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CHAPTER I 

YOM KIPPUR. 

· Introduction 

ON THIS awesome and joyful da,y of repentance, Jews 
gather in their Synagogues, their lives intermingled with 
the past of their people, re-living the ttagedi~s ofanti
quity, re-enacting the ancient glories. 'During the long 
day the saints and martyrs, the poets and prophets of 
Israd ·come to life to sing again their song of tritimph. 
Israd' s sweet serenade to its God is heard above the 
strident noise of worldly pomp. Israel's spirit is vin- · 
dicatea before the world. The High Priest clad in white 
walks again in the Temple courts to offer atonement for 
his people; Akiba repeats his defiance of the mighty 
Roman Emperor by teaching the Torah to his faithful 
disciples; the power of the Crusaders is again set at 
naught as their victims recite the Shema with heads 
unbowed. On this day Israel draws inspiration from the 
past, looks towards its future and to the day of which 
the prophets dreamed when all men will worship the 
true God and his Kingdom will be established upon 
earth. 

Other p~oples have erected towering palaces, have 
built great bridges to span mighty rivers and wide roads 
to cross inhospitable deserts; they have produced fine 
.art and moving music to stir the souls of men: the Jews 
created a day. A day of haunting beauty and spiritual 
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power during which man is elevated far above his 
mundane concerns into the higher realms of the ideal. 
A day of peace and harmony and reconciliation, of 
prayer and reverence and awe when man comes face to 
face with God. A whimsical but profound Rabbinic 
calculation points out that the numerical value of the 
Hebrew letters of the word for Satan total three hundred 
and sixty four, one less than the number of days in the 
year. For on one day in the year the Satan of strife and 
contention, of coarseness and materialism, holds no 
sway over human affairs. On this day Israel is compared 
to the ministering angels in their sublime worship of 
the Lord of Hosts. 

There can hardly be a Jew with soul so dulled that 
this day has lost its appeal for him. The Talmud speaks 
of a heavenly voice heard by sinners on Yom Kippur 
calling across the gulf dividing God from man: 'Return, 
ye back-sliding children.' Many Jews, estranged from 
the faith of their fathers, have heard that voice speaking 
to them in soothing, persuasive tones, encouraging them 
to believe that no one is excluded from before God's 
Presence and that His merciful hand is ever outstretched 
to receive His erring children who sincerely return to . 
Him. 

The significance of the day lies in its all-embracing 
character. No man is so good, so pious, so worthy as to 
be absolved from throwing himself on God's abundant 
mercies. No man is so depraved as to be incapable of 
invoking God's mercies. No man is so unlearned that his 
voice cannot be heard by God.even if his knowledge of 
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Hebrew be so slender that the prayers have no meaning 
for him. 'Fhere is a lovely Hasidic tale of a poor, 
untutc?red lad who brought with him to the Synagogue 
on Yom Kippur the whisde he used while watching his 
father's sheep. Unable to follow the prayers, the boy 
played his whisde in recognition of the glory of God. 
And all the great Rabbis present said that where their 
prayers had failed the simple, sincere tune of the shepherd 
boy had succeeded in opening the gates of Heaven. · 

Why One Day _in the Yead 

Sensitive people have a horror of parading their religious 
emotions, of wearing their heart on their sleeve. It some
times appears to such people an affectation to set aside 
one day in the year for· self-improvement and self
examination in the company of others . .It seems to them 
to be adopting a pose, a pretence without feeling. Is it not 
hypocritical to devote one day in the year to prayer and 
introspection and forget all about thtse things during the 
rest of the year l 

Put in this way, the question can have only one 
answer. Yom Kippur is chiefly of value for the effect it 
has on the lives of those who observe it, during the 
whole of the year. The idea of man mending his ways by 
approaching God with contrition in his heart must not 
be confined to a special day of judgment. A man is 
judged every day, every hour, every moment, said one 
of the Rabbis. Another saying in the same vein runs: 'He 
who says: "I will sin and Yoin Kippur will atone for my 
sin" does not find atonement on Yom Kippur.' 
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· But this is not to say that there is little value in the 
observance of a special day of repentance and com-

. munion with God. All peoples, at every stage of civili
sation, have seen purpose in setting aside special days of 
commemoration. The accumulated wisdom of mimkind 
testifies to the strength of an idea to which expression is 
given and homage paid by many people at the same 
time. There is nothing ·artificial in exposing ourselves to 
inspiration of one kind or another. If honesty only 
permitted us to laugh and cry at our own experiences 
we would never go to the theatre or the cinema. The 
late Rabbi Amiel, first Chief Rabbi ofTel Aviv, speaks, 
in ohe of his sermons, of Yom Kippur as a 'Temple 
in Time.' The metaphor is apt. Geld can be as little 
contained in a day as He can in a place. ThA-t Yom 
l(ippur is r.elative to man's experience, not to God's, is 
expressed in the profound Midrashic ·saying that God 
asks the angels the date of judgment day and they reply: 
'Let us go down and see when Israel observes it',! But 
just as men have found _value in setting aside a house of 
worship for the God Who is outside space and Who 
embraces all space there is nothing incongruous about 
setting aside a portion of time for · the concentrated 
worship of the. God Who is outside time. and Who 
embraces all .time. For we humans inhabit space and 
time and we ·are influenced both by our surroundings 
and by periodic reminders of the truths we profess. In 
the view of the Rabbis, the '.femple was erected that 
God should dwell in the hearts of the people moved by 
its impressive ritual. So, too, with Yom Kippur. God 
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does not, as it were, come down to. earth for only one 
day in the yeu. But the day, if observed in proper 
fashion, will have the effect of bringing man nearer to 
God in the year ahead. · 

In B~ble Times 

In the Bible, the central feature of the great day of 
atonement is the Temple ritual. On this day, we are told, 
the High Priest was to discard his garments of splendour 
and, wearing only the plain linen tunic, breeches, girdle 
and mitre of the common priest, he was to enter the 
Holy of Holies, the most sacred spot in the Sanctuary, 
there to atone for his own sins, those of his household 
and those of the whole community oflsrael. T~o goats 
were to be taken, upon which lots were to be cast, one 
for the Lord and one for Azazel. The goat chosen for 
the Lord was to be offered as a sacrifice. The other, 
the 'scapegoat,' was to be taken away to Azazel in the 
wilderness. -

On this day the people were to 'afBict their souls' and 
refrain from all manner of work. It was to be a 'sabbath 
of solemn rest' and a 'statute for ever.' 'For on this day 
shall atonement be made for you, to cleanse you; from 
all your sins shall ye be clean before the Lord.' (Lev. 
xvi: ~o) . 

The rite of the scapegoat has long puzzled Bible 
scholars and commentators. What was the purpose of 
sending the goat laden with the sins of the people to the 
wilderness~ What was Azaze1 ~ How do we account for 
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this rite, so unlike the usual practices, in the Temple 
service! These questions still await a conclusive reply 
and it seeiilS as if, at this late date, we shall never know 
the fUll answer. It is possible, even exceedingly plausible, 
that the Torah, as in so many other cases, assimilated an 
ancient pagan practice to convey ideas of its own. The 
goat is not offered as a sacrifice to Azazel. The famous 
mediaeval commentator, Nahmanides; may have been 
very near to the truth when he interpreted the rite to 
mean that the goat was sent to the 'spirit of desolation' 
in order to symbolise for the Israelites the need for a 
complete break with sin, which brings utter ruin in its 
wake. Nahmanides \5 of the opinion that Azazel was the 
name of a goat-~e demon (believed to inhabit the 
wilderness) to which people were wont to offer sacrifice. 
In ordet;,-to pUfgti the min~ of its adherents of the base 
notion that Azazel had any objective reality the Torah 
.uses this very name ·as· the symbol of utter desolation 
and nothingness. Rabbinic teaching, on the other hand, 
takes Azazel to be the name of a strong mountain from 
which the goat was pushed to hurtle to its destruction. A 
later idea read into the acc:ount is that of' giving the devil 
his due.' The goat is a sort of bribe to Satan. As a latter
day teacher said, the lesson we should derive from the 
account of the scapegoat is to give· at least as much to 
God as we give to the devil! 

But these and other theories do not solve the difficulty 
and the mystery remains. Certain it is that the worship 
of the .wilderness demons is prohibited in the very next 
chapter of the book of Leviticus. ~ertain, too, that when 
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in the subsequent history ofJudaism evil was personified 
as Satan, that beiD.g was completely subordinate to God. 

In the Rabbinic Literature 
For the Rabbis, Yom Kippur was the great and holy day 
when Israel meets its God. Yom Kippur is judgment day, 
the culmination of the Ten Days of Penitence which 
begin with Rosh Ha-Shanah. The passage in Isaiah 'Seek 
ye the Lord while He may be found, Call ye upon Him 
while He is near' is applied by the Rabbis to the ten days 
beginning with Rosh Ha-Shanah and ending on Yom ' 
Kippur when God is very near. It was on Yom IGppur, 
say the Rabbis, that Moses came down from the niount 
with the second tablets of stone, bringing his people the 
good tidings that God had shewn mercy to them and 
had pardoned them for the sin of worshipping the golden 
ca1£ 

The Mishnah, the great Code ofJewish Law compiled 
by Rabbi Judah the Prince at the end of the second 
century, records the accepted teaching that Yom Kippur 
atones only for sins committed against God, for religious 
sins. But for offences against his neighbour a man does 
not find atonement on Yom Kippur until he has pacified 
those he has offended. 

Though the day is one ·of fasting and self-denial it is, 
for the Rabbis, a day of joy on which sin is pardoned 
and man reconciled with God. Rabban Simeon b. 
Gamalid said that Yom Kipprw was one of the two 
happiest days in the year for Israel when the daugh~s 
of Israd would go out in borrowed finery -(borrowed, 
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in order not to shame the girl who had no fine clothes 
of her own) and present themselves before the young 
men ·of their choice that they may propose to them. 
Some critics have displayed a complete lack of imagi
nation and historical insight in suggesting that this 
saying be amended to read Yom Ha-Purim (the Day of 
Purim) instead of Yom Ha-Kippurim. The Rabbis had a 
more robust sense of what was fitting. There was nothing 
incongruous to them in young men using the holy day 
to make a proposal of marriage. For the Rabbis the 
setting up of a Jewish home was in the forefront of 
religious activities. Marriage was the first religious duty 
mentioned in the Torah. For them, too, there was no 
precise division between the secular and the sacred. The 
whole Rabbinic system was an attempt to sanctify the 
secular so that a proposal of marriage carried out in the 
right spirit could be a most praiseworthy action for the 
holiest day in the year. It was not until the destruction of 
the Temple and the hitter persecutions to which the 
Jews in the Middle Ages were subjected that the note 
of tragedy was heard in the liturgy of Yom Kippur and 
the more sombre mood came to prevail. 

In Mediaeval and Modern Times 

During the Middle Ages some of the finest religious 
hymns-Piyyutim-were composed for recitation on 
Yom Kippur. Many of these have become part of the 
standard liturgy of the day. By this period Yom Kippur 
had evolved as a day to be spent almost entirely in prayer 
and worship. Many Jews would not even return hotne 
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on the night of Kippur but would prefer to spend it in 
the Synagogue ·chanting hymns and singing psalms 
until daybreak. Although in the ordinary way it was 
forbidden to sleep in the Synagogue, an exception was 
made on this day so as to enable those who spent the 
whole twenty four hours in the house of God to snatch 
some sleep. Most of the Rabbis, however, advised 
against the practice of a long night vigil if as a result the 
worshipper was drowsy during the prayers of the day. 
There is shrewd awareness of the need for a sense of 
proportion in this matter in the anecdote told of a 
niggardly rich man whose custom it was to spend the 
whole night of Kippur reciting Psalms in the Synagogue. 
Joseph Baer Soloweitchick of Brest-Litovsk (the much 
admired Lithuanian Rabbi of the last century) is s~d to 
have gone up to the man and accused him of being a 
deserter. 'A deserter, Rabbi, what do you mean~' 'In 
an army,' replied the Rabbi, 'there are many different 
kinds of soldiers, each with his own task to perform. If 
an infantryman goes over without permission to the 
cavalry he is a deserter from his post and can endanger 
the lives of his comrades just as much as the man who 
deserts from the whole field ofbattle. Reciting Psalms on 
Yom Kippur when the congregation has gone home to· 
sleep is a suitable occupation for the poor man who c3n 
serve God in few other ways. Your duty is to go home 
and sleep well but to .resolve to be more generous with 
your wealth in the future. Otherwise your recital of 
Psalms is nothing more than a cloak for your miserliness.' 

In the famous Lithuanian Y eshiboth of the last and of 
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this century the whole month preceding Yom Kippur was 
a period of intense concentration on Torah ·study and 
sdf-improvement. Former students would leave their 
homes and return to their alma mater for the season. Here 
they would listen to moralistic talks on the duties of man 
and his relationship with God and here they would try 
to recapture some of the enthusiasm of their youth for 
the Torah and its teachings. At these sessions they would 
learn to know something of what is ·meant by Yirath 
Shamayim-the Fear of Heaven-a concept so lacking in 
much of modernJudaism that we are almost ashamed to 
speak. of it. Perhaps this is because of the pietistic and 
somewhat sanctimonious overtones the concept ·has 
acquired but we can only dispense with the idea itself at 
the cost of impoverishing our religious life. 

The Hasidim, in particular, attached much importance 
to the ten days beginning with Rosh Ua-Shanah. From 
far and wide the followers of the 'Rebbe' would flock to 
his 'court', there to take part in the Rosh Ha-Shanah and 
Yom Kippur services, the most important of which were· 
generally conducted by the Rebbe himsel£ Numerous· 
are the tales told of how the Hasidic leaders woulc1 be
have on the holy day. The accounts of how Levi 
Yitzchak ofBerditchev (d. 1809), the renowned Hasidic 
leader, pleaded for his people on Yom Kippur before the 
Throne of God, have become part of the folk-lore of the 
Jewish people. In the stories of this lovable character 
arguing with God there re-occurs the motif, foun.d in the 
Bible in the account of Abraham:s plea for the sinners of 
Sodom and Moses' intercession for his people, of the 
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just man confronting God with His own truth, as a 
favoured child pleads with his father. It is said that Levi 
Yitzchak once asked a tailor after Yom Kippur: 'Since 
you could not read the prayers on Yom Kippur, what 
did you dol' The tailor replied: 'I said to God: "Dear 
God, I confess that I have sinned. I confess that there 
have been times when I failed to return to the customers 
the left-over cloth. When I could not help it I even ate 
food that was not strictly kosher. But take Yoitrself, 
God! Just examine Your sins. You have taken children 
away from their mothers and mothers from their 
children. You have reduced so many to poverty and 
want. So, You see, that Your sins are more serious than 
mine. I'll tell You what, God! Let's strike a bargain ! 
You forgive me and I'll forgive You".' When Levi 
Yitzchak heard this he said that the tailor had let off God 
too lighdy. For this simple man in his innocent faith had 
been in a position to compel God to redeem His people! 

A specially fascinating chapter in the annals of Jewish 
religious experience concerns the large number of men 
in modem times who have been converted to a new 
view of life and whose whole mental oudook has been 
transformed as a result of what Rudolph Otto calls the 
'numinous' quality of Yom Kippur. Otto coined· the 
word (from the Latin numen, divine will) to describe the 
feelings ofawe characteristic of man's communion with 
God. Rosh Ha-Shanah and Yom Kippur are called in 
Jewish traditional teaching "fomim Noraim, which is 
better translated as 'Days of Awe' than 'Days of Fear.' 
They are days when the sense of the numinous is 
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specially strong. C. S. Lewis has well explained the con
cept of the numinous as follows. If you become aware that 
there is. a lion in the ro~m with you, you are afraid. 
Your fear is caused by your knowledge of~ possibility 
that the lion may hanp. you. If, on the other hand, you 
are .aware that a ghost is in the room, your fear is ofa 
different order. Here the terror is caused by the presence 
of the uncanny and unknown itself, not by the harm it 
may do. Sitnilarly, th,e 'fear of God' is not fear of what 
God may do to the sinner but the tremendous feeling of 
unworthiness and insignificance that man feels when 
confronted with the Presence of the Lord of the Uni
verse. Otto,. in his famous book The Idea of the Holy, 
refers to the liturgy of :&sh Ha-Shanah and Yom Kippur 
as rich in the concept of the numinous. It is well known 
that Otto, in &et, conceived his notion of the tremen
dous and awe-inspiring as an impc;>rtant factor in 
religion because of his participation in a Yom Kippur 
service in a simple North African Synagogue. 

·Perhaps the two best known examples of religious 
conversion after Yom Kippur worShip are those of Aime 
Palliere ·and Franz Rosenzweig. Aim!! Palliere (I87S
I9S4), author of The Unknown Sanctuary, was bom into 
a devout French Catholic family. He became a convert 
to Judaism in theory, if not in practice (his Rabbi advised 
him against fully embracing the Jewish wth, believing 
that he could best further the Jewish ideal from without) 
through pondering the teachings ofJudaism and tluo~ 
visits to the Synagogue, part:icularly on Yom Kippur 
when Jewish spirituality was to be seen in its most 
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intense mood. Franz Rosenzweig (1886-1929) was the 
soil of an assimilated German Jewish family and in his 
youth had resolved to embrace Chtistianity. But being 
a man of the staunchest intellectual honesty he wanted 
first to know more about the faith he intended leaving. 
He attended Synagogue services on Yom Kippur in 
preparation for the Church! 'Rosenzweig,' says his 
biographer and friend, Nahum Glatzer, 'left the Syna
gogue a changed person. What he had thought he could 
find in . the Church only-faith that gives . one an 
orientation in the world-he found on that day in the 
Synagogue.' 

A Jew must indeed be spiritually insensitive to remain 
unmoved at the thought that in the Synagogue on Yom 
Kippur he is at one with his c'o-religionists everywhere 
who stand as he does before the judgment seat of God. 
That he is united with the Jew in every corner of the 
world, with the pious Jew who attends serVices three 
times a day and with the Jew who never enters the 
Synagogue at any other time in the year, with the 
scholar who knows half the Talmud by heart and. with 
the unlearned who cannot even· recite the Shema in 
Hebrew, all of them with a common purpose and com
mon aim. 'Thou art One and Thy name is One and Who 
is like unto Thy people Israel a unique nation upon 

. earth.' 



A GUIDE TO YOM KIPPUR 

The Name 
The name Yom Kippur is the Rabbinic version of the 
Biblical (plural form) Yom Ha-Kippurim. Yom means 
day and the root meaning of Kippur, Kippurim and 
Kapparah (the form most frequendy used for 'atone-

').' ''cl th hl'' ' ment lS to scour, to eanse oroug y, to erase. 
Sin is thought of as a stain to be removed if the soul is to 
appear pure before its Creator. Another possibl(! mean
ing of the root is 'to cover.' In atonement sin is covered, 
is hidden out of sight. Yom Kippur is then· the day of 
cleansing from sin, the day on which Israel once again 
finds favour in the eyes of God. Repentance is an 
essential preliminary to Kapparah. Only one of the Tal
mudic Rabbis (Judah the Prince) taught that the day 
itself is endowed with the power of erasing sin and his 
view is not accepted. To ask for God's forgiveness with
out repenting of the wrong he has done is as if (to use 
the favourite Rabbinic metaphor) a man, in Temple 
times, immerses himself in the purifying waters of the 
spring while holding fast to the reptile which contami
nates. Repentance can be compared to the child's 
burning need to say he is sorry when he has done wrong. 
Kapparah is the parent's embrace to shew that all is for
given. Repentance is man's approach to God; Kapparah 
is God's response. 
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