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CEREMONY & 
CELEBRATION

F A M I LY  E D I T I O N
W I T H  R A B B I  L O R D  J O N A T H A N  S A C K S

Y O M  K I P P U R  !"# $
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Yom Kippur in a Nutshell
YOM KIPPUR is the holy of holies of Jewish 
time, when we give an account of our lives. We 
re!ect on what has happened to us and what 
we plan to do in the coming year. "e single 
most important lesson of Yom Kippur is that 
it’s never too late to change, start again, and 
live di#erently from the way we’ve done in the 
past. God forgives every mistake we’ve made as 
long as we are honest in regre$ing it and doing 
our best to put it right. Even if there’s nothing 
we regret, Yom Kippur makes us think about 
how to use the coming year in such a way as to 
bring blessings into the lives of others by way of 
thanking God for all He has given us.

In ancient times Yom Kippur was celebrated 
in the form of a massive public ceremony set 
in the Temple in Jerusalem. "e holiest man 
in Israel, the High Priest, entered the most 
sacred space, the Holy of Holies, confessed the 
sins of the nation using God’s holiest name, 
and secured atonement for all Israel. It was a 
moment of intense drama in the life of a people 
who believed that their fate depended on their 
relationship with God, who knew that there 
is no life, let alone a nation, without sin, and 

who knew from their history that sin could be 
punished by catastrophe.

A%er the destruction of the Second Temple, 
everything changed. "ere was no longer a 
High Priest, no sacri&ce, no Divine &re, no 
Levites singing praises or crowds thronging the 
precincts of Jerusalem and &lling the Temple 
Mount. Above all, there was no Yom Kippur 
ritual through which the people could &nd 
forgiveness. 

It was then that a transformation took place 
that must constitute one of the great creative 
responses to tragedy in history. Yom Kippur 
was transferred from the Temple in Jerusalem 
to every synagogue in the world. Instead of 
the High Priest acting as a representative, God 
Himself would purify His people without the 
need for an intermediary. Even ordinary Jews 
could, as it were, come face to face with the 
Shechinah, the Divine presence. "ey needed 
no one else to apologise for them. "e drama 
that once took place in the Temple could now 
take place in the human heart. Yom Kippur was 
saved, and it is not too much to say that Jewish 
faith was also saved.

Points to 
Ponder

!How does Yom Kip-
pur help us focus 

on the future and on 
making a change?

"How did Yom 
Kippur change 

a%er the churban 
(destruction of the 
Temple)? What are 
the advantages of each 
approach?

#How did this tran-
sition “save Jewish 

faith”?

How Yom Kippur Changes Us
TO THOSE WHO fully open themselves to it, 
Yom Kippur is a life-transforming experience.

It tells us that God, who created the universe in 
love and forgiveness, reaches out to us in love 
and forgiveness, asking us to love and forgive 
others. God never asked us not to make mis-
takes. All He asks is that we acknowledge our 
mistakes, learn from them, grow through them 
and make amends where we can. 

No religion has held such a high view of human 
possibility.

"e God who created us in His image gave us 
freedom. We are not tainted by original sin, 
destined to fail, caught in the grip of an evil only 
Divine grace can defeat.

To the contrary, we have within us the power 
to choose life. Together we have the power to 
change the world.

Adapted from the 
introduction to the 
Koren Yom Kippur 
Machzor with com-
mentary and transla-
tion by Rabbi Sacks
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"e following &ve concepts, all central to Yom 
Kippur, contain core Jewish values and ideas 
that mould us as Jews and human beings.

1. Shame and guilt
Judaism is the world’s greatest example of a 
guilt-and-repentance culture as opposed to 
the shame-and-honour culture of the ancient 
Greeks. 

In a shame culture 
such as that of Greek 
tragedy, evil a$aches 
to the person. It is 
a kind of indelible 
stain. "ere is no way 
back for one who 
has done a shameful 
deed. "ey become 
a pariah and the best 
they can hope for 
is to die in a noble 
cause. Conversely, 

in a guilt culture like that of Judaism, evil is an 
a$ribute of the act, not the agent. Even one who 
has done wrong has a sacred self that remains 
intact. "ey may have to undergo punishment. 
"ey certainly have to make amends. But there 
remains a core of worth that can never be lost. 
A guilt culture hates the sin, not the sinner. Re-
pentance, rehabilitation and return are always 
possible. 

A guilt culture is a culture of responsibility. We 
do not blame anyone else for the wrong we do. 
It is always tempting to blame others – it wasn’t 
me, it was my parents, my upbringing, my 
friends, my genes, my social class, the media, 
the system, “them.” "at was what the &rst 
two humans did in the Garden of Eden. When 
challenged by God for eating the forbidden 
fruit, the man blamed the woman. "e woman 
blamed the serpent. "e result was paradise 
lost. 

Blaming others for our failings is as old as 
humanity, but it is disastrous. It means that we 
de&ne ourselves as victims. A culture of victim-
hood wins the compassion of others but at too 
high a cost. It incubates feelings of resentment, 
humiliation, grievance and grudge. It leads peo-
ple to rage against the world instead of taking 
steps to mend it. Jews have su#ered much, but 
Yom Kippur prevents us from ever de&ning 
ourselves as victims. As we confess our sins, we 

blame no one and take full responsibility for 
our actions. Knowing God will forgive us al-
lows us to be completely honest with ourselves.

R E F L EC T:  What do you want to change in 
yourself today to be a better you tomorrow?

2.�The growth mindset
Yom Kippur also allows us to grow. We owe 
a debt to cognitive behavioural therapy for 
reminding us of a classic element of Jewish 
faith: that when we change the way we think, 
we change the way we feel. And when we feel 
di#erently, we live di#erently. What we believe 
shapes what we become.

At the heart of teshuvah is the belief that we can 
change. We are not destined to be forever what 
we were. In the Torah we see Yehudah grow 
from an envious brother prepared to sell Yosef 
as a slave, to a man with the conscience and 
courage to o#er himself as a slave so that his 
brother Binyamin can go free.

We know that some people relish a challenge 
and take risks, while others, no less gi%ed, play 
it safe and ultimately underachieve. Psycholo-
gists tell us that the crucial di#erence lies in 
whether you think of your ability as &xed or as 
something developed through e#ort and expe-
rience. Teshuvah is essentially about e#ort and 
experience. It assumes we can grow.

Teshuvah means I can take risks, knowing that 
I may fail but knowing that failure is not &nal. 
It means that if I get things wrong and make 
mistakes, God does not lose faith in me even 
though I may lose faith in myself. God be-
lieves in us, even if we do not. "at alone is a 
life-changing fact if we fully open ourselves to 
its implications. 

Teshuvah means that the past is not irredeem-
able. It means that from every mistake, I grow. 
"ere is no failure I experience that does not 
make me a deeper human being; no challenge I 
accept, however much I fall short, that does not 
develop in me strengths I would not otherwise 
have had. 

"at is the &rst transformation of Yom Kippur: 
a renewed relationship with myself.

R E F L EC T:  What failure in your life have 
you grown from?

Teshuvah 
means I can 
take risks, 
knowing that 
I may fail but 
knowing that 
failure is not 
!nal. It means 
that if I get 
things wrong 
and make 
mistakes, God 
does not lose 
faith in me 
even though I 
may lose faith 
in myself.
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3. Our relationships with others
"e second transformation is a renewed rela-
tionship with others. We know that Yom Kippur 
atones only for sins between us and God, but 
that does not mean that these are the only sins 
for which we need to seek atonement. To the 
contrary: many, even most, of the sins we con-
fess on Yom Kippur are about our relationships 
with other people. "roughout the prophetic 
and rabbinic literature, it is assumed that as 
we act to others, so God acts to us. "ose who 
forgive are forgiven. "ose who condemn are 
condemned. 

"e Ten Days of Repentence between Rosh 
Hashanah to Yom Kippur are a time when we 
try to mend relationships that have broken. It 
takes one kind of moral courage to apologise, 
another to forgive, but both may be necessary. 

Failure to heal relationships can split families, 
destroy marriages, ruin friendships and divide 
communities. "at is not where God wants 
us to be. We are taught that a%er Sarah died, 
Avraham took back Hagar and Yishmael into his 
family, mending the ri% that had occurred many 
years before. Aharon, according to tradition, 
was loved by all the people because he was able 
to mend fractured friendships.

Without a designated day, would we ever get 
around to mending our broken relationships? 
O%en we do not tell people how they have hurt 
us because we do not want to look vulnerable 
and small-minded. In the opposite direction, 
sometimes we are reluctant to apologise be-
cause we feel so guilty that we do not want to 
expose our guilt.

R E F L EC T:  Which relationships do you 
need to mend this year?

4. Coming home
"e third transformation is a renewed relation-
ship with God. On Yom Kippur, God is close. 
Jewish life is full of signals of transcendence, 
intimations of eternity. We encounter God in 
three ways: through creation, revelation and 
redemption. 

"rough creation: the more we understand of 
cosmology, the more we realise how improb-
able the universe is. "e universe is too &nely 
tuned for the emergence of stars, planets and 

life to have come into existence by chance. "e 
more we understand of the sheer improbability 
of the existence of the universe, the emergence 
of life from inanimate ma$er, and the equally 
mysterious appearance of Homo sapiens, the 
only life-form capable of asking the question 
“Why?”, the more the line from Tehillim rings 
true: “How numerous are Your works, Lord; 
You made them all in wisdom” (Tehillim 
104:24). 

"rough revelation: the words of God as 
recorded in the Torah. "ere is nothing in 
history to compare to the fact that Jews spent 
a thousand years (from Moshe to the last of 
the Prophets) compiling a commentary to the 
Torah in the form of the prophetic, historical 
and wisdom books of Tanach, then another 
thousand years (from Malachi to the Talmud 
Bavli) compiling a commentary to the com-
mentary in the form of the vast literature of the 
Oral Torah (Midrash, Mishnah and Gemara), 
then another thousand years (from the Geonim 
to the Achronim, the later authorities) writing 
commentaries to the commentary to the com-
mentary. 

And through history: many great thinkers, in-
cluding Blaise Pascal and Leo Tolstoy, believed 
that Jewish history was the most compelling ev-
idence of the existence of God. Sometimes God 
comes to us not as the conclusion of a line of 
reasoning but as a feeling, an intuition, a sensed 
presence, as we stand in the synagogue on this 
holy day – listening to our people’s melodies, 
saying the words Jews have said from Barcelona 
to Bergen-Belsen to Bnei Brak, from Toledo 
to Treblinka to Tel Aviv – knowing that we are 
part of an immense story that has played itself 
out through the centuries and continents, the 
tempestuous yet ultimately hope-inspiring love 
story of a people in search of God, and God in 
search of a people. 

"ere has never been a drama remotely like this 
in its ups and downs, triumphs and tragedies, 
its songs of praise and lamentation, and we are 
part of it. For most of us it is not something we 
chose but a fate we were born into.

R E F L EC T:  Where do you connect to God 
the most: creation (science and nature), 
revelation (the Torah), or redemption (his-

tory)?

"ere has 
never been 
a drama re-
motely like 
this in its ups 
and downs, 
triumphs and 
tragedies, its 
songs of praise 
and lamenta-
tion, and we 
are part of it.

3



#

5.�What chapter will we write in
the Book of Life?
On this day of days we are brutally candid: 
“Before I was formed I was unworthy, and now 
that I have been formed it is as if I had not been 
formed. I am dust while alive, how much more 
so when I am dead.” Yet the same faith that in-
spired those words also declared that we should 
see ourselves and the world as if equally poised 
between merit and guilt, and that our next act 
could tilt the balance, for my life and for the 
world (Rambam, Laws of Repentance 3:4). Juda-
ism lives in this dialect between our smallness 
and our potential greatness. We may be dust, 
but within us are immortal longings.

Yom Kippur invites us to become be$er than 
we were, in the knowledge that we can be be$er 
than we are. "at knowledge comes from God. 
If we are only self-made, we live within the 
prison of our own limitations. "e truly great 
human beings are those who have opened 
themselves to the inspiration of something 
greater than themselves.

Yom Kippur is about the humility that leads 
to greatness: our ability to say, over and over 
again, “Al cheit shechatanu” “We have sinned” 
and yet know that this is not said in self-pity, 
but rather, the prelude to greater achievement 
in the future, the way a champion in any sport, 
a maestro in any &eld, reviews his or her past 
mistakes as part of the preparation for the next 
challenge, the next rung to climb.

"e power of Yom Kippur is that it brings 
us face to face with these truths. "rough its 
words, music and devotions, through the way 
it focuses energies by depriving us of all the 
physical pleasures we normally associate with 
a Jewish festival, through the sheer driving 
passion of the liturgy with its hundred ways of 

saying sorry, it confronts us with the ultimate 
question: How will we live? Will we live a life 
that fully explores the capacity of the human 
mind to reach out to that which lies beyond it? 
Will we grow emotionally? Will we learn the 
arts of loyalty and love? Will we train our inner 
ear to hear the cry of the lonely and the poor? 
Will we live a life that makes a di#erence, bring-
ing the world-that-is a li$le closer to the world-
that-ought-to-be? Will we open our hearts and 
minds to God?

"e most demanding day of the Jewish year, a 
day without food and drink, a day of prayer and 
penitence, confession and pleading, in which 
we accuse ourselves of every conceivable sin, 
still calls to Jews, touching us at the deepest 
level of our being. It is a day in which we run 
toward the open arms of God, weeping because 
we may have disappointed Him, or because 
sometimes we feel He has disappointed us, yet 
knowing that we need one another, for though 
God can create a universe, He cannot live with-
in the human heart unless we let Him in. 

It is a day not just of confession and forgiveness 
but of a profound liberation. Atonement means 
that we can begin again. We are not held captive 
by the past or by our failures. "e Book of Life 
is open and God invites us – His hand guiding 
us the way a scribe guides the hand of those 
who write a le$er in a Torah scroll – to write a 
new chapter in the story of our people, a chap-
ter uniquely our own yet one that we cannot 
write on our own without being open to some-
thing vaster than we will ever fully understand. 
It is a day on which God invites us to greatness.

R E F L EC T:  What have you achieved this 
past year with the help of God, and what 
would you like to achieve with His help 
next year?

"e Book of 
Life is open 
and God in-
vites us – His 
hand guiding 
us the way a 
scribe guides 
the hand of 
those who 
write a le#er 
in a Torah 
scroll – to 
write a new 
chapter in the 
story of our 
people.

Deep Diving into the Te$llah of the Day: Viduy (Confession)
Te!llah text and commentary taken from the Koren Sacks Yom Kippur Machzor

, ăđĜ ŤĚ Ą ÿ Ĉĥ ĀČ 
ĕ üĠā Ąď ăđĜ ŤĤ Ą ÿăč üăď , ăđĜ ŤĘĄ ÿĒ ĀăĎ , ăđĜ ŤďĄ ÿĎ Āăč 
, ăđĜ ŤďĄ ÿĒ , ăđĜ Ťİ Ą ÿ Ĉĥ ŤĤ üĐ ţđ , ăđĜĕ Ą üđ ùİ þĐ 

Ĥ þģ Ą þ Ĉĥ ăđĜ ŤĘ Ą ÿĠ ĀĔ , ăđĜ Ťĝ Ą ÿĚ Āē 
, ăđĜ ŤĢ Ą ÿĘ , ăđĜ ŤčĄ ÿņ üăė ,Ğ ĀĤ ăđĜ ŤĢĄ ÿİ Āĕ 

ăđĜ ŤĤ Ą ÿĤ Āĝ , ăđĜ ŤĢ Ą ÿČ üĜ , ăđĜ Ťď Ą ÿĤ ĀĚ 
ğ þĤā Ąİ ăđĜĕ Ą ü ă Ĉĥ üģ , ăđĜ ŤĤ Ą ÿĤ ĀĢ , ăđĜ Ťİ Ą ÿ Ĉĥ Ā ăĠ , ăđĜĕ Ą üđ Āİ 

. ăđĜ Ťİ Ą ĀăĦ Ťİ üăĦ , ăđĜĕ Ą üİ ĀăĦ , ăđĜ Ťč Ą ÿİ üăĦ , ăđĜ ŤĦ Ą ÿē ü Ĉĥ , ăđĜ Ťİ Ą ÿ Ĉĥ ĀĤ

ăđĜ ŤĚ Ą ÿ Ĉĥ ĀČ We have been guilty, we have acted treacherously, 
we have robbed, we have spoken slander. 
We have acted perversely, we have acted wickedly, 
we have acted presumptuously, we have been violent, we have framed lies. 
We have given bad advice, we have deceived, we have scorned, 
we have rebelled, we have provoked, we have turned away, 
we have commi$ed iniquity, we have transgressed, 
we have persecuted, we have been obstinate. 
We have acted wickedly, we have corrupted, 
we have acted abominably, we have strayed, we have led others astray.
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Background to the Te$llah
THIS IS THE &rst section of the Viduy (confes-
sion), said at every service over the day, from 
Minchah on Erev Yom Kippur until Ne’ilah at 
the conclusion of Yom Kippur. Confession is 
the primary expression of repentance, the cen-
tral theme of Yom Kippur. According to Ram-
bam, it is the biblical source of the command 
of teshuvah: “Any man or woman who wrongs 
another in any way and so is unfaithful to the 
Lord, is guilty. "ey must confess the sin they 
have commi$ed” (Bamidbar 5:6-7). It follows 
that “With regard to all the commandments of 
the Torah, positive or negative, if a person trans-
gressed any of them, willfully or in error, and 
repents, turning away from his sin, he is under 
a duty to confess before God” (Rambam, Laws 
of Repentance 1:1). Although repentance is a 
ma$er of thought and emotion, it must be given 
verbal expression in the form of confession.

Confession is more than remorse, though this 
must also be part of the process. Remorse is 
a state of mind. Confession is a formal act. It 
is like the di#erence between feeling guilty at 
breaking the law and pleading guilty in a court 
of law. "e former is an emotion, the la$er a 
declaration. In the case of teshuvah it is a dec-
laration to God. As well as involving remorse, 
confession assumes there is a commitment not 
to repeat the sin.

Analysis
Originally the form of confession was simple: 
“Please, Lord, I have sinned, I have done wrong, 
I have rebelled before You.” It then speci&ed the 
particular act you were confessing. Over time, 
there developed the broader form of confession 
that we say ten times on Yom Kippur.

"is is di#erent from the original in three 
respects. First it is said in the plural: not “I have 
sinned” but “We have sinned.” "is is because 
on Yom Kippur we stand before God not only 
as individuals but as members of a people, and 
because we hold that kol Yisrael arevim zeh ba-
zeh, “all Israel are responsible for one another”. 
As Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai put it: if a person 
drills a hole under his seat in a boat, when the 
water enters, not only he but everyone is in 
danger. We accept collective responsibility, es-
pecially for the wrongs we could have protested 
but did not.

"e second di#erence is that we do not pub-
licly specify particular sins. Instead we read an 
alphabetical list. "is is to avoid public humilia-
tion and to make it easier to confess. It prompts 
us systematically to examine our conscience 
and re!ect on whether we have done wrong, 
and if so how and to whom. It is a way of saying 
that we have sinned with all the le$ers, as if the 
alphabet itself were testifying against us.

"e third di#erence is that we now have two 
forms of confession, one brief (reproduced 
at the bo$om of the previous page, “We have 
sinned, we have acted treacherously…”), the 
other longer (“For the sin we have sinned be-
fore You”). "e former is closer to the original 
biblical form of confession and is more general: 
it articulates the general defects of character 
that lead us to do wrong. "e la$er goes deeper 
into speci&cs.

Confession is said standing, bowed in a gesture 
of humility. "e custom is to beat one’s breast 
lightly at each mentioned sin in the spirit of 
Yirmiyahu (31:18), “A%er I strayed, I repented; 
a%er I came to understand, I beat my breast”.

Public confession, however, is not enough. As 
we recite the long checklist of sins, we must 
be asking ourselves: Did I commit a sin of this 
kind? Did I do something similar? If so, we 
must acknowledge that sin inwardly to God 
and resolve to put it right. Public confession is 
a mere prelude to the private admission which 
is the real act of teshuvah, in which we examine 
our consciences, abandoning our usual defenc-
es in the knowledge that God forgives those 
who truly admit their wrongs, and that teshuvah 
is the single greatest act of self-transformation 
any of us can undertake.

Points to 
Ponder

!Why dwell on our 
sins? Why not just 

focus on being be$er 
in the future?

"Why do you think 
the confession is 

wri$en in alphabetic 
order (see the story 
on the next page for a 
connected idea)?

#If this public viduy 
is more symbolic 

rather than an actual 
confession of our sins, 
when do we consider 
our actual sins and 
mistakes on Yom 
Kippur?
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Yom Kippur for the Young (and Young at Heart!)

Top Ten Yom Kippur Facts
1. "ere is a mitzvah to eat a festive meal before
Yom Kippur starts.
2. "ere is a special custom to bless one’s chil-
dren on the eve of Yom Kippur before the fast
begins.
3. Yom Kippur begins with one of the most
famous Jewish prayers – Kol Nidrei. Except it
isn’t a prayer at all, rather it is a declaration to
annul our vows.
4. Fasting is not the only prohibition on Yom
Kippur – there are &ve prohibitions in total:

• Eating and drinking
• Washing/bathing
• Anointing
• Marital relations
• Wearing leather shoes

5. If it is dangerous for a person to fast, then not
only can they eat, but they must eat, to preserve
their health (individuals must ask rabbinic and
medical experts before making this decision).
6. Many have the custom to wear white on Yom
Kippur. "is is to remind us of the shrouds we

will one day be buried in, the fragility of human 
life and also to appear pure like the angels.
��Yom Kippur is the only day of the year when�
there are five prayer services:

• Ma’ariv (evening service)
• Shacharit (morning service)
• Musaf (additional service)
• Minchah (afternoon service)
• Ne’ilah (“closing” service)

��For the haftarah to the Minchah service, we�
read the story of the prophet Yonah who even-
tually delivers God’s warning to the people of�
Nineveh convincJOH them to repent.

9. Yom Kippur ends with the blowing of the
shofar to remind us of the departing of God’s
presence from Mount Sinai a%er the giving of
the Torah, which was also accompanied by the
blowing of the shofar.
10. "ere is a widespread custom a%er the festive
meal at the conclusion of Yom Kippur to imme-
diately engage in the next mitzvah to come – the
building of the succah.

It Once Happened on Yom Kippur…

ONE YOM KIPPUR, the Baal Shem Tov was 
praying together with his students, and he had a 
worrying sense that the prayers were not ge$ing 
through, and the harsh heavenly decree against 
the Jewish people was not being overturned. 
As Ne’ilah approached, and with it the &nal 
opportunity for the Jewish people to avert this 
harsh judgement, he and his students increased 
their fervour and passion in their prayers, but to 
no avail. 

As the chazzan began the Ne’ilah service a 
simple shepherd boy wandered into shul to 
pray. But he could barely read the le$ers of the 
Aleph-Beit, let alone say all the words in the 
machzor. Feeling helpless, he opened the first 
page of his NBDI[PS and recited: aleph, beit, veit, 
gimmel, daled. He said to God in his heart: 
“This is all I can do. God, You know how the 
prayers should be pronounced. Please, arrange 
the letters in the proper way.”

Louder and louder, with more and more 
intensity he recited the le$ers. Hey, vav, zayin, 
chet… the people around him began to mu$er, 
complaining he was disturbing their prayers. 
But the Baal Shem Tov immediately silenced 
them, and declared for everyone to hear that 
“because of this boy’s prayers the gates to heav-
en are wedged open for the last few minutes of 
Yom Kippur, allowing our prayers in.” So it was 
on that Yom Kippur, that the simple, genuine 
prayers of a young shepherd boy who couldn’t 
read, resounded powerfully within the Heaven-
ly court, and saved the Jewish people.

Points to 
Ponder

!Is it important to 
know that the boy 

was a shepherd boy?

"Why do you think 
the boy chose to 

say the Aleph-Beit in 
the form of a prayer?

#What message can 
you take from this 

story for Yom Kippur 
this year?
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Chidon on the Chag 
(A Quick Quiz)

���What does Yom Kippur mean?

���What date is Yom Kippur?

���What happens on Yom Kippur�
to the Book of Life on which God�
wrote our fate on Rosh Hashan-
ah?

���What happened on the first�
Yom Kippur after the Exodus?

���What is added to Minchah on�
Erev Yom Kippur and why?

���What happenFE to the two 
goats�in the special Yom Kippur 
service�in the Temple?

���What UZQF�PG�sin cannot be�
atoned for UISPVHI�Yom Kippur�
QSBZFST?

���What story do we read at�
Minchah of Yom Kippur and�why?

���What is the extra prayer service�
added at the conclusion of Yom�
Kippur?

��� What mitzvah do we have 
the�custom to begin immediately 
after�Yom Kippur?

Ceremony & Celebration: Introduction to the Holidays

Bringing together Rabbi Sacks’ acclaimed introductions to the Koren Sacks Machzorim, 
Ceremony $ Celebration reveals the stunning interplay of biblical laws, rabbinic edicts, 
liturgical themes, communal rituals and profound religious meaning of each of the &ve 
central Jewish holidays: Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, Succot, Pesach and Shavuot.

Ceremony $ Celebration is published by Maggid/OU Press and is available to purchase 
online and in all good Jewish bookshops.

Together with Elaine, I wish you and your families a g’mar chatimah tovah. 
May this Yom Kippur be a meaningful and transformative experience for us all.

THIS FAMILY EDITION HAS BEEN GENEROUSLY AND ANONYMOUSLY SPONSORED

"is painting is called Book of Life by Shraga Weil
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Educational Companion to the Questions

YOM KIPPUR IN A NUTSHELL
1. On Yom Kippur we stand before the King of Kings in judge-

ment in a court of law that He has convened, and we confess 
our shortcomings, while He decides what will happen to us in 
the next year. "is focuses us on who we are and who we can 
become. As we plead with God for a good year and ask to be 
wri$en in the Book of Life, we can’t help but consider whether 
we truly deserve this, and how we can become more deserving 
of it in the future.

2. Before the Temple was destroyed, and we lost the established 
Temple service, the sins of the entire nation were atoned for 
by the Kohen HaGadol (the High Priest), the holiest spiritual 
leader, who represented the people through the performance of 
the rituals and service of the day. "is happened on the holiest 
day of the year, in the holiest place in the world, on behalf of the 
nation as a whole. Once this ritual was lost, the rabbis recre-
ated Yom Kippur in a way that each Jew could engage in their 
own atonement process, through te!llah, together with their 
community in their Mikdash Me’at (mini-sanctuary – the syna-
gogue). "ey no longer had to rely on a service that took place 
centrally on their behalf. Instead they were each empowered to 
take responsibility for their own spiritual well-being.

3. Until this point in history, Jewish worship of God had been 
focused on the Temple service in Jerusalem. "ere was a danger 
that the destruction of the Temple, and the expulsion from 
Jerusalem, would spell the end for Judaism and the Jewish 
people. Yom Kippur’s transition represents Judaism’s transition 
to a religion that could survive exile and dispersion. Every 
individual Jew from now on could worship God privately in 
synagogues that could be built anywhere in the world. It is no 
understatement to suggest that when the rabbis created this 
pivot in Jewish worship, they saved Judaism as a religion and 
the Jewish people as a civilisation.

DEEP DIVING INTO THE TEFILLAH OF THE DAY 
1. It is important to face our mistakes so we can grow from them 

and ensure we don’t repeat them in the future. If God can for-
give our past sins then we can and must forgive them ourselves, 
to build a be$er future. 

2. "e viduy represents a generality of sinful behaviour. "e 
Aleph-Beit as a poetic expression represents the entirety of 
sinful behaviour (from aleph to taf), just as the boy in the story 
used the Aleph-Beit to represent all possible words for his 
te!llah, pleading with God to arrange them in the correct order, 
promising that his intention was correct.

3. Te!llah is not the whole story of repentance on Yom Kippur. 
While the te!llot, including the viduy, are there to help us 
repent, there is plenty of opportunity to re!ect on our past 
mistakes in our hearts. "is is the essence of repentance and we 
should &nd time for this introspection during Yom Kippur.

IT ONCE HAPPENED ON YOM KIPPUR…

�� Perhaps the boy understood responsibility and leadership from 
his work as a shepherd, in much the same way as Moshe and 
King David were fitting leaders because they were also 
shepherds.

�� He was illiterate. He could not read, but he knew the Aleph-Be-
it. He said each letter over and over again with intense and 
pure kavanah (intention) instead of saying the words of the 
tefillot, which he could not read. He was also asking God to 
rearrange the letters he was saying into the correct order so 
they would make up the words of the tefillah, and he would be 
saying the tefillot also.

�� Saying all the words of all the tefillot is not the most important 
thing on Yom Kippur (or any other day of the year). What hap-
pens in your heart is more important, and we believe God sees 
that. This may mean that you can say the tefillot in a language 
you understand if your Hebrew is not good enough, or even 
use your own words to approach Hashem and pray. What is 
most important is that your intention is pure and you take the 
oppor-tunity to stand before God and open your heart.

CHIDON ON THE CHAG (A QUICK QUIZ)

�� Day of Atonement (atonement means makJOH amends for a 
wrong).

�� 10th of Tishrei.

�� 5IF�KVEHNFOU�JT�OPX�QFSNBOFOU�BOE�Pur fate is sealed. 

�� Moshe came down from Mount Sinai with the second Tablets 
of Stone (signifying God’s forgiveness of the Sin of the 
Golden Calf).

�� Viduy (confession) – in case one chokes at the special meal 
be-fore Yom Kippur and does not have an opportunity to 
confess, we add viduy into the Minchah service.

�� Lots were drawn to choose between the goats. One was sacri-
ficed on behalf of the people, and the other was sent into the 
wilderness, symbolically taking the sins of the people with it. 
(This is where the idea of a scapegoat comes from.)

�� Sins committed against other people (the sinner must ask for 
forgiveness directly – God cannot forgive these sins).

�� The book of Yonah, because the theme of repentance and for-
giveness runs through the story. The repentance of the people 
of Nineveh serves as an inspiration to us to repent, and shows 
us that repentance can overturn a Divine decree.

�� Ne’ilah.

��� The mitzvah to build a succah.

www.RabbiSacks.org       * � H º  @RabbiSacks
The O!ce of Rabbi Sacks, PO Box 72007, London, NW6 6RW  •  +44 (0)20 7286 6391  •  info@rabbisacks.org

© Rabbi Sacks  •  All rights reserved  • The O!ce of Rabbi Sacks is supported by The Covenant & Conversation Trust
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Ma’ariv: 13 Attributes of 
Mercy  !"#$
An invitation to join God in prayer
Yaffa Epstein

The thirteen attributes of God’s mercy are first found in Exodus 34:6-7. After the Jewish people 
sinned with the Golden Calf, Moshe pleaded for forgiveness on their behalf. This moment of 
forgiveness happened the second time Moshe ascended Mount Sinai, and the Rabbis teach us that 
this day of ultimate forgiveness corresponds to Yom Kippur.

Rosh Hashana 17b explains that God actually used these thirteen attributes to show Moshe how 
to pray and ask for forgiveness.  

This text implies that there is guaranteed forgiveness if we recite these words. But, isn’t this 
problematic? What is the meaning behind muttering these words if there is no teshuva process?

A closer look at Rabbi Yochanan’s entire statement will help us understand. The verse states:

Rabbi Yochanan focuses on the word, VaYavor, And God passed before – and draws a parallel to a 
prayer leader who passes before the ark, which in Rabbinic parlance is called la’avor lifnei hateiva. 
Rabbi Yochanan explains that God is actually acting as the shaliach tzibbur, the prayer leader, 
showing and guiding Moshe.

It is a beautiful moment. God is both praying and leading – telling Moshe how to get forgiveness while 
also reciting God’s attributes as a prayer. Perhaps this teaches us that God is exposing God’s own 
wish to be able to overcome anger and to forgive. Interestingly, Rabbi Yochanan states in Brachot 
7b that this is actually God’s prayer – that God’s mercy overcome God’s anger. 

We are not only praying to God but with God. God is the prayer leader, who guides us, who is with us 
and invested in a relationship with us. Even if at times we feel lost, alone and far away, God is there, 
leading us, guiding us and helping us to find our way back. The recital of the thirteen attributes 
is not a magical spell but a reminder that the relationship is always 
there, if we decide to access it.

 !" #$%& "'() "*)*" +,-$! '""
 ./0%,1 2)*) $')$"* '13"
 $* 4"'4$ '$#5 -!*1& 4"#(4

 +)6 *& $* ')" 4*3% '27 41)*
 '27& !,3* $10! +!"/$- *"'1!1

84* *-$) !,"$ 464

Rabbi Yochanan states: If it wouldn’t be a verse in the 
Torah, we would not be able to say this: We are taught that 
God wrapped Himself in a talit, like the prayer leader, and 
showed Moses the order of the prayer. He said to Moses: 

“Whenever the people of Israel sin, they should repeat 
before me this prayer, and I will forgive them.”

 8$-' *( ,'4 '4 ,"'(!$ ,$!,3 *0 '4 '$#0!$
%)"$ 27- #'$ 8!3" 9'" +$,-$

God passed by before him and proclaimed: 
”God, God, Omnipotent, merciful and kind, slow 
to anger, with tremendous love and truth.”

ĕĲĜ

Rabba Yaffa Epstein is a former member of the faculty and staff and is currently 
the Director of the Wexner Heritage Program. 
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Rabbi Chaim Yaakov 
Ro!enberg (1909-1990) 
served as the Chief Rabbi 

of the Chareidi community in 
Paris, where he was instrumental in 
establishing Jewish education and 
creating kashruth standards. During 
the Holocaust, Rabbi Ro!enberg 
reportedly de"ed the Nazi regime 
by building a sukkah while he was in 
concentration camp. He constructed 
a sukkah of some form prior to the 
onset of Sukkot, ate a k’zayit of bread 
# a minimum volume to ful"ll the 
mitzvah but a relatively substantial 
amount in a concentration camp 
# and immediately dismantled the 
sukkah to avoid being caught by the 
Nazis and potentially be put to death. 
Rabbi Yitshak Zilberstein, an eminent 
rabbinic authority in Israel and son-
in-law of the late Rabbi Shalom Yosef 
Elyashiv, discusses Rabbi Ro!enberg’s 
incredible sukkah, and records the 
perspective Rav Elyashiv shared with 
him.1 $e focus of those discussions 
is the questionable validity of a 
sukkah structure built under the 
conditions Rabbi Ro!enberg faced. 
Due to its inherent lack of standing 
for any real period of time, and the 
environment of fear that existed 
resulting in the inability to properly 
“live” in the sukkah, are two factors 
that may invalidate the halakhic 
integrity of a sukkah. Rabbi Elyashiv 
is quoted by Rabbi Zilberstein as 
describing that Rabbi Ro!enberg 
assembled the sukkah just before 
sunset at the beginning of Yom Tov 

and dismantled it immediately a%er 
nightfall, which, he felt, allowed the 
minimal environment necessary to 
ful"ll the mitzvah without excessive 
fear. $eir discussion also focuses on 
the appropriateness of constructing 
a sukkah with the clear intent to 
dismantle it during Yom Tov, which is 
normally a prohibited activity on Yom 
Tov.

What is not addressed speci"cally, 
though the issue is raised by Rabbi 
Zilberstein, is whether one can ful"ll 
a mitzvah in a situation where one is 
categorically exempt. In particular, 
when the potential exists that 
a!empting to ful"ll a mitzvah may 
result in a threat to one’s life, would 
proceeding with implementing 
the mitzvah be credited as a 
mitzvah? It is true that at times 
one is technically exempt from 
performing a certain mitzvah, yet 
one is de"nitely credited if one does 
so in spite of the exemption. $e 
basic idea is that of “aino metzuveh 
v’oseh” # one who is not mandated 
to perform a mitzvah but does so 
voluntarily. $e Talmud explicitly 
assigns reward for such a ful"llment.2                                                                                              
Certain mitzvot which, for 
example, women are technically 
exempt from, are clearly credited 

to a woman if she performs them.3 
$e situation of a potentially life-
threatening consequence is, however, 
fundamentally di&erent than simply 
being exempt. Rabbi Yosef Engel 
presents a di&erence of opinion 
regarding situations of “annus” 
where a person is unable to perform 
a mitzvah due to circumstances 
beyond his/her control.4 One 
example he refers to from the 
Talmud involves a man who was 
never circumcised due to his two 
elder brothers dying as a result of 
the circumcision procedure. $at 
case, as Rabbi Dr. Lord Immanuel 
Jakobovits explains, refers to the 
genetic condition of hemophilia.5 
Due to the potential complication 
of uncontrolled bleeding, this 
condition prevents a person from 
performing the mitzvah of milah due 
to the life-threatening consequences. 
$e debate Rabbi Engel presents, 
based on a dispute between Rashi 
and Rabbeinu Tam, is whether for 
such an individual, the mitzvah of 
milah is non-existent or whether the 
mitzvah persists while the person is 
technically exempt from performing 
it. Rabbi Engel suggests that the 
"rst perspective is based in part on 
the notion that G-d only obligates 

Ful"lling A Mitzvah 
When It Isn’t a Mitzvah

Rabbi Richard Weiss, M.D. 
Adjunct Assistant Professor of Biology, Stern College 

For Women • Rabbi, Young Israel of Hillcrest
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individuals in mitzvot which are realistically possible to 
perform. If that pre-condition is absent, then G-d never 
directed that mitzvah to that individual in that situation. 
Interestingly, he suggests a di&erence between mitzvot 
bein adam Lamakom and mitzvot bein adam lachaveiro, 
where in the former G-d never has an interest in 
obligating the person if it is not feasible. $us, according 
to this view, the mitzvah of milah in cases of potential 
life-threatening consequences does not exist as a mitzvah 
at all. In the la!er, however, where the bene"t of the 
mitzvah for another person can still be accomplished, the 
mitzvah exists, albeit with an exemption. $e implication 
of this fundamental disagreement regarding onnes and 
mitzvot, posits Rabbi Engel, is that according to the 
"rst view, performing a mitzvah in a case of annus when 
one’s life may be threatened, accomplishes and ful"lls 
nothing as no mitzvah actually exists in the Torah for 
this person. It is as if a person performed some act that 
has no religious origin or signi"cance. According to the 
second view, the performance of the mitzvah would be 
credited and can be of religious signi"cance, in spite 
of the absolute exemption to do so in a potentially life 
-threatening situation. 

As Rabbi Yair Ho&man writes in reference to Rabbi 
Ro!enberg’s act of courage in a!empting to ful"ll the 
mitzvah, “ours is not to question the dedication ….of 
those…who gave their all to ful"ll Hashem’s mitzvos 
during those times…”6 $at remarkable act does, however, 
serve as a basis from which to analyze the ful"llment of 
mitzvot under the potential of life-threatening conditions, 
several aspects of which Rabbi Ho&man himself addresses. 
One very practical application I wish to present involves 
fasting on Yom Kippur. It is not uncommon for an 
individual who is instructed by a physician to not fast 
on Yom Kippur to persist in fasting despite medical 
advice. Assuming that the medical restriction on fasting 
is based on a real potential for the person to develop a 
life-threatening complication, would fasting result in a 
ful"llment of the mitzvah on Yom Kippur?  Rabbi Mosheh 
Shternbukh was asked by a person with some form of 
cardiac, or heart, condition whether he may fast on Yom 
Kippur that year.7 He explained that the year before he 
fasted just "ne, in spite of being instructed by physicians to 
refrain from fasting. Rabbi Shternbukh describes that he 
emphatically and sensitively conveyed to this individual 
that eating/drinking on Yom Kippur to protect his life 
was itself a mitzvah of pikuah nefesh. He continued to 
explain in his responsum that the possibility of a life-

!e Mitzvah to Eat Chametz on Pesach in 
Bergen Belsen 

$is prayer was compiled by Rabbi Yissachar-Bernard 
Davids who, prior to World War II, served as Chief 
Rabbi in Ro!erdam, Holland. During the war, he 
and his family were transferred to the Bergen-Belsen 
concentration camp. On Pesach in Bergen-Belsen, 
Rabbi Davids instructed his fellow prisoners to 
eat chametz due to the Jewish principle of pikuach 
nefesh#the paramount rule that preserving life takes 
precedence above all other commandments. During 
the clandestine Pesach seder held at Bergen-Belsen, 
the rabbi recited the regular blessings for matza, but 
then added the above prayer for the speci"c situation.

 !"#$% &#'() #""#$%' !*"+) (#,*# *#)- .". ,/*0'1' #"*12
 )( !2 ,304 %#5*2 &%*0'1# .$0 &)*621 45+. -4 &2 -4)#
 &"651 /*2$0" #"4"2# #"&#2 16(0 ,#1('.' #"1) .12, &27

 2)# /.1 *4#’ !&#$0 /**8) /*"0#70# /*"6#0 #"". .&#'+"
 ‘“,92 :0 ; :< :+ =" %90 :<> ; :) % ?0 @A B.” :!&%.720 %.7*)# ‘/.1 &#0*'

 ,.%.01 #")2-&# #"0**8&# #"**4&' !) #"&)+& C6 )( ,(D:, ‘1,)
 .C02 ,/)' 11)1 !,1()# !"#$% &#'()# !*8#4 %#0')

Heavenly Father, it is apparent to You that our will is to 
do Your will and to celebrate Passover by eating matzah 
and by re!aining !om chametz. But on this our hearts 
are distressed, because the oppression prevents us [!om 
ful"lling these commandments] and we "nd our lives in 
danger. We are ready and willing to ful"ll Your mandate 
that we ‘live by the commandments and not die by them.’ 
And we are observing Your warning: ‘Protect yourself and 
sustain your soul greatly.’ We therefore beseech You to keep 
us alive, sustain us and redeem us speedily, so that we may 
observe your statutes, carry out Your will and serve You 
wholeheartedly. Amen.”

From Rabbi Kenneth Brander’s Introduction to 
Torah To-Go, Pesach 5774.
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threatening complication does not 
have to have the potential to develop 
on Yom Kippur itself. If fasting may 
compromise the person’s health to 
the extent that in the future # near 
or distant # the person’s physiologic 
resilience may be weakened resulting 
in death sooner than otherwise might 
have been the case, then one should 
not fast this Yom Kippur. Rabbi 
Shternbukh presents the theology 
that just as it is G-d’s will for people 
in general to fast on Yom Kippur, 
it is equally His will for certain 
individuals to not fast when a life-
threatening complication may result. 
He goes so far as to suggest that for 
this individual, the mitzvah of eating/
drinking on Yom Kippur in ful"lling 
the mitzvah of pikuah nefesh is greater 
and of higher value than the basic 
mitzvah of fasting on Yom Kippur. 

Based on Rabbi Shternbukh’s analysis, 
it seems that he sides with the "rst 
view presented by Rabbi Engel, 
and that for a person su&ering from 
a signi"cant heart condition, the 
mitzvah of fasting on Yom Kippur 
does not at all exist. Indeed, at the 
conclusion of his discussion, Rabbi 
Shternbukh refers to the opinion of 
rabbinic authorities that one who 
fasts on Yom Kippur against medical 
advice in a potential life-threatening 
situation, does not ful"ll the mitzvah 
of fasting on Yom Kippur. However, 
it may be that Rabbi Shternbukh’s 
rationale di&ers from that of Rabbi 
Engel. For Rabbi Engel, in such 
situations no mitzvah was ever 
intended by G-d through His Torah. 
Rabbi Shternbukh emphasizes a 
di&erent point. $e very presence of 

the counter-mitzvah of pikuah nefesh 
is what supersedes, displaces and 
perhaps cancels the mitzvah of fasting. 
$e mitzvah of fasting may exist a 
priori for this person at the onset of 
Yom Kippur, yet it is cancelled by the 
greater mitzvah of preserving life # 
pikuah nefesh # at the point on Yom 
Kippur that the person ful"lls the 
mitzvah of pikuah nefesh by eating/
drinking. It could be argued that 
until the point on Yom Kippur that 
the person eats/drinks he/she is in 
ful"llment of the mitzvah of fasting 
and is credited with that. According 
to the "rst view Rabbi Engel presents, 
there was never a mitzvah this 
particular year for this person to 
fast, and there isn’t any ful"llment 
of fasting even prior to the point at 
which he/she eats/drinks.

$e Mishneh Brurah records the 
de"nitive view of rabbinic authorities 
which seems to go even further than 
invalidating the mitzvah of fasting in 
potential life-threatening situations.8 
$e statement he quotes includes a 
strong criticism of those who should 
not fast on Yom Kippur but still do. 
$e verse in Genesis, 9:5, “And I shall 
indeed demand your blood for your 
lives…” $is suggests that fasting 
against medical advice is a violation 
of Torah law, and not simply neglect 
of the mitzvah of pikuah nefesh. It 
suggests that for such individuals, 
no mitzvah of fasting exists, and 
fasting would then be equivalent to 
endangering one’s own life, which is a 
Torah prohibition. A fuller analysis of 
this perspective is required, but is not 
the focus of this article.

$e mindset suggested by Rabbi 
Shternbukh regarding the greater 
value of eating on Yom Kippur to 
preserve life, should highlight for 
us how precious G-d and the Torah 
views our lives. $erefore, what we 
do with our lives, and how we treat 
others’ lives is a cornerstone of our 
focus on Yom Kippur. In addition, 
Rabbi Ro!enberg’s amazing act of 
de"ance, independent of its halakhic 
implications, expresses a profoundly 
meaningful perspective for this year’s 
Sukkot celebration. It is incredibly 
remarkable that in a relatively short 
period of time since the end of the 
Holocaust, Judaism has 'ourished 
in so many ways, and that si!ing 
in a sukkah this year should be 
experienced as a precious freedom 
that we have to be able to ful"ll G-d’s  
will.
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What we do with our lives, and how we treat 
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Preparing for Yom Kippur: 
A practical teshuva exercise
David I. Bernstein

Every year before Yom Kippur, I run a practical teshuva (introspection) workshop in which people are 
asked to write answers to certain questions and prepare themselves for the awesome day ahead. 
Here are some of the questions to do on your own before the great day. A warning: do not think 
before you write! It will lead to self-censorship. Read each question, and begin to write immediately 
as a stream of consciousness.

1 Two ways I can be a 
better daughter/son.

2 Two ways I can be 
a better sister/brother.

3 Three ways I can be more 
serious at my job, or as a student.

4 Three ways I can be a 
better roommate/partner/
spouse.

5 There are two kinds of people we ask forgiveness 
from: those who love us, and those who do not. Two 
people in each category I must ask forgiveness from.

6 Many years ago, I was a counselor in summer camp 
for a young man named Marc Sackin. Tragically, this 
extremely talented adolescent died in a car crash. He had 
grown enormously in his character, and I never got to tell 
him that. Someone I need to tell something to.

7 Two mitzvot 
(commandments) that I 
would like to do, but didn’t 
do well, or didn’t  
do enough, or at all.

8 The two things I did 
this year that I am most 
proud of. 

9 Two things I am ashamed I did 
last year, two things which don’t 
reflect the real me.

10 Three goals 
I set myself for the 
coming year.

11 What do I want to BE  
(i.e. what kind of person do I 
want to be) when I grow up?

12 How can I go about 
becoming the kind of 
person I want to be?

13 Two people I look 
up to and what it is I 
admire about them.

May this exercise help you to have a meaningful Yom Kippur, and may we all be granted forgiveness 
and a good year!

Dr. David I. Bernstein is the Dean of Pardes. 2
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The Music of the 
Yamim Noraim 

           Cantor Sherwood Goffin 
             Faculty, Belz School of Jewish Music, RIETS, Yeshiva University  

             Cantor, Lincoln Square Synagogue, New York City  
 
The liturgical music, or nusach hatefillah, of the Yamim Noraim is the most profound of the 
entire year and contains some of the oldest musical elements in our tradition. It requires an 
expert Baal Tefilla who intimately knows the sanctified melodies of these tefillot, and it is 
therefore inappropriate for any synagogue to choose a chazzan who is improperly trained in the 
intricacies of the musical nusach. Needless to say, this pertains all year-around, for every tefillah.  
However, the lack of competence in a Shliach Tzibbur is more acutely felt on the Days of Awe in 
every shul and shtible in every corner of the world, and is emphasized in the words of our 
gedolim throughout the millenia.  
 

It is the intent of this article to give a “crash course” in guidelines concerning this field of musical 
expertise. While it is impossible to illustrate the actual music of the tefillot in a written article, I 
will try to describe to you the musical history and halachic guidelines for the sacred musical 
themes that have been heard in shuls in every corner of the Ashkenazic world for the last 
millennium. 
  

The Maharil 
To put this topic into the proper perspective, it is necessary to open to the Shulchan Aruch and 
the glosses of the Rama. 
  
One may not change the custom of a community, even as 
to its customary prayer-melodies.(“Maharil”) 
                                                 Rama 619:1    

ʸʩʲʤ ʢʤʰʮʮ ʭʣʠ ʤʰʹʩ ʬʠʥ , ʭʩʰʥʢʩʰʡ ʥʬʩʴʠ
 ʭʹ ʭʩʸʮʥʠʹ ʭʩʨʥʩʴʡ ʥʠ)ʩʸʤʮ"ʬ .(  

ʮʸ                          "ʨʩʸʺ ʠ: ʠ 
 
The Maharil, Rabbi Yaakov HaLevi Möllin, (b. Mainz, 1356, d.Worms, 1427), the first to bear 
the title of “Moreinu,” was the Chief Rabbi of the Rhineland during the years after the Nine 
Crusades (1096-1272), and during the period of the Black Death which began in the 1340’s. As 
a result of the crusades and the Black Death, Jews from all over Europe fled to the cities of the 
Rhineland to join their fellow co-religionists in the largest Jewish cities in Europe for protection 
and consolation. These cities were Shpeyer, Worms, and Mainz, known as the “Arei ShWM,” 
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where resonated the century-old tradition of Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg whom the Maharil 
followed as his spiritual guide.  
 

Rabbi Adin Steinzaltz writes25 that, “also being one of the great prayer leaders of his time, he 
(Maharil) traveled from one community to another, reestablishing the traditional prayer 
melodies. By virtue of his great authority, the Maharil succeeded in laying the foundations for 
the prayer rite accepted by all Ashkenazic communities.”  
 

The Maharil also served as a Chazzan, which was often the custom of rabbinical leaders since the 
time of Rabbi Yehudai Gaon of Sura in the 8th century. The Maharil was distressed by the incursion 
of many “foreign” melodies into the musical liturgy of the synagogues of his time. Over a period of 
many years he was able to hear Baalei Tefilla from all over Europe as he traveled from city to city in 
the Rhineland, and he thereby determined which melodies were the authentic traditions for each 
community. He then sanctified those melodies with the title “Missinai,” to emphasize their ancient 
and immutable quality. 26 In his Sefer HaMaharil, compiled by his student Eliezer Ben Yaakov, he 
declares categorically that one may not change the traditional melodies (nusach) of a community.  
Most poskim have opined that this declaration applies all through the calendar year.27  For this 
article, we will confine ourselves to the High Holidays. 
     

The Intention of the Maharil 
The intention of the Maharil was two-fold. He may well have been aware that the melodies he had 
gathered were the only connection that we had to the music of the Bais Hamikdosh. More 
important, however, was his sense that the kavannah of the congregants depended on being 
enveloped in the musical atmosphere of the holy melodies they always heard in shul, and that if 
these melodies were changed, their kavannah would be affected.28 Imagine coming to shul on Yom 
Kippur Night as the Chazzan ascends the bima to sing the Kol Nidre. It is a moment you have 
anticipated for many days before Yom Kippur. However, instead of singing the beloved traditional 
melody that has always uplifted the congregation for as long as you can remember, the Chazzan 
puts these sublime words to the tune of one of the latest “pop” melodies! Your kavannah would be 
ruined; the atmosphere of this holy evening would be severely compromised, perhaps totally 
destroyed, by your upset and consternation at this breach of tradition! The melody of Kol Nidre is 
no less important than any other of the sanctified Niggunei Maharil that we have all grown up with. 

                                                 
25 A Guide to Jewish Prayer, Schocken, 2000 
26 This appellation (Missinai) was first coined by Rabbi Yehuda Hachasid (1150-1217) in his Sefer Hachassidim.  It 
was originally used as a description of the Taamei Hamikra – the melody of the Torah.   
27 Rav Gedalia Dov Schwartz writes (Journal of Jewish Music & Liturgy Volume 8, Belz School of Jewish Music), 
where there is no ‘prevailing ignorance’ and therefore no ‘bilbul daas hakahal’ “the words of the Maharil and the 
Mogein Avrohom (“ain L’shanos”) would apply to all services and not necessarily for the Yomim Noroim (only).”. 
The Mogen Avrohom (O.C.68:1), Chasam Sofer (O.C.16, 17), and Hagaot Maimuniot, say similarly that one may 
not change any one of the essential minhagim in prayer that is traditional with the congregation. In tandem with 
Ramah O.C. 619, this would include the musical nusach. Rabbi Hershel Schachter has also voiced this opinion. 
28 See Mishnah Brura there, “Ki al y’dei zeh misbalbel daas hakohol”- changing these melodies will confuse the 
congregation and severely affect their kavannah. 
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Many melodies are less well known than the Kol Nidre, but all are equally sacred and important to 
the atmosphere of our tefillos throughout the Yomim Noroim (Days of Awe) period. 
     

The Missinai Melodies 
There are approximately fifty-two Missinai melodies that can be identified. Many are “motifs,” 
musical phrases which are repeated in different texts, but almost all of which are traceable to the 
time of the Maharil or the Maharam of Rothenberg before him. They were often referred to by 
the past generations of Baalei Tefilla as “Scarbova,” from the Slavic word “skarb,” which means 
“(from the) treasure,” “official,” or a corruption of the Latin word “sacra,” “sacred”.  Most of 
these melodies are for the Yomim Noroim and some are sanctified in the tefillot of the rest of the 
year. Until the early eighteenth century these melodies were an exclusively oral tradition because 
Chazzanim were not trained in the art of writing music, with rare exceptions (such as Solomon 
Rossi, 1587-1628 CE, who wrote his music in the tradition of the Sfardim). These melodies 
were a closely guarded treasure, and each Baal Tefilla carefully handed down the tradition he 
had learned from generation to generation with relative accuracy. Having originally gathered in 
Ashkenaz (Germany), the German Jewish population moved eastward because of persecution 
and pogroms. Hence, their melodies were transmitted to the East European community and 
became the hallmark of the tefilla of the entire European Jewish community. 
 

American Jews are the inheritors of the European minhag, and we are therefore required to 
follow that tradition in our davening. This is our “Minhag HaMakom.”29 Our Baalei Tefilla 
should be well-versed in the Missinai melodies that nurtured the souls of our fathers’ generation, 
our grandfathers’ generation, and the generations before them. No one has the right to discard 
even one of these sacred melodies of our tefilla. 
 

This applies to our Shabbat and Yom Tov tefillot as well, although most of these tefillot only have 
rules for the musical style, or mode of each paragraph (major, minor, phreigish, etc.), rather than 
an actual melody. The restriction of rules to mode allows talented chazzanim to insert 
congregational melodies that fit into the given mode, although such additions should only be 
made with careful forethought. There are various tefillot outside of the Yomim Noroim that have 
fixed melodies, primarily the Kaddishim and some major tefillot, such as Tal/Geshem and the 
“concluding phrases” of many of the tefillot. The requirement to keep the traditional nusach 
applies throughout the year, for every prayer, at every service!30 

                                                 
29 This refers to the communities that descend from Eastern Europe, which includes a great majority of American 
Jewry. Of course, each community is obligated to follow their specific custom and practices. 
30 In the writings of the halachic authorities of past centuries, we often see references to the importance of davening 
within the traditional guidelines. One example is from the Mateh Ephraim, by Rabbi Ephraim Margolioth of Brody, 
Ukraine (1760-1828) who writes, “if he (the chazzan) thinks that his own melodies are more pleasant than the 
traditional melodies, he will be punished by Heaven for this!”  Rabbi Gedalia Schwartz, now Av Bes Din of the 
Chicago Rabbinical Council, writes: “Congregations should seek the combination of piety and a mastering of 
traditional musical nusach which is part of the spiritual fabric of tefillah, particularly on the Yomim Noroim. The 
absence of these hallowed niggunim during the davening would be unthinkable to any worshipper...”   There is no 
question that our rabbinical leaders were concerned about maintaining the hallowed musical tradition of our 
davening. It was unthinkable that anyone would want to change these melodies, and as an absolute, immutable, 
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The Kol Nidre  
The Music of the Kol Nidre is one of the most profoundly emotional melodies of our entire 
liturgy. No other synagogue prayer has such an impact on the listener - arousing, uplifting, and 
inspiring passions that well up from the innermost depths of emotion for the entire 
congregation. What makes this prayer so important to the average congregant, who is drawn to 
the synagogue (on time!) with anticipation, trepidation, and awe? 
 

To the superficial examiner the words of the text are quite common. It is simply Hatarat 
Nedarim¸ a time-accepted formula of absolution from personal vows and oaths between man 
and G-d, written in Aramaic. It is based on the statement in the Talmud (Nedarim 23b) that one 
who desires to annul his vows should publicly stand up at the “beginning of the year” and declare 
them null and void. Rabbeinu Tam (1100-1170) changed the standard wording to vows of the 
future only. (In some shuls they use the formulation of the Vilna Gaon as taught by Rav 
Soloveitchik, incorporating both past and future vows).  Kol Nidre probably existed in its 
present form in the eighth or ninth centuries, in the Geonic period. The text is recited three 
times to emphasize the “solemnity of the declaration” (SeMaG), or to enable the congregation 
to hear it, in case they missed the first two recitations. (Bach, O.C. 619) 
 

It is primarily the haunting music of this tefillah and the mystique of its history that augment the 
urgency, weight, and seriousness of the day and draw attendance.  Unwilling to miss the stirring 
words of this declaration, and – I believe, very significantly – the undisputable impact of the 
music, the average Jew is drawn to come on time to shul. His father did so, and his father before 
him, all for the same reasons.  This is the strength and impact of our Missinai melodies, which 
have carried on from generation to generation. 
             

The Music of Kol Nidre 
The melody as heard today in the Ashkenazic Synagogue did not exist in its present form until the 
middle of the 15th or 16th century. (Sephardic Jews recite Kol Nidre to a completely different tune.) 
It is the very last Missinai melody incorporated into the list of the sacred Niggunei Maharil, even 
though it was finalized many years after the period of the Maharil31. We do know that the singing of 
this “declaration” was instituted by R. Yehudai Gaon in the 8th Century, to be sung to a (non-
specific) melody by his Chazzan in the academy of Sura, Babylonia. According to the 11th Century 
Machzor Vitry of R. Simcha ben-Samuel, it was to be chanted three times: first, in a low and soft 
voice, then gradually increasing with each repetition to full voice. This represents the entrance of a 
subject into the King’s palace with trepidation and his eventual standing before his king with 
confidence.  In the Sefer Maharil, the Maharil is described as singing the text with “various tunes” 

                                                                                                                                                 
irrevocable rule of tefillah, it was considered unnecessary to discuss! It was, therefore, rarely voiced as a concern in 
most halachic works.  
31 Although the word “Missinai” initially referred only to the niggunei HaMaharil, it was later used in reference to 
other melodies that became  minhag such as the Kol Nidre, which was created from Missinai motifs, and all the 
various Yomim Noroim Kaddishim that, over 300 years, gradually evolved from the one ancient Tal/Geshem 
Missinai melody. 
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over and over again until nightfall: “yaarich bo b’niggunim,”  indicative of the fact that no fully set 
tune was as yet established in the Maharil’s time. The first mention of an established melody for 
Kol Nidre is found in the Levush of Rabbi Mordechai Jaffe of Prague (1530-1612), who writes of “a 
widely accepted tune” known to the chazzanim of his time. The earliest notation of this melody is 
from 1765, written down by Cantor Aaron Beer of Berlin (1738-1821).  

   

The Component Parts of the Kol Nidre 
Upon analysis, Kol Nidre appears to have been formulated from an amalgam of other Missinai 
niggunim and Taamei HaMikra (Trope) of the Torah and Haftarah.  It is clear that the Jews of 
France and the Rhineland in the 15th century adapted the concluding phrase of the “Great 
Aleinu” (see below) for the Kol Nidre, (as well as for the first paragraph of the Yomim Noroim 
Avot). This phrase has a triumphant character, which is appropriate for “Haboh Aleinu L’Tova,”  
“May it come upon us for good,” and for use as a typical end-of-sentence motif. 
 

The opening musical phrase of the Kol Nidre was likely taken from the HaMelech of Shacharis – 
one of the great Missinai/Scarbova melodies discussed above.  It can also be heard in the melody 
of the opening phrase of the Kaddish before Musaf of the Yomim Noroim.  Professor Abraham 
Z. Idelsohn (1882-1938) – our first and foremost Jewish Ethnomusicologist32 – has written that 
it was a chazzan in 15th/16th century Southwest Germany who “voiced the sentiments of the 
terror-stricken Marranos, as they recited the Kol Nidre in a touching tune which expresses the 
fear, terror, fervent pleading and stern hope for ultimate salvation.”33  Throughout the world, the 
profound melody of this lofty prayer is recognized as one of Judaism’s most signature 
contributions to song and prayer. 
 

As we are about to endure the fast of Yom Kippur, the average Jew is acutely aware that his 
prayers may well have an impact on the coming year in pleas for health, prosperity, peace, and 
tranquility.  It is with trepidation and a prayerful hope for the future that the Jew is drawn to this 
solemn melodic declaration at the onset of the holiest day of the year. 
 

The Yomim Noroim Maariv Borchu 
It is Ma'ariv, the first night of Rosh Hashana. The Chazzan begins to sing the familiar, beloved 
melody of the Yomim Noroim Bor’chu”: “Ah...ƈ…Ɖ...ƈ…ƈ...ƈ…….”  The melody permeates the 
atmosphere of the shul and uplifts the hearts of all present. Where did this melody come from, and 
how old is it? How many generations of Jews began their New Year with this profound introduction 
to the liturgy of the High Holidays? There are few melodies that immerse us in an aura of holiness 
and sacred prayer, and which, simply by being heard, grant the listener palpable, visceral recognition 
                                                 
32 Professor Idelsohn (Latvia/S.Africa/Jerusalem/Cincinnati, 1882-1938) PhD in Music, Leipzig University, 
Chazzan and professor of Music, was the very first Jewish ethnomusicologist, who dedicated his life to collecting, 
identifying and analyzing the great corpus of musical minhag of every community that he was able to reach in his 
lifetime. He collected these and published them in his monumental 10 volume “Thesaurus of Hebrew Melodies”. 
He published many other books on Jewish music, including the ground-breaking, “Jewish Music in its historical 
development”, a history of Jewish Music from Biblical times to the present. 
33 A.Z. Idelsohn, Jewish Music in its Historical Development, Henry Holt, 1929 
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that we are no longer in the mundane cycle of our year, but that we have now entered the lofty 
heights of the holiest days of the year - the beginning of the “Days of Awe.” 

Charlemagne and the Source of the Melody 
We know for certain that the Borchu melody is more than eleven centuries old, having first 
appeared in the 8th and 9th century in the Europe of Emperor Charlemagne (742-814).  
Charlemagne imported the rabbinic leaders of Italy and Babylon, R. Kalonymos and R. Machir 
who composed prayers and set melodies to them based on their ancient traditions that 
eventually were sanctified by the Maharil34. One of these sanctified melodies is that of the 
Maariv Yomim Noroim Bor’chu. Its oldest written source is in the music collection of 
Charlemagne’s court musician, Paulus Diaconus (720-799 AD).  This unusual source provides 
us with an actual date, and makes this Borchu one of the few ancient Jewish melodies whose age 
we can actually determine.   
 

We can be reasonably certain that the Maariv Yomim Noroim Borchu has truly come from the 
Jewish community, even though its earliest written source is a book of Christian song.  Until the 
18th century Jews generally did not know how to write music, since writing music was 
exclusively reserved for the Christian clergy. Therefore, when this majestic, sacred melody of the 
High Holidays is sung in shul, you can sing along with confidence that not only has it been 
sanctified by Jewish tradition, but that it is very likely an authentic, ancient Jewish melody that is 
well over 1200 years old! 
 

The grand majestic manner of this prayer causes us to wonder why we usher in the serious, 
serene High Holy Days with a melody of praise and exultation. After all, these are the Days of 
Awe, when G-d sits in judgment. How can we approach Him with a tune whose style is so 
uplifting and lofty?  This is the essence of the question asked by my teacher, Cantor Macy 
Nulman. 
 

Cantor Nulman answers that Rabbi Eliezer ben Meshullam of Mainz (12th century) initiated the 
general rule throughout the year of singing of Bor’chu to an extended melody, “which gives 
worshippers ample time to gather for the service.”35 He writes that early Chassidim called the 

                                                 
34 Desirous of fostering commerce with the nations of the Middle East, and convinced that the Jews would be the 
conduit to Middle East commerce with Babylonia, Persia, Egypt, Turkey, etc., Charlemagne decided to encourage 
the growth of the small Jewish population in Rhineland bordering France and Germany. In order to attract Jewish 
settlers, Charlemagne imported world-renowned rabbinic leaders and their families whom, he correctly surmised, 
would attract Jews who would move to this new community. He first chose the Kalonymos family of Italy, led by the 
foremost Italian Rabbinic scholar Rabbi Kalonymos and his son Meshullam, as well as Rabbi Machir of Babylon. He 
settled the Kalonymos family in Mainz, Germany, and the Machirs in Narbonne, Southern France.  Each brought in 
their wake numerous Talmudists, poets, and theologians. Their leadership elevated and preserved the Rhineland 
Kehillah, which gradually became the largest in early medieval Europe, and established its customs. These rabbis 
were also chazzanim and poets (paytanim), composing poems and melodies based on the ancient traditions they 
had brought with them. As we mentioned before, many of these melodies were preserved as our Missinai melodies 
(primarily of the High Holidays and festivals) guided by the dictum of the Maharil, and formed the basis of our 
Minhag Ashkenaz to this day. 
35 Concepts of Jewish Music and Prayer, Cantorial Council of America, Yeshiva University 
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first night of Rosh Hashanah “Coronation Night”. “It proclaims that the kingdom of G-d is one 
of the major themes of the Rosh Hashanah service. It is no wonder that Ashkenazic Jewry 
throughout the world joins together with the Chazzan in this exultant theme. It is also possible 
that this musical theme lessens our fear as we approach the Yom Hadin (Day of Judgment) and 
gives us hope and courage to continue (praying) for a new year.” 
  

The History of the “Great” Aleinu 
The text of Aleinu was originally composed for Musaf of Yomim Noroim in the third century 
C.E., in Babylonia36. The hauntingly powerful musical setting of the text was already known 
during the years of the third Crusade (1187-1192 C.E.) led by King Richard the Lionheart, 
having developed in the centuries prior to that. During the period of the nine Crusades (1096-
1272 C.E.), many of the communities of the Rhineland were attacked by the marauding 
Christian army and forced to convert to Christianity.  Those Jews who refused were murdered 
or burnt at the stake. In Emek Habacha, Yosef HaKohen (1496-1528) quotes a letter to the last 
of the Gaonim, Rabbi Jacob of Orleans (d. 1189), where an eyewitness describes a mass murder 
in the town of Blois, France in 1171 C.E.  As the Christians began to burn many of the town’s 
Jewish population at the stake, the Christian knights listened in awe as the dying martyrs sang a 
“mysterious song.”  When asked, the remaining Jews told them that this was the song of their 
“Aleinu.” The knight executors and their French collaborators were so impressed, that they 
incorporated this melody into the melodies of their own religion37, which can be heard to this 
very day. This disturbing historical fact verifies the ancientness of this melody.   
  

The “electric” power of this sanctified melody, one of the oldest of our Missinai tunes, introduces 
and prepares the listener for the most important and sublime prayer of the Amida, the central 
paragraphs of the Kedushas Hayom section. Its impact is so great that this theme is heard again 
and again throughout the Yomim Noroim in tefillot such as the Kol Nidre, the first section of the 
repetition of the Amida (Avot and Gevurot), and elsewhere throughout the Machzor. The 
sublime magnetism of this ancient tefillah stands in stark contrast to the simplistic opening and 
closing phrases of the contemporary tune for Aleinu sung in our shuls every Shabbat. No 
example better illustrates the chasm separating our Missinai tradition from the corpus of 
mundane melodies chosen by many of today’s congregations. 
 

A Sampling of Other Missinai Melodies 
Hamelech: The melody of Hamelech was first set by Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg (1215-1293) 
and  finalized by the Maharil. 
Avot: This melody was also established by R’Meir, and it contains many Missinai elements and 
motifs. 

                                                 
36 According to a mesorah, found in Shaarei Teshuva, 43 and Kol Bo, 16, some hold that Aleinu may have been 
originally written by Yehoshua after the battle of Jericho. 
37 Eric Werner,“A Voice Still Heard”, Penn.StateU.Press, 1978 
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Musaf Yomim Noraim Kaddish: The Mussaf Kaddish was originally similar to Tal/Geshem 
prayer, as were most of the Kaddish tefillot of the Yomim Noroim at the time of the Maharam of 
Rothenberg. By the 16/17th century, this Kaddish melody had become differentiated to provide 
a specialized musical theme for each service of the High Holiday Machzor. They each have 
elements of the original and are considered Missinai as well. 
V’Hakohanim: This melody is intended to replicate the service in the Holy Temple. It is heard 
again in the Musaf Kedusha (Kvodo, etc.) and in various other settings. 
Motifs: “Hashem Melech” somewhat similar to Neilah; “S’lach lanu,” also heard at ”Sh’vikin 
Sh’visin,” and others. 
The Krovos mode: The Krovos mode is heard in Ochilo LoKeil; Asisi; Misod; Yoreisi: Eimecho 
Nososi, and elsewhere. 
 
Missinai melodies are also used in piyyutim such as Aapid: Eder Vohod; Esa Dei; ancient texts 
such as Ato Hu Elokeinu and L’Keil Orech Din; Yotzros; the Avodah of Yomim Noroim; Selichos; 
V’nislach; Vidui, and many others 
 
There are few melodies anywhere in the world that can compare with the lofty serenity and 
holiness of these sanctified, time-honored Missinai themes. The soul of the Jew responds to 
them, and the melodies, in turn, enter the hearts of their listeners and have a profound effect 
upon them. It is that very impact that the Maharil recognized and endeavored so mightily to 
preserve, so that each year and throughout the year  the Jew could be brought closer to the ideals 
of Teshuva, Tefilla, and Tzedaka, the formula that can overturn the negative decree and grant us 
all a good and blessed New Year. V’chein Y’hi Ratson!  
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I. Associating Coins with 
Tzedakah

Our family was once shopping 
at a large supermarket. Upon 
checking out, the store gave 

us a gi!: an in"atable rubber ball with 
the logo of Strauss # one of Israel’s 
well-known ice cream companies # 
emblazoned on the ball. Our 3-year-
old son blew up the ball and started 
playing with it on our way to the car 
until it fell. “Ima,” he said, “Please pick 
up the ball that says ‘Eat ice cream.’” 
My husband and I were amazed. 
$ere was nothing wri%en on the ball 

and this 3-year-old didn’t even know 
how to read. Even though the only 
print on the ball was the ice cream 
company’s logo, it was enough for him 
to understand the message. A!er all, 
he had been exposed to this message 
countless times over his &rst three 
years of life and knew exactly what it 
meant. I noted to myself that he didn’t 
say, “Please pick up the ball that says 
‘Ice cream,’” but rather “Eat ice cream,” 
in the command form. I thought, the 
people in the marketing department 
de&nitely deserve a bonus.

$is incident le! me a li%le 

pessimistic about education. I 
assumed that I was the one educating 
my child, not the advertising industry. 
What other subconscious messages 
was he receiving?

A short while later, we were at the 
playground with a friend. Her children 
were playing with her purse, and then 
her 3-year-old daughter dropped a 
coin on the ground. “Ima,” she said, “I 
dropped the tzedakah!”

She did not say she dropped the 
money or the coin, or the shekel. $is 
piece of metal did not speak to her # 
like most people # in materialistic 

FOUR THOUGHTS ABOUT TZEDAKA

Mrs. Sivan Rahav Meir
World Mizrachi Distinguished Visiting Lecturer 

at the Center for Israel Studies and 
$e Straus Center for Torah and Western $ought

The Power 
of Tzedaka
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terms. We would immediately think 
“what could be bought with such a 
coin, and where can we &nd more?” 
But she was educated from her 
infant years that this coin is, &rst and 
foremost, used for charity. $is coin 
came into the world in order that 
we could give it to others. $at is its 
purpose. $e money that we have is 
not really ours; we are just a conduit 
to get it to the right place. What a 
“girsa d’yankuta” # childhood lesson!

I smiled to myself. If it’s possible to 
ingrain in us commercial messages 
from infancy, it is also possible to 
ingrain from infancy that money is 
&rst and foremost used for tzedakah.

II. Tzedakah to Counter 
Idolatry

Years later, I received a gi! from my 
father-in-law, a book by Rav Shlomo 
Wolbe called HaMitzvot HaShekulot. 
Rav Wolbe was a great educator, 
a student of the Mir Yeshiva, who 
brought the methods of the Mussar 
Movement to a budding Eretz Yisrael. 
He has raised generations of students 
with the concepts of self-thought 
and contemplation. In contrast to 
his more famous books, such as Alei 
Shor, HaMitzvot HaShekulot is almost 
unknown. I started reading it and 
couldn’t put it down.

Rav Wolbe writes about the seven 
mitzvot that our rabbis teach that 
are “equal to the whole Torah.” $ey 
are: denying idolatry, tzitzit, Shabbat, 

Torah learning, circumcision, charity 
and Eretz Yisrael. He then explains 
them one by one, but in a speci&c 
order. In his opinion, there is a ladder 
we must climb, from the &rst stage, 
to the second, and so on. One of Rav 
Wolbe’s grandchildren once said that 
every day before he began to read 
Shema, Rav Wolbe would close his 
eyes and concentrate, thinking about 
the seven steps.

$e &rst mitzvah on this ladder is 
denying idolatry. We cannot begin our 
spiritual quest if we are enslaved to 
foreign concepts or if other values   are 
sacred in our eyes. We must &rst know 
that the Torah is primary and only 
then can we move forward. Rav Wolbe 
writes that according to the Midrash, 
Avraham Avinu wrote a 400-chapter 
book detailing all the aspects of the 
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idolatry in his generation. Today, there 
are far fewer physical statues and idols, 
but even in our generation we can 
write a book about the various ways 
we are enslaved.

$en comes the second, yet somewhat 
surprising, rung on the ladder # 
tzedakah. Kindness &lls the void 
that is le! when we rid ourselves of 
the yetzer (evil inclination). Giving 
tzedakah is how we put into practice 
the &rst rung of the ladder. A!er all, 
much of our “idolatry” is about money 
# lust for money or using money to 
buy material items (clothing, cars, a 
home). $e person who climbs to the 
second rung of the ladder and gives 
tzedakah says: I am no longer enslaved 
to wealth, to money or to materialism. 
I freed myself.

$is is how Rav Wolbe describes it:

 !"#$ %$& &$'$() &*+ &!",-, &*$./&
 :&0-(, %1,2&) 2,$$3 "+ &*$./ .&*"2&

 2'$2' )/, .4#/&( !*.$&) 2)"/$, .&5!6,
 %)% ") 7$$0 %) )/& $/ 8!%& &!"( &5!6
 2% 7."& %"& – &5!6 92"' "'$% 8%" ,‘&)

 5'- !-6 %$& &5!6 .&*+ &!",-) ".#/
.8)"-) 2"!,-20&&( 2"53*2&, &($!5

Denial of idolatry of all kinds is a 
foundation of the Torah. !is denial 
must be expressed in deed: in charity. 
In an ability to separate oneself "om 
money. In all charitable giving, man 
admits that nothing belongs to him but 
to God, and if he does not give charity, 
he turns his money into idolatry. Charity 
is a huge step forward away "om 
enslavement to the world. 

III. Innovative Charity

So how do we climb to this second 
rung of the ladder? How do we give 
charity properly? I recently heard 
about “innovative charity.” $is is 
the type of donation that isn’t simply 
debited automatically from our 
account on a monthly basis (although 
that too is very praiseworthy!); $is 
is a well-planned act that gets to 
the heart of what tzedakah is about. 
Perhaps this is the intent of the Torah 
in describing the mitzvah of tzedakah:

 $ :/;' <% 9 => ) ?@ A B* <% <& , B* BC :( 9D$ E, B% ) ?F E3 B$ %;) $ :>
 G BH :' I@ ?) G$ :3 <% E) G E! <$ 2 B% 3 ?J E. :J ?3 ;2 <K *;(% =) G EL ?6 E(

.G B6 E* ?% EM G E';$ E, B% E)L
For there will never cease to be needy 
ones in your land, which is why I 

command you: open your hand (patoach 
ti#ach) to the poor and needy kinsman 
in your land.
Devarim 15:11

Why not just say open your hand? 
Why does it say p.t.ch. two times # 
patoach ti#ach? Many commentators 
explain that there are two aspects 
of charity # the money itself and 
the atmosphere created by the act of 
giving. $e Kli Yakar, for example, 
writes “hanetinah b’yad v’hapiyus b’feh” 
# the giving is with our hand and the 
reassurance is with our mouth. $at 
is, we do not only consider the act of 
giving, but also the way in which it 
is given. $e goal is not just to give 
the money to the poor person, but to 
think about how to restore him, how 
to give him exactly what he needs, 
how to avoid shaming him, and how 
to help him in a customized way that 
is most e'ective and sensitive to his 
needs.

Here are just two examples: In one 
neighborhood, it was customary for 
all residents of the neighborhood to 
buy groceries on credit and pay the 
bill once a month. One Jew told the 

Yom Tov Maaya donating his Torah to  
Beit Knesset Torat Chesed in Be’er Sheva.
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grocer that when the poor came to 
pay, the grocer should only charge for 
half of the bill, and he would pay the 
remainder himself. And so the poor 
took groceries like everyone else, paid 
like everyone else once a month and 
felt no shame. $is is a type of matan 
b’seter (secret giving) that involves 
sophistication and a%ention.

$e second story I covered myself in 
the Israeli media. Yom Tov Maaya, 
age 60, works as a janitor. He had 
a dream: to write a sefer Torah 
scroll, but he knew that this was an 
expensive task. For seven consecutive 
years (!), he &nished his regular job 
and then went out to collect plastic 
bo%les. For every bo%le returned to 
the store he earned back 25 agurot 
(( of a shekel). He collected bo%le 
a!er bo%le, shekel a!er shekel, and 
managed to accumulate the necessary 
amount to purchase a sefer Torah. He 
then announced that the sefer Torah 
would be donated to the institution 
that he deemed most appropriate. An 
Israeli radio station hosted him on a 
special program in which he told his 
story. Out of 1,326 applications, his 
&nal choice was a synagogue in the 
city of Beer Sheva that was established 
in memory of a police o)cer who 
perished in a &re. Yom Tov Maaya 

managed to convey a simple but 
important message: every agurah 
is important. Every small donation 
counts. Everything adds up in the end. 
A janitor can also write a Torah scroll. 
$is too is a very innovative way to 
teach us about the value of giving.

IV. Being on The Receiving End 

But why talk about ourselves only as 
donors? I do not want to o'end the 
readers, but in a certain sense # as 
Rabbi Nachman of Breslov explains 
# we are all beggars as well. Yes, this 
is true even if we give a lot of tzedakah 
and have a high net worth. We are all 
beggars of a%ention, of relationships, 
of love. “No man is an island,” wrote 
English poet John Donne. We need 
others, not for their money, but for 
their smile, their presence and their 
warm embrace. And in the age of 
social media, sometimes we just need 
their “likes.” Positively embracing 
others on social networks can really 
be “social charity” for some people.

Rabbi Nachman of Breslov dealt 
extensively in his writings with the 
lessons we can learn from beggars. 
He begins his famous story “$e 
Story of Seven Beggars” with the 

following phrase: “I’ll tell you how 
happy they were.” $e beggars’ joy 
in the story is simple, innocent and 
wholesome. $ey are not dependent 
on the outside world, are not chasing 
educational credentials or livelihood, 
they are not trying to impress anyone. 
While none of us want to be beggars, 
preferring always to be giving rather 
than taking, Rabbi Nachman reveals 
how each beggar has very high 
spiritual potential that has been 
hidden from us.

In these days of repentance and self-
improvement, it is very empowering 
to know that we are imperfect, that 
we have the ability to let go and reveal 
the "aws and de&ciencies that are 
within us. In a world that emphasizes 
individualism and personal 
accomplishments, Rabbi Nachman of 
Breslov provides us with great comfort 
that lies in our ability to admit that we 
also sometimes need help.

May we all merit to see a coin and 
associate it directly with charity, 
destroy idolatry by giving our money 
to others, &nd innovative ways to give 
charity sensitively and e'ectively, and 
admit that we are # sometimes # 
beggars.
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Even the most devoted 
practitioners of chesed (acts 
of kindness) and charity are 

human and are restricted by the 
limitations of reality. Resources are 
!nite; time, money, and emotional 
energy all require careful allocation. 
Since resources that are bestowed 
in one place cannot be bestowed 
elsewhere, the halakhah has 
formulated principles of prioritization 
to guide the maximal ful!llment of 
the crucial mitzvah of tzedakah. In 
general, the discussion is complicated 
by the fact that the expression of 
charity and chesed will generally 
allow for some measure of personal 
discretion. Discretion, by de!nition, 
would seem to be incompatible with 
regulation. It is noteworthy that 

one method of charitable donation 
and disbursement in contemporary 
times is the “rabbinic discretionary 
fund.” Rabbinic discretion is a special 
kind " one that, by its very nature, 
suggests a judgment informed by 
values that are rooted in legislated 
principles found in the Talmud and 
codes. #e existence of the rabbinic 
discretionary fund is indicative of 
the unique place tzedakah occupies 
within this reality.

On the one hand, tzedakah is 
a concrete religious obligation, 
codi!ed in the “Yoreh De’ah” section 
of Shulchan Arukh along with much 
of what makes up the curriculum 
of rabbinic training. Nonetheless, 
the subjective factors applicable in 
evaluating charitable priorities are 

manifold, o$en obscure, and at times 
willfully misrepresented. While 
every area of Jewish law involves 
variables that a%ect the application of 
halakhah, tzedakah would appear to 
be complicated to the point of defying 
any regulation. To calculate urgency 
of need, priority, proportionality, 
honesty of supplicants and countless 
other factors, and emerge with 
clear direction, is a daunting task. 
Nonetheless, when all is said and 
done, individual judgment will 
steer the course. A frequent theme 
in rabbinic responsa is that a$er 
carefully analyzing the pertinent 
halakhic aspects, it is up to the donor, 
administrator, or rabbi to assess the 
application.1 

#e Vilna Gaon is quoted as having 

MAKING A DIFFERENCE: PRIORITIES IN TZEDAKAH 

Rabbi Daniel Z. Feldman
Rosh Yeshiva, RIETS

Rabbi, Congregation Ohr Saadya, Teaneck, NJ

The Power 
of Tzedaka

Adapted from Divine Footsteps: Chesed and the Jewish Soul (2009)
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homiletically understood the verse, 
“lo tikpotz et yadkha mei-achikha ha-
evyon,” “you shall not…close your 
hand against your destitute brother” 
(Deut. 15:7), as an instruction about 
the evaluative responsibility contained 
within the tzedakah imperative.2 
When the hand is closed in a !st, all 
the !ngers appear to be the same size. 
However, when the hand is open, 
it becomes clear that the !ngers 
are all of di%erent length. Similarly, 
the appearance of objectivity in 
tzedakah standards is deceptive. In 
real life, appropriate giving will always 
require a judgment call based on the 
subjective elements. #is discussion, 
accordingly, will make no a&empt to 
!nalize rules, but rather to present 
some of the halakhic reasoning that 
has been established throughout the 
centuries.

Concentration or 
'LYHUVLÀFDWLRQ"

One general question at the outset 
can be simply expressed as the issue 
of quantity versus quality. What 
is the preferred approach toward 
the distribution of a limited sum: a 
focused, single gi$ of considerable 
impact, or smaller allotments, making 
possible a broader “sharing of the 
wealth?”

Maimonides, commenting on the 
mishnaic phrase, “vihakol le-! rov ha-
ma’aseh,”' “everything is judged by the 
“rov” of action,” asserts that:

 ,!"#$! %&'( )'#" *+% '("'* ,% -'%#$!"
 -'%#$!" ,!.' .!"#$! )+/$ 0') *+% ,%,
 ,-'0) 1*$#+ 0'2! *"#$ %'+30 '("'* 14$,
 !"#$ 1&,! !"#*"0 ,% ,5*46! ("'* !.0'

 ("'* ,% '&0% !.0" ,0'2! *"#$$ %'&( &7,
 *',)" *$% 5-* 1, 1&,!" ,!. %"$ .5*46

 ("'- ,% ,&7, "*,%' -7, 1#+0 ,)4*& 8%,
 ,%'&(! &7,! !"#$! !.0 -'0*&4! -%#$ '%

 8%,0 1*$#+ 8%, 0&4-*" *$% ("'-" '$3

 ,-'0*&4! &9 %# 1!$ )4*& %3 5-*' ,)4*&
 8%, -'0*&4! !"#$ '&* %# %+3** !." *+%

 &0%0 -7, 1#+ !.' ,6.7 5*46 ("'*' ,1*$#+
 !"#$% !%'&( -'))'#-! "+4! !))'#-!
 5*, !)'-0 53' .!.$ !6/+ 53 )7,' ,0'2
 5-4 ', ,)4*& !,$0 )*/, !&+" *$ )3"

 '$3 ,')'/7$ *& '*!" )4*& !,$0 *4#% !6&9
 5')/7 1*%"! ', ,1*)*/, !)"# !&+" *$
 !.%' .1*)4*& !)"#0 '%*+,' ,1**4# !)"#

 !"#$! 0') *+% :')$', 5*4# ,'! !.' ."*6-
 .!"#$! *+ %# ,% %0,

"e higher levels will not be a#ained by 
an individual through the magnitude 
of an action but rather through a 
multitude of actions; for example, when 
an individual gives a thousand gold 
coins to a needy person, and to another 
person gives nothing, he will not acquire 
the quality of generosity through this 
one action as much as one who donates 
a thousand gold coins in a thousand 
instances, and gave every coin in the 
spirit of generosity, because the la#er 
repeated the act of generosity a thousand 
times and achieved a strong acquisition, 
while the former aroused his soul to do 
good once and then ceased; and thus the 
phrase, all according to the multitude 
(rov) of the action and not magnitude 
(godel) of the action. 
Others, such as the Maharal of Prague 

and R. Yaakov Emden, adopted a 
di%erent perspective, emphasizing 
quality over quantity;4 Maimonides’ 
position, however, appears to have 
exerted a greater in(uence on the 
halakhic literature. 

#e reason for, and focus of, 
Maimonides’ view remains to be 
determined. On the one hand, 
Maimonides’ language suggests an 
emphasis on the spiritual elevation 
that comes from performing a 
mitzvah act. #e bene!ts to the soul 
of the doer justify the dilution of 
the concentration of the act itself; 
the act impacts positively with 
each repetition. Similarly, some 

commentaries5 highlight the growth 
resulting from continuously resisting 
uncharitable impulses.6 

Alternatively, there are those who 
base a preference for multiple 
donations over large single gi$s 
because of the enhancement accrued 
by the recipients. In other words, 
diversi!cation is ideal because the 
world is be&er o% when more people 
are helped, and the world is worse 
o% when the minority bene!ts 
disproportionately at the expense of 
others. 

Even if this is not a correct reading 
of Maimonides, it is explicitly the 
position of the Bayit Chadash (Bach). 
In the laws of giving to the poor on 
Purim, the Bach states that it is clear 
to him that one who could give a large 
gi$ to one needy person or smaller 
gi$s to a hundred should opt for 
the la&er route, thus “sustaining one 
hundred lives.”7 #is notion is alluded 
to in the Talmud where it recorded 
that one who o%ers all his priestly gi$s 
to one kohen “starves the world.”8

#e di%erence between the two 
interpretations of Maimonides’ 
position is signi!cant and directly 
relevant to an administered fund. If 
the preference for quantity is derived 
from the bene!t to the soul, then such 
a factor is relevant only to the donor 
himself, and not to one administering 
the funds of others. If, however, the 
advantage is a re(ection of wider 
bene!t being more halakhically 
desirable, this concern is directly 
relevant to an administered fund as 
well.9 

It is also conceivable, as is o$en the 
case, that the ideal path is somewhere 
in the middle. If diversifying the 
donations can be done without 
diluting the e%ect to the point of 
insigni!cance, then such an approach 
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is preferred. If, alternatively, only 
concentration will yield an e%ect of 
demonstrable impact, then that is the 
path to take.10 

In any event, the principle that one 
should not direct all his resources 
toward one recipient is codi!ed in the 
Shulchan Arukh.11 Nonetheless, as the 
Maharsham observes, it is likely that 
the Shulchan Arukh disapproves only 
of a consistent policy of exclusivity. 
An occasional concentration of e%orts 
on one needy case is not covered by 
this admonition.12 

Dei Machsoro

A$er determining the method 
of distribution, it is necessary to 
determine what is demanded of 
the donor or disburser in relation 
to a given recipient. #e Torah, in 
mandating the support of the needy, 
indicates a goal of supplying “dei 
machsoro,” “his required need” (Deut. 
15:8). #e Talmud understands 
this expansively, including even the 
provision of “a servant to run in front 
of him” if this is the accustomed 
standard of the recipient.13 R. Shmuel 
Wosner emphasizes, however, that the 
Talmud limits the obligation at the 
same time as it expands it: the same 
passage rules that dei machsoro does 
not extend to enrichment.14

Some question how such a policy 
can be reconciled with the Talmudic 
mandate that one not give away 
more than 20% of one’s income, 
lest he himself join the ranks of the 
impoverished.15 Surely a standard of 
dei machsoro would impose a much 
higher burden on the donor.16 #e 
basis for the resolution of these 
seemingly con(icting requirements is 
found in the rulings of the Rama. As 
the Rama understands it, dei machsoro 

is not an obligation on the individual, 
who is, indeed, absolved a$er having 
donated 20%, but rather on society 
as a collective.17 While the Rama’s 
opinion is not the only one on the 
ma&er,18 it is nonetheless compelling. 
Further, as R. Wosner observes, 
“reality” has ruled in accordance with 
the Rama: it is practically unrealistic 
to assume that any individual, in a 
modern economic context, can alone 
undertake the support of someone 
else to the point of “dei machsoro.”19 

#us, according to the Rama, it is 
speci!cally a public fund, such as 
the rabbinic discretionary fund, that 
has the responsibility of ful!lling 
dei machsoro. Nonetheless, those 
funds are likewise not in!nite, and 
prioritization will continue to take a 
strong role in the allocation process. 
Practically, then, dei machsoro is rarely 
a&ainable; the concept, however, 
remains instructive in de!ning some 
core elements within tzedakah, as will 
be discussed below.

A much more limited obligation of 
ful!lling dei machsoro concerns the 
roving supplicant, who is himself 
“diversifying” and can be assumed 
to be drawing support from multiple 
sources. According to the Shulchan 
Arukh, such an individual is entitled 
only to a “small gi$.”20 #e Taz 
relates that there are a number 
of disputed points regarding this 
ruling, particularly as to whether the 
reference is to individual or public 
funds. He concludes by noting that 
consensus seems to se&le on a small 
gi$ comparable to the value of one 
meal.

In addition to the positive 
commandment to provide for the 
needs of the poor, there are two 
Torah prohibitions that would seem 
to apply to anyone approached for 

funds. In the context of the mandate 
of tzedakah, the Torah warns, “…
you shall not harden your heart or 
close your hand against your destitute 
brother” (Deut. 15:7). #us, it bears 
determining whether every refusal to 
give charity violates the two Biblical 
commandments of “you shall not 
harden your heart” and “you shall not 
close your hand.”

It is possible that these prohibitions 
are binding even without an overt 
request on the part of the poor 
person; perhaps knowledge that there 
are needy people nearby is enough to 
create a responsibility. #is appears 
to be the position of Maimonides 
in Sefer Ha-Mitzvot,21 although his 
phrasing in Mishneh Torah has le$ 
open some room for question.22 
#e Rashba, however, seems to 
restrict the obligation to one who has 
been approached directly.23 Some 
contemporary authorities assume this 
la&er view to be normative.24

#e possibility of violating two 
Torah prohibitions certainly is a 
factor when making the decision 
to bestow charity. However, many 
authorities limit the scope of these 
prohibitions. For example, R. 
Meir Auerbach suggests that the 
prohibitions only apply in a situation 
where the entire responsibility of dei 
machsoro is binding; when, however, 
the petitioner will, in any event, 
turn to other sources, they do not 
apply.25 Furthermore, others suggest 
that the prohibitions only refer to 
reluctance resulting from a “hardening 
of the heart;” when the issue is 
limited funds, or questions as to the 
quali!cations of the recipients, they 
may not apply.26 Along these lines, 
R. Leib Baron suggests the following 
distinction: the positive obligation 
of tzedakah is addressed both to the 
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material needs of the recipient and 
the spiritual needs of the donor. 
#e prohibitions, however, are only 
directed at the donor, instructing that 
he not allow his sense of compassion 
to be eroded. Accordingly, when he is 
justi!ed in not giving, the prohibitions 
do not apply.27

Prioritization between 
Individuals

Perhaps the most famous principle 
of prioritization is that of “aniyei 
irkha kodmim,”28 " the poor of your 
city take precedence " indicating 
preference to those in closest 
proximity. #e Meiri maintains that 
this is the overriding priority, and all 
other factors are evaluated only within 
this context.29 

A comment found in the later Biblical 
commentary Panim Yafot has made a 
greater halakhic impact than might be 
expected for a homiletic commentary, 
largely due to the author of that 
work having been R. Pinchas Halevi 
Horowitz, author of the Sefer Ha$a’ah 
and one of the primary mentors of 
the Chatam Sofer. #e Panim Yafot 
identi!es two signi!cant textual clues 
towards prioritization in the verse “Ki 
yihyeh bekha evyon…,” “If there shall 
be a destitute person among you…” 
(Deut. 15:7) #e words “bekha” and 
“evyon” are of particular relevance. 
“Evyon” is a stronger term for a 
poor person than “ani,”, suggesting 
true indigence. Etymologically, the 
word is related to the word “ta’ev,” 
indicating “need.” #is becomes a 
guiding principle in prioritization: kol 
ha-ta’ev, ta’ev kodem " the neediest 
comes !rst. #is is the dominant 
rule, according to the Panim Yafot, 
overriding even the priority of aniyei 
irkha. All preferences of proximity 
presume comparable need; if there is 

a disparity in this area, priority goes to 
those in greatest need.30

However, even this rule is not 
absolute; the word “evyon” is preceded 
by the word “bekha.” When family 
is concerned, their needs come !rst, 
even if others outside the familial 
group are more urgently lacking. #is 
may be another area in which there is 
a distinction between private charity 
and an administered fund. R. Moshe 
Feinstein suggests that a distributor 
of funds bears a greater responsibility 
toward objectivity and thus must be 
more mindful of disparities in need. 
An individual donor, however, retains 
the right to bestow his largesse as he 
feels comfortable, and may be less 
a&entive to this criterion.31

#us, two distinct factors compete for 
priority in charitable giving: severity 
of need and closeness in relationship.32 
#e analysis of the Panim Yafot was 
adopted by his famous student, the 
Chatam Sofer, who ruled accordingly 
that all priorities of proximity are 
only operative in cases of comparable 
need, although he dispensed with this 
standard when the recipient was the 
father of the donor.33

#e parameters of the Chatam Sofer’s 
de!nition of family have sparked some 
analysis among later authorities.34 
However, from the perspective of 
discretion, such delineation would be 
secondary to the emerging principle, 
a balancing of the o$en competing 
elements of urgency and proximity.

#e next prioritized category in the 
distribution of charity is aniyei Eretz 
Yisrael, the poor of the Land of Israel.35 
#e Chatam Sofer posits that within 
this category, the poor of Jerusalem 
take precedence over those of other 
cities since the sanctity of the city 
outlasts the destruction of the Temple 
(kidshah le-atid lavo) and Jerusalem is, 

in any event, the home of the Divine 
presence.36 

A number of elements may play a role 
in the prioritization of the poor of 
Israel. For one thing, supporting this 
population is a direct ful!llment of 
the imperative to se&le the Land of 
Israel.37 Another perspective, however, 
sees this priority as an expansion 
of the aniyei irkha principle.38 
#is notion itself allows for two 
possibilities. On the one hand, it may 
be argued that the stake the entire 
Jewish nation has in the welfare of the 
Land incorporates the Land of Israel 
into the orbit of irkha; alternatively, 
the fact that the whole world bene!ts 
spiritually from development in the 
Holy Land accomplishes the same 
status.39 

Authorities debated the status of 
individuals who are rooted in and 
have a close connection to a Diaspora 
community but are currently residing 
in the Land of Israel. According to R. 
Chaim Sanzer, no preference is shown 
to this group, which is now a part of 
the larger population of the needy of 
the Land of Israel.40 #e Muncaczer 
Rebbe cites R. Chaim Volozhiner, 
who does recognize a preference 
in this case.41 He then a&empts 
to reconcile the two approaches, 
suggesting that the operative element 
is the question of whether this group 
is receiving any assistance already. 
Ultimately, he concludes that there is 
priority given, upholding the principle 
as established above: #ose with the 
closest connection to the donor come 
!rst.42

Prioritization between Causes

In addition to a system of 
prioritization among recipients, there 
are preferences indicated between 
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di%erent causes, once the urgent needs 
of the poor without food have been 
seen to. #e Shulchan Arukh maintains 
that one who has funds to spare 
could do no be&er with them than 
to assist in the marrying o% of poor 
young women.43 Another priority in 
charitable giving is Torah education. 
#e structure of the local school 
system is, to some extent, derived 
from a system put into place by R. 
Yehoshua ben Gamla, who created a 
centralized system for children to be 
educated outside of the home.44 In 
the opinion of some authorities, as a 
result of this enactment, supporting 
local schools is not only tzedakah but 
part of the basic obligation of Torah 
study; others understand that it is 
still tzedakah that is ful!lled, but of 
an even more mandatory nature.45 
Halakhic authorities quote from 
earlier sources that in a community 
in which not all parents are able to 
a%ord tuition for their children, the 
obligation falls on the community 
members as a whole in accordance 
with their capacity to contribute.46 

#e needs of the larger world 
population, outside of the Jewish 
community, also merit a place on 
the list of causes supported by Jews. 
While the Talmud mandates assisting 
the poor of the world “together with 
the poor of Israel,”47 authorities have 
ruled, following the Ran, that this 
language is not meant to exclude 
situations in which no Jews are 
involved.48 

#e opportunity to guide, direct, and 
optimize the charitable sensitivities of 
public and private funds is a profound 
one. It is hoped that further study of 
the underlying principles will hone 
the discretion to the point where 
it is most re(ective of the Divine 
command.
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Repentance  
Beyond Sin1 

Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm 
RIETS Class of 1951 

Rosh HaYeshiva, RIETS, and Chancellor, Yeshiva University 
 

The beginning of a new year of learning and living a full Jewish life of mitzvot is a proper occasion to 
explore the often neglected overlay of meaning of our religious growth in these areas. The following 
comments are inspired largely by the writings of the founders of the HaBaD school of Hasidism, but 
they do not necessarily follow them entirely and, indeed, depart from them in certain details.  

It is customary to associate teshuvah with sin. A person transgresses and he then rues his deed. 
The proper response is teshuvah, repentance. The halakhic analysis of teshuvah is highly 
sophisticated and articulates well with the psychology of the penitent, accompanying him on the 
various stages of his "return" to his pre-sin state.  

However, sin does not exhaust the entire teshuvah phenomenon, for were it so, how would we 
account for the fact that the Talmud and Midrashim recommend teshuvah every day of one's life2 
and that the truly righteous are described as those preeminent souls who are in a state described 
as kol yamav bi-teshuvah, spending all their lives in repentance? It is stretching the point to 
answer that the greater the person the more aware he is even of the most minor infractions. 
Moreover, the Talmud does posit a category of tzaddik gamur, a completely righteous, i.e., 
sinless, person. Is such a totally unblemished individual to be denied this unique and inspiring 
mitzvah of teshuvah? 

The most compelling answer is offered by R. Shneur Zalman of Lyadi, author of the immortal 
Tanya and founder of HaBaD Hasidism.3 He differentiates between two kinds of repentance 
which he terms a Lower Repentance (teshuvah tata'ah) and a Higher Repentance (teshuvah 
ila'ah). The former is the kind of repentance we are most acquainted with - the confession, 
contrition, resolution, etc., that follow upon sin. This teshuvah may take the form of abjuring evil 
in any and all its many guises (thus, the negative commandments), or that of the active pursuit of 
the good and the noble and the holy (the positive mitzvot). The choice is as much a function of 
individual temperament as ideological preference. But both are motivated by the consciousness 
of moral or spiritual failure.  

������������������������������������������������������������
1 Reprinted with permission from Rabbi Lamm’s Seventy Faces: Articles of Faith (2002), Vol. II pp. 45-49. 
2 Shabbat 153a; Eccl. R. 9:8; Mid. Psalms 90:16; Shelah, Be'asarah Maa-marot, Maamar 7 (18). 
3 In his Likkutei Torah to Balak, 74a. 
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The Higher Repentance has nothing at all to do with sin or defeat. It is the reaching out for God 
in an attempt to overcome the human condition of being separate and alienated from Him. 
Man's soul is the divine "spark" within him, and this neshamah strives for teshuvah, or, literally, 
"return" to its Source. In other words, teshuvah ila'ah represents a genuinely spiritual yearning, 
and is unrelated to psychology or disobedience - the realm of teshuvah tata'ah. The return, in the 
former, is not to one's own prior, pristine, pre-sin state, but to one's ontological origin, prior to 
his very existence separate from his Creator. 

Both of these forms of repentance bespeak a high level of spiritual maturity, but the difference in 
focus results in qualitatively different experiences. Thus, the Higher Repentance is thoroughly 
rational; the striving to reunite that which once was one. The Lower Repentance, however, is 
irrational, almost absurd. It seeks to undo the past, declaring that the past transgressions never 
occurred or have even been transformed into virtues (zekhuyot).4 It is a violation of causality 
and, indeed, common sense - although without it, we would be condemned to an inflexible, 
fatalistic, brutish existence. The divine forgiveness which is the shining goal of teshuvah tata' ah 
defies our reason, and the human reaction to such irrational Divine pardon is fear or awe, sheer 
amazement, as we are overwhelmed by the divine indifference to mere reason and His 
overruling of necessity and causality (ki imkha ha-selichah lema'an tivarei). 

In the major elaboration of repentance in the Torah, that recorded in Nitzavim, both forms of 
teshuvah are mentioned, but there is a clear separation between them. Thus, verses 1-6 apply to 
teshuvah tata'ah, while the following four verses, 7-10, refer to teshuvah ila' ah. 

R. Shneur Za1man maintains that the Higher Repentance is addressed to God as the Ein-Sof, as 
the Infinite beyond all relationship, and is achieved through the study of Torah. The Lower 
Repentance involves an encounter with God in His self-revelation via the Sefirot, the Ten 
Emanations of His attributes, and proceeds through performance of the mitzvot. This is a most 
reasonable view, in light of the role of man in both forms of teshuvah. In the sin-driven Lower 
Repentance, a human being strives to reintegrate his personality the wholeness of which has 
been shattered by sin, and it stands to reason that he should appeal to God in His role of 
personality, i.e., the Ten Sefirot. This reintegration of one's personality is an expression of the 
psychological dimension of sin and repentance--and this is characteristic of the mitzvot, with 
their positive and negative modes of conduct both expressing and influencing one's will and 
emotions. When it comes to the Higher Repentance, however, which is the yearning to rejoin 
the Source of all being, it is not man's psychic state that moves him but his spiritual fate, his 
metaphysical and meta-psychological search for his ontological origins. In this stance, therefore, 
he addresses the Ein-Sof proper, that inner and ineffable essence of Divinity which is beyond 
personality, beyond the Sefirot, beyond relationship, beyond even divine transcendence itself. 
This more exalted form of teshuvah finds its channel only in the study of Torah, the realm of the 
"Light of the Ein-Sof." 

Which of these two forms of repentance is superior? The question may be irrelevant; both are 
vital in the development and growth - perhaps very existence - of a religious person. In the 

������������������������������������������������������������
4 Yoma 86b. 
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Nitzavim passage, mentioned above, the progression is from Lower Repentance to Higher 
Repentance, implying that the latter is the more significant goal for which the former is the 
necessary precursor. Yet an analysis of the Aseret Yemei Teshuvah tends to the reverse 
conclusion. Thus, Rosh Hashanah hardly speaks of sin at all. Its most cogent and significant 
message is that of the majesty of God – malkhuyot - and the sounding of the shofar, the symbol 
of the Sinaitic revelation. The shofar is the wordless cry of the supplicant aching in his spiritual 
solitude and calling out to his Creator with whom he seeks not reconciliation (for it is not sin 
that alienates him from the Creator but his very humanity) but reunion, reintegration, the 
overcoming of the "real" world which creates the distance between Creator and creature, 
between the divine and the human.5 Reconciliation after sin is the theme of Yom Kippur, and the 
whole range of Lower Repentance is evident throughout the day: vidduy is recited time and 
again; the shame and embarrassment attendant upon chet is pervasive; the plea for pardon, for 
selichah u-mechilah is repeated again and again. The progression from Rosh Hashanah to Yom 
Kippur is thus one of teshuvah ila'ah to teshuvah tata'ah, the opposite direction from that 
mentioned in Nitzavim, and one which, by the same token, would indicate the higher level of 
teshuvah tata'ah over that of teshuvah ila' ah.  

Perhaps the answer lies in the perspective taken. The Torah is, as it were, the divine point of 
view: God's anthropology. Here the Higher Repentance is the ultimate desideratum.6 The cycle 
of the year, the precedence of Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur, reflects the human experience 
and therefore the human perspective, and so the final goal is teshuvah tata'ah, the Lower 
Repentance, for this more directly affects one's conduct and therefore his daily life. Or, perhaps, 
the priority of Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur, and the different forms of repentance they 
represent, is meant to instill in us an awareness of the ultimate goal of all our aspirations, indeed 
all of our lives, before we proceed to the "practical" task of mending what we have broken in the 
course of our imperfect existence of the past year.  

Both of these exalted experiences should be with us, especially during this season of repentance, 
buttressing our spiritual courage and our determination to master our studies and, even more 
important, our very selves. May we succeed in these noble endeavors, and may our study of 
Torah and performance of the mitzvot be enhanced by the consciousness of their respective 
spiritual achievements, and thus inspire us to higher aspirations in both realms.  

May all of us, as we enter the new year, succeed in both endeavors, and may the Ribbono shel 
Olam grant each of us, all our loved ones, all Israel, and all humanity, a year of peace and 
prosperity, of reconciliation with Him and with each other. And may our ultimate goals be so 
lofty that we can never fully achieve them - and yet so inspiring that we never despair of so doing. 

������������������������������������������������������������
5 The wordlessness of the shofar and its superiority to mere speech is much commented upon in Hasidic writings, 
although the interpretations are not necessarily those I am suggesting. See R. Shneur Zalman in his commentary to 
his Siddur, p. 242b; and especially R. Menachem Mendel of Lubavitch, Or ha-Torah, section on Rosh Hashanah 
2:81,82; Beiurei ha-Zohar 402:4, and Derushim le-Rosh Hashanah 1:374. Cf. the Rav in his Ish ha-Halakhah, pp. 57-
59. 5. 
6 Nevertheless, in the course of one's life experiences, the defect caused by sin must be rectified before the process of 
Higher Repentance is undertaken. See Tanya 1:17. 
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One central issue in the 
interpretation of Sefer Yonah 
is assessing the thoroughness 

of the people of Nineveh’s repentance. 
A simple reading of Chapter 3 leads 
the reader to conclude that God was 
very pleased with their repentance, as 
the chapter closes:

 ! "# $% &' () *+ ", - (# ! ./-0 12 34 &) 5 .6 !- (78 96 "/ 6 $% &: &;
 % .< (' % ., 36 / "4 "% "/ = &4 !- (78 96 "/ ! .> "? (: &; / "4 "% "/

./0 "2 "4 60= $; ! ./ "= 5@02 34 &=
God saw what they did, how they were 
turning back !om their evil ways. And 
God renounced the punishment He had 
planned to bring upon them, and did not 
carry it out” (3:10).1

But Sefer Yonah continues for one more 
chapter in which God and Yonah argue 
about whether He should have spared 
Nineveh. !e last word goes to God, 
and He appears to justify His decision 
to forgive as an act of compassion 
rather than something which Nineveh 
rightfully earned through repentance:

 , .- % ., 36 / "=@A $B &/ %- (4 "/ / 1; $C- (C = &4 D*> "6 60= - (C 36 &;
 60= % ., 36 ! "A "6 @< (% / 1%0 $2 .4 !- 1E $, () / 1< $% &/ F "<

./ "< &% / ") 1/ $+* @=60)0 $2 (= @C- () $- G- 1< H &A "-
Should not I care about Nineveh, that 
great city, in which there are more than 
a hundred and twenty thousand persons 
who do not yet know their right hand 
!om their le", and many beasts as well!

!is conclusion leaves the reader 
wondering, did Nineveh merit 
forgiveness due to thorough, sincere 
repentance, or did God spare them 
through His in"nite mercy while 
deeming their repentance to be 
insincere or incomplete?

The Favorable View of 
Nineveh’s Repentance

As one reads through chapter 3, one 
struggles to "nd any major #aws in 
Nineveh’s a$empts to earn God’s 
forgiveness. Upon hearing about their 
imminent destruction, they “believed 
God” and “proclaimed a fast” 
(3:5). !is grassroots response was 
complemented by the king lending 
his support by donning sackcloth and 
ashes (3:6), decreeing a fast (3:7) 
and imploring his people to change 
their sinful behavior (3:8). !is last 
aspect is particularly important, since 
it seemingly belies the suggestion that 
the people of Nineveh engaged in 
perfunctory rituals without improving 
their behavior. Indeed, the Mishnah 
holds up Nineveh as the model of a 
successful fast that inspires people to 
change their ways:

 /+;>%= /+-5/ 56 G-6-I;) AI-J 5;-CH5 %AD
 /+-5/ -+K =H /=7) %L6 G-C5;C; %-H =2

 A>6 =J; G-A 5-+ +6 26%+; 6-2C/ 26%+;
 !/-CL= %);6 G/+2 G7M/ ;26%+ G5;C A>6;

 /;C-C -2C6+ %)6C 6= ;C->6 G-2;+J -%+A
 6%-; 6=6 !5-CH5 56; !72 56 !-/=6 6%-;

./H%/ !J%A) ;+2 -J !/-2H) 56 !-/=6
What is the order of service on a fast? 
#ey carry the ark out to the open 
area of the town, and they place burnt 

ashes on the ark, and on the head of 
the Nasi, and on the head of the chief 
justice, and everyone else puts ashes on 
their heads. #e elder among them says 
words of admonition before them: “Our 
brothers, it is not said about the people of 
Nineveh: ‘And God saw their sack cloth 
and their fast,’ but rather: ‘God saw 
what they did, how they were turning 
back !om their evil ways.’” 
Ta‘anit 2:1

Ibn Ezra shares this favorable view of 
Nineveh’s repentance and describes it 
as complete and unparalleled (!"#$% 
!#&' ()* !+#&,). Moreover, in light of 
the verse’s assertion that the people 
of Nineveh “believed God,” Ibn Ezra 
concludes that they were God-fearing 
monotheists who had only recently 
begun to sin. Ibn Ezra observes 
that the king’s orders focused on 
interpersonal sins (! -. -+ -! /0 1+ 23 4& 5) 4* 6" 75 -) 1# 
8 9!) :; 2' 1< + 95 =* > -& -? 9! ( 4&6, “Let everyone 
turn back from his evil ways and from 
the injustice of which he is guilty”). 
He thus suggests that the king did 
not order people to rid themselves of 
idols, because they were monotheists 
and hence did not possess any 
idols. Given their past history as 
monotheists, God calculated that 
a prophet could likely succeed at 
convincing them to repent. Ibn Ezra 

Did Yonah Teach Nineveh to 
Repent?

Rabbi Ezra Frazer 
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thus paints a picture of a city that had 
only recently begun to sin % and even 
then, only in the area of interpersonal 
behavior % and swi&ly repented from 
that negative behavior.

The Unfavorable View of 
Nineveh’s Repentance

Not all commentators share Ibn 
Ezra’s unreservedly favorable view 
of Nineveh’s repentance. In the 
Jerusalem Talmud (Ta‘anit 2:1), R. 
Shimon b. Lakish refers to Nineveh’s 
repentance as an act of deceit (!"#$% 
%#)&+ @$). Some of the #aws that this 
Talmudic passage raise appear to 
have a very weak basis in the Biblical 
text, such as the claims that thieves 
in Nineveh did not return stolen 
items that they had already stored 
away.2 One of the proposed #aws in 
their repentance, however, is quite 
intriguing. It also appears in the 
parallel passage in the Babylonian 
Talmud:

 56; A;>= 5;)/+/ 6%D6 ?-A+H ;;/ -6)
 !=;H =2 ;C;+% :;-CL= ;%)6 ,A;>= 5;A=;;/

 !-)>%) ;C6 G-6 - ;C-=H !>%) /56 G-6 !6
.;=6 =H

.!" #$%&#

How did they act? $ #ey separated 
the animals !om their young and they 
said, Master of the Universe, if You will 
not have mercy upon us, we will not show 
mercy to these.
Ta‘anit 16a

!is claim speaks to a fundamental 
question about their fast: Were 
they fasting as a means to inspire 
character improvement, or were they 
fasting out of a belief that the ritual 
of fasting could somehow compel 
God to spare them regardless of 
whether they changed their ways? !e 
aforementioned Mishnah assumed 
the former and thus held them up as 

role models for an ideal fast. But one 
minor detail of their fast calls that 
assumption into question. !e king 
ordered: “No man or beast % of #ock 
or herd % shall taste anything (8A*! 
!&#*& #&.B) @* (*C!# +D"! !&!"!#)!” 
If the purpose of the fast is to inspire 
repentance, then there would seem 
to be li$le reason to coerce animals 
to fast. Accordingly, the king’s 
proclamation might re#ect the belief 
that the act of fasting could itself force 
God to spare Nineveh. !e Talmud 
takes this perspective to its extreme 
by portraying the inclusion of animals 
as a form of blackmail: “If You will 
not have mercy upon us, we will not 
show mercy to these,” as if God must 
spare Nineveh % whether or not they 
repent % or else innocent hostages 
will be hurt. Indeed, God’s closing 
argument to Yonah could certainly be 
understood to mean that He spared 
them because He succumbed to 
this blackmail. He admits to sparing 
them because Nineveh had “more 
than a hundred and twenty thousand 
persons who do not yet know their 
right hand from their le&, and many 
beasts as well,” implying that His main 
concern was for those who were not 
guilty in the "rst place.

Ibn Ezra’s claim that Nineveh was a 
monotheistic city can be questioned 
as well. Ibn Ezra derived this claim 
from the absence of any mention 
of destroying idols as part of their 
repentance. However, that same piece 
of information leads Abarbanel to 
precisely the opposite conclusion. 
He suggests that the text makes no 
mention of idolatry when describing 
their repentance because  % like all 
Gentiles at that time % the people 
of Nineveh had always been pagans 
and continued to be pagans even as 
the text describes their repentance 
from “their evil ways.” According to 

Abarbanel, God forgave them on 
the basis of their repentance from 
interpersonal sins of corruption and 
injustice, but He knowingly turned a 
blind eye to their paganism, since He 
recognized that He could not destroy 
them for worshipping idols unless He 
wished to destroy every Gentile in the 
world.

Yonah’s Role

Rather than focusing exclusively 
on the behavior of the residents of 
Nineveh, it is also worth asking what 
role Yonah played in prompting the 
people of Nineveh to repent. A&er 
failing to escape from his mission 
in chapter 1, Yonah does travel to 
Nineveh in chapter 3 and warns them: 

Why Do We Read Yonah 
On Yom Kippur?
!e Gemara (Megilla 31a) 
states that we read Yonah for 
the ha&arah of Mincha on Yom 
Kippur. 

a. Rashi (Siddur Rashi, #214) 
writes that we read it because 
of the teshuva of the people of 
Nineveh. 

b. R. David Avudraham (Seder 
Te%lot Yom Hakippurim) writes 
that we read it because we learn 
from Yonah that you cannot run 
away from your aveiros. 

c. R. Yehuda Shaviv (Bein 
Ha"arah LaParsha pp. 216-223) 
notes another connection to Yom 
Kippur: !ere is an element of 
lo$ery in both. !e se’ir l’azazel 
was chosen through lo$ery. 
Similarly, the sailors used a lo$ery 
to determine who was at fault for 
the sinking ship.
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“Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown 
(%'E!F !#F)F# 8#) 8)."+* A#.)!” !us, it seems that Yonah 
ultimately ful"lls his mission as God instructed him to do. 
However, a closer look at Yonah’s conduct raises several 
questions about the manner in which Yonah executed his 
mission:

1) If Nineveh is described as being “a three days’ walk 
across (mahalach sheloshet yamim)” (3:3), then why did 
Yonah only enter the city “the distance of one day’s walk 
(mahalach yom echad)” (3:4), implying that he only went 
one third of the way into the city?3

2) Why did Yonah limit himself to a terse proclamation 
that the city would be destroyed in forty days? Shouldn’t 
he have speci"ed which God sent him, why that God 
was angry, and which improved forms of conduct would 
convince that God that Nineveh had fully repented?4

3) Did Yonah make any serious a$empt to contact 
Nineveh’s leadership? A simple reading of the text implies 
that “the news reached the king of Nineveh” (3:6) as it 
spread from person to person (vayiga hadavar el melech 
Nineveh), but not because Yonah ever met with the king 
directly.

!e sum of these questions leads one to conclude 
that even when Yonah "nally traveled to Nineveh, he 
nevertheless limited himself to doing the bare minimum 
to be able to claim that he was no longer disobeying God. 
He avoided any additional steps that might have guided 
Nineveh toward repentance.

God’s Response to Yonah

Let us now return to God’s "nal remarks to Yonah. 
Earlier, we questioned why God cited the large number of 
humans “who do not yet know their right hand from their 
le&, and many beasts” in order to justify His decision to 
spare Nineveh. A&er all, if the sinners repented, shouldn’t 
God have told Yonah that He spared Nineveh due to their 
repentance and not due to the size of their population?

!e great medieval French commentator R. Eliezer of 
Beaugency suggests that Yonah le& Nineveh without 
witnessing the city’s repentance. Hence, Yonah mistakenly 
believed that God had spared an unrepentant Nineveh. 
Rather than correcting Yonah by informing him of 
Nineveh’s repentance, God decided to educate Yonah 
about the importance of mercy and compassion by 
arguing that it would have been reasonable to spare 
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Nineveh out of mercy even if the 
adults had not repented:

 ;)J /-/ !6 N62 ;;+-2/ ;5O-2=; ;-%+A=;
.PJ =H D;HJ= ;= /-/ 6= ,%;+D 6;/2

[God] answered [Yonah] according to 
[Yonah’s] words and opinion: Even if 
it was as Yonah thought, he should not 
have become angry over that.

According to R. Eliezer of Beaugency, 
God’s "nal conversation with Yonah 
is based on the false premise that the 
people of Nineveh did not repent. 
Based on our discussion above, 
however, we can suggest that God 
did not base His comments on a false 
premise. If we are correct that Yonah 
only partially entered Nineveh, that 
he o'ered no information or guidance 
to them beyond a vague threat of 
destruction, and that he never spoke 
directly to Nineveh’s leadership, then 
perhaps the repentance that sounds 
so impressive in chapter 3 was only 
considered impressive in light of the 
people’s ignorance. Given that they 
received no meaningful guidance 
from Yonah, God was impressed by 
the manner in which the residents 
quickly mobilized to fast and how the 
king % who only heard of the threat 
secondhand % added his own call to 
fast and further implored his people 
to repent. God thus embraced their 
repentance despite its aforementioned 
shortcomings.

On some level, therefore, Yonah 
was correct to believe that this 
repentance was a quick-"x, executed 
by pagans whose perception of 
fasting was so ritualistic that they 
forced their animals to fast % as if 

the act of fasting had the intrinsic 
ability to manipulate God and was 
not merely a means for sinners to 
inspire themselves to repent. Yonah 
argues (4:2) that his entire mission 
was pointless, “for I know that You 
are a compassionate and gracious 
God, slow to anger, abounding in 
kindness, renouncing punishment” 
(8)E* G+* 8#?+# (#F? @* !%* )' )%.A) )' 
!.+! @. 8?F# A>? "+#). In essence, 
Yonah laments that God’s a$ribute 
of mercy prompts Him to se$le 
for hasty, super"cial repentance. 
In His response, God implicitly 
acknowledges that Nineveh’s 
repentance was less than optimal. 
However, He defends this decision 
on the grounds that Nineveh is "lled 
with people who do not “know their 
right hand from their le&.” While 
this phrase might refer speci"cally to 
children who are too young to know 
right from wrong (Rashi, Radak), 
it could also allude to the fact that 
even the adults in Nineveh lacked 
meaningful knowledge of how to 
repent.5 A&er all, Yonah told them 
nothing about the God who sent him 
or His value system, hoping that the 
people of Nineveh would perish in 
their ignorance. God responded that 
in truth, Yonah’s failure to educate 
them ensured that their incomplete 
repentance would su(ce to save 
them. Without knowledge of why 
they were facing destruction, and 
without knowledge of how to properly 
repent, God accepted their best 
e'ort at repentance while implicitly 
blaming Yonah for failing to embrace 
the educational role of a prophet 

and instead leaving the residents of 
Nineveh as people who do not “know 
their right hand from their le&.”

Notes
1. All translations of Biblical verses come from 
the new JPS translation.

2. !A)$" !)!$ !& #+)H?! 8!)A) I'" !)!$ !& 
#+)H?! *@ @A,&# !")%. !e parallel passage in 
the Babylonian Talmud (Ta‘anit 16a) cites 
Shmuel as insisting that they returned all 
stolen items, including stolen construction 
materials that they had already built into new 
buildings (@' .D.D& - !+)"" #*F"# $)+& @H, #@)E* 
#)@."@ $)+& +)H?&# !@#' !+)"!).

3. I am interpreting this phrase to mean that 
they city’s diameter was a three-day walk, 
which is Radak’s view. However, Ibn Ezra 
claims that the city’s circumference was a 
three-day walk, in which case Yonah would 
have crossed the entire diameter in one day.

4. Malbim raises these issues and thus 
concludes from these omissions % as we 
shall also conclude % that Yonah hoped 
Nineveh would fail to repent and would thus 
be destroyed.

5. Abarbanel interprets that phrase “who do 
not know their right hand from their le&” 
in this vein. Based on his aforementioned 
claim that God overlooked Nineveh’s idol 
worship, Abarbanel explains that the adults 
of Nineveh knew nothing about the true God 
and therefore were not culpable for the sin of 
idolatry.

Find more shiurim and articles on Sefer Yonah at  
h$p://www.yutorah.org/Nach/Yonah
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WHAT IS LIFE WORTH? THOUGHTS ON THE       
SIYUM HASHAS [Completion of the Talmud] 
January 31, 2020 
 
Author’s note: This brief talk was presented at the Hadran Women’s Siyyum Ha-Shas in              
Jerusalem on January 5, 2020, 8 Tevet 5780. Standing at the podium, looking out on a sea of                  
over 3,300 people, mostly women, celebrating Torah study together felt like walking in a dream.               
There was so much hope and power in that room. I recited the Hadran in tears. 
 
In the seven and a half years since I began daf yomi, I turned fifty and celebrated both my                    

thirtieth wedding anniversary and my thirtieth year as an educator. I lost one of my closest                
friends to cancer. I opened a center for Jewish education. My beloved bubbie died at 100, and I                  
stood under the huppa with three of my children. My youngest is learning at Midreshet               
Lindenbaum and is sitting in this audience right now. I became a grandmother and grieved with                
friends who lost parents and some who, lo aleinu, lost children. As I traveled the Talmud’s 2,711                 
pages, my daily learning was a sacred anchor for all these significant transformations. Learning              
the daf enhanced my daily sense of blessing, helping me actualize my own life’s purpose in                
large part because there was one enduring question that kept surfacing for me in learning the                
daf: What is human life worth? Sometimes very complex sugyot can be reduced to a variation                
on this simple but profound question. 
 
Life’s worth, for example, is at the heart of the eighth chapter of Bava Kamma, “HaHovel                
beHavero”: 
 
Mishna: One who injures another is liable to pay five types of compensation: damage, for pain,                
medical costs, loss of livelihood, and humiliation (Bava Kamma 83b). 
 
While money cannot relieve great physical and emotional losses, it signifies accountability and             
responsibility as part of a just society. In the Hammurabi codes of the Ancient Near East such                 
physical reciprocity was deemed legal and appropriate. Poke out my eye, and I’ll poke yours.               
But Bava Kamma presents one argument after another to show that “an eye for an eye” was                 
never to be taken literally. Here’s one of my favorites: 
 
Rabbi Dostai ben Yehuda asks if “An eye for an eye” (Leviticus 24:20) means monetary               
restitution or the loss of an actual eye? But what if the eye of the one who caused the injury is                     
large and the eye of the injured party is small? You cannot literally apply the phrase “an eye for                   
an eye.” 
 
Your eye and my eye are not the same size. Ayin tahat ayin [an eye for an eye] can never be                     
executed literally because it cannot be executed precisely. Without the capacity to be precise,              
this type of violent recompense should not be used at all, echoing Gandhi: “An eye for an eye                  
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makes the whole world blind.” Perhaps the Torah used this expression because the only way               
one can ever know what the loss of an eye feels like is to lose one. It focuses us deeply on the                      
worth of every human life. 
This perek of Talmud has had real-world application for millennia. To cite but one example,               
money can never compensate for life. But sometimes it has to. Kenneth Feinberg, a well-known               
D.C. attorney, was appointed Special Master of the U.S. government’s September 11th Victim             
Compensation Fund. His was an impossible task. When people are grieving, the last thing they               
want to think about is putting a price tag on someone they love, whether a CEO, a firefighter, a                   
cook, or a janitor. Feinberg called it the most harrowing experience of his professional life. 
In Bava Kamma, as in the 9/11 fund, the worth of life is determined in response to violence.                  
Surely, I thought, there must be a way to measure human life as a response to joy or virtue. I                    
found what I was looking for in Masekhet Arakhin. In Leviticus 27:1-8 a person donates his or                 
her worth to the Beit HaMikdash as an act of thanksgiving or joy. 
“The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to the Israelite people and say to them: When anyone                 
explicitly vows to the Lord the equivalent for a human being…” 
Human worth was assessed on a recognized compensation scale and that amount was vowed              
as a gift to God’s house, an intimate form of tzedaka. In fact, the Ha’emek Davar, Rabbi Naftali                  
Zvi Yehuda Berlin, writes that “It’s called a ‘pele,’ a wonder, because it’s not something that God                 
asked of anyone.” It represents a desire to give more of ourselves than is asked. It’s hard to find                   
a contemporary analogy to Arakhin, but it inspired me to finally give voice to something I had                 
long wanted to do. 
I come to this siyyum having checked two goals on my spiritual bucket list profoundly connected                
to the question of life’s worth: finally completing the daf yomi cycle and donating a kidney. I have                  
not spoken about this publicly and not much privately either. As of this past July 15th, my left                  
kidney is in a man in Wisconsin who, like me, has four children and two grandchildren.                
Reflecting on the message of Arakhin and my incredible good fortune during these years of               
learning, I finally decided to give thanks in a way that forced me to think about what my life was                    
truly worth to someone else. Anyone in good health can do this, but it is a serious decision. It’s                   
also one of the best decisions I’ve ever made. No doubt, many others in this room have been                  
influenced by their learning in unexpected ways. The donation helped move me from the beit               
midrash of my mind to contemplate the real-world suffering of others and the impact one life can                 
have upon another, even, and especially, a stranger. The transition from Bava Kamma to              
Arakhin helped me understand the value of a life not only when violence strikes but also as a                  
powerful response to deep joy. By the way, you can do daf yomi and keep all your organs intact. 
Daf yomi also demands self-sacrifice, sacrifice for the sake of higher growth. How blessed I am                
– we all are – to be making this siyyum here in Yerushalyim, celebrating not only our learning                  
but how our learning changes us, helps us value life and lifts us up to a place of joy. This is a                      
day that God has made, let us rejoice and be happy. 
 
This article appears courtesy of TraditionOnline.org, the website of TRADITION: A Journal of             
Orthodox Jewish Thought, published by the Rabbinical Council of America. 
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Twofold
For Yom Kippur, fiction by Nobel laureate S.Y. Agnon, in a first English

translation
By S. Y. Agnon | October 3, 2014 12:01 AM

1.

At that hour I had not prepared myself for Yom Kippur; rather, on the afternoon before Yom
Kippur, towards evening, I went to the synagogue in my neighborhood, unlike every other year
when I was accustomed to pray in the city. The Holy One blessed be He fills the whole world with
His glory; wherever a man prays, his prayer is desired. How much more so in the synagogue, and
how much more so in Jerusalem, which is wholly sanctified for prayer? It’s true that the
synagogues in town are full of pious and perfect Jews who know how to appease their Creator with
prayer and prayer leaders who pray with special intention. But, I said to myself, who am I that I
should seek special intents? It’s enough for a man such as myself to pray that which is written in
the machzor.
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2.

The synagogue was jam-packed. Even people who do not attend all year long came and stood, with
tallit around their necks and machzor in hand, and the reflection of the holiness of the day shone
in their faces. Standing next to them were their sons and daughters. The hearts of the children
were still pure—this thing we see, what is it? Pleasant or unpleasant?

The chazzan approached the prayer stand, drew a breath, and
paused. The gabbai opened the Holy Ark and searched in the
assembled crowd for those who would be honored by standing to
the right and left of the chazzan. The chazzan instructed that the
windows be closed, so he wouldn’t be struck with a chill, and he
began reciting Kol Nidre—“Al da’at haMakom … ” The
congregation assisted him, some with tunes without words, others with words without tune. At the
end they returned the Torah scrolls to the ark and prayed. They sang much, but prayed very little.

The gabbai honored whomever he chose to honor with opening the ark before the beginning of
each pizmon (prayer). The honorees screwed up their faces with a look of self-importance and
walked up to the Holy Ark. The shoes on their feet shone like their clean-shaven chins. Their little
sons and daughters stood in awe as they gazed at their fathers, who quickly opened the ark that
others had just closed. When most of the congregation had gone out, but one pizmon remained in
the machzor, the gabbai honored even me with the opening of the ark.

 

3.

After the prayer I returned to my home. It was not yet 7 o’clock, and 12 hours or more remained
until the morning service. What would I do with these hours, how would I spend them? I thought
it over and went out onto the roof of my house.

In one direction rests the City of God, and in another direction lies the Dead Sea. The moon stood
in the middle of the heavens, and all the mountains that surround the Wilderness Sea were
covered by the light until the desert thorns could be seen. The most sublime silence rested upon
everything.

Silently I strolled along the roof of my house, gazing now at the mountains, now at the City of God.
At that moment when I stood on my rooftop all of Israel in the city was reciting the Song of Unity
and the Psalms. I consoled myself by saying: A man of Israel on Yom Kippur, even if he is alone in
the desert, can dedicate his heart to his Master. I recited the Shema and went to bed.

 

4.

I hadn’t intended to sleep so long, but nevertheless I arrived late to the synagogue. A man isn’t in
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control of things. The night before, I wanted to extend the prayers, and in the morning when the
time for prayer arrived I was late in showing up.

The synagogue was practically empty. Perhaps there were 10 men present, perhaps more, but no
more than a minyan and a half. Where were all those who had been present last night? Ours is a
suburban neighborhood, whose inhabitants aren’t careful to be among the first 10 to arrive.
Boredom rose from the empty pews; if only they had mouths they might yawn. The ark stood open,
the chazan stretched forth his neck, raised high his head, and cried, “Forgive this Holy Nation on
this Holy and Exalted Day!”

I hung my hat on the peg in the wall, put on my small yarmulke, wrapped myself in my tallit, and
sat in my seat. I opened the machzor and thumbed around in it, not knowing where to begin—with
Hodu or with Barukh She’amar. Before I could decide, I became preoccupied with something else.

The chazan stood praying like those who are paid for their prayer, and yet like a proper person
who doesn’t cheat at his task he elaborated and elongated. I remained watching the door like a
host who’d prepared for guests who hadn’t arrived. In truth I was nothing more than a guest
myself, but at that moment I made myself like the host.

While I was looking at the door, it seemed to me that I was asking to take leave. I removed my
tallit and yarmulke and left.

 

5.

The day was pleasant and the air clean and clear. A pure breeze wafted throughout the world, and
a scent of dew rose from each tree and each blade of grass. The sun was not too strong and didn’t
injure the earth, all of its heat having been spent in the great heat wave that stretched from the day
after Rosh HaShanah until the day before Yom Kippur. This is God’s kindness with Jerusalem, that
He removes the heat wave on Tisha B’Av and Yom Kippur, and the sun is pleasant to His creatures.

One by one people started appearing, taking slow, small steps like those who think being on the
way is as good as arriving. Having left their houses, they’ve fulfilled their obligation to the
synagogue. In truth, what’s the need to rush? Yom Kippur is a long day, and even if you walk at
your leisure, you’ll arrive at synagogue ere the prayers are through. When they arrived at the
synagogue gates, some went in and some remained outside. It’s not every day that you run into
your neighbor, and, having met him, you must ask after his welfare.

From inside the synagogue one could hear the chazan’s melodies, those melodies that do not
penetrate one’s heart. Maybe the chazan’s voice is lovely, and his tunes are like those of all the
other chazanim, but the heart isn’t receptive to them—neither the chazan’s heart nor mine.

 

6.
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I said to myself, Perhaps Yom Kippur has not yet arrived. If so, why is the chazan standing in there
praying? Perhaps just to practice the prayers, and those assembled are merely listening to the
tunes. This must be so, since most of the congregants were wearing shoes, but not kittels. I know
that Jerusalemites aren’t accustomed to wear kittels on Yom Kippur, but I was trying to find an
excuse. Had I found a different excuse I would have used it.

The sun rose to the midpoint in the sky. The pine trees perfumed the hot air, letting off a unique
scent. Between them stood the tall, erect cypresses, enveloped in their shady sorrow. This is the
shady sorrow of creatures that God has lifted yet not raised up entirely to the Heavens.

I strolled among the trees, telling myself that Yom Kippur had not yet arrived but was on the way,
and I must prepare myself for the awesome and holy day.

Before I could prepare myself, the evening of Yom Kippur overtook me. Not this year’s, not last,
nor the previous year’s, but the Yom Kippur from the days when I was 7 or 8 years old.

Countless large candles, one for each worshipper, were standing and burning, and the smell of wax
and honey filled the synagogue and mixed with the smell of straw covering the floor, and a new
light sparkled from the candles. Wrapped in his tallit, Father stood among the other worshippers,
with a large, radiant tallit-crown of silver over his head. Frightened and flustered I stood gazing at
Father and the doubly radiant light shining from his forehead.

How I loved the night of Yom Kippur! The Gates of Heaven are open and God Himself, as it were,
bows down to hear the prayers of Israel. He needn’t bow, since He knows the heart of every man,
but out of affection for the Jewish people, He bows down, like a father who inclines his ear to his
little boy. At that moment I saw that my father and all the other folk in the synagogue, whom I had
thought were all adults, were in fact as small as I and my friends, except that my father and his
friends knew how to recite the piyutim with ease and were wrapped in tallitot, while my friends
and I knew only a few prayers and how to answer ”Amen.” But when I grow up I too will wear a
tallit and pray all that is written in the machzor.

After thinking back to the days of my youth, I recalled many other things: Each and every one of
them that I remembered was about Yom Kippur, as if all other days had been erased, leaving only
the memories of Yom Kippur. Like a holy chain of memories, each Yom Kippur was linked with the
next. It’s in this way that Yom Kippur appears in a man’s dream in order that he repent.

 

7.

Once again I found myself standing in the synagogue on Yom Kippur night. And again all the
thoughts of Yom Kippur from my childhood arose in my mind. There are times and seasons of the
year that are appointed for the repetition of certain acts, and even one’s thoughts of mind and
heart return and repeat at the same moment and time, as if we and our actions and our thoughts
are annexed to time itself. This is especially true on Yom Kippur, the day of the Holy One Blessed
be He, when a man’s soul—that piece of God in man—wishes to cleave to Him so that the man
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becomes indistinguishable from God. Wherever man should wander, his thoughts travel with him.

I don’t recall how I wound up in that particular German city, but I remember it was the eve of Yom
Kippur. I entered a certain synagogue to pray Mincha and recite Kaddish. I saw they were rolling
the Torah scrolls to the correct place for the Yom Kippur reading but were doing so upside down—
with the words facing down and the parchment’s back facing up. I was disturbed that they were
treating the Torah with disrespect, yet I kept my quiet since I was a guest. When I finished my
prayer I went to eat the final meal. I forgot to take the trolley and walked on foot. By the time I
reached my room it was time to return to synagogue. But since I had arrived, I went in. A small oil
lamp burned in the room. The landlady knew that the Jews’ big day was tomorrow, and since her
tenant was a Jew she did me a favor by lighting the lamp. She had placed a clay pot next to the
lamp so that, if I chose, I could cover the lamp so its light wouldn’t disturb my sleep. That old
Adventist, who spent all her days reading Holy Scripture, sometimes thought about the nation they
spoke of in the Prophets.

I asked myself if I wanted to eat the final meal. I found no morsel of food in my room, and I didn’t
wish to eat their bread on Yom Kippur eve. I took my machzor and my canvas shoes and left.

A few goyim sat on the stoop in front of the house, with their short clay pipes in their mouths, and
a child—buttered slice of bread in hand—was spinning on his heels singing a Jewish tune. Together
with the neighbors he made fun of himself, like the goyim who make fun of us. Or perhaps they
were just playing.

I entered the synagogue and showed the sexton a ticket that I had paid for my seat. I went over and
sat in my place. The synagogue was full of distinguished people. Many lamps were lit, and a type of
longing and anticipation filled the air. Someone put on his tallit, reciting the blessing out loud so
that others might merit by answering “Amen.” After him came a second and then a third and then
the whole congregation, except for one old man who did not put on a tallit. He said to me, “I am
old and about to die and I’m saving my tallit to be buried in.”

The chazan approached the prayer stand, backed by a choir. Their voices were pleasant, and they
were nicely dressed; their faces showed years of plenty, like folks who lack nothing and come to
synagogue to give pleasure to their Creator. As they started praying, a sigh went up from the
chazan’s heart, along with his choir, and then with them, most of the congregation.

After Kol Nidre the rabbi sermonized about the sanctity of the day, repair of the soul, and God
having dispersed the Jews around the world to serve as a light unto the nations. Following the
sermon they stood and prayed the evening service. In the midst of praying, the people’s size
seemed reduced, they stood small and low, just like my father and the other men had in our
synagogue on Yom Kippur nights. And it seems to me that even the Holy One, may He be Blessed,
crouched down to hear their prayers, as it were, like a father who crouches down toward his little
child. As this came into my mind, I remembered that I had already thought those thoughts once,
twice, and three times before. There are seasons and times each and every year when a man’s
thoughts come back and repeat themselves.

G o



 

8.

Like a flower bud plucked from the ground and planted in a pot, so I stood in front of the
synagogue, remembering days gone by. The chazan’s voice rose up and entered my ears. Coming
back to myself, I remembered it was time to enter. My legs were heavy and did not move. When a
person’s heart is heavy his legs grow heavy as well. At a little distance from me stood people
talking about the affairs of the neighborhood. Someone who has a plot of land has sold it, and
anyone who’s purchased one waits to sell it at a profit. In the meantime Syrians come from Syria
and surround us with big houses, separating us from the city. And the buses come less often and
stop coming on time. Because of that, it’s hard to get to the city.

But I ignored those conversations about the plot owners who do not build and those who can’t get
to work on time, and I thought instead about the dream I once had—until the dream was as real as
if I were awake.

 

9.

That morning was neither hot nor cold. In a half-dark room sat a few of my acquaintances eating
and drinking like any other day. Two or three times I asked myself how it was possible to eat and
drink on that day, since it was Yom Kippur. Most of all I was astounded by the presence of the
Judge’s son. I had thought him to be counted among the pious, even though he disparaged various
customs—and now in the end he was eating and drinking on Yom Kippur. I said nothing to him.
What could I say that wasn’t already stated in the Torah? I turned my back to the assembled men
and picked at my teeth, like someone with a bit of food stuck in there who wants to remove it. My
hand grew weary and my eyes grew sleepy. I jumped up from my chair to shake off the sleep. I saw
all the synagogues and study halls open and all of Israel standing in those holy places wrapped in
their tallitot, lifting their hands to their Father in heaven. I too stood up to go and join the rest of
Israel. But my feet were lazy, as was the rest of my body. Children came out of the synagogue and
told of a spring of tears found under the ark, and how a white dove had come and fluttered by the
hands of the chazan as he beat his breast in penitential prayer. I had heard a lot about that one-
eyed chazan, and I wanted to listen to him praying.

The assembled men ate and drank until their foreheads shone from the power of food and drink.
One man, with a round yarmulke atop his head, was so buried in his bowl that his face looked like
an orange. Because his face was so far inside the bowl his shoulders stood out even more.

The day was passing. Surely they had already finished the Mussaf prayer and were about to start
the afternoon service. If I hurried I might still make it for the concluding Neilah prayer.

I told my two children, “Children, shine my shoes.” Since I was anxious to leave I hurried them
and told them each to shine one shoe so as not to delay me much.
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They took my shoes and began cleaning them. It was clear that their hearts weren’t in the work.

I was sad yet not sad. Sad because the children didn’t seem glad to fulfill the will of their father;
and not sad because they didn’t abandon the task.

While the shoes were still in their hands I recalled that today was Yom Kippur, when we are
forbidden from wearing leather shoes. Yet I waited for them to finish. When they were done I put
on my shoes and walked to synagogue. My legs suddenly regained their strength. And not only my
legs, my whole body sprang up to the walk. When I approached the synagogue I heard the sound of
closing doors and saw people wrapped in white clothing exiting in my direction, lit candles in
hand. These were the flames left over from the yahrzeit lamps.

 

10.

I noticed what was going on and told myself that I would enter the synagogue. Today is Yom
Kippur, one day of the year. Even if God should grant me many more years, this day shall never
return.

At this time, when I was about to go inside, the whole city peeked through the hills and the sun
shone down on the city and its walls, bathing it in a glorious glow. Even greater was the shine of
the green dome above the place of the Holy Temple, yet at the time when the Temple still stood the
color would have been golden. Now it is destroyed and covered by a green dome—green being the
sign of hope for God’s return and rebuilding.

Just below it stands the Western Wall, where I could always find multiple minyanim. At that
moment I wasn’t at the Wall, and it appeared that neither was anyone else. The Holy One Blessed
be He stood there asking about us, “What’s with them? Why haven’t they come?” The heavens
stood silent, and a noiseless sound was heard from the firmament. This was the sound of the scales
weighing out good deeds versus sins. Along with it came the sound of Jewish prayer from the city’s
synagogues and study halls. Almost an hour’s walk separates the city from my neighborhood, and
the city sounds can’t reach us here. Yet on that holiest of days, when the whole world is at rest, the
city sounds could be heard. I inclined my ear and heard them reading the day’s Torah portion. And
more than what could be heard from below was what could be heard from above—the earthly and
heavenly Yom Kippur.

I walked to the synagogue so I might pick up my tallit there and walk to town. I remembered that I
was bareheaded. How? When I took off my tallit I had taken off my yarmulke and forgotten to
place my hat on my head. What could be done? One cannot enter a holy place bareheaded.

I saw a child and told him to fetch my tallit and yarmulke. He sought but did not find them. I
asked him, “Are there thieves here? Did someone else wrap himself in my tallit? You are lazy and
neglected to ask.”

The child’s eyes filled with tears. I hid my face from him in shame and asked to borrow a yarmulke
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from someone else so that I might enter. But just as I cannot enter bareheaded, so too this man
then was unable to stand bareheaded in front of the synagogue.

Someone removed a small package from his pocket and said, “Here’s a yarmulke for you.” I
thought for a moment. Could it be that there’s a yarmulke in the package? I untied the knot and
found paper wrapped in paper. Out fell a small, hole-riddled, knitted yarmulke, bigger than the
size of my head.

 

11.

That moment was the time of Yizkor, and the synagogue was full of relatives of the dead. People I
knew, and those I didn’t, stood and cried. While I had been standing outside, they had arrived and
entered, filling the whole synagogue. Even at my place stood someone I did not recognize. I drew
near but didn’t find my belongings. It seems someone else had come and wrapped himself in my
tallit. Or perhaps that man who was standing in my place was wrapped in my tallit. I feared
looking at him and snuck outside.

 

12.

The world was full of that same halting sound as before, filling the Heavens and circling in the air.
I wanted to go after the sound before it ceased. But how could I go without my things?

I placed my hand on my heart and felt and saw that between each beat time was running out. Only
in dreams can you see such things, yet imagination is useless.

The assistant gabbai saw me and asked, “Do you need a tallit? Here’s my tallit.” I took it and
noticed that it was too small to wrap myself in. One who needs to travel at sea and sees the ship
about to set sail just as he reaches the port and then sees his passport is expired will understand
my anguish. I broke out in a cold sweat, and the heat that had previously cheered me suddenly
abated and disappeared.

The temperature changed, and the trees’ shadows grew long. The sun was getting ready to set.
How much longer would it stay light? If I didn’t hurry I wouldn’t make it for Neilah. But how could
I go to town and how might I enter the synagogue of the Hasidim with a tallit so small that it
would betray me as a simpleton?

I raised my eyes in prayer and beseeching. I remembered that I had a tallit at home. Not only one
tallit, but two tallitot: one I used to wear when I lived in the city and would pray within the walls,
and another that was wrapped around a Torah scroll sent to me from Germany. Once I
remembered my two tallitot I ran home and threw open my closet to take one out. I told myself
how fortunate I was to have two tallitot besides the one I left in the synagogue. I looked at the two
tallitot in my closet, folded and wrapped together.
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13.

I hadn’t worn them yet that year. If I had worn one of these tallitot here in our local synagogue I
would have stood out. I stood looking at them, like one who encounters a beautiful object after
having forgotten about it. Since my heart was confused, I tried to organize my thoughts.

How did that tallit that came with the Torah get to me? My father-in-law, may he rest in peace,
had written a Torah scroll for each of his sons and daughters. While my father-in-law was alive the
Torahs remained in his house of study. When he died, each of the sons and daughters took their
scrolls, and my wife’s was sent here, wrapped in a beautiful tallit. I had bought the other tallit
when I moved to Jerusalem and prayed among the Hasidim and distinguished men. Lovely were
those days in which I lived in town and prayed with the Hasidim and distinguished men! This
suburb that I live in now is good and I love it, but the suburbs of Jerusalem are not like Jerusalem
itself.

Out of love for Jerusalem I stood recounting all that had occurred to me there. I examined all the
things that occurred to me and bundled them together with everything they inspired.

I measured out everything that had happened and everything that should happen. I weighed it in
my mind like a pharmacist who measures out medicines for a patient and then is informed the
patient has already died.

I shook off all the thoughts of the moment and stared straight ahead. The walls of my house grew
dark and the windows shadowy. I saw that it was too late to walk to town, for the time to pass the
verdict had arrived. I told myself that I’d return to the neighborhood synagogue before the gates
closed.

I stretched forth my hand and thought, whichever tallit I grab first, that’s the one I’ll take. Since
the tallitot were wound together, I separated them and took whichever one I took. Meanwhile the
day had passed, the sun set, and the whole world fell silent. I held my breath and didn’t move a
muscle, so as to not to disturb the silence at the moment of judgment, when the multitudes above
and below are awaiting their verdict, whether for life or for death. Suddenly I heard the shofar
blast following Yom Kippur, and I knew that Yom Kippur had passed.

Yom Kippur passed, but I did not budge from my place. I was neither hungry nor thirsty, nor did I
wish to eat or drink, even though I had been fasting since the preceding day.

The room filled with darkness, and I couldn’t even see a few feet ahead, except for the white switch
to turn on the light. Even though Yom Kippur was over I feared to touch it.

I told myself that downstairs in the dining room was a candle that had been burning since the eve
of Yom Kippur. I would go down and enjoy its light. Yet I felt ashamed to be seen by its light and
stayed where I was.
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At that moment my room was illuminated by the moonlight, and I knew that all of Israel was
standing to recite the blessing on the new moon. I raised my voice and called out, “Shalom
Aleikhem!” but no one answered, “Aleikhem Shalom,” and I knew that I stood alone and so was
prevented from fulfilling that mitzvah.

 

14.

And since I stood alone and undisturbed I thought of the day of mercy gone by, in which the whole
world was blessed except for me. One thought brings another. I recalled having heard of Hasidim
and distinguished men who observe Yom Kippur for two days.

I went to my books and took out the Shulhan Arukh Orah Hayyim to check what to do about
prayer and havdalah. The moon disappeared behind the clouds. While the Jewish people needed
the moonlight to enable them to perform one more mitzvah, the moon shone forth. Having
fulfilled the mitzvah for them, the moon hid, and my room filled with darkness. I took the book
and went downstairs. The candle was about to go out, yet it still gave forth light. I leaned the book
toward the light and read about two days of Yom Kippur and learned that those who are stringent
in observing two days of Yom Kippur must take care to avoid all forms of prohibited labor, as well
as all the Yom Kippur restrictions. They do recite the weekday prayers, etc., but are allowed to say
the special poems and penitential prayers, etc.

I didn’t overly celebrate, for those words were written only for those who act with special piety,
and not one who was negligent about Yom Kippur itself. When I saw it written, “And it is not
proper for one to observe two days because of the danger” I rejoiced at my own failure, like one
who sees his enemy exert himself to no avail.

 

15.

While the candle still burned I stood reciting the special poems and penitential prayers; when the
candle went out I sat and recited by heart. When I finished saying whatever I knew by heart I went
out onto my rooftop, as I had done the night before.

The moonlight returned and brightened. The Dead Sea glittered like a barrel of oil, sparks of light
shot out from it illuminating the mountainsides, and among the mountains bonfires appeared.
Because I was sad, I thought of things that make one even sadder.

 

16.

When I finished the morning prayers I went back to reciting more of the Yom Kippur poems and
petitionary prayers. I remembered that I needed to build a sukkah for the upcoming holiday. I put
down my machzor and went to the window. The sun shone on the place for my sukkah, as if to
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check whether a sukkah was being built there.

That year Yom Kippur was on a Thursday, and my second day of Yom Kippur came out on erev
Shabbat, and I didn’t do my work with alacrity, but was rather slow-footed and had not yet even
hammered a single nail to build my sukkah.

In order to calm my mind I stood looking at the trees in the garden. A wind blew, asking the trees
if a mitzvah had yet been performed with them. I opened my window to say, “Right after Shabbat I
will take their branches to cover my sukkah!” The wind blew in my mouth and sprinkled me with
dust. I went back to my machzor, reciting the poems and prayers until the darkness of erev
Shabbat arrived. I didn’t know what to do about lighting candles. In the meantime Shabbat began.

I greeted Shabbat and set the table with the food that had been prepared for after Yom Kippur.
After Yom Kippur a heavenly voice proclaims, “Go eat your bread with joy, for God approves all
your deeds.” Happy is he whose deeds are approved by God and who eats his bread with joy. I did
not merit such happiness.

 

17.

Many years have passed since that Yom Kippur. Some like this, some like that. I neither complain
nor am annoyed. God knows whether for good or for better.

Many years have passed since that Yom Kippur, and each year I leave early to get to town so that
my prayers may be included with those of the God-fearing. Some years I return home on Yom
Kippur night and arise for synagogue before dawn; some years I remain in synagogue throughout
the whole night and day. Last year I was honored with the lifting of the Torah scroll, even though
there were others present who were more worthy, in whose place I am not fit to stand. And yet, I
am still restless because of that missing Yom Kippur that passed me by empty-handed.

A person lacks many things. As time passes, so do the things he lacks. But you cannot compare
that to someone who is missing a day, and how much more so when the day is Yom Kippur. If only
I hadn’t delayed and had taken one of the two tallitot, perhaps I wouldn’t be in this state of deficit.

Nevertheless, I love my two tallitot, the one that came with the Torah scroll and the one I bought
in the Land of Israel. How beloved are they to me? Once I saw a poor man wearing a sheet with
tzitzit, because he couldn’t afford a tallit. I said that I would give him a tallit. When he came, I gave
him money to buy a tallit instead of giving him one of my own; so beloved were they that I couldn’t
part with either one. Maybe I am saving my tallit like that old man in Germany, to be buried in it.
But I live in Jerusalem where the dead aren’t buried in a tallit, and even if they were, I have two
tallitot.

If a person has two of the same thing, while taking one he thinks of the other, while taking the
other he thinks of the first, and his heart is split and his mind confused. But I, in His blessed
mercy, when I wrap myself in one tallit, my mind is at peace. But sometimes it seems as if I am
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standing on Yom Kippur at nightfall, as the gates are closing and the day’s soul is about to depart,
and a day that passes cannot be returned.

The End, but not of Heaven’s mercies!                    נשלם ולא נשלמו רחמי שמים

***

Translated from Hebrew by Jeffrey Saks. Saks is the founding director of ATID. This
original translation is forthcoming in a new anthology of Agnon’s short stories, Forevermore:
Stories of the Old World and the New, edited by Jeffrey Saks, to be published by the Toby Press in
2015 as part of its newly launched S.Y. Agnon Library , featuring the writing of the Nobel
laureate in new and revised English translations. Saks’ courses given at the Agnon House in
Jerusalem are broadcast at WebYeshiva.org/Agnon .

Shmuel Yosef Agnon shared the 1966 Nobel Prize in Literature.

Find this story online: http://tabletmag.com/jewish-arts-and-culture/184824/s-y-agnon-twofold

Tablet Magazine is a project of Nextbook Inc. Copyright © 2014 Nextbook Inc. All rights reserved.
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NOBEL BANQUET SPEECH
S.Y. Agnon 

Stockholm, December 10, 1966 

 

(Translated from Hebrew) 

ur sages of blessed memory have said that we must not enjoy any pleasure in this world 
without reciting a blessing. If we eat any food, or drink any beverage, we must recite a 
blessing over them before and after. If we breathe the scent of goodly grass, the 

fragrance of spices, the aroma of good fruits, we pronounce a blessing over the pleasure. The 
same applies to the pleasures of sight: when we see the sun in the Great Cycle of the Zodiac in 
the month of Nissan, or the trees first bursting into blossom in the spring, or any fine, sturdy, and 
beautiful trees, we pronounce a blessing. And the same applies to the pleasures of the ear. 
Through you, dear sirs, one of the blessings concerned with hearing has come my way. 

It happened when the Swedish Chargé d'Affaires came and brought me the news that the 
Swedish Academy had bestowed the Nobel Prize upon me. Then I recited in full the blessing that 
is enjoined upon one that hears good tidings for himself or others: "Blessed be He, that is good 
and doeth good. "Good," in that the good God put it into the hearts of the sages of the illustrious 
Academy to bestow that great and esteemed Prize upon an author who writes in the sacred 
tongue; "that doeth good ", in that He favored me by causing them to choose me. And now that I 
have come so far, I will recite one blessing more, as enjoined upon him who beholds a monarch: 
"Blessed art Thou, O Lord, our God, King of the Universe, Who hast given of Thy glory to a king 
of flesh and blood. Over you, too, distinguished sages of the Academy, I say the prescribed 
blessing: "Blessed be He, that has given of His wisdom to flesh and blood." 

It is said in the Talmud (Tractate Sanhedrin 23a): "In Jerusalem, the men of discrimination did not 
sit down to dine in company until they knew who their companions were to be;" so I will now tell 
you who am I, whom you have agreed to have at your table. 

As a result of the historic catastrophe in which Titus of Rome destroyed Jerusalem and Israel was 
exiled from its land, I was born in one of the cities of the Exile. But always I regarded myself as 
one who was born in Jerusalem. In a dream, in a vision of the night, I saw myself standing with my 

O 
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brother-Levites in the Holy Temple, singing with them the songs of David, King of Israel, melodies 
such as no ear has heard since the day our city was destroyed and its people went into exile. I 
suspect that the angels in charge of the Shrine of Music, fearful lest I sing in wakefulness what I 
had sung in dream, made me forget by day what I had sung at night; for if my brethren, the sons 
of my people, were to hear, they would be unable to bear their grief over the happiness they 
have lost. To console me for having prevented me from singing with my mouth, they enable me to 
compose songs in writing. 

I belong to the Tribe of Levi; my forebears and I are of the minstrels that were in the Temple, and 
there is a tradition in my father's family that we are of the lineage of the Prophet Samuel, whose 
name I bear. 

I was five years old when I wrote my first song. It was out of longing for my father that I wrote it. 
It happened that my father, of blessed memory, went away on business. I was overcome with 
longing for him and I made a song. After that I made many songs, but nothing has remained of 
them all. My father's house, where I left a roomful of writings, was burned down in the First World 
War and all I had left there was burned with it. The young artisans, tailors, and shoemakers, who 
used to sing my songs at their work, were killed in the First World War and of those who were 
not killed in the war, some were buried alive with their sisters in the pits they dug for themselves 
by order of the enemy, and most were burned in the crematories of Auschwitz with their sisters, 
who had adorned our town with their beauty and sung my songs with their sweet voices. 

The fate of the singers who, like my songs, went up in flame was also the fate of the books which I 
later wrote. All of them went up in flame to Heaven in a fire which broke out one night at my 
home in Bad Homburg as I lay ill in a hospital. Among the books that were burned was a large 
novel of some seven hundred pages, the first part of which the publisher had announced he was 
about to bring out. Together with this novel, called Eternal Life, was burned everything I had 
written since the day I had gone into exile from the Land of Israel, including a book I had written 
with Martin Buber as well as four thousand Hebrew books, most of which had come down to me 
from my forebears and some of which I had bought with money set aside for my daily bread. 

I said, "Since the day I had gone from the Land of Israel," but I have not yet related that I had 
dwelt in the Land of Israel. Of this I will now speak. 

At the age of nineteen and a half, I went to the Land of Israel to till its soil and live by the labor 
of my hands. As I did not find work, I sought my livelihood elsewhere. I was appointed Secretary 
of the Hovevei Zion (Lovers of Zion) Society and Secretary of the Palestine Council - which was a 
kind of parliament-in-the-making and I was also the first Secretary of the voluntary Jewish 
Magistrate's Court. Through these offices it was my privilege to get to know almost every Jewish 
person, and those whom I did not come to know through these offices I came to know through love 
and a desire to know my brethren, the members of my people. It is almost certain that in those 
years there was not a man, woman, or infant in the Land of Israel whom I did not know. 

After all my possessions had been burned, God gave me the wisdom to return to Jerusalem. I 
returned to Jerusalem, and it is by virtue of Jerusalem that I have written all that God has put into 
my heart and into my pen. I have also written a book about the Giving of the Torah, and a book 
on the Days of Awe, and a book on the books of Israel that have been written since the day the 
Torah was given to Israel. 
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Since my return to the Land of Israel, I have left it twice: once in connection with the printing of my 
books by the late Zalman Schocken, and once I travelled to Sweden and Norway. Their great 
poets had implanted love and admiration for their countries in my heart, and I decided to go and 
see them. Now I have come a third time, to receive your blessing, sages of the Academy. 

During the time I have dwelt in Jerusalem, I have written long stories and short ones. Some have 
been printed; most I still have in manuscript. 

I have already told how my first songs came out of longing for my father. The beginnings of my 
studies also came to me from my father, as well as from the Rabbinical Judge of our town. But 
they were preceded by three tutors under whom I studied, one after the other, from the time I was 
three and a half till I turned eight and a half. 

Who were my mentors in poetry and literature? That is a matter of opinion. Some see in my books 
the influences of authors whose names, in my ignorance, I have not even heard, while others see 
the influences of poets whose names I have heard but whose writings I have not read. And what is 
my opinion? From whom did I receive nurture? Not every man remembers the name of the cow 
which supplied him with each drop of milk he has drunk. But in order not to leave you totally in the 
dark, I will try to clarify from whom I received whatever I have received. 

First and foremost, there are the Sacred Scriptures, from which I learned how to combine letters. 
Then there are the Mishna and the Talmud and the Midrashim and Rashi's commentary on the 
Torah. After these come the Poskim - the later explicators of Talmudic Law - and our sacred poets 
and the medieval sages, led by our Master Rabbi Moses, son of Maimon, known as Maimonides, 
of blessed memory. 

When I first began to combine letters other than Hebrew, I read every book in German that came 
my way, and from these I certainly received according to the nature of my soul. As time is short, I 
shall rot compile a bibliography or mention any names. Why, then, did I list the Jewish books? 
Because it is they that gave me my foundations. And my heart tells me that they are responsible 
for my being honored with the Nobel Prize. 

There is another kind of influence, which I have received from every man, every woman, every 
child I have encountered along my way, both Jews and non-Jews. People's talk and the stories 
they tell have been engraved on my heart, and some of them have flown into my pen. It has been 
the same way with the spectacles of nature. The Dead Sea, which I used to see every morning at 
sunrise from the roof of my house, the Arnon Brook in which I used to bathe, the nights I used to 
spend with devout and pious men beside the Western Wall - nights which gave me eyes to see 
the land of the Holy One, Blessed be He-the Wall which He gave us, and the city in which He 
established His name. 

Lest I slight any creature, I must also mention the domestic animals, the beasts and birds from 
whom I have learned. Job said long ago (135:11): "Who teacheth us more than the beasts of the 
earth, And maketh us wiser than the fowls of heaven?" Some of what I have learned from them I 
have written in my books, but I fear that I have not learned as much as I should have, for when I 
hear a dog bark, or a bird twitter, or a cock crow, I do not know whether they are thanking me 
for all I have told of them, or calling me to account. 

Before I conclude my remarks, I will say one more thing. If I have praised myself too much, it is for 
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your sake that I have done so, in order to reassure you for having cast your eyes on me. For 
myself, I am very small indeed in my own eyes. Never in all my life have I forgotten the Psalm 
(131:1) in which David said: "Lord, my heart is not haughty, nor mine eyes lofty; neither do I 
exercise myself in great matters, or in things too high for me." If I am proud of anything, it is that I 
have been granted the privilege of living in the land which God promised our forefathers to give 
us, as it is written (Ezekiel 37:25): "And they shall dwell in the land that I have given unto Jacob 
my servant, wherein your fathers have dwelt; and they shall dwell therein, even they, and their 
children, and their children's children forever." 

Before concluding, I would say a brief prayer: He who giveth wisdom unto the wise and salvation 
unto kings, may He increase your wisdom beyond measure and exalt your sovereign. In his days 
and in ours may Judah be redeemed and Israel dwell in safety. May a redeemer come to Zion, 
may the earth be filled with knowledge and eternal joy for all who dwell therein, and may they 
enjoy much peace. May all this be God's will. Amen. 

Prior to the two speeches, Ingvar Andersson of the Swedish Academy made the following comments: 
"Shmuel Yosef Agnon, Nelly Sachs - This year's literary Prize goes to you both with equal honor 
for a literary production which records Israel's vicissitudes in our time and passes on its message to 
the peoples of the world. 

Mr. Agnon - In your writing we meet once again the ancient unity between literature and science, 
as antiquity knew it. In one of your stories you say that some will no doubt read it as they read 
fairy tales, others will read it for edification. Your great chronicle of the Jewish people's spirit and 
life has therefore a manifold message. For the historian it is a precious source, for the philosopher 
an inspiration, for those who cannot live without literature it is a mine of never-failing riches. We 
honor in you a combination of tradition and prophecy, of saga and wisdom. 

Miss Sachs - About twenty years ago, through the Swedish poet Hjalmar Gullberg, I first learned 
of your fate and your work. Since then you have lived with us in Sweden and I could talk to you in 
our own language. But it is through your mother tongue that your work reflects a historical drama 
in which you have participated. Your lyrical and dramatic writing now belongs to the great 
laments of literature, but the feeling of mourning which inspired you is free from hate and lends 
sublimity to the suffering of man. We honor you today as the bearer of a message of solace to 
all those who despair of the fate of man. 

We honor you both this evening as the laurel-crowned heroes of intellectual creation and express 
our conviction that, in the words of Alfred Nobel, you have conferred the greatest benefit on 
mankind, and that you have given it clear-sightedness, wisdom, uplift, and beauty. A famous 
speech at a Nobel banquet - that of William Faulkner, held in this same hall sixteen years ago - 
contained an idea which he developed with great intensity. It is suitable as a concluding quotation 
which points to the future: "I do not believe in the end of man." 

From Nobel Lectures, Literature 1901-1967, Editor Horst Frenz, Elsevier Publishing Company, 
Amsterdam, 1969  Available online, along with original Hebrew, at: nobelprize.org  

Copyright © The Nobel Foundation 1966
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Ne’ila: Tekiat Shofar !"#$
Aviva Lauer

When I hear the sound of the shofar on Rosh Hashana morning, I hear a baby crying. This is because 
when my father blows the shofar, the sound is distinctively his: short, staccato blasts, ending on 
a strident up note. A wail of distress and anguish. In his words, a baby crying. My father tells me 
that the sounds of his shofar blowing are meant to demonstrate how alone we all are in this world. 
And how on the High Holidays we must make our pained voice heard because it is only God who 
can truly take us in and care for us.

Over the years I’ve learned about other shofar blows and on Rosh Hashana morning, I try to 
hear them all. When King David joyfully installed the Ark of the Covenant in Jerusalem, he 
“whirled with all his might before God…David and all the House of Israel brought up the Ark of 
the Lord with shouts and blasts of the shofar" (II Samuel 6:15). So when I hear the shofar on 
Rosh Hashana, I hear joy. I too give myself over to God, ecstatically setting up a home for God 
and His word in my heart.

I also hear the siren of looming disaster of which the prophet Zephania warns, should I not mend 
my wrongful ways. “The great day of the Lord is approaching, approaching most swiftly. Hark, the 
day of the Lord, it is bitter!...That day shall be a day of wrath, of trouble and distress, of calamity 
and desolation, of darkness and deep gloom, a day of densest clouds, a day of shofar blasts and 
alarms…” (Zephaniah 1:14-16). This shofar blast gets louder and louder in my ears.

I feel in my bones the psalmist’s exhortation as he describes the coronation of God as king over the 
entire universe: “All you peoples, clap your hands, raise a joyous shout for God…God ascends midst 
acclamation; the Lord, to the blasts of the shofar” (Psalms 47:2, 6). On Rosh Hashana morning, I 
hear the shofar’s shout as the wordless, instrumental equivalent of the jubilant refrain, “Hashem 
hu haElohim!” (The Lord is God). 

But at the end of Yom Kippur, at the closing of the Ne’ila service, it is the freedom call I hear – the 
music that inaugurates the Jubilee year, after the 49 years of seven sabbatical cycles. “You shall 
count off seven weeks of years…Then you shall sound the shofar loud; in the seventh month, on 
the tenth day of the month – the Day of Atonement – you shall have the horn sounded throughout 
your land and you shall hallow the fiftieth year. You shall proclaim release throughout the land for 
all its inhabitants.” (Leviticus 25: 8-10). By that time I allow myself release, and the belief that the 
year will be a good one for me, my family, the entire Jewish people, and the whole world.

Aviva Golbert is the Director of the Pardes Center for Jewish Educators.
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