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This time of year brings us a very special ritual, a sacred event based in the 

promise of a new start, a fresh beginning.  As the leaves on the trees begin to turn, so 

we turn toward the ceremony of the new year, the holy event known as “buying school 

supplies.”  Even if your kids are grown, even if you don’t have kids and are remembering 

back to your own childhood, surely it stands out fresh in your mind, sharp as the scent of 

ditto copies: the revelation of a new notebook, unsullied, without any mistakes that need 

to be erased or crossed out.  The pack of yellow pencils, still without toothmarks.  

Crayons that have yet to break, scissors that haven’t lost their edge.  Entire aisles filled 

with binders and markers and multi-colored pencil-top erasers that surely are designed 

for people smarter, more creative and perhaps even better behaved than the people we 

were in school last year.  A whole world of possibility lined up and waiting to hop inside 

the new backpack, beside the new lunchbox, ready to jounce off into the new school 

year. I don’t know. Maybe these days kids just do everything on iPads and skip the 

school supplies, but I can’t believe that the modern world has no place for construction 

paper and glue sticks. 

How, I wonder, did the ancient Israelites know to put the new year in September 

when pencils and markers weren’t even invented yet?  When, indeed, the month of 

September itself was centuries away from being created.  Perhaps, some things we just 

know in our blood.  This is the season of new beginnings, of Rosh Hashana, which 

means, literally, “the head of the year.”  In the Jewish calendar, Rosh Hashana, the new 

year, ushers in the ten “Days of Awe” or “Days of Turning” that lead up to Yom Kippur, 

the highest of High Holidays.  On Rosh Hashana the Book of Life is opened, and on 

Yom Kippur it is closed.  What you do during the ten days in between determines 

whether your name is inscribed in the Book of Life.  Surely the most powerful blank 

notebook in the history of creation. 

And so, at the head of the year, we are asked to contemplate not just the blank 

page of the year to come, but also the story of our past year.  What have we done?  

What have we left undone?  What do we need to make right?  Who have we offended?  

What grudges do we continue to hold?  What attachments to anger, guilt or resentment 

are tying us to the year – or years – gone by?  What do we need to do to make a fresh 

start? 



This concept of a fresh start is central to the cycle of the Jewish calendar.  Every 

seven days you have the Sabbath, a day of rest and renewal, when both work and the 

spending of money are prohibited.  On the Sabbath, Jews are commissioned to let the 

world be, to leave a sort of a gap, a space in the daily routines of life, with the result that 

the new week begins as something fresh and new.  The tradition of academic and clergy 

sabbaticals comes from the Jewish concept of the Sabbatical year.  Every seven years, 

the Jews were instructed to take a year off, to let the land lie fallow, so that both the 

human and the natural world could rest and be renewed.  And, says the book of 

Leviticus, every seven times seven years the Jewish people are to celebrate a Jubilee 

year.  On the 50th year all debts are to be forgiven, all slaves freed, and all inherited land 

given back to the Creator from whom it is borrowed.  It is a “do over” on the grandest 

possible economic and social scale, guaranteeing that a fresh start is available across 

generations, freeing society from locking into patterns of the haves and the have nots.  I 

will, at this point, refrain from comparing this social view with conservative uproar over 

forgiving student loan debt, since that would only take us off course. 

No, I will return to the point, which is that on the seventh month of the year, the 

month of Elul, Rosh Hashana comes around, bringing the opportunity – and the push – 

to make a fresh start.  The blast of the shofar, the ram’s horn which marks the beginning 

of the Rosh Hashana service, and every service during the ten Days of Awe, is a call to 

wake up.  It is all too easy to drift through life caught up in old habits of mind and heart.  

It is all too easy to hold grudges, to assume that those who have offended you in the 

past are always out to hurt you again.  It is all too easy to nurture resentments, and to 

fuel them with just the occasional barbed comment or rolled eye.  It is all too easy to 

create in groups and out groups, to draw sides rather than embracing curiosity about 

diverse viewpoints.  The sound of the shofar is not only the sound of a cosmic alarm 

clock, calling the faithful to wake from insidious habits.  It is also a mournful sound, a cry 

of pain, alerting all who hear to the suffering around them – suffering which each of us 

helps to create. 

The High Holy Days, and the Days of Turning which connect them, are about 

repentance.  Now, to many of us “repentance” calls up images of dark confessionals, of 

shame and a Calvinistic assertion that we are all “sinners in the hands of an angry God.”  

However, the Jewish concept of repentance is both gentler and more difficult than that 

image.  The repentance which the Jew is asked to perform during the Days of Turning is 

not a matter of groveling in shame before a judgmental deity, or of receiving absolution 



through the recitation of prayers.  The ten days between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur 

are called the Days of Turning because they are just that – a time for practicing 

repentance, teshuva, literally, “turning.”  It is a time to turn from the habits of mind that 

foster laziness or greed.  And more than anything, it is a time to turn toward your friends 

and neighbors, to admit to the ways, intentional or otherwise, that you may have hurt 

those around you.  It is a time to apologize, to set things right, to ask for forgiveness.  

Jewish law is clear that before you can get right with God on Yom Kippur, you have to do 

the hard work of getting right with those around you. 

Then, and only then, are you ready for the confession of sins which comes on 

Yom Kippur.  This confession is ritualized and lengthy, and covers a long list of things 

which one might have done or neglected to do.  Importantly, this confession is done, not 

in the privacy of a confessional or minister’s office, but together, as a community.  

Everyone confesses to the entirety of the list of failings, knowing that even if, on the off 

chance, you have missed one yourself, someone else in the community surely has done 

double time.  The assumption is that we all participate in each other’s frailties, just as we 

support one another in our strength.   

The principle, I suppose, is not unlike the parenting rule that suggests that the 

whole family may need to accept the consequences for one person’s actions.  If, for 

instance, Eddy gets sent from the table for pushing his sister, you probably want to send 

little Sophie out as well – the odds are ten to one that she pinched or poked or provoked 

her brother first.  You can never know the chain of events that led to a person’s mistake.  

You can only know that we fail, as we succeed, within a network of connections. 

It is in community that our careless, thoughtless or just plain nasty words and 

deeds do their harm, and it is in community that we reflect on our failings.  And it is in 

community that we seek forgiveness.  Forgiveness, above all, seems like the tricky part 

of these High Holy Days.  Apologizing and making amends is hard enough, but how can 

one be expected to forgive, simply because the calendar says it’s that time of year?  

After all, some injuries are simply too large for forgiveness to apply – perhaps.   

Relatives of the nine Black women and men who Dylan Roof murdered in a racist 

shooting rampage spoke to him in court, not with words of anger, but with words of both 

grief and forgiveness. Nothing that Roof did was OK. These people will never escape the 

pain of their loss, and we are all damaged by living in a society where someone would 

kill strangers who were kind to him in order to live out a brutal racist fantasy. 

Forgiveness is not about saying that a behavior was acceptable. It's not even about 



saying that a behavior was understandable. It is about rooting oneself in principles that 

run deeper than even the worst horrors of what humans can do. 

Those members of Emmanuel AME church in Charleston spoke from their deep 

Christianity, from a religious understanding of grief and suffering and forgiveness 

grounded in Christ’s suffering on the cross. But such heroic forgiveness is certainly not 

something that only Christians are capable of. I was privileged to be minister to a woman 

who told me that she had forgiven the man who murdered her daughter—something she 

was able to do out of her UU principles and practice.  

Unitarian Universalists affirm the inherent worth and dignity of each person.  

Which is in no way to say that we think all kinds of behaviors are acceptable, or even 

that all people are naturally “good.” We neither can, nor should, endorse damaging 

behaviors—in fact we should do our level best to prevent them.  But we are called to 

remember that however we are hurt, those mistakes were made by people who, like us, 

participate in the fabric of the divine.  Whatever our failings, none of us can be dismissed 

or discarded as somehow outside the circle of humanity without doing violence to the 

most fundamental of our beliefs. 

Decades ago I met up with some wise folks, Quakers, who had taken on as their 

mission raising some dozen or more highly disturbed, abused kids.  One of their basic 

principles for nurturing these kids back to wholeness was the assertion that “nobody is a 

jerk for the fun of it.”  “Nobody is a jerk for the fun of it.”  We may be misguided or 

frustrated or insensitive or stumbling about blindly trying to fill in the cracks in our souls 

and psyches. We are all trying to get our needs met, and we likely have some messed 

up views about both what exactly those needs are and how we should go about 

addressing them. We might even be brutally damaged and disturbed, but we’re doing 

the best we’re able, minute by minute, in this hurting world.  So what could be a more 

appropriate religious ritual than to demand that at least once a year we turn our hearts 

towards peace and justice, toward the recognition that we are all fatally flawed, that we 

are all inherently beautiful?  What could be more natural, at this time of new beginnings, 

than to demand that we set down the burdens of resentment so that we could move 

through the world speaking truth with power rather than sulking under our gourd vine? 

Rob Eller-Isaacs, along with his wife Janne, was my minister at the First 

Unitarian Church of Oakland, back in the late 80s when I was in seminary. He wrote a 

litany based on the confession of Yom Kippur which we shared every year at that 

church, and which is now shared by many UU churches as part of our grey hymnal. 



Robbie died a few months ago, at only 70, and is missed by so many people. 

Remembering Rob, I’d like to invite you to participate in this ritual of confession and 

forgiveness as Rob designed it. If you are in the congregation or at home with someone, 

I’d ask you to turn toward the person next to you. If you end up with a group of three, 

that’s fine, we just need small enough sets that we can look each other in the eye. If you 

are at home by yourself, perhaps you can imagine the person you want to address. As I 

read the litany, I invite you to respond by saying to the person or people next to you, or 

the person in your mind: “I forgive myself and I forgive you.  We begin again in love.” 

 

For remaining silent when a single voice would have made a difference 

I forgive myself and I forgive you.  We begin again in love. 

For each time that my fears have made me rigid and inaccessible 

I forgive myself and I forgive you.  We begin again in love. 

For each time that I have struck out in anger without just cause 

I forgive myself and I forgive you.  We begin again in love. 

For each time that my greed has blinded me to the needs of others 

I forgive myself and I forgive you.  We begin again in love. 

For the selfishness which sets me apart and alone 

I forgive myself and I forgive you.  We begin again in love. 

For falling short of the admonitions of the spirit 

I forgive myself and I forgive you.  We begin again in love. 

For losing sight of our unity 

I forgive myself and I forgive you.  We begin again in love. 

For those and for so many acts both evident and subtle which have fueled the 

illusion of separateness 

I forgive myself and I forgive you.  We begin again in love. 

 

We begin again in love.  That is forgiveness.  That is the fresh start.  May it begin 

today. 

 

 


