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WE ARE ALL SEEKING FORGIVENESS

If I were to ask, “which day is the happier one, Rosh Hashanah or Yom
Kippur?” the answer might seem obvious. On Rosh Hashanah we wish one
another “a good Yom Tov — a good holiday.” On Yom Kippur the traditional
greeting is, “zom kal - Have an easy fast.” On Rosh Hashanah we indulge in the
sweetness of apples and honey. On Yom Kippur we eat nothing. On Rosh
Hashanah we say “Happy New Year.” On Yom Kippur we think, “I’1l try not to be
too miserable.” On Rosh Hashanah we look forward to a clean start. On Yom
Kippur we look forward to eating.

Of course Rosh Hashanah feels like the happier day! But spiritually, Rosh
Hashanah is in fact the far more dangerous day. It is referred to as Yom ha-Din —
the Day of Judgement. This is the day, says our liturgy, that God inspects and
considers and judges each of us and inscribes that judgement in the Book of Life.
“On Rosh Hashanah it is written...” But, it’s not a final judgment until Yom
Kippur. “On Yom Kippur it is sealed...” We have a week to put our affairs in
order, to atone for all the many things for which we have not yet atoned, and to
convince God to lessen the severity of whatever judgement has been decreed for
us. The verdict comes on Rosh Hashanah, the appeal lasts just over a week, and
the pardon is issued on Yom Kippur.

Here’s the good news: though it’s the same Judge both issuing the verdict and
hearing the appeal, we are told that God is actually in a much better place when
hearing the appeal.

The rabbis say that while evaluating our lives on Rosh Hashanah, God is sitting
on the throne of judgement. God is looking at the totality of all we’ve done this
year, and considering the actions we’ve taken. I have always had the sense that
this means judging by the letter of the law: No explanations, no excuses, no good
intentions or extenuating circumstances. My understanding of the rabbinic concept
is that the judgement written in the Book of Life on Rosh Hashanah is strict. But
over the course of the week, while we are busy atoning, God, we’re told, moves
from the throne of judgement to the throne of mercy. It is there, while on the
throne of mercy, that God receives our Yom Kippur prayers and supplications.
From the throne of mercy, God does consider our explanations and good intentions
and even more, the work we have done to atone by apologizing and trying to repair



our mistakes. Which is why by the end of Yom Kippur, at neillah, we feel
confident that we have indeed been forgiven.

For those who have never returned to the sanctuary for the neillah service on
Yom Kippur afternoon, you are quite literally doing yourself a dis-service. I
cannot adequately describe to you in words alone the feeling of lightness and
relief, the sense of catharsis that the music and the liturgy and the final sounds of
the shofar give. It is as though I’ve been holding my breath all week, hoping that
God will seal a judgment for me for a good year. That is what the other Yom
Kippur greeting, g 'mar chatimah tovah, means: “May you be sealed for good.”

Now, as I’ve shared many times before, in my personal theology I am quite
certain that the Book of Life is a metaphor; a meaningful one, but a metaphor
nonetheless. And yet such is the power of the imagery of the Book of Life and of
the ritual of verdict and appeal and pardon that I never fail to feel a profound
spiritual lightening as the sky darkens, a deep sense of being forgiven as the gates
of repentance draw closed. After all the hours we’ve spent in services on Rosh
Hashanah and Yom Kippur, it is very much worth the time to experience the finale!

Since the 14" century, the entire High Holyday period has been referred to as
the Yamim Noraim. We translate that as Days of Awe. Today calling something
“awesome” means it’s wonderful, fantastic. And of course, the High Holyday
experience here at TBA is nothing less than fantastic. But I have to admit that this
is not what’s actually implied by the phrase “Days of Awe.” There “awe” is being
used in its original English sense of fear and dread; to “stand in awe of” was to be
terrified of someone or something. The Days of Awe are fearful days as we await
God’s judgment.

By the 16™ century to “be in awe of” was to be deeply impressed or affected by,
as in “I am in awe of her talent” or to regard with reverence or wonder. This last
definition is what “Days of Awe” means to me. Reverence and wonder. I feel
reverent as I consider this entire season, when I think about the holy nature of what
we are asked to do and I feel wonder that we have been tasked with the
responsibility, that we have been given the opportunity, to reconsider our thoughts
and actions. Most of all, I am in awe — I feel reverence and wonder for the very
possibility of forgiveness.

Can you imagine if every single thing we have done wrong since childhood was
put in a sack that we carried with us on our backs for the rest of our lives? Can
you imagine if God had no eraser for the decree written in our book of life? Or if
God would simply never forgive our misdeeds and never let us forget them? What
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a blessing to be forgiven for our wrong-doings! What an incredible, what an awe
inspiring, what an awesome gift!

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, former Chief Rabbi of Great Britain said, “Forgiveness
is one of the most radical ideas ever to have been introduced into the moral
imagination of humankind. It breaks the cycle of stimulus-response, harm and
retaliation, wrong and revenge. It frees individuals from the burden of their past
and humanity from the irreversibility of history. It tells us that enemies can
become friends.”

Our tradition insists that the existence of forgiveness is woven into the fabric of
creation from day one — Yom Echad. Before there was anything else, the newly
formed universe contained in its very essence the possibility of forgiveness of sins.
It seems that even at the beginning, before the Garden of Eden and the whole
“eating the apple fiasco,” God realized that human beings would be imperfect.
And perhaps God understood that to give imperfect beings lives which would be
filled with the burden of guilt and no way to relieve that burden would in itself be a
sin.

Of course, I don’t really know when and how forgiveness became part of our
world. I do know that Judaism teaches us - and I firmly believe - that as long as
we are willing to own up to our mistakes, and apologize for them, and to do our
best to fix what we have messed up, and work to avoid doing it again, then God
will forgive us. Isn’t that why we come to the High Holydays? Because we want
to know that we do not have to carry the burden of our sins forever? Because we
want to feel, need to feel the relief that comes with knowing that we have been
forgiven?

I think that is why we’re here. So, isn’t it ironic that we fallible creatures who
yearn to receive forgiveness for ourselves often find it difficult to offer forgiveness
to others?

Why is it that many of us — most of us — maybe all of us at least sometimes—
find forgiving others to be such a difficult task? Some have said that it’s because
we don’t like seeing others get away with things, that we want them to be
punished, to suffer, and that forgiving seems like letting them off the hook.
Maybe. But that feeling seems to me to be more about the balancing of scales. It
smacks of a desire for some form of revenge. It’s clearly true that a person should
atone for what they’ve done wrong. But atonement does not necessarily mean
undoing your wrongdoing; oftentimes that is not even possible. We want God to
forgive the sins for which we’ve atoned even if we can’t undo them.



The decision to offer forgiveness should not depend upon the other person
suffering or “paying the price.” In some situations, we may want restitution; we
almost always want a recognition that we have been wronged, along with an
apology. But ultimately, forgiveness is not given as a quid pro quo. It is a gift.
Forgiveness is a gift we offer freely because we value the relationship which we
share with that person. We forgive because we want to continue that relationship,
even though it is not perfect. Ultimately, we are able to forgive someone once we
are able to distinguish between the sinner and the sin, between the actor and the act
itself.

I recently shared the memory that, as a parent of then very young children, I
was taught that we should never tell a child who has done something wrong, “You
are bad.” Instead, we say “What you did was bad. Don’t do it again. Ilove you.”

Isn’t this what we all want from God, the Divine Parent? When we
acknowledge our guilt, and strive to not repeat our mistake, don’t we want to feel
that sense that we have been heard, and that God still loves us? Despite our
misdeed? And truly, isn’t that what we’d really like to sense from our loved ones
as well? That despite the hurt we have caused, we are still worthy of love?

We are not God. But we are created in God’s image. We do have the capacity -
and the obligation - to act in imitatio dei, in emulation of God. Making the
decision to offer people the gift of forgiveness that we all seek for ourselves is one
aspect of that obligation.

I have seen so many friends and loved ones fall out over one mistake. It
happens to people who have deep relationships, built up over many shared
moments, stretching over many years. One of them says or does something
hurtful, and there is a strain in the relationship. Even if an apology is forthcoming,
too often the offended party, rather than viewing that one event in the context of all
they have shared, rather than weighing it as one negative against a collection of
countless positives, instead fixates on the hurt. They equate the deed with the doer,
no longer worthy of love. That strain turns into a crack, and soon the entire
relationship is broken.

Now please, please don’t misunderstand me. There are many terrible things
that people do to one another, and even in long-standing relationships it may be
impossible and even inappropriate for us to forgive. But those actions are
exceptions.

Tonight — tomorrow — all week — think honestly. Is there someone, are there
someones you have been unable or unwilling to forgive? Someone you once had



in your life and still miss their presence? Perhaps it’s time to reconsider. Perhaps
during these Days of Awe you will find it possible to separate what they have done
to you from what they mean to you.

Forgiveness is a gift we can offer others. It is also a gift that heals the giver. It
is a decision we make to live our lives with less hurt and less resentment. It is
worth taking the chance.

I’1l close with poem by Rabbi Karyn Kedar, titled, Perpetual Crossings

I walk softly on the damp wooded path.

Mostly I look down

and see the ground beneath my feet is

soft earth, gentle moss,

and, of course, fallen leaves, which,

like angels, have floated to earth

forming a gently lit path in the woods.

And for every chasm along the way,

for every fast-moving stream or deeply cut valley,

a bridge appears.

It seems that there is always

a way across,

a way to get to the other side of fear, of sadness, of

disappointment.

There is always a way.

Maybe goodness is the bridge, or beauty is the bridge.

Love is the bridge.

Forgiveness is the bridge.

Of this [ am sure:

the path is eternal-it is our life and the length of our days.

And the bridge is eternal-

there are many ways to cross what seems impossible.

Stones in the river, ropes suspended, planks of wood,

arches of steel like love, patience, acceptance

and forgiveness.



