
1

I know that I’m not the only one here or online that currently is or used to be a 

teacher.  Tell me if this scenario sounds familiar:  Mary and Susan are chatting 

while you’re trying to explain the lesson.  You ask them to please stop talking and 

to pay attention.  Mary says, “Sorry” and listens to you for about 30 seconds.  

They return to chatting, and you again ask them to refrain from talking while 

you’re teaching.  They both apologize, and this time manage to stop talking for a 

whole minute.  When you again tell them to pay attention and they again say 

“sorry”, you tell them they’ve earned a fifteen minute after-school detention.  

They argue with you, “but we said we’re sorry!”

What does this have to do with today’s topic of Yom Kippur?  Most of you here 

know that I was raised Jewish, and still consider myself a Jewish UU.  According to 

the Rabbis, God opens three books of destiny on Rosh Hashanah, the Hebrew 

New Year which was last week. If our deeds are good, he writes our names in the 

Book of Life. If our deeds are wicked, he writes our names in the Book of Death – 

but if our deeds fall somewhere in between, they are written in a third book. God 

suspends judgment on those whose names he writes in this book. If our names 

are written in it, we have ten days to change our hearts and lives – but on Yom 

Kippur our fates are sealed. Yom Kippur is the "dead-line" for changing one's ways 

and being forgiven for bad deeds. The meaning of "Yom Kippur" is "The Day of 

Atonement". In order to be inscribed in God's "Book of Life" (and be granted a 

happy new year), it is not enough to pray and be forgiven by God.  A person must 

also make sure they hurt no other people, broke no vows, and was forgiven by 

others for any sorrow they accidentally caused them. One cannot be forgiven by 

God for hurting other people, and therefore it is customary to do soul-searching 
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at this time of the year and apologize to others for anything that may have caused 

them pain. At the end of Yom Kippur, God's "Book of Life" is closed and sealed 

until the next year.

What is “forgiveness”?  Psychologists generally define forgiveness as a conscious, 

deliberate decision to release feelings of resentment or vengeance toward a 

person or group who has harmed you, regardless of whether they actually 

deserve your forgiveness. It is not condoning or excusing the offense, and it does 

not mean you no longer feel angry about what happened. It does not mean there 

aren’t consequences for the other person’s behavior.  It does not require the 

wrongdoer to admit his or her offense, ask for forgiveness, or be willing to 

change.   One doesn't have to return to a relationship with the other person.  

When I forgive, it’s not for the other person; it’s for me.  The act of forgiveness 

can reap huge rewards for your health, lowering the risk of heart attack; 

improving cholesterol levels and sleep; and reducing pain, blood pressure, and 

levels of anxiety, depression, and stress.  I used to think that there were things in 

my past, actions by other people, that were totally unforgiveable.  How could I 

forgive Hitler and Nazis for the atrocities toward my family during the Holocaust?  

This history was taught and ingrained in me, probably by my father who was 

directly affected.  I tightly held on to this self-righteous hatred and resentment as 

part of my identity.  I’m going to tell you about an “aha moment” in my life.  I 

remember watching the news one evening.  One of the reports was about a 

woman bus driver, a person of color.  At one of the bus stops, when the door 

opened, two or three neo-Nazis threw acid at her, landing on her face.  When I 

heard this, I became livid!  I was so angry that I wished I had been there to both 
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protect this woman and to somehow stop/punish these abusers!  I truly felt out of 

control with rage.  Suddenly, I came back to reality.  How could I, a thirty-

something year old woman (at the time), actually fight and physically defeat these 

neo-Nazis?  I would have gotten myself killed, or at least badly injured!  I realized 

that I was carried away and not thinking sanely.  Luckily, at this time of my life I 

was seeing a therapist and in group therapy.  The next few weeks I worked on this 

issue.  I recognized how I was allowing this poison to continue hurting me, 

keeping me a victim.  As part of my work, I wrote a letter to Hitler, letting him 

know that I was refusing to be another casualty of the Holocaust.  The best way 

for me to defeat Hitler and neo-Nazis is to choose to live and enjoy life!  I’m still 

angry about those past actions and mourn for what was taken from me.  

However, by letting go and deliberately making a choice to release those feelings 

of resentment and vengeance, I’m choosing to live and to make new decisions for 

myself.

Today’s Invitation to Centering was “A Litany of Atonement” by the Reverend 

Robert Eller-Isaacs.  For each of the statements I read, you responded “I forgive 

myself, I forgive you; we begin again in love.”  I found it very interesting that the 

first action is forgiving self.  For me, this has always been the most difficult thing 

to do. It’s so hard for me to love and forgive myself, even as I would have forgiven 

another person for doing that same transgression!  After all, I SHOULD have 

known better.  While just beginning to plan for today’s service I came upon a 

quote by Maya Angelou that I’d never heard before.  When I read it, it hit me 

squarely in the face: “Forgive yourself for not knowing what you didn’t know 

before you learned it.”  I’ll repeat the quote: “Forgive yourself for not knowing 
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what you didn’t know before you learned it.”  When I let this into my heart, that 

definitely allows me to recognize myself as an imperfect human and encourages 

me to be gentle when I make mistakes.

A few minutes ago, I introduced you to Mary and Susan, my two students who 

earned a detention for chatting in class.  Yes, they said they were sorry, and 

apologized, and apologized again.  So, since it’s close to Yom Kippur, should I just 

have forgiven them?  Was their apology enough?  Was their apology genuine?  

Maybe so, maybe not.  Are words good enough?  Those of us familiar with some 

recovery programs have probably heard of making amends.  Merriam-Webster 

defines making amends as “to do something to correct a mistake that one has 

made or a bad situation that one has caused.” When you make amends, you go 

further than just saying “I'm sorry.”  You acknowledge your errors, then take 

action to make up for what has happened in the past.  I think of it as setting an 

intention towards the desired action, sort of like taking a first step in the direction 

of the new behavior.  Did Mary and Susan take action/make amends for 

disrupting class?  I don’t think so.  They kept repeating the same behaviors.  

That’s why they got the detention.  Making amends does not mean there aren’t 

consequences.  Think about today’s Whistle Stop with the pieces of paper.  Even 

though Trish took action to fix/uncrumble/repair those pieces of paper, was she 

able to return them to perfect condition?  There are times that making amends 

alone aren’t enough.  If Trish had ruined my last ream of paper that I needed to 

print out my sermon, perhaps I’d have asked her to go to the store and buy me 

more paper!  There are times that financial reparations might be part of making 

amends.  I spoke earlier regarding my feelings about the Holocaust.  My father’s 



5

first family was killed in Auschwitz.  How could Germany really make amends for 

the Holocaust?  My father received a monthly pension from Germany until his 

death.  Germany is still paying monthly restitution to survivors 75 years later.  

Also, to avoid repeating the mistakes of the past, the 1949 German Constitution – 

as well as the penal and criminal codes of the country – outlaw the use of symbols 

that incite hatred against any segment of its population.  And German children 

are required to learn about World War II and the Holocaust, and even visit 

Concentration Camps.

Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement begins on Tuesday evening.  How does 

“Atonement” fit with what we’ve been discussing?  Atonement means reparation 

for an offense or injury.  It’s the process by which people remove obstacles to 

their reconciliation with God/Goddess.  It’s a feeling and action made from the 

heart.  Hopefully by asking/accepting forgiveness and changing our 

behaviors/making amends, this will allow us to atone and be able to reconcile 

with self, others and Higher Power.

Back to our “Litany of Atonement” and our repeated response, “I forgive myself, I 

forgive you; we begin again in love.”  I encourage us to think of “we begin again in 

love” as including making amends and atoning.  Beginning again is like a blank 

slate of new possibilities.  Let’s do better the next time around!


