
Yom Kippur Sermon by 

Rabbi Arnold Saltzman

5776

September 23, 2015

The House of Yes! or

For me, he could do no wrong...

Today is the Day of Atonement. We use words, Atonement, Fasting, and Tzedakah in order to pray

that God forgive us for missing the mark - for the Heyt or Hata-im.

We are reminded of Sinai and the wilderness, and lack of gratitude when given the Torah and Moses witnessed the Golden Calf. We wandered for 40 years until that generation, the slave generation died out. It is possible that this day of Yom Kippur can feel like 40 years of wandering and a lack of faith. In the wilderness in one moment when courage was needed we said ‘we were as grasshoppers in their eyes.’

Today is about repentance, atonement and returning.

A story, my story I tell, is about the human condition.

My grandfather, Sam Holzman, was a loving man, giving me much attention, and knowing that my father was less oriented towards children. Perhaps he had no interest in children.

At the age of six or seven, my grandfather would walk me to school, hand in hand. that was a joy as we walked swinging our hands, almost skipping along, as I kept up with his longer gait, even though he was not very tall.

Once on a trip to NYC, we were on a train platform, while in a subway station. A tall man approached me and asked: Where is the exit to the street?

Can you point me in the right direction?

Without hesitating and being proud that I knew the information, I turned around and said “down that way, at the end of the platform, and up the steps.”

My grandfather, who had a bit of a temper said to me: Stupid fool - can’t you see the man is blind!” Now at the age of 6 or 7, I was not very tall, and I probably came up to waist level in looking at the grown-ups without having to tilt my head looking upward.

I did not respond to my grandfather although I felt stung by his outburst. With a tear in my eye, I took the man by the arm and walked him to the stairway.

This anecdote is meant to illustrate a little bit of life on this Yom Kippur. There is a need in life, in the day to day interaction with family or co-workers to say something is wrong. You missed the mark, you have not done your job well, or this man who cannot see, in fact can see better than most of us. A child may not notice immediately if a person is visually impaired. My grandfather could have said: He needs help, take his arm and escort him rather than reacting.

Now about that grandfather, for me he could do no wrong. He accompanied my walks to school, my subway rides to New York where I sang in the opera, and taught me a little knowledge of getting around on a New York Subway, when it was safe, and only $.15 cents a ride.

Sometime, someone who loves you has to tell you, you are wrong. Not all the time, but once in a while.

Sam Holzman was a grandfather with a short temper, yet he could have said - well, do you see something unusual here? Why is the man asking us? Can you see his face?

Instead, he said to me, even though i was only six years old, you have to know this. Be aware, it is part of life, and you are not exempt because you are a child. If you are going to ride the subway of life, you need your wits about you.

Now all these years later, I wonder: Why didn’t my grandfather respond? Why did he wait for me to respond and then speak in loud and disapproving voice? Was this a sin?

Was he wrong? Or

Was he teaching me to swim by throwing me in the water? I doubt that I would be remembering this 60 years later if he had just spoken nicely.

The normal way we interacted was with kindness and lots of attention. That fact made his outburst memorable. He could have left off ‘stupid fool!’ That is not the normal way we speak to a child and ridiculous thing to say to a six year old. Nevertheless, the reality of my not noticing a man who could not see, made me aware of both the difficulties which surround us and my obligation not to shut them out.

We know that when a Jewish young person becomes bar or bat Mitzvah, they become responsible in the eyes of the community. Without responsible adult guidance and criticism, the realization of performing mitzvot will not happen, as if it would in a magical moment.

A beloved Zeder, who helped me to see the needs of others, and helped me to understand that the beauty of religion is in the moment of seeing, the crossing of a subway platform, and helping someone who needs direction in life or at least a few directions. 

As we observe Yom Kippur, we ask for forgiveness for not speaking up enough, or in the right way, to help shape the moral compass that young people need, and for many other people we encounter in life. We ask for pardon for not spending enough time to observe, and to help shape the direction of our young, and for not accompanying those we love until that moment of the gift of freedom and independence.

We pray for the blessing of the One who also opens our eyes, mind and heart in order to see, understand and feel. All this enables us to know how we are needed and what is out purpose in life.

Gmar Chatima Tova - May you be inscribed and sealed in the Book of Life for the coming year.

