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In the wake of the horrific tragedy in Charleston this June, the murder of nine people inside the 
Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church, our country witnessed a breathtaking act of 
forgiveness by the families of the victims.  In the face of Dylann Roof’s violent hatred, the 
victims of the families emphasized mercy.   
 
“You took something very precious away from me,” a daughter of one victim said to Roof in 
court, her voice breaking with tears.  “I will never get to talk to her ever again. I will never be 
able to hold her again, but I forgive you, and have mercy on your soul.  You hurt me. You hurt a 
lot of people. If God forgives you, I forgive you.”  “We have no room for hating, so we have to 
forgive,” said the sister of another. “I pray God on your soul.”i 
 
Like many of you, I listened to these statements with a mix of awe and skepticism.  Awe 
because it seemed like an act of great spiritual strength for the families of the victims to be able 
to find any compassion, let alone forgiveness, for their loved one’s murderer.  Skepticism, not 
only because it is so difficult to imagine forgiving anyone for so grave a crime, but also because 
Dylann Roof is apparently unrepentant; he has shown no sign of remorse since the murder. He 
has done nothing to earn their forgiveness. 
 
The victims of the shooting were pious Christians who were murdered while attending Bible 
study, and their families’ statements reflect deep Christian influence as well.  Theirs was a 
religious response to an act of hate, and even their language, I would guess, sounds very 
Christian to us.  We Jews do not typically talk as freely about souls and God and mercy, and we 
do not typically think of forgiveness as being so easily granted. 
 
Of course, Judaism has a lot to say on the subject of forgiveness, and this day of Yom Kippur is 
the time of year when those teachings are most present in our minds and in our liturgy.  “We 
have come to seek pardon and forgiveness,”ii we read aloud together in the moments before 
Kol Nidrei at the beginning of this service.  “And God said: I have forgiven in response to your 
plea,” came the response, after Kol Nidrei was sung.  But one assurance is not enough; we will 
ask God for forgiveness again and again before the gates close tomorrow at sunset.  We list our 
collective sins: “al chet she-chatanu l’fanecha…” and ask God, “For all these, O God of mercy, 
forgive us, pardon us, grant us atonement.”iii   
 
And just as we ask God to merciful and forgiving toward us, so does God ask us to merciful and 
forgiving toward other human beings.  “For transgressions against God, the day of atonement 
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atones,” our sages instructed.  “But for transgressions of one human being against another, the 
day of atonement does not atone, until they have made peace with one another.”iv 
 
Judaism does indeed emphasize the duty to forgive.  “When the person who wronged him asks 
for forgiveness, he should forgive him with a complete heart and a willing spirit,” writes 
Maimonides, the great Jewish philosopher of the Middle Ages. “Even if he aggravated and 
wronged him severely, he should not seek revenge or bear a grudge.  This is the path of the 
children of Israel and their upright spirit.”v The obligation to forgive is so serious that you can 
end up sinning yourself if you aren’t willing to fulfill it.  If a person repents and comes to 
apologize to you and you refuse to forgive him, Maimonides teaches, they must come again, 
and a third time.  But after the third apology, the sin is yours, not theirs.vi 
 
But when the person who has hurt you doesn’t apologize, or if the apology is only a false one, 
the situation changes.  The dominant Jewish view is that forgiveness is required if and only if 
the person who has hurt you has repented.  If their apology is a false one without real feeling, if 
it is hollow because they have not changed their ways and will continue to hurt you, or if they 
do not even make the effort to apologize, you are not required to forgive.  Forgiveness is hard, 
Jewish tradition understands.  It is not obligatory unless it is earned. 
 
I’ve often felt grateful for this Jewish teaching because it seems so fair; it allows us to preserve 
our moral indignation when we have been wronged by someone who has no remorse. It can be 
a very important teaching in cases where someone has been victimized in ways that cannot 
easily be reversed.  It can also be a powerful tool in helping us live better lives, by demanding a 
rigor of real change and repentance from the one who is apologizing.  It can challenge us to 
confront the uncomfortable but potentially transformative work of admitting to someone that 
you have been hurt, or admitting to someone that you hurt them, and then figuring out a way 
to pick up the pieces and find some reconciliation.   
 
And yet, when I think about the story of the families in Charleston, I can’t help but wonder if 
this classic Jewish teaching sells the power of forgiveness short.  Whatever its impact on Dylann 
Roof, the families’ act of forgiveness was a powerful moment for them and for our nation.  It 
ensured for them that, in their words, love, not hate, would win the day.  Despite my 
skepticism, it was a moving and magnificent thing to behold.  While I feel deeply grateful that I 
have not had to endure anything like the kind of hurt they have endured this year, the depth of 
their forgiveness even in such a difficult situation makes me wonder whether I have been as 
generous even in the small ways in which I have been hurt.   
 
And of course, psychologists have well documented how beneficial forgiveness can be for the 
one who offers it.  As Rabbi Harold Kushner once said to a woman who burned with justifiable 
anger for an ex-husband who had hurt her many years before, “I want you to forgive him. Not 
to excuse him, not to say that what he did was acceptable. But I want you to forgive him for 
your sake, not for his. If he is no longer living in your house, why are you letting him live rent-
free in your head?”vii   
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So I was intrigued to learn from my colleague Rabbi Shai Held recently about another ancient 
Jewish perspective on forgiveness, a teaching that offers the position we so often associate 
with Christianity.viii This strain of Jewish thought lays the responsibility for forgiveness on the 
one who has been hurt, even if the offender has not yet taken any steps to repent.ix   
 
This idea is not emphasized nearly as much in Jewish thought, but it is found, for example, in 
the tradition of saying a prayer of forgiveness before going to bed.  Together with the bedtime 
Shema, some prayerbooks add these words:  
 

“I hereby forgive all who have hurt me, all who have done me wrong, 
deliberately or by accident, whether by word or by deed. May no one be 
punished on my account. As I forgive and pardon fully those who have done me 
wrong, may those whom I have harmed forgive and pardon me, whether I acted 
deliberately or by accident, whether by word or deed.”   

 
What a beautiful way to go to sleep every night!  Not a record-keeping of who has done 
the proper teshuva to earn my forgiveness; not an accounting of who has found the 
strength to apologize; just the humility to grant other people forgiveness, no questions 
asked, just as I would seek for myself. 
 
Values often exist in tension in Jewish tradition, and this conflict is a good example of how 
there is rarely a simple answer to “what Judaism says about” any topic, but rather a complex 
history of discussion and debate.  The tension between justice, the impulse to forgive only if 
forgiveness is earned, and mercy, the impulse to forgive freely and openly regardless, exists 
without any easy resolution in Judaism.  In fact, Jewish mystics teach that justice and mercy 
exist in cosmic balance, each needing to be tempered by the other.  Too much mercy, and there 
would be no way to deter future crimes.  But too much justice, the Kabbalists say, is even 
worse.  A strict an application of justice leads to be needless suffering.  And so, our rabbis 
teach, we should emulate God in this manner.  Just as God is merciful, so should we be 
merciful.  Just as God forgives easily, so should we forgive easily.x  When the person who hurt 
us has not repented, we have the right not to forgive, but a life lived by midat ha-din, by the 
strict application of the rules of fairness, is not always the kind of life we want to live. 
 
Part of the reason I find this perspective so helpful is that most years, the hurts that I need to 
forgive are mostly small ones, the stuff of everyday life, and most of the people who have hurt 
me in some small way will not be asking me for my forgiveness.  In some cases, it can be 
transformative to broach the conversation, to tell somebody how they’ve hurt you, and see if 
they will ask for your forgiveness.  More often than we’d expect, I think, the person doesn’t 
realize how they’ve hurt you.   
 
But most of the time, even thinking about those conversations makes me cringe.  Not only does 
it sound awkward, but it also sounds counter-productive.  The problem with these small hurts is 
that they are often the hardest to change.  The friend who is just never quite as supportive as I 
wished she would be – the relative who is just always a little too pushy, about all the things I 
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am most sensitive about – so many of these hurts are built into the fabric of our relationships.  
And while I wouldn’t hold it out as impossible that they could change, it doesn’t seem likely.  
And if I’m honest with myself, many of them are not the relationships I want most to invest my 
time and energy into, at least not this year.  But that doesn’t mean that carrying around the 
resentment I have toward them, however small it may be, is doing me any good. 
 
So this year, I’m trying to approach these relationships, these small hurts, with a spirit of 
generosity.  For these everyday kinds of hurts, I can take the burden of forgiveness on myself.   
 
What might that look like?  First, I will do my best to be more aware and appreciative of the 
small ways in which people may perhaps already be reaching out to me to repair our 
relationship, even when that outreach is less than a full apology.  “Make for Me an opening of 
repentance the size of a pinhole,” the rabbis imagine God saying to us, “and I will make the 
opening for forgiveness so wide that carriages could ride through.”xi  If God is willing to grant 
me that help, then I can try to do the same for other people. I will also do my best to live up to 
the Jewish value of machrio l’chaf zechut - giving people the benefit of the doubt.  Perhaps I 
judged them too harshly: even if someone hurt me, it may not have been their intention.  I can 
choose to judge favorably, to resist giving in to my negative suspicions.   
 
Second, even when there is no sign of an attempt at reconciliation, no sign of good intentions, I 
am trying to forgive the people who have hurt me in these small ways, simply because of the 
spirit of this beautiful season, in the hope that others might do the same for me. I will do my 
best to have compassion, rachmunus, as my grandparents would have said, on other people’s 
imperfections, and be more aware of the way in which people have rachmunus on me when it 
comes to my imperfections. 
 
After all, that kind of open-hearted generosity is the way in which God receives us every day, 
but most of all on this day of Yom Kippur.  Forgiveness is there in the world, our sages teach, an 
existential fact; all we have to do is reach for it.  May all of us come a little closer to grasping it 
this Yom Kippur, and may this be a year when all of our hearts are a little more open. 
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