
Yom Kippur
The Day of Atonement

For Jewish people all over the world, Yom Kippur is a day of fasting 
and prayer concluding the Days of Awe that began with Rosh 
Hashanah. It occurs 10 days after Rosh Hashanah, on the 10th day 
of the month of Tishrei  (tish-ray) on the Jewish calendar.  

Because it is the last chance to atone for wrongs committed 
throughout the year before God’s judgment is sealed, Yom Kippur is 
considered by many to be the holiest day of the year. It is a solemn, 
intense, and physically exhausting holiday, but not a sad or horrific 
one. With its overarching theme of repentance through prayer, 
fasting, and acts of charity, Yom Kippur becomes a spiritually uplifting 
experience for those who observe the holiday properly by making 
peace with those they have wronged and with God.

Prayer

The Yom Kippur service is the longest synagogue service of the year. It begins the night before the 
holiday with a unique and haunting prayer for forgiveness of vows made to God and not kept. Prayers 
continue through the day of Yom Kippur and include a communal confessional that covers all the sins 
a person might commit in daily life. According to Jewish tradition, every Jew bears a measure of 
responsibility for the actions of his fellow Jews; for this reason the confession is recited communally 
and everyone confesses to every sin, whether he or she has committed the offense personally or not. 
Here is an excerpt: 

For the sin that we have committed under stress or through choice;
For the sin that we have committed in stubbornness or in error;
For the sin that we have committed in the evil meditations of the heart;
For the sin that we have committed by word of mouth;
For the sin that we have committed through abuse of power;
For the sin that we have committed by exploitation of neighbors;
For all these sins, O God of forgiveness, bear with us, pardon us, forgive us!

During the afternoon, the Book of Jonah is read, reminding those fervently praying that God is always 
ready to forgive when repentance is sincere. The last part of the day’s service is called Ne’ilah (nee-
la), which means “locking” in Hebrew. It talks about being locked out of the presence of God, and it is 
the last chance for forgiveness before Yom Kippur ends.

Acts of Charity

Acts of charity, whether they involve donating money to the poor or other worthy causes, or 
volunteering to help those less fortunate, are an important part of Yom Kippur. Jewish tradition 
teaches that without kindness and charity toward others, there can be no forgiveness from God.
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Fasting

While several other fast days are observed in Judaism, Yom Kippur is the only one specifically 
mandated by the Torah. The Yom Kippur fast is 25 hours long, starting about an hour before sunset 
the day before the holiday and ending just after sunset on Yom Kippur. It is a complete fast. That 
means no food or liquid of any kind—including water—for the entire period. 

Children under the age of nine are not permitted to fast, 
and neither are pregnant women, women who have 
recently given birth, or anyone whose life would be 
threatened by not eating or drinking for 25 hours. People 
with medical conditions are always urged to consult their 
doctors before fasting. In Judaism, observing the law 
never takes precedence over preserving life. Girls over 12 
years old and boys over 13 years old are considered 
mature enough to participate in fasting with adults and are 
required to do so. 

Why does the Torah insist that fasting be part of Yom 
Kippur? Many reasons are given, including that abstaining 

from eating and drinking, two vital human needs, helps people focus on their mortality and the value 
of life. And, free from these physical needs, they can concentrate on their spiritual well-being. Others 
say that being hungry and thirsty for even the short period of one day makes a person more 
compassionate and charitable toward those whose lives are constantly challenged by privation. 

When the synagogue service is over, Yom Kippur traditionally ends with a simple break-fast meal 
shared with friends and relatives. 

Discussion Starters

• Many religions have fast days. Have you ever fasted for religious or spiritual reasons? How 
did you feel, physically and spiritually, after your fast?

• What do you think of the Jewish custom of communal confession? 
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