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We try our best to accurately present to you the Rav's words. Accuracy can sometimes get lost in the transition
from spoken to written word. We would like to thank HaRav Nebenzahl for allowing us to send you this sicha
without his first reviewing it. Although it does expedite matters in getting this sicha out to you, it does mean that
if there is anything in the sicha that may not be understood, the fault is with us and not with HaRav Nebenzahl.

The Rav asks that his and other Divrei Torah are not read during Tefillah or the Rabbi's sermon.
Shabbat Shalom,
Nehemiah Klein

The Yeshiva would like to express its gratitude to Richard and Anita Grossman for their ongoing support for the
Yeshiva in general and specifically our computer center. This enables us to communicate this sicha to you each
week - "lehagdil Torah ulehaadira".

HaRav Nebenzahl on Parshat Achrei Mot-Kedoshim

Achrei Mot-Kedoshim (from the archives)
Yom Kippur - "Chukat Olam"

The concluding pasuk of the Yom Kippur service, as described in Parshat Acharei Mot, is a sort of
summary: "vehayta zot lachem lechukat olam lechaper al Bnei Yisrael mikol chatotam achat bashana"
"This shall be to you an eternal decree to bring atonement upon the Children of Israel for all their sins
once a year" (Vayikra 16:34).  The entire Yom Kippur service, including the offerings of the bull, the
two goats, and the Ketoret that is brought in the Kodesh HaKodoshim, as well as the sprinkling of the
blood within the Heichal, are all described by the Torah as "chukat olam" an eternal decree or statute.
 The term "chukim" as opposed to "mishpatim" imply Mitzvot whose reasoning is beyond the grasp of
limited human intellect.  Let  us attempt to  clarify specifically what part  of this service is  indeed
beyond our grasp.

As a result of the expression "chukat olam", Chazal learn that if a single detail is omitted, atonement
is  not  achieved.  The  "chok"  therefore  is  that  every detail  must  be  carried  out.   We know,  for
example, that there are supposed to be two goats, and a lottery determines which is chosen for
Hashem and which goes for Azazel.  Had it not been that every detail had to be followed, we would
have thought that if only one goat were available, a lottery would be drawn to determine if the lone
goat were to be for Hashem or for Azazel.  The halacha is, however, that without that second goat,
the entire service is invalidated - for the Torah stipulates that two goats are required.  (There is a
dispute in the Gemara regarding precisely which details if omitted invalidate the entire service).

This may explain what constitutes "chukat olam" regarding the Yom Kippur service.  What is difficult,
however, is why the Torah used this expression four times regarding Yom Kippur - not limited to
issues relating to the Beit Hamikdash.  In addition to the above quoted pasuk, we read "This shall
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remain for you a 'chukat olam': In the seventh month on the tenth of the month, you shall afflict
yourselves" (Vayikra 16:29).  Two psukim later the Torah tells us: "It is a Shabbat of complete rest
for you, and you shall afflict yourselves; 'chukat olam'", followed by "You shall not do any work; it is
a 'chukat olam' throughout your generations in all your dwelling places" (Vayikra 23:31).

At first glance we would have thought that the seir laAzazel is the "chok" aspect of Yom Kippur - for
this differs most from any other sacrificial offerings.  In the beginning of Parshat Chukat Rashi tells us
that the seir laAzazel is one of the Mitzvot that the Satan and the other nations mock the Jewish
people for, calling them "illogical".  How is it possible that this goat atones for and purifies the Jewish
people, yet the person who accompanies it to the desert, who assists in this purification process,
becomes impure?  Just as the Parah Adumah is referred to as a "chukat haTorah" because those
involved in the purification process become impure, so too the seir laAzazel is referred to as "chukat
olam". There are many aspects of this ceremony that are beyond our comprehension.  Why is it sent
to  the  desert  and thrown  from the  top  of  the  cliff,  how can  it  atone  for  all  who  repent  -  for
transgressions  both  severe  and  not  so  severe,  both  those  transgressed  intentionally  and  not
intentionally? 

There is one answer to all these questions: This is the way Hashem determined things. Hashem in his
infinite kindness has given us this opportunity for atonement, we follow His commandments and
believe in their effect - even if we do not understand specifically how they work.  We see in Chazal a
reference to the idea that it is the seir laAzazel that is the "chok" of Yom Kippur: "now perhaps you
will say that they are empty acts", on which Rashi explains "you may wonder what atonement can
there be for sending it away and what does this cliff have that will help".  The Gemara responds: "'I
am Hashem' (Vayikra 18:4), I,  Hashem have decreed it and you have no right to ponder them"
(Yoma 67b).

It is not clear to me why Chazal find the seir and the Parah Aduma more difficult to understand than
other sacrifices.  Do we really understand how other Korbanot atone for transgressions?  Did the
Torah not decree: "for it is the blood that atones for the soul" (Vayikra 17:11) informing us that the
moment the blood is sprinkled upon the altar, atonement is achieved?  Is a "chatat or an "asham"
therefore more logical to us?  Just as the Creator decreed that sprinkling blood upon the Altar of the
Mikdash atones, He decreed that the sprinkling of the ashes of the Parah Aduma purifies, and sending
the seir laAzazel atones.  Do any of us understand the "seir laHashem"?  Why does the Kohen Gadol
specifically sprinkle once on top and seven times underneath (as described in Yoma 85b), why not
ten times?

The Kabbalists understood the way in which atonement is achieved.  The Ibn Ezra wrote to one who
inquired that he will reveal parts of the secret when he reaches the age of thirty-three.  Most of you
here have not yet reached that age and maybe have a chance but for those who did not  merit
understanding the hidden worlds,  the reason is  quite simple: we send the seir  laAzazel  because
Hashem commanded us to.

Why is  the  seir  laAzazel  more  difficult  to  comprehend than other  Korbanot?   The  Ramban was
bothered by this difficulty and explained that the unique way this offering was brought is what caused
the other nations to mock us.  The seir is sent from the top of a cliff in the desert, outside of the Beit
Hamikdash.  Similarly the Parah Aduma is slaughtered and burned outside the courtyard.  From a
non-Jewish  perspective,  this  is  not  so  unusual  -  for  their  sacrifices  are  offered:  "on  the  high
mountains and on the hills, and under every leafy tree" (Devarim 12:2).  The Ramban explains that it
appears  to  the  other  nations  that  although  Jewish  law  strictly  forbids  any  sacrifice  outside  the
confines of the Beit Hamikdash, perhaps we are now following in the ways of the non-Jews and this is
the cause for mockery.

This  may  explain  why  the  other  nations  find  this  practice  difficult,  why  do  we  have  trouble
understanding it?  Do we not know that everything is a decree from the King?  Are the seir laAzazel
or the Parah Adumah any more of a "chok" than other offerings?  It cannot therefore be, as we
attempted to explain,  that  the  "chukat  olam" emphasized on  this  Day of  Judgment is  the  "seir
laAzazel".   Our opening question remains: why does the Torah emphasize  that  Yom Kippur  is  a
"chok", what part of it classifies it as a "chok"?
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It is the whole concept of Yom Kippur itself that is beyond our understanding!  There can be no
greater "chok" than a day that atones, a day that contradicts anything we are accustomed to during
the course of the rest of the year.  We will try to explain this, with Hashem's help. We must first and
foremost keep in mind that this distinction between a "chok" and "mishpat" (that a "mishpat" is
something we understand whereas a "chok" is  something we do not),  only exists in our limited
intellectual  capacities.   For  Avraham Avinu,  for  example,  all  the  Mitzvot  were  clear  and  easily
understood, yet we do not even have a sufficient understanding of "mishaptim".  The Torah testifies
here that Yom Kippur is deserving of the description "chuka", for the spiritual value of the day is
something that is beyond human comprehension.

The concept of "tshuva" contradicts the regular order of the world.  Anything a person does effects
either the present or the future.  For example, a criminal can be imprisoned from today onwards,
money can be collected from someone now or later.  Legally, a house can be sold and the sale will
take effect some time in the future.  In no way can our actions of today have any influence on the
past.  A marriage, for example, cannot take effect retroactively.  Is there anything we can do now
which will retroactively effect what has already taken place?

Tshuva is capable of doing just that!  When we repent out of love ("tshuva me-ahava") we are
moving backwards in time and transforming our past sin into a Mitzvah.  Even one who repents out of
fear ("tshuva meyira") has transformed his intentional sin, even that which is punishable by Karet, to
being viewed in Heaven as having been done without intent (see Yoma 6b).

The day set aside for this amazing, incredible phenomenon is Yom Kippur.  The Rambam tells us
"Yom Kippur is the time for everyone to repent therefore all are obligated to repent and confess their
sins on Yom Kippur" (Hilchot Tshuva 2:7).  Two conditions are required in  order to affect these
changes  to  our  past:  1)  repentance,  and  2)  being  alive  during  this  special  day  that  Hashem
established for tshuva. Tshuva on its own (with the exception of one who is guilty of not performing
positive commandments) cannot atone unless one experiences some moments of this great day.  The
moment Yom Kippur begins, the tshuva goes into effect.  During that moment something happens
that we cannot explain - the past is rewritten.  It has been emphasized that the greater the sin that is
being forgiven, the greater the charge against one who does not take advantage of this auspicious
time of forgiveness.  The Meiri (Rosh Hashana 16b) goes so far as to say that one who is negligent
and does not repent during this day, has no share in Hashem the G-d of Israel.

While the entire world is run within a framework of time (the opening words of the Torah even begin
with a point in time - "Bereishit"), "tshuva" hovers above time.  While time moves forward, "tshuva"
works against this forward tide.  This is one reason Chazal tell us that "tshuva" was one of seven
things that were created prior to the creation of the world (Pesachim 54a).  "Tshuva" cannot have a
place within this world, as we know it.

Yom Kippur is the source of the "wellspring" of Tshuva.  Our ability to repent throughout the year
stems from the great power of Yom Kippur.  From this perspective Yom Kippur is the "chok" of all
"chukim".  Hashem took a period of time that is limited within the dimensions of time - the tenth day
of Tishrei - and gave it the power to work against the framework of time of which it is a part.  Can
there be a greater "chok" than this?  Is this not a "chukat olam", the ultimate "chok" in the world?

Similarly, Chazal explain the pasuk in Tehillim: "yamim yatzuru, velo echad bahem" "though they will
be fashioned through many days, to Him they are one" [11] (Tehillim 139:16) as referring to the Yom
Kippur of the Jewish people (Tanna D'vei Eliyahu Rabba).  The One Who created everything, created
many "yamim", days. in the year, yet He chose "velo echad" - and one for Him, from among them.
 That day is Yom Kippur for the Jewish people (for the other nations this is no different than any other
day, for the sun sets and rises, the birds chirp as usual).  This day, in which His children are close to
Him, gives Him greater satisfaction than all the other days He created.

The word "velo" in this pasuk is read as if it were spelled vav lamed vav, meaning and for Him -
referring to Hashem.  It is written however with an aleph as the last letter - "velo echad mehem"
meaning and not one of them.  The fact is, if a person really wishes to he may view Yom Kippur as
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any other day of the year.  In all the days He created, He waits for man and "velo" - He does not lock
the door of repentance to any one of them.  On Yom Kippur He created a simplified way for His
children to return.

The idea that Yom Kippur has capabilities that are above the laws of time explains why the Torah
emphasizes and repeats the expression "chukat olam".

In  order  that  what  we  have  just  said  not  be  viewed  as  a  "chuka"  that  we  are  incapable  of
understanding, we must try to explain how this incredible wonder takes effect.  (In fact we must do
our utmost to understand all the "chukim" of the Torah).  When all is said and done, Yom Kippur was
established within  the  framework  of  time  -  it  is  not  a  spiritual  concept  that  hovers  above the
remainder of the year.  Yom Kippur is a unit within the 365 established units of the year: "on the
tenth day of this month it is the Day of Atonement" (Vayikra 23:27).  It is a day within a clearly
delineated block of time, it occurs after the ninth of Tishrei and before the eleventh.  Given that
"Hashem has nothing in His world but the four amot of halacha" (Brachot 8a), we have to understand
to what area of halacha to ascribe the tenth of Tishrei!  What is the source for the great power of this
day?

The basis for all this is the concept of having regret for the past.  This is not a new concept but one
found in the laws pertaining to vows.  Let us assume that a person took upon himself a particular vow
only to discover that fulfillment of this vow causes pain and anguish to his wife.  What he must do to
annul this vow is to go to a "chacham" or create his own Beit Din of three people (see Shulchan Aruch
228:1).  They will then search for an opening (a "petach) in which to nullify his vow.  One of the
questions he may be asked is: "had you known that this would cause anguish to your wife, would you
have still taken this vow?"  If he were to answer in the negative, the three would tell him "mutar
lach" - it is permitted to you.  In other words, it was discovered that the person who made the vow
did not sufficiently perceive the reality of the situation from all its different perspectives.  Now that he
does, he regrets what he has done in the past.  This regret has the halachic power to turn the clock
back to the moment in which the vow was made and to uproot the basis upon which this vow stands.

This idea of regret, uprooting what was done in the past is the basis for tshuva.  It is not sufficient to
declare that I will not sin in the future, I must have total regret for what I have done in the past. I
am announcing today that my sin was a total error.  If it was committed unintentionally then it
certainly was in error, but even for sins committed intentionally - it is now clear to me that I was
totally mistaken in my behavior.  I did not sufficiently perceive reality with all its many facets.  I did
not properly understand the holiness of the Torah, of Mitzvot, I did not sufficiently know Hashem, and
my obligation to belittle myself before Him was not solidified.  Although had they asked me then I
would have said that this was not in error and that I truly had intent to commit this sin.  But, in light
of  the  knowledge  that  I  have  today,  and  based  on  my reflections  and  the  feelings  that  have
awakened within me, it is clear to me that had I been on the spiritual level I am on now, I would not
have sinned.

The new knowledge I have just acquired, serves as an opening from which to uproot my sinful action,
it shakes the ground from which the sin sprouts.  Being that it is precisely due to this sin that I have
come to realize the greatness of the Creator, the sin itself has now been transformed into something
praiseworthy and meritorious.

Although we have attempted to make Yom Kippur more understandable to  us,  it still  remains a
"chok".  It is still a very unique and incredible "chesed" that Hashem has done for us - to give us the
ability to effect changes on what has occurred in the past.  Our sin has disappeared and in its place
there now stands a beautiful Mitzvah!  The more intentional our sin was, the more "hiddurim" this
new Mitzvah has.

In earthly law, tshuva has no practical application.  If one testified while a "gazlan" (whose testimony
is invalid) and then repents, his testimony is not retroactively accepted.  This is because in human
terms, time is significant - one cannot affect changes on what has occurred in the past.  In the
heavenly laws, however, this man is viewed as if he has never stolen!  People may whisper and speak
behind the back of a person who was found guilty of embezzling public funds, yet "Hashem sees into
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the heart" (Shmuel I 16:7) and knows that he repented out of love ("tshuva me-ahava") and thus
views him as is a totally righteous person - as one who is pure from all sin, who is very careful not to
touch anything that does not belong to him.

To reach this level of tshuva requires a very deep and basic regret.  This requires that we truly feel
the regret, for the sin is what brought about the need for us to recite in our viduy: "we have turned
away from Your commandments and from Your good laws but to no avail".  To fully understand the
implication of our "viduy", it is essential that we understand each and every word of this sentence.
 "To no avail" - nothing was gained by our sinning.  There are times when man feels that what he did
was not right, but at least from a certain perspective, he gained something.  If this is how we recite
our "viduy" we must come to a full stop and not proceed, until it is clear to us beyond any shadow of
a doubt that any gains we had assumed were but a figment of our imagination. 

In reality all that was "gained" was trouble.

As long as the person does not recognize this, as long as his regret does not shake the very ground
on which the sin is standing, the past cannot be affected - the sin will continue to be there as it was
yesterday and the day before.  As long as the person feels that he stands to gain from his corrupt
ways, yet he has no choice but to repent, he does not demonstrate sufficient regret and has not done
tshuva.  "To no avail" means that even if there appears to be a gain from the sin, we must realize
that it will be canceled out by a loss that will occur in the future, or vice versa, if I lost out doing a
Mitzvah, it will all balance out with the reward that is awaiting me (Avot 2:1).  There will never be
any gain from sin or from refraining from performing a Mitzvah that we are required to do.  The
future will prove this, either in this world or the next.

Without this basic understanding, all the viduy and selichot of the ten days of Tshuva and Yom Kippur
are of no value.  It would just be a waste of time.  Rather than beating the heart, we must first "beat
out" the misunderstandings and misconceptions in the head!

The following Midrash illustrates the meaning of the words that it was all "to no avail".  When the
enemies  of  the  Jewish  nation wished to enter  the  Beit  Hamikdash,  they  had great  fear  of  the
tremendous sanctity of the place.  They knew that even a Kohen was forbidden to enter if not for the
express purpose of performing his duties.  As a result of this fear yet burning with the desire to
plunder the Beit Hamikdash, they announced that the person who had the necessary courage to be
the first to enter and desecrate this holy site, would be allowed to keep a vessel of his choice for
himself.  A traitor named Yossi Meshita got wind of this declaration and decided that this was the
realization of his life's dream!  He proceeded to enter the Beit Hamikdash and remove the Golden
Menorah from the Heichal, realizing that this solid block of gold would provide him with livelihood for
many years to come.  When the enemies saw what he had done, they stopped him saying they did
not intend for such a precious vessel to fall into the hands of a Jew.  However, since he has already
"volunteered" to do so, he may enter again and this time whatever he removes will be his.

Try as they could to convince him, first by offering him rewards and then by inflicting pain and torture
upon him, he could not be convinced to repeat the same sin.  They asked him why he suddenly
changed his mind to which he replied very simply that he realized that it was all "to no avail".  The
moment they took the Menorah away from him, the moment the glittering gold that blinded him was
removed from his hands, a complete metamorphosis took place in his life.  Something "broke down"
in his view of the world - in his hashkafa.  It was not the holy books that convinced him, and not even
inspiring talks of mussar, it was with his own eyes that he saw that nothing at all is to be gained from
sin even in This World!

When the enemies inflicted pain upon him, he would shout: "Woe, I have angered my Creator".
 During those moments anything associated with this world, even pain and suffering did not effect
him at all.  He was totally absorbed in the absolute truth he had suddenly discovered.  Sin does not
pay!  The realization that he erred his whole life by running after the futilities of this world caused
more pain and suffering to him than anything his enemies could do.  If nothing was gained from sin,
for what did he anger his Creator!  Based on this incident, Chazal explained the pasuk: "vayarach et
re-ach begadav" "he smelled the fragrance of his garments" (Bereishit 27:27) "do not read it as
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'begadav' his clothes, but rather as 'bogedav' his traitors" (Sanhedrin 37a) - even the traitors among
the Jewish people emit a nice fragrance when they fully repent by opening their eyes and discovering
the falsehoods of this world.

This is the level of regret that a person must reach.  If he can come to the realization that there is
nothing gained by sin, then perhaps the next time he is tempted by a sparkling piece of gold to defile
the holiness of his soul - he will overcome his temptation.  He has already "been there" and walked
away empty handed.  Even if someone should try to convince him that although he did not profit the
last time, this time he surely will - he should remember Yossi Meshita, the man who knew how to
derive a true lesson from his life's experience!
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