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                                            Yom Kippur Ideas 

 

I "Hearken Unto the Cannons" {KN: Personally based- Nonetheless, the issues and ideas 

can, I believe, be adapted and used) 

 

  לב פסוק כג פרק ויקרא .1
 תשבתו ערב עד מערב בערב שלחד בתשעה נפשתיכם את ועניתם לכם הוא שבתון שבת

  : שבתכם
 

2. Why is this phrase necessary? Clearly, we know that the Jewish day stretches from 

evening to evening. 

 

3. The answer may lie in a story which has specific meaning to me- my father's favorite 

story- I've never told it public. 

 

4. Story: “Hearken Unto the Cannons” 

 

5. Wonderful if we could always be prepared for the big moments in life-ready and able 

to respond properly-if somehow these moments were accompanied by "the roar of a 

cannon." Not the case… 

 

6. The most important moments of life are, most often, unheralded… 

 The first time you meet someone you love; a question your child asks the answer to 

which can shape his/her life; the word you say that changes a relationship; the 

opportunity that, taken or not, transforms life’s journey. The roar of the cannon is there-

but we don't hear it. 

 

7. I am constantly shocked by the moments that my now- adult children view, in 

retrospect, as important; moments that I never saw as significant.  

Think back on my own memories, however, we realize that some of the most significant 

moments were not the planned and the orchestrated but-the unexpected- a conversation; a 

relaxed moment in the yard; a snow day home from school; etc. 

 

8. These moments recognized as important- too often -only in retrospect…  

  

9. The Teshuva process demands we do better.  

Concerning Yom Kippur, the Torah states “mei’erev ad erev-from evening to evening-

each moment counts… 

Not just the extraordinary moments of Kol Nidre or Neila matter on Yom Kippur… 

Each and every minute of this day-the quiet cannon's of the ordinary-each instant of the 

day is different-each prayer, each meditation each thought- never know which will be 

significant. 
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10. Yom Kippur serves as the paradigm for our lives… the day of the sounding of the 

quiet cannons- the quiet sound of ordinary moments fraught with extraordinary 

importance… "Hearken unto the Cannons," Yom Kippur says- don't let life pass you 

by… 

 

 

II The Problem With Vows (KN) 

 

1. In spite of all the controversy- it makes sense to begin with the prayer of Kol Nidre. 

 

2. Briefly review sources of controversy: concerning context, concerning legality, 

certainly concerning the placement of this prayer as the first prayer of the holiest day of 

the year. 

 

3. And yet, historically we have stuck with Kol Nidre. Perhaps inertia; perhaps dramatic 

wrenching historical overlay from periods like the Inquisition; perhaps it just makes sense 

to begin Yom Kippur with a prayer that speaks of broken promises, unfulfilled 

commitments-a prayer that speaks of all the things we said would do and didn't… 

 

4. Problem: This understanding of Kol Nidre may well be missing the point-a point 

critical to the entire Yom Kippur experience. 
  כג פרק דברים

: חטא בך יהיה לא לנדר תחדל וכי (כג)
 

  ב עמוד עז דף נדרים מסכת בבלי תלמוד
 מאי: זביד רב אמר, חוטא נקרא  -מקיימו שהוא פ"אע, הנודר כל: ספרא דרב אחוה דימי רב דתני
.  חטא איכא  -חדלת לא הא, חטא בך יהיה לא לנדור תחדל וכי+ כג דברים+? קרא

 
  ב עמוד ס דף נדרים כתמס בבלי תלמוד
.  עליה מקטיר כאילו  -והמקיימו, במה בנה כאילו  -הנודר כל: אומר נתן רבי, דתניא

 

 

5. Apparently, through Kol Nidre we apologize to God not for breaking vows but for 

making them.  

What is the matter with promises that we keep? 

 

6. Issue of control. Who makes the rules, do we or does God? 

 Dramatic proof of biblical view - concept of Nezirut-the classical biblical vow. 

Individual desires greater observance; to live outside the rules; God acquiesces and then 

delineates a clear set of new rules to define the Nazir’s status-the rules remain up to God, 

not up to the individual himself. 

 

7. Pattern from time immemorial: We try to rewrite the rules. With a wink and nod at 

God’s will, we try to remake Judaism in our own image-to create rules that conform to 

our ideas, our needs, our lifestyles.  

Detail many examples of how we try to rewrite the rules according to our own 

rationalizations: Shabbat, Tzedaka, kashrut, lashon hara… 
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8. Kol Nidre, tonight’s the night we acknowledge God’s rules; the night we relinquish 

control… 

 

 

 

 

III. Return to Blue Sky Lodge (KN: Very personal-core idea to be adapted; speech can be 

used as a prototype, substitute personal experience or use this example) 

 

1. I believe I finally understand why we begin with Kol Nidre: catalyst for understanding 

two events in my life since last Kol Nidre: a. Blessed birth of my first grandchild, Isaac  

                                                                    b. Second visit to Blue Sky Lodge in 20 years 

 

2. Personal history: In the early 1900s my grandfather and noted author Rabbi Hyman E. 

Goldin purchases over 360 acres of land on the shores of Schroon Lake in the 

Adirondack Mountains. The land is used as a boy's camp, girl’s camp and finally in the 

1930s becomes Blue Sky Lodge, a rustic adult kosher lodge. BSL becomes intertwined 

with my family's history. My mother and father meet there: She, an eligible young 

observant single from Seattle hired as a governess for the Goldin children…He, the now 

non-observant youngest son of Hyman Goldin. There they court …she breaks it off at the 

end of the summer due to his non-observance… he persists, and commits himself to 

return to traditional practice… they marry the next summer, under a huge pine tree at 

BSL. The land becomes part of my life and that of my sisters and my cousins, every 

summer a children's paradise: streams, brooks, hikes, fishing … stuff of which dreams 

are made! 

       BSL is sold when I am 12 years old-my grandfather is too old-parceled into vacation 

homes-eventually largely bought back by my cousins because of the pull of the land. 

 

3. But I stay away-can’t bear the inevitable changes. Then-two years ago, I visit. The 

experience is devastating. I can't find my bearings. Nothing is the same. The place of my 

dreams simply no longer exists. 

 

4. Then this year, I visit again. This time I am able to see past the changes. I discover 

wonderful things literally beneath the surface : steps to the old dining room; the view of 

the lake; a milkweed plant; a remembered brook; and… yes, possibly the tree under 

which the chupa of my parents had stood those many years ago. 

 

6. And I realize that my cousins had managed to something I had been unable to do-they 

had accepted a changing world by finding constants within that world. Their children 

would grow up in a new BSL that would ultimately mean many of the same things… 

family, tradition… 
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7. Life’s challenges: To confront an ever-changing world. To accept inevitable change; 

while searching out, finding, cultivating and ultimately teaching the next generation the 

constants which course through those changes. To make those constants work in a new, 

transformed environment. 

 

8. My grandson, Isaac-named after my father-will grow but a world vastly different from 

my own. The job of his parents- however; a job in which, please God, Barbara and I will 

take part- will be to teach them that some things don't change and to make those things 

work and his world. 

 

9. Every year on Yom Kippur challenged to strike the balance-in the face of the world 

that we cannot control, and of the year in which the world will change-God grant us the 

wisdom to hold onto those constants and make them work: family; friends; love; 

kindness; caring; tradition; observance… 

 

10. Why we begin with Kol Nidre-abrogate all failed attempts to artificially control what 

can't be controlled, to hold back change. We cancel all the vows that simply could not 

stand in the face of a changing world and we commit ourselves to cultivate the constants 

upon which a righteous life can be built. 

 

11. Personally, there is no place for me at BSL on a permanent basis-one of the changes 

that has occurred; that I must accept. 

      I will, however, please God, visit and take my grandson Isaac to stand beneath that 

tree where my parents stood as they began their shared journey. And… together we will 

feel what remains. 

 

 

IV Living (Yizkor) 

 

1. A profoundly disappointing conversation rooted at the dawn and Jewish history- helps 

us achieve perspective as we approach the dramatic moment of Yizkor-Yom Kippur 

 

2. Sun is setting on the patriarchal era… 

Yosef, the Egyptian viceroy has orchestrated the descent of his father and family to 

Egypt. The last of the patriarchs leaves Israel for the last time.  

Stage is set for the birth of the Jewish nation in the cauldron of Egyptian slavery. 

 

3. Against the backdrop of these momentous events an encounter takes place between 

two towering personalities-as Yosef orchestrates a meeting between his father and the 

Egyptian King, Pharaoh.  

Much more than a simple encounter between two powerful individuals; a precursor of the 

inevitable clash between an Egyptian empire on the decline and nascent Jewish world 

aborning… 

 We wait with bated breath for the conversation between two towering representatives of 

two vastly different worlds to unfold… only to be disappointed… 
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  מז פרק בראשית

 
: פרעה את יעקב ויברך פרעה לפני ויעמדהו אביו יעקב את יוסף ויבא (ז)
: חייך שני ימי כמה יעקב אל פרעה ויאמר (ח)
 חיי שני ימי היו ורעים מעט שנה ומאת שלשים מגורי שני ימי פרעה אל יעקב ויאמר (ט)

: מגוריהם בימי אבתי חיי שני ימי את השיגו ולא
 :פרעה מלפני ויצא פרעה את יעקב ויברך (י)

 
Yaakov blesses the King- the King returns to the patriarch and asks "how many are the 

days of the years of your life"-(to paraphrase "my goodness, how old are you")?- Yaakov 

responds "The days of the years of my sojourning are 130 years. Few and difficult were 

the days of the years of my life and they did not reach the days of the years of the lives of 

my fathers in the days of their sojourning."-Yaakov blesses Pharaoh again, and the 

encounter ends. 

 

4. Why is Pharaoh so concerned with Yaakov’s age? What is the meaning of the 

Yaakov’s elliptical response to the King? Why the diplomatic doublespeak? Why not 

answer simply and directly? Above all, if the conversation between Jacob and the 

patriarch was so banal, why bother to record it at all? 

 

 

 
 


