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Symbolism and Significance:
Examining the Yom Kippur Avodah of the Kohen Gadol

Drisha Institute for Jewish Education
Ms. Sarah Gordon

L. The Text of the Yom Kippur Service:

Divisions based on Michlelet Herzog Educator’s Guide on Vayikra

1. Leviticus 16

Introduction:

(1) 7' spoke to Moses after the death of the
two sons of Aaron who died when they
drew too close to the presence of 71 (2) 7
said to Moses: Tell your brother Aaron that
he is not to come at will into the Shrine
behind the curtain, in front of the cover
that is upon the ark, lest he die; for I appear
in the cloud over the cover. (3) Thus only
shall Aaron enter the Shrine: with a bull of
the herd for a sin offering and a ram for a
burnt offering.—
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Preparation for the Service:

Linen clothes:

(4) He shall be dressed in a sacral linen
tunic, with linen breeches next to his flesh,
and be girt with a linen sash, and he shall
wear a linen turban. They are sacral
vestments; he shall bathe his body in water
and then put them on.— (5) And from the
Israelite community he shall take two
he-goats for a sin offering and a ram for a
burnt offering.

Aaron’s sin offering /chatat (for himself

and other Kohanim):

(6) Aaron is to offer his own bull of sin
offering, to make expiation for himself and
for his household.
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The sin offerings of the people (2 goats):

(7) Aaron shall take the two he-goats and
let them stand before 7' at the entrance of
the Tent of Meeting; (8) and he shall place
lots upon the two goats, one marked for 7'
and the other marked for Azazel. (9) Aaron
shall bring forward the goat designated by
lot for 71!, which he is to offer as a sin
offering; (10) while the goat designated by
lot for Azazel shall be left standing alive
before 71, to make expiation with it and to
send it off to the wilderness for Azazel.

Offering of Aaron’s sin offering:
(11) Aaron shall then offer his bull of sin

offering, to make expiation for himself and
his household. He shall slaughter his bull of
sin offering,

The kitoret /incense and entr h

(12) and he shall take a panful of glowing
coals scooped from the altar before 7', and
two handfuls of finely ground aromatic
incense, and bring this behind the curtain.
(13) He shall put the incense on the fire
before 7', so that the cloud from the incense
screens the cover that is over [the Ark of]
the Pact, lest he die.
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Atonement for K hrine):

(14) He shall take some of the blood of the
bull and sprinkle it with his finger over the
cover on the east side; and in front of the
cover he shall sprinkle some of the blood
with his finger seven times. (15) He shall
then slaughter the people’s goat of sin
offering, bring its blood behind the curtain,
and do with its blood as he has done with
the blood of the bull: he shall sprinkle it
over the cover and in front of the cover.

(16) Thus he shall purge the Shrine of the
impurity and transgression of the Israelites,
whatever their sins;
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Atonement for the Ohel Moed (Tent of

Meeting):
and he shall do the same for the Tent of
Meeting, which abides with them in the

midst of their impurity. (17) When he goes
in to make expiation in the Shrine, nobody

else shall be in the Tent of Meeting until he
comes out. When he has made expiation
for himself and his household, and for the
whole congregation of Israel,

Atonement for the Mizbeach (altar):
(18) he shall go out to the altar that is

before 1" and purge it: he shall take some of
the blood of the bull and of the goat and
apply it to each of the horns of the altar;
(19) and the rest of the blood he shall
sprinkle on it with his finger seven times.
Thus he shall purify it of the defilement of
the Israelites and consecrate it. (20) When
he has finished purging the Shrine, the
Tent of Meeting, and the altar,

Atonement for the people:

the live goat shall be brought forward. (21)
Aaron shall lay both his hands upon the
head of the live goat and confess over it all
the iniquities and transgressions of the
Israelites, whatever their sins, putting them
on the head of the goat; and it shall be sent
off to the wilderness through a designated
agent—aside from the high priest, who
must remain in the sanctuary. (22) Thus the
goat shall carry on it all their iniquities to
an inaccessible region; and the goat shall
be set free in the wilderness. (23) And

Aaron shall go into the Tent of Meeting,

take off the linen vestments that he put on
when he entered the Shrine, and leave

them there.
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Gold clothes/end of services:
(24) He shall bathe his body in water in the

holy precinct and put on his vestments;
then he shall come out and offer his burnt
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offering and the burnt offering of the
people, making expiation for himself and
for the people. (25) The fat of the sin
offering he shall turn into smoke on the
altar. (26) The one who set the Azazel-goat
free shall wash those clothes and bathe the
body in water—and after that may reenter
the camp. (27) The bull of sin offering and
the goat of sin offering whose blood was
brought in to purge the Shrine shall be
taken outside the camp; and their hides,
flesh, and dung shall be consumed in fire.
(28) The one who burned them shall wash
those clothes and bathe the body in
water—and after that may re-enter the
camp.
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Laws of Yom Kippur:

(29) And this shall be to you a law for all
time: In the seventh month, on the tenth
day of the month, you shall practice

self-denial; and you shall do no manner of
work, neither the citizen nor the alien who
resides among you. (30) For on this day
atonement shall be made for you to purify
you of all your sins; you shall be pure
before G-d. (31) It shall be a sabbath of
complete rest for you, and you shall
practice self-denial; it is a law for all time.
(32) The priest who has been anointed and
ordained to serve as priest in place of his
father shall make expiation. He shall put on
the linen vestments, the sacral vestments.
(33) He shall purge the innermost Shrine;
he shall purge the Tent of Meeting and the
altar; and he shall make expiation for the
priests and for all the people of the
congregation. (34) This shall be to you a law
for all time: to make atonement for the
Israelites for all their sins once a year. And
Moses did as 1 had commanded him.
(Translation: Sefaria)
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I1. The order of the service:

changing his clothes.

2. The order of the Yom Kippur service according to the Tanakh:

1. Gold clothes: The morning tamid (daily) offering in the courtyard.

2. White clothes: The sprinkling of the blood of special Yom Kippur offerings in the
Kodesh, and the offering of ketoret (incense) there. Returning to the Kodesh before

3. Gold: All of the mussaf (additional) offerings plus other Yom Kippur offerings in the
courtyard and the afternoon tamid (daily) offering.

3. Talmud Bavli, Yoma 26a
The Sages taught: “And Aaron shall come
into the Tent of Meeting” (Leviticus 16:23).

Why does he come there? He already
completed the service in the Sanctuary. He
comes only to remove the spoon and the
coal pan that he left in the Holy of Holies,
as the entire Torah portion in which the
Yom Ki r service is di Wi

in the order in which it is performed in the
Temple except for this verse, which should
have been written after the sacrifice of the
burnt-offering in the following verse.
(Translation: Sefaria)
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offerings in the courtyard. (Verse 24)

(daily) offering.

4. Adapted from Rabbi Immanuel Bernstein, “The Avodah of Yom Kippur” (OU):

The order of the Yom Kippur service according to the Talmud in Yoma:

1. Gold clothes: The morning tamid (daily) offering in the courtyard.

2. White clothes: The sprinkling of the blood of special Yom Kippur offerings in the
Kodesh, and the offering of ketoret (incense) there.

3. Gold clothes: Some of the mussaf (additional) offerings plus other Yom Kippur

4. White clothes: Returning to the Kodesh Hakodashim to remove the ladle and shovel
upon which the ketoret (incense) had been placed earlier. (Verse 23)

5. Gold clothes: The rest of the mussaf (additional) offerings and the afternoon tamid
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5. Mishnah Yoma 3:3

A person does not enter the Temple
courtyard for the Temple service, even if
he is pure, until he immerses. Five
immersions and ten sanctifications the
High Priest immer n nctifies hi
hands and feet, respectively, on the day of
Yom Kippur... (Translation: Sefaria)
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IT1. When does this service take place?

6. Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki,

1040-1105, France) on Leviticus 16:3
(2) " 1x ®2> nkra WITH THIS SHALL

AARON COME [INTO THE HOLY PLACE]

etc. — And this, also, shall not be at any

time he pleases, but on the day of
Atonement, as it is explicitly stated at the

end of this section (29—34). “In the seventh
month on the tenth day of the month".
(Translation: Sefaria)
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7. Vayikra Rabbah 21:17

R’ Yehudah bar R’ Simon said: Moshe was
greatly distressed by this. He said: oy!
Perhaps Aharon my brother has been

driven out from the inner space at all times!
There is a time corresponding to the hour

“.that he should n m 1l times...”
(ibid.)... The Holy One said to Moshe: it is
not as vou think. This is not a time of the
hour, the day, the year, of twelve years,
seventy years or of eternity. Rather, at any

time which he wants to enter he may enter,
but he must do it with this procedure...
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IV. What is the goal of the service?

a. Tikkun (rectification) for the sin of Nadav and Avihu:




8. Leviticus 10:1-2
(1) Now Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu each

took his fire pan, put fire in it, and laid
incense on it; and they offered before o'

alien fire, which had not been enjoined
upon them. (2) And fire came forth from 7'

and consumed them; thus they died before
7. (Translation: Sefaria)
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9. Sifra, Shmini, Mekhilta d’ Miluim, 2:32
"And the sons of Aaron took: They too were

bound up in the joy of the occasion. When
they saw the "new" fire (from G-d) they

acted to add love to love."
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10. Shemot 24

(9) Then Moshe went up, and Aharon,
Nadav and Avihu, and seventy of the elders
of Yisrael: (10) and they saw the God of
Yisrael: and there was under his feet a kind
of paved work of sapphire stone, and as it
were the very heaven for clearness.

(11) And upon the nobles of the children of

Yisrael he laid not his hand: and they
beheld God, and did eat and drink.
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11. Outline of the first half of the book of Vayikra

1-7 Laws of different types of korbanot (sacrifices)
8 The 7 days of miluim - preparation for the Mishkan dedication
9-10 | The 8th day of the dedication ceremony for the Mishkan
The sin of Nadav and Avihu
11 Forbidden foods and the impurity associated with them
12 Impurity of a woman who has given birth
13-14 | Tzarat (skin eruptions) of people, clothes, and houses




14 Impurity of a zav (irregular flow), someone with a seminal emission, niddah

(menstruating woman), zavah (women with an irregular flow)

15 The Yom Kippur service

“The Death of Aaron'
Kippur”, VBM

ns, and the Priestl

rvi n Yom

... From the beginning of Vavikra up until the revelation of the Shekhina on the eighth

day, the Torah addresses only one aspect of religious experience — the possibility of
coming close to God. Suddenly, at the moment of climax, when fire emerges from before

God and consumes whatever is upon the altar before the eyes of the nation, there is a
disruption: Aharon's sons enter the Kodesh with no Divine command, and they are
immediately consumed. In the blink of an eye, everything changes...In this context, the

parashiot relating to the various types of ritual impurity come to emphasize the other
aspect of religious experience, and to teach us about the infinite abyss that separates

between human reality and Divine reality. Impurity is an inseparable part of ultimate
human reality. It accompanies his birth, as well as his death; it is bound up with his eating

and his marital relations. Mortal man, mired in impurity, cannot come to God without the
laws of purification that God Himself commands...

13. Rabbi Ovadia Seforno (1475-1549, Italy),
Shemot 30:1

This altar is not mentioned together with
the rest of the vessels, in Parashat Teruma,
for its intention was not to allow God to
dwell among us, as was the idea behind the
rest of the vessels, as God says - 'And I shall
dwell in their midst; in accordance with all
that I show you, the form of the Mishkan
and the form of all its vessels...' Nor was its
intention to bring down a vision of God's
glory into the house - as was the intention
of the sacrifices — as He says, 'I shall meet
there with Bnei Yisrael,' and as Moshe
testifies, when he says: "This is the matter
that God commanded you to do, that the
glory of God may appear before you.
[Rather.] the point of this altar was to give
honor to the blessed God after He came to
accept with favor the service of His people
in the sacrifices offered morning and
evening, to 'welcome' Him, as it were, with

an offering of incense, in the spirit of 'Give
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honor to God's name; bring an offering and
come before Him... (Translation: Rabbi Yair
Kahn)

14. Rabbi Yair Kahn: “Parashat Acharei-Mot: The Yom Kippur Service”, VBM
Thus, there are two aspects to the religious experience. On the one hand, there is the
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"no man shall see Me and live." Only after we have internalized the mistake of Aharon's

sons, only once we have understood the two aspects of the religious experience, is it
possible to return to the instructions concerning the entry into the Kodesh, beyond the

parokhet: "By this shall Aharon come to the Kodesh...." Once it has become clear that one
cannot come into the Kodesh whenever one chooses, the Torah can then inform us that

God will nevertheless appear above the kaporet - but only by means of the cloud of

incense.

15. Numbers 16:1-7

(1) Now Korah, son of Izhar son of Kohath
son of Levi, took himself along with Dathan
and Abiram sons of Eliab, and On son of
Peleth—descendants of Reuben (2) to rise
up against Moses, together with two
hundred and fifty Israelites, chieftains of
the community, chosen in the assembly,
men of repute. (3) They combined against
Moses and Aaron and said to them, “You

have gone too far! For all the community
are holy, all of them, and 7' is in their midst.

Why then do you raise yourselves above 7's
congregation?” (4) When Moses heard this,

he fell on his face. (5) Then he spoke to
Korah and all his company, saying, “Come
morning, 7' will make known who is [God’s]
and who is holy by granting direct access;
the one whom [God] has chosen will be
granted access. (6) Do this: You, Korah and
all your band, take fire pans, (7) and

tomorrow put fire in them and lay incense
on them before 7. Then the candidate

whom 7' chooses. he shall be the holy one.
You have gone too far, sons of Levi!”
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16. Numbers 16:35:
(35) And a fire went forth from 7' and

consumed the two hundred and fifty
contestants offering the incense.
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17. Numbers 17:6-13
(6) Nex he whole Israeli mmuni
iled NSt M. 1 ,
“You two have brought death upon 's
people!” ... (9) 7' spoke to Moses, saying, (10)
“Remove yourselves from this community,
that I may annihilate them in an instant”
They fell on their faces. (11) Then Moses
said to Aaron, “Take the fire pan, and put
on it fire from the altar. Add incense and
take it quickly to the community and make
expiation for them. For wrath has gone

forth from o' the plague has begun!” (12)
Aaron took it, as Moses had ordered, and

ran to the midst of the congregation, where
the plague had begun among the people.
He put on the incense and made expiation
for the people: (13) he stood between the

dead and the living until the plague was
checked.
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18. Numbers 17:27-28
(27) But the Israelites said to Moses, “Lo, we
perish! We are lost, all of us lost! (28)

Everyone who so much as ventures near 7's

Tabernacle must die. Alas, we are doomed

to perish!”
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b. Tikkun (rectification) for the sin of the golden calf:

19. Talmud Bavli, Rosh Hashana 26a

Ulla said: This is the reasoning of the
Rabbis, who say that the horn of a cow is
unfit for sounding on Rosh HaShana. They
say this in accordance with the opinion of
Rav Hisda, as Rav Hisda said: For what
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reason does the High Priest not enter the
innermost sanctum, the Holy of Holies,
with his golden garments to perform the
service there on Yom Kippur? It is because
a prosecutor [Rateigor] cannot become an
advocate [sanneigor]. (Translation: Sefaria)

: “The Death of Aharon’

7

1

ns and the Pri rvi

The order of the Yom Kippur service includes two central sacrifices, whose blood is
sprinkled inside the 'heikhal": an ox brought as the Kohen Gadol's sin offering, and the

goat that serves as the nation's sin offering.

It would seem that at their root, these

sacrifices are meant to atone for the sin of the golden calf. The nation's sin offering is

entirely burnt; th rificial

i ront in its entirety i in offerin

brought when the nation transgresses with regard to idolatry (Bamidbar 15:22-26)... And

the only other individual sacrifice that is entirely burnt is the sin offering brought by the
Kohen Gadol when he commits an inadvertent violation (Vayikra 4:3-12)... In order to

enter the Kodesh ha-Kodashim on behalf of

the nation of Israel, Aharon must bring

atonement for his own part in the calf, as well as for the sin of the nation. For this reason,

he is commanded to offer a goat as a sin offering for the nation's inadvertent violation of

idolatry, and, to atone for his own part in the sin. he brings an ox as the Kohen Gadol's sin

offering.

21. Leviticus 4:3

(3) Ifit is the anoin riest who h
incurred guilt, so that blame falls upon the
people, he shall offer for the sin of which
he is guilty a bull of the herd without
blemish as a sin offering to 7'.
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22. Numbers 15:22-25

(22) If you unwittingly fail to observe any
one of the commandments that 7' has
declared to Moses— (23) anything that '
has enjoined upon you through
Moses—from the day that 7' gave the
commandment and on through the ages:
(24) If this was done unwittingly, through
the inadvertence of the community, the
community leaders shall present one bull of

the herd as a burnt offering of pleasing
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odor to 7' with its proper meal offering and
libation. and one he-goat as a sin offering.
(25) The priest shall make expiation for the
whole Israelite community and they shall
be forgiven; for it was an error, and for
their error they have brought their
offering, an offering by fire to 7" and their
sin offering before .

23. Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki,

1040-1105, France), Bamidbar 15:22
AND IF YE HAVE ERRED, AND NOT DONE

ALL THESE COMMANDMENTS — Idolatry
is naturally comprehended under the
general term “all the commandments”..
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24. Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki,
1040-1105, Fran hem 11

reconciled with Israel in joy and perfect
affection and said to Moses: “I have
forgiven!” and handed him over the second
tablets, whereupon Moses went down and
began to command them concerning the
work of the Tabernacle...
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25. Talmud Bavli, Bava Batra 14a-b:
...And accordingly, how do I realize the
meaning of that which is stated: “There
was nothing in the Ark except the two
tablets of stone which Moses put there,
which, according to the opinion of Rabbi
Meir, teaches that something else was in
the Ark besides the tablets themselves? It

serves to include the broken pieces of the

first set of tablets, which were placed in
the Ark.
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c. “Spring cleaning” - a yearly atonement for the Temple:
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26. Dr. Yonatan Grossman, “The Mysterious White Garments of Yom Kippur”, VBM:

On Yom Kippur, the Kohen purifies the Mishkan and altar from the impurities generated
throughout the year, effectively restoring the Mishkan to its earliest beginnings, before
the surfacing of any impurity... Yom Kippur marks the renewed "birthday" of the Mishkan
the point at which it returns to its original state, thus allowing the Shekhina to dwell in a
home clean of spiritual impurities. On this day, the Mishkan is thoroughly cleansed from
the "defects" it accumulated over the course of the year as a result of Bnei Yisrael's
impurity.

Further reading:
e Rabbi Elyakim Krumbein, “Entering the Sanctum: Yom Kippur and the Quest for
G-d”, VBM.
e Rav Amnom Bazak, “Starting Point”, Parshat Acharei Mot
D207 O PY 2MRA PP - NN MDD DR orY e
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