Kol Nidre 2011/5772

Pride of Place
Ha-makom; what is it about this place that enables us to transcend beyond ourselves?  Kol Nidre 5772 is about renewing our hold on life, committing ourselves to where we are and to where we need to arrive.  Genesis 28:11 and Israel, Jacob, on his journey - va’yifga el ha-makom “he encountered that place”.
Rashi interprets the word va’yifga encountered to be understood as “prayed” teaching us that ha-makom the place ought not be understood merely as a geographical space, but rather the actualization of encountering God. 

Ha-makom The Place, is one of the 72 names of God.  How do we understand this aspect of the Divine?  The Jewish sages taught that God is the space of the world, but the world is not the space of God.  We know that God is beyond our actual reality and ultimately beyond our understanding.  Yet we strive to know God as imminent, as being in a place.  A Pantheistic view suggests that the world is the space within which God exists; a Kabbalastic perspective suggests that God is both contained in the world and at the same time not limited to the world.  The aspect of God that is contained within space in the world is called the light that fills the world “or m’maleh kol olmin” and the aspect of God that is not limited by space is called the light that surrounds all worlds “or sovav kol olmim”.  Kabbalah challenges us to identify the space by which we welcome the unlimited light of the Divine to enlighten and enliven the spark of the divine that dwells in the world, defined by obvious, actual and real limitations.

Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement is a time when we are acutely aware of our desire for Ha-Makom, This Place, The Divine Presence.   I am both puzzled by and inspired by the ways in which you, my Congregation, feel and respond on this Holy Awesome Night.  What is it that drives you to desire, want and need to be here, in your Beit Knesset, specifically on Yom Kippur, this High Holy Day? 

In an effort to understand, I turn your attention to tomorrow morning’s Torah and Haftorah portions.  On this, the Holiest Day of the Year, the Torah portion is dedicated to a litany of ritual and sacrifice.  The Haftorah however is in intense outpouring of ethical precepts and conduct.  Traditionally, Haftorah, a rabbinic selection of a specific book in prophets is assigned to the Sabbath or Holiday Torah reading by theme in an effort to elucidate the Torah portion studied.  The incongruity between the passages from Torah and Haftorah assigned to the Yom Kippur Torah and Haftorah study passage delivers a very powerful and important message; Judaism stresses and more importantly the Divine becomes apparent when both realms of existence , ceremony and morality, rite and right are honored, limited and unlimited, defined and beyond definition.
Today we touch, embrace and are accountable to a very primary understanding:  Ha-makom  The Place of ritual, rite and prayer leads to and makes possible Ha-makom The Presence of the sacred in how we dwell.  God is not physical, has not physical properties, nor is God in any way limited by or to this space, the four walls of this or any Synagogue.  However we are physical and ultimately can only comprehend the universe from an actual physical frame of reference.   The Place ha-makom is more than just a geographical location, it is a space which is capable of containing, birthing, giving rise to something else, something bigger, the Shechinah.
When used in reference to God, ha-makom signals that conceptually everything is contained within God What accompanies that knowledge is that God, ha-makom is not contained in or limited to or by anything.  Judaism teaches “God doesn’t have a place, rather God is The Place ha-makom of the Universe.

Not just on Yom Kippur but throughout the year we are called upon to encounter ha-makom.  On Passover, the Four children are introduced in the Hagaddah with these words: Baruch ha-makom “Blessed is the Place”.  Blessed is the Place where each of us asks questions?  Blessed is the Place where Torah is studied?  Blessed is the Place where we create sacred gathering that guides our values, our connections and our lives.

When we have sustained a loss, the death of a loved one, we are prompted by the formula  Ha-Makom yinachem itchem  “May Ha-makom comfort you.”  Rav Soleveithcik in his book Meharerei Kedem describes that the attribute Makom appears wherever there is need to show that the Shechinah is present even when Divine Guidance is concealed.  At the time when the individual feels vulnerable, grieving, lost, pained, troubled; this is when we know to affirm that God’s presence comforts us, dwells with us and lifts us up.  “Ha-makom yinachem itchem” the Community affirms with these words, comforting the mourners as they form two lines, like the parting of the Red Sea, protecting the mourner and providing the path by which he is ushered from the Grave to Shivah, an affirmation of life.  Ha-makom yinachem itchem, May the place, provide for you comfort, your community, your Synagogue, your Beit Knesset.

So ha-makom this place, your beit Knesset, your Synagogue, your community is to provide for you, is to facilitate a Divine encounter.  But before it can do so, in order for it to do so, you must be willing to become the prayer that fills the place.  This evening, Cantor opened the Kol Nidre service with the profound and transcending prayer Hinneni.  Do you want to understand Hinneni?  Hinneni is nothing more and nothing less than a compilation of two words, hineh ani, Here Am I, hinneni.  Are you really here?
We are Jacob, we are Israel.  Are we here for the moment or is our identity deep enough that we will create, sustain and commit to a place for the Sacred ba-makom, in this Place.

Genesis 28:11

Vayifgah el ha-makom
He encountered the place
Vayalon sham

& spent the night

Hu lakach ehad m’avnai ha-makom
He took from the stones of the place
Vayishkav ba-makom
And he laid down in that place
Three times in this passage ha-makom is sighted.  And it will be that night that Jacob will encounter the Divine.  He demonstrates a willingness to spend the time there, in that place.  He establishes that what once was an ordinary place can be transformed through his presence, his commitment, his dedication and willingness to erect the stone upon which he will rest.  By marking his intention with the stone, so he transforms the ordinary as a portal for the sacred.  And he lays down, spends time and dedicates himself, his head on a rock on the earth from which the extraordinary is conceived; a yearning for, a reaching for the best within him.

The root for Vayifga to encounter, is peh gimel ayin, literally meaning to wound, mark, change, alter.  Vayifga el ha-makom, for when we truly encounter the Divine, we are changed.  More importantly, we can only encounter the Divine if and when we are able to recognize and welcome change in ourselves.

Kabbalah teaches, the light that is contained within space in the world and the light that is not limited by space but rather surrounds all worlds.  Isaiah 58:8 identifies that light:

“Then your light shall burst forth like the dawn”.  Burst forth: Va’yivakah the letters of the transforming light is yod vav koof ayin.  Change the order of the letters for the word burst forth, instead of yod vav koof ayin yivakah read yod ayin koof vav, Ya-akov.
Yakov, Jacob, Israel, us; each and every one of us.  Moses too encounters ha-makom and he teaches each of us about ourselves: “hineh makom itee”.  Behold there is space with me, behold there is space within me.

Will we be changed?  Will we insist on this Kol Nidre evening that we will not be in the same place that we were before.  Will we prioritize so that the Sacred that we reach for this evening, remain ha-makom the place that will be a part of us and for and with the generations to come.

- Rabbi Yael Romer
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