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There are many activities we do this season to externalize sin so that we can be emboldened
enough to conquer it. In the ancient days of the Bible, Yom Kippur was a time when two goats
were designated ly lottery to bear the sins of the people. One was to be sacrificed to achieve
expiation and the other was, according to rabbinic tradition, to be dashed off a cliff, carrying to
its death the weight of our collective transgressions. The ceremony must have been freighted
with a degree of momentousness and nervous anticipation:

Aaron shall lay both his hands upon the head of the live goat and confess over it all the
iniquities and transgressions of the Israelites, whatever their sins, putting them on the
head of the goat; and it shall be sent off to the wilderness through a designated man.
Thus the goat shall carry on it all their iniquities to an inaccessible region; and the goat
shall be set free in the wilderness. (Leviticus 16:21_22)

Although in talmudic interpretations the goat met its death, in the biblical text the goat was
merely shunted to an inaccessible region, a stunning metaphor for the abandonment of sin. We
cannot kill the past; we can only hope that it travels to an inaccessible place where it no longer
tempts, marks, or harms us.

The modern equivalent is the tashlikh ceremony where we ritually rid ourselves of sin by giving
it to innocent fish. Alternatively, we may swing a chicken around our heads or palm our sins
onto coins in its place.

Some years ago, | found sin towelettes and a line of soaps designed to scrub us clean of all
iniquity, following the reasoning at the end of the Leviticus chapter about the two goats: "This
day of atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you of all your sins; you shall be clean before
the Lord" (Leviticus 16:30). This verse suggested to the halakhic mind that the day of Yom
Kippur itself has cleansing powers. Today you can even purchase pre-written apology notes
where you check off the boxes that list your crimes and misdemeanors, conveniently providing
the language of contrition if words are hard to conjure. | know all about the notes because | got
one last year from a family member. In many ways, however, our attempts to externalize and
remove sin have become shallow practices that distract us from the harder work of change.
Teshuva-lite does not transform anyone; it only creates a ritual patina that may or may not
stimulate repentance. Teshuva is not that easy.

Rambam Moreh Nevukhim — Guide for the perplexed

There is no doubt that sins cannot be carried like a burden and taken off the shoulder of one being
to be laid on that of another being. But these ceremonies are of a symbolic character, and serve
to impress people with a certain idea, and to induce them to repent - as if to say, we have freed
ourselves of our previous deeds, have cast them behind our backs, and removed them from us as
far as possible.
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Minhagim of the Maharil

Says the Maharil (1360-1427):That which is the custom to go on
Rosh Hashanna, after the meal, to seas and rivers “to cast our
sins into the depths” is a memorial to the Akeda as told by the
Midrash, that Abraham entered a river up to his neck, and then
proclaimed: “God! Save! For the waters are threating my life!”

Maharil said that when you do go to the river on Yom Tov, not
to take any food along to throw to the fish ... because it is
against the law in Yom Tov.
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Midrash Tanchuma. Vayera 22

Since the journey is a short one, what took him three days?
When [Satan] saw that they did not accept his words, he went
and made himself into a great river before them... When
[Avraham] reached halfway through the river, the water was up
to his neck. At that moment, Avraham raised his eyes to Heaven
and said... “Now the water is about to drown me; if | or my son
Yitzchak drown, who will fulfill Your word? Who will declare
Your Oneness?” The Holy One, blessed be He, said, “By your
life, it is through you that My Name shall be declared in the
world.” The Holy One, blessed be He, then rebuked the spring,
and the river dried up, and they stood on dry ground.
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Levush Orach Chaim, 596

It was customary to go to place that had live fish to remember
that we are like these live fish, who are ensnared suddenly in a
net. So are we ensnared in the abyss of death and judgement.
And in doing so, we will contemplate repentance more.
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Kitzur Shulchan Arukh

Another reason: Since we are crowning God and proclaiming
Him sovereign upon us, the location of a Jewish royal
coronation is alongside the river, as this expresses the
continuity and longevity of his reign.
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I Kings ch.1

Zadok the priest, and Nathan the prophet, and Benaiah the son
of Jehoiada, and the Cherethites and the Pelethites, went
down, and had Solomon ride King David's mule, and brought
him to Gihon. Zadok the priest took the horn of oil out of the
Tent, and anointed Solomon. And they blew the ram's horn;
and all the people said: 'Long live king Solomon.'
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Nehemia 8

All the people gathered as one man into the square before the
water gate; and they asked Ezra the scribe to bring the book of
the Law of Moses, which the LORD had commanded to Israel.
On the first day of the seventh month ... 3He read it aloud from
daybreak till noon ...in the presence of the men, women and
others who could understand. And all the people listened
attentively to the Book of the Law.

Nehemiah ...and Ezra the priest the scribe, and the Levites that
taught the people, said unto all the people: 'This day is holy
unto the LORD your God; mourn not, nor weep.' For all the
people wept, when they heard the words of the Law.
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Rabbi Moses Isserless

The custom of Israel is the law, as when people go to bodies of
water and say “Cast your sins into the depths.” This is because
at the depths of the sea, one can witness the power of the
Creation of the World, as the depth of the sea is the “tehom”
and when we go there we see the power of the creator of the
world.
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Micah 7

What misery is mine!

| am like one who gathers summer fruit
at the gleaning of the vineyard;

there is no cluster of grapes to eat,

2The faithful have been swept from the land;
not one upright person remains.
Everyone lies in wait to shed blood;
they hunt each other with nets.
3 ..the judge accepts bribes,
the powerful dictate what they desire—
they all conspire together.
4The best of them is like a brier,
the most upright worse than a thorn hedge.
The day God visits you has come,
the day your watchmen sound the alarm.
Now is the time of your confusion.

8 Do not gloat over me, my enemy!
Though | have fallen, | will rise.
Though I sit in darkness,
the Lord will be my light.
9Because | have sinned against him,
| will bear the Lord’s wrath,
until he pleads my case
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and upholds my cause.
He will bring me out into the light;
I will see his righteousness.
¥Then my enemy will see it
and will be covered with shame....
1 The day for building your walls will come,
the day for extending your boundaries.
121n that day people will come to you
from Assyria and the cities of Egypt,
even from Egypt to the Euphrates
and from sea to sea
and from mountain to mountain.
~15“As in the days when you came out of Egypt,
| will show them my wonders.”
~18\Who is a God like you,
who pardons sin and forgives the transgression
of the remnant of his inheritance?
You do not stay angry forever
but delight to show mercy.
1¥9You will again have compassion on us;
you will tread our sins underfoot
and hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea.
20You will be faithful to Jacob,
and show love to Abraham,
as you pledged on oath to our ancestors
in days long ago.
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To Summarize

e Tanchuma - Akeda

e Levush — Caught like a fish in a trap
e Kings - Coronation

e Nehemia - National Commitment

e Isserless — Creation

e Michah — From Destruction to Renewal — the changing of our national fortunes,

reconciliation with God, national restoration.

KAPPAROT

Rabbi Yoseph Karo. Shulchan Arukh 605:1

The Custom of Kapparot on Erev Yom Kippur That which
[people] are accustomed to perform kapparah before Yom
Kippur by slaughtering a rooster for each male and to say verses
over it, you should prevent the custom. RAMA: And there are
those from the Geonim that write about this custom, and
similarly it is written from many Achronim, and so is the custom
in all these countries [Ashkenaz] - and you shouldn't change,
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for it is an ancient custom. And it is the custom to take a male
rooster for a male and a female for a female (Beis Yosef, in the
name of Tashbatz). A pregnant woman takes two roosters, for
maybe she will have a male. One chooses white roosters
according to what it says (Isaiah 1:18) 'If your sins prove to be
like crimson, they will become white as snow". It is customary to
give the kapparot to the poor or to redeem them for money to
give to the poor (Maharil).
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Levush OC 605

The innards are discarded, 1. Because chickens roam and eat
from any place they find and thus their intestines are full of
“stolen goods”... and 2. They eat all manner of insect and as
such we should not eat them on this day.

The reason that people take a rooster in particular is that a
rooster is called a “Gever” just like a man, this a rooster (gever)
is the ideal surrogate for a man (gever). But if a rooster is
unavailable, another creature may be used like a goose, a
pigeon, and some say even a fish. And the common practice is
to donate the animal to the poor...

This is to satisfy the evil one, the yetzer harai.e. Satan, the
angel of Death who seeks the world’s destruction and
advocates to the detriment of all human beings, that they be
handed over to his remit. When these animals are slaughtered
in place of a human being, as if one has slaughtered one own’s
self, Satan loses his ability to accuse, as with the Scapegoat ...
This minhag should be upheld!
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Maharil

In some places, people give the animal itself to the poor. In the
Rhinelands, the give the financial value to the poor. In this way
the poor will not be loath to receive it, but when the animal is
itself donated to the poor, it is distasteful, as the poor person
feels as if it bears sin...
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Rashi Shabbat 81a

"In the Teshuvot of the geonim, | found that 15 or 22 days prior
to Rosh Hashanna, a person would make a container of palm
leaves, fill it with soil and animal fertilizer, plant beans into it
and wait for the beans to sprout and grow. He would prepare
one for each of his sons and daughters. On Erev Rosh Hashanna
each child passed this plant around their head 7 times, saying:
"This is instead of this, this is my surrogate, this is my penance"
and they would throw the plant into the river!"
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Responsa of the Rashba

As regards the “kappara” that the young people do on Erev Yom
Kippur which | have banned, and you add that frequently the
shehita is improper because it is as if he is slaughtering for a
sacrifice, | discovered this practice in my town with many other
practices that they would slaughter an old chicken as a penance
when a child is born; they cut off the head of the chicken and
hang it by its feathers on the entrance of the house along with
garlic. And this appears to be a pagan practice and | applied
pressure on the community and with God’s help, my words
were heeded and there is no trace of this practice in our town.
And this notwithstanding that | have heard of worthy people
from Ashkenaz who study in our Beit Midrash and say that all
their Rabbis in their regions practice this ritual on Erev Yom
Kippur ... and Rav Hai (Gaon) was asked about this practice and
approved it.
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Arukh Hashulkhan (20 Cent)

In our sins we see the great damage done in the process of the
slaughter of such a large number of Kapparot, from the
pressure and the pace, shohtim can barely pay attention due to
their exhaustion and furious pace and as a result some of the
animals are slaughtered “terefot”. The knife cannot be properly
checked, and the shohet’s hands are heavy. As such, itis a
mitzva and obligation to minimize this practice rather than
entering the holy day (of YK) with a possibility of improper
slaughter. In previous generations people made efforts to ban
this minhag but they were unsuccessful because the masses or
as attached to this as they are to the mitzva of Etrog! As such,
at the very least it is appropriate to start several days in
advance and to avoid the early morning when the shohet’s
hands are heavy.
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LASHES

Shulchan Arukh 607

All of the congregation receives 40 lashes after minchah, for
from this one places on his heart to repent for his sins. RAMA:
The custom is for the recipient of lashes to say confessions at
the time he is lashed and the one who lashes says "and He who
is merciful atones for sin", etc. three times, summing to 39
words corresponding to the 39 lashes. It is the custom to use a
strap of any width, for these lashes are only remembrance of
lashes. One takes a strap of calf's leather; [this] spurs one to
repentance by [recalling] the verse, “[Even] an ox knows its
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master....” (Kol Bo). The one who is lashed neither stands nor
sits but should crouch forward with his face to the north and his
back to the south (Maharil). Yom Kippur atones only for those
who repent and believe in the atonement it conveys. If a person
holds it in disdain and thinks in his heart, “What will Yom Kippur
do for [me]?” — Yom Kippur will not atone for him. (Rambam
Perek 3 Ichos Sg '

N ,AW N1, TINYY N7 np2ani;(n72) (a,x ntwee)
DNT? ININNII9X7 1179 <T> 2! (N2) (DANIn) noin
D'AWN 7V N78 1920 1'% DY1aan oI . (72"Mnn)

NN :12%1 2wWNni 12 byann 2K ,IN19321 DINNNN
Nn7nna"a 0"an1) 17 1920 1'% ,NTI9 01 Y7 2'Win
(nmaw

Yitzchak Roman, Israeli Folk Artist Painting and sculpture, born in Safed, 1913, known for his
naive depictions of Jewish life and biblical scenes., ...



