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1. Tzom Kal – An easy fast 

  

2. Kol Nidre is a difficult evening. On the one hand we are all well fed and ready to face the 

fast and the work of gaining atonement for our sins. There will be a lot of praying this 

evening and tomorrow. Much of it will be from our Machzor, some will come straight 

from our hearts. From Kol Nidre to Neilah, for the 25 hours of this fast, we will be 

engaged in holy work. 

 

3. On the other hand, it is not easy at all to take a long look at our lives and not despair. 

We do this every year and we don’t seem to make much headway. We can argue about 

what God knows about our lives, but we know the failures, the setbacks and the 

disappointments that have colored our lives over the past year. When we were here last 

year we really wanted to do better, but in our hearts we know how far from that mark 

we have fallen.  

 

4. Let’s be honest here, it hurts that we have not managed to do much better in the last 

year. This is like dieting, we mean well and start off well, but soon enough we are 

distracted by the many enticements of modern society. We are pressured by peers to 

worry about our self-improvement tomorrow. We come home tired and exhausted after 

a long day at work and another year goes by and we are still not taking proper care of 



our health, still not improving our education and still spending too much time with the 

television and not talking enough, not having meaningful conversations with the people 

in our lives that we love. 

 

5. And that hurts. It really hurts. It almost hurts so much that we don’t want to come to 

synagogue to be reminded of our failures. We want to make excuses; we want to hide 

from our mistakes. We want to close our eyes and wish that our imperfections would 

just go away.  

 

6. But, isn’t that what religion is supposed to be about? Finding forgiveness for our sins, 

relying on God’s love for us so that we don’t have to face ourselves? A little bible study, 

a few prayers and we can be all better; except of course that we know we haven’t 

changed at all. Isn’t there something, isn’t there a pill we can take, a prayer we can say, 

a sacrifice we can make, that will make all this pain and frustration go away? 

 

7. My friend and teacher, Rabbi Art Green, was living in Berkeley California back in the 

1970’s and he was passing a spiritual bookstore when he saw a sign in the window. It 

started with large font at the top and became increasingly smaller line by line in the 

shape of an inverted pyramid. The top line read: 

Integral yoga doesn’t work. 
Scientology doesn’t work. 
Christianity doesn’t work. 
Hinduism doesn't work. 
Judaism doesn’t work 
Sufism doesn’t work 
Islam doesn't work. 

You work 



 
 

 

8. No, there is no magic bullet to make our lives better. There is only our own commitment 

to the cause, the constant battle to live a better life, to be a better friend, a better 

human being and a kinder person. We really want to improve but we are too tired or 

maybe too lazy or maybe too insecure to really do the work we need to do.  

  

9. There is a story a young girl tells about World War II and the Holocaust. It was a hot day 

in Munich. The bus was taking its usual load of passengers home after a long day of 

work. Suddenly the bus stops and Nazi soldiers get on and start checking everyone’s 

papers. Jews were being taken off the bus and put on a truck waiting around the corner. 

A Jewish woman realized what was happening and that there was no place to go. She 

understands that she will never see her family, her children again, and she starts to cry. 

A man sitting next to her sees her crying and asks her, “What’s wrong?” “I don’t have 

what you have” the woman says, “I am a Jew and they are going to take me away.” 

The man explodes out of his seat screaming at the woman, “I can’t stand it you stupid 

idot, I can’t even stand sitting next to you!!” The Nazi officers look up from their work, 

“What is going on here?” They ask. The man replies, “It is my stupid wife, she has left 

home without her papers and this is the third time this week. I am disgusted already.” 

The Nazi officer laughs and moves on. The woman gets off the bus at the next stop and 

makes her way home. Her family survives the war and it is her granddaughter, the 

young girl, who now tells her story about the courage of a stranger on a bus. 



10. We don’t know anything about the man on the bus other than it took a great deal of 

courage and guts to do what he did. We don’t know why he did it, what motivated him. 

Was it his love of Jews? Did he have a Jewish relative? Was he a hidden Jew? Was he the 

prophet Elijah ready to perform a miracle? Was that man a good person? Maybe he was 

a con man who had played that swindle on others and it was well known and well-

rehearsed. We will never know but that family owed their lives to that stranger on the 

bus.  

  

11. The point is that we don’t have to be perfect to respond to a Divine call.  We don’t have 

to be made of anything any different than anyone else is made of. We have to be brave 

just a few seconds longer one day and it can make a real difference in one life, the life of 

someone we know or even the life of a stranger, and it will be accounted to us as if we 

have saved the world. Not because we lived perfect lives, but because the one time 

someone really needed us, we were there to lend a hand. 

 

12. Sometimes we are asked to make a choice in life and that choice can make all the 

difference. When the call came out to rescue the Jews of Ethiopia, many years ago, I 

took out my checkbook to write a small check. When I went to fill in the register, I 

noticed that the last check I had written was to join the gym so I could play racquetball. I 

looked at that check and wondered how I could spend $200 for racquetball and not 

spend at least that much saving the lives of Jews in danger? I wrote a $200 check and 

when I got home and explained it to Michelle, in spite of our limited finances; she 



agreed it was the right thing to do. We became far more charitable from that moment 

on. 

 

 

 

13. I once heard a young executive with the UJC in New York who had come to speak at a 

Federation event I attended. He talked about how he had gotten involved in UJC 

national office. He said that he graduated in the top of his class from an Ivy League 

school. He was offered his pick of great jobs; he was hired and on his first day; he 

reported to work at the corner office he had been assigned. He sat in his chair that first 

day, looked around the office and said, “Is this it? Is this where I will be sitting for the 

next 30 years?  What will that accomplish?” He then set out to find something that 

would be meaningful in his life. Now he volunteered his time raising money for the UJC. 

 

14. Why are we always so hard on ourselves? We hear stories of the great heroes of the 

world and we think that we could never be like them. They are good people with pure 

motives and righteous indignation about the way things are. They are people like 

Mother Theresa, Martin Luther King Jr. Golda Meir who stood tall in the face of their 

enemies and turned evil into good. How can we measure up to personalities of that 

caliber? The strange thing is that Judaism does not require that we become Tzadikim, 

wholly righteous and pious individuals. Jewish heroes are never perfect because only 

God can be perfect; we have to live each day with our imperfections. No matter who we 

are, we are still only human 



 

15. The Torah points out the myth of perfection through the lives of our people’s most 

revered personalities.  On Rosh Hashana, the Torah reading for both days is not the 

story of creation, even though Rosh Hashana is considered to be the birthday of the 

world. We read instead from the life of Abraham. We read about the exile of Ishmael 

and the Akeyda – The Binding of Isaac, two of the worst decisions that our Patriarch 

Abraham ever makes. In the name of faith, Abraham sends away his oldest son and 

almost sacrifices the younger son. Neither son will ever speak to the father again. At the 

end of the story, even God will not speak to Abraham again.  

 

16. And in a few short weeks we will come to the end of the Torah and the death of Moses. 

Moses dies in the wilderness within sight of the Promised Land. His last act is to gaze 

from his mountain perch in to the land he will never enter. His life work has been to 

bring the Israelite people to this land, the land that was promised to Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob as an eternal inheritance. The people have escaped slavery and learned to fight 

for their rights in the desert. Now just before their final triumph, Moses will die having 

never set foot in the land.  

 

17. At one point, Moses begs God to allow Moses to finish this one final task, to see the end 

of his most important task, the deliverance of the people from slavery to freedom. But 

God refuses Moses. Moses will die, like the other sinners in the wilderness. The Torah 

will end with the people mourning their leader and still waiting for God to fulfill the 



Divine promise of the Holy Land. In spite of all the successes in his life, this will remain 

the biggest failure that Moses will know.  He can look but not touch this life’s dream. 

 

18. Yet, neither Abraham nor Moses is considered a failure in Judaism. In spite of the bad 

decisions and the failures of faith and fulfillment, both Abraham and Moses remain 

central to the story of our people and are the heroes at the foundation of our religion. 

Abraham is not remembered for his idyllic family life but for his faith in one God that 

would eventually change the course of Western Civilization.  Good or bad, our sense of 

responsibility for our actions stems from this basic belief that we learn from the Life of 

Abraham.  The fact that Moses never sets foot in the land becomes an odd footnote in 

his life. Moses is remembered as a lawgiver, the man who dared to speak face to face 

with God in order to bring life and blessing to the people. The man who had the courage 

to climb to the top of Mt. Sinai to bring the Torah to the people waiting below. Moses is 

the man who is remembered for never losing faith in the people of Israel in spite of their 

constant complaints and their lack of convictions.  

 

19. What Moses and Abraham have in common is that both of them made a difference in 

their lives. They are not remembered for their failures. They are remembered for the 

blessings they brought to others. To this very day Abraham is the father of the Jewish 

people, and the adoptive father of every person who chooses to convert to our faith – 

we call him Avraham Avinu – Our father/ our patriarch Abraham. Moses is our lawgiver 

and the greatest prophet in the history of Judaism, no other leader in Jewish history has 

ever come close to the legacy of Moshe Rabbenu, Moses our Teacher. 



 

20. So how do we measure up to these great personalities in Jewish history? What lesson 

should we carry as we enter this New Year striving to make sense out of the mistakes 

and failures of our own lives? It is unlikely that we will rise to the level of Avraham 

Avinu. We could not hope to make ourselves like Moshe Rabbenu.  How can we find our 

way forward when our lives seem so far behind? 

 

21. The Rabbis of the Talmud were not big on identifying saints. These sages knew that even 

their own lives did not measure up to the lives of the great personalities of the Torah. 

The Talmud records lists of the teachings and ideas that some of our great Sages left 

behind. Yet, when these ancient rabbis got together and spoke about the greatest of the 

sages, they did not tell the story of  Rabbi Akiva, Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai  or Rabban 

Gamliel. They considered the most saintly rabbi of their time an obscure sage named 

Rabbi Nachman Gamzu. 

 

22. What great act did Rabbi Nacham Gamzu perform? Did he stand up the Romans as did 

Rabbi Akiva? No. Did he save Judaism from destruction like Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai? 

No. Did he attain the blessing of leadership in times of severe danger like Rabbi Gamliel? 

Nope. Rabbi Nachman Gamzu was given his last name because he always said, “Gam Zu 

L’Tova” “This too will be for something good”. He was loved for his positive attitude. He 

was loved because he could take a good lesson away from a terrible day. He could bring 

a ray of light into the darkest hour. He never saved the Jewish People, his holy act was 

to give his followers hope in every situation. 



 

23. There is a story of a man walking down a beach at sunset after a storm. In the fading 

light he sees another man walking toward him. As the man gets closer, he notices the 

approaching man is picking something up from the sand from time to time and seems to 

throw it into the sea. When the two men meet the first man asks the other, “What in 

the world are you doing?” The second man replies. “The storm has washed these 

starfish up on the beach and if I don’t throw them back in the water, they will die here 

on the shore.” The first man was astounded. “But there are hundreds of starfish on this 

beach, and miles and miles of beach in both directions. You can’t save them all! This is 

an exercise in futility.” The second man reached down and picked up a starfish and 

threw it back into the sea. He turned to his friend and said, “Well, it made a difference 

to that one.” 

 

24. More important than all the famous people who made great contributions to human 

history, are the contributions of those who are not necessarily called to greatness, they 

are the people who are just called to be a good person, a kind person, a loving person 

and, in spite of their flaws, they still make a difference.  

 

25. Yom Kippur should not be feared, Yom Kippur is a gift from God. Kol Nidre, with the 

annulment of vows and the repeated confessional reminds us that we are not perfect 

and that God understands our flaws. God gives us this time of fasting and atonement 

because God knows we are sorry for the mistakes we made and we really want to do 

better in life. God knows and that is exactly why God gives us this day. We have Yom 



Kippur because God loves us, flaws and all.  God loves us not because we are blameless 

but because we try.  

 

26. Tal Becker- a research fellow at the Shalom Hartman Institute in Jerusalem recently 

wrote, “Our imperfections and the pain of living unredeemed lives are in this sense both 

a source of deep sorrow and of profound strength. It is a constant reminder of the 

journey left to make, and that the process of reaching for our better personal and 

collective selves is never ending.  There is always a place for Jewish longing, because we 

are a people defined more by our aspirations than by our achievements. There is a place 

for longing, even if we embrace the many blessings of coming home.” 

 

27. Our failures can be a blot on our lives but they can also be constant reminders that we 

still have a journey to make and, as Robert Frost wrote, we have miles to go before we 

sleep. A Hasidic Rabbi was despondent because he had never been able to accomplish 

what he set out to do. His nights were sleepless and he took to wandering the empty 

streets of his town late at night, looking for some way to find peace for his restless soul. 

One night he saw a light in the shop of the cobbler. He went to investigate and found 

the cobbler repairing shoes by the light of a stub of a candle, sputtering out its last 

moments. “My good man,” said the Rabbi, “it is very late and your candle is about to go 

out, why are you still at work?” Without taking his eyes off his work the cobbler replied, 

“as long as there is light, there is still time to mend.” At last the Rabbi understood his life 

and went home to make the most of the time he had left to live. 

 



28. We are indeed a people defined by our aspirations rather than by our accomplishments. 

We are like Moses, we don’t need to finish the work but we need to know that we are 

doing our fair share and it is enough that someday the work will be done and our deeds 

will have helped bring that day closer. We are frustrated by our mistakes but like 

Abraham, we understand that there is more to our lives than our failures, that we have 

many accomplishments as well. We are like Private Ryan at the end of the movie by 

Steven Speilberg; just living a good life, raising a good family and being a kind person 

fulfills the wishes of those who sacrificed their own lives so that we could be successful 

in ours. 

 

29. This Yom Kippur let us embrace the blessings in our lives even if we have not yet fulfilled 

all that we desire to accomplish. As long as there is light this Yom Kippur day, it is still 

possible to find atonement. As long as there is life, there is still time to dream and to 

make those dreams come true. It doesn’t matter if we are completely successful or not, 

we can still find Divine favor because God doesn’t care if we succeed or not, God loves 

us because we try. 

 

 

30. Shema Koleynu – Hear our voice God, and may we hear it too, calling us to find the 

essence of ourselves. Hashivaynu Adonoi A-lecha, Venashuva: Turn to us God and we 

will return to you, You give us life, God, and we will give this life another try. We are 

more than our disappointments and our failures. We are on a journey that will only end 



when our lives end.  As long as we are alive, we can still aspire to be more tomorrow, to 

be more tomorrow than we are today 

 

May God bless us with a year of concern for ourselves and for others as we say… 

Amen and Gemar Tov 


