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Erasing Promises 

 

 

 Some of you may recall those tape players into which you put a 

compact cassette and press play.  The spindles turn, the brown-black 

tape winds its way through its dizzying path, it caresses the magnetic 

reader, and spools itself into the ever-growing side.  For 30 or maybe 45 

minutes at a stretch, you could listen to your favorite tunes without 

interruption.  Surely you noticed that when you put the cassette in, the 

left side had all the tape.  It held the secrets you eagerly awaited.  It held 

the promise of the future.  Press play and the music bumped and twirled 

about you, and then sped off to the right side of the cassette, wound tight 

into the bulky past.  And when the last song finally faded and the tape 

reached its end, a loud click released the play button and the machine 

snapped off.  Silence reigned until you pushed eject and the cassette 

energetically burst from its container, as if eager to be flipped and 

played again.  
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These were linear experiences, fleeting moments of musical bliss 

in the privacy of your room.  Though you chose which cassette to play, 

it was the tape that was the master of your experience.  It could only be 

played in one direction.  Sure, there were some machines that allowed 

you to press the fast-forward button and the play button simultaneously, 

making the music squeal and squeak horrendously until you released it 

from this contortion.  If the tape broke, it spilled into the machinery and 

eventually blurred to a halt.  But for the most part, when you just pressed 

play, what you heard went, in time, from the beginning to the end, from 

the past to the future - through this very moment of listening to it.   

 You relished this moment’s melody and, if it was your favorite 

tape - one you had listened to 5771 times, you knew what the next 

moment would bring.  You sang along, ever confident that your words 

would match those now blaring from the speaker.  It was as if the future 

was known to you, a promise you could trust.  Such trust and familiarity 

with what will come brought you comfort.  The promised future enabled 

you to relax and enjoy the song now.  And this is one reason why you 

cherished your favorite tapes and hid them from your parents, siblings 
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and friends: they brought you an inexplicable joy, a contentment so deep 

and personal you could not fathom anyone else understanding it. 

 And so you went on, listening to tapes on antiquated machines as 

new technologies came along.  Some tapes were so loved and dubbed 

they stretched out and warped.  Others were fads, flashes of obsession, 

consumed ravenously for a few weeks and then buried in your drawer of 

cassette holders.  But those truly loved songs endured, played and 

replayed on obsolete analog tapes until finally, you acquiesced and 

moved into the digital age. 

 Today those supposedly loved songs now sit, byte by byte, next to 

other, newer, favorites, ever ready for a mouse click, to be chosen 

singly.  You do not need to play the whole album just to hear your 

favorite song anymore.  Indeed, you may play a few seconds of a song, 

decide it does not meet your momentary desires, reject it, and jump to 

the next song.  Jump, jump, jump.  Because we look for instant 

happiness, we want that desired song now.  The promise of the next 

song, the waiting for it, and it awaiting for us in the future, the futurity 

of future itself - no longer pleases as it once did.  Jump to it!  Instant 
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gratification!  Piecemeal, jagged, without context - digital music, for 

better and for worse, is here to stay - at least for a while.  And yet, 

somewhere in our houses, in a closet or dusty shoebox, we may find 

those old cassettes, all in a jumbled pile, heavy on the right-side, played 

and not rewound. 

 Stop. 

 Rewind. 

 Play. 

 Some of you may recall certain promises into which you put your 

reputation.  Now press play.  Life turns, winds its way through its 

dizzying path, caressing others, and life spools itself into the ever-

growing past.  For 60 or maybe 90 years at a stretch, you can live your 

favorite moments without interruption.  Surely you noticed that when 

you said a promise, it was as if the future had everything.  The future 

held the secrets you eagerly awaited, it was pregnant with your 

reputation: would you fulfill it or not?  That promise you made was itself 

the promise of the future.  Press forward and life bumps and twirls about 

you, and then speeds off to the hidden side of memory, winding tight 
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into the bulky past.  And when the last promise finally comes into this 

moment and you fulfill it, something releases and you’re off.  Silence 

reigns until you push ahead, bursting energetically from this moment, 

promising again into the future.   

These are linear experiences, fleeting moments of making real your 

reputation in the privacy of your ego.  Though you chose which promise 

to say, it is the promise that is the master.  The promise can only be 

promised in one direction.  If the promise was broken, it spilled on your 

reputation, staining it.  But for the most part, when you lived life, what 

you promised went, in time, from then to then, from the past to the 

future - through this very moment of fulfilling it. 

 You relished this promise’s promise and, if it was your favorite 

promise - one you had lived 5771 times - like your relationship to your 

partner, to your parents, to your children, you knew what the next 

moment would bring.  You promised confident that your words were 

appropriate for this moment.  You could trust yourself to fulfill your 

promises, as if the future was known to you.  This trust and familiarity 

with what will come brought you comfort.  The promised future enabled 
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you to relax and enjoy the promises fulfilled in this very moment.  And 

this is one reason why you cherish your favorite promises and share 

them with your parents, siblings, children and friends, for they bring you 

an inexplicable joy, a contentment so deep and personal you cannot 

fathom hoarding them from everyone else. 

 And so you went on, promising in antiquated ways even as new 

opportunities came along.  Some promises we loved so much they 

stretched out and warped, and became larger than life, so large that we 

no longer see them much less uphold them.  Others were fads, flashes of 

possession, consumed ravenously for a few weeks and then buried in 

drawers of abandoned promises.  But our love for certain promises 

endured, promises that we kept and fulfilled, keep and fulfill again and 

again until finally, like so many around us, we acquiesced and moved 

into the modern age. 

 Today, we now pile half-hearted promises on top of shallow 

promises.  Today we can promise a few seconds of attention, “Sure, 

Sam, I’ll look at your project”, “Certainly, Shirley, I’ll give you a call.”  

We no longer need to promise our whole attention just to hear our 
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favorite voice: our own.  We do not need to promise very much before 

we abandon the intention and jump to the next shallow promise.  Jump, 

jump, jump.  Because we seek instant reputation, we want that desired 

image now.  The promise of the next promise, the waiting for it, and it 

awaiting our fulfillment of it in the future, the promise of the promise 

itself - no longer pleases as it once did.  Jump to it!  Instant prestige!  

Piecemeal, jagged, without context - modern shallow promises, for 

better and for worse, are here to stay - at least for a while.  And yet, 

somewhere in our beings, in a closet or dusty compartment, we may find 

those old promises, all in a jumbled pile, heavy with responsibilities and 

still awaiting fulfillment. 

 Stop. 

 Rewind. 

 Play. 

 Some of you may recall that Kol Nidrei is about promises, vows 

and oaths, we make in this life.  We insert our reputations into these 

promises insofar as we say to others, to God and to ourselves that we 

will, or will not, do such and such.  Now press play.  Life - dizzying and 
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complicated - unfolds even as you fold and shape it.  What you said 

yesterday, that promise you uttered then, is now due: it is ready to be 

fulfilled in just this very moment.  And so, because you value your 

reputation, you do your best to keep your promises.  You work hard in 

every moment  to keep all your promises.  But what happens, Kol Nidrei 

wonders, if you cannot, for some reason or another, keep some 

promises?  What happens if your future is not as you had intended? 

 Promises, Kol Nidrei asserts, are not linear experiences, fleeting 

discrete moments of securing your reputation that can never be brought 

into this moment again.  Promises are not just uni-directional.  They are 

not only about the future.  When you live life and fulfill your promises, 

you are making good on what you said in the past.  Experienced time 

may go forward, but fulfilled promises arch backward. 

 Or so goes argument of the original Kol Nidrei.  The original Kol 

Nidrei, composed sometime between 500 CE and 850 CE said this, “All 

our promises which we have vowed, sworn, declared, pronounced and 

imposed upon ourselves from the previous Yom Kippur until this Yom 

Kippur which has come upon us - regarding them all, let them be erased 
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and forgiven.  They are not valid nor are they in force.”1  Rewind.  Play.  

“From the previous Yom Kippur until this Yom Kippur.”  That is, the 

original Kol Nidrei annulled what we said last year. 

 Isn’t this strange?  For this would mean that saying something 

now, in this moment, I annul what I promised back then.  By saying ein 

kan neder - they are now not vows - this Kol Nidrei would retroactively 

nullify my old promises ab initio - from the get go.  By reciting this Kol 

Nidrei I would be saying that my promises then were not actually 

promises, and that whatever I had intended for the future I did not need 

to fulfill.  It was as if I had gone back a year and erased every promise I 

would utter in that year.  I could clear my debts to the past.  I could 

emerge from Yom Kippur free from any lingering responsibilities from 

last year and my reputation could, in theory at least, begin afresh.  

 Rabbeinu Tam in medieval France thought this was rather 

awkward, that we could retroactively erase our promises.  To fix this 

problem, he emended Kol Nidrei so that it now reads, “All our promises 

which we have vowed, sworn, declared, pronounced and imposed upon 
                                                        
1 Extrapolated from Seder Rav Amram Gaon, Tefillah Aravit L’el Yom HaKippurim.  Western Sephardim continue 

this rite. 
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ourselves from this Yom Kippur until the next Yom Kippur, may it 

come upon us for good - regarding them all, we regret them.  Let them 

all be released, forgiven, erased, null and void.  They are not valid nor 

are they in force.”2  Rewind.  Play.  “From this Yom Kippur until the 

next Yom Kippur.”  This emended Kol Nidrei annulled what we will say 

this coming year. 

 Isn’t this strange?  For this would mean that saying something 

now, today in this moment, I annul what I will promise tomorrow.  By 

saying kulhon acharatna v’hon - we regret them all - this revised Kol 

Nidrei proactively nullifies my future promises ab initio - from the get 

go.  Reciting this revised Kol Nidrei means that my future promises are 

not actually promises, that what I intend in the future for the future I 

need not fulfill.  It is as if I fast forward through the year-to-come and 

erase - no, prerase - every promise I will utter.  I clear my future debts 

now, in this moment.  I can emerge from Yom Kippur free from any 

future responsibilities in the coming year and my reputation can, in 

                                                        
2 Extrapolated from Sefer HaYashar, HaChidushim, 100.  See also Stuart Weinberg Gershon (1994) Kol Nidrei: its 

origin, development and significance (Northvale: Jason Aronson Inc), 79ff.  A version of this rite is found in 
Reform liturgy.  
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theory at least, begin afresh. 

 Rewind.  Play.  Isn’t this strange?  Isn’t this a paradox?  This 

emended Kol Nidrei, this future-oriented proactive erasure of my 

promises, says that my future promises are from the get go null and void.  

The promises I will promise tomorrow do not count; they are empty 

statements of intention. I may utter sounds tomorrow, letters and words 

and even a sentence or two that might sound like a promise - but they 

will never amount to a promise to which I am beholden thereafter.  By 

saying this emended Kol Nidrei, I am in effect saying that my future 

words, my future promises, are vain, vapid, vapor.  Wasted breath.  I 

may clear myself now of future responsibilities with this Kol Nidrei, but 

I am also declaring now that tomorrow promises little for me, for I have 

nothing to look forward to, nothing that I am beholden to.  Tomorrow 

holds nothing for me as my reputation does not hinge on what I do much 

less on what I say.  If this were truly the case, I could ride out from this 

Kol Nidrei completely free of all responsibilities, and so could you.  

Unbeholden to ourselves and much less to each other, we would go our 

unique ways, turning in dizzying paths, bumping into each other without 
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patterns or rules.  Anarchy and chaos could ensue. 

 Stop. 

 Rewind. 

 Play. 

 Some of you may recall that Kol Nidrei sounds like legalese, like it 

should be uttered by lawyers and judges.  And some of you may recall 

that a lot of what we do on Yom Kippur is done as if we were in a court, 

which we are, and God is the judge.  True enough.  Yet we should 

remember that a court case is essentially about the past.  Lawyers and 

judges try to ascertain facts about what happened, about events that 

occurred yesterday or earlier, about statements said way back when.  For 

this reason it would make sense for Kol Nidrei to be past-oriented, as it 

originally was. 

 Stop. 

 Rewind. 

 Play. 

 Some of you may recall that Kol Nidrei sounds like a prayer, like it 

should be chanted by chazzans and rabbis.  And some of you may recall 
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that a lot of what we do on Yom Kippur is done as if we were in a 

synagogue, which we are, and God is God.  True enough.  Yet we 

should remember that prayers are essentially about the future.  Chazzans 

and rabbis try to articulate hopes for what can happen, about events that 

might occur tomorrow or beyond, about statements we may or will say.  

For this reason it would make sense for Kol Nidrei to be future-oriented, 

as it was revised. 

 Stop. 

 Rewind. 

 Play. 

 Some of you may recall those tape players into which you put a 

compact cassette and press play.  The spindles turn, the tape winds its 

way through its dizzying path, it caresses the reader, and spools itself 

into the ever-growing past.  For ages at a stretch, you can review your 

promises without interruption.  Surely you notice that when you utter a 

promise, the future has all the potential - for only the future can reveal 

whether you will uphold the promise or not.  The future holds the secrets 

of your promise, yet the past is the origin of your promise.  Press play, 
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and the promises bump and twirl about you, then - regardless if they are 

fulfilled or left empty - they speed off into the increasingly bulky past.  

And when the last promise required of you in this moment finally fades, 

you, with your reputation, your memory, your songs and your dreams - 

with all your potential - you wonder what comes next. 

 Whisper something wonderful.  Now press play. 

 Be assured: 5771 promises to be a year full of promises and, I 

hope, promises fulfilled. 

 Gamar Chatimah Tovah. 


