
This Jewish month of Elul is a time to reflect on our lives, our speech and our actions.  I want to 

reflect specifically on a topic we must face quite often—blame.  While taking responsibility for 

something is an act that can be healing and helpful, its opposite, blame, is often destructive.  The 

Vietnamese Buddhist teacher Tich Nhat Hahn has a teaching that he titles “Don’t Blame the 

Lettuce.” 

 
"When you plant lettuce, if it does not grow well, you don't blame the lettuce. You look for 

reasons it is not doing well. It may need fertilizer, or more water, or less sun. You never 

blame the lettuce. Yet if we have problems with our friends or family, we blame the other 

person. But if we know how to take care of them, they will grow well, like the lettuce. 

Blaming has no positive effect at all, nor does trying to persuade using reason and 

arguments. That is my experience. No blame, no reasoning, no argument, just 

understanding." 

 

I am reminded of a Hasidic story told by Martin Buber about the Rebbe Zusya.  When Zusya was 

a young man he was in the house of his teacher, Rabbi Baer.  A visitor came before Rabbi Baer 

to ask for his assistance on a project.  Zusya, who had a gift for seeing a person’s real character, 

could see that this person was full of sin and had no intention of repentance, so Zusya spoke 

harshly to him, and the man left in silence. Zusya felt terrible about his own behavior, so his 

teacher, Rabbi Baer, gave Zusya a blessing that he see only the good in people.  That would have 

been a nice blessing, but the blessing didn’t take, because Zusya had always had a gift for seeing 

a person as he really was—both strengths and weaknesses.  So Zusya adapted both this gift for 

seeing and the blessing from his teacher. From that time on, Zusya indeed was able to see the 

shortcomings of the people he met, but he saw them as his own.  In other words, he did not blame 

the other person, he took responsibility himself. 

 

Another Rabbi, reflecting on this story of Zusya, said that if only we all could see the 

shortcomings of others as our own as Zusya did, there would be perfection in the world. 

 

It is a common practice by some of our political leaders, that if there is anything wrong in the 

world it is the fault of their opponent.  We sometimes do this in our families or our workplaces as 

well.  If something is wrong, there is a race to blame the other (or blame ourselves).  Think how 

much change could happen if we could be compassionate with the shortcomings of ourselves and 

others and took responsibility for change and understanding rather than placing blame.  May this 

Elul be a time when we can grow in understanding and compassion. Brian, Galya and I want to 

wish everyone a sweet New Year filled with joy, health and peace. 

 

L’shana Tova, 

Rabbi Caryn Broitman 

 

(Sources: Tich Nhat Hanh, Peace is Every Step: The Path of Mindfulness in Everyday Life; 

Martin Buber, Tales of the Hasidim: Early Masters) 
 


