
You must make for yourself a teacher, acquire for yourself a 
friend and judge everyone favorably. (Pirke Avot 1:6)

Yom Kippur Study Session 5781
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For using the sins of others to excuse our own,
And for denying responsibility for our own misfortunes.

For condemning in our children the faults we tolerate in ourselves, 
and for condemning in our parents the faults we tolerate in ourselves.
(Gates of Repentance, p 328)

These quotes are taken from the Confession of Sins section of the Yom Kippur morning service. 

 What is the connection between these two 
confessions?

 Why would our rabbis choose to frame the 
second in the context of family, speaking of 
parents and children? Why not make it more 
general?
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Do not perform iniquity in justice.
Do not give special consideration 
to the poor and do not show 
preferential honor to the great.
Judge your comrade righteously.
(Leviticus 19:15)

The other laws learned from this verse relate to 
proper and honest court proceedings, but this 
law seems to be quite clearly universal. One 
should not be overly hasty to judge another 
negatively; instead one should give another the 
benefit of the doubt. Colloquially, we may say 
that the Talmud mandates judging others not 
only with strict tzedek, righteousness, but rather 
with tzedakah, charity.

For using the sins of others to excuse our own,
And for denying responsibility for our own misfortunes.

For condemning in our children the faults we tolerate in ourselves, 
and for condemning in our parents the faults we tolerate in ourselves.
(Gates of Repentance, p 328)

How does this text, and the accompanying 
teaching, add to your interpretation of the sin 
confessed to above? 
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Judge your comrade righteously –
you must judge your fellow 
favorably. (Talmud Shevuot 30a)



Ben Azzai used to say:
Do not scorn any person,
And do not discount any thing.
For there is no one who has not their hour
And no thing that has not its place. (Pirke Avot 4:3)

Diamonds, when found in the ground,
May look like worthless pieces of glass.
It takes an expert to see the precious gem that is 
hidden within.

Become an expert in human beings
Learn to see each one as a diamond in the rough

(Mishkan Hanefesh, p 157)

 Why are we often tempted to scorn people 
or things? How does this text rebuke this 
tendency?

 How do the last two stanzas add to your 
understanding of Ben Azzai’s message from 
Pirke Avot?

 How is this text a commentary on the text 
from Gates of Repentance? How does it add 
to your understanding of the message?
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For using the sins of others to excuse our own,
And for denying responsibility for our own misfortunes.

For condemning in our children the faults we tolerate in ourselves, 
and for condemning in our parents the faults we tolerate in ourselves.
(Gates of Repentance, p 328)



Why does Rosh Hashanah precede Yom Kippur? 
No sooner do we mark the new year than we 
begin repenting for our sins. Surely, the logical 
sequence would be the reverse: we should repent 
and then usher in the New Year with a clean slate.  
Rosh Hashanah is a day we celebrate the world, 
appreciating the beauty, wonder and 
miraculousness of life. That appreciation is critical; 
for only when we understand how splendid AND 
fragile is God’s world, can we begin to repent for 
having damaged or neglected it. (Rabbi David Wolpe)

They went forth from Egypt on a single night
But next time the miracle will be different.

Once two Sages were walking very early in the valley
And they saw the light of the morning star.
Said one to the other,
“This is how the redemption will be.
The dawn breaks with a single ray of light
And bit by bit the sky is illumined,
Until morning comes and the darkness is gone.
So the redemption will occur little by little,
Growing steadily and gradually
Until the world is full of light.”

Do not wait for a miracle
Or the sudden transformation of the world.
Bring the day closer, step by step,
With every act of courage, of kindness,
Of healing and repair.
Do not be discouraged by the darkness.
Lift up every spark you can
And watch the horizon
For the coming of dawn.
Look closely!
It has already begun.

(Mishkan HaNefesh, RH, p 165
Based on B’rachot 1:1, Jerusalem Talmud) 5

For using the sins of others to excuse our own,
And for denying responsibility for our own misfortunes.

For condemning in our children the faults we tolerate in ourselves, 
and for condemning in our parents the faults we tolerate in ourselves.
(Gates of Repentance, p 328)

 How do Rabbi Wolpe’s words add to your 
understanding?

 What is the Talmud/this poem (to the right) saying 
about t’shuvah and the process for change?



A Teaching of the Baal Shem Tov:

Your fellow human being is a mirror for you.

If there is love and compassion in your soul,

You will see goodness in others.

If you see a blemish in another, 

It is your own imperfection you encounter.

Take careful note of the flaws you perceive in 
others.

This is a lesson for you:

They are your own flaws set before you,

A reminder of your own spiritual work.
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For using the sins of others to excuse our own,
And for denying responsibility for our own misfortunes.

For condemning in our children the faults we tolerate in ourselves, 
and for condemning in our parents the faults we tolerate in ourselves.
(Gates of Repentance, p 328)

 How is it difficult seeing our 
mirror image in others?

 How can we overcome this 
challenge?

 How does this teaching add to 
our understanding of the Gates 
of Repentance text?



Rabbi Ishmael ben Elisha said:
I once entered into the innermost part of 
the sanctuary to offer incense and saw 
Adonai seated upon a high and exalted 
throne. God said to me, ‘Ishmael, My 
child, bless Me.’ I replied: May it be Your 
will that Your mercy may conquer Your 
anger, and Your mercy may prevail over 
Your other attributes – so that You may 
deal with Your children according to the 
attribute of mercy.
(Talmud B’rachot 7a)

For using the sins of others to excuse our own,
And for denying responsibility for our own misfortunes.

For condemning in our children the faults we tolerate in ourselves, 
and for condemning in our parents the faults we tolerate in ourselves.
(Gates of Repentance, p 328)

 Our texts proclaim that we are created in the 
image of God; knowing this, how does this 
Talmudic passage add to your understanding of the 
text from Gates of Repentance?

 Justice and mercy – how do we find balance 
between the two?



I reflect on the harm I have done to my family 
and friends:

Through my intolerance of imperfection in 
others;

Through criticism, harsh judgment and focusing 
on the negative;

Through neglect, impatience or insensitivity 
toward my parents and other elders;

Through neglect, impatience or insensitivity 
toward my children and other young people…

And I confess, as well, these acts of harming 
family and friends…
(Mishkan HaNefesh, YK, p308-309)

Remember the stories of slavery
And you will never stop working for 
freedom.
Remember their fear at the edge of the Sea,
And self-doubt will never defeat you.
Remember when desperation turned to 
celebration, 
And you will never let go of hope.
Remember the words of the Baal Shem Tov:
“Forgetfulness leads to exile;
Remembrance is the secret of redemption.”

(Mishkan HaNefesh, RH, p 163)

8

For using the sins of others to excuse our own,
And for denying responsibility for our own misfortunes.

For condemning in our children the faults we tolerate in ourselves, 
and for condemning in our parents the faults we tolerate in ourselves.
(Gates of Repentance, p 328)

 What is the connection between these two readings?
 How do they add to your understanding of the sins and 

the process of t’shuvah?



I forgive, as you have asked. (Numbers 14:20)

 How do we know that we have forgiven 
ourselves? 

 How do we know that we have forgiven others? 

 What does this look like in our actions? 

 How are we changed? 

 How are our actions changed?

For using the sins of others to 
excuse our own,
And for denying responsibility for 
our own misfortunes.

For condemning in our children 
the faults we tolerate in ourselves, 
and for condemning in our 
parents the faults we tolerate in 
ourselves.
(Gates of Repentance, p 328)
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A Blessing for Menschlichkeit

May the One who showered 
blessings on our ancestors
Rain blessings on those among us 
whose everyday deeds are 
without measure:
All who honor parents and elders 
with love and respect, patience 
and sensitivity
(Mishkan HaNefesh YK, p 263)


