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Yom Kippur d’rash 2021-5782 

Rabbi Lester Bronstein, Bet Am Shalom, White Plains NY 

“Falling on Our Faces” 

I. 

My birthday is January 6th.  I needn’t remind you of what happened on my 

birthday this past year, and what anxious Americans will always think about on 

that now-grim date. 

As we watched the chaos unfold, I was reminded of the various times in the 

Torah, mostly in the Book of Numbers, when Moses and Aaron are so 

overwhelmed with shock at the outrageous behavior of their people, that their 

response is to fall on their faces. 

In one incident, Moses is on the verge of taking the Israelites triumphantly to the 

Land of Israel.  Then the scouts return from their tour and appeal to the Israelites' 

xenophobia by reporting that the land’s inhabitants will slaughter the men and 

carry off the wives and children, and that everyone would be better off going back 

to Egypt.  

 And then, vayipol Moshe v’Aharon al p’neyhem. “Then Moses and Aaron fell on 

their faces before the assembled congregation of Israelites.” 

In another, Korach and company rise up to seize power from Moses and take over 

the entire community. (This looks a lot like January 6.)  God tells Moses and Aaron 

to stand back while God annihilates the rebels.  Suddenly, vayiplu al p’neyhem. 

“They fell on their faces and said, ‘O God, Source of the breath of all flesh? When 

one person sins, will You be wrathful with the whole community?’”  Good for 

Moses to try to make that distinction between directed punishment and collective 

punishment.  
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Yet only a day later, vayilonu kol adat b’nai yisrael mimochorat al moshe v’al 

aharon leimor, atem hamitem et am hashem! “The whole Israelite community 

railed against Moses and Aaron on the following day, saying, "You two have 

brought death upon the Lord’s people!”  God again prepares to wipe out the 

complainers.  As one would predict, Moses and Aaron fall on their faces. 

In each case, our leaders want to prevent unnecessary bloodshed, collective 

punishment, an escalation of the tension and violence.  They want to protect their 

beloved community, but likewise they are forced to protect themselves from that 

very community, at least from hostile elements within it, and to protect the lion’s 

share of the community that could be destroyed in the crossfire of rebellion. 

Why do they fall on their faces?  Because they don’t know what else to do.  At 

that moment, they feel truly helpless, rudderless.  Fearful. And no doubt 

profoundly disappointed at the irresponsibility of the supposed adults in their 

charge toward their shared institutions of government, community, authority, 

law, and common values.   

They know not what to do. Lo neida ma na’aseh. 

Can you imagine those senators and congresspersons falling on their faces under 

the chairs in that chamber?  And then running to the designated safe spots, only 

to fall on the floor again in hiding from marauding mobs of country-loving 

patriots?   

Knowing not what to do, neither then nor henceforth. Falling on their 

faces, figuratively as well as oh so literally. 

 

II. 
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On Rosh Hashanah I told you that in my opinion, the annual message of Tisha b’Av 

– Judaism’s own 9/11 – is encapsulated in the second paragraph of the Sh’ma 

recited twice every day of the year.  Twice daily we are instructed to remember 

the joys of responsibility, and the tragic consequences of irresponsibility, 

especially to our precious environment and every institution we hold dear. 

 

Now I want to add that the daily liturgy also provides a version of Yom Kippur, the 

day on which we allow ourselves to fall on our faces and say avinu malkeinu, we 

have no merits with which to defend ourselves, ayn banu ma'asim.  We are alone 

and afraid.  We are lost and rudderless.  We don’t know what to do. Va’anachnu 

lo neida mah na’aseh.  Our eyes are turned toward you.  Please help us.  Show us 

a direction. Bolster our confidence.  Don’t leave us to twist in the wind.  Don’t 

forget us, for we are but dust and ashes. Avinu malkeinu, z’chor ki afar anachnu. 

  

This daily liturgical segment is called Tachanun, meaning “supplication.”  It’s also 

known as nefilat apayim or “falling on one’s face,” because it includes a moment 

of leaning on one’s arm to simulate falling down in despair, contrition, or 

humility.  The phrase derives from an outburst of King David as he falls down in 

recognition of his own sinfulness.    

I say “humility” because, like the Sh’ma paragraph, it invites the worshiper to 

acknowledge that there is a presence or force in the universe that is bigger than 

ourselves, and that we might reasonably turn to for wisdom, guidance, or 

comfort, if not for the sort of actual supernatural intervention that more literal 

religionists would like to count on. Something like Wonder Woman or Spiderman.  
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Shomer Yisrael, it begins, “Guardian of Israel, preserve the remnant of our 

people.  Never let this people be destroyed. You who take pleasure in compassion 

and supplications, rachamim and tachanunim, acknowledge this humble 

generation, this dor ani, for we have no one to help us.  Ki eyn ozeir. We know not 

what will happen, but our eyes are turned toward you. 

It goes on: “Do not hold against us our earlier misdeeds. Let your mercies rush to 

meet us, for we sit in desolation." 

It concludes, “Avinu Malkeinu, remember us, though we are made of dust. Help 

us, save us and forgive us our wrongdoings, for the sake of your great name. 

v’hatzileinu v’chaper al chatoteinu l’ma’an sh’mecha.” 

Do you hear it?  It’s Yom Kippur, shrunk into a couple of paragraphs.  A daily dose 

of the day of atonement, to be recited on every random week day before 

scurrying off to make a living.  

But more than that, it’s a daily opportunity to express something quite different 

from the praises, thanksgiving, blessings, and celebrations of divine justice that 

form the bulk of the Jewish liturgy.  In sharp contrast to those high-reaching 

prayers, Tachanun is a daily chance to howl; to complain; to articulate our 

desperation, our confusion, our fear and helplessness.   

It’s our shot at saying to God – or to whoever might or might not be listening – 

that we are at the end of our rope.  That we do not possess the resources to save 

ourselves from our own shortcomings, much less from the constant onslaught of 

those who would gladly displace us or destroy us.  Those who would demoralize 

us by their persistent undermining of our confidence and by their eroding of the 

institutions that have kept us afloat as a human civilization. 
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III. 

I am a daily davener, which means that on most weekdays I confront this liturgical 

rubric of Tachanun: “we know not what to do.”   

One day it will remind me of how furious I am that antisemitism has now become 

the one and only legitimate and permissible form of hatred among so-called 

civilized people, so-called progressive people.  Among academic and 

administrative leaders and students alike at universities like my own alma mater 

who burrow ever deeper into language and policies that discriminate against Jews 

as well as – and often indistinguishable from – discrimination against the State of 

Israel.   

 

Not against the Occupation.  Against the State itself.  Not against Israel as part of 

a long list of human rights violators.  Only against Israel.  And against all American 

institutions and organizations that stand with reform-minded Israelis. 

 

It makes us want to fall on our faces. 

 

One day this liturgy will remind me of our fellow countrymen and countrywomen 

who incessantly use their religions as a veneer for their hate-filled, jingoistic, 

xenophobic cultivation of a culture that truly does choke off religious and social 

freedom for anyone not like themselves.  Persons who will protect an unborn life 

but destroy a born one.  Persons who will resist and defy common-sense 

measures to stem the spread of deadly illness.  Persons who will stymie the right 

to vote for those whose franchise they fear and despise.   
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We know not what to do. Our eyes are turned toward you, for we have no 

recourse. 

 

Another day, I will read these words and begin obsessing about the unwillingness 

of so many of our Jews to become at least somewhat literate in Jewish life; to 

adopt and adapt joyous Jewish practice into their daily routines; to affiliate 

themselves with Jewish institutions like synagogues and schools; and to extend 

themselves beyond a lame transactional approach to whatever Judaism they 

begrudgingly allow themselves. 

 

We feel your pain, Moses and Aaron and Hannah and David. Move over on the 

ground.  We’re coming down there with you. 

 

IV. 

The great thing about Tachanun, though, is that it is over almost as soon as it 

begins.  We are expected to come up from the floor, or at least from leaning on 

our arm, and straighten ourselves for the task ahead.   Just as Moses and Aaron 

did, each and every time.  

 

The next thing out of our mouths in the service is Aleynu.  “It is up to us.  It is 

incumbent upon us.  It is our sacred calling.” Al keyn n’kaveh, we say.  “Therefore, 

we hope in you.” 
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And we do hope.  We hope not because we have no reasonable alternative, for in 

fact staying prone on the ground is perfectly reasonable.   

 

Rather, we hope because hope is commanded of us.  It comes from a place that is 

bigger than we are.  We get up because that is the model the Torah gives 

us.  Moses and Aaron, and Hannah after them, and King David after them, got up 

from their moment of desperation reinvigorated to stand against the bad guys, 

and shoulder to shoulder with the brave guys.  To turn their well-earned despair 

into well-forged righteous indignation.  To recommit themselves as humans to be 

the most humane Jews they could be; and as Jews to be the most humane human 

beings they could be. 

 

Our tradition would never allow us to skip even one Yom Kippur, even during a 

pandemic. But it allows us to skip Tachanun on happy occasions, or Yomtovim, or 

when a bride or groom or parents of a b’ris are present in the minyan.  Or on sad 

occasions like a shiva.  Maybe it shouldn’t.   

 

Maybe it should always require us to go for a few moments of every service into 

our dark place; into our despair and anger and profound disappointment; into our 

fear that all will soon be lost. And then to come out the other side and reenact 

the best moments of our history and our own individual lives. 

 

Maybe we always need to do the equivalent of breaking a glass, like at a wedding, 

to remind ourselves that as a Jewish people – and as a human civilization – we 
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always hover on the border between complacent over-confidence and 

devastating vulnerability. 

 

IV. 

Avinu Malkeinu, be gracious to us, for we have insufficient deeds to argue our 

case and our cause.  Teach us to be the primary performers of tzedakah and 

chesed, of generosity and loving kindness.  And save us from our cowering selves, 

and from those who would defeat us as we cower.   

 

Avinu Malkeinu, reach down from your lofty abode.  Pick us up by the hand, pull 

us up off the floor, and stand us on our own two feet.  And walk with us - all the 

way to the truth. 


