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SHABBAT SHALOM and gut yontif.  

 

Thank you for being present in our congregation on this evening of Yom 

Kippur and Shabbat. As is customary on Yom Kippur to seek 

forgiveness, I ask forgiveness from you, salachti. Forgiveness in the 

event that I inadvertently caused any ill will or hurt to you, forgiveness 

if there were missed communications.  

 

And I offer forgiveness to you. I forgive any missteps in our transitions 

and ask that we be kind and gentle in our manners, loving and 

supportive in our concerns, and work ultimately toward building a 

stronger sustainable congregation.  

 

Tonight, turn to the person next to you and say, “I forgive you.” Look 

down the row a few people to someone you might not even know that 

well and say “I forgive you.”  Make eye contact. Let that person respond 

to you. Look around you, behind you and say, “I forgive you.” Tonight in 



the hallways and on your phones, let everyone you know hear, “I forgive 

you.” Feel the release. Let go of any anger or resentment. Help yourself 

move on to what is important. Forgiveness. It is simple, but we begin 

together.  

 

I want to tell a story to help that process begin. As traditionally there are 

so many words and prayers that frame Yom Kippur, sometimes a story 

can help bring us a sense of kavvanah, focus.  

 

This is an adapted chassidic story. It is a Yom Kippur story that has 

become quite well-known in a variety of forms. This story is about a 

young boy who is a sheep herder and uneducated. Every day, the 

shepherd took care of his sheep. Every day the boy would play his flute 

and offer a prayer to God. “Oh God”, the boy would pray, “Hear the 

sound of my song and know how much I love you. As much as the birds 

love the sun, the sheep love the grass, the fish love the ocean. ” And the 

boy would play a beautiful melody on the flute, “tweet, tweet, tweet.” 

The birds would stop and listen. The sheep would graze.  One day, in the 

aseret yemey teshuvah, the 10 days between Rosh Hashanah and Yom 

Kippur, a rabbi, a learned teacher came walking by the field. He heard 

what seemed like prayers, but sounded all wrong.   



 

Incensed, the rabbi took it upon himself to teach the boy the proper way 

to pray. How to say each word of the Shema correctly, how not to fumble 

to words of the kaddish, and how many times to bow for the Amidah and 

in which direction. This rabbi, satisfied that he had done his holy duty, 

went to sleep the night before Kol Nidrey, the evening of Yom Kippur.  

 

That night he had a terrible dream. In it, he had a vision— an angel of 

God asking him, “What did you do? There was a pure prayer, the holiest 

of all sounds that helped sustain the world every day. It was the prayer 

of a young shepherd. And you stopped it! You thought you had the right 

way, but that young innocent prayer helped sustain the world. You, 

rabbi, must go back, apologize to the young boy, ask him to stop these 

new prayers and go back to the flute and the spontaneous prayer. 

Unless that happens, not one prayer of forgiveness from any religious 

person would be heard by God on Yom Kippur. That young child’s 

prayer was the purest prayer, it was holy in its essence and untainted by 

agendas.” 

 

The next day, the rabbi went quickly to the child. He apologized, “I’m 

sorry, my child, I was wrong.” He said, “Forgive me, salachati, and allow 



me to introduce you to our kehillah, our community with proper respect 

and let them hear your prayer.” The rabbi brought this young shepherd 

to the synagogue. He introduced the young boy—dressed in street 

clothes, and without a proper ticket!! He said, friends, we must listen to 

the essence of true prayer. For we have become to set on the fixed word 

and must strive to open our hearts to true prayer and to forgiveness. 

The young boy told the people of his prayer, of his song, and of his heart. 

He told of how he was able to learn and then forgive. It was then he 

played his flute and the congregation heard the sound of pure prayer 

and understood. And each person in the shul was able to face another 

and to say, “Truly I forgive you.”  

------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

Yom Kippur is not a sad day or a depressing day. It is a spiritual day, it is 

a day for reflection and introspection and a time of forgiveness. A day on 

which we are pushed to our physical and spiritual limits through our 

rituals and meditations, pushed to find the way to forgive even the 

deepest of our hurts.  

 



Fasting on Yom Kippur is not a punishment. It is a way of encouraging 

spiritual awakenings common in many religious communities 

throughout the world and throughout history.  

 

In our own Tanach, the Hebrew Bible, Moses and Esther fast. As a 

practice on Yom Kippur for us, it is a mechanism to encouraging 

understanding of the balance of our lives and the fragile nature of 

human existence. Life is to be celebrated, but taken seriously. When 

people fast, it is in order to awaken and shake up the spirit. To help us 

begin to shift and to move us from complacency to action. It should 

affect you. It should awaken you to the blessing that exists in every 

moment of the day.   

 

The blessing of water and food, sustenance, should not be taken for 

granted. Becoming aware that nearly 15% of US school children are 

food deprived each day and are unable to get the nutritional calories 

necessary to sustain a healthy body should be clearer to us. Becoming 

aware that what is important in life if love. Love of family, love of 

community, love of self, and if you are lucky, love of God. But Yom 

Kippur is not a day to be sad.  

 



Yom Kippur is a powerful day, one with many aspects and it has evolved 

over many years. Memory is an important aspect of our thoughts 

including Yzikor, remembering our delay beloved and during the Eleh 

Ezkerah or martyrology prayers, we remember Jewish heroes and those 

who have inspired us over the centuries such as Rabbi Akiba who taught 

us about the power of forgiveness. We will also take the time to reflect 

on heroes from the Spanish inquisition to the Shoah, the Holocaust, to 

the establishment of the state of Israel.  

 

Take a moment here now and think of a person in the modern period, as 

well that you might be able to consider a Jewish role model or hero— 

Yitzhak Rabin, Hannah Szenes, Daniel Pearl. Yom Kippur allows us to 

remember that we are here in this time because of who came before us.  

 

From whatever you are fasting from on this day, may it be meaningful, a 

tzom mashma’ut. If you are fasting from food and drink on this day, may 

you have a meaningful fast. It may not be easy, it may be challenging. If 

you need to consume food or liquid, please do so in order to maintain 

your own health. On this day, we fast in order to awaken ourselves, and 

to awaken our ability to forgive, not to injure our bodies. There are 

many ways to awaken the soul other than a physical fast if you need to. 



You can also consider a fast from electronics and smart phones—the 

ways we are tethered in the workaday world.  A fast from things such as 

email or screens gives us a chance to connect to reality over the next 

day and provide that sense of meaning of this day. Fasting can help us to 

forgive.  

 

May we all be blessed with health and life in the year ahead. May we 

forgive those around us, those in our families, and those with whom we 

struggle and may we all find the path to forgiveness together. 

 

So I end tonight by asking you one more time. Turn to the person behind 

you- or to someone you have not yet addressed tonight and say “I 

forgive you.’ And allow them to respond to you. Do this with an open 

heart and open eyes, look at one another and say. “I forgive you.”  Feel 

the release. Forgiveness.  

 

Tzom Mashma’ut , Shabbat shalom, and shanah tovah.  

 

 

 


