A Joyous Day? Reconsidering the Energy of Yom Kippur
Germantown Jewish Centre | Yom Kippur Text Study 5782
Rabbi Rebecca Richman

Guiding Questions:

® What is the “energy” of Yom Kippur, in your experience?
® How do these texts speak to or challenge your experience of what Yom Kippur has felt like?
® What is the spiritual charge/task that these texts leave us with, as we continue our journey

through this sacred day?

Sin, Forgiveness, and Second Chances

Exodus 32:19

As soon as Moses came near the camp and saw the calf and
the dancing, he became enraged; and he hurled the tablets
from his hands and shattered them at the foot of the

mountain.

Exodus 32:30

The next day Moses said to the people, “You have been
guilty of a great sin. Yet I will now go up to the LORD;

perhaps I may win forgiveness for your sin.”

Exodus 34:1, 4, 6-7

The LORD said to Moses: “Carve two tablets
of stone like the first, and I will inscribe upon
the tablets the words that were on the first
tablets, which you shattered.

So Moses carved two tablets of stone, like the
first, and early in the morning he went up on
Mount Sinai, as the LORD had commanded
him, taking the two stone tablets with him.

The LORD passed before him and proclaimed:

“The LORD! the LORD! a God
compassionate and gracious, slow to
anger, abounding in kindness and
faithfulness,

extending kindness to the thousandth
generation, forgiving iniquity,
transgression, and sin; yet God does not
remit all punishment, but visits the iniquity of
parents upon children and children’s children,
upon the third and fourth generations.”
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Exodus 34:27-29

And the LORD said to Moses: Write down
these commandments, for in accordance with
these commandments I make a covenant with
you and with Israel.

And he was there with the LORD forty days
and forty nights; he ate no bread and drank no
water; and he wrote down on the tablets the
terms of the covenant, the Ten
Commandments.

So Moses came down from Mount Sinai. And
as Moses came down from the mountain
bearing the two tablets of the Pact, Moses was
not aware that the skin of his face was
radiant, since he had spoken with Him.

Rashi on Exodus 34:29:1

awn N2 AND IT CAME TO PASS WHEN MOSES WENT
DOWN [FROM MOUNT SINAI] — when he brought the

second tablets on the Day of Atonement.

Rashi on Exodus 34:29:2

1°19 7 172 °> THAT THE SKIN OF HIS FACE BEAMED — 177 is an
expression connected with the word 0°17p “horns”, and the phrase,
TR 77p, the light-“horned” , is used here because light radiates from a
point and projects Like a horn. And whence was Moses privileged to
have the rays of glory? Our Rabbis said that they originated at the
time when he was in the cave, for the Holy One, blessed be God, then
put God’s hand upon his face, as it is said, (Exodus 33:22) “And I will
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shelter thee with My hand” (Midrash Tanchuma, Ki Tisa 37).

e What might the story of the golden calf, God’s forgiveness, and Moses’ radiant face

teach us about teshuvah (repentance)?

Energy of Yom Kippur

Leviticus 23:26-32

(26) The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: (27) Mark, the
tenth day of this seventh month is the Day of Atonement.
It shall be a sacred occasion for you: you shall practice
self-denial, and you shall bring an offering by fire to the
LORD; (28) you shall do no work throughout that day. For
it is a Day of Atonement, on which expiation is made on
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your behalf before the LORD your God. (29) Indeed, any WX WHITT73 %3 (V3) 0O

person who does not practice self-denial throughout that TN723) 7T 01 0¥y TIYDRY
day shall be cut off from his kin; (30) and whoever does Tryn R woine () invn
any work throughout that day, I will cause that person to AT 777 017 D%y TR0
perish from among his people. (31) Do none of your (X?) 7Ry 27pn RIJ7 WO NN
whatsoever; it is a law for all time, throughout the ages in oIy np MWy XY 7R
all your settlements. (32) It shall be a sabbath of complete nav (2%) :0p°nawn 532 0Ny
rest for you, and you shall practice self-denial; on the ninth D’ NWHITNR DIV 027 X7 1inaw
day of the month at evening, from evening to evening, you 2977V 29R 22 W2 aywna
shall observe this your sabbath. (9) ;0P INAYA

e Whatis your sense, from these biblical verses in Leviticus, of what Yom Kippur

ought to feel like?
Taanit 30b:8 'm:a 'S NhIYn
§ The mishna taught that Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel said: X7 980973 12 1w 127 R
There were no days as happy for the Jewish people as the ORI o02iv o 13
fifteenth of Av and as Yom Kippur. The Gemara asks: o123 282 WY YR
Granted, Yom Kippur is a day of joy because it has the elements ~ 0°71937 03> R)7¥2 0731937
of pardon and forgiveness, and moreover, it is the day on 79T APYR A2 NORYT DI
which the last pair of tablets were given. iRy Nim 92 upy oi

e How does Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel’s teaching change or address the tone of the
verses from Leviticus, above?
® According to the rabbis, why is Yom Kippur a joyous day?

Fasting, Not Fasting, and the Joy of the Pre-Yom Kippur Meal

Peninei Halakhah, Days of Awe 5:9:9 22107 QIR 2T, ITORT SN
Even if one is exempt from fasting (e.g., one is 12 WOW 79I A0 ,0182 20 IR 1 D3
dangerously ill), there is a mitzva to eat on Erev Yom ,0°719°377 O 272 PIRW 1¥A ,7100
Kippur, to express the joy of the day and the joy of the 2N2) ANXAT NARYY Q1T DY DR RV
mitzva (Ketav Sofer OH §112). If [one] does not have the ;71277 218D M2 17 PR ary (29 7910
strength to eat very much, [one] should at least be 12BRY ,MIVNTY KW 1 Mo 937
careful not to fast, as fasting on Erev Yom Kippur is 01° 29¥2 NUYNI? 0K 01217 N2IYN
prohibited, even for those trying to neutralize a bad (X ,790 R"n7) 050N

dream (Rema 604:1).

Peninei Halakhah, Days of Awe 5:9:5 PIRT DONTII QI 770057 NINID
There is another important reason for eating on the TTIN2W MNAT DY LT WO W oYY TV
ninth. All the Torah’s commandments must be 03 NPR1OW 70w Annwa MWD N3N
undertaken with wholehearted joy, which includes T2WNT NNXA DA ORI LN ANNw
physical enjoyment. Certainly, the mitzva of WMIR 77 VW ,ANRW TWYNY 79 MR
repentance should be done joyfully, since through it NR D22°OWnHY DRV NPINAY 0°
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we are purged of all our sins — sins which demean us
and depress our spirits. For this reason, Yom Kippur is
a Yom Tov, which deserves to be celebrated with food
and drink. However, while repenting, open joy is
inappropriate, as one of the main components of
repentance is sorrow and regret — which is why Yom
Kippur is a fast day. We are therefore commanded to
give physical expression to the joy of the mitzva of
repentance on Erev Yom Kippur. Thus, we can repent
completely on Yom Kippur, despite the somber nature
of the day (Sha'arei Teshuva 4:8; R. Moshe Cordovero).
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e These halakhic (legal) texts speak to the requirement to engage in an activity (a
festive meal) that will supposedly bring joy. What do you make of the instruction

to feel a certain way?

Mishneh Torah, Repentance 2:10

It is forbidden for a person to be cruel, and not to be
appeased. Rather, one should be easily satisfied, and
difficult to anger. When someone requests pardon,
one should do so with a whole heart and a willing
soul.

Bava Batra 14b:6

From where does he (Rabbi Meir) derive that the broken pieces of the
first set of tablets were placed in the Ark? The Gemara expounds: He
derives this from that which Rav Yosef taught, as Rav Yosef taught a
baraita*: The verses state: “At that time the Lord said to me: Hew for
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yourself two tablets of stone like the first...and I will write on the tablets
the words that were on the first tablets, which you broke, and you shall

put them in the Ark” (Deuteronomy 10:1-2). This teaches that both the
second set of tablets and the broken pieces of the first set of tablets were
placed in the Ark.
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*Baraita: Literally means external. Baraita are Tannaitic (1st-2nd
century Rabbis) material not included in the Mishnah

e So many of the texts we've explored here bounce us back and forth between a
serious tone, one containing deprivation and restraint, and a joyous tone,
encouraging us to contain even the heaviness of the day in a sense of satisfaction.
How can we make sense of these multiple energies of Yom Kippur? How does this
final text (from Bava Batra) address the multiple levels of feeling(s) and multiple
realms of spiritual work we are tasked with on Yom Kippur?
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