Beyond the Tragedy

Kol Nidre, 5763
I’m from New York.  A year ago at this time all of our lives were affected by the terrible events of September 11th.  In New York, we could smell Ground Zero for many miles.  We smelled terrible things.  Many people didn’t have water or electricity.   On September 13th, I went down to Ground Zero to try and offer counsel to the rescuers.  A group of us were standing a block from the hole.  Suddenly the tall building next to us buckled.  People shouted, “run, run.”  We thought the building would fall.  And I ran.  At that moment I felt incredible fear and great despair.  Here we were on what was once a beautiful and majestic site.  And now it was totally devastated.  It was a place of pain and despair.

Yom Kippur speaks profoundly about pain and despair.  It speaks about the dangers of despair and encourages us to overcome it.

We started our prayers tonight with the words, vanislach lekhol adat benei yisrael, all of the people of Israel should be forgiven. 

These words are powerful words.  But they are even more powerful when we understand their full context.  When these words first appear in the Torah, Ramban offers a comment upon them.  These words were not written in a vacuum; rather they refer to a specific sin of the Jewish people.  These words appear in the chapter immediately following the story of the meraglim—the spies. 

At that time the Jewish people believed the message of the spies.  The spies had gone to the land of Israel and said there was no way that we can conquer this land.  We will fall before the land’s giants.  As Ramban writes, they sinned when the said, “natnu rosh venashuvah mitzrayim, lehiyot sham bemitzrayim kaasher hayu barishonah belo torah u-velo mitzvot, they said let us appoint a leader and return to Egypt without this Torah and without these mitzvot.”  The spies felt that the Torah had failed them.  It had lied to them.  The Torah’s promise would never come true.

In other words, the spies fell into great and overwhelming despair.  They gave up on their dream.  They lost hope in their destiny.  They said let’s just go back to Egypt.  (R. Wolf Kelman first wrote about this idea.)

We begin our Yom Kippur with these same words, because we too must move beyond despair.  Yom Kippur is about having great hope in the future, believing in the dream, and believing in our destiny.  That’s why we begin our Yom Kippur, by first stamping out despair.  There is no place for pessimism on Yom Kippur, no place for cynicism—only dreams and hopes. 

Too often this past, year, many of us expressed a lack of hope, and an overwhelming sense of despair.  Many people said, maybe we were wrong to believe in the Zionist dream.  Many said, “We don’t feel safe in this world anymore.”  

Those are real and valid concerns, but ultimately we can not despair.  We must have hope and continue to dream.  Before we start tonight, we must rid ourselves of the despair, only then can we gain from the treasures of Yom Kippur.

So our challenge on Yom Kippur is to move beyond the despair: to dream and to hope.  But how do we do that?  Yom Kippur speaks to this message as well.

A story is told by the Holocaust survivor, Hugo Gryn.  In the winter of 1944, he was together with his father in the cocnetration camp called Lieberose.  One cold night his father took him and some friends to a corner in the barrack.  He announced that it was the eve of Chanukah and took a homemade clay bowl.  He then began to light a wick immersed in his precious, but now melted ration of margarine.  Before he could recite the blessing, Hugo looked at his father and protested, “We need the food.  We can’t afford to waste it on a candle.”   His father looked at Hugo-and then at the lamp—and responded, “You and I have seen that it is impossible to live up to three weeks without food.  We once lived almost three days without water; but you can’t live at all without hope.”

Hugo’s father moved beyond the despair.  He kept alive his hope.  How did he do it?  He did it through action.  He acted upon the element of his despair and turned it into hope.  He did not deny the reality of his despair.  Instead, he literally turned the element of his despair into his element of hope.  He took his margarine ration, which symbolized his lack of food, his degrading condition, and he turned it into his symbol of hope—his Chanukah candle; his light and his dream. 

We do the same thing on Yom Kippur.  A significant portion of our time tomorrow will be spent reading about the service of the Kohen Gadol, the High Priest, in the Temple.  We read how he conducted the service in the time of the Temple.  We read about the sacrifices he brought, and the garments he wore.

In our Beit Kenesset we encourage everyone to be involved in the prayers and to take an active part in the service.  Yet, on Yom Kippur, we spend a great deal of time reading about the actions of a Kohen Gadol, almost two thousand years ago.  At first glance it seems very removed, very disconnected.  Why is that meaningful?  How does it help us spiritually and with our own prayers? 

We read about the Kohen Gadol’s service because it teaches us how to react to despair.  When these prayers were first written the Temple was no more.  The Temple had just recently been destroyed.  People were struggling to figure out how to react to the tragedy of the Temple.

The Jewish people might have had two entirely different reactions.  They could have said without a Temple there is no service; we’ll wait for the Temple to be rebuilt before worshipping God again.  Or else, the people might have said, we can continue to have the Kohen Gadol perform a service outside of the Temple.  Who needs the Temple?  We can bring the sacrifices in Babylon.  

The first reaction would be to cave in before the enormity of the tragedy.  The second would be to deny the reality of the tragedy.  Rather, as Michael Wyschogrod points out, “instead of plunging into despair because there were now no means of cleansing people’s sins, the Jewish people turned to heaven and remembered that it is God who forgives sins and God can do so with or without a Temple.”

We read of the Kohen’s service because it is a reminder of how to react to tragedy.  We react by moving beyond the despair.  We react by not denying the reality, but by incorporating it into our destiny.  We react to despair by acting upon the very symbol of our despair and turning it into our symbols of hope.  

This is the lesson of the Avodah in the Mussaf of Yom Kippur.  We must overcome despair by turning our despair into hope.

About hope there is a Midrash: Adam was created on late Friday, afternoon.  So he had never witnessed the rising and setting of the sun.  When the Sun began set on Shabbat, Adam grew scared.  Keivan she-shakah ha-chamah be-motzei shabbat hitkhil hachoshesh lemashmesh uva venityareh adam harishon.  He saw the sun coming and going.  He saw it growing dark.  He thought that there would never light again in the world.  Adam is the first man.  He is the paradigm of all mankind.  At that moment God came down and gave Adam two rocks.  He showed Adam that by banging the rocks together, he could create fire. God shows us the way.  He shows us that it will be ok; there will always be light in the world.  At that moment Adam stood and said barukh hamavdil bein kodesh lekhol.  Blessed is He who separates holy from the profane. Barukh hamavdil bein kodesh lekhol.
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