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READINGS    The readings today are prayers for the Days of Awe in Judaism, stretching 
from Rosh Hashanah which is today, through the end of Yom Kippur a week from 
Wednesday.  
 
 
FIRST READING  Yom Kippur    Philip Schultz 
 
You are asked to stand and bow your head, 
consider the harm you’ve caused, 
the respect you’ve withheld, 
the anger misspent, the fear spread, 
the earnestness displayed 
in the service of prestige and sensibility, 
all the callous, cruel, stubborn, joyless sins 
in your alphabet of woe 
so that you might be forgiven. 
You are asked to believe in the spark 
of your divinity, in the purity 
of the words of your mouth 
and the memories of your heart. 
You are asked for this one day and one night 
to starve your body so your soul can feast 
on faith and adoration. 
You are asked to forgive the past 
and remember the dead, to gaze 
across the desert in your heart 
toward Jerusalem. To separate 
the sacred from the profane 
and be as numerous as the sands 
and the stars of heaven. 
To believe that no matter what 
you have done to yourself and others 
morning will come and the mountain 
of night will fade. To believe, 
for these few precious moments, 
in the utter sweetness of your life. 
You are asked to bow your head 
and remain standing, 
and say Amen. 
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SECOND READING   Rabbi Rachel Barenblat 
 
AL CHET SHECHATATI L’FANECHA...         ...לפניך  שחטאתי חטא  על 
  
I need to speak these words aloud and to know that the universe hears them. 
I get caught in old patterns and paradigms; I am stubborn and hard-headed. 
In the last year I have missed the mark more than I want to admit. 
 
Forgive me, Source of all being, for the sin I have sinned before you 
By allowing my body to be an afterthought too often and too easily; 
By not walking, running, leaping, climbing or dancing although I am able; 
By eating in my car and at my desk, mindlessly and without blessing; 
 
By not embracing those who needed it, and not allowing myself to be embraced; 
By not praising every body's beauty, with our quirks and imperfections. 
 
By letting my emotions run roughshod over the needs of others; 
By poking at sources of hurt like a child worrying a sore tooth; 
By revealing my heart before those who neither wanted nor needed to see it; 
By hiding love, out of fear of rejection, instead of giving love freely; 
By dwelling on what's internal when the world is desperate for healing. 
By indulging in intellectual argument without humility or consideration; 
 
By reading words of vitriol, cultivating hot indignation; 
By eschewing intellectual discomfort that might prod me into growing; 
By living in anticipation, and letting anxiety rule me; 
By accepting defeatist thinking and the comfortable ache of despair. 
 
By not being awake and grateful, despite uncountable blessings; 
By not being sufficiently gentle, with my actions or with my language; 
By being not pliant and flexible, but obstinate, stark, and unbending; 
By not being generous with my time, with my words or with my being; 
By not being kind to everyone who crosses my wandering path. 
 
For all of these, eternal Source of forgiveness 
Help me know myself to be pardoned 
Help me feel in my bones that I'm forgiven 
Remind me I'm always already at/one with You. 
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THIRD READING   from Marcia Falk      
 
At the year’s turn 
in the days between 
 
we step away  
from what we know  
 
 wall and window 
 roof and road 
 
into the spaces 
we cannot yet name   
 
 cloud and sky 
 cloud and wings 
 
Slowly the edges  
begin to yield 
 
the hard places  
soften 
 
 wind and clover 
 reed and river 
 
the gate to forgiveness  
opens.  
 
 
 
FOURTH READING  from Rev. Teresa Soto, Unitarian Universalist  
 
Bring your broken hallelujah here. 
Bring the large one that is beyond repair.  
Bring the small one that’s too soft to share.  
Bring your broken Hallelujah here.  
I know that people have told you  
that before you can give you have to get yourself together.  
They Overstated the value of perfection by a lot. Or they forgot. You are the gift. 
We all bring some broken things, songs and dreams, and long lost hopes.  
But here, and together, we reach within.   As a community, we begin again.  
And from the pieces we will build something new. 
There is work that only you can do. We wait for you. 
 Bring your broken hallelujah here.  
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Debts and Trespasses  
 
A poet describes the holiest day in the Jewish calendar, Yom Kippur, which this year begins a 
week from Wednesday on October 10.  
 
You are asked to stand and bow your head, 
consider the harm you’ve caused, 
 
This takes place in the synagogue, not in some private, safe corner of your house, nor while out 
walking your dog in the dark before the sun comes up, where no one you know will see you with 
your rumpled clothes and crumpled conscience.  It does not take place within the confidential 
confines of a closed confessional.  Unlike almost all the other Jewish holidays, both joyful and 
somber, which are centered in the home, Yom Kippur is observed in the temple with the whole 
congregation, publicly, visibly, right out loud, confessing the sins of the whole year past.   
 
You are asked to stand and bow your head, 
consider the harm you’ve caused, 
the respect you’ve withheld, 
the anger misspent, the fear spread, 
all the callous, cruel, stubborn, joyless sins 
in your alphabet of woe 
 
You are asked to stand and bow your head 
so that you might be forgiven.  
 
We’re not talking about crimes against humanity; this is mostly all the small stuff we all do all 
the time. You’re asked to survey your own damage and own it, so that you might be forgiven.  
By God.  
 
Well, it’s hard to picture that.  Especially here, in this space, dedicated to a theological tradition 
which vanquished centuries ago the doctrine of original sin – which was good, but which then, 
inadvertently, made it harder for us to talk about or even acknowledge other kinds of sins, 
unoriginal sins, especially our own. “We don’t come here to be beaten over the head by guilt,” 
we say. Onward and upward forever! said our predecessors, Unitarian, regarding human nature.  
All are saved and none will burn in hell! said the Universalists.  And this is right and good and 
true, and also incomplete.    
 
You are asked to stand and bow your head, 
consider the harm you’ve caused… 
 
That’s probably good practice, right?  At least once a year. At least once a day. And then:  
 
You are asked to believe in the spark 
of your divinity, in the purity 
of the words of your mouth 
and the memories of your heart. 
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You are asked to believe that no matter what 
you have done to yourself and others 
morning will come and night will fade.  
To believe, for these few precious moments, 
in the utter sweetness of your life. 
 
Your own sweetness. Original sweetness.  
 
You are asked to bow your head 
and remain standing, 
and say Amen. 
 
Well, it’s hard to imagine that, too. Even for people well-versed in the Universalist doctrine of 
universal salvation and irreversible beloved-ness, it’s hard to imagine, hard sometimes to believe 
in our own divinity, or sometimes even our humanity, that we ourselves, wretched as we are, 
could ever be forgiven, reconciled.  I know it’s hard because I know it in myself sometimes, and 
because people tell me all the time, in “the confines of the confessional.”  Belief in our own 
worth does not always come easy; the confidence that we can change and grow, get better, be 
better, from the premise of holy imperfection. 
 
The Days of Awe in the Jewish calendar are ordered in such a way that Rosh Hashanah, the 
Jewish New Year, comes first, followed ten days later by the Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur.  
Rosh Hashanah is the Birthday of the World; the world begins anew whether you deserve it or 
not, and on the intervening days you come to terms with whether you are even fit to live in it.  
You wrestle with God, you wrestle in your mind and heart as other people come asking you for 
pardon for the ways they’ve wronged you, some of them sincere and some not; some of them 
deserving and some not.  You have to make your own choices. Mostly you wrestle with your 
own conscience over all the things you’ve done and left undone in the cycle of a year, all the 
people you’ve betrayed, injured, slandered, slighted, even if they never knew it, even by mistake 
- and you consider what comes next, what has to happen next.  
 
There’s an old practice called Tashlich, in which people go down to moving water, a river or the 
sea, and throw small bits of bread which dissolve or float away, a symbol of the ways in which 
everything we’ve ever done, for better or worse, is carried away by the waters of time, never 
gone from the world, but fully brought into the wholeness of things, the holiness, if this is our 
intention, everything absorbed, absolved, dissolved, never gone but wholly changed. A rabbi 
writes, 
 
Here I am again 
ready to let go of my mistakes. 
Help me to release myself 
from all the ways I've missed the mark. 
Help me, she says, to stop carrying 
the karmic baggage of my poor choices. 
As I cast this bread upon the waters 
lift my troubles off my shoulders. 
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Help me to know that last year is over, 
washed away like crumbs in the current. 
Open my heart to blessing and gratitude. 
Renew my soul as the dew renews the grasses.   [- Rachel Barenblat] 
 
It is the hardest thing, I think: harder even than forgiving other people is forgiving the self, which 
requires first looking at the self, as if you were looking at your body naked in a mirror, and 
blessing what you see.  Harder than to acknowledge the contrition of others is to truly atone 
ourselves for the mistakes and messes we make, the harm we do on purpose and by accident to 
ourselves and other people, some of whom we claim to love. We do damage because we’re lazy 
and selfish and clueless and dishonest – not evil, usually, but human: arrogant, ignorant, 
irreverent, cowardly, duplicitous, entitled, ungrateful and mean.    
 
I can see all these little thought bubbles pinging up right now:  Hey. Careful.  I don’t come to this 
place to be beaten over the head by guilt. 
 
Maybe not. And maybe we’re not going to all stand up here once a year, bowing our heads, 
fasting, and reciting the prayers of atonement. But my guess is that most of us, all of us, each 
one, has come (perhaps every time we come) seeking a blessing, seeking absolution; quietly, 
silently, seeking redemption; needing a place, a moment, some space, to lay down our trespasses 
and debts, to sort them out and own them, fully, which takes courage; we come seeking 
assurance  - from within, from among, from beyond – that we can begin again in love, that we 
can’t foreclose the future, that by turning and turning, from our own failure, to our own brightest 
aspiration, by turning and turning, we can still and always come round right. The Days of Awe 
insist the time is now for this, to review your accounts, to pay off your debts. Don’t wait.  The 
interest will accrue. 
 
Before the gate has been closed, says the poet Yehudi Amichai, writing of the work of Yom 
Kippur, 
 
before the last question is posed, 
before I am transposed. 
Before the weeds fill the gardens, 
before there are no pardons, 
before the concrete hardens. 
Before all the flute-holes are covered, 
before things are locked in the cupboard, 
before the rules are discovered. 
Before the conclusion is planned, 
before God closes his hand, 
before we have nowhere to stand. 
 
Why not start the lifelong work of repentance and renewal, the work of healing,  now? 
 
I don’t know about you, but what I know about the practice of atonement is this: 
UNCOMFORTABLE.  When I realize I have wronged someone, on purpose or by accident, 
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when by some miracle I realize that the fault was mine, which in itself is a whole process– but if 
I get to that point of accepting the blame, the responsibility, it is not a good feeling. It can go 
down like this:  First, I am so sorry, flooded with remorse, regret, embarrassment, shame, to the 
point where I can’t bear to hold it, and all I want to do is make it right: confess it, admit it, 
apologize – and move on. I want that discomfort, to go away. This kind of atonement, fast-track 
atonement, is almost always a brand of cheap grace, shifting the weight of the pain, the burden of 
the work, from my shoulders to the other person, whom I want I need to forgive me right away. 
You may remember this from childhood:  I said I was sorry. What more do you want?  We do 
this even as adults. Often we say it out loud. Fast track atonement is a brand of cheap grace, 
which seeks to remove the confusion and sadness inside us as quickly as possible, without the 
hard, slow work of transformation.   
 
In recent years, wise teachers have been writing a lot, speaking a lot, helping us understand now, 
the difference between intention and impact – and again, our childhood experience can maybe be 
instructive.  I didn’t mean to, protests the young child (me) when I knocked my brother down by 
accident on my way to the cookies on the counter.  I didn’t mean to, and that’s good - but if he’s 
still bleeding on the floor, he’s probably much more concerned, and rightly so, about the impact 
of my mistake than my intention. True atonement requires me to own both: my intention and my 
impact, to acknowledge both, and let go of control of the process. My brother may resent me 
forever; he may dust himself off and move on and forget this every happened; those are his 
choices. My work is different. Maybe I think about what it means to be the bigger, stronger one. 
Maybe I think about this for fifty years after the fact. Maybe I think of how to let him know I’m 
sorry and I care.  Maybe this goes on for decades.  Only part of this process is mine to control.     
 
When someone has been injured, the work of repair is the work of transformation, of both 
parties, of everything.  It’s not restoration, as if, after even the smallest injury, you can ever 
rewind the clock and go back to exactly how things were before.  It’s not like that scene in the 
first book of Harry Potter, when Hermione meets Harry and notices his broken glasses stuck 
together with scotch tape.  Reparo!  she says, waving her wand, and the glasses are as good as 
new.  Relationships can’t mend like that.  Relationships are more like fabric when it’s torn. It can 
never be truly restored, only patched or darned, made stronger maybe in the reweaving, but not 
again the same. So often we rush to turn the clock back, instead of sitting with the broken pieces 
in our hands, wondering what will happen now, what has to happen, in the new hours and days 
where we’ll live from now on. This all takes some time.  
 
Our theme this month has been curiosity, and that’s what atonement requires, the courage to ask, 
what will happen to me, what will become of me, if I acknowledge that I did this thing, caused 
this harm, and then admit it to those who were impacted, expecting nothing in return, and 
promising then, to myself first, to my God, that I will try with all my heart and soul and strength 
to do better, be better, to be about the work of transformation – which is a bright prospect.  What 
would happen to someone, what would become of them, of all of us, if that was what we meant 
with our apologies?    
 
Patricia Williams is a journalist and a lawyer who for years taught public policy at Columbia 
University. Writing about restorative justice, she said, In contrast to those cultures where 
apology is linked to real sorrow, intense contrition, acknowledgement, confessions, explanation, 
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acts of repentance, appeals for mercy, and the restless search for balance- in contrast, ours is a 
tradition of stiff upper lips and quick “closure,” stoic pats on the back while we don’t look back. 
Forgive and forget; be forgiven and forget, and that takes care of that.  But apologizing without 
acknowledging the broken bones is what dysfunctional families do… She was speaking of society 
as a whole, the way that a whole nation holds its sins – or doesn’t.  
 
I’ve been thinking since the summer about the testimony in June of journalist Ta-Nehisi Coates 
before a House panel on H.R. 40, the bill that would establish a federal commission to study the 
possibility of reparations for American slavery.  The bill is named for the unfulfilled promise of 
the federal government to 3.9 million enslaved people when emancipation became law: each was 
to receive 40 acres of arable land, and a mule to make a start.  That never happened.  H.R. 40 is 
not about writing a one-time government check to every known descendent of every known 
person enslaved between 1619 and 1865, nor even about new programs to help repair the 
reverberating, ever mutating damage of slavery.  It is not about any kind of cheap grace or fast-
track atonement.  Five years ago Ta-Nehisi Coates published in The Atlantic a piece called “The 
Case for Reparations,” asking instead what would happen to us, as a people, what would become 
of the United States of America and all of its people living now, and all of our descendants, if we 
truly acknowledged and owned the sin of slavery and its impact, its continuing impact, on black 
people and white people, poor people and rich people, the continuing, ever-mutating, festering, 
poisonous impact. Majority Leader Mitch McConnell refuted Coates’ testimony, saying nobody 
now alive bears any responsibility for what happened centuries ago, but the truth is we bear it all 
together, because the impact still resounds, to the lasting benefit of some and the deadly 
detriment of others. Coates said in June,  
 
Enslavement “shaped every crucial aspect of the economy and politics” of America, so that by 
1836 more than $600 million, almost half of the economic activity in the United States, derived 
directly or indirectly from the cotton produced by the million-odd slaves. By the time the 
enslaved were emancipated, they comprised the largest single asset in America. Three billion in 
1860 dollars, more than all the other assets in the country combined.   
 
There is no American institution public or private without a foundation in slavery – this is what 
our country is.     
 
What I’m talking about, says Ta-Nehisi Coates, is more than recompense for past injustices—
more than a handout, a payoff, hush money, or a reluctant bribe. What I’m talking about is a 
national reckoning that would lead to spiritual renewal.  

Perhaps no number can fully capture the multi-century plunder of black people in America. 
Perhaps the number is so large that it can’t be imagined, let alone calculated and dispensed.  
But the idea of reparations is frightening not simply because we might lack the ability to pay. 
The idea of reparations threatens something much deeper—America’s heritage, history, and 
standing in the world.  We stand to discover much about ourselves in such a discussion—and 
that is perhaps what scares us. Reparations—by which I mean the full acceptance of our 
collective biography and its consequences—is the price we must pay to see ourselves 
squarely. We must imagine a new country.  
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He goes on:  

I believe that wrestling publicly with these questions matters as much as—if not more than—the 
specific answers that might be produced. An America that asks what it owes its most vulnerable 
citizens is improved and humane. An America that looks away is ignoring not just the sins of the 
past but the sins of the present and the certain sins of the future. More important than any single 
check cut to any African American, the payment of reparations would represent America’s 
maturation out of the childhood myth of its innocence into a wisdom worthy of its founders. 
 
In June, he was only asking the House Committee to begin the conversation, to imagine 
transformation, to be curious.  The request has been made for a decade now, and the bill is 
languishing still. 
 

__________________________________ 
 
I invite you now to take a breath, the breath of life.  
Take a breath, close your eyes if you wish, and make a fist, maybe two.  
Breathe in and out, the gift of life.   
In your closed fists, hold something you regret:  
a harsh word spoken,  
a kindness unspoken,  
a mistake,  
a betrayal,  
maybe something very small,  
maybe something larger, a collective wound or sin that you are simply part of.  Think of 
something with your name on it, even if no one else knows that you are guilty, no one else can 
see the label.    
Hold it in your fists,  
turn it over in your mind,  
feel the heavy weight, a stone.  
 
Imagine the burden of guilt transformed now into light, by new intention.   
Take a breath. 
Open your hands,  
and let it go.  
 
 
From Marcia Falk, a prayer of atonement:     
 
We cast into the depths of the sea our sins, and failures, and regrets. 
Reflections of our imperfect selves flow away. 
What can we bear, 
with what can we bear to part? 
We upturn the darkness, bring what is buried to light. 
What hurts still lodge, 
what wounds have yet to heal? 
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We empty our hands, 
release the remnants of shame, 
let go fear and despair 
that have dug their home in us. 
Open hands, opening heart — 
The year flows out, the year flows in. 
 
 
SILENCE 
 
 
These words of benediction come from Maya Angelou: 
 
We, unaccustomed to courage, 
exiles from delight, 
live coiled in shells of loneliness 
Until love leaves its high holy temple 
and comes into our sight 
to liberate us into life. 
Love arrives - 
and in its train come ecstasies, 
old memories of pleasure, 
ancient histories of pain. 
And if we are bold, love strikes away the chains of fear from our souls. 
We are weaned from our timidity. 
In the flush of love’s light, 
we dare to be brave. 
And suddenly we see 
that loves costs all we are and will ever be. 
It is only love which sets us free. 
 
AMEN  


