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5780 Kol Nidrei  
Rabbi Yaron Kapitulnik 

 

THE EGG-CITING STORY BEHIND HUMPTY DUMPTY 
 
A recent survey asked 2,500 people to name their favorite nursery rhyme, 
and not surprisingly, Humpty Dumpty was among the top 10 all-time 
favorites. 
 

Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall. 
Humpty Dumpty had a great fall. 
All the king’s horses and all the king’s men 

Couldn’t put Humpty together again. 
 

I can only imagine what you are thinking - my rabbi has lost it - he’s talking 
about Humpty Dumpty on the most sacred of nights, Kol Nidrei.  
 

Why am I choosing to speak about Humpty Dumpty, an egg in a nursery 
rhyme, tonight, from all nights? 

 

Well, I received the inspiration to talk about Humpty Dumpty from a 
foundation based in California called the “Shared Heart Foundation,” a non-
profit organization with a simple, relatable, and for those of you who were 
here on Rosh HaShanah, sacred mission of changing the world, one heart 
at a time.  This foundation shared a modern, and in my opinion, intriguing, 
interpretation of the Humpty Dumpty rhyme. 
 

And once I read it, I immediately knew - that this seemingly childish nursery 
rhyme actually has a lot to teach about our lives - especially on this holy 
night. 
 

Let's start at the beginning...Humpty Dumpty was an egg!  
 

We are no strangers to the symbolic metaphor of an egg. The egg is a 
symbol of fertility and creation. It holds the potential for the complete life 
process. We place an egg on our Seder plate symbolizing the potential of a 
better future and we traditionally eat them upon returning home from a 
funeral as a reminder of the cycle of life - and that even in the most painful 
of times, there is always hope for a new beginning.  
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In the same way, Kol Nidre, is all about our hope to begin anew, to press 
reset on all the broken promises - promises we not only made to others, but 
also the promises we did not fulfill and will not fulfill to ourselves.  Tonight, 
is all about remembering our mortality and thus committing ourselves to a 
life in which we hope to see both our promises and our potential fulfilled. 
 

Even though you might never have thought of yourself as such - tonight, let 
us imagine ourselves in the role of Humpty Dumpty. 
 

Humpty Dumpty sat on the wall. 
 

10 days ago, on Rosh Hashana I spoke about the powerful role that walls 
play in our lives. About their potential to keep us safe but while doing so, 
they also limit our ability to grow, expand and change. I spoke about the 
importance of tearing down both physical, as well as mental and emotional 
walls, that imprison us. Walls that we fortify in our hearts, and that 
keep people away. 
 

And tonight, I share with you a different example of how walls play a 
prominent role in our lives. 
 

Because I know you are wondering, as much as I am - what business does 
Humpty have sitting on a tall wall in the first place? After all, it is not where 
you would expect to find an egg, is it? 

 

You see, I don’t think Humpty was just sitting on the wall as a means of 
enjoying the view from high above. But rather: 
 

I think this wall represents our desire to change. 
 

I think It represents all the things in our lives we are not proud of.  
 

The negative thoughts we hoped we could get rid of, the personality traits 
we hoped we could temper, the self-doubt we hoped we could conquer and 
the actions or words we hoped we could take back -all the walls we didn’t 
break. 
 

We feel frustrated, helpless, angry and trapped - we want to do better, we 
believe we can do better - but in order to do better, to be the person we 
want to be, we know that we must climb over this wall. 
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Humpty, is one determined egg, and he decides to climb the wall. Humpty, 
is doing something that we might not always expect from an egg, he is 
pursuing his goals - goals that are not easily achievable, but he refuses to 
give up in that pursuit. 
 

And as he well intentionally climbed this wall, he finds himself stuck on top 
of it. 
 

Humpty is stuck. Literally “sitting on the fence” facing two courses of action, 
not able to decide which way to go, back to safety or into the unknown on 
the other side. 
 

So here is an egg, which represents infinite possibility, unable to make a 
choice - to pursue his destiny, to take the next step in his path. He is stuck 
on the wall of indecision, the wall of fear, of uncertainty. 
 

Even though we might want to change, change is hard, and so often, we 
hesitate, we doubt ourselves, we freeze. If we would keep every promise 
we’ve made to ourselves and others, there would be no need for Kol Nidrei. 
 

Humpty like so many of us, is afraid to commit to a path of action, afraid to 
move forward, afraid to make a decision that we know we should make, but 
just can’t.  Afraid to move into assisted living, afraid to retire, afraid to have 
a bigger family, afraid to begin a relationship, or afraid to leave one. Afraid 
to stop treatment, afraid to have a talk with kids about final wishes, or afraid 
to have a talk with parents about their wishes. Afraid to believe in God, 
afraid not to believe in God, afraid to not find purpose, afraid, afraid, afraid. 
 

Sitting on the wall of indecision, giving in to our fears, stops our growth as 
human and spiritual beings.  And when we cannot grow as spiritual beings, 
we are most likely to experience, just like Humpty, a great fall. Gravity will 
always win, when we are not able to push upwards, we will find ourselves 
crashing down. When the burden is too heavy, we will fall headfirst towards 
the concrete pavement below. 
 

But while we associate falling with failure, tonight, the idea of falling is 
anything but failure. 
 

There are great things we can learn from falling. Especially on this night of 
Kol Nidrei.  
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We actually need to fall. 
 

And Kol Nidrei night gives us the que to descend into the depths of our 
humanity, to penetrate and experience the darkest places of our being. We 
cannot grow without experiencing all our feelings, including joy and pain, 
love and fear, peace and anger. Falling is built into our destiny the same 
way it is built into Humpty’s.  
 

And yes, just like an egg shell, the hard, inflexible shell of our egos must be 
broken into a thousand pieces. The shell of egos, that keeps us in prison, 
locked up in a cell of our own limited thinking, must be shattered if there is 
any hope for us to change, any hope to grow.  
 

Our hard shell, that prevents our innate wisdom to shape our destiny, must 
break to reveal the soft inner membrane that can still hold everything 
together, but in a flexible rather than rigid way. Our defenses must crumble 
if we are to move forward, to connect to our true nature, to our higher 
selves. 
 

Yom Kippur is all about helping us break this shell: through the daunting 
music of Kol Nidrei that causes our souls to tremble, through our white 
garments that make it impossible to run away from our own mortality, or 
through the words of the Vidui, the communal confession, that reminds us 
that no one is perfect. We all have to work hard on the road to repentance.  
 

Tonight, is a night that provokes fear, fear that we will not have time to do 
all we want, fear that we will break promises, fear that we will not be judged 
favorably by God, by others and in our own mind and eyes. The next 24 
hours should not be easy, and not because of the fast, but rather because 
in the next 24 hours we are asked to hold a mirror, to gaze into it, look into 
our own our eyes, the gates to our souls, in the deepest and most honest 
ways. 
 

Where did I fail? Where did I miss the target? What are the things I said 
that I regret, that I wish I could take back? Who are the people I 
disappointed? Whom did I not treat with respect, with love and compassion 
and whom did I enable and failed by doing so? 

 

Today is the day to let yourself fall and to let that shell of ego crash to a 
million small pieces. Today is the day to stop finding all the possible 
reasons to blame others and to take responsibility for your role. Your part in 
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why is your child not talking to you? Or why they don’t come to visit you as 
often? Why do you have so few friends?? How did your spouse become a 
stranger to you? Why are your grandchildren being raised in a home so 
differently from what you hoped for them? How did you fail your body which 
is now failing you?  
 

Today let us look directly into the mirror and take responsibility for our part 
in what is broken and hurting in our lives. 
 

So here we are, hundreds of Humpty’s, shattered into small, broken, 
frightened pieces - what next?  
 

We learn from the rhyme that turning to the king’s horses - or the king’s 
men - which represent material riches or status or even brute strength - are 
not the answer - they cannot put Humpty together again.   Kol Nidrei 
reminds us that it is our souls, not our titles, nor our wealth, nor our power, 
nor our stuff, that defines us. The same soul that gives us the spiritual 
strength to rebuild ourselves when we are broken. 
 

And I personally find comfort in the fact that the rhyme references a king. 
Tonight, we use our Jewish lenses to reflect on this metaphorical king as 
Avinu Malkeinu - a king who cares about us, who comforts us, who guides 
us and provides spiritual strength when we need it more than ever, when 
we are looking into our souls, reflecting on our mistakes. Tonight, we all 
allow ourselves to open up, to listen to the still small voice in us that seeks 
comfort, forgiveness and a sense of awe. 
 

From this place, of having the shells of our egos crushed, from this place of 
accepting that we are broken, and giving ourselves the much needed time 
to pause, to reflect and to heal - we can create our own happy ending to 
the rhyme. 

Happy ending? You ask. How exactly does this rhyme have a happy 
ending? 

 
It has if we read it this way: 
 

“All the king’s horses and all the king’s men 

Couldn’t put Humpty Dumpty together. PERIOD. AGAIN. 
The rhyme ends with the word, again, which tells us that this is not the first 
time Humpty fell! 



6 
 

From this one word we can deduce that Humpty had fallen before and 
successfully rebuilt himself.  
 

Once the shell of ego is crushed, once the inner light of our souls, of the 
spark of God that is within each and every one of us, is released, we and 
Humpty can be whole again, different, better, but whole, and we know that 
this cycle of falling and rebuilding will happen again and again, throughout 
our lives. 
 

That is why Kol Nidrei is about the future. 
 

Nothing can change the past; nothing can unsay even a single unkind 
word, let alone make amends for human selfishness and greed; for hatred 
and racism, for lack of compassion and care for others.  
 

But today is not about the past - it’s about the future, it’s about what we will 
try to do, in this coming year. Today we do not let the failures of our past 
define us, but rather use our sacred traditions, prayers and connection to 
God to rebuild ourselves and continue climbing. 
 

Let us remember the sacred promise of this day.  
 

It is not the promise that we will never be broken. Rather, it’s a promise that 
we’ll never stay broken. No matter how many times we tumble from the wall 
-our tradition will always be there; giving us a chance to reach to Avinu 
Malkeinu, giving us an opportunity to piece ourselves back together, and 
sending us on our way to a New Year, a year of blessing, of strength, of 
growth. Of love. 
 

I conclude with offering you an original ending to what is no longer just a 
childish nursery rhyme: 
 

 

Humpty Dumpty / soon realized the fact 
 

That no one else / could together, put him back 

 

Though he might have been broken / he was in no way destroyed 

 

So, mirror in hand, with his self-reflection he toyed 
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Realizing... 
 

There's no guarantee / that we'll never fall 
 

But if we get hold of our fears / and then heed the call 
 

We'll very soon realize / that we will always again rise 

 

To become a better, more wholesome self / in our very own eyes 

 

  
 

So, let this be the year / to renew and breakthrough 

  
Leshana tova / Tikatevu ve’ ticha-TEI-mu 
 


