
The 1960’s saw the eruption of social unrest against the war in Vietnam, the place of African-Americans in 
America, and poverty. Much of this unrest dissipated in the 1970’s. However, other forms of violence still 
remained in our personal lives. 
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 If social violence is no longer the hallmark of our collective lives in these 1970’s, has it disappeared 

from our private lives? Why do we confess on Yom Kippur for “Al Het SheHatanu Behozek Yad” or for the “sin 

which we have committed through violent acts?” Our Mahzor writes in the musaf: "we are like soldiers 

assembled on the day of battle. We are at war with the evil within ourselves.” 

 That war takes place on three battlefields.  

 The first battle is fought with those who we do not know – with the operator on the telephone, with the 

secretary in a department store. You may have been a witness to this battle; or occasionally may have to forfeit 

yourself. A waiter approaches a table in the restaurant. He brings the wrong order. The customer will become  

irate. He demands better food. He raises his voice. He may say "get me the manager.”  What kind of place is 

this? " Hostile words by hostile individuals contribute to a violent atmosphere. 

 A rabbi preached a sermon. After it was over a man came up and said: "Rabbi, that was a terrible 

sermon." The rabbi felt badly. The president, who was a kindly person, said "pay no attention to him rabbi. He 

has no mind of his own. He just repeats what others say.” Of course, that same message, to the waiter, to the 

maid, to the rabbi can be extended just is firmly but courteously. There is a profound Spanish expression "a 

hand of iron under a glove of silk.” But consider – perhaps these violent words come from the feeling that when 

one purchases a service, one purchases the right to speak in this way to the individual who renders the service. 

 The second battlefield of personal violence is with those whom we know even more - our 

acquaintances. It may be our neighbor next-door, a partner in the business, or a cousin. This battle can be more 

subtle – a guerilla warfare, but just as fierce. It is the dropped word; the shared secret; the innuendo – i.e. 

gossip. 



 The ancient rabbis said that gossip is more serious than murder. For as murder destroys the body of 

another human being, gossip destroys his body and his soul. The destruction which gossip brings is subtle 

because there is no physical harm. Simply a few words dropped. 

 A third violent battle may occur in our personal lives. It is the battlefield which is the Gettysburg or 

Iwo Jima of our lives. It is a battle fought with those we know best of all, our wives, our husbands, our children, 

and our good friends. It is the violence of our families. A story is told concerning two great Jewish personalities 

who lived in Palestine early in the century. One was Joseph Klausner, the then most prominent Jewish historian. 

The other was Hayim Nachraan Bialik, then most prominent Jewish poet. They lived near each other on the 

same street in Jerusalem. A newspaper reporter was interviewing Bialik to write about his personal life. He 

asked him what his day was like. Bialik responded. "I get up in the morning, I have some coffee and cake, I take 

a long walk through the streets around my house. Then I return home, and I hate Klausner for one hour.” 

 The most tragic battle, of course, is when that this daily is not going to be reflected in these two 

historical personalities, but with two of us who live together all their lives. It occurs to me, for example, that 

“divorce” is not confined to a legal state. Divorce can also be a tragic “spiritual condition.” A marriage which is 

not yet broken legally, but because there is no meaningful relationship, it is a spiritual divorce. 

 “For the sin which we have committed through violent acts.” 

 Most distressing is that the violence with those whom we know best can be avoided with the slightest 

effort. When there is love, it can often be corrected with a simple redirection of language. A husband after 

taking a shower asks his wife for a towel to wipe the floor. The wife says "You've dirtied the bathroom again?" 

It would've been just as easy to say "How nice of you to dry it." The result of either response for the floor of the 

bathroom would be the same. The result of either response for the rest of life and the rest of the marriage would 

be very different and long-lasting. 

 Our societal violence has lessened. 



 Let’s resolve with love and care to lessen the strong personal violence cited in our confession, “For the 

sin which we have committed through violent acts.” 


