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Kol Nidrei is a strange way to start off a new year. Though it’s part of our 

liturgy, it’s not a prayer, but rather a legal formula in Aramaic, releasing us from 

vows, oaths, and all sorts of promises. It 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.”  Naturally, rabbinic authorities were uncomfortable with Kol Nidrei 1

when it was first circulated in the 9th century CE. Then, 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, and we use 

this version in our mahzor, looking ahead to the coming year. In this way, 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.”  2

1 Mahzor Lev Shalem, p. 205. 
2 Ibid. 
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Regretting the past makes some sense. But why do we start off the year by 

declaring that all vows, oaths, and promises that we make from this Yom Kippur to 

the next are null and void?  

Because the truth is that we know that we are likely to break promises. We 

know that we are likely to fall short in the coming year. And we know that broken 

promises are a serious thing. Promises are building blocks of trust in our 

relationships with each other. If we can’t believe someone when they promise us 

something, then we can’t trust them. And trust is a critical and basic piece of a 

healthy relationship. But Kol Nidrei is not meant to teach us that we cannot trust 

each other. It is meant to highlight a paradox of our human experience: that we 

have no choice but to build trust, even knowing that others and that we ourselves 

are not going to be able to keep all of our promises. Kol Nidrei reminds us that we 

have such incredible capacities to change and to grow, and yet, at the same time, 

we are limited and we will sometimes fail. 

The contrast between Kol Nidrei’s pleading melody and the somber, almost 

cynical legalism of the words points to this larger confrontation that we encounter 

tonight: the challenge of recognizing our own imperfection and finitude, and the 

gap between what we hope for and what we actually achieve.  3

3 Cf. Mahzor Lev Shalem, p. 204. 
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This is a difficult tension. But it is not meant to depress us. On the contrary, 

Yom Kippur is meant to make us feel spiritually renewed and forgiven. And Kol 

Nidrei is meant to begin the Day of Atonement on the right foot. The fact is, we are 

imperfect. The question that Kol Nidrei asks is: what do we do with our 

imperfection? The answer lies in the concept of failure in Judaism - or rather, the 

lack thereof. 

Jewish texts almost never discuss failure. They often discuss wrongdoing, 

both accidental and intentional, with words such as sinning or transgressing. And 

they discuss the need for teshuvah - repentance and returning. Teshuvah includes 

apologizing to each other and asking for forgiveness, trying to make things right 

when we’ve wronged others, improving our thoughts and our behavior, and 

generally changing our ways for the better. And Jewish texts admittedly label some 

people as “sinners” or even as “evil.” But Jewish tradition refuses to label anyone 

as a failure. 

This teaches us that no one is a complete failure. Most people make 

mistakes. Some people might sin. Jewish texts might even call some people 

“wicked.” But the concept of teshuvah - the idea that we can change and be better - 

means that any such label is temporary and conditional. The Jewish calendar asks 

us to engage in teshuvah from the beginning of the Hebrew month of Elul, which 
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was September 1st this year. And so, we’ve all been doing teshuvah, seeking 

forgiveness, working on making things right in our relationships, and improving 

ourselves for more than five weeks. And if we missed the memo or failed to seize 

the opportunity this year, the words Kol Nidrei remind us: it’s okay. We’re all just 

trying the best we can from one Yom Kippur to the next. 

This might come as a shock, but even rabbis are not perfect. Rabbi Alan 

Lew, of blessed memory, who is the author of several books on Judaism and 

mindfulness, wrote the following story about failing to keep a promise and letting 

people down: 

Once, a married couple with whom Rabbi Lew had a close relationship 

suffered a tremendous loss. When the husband called him to share the news and 

seek his support, Rabbi Lew happened to have the flu. And so he said he didn’t 

want to visit just then because he might make them sick. Rabbi Lew writes, “I 

promised to come in a few days, when I was better. But you know what, I never 

went. I still don’t know what happened. I simply don’t remember. Maybe in my 

weakened condition I just didn’t want to face such a painful situation. Or maybe 

there was just too much on my plate - phone calls, meetings, and people trooping 

in and out of my office in various states of distress - and I just couldn’t keep track 

of it all. Or maybe my memory was failing, or maybe I really was just a callous 
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SOB who only pretend to care about people. In any case, for one reason or another, 

I forgot all about this couple and their terrible tragedy.”  4

Rabbi Lew continues: “I recovered from my flu a few days later, and the 

whole thing - as serious, as grave as it was - just slipped my mind. It just fell 

through the cracks, and I never even thought about it again until months later, 

when I learned this couple had left the synagogue in disgust - hurt and in great 

pain. They were devastated by my not showing up - crushed. The husband told me 

it was the biggest religious disappointment of his life. I called them up to 

apologize, and of course they accepted my apology and forgave me. They are very 

good people. But believe me, this is written in the book of my life. It is written 

indelibly and it’s sealed as well.”  5

Serious failure exists in our pasts alongside great accomplishments, as Rabbi 

Lew teaches us. He goes on to say  “[this] will always be part of the story of whom 

I am, but only a part. There have been many occasions when I was there for 

people. More than once I have gotten out of bed in the middle of the night to go sit 

with strangers at the hospital. But that’s the part of the story I like to tell. Now 

there’s another part, a part I don’t want to look at so much. Only by responding 

4 This Is Real and You Are Completely Unprepared: The Days of Awe as a Journey of Transformation, by 
Alan Lew. pp. 241-242. 
5 Ibid. 
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differently when this sort of thing happens in the future can I cover it over with 

another story, one that might change its meaning yet again.”  6

Rabbi Lew teaches us that even when we’ve made a terrible mistake, we can 

move forward in life. This is what he means by “cover over,” which is one of the 

meanings of the word kapparah - the root of the Kippur as in Yom Kippur. 

Kapparah - which can also mean atonement and forgiveness - is when we cover 

over past mistakes by apologizing, seeking to heal them as much as possible, and 

committing to doing better next time. In this way, we are more than our mistakes. 

This can be difficult to remember. Rabbi Mark Wildes teaches that, because 

the Christian concept of original sin in is so prevalent in American society, “we 

have perhaps internalized the idea that we are fundamentally flawed. It gets 

triggered often,” he says. “Something goes wrong, or we don’t accomplish what 

we think we’re capable of. And we’re not just a failure at that particular project but 

we feel like utter failures. But there is no Jewish source for this, nowhere in the 

Bible and nowhere in Rabbinic literature. There is no concept of a human being 

being a failure…  In fact, [today,] on the holiest day of the year, when we come to 

synagogue, and we seek forgiveness… and we run through a whole laundry list of 

all the miserable things we did in the previous year, and we clench our fists and we 

6 Ibid., p. 243. 
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tap our chests… and we say ashamnu, bagadnu, gazalnu, never in that whole list 

do we ever refer to ourselves as sinners or as failures.”  In that confession, we do 7

say “we have sinned” and “we have done wicked things,” but we never label 

ourselves as sinners or failures. 

When we fail, and we will, we can pick ourselves back up. Because we 

know that while we failed, it doesn’t mean that we are a failure. We may sin - that 

doesn’t mean we are sinners. We have many role models for failing and then 

learning, and then failing again, and trying to do better after that. Just look at any 

character in Jewish history from Abraham and Sarah to Albert Einstein who, I 

recently learned, failed the entrance exam for the Swiss Federal Polytechnic 

Institute.  I’ve never heard anyone call Einstein a failure. In life, in order to 8

succeed, we often have to fail first. Failure, then, is a form of trial and error. It’s 

the way we learn and grow. 

This year, let’s commit to learning and growing when we inevitably fail. Kol 

Nidrei is an opportunity to remind ourselves that we will fall short, and it will be 

okay - as long as we remain committed to being the best versions of ourselves as 

possible between now and next Yom Kippur - ha-ba aleinu le-tovah - may it 

7 “Failing Forward,” an ELI Talk by Rabbi Mark Wildes, https://youtu.be/NCfszb0kKmc  
8 Stachel, John; Martin J. Klein; A. J. Kox; Michel Janssen; R. Schulmann; Diana Komos Buchwald; et 
al., eds., The Collected Papers of Albert Einstein. Einstein's Writings. 1–10. Princeton University Press. 
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approach us for good. Gemar hatimah tovah - may we all be sealed for a good new 

year. 


