Playing the Piano on Yom Kippur
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“Min hameitzar karati yah, annani be-merchav yah.  From the depths I called out to God and God answered me with great expansiveness.” 

These are the words the words that we chanted before we blasted the shofar on Rosh Hashanah.  These words have stuck with me this past week.  I have struggled to undertand why our rabbis selected these words as the introduction to the sounds of the shofar.

A deep explanation appears in the writings of the Piazecner Rav.  The Piazecner or Rav Kalonimous Shapiro was the rabbi in the Warsaw Ghetto. He was a great scholar and perhaps an even greater leader. Whenever the people of the ghetto were losing hope, he would command them to continue to dream.

As the ghetto burned around him, he continued to write his Torah thoughts.  People laughed at him, but he understood that his writings would outlast the guns of the Nazis.  After the war his great work, Aish Kodesh, Holy Fire, was found under some rocks in the ghetto, and published in 1960.

This is how the Piazecner writing in the Warsaw ghetto in 1942 explained the words of min ha-meitzar.  He writes, “O God.  It is well known that the Zohar disapproves of those people who pray only for their own daily needs on Yom Kippur.  Tzavachin ke-kalavin, hav lan chayei, hav lan mezonei, they shout out like dogs, give me life, give me food.  

But who can fault us this year, if that’s what we pray for.  Our lives are so bitter and filled with such tragedy that all we can pray for is our own immediate needs.  All we can say is ‘give me life, give me food.’  That’s what the enemies have taken from us.  They have taken our Yom Kippur.  We are no longer able to pray for the needs of Heaven, for the needs of the community.  We are no longer able to dream of repairing the world.  All of our prayers, all of our energy are now focused on making sure that we can simply survive.

That’s why before we blast the shofar we say, min ha-meitzar karati yah, annani be-merchav yah, ‘God, I call out to you from the depths.’  Right now, all I can do is pray for my own needs, my own personal concerns.  But ‘answer me by giving me breadth.’  Allow me to see beyond my struggles and to see the needs of Heaven.” 

That’s what we are praying for with the words anani be-merchav yah.  Even though now we are in the depths and our vision is limited…God answer us by allowing us to see what we can still become.  Take away our tunnel vision and give us back our full sight.

Nothing can compare with the horrors of the shoah.  But, right now, we are living through difficult times.  Day after day innocents are murdered, babies are blown to pieces.  People have not lost hope.  Certainly not.  But our prayers have been limited.  Our vision has been narrowed.  Our main occupation is not the spreading of Torah around the world.  The bulk of our time and resources is not being spent training the next generation of teachers and scientists.  Instead, we are focused simply on surviving.  We are focused on physical security.  That’s where our prayers and energy are being spent.
That’s what the terrorists have robbed from us.  They have taken away our energy from dreaming of how we can spread Godliness around the world.  They have made us focus on securing our homes.

This past Tishah Be-Av we showed the movie the Pianist in our schul.  The Pianist is about a renowned pianist who finds himself in the Warsaw ghetto.  Suddenly the beautiful skill that he had is now useless.  No one cares about the sweetness of the piano in the ghetto.  The sound of the piano becomes a cruel reminder of a world that was taken away.  No one cares about the melodies that he is capable of creating.  If he plays the piano, he will be found and killed.  So he plays the piano silently.  He imagines the keys and plays them with his fingers.

How many pianos are now silent in the land of Israel?  How many families can no longer play the piano?  How many families no longer want to play the piano?  For the past few years we have been robbed of our pianos.
Yom Kippur teaches us how we can begin to regain the breadth of our dreams, the expansiveness of our prayers.  

On Yom Kippur afternoon, at Minchah, we read from the Torah one final time.  We read the words, “U-shemartem et chukotai va-et mishpotai asher yaaseh otam ha-adam va-chai bahem.  God tells us to follow His commandments in order that we may live through them.”  Live through them?  It is too often the case that our brothers have been dying this year.  How can we say, “Live through them.”  It seems that the opposite is true.
Sfas Emes (5661) explains:  There is a concept in Jewish thought that the 248 positive commandments parallel the 248 limbs in the human body.  So he writes, “She-hamitzvot mamshichin he-chayot le-ha-evarim.”  The mitzvoth give us life.  The best way to respond to the tragedies overtaking Israel is by performing the mitzvoth…by performing acts of goodness and kindness.  Through these acts of goodness and kindness, we continue to live; through them we defy the culture of death that terrorism creates; through them we are saying ve-chai bahem.  We live by continuing to believe in our dreams.
I have a friend whose name is Joey.  Through a project called Israel at Heart, Joey has taken it upon himself to try and spread to the world the greatness of soldiers in the Israeli army.  He has organized missions of soldiers to go to campuses around the world and talk about what its like to serve in the Israeli army.  Joey shared with me the following story, which I will now share with you:
Joey received a letter from a soldier named David Weintraub who wanted to join a mission that Joey was planning on sending to Poland.  The letter reads as follows:

“I was born October 24, 1969 in Stockholm, Sweden. This is where I grew up and lived until making Aliyah at the age of 19. The story though, starts in 1967 outside the Israeli embassy in Warsaw, where my father was apprehended and later arrested by Polish authorities. The formal reason was “dual loyalty”, for which he was jailed for a whole year and later exiled. Immediately after the release from prison, my father wedded my future mother, and they eventually left Poland for Sweden in 1968. 

I finished Jewish day school (Hillel) in Sweden, and went to a Swedish high school. Shortly after graduation I joined IDF for compulsory service, already as an Israeli citizen after making Aliyah, during that senior year in high school.  From early days it has been clear to me that promoting and aiding Israel in anyway possible will be my Raison de Etre.” 

David’s goal has become to return to Poland, the very place where his father was arrested and humiliated.  He will return, not as a beggar, but as a soldier; not as an uncouth warrior, but as a diplomat of the finest Israel has to offer.  He is returning to show that his family overcame the most horrible anti-Semitism and succeeded.  His family succeeded in playing their piano.
This Yom Kippur let’s remind ourselves that our mandate is to move beyond the narrow confines of security.  Our mandate is to dance in God’s world; to dream in God’s presence.  Our mandate is to remind ourselves that the good in the world overwhelms the bad.  It’s easy to see the good when God has only been good to us.  Our challenge is to see that the good remains even when sadness exists.  That’s what David is doing.  He is telling people that Israel needs no one’s pity.  Israel is the beacon of light to the world.  Israel is not to be mourned, but celebrated.
It came time for Yom Kippur in the Warsaw ghetto and the Piazecner noticed that his Chasidim were sad.  “Why are you so sad,” the rebbe said.  “Today is Yom Kippur.  Kippur, ke-purim.  It is a day where we are to behave like Purim; we are to treat it like a day of great joy and redemption.”
Let’s remember:  The words min ha-meitzar are not only said before we blast the shofar, they are also said when we sing and dance during Hallel.  The depths of min ha-meitzar will become the sounds of joy when we recite the Hallel on sukkot.  That is the promise of Yom Kippur: The cries of min ha-meitzar will become not cries of sadness, but cries of joy.  That is the promise of Yom Kippur.
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