
The Days of Awe—the ten days between Rosh Hashanah and 

Yom Kippur—are considered the High Holy Days in the Jewish 

tradition—significant moments that even secular Jews may celebrate in some  

fashion. It’s the New Year, after all. 

These festivals are mentioned only once in the Bible and not by their present 

names, which were developed later in writings of the Talmud (oral teachings that 

were written down between 200 and 500 of the Common Era). In the Hebrew  

Bible, in Leviticus 23: 24-25, Rosh Hashanah is described: 

Say to the people of the Israel, in the seventh month, on the first day of the month 

you shall observe a day of solemn rest, a memorial proclaimed with blast of 

trumpets, a holy convocation. You shall do no laborious work, and you shall 

present an offering by fire to the Lord. 

And, then, Yom Kippur in the next verse: 

On the tenth day of this seventh month is the Day of Atonement; it shall be for 

you a time of holy convocation, and you shall afflict yourselves and present an 

offering by fire to the Lord. 

It is a time of forgiveness, a time of atonement—well, because Moses broke the 

tablets that the Ten Commandments were written on, and had to schlep back up 

Mt. Sinai and ask God for another copy. While Moses was gone, his people fasted 

and repented for breaking the tablets. God forgave them and gave Moses another 

set. 

This, surely, is a lesson in forgiveness. 

Anyway, God said that because of their transgression—and he/she forgave them 

this one time—they had be sure to repent every year. And, so they do. 

During the month of Elul, which precedes Rosh Hashanah, one is supposed to  

consider who you have wronged, and seek the spiritual strength to ask for         

forgiveness. During the Days of Awe, you are supposed to contemplate how you 

have wronged God, and then ask for forgiveness on Yom Kippur when you fast 

and do not work. (The offering by fire went out when the Temple was destroyed.) 

It is a time when the Book of Life is opened, and it stays open until the end of 

Yom Kippur. This is the book where God writes down what is in store for each 

person for the next year. It is when you get the chance to plead your case before 

God, to offer prayers and hope that you will be allowed to live happily through the 

next year. The traditional greeting is “L’shanah tovah tikatevu”—May you be in-

scribed in the Book of Life for a good year. 

I used to get a phone call or email from my dear friend Rebecca, an observant Jew, 

every year during this season, asking me for forgiveness for anything she might 

have done to hurt me. To tell you the truth, it always made me feel a little weird. 

Had she done something to offend me? To hurt me? If she had, I couldn’t remem-

ber. She was playful and funny and irreverent, by-and-large. I respected her for her 

faith. (She eventually emigrated to Israel and is well-ensconced with an Israeli 

husband and young son.) But, forgiveness?  

Would I ever, ever, ever call somebody up and ask their forgiveness for something 

I might or might not have even known I have done or said to hurt them? Probably 

not. But perhaps I should. 

It is now a known scientific fact that holding a grudge, or not forgiving or being 

forgiven, is bad for our health. In particular, cardiovascular disease of all kinds is 
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found more often in people who have 

anger or hostility, who blame others for 

their lot in life. In studies, people of all 

ages and in all walks of life who learn 

to forgive generally report improved 

health all around—fewer dizzy spells, 

upset stomachs and racing hearts. 

Turns out that the famous “Type A” 

personality has health issues not so 

much from their busy, work-work-work 

personality, but more from their ten-

dency to hold on to hostility toward 

people in their lives. 

Many years ago, I owned a small,   

vegetarian restaurant with a friend, 

Linda. It was a marginal business. We 

probably started off on the wrong foot 

when I financed it, and included Linda 

so she’d have something to do. She was 

my free-loading, depressed roommate, 

and I wanted to see her regain her 

lively self, and, well, pay me her share 

of the living expenses. 

In the first few months, I caught her 

time and again just writing herself a 

check. “I need the money,” she’d say. 

“It’s only 50 bucks.” At the time I was 

the chef, and she was the waitress, so 

she did have some income from her 

tips. I had nothing. We were managing 

to pay our bills, but there was nothing 

leftover to pay ourselves. Initially, I let 

it go; then I asked her to move out of 

my house. “I can work with you or I 

can live with you, but I can’t do both,” 

I said. 

She borrowed money from another 

friend to get a rental, and we continued 

our business relationship. But when she 

wrote herself a $500 check without 

even asking me, I went to our lawyer. 

On his advice, I changed the locks, 

went to the bank and changed the   

documents to drop her from the loan 

and the checking account, and told her 

she was all done. It was one of the 

grimmest periods of my life. 

Luckily, I loved having the restaurant, 

cooking and working as hard as I could 

to succeed. And about this time Sky, 

my Thursday produce delivery guy, 

and I got together. Things were good…

for me. 

About six months later, I got a phone 

call from Linda. She wanted to see me. 

I was wary, but said yes. 

Turns out, she had been paralyzed with 

back pain for six months, pain so    

severe that she was bedridden. She 

tried all manner of health care—

chiropractic, acupuncture, pain meds, 

orthopedist—but finally, whoever she 

went to in the end said to her, “Do you 

need to forgive someone?” and she 

realized that she needed to forgive me 

for removing her from the restaurant. 

Once she realized that, her back pain 

disappeared. Disappeared. She was 

fine. So she came to tell me, and we 

hugged and cried a little, and she went 

on her way. I had no idea I had caused 

her that kind of pain. In my mind, I was 

simply doing what I was told to do to 

try and save the business. 

We never know when we might need to 

forgive, or be forgiven.  

I have seen a lot written about forgive-

ness over the years; it is a popular theo-

logical, as well as psychological, topic. 

My favorite is from Frederick 

Buechner, who says: 

Of the seven deadly sins, anger is 

possibly the most fun. To lick your 

wounds, to smack your lips over 

grievances long past, to roll over 

your tongue the prospect of bitter 

confrontations still to come, to 

savor to the last toothsome morsel 

both the pain you are given and 

the pain you are giving back— in 

many ways it is a feast fit for a 

king. The chief drawback is that 

what you are wolfing down is 

yourself. 

OK, OK. I get the message. 

But then I heard Dr. Fred Luskin, au-

thor of Forgive for Good, on the radio a 

couple of years ago. At that time I was 

deeply embroiled in a really ugly fam-

ily situation with my brothers and my 

mother. I was spending way too much 

time being angry. Wolfing down my-

self. It was pretty unpleasant. 

Dr. Luskin said a very simple thing that 

changed my life: Forgiving someone 

means understanding that you did not 

get what you wanted. 

Forgiving someone means understand-

ing that you did not get what you  

wanted. 

You mean, it’s about me, not about 

them? The evil them? Wow. 

Given that my family of origin is not 

Jewish, nor do they have any experi-

ence with forgiveness, it became clear 

that I could wait for hell to freeze over 

for any of them to apologize to me for 

what they had done, for what I took to 

be egregious behavior on their part. But 

given my experience with Linda, it was 

clear that they might have no clue, no 

clue at all that they had done anything 

to hurt me. 

So, it was up to me. Forgiving someone 

means understanding that you did not 

get what you wanted. 

And I understood that I simply needed 

to forgive them. I did not have to say 

that what they did was OK. I did not 

even need to say it to them in person. I 

simply needed to sit with the fact that I 

was royally pissed off because I did not 

get what I wanted. I needed to sit with 

the sadness and frustration and anger—

and then, let it go. Let it go. 

I did not get what I wanted. 

What grudges do you hold? Who do 

you need to forgive? Do you have a 

grievance story? Is it time to let it go? 

To understand that you did not get what 

you wanted? 

Yes, some behavior is horrible—sexual 

abuse, drug or alcohol addiction, physi-

cal abuse, neglect, unfaithfulness, and 

on and on and on. These behaviors are 

not OK, not by any stretch of the 

imagination. I’m not suggesting that 

any of this should be condoned.  

But, it would help you to forgive. Your 

health will thank you. Your spirit will 

Forgiving someone 
means understanding 
that you did not get  
what you wanted. 
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thank you. Your friends will thank you. 

But you don’t have to forget. What you 

have learned may help keep you from 

repeating the problem. It may allow you 

to help others. It may make you a more 

loving and compassionate person. Good 

can come from all kinds of places. 

In an exchange with Jesus in Matthew 

19, Peter says: “How often shall my 

brother sin against me and I forgive 

him? As many as seven times?” Jesus 

replies, “I do not say to you seven 

times, but seventy times seven.” 

It is not so easy for us Unitarian Uni-

versalists. We take the Bible as just one 

of a multitude of sacred writings. We 

do not have High Holy Days as the 

Jews do. We do not have rituals, con-

fession, prayers, litanies of forgiveness, 

and the like.  

We do have each other as companions 

on the journey. We can say to one an-

other, “You’ve just told me your griev-

ance story again. Have you considered 

forgiving ______?” We can say, “If I 

have offended or hurt you, I am sorry.”  

Be grateful for what you do have, for 

the people who love you uncondition-

ally, for your friends who are willing to 

say “I’m sorry for what I may have 

done to hurt you,” and for the opportu-

nity to say “I’m sorry” yourself. 

And, if all that fails, be grateful for the 

sunrise and the sunset, the autumn 

leaves and fall harvest, a roof over your 

head, the natural beauty of the land-

scape, and the fact that you don’t have 

to worry about Ebola or ISIS ravaging 

your community. There is much to be 

concerned about, but there is so much 

more to be grateful for. Open your 

heart, open your mind to it all. Let go of 

the grievances and the hurt. 

Take some time during the Days of 

Awe to say “I’m sorry.” And to say  

“I love you.”  

Forgiving 

the Broken 
BY MYKE JOHNSON,   
MINISTER, ALLEN AVENUE 
UNITARIAN   
UNIVERSALIST CHURCH, 

PORTLAND, MAINE 

I believe that our human survival de-

pends on waking up to our connection 

with the interdependent web of all 

existence of which we are a part. The 

natural world is utterly vital to our 

lives. The earth is my Bible, my sacred 

revelation and my paradise. But that 

beautiful connection also gives rise to 

deep anguish.  

We see the melting of ancient glaciers 

as the climate heats up from green-

house gases. We know that the topsoil 

in which our food grows is being   

depleted and the rain forests that renew 

the world’s oxygen are being cut 

down. We know that increasing num-

bers of species are threatened with 

extinction. We know that nuclear 

stockpiles could destroy most life on 

earth many times over.  

We know so much, but we don’t  

know solutions to these problems 

threatening our future. And that might 

create a wall of grief that can stop us 

in our tracks as we seek to restore our 

relationship to this earth.  

When we affirm a vision of living in 

harmony with the earth and other   

beings, we enter an in-between place: 

we become increasingly aware of the 

brokenness of our world, but don’t yet 

have access, as individuals, to solu-

tions that fit with our vision. Our entire 

social and economic system has been 

built upon the exploitation of the earth 

for resources, and the exploitation of 

human beings for profit. We find   

ourselves trapped in this system.  

I think about petroleum. The industrial 

economy treats oil as a resource free 

for the taking, with the price based 

only on the cost of extraction and   

delivery. It shaped a world which   

became completely dependent on 

cheap oil. But we have passed the time 

when oil can be easily extracted; now 

riskier and dirtier methods are re-

quired, such as deep sea drilling like 

that which caused the spill in the Gulf 

of Mexico, and tar sands mining in 

Alberta, Canada that destroys the   

forest and devastates the health of the 

people and animals of the region.  

I know that burning oil for fuel will 

increase greenhouse gasses and bring 

our climate closer to the brink of disas-

trous changes. I know that we have to 

stop burning oil. But then I look at my 

own life.  

Our home is heated by oil. I drive a car 

than runs on gasoline (made from oil) 

to buy food and other needed items, 

and also to go back and forth to the 

church I serve. It would take several 

hours to walk to these destinations 

from my house and there is no public 

transportation nearby. The whole 

structure of suburban life is dependent 

upon oil. My church is a suburban 

church, and almost every person who 

comes to it drives there in an automo-

bile. Without oil, it is likely that the 

church and my house would never 

have been built in these locations. The 

whole geographic structure of our  

society has been shaped by oil.  

So each time I drive a car or turn on 

the heat there is, if I am paying atten-

tion, a kind of sadness that envelops 

me. I feel disappointed and angry that I 

can’t just make good ecological  

choices. Despite my values and ideal-

ism about how I want to live on the 

earth, despite how much time I may 

put into research, it seems impossible 

to find workable and affordable 

choices. My options as an individual 

are closely tied into what our society 

chooses to do with its resources.  

And even if I were able to create a 

partial personal solution—even if I 

could afford a zero-carbon home from 

which I could walk to every necessary 

function of my life—oil companies 

would still be breaking open the earth 

in Alberta, and spilling oil into the 

Gulf of Mexico. The children living 

near refineries would still be getting 

asthma. The ice of the arctic would 

still be melting, and thousands of   
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species would still be going extinct 

each year. It breaks my heart. 

Eco-philosopher Joanna Macy teaches 

that we must honor our pain for the 

earth. We must not push it away, or 

pathologize it, or shortchange what it 

has to teach us. She reminds us, “Don’t 

be afraid of the anguish you feel, or the 

anger or fear, for these responses arise 

from the depth of your caring and the 

truth of your interconnectedness with 

all beings.” Our grief for the earth is 

part of the cycle of healing, one more 

way that we wake up to our connection 

to all of life. If we can feel our grief 

for the earth, we have the capacity to 

stay awake during these difficult times.   

In order to be alive in this world, I 

need to grieve, and I also need to em-

brace the messiness of what is, as it is 

now. I need to accept that human be-

ings as a species do not live in har-

mony with the earth right now. We are 

broken off. In order to do the work of 

healing, of reconnection to the earth, I 

need to have compassion and forgive-

ness for myself and my people. 

When I feel despair, I am tempted to 

separate myself from what is broken, 

to separate what I think of as good 

from what is bad, to identify the saints 

and the sinners. I am tempted to     

retreat—to find a community of like-

minded souls, grow our own food, live 

off the grid, leave behind the chaos and 

destruction of the larger society. Or the 

temptation may be more subtle. I may 

choose to connect only with people 

who share my values and ideals, and 

stop talking to those who seem un-

enlightened. After all, I say, I am on 

the right side of a very great battle. I 

am tempted to draw a circle around 

myself to try to achieve some sort of 

individual harmony and balance. 

But that would cut me off, into another 

brokenness of separation. Just as I 

must welcome all the parts of myself, I 

must welcome all the parts of the lar-

ger whole. If I am a part of the circle 

of life, so is everyone else. If all people 

and all beings are connected, then in 

order to be whole I must open my heart 

to that larger whole, to the connections 

between us. This is at the heart of 

spiritual practice—opening our hearts 

to the larger whole of which we are a 

part. 

However, when I open my heart to the 

whole, I experience more profoundly 

its brokenness, the ways we hurt each 

other and our earth, the ways we are 

not in harmony. I feel more grief. I 

realize in this tension that there can be 

no individual salvation. If we want to 

heal ourselves, we must be healers of 

our world. If we want to heal our 

world, we must be connected to the 

broken people. We must embrace the 

broken to heal the broken.  

Relationship is at the heart of every-

thing. To be whole in this time is to be 

broken. Stanley Kunitz, in his poem 

“The Testing-Tree,” writes: “In a   

murderous time the heart breaks and 

breaks and lives by breaking.”  

At the edge between our vision of 

wholeness and the brokenness we  

experience, there is a place of transfor-

mation, if we can learn how to keep 

our balance on that edge. There are 

many temptations that can threaten our 

balance. We may fall into retreat, or 

judgmentalism, or perfectionism—the 

ever-dangerous shadow sides of     

visionary idealism. We can be derailed 

by the fierce conflicts that rise up 

within circles of people who care   

passionately about healing the world. 

There is no utopia in which we can 

leave behind our brokenness. In the 

very midst of our vision and our ideals 

we bring our full and wounded selves 

to the table. I have seen this in every 

community to which I have given my 

energy, from the Catholic Workers to 

the Seneca Women’s Peace Camp, 

from organizations working for eco-

logical sustainability to church congre-

gations. Our friends can sometimes 

break our hearts more deeply than our 

enemies. 

To keep our balance, we must be 

rooted in compassion and forgiveness. 

Forgiveness of others for the failures 

we see in them, for the ways that peo-

ple betray the ideals we hold dear and 

hurt and wound each other. And for-

giveness for ourselves, when we, too, 

are unable to live up to our values and 

ideals, which happens almost every 

day. Only when we can forgive can we 

keep our hearts open, keep hold of the 

dreams we cherish, keep hope alive.  

After all, what do I learn from the  

natural world? The sun shines down on 

all of us, despite our brokenness. Its 

light is constant, never changing    be-

cause of ideology or virtue, but merely 

following the rhythm of the seasons 

and the turning of the world, lighting 

up the blue sky or the gray clouds. It 

shines every day, making no distinc-

tion between the good and the bad, 

making no distinction between when I 

am in tune with my values or when I 

fail. It warms my face. It gives life to 

all creatures. The sun teaches me about 

forgiveness and connection.  

And the truth is, even our brokenness, 

even our limitations can become door-

ways into connection. We are incom-

plete without each other. We each hold 

just one small piece of the puzzle. 

Alone, all we see are jagged edges and 

random colors—and maybe all we see 

together is just a jumbled pile of jag-

ged pieces. But sometimes we catch a 

glimpse of the puzzle box cover—what 

we might become, all together.  

And sometimes we find another piece 

that fits together with our own jagged 

edge. We find our joy in each moment 

of connection. Our jagged edges teach 

us that we need each other. When I 

reach the limits of my knowledge or 

ability, it is a gift to reach out to an-

other person, whose knowledge and 

ability might balance my own.  

We must embrace the jagged edges, 

embrace the broken pieces. Forgive 

and be forgiven. This is the path to 

wholeness. We must hold each other 

and all beings tenderly, for we are one.  
 

To keep our balance, we 

must be rooted in com-

passion and forgiveness.  
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Radical  
Forgiveness 
(Excerpt) 
BY LYNDA JOYCE  

SUTHERLAND, CANDIDATE FOR THE  

MINISTRY, DECORAH, IOWA 

Corrie ten Boom was living with her 

older sister and her father in Amster-

dam when Holland was occupied by 

the Nazis. She was 48, unmarried, and 

worked as a watchmaker in the family 

shop on the first floor of their home. 

For a year and a half, Corrie and her 

family were active in the underground, 

managing to hide and save the lives of 

many Jews who were sought for depor-

tation to the death camps in Germany.  

Eventually, they fell under suspicion. A 

gentile neighbor, seeing unusual activ-

ity at all hours around the watch shop, 

pretended to be a Jew in need of help, 

and Corrie promised to do what she 

could. The next night, Corrie and her 

family were arrested. The eight Jewish 

people they were hiding that night 

made it into the secret room in time, 

and eventually managed to escape  

Holland to freedom.  

The ten Boom family was placed in 

concentration camps, where Corrie’s 

father and then her sister lost their 

lives. Corrie eventually was released 

due to a clerical error, the day before 

all the women in her age group were 

slated to be killed. 

After the war ended, many former  

prisoners returned to their homeland, 

broken in body and mind. Corrie 

worked with others to establish houses 

of healing for these people. They 

helped each other survive and re-

connect with life, cooking, cleaning, 

gardening, singing and worshiping in 

community. 

Corrie was somewhat surprised when 

people who had not been sent to the 

camps began to arrive, seeking healing 

for their broken hearts and minds.  

These were people who, when faced 

with a choice to turn in their neighbors 

and friends to the Gestapo or to protect 

and hide them, gave in to their fear and 

betrayed their fellow human beings. 

They had bought their freedom from 

prison camp and/or death at the price of 

their own sense of right and wrong. 

This kind of wound is called moral 

injury, and it is one of the most devas-

tating side effects of war.  

I worked one summer in a Veteran’s 

Administration hospital, and saw first-

hand how the guilt and shame from 

doing things one feels are horribly 

wrong—out of fear, out of following 

orders—plagues our former soldiers, 

causing physical, mental and spiritual 

anguish. I talked to one man in his 

nineties, a World War II vet, who told 

me, with tears streaming down his face, 

“I killed so many people!” 

Such was the state of those who came 

to the Dutch houses of healing, seeking 

a place where they could hope to regain 

their sense of humanity and become 

able to face everyday life again. Their 

sense of self, of being someone who 

has integrity, had been lost during the 

occupation of their country. And they 

had no power on their own to regain it. 

Corrie ten Boom took them in, too. No 

blame, no repercussions. Those who 

had been so drastically hurt by the  

actions—or inaction—of these people 

saw that they were in desperate need of 

healing as well, and made space for 

them. You may stay here. We will live 

with you, garden and cook with you, 

deal with our own anger and feelings 

of betrayal in order to help you regain 

your sense of worth and integrity. 

Sometimes, even in the face of the 

most egregious wrongs, forgiveness 

wins out. Sometimes, against all the 

odds, love wins.  

Hall of  

Records  
BY THERESA SOTO, 
INTERN MINISTER,  
SALEM, OREGON 

In the Administra-

tive Department of my heart, which is 

down the hall from Feelings, Major, I 

wrote down the time you offended me. 

The clerk, my own silent witness, filled 

out the forms in triplicate. We wrote 

your name. We added your number. 

We added the hurt to the Memory 

Banks, photocopied and indexed. (It 

can also be found in the Time Depart-

ment, under Times You Forgot that I 

am Able to be Cut by Paper and 

Burned by Wind.) We shook our heads 

at the bitter sharpness of the hurt. 

We made the Record of the Hurt. We 

announced it over the loudspeaker, so 

no cell, no heartbeat, and no breath 

would ever overlook the danger you 

present or the pain that you can bring. 

And then we were proud of our work. 

We stood quiet in the halls of Every-

thing, hands in our pockets, and waited. 

But human still we both remain. And 

while we were recording, in the most 

accurate, photorealistic way possible, 

you grew some more, and changed 

some more, and so did I. Believing the 

best yet to come, I was surprised to see 

that no recording of a single moment 

could reflect accurately on who you are 

right now—in this moment, different 

from the last. Some people say that 

forgiveness, Destruction of the Record, 

is for my own benefit. 

Perhaps. But perhaps I don’t need you 

to apply to the Department of Sorry 

(third floor, two doors down from Mas-

ter List of Everything Unreasonably 

Kind), because mistakes are a human 

condition. There are too many forms 

and fines and details in the Administra-

tive Apology. I want everything good 

for you. And for me. And this includes 

the way we just, as necessary for  

beings of our kind, begin again.  

Expungements and 

refreshments at noon 

 in the atrium.  
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Finding Forgiveness  
BY DANNY GIVENS, PRISON CHAPLAIN, 

CHURCH OF THE LARGER FELLOWSHIP 

Note from Meg: As we welcome Danny 

Givens as our new CLF prison chap-

lain, I’ve asked him to take my place in 

this issue to share some thoughts on 

forgiveness. 

Many of us are struggling to forgive 

our parents. As adults, we’re wrestling 

with our parents’ inability to give us 

what we needed when we were kids. I 

find that the first step towards healing 

is just naming this fact. Not blaming, 

but just naming all of the facets of what 

didn’t work for us. From there, we can 

create a plan of action. What are the 

markers along the way that will be af-

firming? It’s hard to measure  progress 

because it’s such tough work, so it 

helps to do a geo-mapping of it all. 

Which parts of the relationship still 

have the most magnetic hurt, or sting? 

How do you protect your heart as you 

interact with this person?  

I’ve been coming to grips lately with 

the pain between my father and me. 

One of the biggest lessons I’ve learned 

about forgiveness came with the birth 

of my firstborn. My father and I have a 

strained relationship, but I said to him, 

“Hey, regardless of what’s between us, 

this is your first grandchild from me, 

and I need you to come to the hospi-

tal.” But he did not show up. When he 

didn’t respond, I was hurt and broken. I 

don’t want this pain going to the next 

generation. It was weighing me down 

every time I’d look at my son, because 

my son has my father’s eyes—he looks 

just like my dad. I couldn’t take the 

pain anymore.  

So I put my son in the car and drove to 

my father’s house. I told myself, What 

I want right now is just for my father to 

meet my son. I don’t expect reconcilia-

tion. I needed to swallow my pride. On 

the way over, I talked to myself about 

what I’d do if my dad didn’t open the 

door, what I’d do if he didn’t want to 

see my son. I needed to protect my 

heart—I told myself he’d still be the 

same dad he’s always been. Anything 

above that, praise God. 

When I got there, he opened the door 

and I said, “Hey, I brought your grand-

son to meet you.” We went and sat 

down—he had my son on his lap. And 

then he said something that changed 

my entire view of my father, that chal-

lenged all of the assumptions I’d held 

about him for so long.  

He said, “Your son will grow up able 

to call you father, able to call you Dad. 

I never had that. My father was mur-

dered when I was six years old. I can 

remember seeing him only three times. 

I’ve never called another man Dad.” 

In that moment, my heart just broke, 

because I couldn’t imagine that—as a 

young boy, never being able to call 

anyone Dad, and to hear a voice say 

back, “Yeah, son?” It made sense of 

why he has been absent from my life. I 

walked away with my heart broken 

open. I haven’t seen my father since 

that day, but I got what I wanted. I 

wanted my son to see my father, and 

that happened. I was blessed to learn 

something I didn’t know about the man 

I have been able to call Dad. 

That’s the thing about forgiving par-

ents. You have to see them as humans, 

not just as parents. They’re susceptible 

to the same things everyone else has to 

deal with. Just because they’re my par-

ents doesn’t make them super-human. 

Just because they have kids doesn’t 

mean they know how to be the parent a 

child needs or wants them to be. 

After that encounter with my father, I 

felt lighter. My father and I are still 

struggling with our relationship, and 

we probably always will. But I re-

ceived a gift that day, and my life now 

carries much more lightness. 

This had a profound effect on my body 

and spirit. There are physical tensions 

that you carry in your body when you 

hold onto resentments that are released 

when you walk in forgiveness. Studies 

have shown that people who are forgiv-

ing may recover from illness faster 

than those who are not, and the ones 

who make the transition to death make 

it in a more peaceful and loving way. 

When you haven’t forgiven someone, 

including yourself, it’s like there is a 

kid in a candy shop grabbing your 

hand, who won’t stop pulling on you 

until you buy them what they want. I’m 

still working on forgiveness, and will 

be my whole life.  But that kid isn’t 

tugging on my arm anymore.  

When you haven’t for-

given someone, including 

yourself, it’s like there is 

a kid in a candy shop 

grabbing your hand, who 

won’t stop pulling on you 

until you buy them what 

they want.  

An Opportunity  

to Give 
One thing is certain, each one of 

us will be given opportunity after     

opportunity to practice forgive-

ness towards ourselves and others 

over the course of our lives.  

Whether it’s forgiveness, medita-

tion, or another spiritual lesson, 

CLF is there 24-hours a day, 

wherever you are, to help. Please 

give $100 (more if you can and 

less if you can’t) at 

www.clfuu.org/give or call 1-800-

231-3027. Help us continue to     

support spiritual growth for thou-

sands across the globe.  

http://www.clfuu.org/give
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LIFESPAN LEARNING, CHURCH OF  
THE LARGER FELLOWSHIP 

The evening of September 22nd this 

year marks the start of the Jewish 

holiday of Yom Kippur, which is often 

known as the Day of Atonement. 

Which brings up a sort of interesting 

question: just what is atonement, any-

way? I have seen some people write it 

as at-one-ment, meaning that it has to 

do with coming into oneness, whole-

ness with yourself and with the Holy. 

Which is nice, but it kind of skips 

something important.  

Atonement, according to the Merriam

-Webster online dictionary, is 

“reparation for an offense or injury.” 

Atonement is about paying back, about 

trying to fix what you have broken. 

It’s the necessary first step of for-

giveness. Now, the dictionary also 

helpfully notes that in a Christian  

context, atonement refers to “the 

reconciliation of God and humankind 

through the sacrificial death of Jesus 

Christ.” In other words, the death of 

Jesus pays God back, makes repara-

tions, for the sins of all humankind.  

But that’s not how atonement works in 

a Jewish sense, and it’s not a theology 

that most Unitarian Universalists  

embrace, either. Atonement, when it 

comes to Yom Kippur, the Day of 

Atonement, is something you do your-

self. It’s personal. You, personally, are 

expected to take the ten days that 

come between the Rosh Hashana, the 

Jewish New Year, and Yom Kippur to 

check in with all your friends and fam-

ily and see if you have done anything 

to hurt or offend them. And if you 

have, it is up to you to atone, to do 

what you can to make it right, or at 

the very least, to apologize.  

Then, on Yom Kippur itself, the whole 

community goes to the 

synagogue and atones—

apologizes—to God. It is 

said that during those 

ten Days ofTurning be-

tween Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur 

the Book of Life is open. But come the 

end of Yom Kippur the Book is closed, 

and your fate for the year to come is 

sealed. So if 

you want to 

have a good 

year, it would 

be wise to 

atone to your 

friends and 

neighbors and to God, thereby earning 

yourself a spot in the Book of Life.  

In Jewish theology—and that of most 

UUs—you need to do the work of mak-

ing things right under your own steam. 

But here’s the interesting part. The 

litany of atonement that a Jewish 

congregation recites on Yom Kippur is 

a long list of things that we have done, 

and thus apologize for all together. 

And it doesn’t matter whether you, 

personally, have done any particular 

piece of the long list of errors. The 

whole community atones as one. You 

take care of your own business before 

Yom Kippur arrives, but when it comes 

to apologizing to God, the community 

takes responsibility as a whole. 

It might seem a bit unfair to be asked 

to apologize for things that you   

haven’t done, but I have to say that 

this notion of a whole community rit-

ual of atonement feels deeply right to 

me. Think about it. Racism, for in-

stance, is a grave wrong that belongs 

to a community as a whole. You can’t 

really blame any given white person 

for the unearned privileges that their 

race grants them. No single white  

person asked to live in a system that 

gives them unfair advantages in edu-

cation, employment, housing, the    

justice system and much more. And no 

single white person can really choose 

to give those unfair advantages back.  

It takes the community, the whole 

system, recognizing the long history 

and continuing practice of injustice in 

order to make reparations and move 

toward lasting change. 

And no one of us can take the blame 

for the terrible human cost to our 

environment. We are all just going 

about our business, doing what we 

need to do, shaping the world to our 

comfort and convenience as best we 

can. I certainly hope that each of us 

is making conscious choices to mini-

mize the damage to the planet caused 

by our living on it, but each life     

carries a cost, and all of us together 

are doing tremendous damage to the 

Earth and its creatures.  

We need to find a way to atone as a 

community, as neighborhoods and 

countries, and as the human race, to 

make reparations so that there is 

room for all beings to flourish. 

Each of us needs to take responsibil-

ity for our own actions, to atone for 

the things that we have broken, the 

damage that we have done. But some-

thing more is also required. Together, 

as human communities, we need to 

hold up the ways we participate in 

large systems of brokenness that 

privilege a few at the cost of many, so 

that we can begin to find ways to 

atone, to make reparations, to make 

things whole once again. 

Yes, we are called to at-one-ment, but 

that isn’t just a nice feeling of      

spiritual connection—although there is 

certainly a place for that as well. Yom 

Kippur calls us to the difficult, ongo-

ing work of recognizing that if we are 

all one—one human family, one pre-

cious planet—then we must all take 

responsibility for rebuilding the 

whole.  

May we embrace that work with   

courage, so that all may be inscribed 

in the Book of Life.  
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Forgiveness 

BY TIMOTHY D. WELLS,  

CLF PRISONER MEMBER 

You want me to forgive him?! 

 I want you to forgive. 

 

He must atone! 

 Is atonement punishment? 

 

He must pay in kind! 

 Must it be you inflicting justice? 

 

He must feel the pain I feel! 

 Cry out your anger. 

 Listen to his cries. 

 

I can’t condone what he did. 

 Forgiveness is not assent. 

 

I can’t be near him.  

 Forgiveness is not a bond. 

 

 

Things will never be as they were. 

 There is yesterday and tomorrow. 

 Where will you live? 

 

I will still mourn. 

 Yes, anger and loss 




