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A yeshiva student had just come of age and was preparing for his first shidduch date. His father, 

sensing how nervous the boy was, pulled him aside and said, “As long as you follow my advice, 

everything will go smoothly. If ever there’s a lull in the conversation or you can’t think of what 

to say, just remember the three f’s.”  

“What are the three f’s” asked the young man. 

“Food, family and philosophy.” 

Sure enough, a few minutes into the date, there’s an awkward silence. 

And the boy thinks back to his father’s advice and he says, “So tell me, do you like kugel?” 

And the young woman says, “No.” And the silence returns. 

“So… do you have a brother?” 

Again, “No.” 

More silence. 

And then the young man says: “If you had a brother, you think he would like kugel?”  

 

I’m not sure if everything in life can be reduced to three f’s, but I’ve been working on a theory 

that every holiday has a number. And that number – or a multiple of that number – appears over 

and over. In each case, it’s not the only number – but it’s the dominant number. 

 

Pesach, for instance, is dominated by the number four. 

• Four sons. 

• Four questions. 

• Four cups of wine. 

• For languages of redemption. 

 

Rosh Hashana’s number is three. 

• Malchiot, zichronot and shofarot. 

• In Shmone Esrei we have 9 brachot which correspond to the 9 times Hashem’s name 

appears in the Tefillah of Chana.  

• When we break up the sound of the shofar, it’s either a 3 (shevarim) or a 9 (teruah). 

• The minimum number of kolot that a person has to hear is 30. 

 

Sukkot is seven. 

• Seven days. 

• Seven characters in the ushpizin. 

• If you add up all the arba minim – you have seven. 

• We offer up 70 korbanot over the course of the chag corresponding to the 70 nations. 

 

Shavuot is one. 

• One day. 

• One Torah. 
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• The acceptance of one God. 

 

So what is the number of Yom Kippur? 

Yom Kippur’s number is five. 

• 5 tefillot 

• 5 inuyim – 5 prohibitions that are included in the mitzvah of ועניתם את נפשותיכם 

• The word nefesh appears in the context of Yom Kippur 5 times 

• 5 words in Yonah’s prophecy:  עוד ארבעים יום ונינוה נהפכת. 

• 5 times the Kohen Gadol immerses 

• 5 times the Kohen Gadol changes clothes 

• 10 martyrs 

• The 10
th

 of Tishrei 

• We say vidui 10 times 

• It’s the anniversary of the giving of the 10 commandments 

• [10 brothers responsible for sale of Yosef] 

 

What’s the significance of this number? 

What’s the most important five in the Torah? 

The others are regular numbers for us. 

3 patriarchs; 3 festivals 

4 matriarchs and so on. 

 

But 5? When do we ever have a five in the Torah? 

 

I’d like to suggest that Yom Kippur’s five is actually hiding in plain sight. 

Because it’s disguised as a 50. 

It’s the yovel – it’s the jubilee year. 

When does the Yovel go into effect? It doesn’t happen of its own accord. It requires activation. 

 

 .ַאְרְצֶכם-ּוָעה, ַּבחֶֹדׁש ַהְּׁשִבִעי, ֶּבָעׂשֹור, ַלחֶֹדׁש; ְּביֹום ַהִּכֻּפִרים, ַּתֲעִבירּו ׁשֹוָפר, ְּבָכלְוַהֲעַבְרָּת ׁשֹוַפר ְּתר

 

And you’ll sound the shofar on the 10
th

 day of the seventh month; on Yom Kippur you shall 

sound the shofar throughout the land.  

 

At first glance this seems a little odd.  

What does a day of Teshuva and kapparah have to do with the remission of loans or slaves going 

free? 

 

But upon reflection, it all makes perfect sense. 

What’s the connection between the issues at stake in Yovel? 

• Slaves go free 

• Heritages lands return to their owners   

• Debts are remitted 

 

In each case, the original plan is foiled. It’s a chance for the parties involved to start afresh.  
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Yovel is a moment in time that dissociates the past from the future. The trajectory is broken. The 

inertia stops. That status that defined me yesterday has no hold over me tomorrow.  

 

It’s a stitch in time. 

 

What I want to argue is that what Yovel does on a macro level every 50 years, Yom Kippur does 

on a micro level every year.  

 

And that’s why we start Yom Kippur with the most bizarre declaration of the year. Who cares 

about my vows? We have one day to pour out our hearts to Hashem – to ask for forgiveness – to 

re-chart our Jewish lives and we take up all this precious time at the beginning of the day to 

annul our vows? I don’t know about you, but I don’t take that many vows!  

 

But seen in this light, it makes perfect sense. Kol Nidrei is in fact a miniature version of yovel. 

The oath that I took yesterday that should rightfully obligate me tomorrow is broken. There’s 

nothing that could better capture the essence and meaning of this day.  

 

It’s not just that Yom Kippur can atone for our sins; it’s that Yom Kippur can leave us 

transformed. Yesterday could really be yesterday. Tomorrow could really be tomorrow. And the 

two could be separated – not by a day – but by a chasm that we call Yom Kippur.  

 

Just over 100 years ago, Franz Rosenzweig decided to apostatize. Intellectually, he had come to 

the conclusion that it just made more sense not to be Jewish. His plan was to leave Judaism and 

convert to Christianity.  Before he did, as a kind of farewell to his former religion, he resolved to 

go to shul on Yom Kippur.  And that’s exactly what he did.  

 

When he emerged from shul that day, his life began anew. Not only did he abandon his plan to 

convert; he began to devote his life to Judaism – studying and writing Jewish texts that are still 

read today. He went on to live the rest of his life as a practicing Jew.  

 

What happened in that shtiebel in Berlin in 1913 remains entirely unknown. Rosenzweig never 

talked or wrote about it. So what was it that accounted for his transformation? The davening? 

The Torah? The people? How did such a smart and thoughtful person undergo such a sweeping 

transformation in the course of a day?  

 

I would submit that the specific answer really doesn’t matter. I would even go so far as to say 

that story really shouldn’t surprise us. For such is the power of Yom Kippur. The one catch is 

that it only works for those who allow themselves to be moved.  

 

Rosenzweig went to shul that fateful day on the premise that something might be stirred up 

inside him. He went to shul that day open to such a possibility.  

 

A moment ago together with the Chazzan we said the bracha of שהחיינו. Every other time of the 

year we say this bracha, we’re holding something: A new fruit, a cup of wine, a Chanukah 

candle. On Yom Kippur, the שהחיינו doesn’t attach to an object. It attaches to us.  
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If our hearts and minds are open to the Tefillot;  

If they’re open to the words we say and hear; 

If they’re open to the spirit of the day; 

Yom Kippur may just leave us transformed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


