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A Pound for Weighing
Reflections on Yom Kippur

by Rabbi Mendel Weinbach

Pounding one’s chest con-
jures up memories of jungle
king Tarzan demonstrating

his primitive sense of macho.
But if chest-beating is viewed as

a sign of masculine strength in the
secular world, it is appreciated as a
sign of human weakness in the
Jewish world.

Throughout Yom Kippur a Jew
pounds his chest as he confesses
his sins before his Creator on the
day when his judgment is sealed.
Once right before the Fast Day
begins and five times throughout
the night and day of Yom Kippur,
the Jew recites his long list of sins,
each of which is accompanied by a
fist striking at the heart.

Teshuva — repentance and
return — is comprised of regret for
past sin, resolution for the future
and a verbal admission of the sin.
All of these ingredients are readily
understandable as being indispens-
able elements for genuine return to
G-d.  But why is it necessary to
pound the chest while making that
admission of guilt?

The answer can perhaps be
found in the dialogue between
Iyov (Job) and the friends who

came to console
him for the loss
of his children,

his health and his fortune which
Heaven had inflicted on him as a
trial of his faith in G-d.  On the
verge of total despair, Iyov pre-
sented an argument that attempted,
says the Talmud (Bava Batra 16),
to free all of mankind from
responsibility for their sins.  The
evil inclination which G-d created
to challenge man in his use of his
free will is so powerful, argued
Iyov, that man is as helpless in
being a sinner as an animal with
uncloven hooves is in being not
kosher for consumption.  To this
his consolers responded that G-d
had indeed created a powerful poi-
son to persuade man to sin, but He
also created an equally powerful
antidote called Torah.  Man could
therefore not blame his Creator for
his own failures to meet the chal-
lenges to his free will.

Iyov’s futile effort at self justifi-
cation echoes throughout the gen-
erations.  It is heard in the interna-
tional courtrooms from defendants
on trial for crimes against mankind
who plead they were helpless
because they were only obeying
orders in perpetrating their atroci-
ties.  It is heard in local court-
rooms where a glib lawyer pleads
for his criminal client on the
grounds that his crime was not the
product of any evil in him but

rather the result of a problematic
childhood, corrupting environ-
ment or economic despair.

It is also heard in the privacy of
our hearts whenever we feel too
weak to overcome temptation or to
admit our sin in failing to do so.
How many times have we heard
ourselves and others say “That’s
the way I am!” “I’m only human!”
when backed against the wall with
criticism of our behavior?

This is why a Jew pounds upon
his heart, home of the evil inclina-
tion and the good one, as if to say
“You caused me to sin!”  The Jew
who is courageous enough to con-
fess his sin is actually admitting
that he cannot “pass the buck” of
responsibility to the Creator, but
rather declares that “the buck stops
here!”  At this moment of truth he
avoids putting all the blame for his
shortcomings on his parents, his
teachers, his neighbors and friends
and admits he is ultimately the
guilty party.  In the same heart and
mind where lurks the poison of the
evil inclination there is available
the good one which obedience to
Torah can activate as an antidote.

The repentant Jew pounds on
his heart as he imagines the
Heavenly Court weighing his
virtues against his faults on this
Day of Judgment.  He knows that
each pound will help to tip the
scale in behalf of a favorable judg-
ment for a good year to come.
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QUESTION

The Talmud says that you say a blessing when you
see a friend whom you haven’t seen in a long time.
As the Code of Jewish Law states:  “One who sees
his friend after 30 days says “Shehechiyanu” (the
happiness blessing); and after (not having seen him
for) 12 months he blesses “Mechayeh Hametim”
(Blessed are You...who revives the dead).”

What is different about not seeing a friend for a year
that it requires a different blessing, the blessing of
the revival of the dead?

ANSWER

Every year on Rosh Hashana we are judged
regarding whether we will live or die.  So if a per-
son hasn’t seen his friend during any normal 12
month period, his friend has undergone a life or
death judgment and been thus far saved from it.
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HAIL TO THE CHIEF
Noreen from Australia wrote:
I am not Jewish and my boss is
Jewish.  I would like to wish him a
“happy new year” but want to do
it respectfully.  How do I do this?
Thanks.

Dear Noreen,
The classic greeting for the

Jewish New Year
is “Have a good
and sweet New
Year.”  By the

way, the Jewish custom is to eat
honey at the New Year to under-
line this idea!

BETTER RED THAN DEAD
David Mercer wrote:
We are a small shul without a rabbi.
Last Shabbos the question was
asked “Why does one not wear the
colour red on Rosh Hashana?”

Can you tell us?  Todah.

Dear David,
Red symbolizes blood and

Divine judgment (which may, G-d
forbid, end with death).  White
symbolizes milk, goodness, suste-
nance and mercy.  Therefore, on
Rosh Hashana it is customary to
avoid wearing red and to prefer
white, in order that we be judged
with mercy and merit a happy and
prosperous year.  This is not a law,
but rather a custom.
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Yesod Hama’ala

This agricultural settlement
in the Jordan Valley near
Lake Hula bears a name

which goes back
thousands of
years.  When the
first group of
Jews led by Ezra
the Scribe left
Babylonian cap-

tivity for the Land of Israel, the
“beginning of their ascent” is
describe in Scripture as “yesud
hama’ala.”

The groups of young Jews who
organized their aliyah while still
in their native Polish village envi-
sioned themselves as a reincarna-
tion of that pioneering spirit and
assumed the Biblical term for
their community.  It was this spir-
it which enabled them to over-
come bandits, disease and lack of
agricultural training in develop-
ing their settlement.
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