


The History of Kol Nidrer

For many Jews, the most haunting and iconic moment of Yom Kippur 1s the chanting of Ko/
Nidrer, a prayer recited in a dim sanctuary at sundown. Its melody 1s ancient and emotionally
charged, and its words—an annulment of vows—can seem obscure or even puzzling. Why does the
holiest night of the year begin not with confession or praise, but with a legal formula about
breaking promises?

The origins of Kol Nidrer are tangled in history, halakhah (Jewish law), and spiritual yearning. To
understand why we recite it, we need to trace its development over more than a thousand years—
from a practical legal declaration to a profound ritual of renewal.

Vows and Their Burden

In ancient Judaism, vows (neder) were a serious matter. The Torah warns repeatedly against
making vows lightly. In Talmudic times, rabbis developed complex laws to guide when and how
vows could be annulled. These laws were so intricate that later scholars, including the Geonim
(early medieval Babylonian rabbis), advised avoiding vows altogether. By the 8th century of the
Common Era, some rabbinic academies had even stopped teaching the laws of vows.

Yet, despite the decline of formal vow-making, two customs emerged during the High Holiday
season that addressed their burden. One was a practice known as hatarat nedarim, in which
mdividuals would ask a panel of three laypeople to dissolve any vows they may have made. The
other was a public, communal version of this process that took place on the night of Yom Kippur—

Kol Nidrel.
What Does Kol Nidrei Actually Say?

Atits core, Kol Nidrer 1s a sweeping declaration that cancels personal vows. The oldest known
version dates to the early medieval period and was written in Hebrew. Later versions appear in
Aramaic, a common language of Jews at the time. The prayer lists different kinds of vows—formal
oaths, self-imposed prohibitions, and ritual commitments—and declares that they are null and void.
Versions differ on whether the vows being annulled are those from the past year from those yet to
be made in the year to come.

This distinction became a point of controversy. Traditional Jewish law requires that each vow be
annulled individually, and only with valid grounds. Blanket annulments—especially of future vows—
seemed to bypass the seriousness of the halakhic process. The Geonim objected strongly to the
custom of Kol Nidrer, believing it risked encouraging carelessness with one’s word.

In response to their criticisms, some later rabbis attempted to revise the prayer. In 11th-century
France, Meir ben Samuel (father of the famed commentator Rashi) altered the text to refer to vows
of the coming year instead of the past one. This version eventually became the standard in
Ashkenazi communities.



Origins and Theories

For many years, it was widely believed that Kol Nidrer originated in medieval Spain, among Jews
who were forced to convert to Christianity but continued practicing Judaism in secret. The theory
was that Kol Nidrer served as a symbolic way to undo coerced conversions. However, this idea
has been disproven by the discovery of texts dating the prayer several centuries earlier, including
geonic sources from Babylonia and halakhic works from the Land of Israel.

While scholars debated whether the prayer began in Babylon or the Land of Israel, the evidence
now points to an origin in the Land of Israel. Texts from the Cairo Geniza and early liturgical
poems suggest that the communal annulment of vows was already practiced in Israel by the 6th or
7th century of the Common Era. There, individual petitioners may have been forbidden to annul
vows on the Sabbath or festivals, so a public version—Ko/ Nidre—was developed to include the
whole community in one sweeping declaration.

Some scholars have noted similarities between the language of Ko/ Nidrer and ancient Jewish
magical texts. These incantations often used formulas to cancel oaths made to demons. While
some once speculated that Ko/ Nidrer came from such magical roots, it’s now believed that the
legal formula came first, and the magical texts later borrowed its language.

Legal Concerns and Spiritual Meaning

Despite questions about its legal standing, Ko/ Nidrei endured. Its emotional impact proved more
powerful than the technical debates surrounding it. For centuries, communities held on to the
practice because 1t spoke to something deeper than law: the desire to begin again with clarity and
peace of mind.

By reciting Kol Nidrer, we acknowledge that human beings make commitments they cannot
always uphold. We take on obligations, speak with conviction, and later find ourselves unable to
follow through. The prayer gives us a ritual way to release the weight of those moments, to create
room for honesty and renewal at the start of Yom Kippur.

Today, Kol Nidrer marks the threshold of sacred time. The sanctuary grows quiet, the melody
rises, and something shifts. The words may be legal in origin, but they open a space for reflection
and return. They mnvite us to enter the day with humility, aware of our limits and still hopeful about
who we can become.

Source: This summary is based on Kol Nidre: Studies in the Development of Rabbinic Votive
Institutions by Moshe Benovitz (Brown Judaic Studies, 2020).



Our Holocaust Torah

On this sacred night, as the haunting melody of Ko/ Nidrer begins, our Holocaust Torah
from Rakovnik joins the other scrolls from our aron kodesh, standing among them as both
survivor and witness.

This Torah came from Rakovnik, a once vibrant Jewish town in what was then
Czechoslovakia. During the Holocaust, the Torahs and the lives they represented were taken,
destined for an uncertain future. After the war, some 1,564 Sifrer Torah were discovered 1n
Prague, rescued, and ultimately transferred to the Westminster Synagogue in London in 1964.
The Westminster Trust subsequently loaned the scrolls to Jewish communities around the world.

In 1973, our Rakovnik scroll made its way to B’nai Shalom, shared with us as a solemn
trust. With its arrival, we became guardians of a legacy. Decades later, when the scroll returned to
London for the Westminster Trust’s 60" anniversary, we were reminded that this scroll is part of a
global chain of memory, a shared responsibility among communities to preserve what was nearly
lost.

‘We honor the lives lost in the Shoah by entrusting a teenager from our congregation to
hold the scroll during Ko/ Nidrer, linking generations in sacred remembrance. Tonight, as we
gather in awe and repentance, the Rakovnik scroll stands among us, bearing silent testimony to the
power of memory, resilience, and the enduring spirt of the Jewish people.




A Reflection Belore the Prayer for the Captives

10 be read afier Kol Nidrer, in the tradition of the Spanish and Portuguese Jews

DD)

4 SERVICE FOR THE EVE OF KIPPUR.

=83 9% Ay 21
* 1877 12) * 01310 £ 99p3 DIMYY * B37

of life; which God in his infinite mercy grant; and let us say, .
Amen. : i’);\: -\D_NJ!
A prayer for all our brethren confined by the Inquisition, VPN D W07 N°33 DNOR IR 9 Yy v :

AED * 3pYN PRY! DTN * DN 71 D
May he who blessed our ancestors, Abrabam, Isaac, and Jacob; 2 s . ’ s X 5 3 1

Moses and Aaron; David and Solomon; bless, preserve, guard, ﬁ“y? 11331 -nsL 1 1“;’ N7 aD e“ -n-!‘ i-‘n,N.‘
and assist all our distressed brethren, confined by the Inquisition. A todos nossos Irmads, prezos pella Inquisicad.

May the Supreme King of the universe bless and purify them, ISR - t

and hearken to the voice of their supplication, and bring them ml” i’n‘-:‘f nD—r? pn‘:.\: -r';’ N7 N?‘?]{:‘ N?L’?
forth from darkness to light; which God in his infinite mercy " ID1 . ‘—T-HNL) nHDN DN ﬁnr“\qg "ﬂ‘j:
grant; and let us say, Amen. 2L e i gl b "P it L el 1=

d oM NN 1)

In the communities of the Spanish and Portuguese Jews of Amsterdam, London, and the New
World—descendants of those forced to flee Iberia under the shadow of the Inquisition—it became
a sacred custom to recite a prayer for captives immediately following Ko/ Nidrer. At the very
moment when the gates of repentance were opened and the soul laid bare before God, they
paused to remember those who could not be present: their imprisoned brothers and sisters,
hidden away in dungeons or in exile, cut off from family, community, and prayer.

In their machzorim, there is one line that appears in Portuguese, a language that had fallen out of
their daily use generations earlier: A todos nossos Irmaos, prezos pela Inquisicio—God protect
our brothers, imprisoned by the Inquisition. Year after year, they recited this Iine in Portuguese,
reaching across time and geography, to embrace those who had suffered and to insist that their
pain still mattered. It was an act of enduring compassion. They would not allow the memory of
their brothers and sisters to be buried by the passing of centuries. They would not begin Yom
Kippur without first opening their hearts to those who could not stand beside them in prayer. In
that one fragile, foreign line, they carried generations of grief, love, and unbroken responsibility.

Tonight, we take up that same tradition.

We remember ourbrothers and sisters in captivity. With grief, compassion, and moral urgency we
pray for those still held for nearly two years, whose lives remain suspended in fear and silence.

To pray for the captive 1s to affirm the dignity of life even when it 1s threatened; to proclaim hope
even when it 1s hard to find. As our ancestors once cried out for their beloved, so do we. As they
kept memory alive through ritual and language, so must we.

This night, as we begin the journey of Yom Kippur, may our prayers rise on behalf of all those in
darkness. May they be remembered, may they be comforted, and may they come home in peace.
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May God who blessed her ancestors Abraham Isaac and Jacob, Sarah Rebecca Rachel and Leah,
Bless all those currently held captive and find themselves in dire straits. May the Holy One have
mercy on them and deliver them from darkness to light, protect them from all harm, and speedily
restore them to their families' loving embrace. May you speedily fulfill Your prophet’s vision: “And
all who are i captivity shall return and come to Zion with song; everlasting joy shall be upon their
heads; they shall obtain joy and gladness, and sorrow and sighing shall flee away.” And let us say:
Amen
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For all our family of the House of Israel, fellow Jews who face anguish and captivity, whether on
sea or on land: May the Divine have compassion upon them, and bring them from distress to
relief, from darkness to light, from subjugation to redemption, now, speedily, and soon.



On this sacred day,
we are invited to return.

The fast calls us not just to refrain from
food,

but to quiet the noise within—

to still the rush of anger,

the pull of desire,

the wandering of thought.

Even when we carry the burden of guilt—
when old voices whisper that we are
unworthy,

when painful memories of past wrongs
make 1t difficult to forgive ourselves—
still, we can choose.

We can cleanse our actions,

speak honestly before God,

and promise to use our words for healing,
not harm.

This day brings us near the angels—

not because we leave our bodies behind,
but because, like the angels on high, we
dedicate our bodies fully—

through bended knee and song filled
volce—
to praise, to prayer, to presence.

Let our eyes fast from distraction,

our ears from bitterness,

our tongues from carelessness.

Let even our imaginations turn toward what 1s
holy.

And let our repentance be crowned

with acts of compassion and repair.

For this 1s the fast that brings us close.
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We are clay. You are the potter Who shapes
us at Your will. Mold us into worthy vessels
Even though we're only clay. Do not smash
us 1f we prove imperfect, remember we are
only clay.

We are glass. You are the artisan Who can
form us into many shapes. Form us into
finest crystal—Even it You have to twist and
turn us. But do not smash us it we are not
pure, remember we are only glass.

We are silver. You are the smith Who
molds us as You wish. Hammer us as You
design Even though we are not gold. Do not
smash us 1f we tarnish, remember we are
only silver.

We are the rudder. You are the helmsman
Who steers us to the left or to the right.
Direct us to the shore You choose. Do not
let us 1dly spin Even if we consistantly resist
Your grasp, remember that the waves are
very strong.

We are threads. You are the weaver Who
creates the patterns that You like. Weave
us. God, mto Your plan. Make us supple,
straight, and true. And do not discard us If
we should be imperfect. Remember we are
only threads



Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak HaCohen Kook [Israel’s first Chief Rabbi] points out that just as there is
a confession for the bad, so, too, is there a confession for the good. “A person should also be
Joyous concerning the good he or she has done,” he writes. “It follows that just as there 1s a great
benelit to selt-improvement through confessing one’s sins, so is there great benelit to confessing
one’s good deeds.” Rav Kook msists we speak with humility of our good deeds. We can always do
better. But, reminding ourselves of what we ve done well builds self-confidence, which is critical to
belief in one’s ability to do and accomplish for onesell and for the world. Inspired by this
approach, we may consider an opposite recitation ol Ashamnu, focusing on the good weve done.

We have forgiven  y35m We have loved  339:8
We have comforted 4 nm We have blessed 4 1713
We have been 4 351_79 We have grown 4 J!?-! 3
creative
We have stirred 1Y We have spoken Y% 33937
positively
We have been 33545 We have raised up - 335194
spiritual activists o o
We have been just NPTY We have shown Bely)
compassion
We have longed for P'H:Z:? 31D We have acted N
the Land of Israel enthusiastically
We have been  33ypmn We have been 3354
merciful o empathetic o
We have given our 4 J'fm? We have cultivated N 1MaY
full effort truth
We have supported 33937 We have given good g9 3 ERgon
o advice o
We have contributed 33497 We have respected 33795
We have repaired. 3PN We have learned 1 3-!'7_3:?



