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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 
reflect on what has happened to us and what 
we plan to do in the coming year. The single 
most important lesson of Yom Kippur is that 
it’s never too late to change, start again, and 
live differently from the way we’ve done in the 
past. God forgives every mistake we’ve made as 
long as we are honest in regretting 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. The 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.

After the destruction of the Second Temple, 
everything changed. There was no longer a 
High Priest, no sacrifice, no Divine fire, no 
Levites singing praises or crowds thronging the 
precincts of Jerusalem and filling the Temple 
Mount. Above all, there was no Yom Kippur 
ritual through which the people could find 
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. They needed 
no one else to apologise for them. The 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

1How does Yom Kip-
pur help us focus 

on the future and on 
making a change?

2How did Yom 
Kippur change 

after the churban 
(destruction of the 
Temple)? What are 
the advantages of each 
approach?

3How 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.

The 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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The following five 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 attaches 
to the person. It is 
a kind of indelible 
stain. There is no way 
back for one who 
has done a shameful 
deed. They 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 
attribute of the act, not the agent. Even one who 
has done wrong has a sacred self that remains 
intact. They may have to undergo punishment. 
They 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.” That was what the first 
two humans did in the Garden of Eden. When 
challenged by God for eating the forbidden 
fruit, the man blamed the woman. The woman 
blamed the serpent. The result was paradise 
lost. 

Blaming others for our failings is as old as 
humanity, but it is disastrous. It means that we 
define 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 suffered much, but 
Yom Kippur prevents us from ever defining 
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 
differently, we live differently. 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 offer 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 gifted, play 
it safe and ultimately underachieve. Psycholo-
gists tell us that the crucial difference lies in 
whether you think of your ability as fixed or as 
something developed through effort and expe-
rience. Teshuvah is essentially about effort and 
experience. It assumes we can grow.

Teshuvah means I can take risks, knowing that 
I may fail but knowing that failure is not final. 
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. That 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. 
There 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. 

That is the first 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 
final. 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
The 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. Throughout the prophetic 
and rabbinic literature, it is assumed that as 
we act to others, so God acts to us. Those who 
forgive are forgiven. Those who condemn are 
condemned. 

The 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. That is not where God wants 
us to be. We are taught that after Sarah died, 
Avraham took back Hagar and Yishmael into his 
family, mending the rift 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? 
Often 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
The 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. 

Through creation: the more we understand of 
cosmology, the more we realise how improb-
able the universe is. The universe is too finely 
tuned for the emergence of stars, planets and 

life to have come into existence by chance. The 
more we understand of the sheer improbability 
of the existence of the universe, the emergence 
of life from inanimate matter, 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). 

Through revelation: the words of God as 
recorded in the Torah. There 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. 

There 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)?

There 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.
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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 better than 
we were, in the knowledge that we can be better 
than we are. That knowledge comes from God. 
If we are only self-made, we live within the 
prison of our own limitations. The 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 field, reviews his or her past 
mistakes as part of the preparation for the next 
challenge, the next rung to climb.

The power of Yom Kippur is that it brings 
us face to face with these truths. Through 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 difference, bring-
ing the world-that-is a little closer to the world-
that-ought-to-be? Will we open our hearts and 
minds to God?

The 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. The 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 letter 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?

The 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 letter 
in a Torah 
scroll – to 
write a new 
chapter in the 
story of our 
people.

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

נּו, מְְְ ֽ  ָאׁשַ
נּו ֽדִֹפי רְְְ ֽ ּבַ נּו, ּדִ ַזֽלְְְ נּו, ּגָ ַגֽדְְְ  ּבָ
נּו, נּו, ַזֽדְְְ עְְְ ֽ ׁשַ ִהרְְְ ינּו, וְְ  ֶהֱעִוֽ

ֶקר ֽ נּו ׁשֶ לְְְ נּו, ָטַפֽ סְְְ  ָחַמֽ
נּו, צְְְ נּו, ַלֽ ַּזֽבְְְ נּו ָרע, ּכִ  ָיַעֽצְְְ

נּו רְְְ נּו, ָסַרֽ צְְְ נּו, ִנַאֽ דְְְ  ָמַרֽ
ינּו ֽעֶֹרף ֽ ִ נּו, ִקׁשּ רְְְ נּו, ָצַרֽ עְְְ ֽ ׁשַ ינּו, ּפָ  ָעִוֽ

נּו. עְְְ ֽ ּתָ עְְְ ינּו, ּתִ ִעֽ נּו, ּתָ בְְְ ַעֽ נּו, ּתִ תְְְ ַחֽ נּו, ׁשִ עְְְ ֽ ָרׁשַ

נּו מְְְ ֽ  ,We have been guilty, we have acted treacherously ָאׁשַ
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 committed 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 Tefillah
THIS IS THE first 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. They must confess the sin they 
have committed” (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 
matter 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 difference between feeling guilty at 
breaking the law and pleading guilty in a court 
of law. The former is an emotion, the latter 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 specified the 
particular act you were confessing. Over time, 
there developed the broader form of confession 
that we say ten times on Yom Kippur.

This is different from the original in three 
respects. First it is said in the plural: not “I have 
sinned” but “We have sinned.” This 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.

The second difference is that we do not pub-
licly specify particular sins. Instead we read an 
alphabetical list. This is to avoid public humilia-
tion and to make it easier to confess. It prompts 
us systematically to examine our conscience 
and reflect 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 letters, as if the 
alphabet itself were testifying against us.

The third difference is that we now have two 
forms of confession, one brief (reproduced 
at the bottom of the previous page, “We have 
sinned, we have acted treacherously…”), the 
other longer (“For the sin we have sinned be-
fore You”). The 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. The latter goes deeper 
into specifics.

Confession is said standing, bowed in a gesture 
of humility. The custom is to beat one’s breast 
lightly at each mentioned sin in the spirit of 
Yirmiyahu (31:18), “After I strayed, I repented; 
after 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

1Why dwell on our 
sins? Why not just 

focus on being better 
in the future?

2Why do you think 
the confession is 

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

3If 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. There is a mitzvah to eat a festive meal before
Yom Kippur starts.
2. There 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 five 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. This 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.

7.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)

8.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, convincing 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 after the giving of
the Torah, which was also accompanied by the
blowing of the shofar.

10. There is a widespread custom after 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 getting 
through, and the harsh heavenly decree against 
the Jewish people was not being overturned. 
As Ne’ilah approached, and with it the final 
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 letters of the 
Aleph-Beit, let alone say all the words in the 
machzor. Feeling helpless, he opened the first 
page of his machzor 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 letters. Hey, vav, zayin, 
chet… the people around him began to mutter, 
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

1Is it important to 
know that the boy 

was a shepherd boy?

2Why do you think 
the boy chose to 

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

3What message can 
you take from this 

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

1. What does Yom Kippur mean?

2. What date is Yom Kippur?

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

4. What happened on the first 
Yom Kippur after the Exodus?

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

6. What happened to the two 
goats in the special Yom Kippur 
service in the Temple?

7. What type of sin cannot be 
atoned for through Yom Kippur 
prayers?

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

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

10. 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 five 
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

This painting is called Book of Life by Shraga Weil



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. This focuses us on who we are and who we can 
become. As we plead with God for a good year and ask to be 
written 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. This 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 tefillah, together with their 
community in their Mikdash Me’at (mini-sanctuary – the syna-
gogue). They 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. There 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 better future. 

2. The viduy represents a generality of sinful behaviour. The 
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 
tefillah, pleading with God to arrange them in the correct order, 
promising that his intention was correct.

3. Tefillah is not the whole story of repentance on Yom Kippur. 
While the tefillot, including the viduy, are there to help us 
repent, there is plenty of opportunity to reflect on our past 
mistakes in our hearts. This is the essence of repentance and we 
should find time for this introspection during Yom Kippur.

IT ONCE HAPPENED ON YOM KIPPUR…

1. 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.

2. 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.

3. 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)

1. Day of Atonement (atonement means making amends for a 
wrong).

2. 10th of Tishrei.

3. The judgment is now permanent and our fate is sealed. 

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

5. 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.

6. 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.)

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

8. 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.

9. Ne’ilah.

10. The mitzvah to build a succah.
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