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FORGIVING 
by Sara Yoheved Rigler 

 
The struggle and freedom of  

asking and giving forgiveness. 
 

 

It was not a demonstration. The posters billed it as a 

Maleve Malka – a Saturday night music fest to escort out 

the Shabbos Queen, accompanied by my husband's 

klezmer band and circle dancing. True, the location 

chosen was an abandoned cul-de-sac a block away from 

Orient House, the infamous P.L.O. headquarters in East 

Jerusalem. True, the point was to assert Jewish 

sovereignty in all of Jerusalem. True, the unveiling of the 

secret Oslo Accords eight months before had been 

followed by a series of massive demonstrations, which 

often deteriorated into hair-raising scenes of police 

brutality, complete with water hoses aimed at protesters' 

eyes. But this was not a demonstration. No placards, no 

speeches. Rather, an air of family festivity, with children 

and elderly people aplenty. I was glad I had come to hear 

my husband play. 

 

While the band waited on the makeshift stage for the 

generator to be delivered, the organizers set up 

loudspeakers on high poles around the perimeter of the 

crowd. People conversed easily with a squad of border 

policemen, the paramilitary force known as the heavies of 

the defense establishment, whom we assumed were there 

to keep the Jews and nearby Arabs peacefully separate. 

 

Finally, the music started, a lilting Klezmer tune. In the 

center of the crowd, a large circle of men joined hands 

and began to dance. 

 

Suddenly, out of nowhere, the border policemen charged 

into the crowd, swinging billy clubs and beating everyone 

in their path. Amidst horrified screams and cries, they 

reached the generator and unplugged it. The music 

stopped mid-note. 

 

Several policemen jumped onto the stage, grabbing 

clarinets and guitars out of the hands of the musicians. 

Other troops started to pull down the loudspeakers. 

Standing near the stage, in shock and horror, I noticed an 

old man positioned directly under one of the 

loudspeakers. I shouted to warn him, but could not be 

heard over the din of shrieks and wails. I ran toward him, 

but was cut off by the charge of a giant horse, twice the 

size of any horse I had ever seen. Terrified, I retreated 

toward the stage, which by now was encircled by border 

policemen to prevent the musicians from escaping. 

 

I was a veteran of anti-Vietnam War demonstrations in 

America in the sixties, but I had never in my life 

experienced such ruthless police tactics – and without any 

justification! Unnerved, I started yelling at the police: 

"What are you doing? How can Jews act this way? You 

are Jews, but you're worse than the American police!" 

 

One tall, fortyish policeman with short, cropped hair 

hollered back at me: "You don't belong here. You're an 

American! Go back to America!" 

 

He had pushed all my Zionist buttons. Irate, I slapped him 

across the face. 

 

He gestured to the policeman next to him. Each grabbed 

one of my forearms and pulled me away. The one I had 

slapped dug his fingers into my arm so forcefully that 

even a month later five bruises on my right forearm would 

testify to his brutality. They dragged me some twenty 

meters to a paddy wagon, then threw me into it so 

roughly that they tore my skirt and cut a three-inch gash 

into my knee. 

 

At the police station, a police officer asked me what had 

happened. I told him the whole story: how without 
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warning the police had attacked the crowd, how they had 

endangered an elderly man, how I had been prevented 

from saving him by giant horses, how a border policeman 

had insulted me, how I had reacted, and how, instead of 

a civil, "You're under arrest," they had brutally 

manhandled me. After signing my deposition, I was sent 

home. 

 

That was the last I heard of the matter for over two 

years. One day, a registered letter arrived for me. I had 

been charged with striking a policeman, and was 

summoned to appear in court. 

 

I hired a lawyer, a balding, religious man. "In Israel," he 

quietly informed me, "there is a mandatory prison 

sentence for striking a policeman." 

 

"What?" I answered, appalled. "I'm the one who was hurt. 

I still have the scar on my knee. Besides, he provoked me. 

He insulted me, told me to go back to America." 

 

"Nonetheless," the lawyer answered calmly, "You 

confessed to striking a policeman. Why did you 

incriminate yourself?" 

 

"What did you expect me to do?" I countered with 

righteous indignation. "Lie?" 

 

"You could have kept silent." 

 

Silence? It never occurred to me (and rarely does)! 

 

"The only way to keep you out of jail is for you to throw 

yourself on the mercy of the court. It's a first offence. You 

have a pretty good chance of getting off, if you humbly 

admit you made a mistake and promise the court you 

won't repeat it." 

 

It was a few weeks before Rosh Hashanah, and I had 

been studying the steps of teshuva (repentance): 

• Admit the sin to God. 

• Regret. 

• Resolve not to repeat it. 

 

The lawyer's prescription sounded eerily similar. 

 

But why should I do teshuva? I hadn't done anything 

wrong! I was the aggrieved party! I mulled over the 

matter for a couple minutes. Then, protesting my 

innocence (after all, I had been sorely provoked), I told 

the lawyer I would do whatever he said. I didn't want to 

go to jail. 

 

When our meeting was over, I gathered up my things to 

leave. "You know," the lawyer said parenthetically, more 

like a brother than a lawyer, "you were wrong." 

 

"But he insulted me!" I defended myself. 

 

"If you're walking down the street and someone comes up 

to you and insults you," the lawyer said quietly, "do you 

have the right to slap him?" 

 

I stared across the desk at the lawyer's penetrating 

expression. It was the first time it occurred to me that 

perhaps I had done something wrong. 

 

All the way home I weighed the matter. In three weeks it 

would be Rosh Hashanah, when every soul stands before 

God in judgment. I was accountable for my actions. If I 

had done something wrong, then I would have to do 

teshuva. But the three steps of confession, regret, and 

resolution for the future suffice only in sins against God. 

Sins against another person require two additional steps: 

asking forgiveness and (when applicable) making 

restitution. With horror it dawned on me: If it really was 

wrong to slap the border policeman, I would have to ask 

his forgiveness. 
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As soon as I got home, I telephoned my rebbetzin. "Of 

course," she confirmed in a plain-as-the-nose-on-your-

face tone, "hitting someone, except in self-defense, is 

prohibited by the Torah. Even if he did something wrong, 

it doesn't give you license to do something wrong. Of 

course, you have to do teshuva for striking him." 

 

"Including asking his forgiveness?" I asked, aghast. 

 

"Of course," she replied. "You know God doesn't grant 

forgiveness until the person you've wronged forgives 

you." 

 

Long after hanging up, I sat there holding the telephone. 

How was I even supposed to find the border policeman? I 

didn't know his name. And if I did manage to find him and 

ask him for forgiveness, now, with the trial pending, he 

would certainly suspect that I was trying some extra-

judicial trick to get him to reduce the charges against me. 

He would certainly hang up on me. 

 

The next day, I called the lawyer. "Is there any way to 

find out the name of the border policeman I slapped?" 

 

"Sure," came the immediate response. "It's right here on 

your charge sheet... Ronny Tuito." 

 

I gulped. That was too easy. "Well, how can I talk to 

him?" 

 

"Just look up his number in the phone book," was his 

sanguine reply. 

 

It took me a week, but, with Rosh Hashanah swiftly 

approaching, one day I summoned my resolve and looked 

up "Tuito, Ronny" in the Jerusalem phone book. There 

were two listings under that name. Apprehensively, I 

dialed the first number. A man answered the phone. 

 

"I...I'm looking for Ronny Tuito, the border policeman," I 

stammered. 

 

"That's my cousin. 581-3796." 

 

Great, I thought. Now I have no excuse not to call. I 

dialed the number. To my great relief, an answering 

machine picked up. I hung up. What time of day would a 

border policeman be home anyway? 

 

The next evening, I tried again. A man's voice answered. 

"Is this Ronny Tuito?" I asked, nervously. 

 

"Yes," came the crisp Hebrew reply. 

 

I took a deep breath and blurted out the speech I had 

rehearsed thirty times. "Two years ago at a Maleve Malka 

near Orient House, I slapped you. What I did was wrong, 

and I'm sorry. Since Rosh Hashanah is approaching, and 

I'm more afraid of the Heavenly Court than the earthly 

court, I'm calling to ask you for forgiveness." 

 

Only a moment elapsed before I heard his cursory 

response: "I forgive you." 

 

Relief hit me like an avalanche. Of course! This is a Jewish 

country. Even a non-religious border policeman 

understands the dynamics of asking and granting 

forgiveness before the High Holidays. I felt cleansed, as if 

a piece of gum which had stuck to my blouse was 

suddenly gone. 

 

"Thank you," I breathed. "And may you and your family 

be inscribed for a year of life, good health, and blessings." 

 

"Thank you. You and your family, too," he said politely, 

and hung up. 

 

Postscript: A month later I was sentenced to two months, 

suspended sentence on condition that I didn't hit any 
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more policemen for a three-year probation period. And I 

didn't. 

 

Asking Forgiveness 
 

It's hard to ask forgiveness. Sometimes the mechanics are 

sticky: locating a person from our past, initiating the 

conversation in privacy, getting the offended person to 

listen to us. 

 

Harder still are the inner dynamics: Examining actions we 

would rather forget; cutting through the rationalizations to 

admit that what we did was wrong, despite the 

provocations and extenuating circumstances; and 

humbling ourselves to ask for a gift (forgiveness is always 

a gift) from someone to whom we may have felt morally 

superior. 

 

God promises us atonement on Yom Kippur. Atonement is 

a wondrous, miraculous reality that bleaches out even the 

most stubborn stains on our soul. Atonement reconciles us 

with God and our own highest selves. To procure 

atonement, all we have to do is teshuva, the sincere 

changing direction of our heart and actions. Asking 

forgiveness, one of the five steps of teshuva for a sin 

against another human being, is a relatively small price to 

pay for the soul-cleansing available to us on Yom Kippur. 

 

And if the person we have hurt refuses to grant us 

forgiveness? The Torah requires that we humbly, sincerely 

ask for forgiveness three separate times. After that, the 

onus is on the one who refuses to forgive. 

 

Granting Forgiveness 
 

When asked for forgiveness, a Jew is enjoined to forgive. 

This can be the hardest act of all. After all, we may have 

been grievously hurt, in body, mind, or heart. To forgive is 

tantamount to executing a divine function. It leaves the 

offender off the hook (presuming he or she has done the 

other required steps of teshuva which would exonerate 

the offender before God). 

 

A Jew is not required to forgive an offender who has not 

undertaken the steps of teshuva such as regret and 

concrete change. A recent article in the L.A. Times about 

the aunt of an abducted, molested child unilaterally 

forgiving the pedophile who raped her young niece is an 

anathema from the Jewish viewpoint. Forgiving 

unrepentant evil only encourages its continuance. 

 

On the other hand, nothing more quickly procures divine 

forgiveness for our sins, both those we remember and 

those we don't, than forgiving those who have sinned 

against us. The principle of mida k'neged mida means that 

we get what we give. When we stand before God on Rosh 

Hashanah and Yom Kippur our most compelling defense 

is: "I have forgiven those who sinned against me. Please 

forgive me in turn." 

 

The Gate of Forgiveness 
 

From the time she was three years old and until she 

reached puberty, Cindy was sexually molested by her 

uncle, with the knowledge of her alcoholic mother. 

 

When Cindy grew up, she converted to Judaism. 

Eventually she married a man who was also a sexual 

abuser, and had two children with him. She would later 

say, "I married my mother in drag." 

 

The only contact Cindy had with her mother as an adult 

was the time her mother telephoned and asked for a 

meeting. Was she finally repentant? Cindy wondered on 

the way to the meeting. Did she finally regret all the 

damage she had done her daughter? 

 

They met at a secluded place on the beachfront. Cindy's 

mother withdrew some papers from a manila envelope 

and explained that she had applied for a job in the school 
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system, but had been turned down because of the charge 

of child molestation on her record. Now she asked Cindy 

to officially deny the charges, to claim she had lied, so 

that her mother could get the job she sought. 

 

Cindy threw the papers in her mother's face and stormed 

away. She did not see nor speak to her mother for the 

next eleven years. 

 

During that time, Cindy fled from her husband, taking her 

children with her. For a year they hid on a remote island 

in the South Pacific, a two-hour boat ride away from the 

nearest grocery store. Eventually they made their way to 

Israel. 

 

After seven years of living underground under an assumed 

identity, Cindy was discovered. In the court case that 

followed, the Israeli judge found in her favor; she would 

not send Cindy nor her children back to America. 

 

In the course of the court battle, Cindy's husband came to 

Israel to testify against her. He was slapped with an 

injunction prohibiting him from leaving the country until 

he gave Cindy a get, a Jewish writ of divorce. 

 

On a Monday afternoon two weeks ago, Cindy was 

notified by her lawyer that she would be receiving her get 

the next afternoon. Tuesday morning Cindy celebrated by 

telephoning her mother. 

 

"You did not protect me as you should have," Cindy cried 

into the telephone. "But you gave me life. And now, after 

all these years, I love my life. I have a beautiful family. I 

love my children. And today I'll have my get. I'm grateful 

to God. And I'm grateful to you for giving me life. I forgive 

you for everything you did to me." 

 

Tearfully, she added: "You see things differently at 40 

than you do at 25." 

 

Cindy's mother sobbed back into the telephone: "You see 

things differently at sixty than you do at forty." 

 

They spoke for two hours. When they hung up, Cindy 

said: "I feel like I received a get from my mother on the 

same day I'm receiving a get from my husband. I feel 

freer than I ever have in my life." 

 

Every time we forgive, we open up the gates of 

forgiveness in the world. And we are the first ones to walk 

through. 

 

 
 

 

Six Steps to an Easy Fast 
By Rabbi Shraga Simmons 

 
 
Fasting for 25 hours on Yom Kippur is easier if you 

prepare your body in advance. Most people think the 

challenge of fasting is feeling “hungry.” In truth, avoiding 

thirst is much more important. The average person can 

survive for a month without food – but only three days 

without water.  

 

With proper hydration, you avoid the discomfort of thirst 

and swallow more frequently, so your stomach does not 

feel as empty. 

 

Here are Six Simple Steps to maximize your hydration on 

Yom Kippur – leaving you with more strength and energy 

to do the truly important spiritual work of the day. 

 

#1 – Caffeine Withdrawal 
 
The nausea and headaches that many people experience 

during a fast are often the result of caffeine withdrawal. 
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Prepare yourself by reducing caffeine intake in the days 

leading up to Yom Kippur – and then stop caffeine 

altogether 24 hours before the fast. One trick is to brew 

mixtures of regular and decaffeinated coffee, increasing 

the proportion of decaf as you progress. 

 

#2 – Pace yourself 
 
The morning before Yom Kippur, start with a large 

breakfast – based on cereals, breads and fruits. This will 

provide good energy during the day, yet these high-fiber 

foods will be far downstream by the time of the pre-fast 

meal when you’ll want a hearty appetite. 

 

A large breakfast also stretches the stomach, preparing to 

receive more food and water later. 

 

Eat a moderate lunch, early enough so that you will have 

an appetite for the final meal before the fast. 

 

Start the final meal at least an hour before the fast begins 

at sundown, so there is no rush to eat quickly. 

 

#3 – Avoid thirst-inducing foods 
 

Avoid anything that will cause your body to get rid of 

water. Chocolate, tea, cola and coffee should be avoided, 

since caffeine is a diuretic. Alcohol is also a no-no, since 

that requires extra water to process through the system. 

 

And stay away from salty foods like as pickles, cold cuts, 

cheese, canned and smoked fish, since salt causes thirst. 

This also includes Jewish comfort foods like chicken soup 

and brisket. Fresh fish and boiled chicken are good 

alternatives. 

 

#4 – Carbs over protein 
 

The final meal should mainly consist of carbohydrates and 

low salt foods like pasta, potatoes, rice and bread – 

preferably brown rice and whole-wheat bread. These 

carbohydrates bond with water which your body can 

"drink" when it needs to during the fast.  

 

Salads and other high-fiber foods should be minimized, 

since they travel quickly through the digestive system and 

provides little long-term satiation.  

 

#5 – “Camel up”  
 

Starting at least 24 hours before the fast, drink one cup of 

water every hour. And throughout the day, consume a lot 

of beverages. This will not fill you up, since liquids are 

absorbed quickly. Yet it will ensure that you’ve absorbed 

enough fluids during the day to start the pre-fast meal 

well hydrated. 

 

Don’t drink syrupy beverages, which provide empty 

calories. Your best bet is pure H2O. Second best is diluted 

fruit juice.  

 

Fruit, despite its high fiber content, is worthwhile since it 

carries a lot of water in a “time-release” form. Throughout 

the day, you can munch on water-rich foods like 

watermelon, melon and grapes. 

 

At the final meal, drink a few glasses, because many 

foods need extra water to be digested properly. For 

dessert, substitute sweets with watermelon or other 

water-retaining fresh fruit. Finally, drink a cup of warm 

water to put a smooth finish on your pre-fast prep. 

 

#6 – Mental discipline 
 

A large part of successful fasting is in the mind. 

 

Talking about your hunger will only focus your attention 

on food and make things more difficult. When you think 

about food, your body prepares itself metabolically to 

receive the food, causing the sensation of hunger. 
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The key here is to distract your mind from food. 

Fortunately, Yom Kippur provides plenty of opportunities 

with a day full of prayers and teshuva – spiritual self-

improvement. The more you immerse yourself, the less 

you'll think about food. 

 

One last thing: smelling cinnamon and cloves are a quick 

pick-me-up if you’re feeling weak, and can actually create 

a brain sensation of satisfaction.  

 

Have an easy and meaningful fast! 

 

 
 

 

It's Not My Fault 
by Ruthie Simon 

 

A strategy for a meaningful Yom Kippur. 

 

 

The late Charles Schultz has a Peanuts cartoon where the 

authoritarian Lucy is busy handing out to her friends lists 

of their faults and imperfections. When challenged by 

Charlie Brown as to how she has the right to do this, she 

responds, "I want to make this a better world for me to 

live in." 

 

We live in a "me" society. In fact, sometimes it seems as 

if we live in a culture of victimization where it is always 

someone else's fault. How easy it is rationalize my 

mistakes and blame circumstances "beyond my personal 

control" for errors of my own creation. 

 

The self-centered syndrome becomes a norm for those 

who find it natural to "pass the buck" and place the blame 

on others. The Talmud (Avoda Zara 17a) offers a 

fascinating narrative with a twist on the lengths to which 

this self-centeredness may extend. 

 

We are introduced to a man named Elazar ben Durdaya 

who was an infamous sinner with a particular addiction for 

pleasures of the flesh. Once he heard of a particular 

courtesan reputed to be both very beautiful and very 

expensive. His appetite was aroused, and although she 

plied her trade in a far-off land, he enthusiastically 

journeyed to meet her. 

 

During the visit she blurted out how Elazar ben Durdaya 

would never be capable of making amends and repenting 

for his self-indulgent ways. Elazar was shaken by her 

remarks and abruptly left her services, fleeing to the 

mountains and hills. The Talmud proceeds to describe 

how he pleaded with the forces of nature to pray on his 

behalf that he should be forgiven. 

 

Rabbi Yoel Schwartz suggests that the Sages interpret this 

to mean that when Elazar ben Durdaya appealed to the 

forces of nature, it was his way of attempting to shift the 

blame. He explains as follows: 

 

"Mountains and hills, pray for me!" The Hebrew for 

mountain, harim, can be interpreted as horim, parents. In 

other words, Elazar ben Durdaya blames his parents for 

his problems. After all, it is they who brought him into this 

world. How many of us believe we are but products of our 

nurturing. If only our upbringing had been different! If 

only we could have chosen different parents. If only they 

had raised me differently and not been so indulging... or 

demanding... or controlling. If only... 

 

Finding no effective succor in the mountains, Elazar 

despairs and turns to the heavens and the earth: "Pray for 

me!" 

 

"Heavens" refers to the lofty spiritual leaders. Like Elazar 

ben Durdaya, how often do we wish to blame our 
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teachers and rabbinic leadership for our faults? "After all," 

we contend, "if only the rabbis and teachers had not been 

so distant and out of touch. It was because of them that I 

became disenchanted and alienated from my Judaism. If 

only they had been more approachable. If only they could 

have spoken on my level and understood me. If only they 

could have addressed where I was coming from. If 

only..." 

 

When Elazar turns to blame the "earth" it represents our 

environment, friends and social milieu. The "guys in the 

bar" and other social influences corrupted me. It is the 

people who befriended me and hung out with me that are 

to blame for the way I have become! If only I could have 

had different friends. If only a different peer group had 

been around. If only... 

 

Elazar then runs to the sun and the moon. This represents 

the glitz and bright lights of society. Today, that would 

mean our exposure to non-stop entertainment that has 

molded us. It is easy to believe we are simply products of 

the media and music that dance before us. The internet 

and advertisements capture and bedazzle us. If only we 

hadn't been so affected by Hollywood, 24/7 satellite 

channels, the iPods, video messaging, reality TV and 

Internet blogs – that bombard us through no apparent 

fault of our own! If only... 

 

When Elazar is not able to convince the sun and the moon 

to accept responsibility for his own actions, he turns to 

plead with the stars and the constellations. He declares 

that he was not able to control his lustful tendencies 

because he was born under the wrong star. It was all 

written in the constellations and predestined. If only he 

had had control over when he was born. If only... 

 

Just as Elazar grudgingly comes to accept that that the 

forces of nature have no responsibility for his problems, 

he goes and sinks his head between his knees and weeps. 

He weeps not out of self-pity. At last, he weeps out of 

remorse. He weeps until his soul leaves him. 

 

At that moment, the Talmud concludes that a heavenly 

voice proclaimed: "Elazar ben Durdaya is appointed for life 

in the world to come." A moment of profound remorse 

counteracted a lifetime of debauchery. 

 

Then the Talmud adds a coda: When the great Rabbi 

Yehuda the Prince heard of this striking incident, he also 

cried and exclaimed "There are those who attain their 

portion in the Next World in countless years, and there 

are those who attain it in one moment." 

 

Only Yitro Heard 
 

Rabbi Yehuda's emotional reaction has a powerful 

message for all of us as we think of our own teshuva 

(repentance) during the High Holiday season. 

 

Was Rabbi Yehuda crying because he realized that while 

he lived piously, Elazar, the picaro, indulged in every lust 

he could discover? Does Rabbi Yehuda toy with the idea 

that perhaps he should give saintliness a rest, live it up a 

little, and leave repentance for the end, a la Elazar? 

Perhaps he feels it unjust that he and his peers live lives 

of restraint while Elazar ben Durdaya abuses the system 

and gets to the same place in the end? 

 

No. This is too petty and cynical a reaction for one as 

great as Rabbi Yehuda the Prince. 

 

The mystery is solved by a 20th century sage, Rabbi 

Chaim Shmulevitz, late Dean of the Mir Yeshiva. In order 

to understand Rabbi Yehuda's reaction, Rabbi Shmulevitz 

carries us back in time to an incredibly stirring event in 

Jewish history, the Splitting of the Red Sea. 

 

Many generations ago, when the Jewish people had fled 

Pharaoh's harsh rule, they escaped slavery's clutches only 
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to be chased by the Egyptian chariots. Upon reaching the 

Red Sea, one man took the initiative to jump into the 

sea's turbulent waters. Once he put his foot in the water, 

the sea miraculously split, allowing the Jewish people to 

pass through unharmed. 

 

The Torah tells us that everyone who heard of the 

splitting of the Red Sea was amazed: "Nations heard and 

shuddered; terror gripped the dwellers of Philistia. The 

chieftains of Edom panicked; trembling gripped the 

mighty ones of Moab; all the dwellers of Canaan melted 

away" (Exodus 15:14-15). Yet the Torah tells us that of all 

these people, only Yitro, Moses' father-in-law, decided to 

act upon the experience. 

 

Yitro was momentarily awestruck like everyone else. Yet 

out of tens of thousands, he alone made lasting changes. 

 

This is why Rabbi Yehuda cried. He realized that in life we 

have countless opportunities to capture the moments of 

inspiration and acquire eternal greatness. Sometimes the 

inspirations are pleasant ones, like watching a baby's first 

steps or admiring a sunset. Sometimes the awakening 

comes in the form of a terror attack or a tsunami. 

 

Yet how many of us, like Yitro, experience events and 

actually change ourselves? 

 

Rabbi Yehuda cried over Elazar ben Durdaya, because he 

realized that Elazar was capable of profound greatness. 

But oh what a shame that he wasted the best years of his 

life chasing after vanities. Imagine if Elazar had had his 

awakening years earlier. Imagine how great he would be! 

That lost potential is what brought Rabbi Yehuda to tears. 

 

Free Choice 
 

How many times do we have fleeting moments of 

inspiration, and our inner clock, complacently ticks on? 

How many times do we hear alarm bells ringing and we 

fail to harness the moment of opportunity, preferring to 

return to our ignorant slumber? 

 

If we would only listen, we too could be inspired to grow 

and make a difference in ourselves and in the world. It 

happened to Yitro. It happened, at the last opportunity, to 

Elazar ben Durdaya. If we choose wisely and take action, 

it can happen to us. 

 

This year on Yom Kippur, when we beat our hearts in 

remorse for the wrongs committed, it is time for a new 

degree of "self-centeredness." We must realize that our 

life is our own responsibility. When we ask for 

forgiveness, the Almighty already knows what we have 

done wrong. We are not plowing through our long list in 

order to inform God. We need to inform ourselves. 

Because while God can help and encourage, ultimately it 

is we, through the power of free choice, who can effect 

the necessary change. 

 

And that's what building eternity is all about. 

 

 
 

Yom Kippur Gratitude 
by Sarah Nolton 

 

 

Yom Kippur is all about remorse, contrition, and 

repentance. Where does gratitude fit into the picture? 

 

He came to me full of remorse and contrition. He came to 

me humbled and humiliated, desperate and in pain. "I 

know Rosh Hashanah is coming. I've made a serious 

mistake." 

 

"I'm a happily married man but I was going through some 

struggles at work. I began discussing the situation with a 
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female colleague and she was very sympathetic and 

helpful. We got into the habit of talking everyday. She 

was attractive and engaging and the relationship 

deepened. I didn't realize we'd gone too far – there was 

no physical contact – and until she asked me to leave my 

wife. And then I ran – as far as I could in the opposite 

direction. I need to do teshuva (repentance)." 

 

We cried together. And we reviewed the steps of teshuva. 

We made a commitment to erect fences to prevent similar 

errors in the future. And we talked about gratitude. 

 

Gratitude? How does gratitude fit in? Remorse, contrition, 

repentance…but gratitude? 

 

Gratitude that the mistake didn't destroy his life, his 

marriage, his children. 

 

Gratitude that it went no further. 

 

Gratitude that he got this wake-up call. 

 

Gratitude that he has the opportunity to change. 

 

Gratitude that he recognizes the opportunity and plans to 

take full advantage of it. 

 

Gratitude that Yom Kippur is coming and he can wipe the 

slate clean and start afresh. 

 

In the midst of our soul searching and chest beating, and 

honey cake baking, how many of us focus on gratitude? 

What an amazing opportunity we've been granted! At 

whatever our age, however educated or uneducated, 

weak or strong, we can all do teshuva and begin again. 

 

We all have had experiences of coming close to the 

precipice – physically, emotionally, morally, 

psychologically. We all have experiences of temptations 

we've almost succumbed to, of ethical lines we've almost 

crossed, taboos we've almost trampled. 

 

But something stopped us. Something (or Someone?) 

stopped us from self-destruction, from a lifetime of guilt, 

from hurting others. 

 

What do we owe the Almighty for that? How many times a 

day do we breathe a sigh of relief and say thank you? 

Thank you for catching me before all was lost. Thank you 

for stopping me before my family suffered. Before I 

embarrassed myself and my people. Thank you! 

 

And then we recognize our need to change; to work on 

ourselves, on our relationship with our spouse, our 

children. How awful to be on our deathbeds with 

unresolved relationships, with siblings we don't speak to, 

with estranged parents. Thank you for the chance to 

repair and renew our relationships now. 

 

A wake-up call is a gift. Awareness of the need to grow 

and change is a gift. And having the tools and support to 

do make those changes is yet another gift. Thank you for 

giving me a network of teachers, friends and family who 

are rooting for me, who want my good, who give me the 

space I need to grow and a gentle shove when I am 

stagnant. Do they know how much I appreciate them? 

 

And then there's Yom Kippur. Sometimes we're so busy 

focusing on the fast (and the break fast!) that we forget 

the meaning of the day. We're dressed in white. We're 

angels. We're pure and sin free. The past is gone. That 

pain, that guilt, that torment is erased. That merits a 

cosmic thank you note. 

 

The Almighty deserves our gratitude for the greatest gift 

of all – life – and the guidelines to maneuver our way 

through it. Yes we'll make mistakes and we'll fall down, 

but we have the greatest cheerleader on earth shouting 

encouragement along the way. Let's be grateful for the 
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ability to choose and that our choices have consequences 

that keep us real. 

 

So for giving us the opportunity to shape our lives – and 

reshape our lives – and make mistakes and start again, 

Thank You! 

 

 
 
 

To Become Like Angels 
by Rabbi Eytan Feiner 

 

 

Emphasizing the contrast between the titles of the oft-

adjoining Torah portions of "Nitzavim" and "Vayeilech," 

Rabbi Yaakov Katina remarks that the Jewish people are 

regarded as "nitzavim," standing in one place and 

stagnant, while Moses is described as "va'yeilech," 

walking, moving along – an allusion to his perpetual 

movement and continuous growth. Moses was constantly 

on a path of endless striving to attain yet loftier spiritual 

heights, while the people he was leading were, at times, 

blithely indifferent to altering their status quo. It was their 

indifference to change that the Torah wants to now 

highlight as it contrasts their attitude with that of Moses. 

 

We must inculcate that all-important lesson of continuous 

spiritual ascent from Moses, our teacher. If we become 

overly smug and satisfied with our current levels of 

spiritual attainment – albeit praiseworthy 

accomplishments in their own right – then we have lost an 

essential component of our innate Jewish nature. We have 

stopped craving endlessly to get yet closer to God who 

beckons us to always keep striding upwards on the crucial 

ladder of spirituality – to become ever holier as life 

progresses. God instructs us "Kedoshim ti'hiyu – you shall 

become holy" (Lev. 19:2), using the future tense to teach 

that we must always yearn to become more holy. 

 

What happens if we reach a high plateau and simply opt 

to coast along status quo? Even a Moses must endlessly 

strive just in order to avoid an otherwise inevitable 

descent. Once we slack off in our upward climb, then, 

automatically, we will begin falling because of the 

ubiquitous presence of the evil inclination hovering around 

us. There is simply no such thing as "just staying put," no 

concept at all of being content with merely maintaining 

the status quo. 

 

The Never-ending Tests of Abraham 
 

Years before Moses stepped up to the stage, Abraham 

already taught us this monumental lesson in life. Let's 

rewind to the narrative of the binding of Isaac on the 

altar. Abraham's final test has arrived, the apex of a 

challenging spiritual career, and God's angels are all lined 

up to see if mortal man is truly capable of surmounting 

this grueling hurdle. Indeed he is, and Abraham passes 

with flying colors. As we sit back anticipating his surely 

magnificent reward, we wait out the week before turning 

the page to the next Torah portion. The page is finally 

turned to reveal – WHAT?! "And Sarah's lifetime was one 

hundred…" (Genesis, 23:1). This is his just reward? The 

saintly prophetess, his beloved wife of so many years, 

meets her demise as a result of Abraham's final test? 

 

And the story is not yet done. Quick on the heels of 

Sarah's death, Abraham undergoes another ordeal – one 

that also included parting with an exorbitant sum of 

money – just to secure for his wife the appropriate burial 

ground. Has he not just passed all of his ten quite difficult 

tests? We surely thought so. This is all definitely not what 

we were expecting… 

 

The answer, of course, is that his tests are indeed not yet 

over. They never will be. Life is not about passing a 
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designated number of trials to thereby earn a retirement 

spent in tranquility. God was showing the world, through 

Abraham, that life is one constant struggle, one never-

ending roller coaster of ups and downs, to test the 

individual and manifest the many strengths that lay 

dormant within his soul. Abraham never questioned God. 

He certainly did not sit back after passing his ten tests, 

after reaching such a lofty plateau, and expect to just 

maintain status quo for the duration of his life. The real 

test, he knew deep inside, was how he was going to react 

after the crucial series of ten came to a close. 

 

Abraham knew that passing the ultimate test of life meant 

continuous uphill climbing just to ensure that he never 

stumble ever so slightly from the pinnacle he worked so 

hard to reach. This test, too – the most difficult of them 

all – he passes with flying colors, as he assures his place 

as the illustrious father of the Jewish nation. Living at 

ease in this world, wrapped warmly in an all-embracing 

blanket of equanimity, is simply not the course for the 

Jewish people. 

 

Inner Message of Salt 
 

Unfortunately, one of Abraham's relatives was unable to 

abandon a life of no upward spiritual growth and it cost 

her dearly. Sodom was deserving of complete destruction 

because of the depraved and utterly corrupt lifestyles of 

its inhabitants. There was no hope for a possible 

turnaround since the people of Sodom had no interest 

whatsoever in altering the status quo. In the merit of their 

righteous relative, however, Lot and his family are 

miraculously saved before the city crumbles in the 

engulfing flames. But Lot's wife errs egregiously. She 

simply cannot restrain herself and glances back upon the 

city against the explicit command of her saviors. Her 

punishment? She is transformed into a pillar of salt. 

 

Why specifically salt and why a pillar and not a "salt 

shaker," are two questions Rabbi Moshe Eisemann (of 

Yeshivat Ner Yisroel) attempts to resolve. 

 

Salt is a preservative, administered into food to preserve 

the freshness while simultaneously preventing bacteria 

and the like from entering. In other words, salt serves to 

maintain the status quo of the food. A pillar symbolizes 

the stagnant lifestyle, the desire to remain permanently 

idle, again echoing the same idea of preserving the status 

quo. 

 

Lot's wife could not tear herself away from the abhorrent 

lifestyle of Sodom. A lifestyle with no spiritual demands 

whatsoever, with no incentives for even a smidgen of 

personal growth, was a lifestyle that had caught her 

irrevocably in its strangling snare. Even with her life now 

on the line, she was simply unable to separate herself 

from her past. What more befitting a punishment, 

therefore, than being transformed into a motionless pillar, 

and specifically a pillar consisting totally of salt – a double 

emphasis on her desire to preserve things just the way 

they were. 

 

The completely destroyed city of Sodom itself, we might 

add, would forever be replaced by abundant salt, serving 

perhaps as an apt reminder to the very essence of what 

that corrupt city was all about. And just as its inhabitants 

were never interested in growing, the ground of their now 

infertile city would never again be capable of growth as 

well. 

 

Forever Stagnant Angels 
 

We have thus observed that among the myriad sins of the 

inhabitants of Sodom – of which Lot's wife and family 

were a part – was their "nitzavim"-like way of life – 

staying stagnant. The malachim, God's heavenly angels, 

seem to epitomize this very idea. The celestial angels are 

described as being "nitzavim" and "omdim," standing 
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forever still (Zecharia, 3:7), because they can never really 

change nor grow – they can never alter their status quo in 

any sense. There is no room for either upward or 

downward movement, no waxing and waning on the 

spiritual seesaw of life. Angels have no ability to exercise 

free will; they are merely robots in the service of carrying 

out God's will. How interesting, then, that the Hebrew 

word for salt – melach – and the Hebrew word for an 

angel – mal'ach – sound so similar. They seem to share 

an essential aspect of their respective natures: the notion 

of status quo preservation. 

 

The angels are thus described as possessing a single 

straight leg: "Vi'ragleihem regel yishara – and their legs 

are one straight leg" (Ezekiel 1:7). They do not move with 

their "legs" as do mortal men. They are classified as 

"nitzavim," standing, while the righteous are regarded as 

"holchim," always on the move forward, always 

progressing onward towards perfection. 

 

An angel of Esau is sent to harm Jacob, our Sages tell us, 

and, although vanquished, he still manages to inflict 

damage in one – and only one – unique area: Jacob's leg. 

The notorious angel of Esau was perhaps well aware that 

the advantage of Jacob lay in his being a perennial 

"holeich," mover, and to defeat him in battle meant 

dealing a blow specifically to his opponent's leg. Such an 

infirmity would symbolically demonstrate that he could 

lower Jacob temporarily to a status of a "nitzav," thereby 

casting aside Jacob's inherent advantage over angels. 

Transforming his opponent from a "holeich" to a "nitzav," 

from a mover and shaker to a stagnant individual, would 

thus bring Jacob down to the same playing field, leaving 

the angel his only chance for possible victory. 

 

Journeying from "Holeich" to "Nitzav" 
 

Although we strive to always be "holchim" and not 

"nitzavim," the commentary of the Malbim notes that 

when finally attaining a sense of spiritual completion, we 

too are then labeled as "omdim" and "nitzavim." After 

arduous work in striving constantly to yet greater heights, 

we will then, ultimately, reach a degree of completion that 

entitles us to be branded as a "nitzav." Only then could 

we be regarded as standing directly in front of God. 

 

But now the term is suddenly a complimentary one? The 

difference is clear: Only when we get close enough to God 

as a result of our endless striving as "holchim," as 

continuous climbers up the mountain towards spiritual 

perfection, will we then be able to borrow the term used 

solely by His celestial court. This new title serves to 

highlight that we, too, can indeed attain such proximity 

that was previously thought possible only concerning the 

angels. 

 

Standing Angel-like in Prayer 
 

Even now, though, we can achieve a semblance of this 

level. Every single time we stand before God in prayer, we 

attempt to return to those feelings we captured when the 

Torah was given, a time when we felt incredibly close to 

our Creator, blending our own free will with His. The 

Talmud informs us that we must keep our feet together, 

in imitation of the "one straight foot" of the angels who 

cannot veer from the path God set for them, when 

standing before God in prayer (Brachot 10b). 

 

In his work of collected insights on the prayer book, Rabbi 

Shimon Schwab quotes Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch who 

points out the following: When putting our feet together 

as one while standing in the silent Amidah service, we are 

expressing the thought that we are relinquishing our free 

will like the angels, and are thus offering ourselves as a 

sacrifice before God. In so doing, we have performed the 

single greatest act of our free choice – that of voluntarily 

relinquishing that choice to our God above. 

 

Yes, indeed, we can attain the highest of levels. But our 

journey along the path to spiritual perfection must begin 
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with constantly being "holchim," continuously moving 

upward. After diligent work and tireless efforts in pursuit 

of endless striving towards personal spiritual completion, 

we can hopefully return permanently to those peaks we 

had reached at the most momentous time in our history. 

We can one day be standing once again before God, in 

precious proximity to His divine presence. And never again 

fall from that wondrous precipice. 

 

This is what we aim for annually, as the holy day of Yom 

Kippur arrives on the calendar soon after our Day of 

Judgment. In the course of our Amidah service, we can 

tap ever so slightly into this ecstasy of blending our own 

free will with that of God's on a daily basis. But we can 

actually try to live it fully for a day. For just one day a 

year, on the holy Day of Atonement. It is on Yom Kippur 

that we attempt to raise ourselves to the level of God's 

celestial court, to become like the subservient angels 

above. We abstain from the worldly pleasures that 

surround us – on such a day who even wants to eat? – as 

Yom Kippur sees us in denial of food and drink and other 

physical comforts and pleasures. We adorn ourselves in 

white and stand before God in holy prayer. All day long. 

 

This is the monumental day when God assists us in 

achieving full atonement for our sins, in beginning a clean 

slate and starting anew in our quest for choosing correctly 

in life. We yearn for re-achieving purity and are given the 

opportunity to become like angels, to relinquish our innate 

ability to choose as we attempt to blend our own will with 

that of God's. Yes, we've got free will. But now is the time 

to will freely to subjugate our desires to those that God 

wishes for us. It's a tough day and we're awfully thirsty 

throughout. But this golden opportunity arrives but once a 

year. Let's maximize this sacred day and choose correctly 

– and let's become like angels, let's become "nitzavim" 

before God. 

 

 

 
 

The Yom Kippur Dare 
by Yael Zoldan M.A. 

 

 

Yom Kippur is here again and I am afraid. 

 

I am not supposed to be afraid. I am supposed to be 

contemplative, thoughtful and driven to change. I am 

supposed to feel the privilege of Yom Kippur, the joy of 

standing before God, our Father and King, who wants to 

hear us and find us worthy. And I feel all of these things, 

I do. But mostly, deep down in my soul where the truth 

lies, I am afraid. The day of reckoning is here again. I 

have examined myself and I do not find myself worthy. 

 

We are taught that we should find comfort in the thought 

of God as a loving parent. But this scares me too. Because 

I am a parent and even in my deep and abiding love for 

my children I have been snippy and snappish and angry 

and jealous and spiteful sometimes. I have fallen far short 

of the standard of mercy, kindness and righteousness that 

I expected of myself. 

 

Our Sages say that God is our King and we are his 

servants and I am afraid. Because the world is full of 

violence and lewdness and inhumanity and its King must 

not like that. 

 

Last year I stood in shul, dressed in white, and made all 

kinds of promises. With tears in my eyes and a hole in my 

heart I stood before my creator and I swore to be 

different, to be better. To be kinder and gentler, more 

patient, less judgmental. I meant every word. But as I 

look back at the year that passed I wonder: How many 

lies did I tell unknowingly, unwillingly as I stood before 
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God on the holiest day of the year? And does He hold it 

against me? 

 

This year has brought the violent and sickening murders 

of the innocents: of the Fogel family, of Leiby Kletzky, of 

Rabbi Abuchatzeira. Thousands have been lost to 

typhoons and earthquakes and illness and war. Like every 

year, this one has been filled with messages and wake up 

calls. And yet, how many changes have I implemented, 

how many resolutions have I kept? 

 

I can tell you right now, not many. 

 

What happened? How did I lose the pure resolve of my 

Yom Kippur self? It’s simple. Life wore me down, 

mundanely, insidiously. The mornings started too early 

and the nights ended too late. There was too much 

laundry. There were too many dishes. I got cranky and 

bored and uninspired. I fell from my resolve and landed 

back in my old ways. My white garments were muddied. 

My high minded promises turned slowly into lies. 

 

I did not do what I said I’d do. And if I know it, He knows 

it too. So, I am afraid. If I promise again, will He believe 

me again? Do I dare ask for another chance? A chance I 

know I don’t deserve? 

 

The answer is yes. I do dare. Because if there is one thing 

that I’ve learned as a parent it’s that a heartfelt apology 

from a beloved child goes a long way to calming one’s 

anger. When they stand before us, repentant and sad, we 

remember again how small they are, how young, how 

hard they try. Our hearts turn to them and we forgive. 

 

And so every year when the candles are lit and we are all 

dressed in white, I sit down to pray. I whisper, with 

sincerity and heartfelt emotion. I am sorry. I am 

unworthy, but I am truly sorry. Please, give me another 

chance. 

 

Although I am the only one talking it feels like a holy 

conversation. I say, yes I sinned but I didn’t mean to. I 

fell as all people fall because we are flawed. We are petty 

and small and wounded. You know that – You created us! 

And I say, although we have not done everything right, 

we have not done everything wrong and the world is hard 

and impure. We struggle to maintain our humanity, our 

morality and our mission. But our redemption is in the 

struggle. We try. If we fail again and again, at least we 

try. 

 

I stare down at the beautiful words on the page until they 

blur in front of my teary eyes. I confess; I am damaged, I 

am imperfect. I am angry and deceitful and jealous and 

proud. But God, You Who knows the truth of all things 

must surely know that I am sorry. All of the Jewish people 

is sorry today. And the sins we committed were from 

weakness and not evil. I whisper to God, If we have been 

ugly, we have been beautiful too. We cried true tears for 

the murdered, for the sick and the injured in the Jewish 

people. We felt the unity of Jews who are truly one family, 

children of Abraham, our Forefather. We prayed for a 

better world, we created loan funds and prayer groups, 

and Torah classes. We tried to teach our children to be 

better than ourselves. 

 

So this year as I stand before You, God, please look into 

my heart as only You can. Don’t look at last year. Don’t 

look at yesterday. Look at today. What I say right now, I 

mean, truly. I am sorry. I repent my sins. I fully intend to 

turn from them and not to do them again. If I was 

unworthy this year then it’s because I am small and 

imperfect. But You are great and perfect. You are God 

and not constrained by the bonds of mortality. My Father, 

My King, I am sorry. See my smallness and love me 

anyway. 

 

Forgive me and give me another chance. Forgive us all 

and give us another chance. 
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ABCs of Yom Kippur 
by Rabbi Shraga Simmons 

 

Following the sin of the Golden Calf, Moses pleaded with 

God to forgive the people. Finally on Yom Kippur, 

atonement was achieved and Moses brought the second 

set of Tablets down from Mount Sinai. 

 

From that day forward, every Yom Kippur carries with it a 

special power to cleanse our mistakes (both individually 

and collectively) and to wipe the slate clean.  

 

This works on two conditions: 

 

(1) We do a process called teshuva – literally "return." 

Teshuva involves four steps:  

 
• Regret – acknowledging that a mistake was 

made, and feeling regret at having squandered 

some of our potential.  

 

• Cessation – Talk is cheap, but stopping the 

harmful action shows a true commitment to 

change.  

 

• Confession – To make it more “real,” we admit 

our mistake verbally, and ask forgiveness from 

anyone we may have harmed. 

 

• Resolution – We make a firm commitment not 

to repeat the harmful action in the future. 

 

(2) Though the combination of teshuva and Yom Kippur 

atones for transgressions against God, it does not 

automatically erase wrongs committed against other 

people. It is therefore the universal Jewish custom – some 

time before Yom Kippur – to apologize and seek 

forgiveness from any friend, relative, or acquaintance 

whom we may have harmed or insulted over the past 

year. 

 
Angel for a Day 
 
On Yom Kippur, every Jew becomes like an angel. In the 

Jewish understanding, angels are completely spiritual 

beings, whose sole focus is to serve their Creator. The 

Maharal of Prague explains: 
 
All the mitzvot that God commanded us on [Yom 

Kippur] are designed to remove, as much as 

possible, a person's relationship to physicality, 

until he is completely like an angel. 

 

Just as angels (so to speak) stand upright, so too we 

spend most of Yom Kippur standing in the synagogue. 

And just as angels (so to speak) wear white, so too we 

are accustomed to wear white on Yom Kippur. Just as 

angels do not eat or drink, so too we do not eat or drink.  

 

This idea even has a practical application in Jewish law: 

typically, the second verse of the Shema, Baruch Shem, is 
recited quietly. But on Yom Kippur, it is proclaimed out 

loud – just like the angels do. 

 
Five Aspects 
 

There are five areas of physical involvement from which 

we refrain on Yom Kippur:  

 

1. Eating and drinking  

2. Washing  

3. Applying oils or lotions to the skin  

4. Marital relations  

5. Wearing leather shoes  
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Throughout the year, many people spend their days 

focusing on food, work, material possessions (symbolized 

by shoes) and superficial pleasures (symbolized by 

anointing). On Yom Kippur, we restore our priorities to 

what really counts in life.  

 

As Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler writes: 

 
On Yom Kippur, the power of the [physical] 

inclination is muted. Therefore, one's yearning for 

spiritual elevation reasserts itself, after having lain 

dormant as a result of sin's deadening effect on 

the soul. This rejuvenation of purpose entitles a 

person to special consideration and forgiveness. 

 
Structure of the Day 
 

On Rosh Hashana, the Books of Life and Death are open 

and God writes who will be granted another year of life. 

For many, this decision hangs in the balance for nine days 

until Yom Kippur, when the final decision is sealed. With 

this in mind, the prayers of Yom Kippur are designed to 

stir us to mend our ways: 

 

• The Yom Kippur prayers begin before sundown with the 

haunting melody of Kol Nidrei. The Torah scrolls are all 

removed from the Ark, and the chazzan (cantor) chants 

the Kol Nidrei prayer three times, each with greater 

intensity. 

 

• The special Yom Kippur Amidah (standing prayer) 

incorporates the Al-Chet confession of our various 

mistakes. With each mention of a mistake, we lightly beat 

our chest with the fist – as if to say that it is our impulses 

that got the best of us. 

 

• The Yizkor service – said in memory of loved ones – is 

recited following the morning Torah reading. 

 

• The lengthy Mussaf service features a recounting of the 

Yom Kippur rite in the Holy Temple in Jerusalem. A 

highlight was the High Priest entering the Holy of Holies – 

the only person to do so, this one time a year. The Mussaf 

service also records how the High Priest would pronounce 

God's holy name, and in response the assembled Jews 

would prostrate on the ground. When reaching these 

passages, we too prostrate ourselves on the ground. 

 

• At the Mincha service, we read the Book of Jonah, the 

biblical story of a prophet who tried to “flee from God” 

and wound up swallowed into the belly of a huge fish. 

 

• While a regular weekday has three prayer services, and 

Shabbat and holidays have four, Yom Kippur is the only 

day of the year that has five. This final prayer is called 

Ne’ilah, literally the “closing of the gates,” which serves as 

the final chance to ensure that our decree for the year is 

“sealed” in the Book of Life. At the conclusion of Ne’ilah, 

the shofar is sounded – one long blast, signifying our 

confidence in having passed the High Holidays with a 

good judgment. 

 

The Fast Itself 
 

The Yom Kippur fast begins before sundown, and extends 

25 hours until the following nightfall. 

 

During the afternoon hours leading up to Yom Kippur, it is 

a special mitzvah to eat a festive meal.  

 

For making your fast easier, hydration is the key. Avoid 

coffee or coke, because caffeine is a diuretic. Heavy 

coffee drinkers can also avoid the dreaded headache by 

slowly reducing the amount of consumption over the week 

leading up to Yom Kippur. 

 

At the festive meal, eat a moderate portion of food so as 

not to speed up the digestion process. After you complete 
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the festive meal, leave some extra time before sundown 

to drink. 

 
In Case of Illness 
 

If someone is ill, and a doctor is of the opinion that 

fasting might pose a life-danger, then the patient should 

eat or drink small amounts.  

 

The patient should try to eat only about 30 ml (one fluid 

ounce) and wait nine minutes before eating again. Once 

nine minutes have passed, one can eat this small amount 

again, and so on throughout the day.  

 

With drinking, try to drink less than what the Talmud calls 

"melo lugmav" – the amount that would fill a person's 

puffed-out cheek. While this amount will vary from person 

to person, it is approximately 35 ml (just over one fluid 

ounce) and one should wait nine minutes before drinking 

again.  

 

How does consuming small amounts make a difference? 

In Jewish law, an act of "eating" is defined as "consuming 

a certain quantity within a certain period of time." 

Otherwise, it's not eating, it's "nibbling" – which although 

is prohibited on Yom Kippur, there is room to be lenient 

when one's health is at stake.  

 

The reason for all these technicalities is because eating on 

Yom Kippur is regarded as one of the most serious 

prohibitions in the Torah. So while there are leniencies in 

certain situations, we still try to minimize it.  

 

Note that eating and drinking are treated as independent 

acts, meaning that the patient can eat and drink together 

during those nine minutes, and the amounts are not 

combined.  

 

Having said all this, if these small amounts prove 

insufficient to prevent the health danger, the patient may 

even eat and drink regularly. In such a case, a person 

does not say Kiddush before eating, but does recite 

"Grace After Meals," inserting the "ya'aleh veyavo" 

paragraph.  

 

Now what about a case where the patient's opinion 

conflicts with that of the doctor? If the patient is certain 

he needs to eat to prevent a danger to health, then we 

rely on his word, even if the doctor disagrees. And in the 

opposite scenario – if the patient refuses to eat despite 

doctors' warnings – then we persuade the patient to eat, 

since it is possible that his judgment is impaired due to 

illness.  

 

Wishing you a meaningful Yom Kippur! 
 


