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In 1997, the pop singer Robbie Williams recorded a song called “No 
Regrets.” In the chorus, he sings, 

“No regrets 
They don't work 
No regrets now 
They only hurt” 

It’s a catchy tune, and to be sure, he is on to something: none of us wants 
to live with regrets—they really do hurt. However, regret is precisely why 
we are all here right now. What Yom Kippur and Judaism teaches us is that 
living a regret-free life is not a realistic expectation—nor is it even a 
desirable one. Regret hurts—and they are a necessary component to 
teshuva and personal growth. The sociologist Brené Brown put it well: 

“The idea of ‘no regrets’ doesn’t mean living with courage, it means living 
without reflection. To live without regret is to believe we have nothing to 
learn, no amends to make, and no opportunities to be braver.” 

We know better, and Yom Kippur is the chance to be braver, to make 
amends, to learn and to grow.  

Imagine if we were to write a Yom Kippur theme song that captures the 
worldview of this Holy Day-- we might call it “I’m Hungry,” but we could also 
call it “Regrets,” and the chorus could be: 

“Regrets 

They do work 

Regrets now 

They hurt—and that’s a good thing.” 
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Good news--we do not have to rely on my non-existent songwriting talents 
to create a Yom Kippur “theme song,” so to speak-- we already have one. 
It’s called “Al Chet Shechatanu/For the sin we have committed against 
you…”  

While it does not have a melody, and you can’t really dance to it, because it 
is a confessional prayer, the “lyrics,” are spot on as we will see throughout 
Yom Kippur. 

 For example: 

“And for the sin which we have committed before You by hard-heartedness. 

For the sin which we have committed before You inadvertently. 

And for the sin which we have committed before You with an utterance of 
the lips. 

For the sin which we have committed before You with immorality. 

And for the sin which we have committed before You openly or secretly.” 

Confessing our sins and feeling the regret and emotional pain that our 
misdeeds cause us, is precisely the point of Yom Kippur. As if to drive the 
point home, we have the custom of symbolically beating our chest as we 
confess each sin. 

 Maimonides, in his Laws of Repentance, stresses the importance of regret: 

“How does one confess? He says: ‘O Lord, I have sinned, I have done evil, 
I have rebelled against You and have done this… I regret now and am 
ashamed of my acts; I will never do it again.’ This represents the essential 
part of confession. The more anyone confesses the more praise he 
deserves.” 

Daniel Pink, in his recent book “The Power of Regret,” explains: 

“Regret is not dangerous or abnormal, a deviation from the steady path to 
happiness. It is healthy and universal, an integral part of being human. 
Regret is also valuable. It clarifies. It instructs. Done right, it needn’t drag us 
down; it can lift us up.” (“The Power of Regret,” p. 8). 
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To feel regret is a basic part of being human. Daniel Pink notes that 
research shows that by the age of six, we begin to understand regret, and 
by age eight, we even can anticipate regret. By our teens, our thinking skills 
have developed to the point that we can fully experience regret. As Pink 
sums it up: “Regret is a mark of a healthy, maturing mind.” (ibid., p. 20).  

In a survey of nearly 5,000 people, 82 percent said they feel regret at least 
occasionally. And to all the dentists, dental hygienists, endodontists, 
orthodontists, periodontists and any other “ists” I may have overlooked who 
are here today—it pains me to say this, but what this statistic means is that 
we Americans are more likely to experience regret than to floss our teeth! 

What exactly do we mean by “regret,” and why is it so useful and 
important? 

Regret is about looking back at what happened and considering what might 
have, could have or should have happened, and resolving to do things 
differently so we can get it right next time. 

The research on regret shows us two different ways that we look back at 
those moments—which we all experience--when things did not go the way 
we had hoped.  

Sometimes we comfort ourselves by saying it could have been worse: “I got 
a C on that exam, but at least I did not fail it.” This is an understandable 
approach—it makes us feel better about a suboptimal outcome, and we 
don’t beat ourselves up over something that is over and done with. 
Ultimately, the “at least” approach does not help us in the long run, 
because it does not give us the sense of urgency we need to do better next 
time. 

Sometimes, though, we look back and say, “If only.” “If only I had studied 
more, I might have gotten a B or an A on the exam.” If only--real regret--
should hurt. As Pink writes about regret, “It’s very purpose is to make us 
feel worse—because by making us feel worse today, regret helps us do 
better tomorrow.” (ibid., p. 39). 

Each of us has our own unique regrets that we are reflecting on today. Yet, 
in his research, Pink found that virtually all our regrets fall into four 
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categories: foundation regrets, boldness regrets, moral regrets, and 
connection regrets. 

Foundation regrets tend to involve a lack of foresight and often are 
couched in phrases like “too much” and “too little.” 

For example: “I spent too much money,” or “I saved too little;” “I did not 
study enough,” “I partied too much,” “I did not exercise enough.” These are 
regrets that stem from choices that undermine our need for basic 
foundational stability in life—our physical, financial and professional 
wellbeing—because we sacrificed long term benefit for short term 
enjoyment. 

Boldness regrets are about the times when we chose to play it safe instead 
of taking a risk. “If only I’d taken that risk--” Whenever we say something 
like that, that’s a boldness regret. As Pink notes, the pain of boldness 
regrets is the pain of “what if?” Interestingly, in his research, Pink found that 
regrets about what we did not do, outnumbered regrets about what we did 
do.  

“What if/boldness regrets are familiar to us: maybe we did not pursue a 
romantic interest, or take a professional opportunity, or follow through on 
the desire to start a business, or travel—anytime we chose not to do 
something that we now wished we had, is a boldness regret. And those 
kinds of regrets stay with us longer than our wrong actions. That’s because 
when we do something wrong, it is clear what the consequences of that 
mistake are. Boldness regrets are so painful because we do not see 
tangible consequences from what we did not do; instead, the “what ifs” 
make us wonder what could have been, how our lives may have been 
different—if only we were bold enough to act. 

Moral regrets are the times when we say, “If only I’d done the right thing.” 
We violated our conscience and went down the wrong path. The examples 
of moral regrets that Pink cites remind me a lot of the Al Chet. Pink says: 
“We hurt others. We hoodwink, connive, or violate the basic tenets of 
fairness. We break our vows. We disrespect authority. We degrade what 
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ought to be revered. And while the decision can feel fine—even 
exhilarating—at first, over time it gnaws at us.” (ibid., p. 115).  

Some of our biggest regrets are about relationships that are not as strong 
as we would like them to be—these are connection regrets. We know we 
have a connection regret when we say things like “If only I’d reached out.” 
These are the times when we regret broken relationships or relationships 
that have just kind of tailed off and faded. Pink describes two ways 
relationships end—rifts and drifts. 

Rifts are caused by an incident—an insult or a betrayal, for instance. As he 
says, “Rifts leave the parties resentful and antagonistic, even though to 
outsiders the underlying grievance may sound trivial and easy to repair.” 

Drifts are different—there is no clear incident, no moment we can pinpoint 
when things went awry. The connection just ends. We might regret not 
having invested more time in the relationship when we realize we have not 
spoken to someone in a long time. As Pink notes, rifts are more dramatic, 
but drifts are more common—and harder to fix. Rifts often involve easily 
identifiable emotions, like anger and jealousy. Drifts are far more subtle and 
imperceptible, the reasons for the drift are difficult to name and it leaves us 
feeling awkward. We might find ourselves saying, “What would it be like if I 
reached out to that person after all this time? They probably would not be 
interested.” But the chances are, if we are interested in reconnecting, the 
other person is too. 

What can we do with our regrets? 

1. Reflect on what we regret from our past. What kind of regret is it—
foundation, boldness, moral or connection? What are the “too 
much” or “too little;” or “if only I had taken that risk,” “If only I had 
done the right thing,” or “If only I’d reached out?”  moments we can 
recall. 

2. Whatever kind of regret it is, think about what we could have done 
differently and what we can change now to make it better. 

The good news is that it is often our shortcomings that contain the seed of 
our improvement. 
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The scholar Rabba Sara Hurwitz shares a Chasidic teaching of Reb 
Tzaddok: 

“Through the very quality in which one is lacking or wounded, by that very 
quality one finds one's unique gift or strength. 

In other words, our most unique gifts and strengths often derive from our 
very weaknesses and vulnerabilities.” Reb Tzaddok gives an example from 
the story of Adam and Eve. He cites a midrash in which  

“[Adam and Eve] sewed [garments] from the leaves of the fig tree. Through 
that which was their downfall they were rectified 

In other words, Adam and Eve clothed themselves with the leaves of the 
very tree which led to their temptation, sin, and subsequent exile from 
paradise. Sometimes our mistakes and personal limitations lead us to our 
most redeeming features. 

Hurwitz goes on to say, “We all make mistakes. It’s human nature. But it’s 
how we respond to the opportunity for a second chance, that really 
matters.” 

Our sins are often the result of a good trait gone awry; for example, the 
drive to succeed can lead to greed and not spending enough time with our 
family; love can lead to jealousy and possessiveness; frustration leads to 
insult and rudeness; and so on. 

It reminds me of what the great sculptor Michelangelo said: “The sculpture 
is already complete within the marble block, before I start my work. It is 
already there, I just have to chisel away the superfluous material.” 

As my colleague Rabbi Ilan Emannuel points out, our superfluous material 
is our sins that cover up the good within us. Yom Kippur is when we start to 
create a spiritual work of art—our best selves. Teshuva is about picking up 
the chisel and getting to work, chiseling away those sins, one apology, one 
request for forgiveness, one act of making amends at a time. 

And you know what is more beautiful than any marble statue? When we 
transform our failings into virtues, our weaknesses to strengths, and our 
curses into blessings, for ourselves and those we love.  
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As Rabbi Harold Schulweis once wrote: 

“It’s never too late 

to change my mind 

my direction 

to say “no” to the past 
and “yes” to the future 
to offer remorse for regrets 
to ask and give forgiveness 

It is never too late… 
to feel again 
to love again 
to hope again.” 


