
  
My heart says to you, seek out my countenance, Your countenance, G-d, I seek.  1

  
As water reflects a face, one heart reflects another.  2

More  

Thoughts For Elul 

 Psalm 27:81

 Proverbs 27:192
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אני לדודי ודודי לי 
Ani l’dodi v’dodi li - I am for my beloved and my beloved is for me. 

Song of Songs 6:3 

The acronym for Elul (Ani l’dodi v’dodi li) is a reminder that our relationship 
with G-d is one of reciprocal love - a spiraling back and forth of love and 

desire between ourselves and our Beloved. 

As we enter this particular season of repentance (teshuvah) and spiritual 
reflection, may we remember that the countenance of G-d in response to our 

teshuvah is one of loving joy! 

     
© HIS-ISRAEL 
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Day 1 

 The First step in a person’s teshuvah is his belief that there is a home to which  
 G-d is calling him to return.  

~ Rav Moshe Weinberger  3

  
 A refuge is a place to which one flees - that is, where one lays aside one’s past and  

 makes a new home. 
~ Lubavitcher Rebbe  

  

Rabbi Jonah of Gerona (d. 1263) called repentance a sanctuary, 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 Teshuvah (The Gates of Repentance) transformed an act into a 
space we can step into and know that we are home, and we are safe. 

Erica Brown, Return  - Daily Inspiration For The Days of Awe, p.1 

Rav Moshe Weinberger, Song of Teshuvah, p.263
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Day 2 

But we have this treasure in jars of clay… 
(2 Corinthians 7:4a) 

The entire work of Elul and Tishri is comparable to cleaning, repairing and rebuilding a 
soiled or broken container. Rosh Chodesh Elul is the time for soul accounting. Through our 
tears during Selichot  we wash out our ‘containers.’ On Rosh Hashanah we repair the 4

container, reaching the epitome with the sounding of the shofar. 

The Rebbe Yosef Yitzchak, Likkutei Dibburim, vol. 1, p. 100 
 (as shared by Rabbi Simon Jacobson in 60 Days - A Spiritual Guide To The High Holidays) 

 prayers for forgiveness4
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Day 3 

The seal of G-d is truth. 
Song of Songs Rabbah 1:9 

 As individuals, we can come before the Holy Seat of the All-knowing and the All- 
 judging, bringing with us only the simple naked truth. 

~ Rabbi Joseph B. Soltoveitchik 

Telling the simple naked truth is often anything but simple. All of us stretch the truth from 
time to time, or simply fail to disclose the full truth about something, and most of us are 
prone to at least occasional bald-face lies…Deception of one sort or another has been part 
of human experience since the beginning of recorded time. It is also the first roadblock on 
the path to real soul reckoning and teshuvah. 

… [to develop] a devotion to truthfulness…we will need to replace a concern for others’ 
perceptions with a concern for how G-d perceives us…teshuvah can be understood at 
least partly as a process of coming to see ourselves as G-d sees us. But the point is that we 
need to care about how G-d sees us more than how friends, co-workers, and even family 
members see us…when we cultivate a devotion to G-d alone, we are concerned above all 
to make our peace with the simple naked truth of our lives. 

Dr. Louis E. Newman, Repentance The Meaning & Practice of Teshuvah,   
Devotion to Truthfulness, p. 134-136 
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Day 4 

Teshuvah insists that we can liberate ourselves from our past, defy predictions of our 
future, by a single act of turning . . . as long as we do it now” 

~ Rabbi Sacks, Tradition In An Untraditional Age 

Teshuvah tells us that our past does not determine our future. We can change. We can act 
differently next time than last. If anything, our future determines our past. Our 
determination to grow as human beings - our commitment to a more faithful, sensitive, 
decent life in the year to come - gives us the courage and honesty to face our past and 
admit it’s shortcomings. Our teshuvah and G-d’s forgiveness together mean that we are not 
prisoners of the past, held captive by it…sin is what we do, not what we are. Therefore we 
remain intact, able to acknowledge our failures and then move on. 

Rabbi Sacks, Rosh Hashana Mahzor, Introduction xxvii  
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Day 5 

Seek the LORD while he may be found; call upon him while he is near. 
(Isaiah 55:6) 

Only those who have gone through days on which words were of no avail, on which the 
most brilliant theories jarred the ear like mere slang; only those who have experienced 
ultimate not-knowing, the voicelessness of a soul struck by wonder, total muteness, are 
able to enter the meaning of G-d, a meaning greater than the mind. 

There is a loneliness in us that hears. When the soul parts from the company of the ego; 
when we cease to exploit all things but instead pray the world’s cry, the world’s sigh, our 
loneliness may hear the living grace beyond all power. There is no one who has no faith. 
Every one of us stood at the foot of Sinai and beheld the voice that proclaimed, ‘I am the 
Lord your G-d’. In the spirit of Judaism, our quest for  

G-d is a return to G-d. The Hebrew word for repentance, teshuvah, means return. Yet it 
also means answer . According to the Rabbis, daily, at all times, ‘A Voice cries: in the 5

wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight a desert in the highway for our  
G-d’ (Isaiah 40:3). 

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, G-d in Search of Man, p. 140 

 G-d’s love to us is the question, our yeshivah - returning or turning to Him - is the answer5

�7



�  

Day 6 

Then he sent out a dove from him , to see if the water was abated from the face of the 6

land;  but the dove found no resting place for the sole of her foot, so she returned to him 
into the ark, for the water was on the surface of all the earth. Then he put out his hand and 
took her, and brought her into the ark to himself. So he waited yet another seven days; and 

again he sent out the dove from the ark. The dove came to him toward evening, and 
behold, in her beak was a freshly picked olive leaf. So Noah knew that the water was 

abated from the earth. Then he waited yet another seven days, and sent out the dove; but 
she did not return to him again.  

(Genesis 8:8-12) 

The Divine compassion in Elul - the month of teshuvah - is also reflected in the fact that 
this month has the power to finally subdue the devastating effects of the Great Flood. This 
is similar to Moses repairing the damage of the Golden Calf and the Seven Weeks of 
Consolation bringing us comfort after the destruction of Av. 

Yet, true teshuvah does not just escape or even repair the past; teshuvah transforms the 
past. It’s not merely damage control, but a process that redeems and elevates past 
wrongdoings, turning them into enormously powerful assets. Teshuvah turns our past 
mistakes into fuel for growth. 

By sending out the dove - symbol of peace and compassion - Noah was testing to see 
whether it was an Elul atmosphere, if the severities (gevurot) of the flood had ended, the 
world was cleansed of it’s corruption, and the time had come for reconciliation with G-d. 
Indeed the time had arrived. With each passing day in Elul - in seven day cycles - the 
raging waters subsided, until the world was ready for it’s rebirth and renewal on Rosh 
Hashanah. 

Rabbi Simon Jacobson, 60 Days A Spiritual Guide To The High Holidays, p. 33 

 According to tradition, on the 17th of Elul Noah sent out the dove for the first time.6
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Day 7 

My beloved is mine and I am his, who browses among the lilies. 
(Song of Songs 2:16) 

It has often been noted that the word “Elul” is an acronym for the phrase “Ani l’dodi v’dodi 
li,” meaning “I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine.” Elul is a kind of annual 
honeymoon between divine and human. Elul represents the unconditional love, not of 
starry-eyed lovers who have not learned each other’s faults, but of mature mates who have 
gone through good and bad together. 

Elul is not a time to cover up our flaws but rather a time to put them in a proper context as 
part of a complicated journey through life. Elul encourages us to view ourselves as loved 
enough to be vulnerable and honest… 

Jill Hammer, The Jewish Book of Days, 6 Elul 
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Day 8 

Repentance is an ongoing process. It is not relegated to the season of the fall holidays…
Rather, it is…for daily living…  

~ Kerry M. Olitzky, Life’s Daily Blessings 

From a conversation between Baila Olidort, Editor-in-Chief of Lubavitch   International 7

and Rabbi Jonathan Sacks. 

BO: You are a scholar of Chabad Chasidut  and were a student of the Lubavitcher Rebbe’s 8

teachings. What does Chabad bring to the experience of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, 
to the avodah  of teshuvah?     9

      
RJS: There was a very great rabbi in Anglo-Jewry; his name was Dayan Yechezkel 
Abramsky. He was in Jerusalem after he retired. I was at university with one of his 
grandsons and when after university I went to learn in Kfar Chabad, this friend asked me to 
go and see his grandfather.  He was ninety years old when I met him. “You’re in Kfar 
Chabad, what are you learning about?” he asked me. I said, “I’m learning about teshuvah.” 
He said, “Ah, that is the difference between me and Chabad. I think teshuvah is what you 
need when your car breaks down. In Chabad, they think teshuvah is the engine that drives 
the car.”  

And I suddenly realized that is the difference. For him, teshuvah was something you do 
during this time of year; you beat your chest and admit, “I did a few wrong things.” In 
Chabad, teshuvah is something you are doing the whole time. You are returning to G-d, 
you are returning your soul to G-d.  

The Alter Rebbe in Likkutei Torah, in the discourse on the verse [“A person, when he 
brings from you a sacrifice”] Adam ki yakriv mi’kem korban l’Hashem, says that the order 
of the words is wrong. He explains, “What are you offering up is mi’kem—“from you.” You 

 lubavitch.com 7

 Hassidim - a sect founded in Poland about 1750, characterized by zeal, and a spirit of prayer, 8

joy, and charity.

 work/worship9
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are offering up not an animal; you are offering up the animal soul. That really is a constant 
thing. The whole of Chabad breathes that, but the Rebbe in particular breathed it, 
constantly. And so teshuvah is not something you only do between Rosh Hashanah and 
Yom Kippur, but it is the culmination of what you should be doing the whole year round. 
And it’s a very powerful message.  
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Day 9 

Restore to me the joy of your salvation. 
(Psalm 51:12) 

The Sages concluded that teshuvah includes 

• Recognition of One’s Sin 
• Regret of the sin and the Breach (in your relationship with G-d and with others) 
• Turning From One’s Sin 
• Confession and Making Amends 
• Looking to the Future - Acceptance of  Your Forgiveness 

We see a beautiful picture of teshuvah in a story Corrie Ten Boom  shared about her time 10

in the Ravensbruck death camp during the Holocaust: 

And as the cold increased, so did the special temptation of concentration-camp life: the 
temptation to think of only oneself. It took a thousand cunning forms. I quickly discovered 
that when I maneuvered our way toward the middle of the roll-call formation we had a 
little protection from the wind.  

I knew this was self-centered: when Betsie and I stood in the center, someone else had to 
stand on the edge. How easy it was to give it other names! I was acting only for Betsie's 
sake. We were in an important ministry and must keep well. It was colder in Poland than 
in Holland; these Polish women probably were not feeling the chill the way we were. 

Selfishness had a life of it's own. As I watched Mein's bag of yeast compound disappear, I 
began taking it from beneath the straw (bedding) only after lights-out when others would 
not see and ask for some. Wasn't Betsie's health more important? You see G-d, she can do 
so much more for them! Remember that house after the war!  

And even if it wasn't right, it wasn't so very wrong was it? Not wrong like sadism and 
murder and the other monstrous evils we saw in Ravensbruck every day. Oh this was the 

 Corrie Ten Boom, The Hiding Place, p. 236-23710

�12



great ploy of Satan in that kingdom of his: to display such blatant evil, that one could 
almost believe one's own secret sins didn't matter. 

The cancer spread. The second week in December every occupant of barracks 28 was 
issued an extra blanket. The next day a large group of evacuees arrived from 
Czechoslovakia. One of them assigned to our platform had no blanket at all and Betsie 
insisted that we give her one of ours. So that evening I “lent” her a blanket. But I didn't 
“give” it to her. In my heart I held on to the right to that blanket.  
Was it coincidence that joy and power imperceptibly drained from my ministry? My 
prayers took on a mechanical ring. Even Bible reading was dull and lifeless. Betsie tried to 
take over for me, but her cough made reading aloud impossible. 

And so I struggled on with worship and teaching that had ceased to be real. Until one 
drizzly raw afternoon when just enough light came through the window to read by, I came 
to Paul's account of his “thorn in the flesh.” Three times, he said, he had begged G-d to 
take away his weakness, whatever it was, and each time G-d had said, Rely on me. At last 
Paul concluded - the words seemed to leap from the page - that his very weakness was 
something to give thanks for. Because now Paul knew that none of the wonders and 
miracles that followed his ministry could be due to his own virtues. It was all Christ's 
strength, never Paul's. 

And there it was.  

The truth blazed like sunlight in barrack's 28. The real sin I had been committing, was not 
that of inching towards the center of a platoon because I as cold. The real sin lay in 
thinking that any power to help and transform came from me. Of course it was not my 
wholeness, but Christ's that made the difference.  

The short winter day was fading. I could no longer separate the words on the page. And so 
I closed the Bible and to that group of women clustering close, I told the truth about 
myself - my self-centeredness, my stinginess, my lack of love. That night, real joy returned 
to my worship.” 
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Day 10 

He brings me back; He leads me in paths of righteousness For His name’s sake. 
(Psalm 23:3) 

The traditional translation of Psalm 23:3 is “He restores my soul.” In the English translation 
tradition, this verse has come to mean “He lifted up my depression” or “He helped me 
recover a sense of joy” or some sense of restoration of faith and worth. But buried under 
these time-honored meanings is the original Hebrew text, which read nafshi yeshovev. 
Nafshi means “myself/soul/person/life.” The verb shuv is the great Hebrew word for 
“repent/return.”  Thus Psalm 23:3 can be translated “He brings me back” or “He causes 11

me to repent.” For centuries, Arabic versions in the Middle East have read yarud nafsi (he 
brings me back). The other option, “He causes me to repent,” is an important component 
of what David is saying in the psalm. He is reflecting on his personal journey of faith that 
includes repentance (shuv), described as G-d coming after him and bringing him back. The 
Hebrew original of the psalm is built on the concrete picture of a good shepherd who goes 
after a lost sheep, picks it up and carries it home. The sheep cannot find its way home by 
itself. Once lost, it crawls under a rock or bush and begins to bleat. It must be rescued 
quickly before a wild animal hears it, finds it, kills and eats it. When found by the 
shepherd, it is so terrified that its legs will have turned to rubber and it is unable to stand. 
The only way the shepherd can restore it to the flock and finally to the village is to carry it 
home over his shoulders.  12

The phrase that immediately follows in Psalm 23 expands this picture of restoration. It 
reads, “He leads me in paths of righteousness.” The assumption of the text is that the 
psalmist was wandering in the paths of unrighteousness. The good shepherd (G-d) went 
after him, picked him up and carried him back to the paths of righteousness. The shepherd 
caused him to repent/return (shuv). 

Kenneth E. Bailey, Jacob & the Prodigal: How Jesus Retold Israel’s Story, p. 66-67 

 Yeshovev is an intensive form of the verb shuv.11

 Kenneth Bailey has shared that these details were explained to him by shepherds in Lebanon and 12

Judea and Samaria in Israel.
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Day 11 

Purify me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; Wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. 
(Psalm 51:7) 

For this reason I say to you, her sins, which are many, have been forgiven, for she loved 
much; but he who is forgiven little, loves little.  

(Luke 7:47) 

The person who repents out of love recognizes the gravity of his wrongdoing and the 
depth of sinfulness to which he has sunk. As he contemplates that it is G-d Himself who in 
His Mercy accepts his teshuvah and descends into the cesspool of his sin to cleanse him 
and lift him out of the morass of his defilement a feeling of passionate love of G-d wells up 
in his heart. The more he has sinned, the greater is his remorse and the more ardent is his 
attachment to G-d. 
  

Avraham Yaakov Finkel, The Essence Of The Holy Days, p. 56 
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Day 12 

What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin so that grace may increase? May it 
never be! How shall we who died to sin still live in it?  

(Romans 6:1-2) 

One who says, “I will sin and repent, sin and repent” - they give him no chance to do 
repentance. 

Mishnah Yoma 8:9 

The power of atonement is precisely that it offers transgressors the possibility of clearing 
the slate, reclaiming their good name. What was done is undone. The past can be 
redeemed and, as it were, made to disappear. But this very idea - that transgressions can 
be wiped away - is potentially dangerous, for it threatens to undermine a key principle of 
justice: moral accountability. If teshuvah lets me off the hook for my misdeeds, how will I 
also be accountable for them? If I know that expiation is available to me, no matter what I 
do wrong, why not continue in my hurtful ways? The more we acknowledge the power of 
teshuvah, the less the gravity of our sins seems to matter. 

The Rabbi’s recognized this problem, and in this text they address it directly. Teshuvah, 
they tell us, cannot be abused. It is not a crutch on which we can rely as we continue to 
engage in inappropriate behavior…this is to misconstrue the nature of teshuvah, which 
does not magically or automatically undo what we have done…The person who imagines 
that she can continue to sin while relying on the option of repentance is never really 
capable of repentance. Such a person understands neither the nature of sin nor of 
repentance…Sin is not so trivial nor repentance so effortless…teshuvah requires the hard 
work of the soul reckoning…the real goal is radical transformation… 

Dr. Louis E. Newman, Repentance The Meaning & Practice of Teshuvah, p. 159-161 
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Day 13 

Know before whom you stand.  
Brachot 28b 

We “exile” G-d from the world He made because we believe He stands apart from us. We 
believe that He is in Heaven while we are stuck on Earth. We long for the day when Jesus 
comes so that we can be with G-d and serve at the Throne of the Father and the Throne of 

the Lamb. But when we pray, we are not just reaching up to Heaven, we are bringing 
Heaven down to Earth. G-d is with us. While we pray with proper respect and awe of the 

King, once prepared, all we need to do to enter into His presence is to speak. He is 
already here listening. 

from mymorningmeditations.com 

G-d sees us, knows what we have done, and calls us to account. This, too, is clear from 
the earliest biblical story, which records that Adam and Eve attempt to “hid themselves” in 
the garden when they sense G-d’s presence (Genesis 3:8). Of course, this too is an 
unworkable strategy for avoiding responsibility. There is nowhere to hid, no place to put 
ourselves that is beyond G-d’s ken. This further heightens the sense of human 
accountability, for even our most secret transgressions are not secret. Our responsibility for 
what we do is both unconditional and inescapable, for our moral duties derive from G-d 
are are enforce by G-d, who does not share this role with others, either human or divine. 
There is no possibility of evasion - not by dissembling, negotiating with, hiding from, or 
out living the One before whom we are accountable… 

When we begin to live our lives as if we stand continually before G-d, who sees us at all 
times, then we are ready to assume a kind of infinite responsibility for all our deeds. We 
are also ready to recognize our inescapable need for teshuvah. 

Dr. Louis E. Newman, Repentance The Meaning & Practice of Teshuvah, p. 45-46 

�17



�  

Day 14 

We have strayed and we are asked to turn again toward G-d…in our hearts we know that 
we do not do this work alone. Rather, it involves opening ourselves up to the help that 

comes from outside us. 
~ Dr. Louis E. Newman 

In Bible times, the gate (Heb. sha’ar) of a city was strategic. The gate was the center of 
social and civic life, a place associated with rulers and power. To gain control of the “gate 
of one’s enemy” was to have the power to occupy an entire city (see Gen. 22:17; 24:60). 
The rulings, judgements, and physical presence of kings, judges, and elders were directly 
connected to the main entranceway into a city. This was the “corridor of power.” Thus, as 
Richard S. Hess put it, “to possess the gate is to posses the city. To gain access to the gate 
of the sanctuary is to gain access to G-d.”  In Israel’s understanding, G-d’s sanctuary was 13

the Temple. 

The gates to the Temple (or holy city) are dramatically personified in Psalm 24:7-10. The 
psalm depicts Yahweh as the powerful, victorious King. The King and the gates go together; 
he returns from battle, and the palace gates symbolically open amid jubilant shouts: “Life 
up your heads, O you gates…that the King of glory may come in” (v. 7). Accordingly, to 
enter the sanctuary and have access to his presence, G-d’s people were to acknowledge 
his power through praise: “Acknowledge that the LORD is G-d…Enter His gates with 
praise, His courts with acclamation” (Ps. 100:3-4, JPS TANAKH translation). 

In Jewish tradition, repentance and prayer are closely intertwined spiritual disciplines. 
Each holds a central place in Hebraic heritage and the practice of biblically rooted faith. 
Repentance and prayer are difficult, yet powerful and personally rewarding spiritual 
exercises. The Hebrew expressions sha’are teshuvah, “gates of repentance,” and sha’are 
tephillah, “gates of prayer,” highlight the importance of these acts in entering the presence 
of the living G-d. According to the rabbis, G-d created repentance, and G-d himself opens 
the “gates of repentance.”  The gateway is the avenue for accessing power and bringing 14

 Richard. S. Hess “Gate” [Sha’ar], in New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 13

Exegesis, vol. 4, p. 210

 See Solomom Schechter, Aspects of Rabbic Theology, p. 314-1514
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oneself back into conformity to the will of the Almighty. Teshuvah, or “repentance,” allows 
one to engage in a process of honestly dealing with failure and sin, reversing direction, 
and returning home. A sincere facing up to one’s failures, the personal decision to right the 
wrong, allows one with a pure heart, through prayer, to experience the gracious presence 
and powerful help of the King, Judge, and Ancient of Days (Ps. 47:7; Gen. 18:25; Dan. 
7:13).  

Marvin R. Wilson, Exploring Our Hebraic Heritage:  
A Christian Theology of Roots and Renewal, p. 206-207 
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Day 15 

G-d created man in His own image, in the image of G-d He created him;  
male and female He created them.  

(Genesis 1:28) 

Judaism is (primarily) an ethic of guilt, as opposed to most other systems, which are ethics 
of shame. One of the fundamental differences between them is that shame attaches to the 
person. Guilt attaches to the act. In shame cultures when a person does wrong he or she 
is, as it were, stained, marked, defiled. In guilt cultures what is wrong is not the doer but 
the deed, not the sinner but the sin. The person retains his or her fundamental worth (“the 
soul you gave me is pure ,” as we say in our prayers). It is the act that has somehow to be 15

put right. That is why in guilt cultures there are processes of repentance, atonement and 
forgiveness… 

Forgiveness only exists in a culture in which repentance exists. Repentance presupposes 
that we are free and morally responsible agents who are capable of change, specifically 
the change that comes about when we recognize that something we have done is wrong 
and we are responsible for it and we must never do it again. The possibility of that kind of 
moral transformation simply did not exist in ancient Greece or any other pagan culture. 
Greece was a shame-and-honour culture that turned on the twin concepts of character 
and fate. Judaism was a repentance-and-forgiveness culture whose central concepts are 
will and choice. The idea of forgiveness was then adopted by Christianity, making the 
Judeo-Christian ethic the primary vehicle of forgiveness in history. 

Rabbi Sacks, The Birth of Forgiveness 

 Pure as in innocent not perfect. In Jewish understanding, choice is a crucial term.15
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Day 16 

Yielding to 'lesser' sins draws the soul to greater. It is a sad thing to depart from G-d for a 
trifle… Great sins startle the soul, and awaken it to repentance, but little ones breed and 

work secretly until they trample the soul.  
~ Thomas Brooks , as quoted in Voices from the Past 16

Once Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk , while deeply engrossed in critical self-assessment, 17

reproached himself, “I am the worst person alive.”  

A chasid who had overheard him asked, “How can you say such a thing? Have you ever 
committed a serious transgression?” 

Replied Rabbi Elimelech, “It’s the little sins I am worried about; they are worse than the 
grave transgressions. If you stab yourself repeatedly with a small, thin needle, you get 
accustomed to the pain. Then, when you’re struck with heavy iron, it does not hurt so 
much.”  

[Each wrongful act conditions a person to further wrongdoing and dulls the conscience, so 
that ultimately one becomes indifferent to the most serious transgressions.] 

Avraham Yaakov Finkel, The Essence Of The Holy Days, p. 58-59 

 Thomas Brooks was a English non-conformist Puritan preacher who fell victim to the Act of 16

Uniformity. C.H. Spurgeon said of him, “Brooks scatters stars with both hands, with an eagle eye of 
faith as well as the eagle eye of imagination.”

 Elimelech Weisblum of Lizhensk (1717 - 1787), a Rabbi and one of the great founding Rebbes of 17

the Hasidic movement. 
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Day 17 

Woe to those who begin by pulling transgression with a thread, but end by dragging sin 
along as if with a cart rope.  

(Isaiah 5:18) 

The stubborn insistence on clinging to a single perspective and ruling on it while [still 
wrapped] in “ropes of sin” [cf. Isaiah 5:18] that have grown habitual - whether in regard to 
deeds or opinions - is an illness that comes from begin immersed in a terrible state of 
enslavement. 

People have a tendency to stubbornly insist on remaining committed to an unhealthy way 
of life, because change is both painful and hard. Studies show that people prefer a difficult 
but familiar situation to something new and unknown… 

When a person is young, sin is as insubstantial as a thread. Yet as he matures, it can 
thicken until it binds him like a rope (Succah 52a). A person’s wrong behavior can become 
so habitual that he begins to view it as his custom…the youthful thread of sin has 
thickened into a rope, until the person feels himself trapped. 

Even worse than being trapped into a wrong way of acting is justifying and defending 
oneself, turning one’s behavior into an ideal and one’s warped viewpoint into an 
ideology… 

No one is standing over such a person with a whip, but he is enslaved to his habits and 
patterns of thinking… 

If he feels no bitterness being separated from HaShem, if he is not bothered by his sins, 
then he is a slave… 

Rav Moshe Weinberger, Song of Teshuvah -  
A commentary on Rav Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen Kook’s Oros HaTeshuvah, p. 209 
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Day 18 

Who may ascend to the mountain of the Lord? 
Who may sand in His Holy Place? 

He who has clean hands and a pure heart, 
who has not taken a false oath by My life 

or sworn deceitfully.  
(Psalm 24:3-5) 

In true faith the ultimate concern is a concern about the truly ultimate; while in idolatrous 
faith preliminary, finite realities are elevated to the rank of ultimacy. 

~ Paul Tillich 

Doing teshuvah, turing away from sin, is about choosing G-d over idolatry, truth over 
deception (including self-deception). All that is required is a fearless, unwavering 
commitment to truth - both about our individual lives and about human life in general. It 
is about refusing to pretend that we are more powerful, more entitled, more invincible 
than we really are. It is also about refusing to hide - from ourselves and from those we 
have hurt - the truth of what we have done. To place truth and honesty at the very enter of 
our lives, continuously and courageously, is the very opposite of idolatry. It is to worship 
what is genuinely ultimate, unconditional, and unchangeable.  

Dr. Louis E. Newman, Repentance The Meaning & Practice of Teshuvah, p. 33-34 
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Day 19 

But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being 
transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit. 

(2 Corinthians 3:18) 

Teshuvah is a liminal state between whom we have been and who we will become. In the 
nineteenth century, Israel Lipkin Salanter once said, “Most people repent during the 
Selichot week preceding Rosh HaShanah. The more pious repent during the month of Elul 
preceding Rosh HaShanah, but I say that one should begin to repent immediately after 
Yom Kippur.” By telling us that we should repent every day of the year, Rabbi Salanter is in 
essence saying that we should remain constantly in the liminal space of teshuvah…our 
immersion in liminal space and time reminds us that repentance and change are ongoing 
and holy…The sense of uncertainty that liminality brings with it is one of the things we 
humans like lest to feel, and yet, in the uncertainty and tension of teshuvah, as in death 
and in creation, we are close to G-d. By standing in a state of change and remaining in 
process, we remain with G-d. 

Rabbi Katy Z. Allen, Loss and Transformation:  
One Woman’s Journey out of Grief and to Opportunity, p. 55-56 
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Day 20 

It isn't true. Fate is not final. The decree has not been sealed. G-d has given us the one gift 
that redeems life from tragedy, the gift of freedom. We can choose. We can change. We 
can act differently next time. We can make sure the future is not an endless replay of the 
past. And as for the past, if we acknowledge it, G-d forgives. Out of that faith came the 

one word with the power to redeem life from tragedy. The word tikvah. Hope. 
~ Rabbi Sacks - Preparing For The New Year 

Our lives are not marked by our achievements, or certainly not by them alone, but rather 
by how we deal with our failings. Revealing to the world only our virtues, our 
achievements, the things that make us “proud,” contributes to our moral impoverishment. 
For when we do not bring all of ourselves, our faults in particular, into the open, we not 
only conceal ourselves from those we love most, but we also become partially invisible 
even to ourselves. Worse yet, we come to believe that what is concealed in this way does 
not really matter, that the facade of goodness and rectitude that we present is the whole of 
who we are. Then, in those quiet moments of self-reflection when the lights on the stage of 
our lives have gone dark and we find ourselves alone with our thoughts, we confront the 
harsh truth - that we live bifurcated lives, that our lives lack wholeness and integrity. We 
not only deceive and falsify from time to time, but in a fundamental way we also live a lie. 

It is into this dark and painful reality that teshuvah comes with its startling message of 
hope - that there is a way out of this truncated and stultifying life; indeed, that there is but 
one way out…Teshuvah in this sense is a true homecoming, which is simultaneously a 
turning away from transgression and brokenness and a turning toward the ones we have 
harmed, turning inward to ourselves but also toward G-d, who loves us even in our 
waywardness and calls us to truthfulness and wholeness. 

Dr. Louis E. Newman, Repentance The Meaning & Practice of Teshuvah, p. 211 
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Day 21     

There is nothing so whole as a broken heart. 
~ Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk 

To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything and your heart will be wrung and possibly 
broken. If you want to make sure of keeping it intact you must give it to no one, not even 

an animal. Wrap it carefully round with hobbies and little luxuries; avoid all 
entanglements. Lock it up safe in the casket or coffin of your selfishness. But in that casket, 

safe, dark, motionless, airless, it will change. It will not be broken; it will become 
unbreakable, impenetrable, irredeemable. To love is to be vulnerable. 

~ C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves 

Yet another acronym for Elul is Aron Luchot U’shivrei Luchot, meaning “ark (of) tablets and 
broken tables.” Inside the Ark lay both the second set of Tablets the Moses received on 
Yom Kippur, and the first set of Tablets that Moses shattered after seeing the Jews worship 
the Golden Calf. This teaches us that Elul has the power to not only achieve renewal (a 
new set of tablets), but also to transform the broken tablets through teshuvah. This is 
because true teshuvah not only repairs but transforms the past. When our hearts feel like 
broken tablets,” then the break itself is redeemed and elevated… 

Simon Jacobson, A Spiritual Guide To The High Holidays, Elul 19 
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Day 22 

My apologies to Elton John, but “sorry” is not the hardest word. If anything, it’s a little too 
easy. My kids learned early on that this was the quickest way to shut down any lecture. 

When they’d interrupt me with a well-timed, “I’m sorry,” what was I left to say? But I 
wanted them to understand why they should feel sorry, not just say it. 

Sorry has to mean something real. What we actually need to teach our children is 
teshuvah (repentance). Problem is, “Teshuvah Seems To Be the Hardest Word” is not likely 

to hit the airwaves anytime soon…  
~ Meredith Jacobs, The Hardest Word 

Empty gestures and disingenuous declarations of remorse that begin, “I’m sorry, but….” 
should be recognized for what they are - poor imitations of genuine repentance. Teshuvah, 
or repentance, requires, as Jewish tradition understands it, genuine “turning,” which is also 
“returning” and “responding.” Those who would do teshuvah must simultaneously turn 
toward those they harmed and take full responsibility for their actions. They must turn 
inward, engaging in a process of soul reckoning to uncover the roots of their 
transgressions, and then resolve to address their shortcomings. They must then repair as 
best they can the damage they have done, whether physical, financial or emotional. They 
must turn to G-d in  

humility and contrition. And finally they must return to the path of righteousness to 
demonstrate that they have truly changed. Is it any wonder that genuine repentance is in 
such short supply? 

Dr. Louis E. Newman, The Thrill of Repentance 
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Day 23 

Teshuvah negates the laws of nature. It proclaims time is reversible, the past can be 
undone, a wasted life can be restored; “G-d is close to all who call Him - to all who call 

Him with sincerity.”  
(Psalm 145:18)  18

Rabbi Joseph Soltoveitchik writes, “Man lives in the shadow of the past, future and present 
simultaneously.” Teshuvah reverses the flow of time so that “the future determines the 
direction and indicates the way [by transforming] the trends and tendencies of the past.” 

…Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi describes teshuvah from love as an opportunity to 
experience the “time before time”…[when things were] unbroken: 

 When man takes this to heart - that the entire universe is under time, while the  
 entirety of time is but as a single moment before G-d, Who is above time and  
 before Whom time’s divisions do not apply at all - his heart will burn as a flaming  
 fire and his soul will dissolve (in yearning) to cleave to Him. 

 Thus, “Teshuvah preceded the world.” This is not to say that it existed before the  
 world was created; for if there is no world there is no sin, no iniquity, and no  
 teshuvah. Rather, this means that teshuvah with a dissolution of the soul reaches  
 higher than time and space. 

Estelle Frankel, Sacred Therapy, p. 156-157 

 Avraham Yaakov Finkel, The Essence of the Holy Days, Insights from the Jewish Sages, p. 218
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Day 24 

Our tradition offers us the wisdom of teshuvah/repentance as a means to fight off the 
weakness of the saying “what is done, is done.”  Repenting offers us the emotional 

wherewithal to rectify the hurt that we carry with us.  The change that we so often think 
exists outside of our ability to impact or alter. 

~ Rodfei Zekek, Teshuvah And Changing The Past 

Bad things happen between people. The innocent are harmed. There is envy, jealousy, 
anger, resentment. There is injustice, oppression, exploitation. The human world is full of 
tears. If you believe, as polytheists did in the ancient world and some atheists do today, 
that life is essentially conflict, a Darwinian struggle to survive, then there is nothing odd 
about a world full of pain. That is how it is. There is no right; only might. Justice is 
whatever serves the interests of the strong. History is written by the victors. The victims are 
mere collateral damage of the fight to impose our will on the world or, in the language of 
the neo-Darwinians, to hand on our genes to the next generation… 

That, though, is not how Jews understand it. The natural condition of the world is harmony, 
like a well-ordered garden or a loving family or a gracious society. That is how it was in 
the beginning when G-d made the universe and saw that it was good. G-d, though, gave 
humans freedom, and humans often use that freedom to disobey Him. G-d creates order. 
We create chaos. That is, or would be, the human tragedy if Jews believed in tragedy. But 
we do not. We believe in hope, and hope has the power to defeat tragedy – as we have 
the power to mend what we or others have broken. 

That is the philosophy that lies behind the central Jewish idea of teshuvah, meaning 
“repentance” or “return.” Through teshuvah, we can heal some of the pain we or others 
have created. Though the concept of teshuvah does not figure explicitly in the stories of 
Genesis, it is there nonetheless beneath the surface. Broken relationships are mended. 
Ishmael, Abraham’s child by the slave-woman Hagar, was sent away when he was young, 
yet we see him standing together with his half-brother Isaac at Abraham’s grave. Jacob and 
Esau, divided by Jacob’s act of taking Esau’s blessing, meet twenty-two years later and 
embrace with no trace of lingering resentment. Joseph forgives his brothers who sold him 
into slavery. Genesis ends on a note of reconciliation. There are wounds that can be 
healed. 

�29



Neither Tanakh nor the rabbis, nor even the mystics, called this tikkun, but that is what it 
is: the intensely human ability to repair damaged relationships and restore order to the 
social world. But what if the moment passes? What if those who did the damage and those 
who suffered it, are no longer alive? Can what we do in the present mend something 
broken long ago, before our time? That is one of the subtexts of the book of Ruth, and it 
applies to two people: Ruth herself, and Boaz… 

Ruth, in her life and by her example, performs a tikkun. Though there is no element of 
teshuvah involved, the verb shuv, in the sense of “return,” appears 13 times in the book. 
Something has been healed. By her conduct and character, she shows that not all 
Moabites lack kindness. 

They, too, ultimately come from the same family, that of Terah, as Abraham himself. Ruth 
has redeemed something of the past. Reuniting two long separated branches of the family, 
her great-grandson became the person who united the nation. That is tikkun. By our acts in 
the present we can heal some of the wounds in the past. 

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, The Koren Shavuot Mahzor, from the introduction - p. 
1xiv-1xiv 
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Day 25 

Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all 
your filthiness and from all your idols. Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a 

new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a 
heart of flesh. I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and 

you will be careful to observe My ordinances.  
(Ezekiel 36:27) 

Like water, teshuvah is both destructive and creative. It dissolves the person you were but 
simultaneously provides the moisture you need to grow anew. It erodes the hard edges of 
your willfulness but also refreshes your spirit. It can turn the tallest barriers of moral 
blindness into rubble while it also gently nourishes the hidden seeds of hope buried deep 
in your soul. Teshuvah - like water, has the power both to wash away past sins and to 
shower you with the blessing of a new future. 
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Day 26 

As water reflects a face, one heart reflects another. 
(Proverbs 27:19) 

Emblazoned over the gates of the world in which we live is the escutcheon of the demons. 
The mark of Cain in the face of man has come to overshadow the likeness of G-d. There 
have never been so much guilt and distress, agony and terror. At no time has the earth 
been so soaked with blood. Fellow men turned out to be evil ghosts, monstrous and weird. 
Ashamed and dismayed, we ask: Who is responsible? 

History is a pyramid of efforts and errors; yet at times it is the Holy Mountain on which G-
d holds judgments in history. But all may be guided by the words of the Baal Shem: If a 
man has beheld evil, he may know that it was shown to him in order that he may learn his 
own guilt and repent; for what is shown to him is also within him…Only in His presence 
shall we learn that the glory of man is not in his will to power but in his power of 
compassion. Man reflects either the image of His presence or that of a beast. 

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, Moral Grandeur and Spiritual Audacity:  
Essays, p. 209-211 
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Day 27 

My sons, present to me an opening of repentance no bigger than the eye of a needle, and I 
will open for you gates wide enough for wagons and carriages to enter! 

~ R. Yasa - Shir HaShirim Raba 5 

A king once prepared a lavish banquet fit for royalty. After all of his ministers and servants 
had eaten and drunk their fill, there still remained enough leftovers for an entire feast. The 
entire kingdom was invited to come and partake of the meal, yet still there was food left 
over. It was not befitting the king’s honor that so much food go to waste, so they even 
invited all the prisoners who were sitting in jail, even the criminals who had been disloyal 
to the king and rebelled against him. All were invited to partake of the king’s feast. 

Rav Avraham of Slonim related this parable to illustrate the verse “Forgive my sin, for it is 
great” (Psalm 25:11). Your attribute of mercy and kindness is vast and infinite, because just 
as Hashem is infinite, so is His compassion. I ask of You, please forgive my sin - allow Your 
limitless compassion to extend even over my “great sin” as well. 

Toras Avos Teshuvah, as shared by Rabbi Tal Moshe Zwecker in Returnity - The Way Back 
To Eternity - Selected Teachings From The Chassidic Masters On Teshuvah, p. 30 

Today despair wreaks havoc in many people’s lives because they suppose that their sin is 
too great for G-d to forgive…[those] who have compiled a long, sordid personal history 
suffer from despair…[those who] regard their sin as heinous and unpardonable. They 
torture themselves daily with condemning thoughts until they learn of G-d’s mending love 
and liberating mercy.  
In a way they resemble Judas because he too lacked confidence in the Master’s readiness 
to forgive. Judas’ gross miscalculation of G-d’s merciful character constituted a graver error 
than his betrayal of Jesus for thirty pieces of silver. 

Fr. Richard Thomas, Repentance: G-d Inhales, preface 
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Day 28 

Help us, O God of our salvation, for the glory of Your name; And deliver us and forgive 
our sins for Your name's sake.  

(Psalm 79:9) 

And not only will we be delivered in the future, but we are boasting about G-d right now, 
because he has acted through our Lord Yeshua the Messiah, through whom we have 

already received that reconciliation.  
(Romans 5:11) 

Atonement is the ultimate expression of freedom because it brings together… repentance 
and forgiveness - that have the power to break the iron grip of the past. Repentance 
testifies to our ability to change. Forgiveness expresses our refusal to be held captive…
Atonement is where Divine and human freedom meet and create a new beginning. It is 
the act that defeats tragedy in the name of hope. 

Rabbi Sacks, Not In G-d’s Name, p. 248 
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Day 29 

I call on heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have presented you with life 
and death, the blessing and the curse. Therefore, choose life, so that you will live, you and 
your descendants, loving Adonai your G-d, paying attention to what he says and clinging 

to him - for that is the purpose of your life!  
(Deuteronomy 30:19-20a) 

Each and everyone of us is a baal teshuvah , regardless of our history; for every day we 19

choose anew whether or not we will be in a relationship with the Almighty.  20

Turn from your sins to G-d, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand! 
(Matthew 4:17) 

 One who repents and turns to G-d and His Word.19

 teshuvah.com20
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