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EREV YOM KIPPUR 5774 
  
To celebrate Eliana’s second birthday this past May, we decided to hold a 
“tot Shabbat” birthday party at my husband’s synagogue.  For those of you 
with young children in your lives, you might well be familiar with the most 
popular part of Sesame street- “Elmo’s world.” Elmo is an adorable and 
furry red monster who speaks and acts like a toddler- and toddlers around 
the world are obsessed with his squeaky little voice.  Needless to say, Ellie 
shares this obsession and so the theme of our tot Shabbat was “Ellie’s 
world.” This meant of course that we had to purchase a great deal of Elmo 
paraphernalia for this Tot Shabbat.   
 
All of this is to simply to set the stage for one of the funniest moments of our 
lives as parents thus far- and also a moment that led to serious spiritual 
introspection.  Because when Ellie came downstairs the morning of her 
second birthday…to see 20 huge and shiny Mylar balloons plastered with 
Elmo’s red and smiling face she stopped and dramatically declared… 
OH. MY. GOD. 
 
OH. MY . GOD. Is right! She was amazed and delighted by seeing Elmo’s 
huge red shiny face floating all over the house and it is a moment of pure 
childlike wonder and excitement that I hope we will never forget.  But it also 
got us thinking…uh oh.  That’s very cute…but….really not so great for the 
rabbis’ kid to blurt out “Oh My God” in public.   
 
After all, we are all familiar with the teaching “Do not take the Lord’s name 
in vain.” This commandment is SO important in our tradition that it made it 
into the BIG TEN- and one could argue- it’s even one of the easiest to live 
by- after all, it’s human nature to occassionally covet our neighbor’s  
belongings from time to time, and we may all can get complecent about 
celebrating Shabbat from time to time- But controlling our speech? 
Shouldn’t this be easy?   
 
But instead, it’s the opposite. It’s become, in our liberal religious culture, 
almost a throwaway commandment- something we rarely discuss and even 
more rarely follow through on. And yet, we can begin to create a culture of 
respect for God and for our tradition simply by refraining from using God’s 
name to needlessly punctuate our secular conversations.   
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For the next 24 hours, we will be saying God’s name….alot.  Our talented 
cantor Dan Flax will probably have chanted God’s names a thousand times 
over the course of these ten days of repentance. The unfortunate fact is,  it is 
probably a word we gloss over in our prayers just as is in our secular 
conversations, when in our tradition, the true name for God, spelled yud-
hay-vav-hay, was only pronounced one time per year, only on Yom Kippur, 
by the High Priest himself, in the holy of holies- the inner sanctuary of the 
Temple- and all the people outside would fall on their faces in humility and 
respect. For this Yom Kippur I challenge all of us to consider the POWER 
WE HOLD when we pronounce God’s name through prayer, liturgy, 
personal supplication and heartfelt reflection.  
 
When Eliana walked downstairs and saw those huge mylar balloons on her 
second birthday, she proclaimed  “Oh My God” and I believe that the way 
she said it was NOT in the shallow way that the valley girls of the 1990’s 
made famous- but instead this exclamation was her own form of personal 
prayer. I believe, that in her perspective, waking to a room full of her 
favorite furry friend was a legitimately spiritual experience.  She was 
expressing pure wonderment and joy and appreciation for what, in her mind, 
was truly a miracle.  How often have we used God’s name in THIS way in 
our lives?  For I don’t believe that THESE instances are examples of “taking 
the Lord’s name in vain.”  
 
We SHOULD associate God with the true moments of joy and wonderment 
in our lives.  When we see a good frend we haven’t seen in twenty years, 
this is a great time to say, “OH MY God, how wonderful it is to see you “ (in 
fact there is a blessing you say upon seeing a friend you haven’t seen for 
over a year). When we see our children stand under the chuppah on their 
wedding day, or when a loved one has recovered from a serious illness- 
these are times to invoke God into our conversations- when we are stopping 
to appreciate the blessings of our lives- because doing so connects us to the 
Divine.   
 
As Rabi Abraham Joshua Heschel famously taught , “Our goal should be to 
live life in radical amazement. ....get up in the morning and look at the world 
in a way that takes nothing for granted. Everything is phenomenal; 
everything is incredible; never treat life casually. To be spiritual is to be 
amazed.”  
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What if, during this year, we filled our lives with more exclamations of 
radical amazement? What would that look like?  
 
If we can limit our exclamation of  God’s name to times when we feel truly 
aware of God’s nearness -then we will be able to develop a more personal 
relationship with God- and this will help us lead better lives. If we can use 
willpower not to exclaim “oh my God” over an adorable new pair of shoes 
or to damn God’s name when a colleague frustrates us at work, this 
discipline will bring us closer to God.  
 
“Not taking the Lord’s name in vain” does not mean that we shouldn’t say 
God’s name. In fact, God is the “one who MUST be named” (for any Harry 
Potter fans out there)   God SHOULD be associated with our everyday lives- 
but not the trivial issues or stressful situations.  We should invoke God’s 
names to give witness to the miraculous in our lives. 
 
Rabbi Joseph Soleveitchik teaches “it is a paradox for dust and ashes to 
address God at all. This commandment, then, is a gracious permission to use 
the Name, a kindness bestowed upon us by the One who knows how much 
we need to connect to God in our lives.  But there ARE boundaries.”  
 
God has many names- we call God, throughout our liturgy, the Rock of 
Israel, the Lord of Hosts, and even “Our Father, Our King” as we chant in 
“Aveinu Malkeinu.” Our Father- a God who is intimate with us, who is 
personal with us, who teaches and guides us lovingly. Our King- a God who 
is powerful, a God who leads, a God who we pray will be just and merciful. 
 
And why does God’s name appear so often during our liturgy? Because of 
the power of speech.  Because repeating God’s name over and over becomes 
a powerful mantra  that helps remind us of God’ protection and love, as our 
parent, and of God’s judgment and sovereignty, as our king. Over and over 
we say these words to truly make an impact on our souls- to shake us and 
remind us to focus on what truly matters during these sacred days.  
 
 Speech is such a powerful thing– how we choose to speak to others is one 
of the most lasting, influential and  important decisions we can make 
throughout our lives- and we make these decisions every minute of every 
day. We spend hours hashing out conversations we have had with our loved 
ones, and dissecting the words of our leaders and our colleagues.  Shouldn’t 
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we spend the same energy making sure our words have a positive impact on 
others, and on ourselves? 
 
“You shall not lift up the name of Adonai your God for vain purpose, for 
Adonai will not allow one to go unpunished who uses the Name in vain.” 
 
This commandment outlines prohibited abuses of God’s name: We should 
not swear falsely, and we should not make frivolous use of God’s name. In 
fact, our sage Ibn Ezra interprets this commandment to mean “If one does 
not keep one’s word, that is tantamount to repudiating the name of God.” 
THAT is the importance of the power of speech. 
 
Only this commandment and the one against idolatry mention a punishment. 
Why? Because taking God’s name in vain often escapes the notice of 
humanity, as Torah scholar Rachel Mikva explains “You may think you are 
off the hook, but here is a Judge you cannot deceive, and Who believes 
THAT WHAT YOU SAY MATTERS.”  
 
Everything we do reflects on our tradition, our people, our God. God cares 
about us and our actions, and how we treat others. Even if our society today 
values aggression and ego, there IS a higher power that values how we 
interact with each other. Our rabbis in Pirkei Avot teach us that we should   
“Speak little and do much. Approach everyone with a friendly 
countenance….” 
 
Our sages knew that what we say matters- because we are Jewish. What we 
say to God matters. And what we say to each other- matters. And Yom 
Kippur gives us the opportunity to reflect on both- and to use our words to 
God to bring about change in our lives and in our relationships. We can't be 
perfect- but we can always be better. And we start tonight. We can start 
putting more importance into what we say because talk is NOT cheap. 
 
 Quick and cruel come-backs make for great comedy- but in real life the old 
adage about "Counting to ten" before speaking could improve our 
relationships- and our entire lives. “Speak little and do much.”  
 
Lets take what we say seriously. Lets take Gods role in our lives seriously. 
Not taking the Lord’s name in vain can help us live better lives. It will take 
discipline, it will take faith and even a little courage. But we owe it to God, 
and we owe it to each other, and we owe it to ourselves to try. 
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TV shows depict workplace cultures where people are brash, rude, 
unprofessional- and they depict families who are constantly rude to each 
other. And this negativity is creeping into our society and affecting how we 
interact with each other. But again, Judaism encourages us to be counter-
cultural- to be careful with what we say.  TO measure our words. To bring 
the holy into the mundane and to therefore elevate our lives and the lives of 
those around us. 
 
 Being Jewish informs the way you live your life- it’s not  JUST a building 
you walk into on the High Holy days and throughout the year. Being Jewish 
means  allowing our rich tradition to inform our actions so that we can live a 
sanctified life. As good people, as mensches, everything you do is as a Jew- 
and then everything we do is a reflection of God’s name.  
 
Moses himself, was punished and not allowed entry into the promised land 
because he failed, one time, to sanctify God’s name in front of the people as 
he drew water out of that infamous rock. Going through each and every day 
conscious of our words and actions is part of the “ethical discipline of a true 
religious life.” 
 
We are small and God is great and therefore we must associate God with the 
awesome in our lives. The times when we give praise  for the blessings in 
our lives. The times when we plead for the ability to change, for the ability 
to reach true teshuvah.  The times when we reflect on our lives and what we 
can achieve. The times when we pray for our loved ones to find a complete 
refuah shlamah- a healing of body and a healing of spirit.   
 
USE God’s name to truly connect with the Divine, USE God’s name to 
sanctify your life. Use the name that speaks to you- it could be God, Adonai, 
HaShem, the Rock, the Redeemer, our Father, our King, our Mother, 
Sheckinah,  Let us use it in a real way, in a meaningful way, to help us 
reflect and to help us move forward, and to bring radical amazement into our 
lives in the coming year.  
 
GMAR CHATIMAH TOVAH- may we all be inscribed in the book of life 
and blessings.  


