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1 !e citation of the mishnah is from the Kaufmann manuscript. For a full explanation of the development and meaning of this 
mishnah, see Pinhas (Paul) Mandel, “‘Lo Hayu Yamim Tovim le-Yisrael ke-Hamishah Asar be-Av u-khe-Yom ha-Kippurim’: 
Al ha-Mishnah ha-Aharonah shel Massekhet Ta’anit ve-Gilguleha,” Te’udah 11 (1996), pp. 147-17'. According to Mandel, the 
romantic elements of the mishnah are a later addition to the text which distort its original meaning.

I ( )is,(-, .-’-(i. 4:', Rabban Shimon ben 
Gamliel says:

 ! שׂ" ה ע" ִ(שּׁ" ל ַ,ח) א. "! 1ִש0ׂ ִ(21 213ִ45 ל0 1וּ 1" ל7א ה"
א81ִ  ל21ִַ 0941 !וּ:" 01 1 .; ה8ֶ ב0ּ 241 הִַ,פּוִּ!21, ֶ:בּ" 3 וּ?0 א" ב0ּ
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.21)ִ "! ח4ל4ת בַּ,0 ו0

!ere were no days of joy in Israel greater 
than the "#eenth of Av and Yom Kippur. 
On these days the sons of Jerusalem would 
go out in borrowed white garments… and 
the daughters of Jerusalem would go out 
and dance in the vineyards.1

!e people of Jerusalem during the time of the Second 
Temple experienced Yom Kippur as a festival of great 
joy. !is sentiment is echoed in Mishnah Yoma 7:4, 
which tells us that the High Priest would make a feast for 
his loved ones upon safely emerging from performing 
the Avodah service. Both Talmudim (Yerushalmi 
Ta’anit 4:', 69c; Bavli Ta’anit /0b) explain that the 
source of this joy is the atonement and forgiving of our 
sins. But many of us do not experience Yom Kippur as 
a day of joy. For us, it is a day of awe and introspection, 

when we contemplate our past actions and direct our 
prayers to appeal for God’s mercy.

To gain a deeper understanding of the disconnect 
between our Yom Kippur and that of the inhabitants 
of Jerusalem, we should start by examining the verses 
in the Torah that describe the Yom Kippur service. 
Leviticus 16 describes the puri1cation procedure of 
the High Priest in the tabernacle:

ויקרא טז:טז 
ל  א. "! 1 1ִש0ׂ .; א7ת ב0ּ ִ?פֶּ! עַל הַק7ּדֶ: ִ(טֻּ(0 ו0

ד  א7הֶל (4ע. שֶׂה ל0 8 1ַע) .? 2 ו0 ל חַט7ּאת" "? 1ה2ֶ ל0 ע. וִּ(פִּ:0
.2 א7ת" 0)5ֻ F4ת 2 ב0ּ 8 אִתּ" הַש7ּׁ?.

Leviticus 16:16
!us he shall purge the shrine of the 
impurity and transgression of the Israelites, 
whatever their sins; and he shall do the 
same for the Tent of Meeting, which abides 
with them in the midst of their impurity.

!e function of the service is to purge the tabernacle 
of the contamination caused by the impurities and 
transgressions of Israel. !ese sins penetrate the sacred 
space from afar, and, as a result, the High Priest is 
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commanded to cleanse the sanctum, to ensure that God’s 
presence remains in the tabernacle.2

At the conclusion of the chapter, however, there is an 
abrupt turn from the instructions for the High Priest to a 
commandment for all of Israel. 

 ויקרא טז:כט-לא
ש4ׂ!  13ִע1ִ בֶּע" 2 בַּח7דֶ: הַש0ּׁ חֻקַּת ע4ל" ֶ?2 ל0 ה ל" ת" 01 ה" 29ו0
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:2 1ֶ?2 חֻקַּת ע4ל" :7ת. ַ;פ0

Leviticus 16:29-31
29And this shall be to you a law for all time: 
In the seventh month, on the tenth day of the 
month, you shall practice self-denial; and you 
shall do no manner of work, neither the citizen 
nor the alien who resides among you. 3(For on 
this day atonement shall be made for you to 
purify you of all your sins; you shall be pure 
before God. 31It shall be a sabbath of complete 
rest for you, and you shall practice self-denial; 
it is a law for all time.

Alongside the High Priest’s puri1cation of the tabernacle, 
we are obligated to take steps to turn inward and “purify 
ourselves of all our sins” through fasting, self-denial, 
and refraining from melakhah (work forbidden on 
Shabbat). We cannot sit idly as the High Priest puri1es 
the tabernacle; we must also do our part.

While these two elements of Yom Kippur might be 
seen to complement each other, they are also in tension./ 
In the 1rst section, it is only the sterilization of the 
tabernacle by the priests that e3ects atonement for all of 
Israel. !e people do nothing, and atonement is provided 
exclusively by the priestly ceremony. !e end of the 
chapter (and the description of Yom Kippur in Leviticus 
2/, discussed below) moves away from this model, and 

2 See Jacob Milgrom, Anchor Bible: Leviticus 1-1) (199'), pp. 1061-1065. See also my colleague, R. Shai Held, “Yom Kippur: Purifying the 
Tabernacle and Ourselves,” printed in !e Heart of Torah (2017) and available here: h5ps://hadar.org/torah-te1llah/resources/yom-
kippur-purifying-tabernacle-and-ourselves.

3 See David Frankel, “Recasting the Temple Puri1cation Ritual as the Yom Kippur service,” available here: h5ps://www.thetorah.com/
article/recasting-the-temple-puri1cation-ritual-as-the-yom-kippur-service.

4 For a full analysis of the Second Temple sources see Cana Werman’s essay in Werman and Aharon Shemesh (eds.), Revealing the 
Hidden: Exegesis and Halakha in the Qumran Scrolls (2011), pp. /4'-/6/.

5 Translation from James Kugel, A Walk !rough Jubilees (2012), p. 209.

demands action by the entire people of Israel in order to 
achieve atonement.

!ese two characterizations of Yom Kippur were at 
the center of a major debate between Jews of the Second 
Temple period.4 !e Temple Scroll from the Dead Sea 
Sect and the Sadducean book of Jubilees both embrace 
the perspective that the individual must repent in order 
to gain atonement. In fact, the book of Jubilees connects 
atonement on Yom Kippur to the story of Jacob’s sorrow 
a6er his sons falsely tell him that they found bloody 
evidence of Joseph’s death. According to Jubilees, Jacob 
received their report about Joseph on the 10th of Tishrei 
and plunged into an inconsolable state of mourning:

Jubilees 34:23-25
For this reason, it has been ordained regarding 
the Israelites that they should be distressed on 
the tenth of the seventh month—on the day 
when (the news) which made (him) lament 
Joseph reached his father Jacob—in order to 
make atonement for themselves on it with a 
kid—on the tenth of the seventh month, once 
a year—for their sins. For they had saddened 
their father’s ( feelings of) a+ection for his son 
Joseph. !is day has been ordained so that 
they may be saddened on it for their sins, all 
their transgressions, and all their errors; so 
that they may purify themselves on this day 
once a year.,

!e book of Jubilees suggests that the Torah’s requirement 
to bring a goat as a sin o3ering is an atonement for the 
brothers’ action of dipping Joseph’s coat in goat blood 
(see Genesis /7:/1). Furthermore, the people of Israel are 
required to be “saddened… for their sins,” just as Jacob 
was distraught because he believed that Joseph was dead. 
!e author of Jubilees requires one to feel a deep sense of 
sadness and regret in order to purify oneself and receive 
atonement. A similar perspective appears in a polemical 
work found in the Dead Sea Scrolls, which vehemently 
chastises the Pharisees and their followers who “deport 
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themselves foolishly on their festivals” (להתעולל 
 ey desecrate the solemnity of the day! 6.(3(ועד1ה2
with their celebrations, and disregard the aspect of 
self-denial.

!is perspective stands in sharp contrast to the 
custom of the people of Jerusalem described in the 
Mishnah. !e people would go up to the Temple in 
order to observe the High Priest’s puri1cation ritual—
and immediately upon its successful completion, the 
celebrations would begin. !ere was no sense that the 
day demanded any sort of introspection or reckoning 
with the sins of the previous year. 

In many ways, the destruction of the Temple put an 
end to this debate. !ere is no longer a High Priest to 
perform the puri1cation ritual, nor an altar on which to 
sprinkle the blood to erase our sins from the previous 
year. For Hazal, the focus of Yom Kippur practice 
had to shi6 away from the rituals of the Temple and 
toward the actions of the individual. Nonetheless, an 
intriguing midrash explores the possibility that the day 
of Yom Kippur in and of itself can e3ect the automatic 
erasure of our sins. !e Sifra, the tannaitic midrashic 
collection on the book of Leviticus, demonstrates how 
the lack of a Temple and the ability for Yom Kippur 
itself to provide atonement are intertwined. !e 
midrash expounds Leviticus 2/:27-2':

ויקרא כג:כז-כח
13ִע1ִ הַזֶּה 241 הִַ,פִֻּ!21  ש4ׂ! לַח7דֶ: הַש0ּׁ 27אFַ בֶּע"

עִנ1ִּת2ֶ אֶת  ֶ?2 ו0 1ֶה ל" א ק7דֶ: 1ִה0 "! הוּא ִ(ק0
ה  א?" ל" ל (0 "? ת2ֶּ אִשֶּׁה לַה׳: 28ו0 03!ַ הִק0 1ֶ?2 ו0 :7ת. ַ;פ0
ע29ֶֶ הַי24ּ הַזֶּה ִ,1 241 ִ,פִֻּ!21 הוּא  שׂוּ ב0ּ ל7א תַע)

:2?ֶ1 1 ה׳ אQֱק. .; 1ֶ?2 לִפ0 ל. ! ע) ַ?פּ. ל0

Leviticus 23:2(-2)
2-Indeed, the tenth day of this seventh 
month is the Day of Atonement. It shall 
be a sacred occasion for you: you shall 
practice self-denial, and you shall bring an 
o+ering by "re to God; 2.you shall do no 
work throughout that day. For it is a Day 
of Atonement, on which expiation is made 
on your behalf before God your Lord.

6 See Joseph M. Baumgarten, “Yom Kippur in the Qumran Scrolls and Second Temple Sources,” Dead Sea Discoveries, vol. 6, no. 2 
(1999), pp. 1'4-191.

ס-רא אמור, -רש. יא, -רק י,
(1) ש1?ול: א81 ל1 1ו2 ה?1פו!21 (?פ! אלא 

א2 ?8 עשאו (ק!א קודש, והתע;ה ולא עשה 
3ו (לא?ה; לא ק!או (ק!א קודש ולא ;תע;ה 
3ו ועשה (לא?ה (;811 [שה1ו2 (?פ!]? ת״ל 

"1ו2 ה?1פו!21 הוא".

(2) ש1?ול: א81 ל1 1ו2 ה?1פו!21 (?פ! אלא 
ע2 הק!3;ות וע2 השע1!21 1ו2 ה?1פו!21 
(?פ!; ו(;811 אף על פ1 שא81 ק!3;ות וא81 

שע1! ה1ו2 (?פ!? תל(וד לו(! "1ו2 ה?1פו!21 
הוא".

(3) 1?ול 1?פ! על הש213 ועל שא1;8 ש213? 
וד81 הוא: ח5את ואש2 (?פ!21, ו1ו2 

ה?1פו!21 (?פ!, (ה ח5את ואש2 א81 (?פ!21 
אלא על הש213 אף 1ו2 ה?1פו!21 לא 1?פ! 

אלא על הש213! 

(4) לא, א2 א(!ת 3אש2 וח5את שא81 
(?פ!21 על הזדו8 ?שגגה, תא(! 13ו2 

ה?1פו!21 שהוא (?פ! על הזדו8 ?שגגה?

(5) הוא1ל והוא (?פ! על הזדו8 ?שגגה 1?פ! 
על הש213 ועל שא1;8 ש213! תל(וד לו(!: 

"אך"—הא א1;ו (?פ! אלא על הש213.

Si*a Emor, Parashah 11, Chapter 14
(1) For I might think that Yom Kippur 
atones only if one made it a sacred 
occasion, and practiced self-denial, and 
abstained /om melakhah. How do I know 
that even if one did not do these, the day 
atones? Scripture states: “It is the day of 
atonement.”
(2) For I might think that Yom Kippur 
atones only with the o+erings and with the 
goats. How do I know that the day atones 
even without them? Scripture states: “It is 
the day of atonement.”
(3) I might think that it atones both for 
those who repent and those who do not. 
Logic dictates: A sin-o+ering and a guilt-
o+ering atone, and Yom Kippur atones. 
Just as they atone only for those who are 
penitent, so Yom Kippur should atone only 
for penitents!
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(4) No, this may be so for a guilt-o+ering 
and a sin-o+ering, which do not atone 
for intentional sin as they would for an 
unintentional sin. Would you say the same for 
Yom Kippur, which atones for both intentional 
and unintentional sin?
(,) Since it does, we should say that it atones 
both for those who do repent and for those 
who do not! Scripture states “Indeed” (אך, a 
term of exclusion). !is teaches that it atones 
only for those who repent. 

!e midrash begins (section 1) with the surprising 
assertion that Yom Kippur will still provide atonement 
even if one transgresses the commandments associated 
with the day. !e Torah’s language, “it is the Day of 
Atonement,” indicates that the day itself will atone, 
even if its sanctity is violated. !is approach is more far-
reaching than the celebrations of the people of Jerusalem. 
!ey would gather at the Temple to make sure that the 
puri1cation ritual was successful, while the midrash 
argues that one can ignore Yom Kippur entirely and still 
be granted atonement. 

!is extreme formulation seems to be laying the 
groundwork for the teaching in section 2. !e Temple 
service is essential for the puri1cation ritual that 
achieves atonement. One could easily argue that without 
the Temple, Yom Kippur would be ine3ective. Here, 
however, our Rabbis reject this argument, and maintain 
that atonement can be achieved even without sacri1ces. 
Again, they anchor their teaching using the same words 
from section 1, “it is the Day of Atonement”—even if there 
are no sacri1ces. !is midrash demonstrates the complete 
transformation of the day from its origins in the la5er 
part of Leviticus 16, which introduced the participation 
of individuals in the process of atonement, through the 
Second Temple sects who placed greater emphasis on the 
need for individual repentance.

Our Rabbis’ striking conclusion that the sacri1ces are 
not necessary for atonement leads in turn to the question 
explored in the 1nal sections of the midrash (sections 
/-5). Perhaps just as the sacri1ces are not necessary, 
repentance is also not necessary to achieve atonement? 
!is approach, arguing that simply the arrival of the day 
of Yom Kippur is enough to provide atonement, would 
lead to an unprecedented conclusion. However, this Sifra 

7 Bavli Shevuot 1/a cites a tradition that includes a position that Yom Kippur atones for almost all transgressions even without 
repentance. Ritva on this sugya explains that his position is relevant only when there is a Temple puri1cation ritual. In times without a 
Temple, repentance is necessary. See Saul Lieberman, Tose#a Kifshutah to Kippurim (Yoma) 4:9, p. '26.

notes the verse’s use of the word אך, which is o6en used as 
an indication that something is excluded from the verse’s 
scope, and subsequently rejects this possibility. Indeed, 
the Sifra rules here in the same way as in Mishnah Yoma 
':', that repentance is necessary for atonement.7 !is 
represents an enormous shi6. To the people of Jerusalem, 
all that was necessary was the Temple puri1cation ritual. 
To the post-Temple Sifra and Mishnah, in contrast, all 
that is necessary is individual repentance.

While many of us are 1rmly entrenched in a Yom 
Kippur of teshuvah and introspection—and for good 
reason!—we should not lose sight of the elements of joy 
and celebration that have always been part of the day. 
Like the people of Jerusalem who were overwhelmed 
with a feeling of joy upon seeing the High Priest emerge 
from performing the Temple puri1cation ritual, even 
without the sureness of being forgiven we can embrace 
the celebration of a fresh start and a new year full of 
opportunity. ◆
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