It was my first Yom Kippur in my first congregation after rabbinical school.  Starting at Beth Israel in Coatesville had been overwhelming. Everything and everyone was new, and I found myself in the press around the world. I was the first woman rabbi in the United States to be the sole rabbi of a congregation, and since not much else newsworthy must have been happening that summer, I was given extraordinary coverage. Expectations were high.

The morning before Yom Kippur, my parents called me to tell me that my ailing dog that had been living with them needed to be euthanized, and that it would happen before the holiday. I was shaky and tentative as I began the Kol Nidre service. Gradually, I opened up to the community. I told them about my dog; I I led the service; I spoke from my heart. By the end of the service, I was in a much better frame of mind; I felt calm and whole as I waked off the bimah. And then I heard shouting from the back of the room. A man’s voice, with a heavy German accent screamed, “I don’t give a ___who the ___she thinks she is. Rabbi or not, she can’t do this to me. I won’t be back here again!” I froze; what had I done? How had I hurt this man, a member of the shul whom I had met once or twice and barely knew? 

I learned that night that the man was a survivor of the Holocaust, and that his whole family had been killed in the Holocaust. The most significant moment of the year for him was Kol Nidre, and the most important way that he remembered his family was by donating white flowers for the bimah for Yom Kippur. Every year at Kol Nidre the rabbi told the congregation about the flowers and said the names of those killed aloud. Thus their memory was entwined with the community.  I had not said their names aloud on Kol Nidre night; for him, their memory was tarnished; a desecration had taken place.
I still remember the subject of my talk that night in Coatesville in 1979; the subject was words, the power of words for us as humans, for us as Jews. God, I remember telling the congregation, created the world with nothing but words. Simply saying, “Let there be light” was enough to bring light into the world. “Let there be a separation between the waters from above and the waters below” and they were separated. What unbelievable power. If God’s words had so much power, how could our words not? And then as I left the shul that night, I was confronted by the hurt and anger caused by words I had not spoken, words I had left unsaid.
It has been many years since 1979, but I still marvel at the same things. And now, I am aware at an even deeper level of the enormous impact our words have: those that we choose to say as well as those that remain unspoken.
Reb Shlomo was always the first one to arrive at Lublin at the Rebbe’s for Yom Kippur. He loved everything about being there, the preparation, the davening, the learning. One year, the minute he arrived, the rebbe told him, “You need to leave here and go home to your family right away.” Reb Shlomo was stunned. “But rebbe, I always stay here to pray with you, to spend all of Yom Kippur. What is the problem?” “Just leave. Go directly home to your family. “ The rebbe turned away. Reb Shlomo was stunned and saddened; what had he done to deserve this rejection? He began the journey home. Passing by an inn, he saw some of his friends inside; he stopped, talked, learned about their lives and the year that had past, was wished ‘L’chayim’ by many, and continued on. Soon, another inn, more friends, more sharing, more ‘L’chayim’. And soon another. By now, it was getting close to the start of Yom Kippur and Reb Shlomo could not take it another minute. He turned around and ran at top speed back to his rebbe. “Rebbe, before I leave I must know why you sent me home! What did I do?” 

“You did nothing, Reb Shlomo. And now, you can stay for the holy day.” “But, rebbe, I don’t understand!” “When you first arrived here earlier, I looked at you and I saw that the angel of death was with you. You would only live a short time. I knew that you would want to spend your last day with your family. But now, the angel of death has gone. Has anything happened to you that might have changed your fate?” “I don’t know,” answered Reb Shlomo,” all I did was talk with my friends, hear about their lives, tell them about mine, and be wished “L’chayim!” The words that you shared, the “L’chayims” you were given, that was enough,” said the rebbe. And together they began to chant Kol Nidre, trusting in the possibilities for the year ahead. 

A few words – a few life affirming moments – a little time taken to talk, to listen, to connect with friends, to hear their words – have the power to connect Reb Shlomo to life, to remove the angel of death. A few words of “L’chayim”.

Words. Choosing to share something important to us. Choosing to open to another. Choosing to speak out. Choosing to stay silent. So many of the sins in our Ashamnu are of speech (We have been untrue; we have defamed; we have told lies; we have improperly advised; we have covered up the truth…); so many of our lives are changed by the utterance, or lack of utterance, of a few words.

When I told you on Rosh Hashanah about my commitment ceremony to my partner, Betsy, in 1984, I skipped one important piece of information. While I was inviting all of my friends and many people I loved, there were two people I deeply loved but did not invite: my parents. I never told them about our ceremony. I was frightened; they had been so negative about my choosing to live with a woman that I knew that just knowing about this ceremony would be very hard for them. “I feel as if you are on a railroad track,” my mother had told me. “The train is coming and you are refusing to get off.”

 I knew they would not celebrate; I knew they would be angry. I decided that I did not want to be confronted by their anger at this moment of my greatest joy. In the years that followed, my parents grew to love my partner, to adore our children, their grandsons, and to begrudgingly if not joyfully accept the fact that my life was not ruined by my living with a woman. My mother died in February 2001; she never knew about our ceremony; she never knew that we were married. 

The words we choose to say and those we choose to keep within us have tremendous power in every aspect of our lives.  

Yom Kippur is a day of very little physical ritual. There is no shofar, there are no etrog and lulav; there are no hamantaschen – nothing. Yet there is one thing: there are countless words. And there is nothing to shield us from the power of the one thing we bring with us when we leave everything else behind in another realm– the power of our words.

We began the Yamim Nora’im this year at Selichot with a discussion of Lashon Harah, of “bad speech”; there is a rich and fascinating body of Jewish texts about lashon harah and a clear consciousness of the power of our speech. As soon as we started studying together, we came face to face with the complexity of speech itself. 
 We read texts that told us that saying something that shames a person in public is tantamount to killing the person; we read texts about the unexpected yet powerful impact of speech on others, even on those not directly spoken about,  and we read texts that advised us never to talk about another – even if what we are saying is true; even if we are saying something positive about a person. And we debated: Is it good to NEVER talk about other people? Aren’t there times when it is important? How can we never talk about another? How can we always stay quiet, refuse to listen to talk about others? How can a community function if we don’t share information, life events, news? In my desire to maintain confidentiality, I often won’t tell my partner anything about what happens during my days. It’s easier than trying to differentiate between those things that I’ve been told in confidence and those that are open for everyone to share. She will periodically tell me that if someone has a baby or moves away or gets married and the entire community knows, I don’t need to keep it from her. She feels too cut off. When to speak and when to remain silent? It is a constant balancing act; a constant struggle.
Being a part of a community, any community, but in particular one that is conscious and self-aware, forces us to think about this every day. How much do we want to say that we never do? How much do we regret ever mentioning? How do we know what needs to be said and what needs to remain unspoken?

In our community, we struggle constantly to make sense out of our words and their power. How can we treat each other with respect yet also be honest? “I know this is harsh”, some will say, “but I’m one of those people who is just very honest.” Honest? When does honesty border on cruelty? When does honesty need to be tempered? And when do we need to speak the truth however harsh it may be?

Today, having no distraction  of physical symbols, we  focus on  words alone. Our task for the year will be to challenge ourselves to use words honestly, courageously, yet kindly. We have not always done so; we have not always succeeded; none of us have. Yom Kippur presents a challenge to us; we can open up to a new year and try again to learn how to balance, how to be honest yet kind, how to say what needs to be said.

This year, our community has so much exciting work to do. We will work together on new projects. We will determine how we can be a real force in the world. We will firmly take our place in the Philadelphia progressive religious community. Yet at the root of our work, what will determine whether or not we are truly successful will be what we choose to say and what we choose to keep to ourselves. We can measure our success by both the efficacy and the kindness of our words. Our community can speak out publicly with power if we can speak to each other with grace and sensitivity.
Speaking out is one of the most important things we can do, and it is often one of the most frightening. Taking a stand, openly speaking our minds, leaves us vulnerable in a way that little else does. As a community, we have a long history of speaking out – and often of being ostracized by the rest of the Jewish community. Yet it has been a risk we are willing to take – because we know that the strongest tools that we bring to our work, the most effective way that we can help build a more just world, is with our words. But how to know when to speak and when to be silent? How to know when speaking out will only cause pain? How can we be sure?
Today, we ask ourselves difficult questions. Have we spoken out enough? Have we let much too much go by while we sat silently and watched? Thursday, September 20 was declared a National Day of Action in Jena Louisiana. Thousands descended on Jena to press for justice for those who have come to be known as the Jena 6, the six young African American men who reacted with anger and beat a white student. The anger had come from being confronted with a nooses hanging from a tree they had been sitting under – a tree under which white students usually sat. The anger came from the response of the District Attorney to their non-violent protest of the nooses, that he could “take their lives away with the stroke of his pen.” The anger came from years of racism, years of knowing that the system of justice is inherently discriminatory, inherently racist, years of mistreatment, years of letting things go by, years of not speaking out. How could they not be angry! As we see thousands join in the protest, how can we not see the pain that has been simmering for years. Listening to a pastor from a church in Jena on Thursday explain that his town is not really the way it seems to be portrayed in the media is an absurdity in the face of the truth of the life experience of so many – a life experience that is clearly and openly being spoken aloud.
How could we, members of the Jewish community who have so prided ourselves on our work in the Civil Rights movement, who care so deeply about speaking out, have remained silent for so many years? How could we have watched while racism and bigotry have flourished in our country while we have sat silently by? 

Is there just too much to speak out about? Too much to notice? How can we be expected to know what’s going on? How can we not?

And now that we have heard on every major form of media, now that we have seen thousands of people flock to Jena, Louisiana, will we still remain silent?

We may not be in Jena, but we are in Philadelphia, in a city clearly not devoid of racism: racism expressed in our schools, our systems of health care, our neighborhoods. Our synagogue is in the city of Philadelphia deliberately, so we can we part of the multi-racial, multi-ethnic, economically diverse urban world. By speaking out whenever we see discrimination, we are using the words we so deeply value in a way that renders them holy.  As Jews, it is our responsibility to sanctify our words by speaking the truth when it needs to be heard. Yet it is not always so clear or simple. 
There are so many questions, hesitations, challenges to our speaking out. We learned this week once again that the Israeli cabinet has acted in ways that are deeply upsetting, imposing sanction on supplies of electricity, fuel, and other basic goods and services to the civilian population of Gaza. The Israeli Committee Against House Demolitions calls on “world’s religious leaders to condemn this blatant violation of human rights and the most fundamental assault on human life and dignity, made especially poignant as it is being implemented during the holy month of Ramadan. As Israelis, most of whom are Jews, we call upon Jewish leaders to speak out unequivocally against this offense against Jewish values on the eve of Yom Kippur.”
How many Jewish leaders will take this step on Yom Kippur? How many would speak out against the Israeli government on this most sacred day? Even those who agree that the cabinet’s actions are wrong, how many will speak out? And why? What will stop them? Using words to create dissension in the community on Yom Kippur would be painful. Using words to remind people that a place that we remember and celebrate on this day as a sacred center to our prayer would be discordant. Using words to say anything negative and painful on this holiest of days would be troubling. Saying anything critical of Israel might harm her and would be dangerous. Mostly, the issue would be fear. I know the fear that Jewish leaders feel every time they challenge Israel in any way – especially on Yom Kippur. And it is that fear – fear that others will disagree, fear that others will be angry, fear that others won’t support them – that stops Jewish leaders on Yom Kippur and many other times from being fully honest. And it is what stops all of us so often. It is our obligation as Jews who learn of something that the Israeli government is doing that is wrong or overly harsh to speak out. If it is on Yom Kippur, then we speak on Yom Kippur. Because only if we speak, if we share our worries and concerns can we make a commitment to act after Yom Kippur is over. If we hear this troubling news on Yom Kippur, we cannot ignore it. We cannot just go home and pretend we never heard it. Instead, it is our obligation to learn, to search for the truth, to open conversation, not to close it off. Then, if we need to act, we can act with clarity and honesty. As members of a most critical people, a people who is prepared to scrutinize everything, we owe our own homeland no less. The sacred center of our prayer deserves our full attention, our willingness to take risks to help in every way we can.
In 1973 I sat in shul and learned of a war occurring in Israel, a war that came to be known as the Yom Kippur War. Several of us spent the day in the rabbi’s study, listening to the radio, worrying. During a discussion on the break between services, several members stood up to speak out in support of Israel, some volunteering to go to Israel to help. I admired those who spoke so clearly and volunteered so willingly then and I admire them now. If we care, we stand up, we speak out, we take the risks.

We all know that God took a tremendous risk by speaking the words that brought the world into existence, and we know that God knew when not to speak. God rested on Shabbat, having spoken enough words, having created a full world. God’s words were exactly right. Our words so often fall short. When I failed to mention my congregants’ relatives at Kol Nidre, I hurt him deeply. When I did not let my parents know about my commitment ceremony, I did much more than protect myself from their anger. I kept myself from having a real, honest relationship with them. When Reb Shlomo tried to celebrate Yom Kippur without first connecting to his friends, to his community, he could not do so. When we see an injustice and don’t speak out, we are shirking our responsibility as Jews, as humans.
Determining when to speak and when to refrain from speaking is our task for this year. Knowing that each word is sacred, that each honest, caring word is life giving is knowledge that will help us choose our words carefully. As you and I get to know each other, as our relationship deepens, the vehicle for that deepening will be the words we share. My hope is that in our relationship with each other, in all of our relationships throughout this year, that we will always say what needs to be said, and remain silent when kindness and sensitivity demand it, and have the wisdom to know the difference. May we know when our speaking out is vital and life sustaining and when our silence is far wiser. And when speaking out is demanded, may we do so without fear or hesitation.
May our words mirror God’s as a source of creativity, power, and vitality, and may we find the words that we need to bring greater justice to our aching world.
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