
Our Dream Deferred 
 
What happens to a dream deferred? 
Does it dry up 
Like a raisin in the sun? 
Or fester like a sore-- 
And then run? 
Does it stink like rotten meat? 
Or crust and sugar over-- 
like a syrupy sweet? 
Maybe it just sags 
like a heavy load. 
Or does it explode? 

-- Langston Hughes 
 
 
This past year the Beth El community has lived through a dream deferred.  A year ago, when 
we gathered as a community to observe Yom Kippur, it was with a mixture of sadness and 
excitement.  We were draped in anticipatory nostalgia for the beloved home that we would soon 
be vacating.  But we were also abuzz with the hope that our new, leaner circumstances would 
bring new and unexpected opportunities. 
 
M’shaneh makom, m’shaneh mazal, as they say in Hebrew.  With a change of venue comes a 
change of fortune, and we were prepared -- we thought -- for the challenges of re-imagining our 
sense of purpose, our sense of community and our way of doing business. 
 
We embarked on the year 5778 confident in our abilities, our resources and our unifying vision. 
 
What a difference a year makes. 
 
As we embark now on the new year, 5779, some of the wind has been taken from our sails.  We 
have lost some of our cherished members.  We have deployed some of our accumulated 
material and social capital.  Yet, sadly, we are no closer, concretely, to being rehoused in a 
new, permanent location than we were when we left 660 Ocean. 
 
I say “concretely” because I truly believe that there is tremendous value in exploring a variety of 
options even if the latent possibility of those choices never materializes.  All decision-making is, 
ultimately, a matter of eliminating less-preferred options.  But that is a side point. 
 
As we regard the circumstances in which we find ourselves, as we contemplate the path that 
brought us here, I can imagine that there are people in our community who harbor tremendous 
regrets -- and there are those who harbor regret’s natural cousin: blame.  In fact, I don’t have to 
imagine such things. I have heard them directly.  And neither is pretty.  Neither is pretty and 



neither is particularly functional in the sense of helping us move beyond this point of despair in 
which we find ourselves. 
 
So, my mission today, as we gather to observe this solemn day, is to remind you what our 
tradition has to say about regrets and blame-laying, most particularly in this Season of 
Atonement.  My mission is to remind you why our tradition chose to refer to this day not as 
“Yoma” (“The Day”) which was its colloquial referent in Babylonia, but rather as Yom Kippur or 
Kippurim, as the Palestinian sages referred to it: a day of not just “atonement” but more 
centrally, reconciliation. 
 
So, Task Number One: regret (חרטה – charatah) 
 
Regret is, at its most basic, an emotional response to disappointment.  It brings together a 
sense of dissatisfaction or sadness over a situation in which we find ourselves, with a sense of 
grief or longing over an imagined future that did not materialize. 
 
At an emotional level, regret is not only unavoidable, but also healthy.  It creates space for 
acknowledging the residual hurt that we harbor even after the possibility of achieving a goal has, 
at least proximately, passed.  
 
Regret can function constructively, prodding us to interrogate our past decisions and to take on 
board their lessons to inform our actions in the future.  From a Jewish standpoint, regret 
encourages us to acknowledge not only our own hurt or disappointment but also the collateral 
damage that our actions may have caused others and so to undertake the ever-relevant, but 
seasonally imperative work of selicha, of owning responsibility and asking forgiveness.  
 
Selichah is an absolutely necessary component of teshuva, of achieving a psychological, 
emotional and spiritual return to wholeness, not only for the individual but for the family and 
community of which they are a part.  Indeed, according to the Rambam, selichah, the healing of 
the social or emotional rift between injured parties is considered on par with reparation of any 
material damage one may have caused. 
 
So, if regret helps fulfill a religious mandate, why have I characterized it as problematic? 
 
My issue with regret – not just mine, but that of the tradition – lies in the dimensions of regret 
beyond the affective.  For when regret translates from the realm of emotion to the realm of 
cognition, its effects can be corrosive.  
 
Regret in the cognitive realm takes the form of “if-only” statements, a manner of speech and 
thought that my colleague Elliot Cosgrove has referred to as the seeds of an “alternative reality”.  
 
The free-wheeling associative thought processes that feed “if-only” statements have a 
pernicious tendency to focus attention on the short-comings – or perceived shortcomings – of 



others – “If only he …”, “If only she …”, “If only they …” –  rather than fueling a thoughtful 
analysis of our own role in creating the reality in which we find ourselves. 
 
As such, “if-only statements” and the regret that they engender become, in Cosgroves’ words “a 
mode of avoidance and escape [that allows us] to sidestep the necessary reflection, 
introspection and self-correction [in which this season calls upon us] to engage.”  They are  
antithetical to doing teshuvah.  
 
This leads me to my second target this morning: blame. 
 
“Monday morning quarterbacking” – trying to excavate the roots of what went wrong and who 
was responsible – is more than just an American past-time.  It is a natural human tendency. 
Like regret, it can in, its most basic form, play a constructive role, helping us get a bearing on 
how we need to approach future challenges differently to bring about a more desirable outcome.  
 
As a forensic exercise, critical analysis is constructive.  It actually maps quite closely onto the 
Rambam’s definition of teshuva which is to create conditions under which a person who has 
once fallen short of his or her ideals can later navigate a similar situation more successfully. 
 
The problem is, it is far too easy to construct -- on the basis of flimsy evidence or none at all -- a 
counterfactual narrative, a divergent version of our story that ends as we would like it to.  But 
you know what?  Explanations that attempt to reduce the outcome of complex, multifactorial 
processes to a single root cause are seldom correct or even convincing.  
 
Furthermore, since none of us have the ability to travel back in time to “fix” what was broken, to 
correct or revisit previous errors, our post hoc analyses are, at the end of the day, just thought 
experiments – in fact, potentially dangerous thought experiments.  
 
For there is an insidious tendency for our retrospective analyses to descend into blame-laying  – 
to cause us to place responsibility for past failings outside ourselves or even to attribute our own 
failings to others.  As such, they again provide a disincentive to the hard work of personal 
teshuvah. 
 
Judaism has a prescription for dealing with the culpability of others, where that proves relevant, 
and it doesn’t consist of projecting selichah (claiming responsibility) onto others.  Rather, our 
tradition teaches us to respond to others’ short-comings with mechilah, the equal but 
often-ignored counterpart to selichah . 
 
Mechila entails opening oneself to forgiveness, to letting go of any resentment we harbor for 
wrongs, injustices or injuries that we have suffered at the hands of others -- at the hands of 
specific others or at the hands of “life” in general.  
 



Mechila is described by Rabbi David Blumenthal, a lecturer at Emory University, as “the 
relinquishment of our claim against anyone we perceive to have offended us.”  Blumenthal 
likens mechila to the State granting pardon to a criminal -- it is not that the crime did not take 
place, but we give up on whatever debt, literal or figurative, that we believe was owed to us as a 
result. 
 
The Rambam (Maimonides) exalts mechilah in his Guide for the Perplexed, explaining that it is 
a Jewish ideal to be “easily pacified but hard to anger”.  We are meant to let go of wrongs, even 
serious ones, without seeking revenge or bearing a grudge. 
 
The value of forgiveness -- for all parties involved -- is best illustrated in our tradition through the 
Biblical story of Joseph and his brothers.  If ever there was a man wronged, Joseph is he.  His 
brothers taunted, assaulted and eventually enslaved him.  But as fate would have it, he was 
given the last word. 
 
When famine ravaged the land of Canaan, the sons of Jacob (Joseph’s brothers) are sent by 
their father to petition the Egyptians for food.  Unbeknownst to anyone but Joseph, the man 
before whom they register their appeal is their very own long-lost brother.  
 
The men were defenseless.  Joseph would surely have been justified in extracting his revenge. 
But instead, he does the unimaginable.  He forgives his brothers and embraces them, forgiving 
them for their past transgressions and paving the way -- if you think about it -- for his own 
re-integration into the People Israel.  For so long as Joseph’s grudge against his family-of-origin 
kept him at a distance from them, he and his descendants are effectively cut off from their 
birthright, their family and their heritage. 
 
This story of family reunification leads me to another dimension of forgiveness.  It is not solely 
the stuff of big public pronouncements or acts of communal significance.  Forgiveness is most 
potent and relevant when it transpires among intimates, when we offer forgiveness or have it 
granted by the friends and family members who we are most likely to harm and who are the 
most likely to have caused us enduring and painful injury. 
 
In excavating the festering wounds within our families and circles of friends, we are creating 
space for more robust bonds to be built within the entire network of relations.  So important is 
this work of mechila, of forgiveness, that I would proffer, we can – and should – extend it not 
only to those individuals who it is still in our ability to (safely) reach out to, but also distanced 
relations from whom we are out-of-touch (and will remain so) because of concerns for our 
personal safety, and those who no longer walk among the living. 
 
Forgiveness takes work, but it can also be tremendously liberating.  The loosing of our grip on 
past wrongs, the unburdening of self from the obligation to invest in “if only” scenarios, frees up 
the resources to engage fully and profitably in building forward. 
 



When we as individuals relinquish our grudges, we gain the ability to redefine our narratives on 
our own terms.  When we, as family members or members of a community, stop laying blame, 
we regain the ability to function together, to confront and ultimately overcome our challenges by 
rallying and deploying in coordination the resources that are each of our unique endowment. 
 
We have a dream that has been deferred.  On this Yom Kippur Day, on this day of letting go of 
past grievances, let us refocus our energies on reimagining that dream and making it a reality. 
 


