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Yom Kippur Dvar 2014 

About a year ago we learned from the Pew study of the American Jewish 

community that about one out of four Jews do not believe in God. I am 

fascinated such a high number of us retain a Jewish identity yet confess to 

not believe in God. Jewish holidays are associated with themes and rituals 

which form our identity as part of the Jewish people, and not necessarily 

with theological doctrine. I can light a menorah without actually grappling 

with whether or not God made oil enough for one day last eight days and I 

can celebrate the giving of the Torah without a prior determination that 

God literally gave it. But I think Yom Kippur is different. Yom Kippur, more 

than any other Jewish holiday, is an intensely personal day. It is a day of 

setting aside physical needs in order to focus on spiritual ones. It is a day 

for self-examination, digging deep, beating of chests, and resolving to do 

better. And much of this atonement requires an object.  If I am confessing 

my shortcomings, to whom am I confessing them?  As we ponder our place 

in the universe we inevitably contemplate what, if anything, God has to do 

with it. 

We open our central prayer- the Amidah - with the expression, "elohaynu 

v'elohay avotaynu; elohay Avraham, elohay Yisthak ve- elohay Yaacov”  -  

“Our God and God of our ancestors; the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, 
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and the God of Jacob.” The Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidic Judaism, 

was asked, “It would be more economical to simply say: "God of Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob." Why does the prayer repeat "God of Abraham, God of 

Isaac, and God of Jacob”? He answered: The God of Jacob was not the God 

of Isaac, and the God of Isaac was not the God of Abraham. Each grasped 

God in his own way. It is the case in our own times as well. Our conception 

of God is not necessarily identical to how our parents conceived of God, nor 

do parents and grandparents share identical views. This is as true 

horizontally as it is vertically – in all likelihood, the person sitting next to 

you this morning thinks of God in some way differently than you do. Our 

approach to God is intensely personal. Ideally, it should be an adventure 

punctuated by struggle and rewarded by growth. Most importantly, it is 

your journey and hence is uniquely yours.  

This Yom Kippur, I am asking that each of us take a step forward on this 

journey – That each of us reflects upon what we think about God and to 

take seriously how we approach God. What I’m talking about is not about 

me telling you what to think about God. Instead, it is an invitation just to 

think about God; to spend a few moments in the sacred setting of our holy 

sanctuary on our most holy of days in thought. I want each of us to ask 
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ourselves, at this moment, after all I’ve encountered, and given what I’ve 

lived through, what can I believe about God? 

I’ve asked three individuals to help us along our spiritual journeys this 

morning by sharing with us very briefly how they think of God. At this time, 

Ari Goldberg, our Chief Administrator, will hand over the microphone to 

each of them in turn. Each of us here today has an important thought or 

sentiment to share. How did I decide to invite these three? These three 

people have done or said something which helped me along the path. I’ve 

come to think of God a little differently because of them. My purpose in 

having them speak is not that they will have an answer for you. I am not 

introducing them, because their specific backgrounds are less important 

than their courage and generosity in being willing to share their 

perspectives. May their words inspire each of us to take another step in our 

own approach to God. 

******************************************************************** 

God is Great: A Piyute (poem) for Yom Kippur 
By David A. Greenberg 
 
We are weak and insignificant 
 but Your power is beyond comprehension 
We are made of dust 
 but You encompass the entire universe 
We are lacking in wisdom and understanding 
 but You are omniscient 
Our lives are lived in an atom of time 



4 
 

 but You exist before the fiery creation and after the last cold star 
Our actions are petty and our doings predictable 
 but You laid the foundations of the universe and Your ways are unknowable 
We are selfish and secretive 
 but the entire creation and all knowledge are in Your keep 
We are poor in kind deeds and rich in hurtful ones 
 but all deeds are Yours 
We explain our actions and dissemble, apologize and justify ourselves 
 but You remain transcendent 
Evil and good struggle in us 
 but You are beyond those 
We may harden our hearts 
 but Your compassion is adamantine 
The work of our hands and minds is insignificant and without meaning 
 but  You created a world of blinding beauty and devastating horror 
We can be kind and we can be cruel  
 but no words exist to describe what You can do 
You have chosen us and we are Your people 
 but what have we done to deserve You? 
 

****************************************************************************** 

Envisioning G-d  

by Rachel Kleit 

I have two ways I envision G-d.   

In one view, I am aware of G-d’s kingship and holiness, creating images that I keep in 

my mind during Amidah and the alenu.  This imagery starts with the Kiddusha.  The 

setting is G-d’s throne room, and the angels (malachim) are singing G-d’s praises.  

Kadosh, Kadosh, Kadosh, and we elevate ourselves as the angels do praising G-d’s 

holiness…The angels echo these words of praise.  When I am in the chapel the stained 

glass windows that immediately surround the ark enhance this image.  In the 3 windows 

on either side of the ark, circles of light emanate from behind the ark.  We can’t see G-d, 

nor can we enter the holy of holies.  And we might even miss the light.  If I pay attention, 

I can experience this light emanating from G-d’s presence and the chanting of songs of 

praise of the malachim—these are not the angels of popular lore, but big, strong 

malachim, who stand on a single, central leg.  The imagery continues to the alenu, where 

we are now as the malachim, bending our knees and bowing for G-d’s holiness and 

kingship.  This vision elevates my prayer. 

The second view of G-d that I carry with me each day arises from the idea that we are 

created in g-d’s image.  If we are made in G-d’s image then we look like G-d—that means 

that every face of every person, no matter how much you admire them or they annoy 

you, contains the face of G-d.  Another way to think about this is inspired by a line from 
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Viykra (19:18), “Love your neighbor as yourself; I am the L-rd.”  A Chasidic teaching 

says these phrases are not separate—when you find love for your neighbor, you 

experience G-d.  The very mahzor we are using says, “those who love bring G-d and the 

world together.” (musaf Amidah reflections for RH). This means that I have a 

responsibility to act if I want my existence to be meaningful. These experience wait for 

us, if we would seek them. In my house, we have a paper cut with Rabbi Hillel’s 

sentiment that reflects this relationship and mandate: 

Im ein a-ni li mi li?  

If I am not for myself, who will be for me?  

Uch-she-a-ni l’atz-mi mah a-ni?  

If I am only for myself, what am I?  

V’im lo ach-shav ei-ma-tai?  

And (if not now), when? 

Being part of a community now and responding to each other now—both by being 

present and by enhancing relationships among us—allows us to experience G-d and 

reflects G-d in the world. 

********************************************************************************** 

Hi! My name is Erin Knable Tennant. The rabbi asked me to share my personal beliefs 

on God. I have found that my spirituality and belief of god is ever evolving.  I just 

recently had a baby, my first child and I feel connected to god in a whole new way. Right 

now in my life, I do believe god is a higher power, but that we are connected to god in 

mysterious ways. That we possess a piece of god inside all of us. I believe at the end of 

the day it's our god given right to decide our own religious and spiritual paths. 

********************************************************************************** 

What about me, what does your rabbi believe about God? 

We are told that at the very creation of the world, humanity was made in 

God’s image and ever since then we’ve wondered to what extent God has 

been made in the image of humanity. The Talmudic rabbis themselves 

wrestled with this question. Why were the first human beings tossed out of 
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the Garden of Eden? According to one midrash, God exiled us out of 

concern that with us in the Garden, the angels would become unable to tell 

us apart from God and, in their confusion, think we are all gods. So we are 

out of the Garden and into the real world. That is why the real world can be 

so hard and frustrating; it reminds me that part of me is indistinguishable 

from God, and another part is not a like God at all.  

There is a rabbinic view which describes our early years as the people in the 

pages of the Bible as our spiritual infancy. Like small children, we needed to 

be educated. We needed to be protected from bullies, like the Egypt that 

enslaved us. We needed to be given rules to conduct our lives by, room to 

make our mistakes, and consequences to bear having made them. In this 

view, God loved us enough to provide all of this for us, and called us, “My 

daughter.” After a time, God saw that we could be entrusted to interpret 

God’s will for ourselves through study and reflection, so God stopped 

speaking directly to us and we studied with the rabbis. God loved us enough 

to consider us as partners in managing God’s world, and so God called us, 

“My sibling.” Later still, we begin to realize that rather than ask what God 

can do for us, we need to ask what it is we can do for God, and so God called 

us, “My mother.” This reflects the arc of our lives: We start out life as the 

children of our parents. Though we always remain their children, we 
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eventually mature and approach them as peers. Ultimately, for those 

blessed with sufficient days and years, there arrives a time where the 

relationship evolves once again. In this final iteration, the aged parent, who 

for so long protected and raised us, and eventually accepted us as fellow 

adults and partners, must in turn count on us for support. This is my 

approach. This is how I have come to think of God – as an aged parent who 

has finally accepted me, and who now needs me, but whom I still love and 

revere. The apple falls from the tree; never far but at enough distance to 

perhaps itself take root. We can recognize there is a lot in us that is Godly 

and much which is not. With each step, it is the personal journey of each of 

us to discover the difference.  

G’mar Hatimah tova. 

 


