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Yom Kippur, 10.9.19. Forgiveness                                                                                            
Rabbi Jaymee Alpert 

Over the summer, sometime between Shavuot and Tisha b’Av, I start thinking about topics for 

the High Holy Day sermons.  It starts with a general list of what I’m feeling, what the 

community might be feeling or thinking about, and sometimes, what’s going on the world.  That 

day back in July, I wrote down ‘forgiveness’ – which in and of itself is a pretty amorphous 

subject.  The definition of forgiveness varies from person to person and from situation to 

situation.  To focus a wide topic like ‘what is real forgiveness,’ it helps to have a specific, 

concrete example.  Where, I wondered back in July, would I find that? 

And then, about a week ago, footage from the courtroom sentencing of former Dallas police 

officer Amber Guyger for killing Botham Jean, was seen around the country.  And so was the 

footage of Brandt Jean forgiving his brother’s killer.  

Brandt Jean said the following:  “If you are truly sorry, I forgive you…I love you just like 

anyone else, and I’m not going to say I hope you rot and die like my brother did.  I personally 

want the best for you.”  After speaking, Jean asked the judge if he could give Guyger a hug, 

which he did.   

It was an amazing moment.    

Jean later appeared on Good Morning America and was asked “Why did you forgive her?  Why 

did you forgive your brother’s killer?”  His answer has stayed with me.  He said, “This is what 

you have to do to set yourself free…this is called peace of mind.” 

Whew. 
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Every time I watch the video, every time I think about that video and the words Brandt Jean 

spoke, I get chills.  And then, I get overwhelmed, because quite honestly, I don’t understand.  I 

don’t understand that type of forgiveness, that ability to wish someone well after they have 

caused you immeasurable pain.  And the truth is, Brandt Jean has made me wonder if I 

understand forgiveness – true forgiveness, at all.  

Our liturgy talks a lot about forgiveness at this time of the year.  For a month leading up to Rosh 

Hashanah we delve into our thoughts and actions, accounting for the times we fell short, for the 

times we messed up, for the times we sinned.  And then, during the Aseret Yemai Teshuvah - 

these ten days from Rosh Hashanah through Yom Kippur, we are supposed to ask the people we 

have hurt for forgiveness.  Likewise, if someone comes to us, we are supposed to forgive them. 

This is what we say – every year.  This is our annual routine.  But what does it really mean? In 

practical, living-our-lives, 2019 terms?   

Yom Kippur comes around each year, we talk and teach about asking for and granting 

‘forgiveness,’ but having this routine or practice doesn’t mean we are ready for it.  We can’t 

forgive on a schedule - on a specified day on the calendar.  We can truly only grant forgiveness 

when we are ready. 

So, what happens when Yom Kippur arrives and we are not ready?  

What happens when we just can’t…forgive others, forgive ourselves…?  

What if the person we want to forgive can’t hear it?  Maybe that person is no longer in our lives.  

Maybe that person is no longer alive.  What do we do then?  
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I would like to believe I have the type of forgiveness in me that Brandt Jean has. I hope to never 

find out in such an extreme way – but I’m not sure I have it in me. And I imagine I am not alone 

in that.  And what about less extreme, more common moments in our lives?  Do we allow 

ourselves to fully understand this notion – this concept of ‘forgiveness?’  Do we allow ourselves 

to forgive? 

On Yom Kippur, there is a refrain that gets repeated throughout the services; we sing s’lach lanu, 

m’chal lanu, kapper lanu – forgive us, pardon us, grant us atonement.  S’lach, m’chal, and 

kapper represent different types of forgiveness for us to seek and for us to give. 

M’chal or Mechila, is the most straightforward form, and I think it is probably closest to what 

many of us associate with this time of the year.  We go to friends and family and apologize for 

the things we have done to hurt them.  We see these messages posted on social media – “if I’ve 

done anything to hurt you, I’m sorry.”   The person who has done harm apologizes, the person 

who was harmed says ‘you’re forgiven’ and everyone moves forward.  Mechila also has a 

legalistic undertone that suggests that restitution must be made.  Maimonides, in a comment on a 

mishnah in Bava Kamma teaches that a person who physically injures someone must pay 

financial reparations and then ask forgiveness from the person they hurt.  The debt is remitted 

and the episode is put in the past.  

S’lach or Selicha, is the next level of forgiveness, and it takes more work, both from the person 

who has done the hurting and from the one who has been hurt.  There seems to be more of an 

emotional component with selicha than with mechila. 

Contemporary author Marjorie Ingall in her essay “Where’s my Apology?” writes, “Selicha 

means forgiveness and it requires hard work.  When we want someone to apologize to us, what 
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we generally want is for them to understand how deeply they’ve hurt us, to grovel, to prove to us 

that they’ve delved into the darkness of what they’ve done.  For us to be able to grant 

forgiveness, though, we may have to struggle too…Selicha, it seems, requires that we embrace 

imperfection.  It’s a bit like the Japanese art of kintsugi, repairing cracks in pottery with gold.  

The cracks are still there.   We still see them.  But they become part of a new, strong, beautiful 

thing.” 

Kintsugi is a Japanese art form that literally means “golden joinery.”  Cups and dishes that are 

cracked get repaired with silver or gold lacquer.  Rather than throw away a cracked mug, for 

instance, kintsugi elevates the crack by illuminating it, and, healing the crack itself.  In this way, 

the cracked dish or cup can be even more lovely than the original that was “whole.”   

Kintsugi is a beautiful metaphor for us – for what happens to us when we become cracked or 

broken and put back together.  The cracks in the pottery don’t disappear.  On the contrary, they 

are highlighted and they transform the piece into something that tells a story.  In so many ways, 

we too are works of kintsugi.  Life means that we fall down. We get hurt – and we hurt others. 

We suffer injuries – physical and emotional.  But we don’t necessarily forget what happened.   

Our cracks and scars and hurts don’t disappear, but they do help us tell our story – where we’ve 

been, what we’ve learned, how we’ve changed.  And most often, we heal.  But healing or repair 

doesn’t mean there is no longer damage.  Repair requires transformation.  Selicha requires 

transformation too.   

Our relationships don’t go back to exactly the way they were before – before the crack, before 

the hurt, they evolve into something new.  They might become stronger after we have been hurt 
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and have found a way to forgive, or they might become more distant with the knowledge that the 

other person has the capacity to wound us.  We grow and change from the experience.   

Our life-kintsugi tells the story of our transformation.  I wonder - how would we look at each 

other - if we could see those emotional scars and wounds covered over in gold lacquer?  How 

would we look at ourselves?  How beautiful would we be in our imperfect human-ness? How 

much stronger might we feel? 

The third type of forgiveness, kappara, means atonement, or as I like to say, at-one-ment.  When 

we experience kappara, we feel whole again – it’s as though our kintsugi melts away and we 

have no more cracks.  For me, kappara is hard to understand and harder still to achieve.  Rashi 

defines kappara as “cleansing and erasing.”  Ibn Ezra defines it as “covering over.”  Kappara, 

like Kippur, somehow wipes away past sins and hurts and we are purified. I believe this is 

ideally what we pray to God for on Yom Kippur.  After we have done our part – our mechila and 

our selicha – we have said our ‘sorries’ and have tried our best to forgive, we pray to God for 

atonement.  Rabbi Danya Ruttenberg notes, “Forgiveness is up to the victim (and the victim 

alone).  Atonement is up to God.”   

Maybe.  Maybe God can grant ‘atonement’ – but I think it is up to us to work toward ‘at-one-

ment.’ And I am still left with the question:  what happens when we can’t?  What happens when 

we’re not ready to forgive?   

I said before that we can’t be held to a forgiveness schedule.  Yom Kippur comes around and 

what if we just aren’t ready?  What if we want to hold onto our anger and pain and grief for a bit 

longer?  What happens when we are willing to sacrifice kappara – atonement and inner peace, 

because we aren’t yet ready to offer selicha?   
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Forgiveness, after all, means giving something up.  It is a wrestling match between ego and soul.  

When we forgive, we have to give up our anger no matter how righteous it might be.  We have to 

give up what feels like power – the power to hold a grudge, the power to hold onto the hurt, the 

power not to let the other person go free, even if it is only for ourselves.  And let’s be honest, 

there is something delicious about holding on.  It feels so good to be right.  To be justified.  To 

think – no to believe, that somehow we hold power over the person who hurt us by not offering 

them our forgiveness.   

Nancy Colier, an interfaith minister and psychotherapist, notes: “Forgiveness, ultimately, is 

about freedom.  When we need someone else to change in order for us to be okay, we are a 

prisoner.  In the absence of forgiveness, we’re shackled to anger and resentment, uncomfortably 

comfortable in our misbelief that non-forgiveness rights the wrongs of the past and keeps the 

other on the hook.   

The freedom – the real “power,” comes with letting go.  When we let go of the grudge and the 

anger and the desire to be right (even if we are), we set ourselves free.   

It’s not simple.  It might be easy to say ‘Brandt Jean found a way to forgive his brother’s killer’ 

we should let go of our anger.  But we are human - and so many of us struggle.  We hold onto 

our hurts.  Some of us cling to them like a security blanket.  Instead of letting go and allowing 

the kintsugi scars to emerge and eventually fade, we allow our hurts to shape our narrative, by 

sticking with them.   

Maybe this is why we need Yom Kippur so desperately each year.  Yom Kippur and the weeks 

leading up to it remind us that forgiveness takes work.  We might never achieve full kappara, but 

we need to strive toward it.  We need to try our best to allow ourselves to let go and to forgive, to 
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set ourselves free from resentment and hurt and anger and all of the emotions that might be 

holding us back.   

We need Yom Kippur to remind us to embrace our scars – our kintsugi and our resulting 

transformation, even if we never achieve perfect at-one-ment.  Maybe instead of asking God for 

kappara if we’re not ready, we ought to ask God to give us the strength and the courage to let go 

of some of our hurt.  One step at a time.  

Yom Kippur reminds us that we are works in progress.  None of us is perfect, and because we all 

have room to grow, we need each other.    

Last night, as a prelude to Kol Nidrei we said:  “B’i-shiva shel mallah u’v’i-shiva shel mattah, al 

da’at ha-makom v’al da’at ha-kahal, anu matirin l’hitpallel im ha’avaryanim - By the authority 

of the court on high and by the authority of this court below, with divine consent and with the 

consent of this congregation, we grant permission to pray with the ‘avaryanim’ – with those who 

have transgressed.”  I have always been a bit uncomfortable with this passage.  After all, who 

among us hasn’t transgressed?  If we couldn’t pray with sinners, who would be sitting in this 

sanctuary right now?   

Maybe this passage is an invitation for us.  These words affirm that everyone is welcome on 

Yom Kippur.  Everyone, no matter how grave their sins, no matter how strong their desire to 

withhold forgiveness, is entitled to be part of the community and to pray for the strength to 

forgive and to be forgiven.  There is power in praying with sinners.  There is power in praying 

with each other, as we do today. 

Rabbi Alan Lew zichrono livracha, in his book “This is Real and You are Completely 

Unprepared,” writes, “Who are the avaryanim (those who have transgressed)?...Earlier, we 
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mentioned the possibility that the avaryanim are the sinners, the imperfect among us.  The word 

avar, after all, means to sin or to transgress.  Someone might say [on Yom Kippur], ‘We can’t 

pray with the imperfect.  This is a very important time, and only those who are morally 

unblemished should pray now.  All those others – all those imperfect ones – will prevent our 

prayers from being answered.’ 

But the Beit din – the rabbinical court – comes to say, there is no such thing as a morally 

unblemished human being.  There are only avaryanim – only imperfect and incomplete – so not 

only are we permitted to pray with them, we are required to…In praying with them we begin to 

find the answer to our imperfection.” 

We are all imperfect – even those of us who have experienced moments of kappara.  We are 

human, so by definition, we are flawed.  How powerful – how awesome - to admit our humanity 

and to admit that we need each other.  In our humanity, we can help each other to feel whole.  

Isn’t that part of why we belong to a synagogue?  Isn’t that part of why we come to services on 

Yom Kippur?  It is to feel that we are part of something larger than ourselves.  It is to feel the 

power of connection to one another and to an ancient tradition that has endless wisdom.  It is to 

strive toward becoming at-one and to know that others are striving with us.  We need everyone in 

this moment for we are all avaryanim, the ones who have transgressed, including those of us who 

aren’t ready to forgive yet.  And those of us who aren’t ready to ask.  

Yom Kippur is so much about our imperfection – it is so much about the wrestling match 

between ego and soul – the desire to be at-one and to be granted atonement, and the struggle with 

what it means to get there.   
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Yom Kippur then, gives us a chance to say to ourselves, it’s okay.  It’s okay to be human.  It’s 

okay to mess up.  It’s okay to do our best to fix our mess ups.  It’s okay to let other people try to 

fix their mess-ups even if we’re not ready.  It’s okay to have scars.  It’s okay to even bless them.  

They make us who we are – the scars from the people and things that have hurt us, the scars that 

come from hurting ourselves.  And the scars that come from hurting other people and needing to 

seek their forgiveness.  And by the way, sometimes we get forgiven and sometimes we don’t.  

We cannot force another person to forgive us.  All we can do is sincerely ask and try to do better 

in the future.  The question is:  what do we want our kintsugi to look like?  What story do we 

want it to tell? 

Forgiveness does not mean that the hurt is goes away, it means that we no long live in the hurt – 

we no longer live in the past. 

Maybe it is okay to say, we have done all we can do with the forgiveness we were ready to ask 

for and to give.  And maybe we allow some of the scars to really disappear – and in these 

moments we become at-one.  Maybe this is where God meets us and offers us kappara.  That’s 

the mystery of this day.  The light-headed, trippy feeling that comes at the end of Yom Kippur – 

we can chalk it up to dehydration, or we can consider it a spiritual lightness, a granting of 

atonement we cannot fully understand.  Perhaps it is a moment of finding the strength to let go 

fully, to forgive, and in return to be fully healed and repaired and at-one. 

In a moment we will recite the Yizkor prayers recalling those who have passed away.  Are there 

people you keep in your heart from whom you need to ask for forgiveness?  Are there people to 

whom you would like to offer forgiveness?  I invite you to take this time to ask, and to offer, and 

to take a step closer to at-one-ment. 
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Yizkor, p. 290 


