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Preparing Your Heart For The Yamim Noraim 5781

1) THE JOY OF REPENTANCE

Rabbi Shimon ben Gamaliel said: There were no happier holidays in Israel than the 15th of Av

and Yom Kippur. On these days, the young women of Jerusalem used to come out wearing white

dresses---borrowed ones---in order not to embarrass the young women that did not have white

dresses of their own. Before being worn, all of these dresses had to be immersed in the mikvah.

The daughters of Jerusalem used to come out and dance in the vineyards saying, "Young man,

take a look and see whom you choose for yourself. Don’t pay attention to beauty, but set your

sights on a good family..." Mishnah Ta’anit 4:8 

* * *

The beginning of the mitzvah (commandment) of teshuvah (repentance) and its essence are to

return to God in truth and with a whole heart. 

The holy Zohar understands the word teshuvah mystically as Tashuv Heh---Return the letter Heh...

This is the breath of the Supreme One indicated in the lower level of YHVH. As it is written,

"God blew into the human’s nostrils the breath of life and the human became a living being."

(Genesis 2:7) The simple meaning of the phrase "God blew" is to teach us by way of example: If one

blows in a particular direction, and there is any separation or obstruction there, then the

exhaled breath will not reach its destination. Such is also the case if anything separates and

obstructs between a person’s body and the Breath of the Supreme One. Isaiah says, "Your

iniquities have been a barrier between you and your God..." (59:2) By repentance one returns the

flow issuing from the Shekhinah to its proper place. This the returning of the lower Heh from exile.

Tanya: Iggeret HaTeshuvah , Rav Shneur Zalman of Liadi (1747-1812)
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...Very often when people talk about teshuvah, they have a sense that they have to act depressed

about it. They have to make a nebakh when they come, poor-mouthing themselves. At this

moment, what we want to say is: "Look at what a wonderful opportunity this is!" The simhah

(joy) is that we get a chance at reconciliation and we are not rejected...It is the first moment of

"Tashuv Heh": the joy of Heh knowing that it is coming home to the Yud-Heh-Vuv. Reb Zalman Schachter-Shalomi

* * *

2) SINS AS OPPORTUNITIES

Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: So great is teshuvah (repentance) that willful sins are looked upon

by God as accidental mistakes, as it is written:

Return, O Israel, to Adonai your God, for you have stumbled because of your iniquity. (Hosea 14:2)

An avon (iniquity) is a sin committed intentionally, and yet in this verse it is simply called

"stumbling"(implying an accidental mistake).

But is it really so that willful sins are considered mere accidental mistakes in God’s eyes? Didn’t

Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish also say: So great is teshuvah that willful sins are looked upon by God

as merits, as it is written:

And when a wicked person turns back from his wickedness and does what is just and right, it is

he who shall live by virtue of these things." (Ezekiel 33:19)

(Doesn’t this second quote from Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish seem to contradict his first quote?)

There is no contradiction between these two statements for Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish is

referring to two different cases: The former case refers to a person who does teshuvah out of fear;

the latter case refers to a person who does teshuvah out of love.  Talmud: Yoma 86b

2



  Heart For Hagim 81

Rabbi Abbahu said: In the place where penitents stand, the completely righteous are unable to

stand... Talmud: Brakhot 34b

Maimonides vs Soloveitchik

Shlomo Shefer, Bar Ilan University Website: 

In Tractate Yoma (86b), in a discussion of the merits of repentance, the Talmud cites a remark

by Resh Lakish...

Resh Lakish deduces two points from the verses quoted from the Prophets:  if a person repents

because of fear, the Holy One, blessed be He, forgives him and accounts sins that he committed

deliberately and with malice aforethought as if they had been done unintentionally.  But if a

person returns to G-d out of love, he is according greater grace and his sins become merits.  

This is an amazingly powerful new insight.  His remark about willful sins coming to be

considered inadvertent is understandable, since after repenting of those deeds, deep inside the

person turns out truly not to have wished to sin, but rather to have suffered from a moment of

folly. Therefore, the Holy One, blessed be He, considers it "as a sin originated from being young,

foolish and rebellious…so that the sin originated without intent."  But why is it that one who

repents out of love has the good fortune that his sin be considered a merit?  Such a thing "seems

incomprehensible, insofar as the sinner comes out being rewarded"

...This understanding of Resh Lakish's remarks is well expressed by Rabbi Joseph Dov

Soloveitchik in his book, On Repentance.   In a lecture that begins with a discussion of the

confession recited on the Day of Atonement, he distinguishes between two ways of repenting:

one being to blot out sin, the other, to elevate sin.

In the first approach, when a person repents he begins anew and all his sins and wicked deeds are

erased and disappear along with the years in which he was steeped in sin.  The person returns to

the point of departure at which he stood before embarking on the path of sinning, and that which
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occurred in the intervening period becomes as if it never was.

This is the first way of repentance, but there is another way—not by annihilating evil but by

rectifying and elevating it.  This repentance does not entail making a clean break with the past or

obliterating memories.  It allows man, at one and the same time, to continue to identify with the

past and still to return to G-d in repentance…Repentance of this sort does not require man to

return to the starting-point where he was originally, but rather infuses him with a burning desire

to come as near as he can to the Creator of the universe and attain spiritual heights undreamed of

before he sinned.  Man then becomes infused with strength and power he did not have

previously…The intensity of sin and the sense of guilt and shame that overwhelms man in its

wake are such strong drives that they impel the penitent upward and outward in the direction of

the Creator of the universe.

The years of sin are transformed into powerful impulsive forces which propel the sinner toward

G-d.

This leads to Rabbi Soloveitchik's explanation of Resh Lakish's remark, presented at the outset

of our article:

"Great is repentance that causes premeditated sins to be accounted as errors."  Resh Lakish was

here referring to repentance by means of which sin is annihilated.  Such repentance erases sin,

but it has no creative power and does not germinate or give life to anything new.  Premeditated

sins are accounted as errors, as though they never took place at all.  They are wiped away.

 

But in his second comment Resh Lakish said that "repentance is so great that premeditated sins

are accounted as though they were merits," and here he was referring to repentance by means of

which sin is elevated and exalted.  This motivates man to fulfill the precepts with a vigor and a

zest lacking before he sinned and causes him to study and learn Torah in a different

manner…Repentance in which evil is elevated is brought about by love, and, because of it,

premeditated sins are considered as merits, while repentance in which evil is blotted out is

instigated by fear, and, because of it, premeditated sins are accounted as errors. (p. 256)
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* * *

3) THE CHALLENGES OF TESHUVAH

As for sins against God alone, it is possible for a person to repent for them while one is still alive

if one becomes aware of one’s failing and endeavors to right the wrong one has shown to his/her

Creator. 

Repentance should, if possible, correspond to the nature of the sin. If the sin concerned duties of
the heart---as in the case of an evil heart, misguided beliefs, bearing a grudge, envy, hate, and the

like---the kind of repentance this calls for involves cultivating a good heart, refining one’s beliefs,

desiring what is good for others, and forgiving them...

But if the wrong is committed against both God and humans, repentance is difficult for a variety
of reasons. The one who is wronged may not be found; he/she may have died or live far

away...The offender may not know who it is that he/she has wronged or how much of a loss

he/she has caused. Consider the case of one who defrauds the citizens of a city or state; the
defrauder knows neither them nor the amount of money taken from them by fraud or violence.

The stolen property may be mixed in with his/her own...

Repentance is difficult for one who leads others astray, introducing others to believe in a religion

that one has fabricated. One errs and causes others to err.

Of the same class is one who is capable of promoting right conduct, capable of cautioning erring
people against evil, but refrains from doing so because one hopes to obtain money from them, or

fears them, or is ashamed to rebuke them. They go astray and one does not show them the right

path. As it says, "If you do not speak out, to warn the wicked against his way, that wicked man
will die for his sins, but his blood---I will require at your hand!" (Ezekiel 33:8) 

What counsel is there for those who find it difficult to repent?...If repentance is impossible on

account of one of the inhibiting factors mentioned, if one then takes upon oneself all the

essentials and conditions of repentance within one’s power and ability, the Creator makes
repentance easier for the sinner, pardons the sinner... Duties of the Heart: Gate of Repentance, Rabbi Bahya Ibn Pekuda
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4) Repentance Is Far and Near

Two things appear to be near you and yet are actually far from you; and  appear to be far from

you and yet are actually near you.

Teshuvah (repentance)  appears to be near you but is actually far from you; appears to be far from

you but is actually near you.

Death appears to be near you but is actually far from you; appears to be far from you but is

actually near you.  Kohelet Rabbah  8:17

* * * 

Unetaneh Tokef

1) THE PRAYER OF UNETANEH TOKEF

We proclaim the great sanctity of this day, a day filled with awe and trembling. On this day, O

Adonai, we sense your dominion, as we envision You on the throne of judgment, judging us in
truth, but with compassion. You, indeed, judge and admonish, discerning our motives, and

witnessing our actions. You record and seal, count and measure; You remember even what we

have forgotten. You open the Book of Remembrance, and the record speaks for itself, for each of
us has signed it with deeds.

The great shofar is sounded; a still small voice is heard. Even the angels are dismayed; in fear and

trembling they cry out: "The Day of Judgment has arrived!" For even the heavenly hosts feel they

are judged, and sense that they are not without fault. 

On this day, we all pass before you, one by one, like b’nei maron. As a shepherd counts his

5)
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sheep, making each of them pass under his staff, so You review every living being, measuring

their years and decreeing the destiny of every creature.

On Rosh HaShanah it is written, and on Yom Kippur it is sealed: How many shall leave this

world, and how many shall be born; who shall live and who shall die, who in the fullness of years
and who before; who shall perish by fire and who by water...who by famine and who by thirst,

who by earthquake and who by plague...

But teshuvah (repentance), tefillah (prayer) and tzedakah (justice-work) can remove the severity of

the decree.

* * *

A) All religious reality begins with what Biblical religion calls the "fear of God." It comes when

our existence between birth and death becomes incomprehensible and uncanny, when all

security is shattered through the mystery...the essential mystery...the unknowable. Through this

dark gate the believing person steps forward into the everyday and is (forced) to live with this

mystery. That he/she accepts this situation as given to him/her by the Giver is what Biblical

religion calls "fear of God." Martin Buber, The Way of Response

B)  THE MEANINGS OF B’NEI MARON 

On four occasions throughout the calendar year, the world is judged. On Pesah, the world is

judged and as a result the amount of agricultural produce is determined. On Shavuot, the world is

judged and as a result the amount of fruit on the trees is determined. On Rosh HaShanah, all

the creatures of the world pass by God like b’nei maron, as it is written, "The One who

created their hearts together, the One who understands all of their deeds." (Psalms 33) And on

Sukkot, they are all judged and as a result the amount of water is determined. Mishnah Rosh HaShanah 1:2

The Gemarra asks: What is the meaning of the phrase "like b’nei maron?" The Gemarra answers: 
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A) Here in Babylonia we translate it: "Like sheep passing single file before their owner." 

B) Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: Like climbing the mountain Bet Horon (a narrow mountain

pass with steep inclines on both sides that can only be negotiated single file). 

C)Rav Yehudah said in the name of Shmuel: Like the soldiers of the House of David who passed

muster one by one before the King. 

D)Rabbah ben Bar Hannah said in the name of Rabbi Yohanan: Although they may pass single

file, they are all inspected with a single glance. Talmud: Rosh HaShanah 18a
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6) THE COMMUNITY’S SINS

Concealed acts concern Adonai our God; but with public acts, it is for us and our children

forever to apply all the laws of this Torah.  Deuteronomy 29:28

...When a person transgresses in secret, and it is not known to anyone else, then that person’s

sin is not pertinent to the whole community of Israel, but it is rather of the secret things that

belong to Adonai our God and God decides how to deal with that individual...However, if there

is another person who knows of or witnessed the sin that his/her fellow has committed, then the

sin becomes pertinent to the whole community. This is because the very act of witnessing

another’s sin is testimony that the very deficiency also exists within him/her...even if that

particular sin had not been brought into action yet. Because of this, he/she was brought to

witness the sin. Certainly the one who saw his/her fellow’s evil action felt a stir of teshuvah in

his/her heart. Therefore, this sin pertains to the entire community of Israel for, as it is written in

the Talmud, "All of Israel are responsible for one another." Mei HaShiloah, Rav Mordekhai Yosef Leiner of Izbica (1800-1854)

* * * 

7) The Debate Over Rosh HaShanah
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A) It has been taught: “Rabbi Eliezer says: In Tishri the world was created; in Tishri the Patriarchs

were born; in Tishri the Patriarchs died; on Pesah, Yitzhak was born; on the New Year Sarah, Rahel

and Hannah were visited by God and became pregnant;  on the New Year Yosef went forth from

prison; on the New Year the enslavement of our ancestors in Egypt ended;  in Nisan they were

redeemed and in Nisan they will be redeemed in the time of the Messiah. 

Rabbi Yehoshua says: In Nisan the world was created; in Nisan the Patriarchs were born; in Nisan

the Patriarchs died; on Pesah, Yitzhak was born; on the New Year Sarah, Rahel and Hannah were

visited by God and became pregnant; on the New Year Yosef went forth from prison; on the New

Year the enslavement  of our ancestors ended in Egypt; and in Nisan they will be redeemed in the

time of the Messiah.”

It has been taught: “Rabbi Eliezer says: How do we know that the world was created in Tishri?

Because the Torah says in Genesis, ‘And God said: Let the earth sprout vegetation: seed-bearing
plants, fruit trees of every kind on earth that bear fruit with the seed in it.’ Which is the month

in which the earth sprouts forth vegetation and the trees are full of fruit? You must say that this

is Tishri. That time of the year is the season of rainfall, and the rain came down and the plants

sprouted, as it says in Genesis, ‘And a mist went up from the earth.’

Rabbi Yehoshua says: How do we know that the world was created in Nisan? Because the Torah

says in Genesis, ‘And God said: Let the earth sprout vegetation: seed-bearing plants, fruit trees of

every kind on earth that bear fruit with the seed in it.’  Which is the month in which the earth is

full of vegetation, and the earth begins to produce fruit? You must say that this is Nisan.” 
Talmud, Rosh HaShanah 10b-11a

B)  Support For Both Sides

1Adonai said to Moshe and Aharon in the land of Egypt: 2This month shall mark for you the

beginning of the months; it shall be the first of the months of the year for you. 3Speak to the

whole community of Yisrael and say that on the tenth of this month each of them shall take a

lamb to a family, a lamb to a household...Exodus 12:1-3
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There are four new years: On the first of Nisan is the new year for kings. On the first of Elul is the

new year for the tithe of cattle...On the first of Tishri is the new year for years, for sabbatical years

and for the jubilee...On the first of Shvat is the new year for trees, according to the House of

Shammai. The House of Hillel, however, places the new year for trees on the fifteenth of the

month. Mishnah,  Rosh HaShanah 1:1
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