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“The day is declining; the sun is setting and vanishing; let us come into your gates.”  The same thought, which comes from the prayers we shall be reciting on Yom Kippur, is expressed in another part of the Neilah service in somewhat different words:  “Open for us the gate, at the time of the closing of the gate, for the day is set.”

In these simple words, the has magnificently epitomized the end of man’s pilgrimage, when he stands at the gates of the Hereafter.  The soul, about to leave its earthly abode, pleads with its maker for re-union.

The day, the long day of earthly existence, declines; the lights with which the human being looked out on terrestrial existence, are going out; pray O heavenly father, he says , lets me come into your gates and be re-united with you. Open for me the heavenly gate, now that the earthly gate is about to close, for the day is set. 

The eleventh century Jewish philosopher and saint R. Bachya ibn Pakuda, in his immortal work, “The Duties of the Heart,” teaches us how man can reach perfection and ultimate reunion with G-d by a process of passing through ten successive gates, among which, he numbers “the gate of humility,” the gate of repentance,” “the gate of spiritual stock-taking,” “and the gate of divine love.”

We, too, will be passing through these gates. For forty days, beginning with the month of Elul, we shall be humbly seeking reconciliation with our Creator. For over a month we shall be endeavouring, with varying degrees of success, to turn our minds away from mundane affairs and to attune ourselves to loftier thoughts. We shall be listening daily to the sound of the Shofar, we shall be extending our daily prayers, we shall rise early for Selichot and will be spending long hours in our synagogues. For twenty-four hours we shall submit to the five reflections prescribed by all sages for Yom Kippur, and we shall be taking spiritual stock of ourselves. The grand climax of the great drama will be reached by Neila time, the crucial moment when we expect G-d to respect and respond to our prayers with divine love and say, “I have forgiven.” 
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