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Rabbi Jaymee Alpert 

9.30.17. Yom Kippur:  Leaving Mitzrayim 

 

This afternoon, we will read the book of Jonah.  In brief, God calls on Jonah to instruct the 

people living in Nineveh to repent.  Jonah isn't interested and tries to run away.  He finds himself 

on a boat during a storm and realizes that God has sent the storm because Jonah had refused to 

listen.  Jonah convinces the others to throw him overboard, and a big fish swallows him up.  

Jonah spends three days in the belly of that fish, praying and reflecting.  Miraculously, the fish 

spits him up and he lands safely on shore.  Jonah goes to Nineveh and tells the people to repent.  

They do, and God accepts their teshuvah.   

 

But the book of Jonah does not have a happy ending, as we imagine it would.  Yes, Jonah 

eventually does what he is told, and he convinces the people to change their ways, and they are 

saved.  But after God renounces the punishment for Nineveh, chapter four opens with the 

following:  "This displeased Jonah greatly, and he was grieved.  He prayed to Adonai, saying, 'O 

Adonai, isn't this just what I said when I was still in my own country?  That is why I fled 

beforehand to Tarshish...Please God, take my life, for I would rather die than live.'" Jonah 

doesn't believe that the people have truly changed, and he doesn't understand why God forgives 

them.  

 

What's interesting is that Jonah is no saint.  He doesn't listen to God the first time, but God lets 

him try again, and even though Jonah has first-hand knowledge of what it means to make a 

mistake and to be given another opportunity, he cannot open his heart enough, to believe that the 

people of Nineveh deserve a second chance.  

 

I have always been a bit stymied by the book of Jonah, and the reason for reading it on Yom 

Kippur.  Yes, it is about teshuvah and pledging to change one's ways.  It is about taking 

responsibility and doing what God asks.  It is about second chances.  But at the end of it, Jonah 

doesn't seem to REALLY change, despite his own experience.  

  

Sound familiar?  How many of us prayed last Yom Kippur for the strength to change?  How 

many of us sat in services for hours on end, beating our chest and pledging to do better?  We said 

those words sincerely.  We meant our prayers.  We really were going to be different this year.  

Maybe we were able to make good on some of our promises.  Maybe we were able to change a 

bit.  Or maybe, we were like Jonah - hearing the distant echo of our own prayers but feeling 

trapped in who we are - in who we have let ourselves become.   

 

When I think about Jonah praying from the belly of the fish, I think about a confined space.  The 

belly is limited - Jonah could not see his way out - he had no idea if he would survive or what 

would become of him.  He was trapped in a narrow place, where all he could do was cry and 

pray.  And it seems as if part of him stays there, even after he makes it to shore. The Hebrew 

word for narrow place is metzar or mitzrayim - which is also the word for Egypt. 

 

When the Israelites are slaves in Egypt, they live in a confining, limiting space.  They see no way 

out, they do not have freedoms or choices.  When God splits the sea and creates a path for the 

Israelites to take out of Egypt, the Torah says, "and the Israelites went into the sea on dry ground, 
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the waters forming a wall for them on their right and on their left."  In a sense, the way to 

freedom is through Mitzrayim - the Israelites have to walk on a narrow path through walls of 

water and with the Egyptian army closing in on them from behind.  Unlike Jonah, all they have 

to do is move forward to get out.  But it is scary.  They do not know if the walls of water will 

come crashing down on them.  They do not know if the Egyptian army will capture them.  They 

do not know what lies on the other side if they make it through.  They do not know what their 

lives will look like once they leave Mitzrayim. 

 

We know this story has a happy ending - we celebrate it each Passover.  The Israelites cross from 

slavery to freedom.  But then what happens?  They spend the next 40 years traveling in the 

wilderness.  Making mistakes, complaining, repenting, complaining, making more mistakes, 

repenting again.  It is a familiar pattern.  Although the Children of Israel have left Egypt, they are 

mentally stuck in Mitzrayim. 

 

Mitzrayim is hard place to leave.  It means breaking our routines.  It means lifting ourselves from 

age-old patterns of which we might not even be conscious.  It means creating new habits.  

Changing our ways and our attitude.  It means living differently.  Mitzrayim is a powerful 

metaphor because we all experience it in some way. 

 

We put ourselves in small, confining spaces.  We let others put us in boxes too.  We spend much 

of our lives in Mitzrayim.  

 

Because... 

 

It's easier than leaving.  Staying in Mitzrayim allows us to fit in, to stay beneath the radar, to not 

be picked on, to not stand out. 

 

This might sound juvenile.  Perhaps what I am saying reminds you of middle school.  But I invite 

you to think about the pressures you feel in your own life, even if it has been a long time since Jr. 

High.  What does staying in your personal Mitzrayim - your own narrow and limiting space mean 

to you? 

 

Is it the job you keep because it pays the bills even though you don't find it particularly 

fulfilling? 

 

Is it the relationship you stay in because it's what you know, and while you don't want to unduly 

hurt your partner, you know you could be happier? 

 

Is it the house you live in which costs more than you can afford, but your friends and neighbors 

expect you to maintain a certain lifestyle? 

 

Is it the clothes you wear, which are nice, but not really you? 

 

Is it the thoughts and opinions you keep to yourself because you are afraid of how people might 

react? 
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Is it fear?  

 

After all, what happens if you leave the safety of your Mitzrayim and you fail? 

These might seem like 'small' or even privileged problems, when compared to the thousands of 

people who have lost their homes in the recent spate of hurricanes and earthquakes, or to the 

millions of people of around the globe who live in poverty.  But Yom Kippur demands that we 

examine our lives.  That we search our souls so that we may live more fully and more 

meaningfully.   

 

Each one of us experiences some sort of Mitzrayim.  And I would be willing to bet that each of 

us has cried out from the belly of the fish, wondering how we can possibly escape the narrow 

box we find ourselves in.  Yom Kippur is our time in the fish - our time of yearning and praying, 

and mustering the courage to break free, so that when we emerge, we will take steps to live 

differently - unlike Jonah, who doesn't seem to fully get it.  

 

And we can understand why - staying in Mitzrayim is often the easier choice - we know the 

rules, we know what it expected of us.  It's comfortable there.  We might even think, "well, it's 

good enough."  But staying in Mitzrayim means that we don't live up to the best in who we are.  

Staying in Mitzrayim means we don't allow our light to shine brightly - we are always a bit 

dimmer than we know we could be.  

  

The thing is, the longer we grow comfortable in Mitzrayim, the easier it is for us to keep other 

people in Mitzrayim too.  When we put people into a confined space, into a box, it is easier for us 

to make sense of them.  We do this with individuals and we do this with entire groups of people.   

Over the summer, I read J.D. Vance's book "Hillbilly Elegy."  I chose to read it, precisely 

because I tend to lump everyone from Appalachia into one group.  I admit, that sometimes I feel 

superior coming from the northeast, being well-educated, and buying organic food that I put in 

my reusable tote bag.  I know this about myself, and I want to change it.  Reading a book is just 

one small step in gaining a greater understanding of entire demographic of people in our country, 

but it is a step.  Rather than making a sweeping promise to change my ways, I chose to take one 

step in broadening my understanding of people I tend to put in a small, narrow, box. 

We all have prejudices.  And when we stay in Mitzrayim, we don't have to admit to them, but in 

order to break free from our narrow confines, we must confront what we do not like about 

ourselves; what we are not proud of.  And then we must allow others out of the Mitzrayim we try 

to keep them in.   

 

In June, the New York Times ran an article entitled, "Stories about Disability Don't Have to Be 

Sad."  It was written by a middle school student from Massachusetts.  Melissa Shang wrote the 

following:  

 

"Like any middle schooler, I usually start my day with cereal. Every morning, after brushing my 

teeth, I have a bowl of Cinnamon Toast Crunch with milk, and try to catch all the flakes with my 

spoon before they go soggy. I get dressed for the day, and try to put on some makeup before my 

mom yells at me for hogging the bathroom. Then I go catch the bus. 

While in most other ways I’m just your typical eighth grader, I also happen to have been born 

with Charcot-Marie-Tooth, a form of muscular dystrophy. Charcot-Marie-Tooth is a 
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degenerative nerve disease that causes muscles in my arms and legs to atrophy over time. I wear 

leg braces and use a wheelchair to get around, and I have an aide at school who helps me spin 

my locker combination.  

 

For the past four years, I’ve been trying to convince everyone that my story doesn’t have to be a 

sad one." 

 

The article goes on to describe Shang's attempt to get the American Girl Doll company to create 

a doll with a disability - not one with a sad back story like getting polio as a child during the 

Depression, but a happy doll who is fine with her disability - who laughs with her friends, 

gossips, and spends too much time on social media.  When Shang failed to convince American 

Girl Doll, she and her sister wrote a book called, "Mia Lee is Wheeling through Middle School." 

Her literary agent told her that there wasn't a market for her book.   

 

Shang writes, "What she meant is that Mia Lee, my sassy, YouTube-loving heroine, differed too 

much from the convention of what a disabled kid is supposed to be like. There are very few 

stories about kids in wheelchairs, and there are even fewer with a disabled person who is 

cheerful and happy. Disability is always seen as a misfortune, and disabled characters are simply 

opportunities to demonstrate the kindness of the able-bodied protagonists." 

 

Why does our society feel the need to limit Melissa Shang?  Why is it hard for us to accept that a 

girl in a wheelchair can be popular, articulate, and fun loving?  Why do we need to keep her in 

Mitzrayim?   

 

Is it fear?  Does Shang challenge our own sense of mobility both physically and spiritually?  Is it 

simply easier for us to stay in our own narrow place when it comes to people with disabilities 

and believe that we should pity them?   

 

It might be time to challenge Maslow's hierarchy of needs.  Yes, of course, everyone needs 

shelter and food, but shouldn't each of us be empowered to find some fulfillment and self-

actualization as well? 

 

My childhood friend, Dr. Jonathan Palant, founded a choir for homeless people in Dallas about 

three years ago.  Each Wednesday, people who spend the night sleeping under bridges, on park 

benches, on sidewalks, or in shelters start lining up at 7:30 in the morning for a one-hour rehearsal 

that begins at 9:30.  About 80-100 people participate each week. 

 

Last year, the Dallas Street Choir went on tour, including performances at Carnegie Hall and at 

the National Cathedral in Washington, D.C. 

A recent article about the choir that appeared on medium.com quotes Jonathan, "Music can be a 

conduit to create community and connection, because it feeds the body, mind and spirit.  Just 

because someone is homeless doesn’t mean they don’t have or require that same kind of 

nourishment as those of us with shelter, food and a bank account. They still need and deserve that 

musical outlet.”   
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24-year-old Toria Ellis is a member of the Dallas Street Choir and sang a memorable solo of 

Amazing Grace at the National Cathedral.  Ellis says, “If you don’t pay your electricity bill, your 

lights are going to get cut off and you’ll find yourself bumping into different obstacles that you 

didn’t see and realize were in front you. Each time I get ready to sing, I feel like I’m going to keep 

my lights on.” 

 

Ellis is a powerful example of what it means to break free from the spiritual Mitzrayim, even 

while living in a physical one.   

 

The Dallas Street Choir challenges us to recognize its members as full human beings with needs 

and desires just like ours.  It is so easy for us to label people as homeless, and to forget that there 

is anything more to them than the fact that they do not have a permanent roof over their heads. 

When we hold onto our prejudices, when we judge other people, we come from a place of 

narrowness.  We keep others in Mitzrayim because it is more comfortable for us, and we stay in 

Mitzrayim for holding onto our limited and limiting perspective.  

 

Yom Kippur gives us the time and space to examine our lives, our choices, and the way we treat 

one another.  We evaluate our deeds and our actions, and if we pay attention, we might notice the 

patterns that emerge.  Do we like what we see?  How can we take steps to change what we don't 

like?  How will we endeavor to break out of Mitzrayim even if it means sitting in the belly of the 

fish and calling out to God with everything we've got?  What lies on the other side of our fear? 

Rabbi Naomi Levy talks about the difference between a Selfie and a Soulfie.  A selfie, as we 

know is a picture we take of ourselves by extending our arm and turning the camera lens to our 

face.  Selfies are fun and we never need to ask a stranger to take our picture, but does a selfie 

really capture the self?   

 

In Selfies, we are huge - disproportionately large compared to the background of the picture.  

And the background could be a mountain range, or the ocean, or the Eiffel Tower - whatever it 

is, it is tiny compared to our heads.  On Yom Kippur, we are asked to step back from the selfie 

and to take a soulfie. 

 

What is a soulfie?  Levy answers, "It is our daily attempt to meet our souls.  It's our desire to cut 

through the surface distractions to get to know our own true essence...Taking a soulfie is a way 

to get to know your soul's contours, its yearnings and longings, its knowledge and its wisdom."  

On Yom Kippur, we uncover what we keep in our heart of hearts, and we examine the gap 

between what we know is our deepest self, and the way we actually live life.  Our challenge is to 

bring the two ever closer together.  This is what it means to break free from Mitzrayim.  Getting 

to know our innermost selves - our souls, is a process, and learning to listen to the soul's voice 

takes patienced.  Unlike the Children of Israel who leave Egypt in a rush, we leave Mitzrayim 

slowly and over time.   

 

Coming to terms with having an unfulfilling job, for example, does not necessarily mean that we 

quit on Monday morning.  It might mean expanding our portfolio by taking on a new project.  It 

might mean that we seek fulfillment somewhere else, like volunteering for a charitable 

organization. 
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Realizing that we are living beyond our means, does not automatically mean putting the house on 

the market.  Leaving the Mitzrayim of financial stress might mean making a budget and sticking 

to it, making lunch at home and bringing it to work, and seeking the guidance of a financial 

planner. 

 

Speaking your mind does not need to happen on social media where it will be judged, shared,  

and open for comment.  It might mean inviting a close friend out for coffee and talking honestly  

with him or her. 

 

There are many ways to leave Mitzrayim, but we must begin by asking ourselves some difficult 

questions.  Here are a few to consider: 

What or where is your Mitzrayim?   

What feels constricting or limiting in your life?   

What would it feel like to liberate yourself from that narrow place?   

What risk will you take to free yourself from that narrow and limiting place? 

How do you put others in Mitzrayim? 

What step will you take to let go of trying to box people in? 

You will find these questions on a bookmark at your seat.  I invite you to reflect on them 

throughout this Yom Kippur and well into the days and weeks ahead.  Just as the Children of 

Israel wandered in the wilderness for 40 years after their exodus from Mitzrayim our path will be 

circuitous - we will try and fail and try again, but in order to live most fully, most vibrantly, this 

is what we are called on to do.   

I invite you to take a moment now to imagine what your life will look like when you are free 

from your Mitzrayim.  Close your eyes if you like and really try to picture it. 

 

Leaving Mitzrayim is how we write ourselves in the Book of Life. 

G'mar Chatimah Tova 

 

Questions for Leaving Mitzrayim 
Mitzrayim means Egypt or Narrow Place.  Mitzrayim is a place of limitation and confinement – it 

is a place that keeps us reigned in and small.   

What/Where is your Mitzrayim?   

What feels constricting or limiting in your life?   

What would it feel like to liberate yourself from that narrow place?   

What risk will you take to free yourself from that narrow and limiting place? 

How do you put others in Mitzrayim? 

What step will you take to let go of trying to box people in? 

You will find these questions on a bookmark at your seat.  I invite you reflect on them 

throughout this Yom Kippur and well into the days and weeks ahead.  Just as the Children of 

Israel wandered in the wilderness for 40 years after their exodus from Mitzrayim our path will 

probably be circuitous - we will try and fail and try again, but in order ... 

 


