
ix

Contents

Foreword xi

Preface xiii

Introduction: Teshuva as Recovery 

Day One: Faith 

Day Two: Destiny 

Day Three: Discipline 

Day Four: Humility 

Day Five: Compassion 

Day Six: Gratitude 

Day Seven: Anger 

Day Eight: Joy 

Day Nine: Honesty 

Day Ten: Holiness 

Epilogue: The Day After 

About the Author 

Return 14 draft 14 balanced.indd   ixReturn 14 draft 14 balanced.indd   ix 4/21/2013   11:46:53 AM4/21/2013   11:46:53 AM



Introduction

Teshuva as Recovery

“For the sin we committed before You by being 
stubborn.”

R abbi Jonah of Gerona (d. ) called repentance a sanctu-
ary, a place to escape the intensity of sin. It is also the place to embrace 
the strength needed to fight our hardest inner battles and our stubborn 
resistance to change. By calling repentance a sanctuary, Rabbi Jonah in 
Sha’arei Teshuva (The Gates of Repentance) transformed an act into a 
space we can step into and know that we are home, and we are safe. We 
have returned to our essential selves, the people we like best. We are at 
one with forces that usually rage within us, pulling us between good and 
evil, generosity and self-absorption, selflessness and narcissism.

Almost eight hundred years later, Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, too, 
described the sanctuary of teshuva and how it envelops us on these 
holiest of days:

Jews do confess, but confession is a private matter between the 
individual and the Almighty. In my opinion, this is because of 
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the Jew’s typical modesty and shyness. The noblest and most 
exalted feelings that the Jew experiences must remain like the 
Ark of the Covenant, concealed behind the curtain. “And the 
curtain shall separate for you between the holy and the Holy of 
Holies” (Exodus : ). The sanctuary of the human person is 
his emotional life, not his logical life. The Ark is with us in each 
person’s emotional life, concealed behind the curtain.¹

Sometimes this Ark is so concealed that it is not always easy to locate 
our sanctuary of repentance. Even though we may be painfully aware 
of the need to change, we may lack the tools, the resilience, or the com-
mitment to take on the demons of a difficult past or the challenges that 
come with the future. Rabbi Jonah was deeply concerned with those 
who put off the process of change and improvement, believing that such 
individuals only intensify their own problems: “Deferment of repentance 
is found only among the ignorant, who lie asleep and do not commune 
with their hearts, and who possess neither the knowledge nor the under-
standing to hasten to save themselves.”² Those who know how to repent 
are those who can commune with their hearts, who can recognize with 
exquisite sensitivity where they are falling short of the mark. The rest of 
us lie asleep even when we are awake. We fail to save ourselves.

Rabbi Jonah offers us more than inspirational messages. To be 
effective, teshuva must move us all the way from regret to a place of pro-
found change. The change must make us so distant from where we once 
were that we are actually able to instruct and guide others to avoid what 
was once a major source of personal temptation or spiritual weakness in 
ourselves. It is as if we were to look at an old photograph of ourselves. We 
recognize the image and the likeness but also know that we are not that 
same person anymore. Rabbi Jonah presents the anatomy of an apology 
as an outline for transformation in his table of contents, offering twenty 
steps that contribute to the process of true change.

• Experiencing regret
• Relinquishing sin
• Expressing sorrow
• Suffering
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• Worrying
• Embodying shame
• Engaging in self-abasement
• Embracing humility in deed
• Conquering physical desire
• Improving deeds in relation to the sin
• Searching one’s ways
• Recognizing the magnitude of sin
• Understanding the severity of lesser sins
• Confessing
• Praying
• Correcting the misdeed
• Pursuing acts of loving-kindness and truth
• Being aware of the constant presence of sin
• Forsaking the sin when temptation calls again
• Turning others away from sin

This list presents both the range of emotions that it takes to enter the 
sanctuary of repentance and the behavior that must emerge from these 
emotions. Sin, even of a minor ilk, must become magnified in our eyes 
so that we understand its cost and its consequences. The movement 
from sadness to sorrow to shame must be experienced, and that is only 
possible if we sit with our sins, analyzing their full impact – instead of 
briefly visiting them and then quickly squirreling them away. Humility 
is essential for a complete understanding of sin’s influence. Without it, 
we may just write off the dimensions of a problem, not discovering its 
deeper causes and its far-reaching tentacles. The very last sentence in 
The Gates of Repentance is a verse from Psalms that captures the corro-
sive impact of sin: “The magnitude of sin is too heavy for me” ( : ). 
Sin weighs us down. It blocks us from moral advancement, chaining us 
to a stubborn soul, a recalcitrant heart.

Rabbi Jonah knew the process of teshuva intimately because he 
himself needed it. In , Rabbi Jonah instigated a book-burning of 
Maimonides’ most controversial work, The Guide of the Perplexed, in 
France. The Aristotelian overtones of the book felt foreign to many rab-
bis, and they worried about the impact this would have on the faith of 
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their flocks. When twenty-four cartloads of handwritten volumes of the 
Talmud were put on trial in  and then burned publicly in Paris two 
years later, Rabbi Jonah regretted his involvement in the initial book-
burning. Rabbi Jonah seemed unable to forgive himself for condemn-
ing a great Jewish scholar, perhaps believing that this paved the way for 
future ecclesiastically driven book-burnings and anti-Semitic acts.

As penance, legend has it, Rabbi Jonah cited Maimonides in every 
one of his teachings and planned to enact an ancient Jewish custom: he 
intended to go to Maimonides’ grave in Tiberias and bring a quorum to 
beg for Maimonides’ forgiveness. He had already publicly acknowledged 
the error of his ways in his synagogue. He could not write about teshuva 
without practicing it. He could not describe and chastise the willful 
ignorance of those who did not improve themselves when he himself 
felt guilty of betrayal. He set off on the trip but was detained along the 
way and died of a rare illness in ; some attribute his illness to the 
fateful day that he assigned Maimonides’ work to the flames. He knew 
he had to make amends, yet Rabbi Jonah never carried out the ritual to 
externalize the anguish he carried inside by making his apology in the 
presence of the offended and the community. Like so many of us, he 
knew what he had to do to right his error, but he only embarked on the 
journey. He did not complete it.

There are many activities we do this season to externalize sin so 
that we can be emboldened enough to conquer it. In the ancient days 
of the Bible, Yom Kippur was a time when two goats were designated 
by lottery to bear the sins of the people. One was to be sacrificed to 
achieve expiation and the other was, according to rabbinic tradition, to 
be dashed off a cliff, carrying to its death the weight of our collective 
transgressions. The ceremony must have been freighted with a degree 
of momentousness and nervous anticipation:

Aaron shall lay both his hands upon the head of the live goat and 
confess over it all the iniquities and transgressions of the Israel-
ites, whatever their sins, putting them on the head of the goat; 
and it shall be sent off to the wilderness through a designated 
man. Thus the goat shall carry on it all their iniquities to an inac-
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cessible region; and the goat shall be set free in the wilderness. 
(Leviticus : – )

Although in talmudic interpretations the goat met its death, in the bib-
lical text the goat was merely shunted to an inaccessible region, a stun-
ning metaphor for the abandonment of sin. We cannot kill the past; we 
can only hope that it travels to an inaccessible place where it no longer 
tempts, marks, or harms us.

The modern equivalent is the tashlikh ceremony where we ritually 
rid ourselves of sin by giving it to innocent fish. Alternatively, we may 
swing a chicken around our heads or palm our sins onto coins in its place. 
Some years ago, I found sin towelettes and a line of soaps designed to 
scrub us clean of all iniquity, following the reasoning at the end of the 
Leviticus chapter about the two goats: “This day of atonement shall be 
made for you to cleanse you of all your sins; you shall be clean before 
the Lord” (Leviticus : ). This verse suggested to the halakhic mind 
that the day of Yom Kippur itself has cleansing powers. Today you can 
even purchase pre-written apology notes where you check off the boxes 
that list your crimes and misdemeanors, conveniently providing the lan-
guage of contrition if words are hard to conjure. I know all about the 
notes because I got one last year from a family member. In many ways, 
however, our attempts to externalize and remove sin have become shal-
low practices that distract us from the harder work of change. Teshuva-
lite does not transform anyone; it only creates a ritual patina that may 
or may not stimulate repentance. Teshuva is not that easy.

In the introduction to his commentary on the Rosh HaShana 
Maĥzor, Rabbi Jonathan Sacks points out that teshuva means that our 
past does not dictate our future.³ Rabbi Jonah believed that, too, and 
actively worked to overcome a wrong he had done in the past. That 
requires strength of character, as all authentic change does, and Rabbi 
Sacks elaborates on how important this drive is, especially during this 
season:

Our determination to grow as human beings – our commitment 
to a more faithful, sensitive, decent life in the year to come – 
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gives us the courage and honesty to face our past and admit its 
shortcomings. Our teshuva and God’s forgiveness together mean 
that we are not prisoners of the past, held captive by it. In Juda-
ism sin is what we do, not what we are.⁴

When sin is reduced to an act or a behavior rather than a state of being, 
repentance becomes instantly more manageable. Teshuva is not a jour-
ney in this framework. Ultimately, it is a destination. It is about reach-
ing an outcome, even if the result sometimes eludes us – often more so 
the nearer we come to it. We are almost there. We have almost forgiven 
ourselves or asked the forgiveness of others. We have tried to close the 
chasm that exists between our Creator and ourselves. We come close. 
But then we regress. We walk backwards.

We discover that the process of change is not linear. Nor is it 
simple. It feels harder than anything we have ever done before. The 
enigma that repentance can feel both easy and difficult at times may be 
understood through the dichotomy that Rabbi Kook uses in The Lights 
of Repentance regarding specific and general teshuva. When it comes to 
specific transgressions, we can usually tackle them head-on. We know 
what the problem is, and we strive to find a solution and implement it. 
Teshuva, in this equation, is a relatively clear act of problem-solving. 
General teshuva, for Rabbi Kook, is more elusive. We cannot pinpoint 
any specific errors but live with a general feeling, like a spiritual malaise, 
that we are remote from God and that we are not acting as ourselves. 
Repenting for this type of problem is harder because it does not have 
the same clear-cut quality as specific repentance.

Perhaps because it is harder than anything else, teshuva, for Rabbi 
Kook, contains the possibility of dramatization. He wrote that “the inner 
pain of repentance is a great theme for the poets of sorrow to strike up 
upon their harps and for artists of tragedy – to thereby reveal their talent.”⁵ 
Repentance is the great dramatic narrative besetting all relationships. In 
that spirit, Michael Lavigne opens his novel, Not Me, with a contempo-
rary father and son estrangement story. Michael, a middle-aged stand-up 
comedian, was in a marriage that crumbled, taking with it his one son. 
Michael’s father, Heschel Rosenheim, is an aging Holocaust survivor who 
was once an upstanding member of the Jewish community but is now 
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in the late stages of Alzheimer’s disease. But Michael discovers that his 
father was never a Holocaust survivor; he was actually an SS officer who, 
to save his own life at the time of liberation, tattooed numbers onto his 
arm, traveled to Israel, and, ironically, ended up defending the country. 
On his deathbed, with his last breath Michael’s father cries out, “Forgive 
me! God in heaven forgive me.”⁶ As Michael looks at his lifeless father, 
he is filled with pity. He sees no expected darkness, only light. Michael 
then makes some of his own observations about teshuva:

I found it so hard to believe any of it really happened. How 
could a person change from one thing to its direct opposite, as 
if becoming someone else is as easy as changing your tie? And 
yet, what if it were true? What if he had been in the SS and on 
kibbutz and served in the Palmach and was a hero of the War of 
Independence and through pain and loss finally achieved some 
sort of capacity for love?

I remembered how once he tried to explain to me the 
meaning of repentance. I was playing with the fringes of his long, 
elegant tallis. He smiled down at me.

“In Hebrew,” he said, “it means turning. Better, it means 
returning. It means to come back, Mikey, to come back to your 
true self.” And then he laughed and pinched my nose. “And what 
could be easier than that?”

“So why do we have to do it every year?”
“Because, my dear little one, there is no one true self. And 

that is why repentance can never end.”⁷

Teshuva is a never-ending process because we are always changing and 
the context of our universe is always shifting. This does not mean that 
there is no stable or true self – to disagree with Heschel Rosenheim; we 
know when we are being true to ourselves. We need multiple opportuni-
ties for teshuva because our mistakes and errors change over time, and 
our circumstances are fluid. The self is not static and unchanging, even 
if our essential personalities may be well established. Events change us. 
Relationships change us. Decisions change us. Life changes us. There-
fore, there can never be an end to the process of teshuva.

Return 14 draft 14 balanced.indd   7Return 14 draft 14 balanced.indd   7 4/21/2013   11:46:54 AM4/21/2013   11:46:54 AM


