Joy Amidst Sorrow

Come Yom Kippur afternoon, we have been in schul all day, praying, asking God for forgiveness.  During Minchah we read from the Torah.  The passage that our rabbis instruct us to read is the passage of arayot—the laws dealing with all of the forbidden sexual relationships.

Why?  Of all the things we could be reading on Yom Kippur afternoon, why is this passage selected?  It is not a passage specifically related to Yom Kippur, it is not a passage talking about love for God’s humanity.  It is not an inspirational reading like the passages on Yom Kippur.  It is a dry legal passage, which frankly doesn’t seem that connected to Yom Kippur.

In contrast, on the morning of Yom Kippur we read a passage, which directly connects to the themes of Yom Kippur.  We read the narrative that relates the service of the Kohen Gadol in the Beit Ha-Mikdash on Yom Kippur.  This passage is directly related to Yom Kippur.  It makes sense.  It fits in.  And the fact that it fits in so well further highlights our perplexity as to why we read the passage dealing with forbidden sexual relationships on the afternoon of Yom Kippur.

I would like to suggest that our rabbis instructed us to read the passage of arayot on Yom Kippur afternoon because this passage stands as a paradigm for all of our sins and depravities.  We have all sinned.  We have all committed great sins, and minor sins.  Perhaps no sin is more sensational than a sexual sin…but we have all sinned.  

This passage highlights the wrongs that we have committed.  It reminds us of all of our sins in the past year.  The sexual sins that are described at length in the Torah should cause us to remember that all of us have sinned this past year.

We see that our rabbis really selected two different themes in their choice of Torah readings for the day of Yom Kippur.  On the one hand, we have a description of the Kohen Gadol serving God in the Temple.  On the other hand, we have the image of all of the sexual sins.

On the one hand we have man at his religious best—symbolized by the Kohen Gadol serving God in all of His splendor, in God’s home—the Temple—on the holiest day of Yom Kippur--all of the sacred elements of religion together at once.  On the other hand we have man at his religious worst--sitting there in his debauchery recounting all of his licentious sins, recounting all of his mistakes and errors.  

The two Torah themes of Yom Kippur are thus symbols of man at his religious best and man at his religious worst.

We can even go a step further and suggest that throughout Yom Kippur, we see this contrast between these two themes.  On the one hand, we see images of man reveling in the glory of God’s world.  On the other hand, we see humanity greatly depressed by the horror of God’s world.

Look at the Mussaf service.  At the center of the liturgy is the description of man serving God in the finest way possible.  It’s a description of the Kohen Gadol serving God in the Temple.  And he’s no there alone.  He’s escorted and followed the entire way by all the throngs of worshippers.  This image climaxes with the picture of the Kohen Gadol leaving the Holy of Holies where the words of our Tefillah are just overflowing.  Mareh Kohen, we shout over and over again.  How beautiful, dazzling, wondrous was the sight upon seeing the High Priest leave the Holy of Holies, successfully serving God.  What an uplifting image of humanity!

Yet, immediately following that prayer, we read the most depressing prayer of the entire service.  We read about the Ten Martyrs, the ten rabbis who were brutally killed by the Romans.  Rabbis flayed alive, tortured, and killed slowly.  What a depressing image of humanity!

What’s the reason why this terrible image of humanity is contrasted with this great image of joy?  What’s the reason why the two Torah themes of the day both relate these same contrasting images?  

Perhaps the message is that even though we are confronted by the sadness of the reality around us, on Yom Kippur the time has come to celebrate the greatness of God’s world, the greatness of humanity, the greatness of God.

Perhaps this is the very reason why we read the passage of arayot on Yom Kippur.  Within that passage which symbolizes the sins of humanity, the Torah states, “U-Shemartem et chukotai va-et mishpotai asher yaaseh otam ha-adam  vachai bahem ani hashem,” You should watch my laws and Torah in order to live by them.  Va-chai bahem, to live by them.  Amidst the sadness of our reality, we have to remember to live, to rejoice in the world, not to be overwhelmed with grief at humanity’s failures.

It is very easy for us to look at this past year and be overwhelmed with grief.  Look at how many of our brothers and sisters have been killed by horrible acts of murder.  Look at the scary situation both here and in Israel.  There seems to be no hope.

But the message of Yom Kippur is that even though we are surrounded by terrible grief, we have to hope.  We must rejoice in God’s world, take pleasure in our reality.  Hope for a better future.

This is the deepest message of Yom Kippur.  This is actually the very origin of Yom Kippur.  Historically, Yom Kippur was the day when Moshe descended form Sinai, not for the first time, but for the second time.  There would have been no need for Yom Kippur, but the Jewish people committed the terrible sin of the Golden Calf.

The Jewish people might have been incapacitated and engrossed by the sin of the Golden Calf, and yet, Moshe returned to them specifically on Yom Kippur—specifically to tell them, that even though we have lost so much, there is still infinite hope and joy in this world.

A story is told about R. Levi Yitzhack of Berditchev.  It was Kol Nidre night and the people of Berditchev had gathered together to daven.  Behind them was a year of hunger, privation, and torture.  The Maggid of the city was invited to preach.  This Maggid, as was the custom in those days, lashed out at the congregants, yelling at them for their sins and telling them the terrible punishments that they were going to be given. 

As you can imagine, the people started crying and wailing.  At that moment, R. Levi Yitzhack of Berditchev ascended the pulpit in anger, pushed aside the Maggid, called for silence, and shouted: “Stop your scolding.  These are God’s holy children.  This is a time for rejoicing.”  He then ordered the Torahs to be taken from the Ark and he and his Hasidim danced with joy.  

Maybe this is the reason why we take out our Torah on Kol Nidre night.  Despite the sadness of our reality, we pray for the joining of the awe of Yom Kippur, with the joy of Simchat Torah.

May we all be blessed with such joy in the coming year!

(This Dvar Torah was given on Kol Nidre night.)

