
YOM KIPPUR (or Rosh Hashanah): And a Little Child 

Shall Lead Them 

- Nisson Shulman.  

 

The beautiful image of Messiah's time concludes "And a little child shall lead them". It is a fact 

of life. We see it in our time. Our childen of today will lead us into the future. The question is 

where will they lead? Will it be to a shining future for our people, or will it be to assimilation? 

Two communities, Babylon and Alexandria, each showed an alternative. The difference between 

them was schools. Torah made the difference. 

 

KOL NIDRE or YOM KIPPUR YIZKOR; “And a Little Child Shall Lead Them” 

 

An inspired writer once wrote: “In the olden days there were angels who came and took men by 

the hand and led them away from the city of destruction. We see no white winged angels now. 

But yet men are led away from threatening destruction. A hand is put into theirs which leads 

them forth gently towards a calm and bright land so that they look no more backward. And the 

hand may be a little child's. [Silas Marner, Chapter XIV.] 

 

I think that in all of the Torah there is no more inspiring picture than Isaiah's vision of the after-

days, “When the wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid-goat, 

and the calf and the young lion together. And the earth shall be filled with the knowledge of God 

as the waters cover the sea. And there shall be a highway for His people, and a little child shall 

lead them.” 

 

This is not merely a magnificent image. It is a fact of life. A little child shall lead them. 

 

Of course, children must look to their elders for guidance and for teaching. The elders must 

instruct. But when we ask, “What of the future? Will they as adults make a lasting contribution 

to our people? Will we live on, in the deeds of our children and in the history and destiny of our 

people, even after we have drawn our last mortal breath? Will our children remember us, their 

children remember them, or will they be forgotten?” 

 

The only answer to these questions must come from the children themselves. It shall depend on 

how, in the fullness of time, they shall lead us. A little child of today shall indeed lead us 

tomorrow.  

 

And each of us must turn to his neighbor, and ask: "Yes, they shall lead us. But how? Where to?  

 

A possible and dreadful answer is given in statistical reports that tell about intermarriage and 

assimilation rates. Parents watching their children drifting away from all they themselves hold 

dear, and that for which their forbears for centuries fought and died, feel that dreadful answer. 

 

Is that our answer too? Shall we stand by, and watch children lead us, to spiritual death, national 



oblivion? Of course not. It is not our answer today, and need not be our answer tomorrow. It 

must never be our answer.  

 

In all of our long history, two communities stand out for their very close resemblance to the 

conditions of Jews today. One was in Babylon, to which we were exiled 2500 years ago. The 

other was in Egypt, with its great city Alexandria, built by Alexander the Great where lived a 

million and a half people, 1/3rd of which were Jews. The proportion of Jews to general 

population was therefore far greater even than the proportion in a city like New York or Los 

Angeles. 

 

We came to Babylon in sadness. We hung our harps and violins on the willows by the banks of 

the Euphrates, and wept, with the words, ech nashir et shir Hashem al admat nechar, “How can 

we sing the song of God on a strange land?” 

 

But the sadness changed. We became free, independent, and wealthy. We were even granted 

political autonomy. We governed ourselves. And we proceeded to build a culture that was the 

envy of the Jewish world until this day; a culture that lasted 1500 years, and which all during that 

time fed life and vigor to our people all over the world. 

 

From Babylon came the Talmud. From there, much of the Midrash. From there, the sages and the 

teachers who established schools of learning in every corner of the Jewish world. And from there 

the impulse to return to Zion which grew ever stronger until today we live and build and grow... 

in Israel. 

 

Egypt's Jews too were free and equal citizens with their fellow Greeks. Like the Jews of 

Babylon, they too were respected. Many of them were wealthy. They had a Synagogue that was 

so large, that a Shamash had to stand midway to wave a flag so that the people in the back should 

know when to answer AMEN. Its beauty, they say, rivaled that of the Holy Temple in Jerusalem, 

and it was filled and thriving. 

 

But we don't hear about those Jews anymore. They made no lasting contribution to Jewish 

history, literature, culture, and scholarship. In fact, they have been extinct for 1500 years! There 

is not one Jew alive today who can trace descent from them. Because scarcely four hundred 

years after this magnificent community was founded, when the fanatic priest Cyril and his monks 

rose to slaughter all the Jews there or to drive them out, there were scarcely 40,000 left of more 

than half a million. All the rest had assimilated, and the community left no mark in subsequent 

Jewish history. 

 

Why was the fate of the Jews of Egypt so different from that of the Jews of Babylon? Because of 

schools! In Babylon we had schools for our children! Babylon throbbed with Jewish learning, 

and that made all the difference! 

 

The children led both communities. Where they were taught to follow the ways, the ideals of 

their fathers and mothers, they led the way to immortal life for our people for all time. Through 

the treasures they bequeathed, they are even leading us today. But where the Torah was not 

taught, where Jewish learning was neglected, they lead the way to the sleep of death, to 



assimilation and oblivion. 

 

So it was throughout our history. Those communities that founded no schools left neither mark 

nor heritage. Those, which taught Torah, live today. 

 

As a community, we here in America are also prosperous, respected, and free. We have great 

friends. We have great gifts. We can be like either of those communities. The choice is ours. 

Which shall it be? We answer with one voice: ubacharta bachayim. “We want life. And we shall 

live.”  

 

We are determined to rise to the heights of that community which gave us the Talmud and the 

techniques for developing and transmitting our tradition. We are determined to return the crown 

of Torah and Jewish creativeness to her old life?giving force. We are doing so with Day Schools 

throughout our land.  

 

We can participate in the dynamic life of Judaism through learning, fully as well as that ancient 

land, where on the river willows our people first hung their harps in sadness and stopped singing 

for a little while, but never stopped learning and teaching and building for the future, until a new 

song of life rose up from a healthy, happy, living people.  

 

Our people everywhere must rise to this challenge. Many communities in Israel and America are 

opening new and bright futures because of schools of Jewish learning they have built. But they 

have not yet found a way to fund these schools so that every Jewish child, no matter how 

impecunious, will have a right to a solid Torah education. 

 

The Talmud tells us how a sage once lost the key to the house of learning, the Bet HaMedrash. 

He came to his teacher for help. The teacher told him, “Find the children. Let them gather at the 

doors of the Beth Hamedrash, and they will find the key.” The children came, and they did find 

the key to the house of learning. 

 

What a lost generation it must have been if there was only one key to the house of learning, and 

the sage to whom it was entrusted had lost it. How neglected that school must have been. That 

sage was right in asking for help... help for the Torah, help for Judaism, help for life and survival 

for our people.  

 

How wise the counsel of his teacher. Find the children. They will find the key that will unlock 

the gates of the house of learning by making school ring with the voice of Torah. And that is the 

only key to the future of Jewish life. Teach the children! Encourage them! They are our best and 

only hope. They are our life and the length of our days! 

 

Yes, the prophet was right. A little child shall lead us. Every little child for whom you arrange a 

Torah education will lead us. Every child for whom you provide a scholarship so that they can 

afford a Torah education, will lead us into the future. They will show us a new vision of the 

future, a vision of happiness, a vision of life. The vision that is in your hearts as through schools 

and scholarships you give life to our people, forever and after, so that the time shall soon come 



when, “The earth shall be filled with the knowledge of god and the waters cover the sea”, 

because “A little child shall lead them!” 

 


