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Rabbi Simcha Bunim, a Hasidic leader of two hundred years ago, used to 

say “Everyone must have two pockets, with a note in each pocket, so that 

he or she can reach into one or the other, depending on the need. When 

feeling lowly and depressed, discouraged or disconsolate, one should 

reach into the right pocket, and, there, find the Talmudic words: Bishvili 

nivra ha-olam  "The world was created for my sake." (Sanhedrin 37B).  

However, when we are feeling high and mighty, we should reach into our 

left pocket and find the words from the Book of Genesis: V’anochi afar 

v’efer  "I am but dust and ashes." (Genesis 18:27) 

 

For most of the year, we like to boast.  We go online and it’s Yom Kippur, 

let’s admit it, we brag a bit about where we have been, what we have 

done, where we have eaten, how we have celebrated.   

 

Yom Kippur, however, is different.  We come together to talk about where 

we have been, what we have done, where we have eaten, how we have 

celebrated.  However, rather than doing so in order to boast, we do so in 

order to make us realize how we have fallen short in the effort to maximize 

our potential this past year. 

 

There is a time for praise and there is a time for humility.  Yom Kippur is 

most assuredly the time for humility, rather than congratulations.  On this 



day, we confront our failures and challenge ourselves to do better in the 

year ahead.   

 

Over the years, I have been privileged to learn from some great and 

inspirational figures.  I have learned even more, however, from regular 

people who were not famous, but lived their lives with integrity and a set 

of values which they seriously tried to live by. 

 

Perhaps I have learned the most, however, from those who thought more 

of themselves than was appropriate.  The Talmud says that it is far better 

to sit low in the classroom and to have the instructor tell you to move 

higher than to sit high in the classroom and have the instructor tell you to 

move lower.   I frequently find an inverse relationship to the size of a 

person’s ego and the amount of time which should be spent listening to 

what they have to say. 

 

Around the time I began my rabbinical studies at Hebrew Union College,  

I attended an annual unity Shabbat of all Detroit-area Reform temples.   

Sitting next to one of the rabbis from my temple, we watched the rabbi 

who led the service pronounce a benediction.  Dramatically, he raised his 

hands high in the air and intoned “O Lord . . .”  At that point, my rabbi 

elbowed me in the side and said  “never do that!” 

 



In my first year of rabbinical school, one of my classmates pronounced 

himself ready for ordination within a few months of beginning school.  He 

truly did not believe that he required five years of graduate school 

education in order to become a rabbi.  As our High Holy Day prayerbook 

notes there is no room for God in the person who is full of him or herself. 

 

I have learned from a rabbi who enjoyed cozying up to wealthy donors,  

but I learned more from the rabbi who treated everyone with the same 

level of respect. 

 

When we are young, we may enjoy learning, but we often feel that “fun” is 

a greater priority.  I have come to believe that that the key to success in 

life is understanding just how much we do not know and then, working 

hard to close that gap.  By contrast, most of the “know-it-alls” I have 

encountered are little more than legends in their own minds. 

 

Our Jewish tradition is based upon strengthening our minds, so that we 

can do a more effective job of improving ourselves and our communities.   

We learn and we continue to learn, because even before the digital age, 

there was more wisdom out there than we could possibly absorb. 

 

There have been many High Holy Days that I came out onto this bimah with 

a sermon which had gone through five, seven or even more revisions and I 



felt like my words would have no influence.  There are times I come out 

here feeling like a fraud, an imposter, like I don’t really belong up here 

because, despite all that I have learned and have come to know, there is 

far more that I should know and should be able to bring to our 

congregation. 

 

Yom Kippur is less about our successes and more about our 

shortcomings.  One of the biggest challenges facing our nation is finally 

confronting the issue of mental illness. 

 

From the stigma which is still attached to getting counseling to the 

obvious problem of mental illness among those out on the streets, 

addressing the mental health needs of our population is the answer to  

so many of the problems plaguing our society.  And yet, we are unwilling 

to talk about it openly.   

 

Sixty years ago, the word “pregnant” could not be uttered on television.  

Not all that long ago, people hesitated to talk about cancer and AIDS.  It 

was only twenty years ago that Senator Bob Dole, the 1996 Republican 

Presidential nominee, appeared on TV commercials talking about E.D. 

 

It seems, in fact, that almost everything can be discussed relatively- 

openly now, except for mental illness.  That is truly unfortunate, because 



the statistics about the impact of mental illness upon America and 

Americans are truly frightening. 

 

I understand the gravity of the problem, yet I do not feel especially 

qualified to do more than to point to the problem.  I wish that I could say 

more.  I feel inadequate that I can’t.   

 

I can tell you that almost everyone struggles, at times, with feelings of 

inadequacy, self doubt, helplessness and more.  I can tell you that there is 

effective treatment for most of these issues.  I can refer you to good 

psychologists and psychiatrists, but that’s my limit.  I wish I could do 

more, but I can’t. 

 

It makes me feel less than qualified as a rabbi that some of our families 

have suffered the deepest of personal tragedies, the suicide of a family 

member.  Those families suffer from those same feelings of helplessness,  

wanting to reach out to their loved one, desperate to do whatever they 

can.  However, they may not know the depth of the problem or the answer 

to resolve it until it’s too late.  Many times, their assistance is rejected. 

 

I wish we could do more.  Life, even when it seems to stink, is such a 

precious gift.  Often, what seems so depressing and futile at night takes 

on a different appearance during the daytime.  However, between 



parasites who attack the most vulnerable members of our society, a 

crescendo of destructive messages online, plus the easy availability of 

destructive drugs, it is difficult to convince someone in pain that life is 

worth living.  It is hard to convince them that there is healing, that they are 

loved, that there is hope. 

 

I also regret my inability to confront some of the difficult issues our county 

and our country faces because of my view of what a congregational rabbi 

should do.  As much as I have enjoyed being involved in politics in the 

past, I don’t believe that actively being involved in a partisan, political 

campaigns is appropriate for me.  I have found a niche in which I am 

comfortable, but I often do with that I could do more. 

 

I wish that I could find a way to make those critical of Israel see the 

country as a modern miracle, as I do.  Is it imperfect?  Absolutely!  Given 

two elections in the past year, they still can’t elect a Prime Minister.  

However, for all of its very significant problems, it is an absolutely, 

amazing place. 

 

I wish that I could find a way to more effectively transmit the beauty, the 

vitality, the transformative nature of Judaism to a congregation which 

sometimes goes along for the ride and sometimes not for very long. 

 



These are only a few of the areas in which I feel inadequate, like I am 

playing rabbi, without doing all that a rabbi should do. 

 

Yom Kippur is not about our successes, as much as it is about our failures.  

On this day, we all recall where we fell short, when we said we were going 

to visit someone who ended up dying before we managed to see them.  On 

this day, we recall when we disappointed other people, by forgetting to do 

something we said we would do, when we lost control of our emotions, 

when we let someone down, when we failed to make a relationship 

succeed. 

 

Yom Kippur is the day to remember that we have failed and to strive to do 

something about it.  I have my failures, you have yours.  Together, as a 

community, these failures become ours.  We live and we die, we succeed 

and we fail, not as individuals, but as a community. 

 

When we are young, we can’t wait to learn all that there is out there in the 

world.  When we are in the midst of our lives, we are often too busy to 

make learning and self improvement a priority.  There is so much going 

on, that we don’t always prioritize our activities and our needs.   

 



Yom Kippur is the day to return to our core values and ask ourselves what 

we truly hope to accomplish, what we really want to change about 

ourselves and our lives in the coming year. 

 

When we are old, we look back at the mistakes we made and wish we had 

the physical strength and the energy to get it right this time.  With age 

comes wisdom.  Unfortunately, with age there are also often physical 

ailments that prevent us from acting upon that wisdom. 

 

And yet, when we look at the leading Republican and Democratic 

candidates for President, the top four are all over the age of 70.  In our 

society which values youth, good looks, energy and vitality, the leading 

choices to lead our country from 2021-2024 are septugenarians (by 

alphabetical order), Joe Biden, Bernie Sanders, Donald Trump and 

Elizabeth Warren.  In a society driven by youth, it seems that most of the 

country is still willing to put its trust in its senior leaders.     

 

On Yom Kippur, we need to be willing to open up and say “I’m not good 

enough.”  “I can do better.”  Unless we can open ourselves up to the 

message of confession and self improvement which pervades this day, 

our presence here today is lacking great significance.   



Yom Kippur is not about looking at the hundreds of people surrounding us 

and thinking about their shortcomings.  Yom Kippur is about looking 

seriously at ourselves and thinking about our  shortcomings. 

 

Almost one hundred fifty years ago, a group of young, idealistic European 

Jews set out to build a community in the Land of Israel, known then as 

Palestine.  They had enthusiasm, but they lacked funds, vision and 

equipment for draining the swamps.  What came to be known as the First 

Aliyah was a miserable failure. 

 

About twenty years, another group of young, idealistic European Jews set 

out to build a community in the Land of Israel.  While they had enthusiasm, 

they also had financial backing, a strategic plan, equipment for draining 

the swamps and more.  What came to be known as the Second Aliyah 

was a resounding success. 

 

God has blessed us with the ability to achieve so much;  may we now make 

the effort to put together the tools to successfully confront our personal 

challenges and our communal challenges.   

 

None of us can do it all, but all of us can do our part.  First, however, we 

have to understand which pocket to look into.  AMEN   


