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Yom Kippur Yizkor Drasha 5783 
Good Yom Tov, everyone.  May we all be sealed in the ספר החיים, and merit סליחה מחילה וכפרה on this 
Holy Day.  And may we all be zoche to a year of bracha, hatzlacha, parnassa, and good health. 
 
I want to thank Mervyn and Adele Myers, who are sponsoring this drasha “In memory of our departed 
family [members]”   May the neshamos have an aliya and may Mervyn and Adele be rewarded for their 
support of the shul with bracha, hatzlacha, good health and a happy new year! 
 
When we think about today, about Yom Kippur, most of us think of it as a day of intense introspection 
and sincere teshuva.  But the Mishna in Taanis teaches that Chazal considered this a very joyous day.  
It says:   לא היו ימים טובים לישראל כיום הכפורים וטו באב.  Yom Kippur is described not only as a joyous day, 
but as one of the two most joyous days in the Jewish calendar. 
 
Is joyous really the appropriate adjective to describe the day of Yom Kippur?  
What is the source of happiness and joy on this day? 
 
Rav Kook, Orot HaTeshuva writes: 
When we forget the essence of our own soul… everything becomes confused and in doubt. The primary 
teshuva, that which immediately lights the darkness, is when a person returns to himself, to the root of 
his soul – then he will immediately return to God, to the soul of all souls. 
 
Rabbeinu Yonah in Shaarei Teshuva brings a mashal about this day, from Koheles Rabba7:15 
“And there is a wicked person who endures in his wickedness.” As long as a person is alive, the Holy 
One blessed be He anticipates his repentance; once he dies the hope for his [repentance] is lost, as it is 
stated: “When a wicked person dies, hope is lost” (Proverbs 11:7). [This is analogous] to a group of 
robbers who were in prison. One of them dug a tunnel and they all fled. One of them remained there and 
did not flee. When the jailer came, he began striking him with a stick. He said to him: ‘Luckless and 
unfortunate one, you had a tunnel before you and you did not flee?’ So too, in the future, the Holy One 
blessed be He, will say to the wicked: ‘You had [the opportunity for] repentance before you, and you did 
not repent?’ Consequently, “the eyes of the wicked will fail” (Job 11:20).  
 
In a sense, we are all prisoners. Prisoners of the Yetzer Hara. We sit in a dark jail called Olam HaZeh. 
We are tortured by the scheming Yetzer Hara. We are persecuted by the falsehood in this world.  But, 
then, we see a tunnel. We are given an opportunity to leave it all behind and escape to the freedom of 
being close to God.  That tunnel is the “Aseres Y’mei Teshuva,” which can lead us all the way to the 
freedom of Yom Kippur.  Yom Kippur is a  day on which we don’t eat or drink and are thereby 
completely disconnected from this mundane world. On Yom Kippur, we are free from the shackles that 
bind us to our physical world and are free to feel the closeness of God’s embrace, the source of true 
simcha. 
 
The question is: Will we run through the tunnel today?  Do we even want to?  Is that our deepest, most 
intense desire?  Our one goal and ambition? 
 
In Tehillim chapter 27, David HaMelech says:     אחת שאלתי מאת ה' אותה אבקש שבתי בבית ה' כל ימי חיי 
Can we say that about ourselves?  If so, then when an opportunity arises where we can leave behind all 
that distracts us and keeps us spiritually confined to the darkness, will we jump at the chance? Or will 
we choose to remain behind in the prison because it’s what we have gotten to know and identify with.  
 
Yom Kippur is all about essence. It’s about stripping away the external and focusing on who we really 
are. On Yom Kippur our neshama has a   chance to proclaim that its deepest desire is to be close to its 
Source, to its Creator.  But, we are human beings, we have  human weaknesses and failings. 
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That’s where Vidui comes in. When we say the words “we sinned,” we are proclaiming “That is not our 
essence. It’s external to who we really are.   
 
The Gemara in Chagiga 13 speaks of the once-great Rabbi, Elisha ben Avuya, the famed rebbi of the 
Tanna,  Rabbi Meir.  He became a heretic and was called Acher, the “other one.” His talmid begged him 
to come back, to repent. "No,” he said. “For me it is too late. I heard a divine voice, a bas kol, say, '   שובו
  "'.Return, wayward children, except for Acher בנים שובבים חוץ מאחר
 
But, could it be that it was really too late for him to repent? 
 
Rav Soloveitchik explained that the Bas Kol was saying that “Acher, that other identity,” had 
overwhelmed Elisha’s real self. As long as Elisha was submerged and Acher was dominant, repentance 
would not be possible. But for Elisha ben Avuya, and all of us, it is never really too late.  
 
And the real “us”—is the one who finds joy and meaning in Torah and Mitzvos, in giving, and helping, 
and doing chessed.  Yom Kippur is not only a day to think about the things we have done wrong, the 
expression of our acher; It is also a day to think about what we have done right—and how good it makes 
the real “us” feel, when we identify with the soul within us.  The true simcha we experience when doing 
the right things. 
 
In fact, Rav Kook (Eyn Aya vol II pg 405) suggests that vidui, admitting, is not limited to confessing 
wrongdoing; Hashem also wants us to verbalize and “admit” the things we have done right. 

 :)405(עין אי"ה, ברכות ב, עמ'  הרב אברהם יצחק הכהן קוק
 …שצריך האדם שישמח גם כן לפעמים בביטוי שפתיים על המעשה הטוב אשר עשהנתנה לנו התורה דרך להערה  "

דהיינו, כשם שאדם מתוודה על חטאיו, כך צריך לעתים להתוודות לפני ה' על מעשיו הטובים, לשמוח בעצמו ובפעולותיו  
 .ביותהחיו

Rav Kook writes that, while we must continually try to improve ourselves and we need to be fully aware 
of the true extent of our moral and spiritual responsibilities and shortcomings, we also must be careful 
not to be overly self-critical. Instead, we need to develop an accurate self image. The Torah teaches that 
we should rejoice in our good deeds and in our accomplishments. We must learn to “admit” when we do 
things properly and correctly.  This contentment bolsters our resolve in serving God, in performing 
mitzvos and doing acts of kindness. The Torah teaches that it is proper and correct to be satisfied with 
our accomplishments, and not always to regard our actions as flawed and inadequate. 
  
Based on this idea, an anonymous author wrote a positive vidui to be considered together with the 
traditional confession of אשמנו,בגדנו  Quoted here, in part: “אהבנו--We have loved. בכינו--We have cried 
with others in their times of struggle. גמלנו--We have given to others. דברנו יופי --We have spoken great 
things.  האמינו--We have believed.  והשתדלנו--And we have given our best effort. זכרנו--We have 
remembered. חבקנו--We have embraced.  טעמנו ספר--We have tasted Your Torah.  יצרנו--We have created.  
 We have been--תמכנו  .We have rejoiced with others-- שמחנו We have been steadfast in our will--רצינו
there to support one another. 
 
 Chazal understood that there is no greater joy than understanding לא היו ימים טובים לישראל כיום הכפורים
who we really are and being given a fresh start in life to pursue those ideals… and identifying with 
that ideal version of ourselves.  And committing to a new beginning, full of potential …with anticipation 
of a bright future! The magic of Yom Kippur—our excitement and joy at having a fresh chance… 
 
Yom Kippur is a day of סליחה ומחילה, a day of teshuva and kapara, It gives us the opportunity, to learn 
from our past—to do more of the things that went well and to avoid the things that didn’t go well, to 
create a brighter and stronger future for ourselves and our families. 
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In life, we sometimes have trouble getting up when we fall.  Yom Kippur is the day when God helps us 
all get up…As we will say later today in Neila אתה נותן יד לפושעים  Hashem, You give a helping hand to 
sinners. Today is the day when Hashem’s hand, so to speak,  is stretched out and we have to reach out 
and hold on.   
 
What is teshuva? What is the essence of this day?  How does the change magically happen?  The 
restriction on food and drink reminds us that although as human beings we are  a synthesis of body and 
soul---at our  core these  are distinct components--and the soul must be the master of the body---not the 
other way around.  The Aruch LaNer writes in his commentary on Maseches Rosh Hashana that Yom 
Kippur is a day to feed the neshama, by withholding food and drink from the body and focusing on 
spirituality.  It is a day to return to the neshama—to identify with our neshama…to find that higher 
calling within us that is usually obscured by the needs of our mundane body and its desires.  It is a day 
to believe in the soul. 
 
But it really forces us to ask ourselves the important question: Who am I?  Who is the real me? 
 
After a paralyzing and life changing stroke, Rav Aharon Soloveitchik wrote an eye opening article 
called “A Glimpse at Eternity From a Hospital Dungeon.” 
“As a religious person I have always believed in the existence of a soul extraneous to the body.  Until 
last Sunday evening, however, my belief in the existence of a soul extraneous to the body had been 
grounded in emunah (faith).  It was not something that I could perceive through my senses.  The stroke 
that afflicted me wrought a spiritual metamorphosis in my whole (weltanshauung), on my whole outlook 
on life.  As of Sunday evening, my belief in the existence of a soul extraneous to the body is not only 
based upon a religious orientation but is something that I am perceiving through my physical senses as 
a biological sensation… 
As a result of the numbness wrought by the stroke in the left side of my body, I am under the impact of a 
sensation that the left side of my body is completely detached from me and that I am only the carrier of 
my left leg, of my left arm, of my left shoulder etc. . . 
 It seems to me that my left side is not “me”—only the right side of my body is “me.”  The left side of my 
body is a foreign organ that was attached to me. 
I constantly labor under the impact of the psychic notion that I am a double personality… 
This is the gist of my glimpse at eternity from a chamber in a hospital dungeon.”   
 
Yom Kippur is a time when we afflict our bodies to force ourselves to recognize and heed the call of our 
neshamos.  The affliction, ענוי is something that is intended to shake us from our complacency and force 
us to pause, to think about who we are and where we are headed. 
 
The word Teshuva is generally translated as repentance, and עינוי means affliction.  However, as the 
Radak’s Sefer Hashorashim confirms, the word תשובה is based on the root ש,ו,ב which also means 
answer, as is עינוי based on עונה, to answer. 
 
The Teshuva of Yom Kippur is about answering the most basic question: Who am I? 
 
If we can identify with our soul—the rest of teshuva follows naturally.  When we identify  with our  
neshama, when the soul is in charge—we  can more easily smooth away the imperfections and desires of 
the body because sin is almost out of the question. 
 
Unfortunately, at many points in our lives, we feel like we have lost our identity.  On Yom Kippur 
afternoon we read Sefer Yonah. We read that Yonah boarded a ship bound for Tarshish and that ship 
was being lashed by a storm so severely that it was on the verge of breaking apart. The passengers and 
crew cast lots to ascertain who was responsible for their predicament. When the lots singled out Yonah 
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as the culprit, they asked him, “What is your trade? And from where do you come? What is your land? 
And from what people are you?” Yonah’s reply directly answers only some of their questions, but not 
others. All he says is“ עברי אנכי ואת ה' אלקי השמים אני ירא ,I am a Jew, and I fear God  ”. 
 
What is the deeper meaning of this story and his answer?   Yonah was instructed by God to go on a 
mission to Ninveh.  He was running away from his mission, trying to escape  on a ship.  The turbulent 
sea forced him to consider the purpose of life and the meaning of existence.  When the other people on 
the ship asked him to identify himself, it made him realize that it is not his  trade, or birthplace, or land 
that defined him; “I am a God-fearing Jew. That is the entirety of my identity.” 
 
To succeed in our lives,  we need  a clear definition of who we are, a nobler and more sublime self-
identity.  Somewhere deep inside we know.  And Yom Kippur brings it out of us.  When we say Shema 
Yisrael—we almost naturally respond with full confidence—ברוך שם כבוד מלכותו…that we understand 
our place in God’s kingdom. 
 
In August 2014, after the suicide bombing that killed Lt. Hadar Goldin, a group  of IDF soldiers went 
into a mosque looking for weapons, explosives, and rockets.  They encountered a female suicide bomber 
who was about to detonate the explosive belt she wore, which would have killed the soldiers.   One 
soldier instinctively screamed out “Shema Yisrael Hashem Elokeinu Hashem Echad”. The  bomber 
hesitated and began trembling, giving the soldiers a chance to stop her and disable the explosive device 
she wore.  The soldiers then took her prisoner and turned her over to a counter-intelligence unit. Their 
investigation discovered that her mother was a Jew, and when she heard the Shema, it startled her; Her 
Jewish soul, buried by years of indoctrination, hate and abuse, was stirred. The Shema saved the lives of 
the soldiers and the would-be bomber. 
 
Deep down,  as Jews, we know who we  really are.  God gave us a gift called Yom Kippur, a day when 
we recite the Shema more times than on any other day, to help us remember the neshama within us.  On 
this day, we emulate the angels—the malachim.  Like them, we dress in white. Like them, we don’t eat 
or drink.   It is a day when we demonstrate to ourselves the levels of spirituality we are capable of 
achieving.  Yom Kippur is a day to develop a genuine self-image…and in that context to feel a healthy 
sense of shame, because unfortunately our lives do not always match that person we know we can be. 
 
So let us think deeply on this day….about ourselves…our spiritual selves.   Let us feel and experience 
the joy of living  spiritually uplifting lives.  And let us commit from this day forward to think a little 
more about the fact that when we sin, we are letting our real selves down.  Let us emerge from Yom 
Kippur confident that we can change ourselves significantly, and be filled with hope that we will finally 
be able to stand in front of God giving an account of our lives without acute embarrassment, but with 
pride and simcha. The powerful drive to teshuva, return to God, inherent in the day, should leave us 
feeling capable of becoming, in the words of the Rambam, not a better person, but a different person. 
 
We are about to recite Yizkor.  We  think of those who came before, and who left us to carry on their 
mission. Rav Moshe Feinstein writes in Darash Moshe that אלול  stands for את לבבך ואת  לבב זרעך.which 
means “your heart and the hearts of your children.”   This reminds us that we must do teshuva and 
return, not only for ourselves but also for the future.   Our hard work now is an investment in the future--
in our children, grandchildren, and beyond.  We are part of a continuum, carrying on the work of those 
who came before us, and charged with the task of bringing light to the world, and passing on the 
message to the future.  It is a sacred task.  It is a Holy task, and we dare not let down those generations 
before us and after us who are counting on us.  May we inspire ourselves to make the necessary changes 
and may we all see the day when the world will finally arrive at its final place…with Mashiach tzidkenu  
b’mehera vi-yamenu…amen. 

http://www.aish.com/sp/pg/Hear_O_Israel.html

