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Introduction 

 

Let me begin by thanking our anonymous sponsor. 

Today’s drasha and the learning we do together is לזכר נשמת הרב שמואל צבי בן יוסף הלוי 
 

You all know the story of Mitzi Feingold from the late 20
th

 century.   

Well into her 80’s, she contacted her travel agent about booking a trip to India. I want to see the 

guru, she said. 

The travel agent tried to dissuade her.  

“Mitzi, not India! It’s crowded, it’s hot, it’s difficult to navigate alone. How about Jerusalem?” 

She insisted. “I want go to India and see the guru.” 

“What will you eat? It’s so hard to find kosher food. You can’t drink the water. Why torture 

yourself?” 

“I want go to India and see the guru.” 

The agent shook his head, and went ahead and made the arrangements. 

Mitzi arrives in India. Undeterred by the crowds, she makes her way to the ashram. 

She joins a seemingly unending stream of people queueing up to see the guru. His assistant tells 

her that it will take at least three days to reach the guru and when she does, she’ll be permitted 

only three words. 

“No problem,” she says. 

Eventually she reaches the golden door. The aide reminds her, “Only say three words.” 

“No problem,” she says.  

She is ushered into the inner sanctum. The wise guru is seated, bestowing spiritual blessings on 

the eager visitors ahead of Mitzi. 

Just before she reaches him, his person assistant reminds her, “Remember, only three words.” 

She reaches the guru, looks him straight in the eye, and says: “Sheldon, come home!” 

 

There’s growing evidence suggesting that the pandemic has brought people closer to religion.  

 A recent Pew study found that nearly three-in-ten Americans (28%) report stronger 
personal faith because of the pandemic. 

 35% of Americans say the pandemic carries one or more lessons from God. 

 And over the course of these past 18 months, researchers have found that online 
searches for the word “prayer” soared to their highest level ever in over 90 countries.  

 

People are searching. 

 

But the story about Sheldon brings home the message for us that we don’t have to climb a 

mountaintop to find meaning.  

 

Let’s learn a gemara together. 

 

 ה. תלמוד בבלי מסכת ברכות  1

אמר רבא ואיתימא רב חסדא: אם 
 -רואה אדם שיסורין באין עליו 

יפשפש במעשיו, שנאמר נחפשה 
 ;'דרכינו ונחקורה ונשובה עד ה

Rava, and some say Rav Ḥisda, said: If a person sees that 

suffering has befallen him, he should examine his actions. 
Generally, suffering comes about as punishment for one’s 

transgressions, as it is stated: “We will search and 

examine our ways, and return to God.” If he examined 

file://///JC-SRV/topics/rava
file://///JC-SRV/topics/rava
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יתלה בבטול  -פשפש ולא מצא 
רה, שנאמר: אשרי הגבר אשר תו

 תיסרנו יה ומתורתך תלמדנו.
 

his ways and found no transgression for which that suffering 

is appropriate, he may attribute his suffering to dereliction 

in the study of Torah. God punishes an individual for 

dereliction in the study of Torah in order to emphasize the 

gravity of the issue, as it is stated: “Happy is the man 

whom You punish, Lord, and teach out of Your law.”  

 

 

We can’t know why a pandemic comes to this world. Our job isn’t to make declarative 

statements about cause and effect. But it is our job to search and ask questions. We’re not in the 

business of laying claim to knowledge about why tragedies happen. But neither are we free to 

allow life to simply go on without being moved by them.  

 

If something big happens, I have to take it to heart and examine my own life. If I do, the gemara 

says, and my actions are perfect – then I have to go back to the beginning. It means there’s 

something deficient in my relationship with the Torah. Maybe there’s something I misunderstood 

or a concept I didn’t know or I misapplied.  

 

A cataclysm of this magnitude has to impel us to search. 

 

But at the same time, the pandemic – and the conversation that it’s generated – can also help 

shed light on the search itself – and specifically – on the process of teshuva. 

 

So with this in mind, I’d like to begin with three questions that I’ve thinking about in advance of 

Yom Kippur: 

 

Question 1: 

 

We learned there in a mishna that Rabbi Eliezer says: 

Repent one day before your death. Rabbi Eliezer’s 

students asked him: But does a person know the day 
on which he will die? He said to them: All the more so 

this is a good piece of advice, and one should repent 

today lest he die tomorrow; and by following this 

advice one will spend his entire life in a state of 

repentance. And King Solomon also said in his 

wisdom: “At all times your clothes should be white, 

and oil shall not be absent from upon your head.”  

 .קנג תלמוד בבלי מסכת שבת דף 2

תנן התם, רבי אליעזר אומר: שוב יום 

אחד לפני מיתתך. שאלו תלמידיו את רבי 

 -אליעזר: וכי אדם יודע איזהו יום ימות? 

אמר להן: וכל שכן, ישוב היום שמא ימות 

למחר, ונמצא כל ימיו בתשובה. ואף 

שלמה אמר בחכמתו: בכל עת יהיו בגדיך 

 .לבנים ושמן על ראשך אל יחסר

 

 

So my question is very simple: If we’re supposed to do Teshuva every day, what really is the 

significance of these עשרת ימי תשובה? Is it just a question of emphasis? Is it just that teshuva is 

more urgent before Yom Kippur so we endow these days with greater significance? Or there is 

something else going on?  

 

 

 

file://///JC-SRV/topics/rabbi-eliezer-b-hyrcanus
file://///JC-SRV/topics/rabbi-eliezer-b-hyrcanus
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Question 2: 

 

I’ve struggled for years to understand this Rambam. 

 

One who committed a sin against a friend, and the friend 

died before he asked his forgiveness, should bring ten 

adults at his grave and there say: "I have sinned against the 

Lord God of Israel and against this man (naming him), and 

I have done against him thus and such (naming the sins). If 

he was indebted to him he should return the money to the 

heirs; if he knew not of his heirs he should leave the 

amount with the tribunal, when after his confession should 

be delivered. 

 יא:רמב"ם הלכות תשובה ב 3

החוטא לחבירו ומת חבירו קודם שיבקש 

מחילה מביא עשרה בני אדם ומעמידן על 

קברו ויאמר בפניהם חטאתי לה' אלהי 

ישראל ולפלוני זה שכך וכך עשיתי לו, 

חייב לו ממון יחזירו ליורשים,  ואם היה

לא היה יודע לו יורשין יניחנו בבית דין 

 .ויתודה

 

 

You did something wrong. You want to make amends. But you look in your inbox and there’s a 

bereavement notice. He’s gone. Verfallen! It’s too late. 

 

Except the Rambam says it’s not too late. You can go to the cemetery and have the very same 

conversation you would have had were he alive! Remember, the Rambam is the arch rationalist. 

What is this post-mortem ceremony that the penitent is supposed to perform? 

 

Question 3: 

 

On Yom Kippur we always talk about being malachim. We don’t eat and drink. We wear white.  

We try to transcend the physical world – just like angels. 

 

But at the end of the day, we’re not angels. We’re people. If we were angels, we wouldn’t have 

any need to do teshuva.  

 

Because we’re people – because we live in a physical world – we attach ourselves to things.  

And we feel that attachment particularly acutely at this time of the year: 

 We blow the shofar; 

 We sit in the sukkah; 

 We shake the lulav; 

 We dance with the Torah. 
 

On Yom Kippur, the חפצה של מצוה is missing. So my question is: In its absence, what are we 

supposed to attach ourselves to on the holiest day of the year? 

 

 

Three simple questions: 

1. If we’re supposed to repent every day, what are the 10 days of repentance? 
2. Why would the Rambam send us to a grave to ask forgiveness of someone we’ve 

wronged? 
3. On a day when we shun the material world, to what we can attach ourselves? 
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Section I: Local Teshuvah and Global Teshuvah 

 

So let’s jump in. How do we reconcile the tension between the call to repent every day on the 

one hand and the call for special days of the year designated for Teshuvah on the other? 

 

To answer this question, I want to share with you what may be the scariest Rambam in hilchot 

teshuva. 

 

Sins which one has confessed on a given Yom Kippur, 

one must repeat and confess on every subsequent Yom 

Kippur – even if he has established [the sincerity of] his 

penitence [by refraining from the repetition of that sin], 

inasmuch as it is written, For I acknowledge my 

transgressions, and my sin is forever before me. 

 רמב"ם הלכות תשובה ב:ח 4

עבירות שהתודה עליהם ביום הכפורים זה 

חוזר ומתודה עליהן ביום הכפורים אחר 

אע"פ שהוא עומד בתשובתו שנאמר כי 

  .פשעי אני אדע וחטאתי נגדי תמיד

 

 

Are we really saying that it’s not true – that Yom Kippur doesn’t wipe the slate clean? 

 

Doesn’t this run counter to everything we’ve ever learned about teshuva? It’s one thing if your 

teshuva is insincere or if you’re guilty of backsliding. Then I could understand why you’d have 

to go back the next year. But if I’ve done everything right – the confession and the regret and the 

resolve to do better and so on – shouldn’t I be done? Can’t I graduate? Is the Rambam really 

telling me that I can never wipe the slate clean – that I carry my sin with me to every Yom 

Kippur for the rest of my life?  

 

And how does this square with what the Rambam writes about becoming a new person? 

 

Among the ways of repentance are, for the penitent to 

continue to cry out in tearful supplication before the 

Name, to bestow alms according to his means, and to 

distance himself exceedingly from the thing wherein he 

sinned, to have his identity changed, as if saying: "I am 

now another person, and not that person who perpetrated 

those misdeeds", to completely change his conduct for the 

good and straight path, and to exile himself from his place 

of residence, for exile atones iniquity, because it leads 

him to submissiveness and to be meek and humble-

spirited. 

 רמב"ם הלכות תשובה פרק ב הלכה ד 5

מדרכי התשובה להיות השב צועק תמיד 

לפני השם בבכי ובתחנונים ועושה צדקה 

כפי כחו ומתרחק הרבה מן הדבר שחטא 

כלומר אני אחר ואיני בו ומשנה שמו 

 אותו האיש שעשה אותן המעשים
ומשנה מעשיו כולן לטובה ולדרך ישרה 

וגולה ממקומו, שגלות מכפרת עון מפני 

ו ושפל שגורמת לו להכנע ולהיות עני

 .רוח

 

 

Of course the Rambam didn’t pull any of this out of whole cloth. It comes from the Gemara. 

There’s a machloket.  
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יומא דף פו עמוד ב 6  

תנו רבנן: עבירות שהתודה עליהן יום 

לא יתודה עליהן יום  -הכפורים זה 

צריך  -הכפורים אחר, ואם שנה בהן 

יום הכפורים אחר, ואם לא שנה להתודות 

עליו הכתוב  -בהן וחזר והתודה עליהן 

אומר ככלב שב על קאו כסיל שונה 

באולתו. רבי אליעזר בן יעקב אומר: כל 

שכן שהוא משובח, שנאמר וכי פשעי אני 

 אדע וחטאתי נגדי תמיד.

The Sages taught: With regard to transgressions that one 

confessed on this Yom Kippur, he should not confess 

them on another Yom Kippur. But if he repeated those 

same transgressions during the year, he must confess 

them again on another Yom Kippur. And if he did not 

repeat them but did confess them again, about him the 

verse states: “As a dog that returns to its vomit, so is a 

fool who repeats his folly.” Rabbi Eliezer ben Ya’akov 

says: [If one confesses in subsequent years,] all the more 

so is he praiseworthy, as it is stated: “For I know my 

transgressions; and my sin is ever before me.” 

So the Rambam follows the position of R. Eliezer. But he’s still in the minority. 

 
 טור אורח חיים הלכות יום הכיפורים סימן תרז 7

 .ועונות שהתוודה עליהם ביום הכפורים שעבר ולא שנה עליהם כתב הרי"ץ גיאת שאין להתוודות עליהם
 

And not only that, R. Yonah says it’s not appropriate: 

 

 ספר שערי תשובה לרבינו יונה שער ד 8

כי הוא מראה עצמו מקטני הבטחון וכאילו איננו בוטח על גדולת  -הזהירו על זה משני פנים: האחד 
סליחת השם יתברך שהוא נושא עון ועובר על פשע, והזכירו על זה )תהלים לא, יט(: "תאלמנה שפתי 

כי אם אינו מזכיר זולתי העונות הקודמים, ידמה כי אין דאגתו זולתי על הראשונות וכי  -השני שקר וגו'", ו
לא חטא מאחרי כן, ואם כן ידמה כי איננו חופש וחוקר דרכיו וזה חלי רע הוא, כי המשגיחים על נפשם 

רת מן רואים בה תמיד דברי עונות או במדותיה, וכאשר מקצרת מהשגת מדרגות היראה או כאשר מקצ
 העבודה ועסק התורה, כי העונשים גדולים על אלה, גם כי פשיעות הלשון מצויות.

 

Returning to the past bespeaks a lack of faith in the process. If I really believed in the efficacy of 

Yom Kippur, why confess again? And what’s more, dwelling on the distant past diminishes the 

extent to which I focus on what’s happened this year.  

 

So how do we understand the Rambam? Why can’t we just leave the past in the past?  
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9 R. Aaron Lichtenstein, La-Kol Zeman: Teshuva within Four Time Frames of Our Lives 

 

 
 

 

The Rambam is not saying to repeat the teshuvah process for sins of the past. He’s saying that 

the stories of our past – the stories of our biographical lives – need to be recalled within a greater 

context. 

 

Yes – Yom Kippur can help wipe the slate clean. But that doesn’t erase the past. That past is part 

of who I am and part of who I’m becoming. We might even say according to the Rambam: The 

goal is for the sins to be forgiven but not forgotten. 

 

It’s the difference between circumstantial teshuva and cumulative teshuva. Or if you prefer, local 

teshuvah and global teshuvah.  

 

The first is the teshuva I might do because on a given Tuesday, I did something that warrants 

repentance. I said something I shouldn’t have. I need to apologize and set things right.  

 

But then there’s something which is much more reflective. It’s about who I am and who I’ve 

become. What are the patterns and habits that animate my life? What are the decisions I’ve 

relegated to autopilot? What are the relationships that require more investment or a different kind 

of investment? And that’s what Yom Kippur is all about.  
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And so we wait. To the extent we ask them at all, we defer our existential questions to Yom 

Kippur. That’s the time – we tell ourselves – to think about our lives and the way we lead them.  

 

The pandemic has been a great reminder that we don’t need to wait. Life is too fragile and too 

fleeting to fritter away the opportunities to engage the big questions more often than once a year. 

Yom Kippur is a floor, not a ceiling. It’s the model for how to be reflective; but it can be applied 

at any time. 

 

Yes – we’re meant to take an inventory once a year of who we are and who we want to become. 

But that’s a minimum requirement. It’s OK, covid preaches, to challenge long held orthodoxies 

about how we behave in this world. The more often we practice meaningful reflection, the more 

meaning we’ll see reflected in our lives.  

 

 

Section II: Teshuvah in the Bosom of the Community 

 

So now to our second question. How to understand this ceremony at the grave? Is the Rambam 

really telling us that the penitent should be searching for a ghost? 

 

What I’d like to suggest is that the 11
th

 halacha in this chapter is actually a continuation of a 

thought the Rambam began in the 5
th

.  

 

 

 הלכה ה רמב"ם הלכות תשובה פרק ב 10

ושבח גדול לשב שיתודה ברבים ויודיע 

פשעיו להם ומגלה עבירות שבינו לבין 

מר להם אמנם חטאתי חבירו לאחרים ואו

לפלוני ועשיתי לו כך וכך והריני היום שב 

 ....ומתנחם

 

The penitent who confesses publicly is praiseworthy, 

and it is commendable for him to let the public know his 

iniquities, and to reveal the sins between himself and his 

neighbor to others, saying to them: "Truly, I have sinned 

against that man, and I have wronged him thus and 

such, but, behold me this day, I repent and am 

remorseful.”  

 

 

There’s a different formula for sins between man and God. That’s a private affair.  

 

But when it comes to missteps in interpersonal relationships, teshuva is always more effective in 

the context of a group. It’s always more effective when other people are around. They’ll support 

you. They’ll support your gestures of reconciliation. They’ll support the relationship. And your 

words may have an effect on them.  

 

So the Rambam is just saying: If the victim is dead, of course you still use the group. It’s just that 

the location – maybe as a kavod to the decedent – is the cemetery. But the halacha itself isn’t 

surprising at all. To the person who sincerely wants to make amends, the Rambam says: Just 

because the victim isn’t present, doesn’t mean you should set aside the ethic of doing teshuva in 

the presence of your community. You never have to go it alone.  

 



9 
 

With all the recent discussion about bail reform, a case in Upstate New York may have escaped 

your attention. 

 

There was a man who was arrested for shoplifting. 

The judge asked the man what he had stolen. 

He said, “I stole a can of peaches.” 

Apparently, the judge had quite a bit of discretion. He said I hereby sentence you to 5 days in jail 

– one day for each peach that you stole. 

The man’s wife stood up. “Your Honor,” she said, “May I be permitted to speak?” 

The judge said OK. 

The woman said, “I just want to let you know: He also stole a can of peas.” 

 

Of course occasionally it can work the other way, too. Not everyone will always be 

supportive…. 

 

But sometimes we fall into the trap of believing that Teshuvah is a solitary process. As we say in 

our davening: 

 

כבקרת רועה עדרו מעביר צאנו תחת שבטו, כן תעביר ותספור ותמנה  כבני מרון יעברון לפניך וכל באי עולם"

 "ותפקוד נפש כל חי ותחתוך קצבה לכל בריה ותכתוב את גזר דינם

 

 Every individual is judged on his/her own merits and demerits. 

 My sins, my mistakes – are mine.  

 Teshuva is personal.  

 I have to atone for what I did wrong in my relationship with Hashem.  

 I have to atone for what I did wrong in my relationship with other people.  
 

That’s all true. But as a practical matter – or we might say – as a tactical matter – there’s also 

something very important about the teshuva of the group – of the community. The idea is that 

teshuva in the context of other people can lift us up. 

 

Think for a moment of a dinner party. I know it may be a strain on our memories. 

 

Before the guests disperse, while everyone is still seated, someone says, “I’d just like to thank 

Hannah and David for arranging this beautiful gathering. The fish was out of this world.” What 

happens? The floodgates open. And everyone chimes in with a compliment and a word of 

thanks. They validate the speaker and at the same time – her words – give them license to add 

their own.  

 

It’s in the context of the community that we create circles of virtue. 

It’s in the context of the community that we can be our best selves.  

 

Today we mark the 20
th

 anniversary of 9/11. There were a thousand examples of communities 

coming together in solidarity that day and in the days following. To remember just one: Ruben 

Correa was a firefighter at Company 74 right here on 83
rd

 St. When he was killed in the Twin 

Towers, he left behind a wife of 21 years and three young daughters, Brittani, Stephanie and 
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Yvette. Our shul came together and raised funds to provide those three little girls with bonds for 

their education. We wanted to make sure they knew that their community of fellow New Yorkers 

would be present for them even if their father was absent.  

 

Any individual could have stepped up. Many did. But it was the power of community that 

transformed scattershot gestures into meaningful and even life-altering support.  

 

And so it goes for teshuva. Yes – it can be done privately. An individual can repent.  

 

But it’s in the bosom of a community that the process can be nurtured and supported. Which is 

part of the reason we always confess in the plural. אשמנו בגדנו. We may have transgressed as 

individuals, but we repent as a congregation.  

 

The pandemic reminded us that we’re social creatures. We need each other more than we tend to 

realize. A little alone time might be welcome now and again. But the group elevates us. The 

community binds us together. It creates virtuous circles and reminds us that we can aspire to 

greatness.  

 

If the first message is in this time of teshuvah is that world events remind us to ask big questions, 

the second is that teshuvah ought not be done in a silo. Community is an exceptionally powerful 

force and we can leverage it in the service of becoming our best selves.  

 

Section III: Heroes and Heroines 

 

And what of our third question: Rosh Hashana has the Shofar. Sukkot has the lulav and the 

sukkah. What’s the object of YK? 

 

There’s a paragraph we repeat often in selichot both before Yom Kippur and on Yom Kippur. 

It begins with the words מי שענה. May the one who answered Avraham in his moment of distress 

answer us. May the one who answered Yitzchak… and so on.  

 

An early edition from the 14
th

 century appears on the title of the page of the handout. 

 

It’s based on the special tefillot that were said on Fast Days in Temple times. Yes, it’s a kind of 

poem and we grant the author some poetic license. But why go through every event? Many of 

them don’t even correspond to something known? מי שענה ליצחק כשנעקד על גבי המזבח? I don’t 

remember Yitzchak praying on the altar? There’s no such reference in the Torah.  

 

Couldn’t we just say וו הוא יעננמי שענה לאבותינ ? 

 

Obviously, we want to draw strength from the past, but what really is all of this about? 

 

One of topics that’s gotten a lot of press in these past months is the subject of heroes.  

 

I’m not sure we ever painted them side by side, but there were two narratives that were actually 

in tension with one another. 
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At the beginning of the pandemic, we started labeling people heroes. 

There were the doctors and nurses.  

There were all the people who kept the medical professionals going. 

There were the front line workers. 

There were the essential workers.  

There were the teachers and school administrators. 

Eventually we started to lionize anyone who was functioning in a public role. 

The people who worked at the supermarket; the people who drove the delivery trucks; and right 

on down the line. 

 

Please don’t misunderstand me. I’m not for a minute minimizing the contribution of any of these 

people. Some of them acted with extraordinary courage; some of them – directly or indirectly – 

saved hundreds of lives. 

 

I’m just making a kind of semantic observation: The idea of calling someone a hero is typically 

reserved for one person or a very small group of people. When everyone is a hero, we devalue 

the meaning of the term. 

 

Almost at the same time, there was a movement to demystify the past and de-hero-ize the mythic 

figures of our national history. Schools or other public institutions that bore the names of Lincoln 

or Washington or Jefferson or Roosevelt were suddenly opting to change their names. Statues 

and monuments were being toppled all over the country. There was a sentiment that said, “These 

people have been given too much credit. Because they were flawed, we can’t call them heroes 

anymore.” 

 

So there’s this tension. On the one hand: everyone is a hero. And on the other: No one is actually 

worthy of that title. 

 

I want to share with you a beautiful text written by Rav Kook that he wrote on the occasion of 

the passing of the Aderet, R. Elijah David Rabinowitz-Teomim (1843-1905). R. Kook had 

married his daughter Batsheva Rabinowitz-Teomim in 1886. Tragically, she died in 1888.  

 

Rav Kook knew the Aderet not only as גדול בישראל, but also as his father-in-law.  

 

[The Aderet was hired by the Ashkenazic community in Jerusalem in 1901 with the thought that 

he would succeed R. Shmuel Salant as the Chief Rabbi of Jerusalem. R. Salant was already 85 

years old. But R. Rabinowitz-Teomim died in 1905 at the age of 62. R. Salant continued to serve 

as chief rabbi until 1909…] 

 

Rav Kook memorialized the Aderet in a work the title of which was a play on his name, Eder ha-

Yakar. 

 

And in the course of his tribute, he wrote the following – with his father-in-law in mind – but 

with application for all time.  
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R. Elijah David Rabinowitz-

Teomim 

(1843-1905) 

 

23הרב אברהם יצחק הכהן קוק, אדר היקר,  11  

 

 
 

With respect to the benefit that accrues from knowing the life story of a particular gaon, there is 
both a practical benefit and a conceptual benefit. The practical benefit is in the spirit of [the 

the holy  beholdse reader, who In thTalmudic adage that] collegial competition breeds wisdom. 
up an inner is stirred that this great person achieved,  grandeurmajesty and magnificence and inner 

, it’s categorially impossible entirely mdesire to try to emulate his ways. And if he cannot imitate hi
for him not to choose  –moved at all from a place of lowliness to a higher state  for him not to be

some better attributes or ways of conducting himself… But there is also a less tangible benefit. And 
int of being exposed to the that is the expansion of one’s soul that cannot help but be elevated by d

vision of such sublime holiness. Just to stand in front of it. The image itself lifts the spirit and refines 
even if one makes no conscious decision to emulate what he has seen.  –the heart  

 

There are two levels. One is cognitive. If we see great people, they might inspire us to be great. 

 

But Rav Kook is telling us something more. There’s something that happens on a kind of 

spiritual level – maybe without our even knowing. When we’re around great people, even if it’s 

not happening on a conscious level, something is happening at the level of our souls.  

 

:כמשלי יג 12  

A person who walks with wise men shall be 

wise; but the companion of fools shall come 

to grieve. 

ְֵ֣ך ים הֹול  ֵ֣ ם ֶאת־ֲחָכמ  ים י ֽרֹוַע׃ יְֶחָכָּ֑ ֵ֣ יל  ה ְכס   ְורֶֹעֶ֖

   

It’s always true, but particularly so on RH and YK, our heroes are everywhere in the Machzor.  

 

 Brit avot – Avraham, Yitzchak, Yaakov 

 Yosef was remembered on RH 

 Sarah, Rachel and Chana were remembered on RH 

 We quote David HaMelech constantly 

 Every time we say the 13 attributes of mercy, we think of Moshe 
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 Yonah is a central character 

 We read from the book of Isaiah. 

 We start Yom Kippur with two people flanking the Chazzan to remind ourselves of 
Aharon and Chur on either side of Moshe. 

 And we end Yom Kippur with the words of Eliyahu ha-Navi: ה' הוא האלקים.  
 

And a hundred more examples.  

 

That’s why we spell out all the people in מי שענה. We want to remind ourselves of our heroes so 

that we aspire as they did. 

 

My predecessor, R. Isaac Bernstein, the fourth rabbi of The Jewish Center once offered up a 

beautiful drasha on the line we say in davening 

 בשמים ממעל ועל הארץ מתחת

 

When it comes to matters of שמים, always look at people of above you - ממעל. When it comes to 

matters in the material world, always look at people who are מתחת – who are below. 

 

We need heroes. We need models. We need people both alive and in the past – who will elevate 

us: People who remind us of all that’s possible.  

 

In other cultures 

- Heroism might be about achievement – someone is a great military or political figure. 
- Heroism might be about origins – they are a demigods or they’re touched by gods and 

somehow special (Greek); Gilgamesh – descended of gods. 
 

Entire books have been written on the topic of Biblical heroism. But I would venture to make 

three observations about our biblical heroes.  

 

First, Jewish heroes are flawed; but their missteps don’t derail them or disqualify them. 

 

But it’s not just David and Batsheva or Yaakov’s dealings with Esav. They’re all flawed! 

Moshe and Aharon and Yosef and right on down the line.  

 

You know what it means when we say they sinned? 

שופטים כ:טז 13  

Among all this people there were seven hundred 

chosen men lefthanded; every one could sling 

stones at a hair, and not miss. 

ל ֵֹ֣ כ ֹו   מ  ינָּ֑ ר יַד־יְמ  ֶ֖ ט  יש ָב֔חּור א  ֵ֣ אֹו֙ת א  ע מ  ה ְשַבַ֤ ם ַהזֶֶּ֗ ָהָעֵ֣

ֽא׃ א יֲַחט  ה ְולֹ֥ ֶבן ֶאל־ַהַֽשֲעָרֶ֖ ַע ָבֶאֶ֛ ֵ֧ ה קֹל  ל־זֶֶּ֗  כׇּ

 

To sin means to miss the target. As long as we’re aiming at the target, it’s OK to miss 

sometimes. Maybe it’s even inevitable. But a miss is not disqualifying 

 

Second, origins don’t matter. Anyone can be a hero. Humble beginnings are the rule rather the 

exception.  

a. Avraham is a foreigner 
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b. Yosef is a slave 
c. Rachel is the daughter of a charlatan 
d. Moshe is a political refugee with a disability  
e. David is a shepherd not old enough to be in the army 

 

And finally, to be a hero in the Jewish tradition means to be involved in a project larger than one 

person. The hero always places God and his covenant ahead of personal ambition. 

 

14 Bret Stephens, The New York Times, “After the Statues Fall,” June 26, 2020 

A great debate about who should remain on which pedestals can be a healthy one. The 
right’s idea that we must preserve the worst figures to protect the best is idiotic. The 
left’s idea that we should bring down the best because we know who they were at their 
worst is no less so. An intelligent society should be able to make intelligent distinctions, 
starting with the one between those who made our union more perfect and those who 
made it less. 
 
Our project isn’t the union, it’s the covenant. But the formulation is helpful. This is the third 

quality: Heroes devote themselves to Hashem, his mission and his people.  

 

15 Interview with Yehudah Mirsky about Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, by Allan Brill, May 

14, 2014 

As Rav Amital often said, Rabbi Akiva’s greatness is undiminished and his power within the 

tradition undimmed, even by his having been wrong about Bar Kochba, and, according to Hazal, 

he was…. We need to be reminded of people who took responsibility for their historical moment 

and their own moral and spiritual lives, amid the chaos of modernity, with a seriousness of 

purpose we can scarcely imagine. 

 

And this I would humbly suggest – at least on a homiletic level – can be the חפצה של מצוה of Yom 

Kippur. The hero. The role model. All these imperfect people. All these human beings who came 

from humble beginnings and made mistakes and got back up and left an indelible mark on the 

world. 

 

If the pandemic has shone a spotlight on heroes, it’s shone a spotlight on the need for us 

penitents to have role models in our lives – individuals whose personal piety or moral greatness 

set the bar for us mere mortals.  

 

Menachem Begin hated the Germans. And with good reason. The Nazis had murdered his 

mother, his father and his brother. In his lifetime, the overwhelming majority of contemporary 

Germans were either complicit in genocide or active participants.  

 

Of all the Prime Ministers for whom he worked, Yehuda Avner considered Begin his lodestar.  

 

In 1986, Avner was serving as Israel’s ambassador to Great Britain. He and his wife were invited 

to Buckingham Palace for a state dinner in honor of Germany’s president, Richard van 

Weizsacker. 
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I share with you Avner’s account as the president was introduced. 
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It’s an extraordinary recollection with many resonances. I share it in this context simply to point 

up what informed Yehuda Avner’s moral decision-making. He conjured up the image of his 

hero, Menachem Begin, much as Yosef had summoned the visage of his father at a moment 

when fate would turn.  

 

Menachem Begin was a flawed man. Every person is. Every hero is. But those flaws ought not 

be permitted to negate their capacity to serve as our heroes and heroines.  
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Conclusions 

 

For all the ways in which it will change the world, this pandemic can also help change the way 

we think about repentance and the spiritual ladder of our own Jewish lives.  

 

The inspiration to do teshuvah might come from a natural phenomenon in the world – something 

that reminds us about the fragility of life and the need to ask big existential questions – not just 

on Yom Kippur, but always. 

 

That inspiration might come from a group or community to which we belong – a community that 

elevates us and helps us give voice to big dreams and lofty expectations.  

 

Or it might come from flawed individuals who aspired to greatness and pointed the way toward 

the Promised Land even if they never crossed the Jordan River.  

 

In forcing us to spend more time apart, these past months have served to validate just how much 

we belong together. As citizens of the world, how blessed we are to be members, too, of a sacred 

fraternity and heirs to the legacy of heroes. 

 

This Yom Kippur, let’s be sure we attach ourselves to great aspirations and great people on a 

path toward becoming our best Jewish selves.   

 

And then let’s do the same… every day.  

 

I wish each and every one you a year of health and heroism and a shana tova umetuka.  


