
CHALLENGE OF FORGIVENESS 

 Shana Tova.  

 After personal reflection, I would describe my temperament as “slow to anger and quick 

to forgive.” I’d like to think most people have observed this quality about me. That doesn’t mean 

I don’t get mad and angry. It just means that it takes a lot to get me mad and I am very adept at 

containing my anger when I reach my boiling point. 

 This quality is not necessarily always a good thing. I have been told by many that I wear 

rose colored glasses to a fault. Unfortunately, I can’t help it. When HaShem made me and 

decided what qualities I would be blessed with “slow to anger and quick to forgive” was one of 

them. Complete forgiveness, however, requires much more than just being “slow to anger.” The 

real challenge of forgiveness is having both the courage to ask for and give forgiveness and the 

courage to stop repeating your wrongful conduct. 

 Our Jewish tradition teaches us that in order to be forgiven for interpersonal sins and 

transgressions we must first ask for forgiveness from the person we have sinned against. Our 

request for forgiveness must be sincere. We cannot be half-hearted in our apology. We have to 

put ourselves in the shoes of the person we have sinned against and truly regret our wrongful 

conduct. We also have to stop our wrongful conduct and do the hard inner spiritual work 

necessary to avoid repeating our wrongful conduct. Finally, we have to make amends. If we have 

stolen, we must make restitution. We are obligated to ask for forgiveness three times from the 

people we have hurt. If our apologies are not accepted, we can do no more and are forgiven by 

God. 



  Likewise, we must grant forgiveness to those who have sinned against us. Under our 

Jewish tradition, we are enjoined to give forgiveness if the perpetrator truly regrets his or her 

actions, asks for our forgiveness and makes amends. If we continue to harbor resentment for past 

wrongs and desire revenge, we have not forgiven. I forgive but won’t forget is not complete 

forgiveness. It’s an excuse for not doing the hard work of forgiveness. 

 Sounds easy, right? We have a very simple prescription and as Michael Brandwein’s 

character at our Rosh Hashana service proclaimed, Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur are holidays 

of “efficiency.”  Wrong.  For some, the challenge of forgiveness will be summonsing the courage 

to ask for forgiveness. For others, the challenge will be releasing the grudge and resentment from 

the hurt inflicted. And, for still others, the challenge will be doing the hard inner spiritual work 

necessary to ensure the same wrongful conduct is not repeated.  

 Let’s take Bill Cosby and assume he’s guilty of the allegations made against him. 

Imagine the courage it would take for Bill Cosby to regret his past conduct and ask for 

forgiveness from each and every one of his victims. Imagine further what it would have taken to 

ask for forgiveness from each victim and make amends before any of these allegations were in 

the public domain. Mr. Cosby would have to possess tremendous courage and trust in God, as 

well as a host of other inner qualities, to take the first step required of forgiveness. 

 Let’s now look at the challenge of giving forgiveness. I recently finished reading the 

book the “Opposite of Loneliness.” The “Opposite of Loneliness” is a collection of short stories 

and essays written by Marina Keegan, a young student at Yale University. Her essay the 

“Opposite of Loneliness” was written as a commencement message for her fellow graduating 

classmates and went viral after she published the essay in the school paper. Marina was a 

promising, young literary giant. Her teachers believed she would be our next Hemingway. Five 



days after her graduation, she died in a car accident. Her boyfriend fell asleep at the wheel and 

their car flipped over on the side of the road. Marina’s parents forgave her boyfriend, asked that 

he not be prosecuted and in the forward of the book, neither mentioned him by name nor 

disclosed any of the details as to why he fell asleep at the wheel. The parents said they forgave 

Marina’s boyfriend because they knew Marina loved him and would never want to see him 

suffer any more than he already had. 

 Our Jewish traditions teaches that there are three levels of forgiveness. The first level 

occurs when we forgive and wish the person no ill will for what they have done. The second 

level is where we are able to release our anger. The third level happens after we have passed 

through both the first and the second levels and our now ready to restore our relationship to what 

it was if restoring the relationship would be a responsible versus an irresponsible thing to do. 

 Marina Keegan’s parents clearly have achieved level one as evidenced by their refusal to 

identify Marina’s boyfriend by name and publish any of the details of his conduct. Perhaps, the 

greatest challenge for the Keegans, if they haven’t already done so, will be releasing their anger 

and restoring a relationship with their deceased daughter’s boyfriend.  

 How then do we rise to the challenge of asking for and giving forgiveness and changing 

our past patterns of wrongful behavior? How do we become more like Marina Keegan’s parents 

and less like Bill Cosby, assuming he’s guilty. Obviously, it starts here today as we pray for 

forgiveness and recite the 13 attributes of HaShem in our prayers.  The true challenge of 

forgiveness, however, requires that we identify those inner character traits which serve as 

obstacles to our asking for and giving forgiveness and changing our past wrongful patterns of 

behavior. We must identify those inner character traits which open the gates of forgiveness and 

elevate those traits through hard, inner spiritual work. 



 I and other members of B’Chavana have embarked on a journey to elevate our inner 

character traits by practicing Mussar, an ancient Jewish practice of character development.  Until 

now, I have not connected my Mussar practice with the high holidays and forgiveness. Now, I 

clearly recognize the connection. Let me explain, as however you choose to do the hard work of 

forgiveness, you can benefit from some of the teachings of the Mussar masters. Here is a list of 

some of the character traits we have studied as a group:  Humility, Patience, Gratitude, 

Compassion, Order, Equanimity, Honor, Simplicity, Enthusiasm, Silence, Generosity, Truth, 

Moderation, Loving-Kindness, Responsibility, Trust and Faith. These are but a few of the inner 

character traits which the Mussar masters say we all possess to some degree. The aim of Mussar 

is to correct the excesses and deficiencies of these character traits so we can become holy before 

God. 

 In preparing today’s D’var Torah on the challenge of forgiveness, I asked myself which 

of these character traits best light the path of forgiveness.  My initial answer was quite simple. I 

must focus on those character traits which best describe the attributes of HaSahem which we 

recite during our Slichot prayers.  The most important character traits, therefore, seemed to be 

compassion, truthfulness, loving kindness, abundant loving kindness, mercifulness and 

graciousness. Clearly, these inner traits are the bedrock of a heart prepared to give and receive 

forgiveness. Most of the time, however, complete forgiveness will require the elevation of other 

character traits, as well, which seem to bear no connection to forgiveness.  

 For example, you may have a so called friend who, due to jealousy or some other 

character flaw, continues to inflict the same wound to your soul over and over again. You may 

need to cultivate the character trait of courage to end your relationship and discontinue any 

contact with this person before the process of forgiveness can begin. 



 You and your spouse may harbor resentments for past things said and done. Cultivating a 

heart of gratitude for your love, friendship and marriage and allowing your new found gratitude 

to permeate your marriage on a daily basis may be the necessary first step before each of you can 

give and receive complete forgiveness for your past wrongs. 

 In his book Everyday Holiness, Alan Morinis writes that one of his Mussar students bore 

a grudge against his father for over 18 years. The son invited his father to his newborn son’s 

circumcision. As is often the case, the father did not get along with his son’s wife’s parents so 

the son asked his father to please remain civil to his wife’s parents at the circumcision. The 

father was so offended he did not attend the circumcision and the two did not talk for 18 years. 

The grievance seemed so unjust the son could not bring himself to forgive his father. It wasn’t 

until the son cultivated the inner trait of generosity, which Mussar teaches is the act of giving 

beyond your comfort level, that the son was able to write a letter to his father as a conscious act 

of generosity. The father wrote back and the two were ready to begin the process of forgiveness.  

 Let’s take anger. I am slow to anger so anger is not usually an impediment to my giving 

or receiving forgiveness. Too little anger, however, may become an obstacle in one’s life. If we 

never allow ourselves to become angry, we may become numb on the inside. If we bottle up our 

anger, we will become a ticking time bomb. This latter group of people may need to find their 

voice and express their anger before forgiveness is possible. 

 However you choose to do the hard spiritual work of forgiveness, I challenge you to ask 

the following questions: what inner character traits are preventing me from genuinely saying I’m 

sorry? What inner character traits are preventing me from releasing a grudge and a desire for 

revenge? And, what inner traits must I correct so I can stop repeating my past wrongs? The hard 



work and challenge of forgiveness is not learning the steps of forgiveness. It’s developing the 

character and inner strength to start and complete the process. 

 Have an easy fast. 

  

    


