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In the days preceding Rosh Hashanah
it is customary among Ashkenazi
communities to arise earlier than
usual to recite Selichot - penitential
prayers (the Sephardic custom is to say
Selichot the whole month of Ellul). A
quick glance in the Selichot prayers will
reveal that one of the most common
themes that continuously returns
is confession of our sins and of self
description of our unworthiness. Why
this continuous refrain of our sins and
worthlessness?

Another puzzling feature of the Yom
Kippur liturgy is one of the Al Chet
confessions. We say to Hashem ‘Please
forgive us for the sins we know about
and those we do not know about!” How
can we ask forgiveness for something
of which we are totally unaware?

Rav Chazkel Levenstein ztz”l the
famous mussarist of the Mirrer Yeshiva
in pre-war Europe and in Ponevez
Yeshiva in Israel reveals an important
principle in one of his mussar talks of

says David sinned is mistaken. But in
the next chapter King David himself

admitted that he sinned. (Samuel I

12:13)

The answer says Rav Chazkel is that
in our eyes it was not a sin. Batsheva
had been divorced and her husband
Uriah had rebelled against King David
and deserved the death penalty.
Technically King David had done
nothing wrong. But when Nathan the
prophet admonished him and told
King David that in the eyes of G-d he
had done wrong, King David realised
that there was a higher standard.
He had failed and he had to confess
his sin to achieve absolution and
forgiveness. This is similar to Rambam’s
description in Hilchot Teshuvah 3:2
‘Sins are weighed according to G-d’s
understanding, not ours.’

Confession is crucial to achieve
forgiveness; it is one of the basic
ingredients of teshuvahNevertheless,
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a sin even if he is unaware of it, even if
he thinks he has done nothing wrong
in his eyes, it is nevertheless a sin if G-d
considers it a sin.

The Gemara in Shabbat 56a, in dealing
with King David’s sin with Batsheva
(Samuel 11:11) says that anyone who

done wrong. We try to avoid accepting
responsibility for any misdeed and
always try to shift the blame on
someone else, sometimes even the
accuser himself!

When Adam sinned in the Garden of
Eden by eating the forbidden fruit and

G-d asked him ‘Did you do so?’ What
was his answer? ‘The woman whom
you gave me she gave me of the tree
and | ate.’ Rashi comments on Adam’s
ingratitude. But the Sforno says he

blamed G-d, ‘Why did you give me this
woman!’
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his brother Abel was asked by G-d
‘Where is Abel your brother?’ and
Cain answers ‘I do not know, am | my

(Rosh Hashanah) with a broken heart

he is guaranteed that his year will
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forgiveness!

When dealing with those sins we
are unaware of but are only known
to G-d there is another remedy. The
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that one who overlooks any slight to
his honour that his friend did to him
and forgives him — G-d will treat him

brother’s keeper?’ And the Midrash
Tanchuma says that Cain blamed G-d
saying ‘You are my brother’s keeper.
You should have watched to make
sure that he does not get killed!” The
same comment is found in the Malbim
- instead of accepting responsibility for
the sin they turned around and accused
the accuser of negligence. This is why
it is so important as one of the integral
steps of teshuvahto acknowledge we
are guilty and accept responsibility for
our sins. We can not proceed until we
admit guilt.

What can one do to push himself
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person to pray on Rosh Hashanah
with a broken heart and remove any
arrogance from himself. The Gemara

in the same fashion and forgive him.
Especially one who does not stand

on his honour and behaves humbly

as the verse says ‘Who G-d is like @
You who pardons sin and overlooks
transgressions for the remnant of His
people.” The Gemara comments this
means one who treats himself as a
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transgressions overlooked. This means
simply that if we consider ourselves
with humility in our dealings with our
fellow man and overlook what he has
done to us we will be treated in the
same manner by G-d.
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The purpose of the Selichot is to
prepare us for Rosh Hashanah
mentally and spiritually. We must

says in Rosh Hashanah 16b ‘That a year humble ourselves by admitting our

that begins with poverty will end in
riches.” And Tosfot explain that it does
not mean literally with poverty — it
means with the broken heart like that
of a poor man. If one starts the year

worthlessness and accept responsibility
for our transgressions. When these
two objects are achieved we can enter
Rosh Hashanah with the hope that we
will be judged for a good year.



