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Rabbi Michael S. Beals                                     Kol Nidrei 5779  
DEMONSTRATING KAVOD FOR ONESELF AND OTHERS THROUGH 

FORGIVENESS 

  
         Gut yontev! 

As was first mentioned during Rosh Hashana services, our Board of 

Directors has chosen to dedicate this New Year 5779 to applying the 

Hebrew word, kavod, honor or respect, to all our Congregation Beth 

Shalom interactions with one another.   As we begin Yom Kippur, I thought 

it would be fitting to discuss the concept of kavod both as it applies to how 

other people treat us, and how we treat ourselves. 

Let’s begin with how other people apply, and don’t apply, the notion 

of kavod. Have you noticed that it has become a virtual minefield just 

opening one’s mouth these days?   Some of the words and labels one 

should not use are rather obvious.  For example, I hope most of us know 

not to use the word “Jew” as a verb for haggling, as in “he ‘Jewed’ me 

down by five dollars.”  You’d think that was an obvious word to avoid, but 

you’d be surprised how many people use the term not thinking about what 

they are really saying.   

         I think we knew that saying someone “gyped” you is offensive to 

Gypsies, while saying someone got off “Scot-free” is attacking the 

thriftiness of Scotsmen.  
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Calling a “spade a spade” is offensive to African Americans while 

calling someone “an Indian Giver” is hurtful to our Native American 

population.  I DID grow up using the phrase “Handicapped” as in 

“Handicapped Parking.”  I recently learned that is indeed insulting to 

physically challenged individuals, as handicapped is derived from “hand-in-

cap” and suggests begging.  Who knew? Well, perhaps YOU did.  But did 

you ALWAYS know?  Most recently, in the tragic case of suicide – may you 

never know from it – the phrase “committing suicide” is to be avoided at all 

costs, because it suggests that the person who took his or her life was a 

criminal, as in “committing a crime.”  Many of us have been innocently 

using the phrase “committing suicide” for decades and just not realizing 

what we were really saying.. 

         I have met females who wish to be called “he” instead of “she,” or 

who are self-described binary or fluid, and wish to be known as “they.”  I 

want to call everyone as they wish to be called, but, frankly, there are days 

when I am just tongue-tied. 

         And now to my point about kavod. The folks who correct you, who 

have already had tons of time to master more acceptable terms have 

known for years that we should say “Native American” and NOT “Indians.”  

They knew never to use the word “commit” and “suicide” in the same 
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sentence – those enlightened folks sometimes have such an air of 

superiority about them, of moral correctness, that we are made to feel very 

small, very apologetic, and very defensive indeed.  Where is the kavod in 

those interactions?! 

         As we explore the idea of kavod over these High Holy Days, I am 

convinced that there is a relationship between kavod and forgiveness: 

Kavod for yourself and kavod for others who may not be performing up to 

your high, perhaps unrealistic expectations. 

         On October 26, Rabbi Naomi Levy will be visiting us as our visiting 

scholar through a joint partnership with the Kraft Adult Education Program 

and the Lutheran Church of the Good Shepherd.  In her book, Einstein and 

the Rabbi, Rabbi Levy introduces us to a judging, accomplished 

perfectionist.  She writes: 

 

 

         “Rachel was always put-together—one of those women who could 

juggle being a mom, driving carpool, leading a professional life and 

entertaining without losing a beat.  She’d tell you she was a perfectionist, a 

multi-tasker.” 
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         Now pay attention to this next sentence: “There was an edge to her 

too. If a mother was late picking up her kid from a playdate Rachel would 

label her a flake.  She told me, “I was judgmental and self-righteous, and I 

wasn’t very forgiving of people who made mistakes.” 

         Rather than reading the rest of the story, which Rabbi Levy might do 

herself during her visit, let me summarize the next part. 

         One day she was driving, arranging a playdate for her young son, 

Joshy. Her phone slipped off the console onto the floor of the passenger 

seat.  She began searching for it with her hand.  And, of course, in that 

moment, when she looked down, just for a moment mind you, she hit Jack, 

an elderly man in the crosswalk preparing for a fishing trip with his son. 

Jack died, leaving his wife and his son utterly bereft.  Needless to say, 

Rachel was never the same again.  

         I’ll pick up the story towards the end – after Rachel already served 

time for the accident. 

         “She learned to be kind to herself and to not let shame crush her. 

 She’s learned to be forgiving of others.  This ordeal had softened her. 

 She’s learned the hard way that we’re all God’s children and we all make 

mistakes.  Some of us make terrible mistakes.  Rachel doesn’t judge 
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people anymore – she’s been blessed to know the healing power of 

forgiveness.” 

         What a horrible thing to happen to poor Jack, and to Rachel, so that 

Rachel could learn how to treat others with kavod, to be more forgiving, 

less judgmental.  I would hope that Rachel’s experience would serve as a 

cautionary story for any of us in the congregation who err towards the 

judgmental, who find ourselves incapable of forgiveness.  God preserve us 

from the type of horrific experience which made Rachel the type of person 

she SHOULD have been in the first place. 

         A congregant told me over lunch that punishing someone else by not 

forgiving them is like drinking poison, and expecting the other person to die. 

That certainly stuck with me. 

         I am worried about the lack of kavod  we have for others who walk 

through our synagogue doors, who may not have a strong command of 

Hebrew or synagogue-based traditions.  There many things regular 

synagogue-goers take for granted –  

like which way to hold the prayerbook, or how to put on a tallit, or that we 

don’t wear a tallit for evening services. Tonight is different. We don’t wear 

tallesim at evening services – EXCEPT on Kol Nidrei, the holiest night on 

the Jewish calendar.  If we want more Jews to attend services other than 
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on Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, then we must do our very best to treat 

both Jews and non-Jews with sensitivity and kavod so they will WANT to 

come back on random Shabbat services throughout the rest of the year. 

 THAT’S what it means to have kavod for others… and we must be 

forgiving when newbies to synagogue make mistakes in ritual or prayer-

choreography during the service. 

However, I am far more concerned, not in our inability to forgive 

others, but rather in our inability to forgive ourselves.  Here we need to be 

concerned NOT for lack of kavod for others, but rather a LACK of kavod for 

ourselves.  I was at Stoney’s Pub with a congregant not so long ago.  My 

buddy said a person who is quick to forgive others and slow to forgive 

himself is nothing but ARROGANT.  I didn’t expect my friend to use such a 

strong word to describe such a person.  I asked for an explanation.   

 

 

He told me: “a person who is quick to forgive others and slow to 

forgive himself is obviously thinking that somehow he is better than the 

other person. It’s as if he is saying well, I have low standards for that 

person, so I will forgive him, but I have higher standards for myself.” 

         I had never heard it put quite that way before.  
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         I DO worry about our young people and their inability to forgive 

themselves.  As some of you may remember, a year ago from last Pesach, 

I flew to Paris to officiate at the funeral and shiva for my dear university 

friends’ precious 20-year-old son – a gifted engineering student and pianist. 

 In fact, he played piano at our Ariella’s bat mitzvah party right here.  He 

would have done the same for our Shira’s bat mitzvah party, only he wasn’t 

alive to do so.  Between our two simchas, he believed he had done 

something unforgiveable, and he took his own life. [PAUSE] What many 

young adults lack is perspective.  They cannot always judge the real 

important things from the not-so important things.  They cannot always 

weather set-backs with the understanding that “this too shall pass,” or the 

adage “live to fight another day.”  In fact, one out of every three deaths of 

teens and young adults in this country is due to suicide.  In these moments 

of despair, young people can have such a low sense of kavod for 

themselves, that they cannot truly appreciate their self-worth.   

I worry, too, that the opioid panedemic, with the CDC reporting 115 

Americans dying every day from an opioid overdose, is connected to a low 

sense of self-value. 

         There is a Talmudic teaching from Tractate Sanhedrin that 

underscores the inherent importance of every individual.  In Genesis 4:10, 
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after Cain kills his brother Abel, God confronts him,  saying: “kol dimay 

acheecha tzo’achim aylie min-ha adamah” “the voice of your brother’s 

bloods cries out to me from the ground!”  At first, the rabbis were just as 

surprised with God’s poor grammar as you are.  Both in English, and in 

Hebrew, we never pluralize the word blood.  Upon further reflection, the 

rabbis of the Talmud explained that God’s grammar is just fine.  Rather, 

God deliberately pluralized the word blood to explain that when Cain killed 

Abel, he did not ONLY kill Abel, but he also killed all the generations that 

would have been born through Abel.  

         Just as it is true that when you kill one person you kill an entire 

universe, so too the opposite is true.  When you SAVE just one person it is 

as if you have saved an entire universe.  No matter how you teach this 

verse, the overall message is that every single individual’s life has value.  

 

         I recently saw “Won’t You be My Neighbor?,” the Mr. Rogers 

documentary. Did you see it? Who grew up watching Mr. Roger’s 

Neighborhood?  I was incredibly moved by the documentary. I welled up a 

lot. He was my childhood hero.  And this movie made it clear, over and 

over again: Fred Rogers taught every child in his listening audience that he 
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or she had infinite value just the way they were.  Who knew that Mr. Rogers 

was trying to save lives at such an early age?! 

         It’s a balancing act, of course.  We want kids who both earn respect 

and at the same time, respect themselves. A favorite High Holy Days 

teaching is this:  We should live life as if we had two messages in each of 

our pockets. In one pocket, when we are feeling over confident, we should 

take out the message: “from dust we were created and to dust we shall 

return.”  But in the OTHER pocket, when we are feeling particularly down 

on ourselves, we should take out the message: “only for us was the world 

created.”  The need to treat ourselves with kavod is crucial for our survival, 

and it is certainly true for our youth.  Until they hit around 25, when their 

brains are fully developed, young adults are counting on us to reassure 

them of their worth.  As their brains mature, and as they have more and 

more experiences, they are able to gain perspective. They are able to slow 

down their immediate responses to setbacks and disappointments – 

and consider an appropriate, measured response to the challenges at 

hand.  With such brain maturity, it is indeed possible to forgive others, and 

certainly to forgive ourselves. 

         Kavod is a two-way street.  We need to be able to have enough 

kavod to forgive the other, to lower the temperature in the room, to make 
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our environment as safe as possible for others, to tolerate imperfection.  At 

the same time, we need to have enough kavod for ourselves to tolerate our 

own mistakes, to understand it is NOT the end of the world, and that as 

long as we do teshuvah, there is always the possibility of improving the 

situation, as well as ourselves.   Wishing you both kavod and forgivness in 

the new year. 

 


