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Almost every night for the past five months, before my son nods 

off to sleep, we read a beautiful book called “The Bedtime Sh’ma”, 

a simplified rendition of the liturgy of the K’riat Sh’ma al hamita, 

the bedtime sh’ma and it’s surrounding prayers. Reading this 

book has become a treasured part of bedtime, in large part 

because it has made me think much more deeply about these 

prayers. 

 

This is perhaps most true about the first page, which reads: 

 

What have I done today? 

Did I hurt someone else? I ask forgiveness. 

Did someone hurt me? I try to forgive.” 

 

Every night I read this page, it strikes me as incredibly powerful: 

powerful because it asks us to imagine what life would be like if 

every day ended in forgiveness; powerful because it reminds us 

that granting forgiveness can be just as important as asking for it. 

But this passage also raises some important questions. 
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First, why should we forgive, if the offending party hasn’t earned 

our forgiveness? Usually, when Jewish texts talk about 

forgiveness, it is in the context of another person doing teshuvah 

and asking us to forgive. Here, however, in the Bedtime Sh’ma, 

we offer blanket, unilateral forgiveness, without any interaction 

with the person who hurt us, and without any indication that that 

person is even aware they caused harm. Why, in this case, 

should we forgive? 

 

Second - and this is perhaps the most basic and most difficult 

question - how do we forgive? 

 

Before I go any further, I want to clarify what I mean when I talk 

about forgiveness - and what I don’t mean.  

 

According to the rabbis and psychologists alike, forgiveness is an 

internal process, by which one lets go of anger, grudges, the 

desire for revenge, or other negative emotions. 

 

It is not only a process reserved for the major wrongs done to us; 

forgiveness is important for all things that cause us pain, 
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like feeling ignored by a friend who hasn’t called you back, or 

angry because your pet chewed through your favorite sweater. 

 

Forgiveness is a decision to not let the past control the future, and 

to not let victimhood or self-pity define our lives. Sometimes it 

involves communicating forgiveness to the person who caused 

harm, but not always. 

 

Forgiveness is NOT an approval of the other person’s behavior, 

nor is it a statement that what happened is somehow ok. It 

certainly does not grant permission to do more wrong - Jewish 

sources are particularly emphatic about this. Some say it does not 

necessitate that one let go of justice: one can forgive and still 

pursue restitution, only without anger or the desire for retribution. 

 

In Jewish texts, forgiveness is also not reconciliation. 

Reconciliation must actively involve both the one who was hurt 

and the one who caused harm; forgiveness may involve both, but 

it doesn’t need to. As we see in the Bedtime Sh’ma, one person 

can forgive another without the other’s involvement or even their 

knowledge. 
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Lastly, in Judaism, forgiveness is first and foremost a divine 

attribute. In the Bible, God is the only one who ever grants s’licha, 

the oldest Hebrew word for forgiveness. By the turn of the eras, 

Hebrew came to include a second word for forgiveness, m’chilah, 

which was primarily a human act; but m’chilah is still considered a 

holy, God-like thing to do. To grant forgiveness is to walk in God’s 

ways. 

 

And perhaps that alone is reason enough to forgive someone, 

even if they have not earned our forgiveness. We always want to 

strive to walk in God’s ways. But it still seems worth asking: why 

should we forgive when the offending party has not earned our 

forgiveness - especially if that person does not even know they 

have been forgiven? 

 

Often, when we talk about forgiveness, we talk about it as a 

kindness extended to the person who harmed us. However, what 

Jewish texts and modern science alike recognize is that forgiving 

is often a kindness we extend to ourselves. 
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One of the ancient Hebrew terms for extending forgiveness, which 

we find in God’s 13 Attributes of Mercy, is nosei avon, which 

literally means to “lift up sin”. When someone hurts us, that hurt 

can weigh down on us in tangible physical and emotional ways. 

When we forgive, we are able to lift up the burden of hurt and 

anger and victimhood, and release it from our lives. This leads to 

a host of benefits to a person’s mental and physical health, 

including decreased anxiety and stress, lower blood pressure, 

decreased risk of heart attack, and better sleep.  

 

Our rabbis seem to have intuited much of these health benefits 

some 1800 years ago, albeit through their own understanding of 

the world.  

 

There is a powerful story in the Talmud about Rav Huna, who 

became so ill that everyone assumed he was on his deathbed. 

His colleague Rav Pappa was so sure Rav Huna was about to die 

that he even had his burial shrouds prepared for him. 

 

However, Rav Huna made a miracle recovery. His friends asked 

him: 

5 



“Were you truly so ill that you were about to die? And what 

did you see when you were lying there, suspended between 

life and death” 

 

Rav Huna answered: “Yes, it was true, I was on the brink of 

my death. But the Holy Blessed One said to the heavenly 

court: ‘Since Rav Huna forgives others and does not exact 

punishment, so too should you not exact punishment.’” 

Because of Rav Huna’s forgiving nature, his death was delayed. 

 

And I think, too, of the wisdom of the Bedtime Sh’ma liturgy. 

These prayers, recited right before falling asleep, speak to the 

anxieties and insecurities of the nighttime - which many of us still 

feel today, but which must have been greatly multiplied in a world 

in which anything might lurk under the cover of darkness, and in 

which it was believed that sleep was 1/60th of death. They 

reassure the pray-er of blessing and security from God, protection 

from angels, and the constant loving presence of the Divine. And 

they begin with a passage that grants blanket forgiveness to all 

who have caused any kind of hurt or harm that day. A beautiful 

acknowledgement, it seems to me, of how important a daily 

practice of forgiving can be to one’s safety, comfort, and sleep. 
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Now, this isn’t all to say that forgiveness is always a good thing. 

Jewish texts explicitly acknowledge that there are times when one 

need not - or perhaps even should not - forgive. For example, two 

of our most important legal texts, the Shulchan Arukh and 

Mishnah Berurah, make it clear that one need not grant 

forgiveness if forgiveness may cause harm to the one requesting 

forgiveness or the one granting it. The ultimate goal, it seems, is 

to not be weighed down by hurt. Often, forgiveness is the best 

way to achieve this goal; when that is not the case, however, 

Jewish tradition encourages or even expects that we refrain from 

forgiveness. 

 

When forgiveness is the right course of action, though, we are still 

left with the most essential question of all: how does one forgive. 

 

The most obvious place to look for this answer is Rambam’s laws 

of Teshuvah. It is here that Rambam outlines in careful detail all 

the steps of doing teshuvah, of asking forgiveness from others. 

And it is here that we find the commandment to be forgiving and 

not withhold forgiveness when asked. 

7 



Surprisingly, though, neither Rambam nor any other Jewish legal 

text has much of anything to say about how to forgive. The 

closest we find is a description of what not to do: do not bear a 

grudge or take revenge. That isn’t unhelpful, but it also still 

doesn’t tell me how to forgive. 

 

So, I turned to my other great source of wisdom: Rav Google. And 

I found two resources in particular that helped me create a sense 

of how one forgives - a guide by Dr. Karen Swartz, of Johns 

Hopkins Hospital, and an article by Dr. Rick Hanson of UC 

Berkeley. 

 

Combining their suggestions with my own knowledge of 

forgiveness, reconciliation, and pastoral care, I came up with six 

steps for how to forgive. Fascinatingly, these steps closely parallel 

the steps Rambam outlines for doing Teshuvah, another 

indication that these two processes are closely related and yet 

independent from each other. 

 

When you entered the room tonight, you hopefully received a card 

that looks like this:    that I hope you will take home with you and 

use.  
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On one side, you will find the first prayer from the Bedtime Sh’ma. 

On the other side, you will find suggested steps for forgiveness, 

and their parallel steps for doing teshuvah.  

 

The first step to forgiving is to Remember and reflect.Think about 

the event or events that caused hurt, how you reacted, how you 

felt, and the anger and hurt that have affected you since then. 

Give yourself a reality check as you go through this process: were 

things really as bad, or as painful, as I remember them to be? 

Have I assumed things about the person’s intent that I can’t 

actually know? Try to evoke a realistic memory of the events and 

your response to them. 

 

Second, Appreciate the value of forgiveness. Ask yourself: what 

does my grievance, my resentment cost me? What does it cost 

others I care about? What would it be like to remove those 

burdens from my life? 

 

 Step 3. Empathize with the other person. This works on two 

levels.  
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First, empathize with what the other person may have been going 

through. What might have happened to them in the past to lead to 

their treatment of you? What might have been going on at that 

time that could have contributed to their hurt? Sometimes, people 

are out to get us; and sometimes, people who hurt us are 

themselves hurting from having to deal with health crises, family 

issues, financial strains, and a million other everyday stresses.  

 

Second, empathize with the ways in which you might be reflected 

in the person who hurt you. None of us are completely perfect. 

Whether intentionally or not, we have all hurt others. Just as we 

would want compassion, understanding, and forgiveness, so too 

should we extend the same to others. 

 

4. Accept that the past is fixed, but the future is not. The bad thing 

will never not have happened, there is nothing you can do to 

punish the other person that will make what happened to you 

un-happen, or be ok. However, the hurt does not need to shape 

who you are going forward. It can remain in the past, and you can 

move on. 
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5. Forgive from the heart, deeply and unconditionally. 

Forgiveness is not something that can happen simply because we 

say some words in a prayer book, or because we feel that we 

should. It must be a true decision that we make with a lev shalem, 

with our whole heart. And forgiveness - especially forgiveness 

that has not been asked for - only works if we grant it 

unconditionally, with no expectation of anything in return. 

 

6. Actively forgive. Though forgiveness is an internal process, that 

process needs to culminate in an action. 

 

In some cases, this may mean speaking with the person who hurt 

you. However, that isn’t always possible. Sometimes that person 

is inaccessible, perhaps because they passed away, or because 

they were a stranger, or for a host of other reasons. Sometimes, 

speaking with the person could create more hurt, not less; and 

that, as I said before, is something that Jewish tradition urges us 

to avoid. 

 

If speaking to the person you are forgiving is not an option, then 

consider writing about your forgiveness, telling a third part whom 

you trust, or perhaps even articulating your forgiveness in prayer. 
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Perhaps forgiveness may even culminate in a commitment to 

doing something that will help mend your hurt, or prevent it from 

happening to others. 

 

Now, this isn’t a fixed formula that will work perfectly for everyone. 

Just as all of our pain is different, so too must the process of 

healing be different. Maybe at times some of these steps will be 

unnecessary; maybe in certain circumstances you will need to 

add to or modify these steps; maybe there will be times when 

forgiveness is unhelpful and we will need to explore other paths to 

healing. 

 

But whatever your circumstances, I hope that this children’s book 

can inspire all of us to incorporate more forgiveness in our lives.  

● Perhaps you might decide to incorporate this passage from 

the bedtime Sh’ma into your nighttime rituals - whether it is 

the three line rendition or the full paragraph on your card; 

●  perhaps you will remind yourself that every time someone 

engages in teshuvah, there is a parallel process of 

forgiveness that you can choose to engage in;  

● perhaps you will turn to these guidelines for forgiving 

whenever you begin to feel hurt taking over your life.  

12 



● Maybe forgiveness will play a greater role in your life in 

some other way. Each person’s road to forgiving may be 

different, though the importance of forgiveness is the same 

for us all. 

 

May this year be one in which we elevate the importance of 

forgiveness, and cultivate a forgiving disposition within our hearts.  

 

May we free ourselves from grudges and anger and thoughts of 

revenge -- without causing ourselves harm, or freeing those who 

wronged us from their responsibility to do teshuvah for the hurts 

of the past and to do better in the future, whenever possible. 

 

May we allow forgiveness to empower us to control our own 

futures, rather than to be controlled by what has happened to us 

in the past. 

 

In these ways, may forgiveness help us to inscribe ourselves in 

the book of life, blessing, and peace. Amen. 
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