
Yom Kippur      Ilene Semiatin, September 26, 2012 

 

1 

Yom Kippur  

Ilene Semiatin, September 26, 2012  

 

Shana Tovah. I am standing on the shoulders of some amazing people right now, and I want to 
start by acknowledging them.  

First, I was lucky enough to be raised in a family where there were many loving mentors – my 
wonderful parents, grandparents, siblings and others – for me to admire, love and emulate. They 
were writers, teachers, cantors, scientists, musicians, artists – funny and bright and giving souls. 
Then there’s my newer family – my beloved Vincent, who sat on the side porch with me and 
talked about everything you’re going to hear today, as we’ve always talked about everything 
important. My two extraordinarily gifted sons, Julian and Ethan, who lift me up every day with 
their wit, wisdom and heart. Dear friends whose long conversations over lingering dinners have 
fueled my thoughts.  

My teachers - Gershom Scholem, Elie Wiesel, Danny Matt, Rabbi Bronstein, and many others 
with whom I’ve been lucky enough to have the chance to study in person, and the teachers and 
sages of many generations whose works I’ve encountered in lectures and books over many years.   

It’s an extraordinary honor to be here, and I hope to share thoughts that mean something not just 
to those of us who were eager to come to shul this morning, but also some of us who may have a 
difficult relationship with religious practice.  

Today, as you know is the second most awesome gathering of the year in our congregation’s 
calendar of sacred days – second, of course, only to our annual Purimspiel. As a long-time 
Purimspieler, I’m usually in front of the congregation dressed as Janet Jackson, Bob Dylan, 
Daisy Duck, Yoko Ono, or my personal favorite – Lot’s Daughter.  So it is a special privilege to 
be standing here as –myself. Yom Kippur, or Yom HaKeePurim, can actually be translated 
alternately as, “The Day that is Like Purim.” Not only does this Day of Atonement come at 
almost the exact half-year counter-arc to Purim, but the sages have long said that the two 
holidays bear a surprising resemblance to one another. On Purim, all the pious people show up at 
shul and act like fools. And on Yom Kippur, all us fools turn up at shul and act like pious ones.   

There is another connection - on Purim, we put on masks and costumes, and on Yom Kippur, we 
strip them all off.  An entire people sets this day aside to “afflict/humble their souls.” We forgive 
and ask forgiveness, we struggle, dream, remember, cry, sort out our priorities in life, think about 
what we want to change, and come face to face with the awful specter of inevitable death. It’s 
only 25 hours – but it’s a very long 25 hours. My beloved grandmother, Bracha Stolovy, of 
blessed memory, used to say, “The days are long but the years are short.” Here we are again. 
Same place, next year. Where are we? Who are we? There’s nothing stopping us from making 
every day a day of prayer, introspection and change, but on other days, if this awareness is 



Yom Kippur      Ilene Semiatin, September 26, 2012 

 

2 

reached at all, it happens fleetingly, privately, in a spare moment here or there in between work 
and kids and school and cleaning and bill-paying and driving and laughing and errand-running 
and talking and eating and loving. That, after all, is the real business of life.  

Today, I’m going to touch on two of Yom Kippur’s familiar readings – the Avodah service ritual 
of the high priest in the holy of holies, and our Haftarah passage from Isaiah. Now, I come from 
a long line of storytellers, so let’s start with a story. You’re going to be the main character. Let’s 
imagine that you’re the high priest, and today is Yom Kippur. Your job today is a solemn and 
risky one. Indeed, your very life is at stake. Your task is to utter the name of God, the name of all 
being, the name of creation, the ultimate word.  

Art Green points out that YHVH, the letters that spell the ineffable name of God, form a version 
of the verb “to be” – perhaps “is/was/will be” – all wrapped into one conflated series of vowels. 
By pronouncing this name, you will somehow make everything okay for all of us.  

It is all up to you.  

So here you go. You ascend to the holiest site, bathe, change into the ritually prescribed 
garments, and, along with the appropriate sacrifices, you make penance for yourself and your 
people. There are rituals involving blood, coals and incense. Now comes the scary part. You 
carefully tie a rope around your leg in case you should die in there and have to be dragged out. 
Then you step, one foot at a time, the rope dragging behind you, slowly, inside this tiny, smoky-
dark holy of holies. You are here. Inside the emptiness. And now, on this sacred day in this 
sacred space, it is time – time for you to utter the name of that nameless entity who brings into 
being and comprises the entire universe.  

Okay, say it.  

 

We interrupt this tale to bring you another story, a more recent narrative.  A very dear friend of 
our family named Pete recently returned from his second attempt to climb Mt. Ranier out west – 
perhaps the most difficult climb in the continental US. This summer, as happens every year, 
numerous people died trying to make this summit. We spent the evening with Pete a few days 
ago to hear about his experience.  He told us he couldn’t reach the top because the winds were 
blowing at 80-120mph, and the climbers literally couldn’t stand up to walk. The four people in 
his group, roped together, had to hack out and build block walls of snow and ice to shield their 
tiny tents from the frigid blasts. Pete himself was thrown against a wall of ice and injured his 
hand. He watched eerie, brilliantly lit lenticular clouds simultaneously forming to the left side of 
the mountaintop, swirling around and around, and dissolving back into mist on the right side of 
the peak. All around him were scenes and visions of extraordinary, awe-inspiring beauty. At 
night, the stars were so bright and close that he felt as if he could reach up and touch them.  Pete 
said simply, “Some things, Ilene, you just can’t describe.”  
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A little later I asked him, “Were you terribly upset not to have summited?” Pete answered with 
the mountain climber’s aphorism: “The summit is for the ego. The journey is for the soul.”  

When Pete told me his story, it hit me like a gust of wind that I’m – we’re – descended from the 
world’s most famous mountain climber: Moses. What did Moses learn on his trip up the 
mountain, the trip he never told us about? Is the real essence of our story the part that was never 
translated into words because there are no words for it? We all want to climb the mountain. We 
all want to enter the holy of holies. But perhaps the great name of the essence of Being cannot be 
framed in sound. Taoists say, “The Tao that can be spoken is not the eternal Tao.” “Some 
things,” Pete said, “you just can’t describe.” 

The night Pete told me about Mt. Ranier, another acquaintance named Michael was also there. 
Michael told us about a rite he’d recently participated in where he sat in a 10-foot clearing he’d 
created in the woods for four days and four nights with no food and nothing but water to drink, 
quieting his mind and opening his heart for some kind of awareness or presence. It struck me as 
pretty extreme.  After all, I thought, if you deprive yourself of food and warmth for four days and 
sit alone in the woods, you probably will eventually have a spiritual experience.   

But then I started thinking about it. We’re really the same, aren’t we? I mean, I’m a woman at 
middle age, a person who is successful and happy, someone totally surrounded by love, someone 
with a rich inner life, and yet sometimes even I feel cut off on the inside. Sometimes I can’t 
understand why the world is the way it is.  Sometimes I grow weary of wandering. I question 
whether I have ever had an original thought. I can’t stand to see how so many suffer. I wonder 
why life has to be so short.   

And I realized that Pete and Michael – and most of us – are all the same. We’re all in search of 
delight, connection, awareness or genuine joy. We human beings need jubilation. We seek to be 
linked to the universe. We are looking to shake up our everyday life. We are looking for surprise, 
a sense of being close to something big, something that has meaning. It’s not just psychology. 
It’s something inherent in the universe and in being human. Abraham Joshua Heschel calls it a 
“search for exultation.”  

Some of us have peak life moments standing at the edge of the ocean, lying in our lover’s arms, 
gazing at the sky, or like Pete, climbing a mountain. For others, it may be going to the wilderness 
to live on the edge for four days. For many of us, it is enough to dampen our sleeping child’s 
cheek with kisses, or watch a leaf flip over on the pavement on a still autumn afternoon. We are 
terribly aware of the fleetingness of time, and almost all of us sense that there are moments “in 
the world that are beyond the reach of explanations.”  

If we don’t find exultation in a joyful and meaningful life, we look to power, things, people, 
culture, exercise for that feeling - that juice. My poet friend Steve Kuusisto recently wrote, “Our 
human souls are needy as empty pockets. They are thirsty as flesh itself but this condition cannot 
be quenched with drink or a good home in a nice neighborhood.” Our daily lives are often 
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subject to a sense of dullness and aloofness. We go through the motions. We love our families. 
We give to the right causes. We work, we exercise, raise our kids, make the phone calls we’re 
supposed to make, work for 30 or 40 years. But where is our glory? How much exhilaration do 
we feel? How much are we in touch with the magic and wonder of the world?   

 

So I asked both Pete and Michael, “What do you think your experience is asking of you, or 
requiring of you, now that you’re back?” In other words, how do you bring the mountain back to 
the mundane? How do you transfer the woods back to the world and give the experience lasting 
meaning? 

Heschel says that religion starts when you realize that the experience of such moments of 
exhilaration and connectedness demands something of you. That it isn’t enough to let the feeling 
wash over you and subside when you return to your everyday life – that on the contrary, life 
must be vested with the experience of celebration, and that such a life demands something of us 
more than chance happening. Once “a simple episode opens up a sight of the eternal,” once we 
are aware of “a holy dimension in all reality,” it is hard to go back.  

 

But how do we infuse the holy in the everyday? This connection between the sacred and the 
common is, I believe, why our rabbis gave us the passage from Isaiah to read on Yom Kippur. 
Because it is a formula for moving what is meaningful right into the center of our lives. Here are 
some excerpts from what we read a little while ago: Isaiah says:  “They are eager for the 
nearness of the eternal. You call this a fast? I’ll tell you the fast I want – unlock the shackles of 
evil, let the oppressed go free, break off every yoke, share your bread with the hungry, bring the 
poor and outcast to your home, when you see the naked, clothe them. Then your light will burst 
through like the dawn. Then, when you seek, the Essence of Being will say, “Here I am!” If you 
banish the menacing hands and the words of contempt, if you open up your life to the hungry and 
those who have been trampled underfoot, then your light will shine, and your gloom will turn 
into noonday, then you shall be like a well-watered garden, like a spring whose waters never fail. 
You shall lay foundations.” 

Now, many people believe Isaiah is speaking about hypocrisy in this passage. You know: “I 
fasted, God, sheesh, what does it take to please you?” But I believe Isaiah is railing more about 
our lack of attention, exultation and connection – about our alienation. Elie Wiesel says, “The 
opposite of life is not death, it’s indifference. Because of indifference, one dies before one 
actually dies.”   

The commitment has to be about living as part of a holy and wonderful enterprise that we are 
aware of, moment by moment, every day. And in that awareness, we cannot remain indifferent to 
what is anathema to the presence of the ultimate – needless suffering, meanness, self-absorption, 
or just ignoring the opportunity to bring goodness into being. The famous midrashic story goes 
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that the sages are not in heaven – heaven is in the sages. You don’t abandon life to experience 
heaven. You discover the ultimate by doing what you do in the world, and doing it with 
mindfulness, lovingkindness and humanity. 

 

The period of reflection we are in now began this summer on Tisha B’Av, the day we 
commemorate the destruction of the Great Temple. When Judaism lost its geographic home, it 
went from a community centered around one grand sacred space to a decentralized people of 
many more modestly sacred spaces and times. As Alan Lew says in his remarkable book This is 
Real and You are Completely Unprepared, the walls that have to crumble once a year are the 
walls within us.  

To turn our lives around, first we tear down all the walls and structures within us, sit amongst the 
destruction and experience despair, in our own little clearing, and then at last wake up, face the 
hollowness and start building again. We each have to step into our own holy of holies – to stand 
fully alone in the desolation and loneliness and find a way to heal, forgive and be forgiven, step 
away from the ruins of that old structure we once lived in, and move forward. Tonight, at the end 
of Yom Kippur, we pick up the first nail and symbolically begin constructing our Selves again. 
We build our sukkot – open, flimsy structures to be sure, but something in which to house a new 
path that we’re creating for ourselves.  

Even knowing that next year it’s our job to tear down our own walls, hear the shofar’s wake-up 
call again, face our emptiness and start once more. “You shall lay foundations,” Isaiah said. 

We come together this way each year because we know that we need to bring the mountain to the 
mundane and the woods to the world. The minute we step out of our tent, at sundown tonight, 
that circle, that cycle of everyday life will start again. We leave the tent, but as soon as we do, we 
are already counting the days to the next Yamim Nora’im.  Because time moves in a circle, and 
the moment we leave we are already heading home again. We can no more walk away from the 
awareness we gain in those moments of connectedness than we can change the course of time. 
Awakening and facing ourselves, we are inexorably turning and returning, all the time, in a 
constant process of Teshuvah. 

This process brings no guarantees. Religion “is not an insurance policy.” For me, this Jewish 
enterprise is neither a museum piece, nor an exercise in nostalgia, nor a social club. And if you 
think that religion is about answers, I’m afraid to say that this might be the wrong faith for you. 
Judaism for me is not a religion that provides answers; it’s a way of living inside the questions. 
Ideally, it is that we all try to help one another experience connectedness and joy even as we live 
inside the uncertainty. Not every person will have a spiritual experience here today. But yet, we 
all gather here to support one another and that is a beautiful thing. At Ne’ilah tonight, after a day 
of fasting and prayer and remembrance and introspection, I hope to experience a kind of elation. 
When I hear Cantor Benjie sing those phrases one time, and three times, and seven times, I 



Yom Kippur      Ilene Semiatin, September 26, 2012 

 

6 

always feel a lifting up. I’m counting on that. That lifting up is part of what helps us carry one 
another around this circle of life.  

This day is set aside as a gift. It’s one safe day for us to confront our weaknesses with 
compassion and reconciliation; to ask one another and God and ourselves to forgive us; to face 
the fact that life is all too short, that some of us will not be among this gathering again next year 
and no one knows who; to look for meaning in a life that is like a passing cloud on a 
mountaintop; to find our celebration and our exultation, and to enjoy reaching out, as Isaiah says, 
to bring the presence of what is eternal to every day, “like a spring whose waters never fail.” 

We are, after all, Yisrael-- literally, People “who Struggle with the Ultimate.” That’s us. We 
keep on wrestling.  With ideas; with things that cannot be known or spoken. We keep opposite 
truths in our heads at one time. We give no form to our concept of God, because what is ultimate 
can have no limits – Ein Soph – not even a name that can be pronounced. We are part of a long 
chain of jugglers, wrestlers, questioners and mountain climbers.  

Today, on Yom Kippur, six months along our journey from last Purim to next Purim, halfway 
between masquerade and celebration, we all stand together. Our masks are down. The strongest 
among us weep without embarrassment. Since the destruction of the Temple, tradition says that 
every one of us has become our own Priest. And you and I are at the end of a long rope, with one 
foot in the familiar world of our families and our lives and our past, and the other foot in the 
terrifying emptiness. Today is the day to step in, face whatever it is, and come out again.  Today 
is the day that, as Alan Lew says, we stand inside the wreckage of the ruins of our lives. We face 
the terrible emptiness. And we start to build again. Perhaps the intensity and reality of our 
experience will demand something of us when we step back into our regular lives. 

 

 So, why bother? Albert Einstein said, “There are only two ways to live your life. One is as 
though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a miracle.” David took Goliath 
down with five small, smooth stones. Moses saw a bush that burned but wasn’t consumed. And 
somehow, we high priests, every one of us standing alone inside our own holy of holies, figure 
out how to say the ineffable name – each in our own ways. Everything we see, each person we 
encounter, every star in the sky, word we read or note we hear can be a source of forgiveness, 
openness, reconciliation and joy.  

We can live in amazement, openness and wonder.  

G’mar Chatima Tova 

 

 (Note: Most items in quotation marks not otherwise identified are quotes from Abraham Joshua 
Heschel.) 


