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A Sermon for Yom Kippur 2020 

Rabbi Steve Golden 

 

If Rosh Hashanah can be seen as a Macro-view of life; Yom Kippur is the Micro-

view. 

 

Rosh Hashanah celebrates the unity of Creation, our being a part of it, and G-d’s 

Oneness and Sovereignty over all. 

 

Yom Kippur is about individual human beings and their very own individualistic 

opportunities to rehabilitate and regenerate - and above all to renew their personal 

relationship with G-d. 

 

Between these two poles of the macro and the micro, the Jew is invited during this 

High Holy Day season to contemplate the colossal majesty of the universe without 

ignoring his/her position within the grand scheme. 

 

Homing in more specifically on the Yom Kippur prayers, we notice one of its 

themes to be the precious potential of each and every person. For example, it is as 

individuals that we are expected to return to our better selves: first by righting the 

wrongs we committed against our fellow human, and then by asking G-d for 

forgiveness and repenting in sincerity. But this is only possible if we are aware of 

the significance of our actions; that we recognize our inner strength to impact our 
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immediate surroundings and sometimes the wider society, if not the world, by the 

choices we make. Each of us has a measure of influence. 

 

I submit to you that the Great Man Theory of history fits this understanding of 

Kippur, and moreover can give us a new framework for engaging the work of 

teshuvah. 

 

Human exercise of power is at the core of the Great Man Theory of history 

established in the 19th century by the Scottish philosopher Thomas Carlyle. In his 

book On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History (written in 1841 - a 

decade before the birth of the Women’s Suffrage movement in the US; today we 

speak of the Great HUMAN or great PERSON Theory), Carlyle put forth the idea 

that ‘the history of the world is but the biography of [great] men’ born possessing 

certain traits that enable them to rise and lead when the need for them is great. 

Historical change is thus explained as the result of actions taken by extraordinary 

individuals who, because of their charismatic personalities, their superior intellect, 

or because of Divine providence, single-handedly changed the course of history. 

 

Critics of this view suggest that great leaders were products of the society in which 

they lived. Their problem with Carlyle’s theory is that he celebrated the individual 

without taking into account the larger circumstances that shaped the world and the 

times that leader lived in, and in doing so, tells only one part of a full and complex 

story of the past. 
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The criticism is valid. But even while fully acknowledging the societal context, we 

can still appreciate the contributions of those outstanding individuals without 

whom the world would be a much different place. Today I’d like to focus on three 

leaders of the 20th century whose lives proved fateful for our world and in the case 

of these three so did their tragic deaths. Indeed, we are still feeling the 

repercussions of their assassinations. Antisemitism, Racism, and the Israeli-

Palestinian Conflict would most probably look drastically different today if these 

men had been able to continue their work and see it bear fruit.  

 

The first on my list of great leaders is Walther Rathenau, the German-Jewish 

statesman who organized Germany’s economy during World War I and after the 

war served in the Weimar Republic as Minister of Reconstruction and later as 

Foreign Minister. Rathenau was instrumental in beginning reparations payments 

under the Treaty of Versailles obligations and in breaking Germany’s diplomatic 

isolation. In fact, his wise policies were steering Germany towards peaceful, 

prosperous recovery. Indeed, Germany is unlikely to have turned to the Nazis had 

Rathenau been allowed to forge ahead. 

 

But despite his successes, which were hailed by many Germans, Rathenau was 

increasingly reviled at home by the extreme right which hated everything about the 

postwar Weimar Republic - and which loathed Rathenau for being Jewish. 

Eventually their hateful feelings were translated into action when Rathenau was 

assassinated by right-wing extremists. His death was a huge loss that marked the 

beginning of the end for Weimar Germany, and paved the way for the Nazis’ rise 

to power. Germany’s weakened leadership was no longer able to retain the 
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people’s support when the Nazis began to chip away at the democratic structures of 

the state. 

 

Martin Luther King, Jr.’s leadership was fundamental to the success of the civil 

rights movement’s success in ending the legal segregation of African Americans in 

the United States. King promoted nonviolent methods of protest, and rejected 

racism in all forms. Dr. King was a deeply religious man and a peerless visionary. 

To be sure there were good people among his followers, but all were pale 

reflections of MLK. Had Dr. King continued at his movement’s helm, the voices of 

Jackson, Farrakhan, Barron and Sharpton would have been muted and their racist 

ideologies would never have found fertile soil to put down roots. America would 

have continued to confront its racist past with non-violence, rationality and dignity. 

 

Yitzhak Rabin was a statesman and soldier who, as prime minister of Israel, led his 

country toward peace with its Palestinian and Arab neighbors. As Israel’s leader he 

indicated his willingness to negotiate with adversaries as well as to take firm action 

when deemed necessary—securing a cease-fire with Syria in the Golan Heights but 

also ordering the fantastic raid at Entebbe. Arguably, his most enduring 

achievement during the 1970’s was the Interim Agreement with Egypt, which laid 

the groundwork for a permanent peace agreement between the two former 

enemies. 

 

In the 1990’s he formed a government with a mandate to pursue peace. He put a 

freeze on new Israeli settlements in the occupied territories, and his government 

undertook negotiations with the PLO that culminated in the accords of September 
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1993. Then, in October 1994, Rabin and King Hussein of Jordan, after a series of 

secret meetings, signed a full peace treaty. 

 

The territorial concessions aroused intense opposition among many Israelis, 

particularly Orthodox settlers in the West Bank. In November 1995 Rabin attended 

a mass peace rally in Tel Aviv, which was held to muster support for the Israel-

PLO accords - and was assassinated by a Jewish extremist. Similar to the fates of 

Rathenau and King, wicked people wanted Yitzhak Rabin dead - and they 

ultimately got their way. 

 

The assassinations of these three individuals changed the course of the 20th 

century. Just imagine what might have been prevented, and more positively, what 

might have been achieved if only these men had been spared for a few more years 

to pursue their respective visions! 

 

Each one in a different way was a giant. They saw something better for humanity 

and worked toward it. And therefore, their loss so early was absolutely crucial to 

what followed. 

 

Catastrophic as they were, the assassinations of JFK and Mahatma Gandhi didn’t 

impact the course of history as much, because Lyndon Johnson and Bobby 

Kennedy picked up where JFK left off. And Nehru was able to step into Gandhi’s 

shoes and steer India to a good place by and large. 
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The cases of Walther Rathenau, Martin Luther King Jr., and Yitzhak Rabin suggest 

that individual character matters far more at some moments in time than at others. 

These people were filled with inspired creativity. Each had begun to actualize a 

dream, but it was snatched away from them. And no one else had it inside their 

bones to see the work through to the end. What is common to each story is that an 

individual person rose above their selfishness to serve the interests of an exalted 

plan for their nation.  

 

What has all this to do with Kippur, you ask. Yom Kippur is about the inherent 

power to change that resides in every human being. And more specifically - each 

of us comes to recognize that we shape the world around us in many ways because 

of the choices we make. 

 

In the Ne’ilah service on Kippur, we recite verses from chapter 18 of the book of 

Ezekiel which call us to reflect on other passages in that chapter: 

“A child shall not share the burden of a parent’s guilt, nor shall a parent share the 

burden of a child’s guilt; the righteousness of the righteous shall be accounted to 

him alone, and the wickedness of the wicked shall be accounted to him alone... I 

will judge each one of you according to his ways declares the L-rd G-d.” 

 

The whole chapter is about individuality. Indeed, teshuvah/repentance is very 

personal in the final analysis; each individual has great potential. During the 

COVID-19 pandemic we came to realize that no two person’s suffering is the same 

- it varies even in one family, and affects each person differently. This realization 
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prompts us yet again to see every man, woman and child as the unique person they 

are, and how each person has a chance to make the most of the distinctive gifts G-d 

endows them with. Surely it fills us with hope – and dare we say pride – to ponder 

the good into which we could channel those gifts. The Great Human Theory of 

History is true to a certain extent, and especially in the context of Kippur: we have 

the freewill to exercise our G-d given talents in His service - or not. If we take up 

the challenge though, how exciting might the journey be for the next 12 months! 

We don’t have to be a Rabin or a King or a Rathenau - but we do have the ability 

to become more of the person who G-d patiently waits for. 

 

The new year gives us an opportunity to reflect, and perhaps to review, where we 

have been and where we might go. Teshuvah enables us to focus on the choices we 

made in the past, and how best to calculate the road ahead so we don’t fall into the 

same old traps. Recognizing the consequences even of our everyday actions, and 

dwelling on the blessings that G-d bestows upon us, can help us move forward 

with greater confidence. May G-d teach us to use that confidence to improve  the 

hurting world around us and to grow into the Great Man or Woman that G-d calls 

us to become. 

 


