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 Kol Nidre 2017 

Jewish Wisdom in a Time of Chaos 

Rabbi Bill Berk 

     With the sun going down tonight we begin a 24 hour period like no other.  The 

culture of Yom Kippur helps us create a different time zone, a different zone of 

space, a different zone for our souls.  I want to talk tonight about our souls—our 

souls in a time of chaos.  I’m asking the question—what does our tradition have to 

say to us in a time of chaos?  I’m going to claim our tradition has a great deal to 

say to us and that Yom Kippur especially has some very good wisdom and advice 

for us.   

     I don’t remember a year like the one we have just endured: North Korea, 

Charlottesville, hurricanes, changing weather, denial of changing weather,  

Russian interference in our election, even the National Football League has a bit 

of chaos during the Star Spangled Banner.  Many of us have become un-nerved.  

Many people, like my wife, have stopped watching the news.  It’s just too awful.  

The first bit of wisdom that I think our tradition offers us is—don’t be so 

surprised.  Here’s how chapter 3 of the Book of Proverbs puts it, 

 אל תירא מפחד פתאם ומשאת רשעים כי תבא 

Don’t be afraid of sudden fear or the destruction that evil people do, because it 

will come, it will happen. 

     In the heart of our people’s wisdom literature is this reminder—it will happen.  

Don’t be so surprised.  Our rabbis teach us that every new human being that is 

born carries with him or her the potential to do great things that will help the 

world, and the potential to do great harm.  Hopefully each person learns to grow 

up, learns to care, learns to take care of his or her little corner of the world.  But 

sometimes they don’t.  And when they don’t—there might come along great fear 

or destruction.  Don’t be afraid.  Take it in stride.  It’s just part of the big picture.  

It’s part of life.  You don’t have to be afraid.  Being afraid doesn’t help.  Worry 

doesn’t help.   
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     What does help?  My teacher David Hartman used to say that the real beauty 

and power of Judaism isn’t the promise of a better day, but rather its insistence 

that we can live meaningfully and joyfully in our imperfect world.  One of his 

favorite lines in our prayer book is in our evening service, just before the Shema 

when we express our love for God and we say— 

  בשכבנו ובקומנו נשיח

 בחקך ונשמח

 בדברי תורתך ובמצותיך לעולם ועד

When we lie down and when we rise up we will meditate on Your laws and we 

will rejoice in the words of Your Torah and Your mitzvoth forever and ever.  In an 

unredeemed world of chaos, where we aren’t sure whether things are moving 

forward or backwards, or a even in a world where we know we’re moving 

backwards, even in a world like that, you can focus on eternal laws, when you lay 

down and when you rise up, and you can celebrate this life, regardless—in fact, 

you have to celebrate—you are called on to rejoice in words that have the power 

to shape lives, rejoice in sacred obligations which bind people together.  Our 

answer to chaos is—create inner order and connect up with one another. 

    However, creating inner order and strengthening community is, I’m sorry to 

say, not enough.  We also have to fight the good fight.  Pirke Avot throws right in 

our face the challenge—we are not called on to finish the work, but neither are 

we free to desist from it.  We have to fight the good fight.  The Rambam makes it 

as simple as he can for us-- 

 מצות עשה מן התורה לזעוק ולהריע בחצוצרות על כל צרה שתבא על הצבור

It is a positive commandment from the Torah that we are to cry out and sound 

the trumpets for all trouble that comes to a community.  Silence is not an option.  

As if we needed to learn this, the Holocaust brought it home to us.  As my teacher 

Rabbi Schulweis used to say, “The real scandal of the Holocaust was not the 

perpetrators but the people who shut their doors, who shut their windows, who 

shut their mouths in silence.” 
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Fighting the good fight is also not enough.  Our tradition counsels us that how we 

fight is crucial to fending for the world we long to create.  Jewish law and wisdom 

call on us to conduct ourselves with an awareness that our enemies are human 

beings created in the image of God.  The Israel Defense Forces code of conduct 

reminds every soldier to guard the tzelem adam, the godly image of the human 

being, even in battle against enemies that want to kill you, and especially with 

enemy captives and civilians.  Here is where Yom Kippur theology, culture, and 

wisdom come in the picture.  Yom Kippur calls on us to pay attention to two kinds 

of reparations in response to bad behavior—chatat and asham.  Jacob Milgrom, 

the world’s expert on the Book of Leviticus, teaches that chatat refers to the sins 

committed by people which generate impurity in society, sins that pollute the 

society, that attack the body politic.  We can’t ignore sins that make us, as a 

society, more coarse, more crude, more cynical—we have to pay attention to the 

sins that eat away at public trust and solidarity.  Our leaders must pay attention 

to the issue of moral pollution, or there is danger that any society, including 

America, will reach a tipping point and go down.   

The asham is an offering made by the individual, the goal of which is to deepen 

each person’s awareness of his or her guilt, his or her contribution to the mess, 

his or her personal failures. 

Taken together, chatat and asham provide an opportunity for us to fight the good 

fight in a careful and self-critical way.  It’s just not enough to point an accusing 

finger at the bad guys.  We have to be vigilant and accept that we too are part of 

the problem.  That requires a humility and modesty that our tradition insists must 

be a life-long goal and practice.  America’s greatest leaders exemplified this kind 

of humility and willingness to criticize themselves.  In his Second Inaugural 

Address, Abraham Lincoln warned the country that America might well have to 

pay for every drop of blood drawn with the whip of slavery.  America could not 

escape responsibility for her sins that polluted the whole country. 

I’ve thought a lot lately about my mom’s courage.   In the early 1960’s she opened 

a field office for something called the Congress of Racial Equality.  We were living 

in San Bernardino, California, at that time home of the largest Ku Klux Klan 
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outside of the south and Indiana.  They threatened her life.  They didn’t like the 

idea of an office where people were working for equality.  Yet every day she went 

and sat in this office, ignoring these threats, day after day.  I’ve asked myself, 

what was it that kept her going?  My answer is—her faith.  She was able to see a 

bigger picture.  She knew that the America she believed in was larger and more 

generous than the America of the Klan.  She knew that there was more to 

America than what you saw on the surface.  She knew that one day bubbling up 

from beneath the surface would come the sweet pure waters of justice that our 

Hebrew prophets promised us would come.   My mom took God seriously.  She 

believed that there’s a power in the universe that longs for goodness and right.  

She prayed.  She really believed that to be a good Jew you have to take risks and 

you especially have to respond to those who are suffering.  But there was more to 

her faith than a particular belief in God or her view of Judaism.  For her, faith, 

emunah, meant what the Torah describes when it tells us what happened when 

Moses and the Israelites had to fight the fierce warrior tribe Amalek.  That’s the 

tribe that attacked us from the rear, butchering the elderly, the children, the 

disabled.  Whenever Moses was able to lift his hands up in the air the young 

Israelite warriors would be inspired and the battle would go better.  But when his 

arms fell, the battle wouldn’t go well.  Then the Torah tells us  va-ya-he yadav 

emunah—and his arms were emunah.  Rabbi Shlomo Riskin teaches that that 

means—he hung in there, holding his arms up, inspiring the young Israelite 

soldiers.  His arms were emunah, steady.  He didn’t give up.  Emunah means—you 

hang in there.   That’s the meaning of faith. 

In these days of chaos that we are living through, it feels at times as if we are all 

together in a life boat that is being knocked around by ferocious waters of 

stupidity and indifference.  When the boat is rocking and feels like nobody is 

steering, we feel sick.  It’s a time for all of us to steady our souls, steady the boat, 

and do what we can in our families and in our communities, to take the lead, to 

speak up, and to share our stories of faith and hope.  Gam zeh yaavor—this too 

shall pass.  Let’s make it pass soon. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 


