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Kol Nidre 5774/2013 
Delivered by Rabbi Noah Arnow September 13, 2013 

 
I want to speak tonight about Syria.  Let me say right now, I’m not going to tell you what 

“we” should do about Syria, because I really don’t know.  But I want to sketch out some of the 
issues involved and look at them through a Jewish lens, and also think about what the past 
weeks of hand-wringing and agonizing can say to us on Yom Kippur.   

But first, I want to explain why I believe that me, a rabbi, talking about Syria tonight, on 
Kol Nidre, is appropriate and important.  Judaism is not just a set of ancient books that tell us 
when a chicken is kosher, what to do when my ox gores your ox, or how Moses stood up for the 
Israelites when God was ready to give up on them.  Judaism is about navigating how to eat 
ethically in a world of industrial food production, how to get along with the people around us, 
and how to exercise strong, visionary, and modest leadership.  Judaism always has, and always 
should, be a lens through which we view and seek to understand the world and our place in it, 
why we are here and what God wants us to do with our lives.  As it’s been said, “We pray so 
that God hears us.  We study so that we hear God” (Rabbi Louis Finkelstein).    On the hardest 
problems in our lives, and the hardest issues in the world, studying what three thousand years 
of accumulated Jewish wisdom has to say may be our best hope for hearing God’s answers to 
our most profound questions.   

And why this topic, Syria, tonight—why on Kol Nidre?  This is when we make promises 
to ourselves about how we’ll do better next year.  It’s when we talk about the hardest things, 
when we look the deepest, and maybe, if we are lucky, when we see the farthest.  And for me, 
one of the most complicated, most gut-wrenching things happening in our world is the war in 
Syria.  But everything has a lesson in it, and Syria does too, an urgently important lesson for our 
lives on this Day of Atonement.   

As you all know, there’s a civil war going on in Syria that has killed 100,000 people so 
far, and displaced 2 million refugees, a million of them children.  And you also know that the 
Syrian government used nerve gas last month against civilians, killing at least one thousand four 
hundred and twenty-nine people, 427 of them children.  I saw one image of about twenty kids 
dressed in play-clothes lying face up in room with off-white plaster walls and a tile floor.  It 
almost looked like nap time in our ECC.  But none of these children was ever waking up.  As a 
parent, I find myself in tears imagining any of my children, of any of yours, among those 
children.  I find myself crying tears of empathy for the parents who lost children, and for the 
children who lost their mommies and daddies.  And I cry tears for us too, who live in a world 
where such horrors occur.  The voice of their blood cries out from the ground (after Genesis 
4:10).   

And how are we to respond to those cries?   
That’s the question that has preoccupied me these last days.  What are we to do?  On 

Tuesday, before Russia took seriously the suggestion of securing Syria’s nuclear weapons, I had 
no answer, because there was no good answer.  And it still remains to be seen if this new 
approach is viable and serious, or just delaying and emptiness.  We will see, but I’m not so 
optimistic.   

But backing up to Tuesday, our choices were poor.  Missile attacks would be a symbolic 
slap on the wrist, but will accomplish very little, it seems.  So let’s say America really wants to 
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do something!  After our experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan, invading Syria, removing the 
Syrian president Bashar al-Assad, securing the chemical weapons and engaging in a decades-
long process of nation-building at the cost of billions of dollars and thousands of American lives 
is just never happening.  And doing nothing, a legitimate option too, sends the message that 
America is weak, that chemical weapons can be used with impunity because no one is ever 
going to do anything about it.   

Doing nothing tacitly says to Assad and Syria, to Iran, to the world that America is weak, 
that we have no credibility, that if you use Sarin gas on children, we won’t do anything to you.  
And the voice of their blood still cries out from the ground.   

“So Rabbi, what does Judaism say about what to do in Syria?”   
“Don’t stand by the blood of your neighbor.”  That’s what the Torah tells us in Leviticus 

(19:16).  “ עמוד על דם רעךת לא ,” “Don’t stand by the blood of your neighbor.”   If someone is 
trying to kill you, it’s my religious and ethical obligation to try to stop him, even if it means 
taking the life of the person trying to kill you, explains the Talmud (Sanhedrin 73a).  Similarly, if 
you’re drowning or if thieves are after you, I have to try to save you.  And while the letter of the 
law here applies to Jews only, the spirit of the law as we have to understand it today comes to 
include any person, Jew, or non-Jew.   When people are being killed, we are forbidden from 
sitting back and not trying to help.  We believe in the sanctity of life, of each person having 
been created in the image of God, and as we know, pikuach nefesh, saving a life takes 
precedence over nearly everything.  For when we save a life, it is as if we saved an entire world, 
our tradition teaches (Sanhedrin 37a/4:9).   

So it would seem clear that when our civilian neighbors, our fellow humans, in Syria are 
being pursued and killed, we as Jews are obligated to do whatever we can to stop the killing.  
And especially when they are being killed by poison gas.   

No people has been gassed like we have, and as Jews, innocent children and parents, 
the elderly, being gassed brings back horrors we would prefer to think are in our history, not 
our present.  This, by the way, maybe the reason France is one of the few nations supporting 
intervention in Syria, since World War I France was the setting for the most widespread and 
deadly use of poison gas in war ever, aside from the Nazi gas chambers.   

But saving people in danger is not so simple, because we know that saving a person 
from drowning, or from thieves, or from a killer, is rarely a safe thing for us.  How many people 
have drowned trying to save someone else drowning?  How many people have been shot while 
trying to stop a robbery?   Jewish legal authorities debate about whether we should put 
ourselves at risk to save another’s life and what risk is tolerable.  Maimonides, for example, 
only makes intervention mandatory when the intervener will definitely be able to save the 
person in danger.    

These calculations are difficult, but possible on an individual level, but consider our case, 
a geo-political situation: what will the cost in lives be, of American lives, of Israeli lives, of any 
innocent human life, if we pursue the pursuer, if we try to stop Syria’s government from using 
chemical weapons?  If we support the rebels, thinking the enemy of our enemy is our friend, we 
may find ourselves sending guns and rockets to the members of Al Queda who have swarmed 
into Syria as “freedom fighters.”   

Things have become so complicated, and we had no good choices, and were left 
choosing the least bad among terrible options, a depressing and hopeless situation to be in.   
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And yet, a situation all too familiar to us.  This moment in international diplomacy 
looked a lot like the way we find ourselves when we reach a crisis.  We have each had moments 
in our lives where we have had no good options left, and were only left to decide among bad 
options.   

When does this happen?  Oftentimes, it’s when we let things spiral out of control, when 
looking back we realize that if we had done something about it sooner, we wouldn’t be in this 
mess now.   

If I had gone to the doctor sooner… 
If I had taken my aging parent’s car keys away before the accident… 
If I had gotten my child help sooner…  
If I had admitted to myself I needed help…   

 How many times in our lives have we wished we could have a do-over?  Wouldn’t it be 
nice to be able to turn back time, with our twenty-twenty hindsight and make the hard 
decisions that would avoid these situations where the decisions are no longer hard, but rather, 
impossible?   
 But we can’t turn back time.  There are no do-overs.  All we can do is play the hand 
we’ve dealt ourselves and…  

 Accept the bad diagnosis that could have been prevented if it had been caught 
earlier 

 or explain to a grieving family that we wish we had taken away the car keys,  

 or apologized to our children for not accepting that they needed more help than 
we ourselves could give them,  

 or pick up the broken pieces of our lives after we’ve made a mess of things.   
 From everything in life, from everything in the world, there is a lesson to learn.  What’s 
the lesson from Syria?   

While I’ve never tried this, they say that if you put a frog in a pot of hot water, it’ll jump 
out.  But if you put it in a pot and slowly increase the temperature, it’ll stay there, even as it 
boils to death.   
 In Syria, this civil war didn’t start yesterday, and Assad didn’t start using chemical 
weapons four weeks ago.  He started at least six months ago.  One former Army intelligence 
officer observed back in May that “Assad has been extremely calculating with the use of force, 
increasing the levels of violence gradually, so as not to set off alarm bells,” he said. “First it was 
artillery. Then it was bombing. Then it was Scuds. A year ago, he wasn’t killing a hundred people 
a day. He’s introducing chemical weapons gradually, so we get used to them.” 
(http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2013/05/13/130513fa_fact_filkins?currentPage=all).   
 If Assad had several years ago gassed fourteen hundred men, women and children, I 
want to believe we would have responded immediately—because it would have been 
anomalous, a crisis, an emergency.   

Likewise, when something acute happens medically, we know we go the ER.  But it’s 
much harder when it’s a small, niggling thing that grows worse very slowly.   
 It’s easy to take away car keys after a bad accident, but after running one red light?  Or 
two?  Or three?   
 When a child’s grades go from A’s to D’s, we know there’s a problem.  When they go 
from A’s to B+’s, to B’s to C+’s to C minuses, when do we say there’s a problem? 

http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2013/05/13/130513fa_fact_filkins?currentPage=all
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 We may poo-poo the symptoms, and say there’s nothing serious wrong.  Because we 
don’t want there to be a problem, because no one wants to have such problems or to have to 
deal with these things.  So we ignore them, and hope they’ll go away.   

Or we may be doing things that prevent us from even noticing that something might be 
wrong.   
 I want to tell you a story about that from a part of the Bible I will confess to never 
having paid much attention to.  But the reading of this story is suggested by someone whose 
writing I pay a lot of attention to: Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, the dean of the modern orthodox 
world in America from the 1930s-1980s, who, because of his eminence, was known simply as 
“The Rav” (or rabbi).   

King David, before he was king, was hunted and pursued by King Saul.  David and his 
merry band of fighters relied on the generosity of the people to provide for their food.  At one 
point, David’s men meet Naval, whose name in Hebrew means “boor” or “lout.”  Naval is rich, 
with thousands of sheep and goats, but won’t give David’s men a single one, and sends them 
off rudely.  Naval’s wise wife Avigayil—Abigail—realizes the peril her husband is in, cuts a deal 
with David, and then goes to tell Naval that he’s messed with the wrong guy.  She finds him 
having a drunken feast.  Avigayil “told him nothing, neither great nor small, until the light of 
morning.  And it came to pass in the morning, when the wine had gone out of Naval, that his 
wife told him these things and his heart died within him and he became like a stone” (1 Samuel 
25:36-37).  The shock of discovering his terrible miscalculation once he sobers up gives Naval a 
heart attack, or a stroke.   
 “While Naval was drunk and reveling,” explains one commentator, “he was incapable of 
spiritual stock-taking: all his feelings were dulled, his senses dimmed.  But for every drunkard, 
every sinner, every Naval,… comes the morning, when the wine has gone out, when the 
drunkenness recedes, when wakefulness returns.  For every Naval, for everyone who has ever 
been too blind to see the mounting crisis before their eyes, an Avigayil sits in wait to tell us of 
the tragedy we have ignored.   
 What are the ways we dull our senses and ourselves to the red flags, to the sound of 
Avigayil’s voice?  Maybe it’s alcohol.  Maybe it’s not paying attention to the news, or not asking 
questions we don’t want to hear the answers to.  But more likely, it’s redirecting our attention 
to things that are easier, that are “funner.”  Sports, video games, Facebook, TV, books, and 
manufactured crises can all be used as distractions and redirections when we want to avoid 
dealing with something.   
 Says Rav Soloveitchik, “A capacity for a sense of sin, like a sensation of pain in physical 
illness, has been implanted by God in all God’s creatures.  Religious and non-religious, believer, 
atheist and agnostic—Avigayil speaks to all equally.”  Over the next 25 hours, we have an 
opportunity to listen to our hearts, to take our spiritual and moral blood pressure, to 
recalibrate our ability to sense sin—to sense the behaviors and thought processes, the habits 
and patterns, that will turn our hearts to stone if left unchecked until the morning comes and 
the wine goes out.   
 What are the relationships that have begun to fray, that need our attention before they 
break beyond repair?  What are the bad habits that we need to kick before they do irreparable 
harm?  What are the concerns we have about our loved ones that we are “tracking,” wondering 
when the right time to say something is?  If we’re really courageous and brave, ask your 
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partner, or a parent, or a child, or a close friend, what they see as the thing you need to nip in 
the bud—because we know other see us differently, and often more clearly—than we see 
ourselves.   
 Kol Nidre—the prayer itself—annuls the vows we will make from this Yom Kippur until 
next Yom Kippur—it’s a prophylactic annulment of inevitable future mistakes—a pre-emptive 
do-over.  But the Kol Nidre prayer can’t rewind our lives.    
 May we as a world find a response to the blood that calls out to us from the earth.   

And this Yom Kippur, may we start living as if there were no do overs, because there 
aren’t.   
 May we be inscribed and sealed in the book of life.   

Gamar Chatima Tovah.   


