


Forgive me, Forgive me, Forgive me
Shmuel Herzfeld
Neilah, 5775

The Rambam writes (Teshuva, 2:9) that one is supposed to ask for forgiveness from a friend three times.  If the person does not forgive us then we should stop asking and indeed, the one who then refuses to grant forgiveness is at that point the one who is sinning.

Of course, the Rambam means that these three requests for forgiveness need to be on three separate occasions. 

But some people just don’t get the obvious.

A friend of mine once told me a story about how a person had wronged him terribly.  The person called him on the phone on the eve of Yom Kippur and asked for forgiveness.  My friend sreplied, “I just don’t know that I can just forgive you without us getting into the root of the problem.”  Shockingly the person then said, “Can you forgive me? Can you forgive me?  There I have said it three times.  So now you are the sinner.  Good bye.”  Needless to say my friend left that encounter with more bitter feelings towards him than before he “asked” for forgiveness.

We laugh at the foolishness of this person.  He was missing the point entirely.  How on earth could he ask for forgiveness in such a meaningless and rote fashion?  

But how different are we when we ask for forgiveness from Hashem?

We are reciting the words of our liturgy but are we really incorporating them into every fiber of our being.  How can we be so sure that our “asking” for forgiveness isn’t doing more harm than good?

Sometimes there is a disconnect between a ritual and our actions. 

We are now standing at the gates of heaven preparing to recite perhaps the holiest prayer of the year, Neilah.  

The central ritual of this prayer is the recitation of the 13 attributes of Hashem, which we recite over and over again. 

"The Lord! The Lord! God, Compassionate and Gracious, Slow to anger and Abundant in Kindness and Truth, Preserver of kindness for thousands of generations, Forgiver of iniquity, willful sin, and error, and Who Cleanses” (Shemot 34: 6-7).

By this point we have all recited the 13 attributes many times.  For some of us it is like an Eastern mantra, a recitation of sounds, the recitation of which goes beyond any unique meaning assigned to the words.

In fact, the Talmud assigns a supernatural power to these words.

The Talmud (Rosh Hashanah, 17b) tells us that Hashem wrapped Himself in a tallis and said to Moshe I am making a commitment to you, “kol zeman she-yisrael chotin ya’asu lefani ke-seder hazeh ve-ani mochel lahem, anytime that the Jewish people have sinned they should recite this formula before Me and I will forgive them.”

The Talmud itself has a hard time accepting the supernatural powers of these prayers and so the Talmud asks: “Don’t we learn that one is only forgiven if there is repentance?” If so, how can the Thirteen Attributes achieve forgiveness even without repentance? 

So the Talmud answers that there is a difference between an individual and a community: “hah be-yachid, hah be-tzibbur.”

The power of the community is enormous.  According to Tanchuma (Netzavim 1, cited by Artscroll, Talmud Rosh Hashana, 17b, note 18) the Jewish community is like a bundle of reeds.  A single reed can easily be broken, but when we are all bundled together, then our strength increases exponentially.   A community can achieve repentance simply through the recitation of these Thirteen Attributes.

That is great for the community, but what about all of us individuals out there.  When a community recites these words then the power is magical and Hashem promises to forgive us as a community, but is there any extra hope for the individual and for his or her personal needs? 

The answer is that the way for each of us to benefit individually through the recitation of the Thirteen Attributes is by promising to immerse our individual lives on behalf of the community.  If we spend our lives committed to helping others and not helping ourselves then each of us as individuals become representatives of the community; more than that, if we dedicate our lives to the community, then we are the community; and we become worthy of the blessings of the Thirteen Attributes.

As we are about to recite over and over again the Thirteen Attributes what we should be considering is the fact that we hope to commit ourselves to acting on behalf of others in the coming year.

But still, the text of the Talmud seems to gives magical powers to this phrase and doesn’t seem to demand any communal repentance on our part.  This strikes me as a problematic.

Then I saw a parable told by the great Chofetz Chaim.  (Story told in Daf Digest for Rosh Hashanah, 17b.)

Once there was a rich uncle who decided to give his nephew a job in an important position in his company.  The uncle and the nephew went over the job description and in order to make certain that the nephew would not forget his responsibility, the uncle wrote down precisely what he wanted his nephew to do.  A couple of days later the uncle was surprised that the nephew seemed to not be doing his job.  All the tasks he had given him to do were left undone.  So the uncle summoned his nephew and said: “What have you been doing all day?”  The nephew responded, “I have been doing everything you have asked me to do.  Every day I take out my list of responsibilities and I very carefully recite them out loud many times a day.  Sometimes I sing them.  Sometimes I shout them at the top of my lungs, but I am so good at reciting them that I even know them by heart!”  The uncle was of course very angry and he said, “How is that “doing” them?”  The nephew responded, “I thought you wanted me to just recite these things every day.  I didn’t realize that you wanted me to actually do these things!”

The Chofetz Chaim explained the parable by saying that the Thirteen Attributes are not a mantra but a list given to us by our Maker.  He is reminding us of His expectations for us in our expectations in life.  “Just as He is Merciful, so should you be merciful.  Just as He is Compassionate, so should you be compassionate.  Just as He is Gracious, so should you be Gracious.”

The reason that we recite the Thirteen Attributes over and over again in this final prayer of Yom Kippur is not so much as to invoke the magical powers of the day (although I believe that there are magical powers to the day).

The reason is to remind our selves to recommit to the goal of walking in the path of Hashem.  It is to remind us that our mission in this world is to walk in the path of God.  We have a job here on earth and the Thirteen Attributes remind us of our job.

The Talmud (Moed Kattan, 14b) says that Hashem created us in His image—demut diyukni natati ba-hen—and that in our sins we have over turned His image. 

But on Yom Kippur Hashem is giving us another chance to live in His image.  As we recite the Thirteen Attributes again and again, we are declaring to Hashem: We desperately want to live in Your image.

And the promise of Yom Kippur is that we if live our lives this way then even the magical will become possible.

One final story from the Talmud (Rosh Hashanah, 17a):

Rav Huna was once extremely ill. Rav Papa went to visit him and he thought that Rav Huna was about to die so Rav Papa told everyone to prepare the shrouds for Rav Huna’s death.  Eventually, however, Rav Huna recovered and Rav Papa was too embarrassed to see him. When Rav Pappa finally saw him, “He said to him, What did you see in your near-death experience?”  Rav Huna answered: “You were right.  I was about to die.  But Hashem told the angels: “Because he is compassionate in his dealings with others, do not be so strict with him.”  As it states, “Forgiving sin and passing by transgression. Who is forgiven for their sin? One who passes by transgression.”

All our pious efforts and deeds are only effective when they approximate our actual behavior.  

The purpose of Yom Kippur is to push us to be better, purer, and to think about the words we say.

As Yom Kippur draws to a close we desperately want our prayers to enter into the Gates of Heaven.  Over and over again we will chant the Thirteen Attributes. The path to heaven comes not through the chanting but through the living.  But we chant in order to remember how to live.  So lets chant these words together.  And then in the coming year let us accept upon our selves to live these words to the best of our ability.  And if we truly live that way then that is the most magical thing of all!
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