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1. The Torah Reading for Yom Kippur morning is the beginning of the Sidra  אחרי  מות  
which describes the Divine Service in the Mikdash on Yom Kippur.  Hence, the following 

comments are taken from the SIDRA OF THE WEEK :  אחרי  מות .  

2. Besides the daily Korban Tommid of the morning and of the evening, and the additional 

Korban Mussaf of Yom Kippur, the Torah commands other Korbonnos that are to be 

brought on this holy Day of Atonement.  The Kohen Ga’dol is to bring a Korban Chattos 

on behalf of himself and his household, and another Korban Chattos on behalf of all the 

Kohannim, too.  In addition, there is also a Korban Chattos brought on behalf of the 

entire Jewish People.  As with all Korbonnos Chattos, before the bringing of the Korban, 

confessions of sins committed must be made to HaShem and forgiveness sought from 

Him, and this the Kohen Ga’dol does on behalf of the entire Jewish People whose 

representative he is.  Besides these Korbonnos, there are also Korbonnos Olah, for the 

Kohen Ga’dol and for the People, and a special presentation of incense which is 

brought, exceptionally, into the Holy of Holies.  The incense, which is completely 

burned up and made to rise in smoke without leaving any residue at all, symbolizes the 

complete giving-up of oneself to HaShem.  It is only through this cloud of smoke, 

HaShem commands, that the Kohen Ga’dol, representing the Jewish People, can dare 

to come within the glorious Presence of HaShem in the Holy of Holies.  In this holiest 

place on earth, on this, one of the holiest days of the year, when all physical pleasures 

are renounced by us in obedience to the command of HaShem Who has ordered us to 

abstain from them (the better to feel the spiritual character of this great and holy day) 

together with our firm resolution to obey the Will of HaShem from now on — in this 

state of holiness and submission to HaShem can we hope to come close to our Holy 

G-d Whose Presence manifests Itself so strongly in the Holy of Holies in the Mikdash 

which is in our midst.  

3. The Divine Service of the Kohen Ga’dol on Yom Kippur is onerous and difficult and he 

must study and rehearse his duties for some days before.  For those parts of the Service in 

the Great Court of the Mishkan or in the Mishkan itself, he is robed in his magnificent 

garments of splendour.  For those parts of the Service done in the Holy of Holies he wears 

only the four priestly garments of the Kohen Ordinary, but these are made of the finest 

white linen.  Whenever he changes his robes, he immerses himself in the Mikveh, and 

before and after each part of the Service he laves his hands and feet at the Copper 

Washstand in the Mikdash. 
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4. For certain parts of the Service in the Mikdash, the Torah commands that no one is to be 

in the Mikdash when the Kohen Ga’dol comes in to officiate.  We can hardly imagine the 

purity, the devout concentration and the sublime and holy thoughts of the Kohen Ga’dol, 

that most righteous and saintly man who is the spiritual leader of his holy People and their 

representative before HaShem, as he does everything as HaShem has commanded: a man 

all alone with the Divine Presence in the grand, holy Sanctuary, while the great and silent 

crowds of the People whose holy trustee he is, wait in sincere repentance and anxious 

anticipation, outside.   

5. On each of the three occasions that the Kohen Ga’dol makes confession before HaShem 

on behalf of the People, he intones the Great Ineffable Name of HaShem.  Upon hearing 

the Name thus uttered in holiness and purity, the Kohannim and the People who are in 

the Great Court of the Mikdash fall upon their faces and praise HaShem in pure worship of 

He Who grants atonement to His repentant People.  And when they behold with their own 

eyes the sign that HaShem has indeed granted atonement (the tongue of crimson wool 

prominently displayed miraculously changes white) their confidence in HaShem’s 

forgiveness and mercy is transformed into joy and serene happiness.  Blessed indeed is the 

Holy Nation that experiences such closeness to HaShem: happy is the Jewish People that 

such is theirs, happy indeed is the People of HaShem. 

6. The Korban Chattos of the People on Yom Kippur is unusual in that it consists of two 

component Korbonnos.  The Torah stipulates that two he-goats be taken, for the nature of 

this animal calls to mind the characteristics of obstinacy, of resistance, and the ability to 

oppose with firmness any demands made on the individual’s will-power — characteristics 

with drastically different results.  For the one is brought as a Korban Chattos, on the Altar 

of the Mikdash of HaShem, thus symbolizing a giving-up of oneself to HaShem and His 

Torah.  But the other one, over which all the sins of the People are confessed, is sent away 

to a rocky, dangerous wilderness, and there, far away from the holy Mikdash of HaShem, it 

meets its doom as it is hurled to death on the crags and rocks.  So, too, is it with us: he 

who is willing to subject himself to the Will of HaShem and adamantly refuses to be 

deflected from his duty to HaShem, can elevate himself to such a degree that he is 

admitted even into the holy Mikdash, and even, as it were, upon the Altar.  His life is a 

steady progression of dedication to HaShem.  But he who would obstinately refuse to 

comply with the Will of HaShem, and, stubborn as a goat, will not let himself be guided by 

the Torah of HaShem, brings upon himself the evils of sin and all kinds of misfortune and 

calamity, till he meets his end in utter and fearful destruction. 

7. Generally, on Yom Tov, five people are called up to the public Torah reading, plus the 

Maftir.  On Yom Kippur, however, because it is holier than any of the other Yommim 

Tovim (the Torah calls Yom Kippur   "שבת  שבתון"  — “a specially sacred day”) therefore 

six people are called up.  When Yom Kippur falls to be on a Shabbos, the same reading is 
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divided up so as to allow seven men to be called up as on Shabbos there must be at least 

seven men called up, plus the Maftir.   

8. The short paragraph chosen for Maftir on each Yom Tov describes the Korban Mussaf of 

each particular Yom Tov.  The Maftir of Yom Kippur is taken from Sidra Pinchos in Sefer 

Bemidbor, and is the usual Yom Tov Maftir, namely, a description of the Korban Mussaf of 

the day.  For Yom Kippur, it starts at Possuk 7 of Chapter 29 and ends with Possuk 11. 

9. The word “Maftir” means “the Valedictorian” or “End Reader” and the man called up to 

Maftir is honoured with also reading the Haftorah of the day.  The Haftorah of the morning 

Torah Reading of Yom Kippur is taken from the Sefer Yeshayahu, from Possuk 14 of 

Chapter 57 till Possuk 14 of Chapter 58.   

10. Although we have just said that the man called up for Maftir is honoured with also reading 

the Haftorah of the day, as a matter of fact, really it’s the other way round, as follows: 

When the public Torah Reading was proscribed by the anti-Jewish government, the Rabbis 

of the day instituted instead a public reading from the Books of the Prophets.  Even after 

the evil decree was rescinded, the practice of reading the Haftorah was retained and the 

Haftorah was read after the Torah Reading (see INTRODUCTION TO THE HAFTORAH) but so 

as to compensate the one who was called up for the Haftorah which is “only” a reading 

taken from the Books of the Prophets, he was also honoured with repeating the last 

section of the mandatory Torah Reading.  That way, he was honoured with a Torah 

Reading, too.  In other words, the Maftir was a sort of consolation prize for the one who 

was called to read the Haftorah.  On a Yom Tov and a special Shabbos, instead of the Maftir 

being merely a repeat of the last section of the day’s Torah Reading or of the Sidra of the 

Week, there is a specific short Torah Reading which is topical of the day, as, in fact, is the 

case with the Maftir of today, which is the description of the Korban Mussaf of the Yom 

Tov of Rosh HaShonnoh. 

 

For the explanation of the Haftorah of this Torah Reading please go to HAFTORAHS. 



This Haftorah is taken from Sefer Yeshayohu,  
from verse 14 of Chapter 57 till verse 14of Chapter 58. 

1. This Haftorah is not related at all to the Torah reading of the day but rather to the day 

itself.  In this selection, the Novvi Yeshayohu exhorts the people to do Teshuvah, to 

repent from their evil ways and return (the word “Teshuvah” means “repentance” or 

“returning”) to HaShem and to the righteous life that He has commanded us in His 

Torah. 

2. The Novvi describes how HaShem, however high and great, acknowledges the 

unhappiness of those that have failed to live their lives according to HaShem’s wishes 

and who then wish to return to Him.  HaShem gives the sincerely repentant person 

every encouragement, He clears away every obstacle from the path of those willing to 

return — but the Teshuvah must be genuine.  Mere lip-service, without genuine resolve 

to really better one’s conduct, is dishonest, says HaShem.   

3. Fasting and praying is worse than useless if it is not accompanied with genuine 

kindness and consideration to those that have been wronged, says the Novvi in the 

name of HaShem.  Fasting is supposed to bring one to Teshuvah; it is not Teshuvah in 

itself!  Rather, “share your bread with the hungry, bring the harassed fugitive into your 

home, clothe the naked — and do not forsake your own poor relations!” says HaShem.  

Showy fasting and praying and public exhibitions of piety which are inconsistent with 

one’s treatment of others are abhorrent to HaShem.   

4. Being considerate of others, helping the less fortunate in deed and in word, that is 

pleasing to HaShem.  Fight injustice and oppression, stop exploitation of the weak and 

fight their cause — that is the kind of Teshuvah that HaShem wants!   

5. Much of our backsliding comes about from our being too concerned with the physical 

and material.  This distracts us from the real purpose of life which is to utilize the 

material and the physical in the service of HaShem.  But HaShem has given us, here in 

this physical and material world, each week, a taster, as it were, of the spiritual world: 

the Shabbos.  If we would cherish the Shabbos, says the Novvi, if we would treasure this 

weekly spiritual experience as a day of enjoyment and would honour it and respect it as 

HaShem’s Day of Delight, this attitude and sense of proper priorities would enhance our 

mundane existence all week, too, and we would be worthy of HaShem’s blessings in 

everything we do, for so has HaShem promised.  This is the closing message of this 

Haftorah to us when we stand before HaShem on Yom Kippur.  On this day, when 

physical pleasure is severely restricted to us precisely so that we should better focus on 

the spiritual, together with Teshuvah for the past we should resolve to live our lives in 

such a way that we transform the purely material and physical into something holy and 

spiritual.   
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The Torah Reading is taken from Sefer Vayikroh and is the whole Chapter 18. 
Three people are called up to this Reading, the third reads also the Haftorah. 

1. The subject matter of this Torah reading is the list of forbidden marriages and relationships, 
including also some which are quite perverted and depraved.  Various reasons are given for 
this rather curious choice of Torah reading on Yom Kippur afternoon and the following, too, 
might help to explain this choice of subject matter. 

2. The Torah prefaces this chapter with the warning that we are not to follow the immoral 
behaviour that we saw in Egypt and neither are we to imitate the bizarre, evil practices of 
the Kenaanites with whom we were about to come into contact when we took possession of 
our Land.  Our Chachommim tell us that the customs and practices of both these peoples, 
the Egyptians and the Kenaanites, were exceptionally vulgar and perverted and imitating 
these customs is forbidden in the strongest terms. 

3. But however gross and vulgar these practices are, there is obviously some attraction to 
imitate them.  We must be constantly aware that the Yetzer HoRa will try to tempt us to 
transgression, dressing up even the most horrid and coarse behaviour into something quite 
acceptable.  This usually comes about by creeping, incremental steps.  It’s all a matter of 
thin edges of wedges.  Today the Yetzer HoRa tells us to give in to this small infringement; 
tomorrow, do this little misdemeanour; the day after it tells us to commit this or that 
transgression.  Many times, the wrongdoing is habit-forming and often it can turn out to be 
quite addictive.  Before long, we are shocked to find that we have fallen into the clutches of 
the Yetzer HoRa and that it is difficult to extricate ourselves from his power.   

4. These obnoxious practices might seem attractive — but only if we have started to slip from 
our high spiritual standard.  Slip leads to fall and fall leads to tumble and once a person 
starts to fall into the muck and the mire down there, going the whole hog is not so far-
fetched and can happen quite easily.  But today is Yom Kippur.  Even just reading of such 
practices is repugnant to us.  The very idea of committing such sins is revolting to us for we 
are way up there in a world of noble aspirations, we are in the refined atmosphere of 
abstention and restraint and holiness and sanctity.  In our present frame of mind, on this 
holy day, we wonder at these perversions and ask with disgust, “How could they!?”   

5. But Yom Kippur is not to be something extraordinary, after which we will come down “back 
to earth.”  Not at all!  The spiritual level that we have reached on this day has revealed our 
true potential.  This is the new reality of who we are.  At this, our Yom Kippur level, it is 
totally out of the question to commit any of these offences.  But it mustn’t stop there.  
Indeed, the high spiritual level that we have reached on Yom Kippur should become for us 
our norm, and, being at this spiritual level, we will also now regret our past transgressions 
and firmly resolve that in the same way that it is inconceivable that being on this high level 
we would ever stoop to these despicable practices, so too any offences against the Torah is 
from now on, at all times and always, to be for us similarly out of the question.   
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The Haftorah comprises the whole Sefer Yonah and finishes with verses 18 — 20 of 
Chapter 7 of Sefer Michah.  Both of these are of the shorter Books of the Prophets 
and are two of the Seforrim  of what are collectively known as “The Twelve.”  

1. The theme of this Haftorah is Teshuvah (Repentance) for Teshuvah is the Mitzvah of 
this Yom Tov of Yom Kippur.  The Haftorah tells of how HaShem sent Yonah ben 
Ammitai, a pupil of Elisha, to proclaim to the non-Jewish inhabitants of the great city of 
Nineveh (the principal city of the ancient Assyrian Empire, situated on the east bank of 
the Tigris, opposite modern-day Mosul, in Iraq) that they must repent from their evil 
ways of robbery and exploitation if they are to avoid being overturned and destroyed by 
HaShem.  Yonah was sadly aware that this direct call to the people of Nineveh would 
probably result in their repentance (HaShem was feared among the nations of the world 
at that time) in sharp contrast to how the Jewish People disregarded similar calls for 
Teshuvah, and that this would reflect badly on the Jewish People.  So before receiving 
the actual message he was to proclaim, Yonah straightaway took passage on a ship 
going to a distant country for he knew that prophecy is usually confined to the Holy 
Land. 

2. The ship had hardly left land when an unusually mighty storm came up and threatened 
the ship.  The sailors tried their utmost to row back towards land but they could not.  
The waves flooded over the ship and the captain ordered all hands on deck to bail out 
the water to try to save the ship from sinking, and to row hard.  They even threw 
overboard the heavy goods from the hold in an attempt to lighten the ship.  But Yonah, 
gravely aware of the reason for this storm — it clearly threatened only this part of the 
sea and indeed only this ship! — went below decks and went to sleep in the hold, while 
each of the sailors prayed to his god that the ship should not sink and that their lives 
should be spared.  With the storm getting worse, they frantically cast lots to ascertain 
who was the cause of this obviously Divine anger.  All the signs pointed to Yonah.  The 
captain then demanded to know from Yonah what kind of a person was he that this 
should be happening because of him.  His answer terrified them: “I am a Hebrew and 
the G-d Who resides in Heaven I fear, He Who made the sea and the dry land.”  The 
sailors knew that to flee from the will of HaShem was futile and now they felt they were 
doomed.  “What can we do to turn away G-d’s anger from us?” they asked.  “Throw me 
into the sea!” said Yonah.  “The storm is only because of me.”  The sailors did not dare 
to commit what would amount to murder, but their lives were in real danger and it was 
becoming more dangerous by the minute.  They begged HaShem to forgive them in 
advance of their action — it was not their fault, they protested.  Immediately as they 
lowered Yonah over the side of the ship, the sea subsided.  So they quickly hauled him 
up again — and the storm rose up again.  As they quickly lowered him into the sea 
again, the storm straightaway subsided.  They pulled him up again, and again the sea 
raged.  When at last they finally let go of Yonah, the storm abated completely, it was as 
if there had never been any turbulence at all.  At this clear demonstration of HaShem’s 
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power and absolute control, the whole company of sailors feared G-d very much and on 
the spot abandoned their idols and instead resolved to follow only HaShem.   

3. Meanwhile, HaShem had prepared a great fish and this fish swallowed Yonah and saved 
him from drowning.  For three days and three nights, Yonah was in the belly of the fish.  
From his dark and smelly prison, Yonah cried out to HaShem that He should save him 
until HaShem ordered the fish to spew him out onto dry land.   

4. After a time, the word of HaShem came to Yonah a second time, with the same 
instructions: “Go to the great town of Nineveh and proclaim there My warning that they 
must repent from their ways.”  Yonah goes and he proclaims in the main street of 
Nineveh, “Forty more days, and Nineveh is overturned!”  The king is told about this 
stranger and his message and he has Yonah brought before him.  When he hears the 
warning and, more importantly, Who sent the warning, he is genuinely afraid, for he 
knows HaShem.  He initiates a sincere public repentance and orders his whole town to 
change their ways for the better.  The king proclaims a public fast day (for the animals, 
too!) and all the people indeed mend their ways.  HaShem sees that they are sincere and 
the decree is averted — and Yonah’s fears about his own People are sadly realized.   

5. Yonah was greatly upset.  For the past years, he had been proclaiming a similar warning 
to his own Jewish People, that they should not rely on their own strength to defend 
themselves against their enemies, that they should resolve to serve HaShem and 
observe the Torah and Mitzvos, and they ignored him and scoffed at him.  Yet the non-
Jewish people of Nineveh, indeed, the very people who were threatening the Jewish 
People and their Land, they obey HaShem!  What an indictment!  And he, Yonah, was 
the one through whom this contrast has come out so openly!  Faithful prophet and 
teacher of his People, he could not believe that the people of Nineveh were sincere in 
their repentance.  He was determined to stay a while and see how long their Teshuvah 
would last.  So sure was he that the people of Nineveh would slip back to their evil ways 
and that the town would indeed soon be overturned just like S’dom and Amora were 
overturned, that he didn’t dare to live in Nineveh itself but he removed himself to 
outside the town.  There, he built a simple shelter to await developments.   

6. Besides his despondent mood, Yonah’s skin was still sore from being soaked in the acids 
and digestive juices of the belly of the fish.  The sun burned down and, as he waited, he 
sank into depression.  He wished to die.  But then HaShem made a leafy plant grow up 
and spread its shade over his simple shelter and he was greatly relieved by the shade 
provided by the plant.  Indeed he even felt happy!  The next day, HaShem sent a worm 
to attack the leafy plant so that it withered and died and Yonah, once again exposed to 
the hot sun, was miserable and said he wanted to die. 

7. Then, in one of the most instructive kindly utterances ever, HaShem points out to 
Yonah how Man’s feelings of mercy are so very different to HaShem’s true mercy.  
“See!” says HaShem to Yonah, “You were upset that a leafy plant, which grew up by 
itself in a short time, without you doing anything to grow it, but because it was useful 
to you, when it withered and died, you were so upset!  And I, Who care for each of My 
creatures, shouldn’t I have mercy upon a whole town of more than one hundred and 
twenty thousand people, and many animals there as well?”   
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