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OUR ONE TASK / Yom Kippur Morning Sermon

By Rabbi Me’irah Iliinsky

October 5, 2022 / 10 Tishri 5783

I am traveling across the country on a five-hour plane trip,

and next to me sits a young man with whom I have not

exchanged a single word. Waking from my nap, perhaps (pause)

45 minutes from my destination, I open my laptop and start

watching a science video about the mysteries of the Universe.

My companion glances over my shoulder, and asks what it is that

I am watching, confessing that he loves programs ‘like that’

about science and our breathtaking universe. We begin to speak

about the splendor of life, and he says, “Sometimes I think about

how lucky I am to have been born… out of those millions of

sperm and eggs, I got to exist and have a life!”

Wow. The plane sets us back down upon the Earth, and we say

goodbye.

Yeah!

Out of all those possibilities, I… you, received this one

opportunity… to have a life, on this magnificent planet, in this

Rabbi Me’irah Iliinsky Or Shalom Jewish Community



2 of 10

stunning Universe… You, me… I mean, what did we do to merit,

to be part of Creation?

And then, I begin to feel the hair rising on the back of my

neck… the terror (pause) yes, the terror (pause) of being given

such an enormous gift. Terror, along with expansiveness and

exultation—let’s wrap it all into one word, and call it awe. Or, we

could use the Hebrew word, Yirah. Can you say that with me?

Yirah.

And in some profound, wordless way, I feel a pull that grabs

me right through my chest, around my heart and backbone…

that I owe something… something in return for this great gift.

How can I possibly live up to this challenge?

A good many years ago, Kirk Schneider, a member of Or

Shalom and an Existential-Humanist psychologist, gave a talk.

He began saying, “The anxiety that underlies ALL anxiety is this

question: What are we supposed to be doing here, on this ball,

spinning around in space?” While initially skeptical of the grand

generalization of that statement (ALL anxiety? Really?), I have

since come to realize its truth. And I see it connected to my own

question: How can I repay for the gift of my life? How can
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anything I do be good enough? Big enough? And to Whom or to

what am I supposed to repay it?

Well, lucky for us, the whole of Jewish tradition has come to

help us answer that question: The 3000 years of oral and written

stories, Torah, the Prophets & The Writings, through Mishnah and

Gemarah, discussions and arguments through the ages…

medieval midrashic commentaries and Kabbalah, Hassidic tales,

life cycle rituals, the calendar of holidays, shabbat, our whole

system of mitzvot, values of social justice, mezuzahs, kippot,

tallit & tefillin, our prayerbooks, even the internet!… or, as Reb

Ezra might say, “The whole Jewish endeavor….” All of it are

resources to help us answer that one question: What the hell are

we supposed to be doing with our lives? In other words, How are

we to live?

Yom Kippur dramatizes this question by: once a year,

imagining ourselves after death, facing our trial at the Gates of

Judgment. Our good deeds are the defense team; our

shortcomings, our laziness, our self centered-ness are the

prosecutors. And our lives, our lives are the unending tug of war

between our two inclinations, our Yetzer Tov and our Yetzer Ra.
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Yetzer is our Hebrew word for the life force that forms

something into reality. It is the word used when God ‘forms’

Adam from the dust of the Earth, and often invokes the image of

a potter, making something from crude elements. Our own Yetzer

is the powerful living dynamism that gives us desire, motivation,

ambition, and excitement. The Yetzer propels us to procreate, to

achieve, to make our mark in the world, to bring what we can

imagine to concrete reality. It is precious. We don’t like to think of

death, because it means losing our Yetzer.

As you might imagine, this yetzer can become overly

zealous in its power to affect outcomes, and it can become

selfish and greedy and hurtful… But it can also be the energy

behind great vision for the good, the strength and perseverance

of a Martin Luther King, a Nelson Mandela, a Mother Theresa.

Thus we notice the Yetzer’s two inclinations: The Yetzer

haTov, leaning toward goodness, and the Yetzer haRa, leaning

toward evil.

But to our task, what is it that we are supposed to be doing

with our lives? As human beings—animals with free will and

enormous power to affect the planet—our task is to constantly
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guide this Yetzer toward Tov, goodness. All day, every day, we

make decisions. With each decision, habits are being reinforced

that curb and bend our Yetzer in one direction or another. With

our free will, we choose which of our thoughts to encourage,

which thoughts will lead to decisions, and then to actions. And

this is how our free will becomes the whisperer of our wiley,

enthusiastic Yetzer.

So, allow me to share one resource of Jewish technology, in

service of channeling the Yetzer: prayer: a more or less fixed set

of text, to be recited morning, afternoon and evening, (or

whatever you can muster…).

That’s right: the same old prayers, all the time. Yeah, they

can be memorized. They can be ‘speed-davened.’ But let me tell

you how they work for me: Embedded within the prayers are

reminders of gratitude and wonder, praise for Creation, hopes,

yearnings, values, visions of a just world. And even a voice given

for times of despair. …Yes, I have a bunch of them memorized.

And yes, as much as I do my best to pay attention to each word,

and say them with intention, sometimes I am reciting them by
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heart without Kavannah, without the proper care and presence

they deserve.

But I would say that every time I engage in prayer, a word or

a phrase that I might have previously intoned in a rote manner,

suddenly jumps out with meaning I had not noticed before. The

rabbis say we should sit in the same spot in shul, and pray the

same prayers, the better to determine how WE have changed. If

the location and the prayerbook are the same, anything different

we notice denotes a change within ourselves.

And you know what I’m doing when I pray those same

words? I’m strengthening little neural pathways of memory in my

brain. I am rehearsing them over and over, so they are THERE

when I need them.

We will give thanks to You, and sing Your praises

for our lives, that are bound in Your hand,

for our souls entrusted to Your care,

For your miracles that are present with us at all times

And for Your wonders and goodness at every hour

Evening, morning and noon….
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This passage from the amidah alerts me to stop & pay

attention to the wonders and miracles of each day. Little

miracles, like little gifts of thought that arise in my mind when I

need them. Little wonders, like the tiny salmon colored drop

cords dangling the bay tree seeds from their pods. Did you know

that, in our tradition, to eat something without a blessing is

tantamount to stealing?!

In the evening prayers, there is a phrase that has been

redacted from the Reconstructionist siddur:

Remove from us every enemy and plague, sword and famine,

and anguish…

Before 2020, I would be impatient with those seemingly medieval

words: “Who needs that line about plague and famine, etc?” But

wow, before the vaccines, and with the world upheaval, those

words had new meaning for me. Or how about:

Hineh ma tov um’naim, shevet achim gam yachad?

Which I will freely translate as:

Oh My God, Look how good it is to sit together in person!

In the weekday Amidah, there is a blessing, that has been edited

in the Reconstructionist siddur:
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May the slanderers have no hope,

May all wickedness perish instantly,

May all Your enemies soon be cut down.

Do so speedily!

(Notice how we are giving God commands here…)

Uproot and crush the arrogant,

Cast them down and humble them speedily in our days!

Blessed are you,

O Lord who breaks the enemies and humbles the arrogant.

That was another prayer that I thought to myself, Who

needs that? Why is THAT in our prayerbook??? That was until

recent political times.

Now, I read those words and feel understood and affirmed and

exhilarated. And to tell you the truth, those words are

considerably more elegant than my extemporaneous creations

regarding the same subject.

You see, a knowledge of history and experience is also

embedded in our prayer book. Rabbi Ben BagBag, from Pirke

Avot said of the Torah,

“Hafech bah v’hafach ba, d’kola bah.”

Rabbi Me’irah Iliinsky Or Shalom Jewish Community



9 of 10

Turn it and Turn it, for everything is in it.

I would say the same of our siddur, our beloved prayer book that

can set the course of our Yetzer each day, inclining it toward the

good: to live our lives giving back to those around us, to the

planet that needs us, each in our own way with our unique gifts

to bestow.

My prayer for everyone this season, on this day when we try

to imagine what our lives might have to say to defend themselves

when it is all over. My prayer for all of us,

Is that we will continue to dip into the Divine energy source of our

Yetzer,

To remember we are formed,

like every other earthly wonder around us,

as part of the miracle of Creation

That we remember as human beings,

we have great power, both for good and for evil

And with our free choice,

we can strengthen our inclination for the good, our Yetzer haTov,

That throughout our lives we are in training, always learning
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And that when we awaken wondering what we are

supposed to be doing with our lives, we will have this prayer on

our lips:

Modah ani lefanecha Melech Hai v’kayam

She’hechezarta bi nishmati b’chemla

Rabbah emunatecha

Blessed are you, LifeBreath of the Universe,

who, in compassion, has returned my soul within me.

Your faithfulness to me, that I have something yet to

contribute, is daunting!
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