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Tonight at sundown, Jews will mark the beginning of Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement.  On Yom Kippur, Jews abstain from food and drink, and spend the day in prayer and reflection. Yom Kippur is the culmination of the High Holy Days – a time in which Jews reflect on their failings and their sins, and on their need for God’s forgiveness and mercy.  


But, as I understand them, the High Holy Days are not a somber time, but rather a time of renewal and hope.  There’s a Hebrew term, Teshuvah, which means to repent and to turn one’s life back towards God.  Yom Kippur is a day for Teshuvah, for turning back to God, for beginning anew, and for healing that which is broken in one’s relationship with God, with others, and with oneself.


I must say that when it comes both to acknowledging brokenness and being intentional about our need for forgiveness and healing, we Unitarian Universalists could learn a great deal from the Jewish tradition. You see, there’s something powerful and transformative about forgiveness, something about both forgiving and being forgiven, that opens a pathway to the Holy and a door to the human heart – a door through which love, hope, and peace can enter.  


But, my friends, that door to the heart is often blocked – blocked by pain, by anger, and by fear. More than anything else, I think it’s the emotional scars and wounds from our past – wounds that we have received and wounds that we may have caused – it’s those wounds that so often stand in the way of love and joy and peace.  


I’d like to share a brief story with you, a story that begins with a young boy named Patrick. One day Patrick, who was six or seven years old, was playing outside his home when a couple of older kids who were known as neighborhood toughs and bullies came by.  They taunted Patrick and then pushed him face first into a snow bank before going on their way.  Although the push only left Patrick a little bruised on the outside, he was deeply wounded and bruised on the inside.


Now it just so happened that Patrick’s next door neighbor, a very kind and gentle woman named Mrs. Parker, had witnessed his run-in with the bullies from her upstairs window.  Seeing Patrick crying in the snow bank, Mrs. Parker came down from her apartment, helped Patrick up, brought him inside, offered him hot cocoa, and made a huge fuss over him.


Mrs. Parker could see the anger and pain on Patrick’s face and she offered him sympathy and compassion. As Patrick began to calm down, Mrs. Parker gave him some advice that he never forgot. “You are angry at those boys, Patrick, and you have every right to feel that way.  What they did to you was very wrong.  But you must not let your anger take control because this day and your whole life have other things for you. This day and your whole life have other things for you, things other than the anger, the pain, and the fear Patrick felt in that moment.


Mrs. Parker’s simple advice to young Patrick points both to the meaning and the power of forgiveness.  You see, the pain and woundedness that we all carry in our lives – wounds that we have received and wounds that we have caused, those wounds can weigh on us like a heavy stone, a stone that makes it so hard, so very hard, to open our hearts fully to those other things Mrs. Parker spoke of – things like love and joy and hope. That’s why forgiveness is ultimately not about the person or persons who have wounded us.  Rather, forgiveness is a deeply spiritual and life-affirming act of self-care and self-respect.  Forgiving someone who has wronged us isn’t about doing something for them or making them feel better.  Rather, it’s about caring for and loving ourselves. As my mentor Rev. Bill Clark puts it, “Forgiveness is the permission we give ourselves to let go of the pain of the past so that we can see what the days of the future have to give us.”  What a wonderful way to think about forgiveness. Forgiveness enables us to see and to embrace the blessings and the gifts of the future.


Although forgiveness is ultimately an act of letting go, I want to make it clear that forgiveness is not about forgetting or ignoring the wrongs that have been done to us.  Forgiveness is not about wiping our memories clean or forgetting the wounds we have received.  It’s not a substitute for justice and doesn’t erase the need for apology, for redemption, and for reconciliation.  But righting a wrong and doing justice require that we find a path away from anger and fear.  That’s what forgiveness is – a path leading away from anger and fear, a path that makes justice and reconciliation possible.


As I think back on my own life and my own journey with forgiveness, there are so many moments when I wish I’d had the courage and the wisdom to follow Mrs. Parker’s advice.  I can’t even begin to count all the time I’ve spent weighed down by pain and guilt – pain caused by the wounds I’ve received and guilt over the wounds I’ve caused. Sometimes it truly feels as if an enormous stone is weighing me down – a stone that keeps me trapped in a place of darkness and despair.



And yet, in the midst of that heaviness and that darkness, the light of forgiveness and love somehow find a way in.  Forgiveness is never easy and almost always requires difficult and painful work.  But finding that path to forgiveness, a path away from anger and fear - is like lifting that heavy stone from our hearts and opening ourselves up to that transforming and all-encompassing love that Dr. King called agape.  And when our hearts are opened to the power of love, we can bring healing and hope not only to ourselves, but to those we love and to the entire world.


My friends, I’d like to invite you to let love be your guide this morning by entering into a time of reflection, forgiveness, and healing.  We will do this by sharing a ritual of letting go and finding hope. On either side of the sanctuary you see two small tables, each containing a basket of stones.  As you feel moved, I invite you to come forward and to take a stone.  Let that stone symbolize something in your life that needs forgiveness or that is broken.  Hold that stone in your hand.  Feel its shape and its weight.  Then, when you’re ready, make your way to either side of this table.  It contains two bowls of water.  I invite you to let go of the stone and drop into one of the bowls, symbolizing your need and your determination to let go of the pain and the woundedness in your life.  Then, as you are so moved, light a candle of hope and healing – a candle that symbolizes the holy light of love that shines through your life and through all of life. After lighting your candle, place it on the table, and return to your seat.


Let me say a few words about the movement and the logistics of the ritual.  In a few moments, beautiful music will fill this space. Sarah Culver and I will begin the ritual, I invite you to approach one of the small tables by forming two lines along the outer perimeter of the sanctuary.  As you begin the ritual by taking a stone, please take your time and don’t feel rushed. Once you have dropped your stone into the bowl and then lit your candle of hope, please return to your seats by going down the center aisle.  If you’re sitting in the McKeeman Room, you may need to go out the door of the sanctuary and reenter through the door of the Mckeeman Room.  And one final note about the ritual. Please allow yourself the freedom and the space to feel and express your emotions.  This is a time for letting go not for holding back or holding in.  Sarah and I will be nearby to offer you help, comfort, perhaps a hug, or any support you may want or need.


And now my friends, may the light of love guide you towards this place of forgiveness and hope. Remember, forgiveness is a deeply spiritual act of self-care and self-respect. Let this ritual represent your readiness to turn, to begin anew, to invite the power of forgiveness and love into your life.  On this holy day, give yourself and the world the gift of healing and hope. Let us begin.

