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A senior colleague of mine once told me that at the beginning of Yom Kippur on Kol 

Nidrei night – he really wanted his congregants to feel as though they were davening 

together as a community. So he announced that they every person should take a moment 

to turn to the person sitting next to them and introduce themselves. He gave everyone a 

few minutes to meet and then continued with the service. Around six months later, a 

young man came to him and said, “Rabbi – I just want to thank you. I got engaged this 

week and it’s all because of you.”  

“What do you mean, he said?”  

“Well – on Yom Kippur, my uncle was sitting next to a man in shul he didn’t know. At 

your behest, he introduced himself. The two got to talking. And my uncle decided I 

should go out with this man’s daughter. We did and now we’re engaged. So thank you.” 

 

My colleague was doubly excited. Not only was it wonderful news for the couple, but 

now he had the opening for next year’s Kol Nidrei drasha.  

 

Just a few moments ago, six members of our shul ascended these steps to hold our  ספרי

 .and stand right next to the chazzan as he recited the words of Kol Nidrei תורה

 

The question is why? Why – of all the תפילות that we recite over the course of the year – 

does this one require such accompaniment?  

 

The answer goes back to a medrash which tells us that on Yom Kippur, our chazzan is 

compared to Moshe Rabbeinu at the moment he stood alone in prayer. The very first time 

that we as a nation went to war was after we had crossed Yam Suf and we were 

ambushed by the armies of Amalek. When Moshe would hold up his hands, the Torah 

says, the Jewish people would prevail. Yet as soon as his hands fell, the enemy gained the 

upper hand. In order to keep his hands aloft – his brother and nephew – Aharon and Chur 

– were enlisted to stand by Moshe’s side.  

 

On Yom Kippur, as a throwback to this moment, we mimic this trio and tap two people to 

flank our chazzan. I confess to you that I have no explanation as to the number six – other 

than to speculate that it was an expansion of the original practice. 

 

But if we’ve answered one question, we’ve only created another. It’s a beautiful image, 

but why tonight in particular does the Chazzan need our help? 

 

I would submit to you that the answer has much less to do with the Chazzan and much 

more to do with the ethic we’re attempting to create. For on Yom Kippur, when so much 

is on the line and when tefillah takes center stage, we begin by modeling the sense that 

each of us should be coming to the aid of those around us. On Yom Kippur, no one is 
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davening alone. Everyone is together in shul. Even if you’re Moshe Rabbeinu, there’s 

still a value to joining with others when calling out to Hashem. 

 

So we choose an example from the Torah where we can actually see the efficacy of the 

approach in action. For the Torah tells us that thanks to the assistance of Aharon and 

Chur, Moshe wasn’t just able to hold up his hands, but rather ויהי ידיו אמונה. As the Ibn 

Ezra says, אמונה comes from the root אומן – when Moshe’s hands were raised, he was the 

caretaker of the nation. When the people saw his hands outstretched in prayer – when 

they recognized that he was davening on their behalf – their אמונה – their faith became 

strengthened. With the knowledge that their leaders were rooting and davening for them, 

they felt empowered – and brought victory to the nation.  

 

We begin with the image of Moshe, Aharon and Chur because it reminds us that we, too, 

can tap into something much greater than ourselves. When we approach Hashem as a 

tzibbur – when we daven not just with the people around us – but for them as well – we 

lift not only the collective, but every individual who’s a part of that collective.  

 

There’s a gentleman who collects money for a very worthy cause in Israel who came to 

see me a little while ago. He told me the following story. He said he had rented a car to 

get around while he was in town. And one day he made a mistake. He was driving down 

some highway in New Jersey and sure he enough he ran out of gas. He had just forgotten 

to fill up the tank. 

 

So he gets out of the car on the side of the road. He’s a little frazzled, trying to figure out 

what to do. He sees a jeep drives past and then go into reverse. The driver had obviously 

spotted him and pulled over to see what was going on.  

 

A Black man gets out of the jeep and asks what’s happening. He starts to tell him that 

he’s a visitor from Israel and he ran out of gas.  

 

The driver of the jeep starts to get a little teary-eyed. He walks over and gives this man a 

big hug. He’s obviously a little taken aback. “Thank you so much for stopping to help, 

but what is this about?”  

 

“I’m from Haiti,” the driver of the jeep says.  

“My whole neighborhood was devastated in the earthquake. Much of my family was 

killed. We thought the world was coming to an end. And to add insult to injury, there was 

no one to help us. No one cared. And then Israel came. And they cared. I’ve never met 

anyone since then from Israel so I wanted thank you.” 

 

It’s not just that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Of course that’s true. But 

by identifying with the greater community and becoming a part of it, every individual 

assumes the character of the community’s very best qualities. The world sees us in this 

light and we hope that Hashem will see us in this light, too.  
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Looking around this room, ours is a beautiful community. Together this past year we 

celebrated wonderful simchas together and marked exceptional milestones. But we also 

bore witness to too much pain: 

• People, who were healthy at this time last year, may not be so healthy right now. 

When we say שלח רפואה שלימה לחולי עמך – grant a complete recovery to those in 

our nation who are sick – have them in mind. 

• Relationships that to the outside observer seemed solid a year ago, have begun to 

rupture or dissolve. When we say וכתוב לחיים טובים כל בני בריתך – inscribe all the 

members of your covenant for a good life – have them in mind.  

• There are families and individuals who identified themselves as financially stable 

last Yom Kippur who find themselves in a totally different place this Yom 

Kippur. When we say כתבינו בספר פרנסה וכלכלה – write us into the book of 

livelihood and support – have them in mind.  

• And think of Anna and Myles Covlin, two beautiful children right here in our 

community. Anna is 9; Myles is 3. The tragic death of their young mother and the 

doubts about their precious future should move each and every one of us. When 

we say אבינו מלכינו חמול עלינו ועל עוללינו וטפינו – Our Father, our King: take pity on 

us, on our children and our little ones – think of Anna and Myles.   

 

As we daven together tonight and tomorrow, think of the people you know and the things 

they need this year. Then think of the people you don’t know. We’re not going to pause 

to make introductions right now. They’ll be time for that when shul is over. 

 

In the meantime, glance around this room. Let your mind absorb some of the faces of the 

people around you. Keep them in your thoughts and imagine what might help them this 

Yom Kippur.  

 

The gemara in Rosh Hashana teaches that even after a decree has been issued from on 

high, it’s within the power of the tzibbur to petition for its annulment. It’s a special 

privilege not granted to one who davens ביחידות – as an individual. Yet the gemara cites a 

passage from Tehillim that seems to indicate that a boat full of sailors who davened to 

Hashem would never have been answered had they attempted to overturn the decree once 

issued – for they were but individuals. But why? Why wouldn’t they enjoy the power of 

the ציבור?  

 

The שם משמואל explains that they may have been davening in the same boat, but they 

weren’t davening for one another. They stood together in the same place, but until they 

turned their attention to the well-being each other, they could never gain the status of a 

collective.  

 

It’s all within our reach. We’re here in this room because we need one another – because 

each of us gains so much by standing in the company of this wonderful community. Start 

to think of the person sitting next to you. And know that he or she will also be thinking 

about you. It’s not enough that we’ve gathered together and arranged for our physical 

bodies to be in one place at one time. Our hearts have to come together as well. When 
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they do, we can rest assured that we’ll have done our part toward achieving a year filled 

with simcha and brachah for each of us, for our community, and for the Jewish people.  

      


