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W
HAT IS Yom Kippur really about?

On the face of it, it seems to be all 
about breast-beating, and seeking 
forgiveness for a long and stand-
ardised list of sins we may, or may 
not, have committed. 

Truth be told, many of us have a 
hard time relating to the notion of sin and spending an entire 
day reflecting on it. The Yom Kippur liturgy is highly repeti-
tious; do we really need to repeat the verbal confes-
sion again and again? After all, how bad are we 
really? Most of us are basically good even if we 
occasionally slip up. In addition, the internet 
has affected our attention spans; adults and 
kids alike can struggle to stay focused over 
the day-long Yom Kippur services. 

To respond to these challenges, last year 
we redesigned the High Holiday services 
for the launch of Mishkan: The Community 
without Borders. The services were attended 
by individuals aged from 11 to 92, spanning the 
spectrum from ‘three times a day’ to ‘three times a 
year’ shul attenders.

To address the lengthy and seemingly unending service, we 
created a ‘Playlist’ format. Rather than treating the services in 
a traditional way, playing track after track in a specific order, 
with the Playlist, we offered smaller, individually themed 
units of prayer and invited participants to attend as many or 
as few as they would find useful. By giving people choice in 
this way, we empowered them to engage fully with the tracks 
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RELIGION

LEVEL ONE: Nefesh 
Focus: Overcoming limitations of nature
Service: Kol Nidrei, the evening service opening Yom Kippur

The outermost layer of the soul, the Nefesh, is closest to 
our physical self. As you enter Yom Kippur, reflect on what 
would you like to achieve in the coming year.

�  Who would you
like to be? 
�  What physical limita-
tions stand in your way? 
And how might you over-
come them? 
�   When reciting the con-

fessional prayer (Vidui) 
reflect on those moments 
when your instincts got in 
the way of doing the right 
thing. Imagine a similar 
situation in the future. 
How would you respond? 

LEVEL TWO: Ruach
Focus: Overcoming limitations of nurture
Service: Shacharit, the first prayer on Yom Kippur morning 

The Yom Kippur morning service invites us to reflect on a deeper level of the soul/
self — Ruach — that which is shaped by nurture. 

� What barriers
stand in your way 
because of how you 
have been raised, 
nurtured and influ-
enced by parents, 
family, friends and 

society?
� What habits have
you formed over time 
that interfere with 
your full self-actuali-
sation? 
� As you recite the

confessional prayer, 
reflect on your limi-
tations that can be 
linked to nurture and 
ask yourself how 
you might overcome 
them in the future.

LEVEL THREE: Neshamah
Focus: Overcoming limitations of self-doubt (intellectual) Service: 
Musaf, the additional service recited after the Torah reading.

The early-afternoon Musaf service presents us with the 
opportunity to reflect on the intellectual level of self, 
represented by the soul-level Neshamah. 

� As you recite the con-
fessional prayer, think 
about the ideal behav-
iours you fell short of in 
the past year as a result 
of self-doubt. 

� Draw on your inner
strength so as to over-
come such limitations. 
� Emerge from this 
service with renewed 
self-belief.

they felt would be most meaningful to them. 
To make the prayers feel more relevant, we reframed the 

entire Yom Kippur service by drawing on the Kabbalistic tradi-
tion — the mystical dimension of Judaism. Instead of focusing 
on sin and guilt, we invited our participants to consider noth-
ing less than reinventing themselves.

According to the Kabbalists, the soul is comprised of five lev-
els that radiate outward from an inner core, like concentric cir-
cles. They see a parallel between the soul and the five services 

that make up Yom Kippur: Kol Nidrei, Shacharit, Musaf, 
Minchah and Neilah. Each service is an opportunity 

to examine, assess and rectify our very being, 
starting with the most superficial elements of 
self and leading to the deepest part of us.

 To give you a flavour of Mishkan’s Playlist 
High Holiday services, we have created a set 
of five reflections and meditations. We invite 
you to use them as tools to help you reinvent 

yourself for the new year. Whether or not you 
go to shul and whatever service you attend, this 

is an opportunity to reframe Yom Kippur — to seize 
the potential of this Holy Day for change. They link the 

Kabbalistic concept of the five levels of the soul to five services 
of Yom Kippur. We hope you will find them useful, inspiring 
and even life-changing.

Rabbi Naftali and Dina Brawer are deeply committed to a Judaism 
that inspires constant journeying and self-discovery. These values 
have guided their communal work for the past two decades, lead-
ing them to co-found Mishkan in September 2016.
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LEVEL FIVE: Yechidah
Focus: Revealing the core self
Service: Ne’ilah, the concluding service, closing Yom Kippur

In the concluding 
Yom Kippur service 
we briefly uncover the 
deepest core of our 
soul, known as Yechi-
dah. Whereas most 
of the time we experi-
ence a fragmented self 
in which our actions 
are out of sync with 
our deepest values 
and beliefs, Yechidah 

represents our deep-
est core in which the 
unified self is revealed. 

This is the moment to 
draw together all your 
thoughts, reflections 
and resolutions since 
the onset of Yom Kip-
pur and to integrate it 
into yourself. 

As the shofar 
is sounded, 
close your 
eyes and feel 
its reverbera-
tions in your-
self, heralding 
a new year 
and a new 
you.
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LEVEL FOUR: Chayah
Focus: Overcoming limitations of perceived reality (existential)
Service: Minchah, the afternoon service

This late-afternoon service invites us to think beyond our immediate self, to limitations 
of wider implication such as the reality we experience. 

�  What limitations are 
imposed on us by our 
perception of reality? 
�  What achieve-
ments are beyond our 
grasp because of the 
way things are? 
�  But are things nec-
essarily the way we 

imagine them to be? 
�  How much of reality 
is absolute? And how 
much is a result of our 
own subjectivity? 

As you recite the 
confessional prayer, 
reflect on lost oppor-

tunities of the previ-
ous year as a result 
of perceived reality. 
Ask yourself if there 
might not be another 
way of framing real-
ity in the coming year 
that allows for greater 
self-actualisation.

MUSICAL INSPIRATION 

At Mishkan we use song to give wings to our prayers. On Yom Kippur 
we draw inspiration from a song based on the writings of Rav 
Abraham Isaac Kook (1865 - 1935) who urges his readers to visualise 
themselves soaring beyond their confinements and self-limitations 
to greater self-awareness and self-actualisation. 

Human being,
Find the source of 
life inside you, higher 
than you, around you.
Rise up.

Rise up, for you have 
the power.
You have wings of 
the spirit, wings of 
powerful eagles.

Do not deny them, or 
they will deny you.
Seek them, and 
you will find them 
instantly.

We invite you to to listen to the song in advance of Yom Kippur. http://bit.ly/2v39AsS. 
Iyar Semel: arrangement & rimonim; Yonatan Maier: voice & guitar: Shiri Garfinkel , voice

Mishkan: 
the com-
munity 
beyond 
borders
� Mishkan 
is a Jewish 
community 
that transcends 
postcodes and 
fixed spaces. 
We understand 
community in 
a 21st century 
context, as 
individuals 
bound by shared 
values. We 
strive to create 
meaningful 
religious 
experiences 
using public 
spaces such as 
cafes, pubs and 
art galleries as 
well as private 
homes. In these 
spaces we study, 
discuss and 
pray, connect 
with each 
other, engage in 
tzedakah and 
tikun olam. All 
our activities are 
underpinned by 
our philosophy of 
investing inwards 
— creating rich 
and meaningful 
intellectual, 
emotional and 
spiritual Jewish 
experiences, so 
as to influence 
outwards — 
making society 
and the world a 
better place.
Mishkan’s 
High Holiday 
programme is 
called ‘Ready 
the Heart, Focus 
the Mind’ and 
consists of
Urban Tashlich: 
24 September;
The Yom Kippur 
Journey Planner: 
26 September.
ourmishkan.org


