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They hid. They hid because they were scared. They hid because 

they were embarrassed. They hid because they were hoping no 

one would find out. They knew they had done wrong. Succumbing 

to the pressure of the snake, the voice of the garden’s serpent, 

they ate of the forbidden fruit. They made a mistake. And when 

Adam and Eve hid from God, they did more than just physically 

hide. By hiding themselves, they hoped to hide their actions. They 

hoped to conceal their mistakes. They immediately felt differently. 

After that first bite, that first taste, the Torah says that their eyes 

were opened. They knew they did wrong and felt guilty about it. 

Hiding themselves was a way for them to hide their actions, to 

hide their guilt.  

But God called out to them. Ayekah – God asked. Where are 

you? They hid their guilt and as a result, they hid themselves from 

God. This relationship that they longed for was now missing.  
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Their guilt prevented them from wrestling with God, from calling 

out to God, from crying with God, from yearning for God. A guilt 

that in some ways, we all feel. 

It was first semester of my freshman year of college and I had no 

idea what was going on. As many remember, you pick your 

course load and hope for the best, a few required classes, a few 

electives, filling a requirement, hearing that a professor is really 

good, avoiding any classes that are too early. I don’t remember 

much about that first semester of college – other than maybe I 

partied a bit too much, and of course that I met my eventual wife 

Andrea. Admittedly, much of those first months in university were 

spent having fun, with little time spent with my nose in the books.  

Apparently, with one class, I bit off more than I could chew. 

Introduction to Computer Science. Now don’t get me wrong, I love 

learning. I love being challenged. I love being exposed to new 

things. Except science is not my strong suit.  
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So when I had a multitude of options to choose to fulfill a simple 

science requirement, I of course chose Computer Science. How 

hard could it be, I thought. I owned a computer. I typed on a 

computer. Pretty simple. I just beat the system. Yet, from day one, 

I was lost. I failed the midterm. And when it came to the final 

project, I was again lost. An upperclassman who had befriended 

me tried to tutor me. He then sat by my side as I tried to do the 

project on my computer. By four in the morning, with the project 

due at nine AM, my friend was sitting in front of my computer. 

Within minutes it was done, except I didn’t do the work. He did. 

He was a comp-sci major and completed the project within 

minutes. My eyes grew heavy as I stared at a computer screen for 

hours. He was able to complete the project with his eyes closed.  

I passed the class – the first and only computer science class I 

would take. Except I passed it with someone else’s work. I 

submitted the project and exhaled, grateful to be done. Yet, I 

quickly began to panic. Did I just cheat? Will someone find out? 
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Will the professor question that I failed the midterm, but 

successfully passed the final project? It didn’t seem to matter. 

Yet, semester after semester, I would always look at my 

transcript, just to make sure that grade was never flagged, that 

my work – or should I say someone else’s work that I took credit 

for – was never questioned. 

All these years later it seems silly now, but I never shared that, 

because I was worried. If someone heard would they come to my 

home and take away my diploma? Would my intellectual 

dishonesty as an eighteen year old kid impact my future? Would I 

be judged by one mistake? Or was it guilt? Knowing that even if it 

was a small fraction of my undergraduate education, still a 

fraction nonetheless, a piece of work that I handed in was not my 

own?   

We have all made mistakes that we hold on to, as children, as 

eighteen year old kids, and yes, even recently as adults. Some 

are small and seem inconsequential.  
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Others are greater, although we don’t realize the impact of our 

actions at the time. Most of the time, we know we are doing 

something wrong.  

Most of our actions we don’t really see as mistakes. We see as 

beating the system. Speeding because we are running late. 

Running the stop sign because no one is around. Outsmarting the 

rules. Finding the loophole.  

But then, there are those other times. When we’ve lied. When 

we’ve cheated. When we’ve wronged another. We feel guilty 

about our mistakes. We feel guilty that we’ve done wrong. But we 

feel guilty because we were caught. We hurt someone we love, 

and we feel guilty that we hurt them. We find comfort in being told 

that we were wrong. We find comfort in the much deserved 

rebuke that we receive.  
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We learn in Mesechet Tamid of the Babylonian Talmud that “a 

person should love rebuke since as long as there is rebuke in the 

world, ease of mind comes to the world, good and blessing come 

to the world and evil departs from it.” Some see this teaching as 

suggesting that if we rebuke another’s actions, then such a 

rebuke rids this world of wrongdoing. However, I read it 

differently. We, those who have done wrong, find solace in the 

rebuke. We love rebuke, because it is the act of feeling guilty, the 

act of doing wrong, and the experience of being called out for it, 

the intervention of sorts, that allows us to begin to wipe the slate 

clean. Once we receive rebuke, once such wrongdoing is out 

there, then we can ask for forgiveness. Tradition teaches that we 

ask for forgiveness and if others refuse to forgive us, then that is 

on them, not on us. The act of asking for forgiveness frees us 

from that guilt.  

And making mistakes, messing up, is a part of life.  
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Even the do-gooders among us, the perfectionists, those who 

think of others before they think of themselves, have bumps in the 

road. The Yiddish Proverb teaches that even the smoothest of 

paths isn’t free from stones. After all, the human psyche is geared 

to think at times solely about the here and now, about ourselves, 

without thinking about the repercussions. This is what Freud 

referred to as the Id, the basic instinct, compared to the societal 

rules of the Superego. The Talmud puts it differently: In Mesechet 

Chagigah, we are taught that we have both an animal soul and a 

Divine soul. The Divine soul, the Divine spark, allows us to always 

think about others. The animal soul, on the other hand, is when 

we don’t think about the consequences of our actions, when we 

only think of ourselves. And we know that our animal instincts will 

still come into play. We know that we will continue to mess up. 

We break promises. We break vows. We continue to lie and 

cheat.  
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But we are burdened not by those mistakes that we have made, 

by those mistakes that we have admitted, not by the rebuke that 

we have received, not by those that have been hurt by our 

actions. Rather, we are burdened by those things that we 

continue to keep inside. We often feel more guilt when we are not 

caught than when we are, more guilt when our transgressions 

remain hidden, only known to us.  

Those things that we keep to ourselves eat at us. There is a story 

told of Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk, the Kotzker Rebbe. He 

felt the deep burden of all that he would do wrong on a daily 

basis. One of the great Hasidic leaders of the 19th century was 

consumed by his guilt. How can I share my transgressions 

publicly, he thought. So every day, he would write down a list of 

all of his transgressions. One by one. And as he wrote them 

down, he would begin to cry. With tears rolling down his cheeks 

he would continue to write. And as the story goes, his tears of 
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guilt would drip, drip, drip unto the parchment, and blot out his 

wrongdoings.  

Essentially, the act of admitting, of saying aloud, of writing down, 

of sharing our guilt, frees us from that guilt. I am not even 

suggesting that we must share what burdens us with those that 

we’ve hurt, but we must share it with somebody. 

I’ve always been fascinated by the experience of flying on an 

airplane. Now don’t get me wrong – it’s not the most thrilling 

experience flying with little ones. We come loaded with portable 

DVD players, and coloring books, and books, and games, and 

Flying with little ones is an experience to say the least, but that is 

not what fascinates me. What fascinates me is the experience 

when I fly alone. 

Some of us do this regularly for business. Others only on 

occasion. While some may put in our ear buds, close the window 

shade, and shut our eyes, many take up conversation with our 

seatmates. They are complete strangers and we pour our hearts 
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out to them. We tell them about our children and their challenges 

in school.  

We tell them about our spouses and marital problems. We tell 

them about our struggles at work. We tell them about the illness 

we are fighting that we haven’t shared with our closest relatives. 

We tell our seatmates things that we wouldn’t tell our best friends. 

For takeoff until landing, they are our best friends.  

But we tell them because they are strangers. We know that once 

we arrive at our destination, we won’t see them again. We share 

to get things off our chests. We share because we know sharing 

won’t impact our relationships or our lives. We share specifically 

because they are strangers. We don’t really know them. They 

don’t know us. There are no judgments. No consequences. No 

ripple effect. Just sharing guilt.   

Edward Norton’s character in the 1999 film Fight Club calls these 

people “single serving friends.” You are friends for a “single 

serving” – a drink, a bag of pretzels, or occasionally a meal, but 
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that is it. And yet, it works. The beauty of these conversations is 

we feel like we can unload.  

We feel like we can spill that which causes us pain and suffering, 

we can untie the knot in our stomachs, we can let go of our guilt. 

So I invite you to let go of that which you feel guilty for. Let go of 

those mistakes, those transgressions, those wrongdoings, that 

only you know about. Let go of the guilt that weighs you down. 

Share it with someone. With a friend. With a stranger. With a 

therapist. With a rabbi. Like the Kotzker rebbe, write it down in a 

journal or diary. Just share it. Share your guilt and release it into 

the world.  

After all, that is why we are here. To share our guilt. This evening, 

we recite the confessional prayer and both the longer and shorter 

confessionals are in the plural.  

The shorter confessional: Ashamnu, bagadnu, gazalnu, we are 

guilty, we have betrayed, we have stolen. The longer 

confessional: Al Chet sh’chatanu lefanecha, for the sin which we 
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have sinned against You. We announce together our shared 

mistakes.  

I have often taught that the reason the confessional is in the plural 

is because of shared responsibility. We all say this because even 

if one person is at fault, we are all responsible. Such a 

transgression is on all of us. That is a lovely thought, but we also 

know that in reality, this is far from true. Are we really responsible 

for another’s transgressions in his or her personal life? Are we 

really responsible for another’s personal relationships, actions, 

and missteps?  

I would like to suggest an alternative reason for the confessional 

being in the plural: anonymity. We all say these words together 

and many of us may feel as if this doesn’t apply to me, or I didn’t 

do that. But for those of us who are hanging on to this guilt, we 

can announce our transgressions aloud, shout them, and yet 

remain anonymous. We have an opportunity to let it out. To say 
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what makes us feel guilty. To declare that which we are holding 

unto, and to let go of it. No rebuke. No punishment.  

Just you – just each of us – declaring anonymously what we feel 

guilty about, that which we haven’t shared, sharing it together, 

and simultaneously, we let go this guilt. We let go of this burden.  

 

In tomorrow morning’s Torah reading, we read of the scapegoat, 

the goat that Aaron the High Priest marks for Azazel, and sends 

into the wilderness. Burdened with the sins of the people of Israel, 

the goat wanders. The rabbis teach that Azazel, more so than the 

wilderness or the desert, is a place devoid of human or animal 

existence. We would place our transgressions, our guilt, unto this 

goat, and know that as it wandered away, it would not return. 

Neither would the guilt that we feel. We were letting go.  

Holding on to the guilt of our past continues to drag us down a 

fearful rabbit hole. Share your guilt with a stranger. Share it with 

us anonymously. Share it with someone. But then let it go.  
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Ayekah? Where are you? Just as God asked this same question 

to Adam and Eve, we ask it to each other. Where are you? Hiding 

as a face in the crowd. Hiding in anonymity. And yet, here. 

Present. Do not be afraid. Do not hide. Instead, share your guilt. 

And then let it go. G’mar Chatimah Tovah.  


