Yom Kippur Evening (Kol Nidre) -- October 8, 2008
Rabbi Helen T. Cohn -- Congregation M’kor Hayim

The real question for tonight is:  what are we doing here?  
I am not asking, “Why are we here?” because each of us comes to Yom Kippur services for our own complex bundle of reasons.  And frankly, I’m just glad to see you, whatever your reason for being here!

But now, given that we are here, the question is:  what are we doing?  The simple answer that might come to mind is, “Well, we are praying.”  And that is true, but behind that simple response is another complex bundle that I would like to explore with you tonight.
I think there are two basic questions concerning prayer, especially for liberal Jews like ourselves.  The two questions are: “to whom are we praying?” and “what are we praying for?”
Judaism for thousands of years has been built around the idea of an all-powerful God who intervenes in human events.  This is the God to whom, traditionally, we direct our prayers.  But I am well aware that it is not uncommon for contemporary secular Jews to call themselves agnostic or even atheist.  That is, the way God is envisioned both within Judaism and within other prominent religions just does not work for them.  There are others among us who do have a more traditional sense of God in our lives, but not necessarily a god that intervenes in daily events.  So for many, there is the question of where our prayers are directed.  Do we expect our prayers to be “heard”?
Which brings us to the next question:  what do we pray for?   The idea of “prayer” is often connected with the idea of asking for something.  This is called “petitionary prayer.”  Petitionary prayer means we are asking God for a specific outcome, either for ourselves or for someone else.  We are beseeching God, entreating, sometimes even pleading.  “Please cure my loved one.”  “Please save my home from the hurricane.”  “Keep my child safe.”
I think it is very human to offer this kind of prayer, especially under dire circumstances.  But I personally have a problem with the theology behind this type of prayer.  What does it mean if we don’t get the result that we prayed for?  God doesn’t love us?  We are not worthy?  God doesn’t care?  All too often we are setting ourselves up to be disappointed, and perhaps even turn away from any connection to prayer or God.
Petitionary prayer also suggests that we know what is best, which I think is assuming a lot.  An acquaintance recently told me that he prayed for several years that his ex-wife would come back to him.  Looking back on that time now, ten years later, he is so glad that his prayer was not answered!  
So the invitation for tonight is that we consider other ways that we could use prayer in our lives.  I would like to suggest ways to pray that do not assume an all-powerful father-figure God, and that do not presume to dictate or demand a specific outcome.
So for example, when someone you know is ill or in difficult circumstances, you might try a wordless prayer that simply holds that person with love and caring.  

In fact, let’s try that now.  If you are comfortable doing so, close your eyes…take a few deep breaths…now gently bring to mind someone for whom you would like to offer a prayer…picture that person in your mind’s eye…you may say the person’s name silently, or not…simply hold that person lovingly in your thoughts…otherwise no words, just holding that person in love.
And to pray for ourself?  We could sit quietly, as we just did, and silently say “May I have peace.  May I have strength.  May I be whole.”  Or perhaps just be silent and open, as if we were a radio turned on, ready to receive, open to what the Source of Life has to offer us.
Another type of personal prayer is to express gratitude.  Offering a simple “thank you” during a moment when we move beyond ourselves for the small daily miracles that surround us, for loved ones and friends, for the unexpected moment that lifts our heart. Do we need to know to whom, to what we are offering thanks?  Is it God, the Source of Life, the universe?  I don’t think it is necessary to over-define it; an attitude of gratitude is prayer.  This is how our soul talks to, and connects with, the Soul of the universe.  Expressing gratitude is at the heart of prayer.
We’ve been talking about personal, private prayer.  Let’s return now to the question:  What are we doing here, tonight?  This, too, is prayer, but different.  Jewish services are communal:  we come together as a minyan (a community), we use a prayer book, we say words that were composed by other people, some words are thousands of years old.   These prayers are formal and prescribed.  Some of them talk about God in a way that does not necessarily reflect our own feelings or beliefs.  So what do we do with all this?  How do we find our own personal meaning?
I suggest that rather than resist and feel put off by the language, that we engage actively, using our imagination, and using our desire that we can find meaning in the prayer book, in Yom Kippur, in the very act of prayer.
I first want to remind us that the language of our prayer books is to be experienced as poetry.  It is metaphor; it is evocative; it is a portal to the timeless, a window to the universal.  When we refer to God as “king” or “sovereign” or “Eternal” we are using words to point toward something that cannot be named, cannot be understood; something more grand, more awesome and beyond comprehension than we can imagine.  These tiny words in our prayer book point us toward something we yearn to connect to, if we allow ourselves to transcend the literalness of the small black word on the small white paper.
There is also a deep structure and logic in the flow of the prayers.  The prayer book we use on Shabbat is called in Hebrew a “siddur” referring to things being put in order, or arranged.  A siddur is an arranged collection of prayers.  Not random; ordered.  When we are able to follow the order and the underlying connection, we can enter more deeply into the intention of the prayers rather than their surface meaning.  
One thing that is apparent to even the most causal observer is that the prayers in our siddur and in our High Holy Day prayer book are nearly all in the plural.  We come together as a community and we pray as a community.  Notice how rare it is to find a prayer that says “I,” and how frequently the prayers say, “we.”  
And what do we as individuals and as a community pray for?  In a variety of ways, with a variety of words, we express our desire to live up to the lofty moral and ethical teachings of Judaism; we express our desire to be guided to do what is right and shun what is wrong.  For example, moments ago we said together, as a community, “When the wrongs and injustices of others wound us, may our hearts not despair of human good.  May no trial, however severe, embitter our souls and destroy our trust.”  
The language may sometimes sound stilted, but imagine the impact on our lives if we could let these words enter our heart and truly guide us.  Or this prayer, which in four brief sentences answers the question: What are we doing here.
“In this solemn hour, O God, we would draw near to You.  May the observance of this Day of Atonement help us to remember Israel’s sacred heritage.  Teach us to build our lives on the abiding foundations of Your law. Open our eyes to the goodness of life and its sacred opportunities for service.”  (GoR p 264)

This, then, is why we are here:  To draw near to the holy; to connect with our sacred heritage; to use Jewish teaching as the foundation of our lives; to be grateful for life as we use our lives in service to others.
And we are here to acknowledge the ways we have fallen short.  Once a year, during these Days of Awe, we tell the truth about our all-too-human condition.  We have made mistakes in so many ways, and through this Day of Atonement we seek forgiveness.  In just a few minutes we will begin the Vedui, the confession of our transgressions.  But notice that they are in the plural.  We come together to admit that within our community all these transgressions have occurred, but we are not pointing fingers.  Rather, we are looking into our own lives, our own hearts, asking where in this alphabet of wrongdoing do we find ourselves.
Our evening will end on a somber note and we will repeat this list of transgressions tomorrow, in case we were not paying enough attention tonight.  But it is all for the good, because having gone through this truth-telling about our mistakes of the past year, we will then be able to enter the new year with hope and new resolve that in the coming year we will do better.  

That’s why we are here tonight.  So let us begin, as we turn to page 269.
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