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Kol Nidrei is a strange prayer. In fact, it’s not a prayer all, but rather a legal formula in 

Aramaic, releasing us from vows, oaths, and all sorts of promises. The commentary in the 

Mahzor Lev Shalem tells us that Kol Nidrei was created “in response to a widely felt need to 

nullify unfulfilled personal vows” and a “desire to enter the new year with a clean slate.”  It was 1

originally opposed by rabbinic leaders when it was first circulated in Babylonia in the 9th 

century, for obvious reasons - people seemed to think they could be released from all unfilled 

vows from the previous year. Thus, in the 12th century, the French rabbi known as Rabbeinu 

Tam changed the language from the past tense to the future. This future-tense version of Kol 

Nidrei was widely adopted. In any tense, Kol Nidrei expresses our fear that “even our best 

intentions for the new year will not be fulfilled,” and, at the same time, it expresses “how much 

we regret what was not accomplished in the past year.”  With its powerful melody, Kol Nidrei 2

has come to be a powerful symbol of both regret and hope, both guilt and forgiveness, for the 

Jewish People. 

The formula that introduces Kol Nidrei is no less strange, and might be even more 

thought-provoking: Bishivah shel malah u-vishivah shel mattah, al da’at ha-Makom ve-al da’at 

ha-kahal, anu mattirin le-hitpalleil im ha-avaryanim - by the authority of the court on high and 

1 Mahzor Lev Shalem, p. 205. 
2 Ibid. 
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by the authority of the court below, with Divine consent and with the consent of the 

congregation, we grant permission to pray with those who have transgressed. Especially 

interesting is that last phrase, anu mattirin le-hitpalleil im ha-avaryanim - we grant permission to 

pray with the sinners. The commentary in our mahzor says that “while the origins of this preface 

to Kol Nidrei are obscure, during the late Middle Ages it took on special meaning. Conversos, 

Spanish and Portuguese Jews who had kept their religious identity secret, wanted to rejoin their 

communities on Yom Kippur. The formula ‘by the authority of the court’ assured them that they 

had permission both from heaven and above and from the community here on earth to pray with 

their fellow Jews.  The Talmud says that, on a fast day, no prayer will be accepted unless sinners 

join in.”  And so, “Yom Kippur begins with the affirmation that whatever our faults and doubts 3

on this night, everyone is welcome in the synagogue.” This affirmation can welcome all of us 

who feel burdened by guilt and the sense of being unworthy to join with the community. This is 

an invitation to engage in radical acceptance of both ourselves and others. 

Radical Acceptance happens to be the title of a best-selling book by meditation teacher 

and author Tara Brach. In her book, Brach writes about forgiveness. She says that the essence of 

forgiveness is the act of freeing ourselves. We free ourselves not by “living in reaction to past 

events” or identifying ourselves as “an angry person, a betrayed person,” a hurt person, or a bad 

person, but rather by letting go and by returning to the present moment, accepting whatever we 

might be feeling.  “Whether we are angry with ourselves or others,” Tara Brach writes, “we 4

forgive by letting go of blame and opening to the pain we have tried to push away.”   5

3 Mahzor Lev Shalem, p. 204. 
4 Tara Brach, Radical Acceptance, p. 251. 
5 Ibid. 
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I’ll speak more about the challenge of opening to pain tomorrow morning. For now, let’s 

focus on releasing ourselves from blame. One of the blessings of gratitude that we say in the 

daily morning blessings is the blessing of Mattir asurim - expressing gratitude to the One who 

releases the bound, who frees the captives. This is the same word that we began with - anu 

mattirin le-hitpaleil im ha-avaryanim - we give permission, we release ourselves, so that we can 

pray with the transgressors - the sinners - within and without. We can release ourselves from the 

captivity of guilt, blame, shame, and victimhood by intentionally accepting the failures of 

ourselves and others. 

This acceptance and letting go does not mean that we are obligated to forgive everyone 

who has hurt us. On the contrary, those who have hurt us are, according to Jewish law, obligated 

to do teshuvah - to repent and to seek to change their behavior in a serious and meaningful way - 

and to ask forgiveness from us at least three times. After that, the obligation is on us to forgive - 

but only if we believe that the offending party has truly sought to change and has offered sincere 

apologies and efforts in the search for forgiveness. The ideas of radical acceptance and letting go 

teach us simply and truthfully that we can reduce our suffering by living, as calmly and gently as 

possible, with the damage that we and others have done. We can recognize and name our 

mistakes and our failures, and we can approach them with forgiveness, accepting their reality and 

seeking to do better next time.  

As Tara Brach says: forgiving ourselves and each other does not condone harmful 

behavior, or give ourselves permission to continue in harmful ways.  “Nor are we pushing away 6

responsibility when we release our blaming thoughts. Feeling guilty and bad about ourselves for 

6 Ibid., p. 254. 
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something we’ve done might temporarily restrain us from doing harm, but ultimately blaming 

and hating ourselves” - or each other - “only leads to further harmful actions. Only by holding 

ourselves with the compassion of forgiveness do we experience our goodness and respond to our 

circumstances with wisdom and care.”  7

I was reminded of the way in which the practice of teshuvah, of repentance, paves the 

way to forgiveness recently when I was listening to a guided meditation earlier this week. The 

meditation teacher and author Sharon Salzberg says the following in one of her recorded 

meditations: 

“The moment you realize you’ve been distracted [from your meditation] is the magic 

moment. Because that’s the moment we have the chance to be really different, and not judge 

ourselves, not condemn ourselves, but simply let go, and begin again. If you have to let go and 

begin again thousands of times, it’s fine. That’s the practice.”  That sounds to me an awful lot 8

like the practice of teshuvah, of repentance and returning. We notice that we’ve been distracted, 

or that we’ve done wrong, and so we must begin again, and again, and again, letting go of the 

pain and bringing our attention back to our goals in the present moment.  9

Salzberg says more in this guided meditation. While she’s speaking about meditating on 

the breath, her words are clearly applicable to the practice of teshuvah. She says: “If you see 

your attention jumping to the past, jumping to the future, judgment, speculation it’s alright. Our 

practice is to gently let go and simply return. You can shepherd your attention back to the feeling 

7 Ibid. 
8 “Breath Meditation” by Sharon Salzberg, 
https://insighttimer.com/sharonsalzberg/guided-meditations/breath-meditation 
9 Ibid. 
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of the breath.”  What is teshuvah if not letting go and returning, shepherding our attention, our 10

focus, our kavvanah, back to the task at hand? Our task may be self-improvement - but we can 

only get there through gentle acceptance. 

As Salzberg says: “Remember that in letting go of distraction, the important word is 

gentle. We can gently let go. We can notice. We can forgive ourselves for having wandered, with 

great kindness to ourselves. We can begin again.”  Anu mattirin le-hitpaleil im ha-avaryanim. 11

We can give ourselves permission to seek forgiveness. We can forgive ourselves for having 

wandered. We can begin again. 

Rabbi Arthur Green teaches that during the season of teshuvah, sometimes we get so 

focused on asking for forgiveness, we forget that the point is to becoming more forgiving. We 

can begin by forgiving ourselves and can thus cultivate the ability to forgive others. Psalm 27, 

the Psalm for the season of repentance, emphasizes the importance of becoming more forgiving, 

saying horeini A-donai darkekha, unheini be-orah mishor, le-ma’an shorerai. This verse is 

usually translated as: “Show me your way, God, and lead me on a straight path, despite those 

who lie in wait for me.” However, the Hebrew word for “despite”, le-ma’an literally means “for 

the sake of,” or “for the benefit of.” In other words, in this verse, we ask God to guide us on a 

good path for the sake of our enemies. We seek forgiveness for ourselves and we seek to 

become more forgiving so that ultimately even our enemies can be transformed into friends. 

This all begins with permission to pray with sinners, which is an invitation to the radical 

acceptance of the shortcomings of ourselves and others. The Hebrew word for permit, mattir, 

also means to loosen, to release, to set free. We set ourselves free when we pray with people who 

10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
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have made mistakes - because in doing so, we recognize and accept that we are all people who 

have made mistakes. 

When we come to this loosening and this acceptance, we can be like a famous Hasidic 

rebbe, Rabbi Zusha. My friend, Jewish meditation teacher Yael Shy, tells the story of Rabbi 

Zusha in her book. Rabbi Zusha “was crying and distraught” on his deathbed. His students asked 

him why, “reminding their teacher of all the wonderful deeds he had ever done over the course of 

his life. Rabbi Zusha replied, ‘I’m afraid that when I get to heaven, God will not ask me ‘Why 

weren’t you more like Abraham? Or why weren’t you more like King David?’ God will ask, 

‘Why weren’t you more like Zusha?’”  12

If we can grant ourselves permission to pray with ourselves and with others, and if we 

can feel forgiveness and become more forgiving, we can become more like the best versions of 

ourselves. Anu mattirin le-hitpalleil im ha-avaryanim - let us all see ourselves as worthy of 

belonging and of being present together in this community.  

Gemar hatimah tovah - may we be sealed for a good new year. 

 

 

12 Yael Shy, What Now? Meditation For Your Twenties and Beyond, p. 85. 


