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Message for Kol Nidre   

18 September 2018: Teshuvah and Chesed  

David received a parrot for his birthday. This parrot was fully grown, with a 

bad attitude and even worse vocabulary. Every other word was a swear word. 

David tried hard to change the bird’s attitude and was constantly saying polite 

words, playing soft music, anything that came to mind. Nothing worked. He 

yelled at the bird, but the bird got worse. He shook the bird and the bird got 

madder. Finally, in a moment of desperation, David put the parrot in the 

freezer. For a few moments, he heard the bird kicking and screaming and then, 

suddenly, all was quiet. David was frightened that he might have actually hurt 

the bird and quickly opened the freezer door. The parrot calmly stepped out 

onto David’s extended arm and said,   

“I’m sorry that I offended you with my language and actions. I ask for your 

forgiveness. I will go to shul with you every week to pray and I will try to 

modify my behavior.”   

David was blown away at the bird’s change in attitude and was about to ask 

what changed him when the parrot continued, “May I ask what the chicken 

did?”  

Forgiveness may come to some of us for the wrong reasons, indeed, but a life 

without forgiveness, without the possibility of teshuvah, of repentance and 

return might not be worth living. The Torah teaches that teshuvah is a way of 

measuring our moral character. Teshuvah is a process that shapes our moral 



2  
fiber. The goal is to become someone who understands that we make mistakes 

and we can make amends, at the same time, being confident that we will do 

what we can to repair our relationships.  

Rabbi Akiva teaches, “A single hour of teshuvah and ma’asim tovim, good 

deeds, in this world, is better than all of the world to come.” Whether we 

believe in life after death or not, the point Rabbi Akiva makes is that engaging 

in teshuvah and good deeds go hand in hand. Imagine if everyone were to 

follow the Jewish teachings about teshuvah? Imagine what kind of 

congregation or community we would live in? Imagine what kind of religious, 

business and political leaders we would have if teshuvah were at the center of 

what shapes their character?  

I am convinced that our ancient sages believed that engaging in the many 

aspects of teshuvah could indeed create malchut shamayim, the Divine realm, 

down here, on this earth. They never gave up, and neither should we.  

Just like during Pesach when we are taught about the evils of enslavement and 

the value of freedom, Yom Kippur is a ‘crash course’ on teshuvah, on how to 

live our lives practicing forgiveness.   

Teshuvah begins with the admission of a wrongdoing. There is no point in 

saying that we are doing teshuvah if we are convinced that we haven’t done 

anything wrong!   



3  
Before we go on. A word about people who find it difficult to admit that they 

have said or done something wrong. It is not as simple as dismissing them as 

“stubborn” or “set in their ways,” although I would guess that we all may know 

people like that. Psychologists suggest that people who refuse to apologize are 

people who have very low self-esteem, and are trying to manage their 

emotions. I have met many people like this throughout my career -of course, 

they are all back in Ohio and Indiana…... They are OK with feelings of anger, 

irritability, and emotional distance. So, expecting them to apologize feels 

threatening to them.  

For some of us, that threat might be so strong that it paralyzes us. We may fear 

that lowering our guard makes us feel vulnerable, and look powerless and 

weak. It is a fear that we all have and that we must overcome because having 

the ability to open up to our emotions leads us to healing.  

Admitting that we have failed is not an easy task for ANYONE, but most of us 

are willing to face that fear for the sake of keeping or repairing our 

relationships. The teachings about teshuvah only work, if the majority of 

people, if most of us, choose to play by the rules of the game. Knowing that we 

are all asking for forgiveness and that we are all willing to grant it not only 

helps us with our own individual issues, but it creates community. It puts is in a 

relationship with others who are also engaged in the process of teshuvah. We 

need them and they need us!  

Let us imagine that we prevail over our internal fears and are able to admit that 

there are a few things we did this past year for which we are not so proud of.  
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We have done something wrong, indeed, so what are we to do next?  

Once we know what the issue is, our teshuvah would lead us to the moment 

when we realize that we must reach out to another individual and ask for their 

forgiveness. Teshuvah begins deep in our souls but it leads us to seek others 

and mend our relationships. Yet, sometimes our first attempts at seeking 

forgiveness are not successful. Maimonides summarizes how we should 

proceed to ASK for forgiveness,   

“If forgiveness is not forthcoming, one should return with a delegation of three 

people, friends of the injured party, and ask again. If he or she refuses to 

forgive, the petitioner must return even a second and a third time. If the 

offended party still refuses to forgive, he or she should be left alone and one 

should move on. The fact that forgiveness is withheld makes the offended 

party the transgressor.”   

Whereas most of us might prefer to ask our forgiveness in private, over coffee 

or tea, Maimonides teaches that after the first refusal, if the person we offended 

is playing “hard to get,” we should introduce others into the mix. Maimonides 

is not suggesting that we “gang up” on them, but that we enlist THEIR friends, 

to serve as witnesses. The idea is that the offended person has valued 

relationships with those other people. Everyone knows that they mean well, 

and by us bringing them along, we are showing that we are sincere in wanting 

to mend our relationship.   

What I love about Maimonides’ approach is that there are limits to asking for 

forgiveness. Three times, and then we move on. If the other person chooses 
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NOT to play by the rules of the game, that is their choice, and they will have to 

do their own teshuvah when they feel it’s time. In this commentary to 

Maimonides’ Ways of Repentance, Dr. Henry Abramson writes:   

“[...] When does the constant request for forgiveness become self-degradation? 

On the other hand, some relationships demand even a thousand requests. [...] 

perhaps it has relevance for a parent, a spouse, a sibling, or a child.”   

According to Maimonides and most of the Jewish tradition, the initiative of 

asking for forgiveness is placed on the transgressor, but I often wonder about 

what responsibility the offended party bears on someone else’s process of 

teshuvah, repentance. If we all chose to remain obstinate and refuse to “play 

the game,” the world that we might create is one where forgiveness between 

individuals is no longer possible.  

We all agree, however, that forgiving is not as easy as Maimonides makes it 

sound … The Jewish Buddhist writer Jack Kornfield teaches, “Forgiveness is 

giving up all hope of a better past.” At some level, we all “know” that we 

cannot change the past, but many of us wished we could. We are essentially 

hanging onto the past by not forgiving and by not accepting that the past is 

completely unchangeable. If we continually try to relive the past, we revisit the 

pain of that past incident, and that pain becomes too real again.   

It is true that the past shapes our present, but we should not allow past 

grivances determine our future. This whole business of granting forgiveness is 

hard work and we all struggle with it. So, perhaps we should pause for a 
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moment and learn from the masters of forgiveness: Our dogs. Dog people will 

understand immediately. For the rest of you, here is a primer on “everything 

I’ve learned about forgiveness, I’ve learned from my dog.”   

When our Portuguese Water dog, Fado, engages in one his favorite pastimes, 

“counter surfing,” and is able to grab a snack that may have been left out too 

close to the edge of the counter or on the coffee table, we discipline him, 

usually by shouting “Off!” At that moment, we clearly see his expression of 

remorse, as he falls on his back, tail wagging incessantly.   

First, his humble posture assures me he has already let go of what happened.  

Fado doesn’t dwell on the way we yelled at him, both in English and Spanish. 

He is not fixated on rationalizing how he deserved the piece of cheese, nor is he 

making excuses for how he thought the coffee left in the cup was up for grabs.  

At that moment, what he exhibits is unconditional repentance in its purest form. 

Who could resist it? Regardless of how irritated we might get his gesture 

immediately softens us, and we forgive.   

Maimonides teaches, “It is forbidden for a person to be cruel and not be 

appeased. Rather, one should be quick to forgive and slow to anger. When the 

sinner asks him for forgiveness, he should forgive him with a full heart and 

generous spirit. Even if the sinner seriously aggrieved and harmed her, she 

should not take vengeance nor bear a grudge. This is the way of the seed of 

Israel, and their hearts are true.”  
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Admitting our shortcomings, asking for forgiveness and also forgiving others 

might might all sound, but we all need help with it, so if we don’t want to listen 

to Maimonides, then dogs can teach us a few good lessons. We can learn not to 

waste precious time with loved ones by maintaining a divided relationship over 

some misunderstanding, or to be so filled with hateful pride that we avoid 

doing the right thing simply because we don’t want to look weak.  

Just to be clear: Forgiveness does not mean forgetting or that everything is back 

to what it once was! It cannot go back to the past, the past is gone. The process 

of teshuvah, which must include asking for forgiveness is a relational act 

involving the offender, the person offended, and their friends. In this sense, 

teshuvah is a public act that must lead to reconciliation, both in a family, in a 

community, and in a nation.  

In addition to all our personal grievances, the year 5778 has been a tumultuous 

year in our country as well as in Israel. Within the Jewish community alone, we 

have had profound disagreements about what goes one in the State of Israel, 

from the decision to move the American Embassy to Jerusalem to the moral 

implications of the violence at the Gaza border. On top of that, we have been 

confronted by the reality brought forward by the Me-Too Movement and by 

what, for many of us, amounts to inhumane treatment of refugees, asylum 

seekers and migrants at our Southern border.   
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Teshuvah as a group effort seems more desperately needed than ever if we are 

to reach reconciliation in 5779. We must remember that it is a mitzvah to 

forgive and be part of the teshuvah process of those who have offended us.  

Teshuvah assumes that we maintain some relationship with them becuause only 

from a relationship, from dialogue and consensus, can forgiveness flow.   

Finally, teshuvah requires a significant dose of chesed, of compassion and care. 

When fear, hatred, and bitterness are strong, we must turn inward first, to find 

empathy and chesed. With chesed, forgiveness and reconciliation are possible, 

because teshuvah is the only way toward healing a broken and divided family, 

community, and society.  

On this holiest of nights, when we learn and consider the importance of 

teshuvah maybe we commit to repentance, forgiveness and chesed as the 

guiding principles of all our relationships. Not only our personal relationship 

thrive on teshuvah, but our community, our city and indeed our nation cannot 

survive unless we all, and I mean all, will bring forgiveness, understanding and 

chesed into how we relate to each other. May we be blessed with the courage to 

embark on the journey of teshuvah, so our spouses, significant others, children, 

friends and fellow congregants, neighbors and fellow citizens can receive our 

forgiveness and we, theirs.  

Chatimah tovah!  


