
Gut Yontif.  My name is Karen St. Clair.  I began observing the High 
Holidays with Havurah in the year 5755, and it is now 5779. I mention this 
to remind us of the passage of time.  Abraham Joshua Heschel proposed in 
his lovely book, The Sabbath, that the holy is best experienced in time 
rather than place ….and that  Shabbat offers modern Jews a weekly, 
ritualized opportunity to make time holy  —to sanctify it. He proposed that 
sanctification occurs in the numbering of our personal days, and the 
contemplation of Eternity.

So, what does the making holy of our personal days and eternity have to do 
with today, Yom Kippur 5779?   Yom Kippur imposes restrictions on the 
body.  What is holy about that?  What purpose does it serve to observe 
these constraints that many of us view as a hardship?  I suggest that when 
we observe Jewish law on Yom Kippur, we are presented with a unique 
opportunity to engage with the body- the somatic self- and to experience 
the numbering of our days somatically as well as intellectually, by 
engaging with the Body as well as the Mind.

First, my story:

This year for the first time in seven years, my husband and I hosted a 
Seder that included both of our sons and their partners.  It had been awhile 
since we were all together on Pesach.  Important information:  Two months 
earlier, I had begun training in a new approach to trauma recovery called 
Somatic Archaeology. I was drawn to this because of my experience 
working with Native Americans over the past 20 years. As a 
psychotherapist, I realized that I had very little to offer people who were 
clawing their way out of the physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual 
consequences of their compulsions.  Something essential was missing 
from my therapeutic toolkit.  Their pain was tangibly anchored in their 
bodies, and I had no effective way to help them access it.  I appreciated 
that there were multiple somatic therapies out there, but none spoke to me.   
As a mixed blood Indian person myself, I was amazed when I learned 
about this training opportunity, Somatic Archeology that was based in 
Neurobiology and Native Spirituality. 



So, back to the Seder-  I led a discussion on the Four Children after which I 
left the table to use the bathroom feeling very happy.   While washing my 
hands, I felt an unusual pressure in my lower abdomen that had a circular 
motion.  It moved up my centerline into my chest.  In my mind, I thought of 
a dark column that moved from a sensation of pressure -to one of pressure 
plus pain.  At the point of the middle and center of my chest, the sensation 
changed direction and moved from the front of my body to the back, 
remaining most intensely in the center of my back between the scapulae. I 
became alarmed. When it was clear that the pain was not abating, my 
husband and I went to the emergency room. In retrospect, I recognize that 
my somatic training helped me describe my bodily sensations to the ER 
doctor in a way that led him to suspect that I had sustained an aortic 
dissection.  A CT scan confirmed it.  This was a random and unpredictable 
event for which I had none of the typical risk factors.

During the time spent in the ER, there was a quiet voice that was saying to 
me, “This is really happening, Karen:  Be present.  If this is your last night, 
or day, then look at it.  Notice all of the people running around you, trying to 
help your body.  That one over there, she’s uncomfortable and doesn’t want 
to make eye contact with you, because she knows something serious has 
happened.  But that doesn’t really matter right now because you are alive.  
Right now you are breathing and alive.  Your husband is nearby.  Your life is 
so precious.  So notice that man who is telling you jokes as he takes you 
for a CT scan.  He hopes to comfort you with his jokes.  Laugh at them 
because it could be the last time you laugh.  And you love to laugh.

I suffered through a week of lonely nights in the ICU. Yet I was grateful for 
those nurses who were trying to be of comfort. I was grateful that my family 
was still close by even though I was saddened that they were suffering with 
confusion and worry.   I noticed something interesting:  While in the ER, I 
had had little to no fear when death seemed closest to me.  As I began to 
believe that I might survive, anxiety and fear returned.  Music helped me 
transcend my fear, but not dissociate from it.  As I recovered at home, I was 
grateful for my friends who helped me daily.  I understood that learning to 
work with the somatic self was not just an exercise for the sake of my 
trauma work with Native clients.  I benefitted from it as well. Ultimately, I 
was profoundly grateful to have my life returned to me. My gratitude and joy 
were boundless, and I still feel that today.



So back to that question about what Yom Kippur has to do with Shabbat 
and the sanctification of time. If Shabbat sanctifies time, then what is Yom 
Kippur doing?  It seems to me that Yom Kippur is offering us the 
opportunity to appreciate that the numbering of our days is not an abstract 
concept - that the number of days is not in our control- and that an end can 
arrive randomly and without warning.  Yom Kippur asks us to consider our 
end with the understanding that this awareness might cause us to suffer, 
but might also lead us to joy and gratitude.  Take for example, “We Declare 
the Utter Sanctity of this Day”: 

How many will leave this life
and how many will be born into it,
who will live and who will die, 
whose life will reach its natural end
and whose will be cut short…

For a closer connection to the Great Mystery, Life Force, Adonai, G-d, or 
Energy, whatever and however we conceive of It, our somatic selves may 
have something essential and important to contribute.  Think of what we 
are not doing today:  We are not eating or drinking; we are not working; 
some of us are not wearing makeup or jewelry; some of us are not wearing 
leather. Could it be that that on Yom Kippur these ritualized observances 
help us to focus on somatic sensations so that we might more effectively 
appreciate life and death?  So that we will come away with a greater 
awareness of suffering, gratitude, and joy.  I like to think that the Rabbis 
had this in mind.

L’Shanah Tovah! 


