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The powerful season of the Jewish year that stretches from the month before Rosh HaShannah through the Ten Days of Repentance and even beyond Yom Kippur into the holiday of Sukkot is a period of renewal, reconciliation, recovery, and return – in a word, T’shuvah.  During these weeks, through self-examination, special liturgy, interpersonal encounters, and more, Jews intensify the process of improving ourselves, our communities, and our world.

Forgiveness, of course, is a central component in that process.  We know we’re supposed to “do” it. We even appreciate that, as Jews, as people, we need and want forgiveness.  But somehow forgiveness may seem distant or inaccessible, alien or awkward.  To be sure, at times it’s as simple as a heartfelt conversation (though that, too, is often not so “simple”) but all too often we fall in the chasm between valuing, feeling, believing in forgiveness – and actually implementing or actualizing that commitment.

Perhaps what we need is not so much to have forgiveness be a part of us – as to ourselves become a part of forgiveness.  Towards that end, here are seven possibilities that might reinforce ones forgiveness project.  None of these stand alone – they are meant, quite literally, to “flesh out” the undertaking and bolster the basic traditional contours of forgiveness that entails awareness of the misdeed, communicating the remorse and forgiveness, fixing what can be fixed (e.g., financial restitution), and not repeating the misdeed when faced, in the future, with the opportunity.

For any given situation or relationship, some of what follows may or may not be right.  Approach these as pointers or possibilities for enhancing the season of t’shuvah; forgiveness is, after all, a most important component of both individual and communal healing.

I.  Forgiveness through Speech:
Wherein will a man find tranquility….except in speech?

Philo, 1st century, Dreams, 1:18

There is nothing in the world better for the purification of the soul

than the curbing of idle talk.

S.Y. Agnon, Days of Awe, 1948, page 20

The basic interaction of forgiveness – whether seeking and offering it – has a component that is out loud, spoken and heard, perhaps to express and complement the “still small voice” that is so internal and private.  Consider which aspect of your forgiveness work would be best accomplished through an overt statement.  Whether the issue is between you and God, you and a fellow human, or between you and you, frame the words that need to be said audibly, and offer them with sincerity and commitment. If you are asked to forgive, complete the circle by expressing what you’ve heard requested, how you forgive, and positive hopes for future relationship.

II.  Forgiveness with Touch:
Let not your hand be stretched out to take,

and closed at the time of giving back.

Apocrypha, Ben Sira 4:31

…Rabbi Johanan said, “Give me your hand.”

He gave him his hand, and he raised him.

Babylonian Talmud, Berakhot 5b

It may not seem obvious, but touch may be an essential component in offering and seeking forgiveness. Consider how holding someone’s hand, or putting an arm around another’s shoulders, can foster a sense of relatedness, connection, or trust, and underscore the desire for reconciliation.  To be sure, there are situations where touch may be inappropriate, unhelpful, or hurtful, but in trying to repair damaged relationships, it can often be an important, and very human, expression of understanding, restoration -- forgiveness.

III.  Forgiveness with the Face:
The look explains the word.

Moshe Ibn Ezra, Shirat Yisrael, 12th century

Our faces, in particular our eyes, convey a lot about what we think and feel.  During this season, but really during every season, we need to be mindful of the messages we are conveying through facial expressions.  Are they sincere, welcoming, open – or intimidating, false, short-circuiting?  Feel the forgiveness in your face, and try to let it give shape your eyes, mouth, cheeks, and nose.  When two parties forgive, and the circle of forgiveness is completed, cheek muscles soften, jaws loosen, eyes bespeak the compassion and openness of the heart.

IV.  Forgiveness through Bodily Posture/Movement

Respect your own body

as the receptacle, messenger, and instrument of the spirit.

R. Samson Raphael Hirsch, Nineteen Letters, 1836, # 11, page 112

The body often seems to have more insight than the soul,

and man thinks frequently far better with his back and his belly

than with his head.

Heinrich Heine, Romantic School, 1833, ii., chapter 2

Our bodies, too, speak, and can convey the sincere search for, or a profound proffering of, forgiveness.  Folded arms, rigid posture, head aloof or condescending – these express something very different than extended palms, head tilted in interest, seated body leaning forward showing attention.  Consider, too, how taking a walk with someone might bolster the forgiveness project, as if the two parties are jointly and totally embarking on a new path.

V.  Forgiveness through Listening:
When two students listen patiently to one another in legal discussion, the Holy One listens to them, too;

and if they do not,

they cause the Shekhinah (God’s Presence) to depart from Israel.

R. Simeon b. Lakish, Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 63a

Man was endowed with two ears and one tongue,

that he may listen more than speak.

Hasdai, Ben HaMelekh veHaNazir, ca. 1230, chapter 26

Whether our goal at the moment is to receive or to offer forgiveness, we need to engage, we need to hear, we need to attend.  Think about how we might re-read a page of a novel that didn’t fully sink in on first reading, or how we might rewind a video to review a meaningful portion.  Replay the words that are seeking or offering forgiveness with an increasingly attuned ear.  If applicable, see what nuance or angle you might have missed before, or what new resource you can uncover.  Find those words that reach out and invite a response, and make them into a bridge of forgiveness.

VI.  Forgiveness through Writing, Letters:
Letters are like bodies, and their meanings like souls.

Abraham Ibn Ezra, Yesod Mora, 1158

Letters enlighten.

I. Horowitz, Tsavaah, 17th century

Our “email age” has lost a great deal, and gained some, too.  On the one hand, the art of thoughtfully crafting a patiently hand-written letter expressing our desire for forgiveness, or offering same, has suffered, even as we can dart off many words in nanoseconds to family or friends many, many miles away.  We have traded, many of us, character for convenience, tear-soaked quality paper for waste-no-time forms of communication.  Consider how it might more effectively further forgiveness for it to be located on a tangible "epistle,” and how the personal stamp of one’s handwriting can, itself, deepen the expression and reflect sincere human presence.  On the other hand, follow-up or supportive communications by email might also enrich the process by sharing related thoughts in a time-effective manner.  All of these forms of

expression can be enlisted in the pursuit of forgiveness and t’shuvah.

VII.  Forgiveness and Music:

Song is a faithful messenger.

Moshe Ibn Ezra, Selected Poems

There are places that open only to music.

Tikkunei Zohar, 13th century, chapter 11, page 266

The music and lyrics of ancient texts, as well as the rich and diverse Jewish musical library evolved over so many centuries, constitute a major spiritual resource for forgiveness.  To cultivate the mood and focus the heart, to give expression to profound sentiments, or to cement new hopes and new possibilities by joining with someone in a melody – Jewish music may serve as both the catalyst and script, the mortar and furnishings of forgiveness.  It is difficult to imagine the High Holiday season without certain tunes or musical passages coming to mind, drawing us into a certain frame of spirit and challenging us to actualize our claims of penitence, our desire for renewal.  Songs and niggunim (wordless chants) are helpful not only for the inner ambience but for interpersonal coming-together, serving as a bridge between the personal transformation and social repair that together cultivate forgiveness.

Forgiveness may become more accessible if we “embody” it in this way, if we use our different senses, blessings, skills, and talents in its service.  We can realign our thoughts, emotions, values, speech, in the pursuit of T’shuvah, we can uplift our spirits as we re-invest in our relationships.  In the end, as the Hebrew root lashuv suggests, T’shuvah is a whole-person undertaking, one on which the entire world depends.
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