
AKSE—Yom Kippur 5787 Sermon 
“Return to the Place” 
By Rabbi Abraham L. Rabinovich, Ph.D. 

There is a beautiful teaching in one of the oldest works of Jewish 
mysticism, Sefer Yetzirah, the Book of Creation. 
The book speaks about creation through what it calls the “32 secret paths 
of wisdom”—the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet and the ten sefirot, 
the divine attributes through which God brought the universe into being. 
The origins of Sefer Yetzirah are mysterious. Some traditions attribute it 
to Abraham our patriarch; others connect it with Rabbi Akiva. Scholars 
debate exactly when it was written and who composed it. But perhaps 
that mystery is fitting, because the book itself is filled with mystery. 
There is one passage I want to share with you today: 
 עשר ספירות בלימה
 בלום פיך מלדבר
 ולבך מלהרהר
 ואם רץ לבך שוב למקום
 שלכך נאמר והחיות רצוא ושוב
 ועל דבר זה נכרת ברית
It can be translated: 
“Ten sefirot of nothingness: 
Bridle your mouth from speaking 
and your heart from thinking. 
And if your heart runs, 
return to the place. 
For it is written: 
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‘The living creatures were running and returning.’ 
Regarding this, a covenant was made.” 
There is much we could say about this teaching. It sounds almost like an 
ancient Jewish meditation practice: quiet your mouth, quiet your 
thoughts, and when your heart begins to wander, bring it back. 
But today I want to focus on just five words: 
 ואם רץ לבך שוב למקום
“And if your heart runs, return to the place.” 
I believe these words contain the heart of Yom Kippur. 
Because Yom Kippur is a day of returning. 
The Hebrew word teshuvah is usually translated as repentance. 
But teshuvah literally means return. 
And today, we are not merely being asked to feel sorry for our mistakes. 
We are being called to return. 
Return to God. 
Return to ourselves. 
Return to one another. 
Return to the values that give our lives meaning. 
Return to the place where we belong. 
 .Return to the Place — שוב למקום
But where is that place? 

We might remember the famous words of the Beatles: 
“Get back, get back 
Get back to where you once belonged.” 
But Yom Kippur asks us a deeper question: 
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Where do we belong? 
Where is the place to which our hearts are supposed to return? 
Our tradition gives God a remarkable name: 
HaMakom — The Place. 
We say in the Haggadah: 
 בָּרוּךְ הַמָּקוֹם, בָּרוּךְ הוּא
“Blessed is the Place; blessed is God.” 
Why do the Rabbis call God HaMakom? 
The Midrash explains: 
 הוא מקומו של עולם ואין עולמו מקומו
“God is the place of the world, but the world is not God's place.” 
God is not simply located in one particular place. 
God is the One who gives every place its existence. 
God is the Place in which the world itself exists. 
So perhaps when Sefer Yetzirah says, 
“If your heart runs, return to the place,” 
it is telling us: 
When your heart wanders, return to God. 
When you become lost, return. 
When you become distracted, return. 
When you become angry, return. 
When you become afraid, return. 
When you no longer recognize yourself, return. 
 .שוב למקום
Return to the Place. 
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We find this mysterious Makom throughout the Torah. 
On Rosh Hashanah we read the story of the Binding of Isaac. 
God tells Abraham to go to a place that God will show him. 
And then we read: 
 וַיּשִָּׂא אַבְרָהָם אֶת־עֵיניָו וַיּרְַא אֶת־הַמָּקוֹם מֵרָחקֹ
“Abraham looked up and saw the place from afar.” 
Abraham does not immediately know where the place is. 
He has to journey toward it. 
He has to search for it. 
And eventually, he sees it. 
 .from afar — מֵרָחוֹק
Then there is Jacob. 
Jacob is running away from home. He is frightened. He is alone. He 
does not know what the future holds. 
The Torah tells us: 
 וַיּפְִגַּע בַּמָּקוֹם
“He encountered the place.” 
Jacob lies down and dreams of a ladder connecting earth and heaven. 
And when he awakens, he says: 
 אָכֵן ישֵׁ יהְוָֹה בַּמָּקוֹם הַזֶּה וְאָנכִֹי לֹא ידָָעְתִּי
“Surely God is present in this place—and I did not know it!” 
And then Jacob says: 
 מַה־נּוֹרָא הַמָּקוֹם הַזֶּה
“How awesome is this place!” 
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Think about that. 
The place had been there all along. 
God had been there all along. 
Jacob simply had not recognized it. 
And isn't that sometimes our story as well? 
God may be present in our lives, but we don't always recognize it. 
The sacred may be right in front of us, but we don't always see it. 
Sometimes we have to wander before we can find our way home. 
Sometimes we have to lose our way before we understand where we 
belong. 
And sometimes we need Yom Kippur to stop us and say: 
Look again. 
Listen again. 
Return. 

The Hasidic tradition tells a beautiful story, made famous by Martin 
Buber. 
There was a poor Jewish man named Eizik, son of Yekel of Krakow. 
Despite years of poverty, his faith in God remained strong. 
One night he dreamed that he should travel to Prague and search for a 
treasure buried beneath the bridge leading to the royal palace. 
The dream came again. 
And then a third time. 
So Eizik traveled all the way to Prague. 
When he arrived, he discovered that the bridge was guarded day and 
night. He could not dig there. 
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Still, every morning he went to the bridge and walked around, and every 
evening he returned. 
Finally, one of the guards asked him what he was looking for. 
Eizik told him about his dream. 
The guard laughed. 
“You traveled all this way because of a dream?” 
Then the guard told Eizik that he, too, had once dreamed of a treasure. 
His dream had told him to travel to Krakow and dig beneath the stove in 
the home of a Jewish man named Eizik, son of Yekel. 
The guard laughed at the absurdity of traveling to Krakow and searching 
for some man with that name. 
Eizik thanked him, returned home, and dug beneath his own stove. 
And there he found the treasure. 
He used it to build a house of prayer. 
The lesson is powerful: 
Sometimes we travel great distances searching for what is already 
waiting for us at home. 
We think the treasure is somewhere else. 
We think we have to become someone else. 
We think happiness is somewhere else. 
We think God is somewhere else. 
And then, after all our wandering, we discover: 
The treasure was here all along. 
There is a Makom within us. 
There is a sacred place within the human soul. 
And perhaps Yom Kippur is asking us to return to that place. 
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To the place where we remember who we are. 
To the place where we remember what matters. 
To the place where we can hear the voice of our conscience. 
To the place where we can once again hear God. 

But Makom is not only within us. 
Our tradition teaches that every Jewish congregation can become a 
Mikdash Me'at—a miniature sanctuary. 
A sacred place. 
And for more than 140 years, this congregation has been such a place in 
Wilmington. 
A place of worship. 
A place of study. 
A place of music and celebration. 
A place of mourning. 
But most importantly: 
A place of belonging. 
A place where generations of Jewish families have come to mark the 
moments of their lives. 
A place where people have found friendship. 
A place where people have found comfort. 
A place where people have found community. 
A place where people have come home. 
And that does not happen simply because there is a building. 
A building becomes a Makom because people make it sacred. 
People welcome. 
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People teach. 
People volunteer. 
People sing. 
People care. 
People show up for one another. 
That is how a congregation becomes a sacred place. 

This year, as we prepare for Yizkor, we dedicate our Yizkor booklet to 
Faith Brown, of blessed memory, who helped make this congregation 
such a place: 
Faith—Tzipporah bat Isor—passed away last January at the age of 96. 
We also remember her beloved husband, Lou—Aryeh Laib—passed 
away in 2020. 
They were not simply members of AKSE. 
They helped build the Makom. 
Faith served in numerous leadership roles in Wilmington's Jewish 
community, including as President of Hadassah. She was deeply 
involved in Café Tamar and helped bring Jewish music and culture to 
our community for decades. 
She was also a dedicated and beloved Hebrew school teacher at AKSE. 
She taught children and adults. 
She shared Jewish knowledge, literature, poetry, and stories. 
Even in the later decades of her life, she continued to write and inspire 
readers throughout our community. 
Lou brought his own gifts of music and leadership. For many years, he 
led the AKSE Men's Choir. 
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And together, Faith and Lou brought joy to this community through their 
leadership of Café Tamar for more than sixty years. 
They understood that a Jewish community should not only be a place of 
prayer. 
It should be a place of joy. 
As Psalm 100 says: 
 עִבְדוּ אֶת־יהְוָֹה בְּשִׂמְחָה
 בּאֹוּ לְפָניָו בִּרְננָָה
“Worship God in gladness; come into the divine presence with shouts of 
joy.” 
Faith and Lou lived those words. 
They helped make this Makom a place of learning, music, friendship, 
service, and joy. 
And they remind us of something important: 
We do not simply inherit a sacred place. 
We have to build it. 
It is our turn. 

In a few moments, when we recite Yizkor, we will remember the people 
who came before us. 
But perhaps we should remember them not only for what they left us. 
We should also ask: 
What will we leave behind? 
What will our children and grandchildren inherit from us? 
Will they inherit only a building? 
Or will they inherit a community? 
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Will they inherit only memories? 
Or will they inherit values? 
Will they remember that Judaism was something we attended? 
Or will they remember that Judaism was something we loved? 
That is our responsibility. 
Because every generation is called upon to strengthen the Makom. 
To make it more welcoming. 
More compassionate. 
More joyful. 
More alive. 
To make sure that someone who walks through these doors after years 
away can still hear: 
Welcome home. 

And this brings us back to those five words: 
 ואם רץ לבך שוב למקום
“If your heart runs, return to the place.” 
Your heart will run. 
Your mind will wander. 
You will make mistakes. 
You will become distracted. 
You will lose your way. 

That is part of being human. 
But Judaism does not demand that we never lose our way. 
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Judaism gives us something more hopeful: 
You can always return. 
“Return to the Place!” 
 .שוב למקום

That is the call of Yom Kippur. 
We are called to return. 
Not simply to feel guilty. 
Not simply to confess. 
Not simply to finish our prayers. 
We are called to return. 
Return to God. 
Return to our values. 
Return to our relationships. 
Return to our community. 
Return to the person we know we can become. 
And perhaps the greatest promise of teshuvah is this: 
We are never beyond return. 
No matter how far we have wandered. 
No matter how much time has passed. 
No matter how many mistakes we have made. 
The door is still open. 
There is still a road home. 
There is still a Makom. 
There is still a place to return to. 
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And God is waiting there. 

May we honor Faith and Lou and all those we remember today by 
continuing the work they began.  
And help make this Makom a place where others can return as well. 

May we build a Jewish community filled with learning, kindness, music, 
joy, and love. 
And may we discover what Jacob discovered: 
 אָכֵן ישֵׁ יהְוָֹה בַּמָּקוֹם הַזֶּה וְאָנכִֹי לֹא ידָָעְתִּי
“Surely God is present in this place—and I did not know it.” 
May this be the year when we finally recognize the sacred places already 
present in our lives. 
May this be the year when we answer the call. 
 .שוב למקום
Return to the Place. 
Return home. 
“Get back, get back 
Get back to where you once belonged.” 

 .גמר חתימה טובה
May we all be sealed for a year of life, blessing, good health, peace, 
purpose, and renewal. 
Amen!
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