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K O L  N I D R E I

E
ach year we enter a packed 
shul, a little out of breath, 
a little too full, somewhat 
over-hydrated, and we find 

our seats. Everyone is in white sneak-
ers looking somewhat strange with 
our finest Shabbat attire, all the men 
in tallitot. A hush falls over the crowd 
and we can’t believe that this is really 
it. The Torahs have left the aron and are 
lying before us, also clothed in white. 

ֵרי ֵלב ִשְׂמָחה ּוְלִיְשׁ יק  ִדּ ַלַצּ ָזֻרַע   Light is“ ,אֹור 
planted for the righteous and hap-
piness for those who are upright of 
heart.” Perhaps, at this moment, we 
really are tzadikim – at least for these 
fleeting seconds on this holiest of days.

ל יָבה ֶשׁ יִשׁ ִבּ ָהל  ַהָקּ ַעת  ַדּ ְוַעל  קֹום  ַהָמּ ַעת  ַדּ  ַעל 
ל ֵלּ יִרין ְלִהְתַפּ ה, ָאנּו ַמִתּ ל ַמָטּ יָבה ֶשׁ ּוִביִשׁ  ַמְעָלה 
 With the consent of the“ ,ִעם ָהֲעַבְרָיִנים
Almighty, and consent of this congre-
gation, in a convocation of the heav-
enly court, and a convocation of the 
lower court, we hereby grant permis-
sion to pray with transgressors.” Our 
shul has solemnly been turned into 
a heavenly and earthly courtroom as 
we invite all sinners to join the service 
where we will all be judged.

And then… “Kol Nidrei.” The haunting 
melody, the repetition, the gradual cre-
scendo as more and more people join 
in more loudly and with greater con-
fidence. You don’t want it to end – this 
magical, spiritual, communal moment. 
You look down at the words, at the 
Aramaic text, at the English transla-
tion. What does this mean? The glory 
of the light of the tzadikim, the pathos 
of the sinners of history united over 
time – and now these words? They 
seem cold, dry, legal, meaningless – a 
contradiction to the very melody they 
are set to, the opposite of the sanctity 
of this moment. 

Yom Kippur is Matan Torah – a re-enact-
ment of the tragic, failed first attempt 
on the 17th of Tammuz. G-d says to 
Moshe: “They have made themselves 
a molten calf, prostrated themselves 
to it and sacrificed to it and they 
said, ‘This is your god, oh Israel who 
brought you out of the land of Egypt.’” 
(Shemot 32:8) What is G-d’s response 
to this? “And now [Moshe] desist from 
Me. Let My anger flare up against them 
and I shall annihilate them; and I shall 
make you a great nation.” (Ibid 32:10).

ֻבָעה... לֹא ַיֵחל ַבע ׁשְ ָ י ִיּדֹר ֶנֶדר ַלה’ ֽאֹו ִהׁשּ  ִאיׁש ּכִ
ָברֹו  When a man makes a promise“ ,ּדְ
to Hashem or swears... he may not 
profane his words” (Bamidbar 30:3). 
Our words are sacred. Rabbi Yehuda 
explains that the words “he may not 
profane his words” imply that while 
the speaker himself may not reverse his 
unwise oath by himself, others can help 
him do so. This is the basis for the laws 
of “Hatarat Nedarim,” the annulment of 
vows (Chagiga 10a). 

ֱאלָֹקיו ֵני ה’  ְפּ ֶאת  ה   And Moshe“ ,ַוְיַחל מֶֹשׁ
sought the face of Hashem, his G-d.” 
(Shemot 32:11) In the wake of the 
Golden Calf and G-d’s desire to anni-
hilate the Jewish people, Moshe turns 
to G-d and, with the same word used 
to describe the reversal of nedarim, 
beseeches Him until the promise to 
annihilate is undone (Brachot 32a). 
This was an act of Hatarat Nedarim; 
Hashem “reconsidered” what He had 
said He would do.

Throughout the Yom Kippur prayers, 
we recite, over and over again, the 13 
Attributes of Mercy. G-d proclaimed 
these famous words in response to 
Moshe’s prayer for the Jewish people 
after the sin of the Golden Calf. Rabbi 
Yochanan teaches that G-d himself 
was cloaked in a tallit as a Ba’al Tefillah 

as He taught Moshe the 13 Attributes 
of Mercy, to teach us that when the 
Jewish people sin, the Ba’al Tefillah, 
similarly cloaked, should recite the 13 
Attributes to achieve atonement for 
them (Rosh Hashanah 17b).

On Kol Nidrei night, G-d and the Jewish 
people are all wearing tallitot. The 
Scrolls are lying before us as we pre-
pare again to receive the Torah, this 
time in purity. G-d and the Jewish 
people are all reciting the ancient 
formula of Hatarat Nedarim 
together. Kol Nidrei… For-
give us the folly of our 
words. “And Hashem 
said, ‘I forgive them 
as you requested.’” 
G-d walks back his 
promise to destroy 
the Jewish people. 
We, Klal Yisrael, 
retract our shout to 
the Golden Calf, “This is 
your god.” The final, glorious 
spoken words of Yom Kippur are “ה' הּוא 
 Kol Nidrei has manifested its ”.ָהֱאלִֹקים
magical powers to set Klal Yisrael and 
G-d back on the journey we started 
together.
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