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Yom Kippur is soon upon us and our
feelings are mixed. Indeed, anticipating
the "Day" itself stirs something deep
within us that excites the soul and holds
out the promise that things can be
different and better. We dress in white,
abstain from food and drink, and stand
barefoot - all to resemble the angels
(Tur OC 606, OC 610:4). Most of the day
is spent in shul reciting a litany of sins
and confessing our own. 

And yet, isn't it somewhat strange that
immediately following the climactic
Ne'ila service, we begin Maariv with the
declaration: V'HU RACHUM Y'CHAPER
AVON…, He is compassionate. He
forgives iniquity…" And more, in the
Sh'moneh Esrei, we find ourselves
asking Gd to "forgive us for we have
sinned!" We've hardly had time to even
share a bit of lashon hara, not to speak
of any other wrongdoing, and here we
are pleading with HaShem to forgive us.
Was our Yom Kippur devotion an act of
futility; was the unique holiness of the
day a spiritual mirage; did it make any
difference at all?! If, as we move
forward into the New Year, we
immediately face the inevitability of sin,
what then did we accomplished over the
past 24 hours? Does not the Mishna tell
us (Yoma 85b) that if one says, "I will sin
and repent, I will sin and repent, he is

not given the opportunity to repent."
Does the Sisyphean ordeal of sin and
repentance, repeating itself year after
year, have any redeeming value, or is it
nothing more than a rollercoaster of
highs and lows ending up where we
started, "signifying nothing"?

Of course, our Mesorah categorically
rejects such a depressing and gloomy
depiction of our holiest of days. How
though are we to explain our post-Yom
Kippur prayers? The following analogy
may prove helpful.

There was once a man who felt
discouraged. The High Holidays were
around the corner and he took stock of
the resolutions he made last year.
Nothing in his life had changed. He was
the same person with the same flaws
and problems. He began to lose hope
and sought the advice of his rabbi. The
rabbi asked, "Do you know how long it
takes for the giant Chinese bamboo to
grow as tall as a building?" "During the
first year, the tiny plant is watered and
fertilized… and nothing happens. It is
watered and fertilized for another whole
year… and another… and another, and
still nothing happens. Then in the fifth
year, it shoots up to the sky! In six
weeks, the bamboo grows 90 feet. So
how long does it take to grow so high?"
"Six weeks", the man replied. "That's
your mistake. It takes five years… If the
farmer would have stopped watering
the plant at any point during those five
years, it would have died. What was
happening during those years? Under-



neath the ground, an enormous network
of roots was developing to support the
bamboo's sudden growth. Growth takes
patience and perseverance. Every drop
of water makes a difference; every step
you take, makes an impact. You may not
see the change right away, but growth is
happening. With commitment and drive
to attain your goals, and with Gd's help,
you'll eventually break through and
reach great heights" (Narration from an
Aish HaTorah video).

Every Yom Kippur, we "dress up"
spiritually. We exhibit our best - morally
and religiously; we aspire and dream of
a better self, a better world. True, this
growth opportunity window only lasts
for 24 hours and when it ends, we
experience a letdown of sorts. It
appears that the rarified, sacral Yom
Kippur atmosphere has had little effect.
After the post-fast meal, it seems like
we've returned to "GO" and with
nothing to show for it. But, as in the
narrative above, this assessment is a
terrible mistake. If, during that Yom
Kippur "window", we truly committed to
act upon our resolutions, then even if
during the coming year, we stumble and
regress but resolve to get up and move
on and up, we discover something
remarkable. Precisely because of the
"Day", we've inched up a bit. We may
not even be aware of our progress, but
over time, in a sudden retrospective
glance, we discover rather humbly that
we are most definitely not the same
person we were some five years back.

R. Shlomo Fisher of Jerusalem
employed a rather clever analogy to
bring this point home. He compared the
"window" of Yom Kippur to laundering
clothes. The clothing will soon dirty
again, but does this mean we should
never bother to wash it?! Who knows
how the experience of donning a freshly
cleaned shirt or blouse as we greet a
new day can give us that lift, that
bounce in our step and thus make all the
difference in how our day plays out.

Indeed, in the coming year, we will make
mistakes. After all, we are only "flesh
and blood" and will never attain
perfection and total innocence. We will
still have to contend and battle with our
yetzer hara and may not always emerge
victorious. But, if we are genuinely
repentant, the sins we transgress after
Yom Kippur will not be quite the same
as before. In quantity, much diminished
and reduced; in quality, weakened and
less blameworthy. If we were somewhat
lax in our kashrut observance last year,
this year, the test will be whether we
remember to bless HaShem before and
after eating. If, last year, we tended to
fudge on the truth to suit ourselves, the
coming year will challenge us not to
speak negatively about others (lashon
hara). If we struggled with a temper
problem last year, this year will see us
giving more people the benefit of the
doubt.

And so, right after Yom Kippur, we give
vent to this all too human reality and ask



that HaShem understand and forgive us
as we strive upward toward a better
self. 

Whether, like the bamboo, we can
suddenly shoot up as tall as a building,
remains to be seen. But we must never
underestimate how our incremental
steps can, over time, accrue and
transform us into a more righteous and
virtuous human being.

This is the great promise of Yom Kippur,
a marvelous gift that HaShem grants us.
Let us not fail to make it count!

G'mar Chatima Tova!

May we all be sealed in the book of life,
blessing and peace.


