
Kol Nidre Sermon 

A Summer of Violence - A Time for Kindness  

For those of us mature enough to recall,  in 1967, we had the summer of love. I came out of this 

summer feeling far different. This was the summer of violence. Violence is nothing new of 

course. Soon after creation, G-d looks out at the world and couldn’t take all of the violence he 

saw. As my rabbi would often say, twenty five percent of the world’s population was destroyed 

when Cain killed Abel. So interesting that the Hebrew word for violence in the Torah is Hamas. 

That is the perfect description of the terrorists in Gaza. They were the source of much violence 

this summer.  

The summer began in June with the kidnapping and killing of three beautiful Israeli Yeshivah 

students Eyal Yifrah, 19, Gilad Shaar, 16, and Naftali Fraenkel, a 16-year-old with dual Israeli-

American citizenship. They disappeared on June 12 while hitchhiking home. They were buried 

side by side in the town of  Modin which was home to the Macabees of old.  

Then an Arab teenager Muhammed Abu Khdeir was killed by an Israeli-Jewish terrorist. Reports 

said he was actually burned alive.  

There is always violence in different parts of the world at any given time but we are surely more 

deeply affected when we see the pictures or videos of beheadings in the Middle East and 

hundreds of civilians marched out to be executed. This is also nothing new. We were the victims 

again and again and again during the Shoah. This is violence on a large scale that the world 

should not tolerate if that were at all possible.  

Then there is violence on a more personal scale that has come center stage in more recent 

weeks.  Again, there is nothing new here except the video camera that brings out the ugly 

potential of a human being into public view. I am sickened again and again in seeing the video of 

a football star punching his “girlfriend” in the face to the point that she falls unconscious on the 

floor on her face. When the elevator door opens, does he seem aghast at what he just did. Not at 

all. He nonchalantly partially picks her up like a sack of potatoes but her listless body doesn’t 

make it out of the elevator so he gives her a kick to push her out the rest of the way.  

His behavior is disgusting but not only his behavior is disgusting.  We are left with Senator 

Howard Baker’s question during Watergate days: “how much did the NFL know and when did 

they know it.” It seems they knew the whole story but the bigger story was putting this great 

talent back on the field as soon as possible.  

Complicating the story some more is that the girlfriend  who was beaten up went on to marry the 

perpetrator. If their relationship follows the pattern of domestic violence, this was not the first 

time she was battered by him and it wasn’t the last. If her life follows the pattern of battered 

women, it wasn’t the first time she was battered. If it follows the pattern, she was abused by 

someone(s) while growing up. If this is a case of the typical, abused woman, she somehow feels 

that in some way she was deserving of that treatment. I heard some commentators say that we 

didn’t see what she did that might well have provoked his actions. How disgusting a comment. 

There is nothing she could have done before getting into the elevator that warranted that type of 



beating or any beating at all.  For all kinds of complicated psychological reasons, she did not 

leave, she could not leave, she married her abuser and stands by her man. They say it takes on 

average seven attempts for a woman to extricate herself from an abusive situation. It takes even 

more courage. Some never make it. The pattern is sons treat their mother like their father does 

and will become similarly abusive to their girlfriends and  wives and so the cycle goes on and on 

and on.  

I have met people over the years who have broken the chain of abuse. They raised their children 

exactly the opposite of how they were raised. They would never do what adults had done to 

them. They are nothing less than heroic.  

Another star running back for the Minnesota Vikings beats his four year old son until he has 

welts and bruises that require medical treatment. There is nothing a four year old can do to 

warrant a beating. And more and more stories come out. As a fan, I  could not cheer for a guy 

who beats up his child, his girlfriend, his wife. I could not root for the team that excuses this 

behavior.  

This reminds me of a cartoon in my social psychology textbook my freshman year of college. A 

father has his son over his lap and is ready to give him a smack and says “this will teach you not 

to hit your sister anymore.”  

When we see young boys in pads on the football field they are supposed to be learning life 

lessons about growing up and becoming decent men. Decent men don’t hit their girlfriends, 

decent me don’t verbally abuse their wives, decent me don’t beat their children. Unfortunately 

young boys and young men learn   a far different lesson from the NFL today. It is a lesson that 

lessens us as a society.  

I would like to believe that all that I have said is totally meaningless here because, of course, we 

Jews never abuse in any way. We call ourselves Rachmanim b’nai Rachmanim, the 

compassionate ones, the children of compassionate ones. Actually studies have shown that 

Jewish families do better in family therapy than other ethnic groups because we more often argue 

verbally rather than physically and so talking therapy is right up our alley but still a lot of abuse 

happens with words and we are not immune to other types of abuse as well.  

How do we respond? 

In the short confessional beginning with Ashamnu, we confess Ashamnu, Bagadnu, Gazalnu, 

Debarnu Dofee. He-eveenu, v’heershanu, Zadnu,  Hamasnu. There’s that word. Hamasnu. We 

have behaved violently. If the author of this prayer and the editor of the Mahzor knew no violent 

Jews, Chamasnu would never have appeared. Tonight we have to take responsibility and repent 

for any type of violence we have committed however large or however small and insignificant 

we think. There is no small or insignificant violence. What hurts, hurts.  

There is another way to respond.  

In the beginning of September, I officiated at the funeral of a woman whose life was filled with 

an abundance of kindness. Her name was Janice Levine. I was aware of the love and kindness 

her family afforded her during her long illness which was a reflection of her kindness to her 



family, extended family, anyone who became part of her life including the local stray cats 

looking for a bowl of milk on the doorstep.  

At the funeral service, I invited everyone to perform some act of kindness to honor her. I said to 

those  gathered, your act of kindness can inspire an act of kindness by the recipient of your 

kindness and one by one we can change the world. 

 Mel Brooks says in his 2000 year old man, he doesn’t think Ivan the terrible was ever hugged as 

a child. If he had been hugged he would have become Ivan, the not so terrible. You hug 

someone, you offer a kindness, and you can change a life.  

I had been thinking of doing something that involved an act of kindness. After that funeral 

service, it was clear I had to do it. It was not part of my usual repertoire and oddly enough, a few 

people who saw what I was doing, said to me “Rabbi, that is so kind of you.” I invite you to go 

home and perform some act of kindness for those you love most.  Go out and perform some act 

of kindness for those you’ll never know.   

I spoke about the scales of Libra on Rosh Hashanah and I return to those scales tonight. On this 

particular scale one side is the cup of violence. The other is that of kindness. The cup of violence 

has more than its share of contributors. We can help to tip this cosmic scale in favor of kindness. 

That is our mandate in Tikkun Olam, in repairing this broken world we live in.  

 In Jewish mysticism, we have the concept that the Mitzvot we do are not just small private acts. 

They touch the cosmos. When we light Shabbat candles at sundown on Friday, our act gives light 

to the whole world. When we study a bit of Torah, the whole world’s wisdom is incrementally 

increased. When we perform an act of kindness, the cosmic scales are tipped in its favor.  

When we perform an act of kindness we change ourselves. In Judaism’s words Mitzvah goreret 

Mitzvah, Aveyra goreret aveyra. If I do something kind I come to think of myself as being kind 

and will more likely perform more kind acts and make the world a sweeter place. The opposite is 

also true.  

In Judaism, kindness is so fundamental we say, the world stands on three things, on Torah, on 

our relationship with G-d and G’millut Hasadim- acts of loving kindness. Without kindness, the 

world collapses, with violence, the world implodes.  

I’d like to invite you to think now about a kindness you can do sometime soon for someone in 

need of that kindness. Let yourself feel that act of kindness. Intend for it to lead to another act of 

kindness and other act of kindness. You can get high on your kindnesses. Make it a habit. In no 

time, you will come to see yourself as a person of kindness and the world becomes a better place.  

A little more than twenty years ago, I read something about kindness during the High Holy Days. 

I got a note from one of the brightness young men who had been in my Confirmation Class a few 

years earlier, Josh Babbit,  if he could have a copy.  Because of his note, this pieces  stays in my 

file some 20 years later. This piece written by Anna Herbert:  “Scrawl it on the wall: Random 

kindness and senseless acts of beauty. I used to have fantasies of positive vandalism. Breaking 



into the school and painting a dirty room bright colors overnight. Fixing broken glass in people’s 

houses while they’re gone. Leaving full meals on tables in the struggling part of town. I fantasize 

slipping grocery money into the old lady’s purse., secretly planting daffodils every grey place 

there is.” 

Chamasnu; we confess we have acted violently on our worse days. We promise never again and 

pray for the ability to fulfill that promise. If returned to a similar situation, we will behave 

differently and repentance comes full circle.  

Chesed: Kindness: We will find more and more ways to offer acts of kindness. We can tip the 

worlds scales in its favor and strengthen the pillar of kindness that sustains the world.  

With that,  G’mar Hatimah Tovah. May we each be sealed for life, for goodness, for 

kindness.                                                                                         Amen  

  


