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I want to begin by focusing on a prayer from last night’s service, Kol Nidre, the 
prayer that inaugurated our holy day. Turn back in your prayer books to page 
252.  Let’s consider its words and its meaning. Take a look.  It seems to say that 
any vow or oath I make in the coming year will be annulled if, after trying really 
hard, I fail to fulfill it. Now notice that the prayer does not address past vows 
made and broken despite my best intentions. Like when I promised myself I’d go 
to the gym, lose more weight, eat better, I really meant it. I fully intended to do 
what I said I would do, but here I am, still out of shape, too much red meat.  
 
No, what makes Kol Nidre so ethically challenging is that it suggests I can make 
NEW promises KNOWING that I will not have to fulfill them. And I can come back 
to shul next Yom Kippur, October 3rd, 2014 by the way, and poof, start the same 
irresponsible cycle all over again. 
 
Critics of Kol Nidre have suggested that the words read like the greatest “Get Out 
Of Jail Free” card ever written, that all the promises that I will make aren’t really 
promises at all. That’s why prominent Jewish leaders throughout the millennia 
have tried to get rid of it. And for Christian Anti-Semites, Kol Nidre was fuel for 
their Jew hatred.“See,” they said!  “You can’t trust Jews when you deal with 
them. They’ll sign a contract, they’ll make a commitment, but then they’ll go to 
synagogue on their holiest day and cancel it.”   
 
I want to argue that this is not the true intention of the Kol Nidre prayer, and that 
it actually teaches a message that is at the heart of this holy day.  Kol Nidre and 
Yom Kippur fuse two important yet opposite impulses within the human spirit: 
aspiration, and human frailty. Yom Kippur inspires us to make vows, to have the 
courage to step forward in our lives even though we might fail. In fact Yom Kippur 
assumes that we sometimes will fail, but the possibility of failure should not 
prevent us from trying, from dreaming, and from acting. It’s about courage, the 
courage to act, and to change.    
 
Here’s an example of what I mean. As we all know this past August 28th was the 
50th anniversary of the March on Washington, and many wonderful articles and 
documentaries have been published and were aired this summer.  A common 
theme among them suggests that Dr. King’s ascension as leader of the Civil 
Rights Movement was hardly a foregone conclusion.  One critical moment came 
in April,1963 in Birmingham, Alabama, then the most segregated city in America.  
The Commissioner of Public Safety, Bull Connor, brutally enforced a law against 
any civil rights marches. 
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Dr. King had come to Birmingham to train young people in non-violent protest, 
but many leaders in the black community resented his presence, and worried that 
his actions would hurt the movement more than help it. And Dr. King and his 
team couldn’t recruit enough people to march into the hands of Bull Connor and 
risk assault and the horrors of his jails. Many questioned Dr. King’s stature, his 
ability to lead.  Others thought they should take over.  Infighting, factions. It was a 
low point in the civil rights movement and in Dr. King’s leadership. Until one day, 
when Dr. King decided on his own to lead a small march, right in the center of 
Birmingham, right into the snarls of Bull Connor’s police dogs.  Dr. King was 
promptly arrested, and his arrest inspired the young people of Birmingham.  In 
what became known as the Children’s Crusade, they gathered, and marched 
peacefully, with dignity, without raising a fist, and were brutally attacked by Bull 
Connor’s forces. Many of you have seen the footage.  Row after row of young 
people slowly walking forward, beaten with clubs, attacked by dogs, by fire 
hoses.  Young girls tossed to the ground and pulled into police wagons by their 
hair.  All captured on film for national television. The country was horrified.  
Similar protests were then held across the country, culminating in the March on 
Washington just 50 years ago.  
 
Those difficult moments in Birmingham could have been the final chapter in Dr. 
King’s leadership.  It could have ended right then and there.  Instead, he took a 
courageous, even dangerous step forward. Instead of a silencing failure, 
Birmingham became, for Dr. King, a catalyst for greatness.   
 
That is a Yom Kippur story. That is why we are here.  To turn the 
disappointments, the failures, the ways we let ourselves and each other down, all 
the pain of this past year, all the neglect, all the defensiveness and 
rationalizations, to turn it all into a chapter in a greater story leading to a much 
better future.   
 
None of us is immune from fear and failure, and from feeling paralyzed by them. 
And the easiest thing to do is to give up, to accommodate to the dark, 
constraining realities and assume that we are incapable of breaking free and 
striving for more. The easiest thing to do is to stand still.  That’s why we need this 
sacred day; that’s why we come to shul on Yom Kippur, to find the courage to 
take a risk and move forward in our lives.   
 
And here, our greatest role model is Moses. You may remember that the earliest 
awakening of his Jewish identity came when he saw an Egyptian taskmaster 
flogging a Hebrew slave.  Moses attacked, saved his fellow Jew, and then fled to 
Midian because he was terrified that he would be arrested and exposed.  Now 
imagine if Moses had spent the rest of his days hiding out, always looking over 
his shoulder. But instead, a very powerful Voice challenged Moses to return to 
Egypt. And it wasn’t easy. Moses was small, with a speech impediment. But 
somehow he found strength and courage within him, and as we heard earlier this 
morning as Rabbi Gordon read Moses’s final stirring sermon to the Israelites in 
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our Torah reading, the story ends with our people’s freedom, with Moses our 
greatest teacher and leader, ever.  
 
Just weeks ago I heard a TED talk on NPR with noted Jazz musician Stefon 
Harris.  And he was asked if there are mistakes in Jazz.  And said, “I want to 
answer your question with music.”  Harris then played a series of whole notes on 
a piano, up and down, several times.  And then, right in the middle, his band 
partner Christian introduced an F sharp.  He played it 3 times, and the music 
stopped.  It sounded awful, discordant, uncomfortable even. Harris then said, “So 
someone could conceptually perceive that F Sharp as a mistake.  And the only 
way I would say it was a mistake is that we didn’t react to it.  It was an 
opportunity that was missed.  Now we’ll play it again, and listen THIS time”, he 
said. Harris played the scale of whole notes again, and right on cue Christian 
came in with an F sharp, but this time the band responded with a gorgeous new 
melody, that F sharp imbedded in the heart of the music.They stopped playing, 
and Harris said, “So you see, Christian played this note, and I created a melody 
out of it…..  So there is no mistake.  The only mistake is if each individual 
musician is not aware and accepting enough of his fellow band member to 
incorporate it.” 
 
That was a Yom Kippur act of renewal.  Every mistake, every failure, every time 
we are hurt, every time our dreams are thwarted it can become the F Sharp that 
stops the music, or a prelude to a beautiful new musical expression, never heard 
before.  It all depends on us.   
 
 
Like Senator Rob Portman of Ohio. He was one of the most outspoken 
opponents of marriage equality in the United States Senate.  He spoke openly 
and often about marriage being ONLY between a man and a woman. Until one 
day, when his college-age son came home, sat him down and said, “Dad, you’re 
talking about ME. I’m a gay man.”   Suddenly, everything changed for Senator 
Portman. Suddenly he realized that his statements and his positions were hurtful 
and derogatory, and caused pain, even to his own son. Senator Portman is now 
one of the Republican Party’s most vocal PROponents for marriage equality.  
And he will be remembered not for his cruel calls for discrimination, but as a man 
big enough to admit that he was wrong and speak out.  
 
His story also teaches us that even when there is pain, or distance, or alienation 
in a personal relationship, if we can find the courage to be humble, and open, to 
take the risk of trying again, that those relationships can emerge so much 
stronger than they ever were, redeeming our love. 
 
My final example might be the most courageous and extraordinary of all. Rabbi 
Mark Borovitz is one of the most gentle, wise spiritual leaders I have ever met.  
But it wasn’t always thus.  He started out as a gambler, a gangster, an alcoholic 
and a con man.  A felon with two stints in prison.  "I didn't have a purpose”, he 
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said in an interview last year. “And because I felt that I was defective…..I didn't 
matter, and nothing mattered."  
 
Eventually, at Chico State Prison, Mark resolved to change.  He sobered up, 
worked hard and struggled mightily to shed his destructive choices, and 
eventually was ordained a Conservative rabbi. Today he runs Beit T'Shuvah, a 
Jewish residential treatment center for addicts in Los Angeles. And he has saved 
many, many lives. 
 
Mark is an effective rabbi and counselor for addicts of all kinds because he has 
been there, because he understands the unique pain, the crippling illness that is 
addiction, the rationalizations and the cruel seductive temptations that never go 
away.  Mark can heal addicts because he is an addict.  Mark can help them 
reconnect with their families because Mark knows what it means to lose your 
family, and then find your way back to them.  Mark is the first to say that what 
might have been written in his obituary is that he was a thief and a drunk.  Now, 
he’s a gifted spiritual healer.  We’re hoping to bring him to Temple Sinai to speak 
to our teenagers and their parents.  
 
Yom Kippur’s command to us is the easiest to say and the hardest to do, 
because the easiest thing to do is to make this chapter the last chapter, to allow 
our fears and our sorrows, to define us.  To assume that we already know all that 
we can know, about ourselves, about what we are capable of, about the future.  
What is really hard, terrifying in fact, is stepping way outside your comfort zone 
and becoming vulnerable, shedding the comfortable, but harmful patterns that 
hold us back, exposing ourselves to those we have disappointed.  But if we are 
open to recognizing the strength and the goodness and the possibility for change 
that is inside us all, then we can grow.  And then, our mistakes and all the 
ugliness in our past can become fuel for our redemption. 
 
Psalm 126 reads: Those who sow in tears shall reap with joy.  It all depends on 
us.  Will we make those tears the end of the story, or rather, a part of the story 
that leads to joy.  
 
And so, we enter the New Year let us each survey what is broken, what is 
hurting, and what is suffocating in our lives. And then let us also remember all 
that is wonderful and joyful, all the sources of strength, love and companionship 
that bless us.  Let’s determine that all of it, all darkness and all loneliness and 
hurt, and all the blessing, all the goodness,  all of it, will be a prelude to a new 
movement in our lives, leading us to unknown, but rich, melodious pathways. 
Amen 
 


