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Erev Yom Kippur 2022 
What’s in a Word? 

Cantor Penny Kessler 
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In 2016, the media company A Plus in partnership with Strayer University's Ideal Year 
Initiative set up a chalkboard at a small park in lower Manhattan. Written in large letters 
at the top of the chalkboard was “Write your biggest regret.” For a full day passersby 
wrote the things they regretted. (You can do a search for the video on YouTube. 1) 
 
Staying in my comfort zone. 
Not applying to med school. 
Not pursuing acting. 
Not getting involved. 
Not being a better friend. 
Not saying “yes” to things. 
Not saying “I love you.” 
 
At the end of the day, the organizers noticed something unusual. Almost all the regrets 
were about chances not taken, words not spoken, dreams never pursued.  
 
The road you didn't take 
Hardly comes to mind, 
Does it? 
 
The door you didn't try, 
Where could it have led? 
The choice you didn't make 
Never was defined. 
Was it! 
Dreams you didn't dare 
Are dead. 
Were they ever there? 2 
 
These words by Stephen Sondheim have been echoing in my head for a long time.  
 
The road you didn’t take, the door you didn’t try, the choice you didn’t make, the 
dreams you didn’t dare …  

 
1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R45HcYA8uRA 
2 Stephen Sondheim, “Follies” 
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Regret is a powerful emotion. And I want to spend a few minutes exploring regret with 
you tonight.  
 
I’m doing this because deeply embedded within the Kol Nidre text, a text recited three 
times as a legal construct, is the word Icharatna, we regret. All the vows, oaths, and 
promises which we made to God and were not able to fulfill … we regret having made 
them. It’s not we regret not fulfilling the vows, oaths, and promises. No – it’s we regret 
having made them in the first place. 
 
A quick note: in our machzor, the word regret is completely missing.  
 
The things we did that we regret. The things we didn’t do that we regret. 
 
Things we didn’t do, things we did do, promises we made that we later regretted, 
promises we made that we didn’t fulfill.  
 
We’re not talking about going on a diet or getting to the gym. We’re talking about the 
promises that sit in our kishkes, gnawing at us.  
 
According to Joe Jacobs, a former Consultant Child Psychotherapist at National Health 
Service in England, regret is an emotion we feel when we wish something could have 
been different to the way it is, but it cannot. (I wish I could find and cite the source, but I 
cannot.) 
 
Regret is what we feel when we have done something that we could have done but 
didn’t or something we did that we deeply wish we hadn’t.  
 
We all experience regret. It’s part of the human condition.  
 
But even the Holy One of Blessing experienced regrets.  
 
Remember that wonderful world that God created? The world whose birth day we 
celebrated on Rosh Hashanah?  
 
By the end of parashat Bereishit, God has had a change of heart. 
 
Gen. 6:6-7 
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“God saw how great was human wickedness on earth—how every plan devised by the 
human mind was nothing but evil all the time. And God regretted having made 
humankind on earth. With a sorrowful heart, God aid, “I will blot out from the earth 
humankind whom I created—humans together with beasts, creeping things, and birds of 
the sky; for I regret that I made them.” 
 
God regretted that he made humans, something, by the way, that midrash says that the 
angels had tried to convince him he shouldn’t do.  
 
Gen. 9:13-17 
 
I have set My bow in the clouds, and it shall serve as a sign of the covenant between Me 
and the earth. When I bring clouds over the earth, and the bow appears in the clouds,  
I will remember My covenant between Me and you and every living creature among all 
flesh, so that the waters shall never again become a flood to destroy all flesh. When the 
bow is in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God 
and all living creatures, all flesh that is on earth. That,” God said to Noah, “shall be the 
sign of the covenant that I have established between Me and all flesh that is on earth.” 
 
Could this be regret that the Holy One of Blessing is feeling? If God can feel regret, how 
can we not!  
 
On Rosh Hashanah we read about the binding of Isaac at the end of parashat Vayera. 
The very next thing we read is that Sarah’s lifetime – the span of Sarah’s life – came to 
127 years. Sarah died in Kiriyat Arba – now Hebron – in the land of Canaan; and 
Abraham proceeded to mourn for Sarah and to bewail her.		
	
The rabbis immediately pounce on the apparent missing time between the almost 
sacrifice and Sarah’s death, and so they created a midrash about it. They fill the gap 
with a tragic story. Realizing that Abraham didn’t sacrifice Isaac, a furious Satan 
snuck up to Sarah and told her – lied to her – that Abraham had sacrificed her son. 
Heartbroken, Sarah dies almost immediately. And the midrash continues that 
Abraham came from Mt. Moriah to mourn for Sarah. The rabbis tell us that in the 
time it took Abraham to get from Mt. Moriah to his home, he realized what he had 
almost done to his family and that he had intentionally or unintentionally not told 
Sarah what God was apparently asking.  
 
That realization, the rabbis teach, led to a period of regret. What if Abraham had told 
Sarah beforehand? What if he hadn’t blindly obeyed God? What if …?  
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The road you didn’t take, the door you didn’t try, the choice you didn’t make, the 
dreams you didn’t dare …  
 
What is so important about regret that it appears in the central text of Yom Kippur?  
 
In his book “The Power of Regret: How Looking Backward Moves Us Forward,” Daniel 
Pink has this to say about regret. “We need the ability to regret our poor decisions—to 
feel bad about them—precisely so we can improve those decisions in the future." He 
continues, “If we know what we truly regret, we know what we truly value. Regret—
that maddening, perplexing, and undeniably real emotion—points the way to a life well 
lived." 3 
 
In the 19th Century, Henry David Thoreau said this about regret: "Make the most of your 
regrets; never smother your sorrow, but tend and cherish it till it comes to have a 
separate and integral interest. To regret deeply is to live afresh." 4 
 
On this erev Yom Kippur, on Kol Nidre 5783, I ask you to consider this:  
 
What promises did you make this year? Did you make promises to yourself or to others? 
Which ones did you not fulfill? Why do you think you weren’t able to – or chose not to – 
fulfill them? What – or who – do you need this coming year to help you follow through? 
5  
 
Rabbi Harold Schulweis (USA, 1925-2014) wrote this: 
 
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. 
 

 
3 Daniel Pink, The Power of Regret 
4 https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/1200192-make-the-most-of-your-regrets-never-smother-your-sorrow  
5 https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/255879?lang=bi  
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The road you didn't take 
Hardly comes to mind, 
Does it? 
 
The door you didn't try, 
Where could it have led? 
The choice you didn't make 
Never was defined. 
Was it! 
Dreams you didn't dare 
Are dead. 
Were they ever there? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


