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The goal of the avodah of Yom Kippur is usually understood as the attainment of kaparah, the
attainment of forgiveness from Hashem and from each other. However, the Torah itself tells us
that the climactic goal of Yom Kippur is “titharu — you shall be purified.”

For on this day He shall effect atonement for you to purify 0ONR 7YY 02°9Y 193 717 012 0
you. Before the Lord, you shall be purified from all your sins. 217N 72197 02 NRVA 77
Vayikra 16:30 i1 RPN

For now, we will translate taharah as purity. But what exactly is purity? What does the term
“letaher” add that “yekhaper” (He will effect atonement) did not accomplish?

The first place we see a command to become tahor (pure) is with Yaakov, right before Hashem
renames him Yisrael.

Thereupon Jacob said to his household and to all those who WK 92 PRI NP2 DR 2Py AR
were with him, "Remove the deities of the foreign nations, which WK T2I7 TR DR 1107 1Y
are in your midst, purify yourselves and change your clothes. :D2°N7RW 1577 1V 033032
Bereishit 35:2 2:7 PwRa2

Because they have foreign worship in their home, Yaakov informed his household that they
require immersion. In fact, the Torah Temimah quotes the Sefer Mitzvot Gadol, who says that
this is the source that one who has contact with idol worship requires ritual immersion. Why
should someone who has worshiped idols require immersion?

This, in fact, gets to the root of the purpose of the laws of tumah and taharah. Perhaps, by now,
our community has recovered from misunderstanding what Tumah means- it does not mean
unclean. Rabbi Norman Lamm, in A Hedge of Roses, declares that misnomer a “semantic
tragedy” which has discouraged many women from keeping hilkhot niddah, one of the only
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remnants that we currently have of the entire tumah and taharah system.> Really, we learn from
Yaakov Avinu’s command that avodah zarah means giving credence to inanimate objects as
having power over us. The process of tumah and taharah is designed to make us recognize our
mortality, in strong contrast to Hashem’s immortality. Because Yaakov’s household had
entertained the notion of a mortal G-d, they required purification.

This is why, the Torah Temimah explains, a convert requires immersion for any contact he or she
may have had with idol worship. He offers this as an explanation for the Ramban’s opinion* that an
immersion for conversion that is performed before circumcision is considered valid for the
conversion process.

A convert who immersed even before his circumcision fulfilled | ,72¥°72 RX> 77°17 0TIP 220W AR A7

his obligation, since one can say that immersion comes DY P IR2 A200n7 9T own

only because of the separation from idol worship, and T2 70017 2V X2 1'Yn Awon
n "

not in order to enter Judaism. If so, there’s no practical NN X DTIP 720 DX 1" sz X1

12200

difference between immersing before or after the circumcision.

1) I 1) ’ 1) , I
Torah Temimah Bereishit 35 note 1 N 797 77 P78 W2 AN AN

Rav Aaron Soloveichik sees this definition of tumah and taharah reflected in a verse in Tehilim.

Fear of God is pure- it lasts forever; God’s statutes are truth; "7 OVOWN TYY DT AMNL T AR
they are all together righteous. DT IPTR NRR
Tehilim 19:10 »:uY Y9N

In this verse, the phrase “it lasts forever” comes to define “pure”. Taharah therefore means that
which is everlasting and never deteriorates. Tumah, the antithesis of taharah, stands for
mortality or finitude, that which withers away.?

A glimpse at the context of this verse strengthens this definition. Psukim 2-7 come to describe
the majesty and grandeur of the heavens, and then specifically the sun. In pasuk 8, however, the
topic switches dramatically. It begins talking about the supreme value of Torah, and its healing
properties. This prompts commentators throughout the ages to question how the second topic
relates to the first. On pasuk 8, where David HaMelech switches to glorifying Torah, Metzudat
David explains:

A restoration of the soul: In other words, because the sun, with | 0¥ WaW: *> W17 %7 (w51 Nawn
all of its benefits, sometimes damages with its immense heat, 7Y 297 1IN PO 2MYD7 1N9YIN 9
until the person falls ill, even deathly ill. But the Torah AMNA 23R MR N WRA 7 D
restores the soul of a man, for it protects and saves from death. AR K1 70 QTR W1 Y Nwn

Metzudat David Tehilim 19:8 [NV 2 NN
7210 29900 TIT NTINR

3 Rabbi Norman Lamm, A Hedge of Roses, Page 44
* Quoted in Beit Yosef Yoreh Deah 268
3 Rabbi Aaron Soloveitchik, “Torah Tzniut versus New Morality and Drugs,” Tradition 13:2, p 54
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Rav Aaron Soloveitchik’s definition of Tehorah becomes even more poignant: while nature, and
the sun in particular, deserves praise, their source, Hashem, deserves more, for He is the ultimate
Tahor. Fearing Him, through keeping the Torah, is the only path to endurance.

It follows from this definition that the primary source of tumah is a human corpse. A neveilah
(carcass of a dead animal) possesses a lower level of tumah, but tumah nonetheless. The
metzora (leper), whose body is slowly decomposing, has tumah as well. This is expressed in
Aaron’s plea to Moshe to intercede upon Miriam’s behalf, when she was afflicted with tzaraat:

Let her not be like the dead, which comes out of X1 IR MR OMN INRYA WK NN N RI 9K
his mother’s womb with half his flesh consumed! Hili7l
Bamidbar 12:12 2°:2° 7272

The Tumah of a yoledet, a woman who has given birth, also fits into this pattern. Tumah is not
only about death, but birth, as well. Rav Yehuda Herzl Henkin explains:
In the same way that HaKadosh Baruch Hu does not die, He is not born, either. Not only
death stands in contradiction to the idea of an Eternal Creator, but the continuity of
generations in its entirety, birth and death as one, stand contradicting His eternity, may He be
blessed. This is why a post-partum woman is temeah.

Therefore, even as a woman brings forth life, she experiences tumah. She and her husband must
recognize our finitude.

This definition of tumabh fits into every mention of tumah in the entire Torah. Let us apply it to
one more topic, which we read about at Mincha on Yom Kippur afternoon. Perhaps it can
deepen our understanding of why we read about the forbidden relationships at that time.

Most people instinctively find the thought of many of the forbidden relations entirely abhorrent.
The question is: why do we feel that way? The Torah presents the opposite picture of human nature:

Do not become defiled with all these, for with all of these the INNVI 77K 323 79K 932 WnHLN OR
nations which I am sending from before you became defiled. :02°197 M7WN PIR WK 077
Vayikra 18:24 717 RPN

Such relationships were common practice amongst the nations. These relationships are
forbidden in order to distance us from the idolatrous practices of those other nations, practices
which contradict the concept of an Infinite G-d. But is there something fundamental that those
idolatrous nations were missing, which allowed them to practice something that we find so
innately vile?

In his explanation of Vayikra 18:6, Ramban expresses that the problem with the forbidden
relations is not explicit in the Torah. He quotes the Rambam in Moreh Nevukhim who says that

¢ Essay 22, Shu”t Bnei Banim, Volume 4.
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they are forbidden in order to minimize sexual relations and to train ourselves to suffice with
less. Women who are around a man more are forbidden, such as relatives. Ramban quotes Ibn
Ezra, who explains similarly. Ramban rejects this reason. Why should someone incur Karet
(spiritual excision) when having relations with someone who is simply around more, when a
man can still marry multiple women? Ramban mentions the Kabbalistic concept of Sod halbur
(the Mystery of Impregnation), but he does not go into detail; he just states that these
relationships are somehow not healthy for the soul. Ultimately, he declares these laws to be a
decree of the King, which do have a reason but one that can only be understood by the wisest of
His royal staff.

Rabbi Yitzchak Twersky, in Amitah Shel Torah, revives Rambam and Ibn Ezra’s idea, even
without direct reference to them. He discusses the inherent privacy that every individual must
maintain, which parallels Hashem’s own privacy, as it were; the aspect that makes Hashem
“unreachable”. He is shrouded in privacy. The medieval mystics were fond of Yeshayahu'’s
declaration of God as the Kel Mistater.” In the act of creation, He also hid Himself; He is not
fully accessible. God is hidden and God is private. Intimate relations infiltrate our privacy, and
such relations with relatives, or in the wrong context, would be over-entering an individual’s
private zone.® Those who practice avodah zarah confuse animate and inanimate objects; they
feel they have no limits. Thus, the very reason that we find the arayot instantly repugnant- our
understanding of the need for privacy- is the very reason that an idol worshiper does not.

Rabbi Twersky establishes that man’s need for privacy stems from the story of Adam and Chava.
Whereas Adam and Chava were already not immortal, since they had been born, they still had
no death sentence before their sin. The snake convinced Chava that if she ate from the Eitz
Hadaat (Tree of Knowledge), she would not die as Hashem had warned, but rather she would
become divine, immortal. The very first consequence of Adam and Chava’s gastronomic
catastrophe was that they realized they were naked; they craved privacy. This is a punishment,
but herein also hides the cure. Hashem said to them, “you want to be immortal? You want to be
like God? Realize that there is a certain privacy that God maintains; to be a Creator, you need
limits. There is a tree that you just cannot eat from.” It is the very Tzelem Elokim, our image of
G-d, which requires us to maintain a level of privacy, just like Hashem.

We must have limits, just like Hashem artificially created for Himself, as it were. Part of being
tahor, enduring forever, means recognizing limits; there is part of each of us which must be, like
Hashem, untouchable. Reading about the forbidden relations on Yom Kippur reminds us of the
limits and the privacy that are necessary for us to imitate Hashem.

Even the minutest sin, the tiniest breach of limits that we think will set us free, brings us to a
dead end. It brings us into status of tumah; it compromises our mortal state. Meditating upon
this fact could be depressing and debilitating, sending us further into a state of tumah. However,
our Tzelem Elokim, which allows us to connect to the Infinite to begin with, allows us to imitate

7 Yeshayahu 45:15
8 Rabbi Yitzchak Twersky, Amitah Shel Torah, Volume II, p. 66-70.
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Hashem in experiencing taharah- in recreating ourselves. This is, as we established above, the

ultimate purpose of Yom Kippur.

Reish Lakish said: Great is Teshuvah, for intentional sins
turn into mistakes. As it says: “Return, oh Israel, until
Hashem your God, for you stumbled in your sins.” Behold, an
“avon” is accidental, and it calls it a “stumbling block.” Is
that so? Didn’t Reish Lakish say, “Great is Teshuvah, for
intentional sins turn into merits? As it says: “And when a
wicked man repents of his wickedness and performs justice
and righteousness, he shall live because of them!” This is not
difficult; [if it] is from love, [then it turns into a merit], and
[ifit] is from fear, [then it turns into a mistake].

Yoma 86b

DINTIV 72N T WP WO AR
(70 YWIT) MR, 17 Mw
NHW 0 AR 7Y PRI 7AW
777 00 RPY LRI T T ORT L2
9172 WP WO AR IR LWwon
,N1°272 17 MWy MNTIY 72N
YW W) (37 IRPIY) WK
DOV IRTXY LOWH WYY NYWIN

- IR ROWR XY - 1 [Ra] (7o)
JIRTM - IRD 720NN

1D 0T KA

In light of our ability to attain taharah, to connect to the everlasting element within us, Reish

Lakish’s suggestion makes perfect sense: Rather than seeing past actions as dead and unfixable,

as soon as we recognize our mandate to live within limits, our past actions become malleable.

With fear, we can erase them, and receive kaparah. With love, we can go even farther. We can

renew them and turn them into merits- into that which lasts forever.’

Rav Soloveitchik says that in the generation after the destruction of the Beit Hamikdash, people

needed tremendous encouragement that even without the sacrificial service, Teshuva is possible:

Rabbi Akiva said, “Praiseworthy are you, Israel. Before
whom do you purify yourselves, and who purifies you?
Your father in Heaven. As it says, “And I will sprinkle
upon you pure waters, and you will be purified.”
(Yehezkel 36) And it says, “Hashem is the ‘mikveh’ of
Israel.” Just as a mikveh purifies the impure, so too does
Hakadosh Barukh Hu purify Israel.

Mishna Yoma 8:9
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If one comes before Hashem in the way one would be prepared to immerse in a mikveh (ritual

bath), without any barriers, ready to submerse entirely all at once and undergo complete

recreation, Hashem will allow his recreation to occur.'” Be’ezrat Hashem, may we all experience

a complete kosher immersion this year.

? See Pinchas H. Peli, On Repentance, pp. 49-52, 248-256.
' Pinchas H. Peli, On Repentance, p. 57
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Yeshiva University Center for the Jewish Future - Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary
invite you to an

Erev Yom Kigpur Leil Iyun

Motzei Shabbat, September 26, 2009

9:30pm - Rabbi Dr. Jacob J Schacter

Senior Scholar, Center for the Jewish Future
- Optimism, Hope, & Human Greatness:
A Different Perspective on Yom Kippur
oh 10:30pm - Rabbi Aaron Kahn

Rosh Yeshiva, RIETS

Erev Yom Kippur - What Is It?

Open to Men and Women * No Registration Required
Complimentary Parking and Refreshments Available

Yeshiva University, Wilf Campus

Lamport Auditorium
Entrance on Am rdamf\_\@,_petw 186 and 187 St (Zysman Hall)
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THE YESHIVA UNIVERSITY STUDENT MEDICAL ETHICS SOCIETY AND THE YESHIVA UNIVERSITY CENTER FOR THE JEWISH FUTURE PRESENT
THE FULD FAMILY MEDICAL ETHICS CONFERENCE
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JEWISH PERSPECTI

SUNDAY, OCTOBER 18, 2009
YESHIVA UNIVERSITY, WILF CAMPUS

RABBI EDWARD REICHMAN, M.D.
CONFERENCE CHAIRMAN

PRE-REGISTRATION REQUIRED. GO TO WWW.YU.EDU/MEDICALETHICS
FOR MORE INFORMATION, CONTACT US AT MEDICALETHICS@YU.EDU

<mm oz _<_ocmwz omz_n__om

REPRODUCTIVE GENETICS
CANCER GENETICS

LLAW AND GENETICS
AGING AND _.ozmm(_:
DNA AND _uoxmzm/om

\
PERSONALIZED MEDICINE

B

el E | z m._.m_ N Albert Einstein College of Medicine is accredited by :5
r,._ e Accreditation Council for Continuing Medical Edugation to
provide continuing medical education for physicians.



