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M The Kotzer’s Ladder

e associate the Yamim Noraim,

and especially Yom Kippur, with
teshuvah. Returning. Renewal. Purifica-
tion.

We know it’s an incredible oppor-
tunity. But starting over isn’t always so
simple. Life has momentum. We have
our routines, our schedules, the people
we deal with, the friends we spend time
with, the places we go, the conversa-
tions we have, the way we do things.
And once life gets moving, it’s very hard
to just stop, step aside, and honestly ask
ourselves: Where am I? Where am I go-
ing?

I heard a sharp line from the Kotzker,
quoted by Rav Sholom Kamenetzky.

The Kotzker was asked: Imagine two
people on a huge ladder. One is stand-
ing on the very bottom rung, while the
other is all the way at the top. Who is
higher?

The Kotzker answered: It depends
which direction they’re going.

We're all standing somewhere on the
ladder. Some people seem higher, some
seem lower. But the rung we're standing
on doesn’t necessarily tell us where we
truly stand.

The real question is: Which direction
are we going?

On Pesach, we ask: What is the
unique chiyuv of oM¥N NXY MO on
Leil HaSeder? After all, we have a mitz-

vah to remember Yetzias Mitzrayim
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every single day of our lives.

On Rosh Hashanah, we ask the
same question. The avodah of the day
is Malchiyus, to crown Hashem as our
King. But don't we already do that every
morning and every night when we say
Krias Shema?

And then comes Yom Kippur.

We think of Yom Kippur as the great
day of teshuvah. But teshuvah isn’t
something we wait all year to do. Three
times a day, every day, we say nawn and
115 nYo in Shemoneh Esrei.

So what is different about Yom Kip-
pur? What is the unique avodah of this
day?

Rabbeinu Yonah, in Shaarei Teshu-
vah, gives us an insight into the unique
avodah of Yom Kippur. The chiyuv of
the day is not simply teshuvah. It is
taharah. Purification.

As he writes:

M7 DR OIR Ywa? 1R 1 Ay nym
5an MXIY DRI OPA NWna Tnd
NTA 12 v agen nonnd oynxon
NIM NNPWNA 7 Mnh W0 2N

21X 05 770 0Pa WwHY

It is a mitzvas asei for a person ro
awaken his spirit to return in teshu-
vah on Yom Kippur, as it says: From
all your sins, before Hashem, you
shall purify yourselves.” Therefore, the
Torah warns us that we must purify

ourselves before Hashem through our



teshuvah, and He will atone for us

on this day in order to purify us.

The Torah is telling us: :on 71 7295,
On Yom Kippur, become pure before
Hashem.

Sounds simple enough. Become pure.

But what does that actually mean?
Pure thoughts? Pure actions? Stop do-
ing certain things? Start doing others?
What exactly does it mean for a person
to become miw?

And if there is one day of the year
when we should know the answer to
that question, it's Yom Kippur.

The Gemara in v3 mmn:, a famously

quoted source, re[ates:
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Why was this world created with the
letter n? Because it is shaped like an
open structure, so that anyone who

wants to leave can leave.

2mp7 XOR XYY XM
And why is the leg of the n suspended,
leaving a small opening at the top?

72 79N NAVNI 1T KT
So that if a person returns in teshu-
vah, he can be brought back in.
The Gemara asks:

12
Why cant he simply come back

through the same opening he left
through?
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The Gemara answers:
Because it doesn't work that way. As
Reish Lakish teaches: One who comes
to purify himself is helped, while one
who comes to make himself impure is

simply given the opportunity to do so.
Rashi elucidates:

Wwa b RanT-XnSMm RyPnon XS
PO H Ay 250 LY 1Y Man Yo
. nna

A person who comes to purify him-
self needs assistance because of the yezzer
hara. The Arugas HaBosem explains
that this refers to the koach hatumah
created by the aveirah itself. When a
person sins, when he exits, he creates a
blockage. The entrance he walked out
through is no longer so simple to walk
back through. Therefore, Hashem gives
him something remarkable: nn nns,
another opening. A new way back in.

Rav Dov Povarsky, the Ponovezh rosh
yeshiva, takes this one step further in his
sefer Mussar Vedaas (91 97). He makes
it practical:

If Hashem is already helping the

The real question is:
Which direction are we going?
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baal teshuvah, why not help him re-
turn through the same opening he left
through? Why does he need a new
opening, specifically at the top of the n?

Because teshuvah is not about going
back to where you fell — to the old
routine of living right next to your old
struggles and becoming your old self
again. That opening is at the bottom.
Hashem is giving you an opening at the
top.

As the Navi says, v 5x77 naw
9% ‘n. Return, but how far? 'n 1w
725%. All the way up. All the way back
to Hashem. Back to your connection
with Him. Back to who you really are
and where you truly belong. The son
and daughter of the King. Restoring
the untarnished, pristine being you
truly are. Returning to your true,
wholesome self.

So yes, that opening at the top of the
n is smaller. The climb is harder. But
that is the process of teshuvah. That is
Ano xa. And that is the taharah of Yom
Kippur.

Not a temporary fix. Not a spiritual
Band-Aid that lasts until Motzaei Yom
Kippur. Yom Kippur asks us to change
direction. To stop trying to get back
into the same place we were before, and
instead start climbing toward where we
are capable of going.

And perhaps now we can understand
the Kotzker’s ladder on a more realistic
and practical level.

We spend so much time looking at

the rung we're standing on. How far
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have I fallen? How much have I accom-
plished? How far am I from where I
should be? But Yom Kippur asks us a
different question: Which direction are
you going?

Sometimes Yom Kippur forces even
those who seem to be standing at the top
of the ladder to ask themselves whether
they are really climbing. And perhaps
even more importantly, it speaks to the
person who feels like he is standing all
the way at the bottom.

Because sometimes it’s hard to restart.
It's hard to embark on this journey of
taharah, to start climbing upward, to try
to squeeze through that narrow opening
at the top of the n. We look at ourselves
and feel like we're starting from the bot-
tom. Like we're new to the game. Like
everyone else is already somewhere up
there and we're just beginning,.

But the Kotzker is telling us that’s not
how the ladder works.

You may be standing on the low-
est rung. You may have walked out
through the bottom of the n. But the
moment you turn around and begin
climbing upward, the moment you
decide, “I want to become pure. I
want to blockade my old self and cre-
ate for myself a new, clean path,” you
are a N> X2. And Hashem promises
us: MR PPY7on.

In truth, you're not “at the bottom.”
Because our place on the ladder is not
defined only by the rung beneath our
feet. It's defined by where we're heading.

That is mion 1 m9d. Taharah doesn’t



mean that by Ne'ilah we have magical-
ly soared to the top. It means we have
chosen to ascend toward the top. That
is the process: starting from the bottom,
with slow, persistent steps, based on the
resolve to choose purity and the recog-

nition of my true self.

So as the new year commences, may-
be were only one rung higher. May-
be we still have a long way to go. But
wee climbing. And ultimately, that is
the question of Yom Kippur and the
journey of purity: Not only, “Where are
you?” but “Where are you going?”

A [ ooking for Aveiros?

ebbe Yitzchak Meir of Zinkov zt”/
once met a Yid who was deeply
troubled by his aveiros. He shared with
him a beautiful pshar that he had heard
from his father, the Apter Rav zz/.
The Navi says (Yirmiyahu 50:20):

nX Wp» ‘1 OX) XA0 NY DD omna
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There will come a time when the
aveiros of Klal Yisrael will be searched
for, but they will not be found.

The Apter Rav asked a simple ques-
tion. Why would anyone be searching
for aveiros? We want to distance our-
selves from them and cleanse ourselves
of them. If they’re gone, how can we
fathom ever looking for them?

He explained with a mashal. Every
aveirab is like a zero. Another aveirah,
another zero. Zero after zero after zero.
On their own, they amount to nothing.
But when a person does teshuvah out

of love, that teshuvah is like placing a

number in front of all those zeros. Sud-
denly, those same zeros become an enor-
mous number.

Chazal tell us that through teshuvah
mei ahavah, mo1a S mwys maT, the
aveiros themselves can be transformed
into zechuyos. So one day, a person
may actually go searching for those old
aveiros. Where are they? He wants them.
Because what once pulled him down has
now become part of what lifted him up.

That is the incredible power of te-
shuvah. It isnt only about erasing the
past. It isnt only about somehow get-
ting back to where we were before we
fell. Teshuvah can take the fall itself and
turn it into part of the climb.

With this, we can appreciate a beau-
tiful remez quoted in the sefer »mn X
2y 57 ,;mTon, in the name of the ynn
nrn. The pasuk at the end of Vayikra
says (Vayikra 27:32):

nnn 3w WK 53 XY P2 “wwn 57
/72 W M Yy 03wn

*Source: R. Meilech Biderman
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Every tithe of cattle or ﬂack, what-
ever passes under the staff, the tenth
shall be holy to Hashem.

The nrn ynn sees in these words a
remez to the Aseres Yemei Teshuvah.

[ap R 53, Whatever happened.
Whatever a person went through over
the course of the year. Whatever aveiros
he accumulated, whatever mistakes he
made, however far he may have gone.

vawn nna. He now places himself un-
der the protection of these days, the first
nine days of the Aseres Yemei Teshuvah.
He begins turning around. He begins
changing direction.

And then comes:

ippn. The tenth day. Yom Kippur.

And what happens on that tenth day?
S UTp

He can become holy and pure,
cleanse, once again.

The pasuk doesn’t ignore the WX 52
qap. Whatever happened, happened.
The year may have had its failures, its
mistakes, its distance from Hashem.

But that does not have to determine
where we end up.

We can take the 7y wx 5», turn
around during the vawn nnm, and ar-
rive at Yom Kippur, "y, ready to
take the power of the day and become
something changed. Or, more correctly,

return to our true selves.

M Nedilah: [E°s All a Gumball

villager once came before a mighty

king on the day when all petitions
were heard. The palace was overflowing
— nobles presented requests, generals
submitted reports, merchants brought
contracts, and scholars offered books of
wisdom. The villager, holding a small
crumpled page with his plea, felt his lips
go dry. Surrounded by such grandeur,
his voice nearly failed. How could his
words matter here?

Then he noticed something remark-
able: The king leaned down just as atten-
tively to hear his request as he did to the
commanders and nobles. The king made

no distinction between the large and the
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small; for to him, the needs of every sub-
ject were equally precious.

So too, as Yom Kippur wanes and
Ne'ilah approaches, our mouths may feel
numb and our lists long. We pray for life,
happiness, health, and parnasah. We beg
for shidduchim, for children, for nachas,
for peace in our homes, and peace in the
world. We ask for strength in learning,
success in avodas Hashem, protection
from illness, relief from worries, and
clarity in a confusing world. We plead
for atonement, for forgiveness, and for
the coming of Mashiach.

And then we wonder: Are my words
being processed? Is my zefillah too small,



too weak, too lost in the flood of prayers?
At that moment, we must remind our-
selves: Hashem is not a melech basar
vadam. He is the Srmn 1op mwn. Just as
qpn X N9, so too His closeness knows
no bounds. He is mo px — unlimited,
boundless, beyond measure — and every
word, every tefillah, every whisper from
His children finds its way before Him.

Nothing is too big. And nothing gets
lost in the cracks. He is our collective and
individual Father in Heaven. And when
we pray and come with our lists, Hashem
doesn’t even need them. He created us;
He knows what we need. When we dav-
en and cry and take these moments seri-
ously, we are being mevatel ourselves —
showing that we know who is in control,
who can grant, who can save, who can
deliver. That’s all He needs from us.

Reb Mati Nadav related the following:
Rabbi Simcha Bunim Berger, a 72v in
Monsey, recently went to Eretz Yisrael —
not to tour, not to see the north or the
south — just to get away, to tap back in,
to live the simplicity of a Yerushalayim
Yid for a week, to soak in the kedushah
of the country. He rented a small apart-
ment, learned a lot, went to yeshivos,
and just breathed in Eretz Yisrael.

One of the real highlights of his trip,
he told Rabbi Nadav, was a bris he at-
tended. A friend of his had a baby in

Yerushalayim and invited him, and the
sandek was Rav Tzvi Kushelevsky — the
renowned Rosh Yeshiva who became a
father for the first time at close to ninety
years old. Rabbi Berger said there was an
unusually powerful, almost electric feel-
ing in the room, a sense of overwhelm-
ing gratitude and emotion — and then
he explained why.

When this baby was born, he was
completely silent. No cry. Nothing. The
doctors said the situation was very bleak.
“Usually, we can try something — op-
erate, intervene somehow — but here,
there’s literally nothing we can do.” The
parents were broken. The father called
his Rosh Yeshiva and told him the situ-
ation. The Rosh Yeshiva gave a brachah,
but the father, desperate, said, “Rebbi, I
need a havtachah — a promise.”

“A promise?” said the Rosh Yeshiva,
and after a pause he asked, “What are
you willing to do to save this baby?”

“Anything,” the father replied.

“Anything?”

“Yes,” the father said.

The Rosh Yeshiva told him, “Then
take upon yourself to learn one kapitel of
Tehillim every day — with Rashi. Every
day”

The father said, “That’s it? Just one?”

“Yes,” said the Rosh Yeshiva. “Just do
that, and everything is going to be okay.”

When we recognize that everything is from Him,
nothing is too big for Him to do — and nothing is too
small for us to do to show that we know it’s all Him.
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The day after they came home from
the hospital, the father sat down and
learned that first kapitel with Rashi —
and that very day, a miracle unfolded.
‘The baby made a complete turnaround.
The doctors could not believe it. Medi-
cine had no explanation. The baby began
breathing, and seven days later, the bris
took place. That, Rabbi Berger said, is
why the room was charged with such en-
ergy — because everyone knew this was
a miracle baby.

To us, said Rabbi Nadav, this seems
like such a huge miracle for something
so small. No surgeries, no treatments,
no endless medical bills — just a simple
kabbalah. How can it be?

Rabbi Nadav explained with a mashal:
Imagine a child crying bitter tears, moan-
ing and groaning, his face wet from the
steady flow of tears. The father, assuming
something terrible has happened, rushes
over and says, “Whats wrong? Why are
you crying? What can I do to help?”

Through sobs, the child chokes out,
“Tarty, I just want a gumball.”

‘A gumball?” the father

“That’s all you want? I can give you a

says.

gumball, I can give you a whole bag

of gumballs, I can buy you a bike, I

can give you a hundred dollars!”

This, Rabbi Nadav said, is exactly
how it is with us and Hashem. When we
recognize that everything is from Him,
nothing is too big for Him to do — and
nothing is too small for us to do to show
that we know it’s all Him. In the end, it’s
all a gumball. One kapizel of Tehillim
with Rashi may seem so small, almost
trivial — yet it was enough to do what
doctors, with all their skill and expertise,
admitted they could not. When medi-
cine had no answers, that single kapirel
moved Heaven and brought life back
into the child.

Because for Hashem, it’s not about
quantity — it’s about quality. Not about
the size of the act, but the heart behind
it. It’s the relationship. Its our submis-
sion to His meluchah.

As for now — during Ne'ilah, as the
gates are closing — storm the heavens!
Hashem is listening. Pour out your heart.
Nothing is too big for Him. He is the Ko/
Yachol — He can do anything. Nothing
is beyond His reach. To Hashem, there’s
no difference between a gumball and life
itself. Every tefillah, every cry, every plea
is precious. Don't hold back. Give it all

you've got.

Hashem is listening. Pour out your heart.

Nothing is too big for Him.
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