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“On Fear” 

 

Rabbi Harold Kushner in his book Conquering Fear writes: 
“God does not want us to live lives dominated by fear,” 
“Fearful people cannot be happy…or generous, charitable, 
or forgiving. Fear constricts the soul and keeps us from 
being as fully human as God would like us to be.”   

 And yet, the ancient melody of Kol Nidre that we are 
about to hear for the last time tonight, is daunting, it 
pierces our hearts and souls.  Its purpose is to evoke the 
fears that lay dormant deep inside our hearts. 

We are all familiar with fear – fear of a bad test result, a 
drunk driver, a poor decision. But tonight, Yom Kippur 
awakens other fears – deeper fears - like secrets we have 
been keeping, people we have hurt, mistakes we have 
made but have yet to face their consequences, fears 
about not having enough time, energy, or courage to 
change and become the person we truly want to be, fears 
about not living up to our full potential, fears about 
promises we made to ourselves and to others that we 
failed to keep, and fears that we will not be able to fulfill 
the new promises we will make. 

Our fears are real.  

As we listen to Kol Nidre, we face these fears and take 
account of our actions. And as we do so, I want to offer us 
tonight 3 short lessons about faith, hope, and purpose -
tools that can help us cope with our fears. 



The Torah has a simple solution for coping with fear – it 
commands us “Al Tira” - do not be afraid. In fact, this is the 
most repeated phrase in the bible. 

It starts with God telling Abraham not to be afraid when he 
is setting out on his great trek into the unknown. Our 
people hear these words as they stand at the shore of the 
sea with Pharaoh’s armies bearing down upon them.  It is 
repeated in Joshua and Kings, Isaiah and Micah, Psalms 
and Lamentations, Proverbs and Jeremiah, more then 80 
times -we hear the command - Al Tira, do not be afraid.  

But fear is human. Not only is it human – some element of 
fear keeps us safe.  Which is why we teach our children to 
look both ways when crossing the street or to be careful of 
a hot stove.  

So why are we told not to fear?   

The answer can be found in the famous teaching of Rabbi 
Nachman from Breslav; “The world is a very narrow 
bridge, but the most important thing is not to make 
yourself afraid.”  

Words echoed 200 years later by FDR who said: “We 
have nothing to fear but fear itself.”   

Fear that keeps us alert and safe, motivated and 
calculated is beneficial. Fear that holds us back, that 
overwhelms us and causes us to make poor decisions, 
evade responsibility, and miss out on life – is not.  

Al Tira is not an irrational call to not be afraid – but rather 
it’s a call teaching us how to respond to fear- with faith, 
with hope with a sense of purpose. 



Fear can be paralyzing, faith is liberating.  

Faith is like a bolt of lightning that illumines the darkness. 
It appears suddenly, out of a storm of emotions, and in just 
a split second, long enough to leave us speechless in 
awe, it reminds us that there is more to life than what we 
can see. 

Talking about faith is challenging but tonight, the powerful 
melody of Kol Nidre helps to tear down the walls of 
arrogance and denial that keeps us apart from our faith; to 
strip us naked of  the layers of doubt and cynicism that 
closes our hearts to the possibility of feeling God’s 
presence; to break open the doors of intellectual 
arguments or ignorance we hide behind - just so that we 
do not have to deal with this heavy, complicated, 
paralyzing and frightening concept of faith. 

In addition to the music of Kol Nidre, at the High Holy 
Days, we are further provoked to examine our faith when 
we read the stories of Jonah and Abraham, both providing 
lessons that serve as metaphorical night lights – giving us 
guidance on the importance of faith. 

Jonah is called by God to stand up to evil and confront the 
people of Nineveh. But Jonah is afraid to be who God 
wants him to be, to do what God wants him to do. Above 
all he is afraid to fail, he doesn’t believe the people of 
Nineveh can change, he doesn’t want to face the hurt, the 
disappointment and the pain that come with failure - his 
solution, like many of us often do, is to look the other way, 
to ignore having to look ourselves in the eyes. So, Jonah 
ignores that inner voice and runs away.  



Jonah discovers, what we all know, that the longer you 
suppress the voice of truth within you, the bigger the 
damage is, like a dormant volcano, gaining more and 
more pressure in it, showing no signs of what is happening 
below the surface, until it finally erupts. So often 
destroying everything around it.  

Now compare this to the story of Abraham and Isaac, we 
read on Rosh HaShanah, in which Abraham faces his 
greatest fear, all of our greatest fear: the death of our most 
beloved one, the death of a child.  

Abraham is ordered to “Take your son, your only son, the 
one you love, and bring him to a mountain and sacrifice 
him to me there.” 

Why doesn’t Abraham run away like Jonah? Why doesn’t 
Abraham dissolve his covenant with God at that very 
moment? Abraham’s response to his fear is not crazy; it is 
inspirational.  

Abraham responds to fear- real fear - the most existential 
fear any of us can know - with faith.  

Faith in the true nature of God. Faith that love and 
compassion and the power of life will trump death and 
darkness and demagoguery. Abraham makes a choice 
that he will not abandon the values that have guided his 
life so far, not even in this time of darkness. He does not 
know the outcome of what will happen on that remote 
mountaintop. He is choosing to act with faith, because he 
cannot act with certainty. In this test, Abraham serves as a 
role model for using faith to cope with fear.  



In these uncertain times - let us face our fears with faith - 
and with hope. 

Because while the music of Kol Nidrei evokes fear - the 
words evoke hope.  

Hope that regardless of the promises we will fail to deliver 
on, the marks we will miss, the mistakes we will make - we 
can be forgiven.  Hope that we can try again this year to 
face our fears, those within and those around, and if we 
fail, we will be given another chance, and another, as long 
as our efforts our honest, as long as we truly try, there is 
true hope in our ability to succeed. 

When we have fears about our health or the health of our 
loved ones, let us turn to hope and hold on to the power of 
humans to fight, to heal, to overcome tremendous 
challenges.  

When we have fears about our society, our country and 
the world we live in, we can turn to hope and hold on to 
the belief that humanity is capable of Teshuva, of 
repenting and turning around to the path of justice and 
righteousness. 

If we hope that future generations will remember us when 
we are gone, then we are more likely to live boldly with 
fearlessness and determination. 

And yet I stand here tonight and wonder - can faith and 
hope alone help us face the biggest fear I believe we all 
share, our fear of death?  

As Woody Allen said, “It’s not that I am afraid of death, I 
just don’t want to be there when it happens.”  



Yom Kippur forces us to face our mortality - our open ark 
symbolizes a coffin and our white clothes the burial 
shroud. We fast and refrain from normal activities – all in 
an effort to help us remember our lives are precious. 

The harsh words of Unetaneh Tokef - "Who shall live and 
who shall die “are a brutal reminder that we might not be 
here this time next year.    

The liturgy of Yom Kippur begs us to turn to our faith, to 
focus on hope and to focus on how we infuse more 
purpose and meaning to our lives. The Torah say’s “See I 
set before you life and death, choose life.”  

The next 25 hours give us a priceless opportunity to face 
our fears with faith, with hope and with an infused sense of 
purpose. To turn paralyzing fears into determined action - 
creating a road map for who we will become this year. For 
how we want to live our lives. 

Do not waste this opportunity!  Let us do all that we can 
not to engage in mundane activities – don’t watch the 
news, check your phone for a text or email, shop online … 
don’t worry about what you will have for dinner…- rather 
use these precious 25 hours to nourish your faith, build 
your hope and strengthen your sense of purpose. 

And remember that the root for the word TIRA – which 
means FEAR is the same as the root for the word – Yirah 
= AWE.  The two are connected - fear without awe is 
terror, but awe without fear is equally hollow.  I hope you 
will choose to live in AWE not FEAR.   For when we love, 
when we truly care about our loved ones and the lives we 
live, it is natural to fear loss, to fear suffering.  



As we begin this new year, let us recommit ourselves to 
the sacred task of personal growth – face your fears and 
don’t be ruled by them.  May we always be able to react to 
fear with a vision of the world we wish to create, and the 
people we wish to be. May we rekindle our faith, hold fast 
to hope and stand in awe of the precious mystery of life. 
Let us heed to the words Lo Tira, so that our fears lead us 
to write our own stories in our book of life with 
compassion, bravery, and great love. Amen. 

 


