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SACRED ART: APPRECIATING NB 1 ILAH28 LITERATURE AND RITUAL 

In a famous essay entitled "Blurred Genres: the Refiguration of 

Social Thought, 11 Clifford Geertz alerts us to a "culture shift" in 

which hitherto discrete and disparate disciplines lose their 

hermetic seal and merge together to illuminate each ot-her. "Science 

discussions look like belles lettres morceaux ... documentaries read 

like true confessions ... parables pose as ethnograpbies .... One 

waits only for quantum theory in verse or biography in algebra." 

In such a climate, it is hard to know what , to do with liturgy 

any more. Once upon a time, one simply studied its layers and 

layers of texts so as to unpack its history. You knew a liturgist 

when you saw one. But no longer. In fact, you can hardly tell a 

text when you see one! From last century ' s discipline-fixated 

schol~hip of German academia'. we have returned to the Renaissance 

i where general theories are again in vogue, and in order to know 

anything about something, you have to know something of everything. · 

It is easy to write a techniciai'r's study of one more controlled 

experiment that proves once again what everyone knows anyway. It is 

vastly more difficult to look at a liturgical work and ask afresh, 

"Yes , but what is it?" More than a text, liturgy is a script for an 

acted- out something-or- other. aut how can a rena~ssance ~ind bring 

to bear a blurring of genres to give us a model of just what that 



something-or-other is? 

Helaine Et~inger possesses the requisite renaissance mind for 

such an enquiry.a'.....-and her rabbinic thesis is therefore sui qeneris 

in its topic. The title tells all: sacred Art: Appreciating Ne'iiah 

as L)terature and Ritual. Here is a fresh look at Yom Kippur' s 

vintage Ne ' ilah service, from both a literary and an 

anthropological perspective, with a healthy dose of psychology and 

even of music theory thrown in. 

Ettinger begins by comparing Ne ' ilah to a symphony. Selichot 

and Rosh hashanah . develop the High Holy 'Day themes that will 
I 

eventually be recapitulated in Ne' ilah, after some intepnediary 

development in the "second ritual movement," Yorn Kippur eve and 

day . She views the , entire period of these days of awe from the -perspective of the hermeneutic circle: we read the themes of Rosh 

hashanah prefiguring where they will go by.Yam Kippur's conclusion, 

and we celebrate Ne'ilah by looking back and readjusting our early 

reading of just ten days before. Ne'ilah is thus continuous with 

what it sums up (or, "resolves, " if we stay with the musical 

metaphor), even as it is its own thing i n itself, a single discrete 

service that marks the end of the period in question. We thus find 

within it some elementary_ ~iterary devices that direct our 

attention back to 9ther services, while simultaneously put ting us 

on notice that Ne• ilah is really different -- the motif of the 

shofar that is sounded once again, albeit differently, the abridged 

vidui. a He'ilah ·Kaddish, chatam substituted for ~ in the 

Iefillah and in Avinu Malkenu, and so forth. 

But this thesis is more than an exploration of literary 

devices . This is no return to the New criticism of John Crowe 

Ransom or Cleantb Brooks. It is a study of text and reader, ritual 



and ritualizer, all at once. It is a rich. and creative exploration 

of the existential state conveyed by the rite's performative power 

upon those who choose to engage in it. To be sure, not every 

participant will recognize all the themes implicit in the sacred - , 
moment, just as not all readers get the metaphors implicit in~ 

wasteland, and not all listeners hear the themes come together in 

Schubert's Great C Major Symphony. But Ettinger takes the 

perspective of the hypothetical omniscient r eader of this ritual 

text. She shows us the ramifications of the reams of things 

embedded in the ritua~ script afd performance. Ne'ilah emerges as 

a grand cosmic drama in which we who pray it move 11 from rupture to 

repair, from alienation to reconciliation. . . . The messages and 

symbols accumulate as we move throug~ the worship service, until, 

at last, we reach the secure conclusion that all is forgiven" (pp. 

44-45) . 

At this point Ettinger moves us to yet aI)<r>'ther model, no 

longer literary but anthropological: Arnold van Gennep and Victor 

Turner' s rite of passage. And why not? How could anyone have failed 
e-

tc m~ss the ·symbolic isomorphism of Ne' ilah's gates and the rit·e of 

passage's doors? The entixe rite of passage emerges fr011l the root 

metaphor of a door, leading from one state of being to another. We 

leave one room, tarry· briefly and dangerously in the doorway, and 

' are reborn to a new room, where a new destiny a~aits us. So too on 

Yorn Kippur we tarry briefly and dangerously in the doorway between 

'last year and the next, frightened lest the covenant be ended, lest 
( 

we die the death of sinner~. Neophytes undergoing liminal waiting 

periods f~ign death, says van Gennep; so too do we, during Yom 

Kippur, Ettinger poil)ts out, ignoring bodily needs like food and 

drink, dressing in J a kittel. denying social status that s 

( ... . 



dependent on such el.ementary human acts as washing, and such 

elevated symbol is:; gestures as anointing. Ne' ilah is the rite of 

integration into a new year. It brings to an end what Kol Nidre 

began -- the cancellation of contracts, including the covenant 

itsel'f, for a long day that moves us (to cite again the message of 

the literary devices) "from rupture to repair, from alienation to 

reconciliation." 

I have given only a synopsis of what is one of the most 

suggestive theses I have ever encountered. It deserves careful 

reading by anyone , intent on rescuing Jewish ritual from the 

clutches of those who would strangle it in the cords of its own 

history. More than a text, the ritual of Ne'ilah transforms us, and 

Ettinger shows us how and why. 

We are indebted to Helaine Ettinger for a striking and 

creative analysis of this familiar rite. Brilliant in its novelty, 

well written and developed, compelling in its argument, and filled 

with examples, Helaine Ettinger's sacred Art: Appreciating Ne'ilah 

as Literature and Ritual is required reading for anyone who has 

puzzled over Ne ' ilah's magical pow~r. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Lawrence A. Hoffman 
Professor of Liturgy 

---
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INTRODUCTION 

BAYON HARAT OLAH 

iv 

"Ritua l is, first and foremost, a mode of paying 

attention ."! 
It is a way o f drawing distinctions . 

allows us to celebrate people , places, a nd events. 

Ritual 
. 

Through 

r itual we are able to set apart one moment from another. ; 
~ 

Ritual t akes o rdinary e l ements from life and creates a 

controlled environmen t in which they are so placed (or 

displaced) a s to reveal 9r re lease the ir power. Jonathan 

Smith theorizes that, "A ritual object or action becomes 

sacred 'by having a~tention focused on it in a highly marked 

way . From s uch a point of v i ew , there is nothing , hat· is 

inherently sacred or profane . jhese are not subst~ti~e 

categories , but rather situational ones . " 2 Smith does not 

believe that ritu.al is a response to some ideal or entity 

known as the Sacred, rather , he feels that through ritual, 

objects and people are made sacred. Terms such as sacred 

and profane , therefore , are relative categories ; they help 

us to distinguish one exper i ence fro■ another, but they do 

not define the essence of an experience . 

Ritual serves as a prism, a ■eans of• altering our 

?-:rcept ions to highlight the extraordinary qualities 

l .lonathan z. smith , To Take -Place, (~hicago and 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1987), p.1O3 . 

2 ; Saith, To Take Place, p.1O4 . 

./ 
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inherent in ordinary activities . Ritual is neither bl ind·, 

-or empty , nor arbitrary ; it is imaginative and meaningful. 

Ritual has a deliberate , cognitive aspect. Ritual focuse s 

our attention on the unusual . In ritual we consciously 

c reate a tension between the way things ought to be and the 

way things are . Ritual allows us to contrast the real and 

the ideal. 11 Ritual gains force where incongruency is ; 
perceived and thought ~bout . 11 3 Through ritual we express 

our rost cherished beliefs and co]lvictions , ..-although we 

remain aware \ hat our ideals are largely unrealizable . 

Accordingly , ritual may be seen as an acting out of desired . 
ends or feelings o~ ideas in a symbolic way . 4 Ritual is a 

dramatization of our hopes. And worship , is, therefore , a 

particular category of ritual -- sacred drama . Worship i s a 

form o~ collective religious artistic expression . In our 

worship we cast ourselves as God'~ co-creators. We posit 

new worlds and new ideals for humankind, in partnership with 

God. 

Victor Turner ha.• observed that , "myths , symbols , 

ritual •, philo•ophical ays~ems,and works of art," all play a 

similar role in the life of a society : 

Theee cuJ.tural forae provide zaen [and women] with 
a set · of template• or models which are, at one 
level periodical reclassifications of reality and 
huaanity•a relationship to society, nature, and 
culture . But." they are more than classifications 

3 saith, To Take Place, pp . 109-110 . 

•. Saith, To Take Place, pp. 109-110. 

-



since they incite men (and women ] to action as 
well as to thought. Each of these productions has 
a multivocal character, having many meanings, and 
each is capable of moving people at many psycho
biological levels simultaneously.5 

vi 

' The act of worship is both descriptive and performative. we 

pray for certain desired ends health, prosperity , 

forgfVeness, understanding , peace. We pray in the hope that .. 
they ~ill happfn and we pray in order to make them happen . 

In our liturgy , for example, we re-enact significant moments 

in our history. Thus , each time we recite the Mi Khamokha, 

we both reli\{e the paradigmati c instance of our past 

redemption a~ pray for our future redeJll'l)tion. past, 

present , and future fold in on each other during worship. 

According to. Mircea El iade, in worship_, we~ step out of 

everyday, linear time and enter sacred time, whic h is 

circular . 

Every religious festival, an~ liturgical time, 
represents the' actualization of a sacred- event 
that took place in a mythical past, "in the 
beginning." ·Refi-gious participation in a festival 
implies emerging from ordinary · temporal duration 
ahd reintegrat'i~n of tHe _myth_ical time 
reactualized by the festiv~l itself. Hence sacred 
t·i■e is ' indef'ini tel y recoverable, indefinitely 
repeatable. it neither changes nor is 
exhausted.6 

With each chanting of the Mi Khamokha we recover the time of 

- rede■pt ion: With each new year we recover the time of 

5. Victor Turner , The Ritual Process, (Chicago : Aldine 
Publishing Co■pany, 1969) , pp.128-129 , 

6. Nircea !liade, The Sacred and the Profane (San 
Diego/ - York/ London: Harcourt Brace .Jovanovich, 1959), 
pp.68-69. 

I 
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Creation -- "hayom harat olam". Thus do we formulate wo rlds 

an icieals through our worship . 

At no other time in our liturgical year is the quest 

for a new year and renewed humanity more literal than at the 

High Holy Days . Rosh Hashanah marks the c reation o f the 

world as well as the new year , and Yom Kippur as t he Day o f 

Atonement is a day of purific ation and reconciliation. Each 
~ 

; ' 
Rosh Hashanah we give birth to a new world . Each Yem Kippur 

we give birth to a new self. The sacred draq1a of our 

worship during the High Holy Days is the most elaborate and 
I 

explicit of the liturgical year . Over the centur ~es this 

sacred drama has developed a script -- the 11 turgy of t:he 

Machzor; a score - - 11 turgical music and, High Holy Day 

nusach i costumes the talli t, kippah, and ki·tte~; staging 

-- the movements of the worshippers in their seats and of 

the service leaders before the Ark; ,props -- Shofarot, 
' 

· Machzorim, Sifrei Torah ; scenery and sets -- the natural 

backdrop of autumn ·twilight , daylight or darkness , and the 

sanctuary itself . 

To some , the term drama implies artificiality . This 

draaa is deadly· serious; ultima·te concerns are its subject 

and oµr futures are at stake. The ·High Holy Day liturgy 

addresses the fate of the world and the value of human life. 

The words of the Machzor , in concert ~1th all of the other 

atore■entioned aspects of the worship. service, create a 

richly textured aeethetic experience for the worshipei:_s. 

J 

-
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Like any work of art, the s· d d acre rama of worshi p on the 

~h Holy Days engages us and moves us . We feel that our 

souls hang in the balance , suspended between Rosh Hashanah 

and Yom Kippur , awaiting God ' s f i nal judgment. The drama 

assUJlles sacred dimensions precisely because we are certain 

of ~od's participation. We formulate our prayers with 

divine response in mind and hear God speak in the silences 
, 
I 

between the words . Thus Go d is simultaneously a key player 

in the drama and the most important member of the audience. , 

Like a great work of art., the High Holy Day worship is 

also complex and open to interpretation. For , as I have 

shown, th~ text of the worship is more than the text of the 

Machzor. The text is the whole experJ.ence. The 
' 

interpretation, therefore, may extend beyond objective 
- ' 

historical considerations cf the Machzor to a subjective, 

critical appraisal of the entire experience of worship. No 

singl~ generation set out to · write this drama. It is the 

work of multiple generations . . Nor can any single generation 

c laia t .. o know i ta true meaning, . for there is more . than one 

possible "reading" to this text. NWDerous meanings inhere 

in th,Vayers contributed by various communities and 

different era.a, and their combined effect may suggest other 

additional levels of meaning unimagined by any one 

contributor. From this perspective it is possible to see 

· the text as- ahiator ical. Ul tiaately, the worshiper gives 

••aning to the text in the dynaaic proeees of. worshippi~. 

) 

( 



ix 

As an educated worshiper, · I seek to present a 

partic\l-lar interpretation of the High Holy Day '- experien~e . 

My central Hebrew text is the traditional Ashkenazic 

Machzor7 
My approach to this text i s synchron ic and 

literary, rather than historic and scientific. My goal is 

t o examine and critique the many facets o f High Holy Day 

worship , as these facets draw to their conclusion in the 

SeJ:"vice of Ne'ila.h . 

Ne ' ilah is a unique service within the Jewish 

liturgical year. Although in the days of the Second Temple - ' it was a daily sefvice , and in the past it was a part of any 

pub.lie fast day, today Ne' ilah is conducted exclusively on 

Yom Kippur. Yom K~ppur is therefore, the only day in the 

' entire year on which we hold five separate services, the 

fifth and final of which is Ne ' ilah. According to the 

Mishnah (Ta'anit , : 1) the full name for the service is 

"Ne !ilat She'ar1m" -- the locking of· the gates. R. Johanan 

and Abba disagre~ (Ye~. Ta'anit 7c) as to whether this 

refers to th'e closing of the 'gates of the Temple or the 

closing of -the gates ·of heaven. In either case , the name of 

the service conveys the finality of the moment. At Ne'ilah, 

the process of seeking forgiveness and renewal which began 

weeks earlier at Selichot, reaches its conclusion. 

7 . . Philip Bil'nbaua·, trans., lfiqh Holyday Prayer Book, 
(New York: Hebrew Publishing Co■pany: 1951) and Daniel 
Goldschaidt, ed., NachZor Leyaai■ Nora ia, (New York : Leo 
Bae~k Institute, Ille., 19~0). 

• 
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Beyond completing_ this season, Ne' ilah actually 

enc~lates the entire High Holy Day period . Aspe cts of 

Selichot, Rosh Hashanah, the Ten Days of Repentance, and Yem 

Kippur reappear in Ne' ·ilah and c reate new or a ltered 

impressions. In this way Ne ' i lah comes to epitomize t he 

entire High Ho l y Day period in the same way tha-t the Mi 

Khamokha epitomizes the time of redemption. Ne' ilah is 

sacred time within sacreQ time. Ne' i lah simultaneously 

functions as an ·independent ritual within the High Holy 

Days, and as the reiteration of the entire High Holy Day 

period within the yearly liturgical cycle. How it 

_incorporates these dimensions of sacred time and how these, 

in turn, reflect upon the broad themes of the Hig~ Holy Days 

are the subject of this study . ' . 

~ 

. , 
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CHAPTER ONE . 

SACR&D SYMPHONY 

The metaphor of a sacred drama enables us to identify 

the different components that make up the High Holy Day 
l....._ 

worship and helps us to understand the activ~ role we play 

as worshipers . Metaphors are as instructive in th,:ir 

' . iJDPerfections as they are 1n their ~trengths, however.l The 

limitation of the symphony metaphor is that it does not . , 

illumine the connections between the various services that 

make up the High Holy Day worship, Other .than to state that 

they are all part of a single larger drama . To gain insight 

into these inter-s~rvice relationships, it is advantageous 
\ 

to employ another metaphor drawn from the world of ,art-

the metaphor of the classical symphony. 

In a standard three-movem.ent symphony, a primary 

musical theme is· stated in the first movement, developed 

through modulati~~s and variatiops in the second, then 

recapitulated" and resolved in· a, new key in the third. An 

educated 1•istener thus anticipates the basic structure of 

the co■position. rndeed, part of the listener •·s enjoyment 

derives fro• identifying the theme and following its journey 

throuOh the piece. The music deliberately draws attention 

to itself by restating the entire theme, or one of the 

1, I am indebted to my friend Randy Melick for pointing 
this out to-• ~ 

( 
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r e l a t ed motifs, i n a new key, or thr ough a differe nt set of 

~~struments. or with s ome slight inversion or modification. 

New harmon i e s c reat e new i mpressions and inspire a range of 

emotions in the listene rs . Yet each ehange rel a ting to the 

ma i n t h e me o r to one of the motifs ultimately ties the 

' I entire piece toge the r. Accordingly , the seemingly complex 

wo rk is discovered to be a single, r e l atively simple and 

' inte gra t e d composition. # 

The numerous s e rvice s of the High Holy Day wors hip a r e 
-r \ 

similarly tie d toge t her by a cen t r al t heme a.nd attendant 

moti f s. By a nd l arge , this the me and the s e motifs a re f i r st 

a r ticulate d dur ing Selichot or Rosh Hashanah , the n developed 

on Yom Kipp u r , a nd fina lly r ecap itulated and resolve d at 
\. 

Ne 'il a h. 

sympho ny. 

Ne ' i l ah is the climax of the Hi~h Holy Day 

The s truc t u re o f the Ne ' i l a h service i s f a i r ly 

elemen t ary . Ne ' ilah i s bas·ica11f a Shabbat or Festival 

Amidah (i. e . a Tef J.ll a~ of s e v en bles s i ngs ) with 

augaent ations . It begins ' wi th introduc tory prayers : Ashrei 

(Psala 145), U'va letsJ.on go'e l ( Kedushah Desidra), and the 

ChatzJ. KaddJ.sh . Next , f ol lows the silent Ami dah , whic h 

concludes with VJdduJ (including on l y the sho r t confes s ion ). 

The Reader's Repetition of the Aaidah i s expanded by the 

Kerovah2, and -by special . s elJch ot p J. yyutJ.m and Viddui (again 

2 . Kerovah is the name tor a set of piyyutJ.a woven i nto 
the text o f the first three blessings of the Alllidah., -,. The 
closing sect;.ion is known as the S1lluk ( finale ). The 
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including o n ly the short confess i on ) all of wh i ch are 

'- integrated into the Kedushat Hayom. The service concludes 

with Avlnu Malkelnu , a set of thre e declara tory s t a t ements 

known as the Shemot, and the s ound o f t he shofar. 

This seeming clar ity belies the complex interplay o f 

language and r i tual whi c h c o nnects Ne ' ila h t o the o ther 

services of t~e High Holy Days . 
I 

Indeed, ~he modes t y of the 

composition makes it~ all the easier to identify those 

elements of tbe Ne ' ilah service which are borrowed from 

other s ervice s , those elements which are substitutions from 
I 

other s ervice s , t hose elements which are omitted f r om other 

s ervices , and t hose e lements which are unique to the Ne ' ilah 

s e rvice. Such borrowings , substitutions,, eliminations. and 

add i tions to the body of liturgy and ritual , are liturgical 

devices equivalent to t he music a l variat ions found within a 

symphony . These devices alter or highlight the theme and 

motifs of t he High Holy Days in ways that c ause us to hear 

them anew. 

Like the final ■ovement of a symphony, the "text " o f 

Ne• ilah succeeds i n drawing our attention to itself, ·making 

us aware ot the ways in which it reviews and concludes the 

subject matter of the piyyutl • relate t o the holy day , and 
may derive from the pertinent To rah or Haftarah portions , Dr 
from the theme of the festival itself, 

Max Arzt , J'ustice and Mercy , (New York: The Burning 
Bush Pre••• 1963) , pp.83-85. 

Abrabaa Meir Habermann , 
.Judaica ; vol.10, (.Jeruealem: 
J'eruaalea L~d., 1972), p . 920 . 

" Kero vah , " Encyclopedia 
Keter Publishing Bouse 

' 
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High Holy Day period. We are meant to recogni ze and recall 

other ~rvices. We are meant to notice and cons i der 

In sum, we are meant to contrast and compare what changes. 

occurs in Ne 1 ilah With all thati has preceded it . 

BORROWINGS 

The introductory prayers to Ne ' ilah , Ashrei and U'va 

' l etslon go 'el are customarily found at the start of the 

Shabbat and Festival Minchah service. According to Machzor 

Vitry. their placement here at the start of Ne ' ilah serves 

to make a clear separation between Mlnchah and Ne'ilah. The 

Torah reading already separates Shachari t from Musaf and , 

likewise, Musaf fr.om Minchah . However, Ne ' i lah fol lows 
' 

Minc hah without interruption so that Ashrel and U' va letslon 

go'el are inserted before Ne'ilah to ~ake a clear 

distinction between the two services.3 However, Ashrei and 

U ' va letsion gb 'el serve as more than a separation , they 

serve also as a cue that we are beginning the last service 
. . 

of the festive day -- on Shabbat and • Festivals they lead, 

therefore, into Minchah, and on Yom. JCippur they lead into 

Ne'ilah. The Kedu•hah Desidr11 also appears in the liturgy 

for Hotza 'el Sh11bbllt, as part of the transition back from 

holy to profane tiae, and as a hopeful note anticipating the 

messianic era. Yom Kippur is Shabbllt Sbabbaton, the Sabbath 

3 s.s . 3acobeon, Yaaia Hor aia/Daya of Awe, trans . q 
Avner To■-chott (Tel Aviv: ns1nai" Publishing, 1978), p.122. 

' 
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of Sabbaths, the holiest day of the year; it is therefore 

ot surprising that at the end of Yom Kippur , another time 

of transition from holy to profane, we strike a similar note 

of messianic anticipation. In these ways, the " borrowed " 

introductory prayers to Ne' ilah function as devices that: 

both remind us of the parallels between Shabbat and Yom 

Kippur and indicate the close of a holy day. 
t 

The Kedushat HaSh~m of the Reader ' s Repetition is also 

borrowed from the standard Shabbat 11 turgy. It is nearly 

identical to the Shabbat Musaf Kedushah , as Sar Shalom Gaon 

noted in the ninth century.4 This in itself is another 

reminder that Yom Kip~ur is Shabbat Shabbaton. However, 

there are two minor differences between the Kedushah of 
~ 

Ne ' i lah and that of Shabbat MusaL First , ,al though the 

vocabul~ry in both are similar, the opening f ormula at 

Ne 'ilah is in the second person, "U'vahem to'orats 

v'tukdash," instead of the first person plural, " Na ' arltskha 

v'nakdlshkha," - ... we are therefore addressing God directly. 

This aay indicate the· ~rgency with which we approach our 

prayers at Ne• ilah, or i't may indicate the intimacy with 

which we approach God at the end of this full day of prayer. 

Secon d, two verses of Ser ipture . are inserted after "An1 

adonaJ elohelkhe•", Psalm 8: 10 " Adona1 Adonelnu, •a adlr 
y 

shlakba belchol ba 'arets, 11 and Zekhariah 14 : 9 11 v'haya Adonai 

4 Lawrence A. Hoffaan, The canop1zat1on of the 
Synagogue servlce. (Notre DaJae/London : Un1vers1ty of -l!otre 
D ... Pre••• " 9 79), pp . BJ-82 . 

I 

i 



I 

). 

5 

lemelekh al kol ha ' arets , bayom hahu yihiyey Adonai echad 

~ shemo e chad" . We recognize the latter verse as the 

concluding line to Aleinu. These s ame insertions occur in 

the Kedushah of the Reader's Repetition in the Rosh Hashanah 

Musaf , Yom Kippur Shachar it, Musaf , and Minchah s e rvices . 

The link to Aleinu suggests a number of possible allusions . 

Aleinu was composed as an i n t r oduction to the Rosh Hasha~ah 

sho far serv ic
1
e and th'ere fore s peaks of God ' s eventual 

sovereignty in t he messi anic era . By the 14th century it 

c ame to be i ncluded in the concluding prayers of every 

service.5 It is sobering to repeat these words declaring 

God's role as sovereign throughout the day on Yom Kippur , as 

each person stands hoping to receive d ivtne pardon . The 

appearance of Ale1nu here in the Ne' i lah Ke4ushah thus 

anticipates the shofar at the end of the service , connects 

us back to Rosh Hashanah and to each of the s ervices of Yom 

Kippur, and hints at the conclusion of'the Day of Atonement. 

Other elements , as well, within the Ne 'ilah servic e , 

hearke; back to the time of Selichot and Ro~ Ha.shanah. 

These l.iturgical ai-id non- liturgical elements are perfect 

exa11ples of the symphonic character of High Holy Day 

worship . For example, V1ddu1 is recited at each Selichot 

service and at each service on Yom Kippur • However , the 

abridged version of V1ddu1 , with only the short form of the 

5, Lawrence A. Hoffman , Gate• of Understandina 2, (New 
York: Central conference of Aaerican Rabbis , s1,,; 19a, ), 
p.,2 . 
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confession, is found exclusively in the Selichot and Ne'ilah 

~rvices . Thus we establ ish a 'lmotif" of confession at 

Selichot, develop it i nto a more elaborate confession during 

Yorn Kippur , and restate the original, condensed " motif" at 

Ne ' ilah. The "variations" introduced throughout the day on 

Yom Kippur thus serve to intensify our confessions, 

elongating them through additional prayers. Similar 

poignancy ' is a c hieved' at Ne'• ilah by the return to the 

initial, simplified confession. However , at Ne'ilah , the 

last opportunity for penitential prayer, we recollect the 

original hopes with which we began to prepare for the period 

of repentance -- a reminder that is likely to be both 

encouraging and humbling. 

The "motif" of the shofar sounds first at the end of 

Shachari t during the month of Elul. Every morning during 

Elul , except for t~e morning of Erev Rosh Hashanah, we hear 

a single, haunting Tek1ah. Then, on Rosh Hashanah , during 

Musaf , that sing~e blast mu ~tiplies into a cascade of long 

and short sounds, 100 blasts in all . The restrained urgency 

of t!he shofar during Elul converts to a sense of direct 

con.frontation on Rosh Hashanah . Now is the time for 

repentan~e. it see- to cry. And tben, as though spent , its 

voice subsides again until the very end of Yom Kippur. 

Finally, at Ne' ilalf, we hear again the same single, haunting 

Tekiah we heard during Elul. It is the missing Tek1ah from 

the ■orning ot Er.ev Rosh Hashanah , the last one need!d to 

., 
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complete the sequence. When ' it returns here , at the end ot 

Ne I i lah. th i f 
, e vo ce o the shotar is no longer urgent or 

restrained, it is triumphant. It is the sound of release . 

It is a cry o f hope. Neve th 1 r e ess , when we hear the shofar , 

we recall the days of Elul and the struggle to confron t our 

failings throughout the High Holy Days, and t emper our 

triumph with humility. Beginning with a simple motif stated . 
in Elul, the sound of tfle shofar develops into an elaborate 

set of variations on Rosh Hashanah, and finally returns to , 
restate its simple motif at Ne 'ilah. When the sound o f the 

shofar recurs at Ne 1 ilah , however , it resounds with the 

power ful e c ho of all of the associations developed 

throughout the High Holy Days. 

An example of much more direct borrowing from preceding 

High Holy Day liturgy is the p1yyut " Enkat misaldekhah" 

found in the se11chot section of Ne'ilah. This fou~-stanza 

poem is in fact a composite at stanzas from four different 

piyyutim . Each pf these four liturgical poems originally 

appears in its ent ire'ty, during the days of Se l ichot. 6 

6 According to Lithuanian t radition , Enkat m1saldekhah 
is part of tile Selichot service of Erev Rosh Hashanah; 
Y 1 srael nosha badona1 is reci tee! on the third day of 
Sel ichot ; and Yash•1enu sarach.t 1 on the fifth day . 
Acco~ding to the Central European tradition, Yachb1enu tsel 
yado is recited on the fifth day of Selichot. 

Dan-iel Goldschmidt , ed. , Sed'er haSelichot ( according to 
the custom o'f Lithuania and the Prussian congregations of 
Bretz Yisrael) , (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 5725 / 1965). 

- Rev. Ab.rabaa Rosenfeld , ' trans., The Authorised Selichot 
for the Whole Year ( according to the ri_te in use U10ng 
H•tirew Congregations in the co■aonwealth and in Ce~tral 
Europe) , (Lo"don: r. ~abworth & co., 5722 / 1962). 
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Again ', Jfhat was anticipatory and pre~atory d u ring · 

S~hot, becomes conclusive and resolute at Ne I i lah. ·we 

atart out distant fro• God, seeking rapprochement. 

Conaequently, at Selichot, when we first utt~r these pleas 

to .Ood -- to heed , Israel I s prayers , to save, tc> shelter , and 

to forgioe -- t,hey are full of, longing , whereas by· Ne • ilah 
\ . 

• Jaave a sense of rec onciliation and their are full of 
Q , 

Utude. The literary#d~vice of repetition enables us to 

... _. of poetic signposts to chart the spir:ltu~ distance 

travelled. 

' such signpost is the prayer ..llv.1nu /llalke.1nu 
• 

end of the Reader's Repetition of the A■idah. 

, 

~ 

■akes 'its first appearance i .n · the ■orning 
. ' 

ot Roeh a-hanah . It is always reci1~ed ,b~fore the 

Thereafter, AvJnu HalkeJnu is recited daily 
. 

Ten Daye of Repentance, except far Shabbat.7 It 

of th• inter■ediate days between Roeh 

appai, following the Allidah at S~acharit 
. . 

, witb -one exception. Av.1nu #i■JJceJnu 1• not 

Brev Yo■ JCippur.. It J,a aleo recited 

• are offered to this Shabbat 
-id origtaally have recited 

,.futing perai tted on 
1:0 .... ftMl'M9ts ... 

MdbJna nda to ta. 
dab •4 t rec!~ on 

reeponcta to 

.J 
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at each of the services on Yom Klppur , except for Minchah . · 

A~ Halkeinu is as conspicuous in its absence as it is in 

its ~resence during the High Holy Days . The one time that 

it is peraissible · to recite Avinu Halke1nu on Shabbat is at 

the end of He'ilah ! According to the Shulchan Aru.lch (623:9) 

of Shneur Zalman of Lyady ( 17\7 -1812 ) , ·this exception is 
• 

neceaaary in order that tee aay enter a final plea for mercy 
Q 

.; 

at tba final 110■ent of judgaent . 
. . 

Bach tiae we oait the prayer ~vJnu •Malk•Jnu , (on 

Sbaltbat, -.,t Shacharit on Brev Yoa Kippur, at Yom Kippu~ ' . 

t. we draw attention to a significant ■o■ent in •the 
4 • 

period. These omissions serve to heighten our 

tranai tional ■omen ts taking p\ace' within the 

:Daya -- the shift to the Sabbath, or·. to , the start 
~ . ' . 

of Atone-ftt, or to Ne ' ilah, the end of the Day 

t. which ia"it-lf a service of transition. Pro■ 

the final ziecitation of ' AvJnu 

. . 
~ti~ion ' of · tbe · pJyyutJ■, and tM 

•• • 
ta aofar, it coapletH tbe pattern. 

aection ·de•nea aention. ID tba 

.of the 1ntel'Md14at• benecU.ctiolla . : 

JaiHl avJ.aa, lcJ clNlt .... 

woven 1•• tlle 

.) 

. -
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Holy Days. Thus at every Sel1cho t,.....erv ice and in every 

selichot section of e very High Ho ly Da y service , we hear ~he 

echo of the weekday Amidah and likewise , in every weekda y 

Amidah during the High Holy Day Feriod, we hear the echo of 

Selichot and the thi rteen divine attributes . In other 

words , a fami lia r prayer wh ich we might recite automatically 

o r t ake fo r granted as part of the weekday Amidah , j umps out 

of the wo r ship with new force during the Hi gh Holy Days when 

its message is most penetrating. And a prayer whose message 

we might hear in relation only to the High Holy Day period, 

conta ins within it a reminder that God's forgiveness is 

extended to us at all times. 

SUBSTITUTIONS AND DELETIONS 

At Ne' ilah our fate s are literally s e ale d . At Ne ' ilah 

'avery refer e nce to God 's wr iting us i n t he Book of Life 

( "katav'') c hanges t o .a r e f e r e nce to God ' s s ealing us in t he 

., Book ot Life ( 11 c hata111"). The p r ima ry liturgical source for 

thi■ iaage of t h e Book of Life is t he prayer Un etane h toke f 

int roduc ed in the Ro s h Hashanah MUsaf s ervice and 

· repeated in the Yom Kippur Mus a f. 
Unetaneh t okef depicts 

~ role of a judge , reviewing our past .year 's dee ds 

11114 l_ll'iting us provisionally into the Bodk of Life on Rosh 

■r':ib-b, then sealing us permanently into the Book of Li f e ~ 

• voia JCippur. ~ if we a re found worthy , Accord ing to 

liet...,, toket, although a range of positive a nd negative 
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..,, fortune• -Y befall anyone, "Repentance, prayer, and charity 

~eel the stern decree. 118 In other words, every per so~ 

po~•••••• the ■eans to en,sure his or her own positive 

outco■e. \ Despite the seveire tone of Unetaneh tokef, its 

■eeeage is none~he less hea;rtening . So too, the numerous 

references in Ne'ilah to God sealing us in the Bodk o f Life 
\ 

· create a hopeful mood. 
Q 

In our concluding prayers we 
.; . 

aDticlpate that God will,. once again , seal us in the Book of 

Life for another . year. 

The . changes froa 11 kata1v'' to "chata.11 occur in pla~es 
l 

tbat are particularly notice,able. The special High Holy Day 
• 

1neert1on to the Avot, 11Remember us to · life, o Kipg, . . . " 

~ladee the •plea "and writ~! us in the Bo~k cJf Life". The 

.lmt 1• expanded· in this "!ay at eve'ry single ~ervice from 

Roell .. banah through Yom · JUppur until .Ne' ilah, where the 

,PIN &e changed to "and seal us in the Book of Life". Since 
' 

4ittdab occur■ at . the very ~tart of Xe'ilah and since the 

ie ~- - f 1rat· pr~y~ · of' -~he A■idali, this al teJ'ation i~ 

. turgy i■-diately c~onfront• the worehipers. It 
,. . . 

that the thruat of' tbe worahip on lie' ilah 1• going• 

It inform, the worshiper• that they •hould ~ 

~ to· other. ~1•i~ar change• in the otherwi•• 

. Thua th• warebipere-.are alert 

~ t ind ■,t the en~ of the Alaidah in the 

aa tr ... . ~'-aJa, who•• liturgical ineer.tions 

) 

,• 

C 
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The 

e ml. ah e c h oes and reinfor ce~ Reade ' s Repet it ion o f th A · d 

these sa.me changes . 

F i nally , t owa r d t he end o f Ne ' i l ah . t he li tan y o f 

requests which make up Avinu Malke i n u, f eature a s e ries o f 

five statements whi c h highlight t his s ame lexical switc h : 

Our Father , our Kin g , seal us i n t he boo k o f a 
I 

happy (good] life. 

Our Father , o ur King , seal us i n t he book of 

redemption and salvation. 
' 

Our Father , o ur King. seal us in the boo k of 

maintenanc e and sustenanc e . 

Our Father, our King , seal us in the book ,of 
' 

merit. 

Our Father , o ur King, seal us in the book o f 

pardon and forgiveness.9 

,. The· rhythmic repetition of "Seal us , seal us , seal us, seal 

us., seal us" intensifies the awareness that the moment of 

judgment is imminent . Simultaneously. the expanded metaphor 

of the book expresses the worshipers' increased desire for a 

positive resolution of their fate. overall , these ---5hanges 

to AvJ.nu HalkeJ.nu add nuances that communicate a greater 

sense of hope and i-ediacy suitable to the end of the Day 

of Atonement . 

The f ,u ll VJ.-ddui is recited for the first time during 

9 Birnbaua, Nf,chzor, p .1O1,. 
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the s~lent Amidah at Minchah on Erev Yo m Kippur. 

T ereaf ter , the full Viddu1 is said twice at each o f the 

next four services on Yom Kippur : a t the end of the silent 

Am i dah and during the middle blessing of the Reader , 5 

Repetition of the Amidah. A shorter form of the Viddu1, 

however, is recited during Ne'ilah. As early as the Geonic 

period, it was, the custom to drop the long confession at 
I 

Ne'ilah, and to choose in its place two other prayers.10 

The first, Atah noten yad laposhim, imparts the l esson that 

God is open to all who return , t hat God will even meet the 

repentant sinner halfway. This message is very encouraging 

at the end of Yom Kippur when , despite sincere efforts, 

worshipers can never feel they have at:hieved perfect 

repentance. In place of a lengthy confession of f ailings, 

then, we find a prayer that conveys God's acceptance of our 

failings. This prayer, in turn, leads into Atah hivdalta 

enosh merosh which spe~s of hwnanity's unique status within 
, 

8umankind is clearly set apart 

and above all , otjle~ llving creatures, yet humankind is 

imperfect and ignorant. Therefore , "Thou, · Lord our God, 

didst graciously grant us this Day of Atonement , ending in 

the ~omplete forgiveness of all our iniquities. 1111 This 

prayer, too, speaks of the relationship between hUJ11anity and 

divinity, emphaeizing God's willingness to forgive human 

10 

11 

Goldscrunidt, Machzor , vol.II, pp.xi~xii. · 

Birnb,u.m~ Machzor , p.972. 
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Again, in place of a litany of errors we find a 

con irmation of pardon. Accordingly , at Ne'ilah , where we 

are accustomed to a detailed con fession of sins , we 

substitute the shorter formula for confession and close with 

the reassurance of God's forgiveness. The e r is is we have 

been anticipating thro,ughout Yam l<ippur the possibility 

that the day ~ould end without forgiveness, is thus 

seemingly averted. For even as we recite the alphabet of 

our iniquity, we note that divine amnesty exceeds human 

frailty. 

IDIOSYNCRAS'IES 

In every service of Yorn Kippur there is a distinctive 

Kerovah and a different set of piyyutim which· make up the 

sellchot section. Many of the services include Kerovot or 

sellch ot plyyutlm with similar themes. At Ne' ilah the 

Kerovah focuses on the lives of the Patriarchs and their 

loyalty to the covenant, . while the sellchot highlight the 

metaphor of the gates , which is the distinguishing image of 
' 

Ne'ilah. We $hall return to these top ics in the next 

chapter. 

The unusual custom of concluding the Ne' ilah servide 

with Sheaot (Sheaa Ylsrael, Barukh she• kevod, and Adonal hu 

ha-elohia) was a Fre~ch innovation . It is not recorded in 

the works of the Geoni■ , Raaba■ , or the Masters of the 

Halakhah in Germany until the 1,th century. The extant 
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writings from Rashi ' s Belt Hidrash l2 note t ha t a t the end o f 

N~ ' ilah after the Kaddish , " the c ongregat ion answers Adonai 

hu ha- elohim sev en times . but t hey do not exp l a in why . An 

a c count by R. Chayim Pa l tie l ( 1 3 th - 14th c en tu r i es ) 

corroborates the French cus tom o f say ing Ado na i hu h a

elohim seven t imes and adds tha t Shema Yisrael is also 

recited onc e . . He further records t hat i n s ome Ashkenazic 
I 

communities they would say Shema Yisrael three t i mes , Barukh 

shem kevod three times, and Adonai hu ha-el ohim three times . 

R . Pal t iel comments that the f o rmer custom i s preferable 

s i nce we si l ence anyone who impugns God ' s exclus i v e divin i ty 

by saying Shema Shema, (see Berachot 33b). For this reason , 

eventually it became fixed Ashkena2ic practic e t o rec ite 

Shema Yisra--:.1 . once, Barukh shem kevod three 'times , and 

Adona i hu ha- elohim seven times , following the Kaddish . 13 

It is also Ashkenazic practice to blow the shofar 

immediately after the Shemot. 14 

,,.... Ne' ilah thus concludes with a unique doxology composed 

of biblical and liturgic~l declarations, such that the whole 

of Yom Kippur and the entire High Holy Day period end on a 

note of affirmation. Ostensibly we affirm God's unity, 

sovereignty , and exclusivity, 
Indire ctly we affirm our own 

12 •"'C, • 10 1 •1,1 1110 . t:Jt. ••o •?C. ?1$nl'I 

13 Goldschmidt, Machzor , vol . II, p.xxxii, footnote 32 . 

14 It i~ the •sefardic custom to blow the shofar in 
the middle of the X•ddish Shale• before the word " Ti tkabe'l". 
Boffaan, Gat es of Understanding 2 , p . 154. 
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~---Juccessful renewal. Despite the threat of extinction which 

i ncreases tli oughout the holidays should God deny us 

forgjveQ.ess, we conclude every Yem Kippur wi th a sense of 

God's benevolence. We could not declare our faith in God 

with such mounting force (one , then three , then seven) , were 

it not for an unstated belief that our atonement has been 

accepted. 
r 

The Shemot with .their singular t erseness and 

repetitiveness resound with an impact equal to that of the 

shofar. They communicate a certainty that is e ithe~ lacking , 

or muted during the H~gh Holr Days. They draw the worship 

to a close· on a note of exhilaration that releases us from 

the austerity of Yem Kippur and enables us to resume our 

usual activities with confidence. ' 
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A single major theme dominates every g rea t symphony. 

That major theme is, in turn, composed of a number of 

smaller mus ical motifs. In some parts of the symphony the 

entire theme reappears, in othe r places , only the assoc i a t ed 

motifs. ' However, since ' the parts are symbolic of the whole, 

whenever we hear one o f the motifs, we rec a ll the larger 

theme o f wh ich it i s a par t . So i t is with worsh ip; there 

are ma jor themes and attendant motifs. A mot if may be 

c omposed of biblical al lusions within t he liturgy, or 

recurring images within the prayer s, as well as r itual 

objects, or choreography . Sometimes the ent i re theme is 

explicitly stated wi thin the worship, at other times , it is 

i mplicit in the motifs. The principal theme within Ne ' ilah 

is never explicit ly s t ated . - Rather , it must be inferred 

from the six pro~inent mot if~ that weave in and out o f the 

service. We have alrea'dy touched on some of the motifs 

found in Ne' iiah in the preceding discussion on 11 turgical 

devices. We have analyzed the ways in which liturgical 

devices alter these motifs, creating new liturgical message s 

and tying together the various High Holy Day services . It 

is now appropriate to examine the Ne'ilah motifs themselves 

and the larger theme of which they are a part . 
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The major theme of Yorn Kippur is atonement. But what . 

i~ atonement? It is a process , a process of reconciliation 

o r repair. For that process to begin , in order for there to 

b e a need for atonement , there must first be some experience 

of estrangement or rif t. The awareness o f alienation 

c reates the need for atonement. Our worship on the High 

Ho 1 y Days expresses both the r.J:lpture and the repair, the 

initia tion and he resol~tion of the process of atonement. 

The experience of worship thus mirrors both our need and our 

appreciation for successful atonement. 

Ne'ilah is the climax of this process of atonement. As 

the final service of Yom Kippur, it is the focal point for 

our reconciliation or repair. Its motifs, as ~e shall see , 

r ei terate and reinforce this pattern of disr~pti on and 

restoration. 

In his analysis of the Ne'ilah p iyyut, U'mi ya' amod 

c hayt , Benjamin ~colnic has outlined four stages in the 

process bf atonement.l Th~se f our stages may b e termed sin, 

punishment, repentance, and forgive ness. They are 

distinguished by the relative position of the human and the 

divine face. Harmony in the divine-human relationship is 

characterized by humanity and divinity facing one another . 

Sin is characterized by Israel turning her fac e away from 

1 "A Piyy~t of Neilah ," Benjamin Bdidin_Scolnic, 
Conservative Judaism, 35, No . ' (1982), pp . 24-,2. 
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As a result, God turns the divine face away from 

I~ael, effecting punishment. This stage is one of complete 

alienation . Israel then initiates reconciliation by turning 

back toward God in repentance. And God communicates divine 

forg 1 veness by turning back toward Israel. S. Y. Agno n 

shares a similar insight rega rding the reciproca l nature o f 

the divine and human efforts necessary to achieve atonement : 

The Ten Days of Teshuvah are ' a process whereJn we 
draw- ourselves upward from earth to heaven . On 
Yom Kippur , God draws down from heaven to be 
nearer to us on earth.2 

Scolnic draws his model from the prophets , particularly 

Second Isaiah, whose passionate pleas both to Israel and to 

' God make frequent use of these images of the divine and 

human countenance. 3 He no tes that the Book of Jeremiah, f o r 

example, concludes with a description of a new covenant that 

will establish a better face to face relationship between 

God and humanity ( Jer . 5.0: ,-5 ). ' This s ame pro phetic 

language permeates th.e . pJyyut, U'ad ya ' amod c hayt. 

Metaphors of physicality communicate an awareness of 

alienation from God and, likewise, the desire for 

reconciliation . 

2. Samuel ben Abrab- of Sochaczow, Pietrokov, 1932, as 
cited in s.Y. Agnon, Days of Awe, (New York: Schocken Books , 
19'8), p.189. 

3 scolnic, "A Piyyut of Neilah," p.26. 

' Scolnic ; "A Piyyut of.Heilah," p.32, n . 12 . 
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U'mi ya'amod chayt is a conflation of two piyyutim. It 

' opens with the last five stcmzas of a piyyut by R. Solomon 

ben Judah ha-Bavli ( 10th c entury ) , and continues with six 

stanzas from the second ha 1 f o f a pi yyu t by the Frenc h 

Tosafist, R . Joseph hen Isa.ac of Or l eans ( 12th c entury ) . 5 

The first stanza of the p .iyyut introduces the conne ction 

between phys ~cality , sin, and forgiveness: 
I 

,# 

If You record sin , who c an stand? 
If You execute judgment, who can surviv e ? 
Forgiveness is Yours , it is Yours to say , "I 

forgive," 
Yours al~o is the quality of t ender compassion.6 

Survival is equated with the phys ical abili ty to stand 

before God . In a related fashion, the sight o f God's face , 

in stanz~ 5 , symbolizes God 's mercy and , salvation: "Raise 

us up in the light of Your face when settling <he a ccount ;/ 

Find ransom to save us from the grave ." The sense of human 

unworthiness is expressed in stanza 8 by the idea o f 

facelessness -- "Ayn lanu panim." Through 6in the people 

have lost •their faces, and - thus the ability to come before 

God, face to face . Instead, they approach God through their 

own prayers and the prayers of those worthy to stand before 

God : 

We do not have faces w1th which to seek Your face ; 
We ha~ sinned , rebellt!-d, and have lost the way . 

5. Birnbaum, Machzor, pp.989-990. 
of Neilah," pp.2,-2~. 

Scolnic, "A Piyyut 

6. All~ references to the translation of U ' mi ya ' lllllod 
cbayt are taken fro• Scolnic, 11A Piyyut of Neilah, 11

- p.25. 
The underlining is mine . 
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Righteousness, which is Yours , we seek in orders 
of prayers 

Ofq hose who stand in the House of God at night. 

God, seeing that fitting intercessors have c eased, 
Receive my words li~e a great of fering .... 

In a final appea l for forgiveness (stanza 11 ) . the people 

call upon God to turn physically , and allow them to see the 

divine countenance. 

Extend Your han~ and rec~ive my repentance in my 
presence. 

Forgive the e v il , please, o f my deed, 
Turn and grant goo~ to those who seek Your face. 
God, You are my shield about me. 

Through his analysis, ' Scolnic adds a new dimension to the 

concept of Teshuvah, -- turning in repentance . Not only 

must humankind turn toward God to achieve repentance, but 

God must 

acceptance. 

turn toward humankind in o rder ' t.o signal 

Additionally, when people are unable to turn 

and face God , they can send their prayers before God's face 

-- YehJ ratzon mJlfanecha, to sf'and .,in their plac e . These 

insights permit us to read the liturgy of Ne'ilah with new 

sens itivity to metaphors inv.olving the face or physical 

turning. 

The section of the Kerovah woven into the Gevurot ( the 

Hechayeh) invokes the memory of the Patriarch Isaac, 

praising him for turning away from evil, and for entreating 

God through prayer. For this righteous ~ehavior he was 

rewardetl with an abundant harvest . At Ne'ilah , Isaac serves 

as an example to the worshipers of one who propitiated God 

through prayer and ~ urning , and to whom God then turned, in 

.J 
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order to bestow blessings upon him. 

The Kedusha t HaYom of Ne • ilah k f spea s o turning our 

eyes (our face) to God , and asks God to remove our misdeeds 

from before the divine eyes . Reinforcing these statements 

are two biblical citations in which God urges Israel to 

return ( Isaiah 44 : 22 ) and in which Yom Kippur is described 

as the day o~ which, "atonement shall be made for you to 
' 

cleanse you ; from all your sins shall you be clean before 

(Lifnay -- in the face of) God. " ! Levit.16 : 30 ) Each of 

these remarks emphasizes the hwnan side of the equation. 

People must first turn to God, they must face God , before 

God can forgive them. 

In a complementary fashion, the n&.1<t prayer of the 

Amidah, the Avodah, highlights the divine s-ide of the 

equation. " May our eyes behold Your return to Zion in 

mercy. Praised are You , 0 God, who return Your presence to 

Zion." Although the text is identical with that read at the 

daily service , on Yom Kippur , particularly at Ne'ilah , we 

may resonate to the words very diffe~ently. At the end of a 

day of turning toward God, we look upon the symbols of the 

messianic era as signs that God has turned toward us. 

The He• ilah V1ddu1 further expands these metaphors of 

physicality. The paragraphs on either side of Asha.mnu rely 

heavily on the iaage of coming before God's face-

" L1fanecba": "May our prayers coae before You" ; "We a r e not 

so proud as to say before You"; "What can we say before 
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The special 

Ne('"i lah insert, A tah no ten yad laposhim, employs a similar 

vocabulary to express the message that _God ' s mercy extends 

to al l who would turn towards the divine. The n ext 

paragraph, ano t her Ne ' i l ah i nser tion , begins with the 

statement, " From the first You singled out humanity and saw 

us as wor thy to stand before You." This statement seems to 

imply that divih e recognition is necessary in o rder to 

a c hieve a position of distinction . Th~ philosophe! Hermann 

Cohen, however, has argued that it is through the act of 

standing before God, a technical term for worship , t hat 

people set themselves apart from a l l other c reatures . 

Indeed , in our concluding confess-ion, we neither prostrate 

' ourselves nor bow, actions fitting adoration. Rather , we 

stand upright, expressing our worthiness for redempt ion from 

sin, thus distinguishing ourselves, albeit humbly , in our 

. relationship with God. In just ·such a way , Cohen adds, did 

our people once distinguish tl}emselves by standing before 

God at s'lnai ( Deut. • : 10 l • 7 · This sa.me paragraph continues 

with a series of quotations from the prophets Isaiah and 

Ezekie4 , all but one of which, call upon Israel to turn to 

God. During the silent Amidab, the final paragraph of the 

V-JdduJ is drawn from R. Ha'°mnuna's personal confession as 

found in Yoma 87b . He.re, too, there are repeated references 

7 Prom The Religion of Reason (pp.219-220) , as 
discussed ins. s. Jacobson , Yaaia Noraim, pp.123-124. 
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The entire confession, therefore, 

G punctuated by images of coming before God's face and of 

standing before God. These metapho ric punctuations support 

Hermann Cohen ' s observation that it is in the act of 

standing before God that "the individual accomplishes his 

(or her) self-purification."8 The words of the Viddui teach 

us that the spiritual process of atonement is reflected in 

our posture before God. 

Ne' i lah concludes on a historical note, recalling in 

the Shemot impo~tant national moments of turning. Each of 

the three lines that make up the Shemot capture unique 

mountain-top encounters with God: the first atop Mount 

Sinai, the second on the Temple Mount , <\nd "the third on 

Mount Carme 1 . The Shema, in its biblical setting, is part 

of Moses' admonition to the people to be loyal to the one 

true God, and not to turn to other gods. The phrase, 

"Barukh shem kevod malkhuto le 'olam va 'ed, " originates in 

the Yom Kippur liturgy from the days of the Temple. On Yom 

Kip"pur, the High Priest · would · offer three confessions and 

within each co~fession he would p r onounce God's name as it 

appears in the Tetraqrammaton . Upon hearing God's name, the -

people would prostrate themselves and respond , "Blessed be 

-the name of God's glorious realm for ever and ever. "9 The 

8 Jacobson, Yamim Norai;, p.12,. 

9 Jacob Millgram, Jewish Worship , (Philadelphia: The 
Jewish Publicat"ion Society of America, 1971), p.H. 
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words "Adonai hu ha-elohim" were spoken by the people Israel 

on Mqunt Carmel, after '!~ijah the prophet demonstrated God ' s 

omnipotence by vanquishing the prophets o f Baal . As B. S . 

J acobson has wr it ten, "One of th t · · ~ e mos gr1pp1ng scenes of 

Biblical narrative is hereby conjured up before our eyes . 

It •is the success story of an emissary of God. of a man 

whose names signifies ' My God is the true God ' - - Eliyahu, 
I 

whose actions led the people t o a recognition o f the god of 

Israel. 11 10 As the wo rshipers reci t~ these words from I 

Kings over and over•, they both recall and r e -enact the 
' 

· moment on Mount Carmel when the people turned ba.ck from 

t?eir sin, and turned toward God. Ne ' ilah ends , therefore , 

.1"ith the entire congregation st.anding to face God in 

repentance and pledging their continued loyalty to the God 

of Israel . 

The image of . the Book of Life which pervades the 

liturgy of Rosh Hashanah, Yom gippu~, and the ~ays in 

between, can be seen as a record of the rupture and repair 

that culminates in atonement. In it ; God writes all of our 

deeds, worthy and unworthy , to determine whether we deserve 

f~rgiveness and another year of life. Again there is a 

sense that· our eff'orts to atone prompt God to 'take 

reciprocal actions on our behalf. The wholly righteous are 

immediately ~nscribed in the Book of Life . The wholly 

10, Jacobson, Yamim Noraim, p.131. 

' 
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The 

are 

granted the period from Rosh Hashanah to .... the end o f Yorn 

Kippur to merit sealing in the Book of Life . Like the 

gates which dominate the Ne ' i lah servi c e , the Book o f Life 

has been left open f or the express purpose of al lowing our 

successful atonement. As the Day of Atonement draws to its 
I 

close, therefore, so too must the gates and the Book . 

As noted above , all references to the Book ' of Life at 

Ne ' ilah describE; God sealing our names permanently , rat her 

than writing them temporarily, in the Book. These 

references pepper the servi ce, c r opping up in the Amidah in 

the Avot, Hoda ' ah, and Birkat Kohanim, in ~he piyyut, U'mi 

ya'amod chayt, and in the above-mentioned sequence of five 

verses from A v inu Malkeinu. As a motif in the High Holy Day 

worship, the image of the Book of Life presented in Unetaneh 

tokef arouses tremendous feelings of insecurity. At each of 

the Musaf services on Rosh Hashanah and on Yom Kippur, we 

have~- be among those written and sealed into the 

Book, to be amd\lg th~se who live , rather than those who die : 

Despite these tearful associations from earlier services, at 

- Ne' ilah this same image inspires . great confidence. In the 

penultimate stanza of the plyyut, U'mi ya ' amod chayt, we 

pray for God to "Inscribe us for life and benefit us with 

sealing [in the ~ook of Life)", Por God to seal us in the 

Book of Life is another way we measure God's response to our 
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In thi s respect , asking God to sea l us in the 

Book of Life is equivalent to a sking God to turn and face 

us. It is another way we measure and mar k divine 

forgiveness. Hence , when the Book is closed at the end of 

Ne ' ilah, with each worshiper ' s name sealed i ns i de i t , we are 

sure that , once again , we are reconciled in our relationship 

with God. 

Th e most important revelation of the mutu a l 

re l at ionship between God and humanity in general, and 

betwee n God ~nd Israel in particular, is the covenant. Any 

r upture in God's covenant with the people Israel , threatens 

Is rael ' s 

' therefore , 

very survival. During the High Holy Days, 

our worship reflects an ongo ing concern for the 
., 

preservation of the covenant . Our liturgy communicates this 

pre occupation with the covenant through repeated references 

to the Patriarc hs . As the first individuals to enter into 

covenant with God 9 n behalf of the Jewish people, Abraham, 

Isaa c, and Jaco.b , provi de paradigms of successful covenant al 

relationships. Consequ'ently, in our worship we call u pon 

God to reme~ber the merits of the Patriarchs and t o maintain 

the covenant with us f o r their sake . Underneath the praise 

for the Patriarchs and the references to the continuity of 

the covenant , however, t here lurks a deep anxiety about tha t 

covenant . At the High Holy Days, especially on Yom Kippur, 

we confront God with all of our weaknesses , all of our sins. 

• 
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We confess all of the ways that we have failed to live up to 

our part of , the covenant. It is an uncertain undertaking, 

for we wo rry that God wil~ not forgive us and that the 

covenant wi ll be discontinued. In the Hoda ' ah, for example , 
c:-we insert the petition, "O s ea l all thy people of the 

covenant fo r a happy [ good) l ife".11 The. High Ho~y Day 

inser tion to B1rkat Kohanim , requests that we be both 

" remembered [ for our covenant ] and sealed. " Effective 

atonement, then, ideaJly leads the individual to feel secure 

within the covenant a~ain . Ne' i~ah portrays the growing 

sense o f security we feel in the cove nantal relationship 

with God at the c1ose of the Day of Atonement . , 

The covenan~ motif is introduced immediately within the 

i ntroductory prayers to Ne 'ilah . The "displaced" Kedushah 

Des1dra, which we might have expec ted to find at Mi nchah , 

assaults us with new force at Ne'ilah. Its fi rst wo rds , 

taken from Isaiah 59 : 20-21, resound wi tn the promise of 

God's covena11t: 

A redeemer shall c ome to Zion and to those in 
Jacob who turn from transgression, says the Lord. 
As for me, this is my covenant with them, says the 
Lord: My spirit it is whi~h shall be upon you ; and 
my words· which I have . put in your mouth shall~~ot 
depllrt from your mou"th,, nor from tl:-.e mouth of your 
children nor from the mouth of your children's 
children .' ~ays tbe Lord, henceforth and forever.12 

With in the same prayer , we later address God as "Lord God of 

l l Birnbaum, Machzor, p. 970-. 

12 Birnbaum, Machzor, p.960. 
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Abraham, Isaac, and Israel our fathers" ( I Ch 29 ran. : 18). 

Note , we do .not use the usual Patriarchal formula : God of 

Abraham, Isaac , and Jacob. In,stead, we use the name Israel, 

the name linked to our corporate identity and the one which 

r cal ls Jacob's most secure connection to God ' s covenant. 

Thus we open the serv ice on a positive note , with sure 

promises and certain ties . 

The vocabulary of the · Avot is similar to that of the 

Kedushah Desidra. Th~ prayer alludes to the merits of the 

Patriarchs and fhe worshipers ' des ire to be remembered for 

their sake. This idea is enhanced thro,µgh the Kerovah in 

the Reader 's Repetition of the Amidah. Each of its three 

sub-sectic,>ns, known as the Magen, the Mechayeh, and the 

Meshalesh, focuses on a different Patriarch. Within the 

Avot, the Magen praises A~raham. Inserted in the Gevurot, 

the Mechayeh highlights Isaac. Embedded i'n the Kedushat 

Hashem, the M~shalesh features Jacob. All three piyyutim 

draw their portraits from both the Patriarchal narratives in 

Genesis and from Rabbi~ic Midrash and Aggadot. Abraham is 

· pt:_~ised for his sustain_ed faith through the ten trials and 

for entreating G'od "to let his desc.endants enter t hrough 

this gat.e. 11 13 In other words, .Abraham is praised for 

bringing his descendants safely to Ne' ,ilah. The second line 

of the Heshalesh, "Faithful Jacob saw the awe-inspiring 

place in a vision; when he woke up , he was filled with awe 

13 Birnbaum, Machzor, p.978. 
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because of the vision he had seen~•l4 is an allusion to Gen . 

28:16-17. ,These Biblical verses conclude with Jacob's 

declaration: 

How full of awe is this place ! this is none other 
than the house of God, and this is the gate of 
heaven.15 

This oblique reference to the gate of heaven , c onnects 

Jacob's experience with that of the worshipers at Ne'ilah. 

All are filled with awe at the awareness of standing in 

God's house . looking toward the gate o f heaven . The 

piyyutim of th.e Kerovah, . ~ 
then, illumine new connections 

between the worshipers and the Patriarchs. In so doing , the 

Kerovah serves to reassure the worshipers that they, like 

the Patriarchs, will preserve thei r covenant wi th God. 

It is noteworthy that in the Kerovah , as well as 

further on in the Kedushat: HaYom, and in the selichot:, the 

portrait of Isaac centers on the story of his near-

sacrifice. 

bound-one. 

He is frequently cited as "Ha-ne'ekad'', the 

Isaac's sacrifice in that episode threatened to 

end the line of Abraham and with it t he covenant. His 

eventual redemption, then, completes the process of 

covenantal rupture and rep<!-ir ·appropriate to the High Holy 

Days. The Rosh Hashanah Torah portio n , Genesis 22. 

14 Birnbawn , Machzor, p.980. 

15 . The Rev. Dr. A. Cohen, ed . ,. The Soncino Chumash, 
based on tbe oJ.d J'ewish Publication Society of America 
English text of tbe Torah , ( London/ Jerusalem/ New York : The 
Soncino Pr~ss, 1983) . 
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emphasizes the near-de'struction of the covenant; the Ne , i lah 

' se.;.v ice emphasizes 1 ts successful reestablishment, closing 

with the sound of the shofar, a symbol of the ram that 

sacrificed in Isaac's stead. 

was 

The selichah, Zekhor brit Avraham , in the Reader's 

Repetition of the Amidah , juxtaposes images of disrupt ion 

with the ideal o f the Patriarchs and the covenant . The 

opening stanza reads : 

Remember the covenant of Abraham 
And the self-sacrifice o f Isaac ; 
Restore tqe peaceful homes of ~acob, 
And deliver us for ' thy own name's sake . 16 

These are the images of covenantal accord. In contrast to 

this. we read of humanity ' s powerlessness, of Israel ' s sense 

of diminution, and of Jerusalem's ruin , images of covenantal 

disruption. The piyyut does not end o n a sad not~ . however . 

Rather, the ppening lit1e, which speaks ~f restoring the 

peaceful homes of Jacob , is repeated . In keeping with the 

thrust of Ne 'ilah, the piyyut concludes with a sign of _ ---
Israel 's deliverance. 

Even the Sheaot at the end of Ne ' ilah have an 

underl_y1ng co.nnection to the Patriarchs and the covenant. A 

Talmudic Aggadah· (Pes. 56a
0

) tells of Jacob on his · deathbed , 

wishing to reveal the end of days to his sons (Gen. 49 :1), 

but fearing they are unworthy to receive such information. 

Sensing their father• s discomfort , his sons assure him, 

16 BirnbaWD, Machzor, p.996. 
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"Hear , O Israel, the Lord our God, th• Lord is one. Just as 

there is One in your heart , s th i o ere sin our heart only 

One." In response to his sons , Jacob exclaims , "Blessed be 

the name of His glorious kingdom forever and ever . " This 
C' 
Aggadah portrays Jacob's worries concerning the future 9 f 

the c ovenant and the people Israel. Jacob fears tha t the 

c o venant w i 11 die with h i m. But his sons apparentay 

understand their obligation t o God and are able to reassure 

him that they wi ll maintai n the covenant with God. The 

recitation oif the Sj)emot, then , can be seen as a 

dramatization of this deathbed scene between the Patriarch 

and his sons . From this perspective , the Shemot at the end 

of Ne'ilah, allow us to reaffirm the e<:>venant in both 

explicit and implicit W2f'/S. 

' In Jewish history the event most symbolic of rupture is 

the destruction of the Temple. From a religious viewpoint , 

no greater calamity has befallen the people Israel than the 

loss of the Temple and the related exile from Jerusalem . 

The lack of a ·centra·l physical location for worsliip and 

sacrific;_e has been equated with a certain alienation from 

God. DepriveQ of what has been viewed as our most intimate 

relationship with God, Jews have developed other forms of 

worship . 

ceased . 

But the longing for the former intimacy has never 

conse·quently, within our worship are repeated 

references to the future restoration of the Temple and to 
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the end of the exile, symbols of God's return to sovereignty 

on earth. ' All of this, in turn, is part of a larger 

eschatological vision involving the final day of judgment, . 

the resurrection of the dead, and the coming of the Messiah . 
c-

The Ne' ilah service has a strong eschatological motif 

running through it. Yom Kippur is , after all, a scaled-down 

version of the final day of judgment. The symbols of the 

messianic era that thread through the worship service, 

therefore, serve as indices of our successful atonement and 

God's attendant ~ orgivene~s. 

The central idea of the Kedushah Desidra points toward 

the coming of the Messiah. The opening quotation from 

Isaiah 59:20-21 r ecords God's promise to send a redeemer to 

Zion if the people repent. The Targum to "kadosh, kadosh, 

kadosh, ... " ( Isaiah 6: 3 ), found in the Kedusl}.ah Desidra, 

' provides a more explicit description of God's holy nature. 

The Aramaic paraphrase describes God as, "Holy in the 

highest heavens , his divine abode; holy upon earth, his work 

of might; holy forever and ever. to all eternity ... 111 7 The 

Tar gum turns Isaiah •·s vision into an eschatological 

depiction._ of the dlvine . . The concluding paragraph of the 

same prayer dwells on Godrs many kindnesses to Israel, signs 

of divine prote·ction, and on our corollary obligation to be 

worthy of God's trust. "May it be thy will, Lord our God 

and God of our fathers, that we xeep thy laws in this world, 

17 Birnbaum, MachZor, p.960. The -underlining is mine. 
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and thus be worthy -to 1 i ve to see and share the happiness . 
and blessing in the Messianic days and in the 1 ife o f the 

world to come. "18 The prominence of this eschatological · 

~sage l ed later Sages to omit these opening verses f r om 

the prayer on Motza ' ei Shabbat. Accord ing to the Rabbis , 

the messianic era wi ll not be ushered in at night, hence it 

is inappropriate to begin the Kedushah Desidr a on Motza ' ei , 

Shabbat with Isa iah's message . At Ne 'ilah, however, it is 

entirely appropriate to begin with such a message. 

The eschat'o logical, tone struck in the introductory 

section intensifies during the Amidah. The P,aragraph , 

Ya'aleh v 'yavo found in the Kedushat HaYom, speaks of God 

bringing salvati~n to Jerusalem, the holy city, through the 

Messiah , the son of David. The Avodah explores the return 

of God 1 s presence to Zion and the restoration of the Temple 
... 

sacrifice (" Avodah"). But it is in the High Holy Day 

addition to the Kedushat HaShem, known as t he U'vekhen, that 

we find the most dramatic and comprehensive presentation of 

t he eschatologic al motif . 

Rabbi Aaron ben Jacob hakohen of Lunel highlights this 

mot!~ in ~a collllllentary to t he U'vekhen in his Orchot Chayim. 

He draws a paral.lel , between the three pa.ragraphs of the 

U'vekhen and the three s e ctions of the shofar service during 

the Rosh Hashanah Musaf. The first ~aragraph reflects the 

M~lkhuyot section since it speaks of a world united under 

l8 Birnbaum, Machzor , p.962. 
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second paragraph co rresponds to the 

Zikhronot sec t ion in describing th~ joy that will come when 

God remembers the people and the land. And the third 

paragraph , l i ke the Shofarot section , describes a time when 
c--

the kingdom o f our enemies will end, heralded by the 

shofar . 19 Eac h time we recite these three paragraphs, then , 

we rehearse the Rosh Hashanah Musaf wi th all of its 

messianic hopes . In the final service of Yem Ki ppur , this 

association with the ear li er shofar service c arr i e s 

additional signific ance because we ant~cipate t~e shofar a t 

the end of Ne ' ilah . 

The final:' selichah of Ne 'll ah , Ezkerah Eloh im, 

expresses the anxious side of Yem Ki pp~r. The ruine? city 

o'f Jerusalem is compared with other cities in other lands 

th' t have been rebuilt after their devastat ion. But the 

sJ11chah also introduces one of the sourceS of hope and 

restoration : the recitation of God's thirteen attributes. 

The thirteen divine attributes are recited in between 

variou s selichot in all of the worsh i p services of the_High 

Ho,ly Days. They are embedded within a conglomeratlon of 

biblical quotes known as El Melekh Yoshev, because of its 

opening words . An interpretation of Exodus 34: 16 in the 

Talmud (Rosh Hashanah 17b) explains that God showed Moses 

the order af prayer, saying to him, "Whenever the people of 

Israe~ sin , let them carry out this service before me [that 

19 Arzt , ·Justice and Mercy, pp.100- 103 . 
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is, read the passage from the Torah containing the thirteen 

divine attribute~) and I will forgive them. 0 20 The efficacy 

of this order of prayer is demonstrated in Numbers 14 where 

Moses pleads with God on behalf of the malcontented children 

of I ~ ael by reciting the thirteen divine attributes. 

Numbers 14: 19 - 20, which records the end of the exchange 

between Moses and God, has been incorporated into the 

liturgy surrounding the recitation of the thirteen divine 

attributes : 

"0 pardon the sin of this people, according to 
they abundant k~ndness , ~s thou hast· forgiven this 
people ever since they left Egypt ." 

The Lord 
aslc.ed ." 21 

said: 

' 

"I pardon them as you 
,. 

have 

The purpose of El Melekh Yoshev within our worship, is to 

allow us, similarly, to render this service before God by 

reciting the thirte en divine attributes. By extens~on , we 

' 
can see that the selichah, Ezkerah Elohim, ultim~tely 

highlights the efficacy of our prayers, in the face of 

competing signs of God's displeasure. 

Numerous reasons are offered by ·the Sages for the final 

shofar blast on Yom Kippur. R. Hai Gaon equates the shofar 

bl~st wit? the announcement"\of -the jubilee year. Tosafot to 

Shabbat 114b rejects the •jubilee explanation and suggests 

that the sound of the shofar is meant to inform mothers that 

20 Birnbaum, Machzor, notes to pp.1001-1002. 

~1 Birnbaum, Machzor, p.989. 

, . 
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they may begin to cook the evening meal for their children. 

Louis Ginzberg regards the blowjng of the shofar as another 

example of the tendency ~ithin our current worship, to 

retain practices from the Temple cult.22 While all of these 

may be part of the explanation, it seems most compelling t o 

look upon the shofar at the end of Yorn Kippur as a symbol of 

messianic hope . We end Ne ' ilah on a literal note o f 

tri umph, prefiguring the coming of the Messiah and the 

ingather ing of the exile. What other expression of God's 

forgiveness a\:)d supremJ benevolence could transmit greater 

reassurance at the end of the Day of Atonement, than the 

shofar? What could communicate a stronger sense ot 

reconciliation ' than to enact the moment when we shall greet 

the return of God's reign on earth? 

The sound of the ram's horn is associated again and 

' again in the Torah and Rabbinic literature with moments of 

God's presenc~, . the confirmation of which is precisely what 

we seek at Ne 'ilah. We wi~h to know that God has, indeed, 

turned back toward us ; that Go~ has sealed us in the Book of 

Life; that God has remembered and maintained the covenant; 

and th~t Godwill . fulfi~l ,the· messianic promise. Therefore, 

before• th~ bl,owing, of the shofar at Ne' ilah, we declare 

"Adonal Hu Ha-Elohim" seven times corresponding to the seven 

22 . Arzt, .Justice and Mercy, P, 273•. 
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heavens ~hrough which the Shekhinah ascends.23 

Sacred time is paradoxical. On the one hand , as Mircea 

Eliade has noted, sacred time is circular and unchanging.2 4 
c-

on the other hand, sacred time represents a break in the 

customary 1 inear time , and therefore, creates a profound 

change from what comes before and after. 

Ne'ilah is situated at the end of a sacred day , which 

is itself the end of a sacred period of ten days. It sits 

on the border betwe,.en sacred and secular time. One 

indi6ator of this unusual position , is that Havdalah , the 

ceremony of separation, follows immediately after the 

Ne' i lah service. The purp_ose of Havdalah is to divide 

sacred from secular tiffle. In this case, Havdalah separates 

Ne' i.lah , the last service of the High Holy Days, from 
\ 

Ma ' ariv , the first service of the regular week. 

Within Ne'ilah itself, however, there threads the motif 

of time reaching an end point, a point of separation . 

Supporting this m<iltif are . references to other non-

23 Agnon, Days of Awe ,- p.8O, citing Rabbi Jacob ben 
Moses qa-"Levi, (-MAHARIL~. - Goldschmidt, Machzor, _vol.II, p. 
xxxii, cit~ng R. Moses of Couey. 

Agnon further . notes that some congregations have a 
para·llel practice of reciting Psalm 47 seven times, 
beginning "O clap your hands, -all ye peoples; shout unto God 
with the voice of· triu mph_," before the first blast of the 
shofar on Rosh Hashanah. Agnon explains that the seven 
repetitions of the psalm correspond · to the seven firmaments 
·crea1;ed by God· (pp. 78-'19). 

24 . . Eliade, The sacred and the Profane, pp .68-7O. See 
also the Introduction above. 
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chronological ways in which Israel is set apart. This motif 

of separation is a parad · 1 oxica strand of the rupture and 

repair theme. The sacred t ·ime of the High Ho ly Days is, as 

already mentioned, a time of renewal for the world and the 

individual. Av1nu Malkeinu , for instance, calls upon God to 

"renew us for a good year. " In one respect, then, sacred 

time is a time of repair. But sacred time exists within a 

rupture. We c an only recognize sacred time in contrast to 

the secular time which surrounds it and into which it has 

broken. Sacred time, Jherefore, o reates a break in time in 

order to accomplish renewal. At the same time, there would 

be no need for repair, were there not already some sense of 

disrepair. 

Israel, too, as a nation set apart, receives additional 

blessing and additional misfortune. Isq1el 's special 

' relationship with God makes her different from the other 

nations of the world. However , the very fact of being 

separate from the other nations creates a need for a 

compensatory special relationship with God . A sense of this 

dual bind is commun•icated in the Kedushah Des1dra. The 

words Qf the prayer concurrently thank God for setting us 

apart, and ask, for extra divine assistance against calamity: 

Blessed· be our God who has created us for his 
glory , and has separated us from those who go 
astray; who has given us the Torah of truth and 
planted eternal life in o~r midst. May he open 

. our heart to his Torah; • may he set in our heart 
love and rever'ence for •him to do his will and 
serve him with a perfect heart, so that we shall 
not labor in vain, nor rear children for 
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disaster.25 

Similarly , Atah hivdalta enosh merosh , opens with a 

statement that views humanity as set apart from all other 

creatures by the privilege of being worthy to stand in God ' s 

presence. Nonetheless, a set of Job-like questions f o llow 

this initial comment and ultimately acknowledge humanity• s 

total dependance on God. 

The awareness of sacred time drawing to a close appears 

first in the Kerov ah. The phrase, Ki fanah yom, " the day 

has declined ;" recurs #several times within the liturgy. I t 

is always paired with a request that God help us in some 

way. In the Magen we ask God to shield us, "now that the 

day has declined . " In the _Silluk, the final piyyut of the 

Kerova.h, we ask God t a hear us and forgive us, "now that the 

day has dee lined. " These phrases convey the sense that 

' these are the last remaining moments for our atonement. 

A stronger sense of urgency can be found in the 

intr,,oduction to the selichot, following the Kedushat HaYom : 

"Open for us a gate, even at. the closing of the gates, for 

the day has declined, The day has declined, the sun has 

arisen and declined, l_~ us enter your gates ." Space and 

time are join~d in these t wo lines. The gates, which mark 

the limits of a physical space, are going to close, just as 

the day, which marks the limits of a particular time, is 

dra~ing to its c~ose. Togetber these metaphors portray the 

25 Birnbaum, Machzor , p.962, The underlining is mine . 
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unique The gates 

suggest a , spe cial means of acce ss to God , ~hile the day 

sugge sts a special perioq of God ' s ful l an_d)divid~d 

opportunity to a tone on Yom Kippur. 

attention. And despite the urgent tone of the prayer, i ts 
,...__ 
.... 

words propose a way to allay our fears. We ask God to open 

another gate for us , even as t his prominent gate is closing. 

We cannot turn back the clock , but we can find another means 

of access to the divine. By fusing the two symbols, we 

moderate t he s ense .of loss at having to relinquish sacred 

time and returp to secular time . 

The gate s are the outstanding emblem of Ne'ilah. 

are connected primarily with the gates of the Temple and the 

gates of heaven. The~e two main associations are expanded 

through the piyyutim into a myriad of other gates. A 

Sefa rdic piyyu t f r om Ne'ilah, ' for example , presents an 

exhaustive alphabet1·cal list of 64 gates.26 Beyond spe cific 

associations, however, the gates convey a general sense of 

closure and finality a t the end of Yom Kippur . 

above, they define the l imits of atonement . 

As noted 

If the gates· close ~t. Ne'ilah , we s hould expect to find 

an earlier poiq.t in ~he -worship where they open. The piyyut 

26 The piyyut, known as "Te 'anu Vete'ateru" is found 
at t he end of Ne' ilah . It has subsequently been 
incor;po~ted into the 11 turgy o"f, Hotza ' ei Shabbat, another 

-"border area" between Shabbat and the start of the week . 
Chaim stern , "Notes to G-ates of Repentance ," in 

Hoffman , Gates of Understanding 2, p.~28, note 786. 
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immediately following the Amidah on Erev Kol Nidre , Ya'aleh, 

is composeq of e ight stanzas of three lines each. The first 

line of each stanza ends "at eve ning." The second 1 ine 

ends, "at morning." And t he last lin e ends, "un til 

~ vening." Taken together , the three lines define a 24-hour 

period from sunset to sunset. Thi s is the Day of Atonement. 

The reading immediately following Ya ' aleh consists of a 

string of biblical verses on the sub j~ct of humankind coming 

to God's holy places to praise and serve God. The fifth 

verse in the ,series, Psalm 100: 4 states, "Ent er his gates 
' 

with thanksgiving, enter his courts wi th praise. 11 27 From 

the liturgy we may i nfer that it is on Erev Yorn Kippur that 

we first enter the gates . Thus, the gates open a t sunset on 

Erev Yorn Kippur and t hey c lose at sunset 24 hours later , at 

Ne'ilah . It is c ustomary to open the ark for the Reader's 

Repetition of the Amidah during Ne 'i lah and~ t o l eav e it open 

until the end of the service. Then, once the service has 

ended , we close the doors of the ark to dramatize the 

closing of the gates. 

In the piyyutim_ of the Kerovah there are referenc es 

( see abbve) to Abr'aham establishing a ga1:eway to God through 

which his descendants might enter , and to Jacob's vision of 

the gate of ~eaven. Interestingly, the last piyyut of the 

Kerovah is devoted entirely to the topic o f gates opening . 

Each stanza as~s God to open a different gate for Israel, 

27 Birnbaum , Machzor , p.524 . 
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and offers eviden ce f or wh I Y srael is wo rthy of t hese 

privileges . . The introductory l ines t o the selicho t s ec t i on 

o f the worship offer a message similar to t ha t in the 

Kerovah discussed above : "Open f o r us a gate , e ven a t -t he 

ime of the closing of the gates." Whereas t he Kerovah 

refers to specifi c gate s and pr o vi d es sp e cific 

j ustifications for God t o o pen t hem , t he initia l s e lichah 

o ffers a more general plea that God provide another gate t o 

replace the one that is closing. From these t wo examples we 

see that the paradox of praising God for opening gates at 

• 
the time of the closing of the gates, in fact makes great 

sense . It is t.oo disconce·rting to conclude the Day of 

Atonement with~ sense of being shut out or shut away from 

God. Therefore , within the Ne' ilah service , we transform 

the gates from symbols of refusal, to symbols o f access. 
I 

The transitional reading at the end of ~be selichot, in 

between the final piyyut and the last recita t ion of El 

fa#lekh yoshev, reads, "Open thou the gates of heaven ; open 

thy goodly treasure for us ; help us, and rebuke us not; help 

us thou , our saving God." 28 In this way we make the gates 

into symbols of : God's forgiveness , and the sense of 

termination which they e~press initially, is converted to a 

sense of redemptio~. 

All of the motifs of Ne ' ilah, thus lead us from rupture 

28 Birnbaum, Machzor, p.1OO2. The underlining is mine. 
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to repair , from alienation to reconciliation, from 

br okenness , to renewal. They do so in a gradual way. The 

messages and symbols accumulate as we move through the 

worship service until, at last, we reach the secure 

~ onclusion that all is forgiven. Then, certain that we have 

received a new lease on life, we shout out - praises to God , 

blow the shofar triumphantly, and exclaim confidently, "Next 

year in Jerusalem." 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE BIG PICTURE 
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El itk h t e son of Barachel the Buzite , poses the 
~ . 

following rhetor i cal questions to his suffe ring friend . Job : 

If you sin, what do you do to Him? 
If your transgress ions aTe many , -
How do you affect Him? 
If you are righteous , 
What do you give Him ; 
What does He receive from your hand?l 

Elihu's wo rds reappear a t Ne 'ilah in Atah hivdalta enosh 
r . 

merosh: "Even though a person be righte ous, what can tha t 

person give thee [God]?" . According to B. s. Jacobson, , both 

of these passages express the notion that our a ct ions are 

not for God's sake. Since God is wholly righteous, our 

act.ions do not affect God. Rather , repentance is fo r 2£!:_ 

sake. And thus, he c oncludes , "The pro found mess~ge · of Yom 

Kippur teaches us that it is we who are transformed, we 

whose sensations and percept ions are chastened upon 

experience of the Oivine." 2 The purpose of this chapter is 

to ~xtend Jacobson ' s insight and examine the ways in which 

Yom Kippur transf?rms µs. To do .so, we shal 1 borrow an 

ant-hropo:logic al mode l of transformation: the rite of 

passage. 

l. Job 35 : 6-7·, TJ}e New JPS Transla~ion According to the 
Trad! t ional Hebrew Text , ( Philddelphia/ New York/ Jerusalem: 
The Jewish Publication Society, s1,sn9s~ ), 

2. Jacobson, Yamim Noraim, p .125. , 
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Arnold Van Gennep (1960) first articulated the 

characteristics of a rite of passage , which he defined as 

"rites which accompany ever y change of pla ce , state , social 

po~t ion and age . " 3 They are marked by three phases : 

l ) Separation -- This phase involves behavior symbolic of an 

individual or a group's detachment from an ear lier fixed 

point in the social s.tructure , or from a set of cultural 

conditions. or both. 

2) Margin or Li■en -- This phase can be character ized as a 

state suspended between tlult which has come before and that 

which will come after, with few or none of the attributes of 

either. During this phase , "the character istics of the 

ritual subject [the person or group] are ambiguous. 11 4 

3) Reincorporation -- In tllis pha se the ritual subject moves 

to a relatively stable state. Having completed ~he passage 

' or journey, the i nd ividua l or group must , once again , behave 

according to cer tain customary standards that typify the 

social position to whi c h they adhere, i.e. they have a 

defined r ole in re l ation to others in the society.5 

In short, the purpose of a rite of passage is to enab le 

the individual to move successfully from one defined 

p os ition in soc·iety . t o another. These ceremoni e s , 

3_ Quoted in Vic t o r W. Turner, The Ritual Process, 
(Chicago : Aldine Publishing Company , 1969), p.94 . 

4 Turner, The Ritual Process, p.94 . 

5 Turner, The Ritual Process , pp . 94-95 . 
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the refore, surround such ma jor life events as birth , 

marriage, pTegnancy , and dea th. They may also accompany 

entry into a position o f higher social status through club 

membership , political of f ice, . o r ordination. Societies a lso 

' possess calendric al or seasonal rites of passage. These 

rites may mark a point in the agricultural cycle from 

scarcity t o plenty or vic e -versa. Rites of passage may 

accompany any collective change from one state t o another 

(e .g. when a society goes to war , or wishes to reverse t he 

effects of fami,ie , droug?t, or plagu_e ). 

" The universe itself," wro te Van Gennep , "is governed 

by a periodicity which has repercussions on human life, with 

stages and transitions, movements forward, and per iods o f 

r elative inactivity."6 The correlation between the cycles 

of hu111an life and of nature l ed Van Gennep to s tudy the 

' rites surrounding celebrations of new moons , new seasons , 

and new years. Transitional periods f r om old year t o new 

year , he found , for exaJDple , vary i n length from a day to a 

week to a month . These e vent~. too, he discovered , shared 

the characteristics of r ites of passage. 

Th~ three phases of _tpe rite of passage are not always 

equally i mportapt or .equally fully developed in every rite . 

One phase may tend to be prominent in certain rites , reduced 

in others. Funerals tend to be rites of separation ; 

6, Arnold Van Gennep , The Rites 
Monika e . Vizedon and Gabrielle L . 
University of Chicago Press, 1960) , p ,3 . 

of Passage , t rans . 
Caffee , (Chicag' 

. -.../ 
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marriages emphasize incorporation ; pregnancy or initiation 

r ites stre~s transition . 

In summarizing his findings , Van Gennep made thr~e 

observations. First, the pattern o f rites of passage recurs 
C' 

again and again in individual and c ommunal life ceremonies. 

The pat.tern may differ in form, i t may be implicit or 

explicit , but it is always there . Second , the tLitional 

or liminal periods sometimes acquire a certain autonomy. 

Finally , the passage from one social position t o another is 

frequently identified .. with passage from one territory .to 

another, in symbolic, metaphoric, or actual terms. 7 This 

last observation led Van Gennep to develop a second set of 

terms for the t1lree phases of_ a rite of passage : preliminal , 

liminal, and postl-iminal. These terms del ineate movement 

through ~sical space (or time ) , as tne f 'irst set of terms 

define movement from one culturally defined state or status 

to another. 

The door is the boundary between the foreign and 
domestic worlds in the case of an ordinary 
dwe 11 ing, between the pro_f ane and sacred worlds in 
the case of a temple. Therefore to cross the 
threshold is . to unite oneself with a new 
world .... Consequently , I. propose to call the r .ites 
of separation fro!D . a previous world, prellmlnal 
r1 tes , those executed during t-he transitional 
stage li.J1t1nal (or threshold) rites, and the 
ceremonies of · incorporation into the new world 
postl1m1nal rites. 11 8 

7 . Van Gennep, The Rites of Passage , pp.191-192 . 

8 Quoted in 3uha Pentiltainen , "The Symbolism of 
Liminaiity," Religious Symbols and their Functions, Harald& 
Be1zais, ed., (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell International , 
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Sacredness , a ccording to Van Gennep' s analysis , is a 

r e lative q u a lity. In different s i tuations an individual 

possesses a differen t relationship to the holy. What may be 

profane in one circums t anc e may be holy in ano ther . Thus we 

a re~ lways "pivoting the sacred ."9 
Van Gennep_ perceived 

human life as a series of "magic ci r cles " which pivot a round 

the sacred. shifting as a person moves from o ne state or 

s tatus in society to another. Since these s o r ts of changes 

c an be threatening or disruptive to the individual or the 

group, rites o f ;passage are conceived t o reduc e their 
; 

harmful effects. In particular , the l iminal stage of a rite 

o f passage is designed to ease the transition from the 

sacred t ·o the pro.fane. "So great is the incompatibility 

between the profane and the sacred worlds, that a man [or 

woman] cannot pass from one to the other without going 

through an interai.~diate stage . 11 10 , 

Van Gennep exami ned r ites and customs related t o a c tual 

boundaries between one location and another to gain insight 

into rites of passage. He discovered that in Europe, it was 

at one t .ime the practice to establish neutra l zones that 

c reated a buffer strip between t >ne territory and another . 

The buffer strip prevented a · person from passing directly 

from one territo~y into ano ther . Instead, for a s hort tiae, 

1979), p.155 , 

9. Van Gennep, The Rites of Passage , p.12. 

10. van Gennep , The Rites of Passage ; p . 1 . 
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the person wavered between the two worlds, in the so-ca lled 

"no man 's land," before passing into the new terr itory. The 

liminal stage is the buffer zone with in a r ite o f passage. 

The liminal stage is neithe r in one world nor the other ; it 

' is a par~doxical location in between the two. Over time. 

moreover , the neutral zones shrank until they were often no 

more than a stone, a beam, or a threshold. Transit i ons from 

one territory to another, then, occur r ed much more rapidly. 

Victor Turner has noted tha t in most cultures, stages 

of t ransition. bring people i n close touch with be liefs in 
' 

the protective and punitive powers of divine be i ngs or 

powers . 11 Not surprisingly, in some cultures , t he threshold 
,,, 

i tself is s een as the seat o f a particular deity. to whom 

prayers and sacrifices are addressed for permission to pass 

through . " In order to understand rites per t aining to the 

threshold," wrote Van Gennep, " one should always remembe r 

that the threshold is only a part of t he door and that most 

of these rites should be u.nderstood as direct and physical 

rites of entrance, of waiting , and of departure that is, 

as rites of passage . 01 2 Thus we see how customs of spatial 

passage often became ri'tes of spiritual passage as wel l. 

The image o f the gates in the Ne'ilah service represent 

a •etaphoric threshold to God's holy places -- the Temple 

11 Turner, The Ritual Process. pp.105-106 . 

12 Quoted in Pentikainen, Religious Symbols , p.156 . 
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The gates are also the final threshold of 

the Da y of Aton emen t. Ne ' ilah is the serv i c e o f 

r eincorporat ion t ha t allows us to make the transi tion from 

the holy back to the profane . 

return to our 'iiiily routines. 

Once the shofar is b l own , we 
I 

. -symbolically repres~ted by 

the weekday Ma ' ariv service which immediate l y f o llows 

Ne'ilah . This is our destination. But what is the journey 

and where does it begin? 

"The Holy Bl essed One said to Israel : Remake yourse l ves 

by repentance during t he ten d~ys between New Year ' s Day and 
• ~ 

the Day of Atonement, a nd on the Day of Atonement I will 

ho l d you gu il tless , regarding you as a newly made 

creature ." 13 As this text from .the Midrash illustrates, our 

task during t he High Holy Days is to make ourselves anew. 

1 Preparation for this renewa l begins during Elul, intensifies 
I 

{ on Rosh Hashanah , con tinues t hrough the intermediate days o( 

repentance , and culminates on Yom Kippur at Ne ' ilah. We 

have already seen in Chapter One how the 1·1 turgy and other 

aspects of the worship build to a climax at Ne ' i l ah . Our 

New Year's c elebration, in fac t , begins before NE:w Year's 

Day and extends beyond it for an additional ten days. There 

is even a t radition that claims God withhoi ds final judgment 
. . 

all the way until Hoshanah Rabba. Interestingly , the 

concluding liturgy of Hoshanah Rabba incorporates p1yyut1m 

13. Pesikta Rabbat i 40 : 5 , quoted in Phil ip Goodman, The 
Yom Kippur Anthology, (Philadelphia : The J ewish Publication 
Society of America , 5731/ 1971), p.25 . 
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and nusach from Ne 'ilah. And in Chapter Two we have studied 

the varieties of rupture and repai r motifs that play thr ough 

the Ne 'i lah se~r vice. The theme o f rupture and repair 

embodies the experience of the worshiper. As Victor Turner 

\ias pointed out, in rites o f passage , speech i s more than 

communication; it is power and wisdom - - that is, ou r words 

become performative . We a ct out the th ings we pray. Speec h 

"has ontological value, 1 t refashions the very being o f the 

neophyte," (or in our case, the worshiper ].14 On Yom Ki ppur 

we complete a fite of passage from old to new self. And Yom 

Kippur itself, is the transitional stage, the buffer zone , 

between the old self and the new. 

Ind~viduals in the liminal or transitional stage of a 

r ite of passage are often represented as possessing no 

distinguishing characterist ics. Turner ' s studies indicate 

that thei r identity is homogeni zed so as , to elimi nate any 

distinct ions of rank or status among those who are in a 

similar liminal position. Clothing, for example , which 

normally conveys a great deal about a person 's rank, status, 

role , or kinship position, is often eli•inated altogether or 

reduced to a mere strip. on Yom Kippur, every adult male 

wears a white kittel and a tallis. All dress exactly alike, 

s o that their clothing conveys none of the usual marks of 

differentiation. 

Furthermore, in the liminal stage, the behavior of the 

14 Turner, The Ritual Process, p.1O3. 
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l i minal person o r group is_ t ypically passive or humble. 

" They must- obey their instruc tors implici tl'Y . and accept 

arbitrary punishment without complaint. It is as though 

they are being reduced or ground down to a uniform condition 
\ 

to be fashioned cy1ew and endowed with addi tional powers to 

enable them to cope with t heir new station in life. " 15 On 

Yo m Kippur, our behavior is decidedly humble and passive . 

Although we have no human autho rity figure instructing us in 

how to behave. we do have a heavenly figure with whom we 

comply abso l ~te ly. ~e spend th,e entire day in penitent 

prayer. And, in addition , we prac tice- self-denial through 

the five prosc ribed "afflictions" . We do not eat o r drink. 

We do n o t wash . We do not anoint ourselves. We do not 

engage in sexual relations. And we do not wear leather 

shoes or sandals. 

we are dead. 

In sum, for those 24 hours we act as if 

Michael Strassfeld has commented, "On Yorn Kippur we are 

meant to feel the touch of death, for death cuts through all 

the defenses and ill~sions we_ have carefully created around 

our own mortality. The w~ole world is suspended in judgment 

on Yom Kippur -- -who shall live and who shall die. Over and - . . 
over, the lit_urgy stresses our frailty, our failings, our 

worthlessness . " 16 What could be a more fitting expression 

15 Turner, The Ritual Process , p .95. 

16 Michael Strassfeld, The Jewish Holidays , (New York: 
Harper & Row, Publishers , 1985), p . 121. 

--
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of l iminal i ty, of suspension be-tween two worlds. than for 

living people to imitate death? What could be a more 

poignant enactment of rupt1,1re and repair, than death and 

rebirth? 
c-

Our dress and our behavior obliterate distinguishing 

traits and allow us to feign death. The pure, whi te kittel , 

for example, is suggestive of a burial shroud . The tallis , 

another burial garment, is worn the entire Day o f Atonemen t 

because of the unusual custom of donning a tallis at night 

fo r Kol Nidre · The five afflictions add to this lifeless 

impression. Like the dead. we have n o need to sustain 

ourselves with food or drink . We return to our mos t basic 

state by not washing dust to dust. Without shoes we have 

no mobil ity, no volition. The act of anointing is a way of 

conferring status on an individual . In death all are equal , 
""1!! 

and thus there is no need for such a gesture of status. 

Discontinuance of sexual relations is another way in which 

people become undifferentiated, or anonymous. To p r ohibit 

all sexual relations is to sever our most intimate social 

bonds. The reaumptio~ of sexual relations , like the lifting 

of the other prohibitions, tnen, marks our reintegration to . . 
normative, structured society . 17 

' 
The neophyte in 11minal1 ~y must be a tabula 

rasa , a blank slate, on which is inscribed the 
knowledge and wisdom of the group, in those 
respects that pertain to the new status. The 

17 on the role of sexual relations in rites of passage 
see Turner, The Ritual Process, p.10,. 

--
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ordeals and humiliations , often of a grossly 
physical character, to which neophytes are 
submi1!ted, represent partly a destruction of 
previous status and partly a tempering of thejr 
essence in order to prepare them to cope with 
their new responsibili't1es and restra1n them in 
advance from abusing their new privileges. They 
have to be shown that in themselves they are c lay 
or dust, mere matter , whose form is impressed upon 
them ... 18 

56 

We have already seen how our dress and behavior reduce our 

distinctiveness and erase many of our individual 

characteristics. The liturgy, as \ole-11, plays a role in 

rendering each of us a tabula rasa. 
i 

We recite Viddui: the confession , ten times on Yom 

Kippur. The entire V1ddui is written in the first person 

plural. Our confession is neither private nor personal. We 

speak only in the collective voice , for as the tabula rasa 

required by our liminal state, we have no individual voice 

o n Yorn Kippur. The only other time Viddui i.s recited, is 

' when someone is about to die. To confess one's sins is to 

clear one's slate in this world before passing on to the 

next. Chaim Joseph David Azulai (Midbar Kedemot , 18th 

c entury) wrote, "Our rabbis, · of blessed memory, said that 

the Roly Blessed one makes a new creature of the person who 

repents {Pesikt~ Rabbati-, ·see above) , and the result is that 
, 

his {or her] speech ·of confession is the cause of a powerful 

and great act of creation."19 Over and over again , 

18 

19 

Turner, The Ritual Process : p.103. 

Agnon, Days of Awe, p.217. 
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therefore, we confess our failings, expressing our general 

sense of wo rthlessness and givi ng ourselves ove r to the act 

o f being c reated anew . This fundamental s ense of 

insignificance, characteristic o f the liminal state , builds 
~ 

to a climax in the confession at Ne 'ilah. The unique 

addition to the Viddui , At:ah not:en yad laposhim , stresses 

again and again that human life rs empty vanity : 

What are we? What is our life? What is our 
goodness? What is our vi r tue ? What our help? 
What our strength? What our might? What can we 
say to thee , Lord our God and God o f our fathers? 
Indeed, all thf heroes are as nothing in thy 
sight, the men of renown as though they never 
existed, the wise as though t hey were without 
knowledge, the intelligent as though they lacked 
insight; most of . their actions are worthless in 
t hy sight , their ent i re life i s a fleeting breath. 
Man is not far above beast, for all is vanity.20 

And the additional small para~raph at the end of the silent 

confession, Elohai, ad shelo notsarti , makes the connection 

between confe ssion, death , and recreation abundan~l y clear: 

My God, before I was formed I was of no ' 
worth, and now that I have been formed it is as if 
I had not been formed. Dust I am in life, and all 
the more so in death. In thy sight, I am like an 
object tilled with shame and disgrace. May it be 
thy will , ' Lord my God and Godot my fathers, t hat 
I sin no more. In thy abundant mercy, cleanse the 
sins I have committed against thee , but not 
through severe sufterings.21 · 

As Turner obse•rved , we regard' ourselves as dust on Yom 

Kippur, in order to allow God to regenerate us. 

The Kol Hidre service initiates this transformation to 

20 Birnbaua, Machzor , p . 1006. 

2l Birnbaum, Machzor , p.97, . 

-
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a death-like state. In anthropological terms , Ko l Nidre is 

the point at whi ch we complete ou.r separation from our 

former s elves and enter into a liminal state . The service 

begins at dusk. just before sunset, a transitional time of 

day . We wear a tallis' on top of our kitte l , as though 

preparing for burial. Kol Nidre is the only e v ening service 

where it is· permissible to wear a tallis . And af t er a brief 

introductory paragraph , we arrive at the Kol Nidre prayer 

itself . 

The Kol Nidre prayer has a long and troubled history 

' within our liturgy. Numerous generations have sought to 

expunge it from the service. And as many times as the 

leaders have tried to remove it, the people have demanded 

it.s replacement. Theodor Reik desc ribes KoJ. Nidre as a 

\ 
riddle with three component parts . 

f 
Firs t, the prayer is 

re¥1Y a formula that declares certain categories of vows to 

be invalid. This pronouncement is in direct contradiction 

to the high value placed on obligations (whether assumed on 

oath or otherwise) in biblical and Talmudic Judaism. 

Second, ( at least in. Ashkenazic tradition) , the melody 

accompanying this "bare almost juridi':al formula," is d~eply 

affecting and seemingly out of --character with the ' text it 

accompanies . 22 Finally , this unpoetic· declaration has an 

22 In Sefardic tradition, while the melody to Kol 
Nidre is not outstanding, the dramatic choreography 
surrounding the recitation of' Kol Nidre .creates a heightened 
emotional atmosphere equal to that of the Ashkenazic rite. 
Shlomo Oeshen , "The Kol Nidre BnigJDa: An Anthropological 

TIii 
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uncanny power to move people and release all s o rts o f strong 

emotions . 23 , 

Reik t hen reviews the_ var iou s arguments offered in 

defense o f the Kol Nidre prayer : general , exegetical , and 

' h i s t or ica l . Finding them al l f l awed and unconvinc i ng , he 

o ffers an a l ternative psycho logical explanation fo r the 

prayer. For Reik, the Day o f At o nemen t b e gins with a 

blasphemous cancelling of v ows, that i s, o f the covenant 

with God. From his psychoanalytic point o f v iew , the 

covenant with; God functions in t~e role of the superego. 

Like the superego, the covenant ensures a measure of 

restraint on our impulses. This repress ion would be 

unbearable, were it not for the fact that we know the 

covenan t may be broken at certain times. Not that an 

individual would dare act alone to sever the covenant . 

Rather , through ritual, the whole community shares the 

responsibility for dissolving the covenant once a year, and 

renewing it 24 hours later, thus providing a brief 

opportunity to satisfy the id ' s rebellious impulses.24 

Reik's explanation, while sound from a psychoanalytical 

View o~ the Day of At'Or\ement Liturgy ," Ethnology , April 
1979, vol.XVIII, no.2 , p.122. 

23 Theodor Re,J.-k... Ritual: Psychoanalytic Studies, 
t rans. Douglas Bryan, M.R.C.S., L.R.C.P., ( New York : 
In""l:er.tia'tional Universities Press, Inc., 1958), pp.169-170. 

24. Reik, Ritual , p.218. For~ more extensive analysis 
of t-he psychoanalytical aspects of ritual, see Sigmund 
Freud, Totem and Taboo , trans. James Strachey, (New York/ 
London: W. w. Norton & Company, 1950). 
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flawed and unconvincing from a theological 

per spective. , Yem Kippur is no t a day characterized by the 

unleashi ng of r ebellious impulses directed against God and 

the covenant . Quite the contrary , i t is the most restrained 

~d submissive day of the entire Jewish year. Nonetheless , 

Reik's intuition about the connection between Kol Nidre and 

the covenant with God is worth exploring further from a non

Freudi a n point o f view . 

Kol Nidre invalidates all the oa ths, and pledges, and 

promises of th~ past year . Kol Nidre c ancels all of our 

social contracts, forcing us to reaffirm our comm itments for 

the year ahead. It does not specify whether these 

commitments are petween one person and another, or be tween a 

person and God. The introductor y prayer , Bi yeshi va shel 

malah, however, p lace s each o f the worshipers before both 

the heavenly and the earthly t ribunals. T~ implica tion of 

this dual s eat of judgment , is that all of our vows to other 

people and all of our vows to God are under review. No 

pledge to. God is more important than the covenant. The 

c ovenant gives Israel its identity , without the covenant 

Israel is just like any other nation -- undifferenti_ated and 

anonymous with respect to God. Without the covenant , then , 

Israel is lifeless. By c ancelling all of our social 

con t racts, Kol Nidre cancels our obligation to the covenant 

as well , and enters us into a liminal state . 

This moment is so fraugbt with significance that we 

-
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actually a ct out a court scene as we recite the Kol Nidr e. 

One person • c hants the introductory paragraph a nd the Kol 

N idre prayer while two others stand alongside the reade r, 

eac h one holding a Seter Torah , thus f o rming a Bei t Din o f 
C" 
three ind i viduals. The ark remains open throughout the 

enti re recitatio n , so that we are able t o see t he unoccupi e d 

spots where the scrolls usually stand. By b r inging the 

Torah i nto the Belt Din, we symbo lic a l ly b r ing God into our 

courtro om . By leaving the ark open and vacant, we 

symboli cally i ndi c ate God's removal and the sus pension o f 

the covenant . Once the S1fre1 Torah are returned to t he ark 

a nd t he Belt Din has been dissolved , we are fully entered 

into the liminal stage of Yo m Ki ppur ; we are in be t ween life 

and death , in between the old covenant and the new . 

I t ls not until Ne ' ilah that we reestab lish the 

covenant. Again, the transition servic e back from death to 

life . takes place at dusk, j ust as the sun i s setting. 

Again we face the open ark . It is the custom in many 

congregations to open the ark for the Reader's Repeti tion of 

the Amidah and to leave it open through the end o f the 

service. Thls ti•e , however , · all of the Sifrei Torah are in 

their plac es , the ark is full. At Ne ' i lah the open ark 

symbolizes Go d ' s return. We have already no ted how the 

11 turgy highlights and resolves various motifs of rupture 

and repair at; Ne' ilah , including a mot if of covenantal 

fracture and mending . And just as th.e first prayers o f Kol 
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Nidre brought us into the liminal, death-like stage, so the 

last prayers of Ne ' i lah bring us all the way out o f this 

stage. 

Dr. Karl Abra.ham has written , "Reik ' s idea of the bond

' destroying significance of the Kol Nidre is confirmed by the 

conc l usion of the liturgy of the Day of Atonemen t which 

merits our spec ial attention~ The solemn concluding prayer 

ends in a confession (of faith]. " 25 The Shemot at the end 

of Ne 'ilah are an "emphati c announc ement of God's uniqueness 

and power." 26 J a c.obson sim,ilarly characterizes the function 

of the Shemot ; he writes , "They denote recognition of and 

confession to God." 27 The Shema expresses Israel 's faith in 

the One God. The triple repetition of Barukh shem kevod, is 

taken as an allusion to the saying, "God reigns , has 

reigned , and will re ign forever." And according to Max 

Arzt, the seven r epetitions of Adonal hu ha-~lohim, affirm 

God's universal sovereignty since God's abode is "beyond the 

seven heavens. 11 28 

Jacob Millgram notes that the words of the Shema are 

the last words a Jew utters before going to sleep, before 

death , and before martyrdom. · Perhaps, then, the Shemot 

serve a double purpose. On the one hand they are a loud and 

25 

26 

27 

28 

Reik , Ritual, p.218 

Reik, Ritual 1 p.218. 

.Jacobson, Yamim Noraim , p.125. 

Arzt, .Justice and Mercy, p.285-286. 
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clear proclamation of our faith in God and in the covenant. 

On the other hand , they symbolize the dying breath of our 

old self and the rebirth of our new self, as we begin the 

new year and t he new covenant. 
c--

After this c rescendoi~g affirmation, we sound a fi nal 

Tekiah with the shofar and exclaim, " Next ye a r in 

Jerusalem. " We end on a note of messianic expectat ion. We 

close the day looking forward to the ultimate fulfillment of 

the covenant. Michael Strassfeld captures these sentiments 

in the fol lowing manner , ; "The shofar, which is the c entral 

symbol of the High Holidays , marks the definitive end to the 

day and to the whole period. It evokes the fee 1 ing of a 

successful passage from sin to repentance, from death to 

life."29 Despite the frightening potential symbolized by 

the liminal stage, when that stage comes to an end we 

invariably find ourselves restored at the end o f Ne-t ilah. 

For safe passage is guaranteed in this and all rites of' 

passage. A rite , after all , is designed~ to carry us 

through difficult transitions , precisely to avoid the 

possibiXity o f utter failure . Arnold Van Gennep concludes , 

"For groups, as well as for individuals, life itself means 

to separate and to be reunited, to change form and 

condition, to die and to be reborn. It is to act and to 

cease, to wait and rest, and then to begin acting again, but 

in a different way. And there are always new thresholds to 

29 Strassfeld~ The Jewish Holidays, p.117. 
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cross."30 

The gates close every Ne'ilah, but we are never 

completely locked out. There is always another gate opened 

for us. The Book of Life closes every Ne' i lah but we are 

always securely inscribed befo e the shofar' s last blast . 

There is always another•year in store for us. Every Ne'ilah 

----
we turn fearfully toward God seeking forgiveness, and every 

year we meet with divine reassurance. Every Ne ' ilah the sun 

sets, we find th~ Sifrei Torah firmly posed in the ark, and 

the shofar calls out our exultation at having come through 

another Yem Kippur whole and renewed . 

{ 
(. 

,. 

30 van Gennep, The Rites of Passage, p.189. 
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