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The Master Craftsman 
Indeed, as the clay in the hand of the potter, who, when he wishes expands it and 
when he wishes contracts it; so are we in Your hand, O You who remembers 
deeds of the loving kindness; Look to the covenant and do not regard our evil 
inclination. Indeed, as the stone in the hand of the mason, who, when he wishes 
retains it and when he wishes smashes it; so are we in Your hand, O You who 
gives life and brings death; Look to the covenant and do not regard our evil 
inclination. 
 
This poem is recited on Yom Kippur, our soul is compared to clay and stone in 
the hands of a master craftsman. Realizing this we willingly accept upon 
ourselves Hashem’s judgement for we know that His judgement is lovingly 
meant to repair any defect that we may have. Hashem in His mercy helps us 
make a tikun neshuma.  

The Broken Vessel 
Reuven Reuvini lived until 101. When he died he left a house filled with junk. 
"Our father was from the old generation. They never threw anything away." said 
the older son. "Yeah," said the younger son, "look at all this junk."   They set to 
work clearing out the house. It took days to go through it. 'I don't believe this-- an 
old kitchen sink!" one of them laughed. They couldn't get over what a ridiculous 
habit their father had.  
 
They finally got around to the kitchen. "Something's strange here," said one of 
the sons. "I don't see any broken dishes. It seems weird Dad saved everything but 
those." 
One morning at shul the sons approached the Rabbi and told him what they had 
found in their father's house. 
 
"Your father had a great reverence for everything the Almighty gave him and it's 
something we should learn from.  He saved anything that still had value. 
Obviously broken dishes cannot be repaired. But whatever can be fixed is worth 
saving!" 

Never Give Up Hope! 
As we prepare ourselves for Yom HaDin, the first step is to realize that we are 
broken. We are broken individually and we are broken as a nation. We come 
before the Almighty as a shattered vessel. We place our souls in the hands of the 
Master Craftsman.  
 

And as long as we can say "I can be repaired!" we have hope that Hashem will 
not throw us away. Hashem values us and gives us purpose in this world. May it 

be His will that we are written in the book of life! 
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One of the most well-known aspects of Yom Kippur is the moving service 'Kol Nidrei', with which we begin the 
Holy day.  The commentaries point out that, in truth, 'Kol Nidrei' is not a prayer at all, rather it is an annulment of 
vows. This annulment could have been enacted at any point in time. What is the reason that we annul our vows 
davke at the beginning of Yom Kippur?   

It seems that Chazal are alluding to us a very significant lesson. Yom Kippur is the day when one is supposed 
to undergo an intense process of self-analysis. He admits his mistakes, and undertakes to rectify them in the 
future. In order to do this effectively, a person must strive to be brutally honest with himself, and avoid the 
standard self-deceit that often cause people to stray from what they know to be the truth. In Kol Nidrei, a person 
stresses his concern with avoiding dishonesty through careless vows. In doing so, he implicitly acknowledges 
the importance of honesty and the detrimental nature of self-deceit. Accordingly, it is very appropriate to begin 
the day of teshuva by reminding oneself of the importance of being honest with Hashem and with oneself.      

There are numerous sources in Chazal that demonstrate that being dishonest with oneself is the cause of 
aveiros and terrible life decisions. A striking example of this phenomena is that of Lot. He made a decision to 
leave Avraham Avinu to live in the evil city of Sodom. Why did he decide to go there? The Torah states that it 
was based on financial factors - he saw that the land of Sodom was a fitting place for his crops. However, Rashi 
brings Chazal who say that the real reason why he went was because Sodom was an immoral place, and he 
wanted to satisfy his desire for znus (immorality) there.  The question arises that if Chazal say that his real 
reason was znus, then why did the Torah say that he came for financial reasons?! The answer is that, on the 
surface, Lot went for the sake of his livelihood, however, the deeper, and decisive reason was znus. The Torah 
gives us the external reason, therefore it is revealed in the Torah. Chazal reveal the hidden reason, which is 
accordingly hidden in Torah shebaal peh (the oral Torah). My Rebbe, Rav Yitzchak Berkovits shlita points out 
that even Lot himself believed that he was going to Sodom for the money. He even tricked himself as to the 
ultimate cause in this disastrous move. This is a prime example of how the yetser hara can deceive a person as 
to his motivations, thereby causing him to sin. 

Another example of this is that of Shaul HaMelech. Shmuel Hanavi informs Shaul that Hashem wants him to 
wipe out the whole nation of Amalek. After defeating them in battle, Shaul inexplicably leaves the Amaleki King 
Agag and some animals alive. This seems to be an obvious deviation from the word of Hashem, and yet when 
Shaul meets Shmuel he proudly tells him that he has fulfilled the word of Hashem.  He did not even realize that 
he had clearly transgressed the word of Hashem and committed a terrible sin. He tricked himself into believing 
that he had in fact done what Hashem asked of him. 

These incidents demonstrate the power of the yetser hara to cause us to lie to ourselves. Indeed, it seems that 
all the major sins recorded in the Torah came about as a result of people deceiving themselves as to the true 
reason for their motivations . This is the case with regard the very first sin, that of Adam HaRishon. The sefarim 
write that he reasoned that he would attain a  higher level of free will by eating from the fruit. However, deep 
down, his motivation was to gain some independence from Hashem.   

Self-deceit can cause us to think that we don't need to do teshuva in certain areas. There was a man who lived 
in the time of the Rambam. He told the Rambam that he was certain that he never committed these sins, and 
therefore saying the vidui constituted a lie. The Rambam answered him that there are many levels of 
transgression of each sin and that on a certain level he in fact committed all the sins in the vidui. Moreover, the 
Rambam told him that his very claim that he had not transgressed anything in the vidui was a sin in and of itself. 
It seems ironic that this man had worried that he was lying by saying the vidui, whereas, in truth he was 
deceiving himself by believing that he did not need to say it! 

It is quite conceivable that a person live his life oblivious of his shortcomings. He may blame all his problems on 
other people or circumstances, anything but his own flaws. The experience of Yom Kippur forces him to face 
the truth. May we all merit to genuinely return to Hashem. 
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Most people have the custom to bless their children on erev Yom Kippur. This time is 
considered to be especially auspicious, as it is a moment when people are most inspired 
and focused on holiness in preparation for the imminent arrival of Yom Kippur.1 Even 
adult children should make an effort to receive their parents’ blessing prior to Yom 
Kippur.2 Some commentators claim that the blessing Yaakov gave to Menashe and 
Ephraim took place on erev Yom Kippur.3 In most families parents bless their children 
immediately before leaving to the synagogue for Kol Nidrei, as the holiness of Yom 
Kippur is said to have descended by this time.4 In other families it is done just before or 
just after the final meal before the fast. Some even do so early in the day.5  

 
It is customary to place both hands upon the child’s head when giving the blessing.6 
Since there have been sages in the past who would bless people using only the right 
hand,7 a number of individuals have adopted this practice, as well.8 There are many 
symbolic interpretations to placing one’s hand(s) on the recipient’s head when giving a 
blessing. Among them is the teaching that one’s fingers and knuckles allude to the name 
of God and the Birkat Kohanim.9 In some communities it is customary for children to 
kiss their parents’ hands following the blessing and to request forgiveness for any wrong 
that they may have committed.10 

  
In addition to the standard Birkat Kohanim blessing which is used to bless one’s children 
on erev Yom Kippur, most families also add the following yehi ratzon prayer, which can 
be found in most machzorim: “May the fear of God be upon your face.… May your 
craving be for Torah and mitzvot. May your eyes always look at matters correctly; may 
your mouth speak in wisdom; may your heart resound with reverence;…may you be 
blessed with righteous children.… May your livelihood be derived honestly and 
easily;…may you be spared from having to be dependent on others.… And may you be 
inscribed in the book of good and long life with all of the other righteous people of 
Israel. Amen.”11 
  

                                                           
1 Elef L’mateh 619:5. 
2 Elef Hamagen 619:4. 
3 Sha’ar Hamelech 6:1. 
4 Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 131:16. 
5 Mateh Ephraim 619:4. 
6 Minhag Yisrael Torah, OC 271:2. Also based on Bamidbar 27:23 and Shabbat 119b. 
7 Ma’avar Yavok, chapter 43, cited in Chikrei Minhagim (Gurary), vol. 2, p. 142. 
8 Ketzeh Hamateh 619:7; Segulot Yisrael 2:58; Ishei Yisrael, p. 225. 
9 Chikrei Minhagim (Gurary), vol. 2, p. 144. 
10 Lu’ach Davar B’ito, 9 Tishrei 5769. 
11 Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 131:16. 
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Reb Mordechai, a follower of the third Rebbe of Chabad, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneersohn of Lubavitch (1789-1866) 
had been dispatched by his Rebbe to wander the countryside of Russia, journeying from town to town and inspiring the 
Jews scattered there with the teachings of Chasidism. 
 
But one day, it was the day before Yom Kippur, he arrived at some town in the middle of nowhere only to hear that all its 
Jews, about one hundred altogether, had left the day before to the city of Vitebsk to pray in the large synagogue there on 
the Day of Atonement. Suddenly, only a few hours away from the holiest day of the year, he found himself without a 
minyan, the quorum of ten Jews required for communal prayer. "You won't find any Jews here, Rabbi," one of the 
townspeople told him. "But about two hours away there's a small village of Cantonists. They're a strange bunch, but that's 
the closest thing to Jews you'll find around here now." 
 
(The Cantonists were Jews who, by decree of Czar Nicholas I, had been 
snatched from their families when they were young children for a 25-year 
term of "service" in the Czar's army, where every cruel means had been 
employed to force them to abandon Judaism. The few that survived were so 
emotionally and psychologically destroyed that when they left the army 
decades later, that they were never able to live normal lives. So they lived 
together in little villages, apart from the rest of society.) 
 
Immediately, Reb Mordechai started walking, but after over an hour he still saw nothing. No... wait! There seemed to be 
something on the horizon. Sure enough, there it was. There were only a few old wooden houses, but this must be the 
village he was looking for. The first resident that saw that the rabbi enter the village called everyone else, and in no time 
they were all lined up with shining faces, taking turns shaking the newcomer's hand.  They were overjoyed. Such an honor 
to have a real rabbi as their guest! 
 
Suddenly they stepped back, formed a sort of huddle, and began whispering to one another. Then they fell silent, looked 
again at the rabbi, and one of them stepped forward in great humility, cleared his throat, and announced: "Excuse me, 
Rabbi, but we would be very honored if His Excellency the Rabbi would please honor us with leading the prayers of Yom 
Kippur." All the others stood staring at the Rabbi with wide pleading eyes, nodding their heads beseechingly. Reb 
Mordechai nodded in agreement, and the joyous handshaking ritual was repeated once again. "We only have one 
stipulation," the man continued. "That one of us leads Ne'ilah (the fifth and final prayer of Yom Kippur)." 
 
An hour later, in the solemn atmosphere of Yom Kippur, they were all seated in their little shul (synagogue), listening to the 
beautiful heartfelt prayers of the chasidic rabbi, Reb Mordechai.  A very special feeling overcame Reb Mordechai. He had 
never quite experienced a Yom Kippur like this. He had never been in such a minyan; comprised of Jews each of whom had 
been through hell, tribulations that he could never even dream of experiencing, only for the sake of G-d. And although he 
had studied all the holy books and they knew nothing, he felt dwarfed by these simple folk. 
 
His soul flowed into the prayers, and it seemed to him that he had never sung so beautifully in his life. First Kol Nidrei, then 
the evening prayer. On the following day, he prayed the other three prayers, and read twice from the Torah.  But finally, at 
the end of the day, came their turn; it was time for Ne'ilah. Reb Mordechai stepped back, took a seat in the small shul with 
everyone else, and waited to see what was going to happen. Why did they want this prayer for themselves? 
 
One of the Cantonists rose from his chair, took a few steps forward and stood at the podium, his back to the crowd. 
Suddenly, before he began to lead the prayers, he started unbuttoning and then removing his shirt.  Reb Mordechai was 
about to say something, to protest: You can't take your shirt off in the synagogue! But as the shirt fell from the man's 
shoulders, it revealed hundreds of scars; years upon years of deep scars... The man sitting next to him explained that each 
one came about when the Cantonist had refused to relinquish his Judaism, refused to forsake the G-d of Israel. 
 
Reb Mordechai gasped and tears ran from his eyes. The bare-chested man then raised his hands to G-d and said in a loud 
voice: "G-d Al-mighty. Redeem the Jewish people now! I'm not asking for the sake of our families, because we don't have 
any families. I'm not asking for the sake of our futures, because we have no futures. I'm not asking for the sake of our 
livelihoods or our comfort, or our children, or our reputations, because we don't have any of those things either. 
"We're just asking: Assey l'maan shemecha -- Do it for Your sake! Send us Moshiach!" 
 
And then he put on his shirt and began the prayer. 

Oneg Shabbos 

Bare-chested Neilah  

4 Source: Ascent of Safed 
http://ascentofsafed.com 
From Kabbalahonline.org 
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