
Kol Nidre 

2014 – 5775 

 

 

We begin with a wish for everyone to have a Tzom Kal, an easy Fast. 

 

It was recently announced that after the Emmy Awards crowned the television show 

Breaking Bad as the best Drama on television last year, it became the most pirated 

television show on the internet. It is accepted by the Guinness book of records as the best 

show on television ever. It won more awards than any television show in history. It is still 

talked about even though it went off the air a year ago.  

 

Documenting a man who decides to sell crystal meth as a way to provide for his family. 

What made the show interesting was that you wanted to despise the lead character, 

Walter White, for being a drug kingpin but you had to like the guy because he was trying 

to make a living and provide for his family.  

 

Walter White lived a life of deception. For five seasons it played its cat and mouse game, 

mixing up who were the good guys and who were the bad guys. The season finale was 

one of the most watched television shows for the year. It was a phenomenal hit on the 

AMC channel. I could not watch the show, however, because as a Rabbi I know what the 

outcome of this kind of living will be. I am more than intimate with families that have 

careened into destruction because someone could not be honest with their children, with a 

spouse and with themselves. Or, maybe the reason it made me unhappy was because it 



speaks to the complete mess that a life of drugs and corruption can do to a person. I guess 

I take my television way too seriously to enjoy the show. 

 

The problem remains that Hollywood (California) in movies, television and on cable, 

seems to see life as just a series of bad decisions. It makes good drama to see how people 

can make a mess of their lives. But even in real life, movie stars and actors make a mess 

of their real lives when they are seen to be jumping from bed to bed, and from marriage 

to marriage without too much thought about what it means to be truthful. Life is filled 

with lies. Even wedding vows don’t seem to mean very much in that social sphere. 

 

We live in a generation where few are loyal to their words. A lawyer will tell you that a 

verbal promise is not worth the paper it is printed on. When a person lies to a spouse, it is 

not just a violation of their marital vows; it is a small part of a whole web of lies and 

deception that is born with every incident of infidelity. Each lie becomes part of a pattern 

that causes the destruction of lives and homes in numbers far beyond the destruction 

caused by a hurricane or a tornado.  

 

And marriages are not the only casualty of verbal dishonesty. Natural disasters now 

spawn a whole breed of scams and cons to separate desperate people from their money. 

Fly by night contractors are paid for work they have no time, no supplies or no intention 

of doing. Victims of fraud place orders for materials that don’t exist or don’t work as they 

are represented to work. Con artists offer services for fees that are too good to be true, 

and, it turns out, are not true at all. Charities pop up in disaster areas but they don’t give 



the money to those they say they want to help. These days it seems you just can’t trust 

anyone anymore. 

 

And we have not yet begun to talk about the advertising business. Who here really 

believes what a used car salesman says? Who here believes that the listed time a laptop 

battery will last without recharging is true? Who here believes that when they buy a car 

they will get anywhere near the gas mileage posted in the window? There are companies 

today where even the boss can’t be trusted anymore to look out for us. Corporations fill 

their employee pension plans with company stock just before it gets devalued by Wall 

Street. You can’t trust the government, you can’t trust your employer, you can’t trust 

your neighbor, you can’t trust your spouse and you can’t trust yourself. What kind of a 

world is this? 

 

And here we are, on the most holy night of the year chanting an ancient prayer about 

being true to our word. Kol Nidre, the words mean “All Vows”, is not about written 

contracts or work orders; it is about keeping our word. It is about being honest to 

ourselves even if the only one who knows what we promised is G-d. It may not be our 

fault that what we promised went wrong; still, the stain of an unfulfilled promise 

tarnishes our souls and leaves us broken before our Creator. This is why we join our 

voices with the generations of Jews who have cried out this night to be released from the 

vows we made but failed to fulfill.  

 



One does not have to delve far into Rabbinic Literature to see that the Rabbis in every 

generation hated vows. They tried everything in their power to get people to stop 

promising things they could not or would not fulfill. It was a desecration of the name of 

G-d to make a vow and not see it through. The Sages maintained that unfulfilled promises 

destroyed the name of G-d and made G-d seem as unreliable as the person who made the 

vow.  Why are vows so unreliable and why do we continue to make vows when we can 

never be sure that we can honor them? 

 

The Sefat Emet, the founder of the Gur Hasidim, observed that by making a vow, the 

opportunity is given to every Jew to endow an ordinary object with holiness by his mere 

words. This (he says) is one of the most elevated powers that human beings are capable 

of. Once we elevate our words to the level of a vow, we have enhanced the meaning of 

the words and moved them from the world of the mundane to the realm of the sacred. If 

we aspire to be holy we have to insist that our words be taken seriously.  

 

In the Bible, the world is created by G-d by only using words. Words in the Torah have 

power and substance, words are not merely sounds;they are very real. Words have the 

power to hurt or to heal; to elevate or denigrate.  Our Etz Hayyim Commentary notes, 

“The power of speech is one of the unique gifts of a human being, a power we share with 

no other creature. In these rules governing vows and oaths, we see that human beings 

have been given the Divine power to make things holy just by speaking. By uttering 

words, an Israelite can impose an obligation on himself or herself in a manner just as 



binding as G-d’s commands in the Torah. This is why S.R. Hirsch defines a “vow” as 

“self imposed legislation.”  

 

Rabbi David Wolpe of Los Angeles agrees. He writes, “Oaths are never mere words. A 

promise is not an insubstantial matter. Words spoken to G-d are real. They entwine the 

soul of the speaker. When we promise and do not fulfill, we understand that the 

intentions, and their form, the words, are still stuck to our souls. We need release because 

words bind. The Midrash teaches in a number of places that for G-d to speak a word it is 

equivalent to G-d’s performing an action. With the Divine, the word and the action are 

somehow the same. Although we aspire to that level, although we wish to reach the point 

where what we say and what we do reach a perfect consonance, we are far from such a 

height. It remains important that we remember the distance. In that way we will lament 

that our intentions outstrip our self-knowledge, and that our vows promise what we do 

not fulfill.” 

 

Our ancestors did not always believe in the power of words. They insisted that an actual 

animal sacrifice was required to put action ahead of words. When the Temple was 

destroyed, however, words replaced the sacrifices. Words have power, words commit us 

to action. We cannot and must not separate the two. 

 

We are all familiar with words that hurt. The Midrash tells the tale of Rabban Gamliel, 

who sent his servant into the market to find the worst food he could find. The servant 

came back with a tongue. Gamliel then sent the servant to find the best food in the 



market, and once again he returned with a tongue. When Gamliel was surprised, the 

servant replied, “When a tongue is bad, there is nothing worse, when it is good, there is 

nothing better.”  We all know what happens when tongues go bad. Who here has never 

been the object of slander, gossip and lies? Who here has never trafficked in hurtful 

speech? Far too many of us are guilty of speaking hurtful words about others when we 

can; guilty of reading about the embarrassments of the rich and famous in the gossip 

columns; or guilty of paying to read a tabloid so these newspapers can continue to pay the 

paparazzi chasing after the next “big” picture. 

 

We allow our elections to degenerate into vicious mudslinging. We do not protest the 

foul mouths of the musicians, the comedians, the Cable TV shows nor the printed 

language we find in the T-shirt shops all over town. Rabbi Wayne Dosick repeats an old 

saying when he writes, “great people talk about ideas, ordinary people talk about things, 

and small petty people talk about people. All that is required to be a great person is to 

cherish another’s name and reputation as if it were your own. All that is required to be a 

mentch is to speak kind, gentle words, words that continually support and uplift and 

praise.” 

 

What can we say that will change hurtful words into words that heal? We know very well 

that once a hurtful word is spoken, there is no bringing it back. Such words are like 

feathers in the wind, impossible to collect after they are set free. All we can do is train 

ourselves to speak better words; to let the words that come out of our mouths, and out of 

our hearts be intended not to tear down, but to build up. Rabbi Joseph Telushkin, quoting 



my friend Rabbi Jack Reimer, claims that we can make an important start to getting our 

words to matter, by using these four phrases as a crucial part of our daily speech: “Thank 

you”; “I love you”; “Can I help you?” and “I’m Sorry.”  It is important that we 

understand the power of these few words. 

 

There is a reason that the phrase, “Thank you” is called the magic words. These two 

words open up endless possibilities. Humorist Art Buchwald tells a story of a man who is 

out to change the world just by saying “Thank you” to every person who does something 

for him, no matter how small. He thanks his cab driver, the men building a sky scraper, 

the waitress who serves him and he even smiles at the people he meets on the street. His 

friend sees him as some kind of a nut, but, as the man says, even if only three of the 20 

people he is kind to, pass the kindness along, it is only a matter of time until the entire 

city is changed. 

 

I read an article about a man who was looking for something spiritual to do in his life and 

his minister advised him to write “thank you” on the checks he mailed to pay his bills. He 

was not so sure if that would help but he decided to give it a try. The first bill was for the 

water company. They have terrible water, but he thanked them because at least he didn’t 

have to bring it in from outside, they piped it right into his kitchen. He then thanked the 

Electric Company. They too give terrible service but when he turns on the light, the 

electricity flows. Soon he was seeing how every part of the world was integrated into his 

life into one large network and how thankful he was that there were so many who helped 

make his life easier. 



 

Judaism teaches that we should say 100 blessings a day. A blessing is not considered a 

praise of G-d, but a way of thanking G-d for all that we enjoy in this world. 100 blessings 

thus equal 100 reasons to be thankful for all that G-d does for us from the rising of the 

sun to the moment we fall asleep. We need to live our lives aware of all the blessings we 

receive from our Creator. 

*** 

Early on in Rabbinical school, I came across a story that haunts me to this very day. The 

story of a Rabbi who finishes a funeral and notices that the husband is standing and 

weeping at the edge of the grave. The Rabbi puts his arm on the man’s shoulder and says, 

“Come with me, it is time to leave”. The man sobs “You don’t understand Rabbi. I loved 

my wife”. “Yes I do understand. You were married for many years, but now it is time to 

go home.”  “No, Rabbi, I can’t leave here. I really loved my wife.” “I don’t doubt it for a 

moment, I am sure you were a wonderful husband, but now it is time to go.” The man 

cried out even harder. “No Rabbi, You don’t understand, I REALLY loved my wife ….. 

and once, I almost told her.” 

 

In my opinion, there are few tragedies in life greater than losing someone we love 

without ever telling them “I love you”. I must say it to Michelle at least a dozen times a 

day. Even on the Bima, when I can sneak a glance in her direction, I first always signal to 

her my love. I don’t want her to ever question my feelings about her. I don’t want my 

love for her to ever evolve into something I take for granted. There is nothing in my life 

more important, so I make sure that I talk about it more than anything else.  



 

Not just my wife, but my children too hear it from me. For many years, every morning, 

the last words they would hear from me when they would go off to school was, “Have a 

good day, Ask good questions and remember, I love you”. The last part was a reminder 

that if the first two parts didn’t work out, if they had a lousy day and asked all the wrong 

questions, they would still know that my love was with them. When I left home one year 

for a much needed sabbatical, as I was leaving my children for three months of study in 

Israel, my son Hillel, helped me with my luggage at the airport. He gave me a hug 

goodbye and said “Have a good time, ask good questions and remember I love you”. And 

for three months I never forgot. 

*** 

If we ever want to brighten the day of a stranger, then all we need to say is “Can I help 

you?” As a Rabbi, I spend a lot of time in the local hospitals. Hospitals are huge 

buildings, built in stages over time so that a visitor can easily get lost in the hallways. I 

can find my way through some buildings with my eyes closed. But once, I had to go to a 

hospital far away from the usual local hospitals. I had no idea where anything was. I 

couldn’t even find the elevators. And yet, in spite of my not knowing where anything 

was, I did not have any problems finding my way around because I never was able to 

walk more than 25 feet without someone with hospital ID saying to me “Can I help you?” 

I never felt more comfortable in strange surroundings.  

 

When I was in Israel, I asked a bus driver to let me know when we got to my stop and he 

was so busy that I was concerned that he would forget. Not to worry. The woman sitting 



behind me tapped me on the shoulder and told me that she was getting off the stop before 

mine and the man across the aisle told me that it was his stop too. When I got off the bus, 

he pointed me in the proper direction. A kind word to a stranger in need can create a 

friend for life. The day I became a Rabbi, I promised G-d that all I needed to be 

successful was just the opportunity to help one person who was in need. All of the 

classes, the tests, the work and the studying would be worth it if I could be of help to 

someone else.  I helped that person long ago, and now, every person I help, is just more 

icing on my cake. 

 

The poet, Danny Siegel once quoted this prayer by a Hasidic Rabbi; “If you will always 

assume that the person sitting next to you is the messiah waiting for some human 

kindness, you will soon learn to weigh your words and watch your hands. And if he so 

chooses not to reveal himself in your time, it will not matter.” It is the power of saying 

“Can I help you?” that can bring about the redemption of the world. 

*** 

Rabbi Telushkin’s last phrase to live by is the phrase “I’m sorry”. This is, of course, the 

theme of Yom Kippur. We all strive to get things right all the time, but as human beings, 

we often miss the mark. We say things that we regret, we hear the words of others and 

misunderstand what they are trying to say. People talk to us but we are often too busy to 

listen to their words. We use our words carelessly and hurt others. That we make 

mistakes is expected. What is also expected is to express our regrets.  

 



Every family has its quarrels. Every family has members who, at some point or another, 

get angry at each other. Most of the time it is over some trivial matter that, in the long 

run, means very little. Anger, however, can leave in its wake, resentment and hurt, which 

can drive a wedge into a family’s love. That is why it is so important to be able to say, 

“I’m sorry”; it is one of the ultimate expressions of loyalty and commitment. It says that 

even my own ego is not as important as the ties that bind us to each other.  

 

I  found this poem this year, a poem by Robert Raines: 

 

I’m Sorry   

For offending people and then being hurt that they’re offended and not caring or 

hoping quite enough to go and say I’m Sorry. 

I’m Sorry 

 For forgetting the kind things and remembering the cruel things. 

I’m Sorry 

 For being angry at the wrong time and not at the right time. 

I’m Sorry 

 For holding grudges and hugging bitterness. 

I’m Sorry 

 For neglecting my friend who needs affection. 

I’m Sorry 

 For not consulting my colleague who needs respect. 

I’m Sorry 



 For being sarcastic to my wife who needs understanding 

I’m Sorry 

 For being critical of my child who needs appreciation 

I’m Sorry 

for being sorry for myself  who needs love. 

 

Before Yom Kippur begins, I ask others to forgive me if I offended them in the past year 

and that I forgive them for whatever they might think I am still angry about at the end of 

the year. If there is anyone in this room tonight, anyone, who can think of one person 

who they have offended and who was hurt, either intentionally or unintentionally. If you 

are ready to end the hurt, then call that person as soon as you get home and say, “I’m 

sorry”. If you feel that today is not the right time, if you are not yet ready to give or to 

seek forgiveness, Yom Kippur is asking you this day, Why? Why can’t you ask for 

forgiveness? What is it that holds us back? That is where we will need to work this Yom 

Kippur. To find our way to ask forgiveness from all those who are still offended, and to 

forgive those who offended us. In this way we can lift the pain in their heart, and lift the 

pain in our own heart. It is the only path that will bring forgiveness from G-d. After all, 

how can we expect G-d to suspend divine anger at our sins if we will not end the quarrels 

that divide us from each other? 

 

These are my four phrases. Thank you; I love you; Can I help you; I’m Sorry. (2X)             

If you remember nothing of my sermon this evening remember these phrases and say 

them every moment you are able. If no other words in our Machzor or in the Torah move 



you this evening, I ask you to remember these four phrases. I ask you to speak of them, 

not just tonight, tonight it will be kind of a joke to be able to say them to others, so not 

just tonight, and not just tomorrow, but for the entire year. Say them to all the people you 

love and to all the people who love you. Say them to your spouse, to your children, to 

your parents, to your friends. Say them every day to G-d as part of your prayers and say 

them every day to all the people you meet in the street. Say them and mean them. Say 

them with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your might. Thank you; I love 

you; Can I help you; I’m Sorry. My prayer is that G-d should bless you with myriads of 

reasons to say these phrases in this coming year.  

 

For if we do; if we say them, mean them and live by them, then it will be a good new 

year, a blessed new year and a holy new year for us and for the whole world. Never 

underestimate the power of words. 

 

Gemar Hatima Tova, may we all be sealed for life in the coming year.            Amen 


