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Doesn't everything die at last, and too soon? 
Tell me, what is it you plan to do 
with your one wild and precious life? 
 

This well-known verse by Mary Oliver could have been a Yom 
Kippur note written to us by God. This is the ultimate 
question: How will we live this one precious life? 

Honestly, though, I feel a little pressure. What if I get it 
wrong? Is there something “I’m supposed to be doing” with my 
life? Am I missing it? Did I miss it already? It’s like existential 
FOMO. It’s very easy to get in our own way. 

Really, she’s referring to unleashing life because death is 
coming. Finality has a way of bringing focus to life, and so the 
real question is how to unleash the “wild,” the free spirit 
within us so that we might truly live. It’s easy to say, but 
very hard to do because often our spirit isn’t as free as we’d 
like. 

We begin to limit our “free spirit” the moment we start to form 
“our identity.” It could be that the more we “know ourselves,” 
the more rigidly we hold on to an image about who we are. 
In other words, the stories we tell ourselves limit our 
freedom to become who we want.  

We are, of course, also shaped by dramatic and traumatic 
experiences. And we’re highly influenced at impressionable 
ages by the people we happen to know and trust. All of this 
and so much more informs the person we come to know as 
“ourselves.”  

Stories keep us from living a free life. Think of the grudges 
we hold. The self-judgement. The wounds we carry from 
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traumatic encounters. Some feelings are so engrained, they 
have the permanence of an appendage. And this is why the 
Yom Kippur ritual is a gift: today, we get to play-act our own 
death giving us permission to reset and choose whom 
we want to be. 

Some wear a Kittle, this white dress without pockets, which 
will also serve as my burial shroud. We afflict ourselves with 
five afflictions to simulate giving up on life, to offer God 
our life, as it were, in exchange for atonement. With 
atonement, with a clean slate, we are free to create a better 
version of ourselves. As George Elliot said, “It’s never too 
late to become who you might have been.” 

But ritual can only take us so far. We also need to do 
something. One of the most powerful tools we have to redeem 
ourselves from the tyranny of life is forgiveness.  

According to the Greater Good magazine, psychologists 
generally define “forgiveness” “as a conscious, deliberate 
decision to release feelings of resentment or vengeance 
toward a person or group who has harmed you, regardless of 
whether they actually deserve your forgiveness.” 

Forgiveness is not forgetting. Forgiveness does not negate the 
offense made against you and is not reconciliation. “It involves 
the letting go of deeply held negative feelings. In that 
way, it empowers you to recognize the pain you suffered 
without letting that pain define you, enabling you to 
heal and move on with your life.” Or, as an unknown 
author put it, “Forgiveness is the fragrance the violet sheds on 
the heel that has crushed it.” 

Generally, we talk about t’shuvah/repentance as being a way 
to “move on with our lives,” by asking another for forgiveness 
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for our transgression. But it is as important to grant 
forgiveness to another. We are taught that if we are denied 
forgiveness, we give it some time and try again, up to three 
times. If we are denied the third time, then it is considered as 
if we are forgiven, and we no longer need to seek the 
person’s forgiveness. 

Forgiveness is one of the hardest things we are asked to do. As 
Buddhist teacher Jack Kornfield said, “Forgiveness gives up 
all hope for a better past.” To forgive means we accept that 
our story is painful, but we are not trapped in it.  

I’m sure some of us hold resentments and grudges or have 
family who won’t speak to each other. It devastates people and 
families. It is like a weight that keeps us under water, forcing 
us to subconsciously keep holding our breath. Forgiveness 
allows us to exhale and breathe again. 

One of the most remarkable stories of forgiveness I’ve heard 
come from Holocaust survivors. Eva Kor was a survivor who 
was experimented on with her twin sister by the infamous Dr. 
Mengele. In 1995, the 50th anniversary of the liberation at 
Auschwitz, she met with Dr. Münch, a Nazi Doctor to sign a 
reconciliation document in which he testified to the 
atrocities he witnessed, and she granted personal forgiveness 
to him and Mengele. She said later, “It was a life-changing 
experience… I had the power to heal the pain imposed on 
me in Auschwitz by forgiving the people who imposed 
that pain.”  

Kor was also a plaintiff in a case against a Nazi bookkeeper, 
Mr. Groening whom she also formally forgave as well. She 
wrote that her forgiveness doesn’t absolve him of guilt. But 
it does grant her peace of mind. “It is an act of self-
healing, self-liberation and self-empowerment.”  
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Self-healing, self-liberation, and self-empowerment. This is 
what we hope for from Yom Kippur. 

If Eva Kor can deploy forgiveness to free her soul, then maybe 
it’s something we can choose for ourselves. Clearly, 
forgiveness is difficult no matter who you are. Mahatma 
Gandhi once said, “The weak can never forgive. Forgiveness is 
the attribute of the strong.”  

As I mentioned last night, during the Yom Kippur service we 
repeat the encounter between Moses and God where Moses 
proclaims God’s 13 attributes of mercy which include God’s 
attribute of being forgiving. This is repeated because as we 
remind God, we remind ourselves to reach for higher capacity 
for mercy, compassion and forgiveness. If God does it, we 
should to.  

Of course, there are no guarantees that we can or will change. 
As the Torah says in Deuteronomy, “I place before you life and 
death; choose life that you might live.” Good and healthy 
choices are not always easily made, especially when we are 
wounded. Our tradition can only guide and urge us to move 
in the direction of possibility. The rest is our responsibility.  

Mary Oliver is challenging us to take responsibility for our 
lives because death is coming. Yom Kippur challenges us to 
take responsibility for our lives because the world needs us to 
be wholly ourselves.  

There is a famous tale of Reb Zusha (17th century Poland.) 
“When Rabbi Zusha was on his deathbed, his students found 
him in uncontrollable tears. They tried to comfort him by 
telling him that he was almost as wise as Moses and as kind 
as Abraham, so he was sure to be judged positively in 
Heaven. He replied, "When I get to Heaven, I will not be asked 



 Yom Kippur October 5, 2022 
 Forgiveness frees the Spirit 

 5 

Why weren't you like Moses, or Why weren't you like 
Abraham. They will ask, “Why weren't you like Zusha? 
Why didn't he fully live up to his own potential?”  

And this is our challenge: to live up to our potential. To 
become who we might have been. 

Judaism is a path that seeks to stretch and inspire us to make 
a difference in the lives of others, but that starts with making 
a difference in our own lives. This Yom Kippur, let us look 
for the weights that keep us underwater; let us be inspired 
by a growing sense of finality to look more carefully and deeply 
at ourselves; let us be bold to consider forgiveness; and let us 
free that wild spirit we are so blessed to have. Gamar 
chatimah tovah. 


