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Several months ago, I had a bizarre dream which I have not stopped thinking about since. In the dream, I woke 
up as I would on any regular day. As the day unfolded, though, I began to realize that the date on the calendar 
was actually 8 months after I remembered going to sleep. While I had lived the last 8 months of my life 
normally, my memory of that time had been completely erased in one night!  
 
I’m not surprised I had this dream - in the midst of this pandemic which has brought so much into our lives that 
we’d like to forget. I imagine that many of us have felt, at points, that we would like to erase our memory of this 
experience and return to our normal lives that we all remember. This is 2020, the year that everyone wants to 
forget. We all have a strong desire this Yom Kippur, I suspect, to put the past behind us.  
 
Does putting the past behind us have a place on Yom Kippur? It would seem that in some ways, this is the 
primary goal of the day.  
 
There is a tefilah (prayer) that we say immediately after finishing the viduy in our silent amidah, which ends 
with the following words: “May it be your will, Hashem, my G-d and the G-d of my forefathers, that I not sin 
again. And what I have sinned before You, may you wipe away with Your abundant mercy, but not through 
suffering or serious illness. ” Our final words in our confession reveal that the viduy is not only about 1

confessing our misdeeds. Instead, our focus is meant to be on our future. We end with a wish that we can 
“cover up” our past and move forward without repeating our mistakes. We want to put the past behind us.  
 
The theme of “moving forward” instead of dwelling on the past is reflected, perhaps, in a debate about what we 
must say when we confess. The Rambam maintains that our confession cannot be vague. He writes in Hilchot 
Teshuvah 2:3 (the laws of Teshuvah) that we must “specify our sin.”  The Shulchan Aruch, on the other hand, 2

maintains that we do not need to do this (OC 607:2). I wonder if the root of this debate centers on the extent to 
which Yom Kippur is about looking back or looking forward. The Rambam wants us to examine our past and 
confess as specifically as possible. The Shulchan Aruch, on the other hand, wants us to be future- oriented. 
Our confession must be heartfelt but not hyper-focused on what has happened. After all, our focus on Yom 
Kippur is on covering up our past and looking to the future. We want to put the past behind us.  
 
In fact, if one looks more closely at the word “Kippur,” which comes from the Hebrew root כ.פ.ר., you’ll find that 
the first instance of the word being used in the Torah is in describing the material that Noach used to cover his 
ark . Bereshit 6:14 describes how Noach was asked by Hashem to “cover it [the ark] inside and out with pitch.” 3

This “pitch” (the כפר) is a special substance that was used to cover things up. And, in effect, that is what we are 
asked to do on Yom Kippur - to cover up our past - to wipe it clean so that we cannot see it anymore. Our 
focus is on looking ahead, forgetting, and putting the past behind us.  
 
Putting the past behind us, though, is easier said than done. If only it were as simple as my dream - waking up 
one day and simply forgetting! The reality, though, is that our past shapes us and helps to form our identity. 
The past is, in many ways, unforgettable- even if we want to forget it.  
 

יָך ָהַרִּבים. ֲאָבל ֹלא ַעל ְיֵדי ִיּסּוִרים ָוֳחָלִים ָרִעים:1 אִתי ְלָפנֶֽיָך ָמֵרק ְּבַרֲחמֶֽ   ְיִהי ָרצֹון ִמְּלָפנֶֽיָך ה׳ ֱאֹלקי ֵואֹלקי ֲאבֹוַתי ֶׁשֹּלא ֶאֱחָטא עֹוד. ּוַמה ֶּׁשָחטָֽ
  "וצריך לפרט את החטא" (הלכות תשובה ב:ג)2
ֶפר׃3 ַפְרָּת֥ ֹאָתּ֛ה ִמַּבִ֥ית ּוִמחּ֖וץ ַּבּכֹֽ ֲעֶׂש֣ה ֶאת־ַהֵּתָב֑ה ְוכָֽ   ֲעֵׂש֤ה ְלָך֙ ֵּתַב֣ת ֲעֵצי־ֹגֶ֔פר ִקִּנ֖ים ּתַֽ



And as much as we would all like to put the past behind us, and as much as Yom Kippur is a day when we are 
focused on doing so, our tradition tells us not to. If you look closely at our observance of Yom Kippur, you’ll find 
that we are not only hoping to put the past behind us. On Yom Kippur, we also put the past in front of us.  
 
The very essence of Yom Kippur is about taking stock of where we have been and what we have done. When 
we say Avinu Malkeinu, we proclaim in the very first line that we “have sinned” in the past tense (“Chatanu 
lefanecha”).The Viduy (confession), which the Rambam identifies  as one of the central components of 4

teshuvah, is also framed in the past tense (Ashamnu, “We have sinned.”). As we beat our chests, we consider 
the past - all of the mistakes we have made in the last year (The Rambam even suggests that we can confess 
for sins that we committed prior to last Yom Kippur). Yom Kippur puts our past centerstage.  
 
Moreover, if you look more deeply at the machzor, you’ll find that it is - in many ways - a book that asks us to 
“look back.” Embedded within our tefilot (prayers) are accounts of our ancestors and their encounters with G-d. 
Many of the piyutim (poems) focus on biblical stories. We also spend time reading the horrible tale of the 
asarah harugei malchut, the ten martyrs. And, of course, we say Yizkor on Yom Kippur - taking moments to 
consider our loved ones that we have lost, their lives, and how their memory lives on with us. In this way, on 
Yom Kippur we put the past “in front of us.” 
 
Perhaps one of the most important of these looks into our past is that of the Avodah - the temple service. We 
devote a considerable amount of time during musaf to remembering what Yom Kippur once looked like, and 
how the Kohen Gadol would achieve atonement in the Temple on behalf of the people. Once again, our past - 
in this case, our collective history - takes center stage 
 
Why do we emphasize the past during Yom Kippur davening? We are asked to imagine the past in order to 
inform the present. Rav Soloveitchik - who was well known for his prioritization of the Avodah service in our 
davening- once asserted that the Avodah on Yom Kippur is like a dream about the past which is meant to force 
us to consider our current reality. He said of the end of the Avodah prayers,  
 

“We see that the one reciting the piyyut awakens from a dream, from sleep, and says, “but this is not 
the reality in which we live.  It existed once, yes, but it is no more. It is no longer here.” As if one has 
awakened from a beautiful dream and sees that he is alone, in a stormy night, dark, disoriented. This is 
how a Jew reacts after the Avodah…”  
 

As Jews in 5781, the stories of our past can influence our present and our future. We cannot simply forget our 
past. We are meant to treasure it, learn about it, and draw lessons from it.  
 
Yes, Yom Kippur is a day when we want to cover up our past. We want to forget everything that has happened 
to us and start anew. And the desire to do so this year - the year of the pandemic - may be as strong as 
it has ever been before. But if this is all we do - if we speed ahead into the new year without pausing 
sufficiently to honor our past, we will lose something in the process. If we are only focused on forgetting and 
covering up that which we want to forget, we ultimately will sacrifice the benefit of learning lessons from our 
past.  
 
Yom Kippur teaches us that we must try to do both. We must put the past behind us, but at the same time, 
must also put it in front of us.  
Gmar Chatima Tovah! 

4 Hilchot Teshuvah (Laws of Teshuvah)  1:1 


