
1 

 

Hearts  

Yom Kippur 2011 

The Jewish Center 

Rabbi Yosie Levine 

 

A childhood friend of mine underwent a very difficult and acrimonious divorce this past year. 

He’s not particularly observant, but he’s very Jewishly identified. And while he doesn’t go to 

shul on a regular basis, he certainly goes on Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur. He called me last 

and asked me a powerful question: “Yosie –What do you think I should daven for this Yom 

Kippur?” 

 

Whatever the past 12 months have brought us, this question is one that should be on all of our 

minds today. What do we want to daven for this Yom Kippur? Some of us have ready answers; 

for others of us, the question is more difficult. As we’re going to spend the majority of our 

waking hours this Yom Kippur davening, I’d like to explore with you what I believe is the single 

most prominent theme of our tefillah. More often than virtually anything else we’ll say or do on 

Yom Kippur, we’ll spend our time confessing.   

 

It’s really quite stunning: We’re so anxious to engage in the process of וידוי that we actually jump 

the gun. Even before Yom Kippur begins, at Minchah on Erev Yom Kippur, we start reciting 

 It’s amazing. Can you imagine starting to blow shofar on Erev Rosh Hashana or bentching .וידוי

lulav of Erev Sukkos?  

 

Of course we understand in principle that confession is an integral part of the teshuvah process. 

But let me ask the question a different way: Why are we always so intent on articulating it – on 

saying it aloud – from the hours before Yom Kippur right up until Neilah.  

 

There’s actually a line we say in the course of our וידוי which is quite perplexing: 

 אתה יודע רזי עולם. . . ובוחן כליות ולב. אין דבר נעלם ממך. 

We declare: Hashem – You know all the mysteries of the universe. You probe all our thoughts 

and feelings. There are no secrets. You know what’s in our hearts. So please forgive us. 

 

And then we go ahead and verbalize a whole litany of עבירות. But we just got through saying 

Hashem knows our innermost thoughts. Shouldn’t that obviate the need to say anything out 

loud? 

 

And yet no fewer than ten times over the course of Yom Kippur – both privately and 

communally – we confess our sins.  

 

The gemara in Kiddushin presents a case that seems to speak directly to our issue:  

 

When it comes to קידושין, the halachos of Jewish nuptials, we typically frown upon pre-

conditions. But if a man says to a woman: הרי את מקודשת לי על מנת שאני צדיק גמור – marry me on 

the condition that I’m completely righteous, the קידושין is halachically valid. Even if the person 

was not in a fact righteous, שמע יהרהר תשובה בלבו – maybe – the Gemara says – he repented 

internally. 
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If the Talmud is so satisfied with interior repentance, why do we insist on a higher standard when 

it comes to our teshuvah today? Why are our penitential thoughts not sufficient? 

 

Of course we know that when we’re forced to verbalize our thoughts and give prayer a voice, it 

helps us concretize and organize our unspoken words. But I think there’s something more going 

on here.  

 

The Lechem Mishneh, the 16
th

 century Macedonian sage, R’ Avraham de’ Boton, suggests that 

we too quickly overlook an important detail. For if the premise of the Gemara is true – if we 

should always entertain the possibility that a person may have repented internally – then we 

would never be able to label anyone halachically unfit based on their past actions. Yet the 

Talmud disqualifies people all the time: The gambler can’t be relied upon to testify honestly in 

court. One who publicly desecrates the Shabbos is denied certain honors. Why? Should we not 

consider the possibility that he repented privately? 

 

What makes our case special, the Lechem Mishnah writes, is that our groom-to-be gives voice to 

his aspiration. “I desire to be counted among the righteous,” he proclaims. He’s made the 

positive affirmation that he is directing himself toward this path. With this formulation, he’s 

opened up the conversation – he’s given an external voice to his internal desire. To someone 

willing to declare a longing for righteousness, it is but a small leap to assume that his heart has 

followed his lips and that he has in fact done teshuvah. 

 

On Yom Kippur, whether or not we even believe our own words is an open question. In fact – 

and this is really a profound and ironic commentary on our sages’ self-awareness – in the middle 

of our וידוי we say:  

 על חטא שחטאנו לפניך בוידוי פה.

We confess for the sin of not confessing sincerely – a sin, which incidentally – we’re in the 

middle of as we speak those very words!  

 

And yet we keep on davening, we keep on confessing, saying the words over and over again.  

 

What I’d like to suggest is that we confess so frequently on Yom Kippur because we hope and 

we believe that our hearts will catch up with our lips. We don’t always know when – and we 

don’t always know how – but as long as the lines of communication are open – as long as we 

push the conversation forward – somewhere over the course of the day the words of our תפילות 

will ultimately strike a chord.  

 

When the Gerrer Rebbe died in 1977, 200,000 people took to the streets of Jerusalem to pay their 

last respects. Har Hazeitim was covered in a sea of black as throngs of Gerrer chassidim 

clamored to be present for the Rebbe’s burial.  

 

Following the service, Rabbi Yisroel Meir Lau, the future Chief Rabbi of Israel, who had been in 

attendance, made his way down to Jaffa road in the hopes of finding a ride back to Tel Aviv. No 

sooner than he had put out his hand than a car stopped. The driver, who was wearing a beige 

safari hat, was headed in the right direction and offered the young rabbi a ride.  
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Rabbi Lau explained that he had just come from the Gerrer Rebbe’s funeral and recounted a little 

of the Rebbe’s story. The driver listened and then said that he had just come from the same 

funeral. 

 

Not quite looking the part of the other mourners, the driver piqued Rabbi Lau’s curiosity. “What 

was your connection to the Rebbe?” he asked.  

 

The driver told him his story: He said he was a colonel in the reserve army, that he managed a 

large industrial factory and lived in Tzahala, a neighborhood of army personnel in Northeast Tel 

Aviv. His father was an elder Gerrer Chassid. The son had dedicated his life to the army and had 

distanced himself from the religious atmosphere of his parents’ home. When his father became 

infirm, the family placed him in a nursing home in Tel Aviv.  

 

During Chanukah, the son had taken his father on a trip to Jerusalem – to daven Minchah at the 

Kotel and to the Gerrer Rebbe for a Chanukah candle lighting ceremony. The son remained in 

the car as he had no head covering and because he felt he had no reason to see the Rebbe. 

 

Six weeks later, on Tu B’shvat, the son offered again to take his father to visit the Rebbe. But 

this time his father refused. “Why?” asked the son. “You enjoyed yourself so much last time.”  

 

“It wasn’t worth it,” said the father. “The Rebbe asked me who brought me. I had to explain to 

him that it was my son – but he was waiting in the car – he wouldn’t go in with me to see the 

Rebbe. I can’t even describe the grief you caused me.” 

 

“So,” explained the driver, “I promised him that I would wear a hat and go with him to see the 

Rebbe. I went inside wearing the hat you now see on my head. The Rebbe greeted me warmly 

and said, “I heard that you are careful in your observance of the mitzvah of honoring your father. 

And what about your father in Heaven? Don’t you have to honor Him, too?” 

 

The whole way home the Rebbe’s words echoed in my head. When I got home, I told my wife 

that I would like to return to my roots a bit – at least keep a kosher kitchen so that my father 

would feel comfortable.  Slowly, I returned to the mitzvos of Judaism. In the meantime, my 

father passed away. When I heard on the radio that the Gerrer Rebbe died, I felt it my duty to 

participate in his funeral in memory of my father, but mainly since he brought me back to 

myself.” 

 

We never know whose words may move us. They may emanate from a parent or a rebbe, a friend 

or a mentor – or they may emanate from our own lips. It’s true that as a general proposition the 

words of our davening are meant to crystalize our aspirations and prioritize our values. But it’s 

particularly true on Yom Kippur. Yes we want to our thoughts to guide our words, but we also 

hope that our words will shape our thoughts and stir our souls.  

 

In a moment we’re going to recite the שמע together. And we’ll say היו הדברים האלה אשר אנכי מצוך ו

 on your heart. The – על לבבך These words that I command you today shall be –היום על לבבך

Kotzker Rebbe once asked why the pasuk doesn’t say בלבבך – in your heart. He explained it’s 
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because the verse is expressing the great hope that by placing the words on top of your heart, 

they may one day find an opening to enter your heart. 

 

Every time we say the וידוי – every time we list that litany of sins – keep your ears and your 

hearts open. Surely each of us can identify some shortcoming – some failing that we can work to 

improve in the weeks and months ahead.  

 

One of the great blessings of our liturgy is that our sages have done so much of the work for us. 

They recognized that so many of us come to shul with my friend’s question: Just what is it that 

we’re davening for today? So they gave us a script filled with a vast array of potential answers. 

All we have to do is put it to use.   

 

 הוא נותן יד לפושעים וימינו לקבל שבים.

Hashem extends his hand; He reaches out to those who wish to return.    

 

If we’re willing to engage in the process, if we’re open to saying and hearing the words of our 

tefillah, then we may say with certainty that Hashem will hear them, too.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


