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The power of the prayer Kol Nidre is undeniable.  The very name of the evening service for
Yom Kippur is called for this one prayer alone.  Based upon the effect that the prayer has on
us when we hear it (or chant it) this is seems perfectly justified.  But based upon the actual
overt meaning of the prayer, it is not so obvious why this is so. The prayer, although more
elaborately, essentially says that we may not be able to keep the promises that we are
making this year, and asks for forgiveness in advance.  Compared to the prayers of Viddui-
Confession- such as the Ashamnu or the Al Cheyt, this seems rather less significant.
Compared to Avinu Malkeynu, even compared to those prayers that we do at many services,
such as the brachot of the Amidah, the Kol Nidre seems to have a power beyond its content.
Why is this so?

The long-standing tradition is that this prayer was composed by the secret Jews of
Inquisitorial Spain who had to swear that they were Catholics publicly to avoid the stake. The
vows and oaths mentioned in Kol Nidre are supposed to refer to these oaths.  But the prayer
appears in the famous early siddur of Amram Gaon, head of the Babylonian talmudic
academy in Sura. This siddur dates to the ninth century.  This was very long before any of the
troubles for Sephardic Jews in Spain. The Inquisition began in the fifteenth century.  The very
language of the prayer also makes it clear that its composition is early.  The prayer is not in
Hebrew, but Aramaic.  We have very few Aramaic prayers, but those we have were all
considered vital and intended to be clearly understood by the common people, who, at one
point in our history, mainly used Aramaic as the vernacular language.  For example, Kaddish
is an Aramaic prayer.  But Aramaic ceased to be the vernacular of most Jews a thousand
years ago.

Strictly speaking, Kol Nidre is not even a prayer, it is a legal formula, one of several
formulations of  hatarat nedarim, the pre-annulment of vows. Originally this formula was not a
part of any formal service.  If one wished to annul in advance vows that would be made
during a coming period of time, one did so privately with a minimum of legally required
witnesses on the day before Rosh Hashanah.  Many of the great sages of the medieval
period despised this prayer as an utterly inappropriate legal slight of hand. Even Amram
Gaon, when he included it in his prayerbook, called it “a bit of foolishness,” and did not give it
pride of place in any service, let alone Yom Kippur.

The prayer sometimes got Jews in trouble, as antisemitic authorities considered it a way that
Jews could lie in a court of law, which was, of course, never its intended purpose.  Even in
early modern times, many rabbis refused to allow this text into a prayer service.

The wording of the text was originally in the past tense, and asked for pardon for vows broken
during the previous year.  Rashi’s son-in-law Rabbi Meir altered the text to the future, and it is
unclear why.  In fact, this alteration has never been universally accepted. It is primarily an
Ashkenazic custom to use the future tense, and Sephardic to use the past.  Somehow, all
Jewish communities came to see this prayer (and we may as well call it a prayer) as so
significant, that many rabbis insisted it must be heard by all Jews, even those who came to



shul late, and so the custom of reciting the prayer three times was instituted somewhere
between the 12th and 15th centuries.  It is ambiguous because some rabbis ruled that it be
said only twice, and some ruled that it be repeated several times. 

And many communities, both Ashkenazic and Sephardic, as well as others, such as the
Yemeni, decided that both the future tense version and the past tense version be recited
among the repetitions.

It is difficult, therefore, to declare what the tradition of Kol Nidre really is, because that
tradition has changed in so many ways over so many centuries. And given all of this, how did
this vaguely notorious and changeable legal formula come to be considered such an
overwhelmingly central prayer on the holiest day of the year?  The melody eventually created
for it is very moving, but even this fact does not explain why so many Jews end up with tears
in their eyes when they hear these Aramaic words that they do not understand.

One hint is that the words do not only refer to the plain legal dimension of vow annulment.
The wording is one of extreme contrition.  Not some sly statement of getting out of legal
difficulty, but a tone of being overwhelmed by being caught in some spiraling trouble, and a
desperate cry for a way out. It was this very tone that ultimately brought the large majority of
rabbis to accept the text as a fitting introduction to the contrite and sorrowful request for
pardon that typifies the Day of Atonement.  

And that is also plainly why it brings us to tears.  It is not the prayer itself, it is the very mood
and meaning of the awe-inspiring day that we have entered together this evening. Together,
yet also alone.  We ask for forgiveness, but also I ask for forgiveness. The Al Cheyt prayer
may state our sins as things we have done, but as we say the words, it is clearly what I
myself have done or not done that burdens us. Haven’t you gone through the list of offences
and said to your heart, “No, I didn’t do that one.  Oh yeah, I really did that one...” 
This is really what we are supposed to be doing.  We know our better qualities, but we also
know just how badly we have screwed up.

The confessional prayer Ashamnu, Bagadnu, Gazalnu recounts the malicious, or at least
deliberate wrongful acts we have done.  The much longer prayer Al Cheyt Shechatanu
recounts the falling short.  As I have said many times in past years, the term “cheyt” derives
from archery: failing to hit the target.

And each time we recite a transgression we know we are guilty of, we cringe and make a little
vow: “I will not do this again! I will not be that sort of person again!”  For we have an image of
our ideal self, the person we hope we can really be. That image is created from hope.

As I said ten days ago, Rosh Hashanah is the Day of Hope that begins the Days of Awe.  So
very much hope that it overflows a single day, and needs two days to contain it.

With that ideal self before us, distilled from the hope of Rosh Hashanah, we then hear each
transgression as we confess it during Yom Kippur, and swear to be better.



And, I think, I pray, we succeed often to some extent, we do pull ourselves a little further out
of our pettiness and grow. But we also know that we will mainly fail to hit the mark once
again. And an  overwhelming sadness takes hold.  “Again? Am I really going to screw it up
again?”  And so many of those promises we made to ourselves before God are to be broken
again.

Thus Kol Nidre.  Thus its power and its majestic sadness. All those vows!  All those oaths!  All
those promises!  All made with deep intention and in the glory of hope, and so many to be
broken, yet again.  We go into the Day of Atonement with hope and with contrition, but, alas,
also with the foreknowledge that we will not succeed as much as we had hoped.  We go into
Yom Kippur with this complicated turmoil, and thus chant the Kol Nidre, the words of which so
accurately reflect this complexity.

So these words, in the end, are no mere legal formula, no little bit of foolishness; they are
deep and wise and sad.  And Rabbi Meir ben Shmu’el was quite brilliant when he transposed
the grammar from past tense to future.  For it is not merely repentance for past misdeeds that
make up this day, it is repentance in advance for how short we will fall in the coming year.

But do not forget the hope!  The hope does not die!  Like the lingering taste of sweetness
upon our lips when we eat honey, the hope clings.  Maybe this year we will not fall so short of
the target, maybe this year we will triumph a bit more over ourselves and become something
closer to the ideal self we know we can somehow be.


