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A Jewish mother goes into her son’s room. “You’ve got to get up for school 

Bernie.”  Bernie pulls the blanket over his head.  “I don’t want to.”  “You have to go,” 

the mother says. “I don’t want to.  The teachers don’t like me, and all the kids make fun 

of me.”  The mother pulls the blanket down.  “Bernie, you don’t have any choice. You 

have to go to school.”  “Yeah,” Bernie says.  “Give me one good reason!” “I’ll give you 

two good reasons. You’re fifty-three years old and you’re the principal.” Shame: it can 

have us running for cover at any age. 

We learn early on to avoid embarrassing situations and to cover our weaknesses, 

whether with humor or anger, with bravado or a blanket.  It certainly feels better to laugh 

at ourselves, our predicaments, and our oppressors than to keep beating ourselves up or 

running for cover, but any airing of our vulnerabilities is going to unleash uncomfortable 

feelings of remorse and shame.  Welcome to Yom Kippur.  Sit back and make yourselves 

uncomfortable—for this is the squirmiest holiday of the year.  This holiday achieves its 

height only to the degree that we achieve our depths.  How low can we go?    For the next 

24 hours we play the High Holy Day Limbo.  

 It’s probably fair to say that one of the obstacles to teshuvah, on both sides of the 

equation, that is: on the side of admitting fault, and on the side of admitting 

vulnerability—is the feeling of shame that is central to this experience. Stop and think 

about it for a moment. Imagine that wave of heat as your blood rushes to your face.  It’s 

that feeling of being stripped naked in public. It’s worse when you’re caught off guard, 

but it’s bad even when you’re in charge—like when you’re asking for forgiveness. You 
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are admitting weakness or at least a flaw. And in our society, maybe in any society, we 

make that admission very hard to do because the discomfort of shame is so forebidding.  

Shame is so powerful, in fact, that it is enlisted as a tool for policing society’s 

standards. In The Jewish Moral Virtues, Eugene Borowitz and Francine Schwartz write, 

“Since conscience and. . .shame are closely linked. . .we all have found ways to avoid the 

awful sinking sense that comes with violating group standards.”i The philosopher Martha 

Nussbaum explains this patrolling function of shame in a slightly different way. She 

writes, “Most of us, most of the time, try to appear ‘normal,’. . . . Shame is the painful 

emotion that responds to moments when our ‘abnormalities’ are revealed.  Because we all 

have weaknesses that, if known, would mark us off as in some ways ‘abnormal’, shame is 

a permanent possibility in our lives, our daily companion”ii.  Sounds ominous.  Think 

about your first crush—how embarrassed you were to let it be known. Or when you 

overdressed for an event or didn’t dress up enough. 

We’ve come a long way since dunce caps and scarlet letters, but parents, teachers, 

social workers, and rabbis can agree: instilling a little shame in one’s teens, for example, 

can help prevent their making some bad choices.  Of course we would need to agree on 

what makes a bad choice. And because groups enforce their own standards, it becomes 

essential that we choose to belong to groups whose standards reflect our own. As one 

Ladino proverb states: dirt doesn’t acquire stains.  

Our sense of shame, then, patrols our behavior and signals when we’re not 

meeting the group’s expectations or even our own. Consider this recent letter to Carolyn 

Hax in the Washington Post: ‘Dear Carolyn: I don’t like the woman I’ve become! I have 

a loving husband and two wonderful preteen daughters, who are flourishing. I, on the 
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other hand, am not flourishing and it makes me feel ashamed.”  Her request, “How do I 

change my attitude so that I can be the woman I want to be for my daughters?”  Signed, 

“Not Flourishing.”iii  Here we see how shame patrols our sense of self—but in a good 

way.  Like the shock of an invisible fence, the shame that Not Flourishing experiences, 

wakes her up to a problem, and motivates her to seek help. 

   Having a healthy dose of shame is considered within Jewish tradition to be a 

moral virtue called boshet. Boshet is most frequently translated as shame-facedness, but 

we’ll stick with the less awkward word “shame.” Yechiel ben Yekutiel, a 13th century 

ethicist, defined boshet as the “fear of sin.”iv  Stated positively, boshet acknowledges 

one’s desire to do what is right and good. It serves that patrolling function in a positive 

way. And it is considered a good sign if a person embarrasses easily for this reflects their 

desire for approval, and their intention to do what is right. Remember, this works if we all 

agree on the standards that we are aiming for. Shame serves as the turn signal that points 

us back in the right direction. 

Yekutiel also defines boshet as the ability to conduct ourselves in an 

unpretentious, introspective manner.  Someone who doesn’t put on airs. Someone who is 

actively working on improving themselves and the world around them. This virtue is 

quite suited for our season of atonement. It’s the engine, really. You make a mistake, 

you’re embarrassed, you seek forgiveness and, hopefully, you’re restored. 

Another positive function of boshet is when it reveals that our desires prove 

grandiose or just excessive. When we realize our eyes are bigger than our stomachs, for 

example, we feel embarrassed—for not knowing ourselves well enough, for creating 
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waste, and for seeming greedy—for isn’t the definition of greed wanting more than we 

need? Shame in this way keeps us honest.   

So important is cultivating boshet that Jewish tradition teaches that one who 

experiences shame for committing a sin is pardoned for all one’s other sins as well.  

Shame purifies us from our moral slip-ups. It reflects an inner attitude that is striving for 

what’s right even if our outer behavior isn’t strong enough to keep up with our inner 

intention.v 

But shame is a double-edged sword. When societies set standards, they 

consciously and unconsciously single out certain groups and individuals for shaming. 

People who look different, people with visible diseases or challenges, people with 

unpopular opinions or political views are expected to internalize the norms and blush at 

what and who they are. They also become targets for ridicule. It was news to me to learn, 

for example, that singer/songwriter Carly Simon, for those of us who know her music, 

stuttered as a child.  She was ashamed to speak aloud and never raised her hand in class. 

We think of the strides we have made to overcome the shame associated with disabilities 

and addictions. Gay Pride is a response to the shame borne by the LGBTQ community. 

The #metoo movement combats the shame suffered by survivors of sexual assault. These 

are each areas where the standards we have set and the shame they have caused have 

proven hurtful, unhelpful, and unjust.   

 

It once happened that “[a] Hasid entered the synagogue of Rabbi Wolf one 

Sabbath afternoon, took his seat, and began to eat radishes, loudly smacking his lips. 

Other Hasidim began whispering among themselves. He continued his snacking, 
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oblivious that his uncouth eating was the cause of this small commotion but aware that he 

was drawing attention. He shifted uncomfortably in the pew. Rabbi Wolf heard the 

whispering and observed that the hasid’s face was starting to turn red. Quickly, the rabbi 

said, “I have a craving for radishes. Has anyone got any radishes?”vi 

In our tradition there’s no greater sin than shaming a person in public. Even when 

well-intentioned, public humiliation is an act akin to murder. “The sting of humiliation,” 

say Borowitz and Schwartz, “feels like something has died within us, perhaps not 

permanently but at least for the moment.” vii We think of the many teens who are 

subjected to bullying on their various social media—cyber bullying, the latest incarnation 

of public shaming, has been implicated in more than one teen suicide. Have these bullies 

no shame?  Who has given them permission to behave so ruthlessly? 

Sparing others shame is such an important mitzvah that it’s hard to think about 

shame having significant redeemable value. And with the practice of shaming so often 

abused, we as a society are often quite willing to dodge the feeling and rule it out 

altogether.  Let’s consider Carolyn Hax’s response to the Post reader. She responds to the 

woman called “Not Flourishing” by saying, “Everyone—everyone—struggles at some 

life stage. So where’s the shame in being normal?”  Carolyn’s answer is to normalize 

periods of struggle and self-doubt. Since that’s normal, the woman needn’t add to her 

struggle the bad and debilitating feeling of shame. But what Carolyn doesn’t capture in 

her response, is how Not Flourishing’s shame had a positive role to play. It served as that 

signal,  that red flashing light. 

Given the ways shaming is abused, Borowitz and Schwartz admit that “boshet 

would seem to have no place in the life of a healthy-minded, mature person.”viii  But they 
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go on to assert that shamelessness is not an acceptable alternative. In fact, we could argue 

that the way shaming is abused is the result of shamelessness.  Indeed, in the absence of 

boshet, there is azut—insolence. An example drawn from recent history would be 

billionaire hotel owner and real estate investor, Leona Helmsley, dubbed the Queen of 

Mean, who withheld four million dollars in federal income taxes claiming, “Taxes are for 

little people.”  In the absence of shame, we behave with utter disregard for another’s 

presence and dignity. I imagine we each have our own examples to illustrate the point. 

Arguably, a lost sense of shame sets us adrift without a moral compass. Those that feel 

that certain amounts of money or power, skill or prestige, past grievances or past neglect 

entitles them to live by their own rules, have no shame.ix This shamelessness threatens to 

corrupt a society that is based on upholding a social contract. For if we are shameless and 

care nothing for group standards, nothing about treating others with respect, then we lose 

one of the tools we have to check and balance ourselves and we poison the relationships 

we have with others. 

  We read in the Talmud, “Jerusalem was destroyed only because its inhabitants 

had no shame before one another.x In his response to the Israeli government’s initial 

decision last Spring to deport 35,000 African asylum seekers, Yossi Klein Halevi, an 

Israeli intellectual and interfaith advocate writes, “Where is the sign of unease from our 

leaders, some indication that they understand why so many Jews are tormented by their 

decision?” He punctuates his question with a call for boshet. He says, “Part of my feeling 

of shame today is the absence of shame among our leaders.”xi  In the end the Israeli 

government had to rescind that decision. 
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In American society, we have been calling for a restoration of civility for years 

now.  And this is also a call to keep working on ourselves. Borowitz and Schwartz 

suggest that we incorporate “a judicious amount of… boshet into our character”xii and we 

can expect that of each other as well. For if we don’t teach it and live it, how can we 

reverse the public shamelessness that hurts us all on many different levels? 

  So, what are you ashamed about? After all, in our liturgy we say, “Who among 

us is righteous enough to say, I have not sinned?”  Did you snub an in-law or gloat at 

someone’s fall?  Did you tease the one who dropped the ball?  Did you lash out at your 

child, at your parent, at your sister or brother?  Were you injudiciously catty or 

inappropriately ribald?  What are you ashamed about?  Was your presentation sub-

standard? Were you too critical?  Did you boost yourself up by putting another down?  

Did you take a strong stand and were then proven wrong?  Were you jealous?  Were you 

snide? Were you ungrateful for all that you have?  Take a mental note of your missteps 

and in the privacy of your own home—under the covers perhaps—feel the pain of your 

shame.  Or feel it here and now. Bow your head.  Turn inward. Turn red. Turn to God, 

the source of your forgiveness, and then, forgive yourself and then extend that 

forgiveness to another.  Now you’re living it up with true High Holy Day spirit.  Trade 

the snorkel for the oxygen tank, and you can really hit bottom.  The high in High Holy 

Days is how you can feel rotten. In a good way.  How low can you go? 

In Psalms we read, “The beginning of wisdom is the fear of God” (Ps. 111:10).  

And we often respond—what kind of God would want to be feared ?  We’re insulted and 

we won’t choose it.  But were we to choose this God, we would learn that the fear of God 

is not the fear that leads to paralysis, self-flagellation and phobias. No it is a claim to 
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shame, to boshet,  a humble admission of our limitations getting tangled inside our good 

intentions.  

The Chassidic master of Rizhin once saw a young man who was fasting and 

engaging in other self-flagellation.  “Just what are you trying to do?”  the Rebbe asked.  

“I am trying to break some of my undesirable character traits,” the young man answered.  

The Rebbe said, “You will break your neck before you succeed in breaking any character 

traits with your method.”  Boshet is a character trait that is desirable; that we don’t want 

to obliterate. It’s a fissure in our bedrock, it’s the water finding the low spot. Don’t dwell 

in it. Just use it. It’s a tool of repentance, a mark on the surface that says something’s 

asleep; but also a deep rumble that there’s something to reap. Dive in and recover it.  For 

Rabbi Dov Baer, a Jewish mystic, the experience of shame is a virtue that marks true 

wisdom—the proof that one has reached the highest of spiritual levels. Without feeling 

shame, we can’t truly effect teshuvah.  And the next step is forgiveness, for without that, 

we cannot move beyond the shame that we live with. How do you deal with your shame? 

Do you deny it, hide it, or do you use it? 

 In  the messianic age, Jewish tradition envisions a society where there will be no 

shame. Says Isaiah, “Jacob shall no longer be ashamed (yevosh), neither shall his face go 

pale” (Isa 29:22).  But we are far from that age and boshet still has a needed role to play 

in ourselves and in our societies. Can we be unpretentious and introspective?  Can we 

help one another face our shame?  Our imperfections are our High Holy Day glue. And if 

we cannot give each other this due, are we living our Judaism?   

To be perfect is to be other than human.  
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To be holy, well, it starts with bending low, with playing the High Holy Day 

limbo.    

Keyn Y’hi ratzon. May this be God’s will.  Shanah tovah v’g’mar chatima tovah  
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