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Parshat Acharei Mot Kedoshim 5777 

We say that Yom Kippur is one of the days of ‘awe’.  Why do we associate 
Yom Kippur with awe?   We are forgiven on Yom Kippur so surely we should 
see that day as a great day of joy.   What a wonderful opportunity G-d has 
given us on that day to purify ourselves. 

The Torah doesn’t introduce us to Yom Kippur as a great day of joy 
celebrating the forgiveness of our sins.  Instead, the subject is introduced 
(16:1) by the death of Aaron’s sons.   Aaron is then told (16:2) 

(a)   when not to come into the kodesh kedoshim lest he should also die 
and 

(b)  that G-d appears in the cloud above the aron’s cover.  

There follows 27 verses explaining what Aaron/the Kohen Godol must do on 
Yom Kippur.  This involves a detailed explanation of the korbonos that must 
be brought as part of the Kohen Godol’s service to G-d on that day. 

Then, and only then, after Aaron has carried out all these detailed duties, at 
verse 16:28, is he told when he can enter the kodesh kedoshim. 

After such a long set of instructions, finally in verses 16:29 and 30 Aaron is 
told the only day of the year when all this can happen-the 10th day of the 7th 
month.   Only then is he told that this is the day when we shall afflict our 
souls and do no work; that this special day atones for our sins and we are 
purified and cleansed before G-d . 

Why isn’t verse 16:30 at the beginning of this chapter?   Isn’t Yom Kippur 
primarily about being pardoned for our sins?   Aaron is instead told when 
not to come in, then when he can come in; and then how to carry out the 
Yom Kippur service in the Mishkan/Beis Hamikdosh.   Only after that is it 
mentioned that this is the day G-d purifies us. 

Perhaps the answer is that Yom kippur is not primarily about forgiving our 
sins.   G-d introduces Yom Kippur by reminding us of the death of Aaron’s  

 

 

sons.   They died (16:1) trying to get close to G-d; but they died because they 
went about it the wrong way. 

Perhaps Yom Kippur is about telling us the right way to get close to G-d.     י כִּ
ת ֹּרֶּ ה עַל הַכַפ עָנןָ אֵרָאֶּ  for I appear over the aron cover in a cloud’.    G-d‘  (16:2)  בֶּ
tells us that He is in that cloud.   We have heard this before at Har Sinai as 
stated in Shemos (24:16) ְתּוֹך י מִּ יעִּ ה בַיוֹם הַשְבִּ ל משֶּ עָנןָ וַיִּקְרָא אֶּ הֶּ    ‘and He called 
Moshe on the 7th day within the cloud’. 

So here in the kodesh kedoshim we have the cloud above the aron 
containing the Aseres HaDibros and G-d tells us that He is in that cloud just 
as he was at Har Sinai.   So Yom Kippur contains within it a Har Sinai 
moment.   But unlike the 2 sons of Aaron we are being told how to go about 
it the right way. 

 G-d tells Aaron to bring the incense into the kodesh Kodoshim.  This incense 
is set on fire and the smoke fills the kodesh kodoshim causing this man-
made incense cloud to merge with the cloud above the aron.   That same 
cloud which G-d has told us he is in  

So perhaps the imperative of Yom Kippur is not forgiveness.  It is to get close 
to G-d.   And that forgiveness that we receive is a by product of that 
closeness we can achieve on that special day.   On Yom Kippur we can 
recreate a moment of Har Sinai when the Kohen Godol goes into the Kodesh 
Kodoshim.   That is the awesomeness of that day 

The word  יכְַפֵר has the same root as ת ֹּרֶּ  So the word for forgiveness is the   .כַפ
same as the word that describes the very covering of the aron over which 
the two clouds merge and under which are placed the Aseres HaDibros. 

So the cleansing takes place before G-d.    As we are told in verse 16:30.       
טְהָרוּ פְניֵ ה תִּּ ֹּאתֵיכֶּם לִּ ֹּל חַט כ תְכֶּם מִּ י בַיוֹם הַזֶּה יכְַפֵר עֲלֵיכֶּם לְטַהֵר אֶּ  Because on this day‘  כִּ
He shall effect atonement for you to cleanse you.  Before G-d, you will be 
cleansed from all your sins’.    
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