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Today is a bad day for chickens!  

 

Yom Kippur marks both the climax and the culmination of the Days of Awe that began for us 

at Rosh Hashanah. These have been days of penitence and soul-searching. They have been 

days where we have examined our motivations, our thoughts and our actions over the 

previous year and have sought the Lord’s forgiveness. We have realised the grossness of our 

sin and have recognised its warping, defiling effect upon our characters and have pleaded 

with God for liberation. We have been greeting one another with the blessing, may you be 

inscribed in the Book of Life, but now on Yom Kippur we bless each other with the greeting: 

may you be sealed for a good year. For this day, prophetically speaking, looks forward to the 

end-time salvation of the Jewish people, a day when their names, as ours, are not only written 

in the Book of Life, but finally and forever sealed to salvation!  Not surprisingly Yom Kippur is 

the most important event in the Jewish liturgical calendar. It is a day when even the most 

secular of Jew books his or her seat in synagogue just to make sure! It is a day when in 

obedience to the Biblical command of Vayikra 16:31, which demands that one afflicts oneself, 

even the most secular Jew may observe a total fast refusing to consume both food and water. 

It is not a pleasant task especially in a hot, humid climate! Moreover,  the Yom Kippur liturgy 

takes no prisoners, causing the worshipper to recite and thereby confess before the Lord a 

catalogue of sins which both he and the community in general have been guilty of during the 

past year.  “We are guilty of... Arrogance, blasphemy, corruption, and dereliction; evil counsel, 

frivolity, guile, hypocrisy, and insolence; jealousy, levity, mendacity, nefariousness, obstinacy, 

profanity, querulousness, rebelliousness, slander, and transgression; unrighteousness, villainy, 

wrongdoing, and zealotry. We have turned aside from your commandments and your  good 

instructions, and it has not profited us”. We thus bring ourselves face to face with our true 

spiritual condition - one that we share with the rest  of humanity, for “all mankind together is 

shut up in disobedience”.  Jews and Gentiles alike are beggars before the divine throne of 

justice! Indeed, Rav Shaul, quoting Tehillim 142:1-3 and 53:1‐3, would have us know that: 

“There is no one righteous, not even one! No one understands, no one seeks God, all have 

turned  away and at the same time become useless; there is no  one who shows kindness, not 

a single one!”  

 

Our desperate need to be liberated from our sins is admitted by the Rabbis in the context of 

the Yom Kippur  liturgy. The sixteenth century rabbi of Prague, Yehudah Loew, known as the 

Maharal, for instance, notes that the shofar is blown at  the conclusion of Yom Kippur and 

attempts to explain why it is thus blown: “…for Yom Kippur,” he says,”is a day of personal 

salvation  For when a person sins, the sin enslaves him and on Yom Kippur he is freed from 

this sin. That is the thought behind the shofar blast on the night when Yom Kippur ends. For 

a shofar blast hints at  being freed as did the shofar of the Yom Kippur of the Yovel.”  

Maharal’s connection of Yom Kippur with the Yovel is perceptive. The Yovel, of course, 

occurred every fifty years and was thus only likely to be experienced once in a person’s 

lifetime. It would no doubt therefore have been earnestly looked forward to as a time when 
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the inequalities that inevitably develop in a society and between communities and individual 

people were addressed. The Yovel, then, was a time when everything was reset, and people 

found release.  Hashem’s instructions for the Yovel are as follows: “You are to count seven 

Shabbats of years, seven times seven years, that is, forty-nine years. Then, on the tenth day of 

the seventh month, on Yom-Kippur, you are to sound a blast on the shofar; you are to sound 

the shofar all through your land; and you are to consecrate the fiftieth year, proclaiming 

freedom throughout the land to all its inhabitants. It will be a yovel for you; you will return 

everyone to the land he owns, and everyone is to return to his family. That fiftieth year will be 

a yovel for you; in that year you are not to sow, harvest what grows by itself or gather the 

grapes of untended vines; because it is a yovel. It will be holy for you; whatever the fields 

produce will be food for all of you. In this year of yovel, every one of you is to return to the 

land he owns.” Moreover, “If a member of your people has become poor among you and 

sells himself to you, do not make him do the work of a slave. Rather, you are to treat him like 

an employee or a tenant; he will work for you until the year of yovel. Then he will leave you, 

he and his children with him, and return to his own family and regain possession of his 

ancestral land.” That the Yovel year began with the blowing of the shofar at the end of Yom 

Kippur in the 49th year is not a coincidence but entirely deliberate on Hashem’s part. It is 

clear that He wants us to connect these two great events and to learn accordingly.  Thus Yom 

Kippur, as with the Yovel, is a day of liberation and salvation, both personal and communal. 

The shofar which is blown at the end of this day is to be a declaration of freedom, just as it is 

at the Yovel. It announces our liberation on account of the abolition of our debts.  “It is the 

sound of freedom”, the Machzor Companion explains, “and  it announces our emancipation 

from the dreadful mastery  of sin.”   

 

These are wonderful ideas that inform our observance on this day. But on what basis, we 

must further ask, are we liberated? How are people released and how is our debt paid off? If 

we examine the Biblical instructions relating to Yom Kippur the means by which these may 

occur is made clear. As we read, in Vayikra 16:3,  “Here is how Aharon is to enter the Holy 

Place: with a young bull as a sin offering and a ram as a burnt offering.” Vayikra 16:25-10 

continues: “He  is to take from the community of the people  of Israel two male goats  for a 

sin offering and one for  a ram offering. Aharon is to present the bull for the sin offering 

which is for himself and make  atonement for himself and his household. He is to take the 

two goats and place them before Adonai at the entrance to the tent of  meeting. Then 

Aharon is to cast lots for the two goats,  one lot  for Adonai  and the other for ‘Az’azel. 

Aharon is to  present the goat the whose lot fell to Adonai and offer  it as a sin offering. But 

the goat whose lot fell  to ‘Az’azel  is to be presented alive  to Adonai  to be used for making 

atonement over it by sending it away into the desert for ‘Az’azel.” In Vayikra 16:11 Hashem 

instructs Aharon to  “present the bull of the sin offering for himself; he will make atonement 

for himself and his household; he is to slaughter the bull of the sin offering which is for 

himself.”  And in Vayikra 16:14 Aharon is told to “take some of the bull’s blood and sprinkle it 

with his finger on the ark-cover toward the east; and in front of the ark-cover he is to sprinkle 

some of the blood with his finger seven times.” The instructions continue in verse 15: “Next, 
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he is to slaughter the goat of the sin offering which  is for the people, bring its blood inside 

the curtain and do with its  blood as he did with the bull’s blood, sprinkling it on the ark-

cover and in front of the ark-cover.”  The centrality of the blood is continued in verse 18: 

“Then he is to go out to the altar that is before Adonai and make atonement  for it; he is to 

take  some of the bull’s blood and some of the goat’s blood and put it on the horns of the 

altar. He is to sprinkle some of the blood on it with his finger seven times, thus purifying  it 

and setting it apart from the uncleannesses of the people of Israel.”  Then, “When he has 

finished atoning for the  Holy Place,  the tent of meeting and the altar, he is to present the 

live goat. Aharon is to lay both his hands on the head of the live goat and confess over it all 

the transgressions, crimes and sins of the people of Israel; he is to put them on the head of 

the goat and then send it away into the desert with a man appointed for the purpose. The 

goat will bear all their transgressions away to some isolated place, and he is to let the goat 

go in the desert.” Vayikra 16:24-25 further declare: “Then he is to bathe his body in water in a 

holy place, put on his outer clothes, come out and offer his burnt offering and the burnt 

offering of the people, thus making atonement for himself and the people. He is to make the 

fat of the sin offering go up in smoke on the altar.”  

 

That sacrifice was the focal point of ancient Temple-focussed Judaism is abundantly clear. As 

even the Talmud states, when it recalled that system, “There is no atonement with the blood”.  

Given that this is so it’s rather curious that contemporary Judaism has by and large rejected 

the idea that blood sacrifice is fundamental to our atonement.  This is a direct result of the 

destruction of the Second Temple which, in lieu of the sanctuary and priesthood, had to 

reform itself and establish other means by which our sins might be forgiven. As the Machzor 

Companion, citing Rambam, explains: “Now, after the Temple has been destroyed, when we 

no longer have an altar to effect our atonement, there is only teshuvah”. Today, it adds, “the 

central theme of Yom Kippur is teshuvah” and in contemporary Judaism teshuvah means 

repentance, prayer and charity. As the Reform Judaism website informs us: “Yom Kippur is the 

moment in Jewish time when we dedicate our mind, body, and soul to reconciliation with 

God, our fellow human beings, and ourselves. We are commanded to turn to those whom we 

have wronged first, acknowledging our sins and the pain we might have caused.  At the same 

time, we must be willing to forgive and to let go of certain offenses and the feelings of 

resentment they provoked in us. On this journey we are both seekers and givers of pardon. 

Only then can we turn to God and ask for forgiveness:  “And for all these, God of forgiveness, 

forgive us, pardon us, and grant us atonement.” In a volte face from the practice of Temple-

based Judaism contemporary Judaism has reinterpreted the Bible to make it appear that God 

either never really wanted blood sacrifice in the first place, or that He hoped we would 

eventually grow beyond it. King David’s statement that “You do not delight in sacrifice, or I 

would bring it; you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings. My sacrifice, O God, is a broken 

spirit; a broken and contrite heart you, God, will not despise” is thus adduced as evidence to 

this effect. But this is to miss the point. Neither this nor the many other Scriptural critiques of 

Israel’s sacrificial offerings were intended to oppose the presumed need for sacrifice. On the 

contrary their point was to make it clear that mere sacrifice without requisite understanding, 
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intent, contrition, humility and deeds to evidence all this, was an insult to God. As Michael 

Brown has commented, “While it is true that both the Bible and Rabbinic Judaism emphasise 

the importance of acts of kindness and charity along with the need for making restitution, 

nowhere does the Bible teach that love and good deals eliminate the need for prayer or 

confession of sins to God, nor do the Scriptures teach that doing good alone guarantees 

atonement…. The consistent testimony of the Tanakh is indisputable and clear, as 

summarised by the author of Hebrews: ‘Without the shedding of blood there is no 

forgiveness.’ Any other system of atonement that does not include the blood is not biblical, 

and any other system of atonement that fails to offer substitutionary atonement (i.e. an 

innocent sacrificial victim dying on behalf of a guilt sinner) is not able to provide real 

forgiveness of sins. God established the life for life - not money for life, not jewellery for life, 

not flour for life , not incense for life - as the means of expiation for his people. As the 

Talmudic rabbis recognised - at least while the Temple stood - ‘There is no atonement 

without the blood.’”         

 

However much contemporary Judaism has distanced itself from the idea of sacrificially 

procured atonement it is nevertheless fascinating to observe that in some ultra-orthodox 

parts of the community the need for blood atonement is still innately sensed. And that’s why 

in many parts of the world this is one of the worst times of the year to be a chicken! As the 

New York Times reported last week: “A hen squirmed in Joel Lubin’s hands, but he held on 

and raised it over the head of his wife at noon on Thursday, as they stood on a sidewalk in 

the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn. As Mr. Lubin turned the bird in three small circles over 

her head, his wife read from a laminated card. In front of her was a double-wide stroller with 

two children on board. Behind a barricade a few feet away were about 100 plastic crates full 

of live chickens. It may never be a good week to be a chicken — that is a deep, deep 

question, beyond the remit of this column — but let us say that the first days after the Jewish 

New Year are a particularly bad time to be one in parts of Brooklyn. Between Oct. 4, the end 

of the Rosh Hashana observance of the new year, and Yom Kippur, the day of atonement 

starting the night of Oct. 11, an estimated 50,000 chickens will be sacrificed in Brooklyn as part 

of a penitential ritual performed by some Hasidic Jews. The practice, called kaporos or 

kapparot, is meant to transfer a person’s sins to the chicken. “If you’re going to die during the 

year, maybe the chicken will die instead,” Mr. Lubin said. The chicken he rotated over his 

wife’s head was brought into the Cohn Live Poultry shop on Flushing Avenue, where it was 

slaughtered, made kosher and packed on foam butcher trays. “It goes to the poor,” Mr. Lubin 

said of the chicken. Mrs. Lubin, who declined to provide her given name, had enlisted her 

husband to handle the bird. “I really don’t like touching animals,” she said. “You can have 

someone else do it, but you say the prayer.” To meet the demands of penitents in Brooklyn, 

slaughter operations are set up every year in parking lots and other open spaces, often run 

by congregations and other organizations to raise funds. Some kaporos practitioners swing 

the birds overhead, gripping the wings or legs, but the people outside the Cohn store on 

Thursday kept a firm handle around the midsection. Because Cohn sells live poultry year 

round, the business carries out the slaughter and butchering with a minimum of gore. At a 
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booth set up in the street, people pay $17 for a ticket marked “male” or “female” and then 

pick up their bird in a canopied area. Women are issued hens, and men get roosters, 

explained Rifki D., who did not want to give her last name. “If you’re pregnant, you take an 

extra one,” she said. “For yourself you take a girl chicken, then you take a boy chicken in case 

that’s what you’re having.” The chicken becomes not only a surrogate for life and death, but 

for less mortal matters. “There are some who might give it a light kick,” Rifki D. said. “The 

thinking is, if I’m going to be kicked during the year, let it be the chicken.” The early days of 

kaporos are dominated by women, Mr. Cohn said. The men want to wait until the last 

moments before Yom Kippur to carry out the ritual, hoping to clean up as many sins as 

possible before atonement. The store will remain open all night on Monday to accommodate 

those coming in the final hours. “The men have more sins,” Mr. Cohn said. Many people 

purposely leave their chickens with the store, knowing that they will be given to people in 

need or to organizations that could use them. So maybe not a good week to be a chicken, 

getting stuck with human failings. But not so bad for hungry people without money in their 

pockets. Just inside the door to the store, a shopping cart was filled to the brim with plastic-

wrapped chicken parts. The stickers listed the price: Free.” 

 

Video 

 

You see, you can rationalise all you want that good deeds procure atonement but, as the 

practice of kapparot evidences, there is a part of us all that instinctively knows that this is not 

the case. This being acknowledged the question that next faces us is whether the sacrifice of 

a chicken or indeed any animal can atone for the sins of a human being? As David Stern 

observes: “the paltriness of this substitute for the awesome, fearsome, never-ending 

bloodiness of the Temple sacrifices is obvious even to those performing the ritual. For if [as 

the writer to the Messianic Jews declares] ‘it is impossible that the blood of goats and bulls 

should take away sin’ how much less with the blood of chickens?” Ain’t that the truth! As the 

writer to the Messianic Jews adds, if the blood of all the sacrifices offered year after year on 

Yom Kippur had actually done their job why did these sacrifices have to be continually 

offered on a yearly wash, rinse, repeat cycle? Wouldn’t it be rather great to offer one great 

sacrifice that would cover sins, past present and future?  Rather, these sacrifices were 

“shadow[s] of the good things to come, but not the actual manifestation of the originals.” 

Thus they could never “by means of the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year alter year, 

bring to the goal those who approach the Holy Place to offer them. Otherwise, wouldn’t the 

offering of those sacrifices have ceased? For if the people performing the sacrifice had been 

cleansed once and for all, they would no longer have sins on their conscience. No, it is quite 

the contrary ‐ in these sacrifices is a reminder of sins, year after year. For it is impossible that 

the blood of bulls and goats should take away sins”. Thus the Temple sacrifices merely set the 

scene and pointed the way towards a single great sacrifice that would atone for our sins once 

and for all. To achieve this something purer, more costly and holy than animals would have to 

be offered. And that is why almost two thousand years ago Yeshua, Ben Elohim, came into 

the world. As we read: “This is why, on coming into the world, he says, “It has not been your 
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will to have an animal sacrifice and a meal offering; rather, you have prepared for me a body. 

No, you have not been pleased with burnt offerings and sin offerings. Then I said, ‘Look! In 

the scroll of the book it is written about me. I have come to do your will.’” In saying first, “You 

neither willed nor were pleased with animal sacrifices, meal offerings, burnt offerings and sin 

offerings,” things which are offered in accordance with the Torah; and then, “Look, I have 

come to do your will”; he takes away the first system in order to set up the second. It is in 

connection with this will that we have been separated for God and made holy, once and for 

all, through the offering of Yeshua the Messiah’s body. Now every cohen stands every day 

doing his service, offering over and over the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. 

But this one, after he had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, sat down at the right 

hand of God, from then on to wait until his enemies be made a footstool for his feet. For by a 

single offering he has brought to the goal for all time those who are being set apart for God 

and made holy. And the Ruach HaKodesh too bears witness to us; for after saying, “ ‘This is 

the covenant which I will make with them after those days,’ says Adonai: ‘I will put my Torah 

on their hearts, and write it on their minds . . . ,’ ” he then adds, “ ‘And their sins and their 

wickednesses I will remember no more.’ ” Now where there is forgiveness for these, an 

offering for sins is no longer needed.” 

 

Though the Temple is no more iHashem did not leave us without a means of atonement. On 

the contrary, through the death of His Son He gave us a sacrifice more precious, holy and 

dear than all the animal sacrifices that have ever and could ever be offered from the the 

beginning of the world to its end. As Rav Shaul has said, “For it makes no difference whether 

one is a Jew or a Gentile, since all have sinned and come short of earning God’s praise. By 

God’s grace, without earning it, all are granted the status of being considered righteous 

before him, through the act redeeming us from our enslavement to sin that was 

accomplished by the Messiah Yeshua. God put Yeshua forward as the kapparah for sin 

through his faithfulness in respect to his bloody sacrificial death. This vindicated God’s 

righteousness; because, in his forbearance, he had passed over [with neither punishment nor 

remission] the sins people had committed in the past; and it vindicates his righteousness in 

the present age by showing that he is righteous himself and is also the one who makes 

people righteous on the ground of Yeshua’s faithfulness.” It is Messiah’s sacrificial death that 

atones for us on this day. It is therefore not in our prayers and good works (as necessary as 

they are), nor in the blood of chickens, nor in anything else that we place our hope in on this 

day of Yom Kippur, but in Messiah Yeshua. As Kefa says, “You should be aware that the 

ransom paid to free you from the worthless way of life which your fathers passed on to you 

did not consist of anything perishable like silver or gold; on the contrary, it was the costly 

bloody sacrificial death of the Messiah, as of a lamb without defect or spot. God knew him 

before the founding of the universe, but revealed him in the acharit-hayamim for your 

sakes. Through him you trust in God, who raised him from the dead and gave him glory; so 

that your trust and hope are in God.” 


