
 

CENTRAL SYNAGOGUE CORE GROUPS – HIGH HOLY DAY EXPERIENCE 

CALLING OURSELVES TO ACCOUNT 
CHESHBON NEFESH: AN EXERCISE IN COMPASSIONATE SELF-ASSESSMENT 

FACILITATOR’S GUIDE  

BIG QUESTION: HOW CAN WE COMPASSIONATELY ACCOUNT FOR OUR ACTIONS? 

The month of Elul offers us the opportunity to assess the ways in which we have – or have not – 

lived up to our ideals over the past year, and to identify ways in which we would like to “return” 

to our best selves in the year to come.  This session will allow participants to reflect on their 

practice of self-assessment during the month of Elul, and will introduce the themes of judgment 

and compassion that permeate the liturgy of the High Holidays.  Ultimately, participants will 

consider how both judgment and compassion come in to play as they engage in their ongoing 

“accounting of the soul.” 

NAME TAGS:   

Unless you have all known each other well for quite some time, please ask everyone in the 

group to wear a name tag (or, if seated around a table, to place a name card in front of them).  

Even if most people know one another, it is important that no one feel uncomfortable for not 

remembering everyone else’s name.   

INTRODUCTION AND ICE-BREAKER: 

Ask each person to introduce themselves, and to share with the group: 

(a) their name; and 

(b) a part of their day they would like to bring with them as they begin this conversation, 
and/or a part of their day they would like to leave behind 

OPENING ACTIVITY  

 

Option #1 

Pass out the attached sheet, and ask each participant to take a few minutes to complete as 

many of the sentences as they wish.   

Then have them break into groups of two or three to discuss their answers.  What similarities or 

differences do they notice in their answers?  What new insights can they gain from each other’s 

responses? 
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HOW IS IT GOING SO FAR? 
For the past several days, you have been engaged in creating a cheshbon nefesh – an 

accounting of the soul, by paying attention to a number of personal attributes (such as 

arrogance, anger etc.).  Take a few moments to fill in the blanks in the following sentences.  

Keep in mind that you may be asked to share your responses with at least one other person. 

 

So far, the trait that has been most difficult for me to grapple with has been . . .   

 

 

 

 

One thing that has surprised or interested me during this process is . . .  

 

 

 

 

I find myself resisting  . . .  

 

 

 

 

I wonder  . . .  
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Option #2 

Pass out several Post-its to each person.  Ask them to write the names of the two traits that 

have been easiest for them so far and the two that have been the most difficult.  When 

everyone is done writing, designate two areas of a table or wall, one for the “easiest” traits and 

one for the “hardest” and ask everyone to post their answers in the appropriate place. 

As a group, look at the traits listed in each area.  Is there general agreement about which traits 

are the most challenging?  Are there some traits that are challenging for some and easy for 

others? 
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TEXT STUDY  

Attached is a text-study sheet that you may use to facilitate a discussion of the themes of atonement, judgment 

and compassion.   Please make sure to either make a copy for each member or ask everyone to bring it 

themselves, in paper or electronic form.  If you choose the latter course, you may still wish to print a few extra 

copies for those who may forget to bring theirs.  

 Here are some things to consider: 

(a) It is customary to recite a blessing before studying Torah.   

  

(b) Our tradition teaches us that Torah study can be a source of healing and blessing.  You may 
want to ask members of the group if they would like to dedicate their study to anyone in 
particular.  This is a nice way to help the group get to know one another, and to learn about 
significant events in each other’s lives. 

(c) Depending on the preferences of your group, you may choose to distribute this sheet the 
week before the meeting, so that participants will be familiar with the texts, and can begin 
to think about their own responses. 
 

(d) You can choose to either work through the texts as one group, or to break up into pairs 
(“hevruta”) for an initial period of discussion, and then allow the pairs to share something 
they learned with the group.   

 

(e) The ultimate goal of these groups is not for participants to master a particular number of 
Jewish texts, but to connect with one another.  If group members are sharing their own 
stories and experiences in a way that seems fruitful, there is no need to cut off that 
conversation in order to make sure you “finish” the text sheet.  If you are unsure, you can 
always poll the group to decide whether it is time to move on. 

CONCLUSION 

We recommend that you wind down the text study about 15 minutes before the end of the session, to allow for a 

meaningful conclusion. This conclusion may take any shape you wish.  Some possibilities are: 

(a) Ask each person to name one insight they have gained, or one question that they are taking with them. 
(b) Ask each person to offer a blessing to the group, drawn from your learning together. 
(c) Ask each person to say one word to represent how they are feeling coming out of your discussion. 
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