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Sermon – Yom Kippur – 2021/5782 
Who By Fire? 

Cantor Penny Kessler  
United Jewish Center, Danbury 

 
Who shall perish by fire and who by water, who by famine and who by thirst, who by 
earthquake, and who by plague… These words from Unetaneh Tokef read like the 
headlines from the past year and a half.  
 
Climate change has increased devastating fires that are tearing apart towns in the 
western United States and abnormal weather and floods across the continent. The 
pandemic has so far claimed the lives of over 4 ½ million people worldwide with variants 
of the virus that threaten to wreak even more illness and death. Domestic and 
international terrorism; extremist groups gaining power; a horrific rise in acts of 
antisemitism and racism; unprecedented divisiveness in our country. The socioeconomic 
disparity in our health care system became acutely obvious during the pandemic. Our 
health care system is overwhelmed, and our professionals are exhausted, and people 
are dying because too many people are led on by prominent figures who disparage 
science and medical reality for their own purposes. Human rights, such as voting rights, 
rights for LGBTQ+ people, and women’s reproductive rights around the world and in the 
US are being threatened.  
 
As the playwright wrote, “stop the world, I want to get off.” If only we could. But would 
we get off? Would we just walk away and let the world simply hurl towards eventual 
and inevitable oblivion? As Jews, I say no, we would not.  
 
Sadly, yes, people are going to get ill and die, and we must cope with pain, loss, and 
sorrow. That is the human way of life. What I believe – and I believe that Unetaneh 
Tokef is teaching us – is that awful things are possible and can happen to any of us; what 
is important is the way we respond to them.  
 
So how can we Jewishly respond to the tragedies of our lives and lives around the 
world? How can we find hope amidst all the chaos we are experiencing? When Yom 
Kippur is over, I want you to take the tools that I’m giving you – that Judaism and Yom 
Kippur give you – and bring them into your tomorrow. Please don’t leave them in the 
pews. Talk about them with your families and friends. Let them guide you as you move 
forward. As we are taught: It’s not what you do between Rosh Hashanah and Yom 
Kippur that matters; it’s what you do between Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashanah that 
matters.  
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The tools are Teshuvah, t’fillah, and tzedakah. Repentance, prayer, and obligated deeds 
of kindness. This triad is a three-legged stool.  
 
Teshuvah is the act of returning to our better selves. Bringing our best selves into our 
relationships will help us cope with today’s overwhelming happenings.  
 
Teshuvah is an ongoing process, not just for these few days. Tomorrow, let your acts of 
teshuvah make your world a better place for yourself and others. Keep at it as a spiritual 
practice. It will make all the difference in the world   
 
T’fillah is giving ourselves the gift of knowing that we don’t need to be self-reliant, that 
we can depend on others and – if you wish – a deity with whom we can have a loving 
relationship. T’fillah gives us the gift of time alone with your understanding of the Holy 
One of Blessing or whatever power of universe you imagine. T’fillah is also an act of 
exploring who we are. It can involve community. Formal Jewish prayer, including 
reciting kaddish, requires a minyan. Bringing t’fillah – however you define it – into your 
lives can create a loving environment for others who need to be with community.  
 
Tomorrow, when you’re back at your regular daily schedule, let the memory of being 
with this community in t’fillah with song and togetherness fill you with peace and love. 
Bring that memory with you and let it sustain you, at least until you’re ready for more. 
 
If teshuvah is working on ourselves and t’fillah means either privately or communally 
bringing the world into focus, tzedakah is reaching out of ourselves into the community 
and the world. 
 
Tzedakah is much, much more than throwing a few coins into the pushke. Tzedakah is 
an obligation, something we are required to do because it’s the right thing to do. We 
can’t wait for the mood to strike us because it may never strike us.  
 
Here is why tzedakah is included in the triad. Tzedakah is what we do. Tzedakah is our 
obligation to make the world a better place, to bring love and peace into the world, to 
repair the world, to help people who are in need.  
 
How can you do tzedakah for the world?  
 
Listen to our medical people and scientists so you can speak to those who either don’t 
know, don’t “believe,” or don’t care. Say something when you hear blatantly false 
information.  
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Respond effectively and support groups that work to eradicate racism, antisemitism, 
and the other “isms” we deal with every day.  
 
Here is a place to start. Put Sunday, October 10th, on your calendar. Join with UJC 
families either in person or virtually as we Walk Against Hate with the ADL of 
Connecticut in Hartford. Information about this synagogue-wide event will be coming 
your way very soon.  
 
Take one or more of the brown paper bags in the Marcus Foyer. Fill them with non-
perishable foods and bring them to the UJC. The items will be distributed to our local 
food pantries. Food pantry shelves are bare this time of year.  
 
The UCJ is participating in a sneaker recycling program. Bring your gently or not-so-
gently used sneakers to the UJC (there is a box outside Larry’s Youth Room). Not only 
will the sneakers be recycled (similar to plastic bottles being turned into Polartec) but 
the UJC will receive funds for the donations.  
 
Speak out when you see human rights being threatened. Sign up to receive updates 
from groups like American Jewish World Service, the Religious Action Center of the 
Union for Reform Judaism, Hadassah, and National Council of Jewish Women. Seek out 
wisdom from writers like David Harris; Hen Mazzig; Michael W. Twitty; and Rabbi Danya 
Ruttenberg. Contact your government representatives; they listen whether you agree or 
disagree with your opinions. Write letters to the editor when newspapers present “both 
sides.” 
 
Financially help people in need. DARA is the non-profit Danbury Area Refugee 
Assistance organization that supports Afghan refugees who are making their way to the 
US after helping the US troops for 20 years. Make donations to organizations that 
provide help for people in catastrophes, such as the JDC, the Joint Distribution 
Committee, the leading global Jewish humanitarian organization, and the American Red 
Cross.  
 
With teshuvah, t’fillah, and tzedakah we can not only avert God’s stern decree, we can 
make the world a better – a holy – place.  
 
I close with a story adapted by Rabbi Paul Kipnes and Rabbi Julia Atlas Weisz, adapted 
from Why did you spill the Coffee? A Great Analogy. Contributed by Ashish Bhavnani, 
Shared by Chandru Gidwani 
 
Spilling Coffee from the Cup 
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A young woman was holding a cup of coffee 
At the synagogue 
when someone came along 
and accidentally hit her arm, 
making her spill the coffee everywhere. 
 
The rabbi saw what happened, 
Rushed over to make sure she was okay, 
And then 
Sensing an opportunity for a life lesson 
asked: 
“Why do you think you spilled the coffee?” 
 
The woman answered, 
"Well, of course, 
Because someone bumped into me!" 
 
The rabbi shook her head 
And said, 
“Not precisely. 
 
You spilled the coffee 
because he coffee was in the cup. 
If tea had been in it, 
you would have spilled tea. 
 
Whatever is inside the cup 
is what will come out. 
 
Therefore, 
when life comes along 
and shakes you, 
which will happen, 
whatever is inside of you 
will come out. 
It’s easy to fake it 
until you get rattled. 
 
Said the Rabbi: 
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So we have to ask ourselves…. 
What’s inside our cups? 
When life gets tough, 
What spills over? 
 
Anger, bitterness, 
harsh words and actions? 
 
Or 
Joy, gratefulness, 
peace and humility? 
 
With what will we fill ourselves, 
When it sometimes feels like 
our cups are being drained? 
The choice is yours! 
 
In these Yamim Noraim, 
These High Holy Days, 
May we work diligently and intentionally 
Toward filling our cups 
with gratitude and forgiveness, 
With joy and gentleness, 
With words of affirmation for ourselves and others 
So that this year, 
Will truly be 
A shana tova! 
 
Kein y’hi ratzon 
 
  


