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Kol Nidre 5777 
Anger 

Anger has been in the news a lot over the past few months, and I would like to talk about it 
tonight. 

A few weeks ago on my way to the city, I was stuck in a long line of cars trying to get on the 
Throgs Neck Bridge. There must have been 20 cars ahead of me. My frustration grew as we 
slowly crept forward. What made me mad was that cars were driving past us, going all the way 
up to the ramp entrance, and pushing their way in. It kept happening and I started to get angry: 
What makes them think that they can take advantage like that? Who do they think they are? 
Some people get so angry they erupt in violence. I once inadvertently cut off a guy in a pickup 
truck getting onto a road. He pulled up close to the back of my car and started honking. It went 
on for several blocks until he got stopped by a light. Relieved, I went on to the supermarket to 
pick up a few things, glad to be rid of him. When I came out of the store, a man pointed in the 
direction of my car and asked, “Can you believe it? A guy pulled up in a pickup, took out a 
sledge hammer, and smashed the windows of that car?” I was really happy I was inside the 
market when he pulled in after me. 

That man was a psychopath, but the truth is that all of us experience anger from time to time. 
It’s only human. When we feel disrespected, frustrated, marginalized, taken advantage of, it is 
easy to get angry.  

Here’s why. Science teaches us that anger generates a response from the amygdala, the oldest 
and most primitive part of our brain. It can respond to situations by overriding the cortex, the 
part of the brain where rational thinking and decision-making takes place, and releasing a flood 
of hormones and a surge of energy that can lead us to saying or doing  things we will later 
regret. 

Moses Himself Succumbed to Anger 

No one is completely immune from anger. Even Moses, the greatest man who ever lived, 
couldn’t escape its grip. Here’s what happened: 

Moshe was at a low point in his life. The Israelites complained endlessly, blaming him and God 
for all that had happened to them. This culminated in Korach’s leading a revolt against Moses. 
Then, on top of all that, Moses’ sister Miriam died. 

Just after that happened, the people came to him with yet another complaint. They were 
thirsty and there was no water. They said to him, “Why have you brought us here, just to die in 
this wretched place?” 

God heard their plea and acted. He told Moses and Aaron to get them all together in front of a 
large rock and command the rock to bring forth water to sate their thirst. 

Well, Moses assembled the people.  But then, instead of speaking to the rock, he lashed out at 
the people:  “Listen you rebels! We will get water for you from this rock!” Then he pounded his 
staff on the rock, striking it twice in his anger. 
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God’s response was immediate. He provided water to his thirsty people, and then told Moses 
he would die before the people reached the Promised Land.  

Moses would get a tantalizing view of Eretz Yisrael from the top of a mountain, and then, 
before he could complete his journey there, God would take him. 

Moses indulged his anger and, as the person who people associated with God himself, he had 
to be punished. He was burnt up and burnt out. He could no longer empathize with the people 
he was leading. It was time for him to go. 

Hillel: A Man Without Anger 

Later on in our history, there would be a great rabbi who was no Moses, but who was more 
successful in maintaining his self-control. 

Hillel was known far and wide as an exceptionally even-tempered man. Once, a man bet his 
friend 400 zuz, a great deal of money, that he could make Hillel mad. 

The man waited until just before Shabbat when Hillel was washing his hair. He went to his 
house. He knocked on his door and yelled out, “Is Hillel here? Is Hillel here?”  Hillel toweled off, 
put on his robe, and rushed to the door. The man said he wanted to ask him a question. Given 
the hour, Hillel probably expected it was something about Shabbat observance. He smiled and 
said, “Yes, my son. How can I help you?” 

Then came the question. “Hillel, why do the Babylonians have round heads?” 

Hillel said, “That’s an excellent question.  It’s because they have unskilled midwives.” He wished 
the man a Shabbat Shalom and closed the door.  

A couple of minutes later, when Hillel was again washing his hair, there was another knock on 
the door. Same man, same routine. This time, his question was, “’Why are the eyes of the 
Palmyreans weepy?”  

Hillel replied, “Another a great question, my son. It’s because  they live in sandy places.” 

This happened again and again, and each time Hillel answered with a smile. Finally, the man 
gave up in exasperation and told Hillel about the bet.  

Hillel just smiled and said, ‘I ‘m sorry, but you have lost your money. Even if you come back 100 
times, I won’t lose my temper.”  

The Secret of Avoiding Anger 

How did Hillel stay so calm? Here is some of what we know about him: One of his most famous 
sayings is that the essence of the Torah is never to do to someone else anything you wouldn’t 
want done to you. He also said, “Never judge a person until you stand in their place.” 

Hillel controlled his temper by being empathetic. He was a Baal Rachamim, a master of 
compassion. He emulated God who revealed his essence to Moses in the words that we will 
chant again and again tonight: Adonai, Adonai, Ayl chanun veh rachum. Erech alpaiyim rav 
chesed veh emet. Adonai, Adonai, is merciful and compassionate, abounding  in love and truth. 



3 

 

We all need to learn from Hillel that the secret to controlling our anger is cultivating 
compassion, having empathy even with people who drive us crazy. 

It isn’t easy, but the stakes are high. The Talmud teaches that the life of one who cannot control 
his anger isn’t a life at all.  Maimonides compares anger to idolatry. 

So, instead of being angry, let’s work on being compassionate: 

When someone cuts us off and jumps the line, let’s practice compassion by thinking about how 
stressed their life must be. 

When we hear an infant shrieking for hours on an airplane, let’s rouse our compassion by 
thinking about how awful the child must feel and what an ordeal it must be for his parents who 
only want to comfort him. 

When we get mad at our spouse for doing something annoying, thoughtless, or insensitive, let’s 
learn to respond with compassion by reminding ourselves of how much we care about them. 

When a teenager talks back to us and shows no respect, let’s practice compassion by 
remembering what it felt like to be their age. 

When someone lashes out at us for something we say or do, let’s muster our compassion by 
reminding ourselves that people who behave this way are often angry at other people for faults 
they see in themselves. 

None of this means we should take abuse. The Torah says: Hochiach tochiach et amecha: We 
need to wait until they calm down enough to engage their reasoning mind, and then reproach 
them for what they have done. We must lovingly tell them how we feel without attacking them 
as people,  and we must listen empathetically to their response. 

And, if this proves impossible, we must find ways to minimize such conflicts and when 
necessary extricate ourselves from them. 

This evening and throughout Yom Kippur, we will ask God for forgiveness, enumerating our 
sins, including the Al Chet of giving in to the impulse to anger and baseless hatred.  

Let the words we say on this holy day move God to forgive us,  and stir us to be more loving, 
compassionate, and forgiving to those around us. 

Please join me in saying, Amen. 

  

 

 


