
 

 

Yom Kippur Day 5783-  Return to a Better World 

 G’mar Chatima Tova, A man applies for a new job. It comes with a lot of responsibility. 

But he feels ready to take on the position. After the interview he comes home, puts up his feet 

and calls a friend. He is on the phone with his friend, and she asks him how he thinks the 

interview went. He responds. “I’m feeling quite confident about that job interview. The 

interviewer said they want somebody responsible. I told them,’“Oh I’m totally your 

man.“Whatever problem came up at my last job, they always said I was responsible!” 

 As we emerge from the challenges of the last couple of years, we are all responsible for a 

better future. We are all responsible for what happens not only with our relationships and in our 

community, but even beyond. Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel once said that “morally speaking, 

there is no limit to the concern one must feel for the suffering of human beings, that indifference 

..is worse than evil itself, that in a free society, some are guilty, but all are responsible.” There 

are many things in the world that are better now than they have ever been before in history. But 

as is often said we take one step backward for every 2 steps forward. The pandemic has directly 

and indirectly caused many problems in the world. It caused death and illness. It led to an 

increase in social and economic disparities. It caused the governments of the world to flood the 

economy with printed cash which added to other factors to cause incredible inflation. Combine 

this with a terrible war in Ukraine, its consequences, and question marks for the future, and it 

seems that things have become much worse. We know that world history did not go so well in 

the aftermath of the last pandemic 100 years ago. There are many people today suffering from 

turmoil including political, financial, and food insecurity. But there are opportunities now to help 

return the world to a better place. At the beginning of the pandemic, many of us who could 

increase our tzedakah and volunteering did. We cared for our neighbours and called seniors, 



 

 

especially those who live alone. People gave to the Jewish food bank like never before. But how 

many of us have kept up that extra measure of support? Even though we have hopefully made it 

through the worst of the pandemic we still need to help the food insecure, the lonely and the 

isolated. 

 Through our attention and hard work, we may be able to return our world to an even 

healthier state than it had been in prior to the pandemic which was far from perfect. The first 

chief Ashkenazi rabbi of Israel, Rav Kook wrote, “The Jewish people, aspire to the correction of 

the world in all its fullness, (including) forgiveness… (and) kindness..” Rav Kook begins his 

comments with a discussion on the correction of the world through spiritual pursuits but veers 

into human needs. Our work is not limited to our family and community, but it extends to the 

entire world. Kook taught elsewhere that the Jewish religion is focused on the particular and 

universal.   

 Previous pandemics have had a terrible effect on the world, especially the most 

vulnerable. That has been true for us as Jews. Pandemics have caused great antisemitism, from 

the black plague to Covid -19. Our experiences with previous pandemics should give us an extra 

measure of empathy as a people, for the worldwide challenges that have accompanied Covid-19. 

In a book entitled Quarantine, Howard Markel wrote about the typhus outbreak of 1892 on the 

Massila ship carrying immigrants to New York, many of whom were Russian Jews. In order to 

ostensibly control the outbreak after the immigrants found housing around New York City the 

health authorities arrested and quarantined all of the Jewish passengers on the boat and their 

Jewish acquaintances, but not others. They later attempted to use the outbreak as an argument to 

restrict Jewish immigration to the United States which caused a huge outcry from the 

community. Jewish Lithuanian writer and philosopher Getsel Zelikowitch wrote:  



 

 

 It is because of typhus, we are told, that we must no longer allow Jews to enter this 

country in order to guard the American public from a terrible disease. The truth is that they 

simply don’t want us because we are Jews… Blaming the sick Russian Jews, fifty of them who 

came here in a sickly state, for bringing the scourge is a .. lie… 

 This is a perfect example of how a pandemic caused our people hardship. We know that 

things have certainly been even worse than this for us, like when Jews were murdered because of 

false claims that the black plague came from Jews poisoning wells. Let us learn from our own 

history to understand what we can do to return the world to a healthier state in the future.  Our 

experiences must move us to empathy and to use that empathy as a starting point for action.  

 The ultimate question about this pandemic will not only be how we controlled it, but 

what scars it left on us, and on our communities. We must help as a synagogue to return our 

world to a healthier place. Our first step toward that goal must be local since that is within our 

reach.  That is exactly why over the last few years we have done a lot to increase our chesed 

projects. I am so proud of our accomplishments. And I am proud of what is on the horizon. Two 

years ago, I announced a new project to help with food security in our community. Since then, 

Beth Israel has stepped up to the plate with other community partners and taken on that 

responsibility in a very serious way.   

 We started the Veggie Club a few years ago. Once a month a team of volunteers and a 

fabulous organizing committee gather in our kitchen to make a liter of soup for every family who 

receives assistance from the Vancouver Jewish Food Bank. We serve healthy, tasty and filling 

soup. The project has already helped countless families and individuals. Feeding the hungry is 

more than a nice thing that we are supposed to do as Jews. It is a fundamental mitzvah. Just as 

Beth Israel offers Shabbat services and a daily minyan twice a day, we must also feed the 



 

 

hungry. Rabbi Akiva once taught that it is better to treat Shabbat like a weekday than to leave a 

fellow human in need. The Torah also reminds us that the land on which we farm does not 

belong to us. It is a gift from God on loan to us. That is why we are supposed to let it lie fallow 

for a year once every 7 years, known as the Shmita year. During Shemita the food insecure can 

come and take what they need to feed themselves. We just finished a Shemita year as we are 

emerging from the pandemic, but the veggie club always fulfills the principle of Shmita.  

This past year we also began a new project known as the One Heart Program that feeds a 

meal at Beth Israel once a month to people in the Jewish community with food and housing 

insecurity. This is a project about more than just food. It helps people return to community when 

so many of us have felt distanced from it. Despite the fact that it started just a few months ago it 

is already a huge success. I have had the honour of speaking with program participants. Some of 

them told me that this is the first time that they have felt welcome in a synagogue in years. I am 

so grateful for the people who put together One Heart and volunteer because we want everyone 

to know that our doors are open to everyone.  The One Heart project feeds people’s hearts and 

souls.  

 I am also delighted that we have taken on our greatest project since the construction of 

our new building with two dedicated and incredible partners, VTT and the JFS. We are building 

a brand new and expansive Jewish Community Garden on the eastern side of our property. We 

are going to create our community’s hub for hands on food security, environment and Israel 

education while helping to feed our community’s most vulnerable members. We look forward to 

the garden bringing smiles to people of all ages as they bring life into this world.  

The project has already taken countless hours from volunteers and professionals and 

significant financial support. We are so grateful for all that has gone into it. We are very excited 



 

 

to see this project that we have worked on for years come to fruition in the next few months. We 

look forward to working with and playing with you and your families in the garden. A large and 

significant food giving, life affirming and sustaining garden connected to Beth Israel will give us 

one more door into a spiritual life. A community garden in our backyard will give us another tool 

for achieving our goals of bringing Jews closer to God, Torah, and Israel. We are a synagogue 

family with a purpose and a mission. This garden will help us achieve that goal.   

 Rabbi Heschel’s biographer Edward Kaplan explained that Heschel taught that since the 

world and humans are both Godly creations we see earth as our sibling, not a parent, or Mother 

earth. As the earth’s sibling we are responsible for each other. Siblings look after each other, 

long after they have ventured out on their own. Our new community garden will teach our 

children and their families about the spiritual connection to the Creator as well as our unique 

responsibility for caring for the earth and feeding the hungry. It will make us better Jews and 

better humans. 

 All of our chesed projects still need volunteers. Please sign up. You will be able to take 

one small step to returning our world to a healthier place. The Rambam states, “We are obligated 

to be more scrupulous in fulfilling the commandment of Tzedaka than any other positive mitzvah 

because it is the sign of being a righteous person." As we emerge from Covid when many of our 

worries were internal, now is the time to think externally. As I conclude my last sermon in a 

series of the three about return, I naturally think about the line found at the end of every Torah 

service.  

ָ֤ה נּו ְיֹהו  יב ֵ֨ יך    ׀ ֲהשִׁ ל ֵ֨ ה]א  ּוב  נ שׁ֔ ם׃ [ְוְֽ ד  ְֽ ינּו ְכק  ֵ֖ ש י מ  ֵּ֥  ַחד 

Take us back, O LORD, to Yourself, 

And let us come back; 



 

 

Renew our days as of old!  

 We are desperate to return to God and to have the same relationship with the divine that 

we once had. We want to return. And we want God to bring us back. We remember the good old 

days. So, we pray to be able to return to those days. But we know that the good old days were not 

always that good. We know that if we only look backward, we will never improve the future. 

The late president and prime minister of Israel who always looked forward, Shimon Peres, used 

to say you are only old when you have more memories than dreams. We want to return to a 

better life for us, for our synagogue, for our community and for the world. But let’s think even 

bigger and better than that. Let’s dream of new possibilities, new achievements, and new 

opportunities. Let us be more caring than ever before. As we look to return to the good old days 

let us all be young in our dreams and aspirations for the future.   

G’mar Chatima Tova 

  


