Alei Tzion Elul Programme Elul 2017 / 5777

Connecting with Yom Kippur

THE ESSENCE OF YOM KIPPUR
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KOL NIDRE

Rabbi Daniel Z Feldman (From Within the Tent: The Festival Prayers)

Therein lies the relevance of hatarat nedarim. We undergo this
process because we are worried that we have existing obligations, and
not only because perhaps we have orally accepted such commitments.
We are also concerned that even if there was no declaration, perhaps our
behavior has committed us. Praiseworthy practices can take on their own
status as a binding commitment; therefore, we need hatarat nedarim to
address these nonverbal commitments as well.

The inverse should be true as well; if our positive patterns create
expectations for the future, the same is true about our negative patterns.
Thus, with our abrogation of past commitments, we are declaring, in
all senses of the word, that we are not bound by past habits and prac-
tices. We are in control of our decisions and ready to start fresh, unen-
cumbered by history. Thus, we dramatically announce that “all of them
are undone, abandoned, canceled, null and void, not enforced, not in
effect — our vows are no longer valid, and our prohibitions are no lon-
ger prohibitions, and our oaths are no longer oaths.” Tomorrow is free
to be completely different from yesterday.

The Talmud indicates that even though nedarim, vows, often represent
spiritual striving, they are nonetheless undesirable. “R. Natan omer,
hanoder ke-ilu banah bamah, ve-hamekaymo ke-ilu makriv alav karban —
One who makes a vow is as if he built a [forbidden] private altar, and
one who fulfills his vow is like one who sacrificed upon it.”®

There are at least two problems that can be discerned within
the taking of vows. One is the disruption of the delicate balance of the
Torah. The accusation is leveled: “lo dayach mah she-asra Torah — is it
not enough for you what the Torah has forbidden?”

In addition, the adoption of vows creates barriers within the
Jewish community. In this sense, the Maharal of Prague explained the
comparison to a “bamah”; just as the maintenance of a private altar
allows one to exist separately from the rest of the community, so too
the acceptance of individualized practices and prohibitions separates
and isolates.

This runs counter to the crucial requirements of Yom Kippur,
which prioritize the unity of the Jewish people. Indeed, the Kol Nidre
process itself declares that “Anu matirim le-hitpallel im ha-avaryanim,” we
are permitted to pray with “sinners,” or with those we consider spiritu-
ally inferior to ourselves. As we dismantle the barriers between people
that take the form of nedarim, we become more open to realizing the
value of those we had disregarded. It is only through recognizing the

essential righteousness of those around us that we can fully realize that
which is within us.
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Rav Soloveitchik — Al Hateshuvah
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The individual confession is recited by each person in the |
silent prayers of arviz, shaharit, musah, minha and ne’ila, while
the communal confession, that of Knesser Israel, is recited only
by the prayer leader in the public repetition of the silent
prayer. There are a number of crucial differences in the con-
tent of these two confessions, the first of which lies in their
placement. The individual makes his confession at the conclu-
sion of the prayer while the prayer leader says it in the middle
of the service. Furthermore, when the individual begins his
confession, he does so without any introduction or preambles;
he goes straight to the point: “Our God and God of our fa-
thers, etc. ... we have sinned and betrayed, etc.”; the prayer
leader, before he begins the confession, introduces it with the
recitation of selichot (penitential prayers).
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The difference between individual and communal confes-
sion is tremendous. When the individual confesses he does so
from a state of insecurity, depression and despair in the wake
of sin. For what assurance has he that he will be acquitted of
his sins? And who can promise him that his transgression will
be forgotten and will not haunt him till the end of his days? In
contrast, Knesset Israel—and each and every Jewish communi-
ty is considered to be a microcosm of the whole of Knesser Is-
rael—confesses out of a sense of confidence and even
rejoicing, for it does so in the presence of a loyal ally, before
its most beloved one. In fact, in certain Jewish communities (I
myself heard this in Germany) it is customary for the whole
congregation to sing the al-her confession in heartwarming
melodies.

The individual does not sing al-het; he weeps. Not so the
community, because it does not come to plead for atonement;
it claims it as its right. Thus, immediately after the confession
comes the following benediction: “Our God and God of our
fathers, pardon our transgressions on this Day of Atonement,
efface our iniquities and our sins, and remove them from Your
sight; as it is written in Scripture, ‘I, even I, am He that effac-
eth your transgressions for Mine own sake.” And it is said, ‘I
have blotted out your transgressions as a cloud, and your sins
as a mist; return unto Me for I have redeemed you.’ And it is
said, ‘For the virtue of this day shall acquit you (of sin), to
cleanse you; from all your sins shall ye be cleansed before the
Lord.””
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Maftir Yonah

Rabbi Sacks Machzor

points. The first is about the nature of prophecy itself. There is a difference
between a prophecy and a prediction. If a prediction comes true it has suc-
ceeded. If a prophecy comes true it has failed. A prophet does not predict:
he warns. He tells of something that will happen unless people turn away
trom evil. He describes a future in order to avert it. Jonah complains to God
that he has been made to look a fool. He told the people that in forty days
Nineveh would be destroyed, but it was not destroyed. His words have not
come true. God has to teach him that a prophecy is not a prediction. God’s
verdict is not final. He always leaves room for human repentance and divine
forgiveness. That is a vital message on Yom Kippur.



