
Yom Kippur: No Alibis 

- Nisson Shulman.  

 

Being honest before G-d. By Neila time, all masks are stripped. 

YOM KIPPUR: NO ALIBIS 

 

[The idea for this derasha was proposed by Rabbi David Hollander (Ed)] 

 

All through the Yom Kippur, beginning with mincha on the afternoon before the holiday, we 

recite the Viduy, Al Chet, confessing our sins before the Almighty. We are aware of our sins, but 

Yom Kippur requires more than awareness. Viduy is confession before God, and we must 

confess only the truth. Lechaper etchem mikal chataeychem, lifne Hashem titharu. When will 

God forgive us? When before God, titharu! We come clean!! Yom Kippur requires total honesty! 

 

In fact, we have not, during the year been totally honest before God. Perhaps, because our vision 

was obstructed, we ourselves did not see the truth. Perhaps, because our hearts were not 

softened, we ourselves were not willing to admit the truth. Be the reason what it may, Y.K. 

comes with its demand of honesty; NO ALIBIS!  

 

The movement of the viduy from the long viduy of this day till the short no excuses formula of 

Neila, demonstrates that the day itself is to teach us honesty. Even in our confession of viduy, we 

give all the catalogue of sins, moved by them, it is true, moved by the day, the words the melody, 

by being with our people, all true... but by the time of Neila, we are so aware of our failings, and 

finally so honest and honestly moved, that we cannot bring ourselves even to recite them aloud, 

and there is nothing more than the paragraph, hatasi. 

 

There is a story about the Great Rabbi of Jerusalem, Rabbi Zundel Salant and the mikve of the 

old city that broke down one day, and there was no money to repair it. They raised what they 

could and were still short. Finally Rav Zundel said he wanted to go to a particularly stingy and 

anti-religious wealthy man. “But Rav Zundel, you know he won’t give?” “Nevertheless, we will 

pay him a visit”. They were received, and Rav Zundel put the case before the wealthy “client”. 

Whereupon the man answered with hutzpah, “Why did you come to me to waste my time? You 

know that I will not give for a mikve!” Rav Zundel answered as follows: “After 120 years, when 

your life is over, you will come before the heavenly tribunal. Among the questions they will ask, 

is “Did you give to the Jerusalem mikve when it so badly needed your help? And you will give 

the “teretz”, the answer, that ‘they didn’t ask me!’ So we have come to you, tzunemen by dir 

dem teretz.... to take that excuse away from you.”  

 

We have so many terutzim... We have alibis galore. Ignorance is an alibi; “After all, what do we 

know...” Business is an alibi; My business pressures steal so much time away... how can I 

possibly study as much as I would like to... and how can I study without a teacher... and to get a 

teacher, I must tie myself down and I can't do that because I am so over committed...” “There are 

so many causes with which I am involved... I'm so preoccupied with my family…” 

 



“How can I possibly visit Israel this year with all my involvement... And I have been there 

anyway, and so many times... And how can I, as a businessman or professional avoid violating 

some of the commandments, just a crack, the Lord won't mind...” 

 

A great TV producer was negotiating a contract; the Friday evening grew later, and before 

Sabbath he began to pack his bags. This threw everyone into a panic, because his associates were 

afraid they would lose the contract. “That doesn't matter, he said. For everything is negotiable.... 

except Sabbath and YomTov!”  

 

Suddenly we realize that our own alibis grow weaker... Suddenly we see examples of people in 

high places willing to make great sacrifices for the sake of Torah and Mitzvos. 

 

Suddenly we realize that never before has so much about Judaism and in Judaism been available 

to any community in the vernacular. Books in English, Mishna and Talmud, Bible and 

commentaries, philosophy, theology, reading and writing, history and mysticism and practical 

observance, all available in English. The media is coming to our aid, Shiurim on tape and the 

internet, Nothing is hidden from us, nothing is unavailable to us now. Where are our alibis? 

 

Once it was different. Once, we were so driven and harried and persecuted, that we looked for 

any desperate measure to remove the yoke from us... Some found assimilation, some found 

social philosophies thinking these would alleviate the lot of our Jewish people... No longer does 

this apply to Jews in America, No more terutzim!!  

 

Once some Jews thought there was no avoiding hillul Shabbat and Yom Tov. There were hard 

times... They were refugees... They had large families... They lived in poor conditions... without 

any social program of security... They needed to "make it," not in hard but in impossible times. 

You must know people who lived through the hard times in America, the early immigrant times, 

who tried to keep Shabbat, and every two weeks would lose the job, like clockwork. The first 

week he called in sick, and the second Friday the boss caught on... Now, we have laws that 

prevent penalty because of Sabbath observance. We are protected and our rights to worship and 

serve God fully are totally protected!!!  

 

We have our precious Eretz Yisroel only 55 years. Yet, we treat it as if it has always been here! 

We forget the thousands of years of exile and the miracle of our land's restoration even after only 

55 years! Our hearts go out to our brothers in their tzarot, in their struggle for safety and security, 

but compared to the horrors of our history before don't we any longer appreciate what the 

beracha shehechiyanu means today? Shehechiyanu, that we are the generation above all others 

who has been privileged to see the return to Zion, the revival of the dry bones of Yehezkeal? 

Don't we hear the Lord saying to the prophet these bones are the whole house of Israel, who had 

thought themselves dry and withered and sere, with no hope of revival to life, whether in the 

concentration camps, whether in Kiev or Leningrad before the refuseniks showed the way to life 

with their secret meetings and Torah sessions and services, vekiyemanu, and we have been 

revived and stand again, vehigiyanu lazman haze, and we have come to this time when we have a 

state with strength and power, and which will do whatever it can to defend its people, but we too 

must share in this defense!  

 



First by visiting Israel, which needs our visits and our encouragement as never before. 

 

Second by taking an active part in political action. There are six million Moslems in the United 

states who vote as a block. We still have enough influence to counter this, provided we use it!. 

 

Third by supporting the fight against terrorism, for finally this part, at least, of the free world 

realizes that terrorism is not limited to Israel, and that the danger to Israel is the same danger 

faced by free men and women everywhere. 

 

There is a midrash, that Elija the prophet was being mocked by a fisherman. Elija then asked 

him, "WHAT WILL YOU REPLY TO YOUR CREATOR ON YOUR DAY OF 

JUDGEMENT?" Whereupon the fisherman said, "I will say that I was ignorant, had no way to 

learn, and must be excused my transgressions." Whereupon Elija said; "Where did you learn to 

make your nets, where to cast them, how to draw them up with the fish?" "I'm talented that way, 

said the fisherman. It is a faculty with which God endowed me." "You were given this faculty by 

God, said Elija, then you certainly have no excuse not to exercise your faculty also given by 

God, of being able to learn His word and apply it." 

 

Elija can well say to us, lawyers, Doctors, businessmen, you who have spent so much time 

learning your professions, and have so much wisdom and knowledge, God endowed faculties 

with which you practice your calling and have risen so many of you to the top of the field in 

which you are engaged, That same faculty and gift can be put to use learning God's word and 

commandments, doing God's bidding. He has given you power and influence and wisdom by 

which to help God's children, and capability with which to strengthen God's Holy Land, 

otherwise, ma tashiv leYotzrecha leYom Hadin, "What, after all, do we have to answer to our 

maker, at the day of judgement?" 

 

A modern Mekubal told me this parable: That the sufferers of the holocaust came before God in 

judgement. And first the old men and women came, and complained about their suffering, the 

torture and the slaughter, the desolation and the destruction; loss of families, Yeshivot, great 

institutions and communities. The Almighty then replied: "You are right. Your reward will be in 

heaven for all you suffering." But then the children came, all the children who perished, and they 

said: "But we, we haven't even begun to live! We haven't even tasted any of the joys of life!" 

And the Almighty said: "You are right. And to you I will grant a second chance at life. And you 

will live again in the souls of every baal teshuva from now and on."  

 

The story is moving by itself. But its lesson - is that each one of us, striving this day for teshuva, 

bears the responsibility of giving life to a soul that perished in the holocaust, and must see that it 

lives. In our Teshuva each one of us acquires a child's soul, pure before the Almighty with the 

purity we seek this day; Lifne Hashem titharu. 

 

Lifne Hashem titharu; This is the day we are cleansed before the Almighty. In all honesty, let us 

come clean before him, confess our sins in truth, and resolve, highly resolve, to renew our hearts 

and lives in the way He has mapped out for us; and in this merit, the Almighty shall reward you 

and yours with a life of peace, of joy, of health and happiness. 



 


