
Additional Readings for Kol Nidrei  
 

1.The Journey 

There is a story that is told in every culture, in every religion, in folk tales in legends and in our 
dreams. It is the story of the journey of a hero or heroine in search of a treasure. Every version of it is 
different, yet every version is also really the same. The hero is called out of his usual life – by seeing 
a burning bush, by hearing a voice saying “lech lecha, Go! For your own sake Go!” 
Ahead lie many adventures and on the way he meets an enemy who tries to stop him and a friend 
who tries to help. At the end he reaches the entrance to the underworld, or the world of the gods – 
Jonah entering the fish, Moses climbing to heaven to receive the Torah. With luck or skill or aid he 
crosses the threshold and enters this mysterious land of darkness and beauty, where the treasure is 
to be found. It is a land where the usual rules no longer hold, where he discovers that the enemy and 
the friend he had met on his journey are really one and the same, and sometimes they turn out to be 
the guardian of the treasure that this mysterious world conceals. Whether the treasure is given, or it 
must be stolen, there begins the journey back to the familiar world again. 
At the entrance there is a moment of reluctance – Why return from paradise or even the underworld, 
to a limited human reality? But something pushes or pulls him back through, for this treasure has to 
be given to humankind, this secret gained by such labour and courage. The hero’s journey is 
completed and life begins again – somehow changed by the experience he has gone through 
Whether it is sung as a mediaeval ballad, told as a legend, re-enacted in a religious festival or pieced 
together from the Bible takes and midrash of our own tradition, it is in some way a tale about the 
journey of each of us to discover who we are, what our life means. 
One day a year we make that journey in the company of the whole community of Israel – all of us 
together, each of us alone. That day is The Day, the Day for Atonement, the day of death in life. It is 
the day we wear the Kittel, the white gown that will one day be our shroud. It is the day when eating, 
drinking, tasting, excreting cease. It is a day when the world recedes and we are set free to undertake 
our own personal journey of discovery.  
There are five major services to the Day for Atonement – and they are like five movements in a 
symphony or five stages in a journey to the place where our own treasure is to be found, and back 
again to the world of everyday. 
The journey begins with a call. It has not the drama of Moses’ bush, nor the clarity of God’s appeal to 
Abraham. It is more of a nagging discomfort triggered by New Year cards, or sudden family 
invitations, or perhaps the drawing in of the season or the reminder notices from the synagogue or a 
rash of appeals for Jewish charities or any other of a host of formal and informal hints that the High 
Holy Days are here and that it is time for the annual visit, or at least a brief awareness of the season. 
Since Jews still turn up, for some reason or other, at some time over this period, then in its own 
disguised way the call out of daily life still has the power to move us, however briefly, however 
marginally, however reluctantly. 
We are called to a Court of Law. We stand in the dock under oath. And God is the judge. God is the 
witness. God is the plaintiff and God will summon to judgment. In God’s court there is no fault and no 
forgetfulness, for God shows no favour and takes no bribe. We are called out of our daily routine of 
compromises and half-truths, of evasions and hypocrisies, of fighting to survive in the pecking order 
or to preserve some sort of values in a confused and confusing world – and for one brief moment we 
have the chance to tell the truth. Without fear of being mocked or misunderstood, without having to 
apologise or pretend to be what we are not, we can begin to face ourselves. 
Kol Nidrei tells us that the words of our mouth do not always agree with the meditations of our hearts. 
It reminds us that this gap between our inner selves and our outer words and deeds is significant 
beyond our own private concerns, for it reflects a basic tension within the whole fabric of our society . 
our private denials of the truth about ourselves spill over into public hypocrisies. Before we can ask for 
God’s judgement on society, we must seek it for ourselves. At the start of Yom Kippur we take the first 
step towards stripping ourselves of the layers of indifference and callousness and self-defensiveness 
that we learn to wear day by day (Rabbi Dr Jonathan Magonet) 
 
Teshuvah in Tradition 
2. "One who does teshuvah is considered as if they went to Jerusalem, rebuilt the Temple, erected 
the altar, and offered all the sacrifices ordained by the Torah. [For the Psalm says], 'The sacrifices of 
God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, You will not despise [51:19]'" – Leviticus 

Rabbah 7:2 



 
3."God remains close, even when we become distant." Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook 
 
4."A person who truly wants to purify themselves receives assistance from heaven." BT Shabbat 104a 

 
5"The Holy One, blessed be God, said to Israel: 'My children, present to me a single opening of 
repentance, small like the eye of a needle, and I will open for you entrances through which wagons 
and carriages can pass.'" –Shir Hashirim Rabbah 5:3 
 
6. "To bring another to repentance, I go down all the steps until I reach their level. Then I bind the 
roots of my soul to the roots of their soul, and together our souls repent." Rabbi Zusya of Anipol 
 
7. "Teshuvah is something more than the accounting of the rights and wrongs in a person’s life. 
Teshuvah is the expression of the world’s existential yearning to come closer to God." R. David Samson 

 
8. “The sins we commit, these are not the worst thing. After all, temptation is powerful, and human 
beings are weak. The great crime of each of us is that we could turn at any time yet we do not.” Rabbi 

Simcha Bunim Bonhart 

 
9. “To have found God is not an end but in itself a beginning.” Franz Rosenzweig 
 
10 "How noble and good everyone could be if, every evening before falling asleep, they were to recall 
to their minds the events of the whole day and consider exactly what had been good and bad. Then, 
without realizing it, you try to improve yourself at the start of each new day. Of course, you achieve 
quite a lot in the course of time. Anyone can do this. It costs nothing and is certainly very helpful. 
Whoever doesn’t know it must learn and find by experience that: 'A quiet conscience makes one 
strong.'" Anne Frank 

 

11. Be holy in a human way; be holy while dealing with the temptations of normal people. G-d 
already has enough angels. (Menachem Mendel of Kotzk) 
 
12. One who waives their right to retribution [ is not insistent on their rights] is forgiven all their sins 
by heaven. (B. T.Megillah 28a //Rosh Hashanah 17a//B. Yoma 23a and 87b 

 

13. “If one has received an injury, then, even if the wrongdoer has not asked for forgiveness, 

the receiver of the injury must nevertheless ask God to show the wrongdoer compassion, 

even as Abraham prayed to God for Avimelech, and Job for his friends. Rabbi Gamliel said, 

‘Let this be a sign to you, that whenever you are compassionate, the Compassionate One will 

have compassion on you.” (Mishnah; Baba Kamma 9:29-30). 

14. A Man In His Life 
A man doesn't have time in his life to have time for everything. 
He doesn't have seasons enough to have a season for every purpose. 
Ecclesiastes Was wrong about that. 
A man needs to love and to hate at the same moment, 
To laugh and cry with the same eyes, 
With the same hands to throw stones and to gather them, 
To make love in war and war in love. 
And to hate and forgive and remember and forget, 
To arrange and confuse, to eat and to digest what history takes years and years to do. 
A man doesn't have time. 
When he loses he seeks, when he finds he forgets,  
When he forgets he loves, when he loves 
He begins to forget. 
And his soul is seasoned, his soul is very professional. 



Only his body remains forever an amateur. 
It tries and it misses, gets muddled, doesn't learn a thing, 
Drunk and blind in its pleasures and its pains. 
He will die as figs die in autumn, 
Shrivelled and full of himself and sweet, 
The leaves growing dry on the ground, 
The bare branches pointing to the place 
Where there's time for everything.  (Yehuda Amitai) 
 
15 Vidui 
For not listening to Your voice within us 
For denying the needs of our soul 
For making a god of this world 
Forgive us, pardon us and grant us atonement.  
For not doing ourselves justice 
For giving our money and withholding ourselves 
For shrugging our shoulders 
Forgive us, pardon us and grant us atonement. 
For passing the blame to others 
For using them for our own ends 
For not taking responsibility 
Forgive us, pardon us and grant us atonement. 
For not behaving as a grown up 
For believing only in this life 
For forgetting eternity 
Forgive us, pardon us and grant us atonement. 
For hoarding grudges and insults 
For refusing to let go 
For abandoning hope 
Forgive us, pardon us and grant us atonement. 
For making God in our own image 
For our hypocrisy and self-righteousness 
For profaning holy things 
Forgive us, pardon us and grant us atonement.  (MRJ machzor p305) 
 
16.  Vidui 2 
For the sin we committed against You through evading and avoiding, because we could not face the 
truth. 
For our flight into hypocrisy and deception because we did not dare to speak it 
For the facts we dissembled and all we glossed over, for the excuses we made: 
Forgive us, pardon us and grant us atonement. 
For feeding our bodies and starving our souls 
For interfering with the souls of others and neglecting their needs 
For shifting our responsibilities, for reproaches and recriminations 
Forgive us, pardon us and grant us atonement. 
For our foolishness, our folly and false standards 
For seeing those things only in others, never in ourselves 
For our complacency which blinds us, and our self-righteousness which lessens us 
Forgive us, pardon us and grant us atonement. 
For calculating kindness and measureing out pity 
For charity that is cold and prayers without feeling 



For sending in accounts for love 
Forgive us, pardon us and grant us atonement. 
For the appeals that we ignored and the people whome we refused 
For the affection which died and our love that became bitter 
For the visions which faded, the ideals we neglected, and the opportunities we lost 
Forgive us, pardon us and grant us atonement. 
For the fear of change and renewal and our unbelief 
For saying prayers aloud but refusing to listen 
For being our own worst enemy 
Forgive us, pardon us and grant us atonement.  (MRJ machzor 305) 
 
 
 
Additional Readings for Yom Kippur (morning) 
 
1. How important is the night of Yom Kippur, the time of silence between the chants and prayers? It 
is a strange period when time hangs heavy. All the usual distractions, coffee with friends television, 
some other entertainment, are ruled out – either by conviction of by a sort of uneasiness about 
breaking the rules, or possibly the mood. It is the first moment of that acute discomfort of being 
thrown on our own resources and reserves- an unfamiliar experience in crowded lives. It is the first 
moment of temptation on the journey – to fill up the time or be filled by it; to turn back in 
impatience or to go on, past the strangeness, the boredom, the silence. 
At the morning service we move deeper into the inner language of the day. This is the place where 
our own individual personality blends with the personality of Israel. The outside world recedes 
further. We are experiencing and acting out the drama of our people on its day of meeting with God. 
We stand in judgment. But it is a strange language that we hear: of sacrifices, of goats, of priests, of 
rituals, of white clothing and red blood. It is the language of symbols of a world far away – and yet it 
contains a secret about our existence as a people, our values, our purpose and the renewal of our 
task. 
Abraham was called to become a model for a new humanity: caring, compassionate, righteous. As he 
was tested and refined, so were his descendants who were to grow to become a people, themselves 
an example of God’s will in an indifferent or hostile world. They were given a land, a microcosm of 
the earth, with responsibilities to serve it and protect it, to care for it and for each other and for all 
who lived there.  
If we succeed, we save the world. If we fail, the world itself is at risk. On this day the record is set 
straight. So what is asked of us this day is very simple and yet the hardest task of all – to be honest 
about ourselves as a people: how far we live up to this task, how well we treat each other, how well 
we treat our friends, how far e seek to win over our enemies. 
Our history seems to have been one of continuous surprises. Each time we have pinned down God’s 
will or location, it is something completely different, something new that God demands of us. When 
the pillar of cloud moved on, we had to follow – whoever remained behind was lost in the desert. 
The cloud was in the Temple but the cloud moved on. The cloud was briefly in Jerusalem, but 
Jerusalem was destroyed. So we are always chasing after the cloud, only aware after the event that 
we have failed to see the new task demanded of us. And for this we ask forgiveness – for being 
trapped by habit, for being pious in everything that does not matter, for forgetting who we are. 
So we chant poems and sing hymns and recite confessions, with our without meaning, trying to 
break through the defensive layers we have built around our souls. For these are our daily protection 
against a dangerous world – only sometimes the defences become more real to us than the soul 
within. So if we confess  to things we have never done it is not enough to say that we speak as all 
Israel, and maybe another has done these things 



For we say too many words on Yom Kippur – thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands of words 
rise up from our lips. And the more we say the less they mean. For just as the language of the temple 
ceremony is a mystery to us, so do the words of Yom Kippur become deadened of meaning. It is as if 
we are trying to reach a point beyond words, when something within us speaks in its own tongue to 
God. All the ritual and recitations are there only to push away the barriers of habit and convention 
and fear that stand in the way (Rabbi Dr Jonathan Magonet, MRJ machzor p342) 
 
2. Ima Shalom said… I have this tradition from my father's house: All gates [to God, even the gates of 
prayer] are locked, except the gates of wounded feelings [which God hears, and responds to, 
immediately]. (B. Baba Metzia 59b) 
 
3. Ben Zoma said: Who is wise? The one who learns from everyone. Who is strong? The one who 
subdues their evil impulse...Who is rich? The one who is content with their lot...Who is honoured? 
The one who honours others. (M. Avot 4:1) 
 
4. Ben Azzai used to say: Do not despise any person and do not consider anything impossible; for 
there is no one who does not have his hour and there is nothing that does not have its place. (M. 
Avot 4:2) 
 
5. There are seven kinds of pietists: The showy, the haughty, the bookkeeper, the parsimonious, the 
repaying, the fearing, and the loving. 
The showy carries his good deeds on his shoulder. 
The haughty says, "Wait for me. I am [busy] fulfilling commandments!" 
The bookkeeper pays off each debt [i.e., sin] by performing a commandment. 
The parsimonious says, "From the little I have, what can I set aside for performing commandments?" 
The repayer says, "Tell me what sin I have committed and I will perform a commandment to offset it. 
The fearing [pietist emulates] Job. The loving [pietist] emulates Abraham and none is more beloved 
of God than the loving [pietist who emulates] Abraham. (Talmud Yerushalmi. Berachot 9:5) 
 
 
6. There are two very big words that open doors: “I’m sorry”. Some people think saying that is the 
same as admitting wrongdoing, but that’s not necessarily so. We can feel sorry for the loss of the 
relationship. We can be sorry that we aren’t as close as we once were with someone. We can be 
sorry that the other person is hurt. Sometimes the other party may not be ready. It might take three 
approaches, but perhaps the first two are needed to get to the third, often, though people are loath 
to take the first step, after the overture is made both sides can find common ground. Sometimes we 
think a relationship has to be all or nothing. Either the trust is complete or we can never speak to 
that person again. Yet there is a middle ground. We might have a relationship that is not at the level 
it once was, but it is still a relationship.  (Barbara E.B. Meyer) 
 
 
7. “Many of us don’t relate well to the theology of a God who rewards/punishes us in a direct 
and intentional way. And while we’re on the subject, we also may not relate so easily to the 
theology that permeates our High Holy Days liturgy—a God who literally sits in judgment and 
decides our fate based on the quality of our teshuvah (repentance). But here’s another 
interpretation—what if the punishment for sinning is not found in the terrible, practical 
consequences of God’s turning away from us but in the turning away itself? What if the true 
punishment for sin is a kind of spiritual exile, a disconnection or at least a distancing from 
our sense of God’s presence? In this framework, God does not angrily turn away from us to 
hurt and punish us. Instead, God’s hidden face is an automatic and terrible consequence of 
our losing our way and making bad choices. The further we go from our own best selves, the 
harder it becomes to feel God’s presence—to see God’s face. 



If we adopt this interpretation, then the significance of this phrase for our own spiritual 
preparation becomes quite clear. Teshuvah (lit., “turning” or “returning”) or repentance is 
actually an effort to recover God’s hidden face. And how do we search for that face? We 
seek God’s face when we struggle to return to our truest and best selves. Because just as 
the Torah warns us that abandoning our best selves causes God’s face to grow increasingly 
hidden from us, our tradition also promises that the very moment we make real, sustained 
and courageous efforts to return to those best selves, God’s face starts to be revealed once 
more.” (Jonathan Kraus) 
 
8. An Untitled Poem by Ewa Polińska-Mackiewicz (Gdańsk, 2008?) 

* * *  
Rabbi Kalman Shapiro of Piaseczno 
says the enemy sought not to kill the Jews  
but to kill God  
who is still there thanks to them  
God’s guardians 
and witnesses  

* * *  
rabbi Kalman Szapiro z Piaseczna 
mówi że wróg nie chciał zabić żydów  
a Boga 
który jest ciągle dzięki nim 
Jego strażnikom 
i świadkom 
 

 

9. “Do not be satisfied with the speech of your lips and the thought in your heart, all the promises 

and good sayings in your mouth, and all the good thoughts in your heart; rather you must arise and 

do!” (Kotzker Rebbe) 

 

10. “If I am I because I am I, and you are you because you are you, then I am I and you are you. But if 

I am I because you are you and you are you because I am I, then I am not I and you are not you!” 

(Kotzker Rebbe) 

 

11. Forgive your neighbour their wrongdoing; 
That your sins will be forgiven when you pray. 
Shall one cherish anger against another, And yet ask healing from the Eternal? 
Does one have no mercy on another, And yet pray for one’s own sins?    (Ben Sira) 
 

12. Tears, by Halina Birenbaum (Herzliya, 1967) 

Tears 
they say that they are bitter 
pungent, they choke, suffocate 
they burn eyes, cause wrinkles 
everyone is afraid and ashamed of them 
they are considered a sign of weakness, effeminacy 
an expression of adversity, sickness, mourning 
people run away from their sight, hide behind them 
for me it is much worse when they are not there 
when their source dries out 
this means that I am numb 
that nothing can move or affect me anymore 
that I don't know how to worry or how to be glad 
that I have given up the fight 

Łzy 
mówią że są gorzkie 
gryzące duszą dławią 
wypalają oczy żłobią zmarszczki 
boją się ich wstydzą 
uważająje za znak słabości 
zniewieścienia 
wyraz żałoby nieszczęścia choroby... 
uciekają przed ich widokiem 
ukrywaje je 
dla mnie najgorzej wtedy 
gdy ich nie mam 
gdy wysychają we mnie ich źródła 
znaczy to że już nie czuję 



that nothing is left to conquer, desire or experience anymore 
it means that I don't care about anybody 
and no one cares about me 
therefore I am a stone 
a living corpse 
for me tears are necessary 
I have to feel their burning fire under my eyelids 
feel their wet warm trace on my face 
that cramp in my throat 
that shiver in my body 
that quickened heart beat before they appear 
I have to feel their welcome beneficial warmth 
that burning pain of bitterness, indignation or protest 
I have to see them in other people's eyes 
like a reflection and a response of their emotions 
which are in me and grow in others toward me 
for me tears are very precious 
they are a cleansing form of life's evil dust 
from mediocrity, weariness, contempt 
a rebirth 
renewal 
tears are sincerity, the truth, human sufferings 
but also human gladness 
tears can show human soul 
often hurt, wretched and embittered 
but often radiant, rejoiced 
never stone hearted 
for me tears are necessary to feel alive 
to show that I have a heart 
and that I am truly a human being 

nie umiem się wzruszać 
nie umiem się cieszyć ani martwić 
znaczy że o nic nie walczę 
nie zdobywam niczego 
niczego nie pragnę nie doznaję 
nie obchodzi mnie nikt 
i ja nie obchodzę innych 
a więc kamień – trup za życia! 
mnie są konieczne łzy 
muszę czuć ich gryzący płomień 
za powieką 
ich mokry ciepławy ślad na policzku 
i ten skurcz krtani, dreszcz ciała 
przyśpieszone bicie serca poprzedzające 
przyjście łez – 
muszę czuć dobre ciepło ich serdeczności 
i palący ból ich goryczy oburzenia protestu 
muszę je widzieć 
w oczach drugiego człowieka jako 
odzwierciadlenie i oddźwięk wzruszenia które 
jest we mnie 
i rodzi się w drugim dla mnie 
dla mnie łzy to skarby 
to oczyszczenie z kurzu życiowego zła 
codzienności pogardy zmęczenia 
łzy dla mnie są odrodzeniem narodzeniem 
łzy to szczerość prawda 
to cierpienia ludzkie i ludzkie szczęście 
łzy to dusza ludzka 
nieraz zraniana zgorzkniała zbolała 
a nieraz radosna promienna 
nigdy kamienna – 
mnie konieczne są łzy 
by czuć w pełni 
że żyję posiadam serce 
i jestem na prawdę 
Człowiekiem 

 

13 When Menachem Mendel of Kotzk was five years old he asked his father "Where is God?" to 
which his father answered: "God is everywhere!" the Rebbe then responded "No, I think God is only 
where you let Him in." 
 
14. Meeting God can be very simple. If it is not simple, and no voice speaks in our silence, and no 
hand reaches down to meet ours in trust, then we should ask ourselves these questions, for the 
mistake may be ours.  
Perhaps God cannot be Godself to us, because we are not ourselves, our true selves, to God. We 
have not prayed to God as we are, but as we feel we ought to be, or as others want us to be, or as 
what we think God thinks we ought to be. This last is the most difficult to unravel because it hides a 
confusion or a blasphemy.  
Perhaps God meets us and we do not recognise God. God may speak to us in a chance remark we 
overhear, through a stray thought in our mind or by a word from the prayer book that resonates in 
us. Perhaps a side door is the only door we have left open to God.  The others we defended and 
barred, so God must steal into us as a thief in the night.  



Perhaps we do not like what God says, but are frightened to say so, and so we pretend we never met 
God, and indeed could not meet God for God is only an idea. The avoidance is natural because in the 
sight of God our success can seem failure and our ambitions dust. 
Perhaps we are satisfied with our lives and do not want to meet God. So we chant our prayers and 
sing our hymns to prevent a few moments of silence, for God speaks in the silence. 
Perhaps we have not allowed God to judge us because we have already judged God, and anticipated 
God’s word. God may love us more than we know; God may know us better than we know 
ourselves. God may still surprise us. 
Perhaps we are frightened where God may lead us. God may send us from our father’s house, may 
bring us to the wilderness; God may let us wander for forty years and may ask us to find our security 
in what we cannot touch. Will God give us courage equal to our need if we pray? 
Meeting God can be simple, but nothing can happen if we do not will it. If we seek God, then God 
can be found. God will allow us to find the divine presence if we look with all our might” (Rabbi 
Lionel Blue) 
 
 
15. Confession      A first step toward repairing a wrong 

While confessing sins and making amends are possible at any time, Yom Kippur focuses on 

confession.  Known by the Hebrew word vidui, the Yom Kippur confession is a public and communal 

act, recited in the plural. Forgiveness is asked for horrendous sins that the vast majority of individuals 

did not commit. There are two forms of confession on Yom Kippur; the long confession called the “al 

chet” (for the sin) and the short alphabetic confession known simply as the vidui (confession) 

In Judaism, a penitent sinner must give verbal expression to their remorse: They must confess their 

sin before God pardons them. Strictly speaking, the confession is acceptable even in the bare 

formulation: "I have sinned," but more elaborate forms have been compiled and used. Maimonides 

(Teshuvah, ch.1‑2) holds that the more the sinner confesses at length the better, but gives as the 

basic form: "O God! I have sinned, I have committed iniquity, I have transgressed before You by 

doing such‑and‑such. Behold now I am sorry for what I have done and am ashamed and I shall 

never do it again." 

Although Jewish apologists have affirmed that in Judaism confession is to God alone, and although it 

is true that, on the whole, the Jewish teachers frown on public confession as brazen (on this there is 

a discussion in the Talmud, Berachot 34b), it is incorrect to say that confession of sin addressed to 

another human being is entirely unknown in any version of the religion.  

In the circle of the 13th‑century German pietists who produced the Sefer Hasidim, the idea is found 

of confessing sins to a spiritual mentor, a 'father confessor,' who would give the sinner a penance to 

perform. The Sefer Hasidim is fully aware that the Talmud does frown on confession to others, but 

holds that this does not apply where the confession is made to a discreet sage who can be relied 

upon not to publish the sin abroad and who can instruct the sinner how to do penance for their 

particular sins. There may well be a Christian influence in all this, although it is cast in a Jewish form. 

In some versions of Hasidism, too, confession to a mentor, in this case the Hasidic master, the 

Zaddik, is advocated. 

The Hasidic master Elimelech of Lizansk (1717‑87) writes, in his list of spiritual counsels:   "A person 

should tell their mentor who teaches them God's way, or even a trustworthy friend, all the evil 

thoughts he has which are in opposition to our holy Torah, which the evil inclination brings into his 



head and heart, whether while he is studying the Torah or offering his prayers or when he lies on his 

bed or at any time during the day. He should conceal nothing out of shame. The result of speaking of 

these matters, thus actualizing the potential, will be to break the hold over him of the evil inclination 

so that it will possess less power to entice him on future occasions…. This is a marvellous antidote to 

the evil inclination." 

Confession of sin is an integral part of the Yom Kippur liturgy. At various stages during the service of 

this great Day of Atonement, a standard confession is repeated by the cantor and the congregation, 

in some congregations accompanied by a joyous melody. As the Baal Shem Tov is reported to have 

put it: "The cleaner who washes the dirt from the floors of the king's palace, sings sweetly as she 

works."   

Originally the form of the Yom Kippur confession was not stereotyped, it being left to the individual 

to give expression in their own way to their inner hurt. But eventually a formal confession was 

introduced in which a variety of sins are mentioned in alphabetical order. This alphabetical acrostic 

form has been a source of puzzlement to many authors. Does it not frustrate the whole purpose of 

confession when it is turned into a purely mechanical act devoid of inwardness? One answer is that, 

before the days of printed prayer books, the alphabetical form was an aid to memory. Another 

reason given for the stereotype formula is that, when the whole congregation adopts the same form 

of confession, the individual is spared the embarrassment they might have suffered if their particular 

listing of sins were to be overheard. In this connection the Talmudic saying is quoted that, in Temple 

times, the sin‑offering was slaughtered in the same place as the burnt offering in order not to 

expose the sinner to public shame. The individual is encouraged, however, to think of their particular 

sins while reciting the standard confession with the congregation.   (Rabbi Dr Louis  Jacobs in The Jewish Religion: 

A Companion, published by Oxford University Press.) 

 

16 Let us ask ourselves hard questions 
For this is the time for truth 
 How much time did we waste 
 In the year that is now gone? 
Did we fill our days with life,  
Or were they dull and empty? 
 Was there love inside our home, 
 Or was the affectionate word left unsaid? 
Was there real companionship within our family, 
Or was there a living together and growing apart? 
 Were we a help to our friends, 
 Or did we take them for granted? 
Did we acquire only possessions?  
Or did we acquire new insights as well? 
 The kind deed: did we perform it or postpone it? 
 The unnecessary gibe: did we say it or hold back? 
Did we live by false values? 
Did we deceive others? 
Did we deceive ourselves? 
 



 

17. [R. Yehudah] used to say: Ten strong things have been created in the world.  
The rock is hard but the iron cleaves it.  
The iron is hard, but the fire softens it. 
The fire is hard, but the water quenches it. 
The water is strong, but the clouds bear it. 
The clouds are strong, but the wind scatters them. 
The wind is strong, but the body bears it. 
The body is strong, but fright crushes it. 
Fright is strong, but wine banishes it. 
Wine is strong, but sleep works it off. 
Death is stronger than all, and charity saves from death, as it is written, "Tzedakah delivers from 
death. (Proverbs 10:2)" (B. Baba Batra 10a) 
 
18  Yizkor 
We thank You, O God of life and love, 
For the resurrecting gift of memory 
Which endows Your children,  
Fashioned in Your image, 
With the Godlike sovereign power 
To give immortality through love. 
Blessed are You, God,  
Who enables Your children to remember (Rabbi Morris Adler) 
 
19 Before a child is born, a light is held behind is head with which it can see from one end of the 
world to the other, and they teach it the whole of the Torah. But at themoment of birth an angel 
touches it on the lips, and it forgets it all. So all of life is spent remembering what we once knew (BT 
Niddah) 
 
20.  Death is not strange. 
 Strange is life, 
 That flesh can think 
 And body believe 
 That dust can sing 
 That a clod 
 For a person’s lifetime 
 Can house God 
 That dead things live 
 When touched by God’s breath 
 Is the miracle. 
 Not death   (Joseph Leftwich) 
 
21. When we are dead, and people weep for us and grieve, let it e because we touched their lives 
with beauty and simplicity. Let it not be said that life was good to us, but rather that we were good 
to life. (Jacob P Rudin) 
 
 
Additional Readings for Yom Kippur (mussaf) 
Meditation on the mussaf service 
At mussaf we reach the deepest point of the day. It is the centre of the mystery into which we have 
been journeying. There are many indications of this. It is here we read the actions of the High Priest 



in the past, of his prayers on behalf of himself and his family, the priests and the whole family of 
Israel. It is here that the name of God was said aloud – the holiest name recited by the holiest 
person on the holiest day in the holiest of places. 
That event seals its importance – but there are personal indications that echo within our own private 
experience and lives. For we confront in its most direct and unequivocal way our own mortality.  
Human beings come from the dust and end in dust. We spend our lives earning our living, but we are 
fragile like a cup so easily broken, like grass that withers, like flowers that fade, like passing shadows 
and dissolving clouds, a fleeting breeze and dust that scatters, like a dream that fades away. 
And in utterly uncompromising language even the ways of death are spelled out: “who perish by fire 
or water by the violence of others or of animals, by hunger or thirst by disaster, plague or execution.  
We who hde from death, lock it away in a hospital ward, who cannot speak about it and have no 
words for the dying, we are told to face our own end. 
But that too is not all. Again the symbolism of the ritual nags at us. The two goats, chosen at 
random, one going to the desert, one going to God, one to death, one to life. The hands laid on their 
heads mean that they stand for us, represent us, remind us again and again that we are called to 
choose. By facing our death we are asked to justify our life. The excuses are now left far behind us. 
The achievements and the failures have been recorded and noted. They stand or fall now on their 
own, they are history. What remains is the soul alone. 
And that is not all. Since the Middle Ages a poem has entered the Ashkenazi liturgy that speaks of 
the death of ten martyrs, who died at the times of Roman persecution for teaching Torah. It is a 
great cry of anguish and bewilderment at the savagery of Jewish fate during the Crusades. It is a 
reminder of the price paid by countless generations of Jews for their stubborn clinging to their faith. 
It is a commemoration of, and perhaps also a cry of protest against, the fate of six million who died. 
It is an uncompromising reminder that there is a price we may ourselves have to pay for this strange 
vocation, even if it only summons once a year to this time and place. Fore here is the ultimate 
question that pierces to the heart of our life and its meaning – for what are we prepared to die? 
The day is turning. The moment cannot be sustained and we move slowly back from the mystery to 
the world outside (R.Jonathan Magonet MRJ machzor p451) 
 

1. “In ancient times there were holy places. 
The land of Israel was holy. 
Holier still was Jerusalem. 
In Jerusalem the holiest site was the Temple.  
And within the temple was a place supremely sacred: the holy of holies. 
Then there's holy time. 
There are festivals. 
Holier still is Shabbat. 
And holier than that is Shabbat Shabbaton, the Sabbath of Sabbaths, Yom Kippur.  
The day of atonement. 
And there are holy people. 
Israel is called goi kadosh, a holy nation. 
Within it the holiest of tribes were the Levi’im, the Levites. 
Among the Levi’im were people holier still, the Cohanim, priests. 
And among priests was one holier than all others, the Cohen Gadol, the high priest. 
And once a year the holiest man entered holiest place on the holiest day and sought 
atonement for all Israel.”    (Mishnah Kelim 1:6 to 1:9) 

But then the temple was destroyed. Jerusalem reduced to ruins. There were no more 
sacrifices, no more high priest. 
What remained? Just the day itself.  
And us, the Jewish people. 
Wherever we pray becomes a mikdash m'at, a fragment of the temple. 
Every prayer said from the heart is like a sacrifice. 



And God listens to each of us as if we were the high priest. 
All we have is the service of the heart. 
And the knowledge that God listens to every word that comes from the heart. 
Shema koleinu. Dear God, Hear our voice, 
For we have nothing to give You but our prayers (Rabbi Dr Jonathan Sacks) 

 
2. “People are accustomed to look at the heavens and to wonder what happens there. It would be 
better if they would look within themselves, to see what happens there”. (Menachem Mendel of  Kotzk) 

 
 
Additional Readings for Mincha/ Neilah 
 
1. Now is the still time of day. Gently the world has receded from us, we know it will return but for 
the moment it hangs on the horizon of time, on the rim of our mind. The world has receded with its 
success and failure, its pomp and its pride. We are released from the outer show of things.  
Now is the empty time between two worlds, when the past has faded and the future had no force, 
and when we are free to be alone with our thoughts, to journey into our souls, and to meet God. 
Now is the time for Truth, to meet it untroubled by hope or fear, by gain or loss. The stillness of this 
Sabbath of Sabbaths has touched our souls, and in its quietness we can admit all that we never 
dared, we can confess in truth all that we could not tell even to those we love. O God of truth, we 
rely on You to lead us to truth. 
Now is the time to journey forward and touch eternal life- the mighty life from which we come, the 
hidden life to which we go, the gentle life which feeds out body mind and soul, which leads us 
through sin and sacrifice to peace and goodness, to be at one with God.  
May God bless and keep us 
May God show us the divine face and enlighten us 
May God turn the divine face towards us, and give us peace (MRJ Machzor p532) 
 
2.  Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev stood by the reader’s table prepared to sound the shofar. The 
congregation waited patiently for him to begin. After a long interval, the shames hesitatingly 
approached Levi Yitzchak and asked the cause for the delay.  
The rabbi whispered to the shammes: 
“A stranger is seated near the door of the synagogue who never learned to pray. But he has just said 
to God: “Ruler of the universe, You understand the true meaning of prayers and You know those 
that are most acceptable. Since I know only the letters of the alphabet, I shall repeat them and You 
can compose from them the prayers I should recite on this sacred day.” 
“The Almighty is now preoccupied with composing prayers from the letters. Therefore, we must 
wait.”  (Chasidic) 
 
3. Fasting might seem like a cruel test to see if we can deny our bodies food. Yet, at the heart of this 
practice is a desire to shift our attention away from the body’s immediate needs and to focus on 
spiritual concerns. The logic goes something like this: when we fast, we are faced with admitting our 
frailty. In that weakened state, we examine the parts of ourselves that are fragile and strengthen 
them with meditations and supplications. Fasting together as a community, we examine our failings 
and resolve to strengthen one another in the weeks to come.  (Rabbi Dov Peretz  Elkins) 
 
 
4. “A CONVERSATION WITH GOD 
 
One Yom Kippur a Jew imagined standing before God and having a conversation: 
 



God asked:  
Have you studied all you should?"  

The Jew said "No."  
 
Then God asked:  
"Have you prayed all you should?"  

Again he answered, "No."  
 
God asked a third question:  
"Have you done all the good you should?"  

And this time, too, she said, "No."  
 
And God proclaimed: 
You have told the truth, and for the sake of truth you will be forgiven”    (based on T.Shabbat 31a) 
 
 
 
5. Raba said, When one is led in for Judgment they are  asked,  
1. Did you deal faithfully [i.e., with integrity]? 
2. Did you fix times for learning? 
3. Did you engage in procreation? 
4. Did you hope for salvation? 
5. Did you engage in the dialectics of wisdom?  
6. Did you understand one thing from another?(B. Shabbat 30b-31a) 
 
6 Meditation before Neilah 
At Neilah there are so many images of finality: the gates that are closing, the book that is sealed, the 
judgement  that is handed down on Israel and the world. All the outward images are of urgency, of 
decision, o the last chance to escape to safety, as if we see thousands of souls streaming towards the 
closing gates, desperately trying to get in before they slam shut. 
That is part of the truth of these last moments – and yet there is also another, an inner dimension. 
For there is also present a feeling of relief and calm and certainty. For if Israel has done its task this 
day, then God too will do what God has promised us again and again throughout the centuries: ”I 
have forgiven according to your word”. For this is the white fast, not the black fast. It is a time of joy 
at the certainty of reconciliation, of returning home. 
For how many is there no relief, no alleviation of suffering, no feeling of a journey safely undergone, 
of returning home? We are so estranged from our inner life, from the inner life of our tradition, that 
this annual drama brings too little and comes too late. Perhaps it is true that what you bring is more 
important than what you carry away -  but the assumption often is that what you should bring are 
the formal measures of observance and practice, of commitment to Jewish forms, and that these 
alone make the journey possible.  
It is true that they are the path for many, but no life is without its commitment, its struggle for 
values, its search for meaning. In today’s fragmented world, when we live off the remains of our 
tradition amid the remnances of our people, it is not easy to know where the truth of our Jewish 
task lies. But we should not be fooled by the feelings of the moment – or even the absence of such 
feelings. 
For the journey through Yom Kippur was a real journey – one to be measured not by what we feel 
when it is over, but by how we lead our lives on the days and weeks and years afterwards, when the 
final shofar blast has pierced not only the highest reach of the heavens,but also the deepest reach of 
our souls. 
(J. Magonet MRJ machzor p630) 



 
7. It is within my power 
Either to serve God or not to serve God. 
Serving God, I add to my own good 
And the good of the whole world. 
Not serving God, I forfeit my own good 
And deprive the world of that good,  
Which was in my power to create.  (Leo Tolstoy) 
 
8. God I do not want to pester or repeat again or chant my list of sins once more. You knew the list 
before this day began. I recited them more for myself than for You. In fact, You know those which 
are still unknown to me, sins which I hid from myself or was too stupid to see.  
I confess that I have been responsible for much that went wrong. I tried to get more out of life 
than I was willing to put into it. I never learned to ask the right question. I did not say “What can I 
give life?” but “What can life give me?”. Perhaps I cheated others, I certainly cheated myself of 
many things I could have had – friendship, love and self-respect.  
I confess that a lot of my trouble came because I did not want to know the truths about myself or 
my life. I tried to buy what cannot be bought . I looked for permanence in passing things. I 
followed the crowd because I did not have the courage to stand alone. 
And I also confess that I let my knowledge of You fade away. Many hopes and visions died because 
I did not trust them, though they were the signs of Your presence in my life. 
I have stumbled through so many prayers today, and uttered so many words that I have lost touch 
with much of their meaning. I am bewildered by their certainties and their demands. Let this 
confession at least be true, and my own prayer. 
For I confess that many confessions I made were not quite true. I blamed myself for the wrong 
things. I mentioned my failings but not my sins. I tried to pretend I was someone else, not the 
person You created.  
I am too small to reach You and You are too great for me to comprehend. Therefore I shall try to 
be still, and in the stillness wait patiently for You to find me.  You are so great, You can bend down 
to me and the distance between us, which my mind could not cover, Your love can bridge. 
Forgive me, pardon me, and grant me atonement. 
 

 

9. The Rabbi’s Gift 
The story concerns a monastery that had fallen upon hard times. Once a great order, as a 

result of waves of antimonastic persecution in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and 

the rise of secularism in the nineteenth, all its branch houses were lost and it had become 

decimated to the extent that there were only five monks left in the decaying mother house: the 

abbot and four others, all over seventy in age. Clearly it was a dying order. 
In the deep woods surrounding the monastery there was a little hut that a rabbi from a nearby 

town occasionally used for a hermitage. Through their many years of prayer and 

contemplation the old monks had become a bit psychic, so they could always sense when the 

rabbi was in his hermitage. “The rabbi is in the woods, the rabbi is in the woods again” they 

would whisper to each other. 

As he agonized over the imminent death of his order, it occurred to the abbot at one such time 

to visit the hermitage and ask the rabbi if by some possible chance he could offer any advice 

that might save the monastery. 

The rabbi welcomed the abbot at his hut. But when the abbot explained the purpose of his 

visit, the rabbi could only commiserate with him. “I know how it is,” he exclaimed. “the spirit 

has gone out of the people. It is the same in my town. Almost no one comes to the synagogue 

anymore.” So the old abbot and the old rabbi wept together. Then they read parts of the Torah 



and quietly spoke of deep things. The time came when the abbot had to leave. They embraced 

each other. “It has been a wonderful thing that we should meet after all these years,” the 

abbot said, “but I have still failed in my purpose for coming here. Is there nothing you can tell 

me, no piece of advice you can give me that would help me save my dying order?” 

“No, I am sorry,” the rabbi responded. “I have no advice to give. The only thing I can tell you 

is that the Messiah is one of you.” 

When the abbot returned to the monastery his fellow monks gathered around him to ask, 

“Well what did the rabbi say?” “He couldn’t help,” the abbot answered. “We just wept and 

read the Torah together. The only thing he did say, just as I was leaving –it was something 

cryptic– was that the Messiah is one of us. I don’t know what he meant.”  

In the days and weeks and months that followed, the old monks pondered this and wondered 

whether there was any possible significance to the rabbi’s words. The Messiah is one of us? 

Could he possibly have meant one of us monks here at the monastery? If that’s the case, 

which one? Do you suppose he meant the abbot? Yes, if he meant anyone, he probably meant 

Father Abbot. He has been our leader for more than a generation. On the other hand, he might 

have meant Brother Thomas. Certainly Brother Thomas is a holy man. Everyone knows that 

Thomas is a man of light. Certainly he could not have meant Brother Elred! Elred gets 

crotchety at times. But come to think of it, even though he is a thorn in people’s sides, when 

you look back on it, Elred is virtually always right. Often very right. Maybe the rabbi did 

mean Brother Elred. But surely not Brother Phillip. Phillip is so passive, a real nobody. But 

then, almost mysteriously, he has a gift for somehow always being there when you need him. 

He just magically appears by your side. Maybe Phillip is the Messiah. Of course the rabbi 

didn’t mean me. He couldn’t possibly have meant me. I’m just an ordinary person. Yet 

supposing he did? Suppose I am the Messiah? O God, not me. I couldn’t be that much for 

You, could I? 

As they contemplated in this manner, the old monks began to treat each other with 

extraordinary respect on the off chance that one among them might be the Messiah. And on 

the off off chance that each monk himself might be the Messiah, they began to treat 

themselves with extraordinary respect. 

Because the forest in which it was situated was beautiful, it so happened that people still 

occasionally came to visit the monastery to picnic on its tiny lawn, to wander along some of 

its paths, even now and then to go into the dilapidated chapel to meditate. As they did so, 

without even being conscious of it, they sensed the aura of extraordinary respect that now 

began to surround the five old monks and seemed to radiate out from them and permeate the 

atmosphere of the place. There was something strangely attractive, even compelling, about it. 

Hardly knowing why, they began to come back to the monastery more frequently to picnic, to 

play, to pray. They began to bring their friends to show them this special place. And their 

friends brought their friends. 

Then it happened that some of the younger men who came to visit the monastery started to 

talk more and more with the old monks. After a while one asked if he could join them. Then 

another. And another. So within a few years the monastery had once again become a thriving 

order and, thanks to the rabbi’s gift, a vibrant centre of light and spirituality in the realm. 
 
 
10. “I CAN ALWAYS TAKE IT BACK” 
Once there was a child who loved to tell stories about their friends. Sometimes the stories were 
true, and sometimes the stories were not quite true. The neighbourhood children did not like their 
gossiping friend. One day they decided to ask the Rabbi's advice.   The Rabbi heard their complaints, 
and called the child to his house.  "Why do you make up stories about your friends?" the Rabbi 
asked.  



"It's only talk," replied the child. "I can always take it back."  
"Perhaps you are right," said the Rabbi, and began to talk of other things. As the child was ready to 
leave, the Rabbi asked, "I wonder if you would do something for me."  
"Of course" said the child. 
The Rabbi took a pillow from the couch and handed it to the child. "Take this pillow to the town 
square. When you get there, cut it open, and shake out the feathers. Then come back."  
The child was puzzled, but agreed to do what the Rabbi said. He carried the pillow to the town 
square and cut it open. The breeze scattered the feathers across the sky. The child returned to the 
Rabbi's house and told him what he had done.  
The Rabbi seemed pleased. He handed the boy a basket and said, "Now please go back to the 
square, and gather the feathers up again."  
The child gasped. "But that's impossible."  "You are right," said the Rabbi. "So it is not possible to 
take back all the untrue things you said about others. Be careful with the words you spread. Once 
spoken and sent on their way, they cannot be gathered again."  
 
11 The day is fading, the sun is set. Our God, quieten the doubts that rise within us, and our inner 
confusion, so that peace may find its way into our hearts and there make its home – Your peace, 
which comes as we forgive others and You forgive us. 
Soon we shall be journeying from this house of prayer to our homes. May this peace we have sought 
here through our prayers and fasting return home with us, so that our homes can stand firm in life’s 
storms, sheltering all that is generous and good in us from all that is mean and false. For yet another 
hoe You have prepared for us, when our time on earth has ended: an eternal home more sure than 
all the earthly homes we have known. The stars will soon appear in the dusk. Be our guiding star as 
we journey into life everlasting. And as the gates of this world close, open again the Gates of Mercy 
for us, and we shall enter in.  
 

12. "Some day I will do it" -- is self-deceptive.  

"I want to do it" -- is weak. 

 "I am doing it" -- that is the right way” (Menachem Mendel of Kotzk).  
 

  

 

 


