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A story from a children’s book by Marissa Moss called Regina’s Big Mistake. In it, Mrs.
Li asks all the young students in her class to draw a jungle or rainforest. But while Stuart
has already created two leafy green trees and Nathalie is concentrating on a fierce lion,
Regina’s paper remains blank. She cannot begin because she is afraid she will make a
mistake. You see, Regina wants to draw the right thing. She wants it to be good—perfect,
even. Looking at all of the beautiful jungles around her, she is sure she could never draw
anything beautiful enough. Paralyzed with fear, all she wants to do is cry.

When Mrs. Li tells the class they have ten more minutes, Regina is forced to begin.
Her jungle starts to emerge, and then she tries to draw a sun, but her crayon wobbles,
leaving a big dent in what was supposed to be a perfect yellow circle. Regina is devastated.
She is sure her picture is ruined. Except that it isn’t. After a few moments, Regina realizes
that the indentation makes the sun look like a moon. So she draws a face on it and
surrounds it with stars and comets against a purple-black sky. Then she adds trees, a lake,
and lions, creating a glorious jungle at night—one she never would have imagined when
she began-... and all agree, including Regina, that it is perfect.

[ know. It is a children’s book. But I have come to believe that there are some lessons
we learn as children that we spend the rest of our lives trying to remember. And I am
beginning to think this may be one of them. Some of us are Regina. We are so afraid of
getting something wrong that sometimes we have trouble beginning. Or we begin, but we
agonize over every decision. We replay conversations in our heads, wondering whether we
said the right thing. We finish something and immediately see what could have been better.
Someone compliments us, and before we have even managed to say thank you, we are
explaining why the praise really is not deserved. We set standards for ourselves that we
would never dream of setting for another human being.

[ know something about this. Last May, this congregation did something
extraordinary for me. You celebrated my more than twenty years as your rabbi. There were
so many expressions of love and appreciation, it was truly beautiful. And from the bottom of
my heart, | am truly grateful to every one of you. And yet, somewhere inside of me, there
was also a not so little voice saying: I don't really deserve this; | was just doing my job. And
as I listened to all of the wonderful things being said, another part of me was remembering
all the things I could have done better: the mistakes | had made, the people I had
disappointed, the sermon that wasn’t very good, the phone call [ should have made sooner,
the meeting [ could have handled differently, the person whose needs I did not recognize
quickly enough. I found myself recalling all of the places where, over all these years, I had
fallen short. You were expressing heartfelt, genuine gratitude and rather than being able to
take that in, [ was quietly arguing with you.

[ definitely did not recognize it at the time, but I have thought about it a great deal
since, and I have begun to wonder what it would have meant simply to believe you. What
would it have meant to allow myself to receive what you were giving me? Not because I had
been a perfect rabbi. I most certainly have not. And not because there weren't things I could
have done differently or better. There certainly were. The problem was [ had confused
doing my best with doing everything perfectly. And even though perfection was never the
standard any of you were using as a measure, I was.



[ suspect [ am not the only person in this sanctuary who has done that. We do it in so
many different parts of our lives. As parents, we may remember the moment when we lost
our patience far more clearly than the hundreds of mornings we got everyone where they
needed to be, the nights we sat beside a frightened child, the lunches we packed, the games
we attended, and all of the ordinary moments when we listened and loved. In our marriages
and relationships, we can hold onto the memory of something we said that we wish we
could take back while somehow forgetting the thousands of ordinary acts of kindness that
make a life together. And we can bring that same unforgiving, impossible standard to our
work or school, our bodies, our homes, our accomplishments.

Now I recognize that some of you are likely sitting here thinking, “Rabbi, this really
isn't my problem.” To you I say, "Good for you." And [ mean that sincerely (and not just a bit
enviously too). Some of you learned a long time ago what some of the rest of us are still
trying to figure out. You know that there is a time to work hard and a time to let go. You can
make a mistake without turning it into a referendum on your worth as a human being. You
can say, “I did the best I could,” and actually mean it. If you are one of those people, then
perhaps your task this year is different. Because chances are, there is someone you love
who has not yet internalized what you know. It may be a child who thinks one grade
determines who they are, a spouse who believes that disappointing someone means they
have failed, a friend who cannot forgive herself for a decision she made years ago, or a
colleague who never thinks anything he does is enough. Maybe part of the gift you have to
offer is to become the voice that reminds that person that you see the whole of them,
including what they got wrong, but also everything they got right. Because that is a
profoundly Jewish way of seeing another human being. And it is a profoundly Jewish way of
seeing ourselves.

We have entered the season of teshuvah, repentance and return. Usually, when we
think about teshuvah, we think about everything we have done wrong. And, of course, we
should. Judaism does not ask us to pretend that our mistakes do not matter. Quite the
opposite. During these Days of Awe, we are asked to look at ourselves with extraordinary
honesty, to consider the people we may have hurt; the times we allowed selfishness, anger,
fear, or pride to get the better of us; the moments when we should have spoken and did not,
or spoke when silence would have been wiser. We ask ourselves where an apology is
needed and what we genuinely need to change. This is serious work, holy work. But there is
a danger hidden within it. Because if we are not careful, cheshbon hanefesh, the accounting
of our souls, can become an accounting only of our deficits. And that is not an honest
accounting. An honest accounting includes our assets too: the things we do right and well,
the times we show up for one another, and the moments when we do our best with the gifts,
time, and circumstances we are given. Sometimes the most honest accounting is one that
can hold both truths at once: we are human and fall short, yet what we do, who we are, is,
more often than not, good enough.

at is likely why one of Judaism’s most powerful ways of understanding the Hebrew
word chet, sin, is “missing the mark”. I love that image because it suggests something very
different from the way we so often think about our failures. Imagine an archer who draws
back the bow, aims, releases the arrow, and misses the bullseye ... maybe even by a lot. The
archer does not conclude from that one arrow that she is a terrible person or that she was
never meant to be an archer. Instead, she looks at where the arrow landed. Perhaps her aim
was a little high, the wind shifted, or her hand moved at the last second. Whatever



happened, the miss teaches her something. She adjusts, reaches for another arrow, and tries
again. That, my friends, is teshuvah. Teshuvah is not the denial of the miss. We have to see
where the arrow landed. But the miss is information. It tells us something about what
needs to change. It does not define who we are. There is an enormous difference between
saying, “I did something wrong,” and saying, “There is something wrong with me.” Judaism
asks us to do the first. It never asks us to do the second. In fact, our tradition tells us
something quite different.

Rabbi Tarfon taught in Pirkei Avot, Ethics of the Fathers, Lo alecha ham'lachah ligmor,
v'lo atah ben chorin I'hibatel mimena. “It is not your responsibility to finish the work, but
neither are you free to desist from it.” We most often use this text when speaking about
repairing the world. But lately | have been hearing it differently. Lo alecha ham'lachah
ligmor. You are not required to finish the work. Think about that. Rabbi Tarfon does not say
the work is unimportant, nor does he give us permission to stop caring or stop trying. Quite
the opposite. We are not free to walk away from the work of teshuvah: from acknowledging
where we have missed the mark, taking responsibility for the harm we have caused, asking
forgiveness, making amends where we can, and continuing to grow. But neither are we
required to finish repairing ourselves before we can recognize the good we have already
done, or before we can accept that we are worthy of gratitude or even love. What is asked of
us is to take responsibility for our effort and our choices, and to do what the best that we
can. What we are not responsible for is perfection.

Perhaps that is one of the great spiritual lessons Judaism offers us in a world that so
often feels chaotic and senseless. Perfectionism can masquerade as responsibility when,
sometimes, it is really an attempt at control. We imagine that if we work hard enough, we
will never fail; if we choose exactly the right words, no one will ever misunderstand us; if
we make all the right choices, the people we love will be safe; and if we are good enough
parents, perhaps our children will never suffer. Somewhere inside of us is the hope that if
we can just do everything right, perhaps nothing will go wrong, and we will be worthy of
love. But life does not make that bargain with us. We can do everything right and still lose.
We can love someone with everything we have and still be unable to save them. A
thoughtful decision can turn out to have been the wrong one. We can be kind and still be
misunderstood, prepare carefully and still be caught completely unprepared. We can aim
with all our might and still miss the mark. Perhaps the spiritual task is not learning how
never to miss. Perhaps it is learning what to do when we do.

And this is where [ think our High Holy Day tradition gives us something
remarkable. In our Yom Kippur Machzor there is a reading called “For Every Act of
Goodness.” It deliberately mirrors the confessions we recite , but instead of asking us to
name our sins, it asks us to name the good we have done: the generosity and compassion
we have shown, the times we have forgiven or reconciled, the promises we have kept and
commitments we have honored. It reminds us of the ways we have cared for others, offered
friendship and hospitality, spoken words of encouragement, strengthened our Jewish
community, and brought some measure of light and healing into the world.



This practice is not self-congratulation; it is hakarat hatov, recognizing the good.
Hakarat hatov isn’t a good idea; it is a mitzvah, a commandment. And so | want to suggest a
somewhat different kind of cheshbon hanefesh for these Days of Awe. We should certainly
ask ourselves where we missed the mark, whom we need to approach, what we regret, and
where we need to grow. But perhaps an honest accounting also requires us to ask what
good we did this year. Whose life was better because we were in it? Where did we bring
kindness or find courage we did not know we had? When did we choose generosity, grow
from a mistake, survive something difficult, or find the strength to begin again? And
perhaps most importantly, what have I done that was good enough? Teshuvah demands
accountability, but taking responsibility is different from self-punishment.

Striving to change should not mean refusing ever to allow ourselves to have grown, just as
humility does not require us to deny anything good in ourselves.

And maybe that is what [ was missing in May. When all of you were telling me what
these twenty plus years had meant to you, perhaps the appropriate response was not to
search my memory for the evidence against your case. Perhaps the appropriate response
was simply: Thank you ... and to allow myself to believe that my shortcomings were real,
but so, too, was the good I had done. Sure, there are things [ would do differently if I had the
chance, but there are also so very many things [ am proud of. | have been imperfect, and I
have also done good and so have you. Both are true for each of us because that is what it
means to be human.

On Rosh Hashanah we celebrate the birthday of the world. And the Torah tells us that
when God looked upon creation, God did not call it perfect. God called it tov. Good. And
then, only after creating human beings, flawed as we are, did God call it, tov me‘od. Very
good. God looked upon a world that was unfinished, a world in which darkness still existed
alongside light, a world filled with creatures, including human beings, who would make
choices and mistakes, a world that would break and need repair again and again, and God
could still see that it was, Tov Me’od, very good.

Perhaps we can learn to look at ourselves that way as well. We are unfinished and
imperfect, still becoming, still capable of hurting and healing, missing and trying again,
falling short and doing extraordinary good. Perhaps, as this new year begins, we can try to
see ourselves as God sees us: honestly and compassionately, flawed and whole. We can
acknowledge the places where we missed the mark without erasing all the places where we
hit it. We can ask forgiveness from those we have hurt and begin to forgive ourselves as
well. And we can recognize the good others have done and tell them, especially those who
have difficulty seeing it for themselves.

Rabbi Tarfon reminds us that the work will not be finished this year. We will not
repair everything, fix everyone, or get everything right. We will make mistakes. There will
be dents across pictures we thought we had ruined. And perhaps, like Regina, we will
discover that the mistake is not always the end of the picture. There is still room to draw,
still room to change, still room for each of us to make of our lives something beautiful.

May 5787 be a year in which we are able to say, without apology or argument: What
[ did was good. It mattered. It was enough. And, most important of all, [ am enough. Amen.
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