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A few days before Yom Kippur, I had a meeting with all our Ba’alei Tefilah (chazzanim) and 
Gabbaim to review all the “skips” we would have for Yom Kippur. This year, we need multiple 
shifts to allow us to finish with enough time to reach the sof zman tefillah, disinfect our space, 
and clear the space for the next minyan. This means we are aiming to complete our Yom Kippur 
davening in 2.5 hours. In previous years, “making good time” was 5 hours so we will obviously 
have to move along very quickly in order to finish on time.  
 
As I was going through some of the skips and telling the chazzanim that they should move 
quickly through other sections, I was feeling embarrassed. How could I, as the rabbi, tell people 
to daven quickly?! How could I encourage the Ba’alei Tefilah to rush through the davening (and 
the vidui/teshuva process) on the holiest day of the year?  
 
Due to our large number of minyanim, I’m going to be leading many of the tefillot for the first 
time in my life, and I’m seeing the words in a different way. When I was reviewing the central 
piece of the Musaf service, the Kohen’s Avodah in the Beit HaMikdash, I noticed something 
profound about the speed at which he seemed to go through the service.  
 
Here is a selection of “speed” phrasing from the Avodah (I am using אתה כוננת from nusach 
sfard but you can see similar language in Nusach Ashkenaz אמיץ כח): 
 

 ַאַחר  ִוּדּוי  ָׁשַקד ְּבָעְצָמה  ַלֲעׂשֹות ַחָּטאתֹו ְוַחַּטאת ָהָעם
After the Vidui, he would hasten vigorously to perform his sin offering and and the people’s sin 
offering (all translations from artscroll) 
 

  ֵזַרז  ַעְצמֹו ְוִנְכַנס ְלֹקֶדׁש ַהֳּקָדִׁשים ַעד ֶׁשַּמִּגיַע ָלָארֹון
He would spur himself and entered the Holy of Holies until he reached the ark 
 

  ִמַהר  ְוָנַטל ַּדם ַהָּפר ִמן ַהַּכן
He would rush and take the blood of the bull from the stand 
 

 ָנַחץ  ְוִהִּניַח ַּדם ַהָּפר ְוָנַטל ַּדם ַהָּׂשִעיר.
Urgently, he would put down the blood of the bull and take the blood of goat. 
 

  ָרץ  לֹו ֵאֶצל ַהָּפר ְוֵאֶצל ַהָּׂשִעיר ַהִּנְׂשָרִפים
He would run to the bull and goat that were to be burned 
 

  ִמַהר  ְוִקַּדׁש ָיָדיו ְוַרְגָליו
Quickly he would sanctify his hands and feet. 

 
The Kohen Gadol would hurry (מהר), urgenty (נחץ) spur himself (זרז) and run (רץ)! he sense of 
urgency does not only come from the words chosen in describing the Avodah. There are a 



number of Halachot that also, at least homiletically, point to a sense of urgency and wanting to 
get it done quickly.  
 
The Mishna in Yoma (7:1) describes the Kohen Gadol reading the relevant Torah portion in the 
middle of the Avodah service. He would read the passages from Parshat Acharei Mot and 
parshat Emor directly from the Torah. But he would read the section from Bamidbar (what we 
read for the Maftir) by heart. This is somewhat shocking as there is a halacha that says that 
words from the Torah may not be recited from memory. While there are technical halachic 
reasons for this, it gives us the sense of urgency that there isn’t enough time to roll the torah or 
take out another one! 
 
The next mishna tells us that while the Torah reading was going on, there were actually other 
parts of the service happening at the same time! Anyone who watched the Torah reading 
missed the burning of the bull and the he-goat. The two parts of the service happened 
simultaneously. Again, why couldn't we just do one and then the other? It seems like there is a 
great sense of urgency to finish the job! 
 
Finally, the first mishna in the fifth chapter of Yoma describes the prayer that the Kohen Gadol 
would recite when in the holies after just leaving the holy of holies. We are told that he would 
daven a short prayer and he would not prolong. Again, it is shocking that on this holiest day of 
the year when the Kohen Gadol is literally in the holiest place performing the holiest service, he 
davens quickly. While the mishna explains that he was in rush because he didn't want the 
people to be worried that something happened to him while in the holy of holies (apparently, a 
number of high priests did not make it out alive because they would do the service incorrectly), it 
once again points to the sense of urgency and rush.  
 
To me, the great speed and urgency of the Avodah (in contrast to the slow and deliberate 
teshuva process that we go through beginning on the first day of Elul), points to two different 
modes of spiritual work. One spiritual path is slow and deliberate. It is thoughtful, reflective and 
full of introspection. The other one is done with urgency, alacrity and a sense of getting the job 
done.  
 
When I think about the davening that many of us will experience this year, it will probably feel a 
lot more like that fast and urgent avodah of the Temple and less like the slow and kavvanah 
filled Yom Kippur that we are used to. And that is perfectly ok because it is our Avodah for this 
year! This is certainly true for those of us who will be at shul but it is also true for those of us at 
home. While those of us at home might not be under the same time constraints, but it can 
oftentimes be difficult to focus when alone and it might feel like we have to move through the 
davening and just get the job done.  
 
These two modes of being (slow and deliberate versus fast and urgent) are reflected in the two 
periods right after death. Immediately after death, the mourner is in a state of Aninut. The only 
concern is getting everything ready for the funeral. The mourner quickly moves from task to task 
(even being exempt from positive mitzvot) in order to get the holy task done. At this stage the 



mourner is too busy and rushed to mourn and grieve or accept visitors. It is only after the funeral 
that the mourner begins the shiva where he or she sits on the floor and truly internalises the 
loss. It is at this stage that the initial fast and urgent state of aninut moves into the slower and 
introspective process of grieving with the help of friends who come to visit and talk about the 
loved one who is no longer here.  
 
Perhaps this model of urgency and getting the job done can also be applied to our apologies 
and asking for Mechilah from friends and family. In a normal year, if we had seriously wronged 
someone, we would want to meet them face to face and really go through the work of a deep 
and heartfelt apology. This might not be possible this year because of covid restrictions. So, for 
this year, a more cursory (but sincere) apology might be sufficient as we delay the deeper work 
for a later time when it is more possible to do that.  
 
I opened by talking about how embarrassed I felt by urging our shlichei tzibur to move quickly 
and get the job done. But now I am comforted in knowing that the Kohen Gadol on Yom Kippur 
also acted with a sense of urgency and rush. There will be other times for us to contemplate and 
think deeply about our lives and our year and how we want to be better this coming year. In fact, 
this year there will be plenty of time during our 5 -7 hour break (depending on which shift you 
are in!) to do this deep introspective work. But the tefilah itself might feel a little more like getting 
the job done (hopefully interspersed with a few moments of deep prayer). And for this year, I 
think it might be our spiritual Avodah!  
 
Wishing everyone a G’mar Chasimah Tovah!  
 
 
 


