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Two women are seated next to each other at a temple women’s group event. One says 
to the other, “Our 50th wedding anniversary is coming up and I want to do something 
really big for it. At every big anniversary I do something big.” The other woman says, 
“Wow, 50 years, that’s wonderful!  What did you do for your 10th?”  “Oh, for our 10th 
anniversary I bought my husband season tickets to the Giants.”  “That’s really 
thoughtful,” said the other woman.“And what about your 25th?”  “On our 25th I took him 
to Israel.”  “That’s a fantastic gift. So what are you thinking for your 50th?”  The first 
woman then said, “For our 50th I’m thinking, I’m gonna bring him back.” 

There is some melancholy in these old Jewish jokes, something that rings 
uncomfortably true in them. After all the laughter, what wisdom is conveyed in a joke 
about a woman who pushed her husband away for 25 years?  And what truth about our 
own relationships is revealed in that punch line? 

The great human paradox is to share this world and our lives with people who matter to 
us, people we genuinely love, in knotty, unpredictable, combustible, flawed 
relationships, including the bouts of emotional distance and loneliness and regret. Yom 
Kippur will not allow us to dodge our own responsibilities to them.  The litany of sins we 
just confessed to includes thoughtlessness, our own impulsive acts of malice, 
disrespect, deceit, stubbornness and inflexibility.  And that’s not nearly the complete list! 
Ouch! Since Adam and Eve, at one point or another every human being has fallen prey 
to such darker instincts. All of us.  And so, we come to synagogue on Yom Kippur to 
face the music, while there is still time.  

Among my first brushes with death was watching my grandfather’s battle with cancer.  I 
was 16 and would often go to see him in the hospital after school.  I arrived one day and 
saw my grandmother ushering an elderly woman out of my grandfather’s room.  My 
grandmother introduced her as my Aunt Shirley from California.  Later that day, I asked 
my grandmother about Aunt Shirley, notably why I had never met her before.  Turns out, 
Aunt Shirley had married out of the faith, was emotionally tortured by her family and 
moved away. That was 60 years earlier. They hadn’t spoken since. Shirley learned that 
her brother was dying and flew to New York.  It was not the reunion she had hoped for.  
My grandfather died two days later. 

How does one flare-up turn into sixty years?  Quite easily, of course.  We dig in and 
create emotional levees of self-justification. We indict them over and over. The days 
pass; they turn into years, and then decades.   

Yom Kippur forces us to confront two difficult challenges in our lives. First, the 
circumstances beyond our control, and second, choices we make. The first are the 
catastrophes we cannot stop. The stanzas in our liturgy Who shall live and who shall 
die, who by flood, who by fire, who by earthquake ring altogether true at this season of 
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earthquakes and hurricanes. And beyond their sheer devastation, there is nothing we 
can do to stop them.  And then, there are the diseases and freak accidents that terrorize 
and destroy without notice, without regard to station or location, rich and poor alike, 
kind, generous. Illness and mortality can devour without reason or explanation. 

Which brings us to Yom Kippur’s second challenge to us, the choices we make. 
Because life is uncertainty, and because death is a given and we never know when or 
how it will strike, we have choose what we do with the time we do have.That’s why the 
prayer also asks who in the coming year will be at peace.  Who will be serene and who 
will be disturbed, who will be tranquil and who troubled. And those questions, we can 
answer by the choices we make in our lives and our relationships. And by the 
forgiveness that is ours to offer and to accept.  

Anne Lamott, one of this generation’s most gifted writers, confesses: 

“About 20 years ago, when my son started school, I realized I was holding grudges and 
resentment against the other mothers. They might be too pretty or self-confident; they 
might flaunt their wealth or flaunt that their child was already reading in first grade. It 
took a lot of work to stick with the unpacking of the resentment; to realize that it was 
always about self-loathing. Most of these people…..were pretty innocent bystanders. My 
lack of forgiveness had to do with really bad old feelings I had about myself. The other 
moms were just conveniently annoying. They might say something really stupid about 
me or my son, and I would seize on it like a dog with a bone….. It wouldn’t have 
affected me if there hadn’t been that age-old contempt a lot of us can still find in 
ourselves.….I really believe that earth is forgiveness school.  I really believe that’s why 
we are here, and God left us without any owner’s manual. I think we’re here to learn 
forgiveness. For me, it all begins with the hardest work of all, of being so crazily 
imperfect and so sensitive and thin skinned and looking the way I look instead of like 
Cate Blanchette, which is disappointing. And all of the things we internalize in our 
younger years that other people may have said or hinted or even bullied us for. Not 
forgiving makes you toxic. And then you have very little to offer your family or the world 
because you’re always faking it.” 

And so Yom Kippur comes every year because every year we succumb to those darker, 
weaker impulses. Since Adam and Eve, at one time or another, every human being has 
blown a gasket, lashed out, lied, and allowed others to push our buttons of self-doubt 
and exposed flaws. We need Yom Kippur, desperately, to wake us up. And to remind us 
that our days can turn to years and decades without resolution and with too many 
periods of loneliness and emotional distance and fear.  And that’s if we’re lucky. 
Because, truly, we do not know when the next hurricane, or health scare, or freak 
tragedy will strike.  

The irony is that the people I know who understand this best, who “get” life’s urgency 
and are most able to change, are usually the people who have suffered the most.  

The people who have stood at the open grave after a tragic, terribly unexpected death.  
The people whose hearts and relationships were suddenly torn apart.  Even the people 
whose dark secrets were exposed to scrutiny. The people who nearly died and, thank 
God, lived.  
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Such emotional hurricanes often lead to the greatest wisdom.  After losing love, they 
learn how to love. After failing at love, the learn how to offer genuine love and they learn 
the kind of love they need and deserve. After discovering how short, precarious and 
cruel life can be, they learn how precious each day can be.   

As you may have guessed, I’m on a lot of rabbi-internet groups.  You’d be surprised 
how many they are.  And on one of them, I recently read the following post by Rabbi 
Harold Kushner of When Bad Things Happen to Good People fame. He wrote this:  
“One year, my Yom Kippur sermon was on the theme of forgiveness. The next day, a 
woman came to see me, very upset about the sermon. She told me how, 10 years 
earlier, her husband had left her for a younger woman and she has had to raise two 
children by herself for the past 10 years. She asked me angrily, “And you want me to 
forgive him for what he did to us?” I told her, “Yes, I want you to forgive him. Not to 
excuse him, not to say that what he did was acceptable, but to forgive him as a way of 
saying that someone who would do that has no right to live inside your head any more 
than he has the right to live inside your house. Why are you giving a man like that the 
power to turn you into a bitter, vengeful victim? He doesn’t deserve that power over 
you.” 

Yom Kippur is the great human equalizer.  Today we all acknowledge that every one of 
us is a hot, complicated brew of doubts and anger, and fears, secrets and suspicions 
and justifications, flaws and bad mistakes.  Every one of us. But that’s not all we are. 
Not by a long shot.  Because as the Psalmist wrote, we are also  “little less than the 
angels, crowned in glory and honor.”  We are also God’s handiwork, also glorious in 
God’s eyes.  We are also capable of growth, and healing, and rebirth.  All worthy of 
someone’s love, all with the capacity to love.  All of us bring something unique, beautiful 
and important to this world.  Something the world needs. All of us.   

And so my prayer for you is that this Yom Kippur will draw you away from your darker 
demons, and inspire you to become one with the power of love and growth and healing 
within you, to forgive yourselves and to forgive each other.  Because as the author 
Richard Bach once wrote, “The only thing that matters at the end of a stay on earth, is 
how well did we love.” And that is the greatest Yom Kippur wisdom of all.  


