The Prohibition of Sex on Yom Kippur

The prohibition of sex on Yom Kippur originates in a rabbinic reading of biblical texts.  The Torah teaches that on the tenth day of the seventh month (in the Jewish calendar) there is a special holiday called Yom ha-Kippurim.  On this day the Torah commands Jewish individuals, “ve-enitem et nafshotekhem” (and you shall afflict your souls).  (See Leviticus 23: 26-32; Numbers 29: 7-11; cf. Leviticus 16: 29-34.)


The rabbis understand that one fulfills this “affliction” through the prohibition of five actions: eating, drinking, bathing, wearing leather shoes, and sexual intercourse.  (See Mishnah Yoma 8: 1.)

Alternatively, the prohibition arises out an explication of the Torah’s description of Yom Kippur as “The Sabbath of Sabbaths” (shabbat shabbaton).  The rabbis comment on the doubling of the word “Sabbath.”  The first “Sabbath” refers to the prohibitions of eating and drinking, and the second “Sabbath” refers to the lesser prohibitions of bathing, leather shoes, and engaging in sexual relations.

Over the years various scholars have struggled to understand the symbolism behind the prohibition of these activities.  For example, R. Jacob Molin (Germany, 15th c.) suggests that the number five corresponds with the five books of the Torah, which tradition teaches were completed on Yom Kippur.  Moreover, the number five signifies the five senses of the body and, thus, one should keep the commandments and avoid sins through a correct use of their earthly senses.  


The Maharal of Prague, a sixteenth century rabbi, attempts to find a mystical, kabbalistic reason for each of the five prohibitions. His argument goes as follows: The soul of man, as a microcosm of God, is considered one; it is whole and undivided. Normally the soul works to fuse with the body.  This fusion creates harmony between body and soul and, consequently, provides mundane pleasure to man.  However, the soul itself cannot fuse with the body unless the body itself is in a blissful state.  The paradigm of a serene body is when the male and female bodies unite in sexual intercourse.  The union of two alien bodies creates not two separate and satisfied bodies, but one serene, complete body. Thus, the command of bodies to separate from each other on Yom Kippur has as its ultimate goal the distancing of the soul from the body.  A true “affliction” occurs when body disconnects from soul.


It appears that the word “affliction” does not connote anything related to the idea of bodily torture; instead “affliction” has as its goal the hopeful separation of soul from body.  All this with the hope that when our souls are alone on this one, intensely majestic and holy day, we can finally—even if the moment be fleeting—come to attain a unity of our soul not with our bodies below, but with God above. 

