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I Opening 
In the past, we’ve sometimes begun our learning with an excerpt from the canon of great literary 

giants: Shakespeare, Dostoevsky or Camus. So in keeping with this level of literary excellence, 

I’d like to begin this year with a selection from JK Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Chamber of 

Secrets.  

 

I’d like to open up with you a conversation about a set of issues we take for granted on Yom 

Kippur. It’s axiomatic that we’re fasting and not wearing leather shoes and not bathing and so 

on. And I’d like to better understand the utility – or at least the purpose – of this self-imposed 

suffering.  

 

To get there, I want to begin with a house-elf named Dobby. As you may recall, toward the 

beginning of the book, Dobby pays a visit to Harry to warn him that returning to Hogwarts will 

put him in great danger. But Dobby’s secret visit to Harry is itself a violation of his master’s 

wishes. When Harry discovers Dobby in his bedroom, he invites him to sit down (middle of the 

first column): 
 

1 Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets p. 15-16 

 



3 

 

Apparently the unwritten rule or custom for house elves is that they must inflict self-punishment the 

moment they’ve done anything that violates the will of their master. So Dobby is perpetually banging his 

head against the wall and is even prepared to place his oversized elf ears in the oven door. Rob Nelisson 

at Tilburg University in the Netherlands was so taken with this phenomenon that he coined the phrase 

the “Dobby Effect” to describe the impulse toward self-punishment. 

 

Now, Harry Potter is not a Jewish text per se, supposing we were to look at this episode through the 

lenses of Torah and Halacha, how would we judge Dobby’s behavior?  

 

The idea of actively causing ourselves to suffer is utterly foreign to us.  

As a general matter: 

 

You are the children of the Lord your God. You 

shall not gash yourselves or shave the front of your 

head on account of the dead.  

 דברים יד:א 2
ָתִׂשימּו ָקְרָחה ֵּבין - �א ִתְתּגְֹדדּו, ְו�א  ֱא�ֵהיֶכם: לה'ָּבנִים ַאֶּתם, 

  .ָלֵמת-- ֵעינֵיֶכם

 

And this actually happens. On several occasions in Tanach we have examples of individuals hurting 

themselves, but none is more famous than the scene of Eliyahu on Har Carmel. Eliyahu challenges the 

false prophets to a contest. He and they will offer up sacrifices to their respective gods; whosever god 

answers will be the undisputed victor.  

 

Sure enough, no one is answering the call of the נביאי הבעל and Eliyahu starts making fun of them.  

 

When noon came, Elijah mocked them, saying: “Shout louder! 

After all he is a god! But maybe he’s in the middle of a 

conversation; maybe he’s detained or otherwise indisposed; 

or maybe he’s sleeping and he’ll wake up!”  So they shouted 

louder and gashed themselves with knives and spears as was 

their practice, until blood streamed over them. When noon 

passed, they kept raving, but there was still no sound, no 

answer, no response.  

 מלכים א פרק יח 3

ַויְִהי ַבָּצֳהַריִם ַויְַהֵּתל ָּבֶהם ֵאִלּיָהּו, ַוּיֹאֶמר ִקְראּו  כז
ִׂשיג לֹו, - ִׂשיַח ְוִכיִּכי -- ֱא�ִהים הּוא- ָּגדֹול ִּכי- ְבקֹול
ַוּיְִקְראּו,  כח.  ֶדֶר- לֹו; אּוַלי יֵָׁשן הּוא, ְויִָקץ- ְוִכי

- ְּבקֹול ּגָדֹול, ַוּיְִתּגְֹדדּו ְּכִמְׁשָּפָטם, ַּבֲחָרבֹות ּוָבְרָמִחים

ַויְִהי, ַּכֲעבֹר ַהָּצֳהַריִם,  כט.  ָּדם, ֲעֵליֶהם- ְׁשָפ-- ַעד- 
עֹנֶה, - קֹול ְוֵאין- ת ַהִּמנְָחה; ְוֵאיןַוּיְִתנְַּבאּו, ַעד ַלֲעלֹו

 . ְוֵאין ָקֶׁשב

 

The נביאי הבעל are the apotheosis of values foreign to Judaism. They represent everything Eliyahu 

spends his prophetic career fighting against. Repulsive as it may be to us, here they are wounding 

themselves – maybe out of self-punishment; maybe out of an attempt to capture the attention of their 

gods. Either way, the Navi wants us to know that these kinds of practices belong to an entirely foreign 

religious culture. We Jews are utterly opposed to any practice that causes self-harm.  

And yet when it comes to Yom Kippur, it seems that all of our normal rules are temporarily suspended.  

We’ll come to Yom Kippur itself in a moment, but let me begin by sharing with you a practice recorded 

in the Shulchan Aruch that dates as far back as the middle ages: 

 

 שולחן ערוך אורח חיים הלכות יום הכפורים סימן תרז 4
כל הקהל לוקים מלקות (יז) ארבעים אחר תפלת המנחה, (יח) 

ט שמתוך כך יתן אל לבו לשוב מעבירות שבידו. הגה: ונהגו 
בשעה שנלקה, והמלקה אומר: שהנלקה אומר (יט) וידויים 

והוא רחום יכפר עון וגו', שלשה פעמים שהם ל"ט תיבות כנגד 
ל"ט מכות (מנהגים); ונהגו להלקות ברצועה (כ) י כל דהו, 

  דאינו רק זכרון למלקות.

After Minchah [on Erev Yom Kippur] everyone in 

the congregation receives forty lashes, for this will 

impel every individual to repent his sins. Gloss: 

And the custom is that the one receiving lashes 

confess his sins… and the custom is to use an 

exceedingly thin strap for this [practice] is only 

commemorative [of actual corporal punishment].   
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This may be a holdover from the German pietists who were involved in penance. And of course we 

understand that it’s purely symbolic. But we can’t help but notice that there is an element of self-

imposed suffering in our tradition – not in a fringe text – but in the words of the Shulchan Aruch and the 

Rema themselves. And I’m told that in many communities, some form of flagellation is still practiced on 

Erev Yom Kippur. But this is the least of our problems. What do we do about Yom Kippur itself?  

 

And this shall be to you a law for all time. In the 

seventh month, on the tenth day of the month, you 

shall afflict yourselves and you shall do no manner of 

work, neither the citizen nor the alien who resides 

among you. For on this day atonement shall me made 

for you to cleanse you of all your sins; you shall be 

cleansed before the Lord.  

 ויקרא פרק טז 5

ַּבחֶֹדׁש ַהְּׁשִביִעי ֶּבָעׂשֹור   ְוָהיְָתה ָלֶכם, ְלֻחַּקת עֹוָלם: כט
ָהֶאזְָרח, -- ְמָלאָכה �א ַתֲעׂשּו- נְַפׁשֵֹתיֶכם, ְוָכל- ַלחֶֹדׁש ְּתַעּנּו ֶאת

ַבּיֹום ַהּזֶה יְַכֵּפר ֲעֵליֶכם, ְלַטֵהר - ִּכי ל.  םְוַהֵּגר ַהָּגר ְּבתֹוְככֶ 

ַׁשַּבת ַׁשָּבתֹון  לא.  , ִּתְטָהרּוה'ִמּכֹל, ַחּטֹאֵתיֶכם, ִלְפנֵי   ֶאְתֶכם:

 .ֻחַּקת, עֹוָלם-- נְַפׁשֵֹתיֶכם- ִהיא ָלֶכם, ְוִעּנִיֶתם ֶאת

 

The Torah could not be more explicit. Five times the Torah tells us to Afflict ourselves (in biblical Hebrew 

nefesh just means person) and as a result, as we know, the Mishna tells us that there are five 

prohibitions on Yom Kippur: 

 

On Yom Kippur, one may not eat or drink; wash oneself; 

anoint oneself; wear [leather] shoes; or engage in marital 

relations. R. Eliezer says that a king and a new bride may wash 

their faces and woman who has just given birth may wear 

leather shoes, but the sages prohibit [these exceptions]. 

 א משנה ח  פרק יומא מסכת משנה 6
 וברחיצה ובשתיה באכילה אסור הכפורים יום

 והמלך המטה ובתשמיש הסנדל ובנעילת ובסיכה

 הסנדל את תנעול והחיה פניהם את ירחצו והכלה

 :אוסרין וחכמים אליעזר רבי דברי

 

And it seems so surprising. It’s such a departure from the way we operate the other 364 days of the 

year. Fasting we can understand. It’s actually quite common to fast as part of serious prayer. But how do 

we explain the other well-known practices that constitute the five ענויים on YK? 

 

This is the abstract question that I want to address this morning. To the extent we’re depriving ourselves 

of pleasure or engaging in self-affliction, what’s the purpose of this suffering? 

 

This isn’t just a hypothetical question. There’s a practical application as well. If suffering and affliction 

are really the themes of the day, then anything that reduces suffering should be off limits. So how about 

a pill you can take on Erev Yom Kippur that will make the fast easier. First Harry Potter and now science 

fiction, you say. But this is for real. I’ve excerpted the news clip for you on your source sheets. Straight 

out of Shaare Zedek’s research department.  

 

7 New Study Proves Efficacy of Drug, http://www.szmc.org.il

In advance of the upcoming Jewish summer calendar 

which includes several lengthy days of fasting, 

researchers at Jerusalem’s Shaare Zedek Medical 

Center have released findings from an 

innovative  study pointing to the efficacy of the drug 

etoricoxib (Arcoxia) for relieving some of the 

negative side effects associated with fasts.  The 

study, which was conducted by Dr. Zev 

Wimpfheimer of Shaare Zedek’s Weinstock 

Department of Emergency Medicine in cooperation 

with Dr. Michael Drescher of the Department of 

Emergency Medicine at Hartford Hospital of the 

University of Connecticut, gathered data from nearly 

200 people who fasted over the Yom Kippur holiday.  

 

Presented earlier this week at the at the Scientific 

Assembly of the Israeli Society for Emergency 

Medicine in Tel Aviv, the study’s findings showed a 

marked decrease in the number of people reporting 

headaches during the fast, who took the drug 

immediately prior to the fast’s onset.  
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The data showed that only 36% of those individuals 

who had received the drug reported experiencing 

fasting-related headaches, while 68% of patients 

who took the placebo had headaches.   These 

findings have allowed the researchers to conclude 

that taking the drug in advance of a lengthy fast can 

significantly reduce the headaches that were 

typically associated with not eating or drinking for 

such prolonged periods.  

 

Despite the easing effects of the drug, taking it has 

been approved by rabbinical authorities who say 

that one still is considered as being “afflicted” by the 

fast to the measures required by Jewish law.  While  

many Jewish fasts are not stringently observed by 

large sectors of the Jewish community, Yom Kippur 

as one of the longest fasts of the year sees 

widespread observance across the Jewish-religious 

spectrum. Ritual fasting of course is not a 

phenomenon confined to Judaism and the 

researchers believe that the drug could have 

benefits for observers of Ramadan as well. A similar 

study is therefore being considered for Muslims for 

whom fasting continues each day over the month of 

Ramadan. 

 

According to Dr. Wimpfheimer the findings of the 

study were significant in several regards, “In addition 

to the fact that we saw a marked decrease in the 

overall occurrence of headaches in those who were 

administered the drugs, those who did have some 

degree of headache reported they were less painful 

than in previous fasts and also came on late in the 

fast.  Finally, we saw that those people who took the 

drug said that overall, they had an easier time 

fasting than they had in previous fasts.” 

 

As a prescription drug normally used for treating 

patients who experience rheumatism and other 

muscle and back pains, patients can now benefit 

from etoricoxib (Arcoxia) to help them fast.  “This 

study has the potential to assist the thousands of 

people who elect to fast but are forced to contend 

with painful headaches, “said Dr. Drescher   “For 

them we are confident the use of this drug will be 

warmly welcomed.” 
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If you contact Rachel Wolf, the CEO of American Friends of Shaarei Zedek Hospital, you may be able to 

get a free trial. And if you increase your Yom Kippur Appeal pledge, it’s almost a sure bet.  

 

Isn’t Israel a great country? Where else in the world are researchers hard at work trying to make your 

Yom Kippur a little less painful? Next I hear they’re working on a pill that makes Matza tastes like 

bread….  

 

If the goal of the day is to suffer, surely Arcoxia is out! If there’s some other explanation, well then your 

Yom Kippur may have just gotten a little easier….  

 

II We Are Meant to Suffer 
The first approach that I’d like to share with you is a school of thought that suggests we take the Torah 

at its word. This is a day of affliction of and we’re meant to suffer.  

 

Trimming vegetables is permitted. And one may 

crack nuts and break open pomegranates on the 

afternoon of Yom Kippur because [it increases] 

emotional distress.  

 קטו עמוד אתלמוד בבלי מסכת שבת דף  8
מותר בקניבת ירק. מפצעין באגוזים, ומפרכסין ברימונים מן 

 המנחה ולמעלה מפני עגמת נפש.

 

 

What’s the distress to which the Gemara is referring and why does it matter? 

 

 רש"י מסכת שבת דף קטו עמוד א 9

דשבות לאו איסורא  - מותר בקניבת ירק 
דרבנן, והכא משום עגמת  דאורייתא הוא, אלא

 - נפש, שמתקן ואינו אוכל, והרי קרוב לעינוי 

שרי, ודווקא מן המנחה ולמעלה, שהוא שואף 
  ומצפה לעת אכילה, ואיכא עגמת נפש טפי.

For these matters are only rabbinic and in this instance – 

since it causes distress inasmuch as one is preparing the food 

but is unbable to partake of it – and since it is a kind of 

affliction – it is permissible. But only in the afternoon when 

one is hungry in which case there is more distress [caused by 

being tempted to eat without being able to eat].   

 

We’ve all been there. You’re taking a walk on Yom Kippur afternoon; the fast is going pretty well; you 

haven’t even really been thinking about food; and then you pass by the bakery with the smell of fresh-

baked bread wafting through the air – that’s when you start to feel the affliction. So close and yet so far 

away.  

 

According to Rashi, the rabbis set aside certain rabbinic prohibitions in order to increase a person’s 

anguish and thus allow him to better fulfil his mandate of affliction on Yom Kippur.   

 

 מחצית השקל אורח חיים סימן מו 10
ומיהו כתב דביום הכיפורים כו' מלהריח. דריח תענוג הוא, והיום יום עינוי 

באב שחל  ואסור בתענוג, ומהאי טעמא אין מברכין על הבשמים בתשעה
  :במוצאי שבת כדלקמן סימן תקנ"ו

Smelling fragrant spices is forbidden 

because it is enjoyable and Yom Kippur 

is a day of affliction and pleasure is 

forbidden.   

 

 ספר שבולי הלקט סדר יום הכיפורים סימן שז 11
בתשעה לחדש וכי בתשעה דתני ר' חייא בר רב מדפתי ועניתם את נפשותיכם 

מתענין והלא בעשרה מתענין אלא לומר לך כל האוכל ושותה בתשיעי כאילו 
התענה תשיעי ועשירי. רבינו שלמה זצ"ל פי' הכי קאמר הכינו עצמכם 

בתשעה לעינוי המחרת והרי היא בעיני כעינוי היום. . . או יש לומר שמפני 
  ם מתענה קשה לו עינויו יותר.שאוכל יפה בערב יום הכיפורים וביום הכיפורי

Whoever eats and drinks on the 9
th

 of 

Tishrei is credited with having fasted on 

the 9
th

 and 10
th

…. For one who eats 

heartily on Erev Yom Kippur increases 

the extent to which he suffers by 

fasting on Yom Kippur.   
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What emerges from this set of sources is a school of thought that quite actively embraces the notion of 

suffering on Yom Kippur. Yes – as we’ll see – the Talmud provides specific applications for what inuyi 

means and how it manifests. But these practices are a floor, not a ceiling. Part of the goal of the day is to 

deprive ourselves of any pleasure whatsoever. These Poskim would absolutely prohibit Arcoxia! The goal 

isn’t to suffer less! It’s to suffer more! They would tell you: If you get a migraine on Yom Kippur, that’s a 

  .הדור מצוה

 

And presumably, the goal of all this is expiation of sin. 

 

Concerning someone with more merits than 

demerits, his debt will be collected for his minor 

infractions in this world so as to be able to give 

him his full reward in the next world.  

 תורת האדם שער הגמול 12

קלות  רובו זכיות ומיעוטו עבירות נפרעין ממנו מיעוט עבירות
 שעשה בעולם הזה בשביל ליתן לו שכרו משלם לעוה"ב

 

We are guilty and we self-inflict punishment upon ourselves as a form of expiation. If we afflict ourselves 

– if we punish ourselves for the sins we’ve committed, God won’t have to. It’s a zero sum game and the 

more we suffer now , the less we suffer later. So the Torah tells us one day a year we just take it on the 

chin.  

 

What’s interesting is that the notion of self-punishment has also registered recently on the scientific 

scale.  

 

12a Cleansing the Soul by Hurting the Flesh: The Guilt-Reducing Effect of Pain 

Brock Bastian, Fabio Fasoli and Joland Jetten, Psychological Science 2011 vol. 22 issue 3, p. 334. 

 

Psychological scientist Brock Bastian of the University of Queensland, Australia and his colleagues 

recruited a group of young men and women under the guise they were part of a study of mental and 

physical acuity. Under this pretense, they asked them to write short essays about a time in their lives 

when they had ostracized someone; this memory of being unkind was intended to prime their personal 

sense of immorality—and make them feel guilty. A control group merely wrote about a routine event in 

their lives. So you have the guilty group and the control group.  

 

Then the scientists told some of the volunteers – from both groups – to stick their hand into a bucket of 

ice water and keep it there as long as they could. Others did the same, only with a soothing bucket of 

warm water. Finally, all the volunteers rated the pain they had just experienced—if any—and they 

completed an emotional inventory that included feelings of guilt. 
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The idea was to see if immoral thinking caused the volunteers to subject themselves to more pain, and if 

this pain did indeed alleviate their resulting feelings of guilt. And that’s exactly what the researchers 

found. Those who were primed to think of their own unethical nature not only kept their hands in the 

ice bath longer, they also rated the experience as more painful than did controls. What’s more, 

experiencing pain did reduce these volunteers’ feelings of guilt—more than the comparable but painless 

experience with warm water. 

 

According to the scientists, although we think of pain as purely physical in nature, in fact we imbue the 

unpleasant sensation with meaning. Humans have been socialized over ages to think of pain in terms of 

justice. We equate it with punishment, and as the experimental results suggest, the experience has the 

psychological effect of rebalancing the scales of justice—and therefore resolving guilt. 

 

And perhaps – at least according to the sources we’ve seen up until this point – this is what we’re trying 

to do. On this reading, what we’re doing on Yom Kippur isn’t all that different from the notion of 

penance. We expiate our sins by paying off a debt. As the German pietists would put it, by causing 

ourselves to suffer, on the scale of global justice, we’re putting things back in balance.  

 

 

III The Problem 
This is all very plausible – and may even explain the rationale behind some of the practices of the pietists 

who subscribed to the notion of penance. But when it comes to Yom Kippur, there’s a problem with this 

approach.  

 

Afflict yourselves. Perhaps this means that one should sit in 

the sun or the cold in order that he suffers? [The next part of 

the verse disabuses us of this notion by teaching] Nor shall 

you perform any labor. Just as the [prohibition against] labor 

takes the form of passivity, so does self-affliction. [One need 

not pro-actively cause oneself to suffer.] 

 תלמוד בבלי מסכת יומא דף עד עמוד ב 13
תנו רבנן: תענו את נפשתיכם, יכול ישב 

בחמה או בצנה כדי שיצטער, תלמוד לומר 
שב ואל  -בוכל מלאכה לא תעשו. מה מלאכה 

 תעשה. שב ואל -תעשה, אף ענוי נפש 

 

The Gemara had exactly this hava amina. The sages of the Talmud also entertained as a viable reading of 

the text the possibility that affliction might mean actively causing self-suffering. But this suggestions 

never makes it out of the starting gate. Based on the Talmud’s exigesis, the idea of actively suffering is 

rejected outright. The verse simply means that we have to refrain from certain pleasures. 

 

There are five ענויים which we’ll come to discuss: 

- Eating and drinking 

- Bathing 

- Anointing 

- Wearing leather shoes 

- Engaging in marital relations  

 

And even here, it’s not abstinence from all pleasure, it’s a very specific list:  

• According to almost all poskim, one can smell besamim.  

• You could ask your friend for a massage. 

• You can listen to beautiful singing.  
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So now I want to pivot away from the school of that subscribes to the notion that suffering has some 

kind of intrinsic value and move to an alternative approach – an approach in which suffering is merely 

instrumental.  

 

So let me reframe the question. If it’s not suffering qua suffering; if afflicting ourselves isn’t the goal but 

just a means to an end, what is the goal? Where does suffering lead us? 

 

IV An alternative Approach: Vulnerability  
 

In identifying the five ענויים on Yom Kippur, the Gemara says something quite unusual:  

 

To what do these five afflictions correspond? 14 .יומא עו  

 הני חמשה ענויין כנגד מי?

 

By virtue of the fact that the 

Gemara used the language of “to 

what do these five afflictions 

correspond?” rather than 

employing the language of “from 

where do we know this” it is clear 

that these verses are not the 

sources, but rather only the bases 

for which the Rabbis instituted 

their restrictions.  

תוספות ישנים מסכת יומא דף עג עמוד ב 15  
יום הכפורים אסור באכילה ובשתיה וברחיצה ובסיכה כו'. לכאורה משמע שכל   

אלו הענויים חוץ מאכילה ושתיה מדרבנן מדליכא בהו כרת רק באכילה ושתיה 
כדאמרינן בגמרא וגם מדשרינן למלך וכלה לרחוץ ושיש חטטין בראשו סך כדרכו 

אינו חושש ולמי שידיו מלוכלכות בטיט ובצואה לרחוץ מיהו כל הני איכא לדחויי ו
שאין כרת אלא באכילה ובשתיה שיש בו איבוד נשמה כדאמרינן בגמרא אע"פ 

שכולן הן מן התורה וגם אין אסור מן התורה אלא רחיצת כל גופו וסיכת כל גופו 
לכולהו משבתון שבות הויא  והילכך מדרבנן לא גזור בהני והא דדרשי' להו בגמרא

אסמכתא בעלמא אבל עיקריהו נפקי מדדרשינן לקמן הני ה' ענויים כנגד מי מיהו 
מדנקט האי לישנא דחמשה עינויין כנגד מי ולא נקט מהיכא נפקא או מנא לן משמע 

 שאותן פסוקים אינן אלא אסמכתא בעלמא

 

Assuming for the moment that, with the exception of eating and drinking, these prohibitions are 

rabbinic in nature, the question is how the rabbis arrived at these particular four: bathing, anointing, 

wearing leather shoes and engaging in marital relations? 

 

We won’t go through all the sources, but the rabbis seize on instances of the word inuyi in Tanach. And 

in various circumstances, it means different things. To give one example, David Hamelech is fleeing from 

Avshalom and he’s describing as being barefoot as he’s running away. And the navi describes this 

moment as an ענוי. So the sages derive from here that being without shoes constitutes a form of 

affliction and therefore is prohibited on Yom Kippur.  

 

The problem is, the term ענוי or the notion of ענוי comes up 100 times in Tanach. We read about Hagar 

on Rosh Hashana. There’s an example right there: 

 

Abram said to Sarai, “Your maid is in your hands. Deal with 

her as you see fit. Then Sarai treated her harshly [afflicted 

her] and she ran away.  

 בראשית פרק טז 16

�ֲעִ�י�� ִ�ְפָחֵת� ְ�ָיֵד�ָ�ַרי, ִהֵ�ה �ַוֹאֶמר 
ְבָר� ֶאל ו
 .ָל&, ַה%ֹוב ְ�ֵעיָנִי�; ַוְ#ַעֶ�ָה ָ�ַרי, ַוִ#ְבַרח ִמָ"ֶניהָ 

 

What does abuse mean? Maybe verbal abuse; maybe physical abuse. Perfectly legitimate model. Rabbis 

could have said: inui means allowing yourself to be insulted or struck. 

 

Given all the different meanings and applications of inuyi, the question for us very simply is: Why do the 

rabbis choose these four in particular? What is their meaning?  What is their symbolism? 
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What I want to suggest is that the rabbis had a very specific goal in mind. Their intention wasn’t to 

deprive us of pleasure, even though that ends up being a secondary consequence. They wanted us to 

consider and appreciate our own vulnerability and our humanity. 

 

These specific ענויים strip us of our civility.  

 

Think about shoes. Without them, we can’t go very far or fast. Those pursuing us are liable to catch us. 

Sadly, from so many stories from the Holocaust we know that shoes often spelled the difference 

between life and death. To be without shoes was to be at great risk. And this may even explain the 

position of R. Eliezer in the Mishna who argues that a woman who’s just given birth is exempt from this 

stricture. It would be unwise to impose this restriction on someone who’s already vulnerable.  

 

In general, we bathe and anoint ourselves – we groom ourselves to keep from feeling the natural, 

human tendencies of our bodies. When we neglect ourselves, our bodies produce an odor; we become 

increasingly uncomfortable the more we’re reminded of and confronted by our own humanity.  

 

And finally, the sexual relationship. In Chazal, this is code for the marital relationship. From the 

perspective of our social construct the sexual bond represents togetherness. Our being apart from our 

spouse means that we are really alone.  

 

And to this we’ve added the prevalent custom of wearing a kittel or wearing white. 

 

It is also customary to wear a kittel which is not only 

white and unadorned; it is also the shroud of the 

deceased; for this induces humility and a spirit of 

brokenness. 

 רמ"א אורח חיים הלכות יום הכפורים סימן תרי 17
וכן נוהגין ללבוש הקיטל שהוא לבן ונקי, <ג> גם הוא בגד 

 מתים ועל ידי זה לב האדם (יח) נכנע ונשבר.

 

Put this all together and look at the picture we’ve created. 

We’re shoeless and defenseless.  

We’re clothed in a shroud. 

We’re ungroomed and we’re without any of our creature comforts. 

And to top it all off we’re all alone. 

We’ve become vulnerability personified! 

 

Paranthetically, it’s fascinating to notice that the individuals from which these prohibitions are derived 

are David, Jacob and Daniel. And there is a common denominator among them. In each case, the proof 

is excerpted from someone on the run, a refugee. David is fleeing from Avshalom. Jacob is fleeing from 

Lavan. And Daniel is the paradigmatic refugee – captured by the Babylonians as a young boy. All of these 

halachot are derived from narratives of men on the run – which fits in perfectly with the approach we’ve 

just articulated. For there is perhaps nothing that makes us feel more vulnerable than not being at 

home. 

 

So what’s the goal? 

 

Yes – we’re returning to our pre-sin state of Adam and Chava before they were in need of covering or 

protection.  
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V: The Function of Vulnerability  
 

But there’s something more here. Why is it important to feel vulnerable on Yom Kippur? 

 

18 Maimonides, Guide to the Perplexed III:LI 

 
 

The Rambam is discussing the natural decline that a person experience toward the very end of life. 

But the principle is precisely the same. When the forces of our body are weakened – when we’re 

mad to feel fragile – we often have a clearer picture of Who’s running the world. 

 

Leon Kass, who I’ve quoted often from this pulpit, has a very provocative essay on the ethics of trying 

to extend life indefinitely.   

 

19 Leon Kass, L’Chaim and Its Limits, May 2001 

Could life be serious or meaningful without the limit of mortality? Is not the limit on our time the 

ground of our taking life seriously and living it passionately? To know and to feel that one goes 

around only once, and that the deadline is not out of sight, is for many people the necessary spur to 

the pursuit of something worthwhile. “Teach us to number our days,” says the Psalmist, “that we 

may get a heart of wisdom.” To number our days is the condition for making them count. Homer’s 

immortals”Zeus and Hera, Apollo and Athena”for all their eternal beauty and youthfulness, live 

shallow and rather frivolous lives, their passions only transiently engaged, in first this and then that. 

They live as spectators of the mortals, who by comparison have depth, aspiration, genuine feeling, 

and hence a real center in their lives. Mortality makes life matter.  

 

What a powerful formulation. The knowledge of impending death endows life with meaning. “Mortality 

makes life matter.” 
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We usually say that we fast and wear white on Yom Kippur because we’re trying to be angelic. By 

creating a scenario in which we’re alone and defenseless, I think we’re trying to be human.  

 

An elderly Jewish man was near death’s door when he suddenly smelled the aroma of his favorite 

chocolate chip cookies wafting up the stairs. He gathered his remaining strength and lifted himself from 

the bed.  

 

Leaning against the wall, he slowly made his way out of the bedroom and, with even greater effort, 

forced himself down the stairs, gripping the railing with both hands. With labored breath, he leaned 

against the door frame, gazing into the kitchen. 

 

Were it not for the pain he was suffering, he would have thought himself already in heaven. There, 

spread out on the kitchen table were literally hundreds of his favorite chocolate chip cookies. Was it 

heaven? Or was it one final act of love from his devoted wife, seeing to it that he left this world a happy 

man? 

 

Mustering one great final effort, he threw himself toward the table. His parched lips parted; the 

wondrous taste of the cookies was already in his mouth, seemingly bringing him back to life.  

 

The aged and withered hand, shaking, made its way to a cookie at the edge of the table, when it was 

suddenly smacked with a spatula by his wife. 

 

“Don’t’ touch those,” she said. “They’re for the shiva! 

 

We shouldn’t get ahead of ourselves, but confronting mortality has enormous value. Acceptance of our 

fragility helps us recognize the value and meaning of every moment of life. That’s a message that 

resonates every time we attend a funeral, pay a shivah call or observe a yahrzeit. Brushing up against 

death chastens us and compels us to value life more deeply. 

 

I think there’s a very compelling case to be made that Yom Kippur is meant to help us confront our own 

fragility and our own mortality. But I also think it’s not the whole story. There’s one more piece to the 

puzzle and with this I’ll conclude. 

 

VI: Vulnerability on YK Leads to Confession  
The goal of Yom Kippur is not to produce the feeling we have when we leave a cemetery. There’s 

something else at stake.  

 

We started by asking what the goal of inuyi is on Yom Kippur. It’s actually not a secret. If you read the 

pesukim closely, they tell you the answer.  

 

And this shall be to you a law for all time. In the 

seventh month, on the tenth day of the month, you 

shall afflict yourselves and you shall do no manner of 

work, neither the citizen nor the alien who resides 

among you. For on this day it [he] shall atone for you 

to cleanse you of all your sins; you shall be cleansed 

before the Lord.  

 ויקרא פרק טז 20

ַּבחֶֹדׁש ַהְּׁשִביִעי ֶּבָעׂשֹור   ְוָהיְָתה ָלֶכם, ְלֻחַּקת עֹוָלם: כט
ָהֶאזְָרח, -- ְמָלאָכה �א ַתֲעׂשּו- נְַפׁשֵֹתיֶכם, ְוָכל- ַלחֶֹדׁש ְּתַעּנּו ֶאת

ַבּיֹום ַהּזֶה יְַכֵּפר ֲעֵליֶכם, ְלַטֵהר - ִּכי ל.  ְּבתֹוְכֶכםְוַהֵּגר ַהָּגר 

ַׁשַּבת ַׁשָּבתֹון  לא.  ִמּכֹל, ַחּטֹאֵתיֶכם, ִלְפנֵי ה', ִּתְטָהרּו  ֶאְתֶכם:

 .ֻחַּקת, עֹוָלם-- נְַפׁשֵֹתיֶכם- ִהיא ָלֶכם, ְוִעּנִיֶתם ֶאת
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Now this is a little subtle, but it’s very important. Let’s start with pasuk ל. For on this day he or it will 

atone for you. What’s the force of this line? How does this work? What does it mean to atone?  

 

Every Jew must confess on Yom Kippur as it is written, 

For on this day atonement shall me made for you, and it 

is evident that atonement (Kapparah) means verbal 

confession. For we have learned, he [the Kohen Gadol] 

shall atone for him[self] and for his household and that is 

a reference to spoken words.  

הלכות יום  -ספר הלכות גדולות סימן יג  21
 הכיפורים

יב בר ישראל לאודוי ביומא דכיפורי, שנאמר ומיחי 
(ויקרא טז, ל) כי ביום הזה יכפר עליכם ואשכחן דהא 

כפרה וידוי דברים היא, דתניא (יומא לו ב) (ויקרא טז, 
 ו) וכפר בעדו ובעד ביתו, בהרצאת דברים הכתוב מדבר

 

To atone, in this context, meant to confess! That’s how you achieve atonement on Yom Kippur. In 

hilchot Teshuva the Rambam has one mitzvah and that’s to confess. That’s the central theme of the day. 

So now go back and read the two verses together. Why do we afflict ourselves and refrain from 

melacha? םכי ביום הזה יכפר עליכ  – because the goal of the day is confession!  

 

The Torah itself tells us why we’re afflicting ourselves and making ourselves vulnerable: Because when 

we’re vulnerable we’re much more disposed to honesty and confession.  

It’s a very simple equation. 

 

As Rambam 1:3 writes:  

 

The essence of the day atones for penitents as it is 

written, For on this day atonement shall me made 

for you.  

 רמב"ם הלכות תשובה פרק א 22

ועצמו של יום הכפורים מכפר לשבים שנאמר כי ביום הזה 
 יכפר עליכם.   

 

Yom Kippur only works for those who repent. 

Confession is the necessary precondition of repentance.  

But how can we be sure that individuals will confess on Yom Kippur? 

Obviously we can’t be sure, but chazal were very smart. They didn’t just make confession the central 

motif of our tefillah. They also structured the halachos of the day such that they would be imagining 

ourselves in positions of profound vulnerability such that we would be more disposed to confessing.  

 

23 Margaret Klenck, The Psychological and Spiritual Efficacy of Confession, Journal of Religion and 

Health, Vol. 43:2 (Summer 2004), pages 139-143 

In the moment of confession, there are no extenuating circumstances. We no longer defensively say, 

“but my mother needed me to mirror her”; “but I was so angry”; “but I misunderstood what you said”; 

or “I love you because you’re like my abusive father.” In the moment when all those excuses fall away, 

as legitimate as they are from a reductive perspective, a person is alone with his or truth, and with his or 

her own responsibility. This moment is an individuating one, a moment that invites the transcendent 

function to break in. 

 

This is the moment we’re desperately trying to produce on Yom Kippur. We’re trying to achieve a level 

of honesty with ourselves where we stop making our normal excuses and start owning our 

shortcomings. But as a general matter, we’re terrible at this. If ever we do confess, it’s half-hearted and 

littered with justification. We’re too proud and too confident to admit that we’ve made real mistakes. 

It’s when we put ourselves in a position of vulnerability – we’re all alone; all our defenses are down – 

that we can finally hope to arrive at a place where we’re able to confess with a fullness of heart.  
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Rav Soloveithcik puts it so beautifully:  

 

24 Rav Joseph B. Soloveitchik, On Repentance p. 95 

 
 

As the Rav says, true confession requires great sacrifice on our part – a sacrifice that Chazal understood 

we would be much more able to make from state of vulnerability.  

 

VII Conclusions 
When we brush up against the inescapable truth of our own humanity and our own mortality, we 

cannot help but brush up against the equally inescapable truth of our own fallibility. By virtue of being 

human we have no choice but to admit that we’ve made mistakes. For 364 days of the year we walk 

around suppressing our faults and our missteps. The Torah and Chazal recognized implicitly how hard it 

is for us to own up to our own flaws. That’s why we confess 10 times on Yom Kippur. We’re hoping that 

by the end of the day we’ll actually start to mean it.  

 

But Chazal also understood that vulnerability begets vulnerability and truth-telling begets truth-telling. 

 

Czanad Szegedi is one of the most powerful Teshuva stories of our generation. A number of you had the 

privilege of hearing him when he spoke here at The Jewish Center last week. A member of the fascist 

Jobbik party in Hungary, Szegedi was a member of Hungary’s parliament. He and his colleagues regularly 

expressed views that at best would be described as radical and anti-Semitic. When he learned two years 

ago that his maternal grandmother was Jewish and a survivor of Auschwitz, he began to search out his 

roots. Since that time he’s resigned from the party, disavowed his political platform and begun a return 

to Judaism. Last year he undertook the extraordinary step of having a bris at the age of 30. It was the 

first bris in his family since 1902.  

 

But there was something I found even more amazing. After the Holocaust, his grandmother made the 

decision to abandon Judaism altogether. And she never looked back. That is, until Czanad began 

discussing with her his family’s Jewish heritage. For more than 40 years, she never visited the Jewish 

cemetery where her mother was buried for fear of being identified as a Jew. When Czanad took 
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ownership of his story – when he confessed and came to terms with his Jewish background – it didn’t 

just change him, it changed his grandmother, too. She decided to go back and visit the grave of her 

mother. Czanad even told me that before she passed away at the age of 92, he heard his grandmother 

recite a bracha on a bowl of soup he had brought her – the first bracha she had made in over 70 years.  

 

Confession opens all kinds of doors – for us and for those around us. We know intellectually that it’s 

true. We know empirically that it’s true. And yet emotionally and psychologically it’s next to impossible. 

We hem and we haw. We delay and we procrastinate. We come up with a hundred reasons why owning 

our mistakes isn’t necessary – why we’re better off just letting sleeping dogs lie.  

 

We began with the pasuk from devarim: בנִים ַאֶּתם, לה' ֱא�ֵהיֶכם:  �א ִתְתּגְֹדדּו  

We are the children of Hashem and neither are we literally permitted to cause self-injury nor are we 

allowed to tear ourselves apart into factions and cliques. We’re strongest when we’re a unified nation 

and – thinking about these past months – rarely have we been closer to one another as a people. We 

walk around with our heads held high: proud to be Jews, proud of our brothers and sisters in Israel, 

proud to be tasked with the mission of bringing sanctity into this world.  

 

On Yom Kippur, though, that pride, that strength, that dignity – that face we show the world – must, for 

a solitary day, give way to a more pressing need: the need to bare our vulnerabilities in the process of 

uncovering our true selves. For when we open ourselves to honest self-appraisal, we’ll discover that 

open to us will be new vistas and new views; open to us will be the possibility of transcendence; open to 

us will be the promise of an extraordinary year ahead.  

 

I wish each and every one of you a Shana Tova U’metuka.  

 

 

 


