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Kol Nidre Sermon

By Reb Ezra Weinberg

October 4, 2022 / 29 Elul 5783

Legend has it that Rabbi Akiva was 40 years old when his life

changed. I’m talking about THE Rabbi Akiva—the most famous of rabbis in

the entire rabbinic period. By age 40, he had not yet learned any mishna.

He was illiterate, in fact. Rabbi Yitzhak Etshalom recounts the famous

story: Just after he turned 40, one time he was standing near a well,

looking at the relationship between the rocks and the water. We don’t know

why he’s hanging out by the well. All we know is that he’s a shepherd. He’s

looking at the rocks in the well that are indented and says, “Who made this

indentation?” The response from the people standing around, “The water

keeps coming and the water eventually eats into the rock.” They then said,

“Akiva, (not a Rabbi at this point) don’t you know the passage in Job that

says, ‘water wears away and erods the rocks’?” Immediately upon hearing

that, he made his first Kal V’chomer—a rabbinic comparison. “If soft stuff

like water can engrave hard stuff like rock, the words of Torah that are as

hard as iron, certainly will cut into my heart which is flesh and blood. In

other words, water, which is soft, can eat into rock, which is hard. Torah,

which is hard, can certainly eat into my brain, which is soft.”

This is a story used to inspire young students to learn Torah. That

everyone is a beginner at some point, even the wisest among us. But it

goes way deeper than Torah learning. Rabbi Akiva’s is not only

demonstrating awareness of the ‘long game,’ but he is demonstrating

awareness of two poles of thought: limitations and unlimited potential. And

he’s 40. For the average lifespan in the 2nd century, that’s probably the
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equivalent of 65 years old today. But what is really happening to Rabbi

Akiva in this moment? Some would call it divine inspiration. Whatever way

you want to name it, there is some kind of voice inside him saying “there is

a lot more to you, inside your already well lived life. Your life has just

begun.”

The Unetane Tokef prayer highlights what the rabbis referred to as

The Kol Dmama Daka—the still small voice of the soul. For Rabbi Akiva,

his life took a radical turn when he saw the impact of water on the rocks. A

still small voice within him made itself heard. What he once deemed

impossible was all of the sudden possible. The Kol Dmama, his inner voice,

made itself heard and it changed his life. That is what I’m talking about

tonight. Accessing the still small voice within each of us…. That is a big

reason why we pray,why we show up for Yom Kippur, and the reason why

so many of us fast. We HOPE that the still small voice within each of us will

show up and make itself heard. The small voice who truly gets us, who can

help us make the profound change we so crave. So how do we access the

still small voice? Well… maybe we first need to realize that it already does

show up in our lives. But when? Rabbi Marcelo Bronstein writes:

The still small voice of the soul survives.

Is relentless, is resilient.

It overcomes cynicism, sarcasm, musts, shoulds, next, noise, and

above all, fear.

The still small voice of the soul: IS, lives and exists in spite of us.

Is always there looking for an opening, a crack in the armor, a

moment of silence,

It waits patiently for an opportunity to show up.

It shows up in the most unexpected forms.
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It shows up in dreams.

It shows up in stress and illness.

It shows up in a book.

It shows up in surprising emotions after a random comment.

It shows up in nature.

It shows up with a stranger that asks a naive question that comes

with no expectation of an answer.

The still small voice wants to be heard, it desires to be

acknowledged.

When we hear the still small voice of the soul, we say: wow,

it is so good to hear you! And the still small voice of the soul always

responds: it is so good to be heard.

We intuitively know the small voice is there within us. So, how do we

consciously access the still small voice? Does our truest nature just show

up when it feels like it? Or does it just make cameo appearances in our

lives? Or, can we live more deliberately into our Kol, this ancient Hebrew

term for both our vocal voice, but also the soul’s voice? So, how do we

consciously access the still small voice? And how do we recognize the

blocks, the numbness for some of us, or the darkness, that prevents us

from truly looking in and getting interested?

Sometimes that voice is RIGHT THERE! And sometimes, so deeply

buried under a cloud so thick that it induces me into a waking sleep. Yom

Kippur is an invitation. With all of its theological complexity and all of its

themes, I’m boiling it down to this:

Yom Kippur is an alarm clock for the soul to wake up the still small

voice inside of each of us that wants—that desperately wants to be heard.

And I feel this personally. I know you’re hearing my voice now, but this is a
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cameo appearance for me. For most of my year and most of my life, I

involuntarily suppressed my own voice. I’m so uncomfortable right now

admitting that. And grateful to say it.

Carl Jung once said, “People will do anything, no matter how absurd,

in order to avoid facing their own souls.” (Yep) “One does not become

enlightened by imagining figures of light, but by making the darkness

conscious.” The internal gymnastics we do to avoid inner work…. But Yom

Kippur, in all its imagery around death and forgiveness, and asking hard

questions about our life… this IS the alarm clock holiday to wake us up and

re-invite our deeply buried voice back into our lives.

And as I continue to get interested in my own liberation and

uncovering my own voice, I find myself attracted to the stories of our

ancestors: both the ones who lost their voices and those who found them.

And I also find myself curious about a G-d who expressed G-dself through

the use of voice. Let’s go there for a minute. I appreciate a shul that isn’t

afraid to talk about G-d.

The metaphor of G-d as a Kol, as a voice, is a powerful idea and it is

all over Jewish tradition, especially in big moments. Right at the beginning,

at the dawn of time, how does the Torah describe the 6 days of creation?

What is manifesting the world into being from the Tuhu Va’vohu—from the

formless void? We know the answer. According to the Torah, It’s G-d. But!

It’s not simply G-d. It’s G-d’s voice.

And G-d said, “let there be light, and there was light and it was good.”

The world comes into being only after the words are spoken. Soon after

creation is completed, Adam and Eve hear the Kol, the voice of G-d, just a

formless voice, in the garden of Eden. This KOL is telling them which fruit

trees to eat from and which ones not. If only they had listened to that voice!
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When Cain kills Abel, G-d’s voice calls out to confront Cain and famously

says, “What have you done? The voice of your brother’s blood cries to me

from the ground.”

In all of these early moments in the Torah, G-d isn’t represented by

something visual. It’s the Kol. It’s the voice. I see a connection being made,

that G-d’s voice is linked to our voices. The Torah says humans are made

in the image of G-d, but there’s no actual image to draw from. We also

know that the Torah uses lots of different metaphors for G-d. What if what

makes us divine is our Kol? Our voice is derived from G-D’S VOICE, the

voice that spawned all of creation.

And it’s not just in Genesis. In Exodus, the Kol is the primary

metaphor used when Moses is receiving the Torah, from G-d on Mount

Sinai. The word “KOL” is used four times in the moments of receiving the

Torah including the Kol Shofar and the Kol of thunder and lightning. There

is something transformative about this specific metaphor. When G-d’s Kol

was used, our status as a people changed. We were no longer simply a

tribe of former slaves. We became a mamlechet Kohanim, a nation of

priests. We became the “People of the Book.” Kal V’chomer, so too for us

today, when we, as individual human beings, can access our own Kol, our

still small voice, our lives begin to change.

I love this quote from Rabbi Toba in her book “God is Here,” which I

referenced on Rosh Hashana. She says, ”When we understand G-d

through the metaphor of voice, we have given expression to a foundational

experience of something moving through us. Something that both shapes

who we are and allows us to express ourselves. Voice is about

communication and connection, what we put out into the universe and what

we take in.” Rabbi Toba makes this beautiful observation about why we
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sing. “We don’t merely sing in order to make a beautiful sound, but to

develop and express something deep within us.”

So what do our voices need to express?  What aspect of our souls

have we avoided? That is up to each of us—to tell our own story. Let me

take a moment to share a piece of my story and my attempt to forge a new

narrative.

I am a child of an alcoholic, who grew up in the family warzone of a

high conflict divorce. I was too young to have a say in what was happening

to me. I was thrown into step-family systems before I knew what hit me.

There was no place for my feelings and reactions. I was so stuck and

frozen in my stuckness. And so awkward. My body was in distress. I had

more allergies and respiratory issues than anyone I knew. I felt like a total

physical mess. I was deeply loved, AND unprotected from the fallout of a

complicated divorce. My shock, deep sadness, and rage were fully

suppressed and my only defense was to disappear—to disassociate. I

made myself irrelevant. And THAT would be a trait that seemed to engrave

itself within me.

Since my own divorce three years ago, I have slowly but actively

decided to look at a story of myself that, for most of my life, I couldn’t

handle. Even as I tell a small part of this tale, I can feel the numbing cream

that my brain releases so I won’t feel anything resembling sadness or

anger. The coping mechanisms of my childhood have equipped me to act

like everything is hunky dory while completely ignoring what’s going on

under the hood.

But the still small voice within ME has been calling for a seat at the

table. And yet, my central nervous system, my regulatory system, wants

nothing to do with this “fantasy” of inner work. But here we are.
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I don’t believe Yom Kippur is a holiday for seeking comfort. If you are

here tonight, at Kol Nidre, or watching this service virtually, there is a good

chance that something is not right in your life.

Something is out of balance. Some aspect of your life is deeply out of

whack and it’s either punishing you incessantly or, you are generally

oblivious to it because you are too numb. And if what I just said doesn’t

describe you, and you believe you are personally living a well-balanced life,

then take a look at the world around you. “The voice of your brother’s blood

cries to me from the ground.” The voice of the Earth’s blood cries to me

from the ground. Things are NOT normal. Look at the path we are on as a

civilization. If we really pay attention, our world is on fire. It feels better not

knowing. I know personally, the fog that numbs me out often feels

impenetrable. But we are here tonight to wake ourselves up. To believe

again, like Rabbi Akiva, that what was once deemed impossible can, all of

the sudden, be possible.

The need to tap into our innermost KOL, the wise small voice within

us, has never been greater. The noise of our lives, of the world around us,

makes it seem impossible to listen deeply. Yet that voice, when I can let

myself hear it, has communicated something amazing to me.

Fundamentally, we have everything we need. Each of us has a Kol—a

voice perfectly suited to who we are. Quoting from “God is Here” again:

[In a rabbinic commentary] on God speaking at Sinai, the early rabbis

taught that every Israelite received the divine Voice “according to their

strength.” Whatever their age or gender or experience, each person

received the Voice according to their personal ability or capacity. This

teaching suggests that the Voice at Sinai could have overwhelmed

those who experienced It, yet this did not happen. Each person was
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able to channel what they needed to receive in such a way that the

Voice became life-sustaining instead of life-threatening.

We have everything we need right here. The seeds of our personal

liberation and our social transformation are within us. I’m not making this

up. This is the message embedded in these 10 days. Return to your voice.

Listen. Avoidance is a choice. Shine a light on the darkness. Listen.

I’ll end with a quote from Emily McDowell:

“Finding yourself" is not really how it works. You aren't a ten-dollar bill

in last winter's coat pocket. You are also not lost. Your true self is

right there, buried under cultural conditioning, other people's

opinions, and inaccurate conclusions you drew as a kid that became

your beliefs about who you are. "Finding yourself" is actually returning

to yourself. An unlearning, an excavation, a remembering who you

were before the world got its hands on you.

On this Yom Kippur, may we remember the Kol Dmama Daka, the still small

voice of the soul that resides in all of us, and find the courage to beckon it

back into our lives. May we have strength to acknowledge, name and work

with all that obstructs us. We got this. Let’s get interested in our liberation

together.
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