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This sermon, or homily is about the High Holy Day of Yom Kippur, a significant day, the day of Atonement in the Jewish calendar. I routinely choose to create services on the holidays and holy days of other cultures and faiths because there is much we can learn about being good neighbors and good citizens of the world through understanding the celebrations that are of importance to those with whom we share this planet. Yom Kippur is the second of the two Jewish Holy days which come each fall, the first is Rosh Hashanah the celebration of the New Year, which was celebrated last Monday. Tuesday of this week Jews will hold Kol Nidre services, on the eve of Yom Kippur and Wednesday will the holy day, the day of Atonement.
 
Yom Kippur like Rosh Hashanah does not mark either an event or a season, rather Yom Kippur is known as the day of Atonement. My sermon title for this morning is a play on words, but also an exploration of meaning in this extremely important religious celebration, for within the word atonement we can find at-one-ment. The message of this service is that simple, within the word atonement you will find at-one-ment. 
 
I will tell you some history and some stories and by this you will understand my meaning and the meaning too of Yom Kippur. Let me begin where the services for this Holiest of holy days begin, with the words of the Machzor, the prayer book.
 
“To admit our errors, to confess our faults, we need not abase ourselves, nor wallow in unworthiness. The source behind our faults is often our failure to admit our worth, to rely on our inner sense of what is right, lest others laugh at us, mistreat us, or profess a higher standard than we can ever reach. Could we on this Day of At-one-ment feel at one, at home, with ourselves, the cruelties we do which spring from fear, unsureness, guilt, or doubt might disappear. Sometimes we strut and preen too much, yet that too stems from a need to find our worth outside ourselves through fame or recognition, and if others will not give it, then we must tout ourselves. We shall say many things about ourselves this Atonement Day, confessing error, thoughtlessness, misdeed, and wrong. But before we do, before we honestly confront our failings, we must first confront our virtue, and know that whatever wrongs we have committed, we could not recognize our wrongs were not our basic natures fundamentally, irrevocably right. What we must seek first of all this day is the conviction of our inner worth, that no matter what we do we are the child of God, a valued and irreplaceable jewel in the crown that is God’s universe.” (On Wings of Awe: A Machzor for Rosh Hashonah and Yom Kippur c. 1985 B’NaiB’rith Hillel Foundations p.243-44). 
 
Those words from the prayer service actually come from the Kol Nidre service, the service held on the eve of Yom Kippur. One hour before Sundown the night before Yom Kippur observant Jews finish their last meal of the New Year celebration and begin a period of 25 hours of fasting. Fasting although reserved for healthy adults (children the elderly pregnant women and all those with health issues such as diabetes and hypoglycemia are strongly discouraged from participating in this aspect of the holiday) is integral in the marking of this Holy Day. The fasting is not about deprivation rather it is about cleansing and emptying ourselves of what has come before. We fast to bring our selves back in touch with our bodies and the sensations of our bodies, we also fast to allow ourselves to focus fully on the task at hand, the task of atoning or becoming at one with ourselves in every aspect of our personal being.
 
Some religions suggest physical challenges or physical deprivation in order that the person might leave behind that of the world, and worldly plane. But as I understand fasting in the Jewish celebration of Yom Kippur it is to become more in touch more sensitized more alert and more aware of what is happening with in us as well as around us.
 
For most people this need not be a daily or even weekly pursuit, Yom Kippur is the perfect time for those who can manage with one intense period of repentance and renewal in their lives…For me as a minister I must do it far more often. I must find a sense of at-one-ment with my own inner being. I must find a peace in the actions and decisions, which are my life. I do not know how others manage in their lives, but I do know that for me at-one-ment comes through prayer, and meditation, journaling and reflection. Most importantly however at-one-ment comes from accepting, acknowledging and facing up to the wrongs I have done; for without that I could never be the person I want to be, or even a person that I would feel good about being and living inside of.
 
Yom Kippur is a unique holiday, a unique holy day not because of its prayers and its words. Yom Kippur is important and meaningful because it teaches us to be grateful for both the good and the bad in our lives.
 
For a number of years when I was single and new to ministry, I participated annually in the High Holy Days services. A practice I began in part for a connection to my roots and to ritual that is meaningful and enriching for me, and partly because I got to be an anonymous person in the gathered congregation rather than the leader. As a result of that experience I developed a gratitude practice. My gratitude practice is very simple but it has also been enormously transformative to my spiritual life and well-being. My practice is made up of one simple repetitive task. The task is to lie in bed each night and recount my day with gratitude. The tricky part of this practice is having gratitude for those things that we would rather not have to face. The practice begins with these words thank you God for Most this amazing day…and then I think through my day, the whole day from start to finish, small things and big, good and bad.
 
I am often grateful not because the event in and of itself is necessarily good but because it is part of a chain of events that has the potential to be good. Even when things have been very difficult I have held on to the words of wisdom given to a friend recovering from a terrible motorcycle accident. My friend, a life-long Unitarian Universalist, developed a close relationship with a Catholic Priest who served as a chaplain in the hospital where he spent months waiting for his body to slowly mend.
 
The priest said to my friend “Out of the worst things in life often come the best things in life”. I try to say this to myself on a daily basis. 
 
Yom Kippur is a celebration in my eyes. It is a celebration of the fullness of the year and the fullness of the lives we live in this year. Repent of your failings, and revel in your joys, your achievements and be grateful for all that you have, good and bad…for we are shaped by all the events of our lives, not just the ones we pick.
 
May you too find that “Out of the worst things in life often come the best things in life”. ------------------Amen
 
 
