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Last week we started reflecting on trust, and I offered an image from a poem by Philip Booth about a father teaching his daughter how to float on her back: 
“Lie back daughter, let your head

be tipped back in the cup of my hand.

Gently, and I will hold you. Spread

your arms wide, lie out on the stream

and look high at the gulls…
…Daughter, believe

me, when you tire on the long thrash

to your island, lie up, and survive….

He is asking her to trust him, and ultimately to trust that the sea itself will hold her up, if she can learn to take what feels like a giant risk – to open up, to relax – both of which feel counterintuitive when we are afraid or anxious.

For to do so is to risk being vulnerable. And those of us who have trusted and had that trust in any way betrayed, those of us who have had our hearts broken in big ways or in small, may feel even less able to try again. 

Learning to trust is not a single, one-time event, but a process – and a cyclical one. In this old world, filled with sorrow and brokenness, we have to learn to trust over and over again.  Because every time our trust is betrayed we are in danger of being pulled down – by our anger, our resentments, our grief, our regrets.

That is the image from today’s reading. The disappointments, the frustrations, the anger, the suspicions…they are like heavy stones that weight us down. And until and unless we can let go of them, we are compromised. So, throw them down, toss them away, and then lay back gently and float again, open to the promise of new beginnings.
We are now in the midst of the period known as the Jewish High Holidays. Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, started last Sunday evening and Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, will begin on Tuesday at sundown.

For the Jewish people, this is a time of intense introspection, a time to acknowledge one’s own shortcomings and mistakes, to take responsibility for one’s errors and make amends. It is a time to reckon and wrestle with who we are and who we have been and to resolve once again to learn and grow into the people we wish to be. It is also a time to offer forgiveness to those who have disappointed us. It is a fitting way to start a new year…with a clean slate.

Part of the slate cleaning process is the “Kol Nidre,” which means “all vows.”  This is the prayer that will begin the Yom Kippur evening service next week. This morning we heard a modern poem inspired by the traditional version, which begins, “All vows and oaths, all promises and obligations, all renunciations and responses, that we shall make from this Yom Kippur til the next – may it come to us in peace – all of them we retract. May we be absolved of them all, may we be released from them all, may they all be null and void, may they all be of no effect.” Each year these words are repeated three times by the congregation at the beginning of the service.

It is an interesting practice which acknowledges that we will make promises to God over the coming year that we cannot fulfill and for which we ought not be, held accountable. It is pre-emptively apology. 

The rest of the High Holy Days are for dealing with things we have already done. Teshuvah, which means “return,” is the practice of reflecting on the mistakes and errors we have made in the past year and asking forgiveness from the people we have harmed. Observant Jews do this every year before Yom Kippur. They ask for forgiveness from others and grant forgiveness to those who ask to receive it from them, in turn.  
This is a hard practice: acknowledging that we have fallen short, admitting it, asking forgiveness; forgiving those who have hurt us or betrayed our trust in some way. Is one harder for you than the other? Is it more difficult to admit your own mistakes or to forgive the mistakes of others? It likely depends on the mistake.

Often, when I have preached about forgiveness in the past someone or ones have come up to me and asked me HOW they can forgive. Someone has hurt them terribly and they can’t even imagine being in a place where they can let go of their anger, their hurt, their resentment. 

Truthfully, I never feel like I have a great answer to that question. Forgiveness comes easily to me in some situations, but there are things over the years that have been harder to forgive. And perhaps there are transgressions that are unforgiveable. In those situations, perhaps it feels uncomfortable to even talk about forgiveness. Maybe it makes more sense to think about letting go – of our own rage, of our resentment, of our grief.

I do know is that forgiving is a choice, and one that I do not always feel ready to make. But I also have learned that if I hold onto my anger too long it can become a burden.  I’ve seen and felt what anger and resentment held too long can do to a person emotionally, spiritually, and physically. And so I especially appreciate the wisdom of a tradition that says, “At least once a year, try, try, to let it go!” “But how?” cries the human spirit. “How can I forgive when I have lost so much?” 
In the Jewish Hasidic tradition there is a story about an innkeeper named Moshe. On the night before Rosh Hashanah, Moshe took down two large books from a shelf and began reading from one. It was a diary of all the misdeeds and transgressions he had committed in the course of the year. Each on its own was quite benign – a word of gossip one day, oversleeping and being late for prayers the next, forgetting to give to charity on another. But by the time he’d read through the first few pages, his face was bathed in tears. For more than an hour he read and wept until the last page had been turned. 
Then he opened up the second book. It too was a diary of all the troubles and misfortunes that had befallen him during the year. Some of these were awful, scary things. One day he’d been beaten by a gang of peasants. Another day his child fell ill. Once in the winter the family had been cold for several nights without money to buy firewood. Another time cow had died and there was no money to buy milk.
When he had finished reading the second notebook, Moshe lifted his eyes heavenward and said: “So you see, dear Father in Heaven, I have sinned against You. Last year I repented and promised to fulfill your commandments, but I repeatedly fell short. But last year I also prayed and begged You for a year of health and prosperity, and I trusted in You that it would indeed be so.

“Dear Father, today is the eve of Rosh Hashanah, when everyone forgives and is forgiven. Let us put the past behind us. I didn’t always do what was asked of me and You didn’t always do what was asked of You. I forgive you and you forgive me, and we’ll call it even.

It has been said that “Forgiveness is the act of admitting that we are like other people.”
 Other people sometimes fall short of our expectations for them, and we sometimes fall short of their expectations for us. Other people make mistakes, but so do we. Other people let us down once in a while, but if we’re honest with ourselves, we sometimes have let people down, too. If we do not engage in the practice of putting down those stones - those stones that serve in some ways to protect us, by the way – we will have a hard time taking risks, being vulnerable, learning to trust again. We will close ourselves off to possibility – to the possibilities of new hope, fresh joy, and new life.
What stones are you holding?

What is dragging you down?

Of what could you let go this new year?

In the words of Mark Belletini,

Let’s drop them like hot rocks

Into the cool silence.

And when they’re gone,

Let’s lay back gently, and float…

Let’s be supported in this still cradle

Of the world, new-born, ready for 

Anything.

So many it be! Amen.
� Christina Baldwin in Day by Day, ed. Rabbi Chaim Stern, Beacon Press, Boston, 1998, (164).
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