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Have you heard about the rabbi who got up in front of his congregation on 
Yom Kippur and said: “If I have said, or done, anything that hurt any of you 
during this past year, I want to say to you right now: “You are much too 
sensitive””? 
 
Yom Kippur is about apologizing, but, as events of the past week amply 
demonstrate: apologizing is a very hard thing to do.  
 
On this day, we say we are sorry, over and over again. We say על חאט 
 ,forgive us סלח לנו …For the sin that we have sinned against you …שחטאנו 
pardon us, grant us atonement.  
 
Yet the sad truth is, these words are easier to say in the Hebrew than they 
are in English.  
 
It is hard to say “I’m sorry.” This is the year of apologies. Everyone’s trying 
to apologizes: We saw apologies in the Presidential debate last week. We 
saw apologies in sports this year: Tom Brady and Ryan Lochte had things 
to apologize for. We saw it in the world of business last month when John 
Stumpf, the CEO of Wells Fargo Bank, apologized for creating a culture of 
unsavory banking practices in his company.  
 
A really good apology comes with humility and acceptance of blame. 
Unsatisfying apologies, all too often come with a caveat, “I’m sorry if I did 
something wrong, but other people are much worse.” “I’m sorry if the balls 
were deflated, but some low-level equipment manager was responsible.” 
“I’m sorry if the bank did something wrong, but I have fired whole bunch of 
low level employees.”  “If I hurt your feelings, you’re much too sensitive.” 
Not very satisfying apologies. 
 
Yom Kippur teaches us how to say “I’m sorry” without shifting the blame to 
others. We are taught that through fasting, prayer, charity, and “turning” on 
this day, God will forgive us. But there is a catch: Yom Kippur only works 
for sins against God. Or to be more specific: For sins against others, Yom 
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Kippur doesn’t work until we have apologized to them and have been 
forgiven by them. 
 
And that last part is the tricky part. Saying you’re sorry is easy. Saying it 
and getting others to forgive you is much harder.  
 
The process of apology is explained in the Talmudic Tractate Yoma, which 
teaches us the laws of Yom Kippur:  
 

Rabbi Isaac taught: When someone has offended another person, 
even through words, he must make amends, as it is written: “My 
son, if you owe something to your neighbor… because of the 
words of your mouth, do this: “humble yourself and plead with him” 
(Proverbs 6:1-2). For he has a claim against you, so open your 
hand and restore it to him, and if not, send friends to placate him.”1 

 
Let’s examine this teaching carefully: “Rabbi Isaac taught: when someone 
has offended another, even if it is just through words…”  
 
This means that WORDS hurt. They hurt just as much as actions. If you 
damage your neighbor’s property you can pay for the damages. But when 
words are involved, it’s a big deal! Now in our world we often say that 
words don’t matter that much. We have all heard it said: “sticks and stones 
may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.”2 But that is not true: 
not in Judaism! More often than not it is words that get us into trouble. 
People remember the words we said, the emails we sent, the Facebook 
posts we put up, and our tweets. Today, more than ever before, as we saw 
this week, from years ago have the ability to come back and haunt us! 
 
So Rabbi Isaac begins by teaching us that words are important. They can 
hurt just as much, if not more, than actions. He then says that if you have 
offended someone, you “owe” that person. He actually describes it in 
monetary terms: that person “has a claim against you, so open your hand 
and restore it.” 
                                                
1 Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Yoma, p. 87b. 
2 A great Conservative Rabbi, Sidney Greenberg, suggested that we change the limerick as 
follows: Sticks and stones are hard on bones, If aimed with angry art, And words can sting like 
anything, But silence breaks the heart. 
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Those who do harm have to go to the one they hurt and apologize. Those 
who have been hurt have to be willing to hear the apology, and finally, an 
act of humility is required so that balance can be restored. That in a 
nutshell is the Jewish way of saying I am sorry.  
 
Now the ritual of Yom Kippur becomes clear: On this day, God, the hurt 
party, becomes available to us so that we can apologize. We come to 
synagogue, express our sorrow, and then through Teshuvah (repentance), 
Tefillah (prayer), and Tzedakah (charity), we restore the balance that 
existed before. Yom Kippur is a textbook case of Jewish apologizing, but it 
is apologizing to God and apologizing to God turns out to be a lot easier 
than apologizing to human beings, as the Talmud goes on to explain.  
 
What happens if we can’t find the one we have harmed? What if it we have 
offended a lot of people? Or society in general? Who do we apologize to 
then? What if the victim, or victims, refuse to accept our apology? 
 
The Talmud gives some examples to show how tricky it is:3 
 
Rabbi Abba once had a grievance against Rabbi Jeremiah. Rabbi Jeremiah 
came and sat at Rabbi Abba’s doorstep. (And waited for Rabbi Abba to 
make himself available but Rabbi Abba wouldn’t come out. So Rabbi 
Jeremiah sat and waited.) Eventually, the servant (opened the window) and 
threw out the dirty water, (which landed on Rabbi Jeremiah’s head). Rabbi 
Jeremiah said: “They have made me into a dung heap” as it says in the 
book of Psalms (113:7), “God raises the poor from the dust.” When Rabbi 
Abba heard this, he came out and said: “Now I must ask you for 
forgiveness.” 
 
In this short, but beautiful story, we see how difficult it is to apologize. 
Rabbi Jeremiah wanted to ask Rabbi Abba to forgive him, but Rabbi Abba 
refused to see him. Rabbi Jeremiah waited and waited, until he himself was 

                                                
3 Yoma 87b. There are actually three examples given in the narrative. The one I included in the 
sermon, Plus the example of Rabbi Zeira, who studied in front of someone who had harmed 
him, thus making himself available to the perpetrator, and the story of Rav, who killed the 
butcher who harmed him by using his power to insist that he ask for forgiveness. I studied this 
passage with Moshe Halbertal in an elective mini course, SHI 2008, “Law and Narrative.” 
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humiliated by Rabbi Abba’s servant. Once that happened, the balance was 
restored and they stood face to face. 
 
The Talmud gives more examples of people who try to apologize but run 
into difficulty. The bottom line in all of them is that apologizing is a very 
tricky thing to do. The most important thing, is to not shift the blame onto 
others.  
 
I was told a great story few weeks ago. I was speaking to a guest who was 
attending a Bar Mitzvah here. He told me how much he loved his rabbi 
growing up. He told me that his rabbi had been at every Bar and Bat 
Mitzvah, wedding, funeral, and baby naming, in his family. 
 
He then told me that he recently saw his rabbi’s son when he attended a 
Bar Mitzvah at another Temple. He went up to his rabbi’s son and told him 
how how special his dad was to him and how sorry he was when he heard 
that his father had died.  
 
That night he called his mom and said: “you know, I never realized how 
cold the rabbi’s son was. I saw him this weekend and I told him how sorry I 
was that his dad died, and he reacted so coolly.” 
 
His mom said: “Do you want to know why he was so cold? Because you’re 
an idiot. His father is still alive!” 
 
“Well that would explain the funny look on his face.” 
 
Now, the most charming part of this story was the way he told it. He spoke 
with such humility and he was laughing at himself the whole time.  
 
Afterwards, I thought about it and I realized how special this person was. 
He was truly humbled by the experience of being wrong. He didn’t say, like 
so many people would say today: “I can’t believe how stupid the rabbi’s son 
made me feel!” He didn’t say, other words: “I may have been wrong, BUT 
…”  
 
Apologies must be accompanied by humility and acceptance of blame, if 
not, the balance is not restored. And humility and acceptance of blame are 
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in very short supply today. We find it hard to see fault in ourselves and find 
it all too easy to blame others. We blame them for what is wrong in our 
lives, and not just in our lives, but in our country and our world. 
 
In school, the teacher is to blame. 
In athletics, the coach is to blame. 
In politics, the other party is to blame. 
In world affairs, the refugees are to blame. 
If you are a Palestinian, the Israelis are to blame.  
If you are Israeli, the Palestinians are to blame. 
 
There are three problems with blaming somebody else: First, it means we 
believe we are always right; Second, it makes us into victims; And third, it 
says that everyone else has to change, and I never do. 
 
Yom Kippur comes as an antidote to this line of thinking. It says right off the 
bat: We are not perfect. We have made mistakes and if we are going to be 
forgiven it will be because we take responsibility for what is wrong in our 
lives without blaming others.  
 
Today we confess in the first-person plural… For the sin that WE have 
sinned… WE ask for forgiveness. We are all responsible for the problems 
in society.  
 
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, the former Chief Rabbi of Great Britain, in his book, 
Not in God’s Name, teaches that monotheism great innovation is the 
teaching that there is no independent source of evil outside of God. God 
contains both good and bad. Before monotheism was the idea that there 
were many gods. Some were good and some evil, and these gods battled 
each other. Of course, since most people believed that their god was the 
good god, it was always the other people’s gods who were evil. Their god 
was the source of light and of truth, while the other people’s gods were the 
source of darkness and falsehood. 
 
The great gift of monotheism (true monotheism, that is) was its potential to 
end this never-ending battle and bring peace to the world. The idea behind 
monotheism is that there is only one God in the world, even though 
different people might approach the one God in different ways.  
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Religious violence occurs, Rabbi Sacks points out in his aptly named book 
Not in My Name, when monotheism is perverted. When that occurs, people 
say “We are the believers, they are the infidels.” “We are on the side of 
good, we have to fight those who have the wrong idea about God… and we 
can do that in self-defense.” And finally, Rabbi Sacks points out: there is 
the greatest perversion of all: since they are non-believers, our true belief 
allows us to do terrible things to them and to do it in God’s name.  
 
Just think of ISIS and its treatment of non-Moslem minorities in the territory 
they “conquered.” Their perversion of Islam leads them to believe that the 
evil things they are doing are actually good in God’s eyes.   
 
When religion is perverted, religious ethics are paralyzed, and religion 
becomes an instrument of hatred. True monotheism recognizes that there 
is only One God. Although different people approach God in different ways, 
there is only one God.  
 
It also means that, if there is no independent source of evil in God, that 
good and evil exists within God Himself. And, even God struggles with evil.  
 
Even a cursory look at the Bible reveals that God, like us, struggles with 
good and evil. God has an anger management problem: After the world 
was created, God saw that it was violent. God got angry and destroys it 
with a flood. Then God regrets that decision and promises not to do that 
again. Later, when God sees the evil in Sodom and Gemorrah, he comes 
to Abraham to tell him that he is going to destroy those cities. God hopes 
that Abraham will help Him with is anger problem and argue with Him and 
prevent him from sweeping away both the good and the evil, and Abraham 
doesn’t disappoint God. Later, when the people of Israel sin with the 
Golden Calf, God wants to destroy us, but Moses comes and says “forgive 
them.” Don’t give in to the anger.  
 
We, who are created in the image of God, are in a constant struggle to 
overcome the forces of evil not just in the world, but within ourselves.  
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In today’s world, I see more and more examples of identifying people as 
“the other” “the foreigner” “the immigrant” “the one who doesn’t belong” and 
blaming them for our problems.  
 
Michael Luo, an Asian American, and writer for the New York Times left 
church on the Upper East Side of Manhattan with his family and some 
friends this past Sunday. It was raining and there was a number of them, 
and as they walked down the street they encountered a well-dressed 
woman on the street, who felt that her way was being blocked. She yelled 
at them: “Go back to China!” He confronted her for her racist comment, but 
she persisted, and even cursed him out. He wrote a letter that was posted 
on line, and printed in yesterday’s NY Times in which he expressed the 
sadness he felt at having been labeled “a foreigner.” After all, he is the son 
of two hard working Chinese immigrants, he was born in this country, 
graduated from Harvard, and writes for the New York Times.  
 
Yet the idea that our society is divided into “us” and “them” is a not so 
subtle message that is being expressed more and more in this election, 
and no matter who wins in November, we are going to be dealing with its 
fallout. The idea that “we” are “good” and “they are the problem,” is going to 
be with us and we had better speak out against it. As one person wrote in 
response to what is going on. Seeing the world as divided into us versus 
them is “just so much easier … than [putting] in the sacrifice and hard work 
needed to actually improve your situation.”4 
 
On Yom Kippur we don’t say, “for the sin that they sinned, punish them.” 
We pray: “for the sin that we sinned…” We have erred and we can do 
better. We don’t say, we are good and others are evil. We recognize that 
there is good and bad in us, in everyone, in every religion, and in every 
country… we are all in a struggle to have the good within us win out over 
the mistakes of our past. That is what Yom Kippur is about. It is a day of 
restoration, a day for “opening our hands,” and meeting each other “face to 
face.”  
 

                                                
4 “An Open Letter to the Woman Who Told Us: Go Back to China,” Michael Luo, The New York 
Times,Tuesday, October 11, 2016 (page 1). 
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So let us use this day to approach our God and each other with humility. 
Let us ask commit ourselves to celebrating that which is good within 
ourselves and to work on that which needs improvement.  
 
On this day, let us learn to say “I’m sorry” with humility: 
 
I’m sorry: for offending people and then being hurt that they were offended. 
 
I'm sorry: for forgetting the kind things that others did and remembering 
only the cruel things that happened to me. 
 
I’m sorry: for being angry at the wrong time and not at the right time. 
 
I’m sorry: for holding grudges and embracing bitterness. 
 
I’m sorry: for neglecting friends and loved ones who needed my attention 
and affection. 
 
I’m sorry: for not consulting coworkers who needed my respect. 
 
I’m sorry: for being sarcastic when understanding was what was called for. 
 
I’m sorry: for being cold and thoughtless, when love was what was 
needed.5 
 
For all these sins, O God of forgiveness, forgive us, pardon us, and grant 
us atonement. Help us to not blame others, to live with humility, to find 
balance, and to become better people in the coming year. 

                                                
5 Based on “I’m Sorry,” by Robert Raines, in The World of the High Holy Days, Vol 1. p. 311. 


