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I want to share a story with you this evening. It was written by Etgar Keret, an 
Israeli author who’s known for his clever and witty short stories. 
 
Yom Kippur [he writes] was always my favorite holiday. Even in nursery 
school, when all the other kids liked Purim because of the costumes, 
Hanukkah because of the latkes, and Passover because of the long vacation, I 
was hooked on Yom Kippur. If holidays were like kids—I once thought when I 
was still a boy—then Purim and Hanukkah would be the most popular in 
class, Rosh Hashanah would be the most beautiful, and Yom Kippur would be 
a kind of weirdo, a loner, but the most interesting of all. When I think about 
that now, “a kind of weirdo, a loner, but the most interesting of all” is exactly 
how I saw myself then, so maybe the real reason I loved Yom Kippur so much 
is that I thought it was like me. The thing is, that even though I’m not a kind of 
weirdo anymore, definitely not a loner, and grown-up enough now to 
understand that I’m not the most interesting, I’m still in love with that holiday. 

Maybe it’s because Yom Kippur is the only holiday I know that, because of 
its very nature, recognizes human weakness. If on Passover, Moses and 
God settled accounts with the Egyptians, on Hanukkah Judah Maccabee 
trounced the Greeks, and on Israeli Independence day we defeated our 
enemies and secured our country, on Yom Kippur we’re not a heroic dynasty 
or a people, but a collection of individuals who look in the mirror, are 
ashamed of what demands shame, and ask forgiveness for what can be 
forgiven.  

And maybe that was actually the quality that attracted me to Yom Kippur from 
the very beginning, that it is the most private of all our holidays, a day 
when you stand alone before your deeds and their consequences—without 
TV, without bustling cafés and restaurants, without stores crammed with 
merchandise, without all the rest of the day-to-day noise that makes them 
more palatable. It’s the holiday when you come face to face with your life as it 
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is, and there’s no ridiculous reality show to divert your attention, no news 
updates, no chocolate-chip ice cream cone to offer you some consolation. 

For me, Yom Kippur was and remains the holiday, always. That’s why, even 
though it’s been years since I’ve made the effort to wish people a happy new 
year on Rosh Hashanah, or since I’ve taken the trouble to dress up on Purim, 
as Yom Kippur approaches, I still apologize to people I feel I’ve hurt. It 
doesn’t happen too many times, but when I finally call to ask for someone’s 
forgiveness and I’m waiting in embarrassment for the phone to be answered, 
still praying deep down that no one will pick up so that I can settle for an 
apologetic message on the answering machine, I feel with every bone in my 
body that there’s something very healthy about being compelled to ask for 
forgiveness.  
 
So, maybe it’s easier to love a holiday on which we eat jelly doughnuts than a 
holiday that requires you to put yourself in a vulnerable, uncomfortable 
position, but when you’re finally done, you feel that, thanks to that weird 
holiday, you’ve gotten rid of a burden that has been oppressing you for a very 
long time without your even knowing how much. 
 
My strangest Yom Kippur apology story begins when I was 4. One of the kids 
in my new preschool group was a sweet, pretty girl named Noa. She was quiet 
and smiley, two qualities I was not blessed with, and when I once accidentally 
touched her thick blonde hair, it felt like cotton candy. I really wanted to play 
with her but didn’t exactly know how to do it, so after six months of looking at 
her from a distance, I decided to make a move, and one morning, when I saw 
her running next to me in the yard, I stuck out my foot and tripped her. 

Noa fell and hurt herself. She started to cry, and when the teacher ran over to 
help her, Noa pointed at me and said, “He did it. He tripped me.” The teacher, 
who liked me very much, asked me if it was true, and I immediately said “No.”  
The teacher rebuked Noa, “Etgar is a good boy who never lies. Why are you 
making up such terrible things about him? You should be ashamed of 
yourself!” Noa, who’d almost stopped crying, started all over again, and the 
teacher stroked my head and walked off. Right then I wanted to tell Noa I was 
sorry and confess to the teacher that I’d lied, but I couldn’t find the courage. 
Meanwhile, another girl helped Noa walk over to the water fountain so she 
could wash her scraped knee, and I remained standing in the yard. 
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Noa wasn’t in kindergarten or in elementary school with me. In high school, 
during a break one day, a girl in my class mentioned Noa’s name and said she 
was a real grind. It was the first month of school, Rosh Hashanah had already 
passed, and Yom Kippur was on the way, and when school ended that day, I 
waited for Noa near her classroom. She was almost the last one out, orange 
headphones on her head and a Sony Walkman in her hand. She looked 
completely different from how I remembered her from when I was 4; she 
barely smiled … but her hair was still thick and blonde and still looked like 
cotton candy. I went up to her, legs weak.  

It’s always hard to say you’re sorry, but saying it after 13 years is especially 
hard. I wanted to tell her that since that day in the preschool yard I’d tried 
hard not to lie, and that every time I felt the urge, I remembered her, her hair 
in tangles, crying and hurt in the yard, and immediately quashed the impulse 
and told the truth. I wanted to tell her that soon I’d be a man and go into the 
army and everything, and that when I looked back on my life, what I did to her 
then, at the age of 4, was the thing I was most ashamed of, and that even 
though so much time had passed, I wanted to make it up to her somehow: buy 
her a Popsicle, lend her my bicycle for a week, or I didn’t know what, 
something. 

But instead of all that, the only thing that came out of my mouth was her 
name, “Noa,” in a very shrill voice. Noa stopped, took off her headphones, and 
studied me. “I’m Etgar,” I said, “Etgar Keret. We were once in the same 
preschool together.”  

She smiled and said she remembered preschool but didn’t remember me. I 
told her about how I tripped her and lied, and how she cried because of the 
affront and a little because of the pain, … but she didn’t remember any of it. 

“It was a long time ago,” she said, half-apologetically. 

“But I remember,” I persisted, “and soon it’s going to be Yom Kippur, and I 
wanted to apologize.” 

“Apologize for something stupid you did when you were 4?” she said --- and 
she smiled that lovely smile I remembered from preschool.  Then she added, 
“Were you this weird back in preschool, too?”  
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She laughed and eventually so did I, because the truth is I really was weird in 
preschool. “Apology accepted,” she said after a brief pause, and then put her 
orange headphones over her ears and left. 

I remember going home from school that day. I rode my bike, the pedals 
turned easily, the road felt smooth, and even the uphill parts felt like they 
were downhill. I never saw [Noa] again, but since then, whenever I have a 
strong urge not to tell the truth, I think of her outside her high-school 
classroom, smiling broadly, … saying she accepted my apology.  

 

* * * * * 

 
What a lovely story!  And what a great Yom Kippur story! 
 
As a preschooler, the narrator recalls what it felt like to do something wrong 
and to feel guilty about it; to feel contrite and apologetic—yet also too weak to 
carry it off.   
 
And he captures the relief that he later feels as a teenager, when he finally 
works up the courage to apologize to Noa.  Of course, you could say that she 
makes it easy for him.  She can’t remember what happened years ago! She 
can’t even remember him!  As embarrassing as that apology must have been to 
the narrator, it was surely not as painful as it could have been.   
 
Etgar Keret gets it. He realizes how Yom Kippur can help us overcome 
the consequences of our past behavior by inspiring us to apologize for 
our missteps.  
 
As a child, Etgar Keret’s narrator is a kid with a conscience. As a teenager, 
when he learns that Noa is in his school, he confronts the source of his guilt, 
and he asks for and receives forgiveness.  And—in an allusion to tomorrow’s 
haftarah—he discovers that the road before him is smooth, and he rides off on 
his bicycle, feeling great.  This, he realizes, is the power of teshuva, repentance, 
the power of forgiveness, the power of Yom Kippur. 
 

* * * * * 
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In the spirit of the story, in the spirit of Yom Kippur, I have a confession to 
make: I didn’t read you the whole Etgar Keret story. I left something out:  the 
very last sentence.  
 
Let me read that final paragraph of the story again; this time, with the last 
sentence.   
 
I remember going home from school on that day. I rode my bike, the pedals 
turned easily, the road felt smooth, and even the uphill parts felt like they were 
downhill. I never saw [Noa] again, but since then, whenever I have a strong urge 
not to tell the truth, I think of her outside her high-school classroom, smiling 
broadly, … saying she accepted my apology.  

Then, I take a deep breath, and I lie. 

* * * * * 
 
What?  “I lie?”  Where did that come from?  We thought those encounters with 
Noa were transformative, that they taught the narrator that a heartfelt 
apology can expunge guilt and allow one to feel good about oneself again.  
Surely, we thought, the narrator must have learned his lesson and would 
henceforth take steps to avoid those guilty feelings coming upon him again.  
But then he tells us that he goes ahead and lies! 
 
I have to admit: when I thought about sharing this story this evening, I 
hesitated. Perhaps, I thought, people will get the wrong idea.  After all, we can 
read this story to imply that regret, confession and absolution do nothing 
more than lead one to sin again.  After all, if you are forgiven once, perhaps 
you’ll be forgiven again. 
 
I would prefer not to read it that way.  I’d like to believe that the ending makes 
it even clearer that Etgar Keret really does get Yom Kippur. He understands 
the day’s power—and he understands our need for it. Think about it: again 
and again we say the same words, “Ashamnu Bagadnu”; “We have sinned, we 
have betrayed,” and “Al heit she-hatanu lifaneicha b’ones u’vi-ratzon.” “For the 
sins that we committed against you unwillingly and willingly.”  
 
Our liturgy is communicating the message that we need to keep hearing those 
words again and again— because we need to keep hearing the message.    
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And even if one particular Yom Kippur is a success—that is, even if one year 
we come to recognize that we’ve done wrong, and we are inspired to 
apologize to someone whom we’ve wronged, and even if we promise not to 
repeat the offense—we know, deep down inside, that we’re going to have 
reason to be here next year. We just are! 
 
It’s interesting: Maimonides tells us that everyday, always, we should 
consider ourselves half innocent and half guilty.  (Hilchot Teshuvah 3:4) That 
is an amazing statement for a religious thinker to make.  Wouldn’t you think 
that, at the end of this long day of fasting, after repeating the heartfelt 
confessions again and again, we could imagine ourselves entirely innocent?  In 
some religious faiths that might be reasonable. But not in Judaism. The most 
Maimonides will give us is 50/50. 
 
We know it’s wrong to—and I’m just quoting from the Al Het—use foul speech 
or betray a trust or harden our hearts, but somehow we find ourselves going 
ahead and doing those things anyway.  We did them last year; we’ll do them 
again next year. 
 
The text of our service reinforces this reality.  As soon as we finish Neilah, the 
last worship service of Yom Kippur, we turn immediately to recite the evening 
service for the day after Yom Kippur.  And the first words that we recite are:  
“V’hu rachum yichaper avon v’lo yashkhit,” “God, being merciful, grants 
atonement for sin.”   
 
Now, does it make sense to say those words right after Neilah? We just atoned 
for all of our sins!  Shouldn’t we wait at least until, say, the morning service on 
the day after Yom Kippur to acknowledge our propensity to sin? 
 
What’s that all about? 
 
Think of what we’ll do right after services conclude tomorrow night: we’ll 
hear the shofar blowing, and then, with joy in our hearts, we’ll eat and we’ll 
schmooze, and, well, … we may start gossiping about people. We may become 
a bit mean-spirited.  As the year goes on, we may become a bit catty or even 
cruel.  Temptations will confront us and we’ll fail to resist them.  
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On Yom Kippur, we ask for the courage to examine our sins honestly.  We ask 
for the strength to seek forgiveness —and the grace to forgive others.  And 
we ask, as we have been doing every day since Rosh Hashanah, to live another 
year.   
 
It’s the greatest privilege we can ask for: to live another year! Especially since 
we know—if we are honest with ourselves—that we won’t behave perfectly in 
the year to come.  Because if we are going to live, we’re going to sin.  We just 
are.   
 
I don’t know if any of us would ever say, like Etgar Keret’s narrator, that Yom 
Kippur is our favorite holiday.   
 
But I hope that we will come to experience the cleansing effect of teshuvah. I 
hope that we will pursue forgiveness and seek to purify our relations with 
others, and with God.  And I hope that we will also humbly acknowledge that 
we will almost certainly need to clean ourselves up again next year. 
 
Gmar Hatimah Tovah:  May all of us and our loved ones be inscribed and 
sealed for a year of goodness, integrity, and humility. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 


