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øåôéë íåé éâäðîå éðéã 

The Laws and Customs of Yom Kippur. 
.ì''æ ïàîãìòô éàîù ø''á ïúð ìàéçé 'ø ð''éòì 

 

Yom Kippur is the holiest day of the year, a day when we rise above our physical selves and act 

like angels. Yom Kippur, along with Teshuva is integral in our receiving Kapara, i.e. fully undoing 

the destructive effects of our negative actions on the spiritual realms. On Yom Kippur in 

addition to the prohibition of melacha (Yom Kippur has the status of Shabbos rather than Yom 

Tov) there are 5 restrictions. Of these 5 only eating and drinking carry the punishment of Kares. 

1. Eating and drinking. 

2. Washing. 

3. Anointing oneself. 

4. Wearing shoes. 

5. Marital Relations.  

 

Eating on Erev Yom Kippur. 

There is a mitzvah to eat more than usual on Erev Yom Kippur 1so as to prepare for the 

upcoming fast. Chazal say that if one eats on the 9th of Tishrei and fasts on the 10th it is as if he 

has fasted for two days.  

• It is forbidden to fast on Erev Yom Kippur2. 

• One should work and even learn less (if he is generally constantly involved in 
learning) so as to be able to eat extra3. 

• Many have the custom to have a fish meal in the morning and a meaty meal just 
before the fast. This second meal is known as the seudah hamafsekes4. 

• One should avoid foods that are hard to digest, as such people eat chicken rather 
than meat for the seudah hamefsekes5. 

• One may not get drunk at the seudah hamafsekes6. 

• The seudah must be finished before candle lighting time7.  

• If one finishes his seudah a while before the start of Yom Kippur, he should ideally 
say (or at least have in mind) that he is not yet accepting the fast upon himself8.  

• One should brush his teeth before the fast comes in9. 
 

Tefillos on Erev Yom Kippur 

• Men  should go to the Mikveh on Erev Yom Kippur. Ideally one should only go from 
an hour before chatzos10. 
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• Viduy is said at mincha11. The reason for this is in case G-d forbid one chokes at his 
seudah hamafsekes12. As such mincha must be davened before starting the seudah 
hamafsekes. 

• One who wears a Tallis should put it on before shkiya so as to be able to make a 
bracha on it. 

• Upon arriving at shul one should say Tefilla Zakah, in addition to setting the tone of 
the day it also fulfils the opinion of the Ramban who holds that one should say 
viduy as Yom Kippur is coming in13. 

 

Teshuva 

Yom Kippur is the climax of the forty day period starting on Rosh Chodesh Elul and in the final 

day of the ten days of repentance.  

‘If a person transgresses any of the Mitzvot of the Torah, whether positive or negative, whether 

willingly or inadvertently – when he repents and returns from his sins he must confess before 

Hashem as the verse states, ‘If a man or woman commit any of the sins of man ... they must 

confess the sin that they committed.’ This confession is a positive command.’14  

 

 

Between Man and Hashem. 

 

Based on the above there is a discussion amongst the commentaries as to whether there is an 

independent Torah commandment of Teshuva.  

Whether Teshuva is actually an independant mitzvah is largely an academic discussion as it is 

clear that it is the dominant theme at this time of year. 

 
Teshuva is a basic 3 step process15.  

1. That one stops doing that particular sin. 
2. That he regrets having engaged in such behaviour. 
3. That he genuinely resolves never to do that act again. 

 

• In addition to this there is a mitzvah to confess ones sins by reciting the viduy.  
The basic text16 of the viduy is to say  

ר זחו אנא ה' חטאתי עויתי פשעתי לפניך ועשיתי כך וכך והרי נחמתי ובושתי במעשי ולעולם איני
 לדבר זה

I implore You Hashem, I sinned, I transgressed, I committed iniquity before you by 
doing the following. Behold I regret and am embarrassed of my deeds and I promise 
never to repeat this act again. 

• This is the basic text of the viduy, however if one wishes to add more this is 
praiseworthy. As such it is correct for one to specify sins that they have done 
during their private viduy. It is not appropriate to speak about one’s own sins 
during the public viduy (during the chazan’s repetition of the Amida.) 

 

 

The process of Kapara (forgiveness) depends on the severity of the sin17. 
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If one transgressed a positive mitzvah that does not carry the punishments of Kares he gets 

mechila immediately upon doing Teshuva.  

If one transgressed a negative mitzvah that does not carry the punishment of Misas Beis Din or 

Kares the Teshuva starts the process of kapara, but he does not get kapara until Yom Kippur. 

If one transgressed a negative mitzvah that carries the punishment of Misas Beis Din or Kares 

the Teshuva and Yom Kippur starts the process of kapara, but he does not get full kapara until 

he has experienced suffering. 

If one desecrated Hashem’s name through doing an aveira, the Teshuva, Yom Kippur and 

suffering start the process but full kapara does not come until  the person dies.  

 

 

Between man and man. 

 

Whilst Teshuva can atone for sins between man and Hashem, it is not enough to atone for 

causing harm to another person. If one has harmed another person he must ask him for 

forgiveness. 

The Kabbalists18 write that if one does not reconcile with someone that he has harmed before 

Yom Kippur, his Tefillos are not answered. 

Even if his friend is unjustifiably upset with him, he should still endeavour to reconcile with him. 
 

• If one shamed his friend in public he must apologise in public19. 

• One should ask for forgiveness from close relatives (such as ones spouse or parent) 
in case he hurt them unknowingly. For their part they should forgive even if they 
have not been asked to. 

• It is proper to take the time to think about who one may have hurt, rather than 
asking mechila from anyone and everyone as it is easy to ask for forgiveness from 
people that one has not hurt and to ignore or forget about the people that he 
actually has hurt20. 

• If the person he has hurt is unwilling to forgive him,  then he must return with  
three people and ask for forgiveness again. He must repeat this three times (he can 
take the same 3 people with him). The three times can be on the same occasion as 
long as he sincerely tries to appease his friend and wait a little but between each 
request.  
If after three times he is still unwilling to forgive him, then he no longer has to ask 
after this point, unless the person he has hurt is his Rabbi of father or has a good 
reason for withholding forgiveness21. 

• If one is unable to contact the person that he hurt, he should firmly resolve that 
when he is able to do so, he will ask for forgiveness.  

• Even if one knows that his friend has already forgiven him without his having to ask 
for forgiveness, he should nonetheless still ask him for forgiveness as the act of 
having to humble oneself to ask is also part of the כפרה. 

• If one spoke Lashon Hara against a friend, and the friend is unaware of this, if the 
Lashon Hara has not actually caused any harm, then one does not need to ask for 
forgiveness. However one still has to do Teshuva for the act of saying Lashon Hara. 

• If actual harm was caused to the victim, then the Chofetz Chaim holds that one 
does need to ask for forgiveness, however Rav Yisrael Salanter is reported to have 
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held that in such a case asking for forgiveness may in fact cause more pain as he 
now knows that someone spoke Lashon Hara about him.  

• If one caused harm to someone and the victim died before he was able to ask him 
for forgiveness, he should assemble a minyan of men and go to his grave, he should 
mention the sin that was done and ask for forgiveness. The minyan then say מחול לך 
three times.  If the grave is far away and he cannot get there, he should send 
someone else who lives closer to ask for forgiveness on his behalf. 

 

Melacha on Yom Kippur 

Yom Kippur has the status of Shabbos rather than Yom Tov regarding melacha22. As such one 

may not cook food nor may they carry in a place that does not have an Eruv.  
 
 

The Five Restrictions of Yom Kippur. 

 

1. Eating and drinking. 

One may neither eat nor drink even the smallest amount of food or liquid on Yom Kippur23. 

However one does not incur the severe penalty of Kares until he has eaten food24 the volume of 

a grogeres25 (fig) or drunk a cheekful (melo lugmav) of liquid.26  

• One may swallow their own saliva on Yom Kippur and there is no need to spit it 
out27. 

• If necessary (such as to prepare food for children or sick people) one may handle 
and prepare food on Yom Kippur and we are not concerned that the healthy adult 
will come to eat it by mistake28.  

• If one made a bracha on a piece of food by mistake they should nonetheless not eat 
any of the food, rather they should say 29ברוך שם כבוד מלכותו לעולם ועד. 

 

All adult men and women are obligated to fast on Yom Kippur. This includes pregnant and 

nursing mothers and those who are unwell (but are not in a life threatening condition). This 

applies even if doing so will mean that they are confined to bed for the duration of the fast. 

Children approaching the age of bar or bas mitzvah should be trained to fast by having them fast 

for a few hours.  

One who has a life threatening condition may not fast on Yom Kippur. Depending on the severity 

of the illness or the nature of the condition they will either be told to eat normally or to eat (or 

maybe just drink) ‘shiurim’. This means that they will eat less than 30g of food every nine 

minutes and drink less than 35cc of liquid every nine minutes. They may eat and drink these 

amounts within the same 9 minutes. If these amounts will not suffice then the time period 

between each session may be reduced. 

• In practical terms, one who is suffering from a potentially life threatening 
condition must consult with both a doctor and a competent Rabbi in advance of the 
fast to determine if they should eat, and if so how frequently. 
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2. Washing. 

One may not wash even the smallest part of one’s body for pleasure on Yom Kippur whether in 

cold or hot water, with or without soap30. 

• One must to netilas yadayim upon arising in the morning31. They should wash each 
hand three times until the knuckle. Whilst one’s hands are still moist they may 
wipe their eyes to remove any mucous etc.  

• After relieving oneself they should wash their hands up to the knuckle32. 

• If one has dirt on their body it may be washed off33. 

• One who touched a normally covered part of their body and then wishes to daven, 
make a bracha or learn Torah should wash the hand up to the knuckle (even if they 
only touched that place with one finger)34. However if one finger got dirty with 
mud etc then only that finger may be washed. 

• Whenever one is permitted to wash or clean a part of their body on Yom Kippur 
they should have in mind that they are doing so to remove the dirt, and are not 
doing so for pleasure. 

• One may not press a cold bottle of water to one’s body to cool down35. 

 
3. Anointing oneself. 

One may not anoint oneself whether with oil or any other type of ointment regardless of 

whether one’s intent is to gain pleasure or just to remove dirt36. 

• One may not put on any type of makeup, perfume, aftershave or scented 
deodorant. 

• One may not use liquid soap to remove dirt from one’s body. 

• If one needs to clean dirty hands to prepare food for a child they may use 
alcohol or liquid disinfectant37. 

 

 
4. Wearing shoes. 

One may not wear shoes made of (or containing) leather38. One may wear shoes made out of 

other materials39. There are some who are machmir not to wear any type of shoes if they are 

so comfortable that they cannot feel the hardness of the ground40.  

• If there is a concern of snakes and scorpions etc (as may be  the case in some 
areas in Eretz Yisrael) one may wear leather shoes41. 

• One who is unwell may wear leather shoes to walk to shul if it  raining and he 
has no appropriate Yom Kippur shoes42.  

• One may sit on a leather couch on Yom Kippur43. Some are machmir not to do 
this44. 
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• One who finds it difficult to wear non leather shoes for health reasons should 
consult a Rabbi. 

 

 
5. Marital Relations.  

Marital relations are forbidden on Yom Kippur.45 All restrictions of separation (harchakos) 

apply to the entire day46.  

 

 

Motzei Yom Kippur 

Yom Kippur ends with the appearance of three stars.  

During Maariv one should remember that the aseres yemei teshuva have now ended and the 

Amida should be adjusted accordingly.  

• If one said Hamelech Hakadosh by mistake, the Amida does not need to be 
repeated47. 

One may not eat until Havdala has been made.  

• Havdala is made on a cup of wine48.  

• One may only make the bracha of Borei Me’orei Ha’aish on a candle lit from a 
flame that has been burning for all of Yom Kippur49.  

• When Motzei Yom Kippur falls on Motzei Shabbos if one does not have such a 
candle, he may make the bracha on a freshly lit flame50. 
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