
1 

 

Back to the Cave: Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai Season 2 

A Teaching for Kol Nidre 5782/2021 by Rabbi Katie Mizrahi 

 

Last year I told you the story of Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai, the Rabbi in the Cave, 

who, with his son, lived for 13 years in isolation to dodge a death sentence for 

criticizing the Roman government. 

It wasn’t 13 straight years.  There were 12 years at first, and then, their first time 

out of the cave, they nearly destroyed the world. After so much isolation, days 

spent only in study and prayer, living on the barest rations of carob and water, 

Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai saw the imperfections of his fellow humans more clearly 

than ever when he first emerged.  They seemed to be so misguided!  So petty and 

superficial!  Forsaking the eternal life of spiritual enlightenment in order to 

appease their fleshly desires.  His judgment became lethal.  Laser beams shot from 

his eyes incinerating those he distained. 

A voice from heaven cried out, “Have you come out to destroy My world?!?  Back 

to the cave!!!” 

And so he spent another 12 months waiting for his freedom, learning the hard way 

how to look at his fellow humans with more compassion and less judgment. 

I suspect those last 12 months were harder than all the 12 years before them.  For 

now, he had tasted freedom, remembered the fresh air and light of day.  Now he 

had had his chance.  And blown it. 

It’s excruciating to go back to the cave.   

We should know, on this second online Yom Kippur after several weeks expecting 

to be fully back in person. 

Going backward is particularly challenging for those of us immersed in the 

American mythology of never-ending progress, the simple linear storylines of 

growth and triumph over adversity.   

I know that since April 2020 I’ve been hoisting up my spirit by imagining a clean 

clear end to the pandemic, after which we would all have giant parties and lots of 

hugging and food sharing.  The vaccine would come and we would be free and it 

would all be over. 
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But it turns out that so much about life and the world is NOT linear, not 

unidirectional.  Not clear.  We go forward.  We slip back.  We fix problems only to 

realize the solutions had horrible unintended consequences. We learn from our 

mistakes, and then make the same mistakes again.  And again.  It turns out life isn’t 

just a heroic one way arc from bad to better.  

Anyone who has struggled with addiction or chronic medical conditions knows 

this.  There are good days and bad days.  Steps forward, stumbles back.   

Sometimes we try and fail.  Sometimes we lose.  Sometimes we make mistakes.  

The same mistakes over and over.   

That’s why we have Yom Kippur every year – our ancestors knew that after 12 

months of living, we’d surely need to confess that whole litany again.  

Ashamnu bagadnu – every year.  Same list.  Even if we tried to put it behind us last 

Yom Kippur, here we are again, confessing the same mistakes, learning the same 

lessons. 

We might hope that over a lifetime, a person can make slow progress - steps 

forward overcoming the painful retreats.  Indeed, Yom Kippur is a testimony not 

only to our capacity for repeating our errors, it also expresses a profound faith that 

we should keep trying, even when we seem to be returning again and again to our 

sins as much as to our souls.  Yom Kippur opens the possibility that a person can 

grow and heal, that we can reconcile with the people we have harmed and choose 

better the next time, that we can strive for a radical freedom from past mistakes.  

With effort and intention, it’s not just going in circles but growing, in spirals… 

And when you think about it, we are NOT just in the same place we were a year 

ago.  This Kol Nidre is WAYYYYY better than me being my own tech in my 

living room and our musical team separated by zoom into a series of sound solos.  

We got to be together outside on the beach for Rosh Hashanah.  Kids are back in 

school.  Reports are showing that our strong governmental response actually 

reduced poverty in the US over the past year during a time when we might have 

kicked off a devastating depression.  We are learning.   

 

Still, the path may not be as straight and simple as we would prefer.  

Everyone is exhausted and cranky.   



3 

 

We had begun to exhale, lick our wounds, assess the damage, let go of that fear 

and replenish ourselves with the joy of simple things. Hugs, indoor basketball, 

travel to see family. 

And now, it’s as if a Voice from Heaven cries out – “Back to the Cave!!  You have 

not yet learned what this virus was here to teach you, oh mortal humans! Here 

comes Delta!” 

It’s almost worse than if we had just stayed in there the whole time. 

I imagine myself as Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai, protesting this cruel turn of events:   

“And just what is that?!  Just what is it I need to learn?!  That I live in a country 

with a bunch of selfish, dangerous, ignorant jerks!?!  That a whole lot of leaders 

have sold their souls for power and play games with human lives because they find 

it more popular than telling their dangerous followers the truth!?!!”  

“Nope not that.” 

“Well then what then?!?” 

“Expand your circle of concern Rabbi Shimon!  Leave no one behind.  The health 

of each depends upon the well being of all! Compassion for all Shimon  – same 

lesson as always – just another iteration of that same old lesson – compassion.  

Now, back to that cave …” 

And what is the particular flavor of compassion we might learn in this moment?   

Last year when we met Rabbi Shimon, I spoke about giving one another the benefit 

of the doubt, digging deep and finding compassion in this ragged time when we are 

all so stressed out and depleted.   

This year I see another angle as Delta does its damage. 

This virus seems perfectly designed to defeat us till we learn a particular collective 

form of compassion -- We cannot beat Covid, or climate change or any other big 

global problem for that matter, if we only react by protecting the people LIKE US.  

We need to practice compassion in a more ambitious way. 

COVID is teaching us the hard way - We are ALL connected.  All of us. 

Breathing the same air.  Part of living global systems we can scarcely comprehend. 
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And now Delta makes it clear - it will not work to inoculate the Northern 

Hemisphere and ignore the Global South.  Variants will endure and evolve and 

circulate until they overcome our vaccines and our boosters.  To stop the disease, 

even out of pure self interest, we must take care of everyone.  No exceptions. 

And if we find, as we sadly do, that some secondary condition, like ignorance or 

corruption or poverty stops people from getting the vaccine or staying home when 

they’re sick, we must face and address those conditions as well.   

It’s a longer road than we thought. 

By now, we’ve burned through the rallying heroics of the first wave.  Many more 

of us have suffered serious loss and mourned in strange isolation.  Our bodies now 

cope with the accumulated toxicity of 18 months living under chronic unrelenting 

threat. 

And we thought we were about to arrive! 

We had paced ourselves to make it there. And then we made it only to find that the 

marathon has been extended.   

And not just extended by some bad turn of luck – this marathon has been extended 

by a group of criminally irresponsible leaders who cultivate a distorted ideology of 

freedom with lethal consequence! 

It’s enough to make a peace-loving liberal start to feel hate in her heart of hearts!!! 

Which of course doesn’t help.  And sounds a lot like Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai on 

his first time out. 

So we’re back to that COVID lesson, that cave curriculum: Expand your circle of 

concern. 

And not just to the Global South, my dear San Franciscans! But, yes, also to Texas, 

and Mississippi and Alabama and Florida.  To that crazy uncle in the boonies 

watching Fox News. 

Hate and harsh judgment is never gonna get them to take the vaccine or wear a 

mask.  And hate in your heart is its own disease.  A variant of the very same 

condition that makes people unwilling to go out of their way to protect one another 

in the first place.   
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Yes, I fear I might incinerate a few people if I had the gaze of Shimon bar Yochai 

right now. Maybe I do need more time in the cave learning compassion. 

Then again, I know for me, the harshest and most judgmental gaze is usually 

reserved, not for others, but for myself.  After all, who is the one with the best view 

of all of my many failings and mistakes?  And in this extended crisis there have 

been many.  Locked in a house with my closest family, running zoom school and 

working a job more demanding than ever, surrounded by fear day in and day out, 

separated from the connections that usually lift my spirit – I didn’t always handle it 

from my highest place.  That’s for sure.  My confession list this year is long.   

As always, there is a delicate balance on Yom Kippur.  We name our mistakes out 

loud – but not as a way to punish ourselves with some harsh burning judgment.  In 

naming our failings, we give ourselves a chance to see them as separate from 

ourselves.  These mistakes are not who we are or who we need to be in the future. 

They may be significant, but they are in the past.  We name them in hopes of 

letting them go. 

When we can look at ourselves with compassion, even as we name our mistakes, 

we have a better chance at learning and doing better.  If we want to move forward 

in that spiral and not just run around in circles, we won’t get there by turning our 

harshest judgment in on ourselves.   

Imagine how Rabbi Shimon must have wrestled with that after he was ordered 

back to the cave.  Not only did he need to find compassion in his heart for his 

fellow human beings, but ultimately, also for himself, for the mistake that landed 

him another year in isolation. 

I was listening recently to an interview with Sharon Salzberg, a well known 

Buddhist teacher, who said, “a mind filled with shame cannot learn.”  It’s natural 

to feel bad about our mistakes, and it’s important not to make excuses when we 

should take responsibility.  But when that crosses over into self-punishing 

judgment and shame, it’s counter-productive. 

So if you have made some mistakes in the past year.  Welcome to the club.  If you 

have turned to some unhealthy coping strategies, hurt others around you, been 

unskillful in your words or actions, if you have not always been the responsible, 

generous, kind human that you aspire to be – you’re in good company.  Maybe you 

made a mistake that you can’t undo.  Maybe you’re stuck in some destructive 

patterns.   
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Looking at yourself with compassion doesn’t mean saying it’s all ok.  It just means 

finding a way to love yourself even when you’re not perfect.  And out of that 

loving place, to understand what went wrong, to encourage yourself to do what you 

can to make it right, and then to let it go.  To believe in yourself, that you can do 

better, and to give yourself another chance.  Past mistakes do not define you. 

 

When Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai finished his last 12 months in the cave, the people 

around him were still making mistakes.  The world still needed a Day of 

Atonement once a year, and the list of sins was still just as long.  But he had 

learned.  He had learned from his difficult retreat to have compassion for even the 

sinners around him, and I believe even for himself. In finding compassion he was 

surely still not perfect, but he was still able to make himself a blessing to the world 

-- not a curse, and this was his ticket to freedom. 

Holy One, as we set aside this sacred day for making ourselves better people, may 

we be given the strength and patience to view our fellow human beings with 

compassion, no matter how much they may anger us.  Cleanse our hearts of hatred 

and resentment, help us to return to the kindest and best in ourselves.  Teach us to 

hold ourselves responsible for our mistakes even as we learn to love ourselves 

unconditionally, and may we soon learn what our difficult experiences have to 

teach us, that we might move forward into a year ahead of healing and repair. 

Amen. 

 

 


