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Much of the evening, we’ve been saying, “We’ve done this, and that, and the other 

thing—and we’re sorry.”  Again and again, we’ve been begging for forgiveness:  

“V’al kulam, elo-ah selichot, slach lanu, m’chal lanu, kaper lanu.”—“For all 

these, O God of forgiveness, forgive us, pardon us, grant us atonement.”  And 

we’ll continue to repeat those words all day long tomorrow.  It’s not easy.  For 

each time we do that, we’re reminded of our many faults.  This is uncomfortable.   

 

As difficult as this is, my guess is that all of us would agree that it’s a lot easier to 

sing those words out loud in shul than it is to apologize to a living, breathing 

person.  That, as we all know, is really tough. Most people would rather spend all 

day in shul on Yom Kippur than actually apologize to a real, living person. 

 

Why is that?  Well, it’s a lot easier to join with others and say, “We all did this or 

that.”  Also, standing before God is standing before an invisible, abstract source of 

morality and meaning.  For many of us, it requires a stretch to feel ourselves truly 

in the presence of God.  When we do, of course, it can be sobering, chastening, … 

even terrifying.  But most of the time, most of us don’t feel that way.    

 

Apologizing as an individual to another person requires much more from our 

kishkes, our guts.  To actually apologize to another person—to really, truly 

apologize—requires not just saying the right words—words of the sort that we’ve 

been saying all evening—but also the willingness to feel embarrassment, or shame, 

when we realize what we must look like to someone whom we’ve hurt.  And that 

isn’t easy. 

 

In the Talmud, there’s a story about a running conflict between two rabbis: Rabbi 

Joshua, an elderly, highly respected sage, and Rabban Gamaliel, who was the  

patriarch or leader of the assembly of rabbis at the time.  Rabbi Joshua was more 

learned and wise, but Rabban Gamaliel was in charge.  As you can imagine, that 

led to conflict. 
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One time, someone asked Rabbi Joshua a halachic (Jewish legal) question about 

evening services: Are they optional or obligatory?  “Optional,” he said.  Then the 

person went to Rabban Gamaliel and asked him the same question.  “Obligatory,” 

Rabban Gamaliel said.  And then, the innocent questioner said, “But I just went 

and asked Rabbi Joshua and he told me that they were optional.”   

 

Uh oh.  At that point, Rabban Gamaliel said, “We’ll see about that.  Come with me 

as I gather the rabbis together.”  And so he gathered the rabbis and had that man 

ask his question in the presence of everyone:  “Is the evening service obligatory or 

optional?”  And Rabban Gamaliel, as the presiding officer, said, “It’s obligatory.  

He then turned to face his colleagues. “Does anyone here disagree? …  How about 

you, Rabbi Joshua?”   

“No,” said Rabbi Joshua. “I agree that it’s obligatory.”   

“But I have a witness here prepared to testify that you said it’s optional!”   

“How can I possibly disagree with a witness?” Rabbi Joshua said.  

 

Now, at that point, Rabban Gamaliel could have let it go.  But he didn’t want to do 

that.  He was too indignant, too furious.  And so, he insisted that Rabbi Joshua 

remain standing while he and all the other rabbis sat down and continued to 

deliberate about this and that.  It was, you might imagine, insulting to Rabbi 

Joshua.  

  

And the humiliation wasn’t lost on the other rabbis.  In response, they got together 

and impeached Rabban Gamaliel for his arrogance and disrespect, and appointed 

someone else as Nasi, or Patriarch, in his place.  Rabban Gamaliel remained a 

rabbi among the other rabbis, but someone else presided as Patriarch. 

 

A dispute arose in the academy, and Rabbis Joshua and Gamaliel were on opposite 

sides. Rabban Gamaliel lost the argument.  He was totally outvoted.  Everyone 

agreed with Rabbi Joshua and showed him great deference for his mind and his 

heart.   

 

Suddenly—we don’t know quite why—Rabban Gamaliel realized that he had 

behaved badly and wanted to apologize to Rabbi Joshua.  What was it that led to 

his change of heart? Was he truly sorry?  Did he experience remorse?  Or was it 

part of a political calculation … a sense that he himself was now becoming 

marginalized, and so he needed to mend fences?  The text doesn’t tell us.  But 

here’s what happened next. 
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Rabban Gamaliel went to Rabbi Joshua’s home to apologize. Now, the walls of 

Rabbi Joshua’s home were black with soot. As opposed to Rabban Gamaliel, who 

came from a wealthy, aristocratic and pedigreed family, Rabbi Joshua, like most of 

the other rabbis, worked as a manual laborer.  Rabbi Joshua was a blacksmith, and 

he kept a charcoal fire burning in his home so he could do his work there.   

 

“I see from the walls of your house,” Rabban Gamaliel began, “that you are a 

blacksmith.”   

 

Rabbi Joshua took one look at him and said, “Oy!”  “Oy to the generation of which 

you are the leader, seeing that you know nothing of their troubles.  You have no 

idea how I, or any of the other rabbis, for that matter, have to work to make a 

living and support our families.  You should be ashamed of yourself.” 

 

At that point in the story, you might think that Rabban Gamaliel walks out.  But he 

doesn’t.  Instead, he says to Rabbi Joshua, “I apologize.  Please forgive me.”   

 

Rabbi Joshua ignores him. 

 

Rabban Gamaliel tries again.  “Please,” he says.  “Forgive me.  If not for my sake, 

then for the sake of my father.”  Rabban Gamaliel’s father had been a distinguished 

leader of the Jewish people at the time of the destruction of the second Temple.  

That may have been why Gamaliel had been appointed Patriarch in the first place.   

 

At this point, and the text doesn’t tell us why, Rabbi Joshua agrees.  “OK,” he says, 

“I forgive you.”  Moreover—and again, no explanation is given—he takes steps to 

restore Rabban Gamaliel to his position as Patriarch. 

 

Now, this may seem like an odd story. …  I agree. It is an odd story. Rabbi Joshua 

doesn’t come across as squeaky clean.  And Rabban Gamaliel, though difficult and 

imperious, engenders some sympathy.   

 

There’s some truth to that complex, ambiguous picture, though, isn’t there?  Isn’t it 

often the case that we have to apologize to someone who’s not perfect?  In fact, 

isn’t it ALWAYS the case?  And isn’t it often the case that our own motives may 

be mixed?  And sometimes, the person doesn’t accept our apology the first time.  

Maybe not even the second time.   

 

How indeed are we supposed to apologize?  Are there any rules? 
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This is a subject that has occupied the attention of Jewish thinkers for thousands of 

years.  That’s not surprising.  After all, we have Yom Kippur, a kind of national 

apology day.  

 

In the Talmud, in Jewish codes like Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah and the Shulchan 

Arukh, and many other texts, Jewish thinkers have explored how—and how not—

to apologize.  That process continues to the present day. 

   

Marjorie Ingall is a writer who’s written for the Forward and Tablet for many 

years.  She got interested in apologies when she had children.  She realized then 

how important she felt it was for her daughter to learn how to apologize properly, 

even if she didn’t want to.  With a friend and fellow writer, Susan McCarthy, she 

established a blog called SorryWatch.  They keep an eye on apologies, both good 

ones and bad ones.  They praise the former; they skewer the latter.  Many 

historically significant apologies appear on the site.  For example, you can see an 

incredible apology that the poet Emily Dickinson once wrote.  It includes lines like 

these:   

I am much ashamed.  I misbehaved tonight.  I would like to sit in the 

dust.  Pray forgive me.  God will forgive me.  Will you please (to) try? 

 

(I’m not suggesting that we use this language when we apologize.  Don’t try this at 

home!)  You can see what Charles Dickens wrote to a Jewish friend who 

complained that the character called “Fagin the Jew” in Oliver Twist was anti-

Semitic. It isn’t the greatest apology, but he did follow up on it, when the next 

edition of Oliver Twist came out, by removing 180 references to “Fagin the Jew.” 

 

SorryWatch also examines contemporary apologies in politics, sports, and pop 

culture.  Needless to say, there are many, many of them out there.   

 

In one of her blogposts, Margorie Ingall teaches us how to apologize. In some 

significant ways, her perspective is modeled on that of Maimonides.  Maimonides 

teaches us that repentance requires “confession, humility, remorse, forbearance, 

and reparation, behaviors that also apply to apology.”  (On Apology, by A. Lazare, 

p. 230, referring to Mishneh Torah, Sefer HaMada, Hilchot Teshuva.)   

 

Now, you may think that the essence of a good apology is the word, “Sorry.”  

Without it, you’re nowhere; with it, you’re home free.  But that isn’t the case.   
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The word “sorry” doesn’t necessarily constitute an apology, for two reasons.  First, 

it can simply be an expression, devoid of real meaning.  As the comedienne Amy 

Schumer sees it, women are prone to say the word “sorry” even when they don’t 

intend it, and even when it isn’t called for.  She has a hilarious routine that you can 

see at the SorryWatch site (a routine which, miraculously, is entirely clean), in 

which she pokes fun at what Ingall calls, “ladypologies,” namely, “excessively 

self-negating, unnecessary, reflexive” pseudo-apologies.  (See “Gender and 

Apology” in A. Lazare, On Apology, pp. 27-31).   

 

Whatever your gender, even if you do say, “I’m sorry,” in a way that makes it clear 

that you mean it, it’s still not enough, unless you make clear what you’re sorry for.   

 

Basically, you first have to take ownership of the offense, even if it makes you 

uncomfortable. You have to name what you did wrong, even if it makes you 

squirm.  You have to use the first person, and avoid the passive voice.  For 

example, you have to say something like, “I’m sorry I kicked your dog,” rather 

than, “I’m sorry your dog got hurt.” You certainly can’t say something like, “I’m 

sorry it was impossible to ignore the incessant barking of your under-socialized 

little beast.”   

 

Excuses don’t belong in a real apology.  I’m reminded of a cartoon in a recent 

issue of the New Yorker.  Someone rushes into a restaurant, where his date is 

sitting down already eating, saying, “Sorry!  Traffic was awful – and I left so late!” 

 

 
 

When we apologize, we have to acknowledge the impact of what we did.  We have 

to say something like, “My lateness was disrespectful of your time.”   
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We have to be real, open and non-defensive:  “What I said was mean, and I’m 

ashamed of myself.”   

 

Then—and this is often not fully appreciated—we have to let the wronged party 

have their say. It isn’t enough to say, “I’m sorry” and then get indignant if the 

other party doesn’t immediately give you a hug. That other person might still feel 

hurt because of what you did. Maybe they won’t congratulate you for apologizing.  

Since when do you deserve a medal for apologizing for doing something wrong?   

 

Maybe they need space to process. If so, give it to them.   If they seem cold and 

unconvinced, but they accept your apology, say thank you.  If they don’t, well, 

give them some time. Rabban Gamaliel had to try a second time before his apology 

was accepted. The Talmud, and Maimonides, teach us that we have to try three 

times.  If after that a person doesn’t forgive you, you’re free to stop trying – unless 

he or she happens to be your teacher.  Then, too bad: you’re not off the hook. You 

have keep apologizing for a long, long time.  

 

Speaking of “long, long time,” is there a statute of limitations on apologies?   

 

I have a cousin who lives in Washington.  He was once doing some research on the 

internet, and he came across some really smart and interesting articles by someone 

who he realized was a former girlfriend.  (At first he wasn’t sure, but after 

googling her name, it became clear.)  This was the person who had been his 

girlfriend in college, long before he had kids, long before he got married, and 

seeing her name and reading the articles brought back memories of their very 

close, intense relationship—a relationship that unfortunately ended badly.   

 

Here’s how. 

 

One evening, they got together and, without warning, without even a hint of what 

was going to happen, my cousin’s girlfriend dropped a bombshell on him.  She 

said: “We’re splitting up.”   

 

That was it.  It was over. 

 

Actually, he later realized, there was a hint.  When he showed up that day, she was 

playing a melancholy record on her record player. It was Leonard Cohen singing, 

“Hey, That’s No Way to Say Goodbye.” (http://tinyurl.com/q8tcru5 )  

 

http://tinyurl.com/q8tcru5
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It should have said something to him.  But he hadn’t realized the significance of 

that song until she told him that they were through. 

 

It knocked the wind out of his sails.  It confused him and depressed him.   

 

But there was nothing he could do about it.  She resisted his efforts, his calls to talk 

about it, to discuss it.  Nothing.  The relationship was over. 

 

It was a very upsetting time for him.  He was crushed.  He was devastated.  

Eventually, he came to realize that the relationship was just not meant to be.  But 

still, it left him bereft for a long, long time. He brooded about that breakup for 

years.  

 

So there he was, just a few months ago, more than forty-five years later, sitting at 

his computer, staring at the profile of this woman who had once been his girlfriend, 

and who had hurt him so badly.   

 

He decided to write to her.   

 

“Hi,” he wrote (and I’m paraphrasing), “I came upon your writings on line, and I 

realized who you were.  As you may remember, we used to know each other; we 

had a short, romantic relationship back in 19-whatever, and I just wanted to say 

hello.” 

 

And then he paused.  Do you send a letter like that, or not?  I mean, so much time 

has passed: What will she think about me writing to her after all these years?  Will 

she think I’m obsessed with her?  Our relationship had meant a lot to me, but will 

she even remember who I am?  

 

He finally decided to go for it, and he clicked, “SEND.”   

 

There.  He did it.  And then he waited.  He sat at his computer, watching his in-

box. 

 

About an hour later, there was an email in his inbox.  From her.  

 

“Hi. Of course I remember you!  I’m so glad you wrote.    

“It gives me the opportunity to say, ‘I’m sorry.’   

“I’m sorry for the way that I ended our relationship.  I was young. I was confused.   

“I knew that I wanted to end our relationship, and yet I didn’t know how.   
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“And so I blundered into it.   

“Please forgive me.”   

 

There. There it was. The apology he’d been waiting for, for how long?  Years. 

Decades.  Just like that.   

 

* * * * * * 

 

When is it too late to apologize?  So long as we’re still alive, it’s not too late.  It 

may be decades after we’ve hurt someone; nonetheless, it behooves us to try to 

address it. 

 

This day is long.  It’s starting now in the evening, and it will continue on and on, 

through tonight and tomorrow morning and tomorrow afternoon, until once again 

the sun sets in the west.  I said that it’s never too late to apologize, but actually 

that’s not true.  Just like the day eventually comes to an end, so too do our lives.  

You can’t apologize after you’re dead.  And you can’t apologize effectively to 

someone else after he or she is dead. (There is a practice, recorded in the Shulchan 

Arukh, of going with witnesses to the grave of someone whom you’ve offended 

and begging forgiveness, but my sense is that few of us on the receiving end would 

recommend that course of action.)  

 

When should you apologize?  Rabbi Eliezer, in the Talmud, says, “Repent one day 

before your death.”  Of course this is a trick answer.  None of us knows when 

we’re going to die, right?  So we have to start today.   

 

May the time-limited nature of this day, the time-limited nature of every day, 

encourage us to seize the day, as it were, and try to alter the state of our 

relationships, and the state of our lives.  Let’s not wait.  Let’s apologize, today.     

 

Gmar Hatimah Tovah:  May all of us be inscribed for a year of health and 

fulfillment.    

 

 


