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Prof. Moshe Arend, of blessed memory

As the Day of Atonement Approaches 
A. Praying with transgressors
Before Kol Nidre it is customary to say the formulation, "In the tribunal of Heaven and the tribunal of Earth . . .  we hold it lawful to pray with transgressors."  It would appear as if such commandments as, "Reprove your kinsman" (Lev. 19:17) and "sweep out evil from your midst" (Deut. 13:6) had gone to the wind.  In place of "O Lord, You know I hate those who hate You" (Ps. 139:21) and other such expressions regarding the proper attitude towards those who have transgressed, we accept them into our places of worship.  The statement, "we hold it lawful to pray with transgressors," means that we associate with those who have sinned not only in the mundane affairs of commerce, of setting up factories and jointly building a state for them and us, but also in praying, in worshipping the Lord in our hearts.
  True, Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook said:
  "To pray with transgressors, I say, but not to accept their sinful views."  Nevertheless, we must still explain how it is that we can pray jointly with them.
The answer, I believe, is based on the principle of mutual responsibility.  "All Israel are surety (arevim) for one another" (Shevuot 39a), and whenever there is a single Jew in the world who has not performed his or her obligation concerning a given commandment, to a certain extent the entire people of Israel has not performed its obligation.  For example, if a person has said Kiddush over wine Friday eve, reciting the benediction over the wine and over the sanctity of the day ("mekadesh ha-Shabbat"), and has thus performed the obligation of Kiddush, and along comes another Jew who has not heard Kiddush and is not capable of saying Kiddush for himself, the head of the household who has already fulfilled his obligation may recite the two benedictions of the Kiddush again in order to enable the other Jew to fulfill his obligation.  Would such a repetition of the benediction not be considered a benediction recited in vain?  Has not the person already blessed "mekadesh ha-Shabbat"?  So how could he justifiably say it again?  The answer rests on the principle of being responsible for one's fellow Jew.
B. Public Responsibility

It is said, "Concealed acts concern the Lord our G-d; but with overt acts, it is for us and our children ever to apply all the provisions of this Teaching" (Deut. 29:28).  According to the Sages and the majority of biblical exegetes, this verse means that we are not responsible for an individual's transgression of the law if done secretly, since the concealed acts concern the Lord.  But what is done openly, what one publicly professes for all to see, does concern us, and the public bears responsibility for it, and according to the laws on reproving one's fellow, we must take action in order to restore them to the right path.
Nahmanides, however, did not interpret the text in this way:  "The concealed acts are sins that are hidden from those who commit them."  In his opinion, concealed acts does not refer to the deeds of other, rather to what you yourself commit without being cognizant of it.  Every person at times sins unintentionally (and then the person might know his or her sin), or by coercion (and then, too, the person may know the sin), but sometimes a person sins without even knowing it, with no awareness of having done anything wrong.  Of these concealed things the Psalmist said, "Who can be aware of errors?  Clear me of unperceived guilt" (Ps. 19:13).  Over such concealed things we recite several times on the Day of Atonement:

Do You not know all things, both the hidden and the revealed…  [pardon us] for all our sins, whether they be or be not manifest to us.  Such sins as are manifest to us, we have already declared and confessed to You, while such as are not manifest to us, are manifest and known to You.
Taking Nahmanides together with the more traditional interpretations of Deut. 29:28, on Yom Kippur we request pardon also for such sins we committed that we were not even aware of, but our responsibility for the acts of others pertains only to that which is known to us, not to that which is concealed from us.  Returning to praying with transgressors, I should add that in our day most of the sinners who come to the synagogue on the Day of Atonement are not even aware of the transgressions they have committed, for they are not aware of the importance of the commandments that they do not observe and the prohibitions; their sins are "concealed" from them, are like sins that a person does not know of; therefore, we are able to pray with them!
B.  Atonement and cleansing
Before the Amidah prayer on the eve of the Day of Atonement it is customary to recite the verse, "For on this day atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you of all your sins; you shall be clean before the Lord" (Lev. 16:30).  This verse might seem to contain a redundancy, with the words "before the Lord" appearing superfluous, and "you shall be clean" appearing like a repetition of "to cleanse."
  In fact, we must ask, what is the difference between atonement ("atonement shall be made for you") and cleansing ("to cleanse")?  Is not someone who has been granted atonement for sin necessarily cleansed?  Regarding the last question, Rabbi Joseph Dov Soloveitchik suggested an innovative answer that has gained broad acceptance in the rabbinical world:
  atonement removes punishment.  A person who has been granted "cover" or protection for a sin (the Hebrew word for atonement, kapparah has the basic meaning of a covering, as in the Kapporet or ark cover) will no longer be punished.  Such person is exempt from punishment, for it is as if the person never sinned.  This sin has been covered over and is no more.  But every sin produces another negative effect.  Whoever sins, that person's personality becomes flawed by the sin, becomes contaminated and is no longer clean, and even atonement cannot cleanse the person of this contamination.  Only the Holy One, blessed be He, can cleanse a sinner.  Throughout the year the way to repentance is open and atonement can be achieved, but on this day, and apparently this day alone, the Lord will throw water of purification upon us and we shall be cleansed.  This is how we are to understand the words, "For on this day atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you…"
C.  Sins between our fellows
Let us move on to the second half of the above-quoted verse:  "of all your sins before the Lord you shall be clean" [word order changed and differently punctuated, see note 5].  The last Mishnah in Tractate Yoma (8.9) is well-known:  "For transgressions between a person and the Almighty, the Day of Atonement effects atonement.  For transgressions between one person and another person the Day of Atonement does not bring atonement until he appeases the other."
The Mishnah continues:

This was expounded by R. Eleazar ben Azariah:   of all your sins before the Lord you shall be clean – for transgressions between a person and the Almighty the Day of Atonement effects atonement; but for transgressions between one person and another, the Day of Atonement does not effect atonement until the person first appease the other.
Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah deduced this distinction from the verse, specifically from the words "before the Lord."
  That being so, what need was there to repeat the statement, "For transgressions between…"?  One could simply have said, "Whence do we know this?  From the verse…"  Rabbi Yoshiyahu Pinto, author of the commentary known as Ha-Rif on the book of Talmudic Aggadah, `Ein Ya`akov, offers an explanation:
Rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah exposited the scriptural text and from this he came to repeat that for transgressions between a person and the Almighty the Day of Atonement effects atonement, but when a person also has committed transgressions against his fellow man, atonement of the person's transgressions to the Almighty depends on first appeasing the other for the transgression committed towards that person.  Once the other person has been appeased, then the Holy One, blessed be He, becomes willing to pardon the person for transgression towards the almighty…  It is this that Rabbi Eleazar deduced from the text, "For on this day atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you of all your sins," which verse then repeats, "you shall be clean before the Lord."  But since it had already been said, "to cleanse you," what need was there to say again, "you shall be clean"?  Indeed, it serves to say that on this day atonement will be effected; the Day of Atonement will bring you atonement to cleanse you from all your sins before the Lord, that is, for transgressions between a person and the Almighty, on condition that you yourselves, as human beings, cleanse yourselves of transgressions … between one person and other.  And if you do not cleanse yourselves of transgressions between one person and another, then the Day of Atonement will not bring you atonement of all your sins before the Lord, which are between  a person and the Almighty.  Therefore, the Mishnah says, "Rabbi Eleazar exposited …" in order to point out this precise meaning of Scripture.
The Day of Atonement effects atonement for a person who has sinned only to the Almighty.  But for someone who has committed transgressions affecting others, the Day of Atonement brings no atonement whatsoever, not even for that person's sins towards the Almighty, until the transgressor appeases the other.  The Holy One, blessed be He, will have nothing to do with a person who wants to keep two separate accounts, to be squared with the Lord but not with one's fellow human beings.  This is an amazingly deep idea, for it shows that transgressions between one person another are also transgressions towards Heaven, for the Lord also commanded such things; therefore the Lord does not grant atonement whatsoever to someone who is unwilling to appease the other to whom he or she has sinned.
D.  Repentance on the Day of Atonement
One might well ask, if repentance is possible any day – and indeed there are commandments regarding repentance that are not time-related – why does one need the Day of Atonement?  Moreover, what difference is there between our repentance on any day of the year and the commandment of repentance on the Day of Atonement?  Rabbi Jonah Girondi (Sha`arei Teshuvah 4.17) holds that a special commandment, an additional obligation to repent, pertains to the Day of Atonement.  Some people explain that repentance is one of the ways of attaining atonement, but only the Day of Atonement brings atonement coupled with cleansing, as we have shown above.  Rabbi Yaakov Bezalel Zolti offered this explanation:
  Throughout the entire year one can repent of certain sins, but not others.  Atonement is granted for one sin, but not for another.  However, regarding repentance on the Day of Atonement, it says in Scripture:  "of all your sins you shall be clean before the Lord."  But if you do not repent of all your sins, but only some of them, realize that plain repentance is available to you throughout the year, and with it atonement; but the special repentance of the Day of Atonement is not available to you and therefore there is no "cleansing."
May it be the Lord's will that we be found deserving of atonement and of being cleansed, as it says in Scripture:  "For on this day atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you of all your sins; you shall be clean before the Lord."  Gemar Hatimah Tovah.
� As it says in Tractate Ta`anit 2a:  "'And to serve Him with all your heart' (Deut. 11:13):  what is the service of the heart?  'Tis prayer."


� Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, Iggerot ha-Re'ayah, II, p. 172.


� According to the plain sense of the text, "For … to cleanse you" refers to cleansing from such things as the impurity of leprosy, contact with the dead, with creeping things, etc., but "of all your sins … you shall be clean" refers to purification of the soul, not of the body.


� Rabbi Joseph Dov Soloveitchik, Al ha-Teshuvah, pp. 15-33.


� This reading is not the plain sense of Scripture, for the strongest disjunctive cantillation mark is located after the words "of all your sins" and not after "before the Lord"; in other words, he was saying:  Before the Lord you shall be cleansed, of all your sins.


� Rabbi Y. B. Zolti, Mishnat Yaavetz, Orah Hayyim, par. 54.1.
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