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READING

a meditation for Yom Kippur, adapted from a compilation by Kathleen McTigue of the words of
Greta Crosby and Hannah Arendt 

Forgiveness is one word,
but not one act alone.
Forgiveness is a process we live through and weave from ourselves
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in order to mend relationship.

Forgiveness is a return,
the journey back
to a moment of wholeness with another, or with ourselves,
after a separation based on wrongdoing
or on grievous shortcoming.

Forgiveness speaks the word, yes.
It requires recognition,
the steady gaze looking hard at what went wrong,
the will to right the balance.

Forgiveness is release from our failings,
the one true way we remain free,
for only by the will to change our minds and start again
can we be trusted with the great power
to begin something new.

Forgiveness does not mean forgetting.
To forgive means to anchor a wrong in its own time
letting it recede into the past
as we live and move
toward the future.

Forgiveness is not always required or possible or necessary or appropriate.
Deciding is the hardest thing.

Forgiveness belongs to the world of community:
it is something people do for each other and with each other –
and at a certain point, for free.

Forgiveness is a grace.
It can be accomplished only in truth.
It is a mighty labor.

Debts and Trespasses

Within the Unitarian Universalist genetic code, historically, runs a strong, dominant tendency
toward optimism. On the one side we have the Unitarians, who from the earliest formal
expressions of their identity (in Europe in the 16th century), tried to reform the Protestant
Reformation in radical ways that neither Luther nor Calvin had in their wildest dreams
imagined.  Those early Unitarians, and their successors both in Europe and America, believed
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with a bright, enviable confidence, in the nobility of the human person.  They believed in the
application of human reason to the dilemmas of the human condition, dilemmas large and
small: not only social problems or scientific mysteries, but eternal questions, like Why do we
suffer?  and What is God  and later, Is God… at all?  For more than a hundred years American
Unitarians recited with sunny assurance, We affirm the Fatherhood of God, the Brotherhood of
Man, the Leadership of Jesus, Salvation by Character and the progress of Mankind onward and
upward forever.  They said this, we said it, even into the twentieth century, even after Stalin and
Mao, Nagasaki and Dresden, the Holocaust and Vietnam, with a radiant, fierce confidence.

On the Universalist side there was less arrogance but more heresy.  They also found a strange
God in the pages of the Bible, a loving and forgiving presence, more like a mother or a father
than an angry, jealous king, but for them, too, the true blasphemy, according to the orthodox,
was not how they felt about God, but how they felt about people.  The Universalists believed
that everyone is saved, that we can do evil but we can never be evil, inherently; that anyone, no
matter who, no matter what, if they wanted it sincerely, could be reconciled, redeemed, restored
to the embrace of God.  The only hell we know, they said, is the one we make for one another
here on earth, by the commission of cruelty or the omission of love.  Their optimism about us
was generous and boundless and it was theological (not psychological or sociological); they
knew that the foundation of the world and the character of God is love, and the hallmark of
humanity was not original sin, but original blessing.

This hopeful double helix is part of our genetic code as a denomination, and we see it still: in
the way we dedicate our children, which is a ritual of thankfulness that makes no mention of the
stain of sin; we see it (when we’re at our best) in our work for social justice, our commitment to
concrete compassion – the transformation of the world through the transformation of ourselves.
We see it in our love of learning, and our respect for human rights.  We hear it, every Sunday,
in our Call to Worship.

And yet.  Behind all this benevolence, this hope and confidence about the human spirit, the
human person, there lurks a shadow side.  David Hubner, a UU minister, writes, …Unitarian
Universalists gave up our Calvinist forebears’ concept that humanity was in its nature
[irrevocably fallen]… but along the way it seems that many Unitarian Universalists, and others
in our culture, have moved to an expectation of the possibility of human perfection, that in its
own way is as unrealistic and harmful, I think, as was Original Sin.  In the community in which
I live, the cultural insistence is always on how close to perfection are one’s children, one’s
home, and one’s [whole] life. We teach that second best is not acceptable.  In our churches too,
[we can sometimes convey] a similar expectation of the highest levels of achievement [,
commitment and competence].  I’m not suggesting that we add absolute human [depravity] to
our Purposes and Principles, but rather, that we work harder to build into our theology and our
lives a deeper appreciation that being human means not only aspiration and [achievement], but
also failure and loss.  [paraphrased from a 2006 article by David Hubner, brought to my attention by WBUUC member Dan
Zeddies]
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Failure and ordinariness.  Brokenness that calls out beauty because it calls us to be kind, calls
us to be humble, to different, more necessary ways of being magnificent. We are more, he says,
and inherently richer, than our SAT scores and our credit rating, our Master’s degrees and our
money, all these cruel and lying pictures of perfection.  We need a spirituality of imperfection.
I remember a good friend, a birthright Unitarian who died at the age of 99, who, though he was
a professor of geology at Smith College, had grown up very poor, with very little education. He
could never master the social niceties of his profession.  He cared patiently for decades, and
deeply loved, his wife, who had lived with debilitating illness, which they hid her whole life
long.  He was rumpled and authentic, when I knew him, he and his rumpled old dog, who
followed him around the campus and around the town. . He would sometimes mutter ruefully,
“The Fatherhood of God, the Brotherhood of Man, but only, it seems, for the better
neighborhoods of Boston.”  We need to remember that ours is also an old tradition of
forgiveness and compassion, of patience and humility, and the healthy, gentle humor that thinks
idolatry is out of place whether in regard to gods or to our motley, messy selves.

The early Universalists and the early Unitarians were liberal Christians when they broke away
from the Protestant churches, and well into the 20th and 19th centuries, respectively, their
services included the great prayer of Jesus, Our Father, who are in heaven, hallowed be thy
name… That is a prayer that asks for nothing more, and nothing less, than what a person needs
to be a person: a sense of awe, a sense of reverence and perspective, enough to eat, grace
enough and will enough to choose goodness over evil, and forgiveness - to be forgiven, and to
be able to forgive.  Forgive us our debts, forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive…  Sometimes
when I hear that prayer recited, all those quiet whispers in a sanctuary, or when I’m asked to say
it, at a bedside, at a graveside, I remember how universal is that longing, and how useful, to ask
to be forgiven, to be able to forgive.  Forgive us our humanity – indulge it, understand it, as we
ourselves learn and struggle to forgive…

Our ancestors did not mean with their glad and brave pronouncements to found a religion that
would just make people feel better; they meant to make us be better, to own our full humanity,
beautiful as well as broken, blessed not in our perfection, but in our willingness and our
capacity to learn and grow and fall and rise, to stumble, and offer a hand to stumbling others,
and walk on, shine on.

_______________________________________
    

This fall, as you may know -- this beautiful fall which has drenched our little patch of planet
here with so much needed rain, and now this blue and golden sun --  this fall marks a rare
confluence of sacred moments in several religious traditions: Rosh Ha-shana last Saturday, the
Jewish New Year, opened the “high Holidays,” the Days of Awe, which culminate tomorrow on
Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. Last Sunday opened Ramadan, the month dedicated in
Islam to transformation of the self, and thereby of the world. These religions cycle through the
year based on a lunar calendar, and these holy months, Ramadan and Tishrei, which coincided
last year, and will again in 2007, will not overlap after that again for another 30 years. It’s hard
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to imagine the world in which those two peoples, and all people, all of us, will live thirty years
from now- but imagining that world, conceiving it in the mind’s eye, and then talking about it,
believing in it collaboratively, is the first step we take toward its construction.  Imagination is a
kind of activism, a kind of forgiveness.  October 2nd  tomorrow, is Communion Sunday in
Protestant and Orthodox tradition, and also the birthday of Mahatma Gandhi;  and October 4th ,
on Wednesday, is the feast day of St. Francis, who preached and practiced a reverence for life
on earth which we are only now, at this late hour, apprehending.  (Francis also renounced the
Crusades.  He had set off gladly, as a proud, young defender of the faith, but then met an Arab
prince and teacher and through their dialogue became committed to a deep and disciplined, and
difficult nonviolence, which he brought back home to Europe..)

All of these observances coincide right now.  Millions and millions of people, Catholics, Jews,
Protestants, Muslims, Hindus, Orthodox Christians, this morning, right now, are not engaged in
armed jihad or violent occupation or modern day crusades, but are instead engaged in some
ancient, prayerful practice of rigorous self-examination, consecrating otherwise ordinary days to
repentance and atonement, fasting and forgiveness, restoration and renewal.  The Jews speak at
this time of year of teshuva, which means return, by which they mean returning to the true self
you once knew yourself to be, remembering the person you once knew yourself to be, or hope
in time to be – the beautiful, blessed, somewhat beaten-up, screwed up, broken-hearted,
rumbled, radiant, fully human self.    The season for teshuva cycles round as surely as the earth
moves round the sun, and it cycles round in all our lives, no matter what it’s called.  In all of
these traditions it is a solemn but also joyful time, in the way that truth-telling always brings
about a kind of solemn joy.

Rosh ha-Shanah celebrates “the Birthday of the World,” the creation itself, and then for ten days
following each person ponders his or her own place in it – what kind of person do I mean to be?
What kind of person have I been so far and, in particular, over the past year?  What specifically
have I done and not done?  What story of my life can be drawn from the record of my actions
and intentions?  What chapter will come next, written by my own hand, on purpose, beginning
exactly now?  Does that sound like joyful, hopeful work to you, or difficult and draining work?
I think it can be both, I think it must be both, if it’s real, if we’re really wrestling, like Jacob
with the angel, with the stuff of what we are.    These holidays are very much about right
relation in community, in family, in marriage, in circles of friends or colleagues, the closest
circles of connection.  They’re about the courage required to ask forgiveness of people you have
neglected, hurt or wronged.  To ask forgiveness is different from just apologizing; it means
relinquishing the power, knowing full well that the request is yours, but the right to answer it is
theirs.

There is further courage required: to forgive people who have hurt you and wronged you,
whether those people are living or dead, whether or not they may be worthy of forgiveness,
whether or not they have asked you.  It’s not about trying to justify their actions or their words,
or accepting an apology which may or may not come; it’s about freeing yourself from any
dependency there, and from any millstone of resentment in which, over time, you may have
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enshrined any number of valuable things (your pride, your honor, your heart, your righteous
indignation, your identity).  Courage is required to let go, and to take back into your hands your
own power to flourish.

And there is yet further courage required:  to forgive yourself.
To confess yourself guilty as charged of being a person:  not good enough, not kind enough, not
smart enough, not focused enough, not sane enough, not patient enough with your children or
your parents or your coworkers, not strong enough, not organized enough, not willing enough to
help with coffee clean up on Sunday mornings, not pretty enough, not hopeful enough, not
resilient enough, not willing enough to sacrifice what we need to sacrifice to turn this world
around, not brave enough, not rich enough…    Courage is required to lay that all down, to
remember that bright ember of original blessing, the person, the soul, that you are.

The hope of Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, the most awesome of the Days of Awe, is that
it cycles round every year on schedule, and has done so for several thousand years, because the
rabbis knew it would be necessary. We are never finished once and for all, but always coming
into the fullness of our power. The hope of Ramadan is that every year, over and over, the
saturated ego can empty itself, the exhausted and self-centered self can submit to breath, and
live on breath a while, and prayer; the frantic self submits to restoration.  In so many sacred
traditions, including our own, the calling has always been to turn and to turn, which will be a
delight, till by turning, and returning, like our earth, like our sun, like every other living thing,
we come round right.

The offering of honey, apples, and challah

It is the custom at the Jewish New Year, Rosh ha-shanah, to eat apples dipped in honey, an
edible blessing for a sweet year to come, with challah baked in rings, to signify the wheel of
life.  Often the bread has little ladders made of dough baked into it, symbols of the people
climbing toward their highest selves.  Here are these good things, offered as a blessing.   It may
look or feel just slightly like some kind of communion as we do this – and it is.  This
communion of honey and apples honors nothing more and nothing less than the life of our
community, the wholeness and the holiness of the human circle. Le shana tova.  May we be
inscribed in the book of life for a sweet and good new year.

The offering of honey, apples and challah took place in silence and with music, over which was
read this meditation by Mark Belletini  (adapted):

The sun at high noon will touch us all soon, touch us with soft light and a summons
to wonder.



7
Already it has swiped the foreheads of a Shoshone family in Cheyenne, the Jennings,
on their way home from the little whitewashed Methodist church at the edge of the
reservation.

It beats down, oppressive, hot, on Mario Benitez’ hat during the first really summery
day in Temuco, Chile.

It insinuated itself into the leaves of wind-felled magnolias in Chapel Hill, and glittered
on debris in San Juan.

It glared in the faces of fishermen off the coast of Nova Scotia, and warmed the
windowsill of a woman in Reykjavik named Sigrid Karlsdottir who turns 101 today.

It poured on the kipas of the men and boys coming out of the synagogue, after the
morning service for Rosh Ha-shana in Firenze.  Ricardo Tedesco’s kipa blew away in a
gust of wind, and he thought for a moment its round white disc was like Joshua’s sun
stuck in the sky.

It painted the bougainvillea in the courtyard of a restaurant in Maputo a magenta
almost too bright to look at.

It glittered on the vans of Kurds crossing into Iran, and lost itself completely on the
black hulls of stealth bombers in the desert.

It brought majestic relief to the swell in the Taj Mahal’s dome, even as a breeze
scented of both spice and decay briefly ended the irritating drone of flies on the tourists
there.

It illuminated tears on the cheeks of Mei Lin whose son Bao Lin is in so much trouble
over in China.

It filtered through the thick clouds shrouding the harbor in Vladivostok, falling on the
pale hands of young Grigori Ivanovich Guishar as he drinks his steaming black tea
thick with cherry jam.

It falls through the skylight of that new loft building in downtown Melbourne where a
man sits at his Monday morning desk, composing a little work for flute and viola.

And it will fall on those who walk out of this sanctuary in an hour, demanding no small
offering of amazement.  You’ll see.  The light of this day will grab you by the collar and
will say to you:

I was born in cataclysm only 8 minutes ago in the heart of your nearby star.
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I have crossed a gulf over a hundred million kilometers in a form no physicist can yet
fathom.
Without me you may not live.
For many centuries I was one of the names of God.
Pause for a time and wrap your heart in wonderment, as even now I enfold your
shoulders in my bright arms.
Keep silent for a moment and wear the prayershawl, the tallit of my light.

As it is for every being on this earth,
as my light declares every day,
this very moment begins for you a new hour, a new day and a New Year.
May it be sweet.
May it be blessed.
May you be grateful.
May you be blessed.

[Mark Belletini, First Day’s Record, 10-96 – adapted for this reading]


