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Is our primary life purpose the pursuit of pleasure and avoidance of pain? Yom Kippur says ‘no.’ Yom Kippur 
suggests that our life’s purpose is something else entirely.   

“A Good Piece of Chocolate or Afflicting our Souls?” 
Kol Nidrei 5752 / 1991 
Rabbi Gerald L. Zelizer 

 Madonna satirizes in the Material Girl. “Some boys kiss me, some boys hug me. I think they’re o.k. If 

they don’t give me proper credit I just walk away.” 

 Her words describe so much of our reality in Metuchen/Edison on this Kol Nidrei Eve, 5752. “Cause 

we’re living in a material world. And I am a material girl. You know that we are living in a material world. And 

I am a material girl.” 

 I want to speak to you tonight about the two Gods that compete for our minds and hearts here in 

Metuchen/Edison. The God whose voice is loudest is that of hedonism. Its command is “choose pleasure.” Its 

popular chant is “Have a good day,” translated in today’s Jewish community, “Enjoy!” Our ancestors who spent 

summers in the Catskills called it “being a pleasure – nik.” The God of Judaism that commands us on the High 

Holydays does not command: “Choose pleasure.” But rather, “choose life.” Choosing pleasure and choosing life 

are usually mutually exclusive. Whereas, life according to Judaism, may include pleasure, the life that is only 

geared for pleasure is the fool’s life of hedonism. Is life primarily clothes, cars, trips, boats, vacation homes? 

 This summer, I saw an inscription on a T-shirt: “All I want from life is a good piece of chocolate.” 

Really? Is that the sum total of life’s quest? 

 What is so harmful is that the seeking of pleasure, above all else, is addictive. We become addicted to 

the means of pursuing that pleasure. I refer to addiction in the narrow sense, the taking of drugs and alcohol; but 

I also refer to it in those larger areas in which we cannot control ourselves because pleasure is the goal. 

 Pleasure addiction may at times be part of the poor ghetto. But it also thrives in this guilded ghetto, too! 

We who live in the pleasure machine of weekend parties, do not need higher statistics, to tell us of the 
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drunkenness of teenagers or adults. One out of 10 U.S. citizens is addicted to a substance. We Jews are no 

exception to that statistic. A major study by Dr. Samuel Pearlman indicated that Jewish collegians are over-

represented in the drug culture. 

 But pleasure addiction can go beyond drugs and alcohol. The seeking of pleasure is the underpinning of 

behaviors which are so widespread among us, that they cannot be explained by individual quirks. They can 

come from a more fundamental hedonistic attitude that pleasure is to be sought at all costs and pain to b avoided 

at all costs. In the words of poet Yeats: 

Things fell apart, the center cannot hold, 

Mere anarchy is loose upon the world,  

The blood thinned tide is loose, 

And everywhere the ceremony of innocence is drowned. 

 Why are many of us existentially unhappy, regardless of our bank accounts? Why are many of us bored, 

and no vacation can overcome the boredom? We feel empty, and no food can fill the void. We feel worthless, 

and no number of possessions can raise our self-esteem. We feel nervous and no amount of liquor or medication 

can overcome our self-doubts. Why? Because our lush hedonistic culture prepares us too well for addiction. Its 

unstated theology has two commandments: 

1. Pursue pleasure; and 

2. Avoid pain. 

In contrast, it is the command of the next 26 hours of Yom Kippur, you shall “afflict your soul” – you 

shall “deny your pleasures,” in order to pursue life’s quest – therein lies human dignity, self-respect, and life’s 

true meaning. 
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 What is life’s goal?  “Hayim Tovim.” “A Good Life” says the Mahzor.  That means a life of service to 

others, and through that service, honor for the Almighty.  A life of mitzvoth, both ‘ritual’ and ‘ethical,’which 

honors the Almighty and humankind.  That is how life is more than “a good piece of chocolate.”


