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Everybody is a Somebody, October 6, 1965 (selections) 
Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm, zt’’l 
 
The sainted Hafetz Hayyim told of the first time he saw a train. Who, he wondered, guides this                  
train? Who drives it? At first, he saw very busy and official-looking people with big red caps                 
carrying things to and from the baggage cars. Surely, he thought, these important people are the                
masters of the train. Then, when he discovered they were merely porters, “red caps,” he noticed a                 
big, dignified looking gentleman in an impressive uniform collecting tickets from people. No             
doubt, he thought, this official owns the train-- how important and solemn he appears. But when                
he learned he was only the ticket-collector, he turned to the man in resplendent uniform and of                 
bushy mustache and booming voice who came marching stridently through the cars blowing a              
whistle. Certainly he guides the train. But no, he was merely the conductor. Perhaps, then, it is                 
collectively owned and operated by all those aristocratic people in the parlor car who are so                
well-dressed and smoke expensive cigars? No, they are only passengers. Then he came to the               
front car, the engine room. There he saw a man in overalls, one who seemed bedraggled, who                 
needed a shave, who looked impoverished and insignificant, who appeared to be a manual              
laborer and shoved coal into the fire and pulled a few rusty switches... And he -- this                 
inconspicuous, anonymous, obscure fellow -- he was the master of the train, upon him depended               
the safety of the whole train and all its passengers! The na‘ar katan often plays the great roles! 
 
That, my friends, is the nature of the message of Yom Kippur. And that is my plea to you this                    
holy day. Do not imagine that only the great and dramatic events are significant. In the eyes of                  
God and in the eyes of history we too are important if we but do all we can. For nobody is a                      
“nobody.” And everybody is a “somebody” -- unless, of course, we choose to abdicate that role,                
that function, that responsibility. 
 
The people we shall soon memorialize in the Yizkor may not have been famous people. Maybe                
they did not shake worlds. But each and every one in some measure, whether large or small, has                  
influenced the world or some part of it. They influenced us. We influence our children, or others’                 
children. And they, in turn, will influence others. The fact that we are here today is a tribute to                   
them; had one link in the chain of generations been severed, we would not be Jews congregating                 
in this makom kadosh today. In appreciating, therefore, the impact of the lives of our loved ones                 
upon us, we must consider the kind of influence we shall have over the generations that will                 
follow us. For everyone has some influence. We must, then, watch our step whether we like it or                  
not; we cannot journey through life without leaving footprints, and others will follow where we               
go because we have marked the way.  
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That influence, that direction of our footprints, will be spelled out not in wealth, not in power,                 
not in worldly fame. It will be exercised in the manner and the responsibility with which each of                  
us carries out his assigned tasks in life. Whether we are anonymous lads, playing a supporting                
role in some great drama, or shabbily dressed conductors, directly guiding the destiny of              
hundreds of fellow-passengers through life, we must be aware of our importance in the eyes of                
God and those who shall come aer us.  
 
Thus, and only thus, shall we emerge from death to life, from oblivion to significance. For                
everybody -- is a somebody. 
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Rabbi Akiva’s Reward 
Rabbi Noach Goldstein 
 
Rabbi Noach Goldstein serves as the Rosh Beit Midrash of the YU Torah Mitzion Kollel of                
Chicago.  
 
In the Chumash, the person most closely identified with Yom Kippur is Aharon, the high priest,                
but I would argue that in the post-temple era the person most associated with Yom Kippur is R.                  
Akiva:  

- Masechet Yoma concludes the laws of Yom Kippur with R. Akiva’s celebrated statement             
that Israel is praiseworthy for it merits to stand before God on Yom Kippur and be                
purified by him.  

- Yom Kippur is a day of teshuvah, hope, and renewal, and R. Akiva was both the baal                 
teshuvah and the optimist par excellence, completely remaking his personality at the age             
of 40 and finding signs of promise even as his colleagues weep witnessing the ruins of                
the Second Temple.  

- According to the ancient rabbinic and geonic literature, R. Akiva was killed right before              
Yom Kippur.  

- And in a little while (or maybe a medium while) we’re going to revisit R. Akiva when we                  
read the piyut אזכרה אלה about the מלכות הרוגי ,עשרה the ten martyrs who were savagely                
murdered by the Romans, most famously including R. Akiva. It’s the one moment of the               
Yom Kippur davening that gets to me every year.  

 
There’s a line in the piyut where the Romans gruesomely execute the great sage R. Yishmael                
Kohen Gadol, and the angels react by crying out to God שכרה וזו תורה זו – is this the reward for                     
Torah? And Hashem responds to them, “Quiet! This is my decree.” The source for that line in                 
the piyut though is actually a story in the Gemara, or more accurately, a blend of two stories in                   
the Gemara, about the execution of R. Akiva. But there’s a critical problem with the story.  
Those here studying daf yomi will recall that a couple of weeks ago we studied Daf 29b in                  
Masechet Menachot, which describes the classic narrative of Moshe Rabbeinu ascending Har            
Sinai to receive the Torah, where he sees Hashem fixing crowns to some of the letters, as we                  
have in our Torah scrolls to this day. Hashem explains to Moshe that a man by the name of                   
Akiva ben Yosef will one day derive heaps and heaps of halakhot from these crowns. Moshe is                 
amazed and asks to see this person, and Hashem grants him a vision of R. Akiva teaching in the                   
beit medrash.  
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Moshe exits the vision and returns to where he was before God, and he’s absolutely blown away                 
by what he saw. Forget about the burning bush or the splitting of the sea; watching R. Akiva                  
teach Torah is the most awesome thing Moshe has ever seen. So he turns to Hashem first he asks,                   
Ribbono Shel Olam, I think you have the wrong man—R. Akiva should be standing here to                
receive the Torah! Hashem says be quiet, this is what I’ve decided, just as we recite in the piyut.                   
Ok. But then Moshe asks Ribbono Shel Olam, שכרו" הראני תורתו "הראיתיני – you’ve shown me R.                 
Akiva’s Torah, now show me R. Akiva’s reward! Once again Hashem promptly gives Moshe a               
vision—and what Moshe sees is the Romans weighing R. Akiva’s flesh after they flayed him               
alive. Moshe exits the vision horrified and cries out to God, שכרה וזו תורה ?זו This is R. Akiva’s                   
reward? And again God answers him, Quiet, this is what I’ve decided.  
 
Do you see the problem though? Moshe asked God to see R. Akiva’s reward. So what should he                  
have seen? What should his vision have been? R. Akiva sitting in the World to Come, in Gan                  
Eden, teaching in the Heavenly Academy! That’s R. Akiva’s reward! Why on earth does Hashem               
answer Moshe’s request by showing him R. Akiva’s death? And why does Moshe react with               
such theological shock instead of asking once more to see R. Akiva’s reward? 
 
I would like to suggest two possible solutions that I think give us something to think about as we                   
prepare for the core of the Yom Kippur davening, Yizkor and Mussaf.  
 
Number one. When Moshe Rabbeinu asked God to show him R. Akiva’s reward, he did not refer                 
to R. Akiva’s portion in the World to Come. That’s not an interesting question. Moshe can                
safely assume that it’s incredibly high, and up on Har Sinai he can’t afford to waste a minute on                   
questions that he knows the answer to. Moshe wants to know about R. Akiva’s legacy in this                 
world.  
 
In R. Akiva, Moshe sees a kindred spirit, and for good reason. Moshe Rabbeinu is easily the                 
person with the greatest sense of mission and responsibility in Tanach, single handedly tasked              
with leading a nation of stubborn and scattered slaves out of Egypt, teaching them the Torah, and                 
bringing them to the Holy Land. It’s a terrible burden, demanding massive sacrifice from Moshe.               
Moshe has accepted that reality, he’s come to terms with what his life will look like, but he still                   
holds one condition. Hashem I’m willing to pour my heart and soul into the work as long as long                   
as at the end of it all I have the chance to step back and enjoy the fruits of my labor.  
 
Moshe recognizes that R. Akiva’s responsibilities are just as demanding. He spends a lifetime              
laboring in the forge of the פה שבעל ,תורה dedicating his life to the development and                
dissemination of Torah in a generation reeling from the destruction of Jerusalem and ravaged by               
the unending Roman persecution. It requires him to leave his idyllic life as a shepherd, requires                
him to make sacrifices in his personal life and that of his family, and to do it all in the face of                      
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hateful enemies and false friends. So Moshe asks, “God, you showed me R. Akiva’s Torah, now                
show me his reward—let me see R. Akiva at the end surrounded by his family and his students,                  
ready at last to put down his burden secure in the knowledge that his life’s purpose was fully                  
realized.”  
 
And that is exactly what Hashem tells Moshe cannot be guaranteed. R. Akiva will get his reward                 
in the World to Come, so will Moshe, but the world below is a complicated place, and Moshe’s                  
one condition to expect a happy ending is unacceptable. Moshe, you have to give everything               
without a guarantee that you will live to bring the people into Eretz Canaan and witness the                 
completion of your task, just as R. Akiva will see his life’s work cut short by the Roman                  
executioners.  
 
One of the most elemental human desires is to see the fruits of our labor, to know that the work                    
we’ve put in has been rewarded with the consequences. We expect it naturally and think it fair to                  
demand it theologically. And yet so often it does not work that way. That’s true on the more                  
mundane level, the slights and frustrations and disappointments we absorb throughout the year as              
our work goes unrecognized and unappreciated, but on far more profound levels as well. Parents               
who deserved to celebrate family semachot, who put their entire lives into raising families but               
are taken away before they could celebrate births and bar mitzvahs and graduations and              
weddings with their children and grandchildren. Spouses who built a life together but who are               
taken from each other with so much left to see. And ליצלן רחמנא parents who have to bury a child,                    
forever mourning the person they were never able to see grow up.  
 
R. Akiva looms over Yom Kippur to remind us one stark truth. That just as we invoke Hashem’s                  
mercy even though it’s beyond our comprehension, so too we must submit ourselves to              
Hashem’s judgment as well, something that even Moshe Rabbeinu could not understand.  
But I think there’s a second piece to the R. Akiva story as well. Read the Gemara literally:                  
Moshe asks God to show him R. Akiva’s reward. God doesn't answer, “Sorry, no reward to show                 
you”—instead He says ok and shows him the Romans weighing R. Akiva’s flesh. Apparently,              
somehow, this is R. Akiva’s reward! How on earth can that be? And that’s Moshe’s literal                
response: זו תורה וזו שכרה?! This is the reward?  
 
The answer though is that Moshe couldn’t possibly understand because he lacked the perspective              
of time. Living 1500 years before R. Akiva, he couldn’t possibly anticipate the legacy that R.                
Akiva’s end would leave. Moshe was given the vision of a snapshot in time, right after R.                 
Akiva’s death. But looking back now we have nearly 1900 years of Jewish history documenting               
the inspiration that Jews have drawn from R. Akiva’s courage and faith. The Romans thought               
that they were bringing R. Akiva’s life’s purpose to an ignominious end; they had no idea that                 
they were providing him with the opportunity to widen and deepen its realization across the               
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millennia and across the globe, long after the collapse of Rome’s religion and the fall of its                 
empire. From Moshe’s ancient perspective he could not see this, from the Romans’ myopic              
perspective they failed to see this, but history gave us the answer to Moshe’s question, the                
answer that Hashem of course knew all along.  
 
Rabbi Berman spoke here the other night about how we hold in our hands the legacy of the                  
people who molded us. We’re able to daven on their behalf because our success is a fresh                 
instantiation of their accomplishments. The mitzvot that we perform demonstrate the success of             
parents, grandparents, and teachers in raising us, vindicates their decisions, and determines their             
legacy. The past is not dead; it is shaped and defined by the present and the future. On Yom                   
Kippur especially we must recognize the gifts our forebears bestowed upon us, and the              
responsibility we owe them in return.  
 
Naturally, R. Akiva, the consummate optimist, was able to recognize this. He sensed the              
opportunity he was given as the Romans approached and he prepared to say the Shema,               
surrendering control of his legacy to his onlooking students. Those students answered the             
challenge, as they became giants of the Mesorah in their own right. R. Meir, R. Yehuda, R.                 
Shimon – men who form the backbone of the Mishna. As we prepare for Yizkor and the                 
continuation of the Yom HaDin, let us reflect on the responsibilities that we have been given by                 
our predecessors, and resolve that we too succeed in securing their legacies this coming year and                
beyond. 
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The Book and the Sword 
Rabbi Dr. Yosie Levine 

On Yom Kippur, we take nothing for granted. Everything – every word – every part of the                 
davening– is pregnant with meaning. Every moment on Yom Kippur is so precious. 

And there is something deeply stirring and powerful about Kol Nidrei. But there is something a                
little peculiar. Unlike the rest of the davening – the chazzan at Kol Nidrei is not alone. He’s                  
surrounded – flanked on either side by people standing to his right and left. On one reading, the                  
Chazzan on Yom Kippur night is Moshe Rabbeinu fighting the war against Amalek. Staff in               
hand, when Moshe would lift his hands to the heavens, the tide of the battle would turn and the                   
Jewish people would begin to vanquish their enemies.And when Moshe’s arms became tired,             
Aharon and Chur stood at his side to hold them up. This is the image we replicate: Moshe                  
Rabbeinu at center, aided by Aharon and Chur. 

The Midrash writes that book and the sword descended together – intertwined – from the               
heavens. The book and the sword, of course, represent two types of power in this world. The                 
book stands for ideas, persuasion, creativity; the power of rational argument. The sword is the               
symbol of physical strength, coercion, political domination. 

On the face of it, it appears that these are the two images of Yom Kippur: In the first instance, we                     
stand before a heavenly tribunal pleading to be inscribed in the write book. In the second, we                 
place our men of war on the field of battle. 

On Yom Kippur, we make two appeals to Hashem: One is the appeal of the book: We make                  
arguments about why God should grant us pardon and forgiveness. But notice what we’ve done               
to the second image – to the image of the sword. We’ve recreated the part of the battlefield                  
where in fact there is no sword at all. It’s not Moshe’s sword that he lifts, but his staff. In prayer,                     
he and the Jewish people turn to Hashem. Moshe raises his staff toward the heavens –and that is                  
what produces victory. That is the second image we place in our minds as we enter Yom Kippur.                  
As we come before Hashem today, we come to him –not with the book and the sword – but with                    
the book and the staff: We make one appeal on the basis of rational logic; we make another on                   
the basis of simple love. Perhaps the book is not enough; perhaps our arguments are not                
compelling enough. So we put our hands up and ask Hashem to love us. 

Rav Chaim Ozer Grodzensky once asked his dear friend and colleague Rav Eliyahu Chaim              
Meisels why he never made the time to compose a book of his Talmudic and halachic insights,                 
which would certainly be a merit for him in the World to Come. Rav Meizels, who was                 
well-known for his tireless efforts to assist the poor and downtrodden, pulled out some old, dusty                
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ledgers containing the details of all of the charity and loans he had dispersed. “These are the                 
books that I prefer to take with me before the Heavenly Court,”he said. 

But when our books fail, we turn to the staff. We ask Hashem to deal kindly with us not because                    
we are deserving; but because we are undeserving. 

May Hashem answer all of our prayers and may this Yom Kippur usher in a year of good tidings                   
and good fortune for our community, for our families, and the Jewish people. 
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Failure and Fraudulence: Two Models of Imperfect Teshuva 
Rabbi Dovid Zirkind, 5775 (2014) 
 
Dear Rabbi, 
 
Wanted to know your thoughts on teshuva as we approach Yom Kippur. Specifically, how am I                
supposed to feel like I am doing true teshuva if I know that I will continue to do some of these                     
things? Yes there are small things that I will try to improve on and hopefully that will make me a                    
better person overall, but in the meantime isn't viduy and al chet just lip service? In fact one of                   
the al chets we say is for insincere viduy, which is exactly how I feel... 
 
I think the question is so powerful. The Mishna in the end of Mesechet Yoma states: the only                  
person that doesn’t have the ability to do Teshuva is the person who says, “I can sin because I                   
have Teshuva to back me up.” But in one sense, is that not all of us? Are we honestly saying that                     
5775 is going to be perfect? And if we’re honest with ourselves that we will end up sinning in                   
the year to come then what right do we have to approach Yom Kippur again next year with the                   
sins we saw coming? 
 
The neuroscience field has been a buzz lately with a series of new findings about the way                 
kindness is processed in the brain and on the molecular level. Subjecting charitable givers to               
fMRI scans, researchers at the Rehabilitation Institute in Chicago discovered that two areas of              
the brain are activated when a person gives to others and they are not the areas you’d expect. The                   
first was the area in the frontal lobe associated with building social relationships and the second                
was lower in the midbrain, the same area where pleasure circuits are active, like when we eat                 
something delicious or are surprised with an exciting gift. When we give we are building               
connections but also feeling good about it. 
 
Dr. Jordan Grafman who ran the study wrote: 
 

“While we often tend to think of altruism as a kind of sophiscated moral capacity we use                 
to squelch our urges to dominate others, this new evidence suggests that giving is actually               
inherently rewarding: The brain churns out a pleasurable response when we engage in it.” 
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At UCLA, the team that studies Gene profiles came to a very similar conclusion. They identified                
a pattern whereas those whose happiness comes from a sense of higher purpose tend to have                
healthier, less inflamed protein production while those whose happiness is hedonistically driven            
had an increased amount of biological markers that lead to inflammation that causes             
cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and even cancer. In other words, the bodies of those who live               
more selfless lives tend to be responding by causing them to function better. 
The philosophical question being raised, as a result of all this is, are we programmed or built to                  
do good? Darwinians have always argued that primarily man looks to promote and protect              
himself but the idea that giving would be psychologically and physiologically healthy is leading              
some to question that assumption. The Torah’s view is somewhere in between. 
 
Regarding a sinner’s offering the Midrash writes: Initially it was Hashem’s intention to interact              
solely with the tzaddik, the perfect person, but all that changed. Our Torah is the Toras Hashem,                 
the bible of the man who does both mitzvos and aveiros. The Chumash associates this transition                
with the generation of Noach. In His promise to not repeat the destruction of the flood, Hashem                 
says to Noach – Yetzer lev haadam rah m’niurav – meaning it is likely that man will sin again,                   
and G-d committed to not act as harshly as he did before. We are challenged with a Yetzer Hara                   
and we are human; inevitably then, we can not expect to be perfect.  
 
Therefore, to me, the goal of Yom Kippur is not a naïve commitment to being perfect, but rather                  
a process of setting the goals we aspire to and the values we believe in. We can’t fast every day,                    
but we show ourselves, if only temporarily, how much we can achieve today. We aren’t fooling                
anyone into thinking that my Yom Kippur persona is the real me, but it is the part of me that I am                      
most proud of. Echteh V’aShuv – I will sin and I will repent - is a person who sees his                    
personality as the lowest common denominator of all his actions. He is a sinner, which will never                 
change, even when he repents. On Yom Kippur we say the opposite; we sin, but we are holier -                   
greater than the sum of our mistakes. 
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Yizkor: Looking Ahead by Looking Back, Yom Kippur, 2005 (Selections) 
Rabbi Dr. Ari Berman 
 
I remember when I first realized that my father was not Superman. I was a teenager at the time                   
and my father just had surgery. In those days laparoscopic surgery was not an option, so surgery                 
meant a serious incision with significant recovery time. I remember walking into the hospital              
room after the surgery and seeing my father in a weakened, almost frail state. I was stunned.                 
While I never consciously formulated the thought somewhere in my subconscious I imagined my              
father as the strongest, toughest man I knew. Like most boys, my subconscious envisioned my               
father to have qualities that he could not have possessed and that day was when my subconscious                 
collided with reality - and it was shocking. But while it was shocking and somewhat sad, it was                  
also the day that I began to grow up. 
 
There is a fascinating debate about one of the core prayers we recite on Yom Kippur. What is the                   
prayer we repeat most often today? Viduy - confession. All throughout the day we confess. We                
have a list of sins in the al chet, and we recite the paragraph of ashamnu, bagadnu very often as                    
well. There is one part of the viduy service that the gemara teaches us is the ikar viduy, the                   
essential part of confession. Which part? Aval anachnu chatanu – but we have sinned. Right               
before we start ashamnu, bagadnu – we recite this three word phrase which is considered by the                 
Sages as the essential part of viduy. Interestingly, there is a debate in the commentaries if this                 
phrase consists of three or four words. There are some versions of this phrase in which the word 
ve-avotenu is included: aval anachnu ve-avotenu chatanu - but we and our fathers have sinned.               
Some machzorim contain the version mentioning our father’s sins, and other machzorim print the              
other version and leave it out. But how are we to understand the version that mentions our                 
fathers’ sins. 
 
Why at this time are we confessing that our father has sinned as well? What does this have to do                    
with us? Why bring our parents' sins into the picture when we are doing viduy for our own                  
misdeeds? The commentaries explain that this word references the sins that we inherited or              
learned from our parents. We are not confessing our father’s sins as much as we are confessing                 
our sins that we do because of our father. Using this interpretation, I would suggest that this                 
version teaches us some very important lessons about ourselves and the process of teshuvah as               
personal transformation. 
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1) The first lesson is that our parents are imperfect and that they have sinned in their lives. It is                    
common for a child to grow up and think his or her parents are perfect, and the moment one                   
realizes that it is not the case is very painful and difficult. But still the realization is crucial. For if                    
one remains stuck in one’s fantasy, then one’s own self image and the image of the people to                  
whom one is close will never match up to the fictional image of one’s parents. As such, the child                   
will remain stunted by this imaginary depiction of perfection and will have a difficult time               
finding happiness. In Bereshit we are told that a man must leave his father’s and mother’s house                 
and cling to his wife. This does not just mean physically leaving the house, but psychologically                
too. Part of growing up and leading happy, fulfilling lives is leaving behind the childish image of                 
one's parents. But besides the need for personal happiness, if one does not alter one’s               
fictionalized vision of one’s parents, one will never develop a real relationship with them. 
 
One will have a relationship with an image or a figment of one’s imagination, but not the real                  
person. The first lesson of mentioning one’s father's sins is to internalize that they are not                
perfect. 
 
2) The second lesson is that we are products of our rearing. While we have independent qualities,                 
traits, dispositions, likes and dislikes, still so much of who we are is a response to our rearing.                  
Whether it is a positive response of imitation or a rebellious response that pushes us in the                 
opposite direction, so much of our identity is affected by our upbringing. This is true for our                 
good qualities and it is also true of the negative ones. Aval anachnu ve-avotenu chatanu – there                 
are sins that we come to on our own and there are other sins that we commit in response to our                     
parents. 
 
3) The third lesson is rooted in the word aval – but. What does it mean when we say “but we                     
have sinned?” Targum Unkelos translates the word aval to mean b'kushta not just “but” rather               
"the truth is." One can come up with many excuses for our actions: insecurities, innate               
weaknesses, simple mistakes. One of the more common excuses is to blame one's rearing. There               
are people who spend their entire lives blaming all of their ills and all of their misdeeds on their                   
upbringing and their parents. But the viduy says "aval." With all of the baggage and all of the                  
personal issues, still the truth is that I sinned. I am responsible. Except for rare instances in which                  
one literally loses one’s ability to choose because of past trauma, the truth is that I am                 
responsible for my actions. Even though we all have personal baggage, we have the ability to                
overcome them and determine our path in life. Yes my parents are imperfect and my rearing                
flawed in some way, but in the end, I am not crippled. I am responsible for my actions. Aval -                    
with all of the excuses, ultimately I am the master of my fate and the captain of my soul. 
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Answering The Call 
Rabbi Ariel Rackovsky (Yom Kippur, 5780/2019) 
 
Johnny Shippel was a proud and active Jew during his high school years, at LA’s prestigious and                 
exclusive Harvard-Westlake Academy. He was a vociferous advocate for Jewish causes and            
everyone knew that in this bastion of WASPish privilege, he was the address for “doing Jewish.”                
So it was one day that the school chaplain, the Right Rev. Oliver Garver, called Jonny into his                  
office. Rev. Garver had retired after an illustrious career as Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of                
Los Angeles, putting his heart and soul into the Church’s work there, and was now tending to the                  
spiritual well being of this school’s elite student body. Rev. Garver pulled down a blue book                
from his bookshelf and proceeded to ask Shippel a question. The blue book was Rabbi Charles                
Chavel’s translation of the Ramban’s commentary on the Torah, and Rev. Garver had a question               
about a concept the Ramban expands upon at length in his commentary on Parshat Kedoshim.               
Jonny sheepishly looked at Rev. Garver and told him, “I have no idea what that is.” Rev. Garver                  
stared back at his charge and said, “Shippel- if I, the Bishop of Los Angeles, told you that there                   
was treasure in your backyard, would you stop at Service Merchandise on the way home and                
purchase a metal detector?” Jonny replied, “Yes, I would.” “Well, I’m telling you that you have a                 
treasure in your backyard. It’s the study of the Torah. Mahatma Gandhi once said, ‘it’s no sin to                  
be ignorant; it’s only a sin to remain ignorant. You are a proud Jew, but an ignorant one. Go back                    
and learn!” 
  
Johnny Shippel maintained a close relationship with Rev. Garver over the years- throughout high              
school, then when he was a student at Columbia University and then afterward, when he enrolled                
in Ner Israel Rabbinical College in Baltimore. When Johnny and Adina Shippel got married in               
New Jersey, Rev. Garver flew in for the wedding, putting his cross in his pocket and exchanging                 
his purple skullcap for a black one. At the Chuppah, he was seated in between Rav Yaakov                 
Weinberg, the Rosh Yeshiva of Ner Israel Rabbinical College, and Rabbi Herman Neuberger, the              
Yeshiva’s long time executive director. Rev. Garver knew Hebrew; As the ceremony was about              
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to begin, he leaned over to Rav Weinberg and said, “Rabbi Weinberg, just remember- he was my                 
talmid before he was yours! ” 1

 
From that ignorant kid in the bishop’s office, he went on to become the brilliant and                
transformative Rabbi Yonason Shippel, who has inspired countless people through his outreach            
work in South Africa, his teaching at Yeshiva University and his leadership of his dynamic               
community, The Beis, on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. And none of this would have been               
possible had he not been told off by some galach named Rev. Garver.  
 
It can be jarring to be rebuked, doubly so when it is from someone we might consider our                  
spiritual subordinate, particularly when the rebuke is justified. There is no better example of this               
than what happened to the protagonist of the only story we read on Yom Kippur: the prophet                 
Yonah. We are familiar with the story; Yonah is directed by God to prophesy and warn the city                  
of Nineveh that their demise is imminent, unless they repent immediately. A simple and              
straightforward enough assignment, one that Yonah flees by embarking on a treacherous nautical             
journey. As each crew member cries out to the deity of their choice, Yonah descends into the                 
bowels of the ship and falls asleep. Shortly thereafter, he is rudely awakened: 

  וַּיֹ֥אֶמר לֹ֖ו ַמה־ְּלָך֣ ִנְרָּד֑ם קּ֚ום ְקָר֣א ֶאל־ֱאלֶֹה֔יָך
Why are you sleeping?! Indeed, this haunting phrase- ִנְרָּד֑ם -ַמה־ְּלָך֣ is the phrase our Sephardic               
brethren use to introduce their Selichot prayers: 
 

 ֶּבן ָאָדם ַמה ְּלָך ִנְרָּדם; קּום ְקָרא  ְּבַתֲחנּוִנים
 ְׁשפְֹך ִׂשיָחה ְּדרֹׁש ְסִליָחה; ֵמֲאדֹון ָהֲאדֹוִנים

 
Son of man, why do you slumber? Arise and call out with supplications. 
 
If you thought it was bad to be rebuked by an Episcopalian minister, Yonah is the prophet of                  
God- perhaps the holiest man of his generation. And here he is, receiving a tongue lashing by a                  
bunch of scurvy scalawags! Imagine how low he had sunk, that he was justifiably rebuked by a                 
group of sailors. You could imagine that every sentence the sailors in our story uttered was laced                 
with profanity, bigotry and misogyny, yet they recognized God’s hand in their lives! And these               
toxic individuals were the people who told Yonah he wasn’t frum enough? His anemic faith and                
unresponsiveness to spiritual imperatives should leave cold any sensitive person.  
 
And this is just the beginning of Yonah’s moral descent. Throughout the book, Yonah seems to                
care far less about people than he does about inanimate objects, and about his own material                
comfort. He mourns the loss of a -קיקיון the castor oil tree- but can't spare a tear for the potential                    

1 Told to by Rabbi Yonason Shippel, September 19, 2019 
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annihilation of a major metropolis. All this begs the question: why is this story the only Biblical                 
narrative read on the day of Yom Kippur? Can we not think of more virtuous protagonists to read                  
about on this transformative day? 
 
I think there are two lessons we can learn from the selection of Yonah as today’s central figure.  
 
Don Isaac Abravanel seizes on the Gemara (Sanhedrin 89b) which suggests that Yonah was              
guilty being נבואתו כובש - that he attempted to suppress his prophecy. What would motivate him                
to ignore his calling in life? The Abravanel suggests that Yonah was concerned he might appear                
as a false prophet. After all, if he runs through the streets of Nineveh warning of impending                 
destruction, donning a sandwich board bearing an ominous warning while ringing a bell, and for               
whatever reason it doesn’t materialize, he will become a laughing stock, a punchline on late               
night Nineveh talk shows. Yonah’s real concern was that his life’s work would be undone or                
viewed as pointless. What he wanted- what we all want- was that after years of divine service,                 
Day school tuition, Pesach Sedarim, Yom Kippur appeal donations and so on, no one should               
think we wasted our time. Because what happens if we do teshuva and the storm doesn’t stop?                 
What happens if we did take the initiative we spoke about on Rosh Hashanah and Shabbos                
Shuvah and attempted to reconcile with a friend, and they did not forgive us? What happens if                 
we say Tehillim every day and there is no refuah at the other end? Will it serve as a referendum                    
on our entire lives? For if that is the case, it's better to run from God, because to run toward Him                     
sets us up for nothing but pain and disappointment. Rav Aaron Soloveitchik once called a               
meeting with a student, who was acting rudely toward one of the secular studies teachers at his                 
Yeshiva. Rav Aharon told the student, “When I hear that my talmidim are acting with chutzpah, I                 
feel the pachad of לריק ניגע לא -למען the words we say each day praying that our work is not for                     
naught.”  
 
Why do we run from God when He calls out to us? Why do we avoid seeking the mission he has                     
ordained for our lives? It is because we don't know for sure that it will pay off, because we’ve                   
davened too many times with no positive outcome, because we've seen far too many people who                
are ostensibly frum yet act without menschlichkeit, and too many observant families who             
produce children that don’t follow in their footsteps. It is easy to develop Yonah’s fatalistic view                
of the world, in which nothing spiritual is real or worthwhile. Yonah was worried that he was a                  
false prophet, peddling hope and salvation to the gullible masses, and therefore he disengaged.              
The spiritual chaos that surrounded him no longer registered; he was completely numb.  
 
At that moment, when he gave up completely and descended below deck, it was an unlikely                
wakeup call from the ship’s hands that reminded him of who he truly was. “Yonah, you are a                  
Jew- אלקיך אל קרא -קום call out to your God! You are a prince among men! Do you realize what                    
you have? You have the Torah, and the Shulchan Aruch, and works of Mussar and Chassidus;                
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you have Shabbos, and Tefillin, and Mikvah; you have hachnasat orchim, and charitable giving,              
and Chesed organizations that would make other groups green with envy! What are you doing to                
take advantage? Are you content to remain an apathetic and ignorant Jew?” And yes, there is no                 
guarantee of the success of our efforts. The shipmates hold him יתעשת -אולי maybe God will                
answer. Our efforts and our observance won’t always yield immediate or tangible results, but              
Yom Kippur is the wake up call for the dormant prophet - when we stop worrying about what if I                    
can’t... and start asking, “how can I not?” 
 
There is a second important lesson of Yonah’s flight from God, another reason why it is critical                 
that we read this bizarre tale on Yom Kippur. When he ran away and crawled below board, he                  
wasn’t just running away from his own mission; in fact, he was also telling God that the people                  
of Nineveh are not his problem. “If God wants to punish them, or offer them a second chance,                  
that is His prerogative- He should leave me out of it.” It is exactly on Yom Kippur, when our                   
preoccupation is upon our own needs, that we need to hear this message and broaden our lens.                 
Whether we realize it or not, we are all on the same ship today, and our success in weathering the                    
storm relies on calling out to God on behalf of everyone on board. Rashi on the Yerushalmi                 
relates that Yonah was a member of the tribe of Zevulun, itself the tribe of seafarers, whose job it                   
was to bring people of all nations to God through their trade on the high seas. Yonah was tasked                   
by God with caring about a city far away, to which he’d never been.  
 
Rav Yisrael Salanter, the founder of the mussar movement, used to say that when a Jew in Paris                  
violates the Shabbos, a yid in Vilna needs to worry. We need not travel to Nineveh or Paris to                   
develop this sensitivity. There are people in our community who are complete strangers to their               
tradition; the tragedy is not that they aren’t religious- it’s that they’re not on our radar. There are                  
children falling through the cracks Jewishly because their educational needs preclude a formal             
Jewish education; there are people who just can’t seem to find themselves and get their life                
together; there are plenty of others who are deeply, profoundly lonely, going for long amounts of                
time with limited human contact, and still others who are enduring physical and existential pain               
in silence because they think no one understands them. When we see such people, does their                
presence make an impression upon us? Do we consider them our responsibility, or even realize               
that they are among us? This is what God was telling Yonah at the very end of the book. “You                    
care about a thornbush- something so fragile it can be decimated by a worm. Yet, you don’t care                  
about a great city of 120,000 people, each one with their own story, with their own challenges                 
and their own potential?” Look around for a moment, outside of your inner circle and beyond                
your kikayon, and identify someone who you will daven for right now, a fellow traveler on Yom                 
Kippur’s journey. Maybe the story of Yonah is challenging us - how can you possibly enter                
Yom Kippur without your shipmates on your mind? 
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Sometime in the 1970’s, an affluent Satmar Chassid named Feivel Shapiro came from Antwerp              
to New York on a business trip; it was around Purim time. He decided that it would be a good                    
idea to travel to Crown Heights and participate in the Lubavitcher Rebbe’s legendary Purim              
farbrengen. The Rebbe used to share elevated Torah thoughts till the wee hours of the morning,                
surrounded by thousands of devoted followers and thirsty souls. At the end of the gathering, a                
path was cleared for the Rebbe to return to his office and Feivel reached for the Rebbe’s hand to                   
wish him shalom as he passed by. This was the custom in the Satmar and Vizhnitz communities                 
in which Reb Feivel grew up, but when he did this several gabaim in 770 gave him a dirty look,                    
signaling to him this was not the practice in Chabad. To his shock, the Rebbe latched onto                 
Feivel’s arm, pulling him along all the way to his office. The Rebbe grabbed a chair and                 
positioned it alongside his desk, motioning for Feivel to sit. He then went to a filing cabinet and                  
pulled out a letter, and asked his guest to read it. Reb Feivel began to read, and could scarcely                   
believe what was on the yellowing sheet of paper.  
 
“Dear Rebbe , 2

I am a 36 year old woman living in Antwerp. I have end stage breast cancer and my doctors have                    
handed me a grim prognosis. It is near the end; I am prepared to meet my Maker, and I am                    
grateful for the life He has granted me. I don’t know you and you don’t know me, but I am                    
deeply worried about the physical and spiritual well being of my 12 children, the oldest of which                 
is 14 and the youngest one year of age. Please, Rebbe, think about my children. Daven for my                  
children to be happy people, healthy people who fear God, love Torah and the Jewish people,                
and that they should follow the path of Torah and mitzvos. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Rochel Shapiro 
 
Reb Feivel sat there sobbing, reading the letter his dying mother wrote when he was 12 years                 
old. He was so overwhelmed, it didn’t even occur to him to ask how the Rebbe knew who he                   
was. All he could think about was the one request burning in his mind. “Rebbe, ich vill betten ein                   
bakoshe, I have one request. Die mameh iz geshtorben azoy jung, my mother died when she was                 
so young. I barely have any memories of her. I want to take the letter with me.” The Rebbe                   
replied, “Nein. No. I can’t let you have it.” Reb Feivel was startled; he knew the Rebbe received                  
tens of thousands of letters every single year, many of them with the same kind of request as this                   
one. Did he really need this particular letter? The Rebbe anticipated his question, and said,               
“Yeder yohr, ich ken nisht geyen arop in shul far Kol Nidrei eyder ich leynt die mame’s briv.”                  
Every single year, I cannot go off to shul for Kol Nidrei until I read your mother’s letter.” Can                   

2 As heard from  Rabbi Y.Y. Jacobson- https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I9EdzXWByK4&t=537s 
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you imagine what it means that one of the leaders of your generation, a man of transcendent                 
vision and surpassing holiness, had you in his prayers for decades and you didn’t even know                
about it? And the Rebbe’s prayers worked; All the Shapiro children were and are happy and                
successful individuals, pillars of their communities who are models of religious devotion.  
 
The Rebbe read that letter every year because in just a few sentences, it encapsulated both the                 
needs of the individual and the entire Jewish people, whose weight the Rebbe carried on his                
shoulders. “Please daven for my children!” We don’t have a giant like the Rebbe to pray for us.                  
But maybe we don’t need one, because we have Yom Kippur to challenge us to care about and                  
pray for each other. The instinct to go below deck and fall into a slumber is strong, but we dare                    
not flee God’s calling. It is true that sometimes our own problems are all consuming, but we are                  
expected to think bigger than that on Yom Kippur. To ensure that others are not forgotten.                
Because it is actually easy to pray for someone- what’s much more difficult is to care about                 
them; to pick up the phone and invite them for Yom Tov or even just ask how they’re doing and                    
actually listen to the response, reading between the lines if necessary. At the emotional peak of                
our tefilos, we too are encouraged to pull out a letter of our own as we declare:  

 וכל באי עולם יעברו לפניך
And all of the inhabitants of the Earth will pass before You 
 
As we recite Yizkor, we know there are those who wrote that note about us; maybe it was not in                    
written form, but it was a note nonetheless. It was from our parents, grandparents, teachers who                
believed in us or people who loved us, pleading with God to watch over us. Those who have                  
passed from this world, their tefillos still reverberate. As they extended themselves for others we               
vow today to do the same today. 
 
And so, the test of Yom Kippur is twofold - do we remember how fortunate we are to have been                    
vouchsafed the treasures of Judaism, and will we take full advantage? Do we remember that we                
are on this boat with fellow travelers of all kinds? The shipmates whether they are alive, or are                  
our ancestors whose memory we recall today are calling to us to wake up, and call out to God-                   
on our own behalf, and on behalf of so many others. Will we answer the call? 
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