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The Yom Kippur journey - the chance to perform t’shuvah - to “return” and 

remake ourselves in Divine Image - is both a response to the “challenges” 

built into our human nature and, also, an opportunity to finally “get it 

right!”  It is not a “natural” part of our make-up to “cozy up” to strangers 

- to embrace those we do not know - to welcome them into our homes and 

community, as God demands we do.  Yom Kippur reminds each of us 

never to forget that throughout our history, the Ger - the Stranger - is Me!  

We are reminded of this in the Mishnah: 

 

ַאל ְתִהי ָבז ְלָכל–ָאָדם ְוַאל ְתִהי ַמְפִליג ְלָכל–ָדָבר ֶׁשֵאין ְלָך 

  ָאָדם
 .ֶׁשֵאין לֹו ָׁשָעה ְוֵאין ְלָך ָדָבר ֶׁשֵאין לֹו ָמקֹום

Ben Azzai taught: “Despise no one and call nothing useless, for there is no 

one whose hour does not come, and there is no living-thing that does not 

have its place.” (Pirkei Avot 4.3) 

 

Hillel, perhaps the most famous, and the most important, teacher of them 

all  offered us this challenge: 
 

 .ְבָמקֹום ֶׁשֵאין ֲאָנִׁשים ִהְׁשַתֵדל ִלְהיֹות ִאיׁש
“In a place where (so few) behave like human beings, you must strive to be 

(a mensch), fully human!” (Pirkei Avot 1.12) 

 

These challenges caution us to live out our lives with a rather unique view 

towards “the other,” a view that is a difficult and, ofttimes, painful 

challenge to meet; first, never to consider any of God’s creations as 

unworthy, nor to ever discard or trivialize their innate humanness and, 

second, to go out of our way, even onto divergent and dangerous roads, to 

live-out the mandates in God’s Torah and, in the process, to embrace those 

who may, in fact, not be willing to embrace us. 

 

That these challenges are worthy of our attention is not in doubt; what is in 

doubt is our ability to overcome our human experiences, and our human 

frailties and fears, so as to be able to fulfill them.  It is this problem of 

“overcoming” who we are - and what we have become - that I want to 

explore with you on this Day of Atonement.  And, more than simply 

explore, I will, before I am through, challenge you - and myself - to make 

this “overcoming” into a pathway to our own acts of t’shuvah. 
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