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KOL NIDREI SERMON 2018 

For All of These Sins?   The Limits of Forgiveness 

I’m a Trekkie from way back, and Tim is a big science fiction fan.  One of the 

recurring themes in many Science Fiction works is going back into the past to 

repair something that was done then to make the present miserable or 

dangerous.   

I loved those old Star Trek episodes when Kirk and Spock would go back to Earth 

and try to repair the past.  I used to hope they would meet me and beam me up 

to a better life than the one I had in rural Georgia.   

But whether we are talking Star Trek, or Quantum Leap, or The Man in High 

Castle, it seems that going back to the past to fix things usually doesn’t change 

anything, and if anything, makes it worse.   

Dwelling again in the past doesn’t seem to have the results we hope for.   

*** 

In the past few years, I have had two dear friends go through very messy 

betrayals and divorces.   

One friend’s partner of 14 years one night announced that he was leaving her for 

the babysitter, leaving her with three kids to raise as a single mother.   

The other friend was near her 70th birthday, when she noticed her husband of 30 

years laptop was open and there was message there from her best friend.  When 

she looked closer, she discovered that her husband had been having a torrid long-

term affair with her best friend, a woman 30 years younger.  My friend was 

recovering from heart surgery and hip replacement when this happened.   

As I’ve spent countless hours on the phone listening to them process what 

happened, I noticed that like those old Star Trek episodes, they kept beaming 

back to the past to rehash old injuries.  It was as if they believed subconsciously 

that they could somehow repair the past or that if they went back over it enough 

times it would turn out differently.  

No matter how hard I tried to steer conversations toward the future possibilities, 

they would inevitably do a sharp U-turn and head back to what had happened, 
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step by step.  Have you ever had a friend do that?  Have you ever been that 

person? 

From the outside,  I could see they were stuck, and that going back to pick 

through their emotional vomit was somehow comforting, or at least reconfirming 

of their narrative.  When we are injured, we go back over what happened again 

and again, in part to confirm that we were wronged, but in part because of a 

magical belief that one of these times, we’ll find a way to change what has 

already happened,  we’ll find the secret door to the life we had hoped for, or the 

parents we had hoped for, or the spouse we had hoped for.  

And aren’t we all like that to some degree?  We replay old tapes because we want 

to confirm our identity, that we were indeed wronged.   

And this is not only about our personal lives.  

When I hear people arguing politics, so often they end up going back to history to 

argue with one another about what really happened, as if that is going to solve 

the present conflict.  

No where is this more true than in arguments about the Israel-Arab conflict.  The 

War of Independence was 70 years ago now.  The six Day War was over 50years 

ago, Yom Kippur War was 45 years ago,and the Camp David Accords were 40 

years old yesterday.  And yet, instead of taking stock of the present and figuring 

out how we can move forward in the best interests of all, both sides tend to 

quickly go back and argue about the Balfour Declaration, the White Papers, the 

role of the British, and what is cause and what is effect in the cycle of violence 

that continues to this day.   

We keep wanting to rehash history because our version of our history is crucial to 

our sense of who we are and what is right in the world.   

  

Whether we are talking personal pasts or political pasts, we humans tend to get 

stuck in the past, to dwell there with the ghosts of our injuries because those 

injuries become like GPS beacons or cell phone pings that give us the emotional 

Mapquest of our lives.  

And in this, Judaism sends mixed messages.  Judaism tells us that Yom Kippur is a 
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time of forgiveness, or starting over, but at the same time, Judaism tells us “never 

forget.”    

Judaism has raised national memory to a high art, or a high neurosis.  Every 

holiday is about remember our past, and not only remembering it, but re-

experiencing it for ourselves.  We say proudly, “In each generation, we are 

obligated to see ourselves as if we, ourselves, were slaves in Egypt and were 

freed.”  B’chol dor va dor, chayav adam lirot et atzmo k’ilu hu yatsa mi mitzraim. 

We are told to remember Amalek because they attacked us in the desert.  We 

mourn the destruction of a Temple few of us want back, but in the romance of 

the past, it matters.  

Indeed, the first Yom Kippur is said to have resulted from the sin of the Golden 

Calf and the destruction of the first tablets of the law.  Now, thousands of years 

later, we are still here because of something our ancestors did.   

“Yizkor”  “We will Remember.”  We say,  and “Never Again,” and while both are 

valuable and move me, I can’t help but be aware that it seems a bit counter to the 

message of forgiveness, of “t’shuvah” or reconciliation that this day is about.   

It is one thing to remember and learn from the past;  it is another to be 

emotionally stuck there.  If we remain stuck rehashing the past, how can we move 

forward into a better shared future.  

In a few moments, we will begin the community confession, called VIDUI, and we 

will sing three or four times:  “V’al Kulam”  “For all these sins, God of Forgiveness, 

forgive us, pardon us, redeem us.”  

When I used to say that prayer at the Hebrew Association of the deaf, we didn’t 

use three different words, but simply signed, “forgive us, forgive us, forgive us.”   

Do that with me…. It is a sign of wiping the slate clean.   

But this year,  I want us to think not only of the things we have done wrong and 

need forgiving,  but also the old wounds that we still hold on to and refuse to let 

go of.   

So let me do a quick poll:  

• Raise your hands: How many of you have people in your family that won’t 
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speak to someone else in their family?   

• How many of you have been in situations where friends wouldn’t forgive 

one another and it blew up a circle of friends. 

• Don’t raise your hands, but how many of you aren’t on speaking terms with 

a friend or family member?  I know it is a lot.   

• Now turn to the person next to your and share your deepest shame. Just 

kidding. Don’t.  

Being human is hard.  WE have these feelings.   

Tomorrow in Jonah we read how Jonah got so upset he wanted to die when God 

took his vine away.  #IamJonah.  

Oh God, why did you give us these FEELINGS?  Are they the blessing or the curse?   

Both, as always.   

The Torah forbids us to bear a grudge. We have to function in community and as 

anyone that has ever been involved in a synagogue knows, a  community full of 

grudges is toxic.  

Judaism requires that if we are hurt, we must tell the person, or people.  

Maimonides in the Mishneh Torah  rules that we can’t assume a person knows 

they’ve hurt us if we don’t tell them.  Sitting there pouting and waiting for 

someone to apologize is not enough. Contrary to many jokes about Jewish 

mothers just suffering in the dark, our tradition tells us that if we are not saying 

anything, we are standing in the way of t’shuvah and forgiveness.  

Pyschology Research has shown that one of the reasons we get stuck in injury  is 

that we tend to judge our own actions based on our intentions, but we judge 

others solely on their actions.  We  project our own sense of what their intentions 

were, and often avoiding the hard part of having a conversation and asking them 

to explain it from their point of view.    

And the same research makes it clear that our confirmatory bias  makes it very 

difficult, when we are hurt or threatened, to see things from another perspective.  

We cling to our narrative of the world because, while it may limit us, it also 

comforts us in a strange way.  It confirms our sense of injustice.  It makes the 

world familiar.   
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If we could try harder to just look at our actions while trying harder to understand 

the intentions of others, we might get less stuck in injury.   

But it is very important to remind us that Judaism recognizes that SOME THINGS 

SHOULD NOT BE FORGIVEN. Or at least not forgotten.  There some betrayals of 

trust that shouldn’t be forgiven.  That just aren’t safe to forgive.  

Just as God tells the Israelites never to forgive the Amalekites and the Moabite, 

there are Amalekites and Moabites in our own lives, people who are abusive, 

destructive, toxic.  People who bring out the worst in us. People we should not 

trust or allow ourselves to be around.  

WE don’t have to forgive those who show no remorse, who have harmed us 

repeatedly, and whom we have every reason to believe will do so again.  We 

certainly don’t have to forgive or reconcile with people who have abused us, 

harmed us repeatedly, and whom we have good reason to believe will do so again 

if we let them.   

And what does it mean to forgive someone who isn’t sorry?  

Here I think it is very helpful to  distinguish between two levels of forgiving:  One 

is letting go of the rage and desire for vengeance.  The other is reconciliation and 

return to love.     

If we define “Forgiveness” as letting go of the desire for revenge, for justice, we 

can start to imagine forgiving those that did us great harm, without putting 

ourselves in harm’s way again.  

 They say that holding onto anger is like drinking poison and expecting the other 

person to die.  But getting back in relationships with abusive people is like 

drinking poison and expecting this time it will not make us sick.   

And we know that Abusive, toxic, manipulative relationships are a form of 

bondage, another Egypt, that oppresses us and  limits our free will.   While 

Judaism stresses forgiveness, it also stresses personal liberation and free will.   

It is up to each of us to let go of rage and anger that we are holding onto and that 

limits our free will for future choices, but we also need to maintain safe 

boundaries with those who would do us harm.  
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I think of this every time I go to the Holocaust Museum in DC and hear survivors 

saying they forgive those who harmed them.   

Eva Mozes Kor, a survivor of Auschwitz and Mengele wrote  about forgiveness, “it 

gave me back the power that was taken away from me  as a victim.  As long as we 

hold on to the anger, those who victimized us still have a hold on our lives….You 

don’t forgive because the perpetrator deserves it.  You do it because you, the 

victim, deserve the right to be free again.” 

While holding onto our injuries and our hurt can for a time protect us, after a 

while, the shield begins to keep others out, and we create from the injury done to 

us a cage around our hearts.  A defensive growl.  As Nelson Mandela put it when 

he left the hard-labor prison he had been in for 27 years, ““As I walked out the 

door toward the gate that would lead to my freedom, I knew if I didn't leave my 

bitterness and hatred behind, I'd still be in prison.”  

(I marvel that Eva Kor and Nelson Mandela were able to forgive what was done to 

them, when I have trouble letting go of an obnoxious waiter at a restaurant;  or 

one of the giant trucks that on a country road with no traffic pulls out right in 

front of you and then goes 15 miles under the speed limit. )    

For them, it seems forgiveness means letting go of the  blanket and the burden of 

their pain and hurt so that they can choose their own future, instead of letting the 

ghosts and haunts of past wrongs continue to shape their choices as they try to 

move forward.  

If we are not aware and careful,  what feels like safety can grow into a form of 

isolation and despair.    For us to open up to life, to love, to connection, we must 

find a way to protect ourselves while letting go of what has already happened and 

can’t be changed. 

We can’t change the past, but we can choose how we react to it.   As Viktor 

Frankel wrote, “the last of the human freedoms: to choose one’s attitude in any 

given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.   

Now, before we say the Confessional, take a moment to reflect and see if there 

are hurts in your life that you are ready to lay down even if you don’t ever hope to 

reconcile.   
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And in this, I can’t help but thinking of all the #me,too women – and men  - who 

have been flooded with feelings and memories during the past year.  One doesn’t’ 

want to reconcile with a Harvey Weinstein, or a Les Moonves – two Jews that 

have some repenting to do – but one does want freedom from that past.  

For some of you, this year, t’shuvah might just mean to lay down the burden of 

rage from past wrongs, and walk away from Egypt, remembering that you can 

protect yourself without being in bondage to all that anger and hurt.   

And here is where spirituality and religion can help.   

If we keep the Eternal always in our hearts, if we remember that we are children 

of God, created in God’s image, and that we are holy and have a right to the joys 

of life, we can find the love and healing we seek because we can remember that: 

The Eternal is my light and my salvation; 

    whom shall I fear? 

The Eternal is the stronghold of my life; 

    of whom shall I be afraid?  

When we ground ourselves in the unending love of God, when we are able to let 

that love in, and feel whole and loved and beautiful and full of light, somehow 

those hurts and those that hurt us don’t seem so powerful, so that we can enter 

the promised land of safety that none can take away, where we can sit under our 

vine and our fig trees, having a nice glass of wine with people who love us, 

laughing and enjoying the life we have been given, knowing that in our deepest 

places, none can make us afraid.   

That is the t’shuvah we all need, so as we begin our Confession, say you are sorry, 

but also remember that an abiding love enfolds you always, and it is this love that 

gives us the strength to let go of our anger, to lay down our pain, and to turn 

toward the new year with hope and joy.   

And now turn to page 82  as we begin our Confession and ask for the power of 

forgiveness in our lives.  

 


