
1 of 4   בס״ד 

 

Pre Yizkor Drasha: Love in a Time of Cholera1 
Rabbi David Wolkenfeld 
Yom Kippur 5775 
 
 
Following Shacharit on Yom Kippur of 5610, in September 1849, Rabbi Yisrael Salanter, the famous and 
pious Vilna rabbi - founder of the Mussar Movement, dedicated to injecting the pursuit of ethical excellence 
into traditional Jewish observance, ascended the bimah of the Vilna synagogue. He explained to the 
congregation that because of the raging cholera epidemic in Vilna, they must not spend the day gathered 
together in the synagogue, but should leave the building and walk outside - fresh air was believed to prevent 
the spread of the disease. Furthermore, he said, it was imperative that everyone maintain their strength so that 
they would not fall victim to disease. And so, on that Yom Kippur, Rabbi Yisrael Salanter explained, everyone 
should break their fast, eat and drink so that they could protect their health and survive the disease.  
 

Cholera is a horrific disease. It is painful, terrifying, and deadly. The Hebrew word for cholera - חולי רע 
sounds similar to “cholera” but more literally can be translated as “evil disease.”  Over the course of the 19th 
century, modern medical science learned how to prevent the spread of cholera, and also how to effectively 
treat cholera.  However, in 1849, in Eastern Europe, nobody knew how the disease spread and there were no 
effective treatments. 
 
Rabbi Yisrael Salanter was one of the most famed rabbis of Vilna. He threw himself into the fight against the 
disease. He volunteered to care for the sick, and was instrumental in organizing the Jewish community to take 
care of the sick and to watch over orphans left behind in the wake of the disease.  
 
That Yom Kippur, Rabbi Yisrael authorized posters throughout Vilna encouraging Jews to maintain their 
health and strength in the face of the spread of the disease - even if that would mean shortening the Yom 
Kippur prayers and breaking the Yom Kippur fast.  
 
When Rabbi Yisrael Salanter ascended the bimah in Vilna and told the congregation to eat, he didn’t just tell 
them to eat. He had a plate with cake in one hand, and a cup of wine in the other. As he faced a sea of 
mouths dropping in disbelief,  Rabbi Yisrael Salanter recited kiddush, drank his cup of wine, ate some cake, 
and told the congregation to go home and do the same.  
 
 
I often tell this story when providing halakhic guidance to individuals who, for one reason or another, need to 
eat on Yom Kippur. The story exemplifies the way that halakhah, traditional Jewish law and practice, sanctify 
human life, and prioritize health and flourishing human communities. This episode is consistent with Rabbi 
Chaim of Brisk’s statement that he was not lenient about the laws of Yom Kippur, but was, rather, 
exceedingly strict about protecting human life.  
 
But an interesting halakhic question remains. Should an individual who must eat on Yom Kippur recite 
kiddush? The halakhah is clear that someone who must eat on Yom Kippur, if he or she is able to, should 
mention Yom Kippur when reciting birkat ha-mazon the Grace After Meals,  in the same way that we mention 
the other holidays in the paragraph Ya’aleh ve’Yavo. Some of the best siddurim are printed with an option for 
Yom Kippur in the paragraph Ya’ale v’Yavo. That halalkhic discussion is complicated in years such as this one 
when Yom Kippur coincides with Shabbat. Should Shabbat be mentioned as well in the ya’aleh v’yavo 
paragraph?  And, if there is no real kiddush for Yom Kippur - should kiddush be recited for Shabbat, when 
someone has to eat on Yom Kippur that coincides with Sahbbat?  

                                                 
1 With thanks to Rabbi David Ebner for explaining the relevance of the title of this drasha from his poem “We Want the Niggun 
Now” published in “Perhaps This Poem” Jerusalem, 2005.  See also, Rambam, Hilkhot Teshuvah, Chapter 10. 
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Rabbi Asher Weiss, who may be the most influential living scholar of halakhah, the only contemporary rabbi 
whose opinions are respected in all branches of Orthodoxy, suggests that it is theoretically possible, even for 
those of us who are not sick, to celebrate Shabbat and Yom Kippur. We could accept Shabbat early, an hour 
or two before sunset, just as we do during the summer, eat a Shabbat meal, and then accept Yom Kippur a 
few minutes before sunset. Or, we could eat an olive sized amount of food, sufficient for a basic Shabbat 
meal that would let us recite kiddush, but smaller than the threshold of fasting on Yom Kippur. 
 
Since we do not do any of these things, and the thought is somewhat preposterous, there must be some other 
explanation for our avoidance of kiddush when Shabbat coincides with Yom Kippur. 
 
But Rabbi Moshe Sofer, known as the Hatam Sofer, explains the absence of kiddush in this way. Our prayers 
themselves, he writes, function as our kiddush - that’s the mechanism by which we endow this day with its 
sacred character. And so, he suggests, as we recite the Yom Kippur prayers, we should also have in mind the 
additional function of our prayers today. They function as prayer - on a basic level, but they are also fulfilling 
our obligation to recite kiddush, and to add sanctity to the day itself through our words. 
 
There is an additional function, however, of Yom Kippur prayers and this discovery was made, not by a great 
halakhic scholar, but by a Hassidic master, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev. 
 
Rabbi Levi Yitzchak would lead the Neilah prayers in his synagogue at the climax of Yom Kippur. One year, 
as he recited the repetition of the amidah for Neilah, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak fell silent. Minute after minute 
passed. People shuffled nervously as they watched and waited. Without warning, and with great enthusiasm 
and fervor, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak concluded the blessing he had been in the middle of reciting:  
 
Baruch Atah Hashem…Melekh Mohel v’Sole’ah la’avonoteinu, u’la’avonot amo beit yisrael… 
 
Blessed are You, Lord, King who pardons and forgives our iniquities and those of all God’s people, the house 
of Israel, and makes our guilt pass away, every single year… 
 
Melekh Kol Ha’aretz, m’Kadesh Yisrael v’Yom HaKippurim. 
 
After Yom Kippur had ended, the Hassidim approached Rabbi Levi Yitzchak to ask him what had occurred 
earlier that day. And he explained. As he was reciting the prayers, he was transported to Heaven where he saw 
a terrible accumulation of accusations against the Jewish people. And Rabbi Levi Yitzchak could do nothing 
to sway the balance of judgement. For once, he could think of no mitigating factors or extenuating 
circumstances.  
 
And then he remembered his mother.  When he was a child, Mrs. Berditchever - I’m not sure what her name 
was - would store candies in a shelf high in a cupboard that her children could not reach. There were 
occasions when, no matter how much they begged the children were denied a candy. But, Rabbi Levi 
Yitzchak remembered, there was one trick, that always worked.  He and his siblings would stand bellow the 
cupboard, in sight of their mother, look towards the candies, and recite a “she-ha-kol” berakhah - the blessing 
said before eating candies. Once the children said that blessing, they knew that their mother would have no 
choice but to give candies to the children, otherwise their blessings, said with God’s name, b’shem u’malchut, 
would be berachot l’vatalah, wasted blessings.  
 
We have a promise from God, passed down to us in the Torah, and transmitted from generation to 
generation, written into the words of our Yom Kippur prayers, that God forgives our sins on this day. By 
reciting the blessing, by engaging fully in the Yom Kippur prayers, it is as though we can force God’s hand, 
just as Rabbi Levi Yitzchak forced the hand of his mother.   
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I have presented two unique purposes to our prayers this Yom Kippur.  Our prayers our tefilot, fulfill the 
mitzvah of kiddush this Shabbat Shabbaton - Sabbath of Sabbaths. Instead of sanctifying the day while holding 
a cup of wine and standing around a table with our family. This Shabbat is sanctified through our prayers 
alone. And, our prayers have added force as we stand in God’s presence on this “day of awe” - since the 
sincerity and fervor  with which we declare that this day is designated as a time of forgiveness, compels God, 
as it were, to follow through and forgive.  
 
But, even if the preponderance of evidence suggests that there is no kiddush for Yom Kippur, even when 
Yom Kippur coincides with Shabbat, I want to go back to the kiddush of Rabbi Yisrael Salanter in Vilna on 
Yom Kippur in 1849.  
 
In a poetic exploration of this Yom Kippur kiddush, my teacher of many years, Rabbi David Ebner, wrote 
that the melody, used to sing that kiddush, was a melody of 
 
“life held fast, 
of love in a time of cholera.” 
 
The poem honors the novel by Gabriel Garcia-Marquez, and explains that prioritizing human life in this way, 
was an act of love.  Rabbi Ebner’s poem imagines the melody with which Rabbi Yisrael Salanter sang the 
kiddush, but what did Rabbi Yisrael say? 
 
There are no contemporary records of his kiddush and we cannot know for sure. But certainly, like every 
kiddush we recite throughout the year, this kiddush too contained the phrase “zekher l’yitziat Mitzrayim” - the 
holy day is a commemoration of the exodus from Egypt.  Every Jewish holiday commemorates a historical 
event in the Jewish people’s journey from Egypt to the Land of Israel.  What is the historical event that Yom 
Kippur commemorates?  
 
Yom Kippur is the day that God forgave the Jewish people for the sin of worshipping the Golden Calf. 
When Moshe descended from Mt. Sinai and saw the people gathered around the calf, he shattered the tablets 
of the law.  On Yom Kippur, Moshe returned from Mt. Sinai a second time with a replacement set of tablets.  
 
This is the Torah that endured, this is the Torah that we continue to live with. This is the Torah that exists in 
a world of teshuvah, of sin and repentance, and forgiveness. On Shavuot, we commemorate receiving the 
Torah, but the Torah that was given on the 6th of Sivan, on Shavuot, was destroyed in the aftermath of the 
Golden Calf. The Torah of Yom Kippur, a Torah that exists in a world of repentance, is the Torah that we 
have preserved, and that has preserved us, from generation to generation.  
 
This background, of teshuvah, and selichah, of repentance and forgiveness, colors our recitation of Yizkor on 
Yom Kippur. Each time we gather on a holiday to recite memorial prayers that commemorate those relatives 
who have died, the day itself and the nature of that holiday, is reflected in the sort of memories we evoke, and 
in the dialogue we have with the dead. On Yom Kippur, the anniversary of our receiving the Torah a second 
time, the anniversary of a day when the Torah was given in a world of teshuvah, we remember beloved 
parents and grandparents, and are inspired by the lives they lived, to improve our own lives. We recall their 
devotion to noble ideals and how they championed worthy causes, and we resolve to dedicate ourselves to 
those ideals and to those causes.  
 
On a day, dedicated to teshuvah and selichah, repentance and forgiveness, we recall deceased brothers and 
sisters, husbands and wives, classmates, friends, and children, and we engage them in a dialogue of memory.   
 
On Yom Kippur we connect to memories of slights and injuries, that however much pain they caused us, are 
no longer relevant in the World of Truth, where the dead now exist. 
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On Yom Kippur, we connect to other memories and allow ourselves to receive forgiveness from those who 
cannot grant it to us directly.    
 
On Yom Kippur, we seek a reconciliation with God, for leaving us only memories of beloved friends and 
family, in place of a warm hand, a gentle smile, or a hearty laugh.  
And in reconciling ourselves to our memories and to God, we are reconciled as well to the world that is not 
perfect, a world that does not conform to our wishes, and does not live up to our fantasies of perfection. But, 
the aftermath of disappointment and imperfection - is teshuvah. 
 
 
We are beholden to a Torah that was given in teshuvah, that exists only through teshuvah, and that can only 
be transmitted through teshuvah.  
 
When discussing the obligation to violate the sanctity of the Sabbath and festivals to save human lives, 
Maimonides writes that this is because  
 

 .בעולם ושלום וחסד רחמים אלא בעולם נקמה התורה משפטי שאין
 
“The laws of the Torah do not create vengeance in the world, but only mercy kindness and peace.” 
 
The kiddush that Rabbi Yisrael Salanter recited on Yom Kippur 1849 was a kiddush that was filled with 
mercy, kindness, and peace. And our reconciliation with our memories, as we recite Yizkor today is also 
predicated on a world of mercy, kindness, and peace.  
 
From the bottom of my heart - m’Omek Libbi - I wish each one of you only good things in 5775. May we all, 
together with all Israel - and people of good will around the World, be inscribed in the Book of Life - Hatimah 
l’Tovah to each and everyone of you. 

 


