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Rabbi Jaymee Alpert 

9.29.17. Kol Nidrei:  Quiet Time 

 

About a month ago, I offered the following as an introduction to my sermon for Parashat 

Shoftim: 

 

The central theme of Parashat Shoftim is justice, and our parashah talks about the obligations of 

judges and the limitations on the power of kings.   

 

A note in our chumash teaches, "the well-being of society depends neither on the goodwill of the 

ruler nor on the ascendance of the most capable in a competitive environment, but on the 

certainty that the law will treat all alike and will protect the most vulnerable against the most 

powerful.  The absolute primacy of justice, which is a theme that occurs throughout the Torah, 

receives its greatest emphasis in Parashat Shoftim." 

 

In other words, no one - not a leader, not a ruler, not even the king - is beyond the law, according 

to Torah.  In fact, as we read in this morning's portion,  

 

"when he - the king - is seated on the throne, he shall have a copy of this Teaching - the Torah - 

written for him on a scroll by the levitical priests.  Let it remain with him and let him read in it  

all his life, so that he may learn to revere Adonai his God, to observe faithfully every word of 

this Teaching as well as these laws.  Thus he will not act haughtily toward his fellow or deviate 

from the Instruction to the right or to the left." 

 

In another time - let's say a year or two ago, my remarks would have simply been heard as an 

introduction to the weekly Torah portion.  But when I said these words about 5 weeks ago, many 

people in the congregation heard a political message.  Today, it might even sound like innuendo 

or some sort of thinly veiled social commentary.  Actually, it is a quote from Deuteronomy, and 

it is one I have shared in shul, many times before. 

 

Everything we hear - everything we process in 2017 is filtered through a political lens, and it 

isn't limited to Deuteronomy.  36 times the Torah admonishes us not to oppress the stranger, 

because we were once strangers.  I speak about this commandment often - on the High Holiday, 

on Shabbat, and on Passover too.  Exodus 22:20 teaches,  ֵא־תֹונֵ ֥  ְוג אֵ֥  הְֵול֥  רֵלֹֽ
ִרֵ֥  ִתְלָחצֵ  י־ג  ִים:֥  םְֵּבאֵ ֥  ֱהִייתֵ יםֵ֥  ּנּוִֵּכֹֽ ץִֵמְצָרֹֽ ר   

"You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt."   

Leviticus 19:33-34 takes this commandment one step further and says, "When a stranger resides 

with you in your land, you shall not wrong him.  The stranger who resides with you shall be to 

you as one of your citizens; you shall love him as yourself, for you were strangers in the land of 

Egypt:  I Adonai am your God." 

 

Last year, these were our values as the Jewish People.  This year, we hear these verses not as 

words of Torah, but as a political message. 
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Here is another example, when you hear me say, please rise for the "Prayer for our Country," 

how many of you, no matter which side of the aisle you are on, whisper under your breath, 'our 

country sure needs our prayers.'  And how do you hear the prayer itself? - "Our God and God of 

our ancestors, we ask Your blessings for our country - for its government, for its leaders and 

advisors, and for all who exercise just and rightful authority.  Teach them insights from your 

Torah, that they may administer all affairs of state fairly...Creator of all flesh, bless all the 

inhabitants of our country with Your spirit.  May citizens of all races and creeds forge a common 

bond in true harmony, to banish hatred and bigotry, and to safeguard the ideals and free 

institutions that are the pride and glory of our country." 

 

Until a few months ago, saying The Prayer for Our Country was about as pareve a statement as 

one could make - who could find fault with an 'apple pie' prayer?  But now, we get caught in the 

political maelstrom, and to use the apple pie metaphor, we wonder, which state do the apples 

come from?  And why are they from that state?  Are they organic?  Were the apples picked by 

migrant workers?  How did the  workers enter this country?  Were they paid a fare wage?  What 

do we consider a fair wage?  Will the pie be served à la mode?  If so, is the only choice vanilla 

ice cream?  Why not chocolate?  Is there pie with a gluten-free crust?  If there isn't, is it because 

you are anti-gluten-free?  Or just pro-gluten?   

 

It might be humorous to ask these questions about a fictitious pie, but it points directly to our 

current climate, in which, everything is political.   

 

We hear everything - every word, every sentence, every quote from Torah as a political 

statement.  Unlike the bubble around Westchester when it comes to anti-Semitism, that I spoke 

about on Rosh Hashanah, there is no bubble or even perceived bubble when it comes to the 

political.  How many of us have unfriended someone or have been unfriended on social media 

because of this country's political climate?  How many of us have lost friends in real life or feel 

the need to tiptoe so gently around certain people that we may as well not be friends?  When we 

can't quote Torah or recite longtime Jewish prayers because they suddenly sound too political, 

how can we possibly have a substantive conversation with one another? 

 

We are so deeply divided as a country, that we have lost the ability to make space for different 

opinions.  We are too busy telling ourselves that we are right and that anyone who disagrees with 

us is wrong.  We must remember that the beauty of living in a democracy is that we do not have 

to agree with one another.  Furthermore, sometimes an apple pie is just an apple pie. 

Not long ago - you know, about a week or so, the biggest fan rivalry in New York was the Jets v. 

the Giants, or in my case, the Patriots v. everyone else.  Now even football has been dragged into 

the political fray.  What does it mean when a player kneels for the National Anthem?  What does 

it mean when a player stands?  What does it mean for an entire team to link arms?  What will be 

tweeted about whom? 

 

The political lens and the noise are inescapable - we are constantly bombarded with tweets, 

Facebook posts, emails, headlines, and breaking news alerts.  As far as I am concerned, Yom 

Kippur, also known as Shabbat Shabbaton - the Sabbath of all Sabbaths, which this year, falls on 

the Sabbath, could not have come at a better time.  It gives us space to hear ourselves and to hear 

each other. Yom Kippur gives us a much needed break. 
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I said a few moments ago that there is no protective bubble around us when it comes to the 

political, but that's not 100% true.  I have long remarked that no matter what, our congregation 

still has kiddush together.  Except on Yom Kippur, that is. Yes, there are different opinions about 

the administration, different stances on Israel, different ways of practicing our religion.  

Sometimes there are heated and passionate discussions about those differences.  However, what 

is special about KTI, is that no matter where we stand on an issue, at the end of the day, we 

belong to the same community - we are happy to have a l'chaim and share the platter of cookies 

with each other.  We are lucky.  We also work at it, and that is really important. 

 

Not every synagogue community can have kiddush together.  There are congregations that have 

been torn apart because members with different beliefs won't talk to each other.   

 

More importantly, they won't listen to each other.  They won't even sit near each other.  Part of 

me understands why - we are living in a time where every single thing we say is filtered and 

subject to interpretation.  We are living in a time when our values are being challenged and 

judged every day.  And this country's anxiety has been ratcheted up so high it is almost 

unbearable.  But the other part of me, the part I try to live up to more of the time, believes that 

we must not use the political as an excuse.  Our country is already deeply, deeply divided, and if 

we cut all connection to those with whom we disagree, the division will only get worse.   

David Brooks describes the United States as a nation of planets.  "Each planet feels more 

righteous about itself and is more isolated and offended by the other planets."  By the way, I 

thought for a long time about quoting Brooks.  That too might be considered a political 

statement, but you should know, I chose the quote because I like the imagery. 

 

We are a nation of planets.  Orbiting each other, trying not to get too close, and overreacting 

when another planet brushes up against ours.  This is not a healthy situation.  I wonder how Yom 

Kippur might be able to help us move forward in a positive way.  I wonder what type of clarity 

this Shabbat Shabbaton - this Sabbath of all Sabbaths might be able to give us, if we tune into 

the message of the holiday, while we tune out the world around us for a few hours.  

 

For the next 25 hours, we get to take a break from the noise of our world.  We unplug from the 

constant pinging and buzzing and ringing - the social media, the new alerts, the political filter.  I 

have to believe that the source of our collective anxiety is not only the headlines themselves, but 

the speed with which they come to us.  Everything is immediate; everything feels urgent, even 

when it isn't.  We have lost the ability to discern what truly needs our attention, because we have 

so little quiet time to listen, to process, before we are pinged with the next alert. 

 

Please understand, unplugging or powering down is not a long-term strategy.  We live in the 

world, and it is our responsibility to be well-informed about the state of things.  But what if we 

allow this Yom Kippur to be the beginning of a practice?  What if we allow ourselves to be 

inspired by Shabbat Shabbaton as we fast from technology, and after the holiday, we designate a 

few minutes each day or every week (on Shabbat) to unplug?  What might that quiet time do for 

us?   

 

It might save us from compassion fatigue.  It might help us realize that the tweets and posts that 

feel so pressing in the moment, will likely be old news by the time we plug in again.  It might 
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create enough space in our brains and in our hearts that we have room to hear different opinions.  

It might help us to hear these different opinions for what they are, rather than what we are trying 

to make them be.  It might allay some of our anxiety.  

 

We need to create sacred space for quiet, for intimate conversations where we can ask 

meaningful questions of one another, particularly with people with whom we disagree, so that we 

can begin to rebuild the art and act of civil discourse.  So that we can strengthen our connection 

to one another regardless of where we stand on any given issue.  So that we will always be 

comfortable having kiddush together. 

 

My friend and colleague, Rabbi Dani Eskow, recently pointed out in a blog on 

myjewishlearning.com, that there is a difference between being mindful and being mindFULL.  

She writes, "my mind is full, but I am not mindful."  Yom Kippur, Shabbat, a few quiet 

unplugged minutes each day, give us opportunities to be more mindful of who we are as people, 

and who we want to become.   

 

For the next 25 hours, we can choose to move away from the political frenzy, so that we can ask 

ourselves life's big questions:  Am I living up to the best in myself?  Can I forgive others?  Can I 

forgive myself?  How will I live my values better moving forward?  Can I separate myself from 

the political lens to see the greater humanity that is underneath?  

 

We will have a lot of time to pray alone - together over these next hours.  We need to remember 

that prayer is not only talking or singing; it also includes listening.   

 

The Shema, our core prayer, reminds us to listen, to pay attention, to be mindful as we pray.  

Shema Yisrael means "listen, Israel," "heed, Israel," "pay attention, Israel." Even the first sound 

of the Shema is telling - shhh.   

 

This is the time to quiet ourselves, to let go of the political filter, to unplug, so that we can 

reconnect with our deeper selves, with God, and with one another. 

What might we hear when we are mindful without minds that are full?  What might we discover 

when we listen to our innermost thoughts?   

Sing the Shema 

 


