
G’mar Tov, 

 It has been 6 months and 10 days since March 16th when our 

city and state shut down. I have had some incredible moments, 

great times, connecting, reaching out, seeing the silver lining in 

most things, being positive about our world and enjoying my 

new work from home life. And honestly, that hasn’t changed.  

But, there have been moments while in quarantine, that 

Abby and I would confess to each other that we lost our 

patience with our children. We have the best kids, but they are 

2 and 4 and they rightfully demand a lot of our attention. 

Nonetheless, we know that like all parents, we sometimes make 

mistakes and get frustrated because they ask the same question 

over and over, even though they already received an answer the 

first time. Maybe they want to go outside while I am in the 

middle of writing my Yom Kippur sermon, the night before, as an 

example.    

 It can be overwhelming in a pandemic to balance home 

life, work life, zero social in person interactions, and the reality 

of hot, humid Miami weather with no pool. Our girls got little TV 

in the beginning of the pandemic, and then some days they got 

more than we would want to admit. Missing our family on the 

other side of the country, we have sometimes felt run over by a 

Mack truck parade.   There have been days that the demands of 
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laundry, cleaning, ordering groceries and making meal after 

meal after meal, parenting and spousing have made us a bit less 

patient with each other than we wanted to be. At times, the 

wrong tone of one word could be the straw that broke the 

camel’s back. 

I could tell Abby all day that she is a phenomenal parent 

and partner, handling so much while I am working, and she too 

has a job that can be stressful. She is a gifted special education 

advocate for families with children who have special needs. Her 

life is busy without having to figure out lunch for the girls every 

day so that I could be on a recurring zoom meeting at 12:00. She 

is an incredible wife and mother, and I tell her so, yet I still feel 

remorse in not doing more to help around the house and with 

our children. Even though we are all there together in the house 

all the time, I was upset with myself that I couldn’t be more 

present while being home for my family.  

 And yet, I know this feeling is not unique to me, or to my 

peer group. We have all been in a position where we have come 

down hard on ourselves for not being the best we could have 

been. We have all reflected and hashed out the “should-of’s, 

would-of’s and could-of’s”  

Certainly, there are some incredible Silver Linings that I 

know we can all appreciate: zero Traffic, new hobbies or 

  2



passions have been discovered, home projects accomplished, 

many books have been read, new shows were binged, bread has 

been baked, and new skills with the computer have enabled us 

to connect with people across the country. Certainly, we can see 

the silver linings in all these wonderful new areas of growth, 

BUT, there were more times than normal, that I have not been 

as patient, calm and understanding as I would have liked to be 

for my family…it is these times that I deeply regret and that 

embarrass me.  

 I know I am not alone.  SO many of you have shared similar 

stories with me and Rabbi Siegal.  We are truly all in the same 

boat.   But, here is what today is all about: Forgiveness.  A Clean 

Slate.  A New Start. An opportunity to do better and be better: 

Forgive Yourself  

How quick are we to forgive someone who snaps at us at 

work, because we know they are dealing with immense pressure 

or family challenges…. We all can forgive that person, and yet so 

often we can’t forgive ourselves for the same thing. 

I want to suggest for anyone who feels like I do, where we 

constantly miss the mark of who we want to be, remember this, 

on this day and every day, extend a bit of forgiveness to 

yourself.  
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Having taken a deeper look into it, I believe it is our Yetzer 

Hara the negative side of our thinking, the same side that urges 

us to sin when we know better, that tells us we CanNOT forgive 

ourselves. As Jews we must combat that urge, that Yetzer Hara, 

in order for us to move forward and move on.  

 Rabbi Nachman of Breslov taught: “Always look for the 

good in yourself. And remember: Joy is not incidental to your 

spiritual quest; it is vital. For so it is written in Isaiah 55:12: 

‘You will go out through joy, and be led forth in peace.’ Focus on 

the good in yourself; take joy in what is good, and you will be 

led forth from inner darkness.” 

 Rabbi Karyn Kedar the author of “The Bridge to 

Forgiveness: Stories and Prayers for Finding God and 

Wholeness,” wrote: During the High Holy Days, we ask God for 

forgiveness, and we ask people in our lives that we have 

wronged — in word or deed, advertently or inadvertently — for 

forgiveness. But what does Judaism say about forgiving 

ourselves? 

Maybe we haven’t treated our bodies with the kind of 

compassion we deserve. Maybe we haven’t lived up to our own 

expectations, so far as our family or work or charitable 

obligations are concerned. Does Jewish tradition provide a 

roadmap for self-forgiveness?”   
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The answer is yes.  

During these Holy Days of awe, we see that Teshuva comes 

in two forms, one we seek between ourselves and another and 

one we seek between us and God. I would argue that there is a 

third, one between us and ourselves. The act of teshuva is about 

restoring peace to the brokenness of a relationship and as Rabbi 

Jessica Kessler Marshall wrote in 2016, “Teshuva invites peace. If 

forgiving others leads to external peace, forgiving ourselves 

brings internal peace.”  

I want to suggest that while sometimes we can easily 

forgive ourselves, and should, for unintentional mistakes, raising 

a voice out of frustration, realizing it and immediately 

apologizing is one thing. But for others, teshuva is still needed. 

As Stephen Covey taught, “Sharpen the Saw means preserving 

and enhancing the greatest asset you have – You.” And this 

means spending time trying to figure out your faults, working on 

them, focusing on them and constantly trying your best. When 

you fall off, apologize, forgive yourself and keep trying to be 

the very best version of you.  

Only by doing this hard work, real work, can the internal 

peace that I need, come out. I think, this year, I need to work on 

forgiving myself for not always hitting the mark – and continue 
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working on all areas that I know need attention, like patience, 

acceptance and more. 

Elie Wiesel once said: “The Jewish tradition of learning – is 

learning. Adam chose knowledge instead of immortality.” So too 

can we move through life, learning from our mistakes, seeking 

teshuva within our own soul and only then forgiving ourself and 

using that work to move forward.  

It was 2011, when I was a volunteer Hospital Chaplain at 

Cedar Sinai. I remember as if it happened three hours ago. It 

was my first week on the job, and I was beginning my rounds 

visiting the Jewish patients in Los Angeles and before entering 

each room I looked at the patients charts to see what info I 

could gather about how to address the spiritual needs of that 

individual. I went into his room filled with energy, imagine me 

entering into a hospital room as If I was asked to get a group of 

7th graders pumped to enter the dance floor for a bar mitzvah.  

I burst in, spotting the patient nicely dressed, no gown, 

looking sharp. And I said these exact words. “Hi, I am Rabbinical 

student Jonathan Fisch from the chaplain team and I wanted to 

introduce myself and say hello, check in on you, and have you 

seen how nice it is today. Ahh wow. It’s gorgeous…” Well. That 

was wrong, Rabbi Danny Young who is a pro at chaplaincy work 

would tell you, that was WRONG. The patient looked at me, and 
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these words I too will never forget, said “Peep You, I haven’t 

left this room in over 2 weeks, waiting for a heart transplant, if 

I leave and they call me for surgery and I am not here, I miss the 

heart. So, don’t come in here telling me how nice it is….”  

I left, knowing I had failed in establishing a relationship 

with him, and helping guide him spiritually. That one 30 second 

moment has haunted me to this day. Incredible how that one 

moment also has taught me more than all my chaplaincy work 

combined. How to process one moment, reflect, and keep it 

with me as I move.  

I’m sure many of us can think of a similar interaction we 

instantly regretted. Part of forgiving yourself is reflecting back 

and saying, I handled that in a way that I shouldn’t have. I will 

try to not do that again, I understand my mistake, misdoing, 

error, and am keeping that with me as I move forward.  

After I visited the heart transplant patient, I still needed to 

see all the others. Which meant I had to move forward in my 

work, and the relationships that I needed to foster, but I kept 

and continue to keep that moment close in memory to guide me 

towards different words, a way to connect, or just a different 

interaction to avoid the same experience. The work of doing 

self-teshuva - offering forgiveness to myself, allows me to foster 

better deeper relationships, whether it’s celebrating shabbat 
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with appropriate energy, rejoicing with the bride and groom, 

grieving with the broken-hearted, counseling those in need and 

even visiting with the sick. That one mistake enables me to 

create a special bonds with other patients, myself and with God. 

Self - Forgiveness brings us closer to the Divine.  

If we are unable to forgive ourselves, then we are unable 

to see the Sparks of God that resides within us. Especially living 

in a COVID world where our tempers and frustrations may be 

higher than any normal given day. 

The Torah teaches us: “V’ahavta l’re’echa kamokha, love 

your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 18:19). What must we do first - 

to perform this mitzvah…. Love ourself, and not just when we 

ace the test, or perform well on a job review, but we must love 

ourselves when we cheat on our diet, when we fail and have a 

brief moment of a lapse in judgement. I am not talking about 

forgiving ourselves for crimes that are horrific, I am talking 

about the everyday mistakes that we all make.  

If we really want to be the best person we can be, we must 

understand that when we are not, we can forgive ourselves, 

learn from it, move forward and not get so bogged down in our 

failures that we stop trying.  

Rabbi Aaron Alexander two years ago shared these words 

with his community: 
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“Think, for a moment, about what you are carrying on your 

emotional backs this year. Now. It's a been a long year. 

I'm not trying to make you feel bad, I promise. But lists like 

these tend to reflect the author more so than anyone else. 

We lost our tempers. 

We shamed our kids. 

We didn't show up. 

We weren't supportive when we should have been. 

We didn't make eye-contact and smile when we could have. 

We forgot to call. We didn't call enough. We didn't listen, or 

even try to. 

We didn't stop talking. 

We shared someone's secret. 

We attacked opinions without fully understanding the 

position. 

We offered critique, not to help him understand, but to 

knock him down a peg. 

We ignored context. We permitted lies. We became numb 

to gaslighting. 

We were public when we could have been private, private 

when we could have been public. 

We Haves’ could go on and on, it weighs us down.  

  9



God knows this, the Rabbis knew this and thus gifted us 

with Yom Kippur. A moment in our year where we can ask for 

forgiveness from others and equally from ourselves, in doing this 

we can start new, fresh, ready to take on the challenges that 

really await us. As Rabbi Alexander wrote: Will this unwanted 

luggage nudge us to change, or freeze us in a status quo? 

This is our challenge: can we remove the pain we keep, the 

should-haves and could-haves to make room for real change, 

real growth, real love, real honesty, and real peace within our 

own hearts.  

I hope so.  

To be honest, while writing this sermon I have been 

interrupted countless times, and each time, I harbored zero 

frustration, I was calm and addressed the needs of my family. It 

just meant a longer night or an earlier morning. I can’t promise 

that I won’t get frustrated but I will recognize that reaction 

forgive myself afterwards and certainly apologize to those I hurt 

along the way. My hope and prayer in this holy day of Yom Kippur 

is that we can forgive ourselves more, love ourselves a bit more 

and in doing so care and love others more too.  
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