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Bernie and Yossi were down on their luck and decided to do some part time 

external decoration work to earn extra money. To start off their new venture, 

they asked their Rabbi if she would be interested in their painting the outside 

of her house - for a competitive price, obviously. The Rabbi said yes, and so 

Bernie and Yossi went out to buy the paint.  

They drove to the local store and bought some emulsion. It was cheap enough 

as paint goes, and they planned to mix half paint and half water to further 

increase their profits. Then they went back to the Rabbi’s house and started 

work.  

When they had finished painting the Rabbi’s house, Yossi called the Rabbi to 

come out and inspect their work.  

"It looks wonderful," the Rabbi said. But as she started to hand them their 

check, it started to rain quite heavily. All at once there was thunder and 

lightning, the Rabbi’s house was drenched, and the paint started running 

down the walls.  

Suddenly, as the three of them stood there in disbelief, a voice from heaven 

roared . . . "Repaint. Repaint and thin no more." 

 

I’ve been wondering for 30 years, since my father told that joke, whether I’d 

ever have the chance--or the guts--to tell it myself.  There you have it. 
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We’ve been graced with Michele Feldman’s beautiful paintings during these 

holy days.  I hope you’ve taken the time to enjoy them.  I’d like to share with 

you the story of a different piece of artwork today, which in and of itself is a 

tale of teshuvah. 

This piece of art, which after today will hang in my office, was commissioned 

by Barton’s Continental Chocolate Shop in September 1970 for its full-page 

Rosh HaShanah ad in the New York Times.  That’s the same Barton’s as the 

Passover chocolate you may have had, year after year.  The piece is entitled 

“Abraham: The First Jew”, and it was originally a woodcut by 27-year-old 

budding artist James Grashow, now of West Redding, CT.  

Grashow made an edition of one hundred prints, signed and numbered. A 

Swedish art dealer saw the ad in the newspaper and fell in love with the work. 

Someone put him in contact with Grashow, and the dealer came to his and his 

wife’s New York apartment on 89th and Riverside Drive. The dealer was a 

very handsome and charismatic man. He was tall, with salt and pepper gray 

hair. He absolutely loved the print, and said he wanted to represent Grashow 

in Europe. He would take the edition and would send the money later. The 

Grashows kept one print. 

Hindsight is 20/20, and of course it’s clear that the dealer didn’t intend to 

return the prints nor send any money.  The Grashows kicked themselves for 

47 years and always wondered what had happened to the prints.  When their 

daughter Zoe became a rabbi, first at Temple Shalom here in Norwalk and 
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then in Los Angeles, her father saw fit that the one remaining print live in her 

office, and so it does. 

Then, on Jul 12, 2017, Grashow received this email: 

Dear Mr. Grashow. 

My father was in the art business in the early 70s. He passed away a couple of 

years ago. Now my mother also passed and we found a series of “Abraham” 

when cleaning out their estate. It’s a series of 100, and we’ve got lots of them. 

We are three siblings that live in Sweden, Norway and California. 

We would love to have your input, and look forward to hearing from you. 

Best regards, 

Cathrine, Christer and Charlotte 

 

Of course, Grashow wrote back immediately, overjoyed that the mystery had 

been solved.  He wrote: “In those days, no internet to search, no Google, a 

major loss. We were not even sure of the spelling of his name. I would 

personally love to have some of the Abraham prints because your father had 

all of them.” 

The art dealer’s three children, now ages 57, 60 and 62, were mortified when 

they realized what had happened. They said that their father had been in the 

art business for only about three years, and then he had become a minister. 

They had loved the print. In fact, it was framed and hanging over the mantle of 

their childhood home. They had grown up with it. They had no idea about the 

rest of the prints. When they found them, they researched James Grashow on 

the internet and saw the extent of his work. They had contacted him to find 

out what they were worth. 
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But the exchange changed their minds.  Instead of trying to sell the prints, the 

siblings decided to return them--every single one--and to do it in person.  Two 

of the siblings lived in Norway, in the farmlands. One lived in Santa Barbara, 

California. They arranged a date, flew into New York, and took a train to 

Westport, where Grashow met them. 

From the minute the three siblings stepped off the train on April 14, 2018, 

with their big battered suitcase, they were beaming. The reunion was full of 

smiles and big hugs. Grashow drove them to his home and studio in West 

Redding. There, they opened the suitcase. Wrapped in a yellow and white quilt 

was the original cardboard box, and inside were 87 prints. As soon as the box 

was opened, Grashow’s wife Lesley burst into tears. It was a moment of true, 

redemptive teshuvah. It was a literal “return.” 

 

The piece of art that was originally intended to awaken the hearts of the 

Jewish readers of the New York Times in 1970 has now been transformed into 

a symbol of teshuvah across the generations. 

Rabbi Zoe Klein Miles, James & Lesley’s daughter, offered the remaining prints 

to rabbis and cantors across our country, that we should share this story of 

redemption.  I was lucky enough to meet James Grashow and receive this 

piece in his studio in West Redding just a month ago.  It’s Print #64. 

 

This true story raises questions about teshuvah/repentance, which can be 

instructive for us on this Day of Atonement.  For example:  Whom is teshuvah 
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for--the one who sins or the one who was offended?  And:  Can teshuvah be 

achieved after someone dies?  And: Is there a time limit on teshuvah? 

 

I’d like to try something this morning.  I’d like you to turn to someone near 

you--preferably someone you don’t regularly talk to--and discuss these 

questions for the next 3 minutes.  Make sure you each get to share!  Here they 

are again: 

1. Whom is teshuvah for? 

2. Can teshuvah be achieved after someone dies?  

3. Is there a time limit on teshuvah? 

[Time 3 minutes] 

 

We have many teachings about teshuvah.  The Rambam, or Maimonides, wrote 

prolifically on this subject in his 12th-century law compendium, the Mishneh 

Torah.  From the Rambam, we have received a detailed sketch of the process 

of personal teshuvah.  We know that we have a religious obligation, 

particularly at this time of year, to engage in cheshbon hanefesh, to reflect and 

identify times when we misstepped, when we offended, when we failed to act. 

Teshuvah, says the Rambam, is the internal process of coming to regret those 

actions and resolving to behave differently if ever presented with the same 

situation.  It sounds much easier than it is, for sure.  We must then ask for 

mechilah, forgiveness, from any person we offended--up to 3 times, if it’s 

difficult to rectify.  All of this, says the Rambam, must be completed prior to 

Yom Kippur, so that there are no outstanding conversations that need to be 
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had when we rise to say Ashamnu/We have sinned, Bagadnu/We have 

rebelled, and al chet shechatanu lefanecha/for the sins we have committed 

before You.  We can, and we do, complete our atonement on this day. 

 

So whom is teshuvah for? 

When phrased in this way, the essence of teshuvah seems to be for the benefit 

of the one who needs to do it--the sinner, the offender.  It is a religious process 

that emphasizes our impact on ourselves, on others, and on the world.  Sin 

creates a rupture in the fabric of the spiritual world, and it requires tikkun, 

repair.  Only we, the ones who created it, can make it right. 

 

But what about the offended party?  What about Mordechai or Rivka, whose 

feelings have been hurt or who have been embarrassed because of our 

actions?  What about James Grashow, whose artwork was stolen in plain 

sight?  Of course teshuvah is for them.  They are the obvious, although largely 

silent, players in the drama of teshuvah.  When we begin the process of 

cheshbon hanefesh, introspection, it’s the image of Mordechai’s reddened face 

or Rivka’s sad eyes that comes to mind, reminding us that we had something 

to do with that.  We have an outstanding debt to pay, an obligation to make it 

right. 

 

And so, what happens when the one who caused the rupture is no longer 

alive?  Is the return of the Abraham prints by the art dealer’s children enough? 

We know it must be.  There is no other way.  The father cannot apologize to 
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James Grashow for his actions; he cannot explain the reason he never 

returned them or sent any money; he cannot share the guilt that he bore 

throughout his life, every time he looked at that beloved piece above the 

mantle.  A 47-year hurt is difficult to heal, but as these 2 families 

demonstrated just a few months ago, it can be patched up. 

I am reminded of the parable of the king with the most beautiful diamond. You 

remember it?  One day he dropped it and it cracked, and nobody could fix it 

until a lowly pauper etched a rose at the top of the crack, and turned it into 

something even more beautiful.  There’s something so powerful about 

Cathrine, Christer, and Charlotte, who had nothing to do with the artwork, 

realizing the need for tikkun, repair.  Their effort, above and beyond simply 

returning the prints, created a new experience for both families, one that 

effectively etched a rose atop the 47-year crevice.  

Rabbi Tarfon, one of the prominent rabbis of the Mishnah in the first century 

of the common era, taught in Pirkei Avot , the Teachings of the Sages:  Lo 1

alecha hamlacha ligmor, “You are not required to finish the work”; velo atah 

ben chorin lehibetal mimenah, “nor are you free to desist from it.”  Some 

projects are simply too big to be completed in one lifetime or even in one 

generation.  While teshuvah is classically a very personal undertaking, and 

understandably so, there are clearly situations when a saga continues into the 

next generation.  How many of us, when we turned to someone near us, were 

thinking of a situation in our own family?  A rift between relatives?  An 

estranged cousin?  An entire branch of the family you don’t know--or worse, 

1 Avot 2:21 
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that you don’t know and you disdain--because of a fight your grandparents 

had?! 

Changing the course of your family’s history is possible.  It is a unique 

opportunity for teshuvah. 

 

I suppose I’ve already answered my third question--is there a time limit on 

teshuvah?  Although our tradition says that the Gates of Heaven close at the 

end of Neilah tonights, you know where I come down--any opportunity is a 

good time.  We know how meaningful it is for James Grashow and his family 

after nearly half a century.  Indeed, Rabbi Yisrael Salanter, founder of the 

introspective Mussar movement, taught: כל עוד האור דלוק, עדיין אפשר לתקן, “As 

long as the candle burns, it is still possible to fix.” 

There are, however, things to keep in mind.  An attempt to reconcile after a 

long time may require a greater effort than a simple apology--take Cathrine, 

Christer, and Charlotte’s trip to Connecticut as a case in point.  They could 

have shipped the prints back to Grashow and been done, but they would have 

missed the chance at healing that was so gratifying to them all.  

And, second, an attempt to reconcile may take some time.  There’s a story in 

the Talmud  about 2 rabbis, Rav and Rabbi Chanina.  Rav was giving a lecture, 2

and several of his students were running late.  Each time another one entered, 

Rav would go back and start again.  When Rabbi Chanina arrived, Rav thought 

to himself, “I just can’t bear to do it again”, and he kept going.  Rabbi Chanina 

was offended, and Rav asked his forgiveness not just the 3 required times, but 

2 Babylonian Talmud Yoma 87b 
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THIRTEEN times!  It was that important.  And although it may be an 

exaggerated number, it gets the point across.  Teshuvah, however it gets done, 

is of utmost importance to all parties involved. 

 

Later this afternoon, we will read as our haftarah the Book of Jonah, a classic 

text about teshuvah.  Jonah, you’ll recall, is called upon to tell the people of 

Nineveh to repent… and he promptly runs the other way.  You see, he has a 

rather harsh idea about the way God should function in the world, and he 

knows he’s the minority opinion.  He believes: If a person sins, that’s it. 

There’s no repentance, there’s no repair.  God is so holy that any rupture in a 

relationship with God is irreparable.  And therefore, Jonah does everything in 

his power to avoid inviting the people of Nineveh to repent. He doesn’t think 

they deserve the opportunity.  

 

The book itself conveys a different message, which Jonah must learn, even 

against his will.  And it is this:  No matter how gravely a person sins--no 

matter if an entire city’s worth of people sin!--God waits with open arms for 

our teshuvah/repentance.  God is, as Jonah ultimately accepts, חנון ורחום, 

overflowing with compassion and mercy. 

 

It’s this ultimate message that is at the core of Yom Kippur, at the essence of 

every reconciliation.  We do it because it makes us better people, because it 

etches a rose atop the cracks in our relationships, and because it brings us 

closer to our Creator.  Teshuvah may be a particularly Jewish spin on it, but 

9 



repentance, return, and reconciliation--they are as universal as the sun, the 

moon, and the stars. 

As of tomorrow, “Abraham: The First Jew” will live in my office.  You are 

hereby invited to visit him, admire James Grashow’s skill, and take with you 

some inspiration to etch a rose on a crack somewhere in your life.  When we 

gather together next year to begin the year 5780, I know there will be cracks 

in this room.  But perhaps there will also be an abundance of new roses.  

 

G’mar Chatimah Tovah.  May each of us be sealed in the Book of Life. 
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