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Ut’shuvah, ut’filah, utz’dakah maavirin et roa hag’zeirah… 
But through return to the right path, prayer, and righteous giving, we can transcend the 
harshness of the decree.              -  Unetaneh Tokef – Mishkan HaNefesh 
 
 
 
Mistakes 
The story is told of the hunter who went out into the forest to shoot birds.  He hit one bird, but it was 
only slightly wounded and fell to the ground.  As the hunter lifted the bird to put it into the case, the 
bird said, “Hunter, if you put me in a cage, I am going to tell people what a terrible shooter you are.  If 
you let me go, I will give you three pieces of advice that will make you a wiser and more successful 
person.”  The hunter agreed to let the bird go. 
 “First of all,” said the bird, “don’t believe everything you hear, check and test it first.  Secondly, 
don’t try to do something that is beyond your limitations because not only can you fail, but you destroy 
your reputation.  Finally, once you make a mistake that can’t be corrected, forget about it rather than 
rehashing the situation and wasting your energies.  Tomorrow is another day” 
 With that, the hunter let the bird go and she flew to the branch of a nearby tree.  From the 
branch she called out, “You are a fool!  Inside of me is a precious jewel which could have made you a 
very rich man.” 
 The hunter ran to the tree, tried to climb it but the bird flew higher.  The hunter climbed 
higher, broke the branch off and fell to the ground, breaking his leg.   
 Again, the bird called out, “You really are a fool!  I just gave you three pieces of advice and in 
just a moment you disregarded them all.   I told you not to believe everything you heard but you 
immediately believed that I have a jewel in me.  I told you not to go beyond your limitations and you 
tried to climb higher than a bird can fly.  I told you to forget the mistakes you could not correct and 
you regretted letting me go.  You are really very foolish.” 
 The message of this story is quite clear.  To a large extend we who are starting the New Year 
must learn to know our strengths and limitations.  We must learn what we can change and hopefully 
change for the better.  What is beyond our power to change in this world must not be permitted to 
paralyze us and keep us from moving on into a better tomorrow.  There is a need for positive guilt 
concerning those areas over which we have control and have failed; there is no room for an intolerable 
guilt trip for those aspects of our lives which are gone and best forgotten.  Our calendar celebrated the 
dawning of a New Year with opportunity for challenge.  Let’s make the best of what we are being 
offered.     

- Rabbi Stanley Platek 
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Teshuvah:  Tilt the World to the Side of Good 
 
“If [walking] along the road, you chance upon a bird’s nest…and the mother is sitting over the 
fledglings or on the eggs, do not take the mother together with her young.  Let the mother go and take 
only the young, in order that you may fare well and have a long life” (Deuteronomy 22:6). 
 The Talmud labels this mitzvah the “lightest” (the most insubstantial) of all the 
commandments, probably because it takes little effort to perform.  Sending away the mother might well 
involve merely making a loud noise.  Indeed, just walking close (or advancing menacingly) might induce 
the mother to fly away. 
 Commentators in every generation have wondered why there is so extravagant reward (a good, 
long life) for so “trivial” an act.  Indeed, one Talmudic commentator points out that the same reward is 
specified in the Torah for honoring parents.  Yet, fulfilling that commandment takes a lifetime and 
often involves money, emotion, and effort without limit.  He concludes that equality of reward is the 
point.  The “lightest” of commandments rewarded as much as the “weightiest” to teach us to treasure 
and observe all commandments equally – for the reward of any mitzvah is incalculable.   
 Through this commandment, the Torah teaches that every act is of immense significance.  
Therefore, no act is inherently trivial.  When you eat, you can choose food and prepare it to express 
reverence for life or commitment to being a Jew (kashrut).  When you speak, you can say a word of 
encouragement, truth or love, or you can saw a word of malicious gossip, falsehood, or degradation. 
 Maimonides writes in his laws of repentance that every person should consider himself or 
herself as perfectly balanced between good and bad and the world as perfectly balanced between good 
and evil.  The next action you do – however trivial – can tilt you and the whole world toward the side 
of good and life or to the side of evil and death.  Choose life! 

- Rabbi Irving Greenberg 
 
 
Maimonides’ Five Steps to True Teshuvah 
 The great medieval giant of Jewish Philosophy and Law, the Rambam, or Maimonides, who 
lived in 12th century Egypt in a suburb of Cairo, describes the process of Teshuvah in five separate, 
equally important stages. 
 First is Hakarat Ha-Het – recognition that one has done something wrong. 

Second is Haratah – an inner sense of regret for having done the misdeed. 
Third is Vidui – one must articulate in words, in a form of confession, that one recognizes the 

misdeed, and regrets doing it. 
 Fourth is Kabbalah Le-aitd, the acceptance on oneself not to repeat the same action. 
 Fifth, an occasion when the opportunity to repeat the misdeed occurs, and one in fact behaves 
differently, and does not repeat the sin. 

These five complicated steps are far more complicated than the surface notion of just being 
sorry.  Teshuvah is one of Judaism’s most significant and all-encompassing moral demands on any 
human being.  It is for that reason that this season of the Jewish calendar of the High Holy Days is 
called in Hebrew Aseret Yemai Teshuvah, the Ten Days of Repentance. 

- Rabbi Dov Peretz Elkins 
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Returning to the State of Purity 
 Quite distinct from Christianity, which teaches that every human being is born in “original sin,” 
Judaism teaches the sublime doctrine that every human being comes into the world in a state of purity.  
In our traditional prayers, we assert this doctrine as follows: “The soul which You, O God have given 
to me came pure from you.” 
 But while creating us with a soul immersed in purity, God also implanted “free will” within each 
of us.  We are not puppets of fate, doomed to dangle from strings over which we have not control.  
Rather, we are endowed with a capacity to make personal choices in life.  We know the difference 
between right and wrong, and no one can force us to make a choice against our will.  Our ancient 
rabbis have clearly emphasized this principle of Judaism: “Everything is foreseen by God, yet freedom 
of choice is given.”  (Pirkei Avot, 3:19) 
 Being human, we sometimes err and go astray.  Therefore, Judaism includes the confessional on 
Yom Kippur.  But we need no priest to intercede for us when we confess.  United with our brethren in 
prayer, we raise our voices together directly to God; and we thus reestablish the soul-purity which 
makes us at one with God. 

- Rabbi Alexander Alan 
Steinbach 

 
Teshuvah is Not Repentance … 
“Repentance” in Hebrew is not teshuvah but haratah.  Not only are these two terms not synonymous – 
they are opposites. 
 Haratah implies remorse or a feeling of guilt about the past and an intention to behave in a 
completely new way in the future.  The person decides to become “a new man.”  But teshuvah means 
“returning” to the old, to one’s original nature.  Underlying the concept of teshuvah is the fact that the 
Jew is, in essence, good.  Desires or temptations may deflect him temporarily from being himself, being 
true to his essence.  But the bad that he does is not part of, nor does it affect, his real nature.  Teshuvah 
is a return to the self.  While repentance involves dismissing the past and starting anew, teshuvah means 
going back to one’s roots in God and exposing them as one’s true character. 
 For this reason, while the righteous have no need to repent, and the wicked may be unable to, 
both may do teshuvah.  The righteous, though they have never sinned, have constantly to strive to return 
to their innermost.  And the wicked, however distant they are from God, can always return, for teshuvah 
does not involve creating anything new, only rediscovering the good that was always within them.   

- Based on talks from Torah Studies by the Lubavitcher Rebbe, adapted 
by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 

  
What Is Life Without Teshuvah? 
 Rebbe Shmelke of Nikolsburg once described the true meaning of teshuvah, the true greatness of 
teshuvah, the indispensability of the process of growth which teshuvah implies; when he said that life is all 
about teshuvah – about change. 
 He said:  If I had a choice, I would prefer not to die.  Why?  Because in the next world there is 
no Yom Kippur.  And what can the soul of a person do in the Next World without Yom Kippur?  And 
what purpose is there to life without teshuvah? 
 The third century neo-Platonist philosopher, Plotinus, defined teshuvah as the task to constantly 
re-make yourself in the divine image, in these words: 
 “Withdraw into yourself and if you do not like what you see, act as a sculptor.  Cut away here, 
smooth there, make this line lighter, this one purer.  Never cease carving until there shines out from 
you the Godlike sphere or character.” 
         -Rabbi Dov Peretz Elkins  
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Returning to Ourselves 
While concerned with the self, the process of teshuvah is not itself narcissistic.  The annual call to 
teshuvah is a reminder that our time in this world is limited and that we must journey honestly, accepting 
that our gifts are not for us alone, but meant to be put forth in this world as a way of reconstructing the 
once whole, now shattered vessel whose shards, the mystics tell us, are scattered all over the universe.  
Returning to ourselves helps us engage in partnership with the world and with the One of all that is. 
 When our bodies, the sacks in which our neshamot are housed, begin to give way and we 
confront death, the psychological walls that we build for our protection also begin to give way.  They 
make way for the soul to emerge, becoming accessible not only for self, but for everybody and 
everything around.  Denial of our finitude would only feed the avoidance of our spiritual potential. 
 I am reminded of a midrash about the destruction of the Temple.  The Shechinah (close-dwelling 
presence of God, associated with the feminine) which dwelled in the Temple, went our and 
accompanied the prophets as the warned the people of the potential destruction for which their 
behavior was paving the way.  Each time the prophets were rejected by the people and the Shechinah 
saw that the people did not change.  She withdrew further into the wall of the Temple.  Finally, there 
was nowhere for her to go.  The Shechinah withdrew into the Holy of Holies, the core of the Temple.  
At that point, the Temple was destroyed. 
 As we build more walls for self-protection, there are fewer places for our souls to emerge.  
Confrontation with suffering can enable us to lower our walls and provide ore space for our souls, but 
the ultimate liberation happens when we die, and our bodies, like the ancient Temple, turn to dust. 
 When a disaster befalls us, we have the option to withdraw or to attempt to transform the 
experience into a teacher for ourselves, our friends, our families, and our communities.  Our personal 
disaster may not only be our gift, it may sometimes be another’s gift as well.  It is our obligation to 
discover these gifts and give them to others.  A word, a thought, a touch may turn someone’s life 
around and give meaning to their existence.  And you may never know that you were responsible for 
that.     - Debbie Friedman 
 
 
U-teshuvah – How to Cleanse Ourselves 
 A Hasidic tale tells of a conversation between a rabbi and a soap maker. 
 The soap maker was troubled by a theological conundrum. 
 “Rabbi,” he asked, puzzled, “why is it that we have been studying our sacred Torah for 
thousands of years?  It teaches us values of truth, kindness, compassion, and love.  Yet, if we look at 
the world, all we see is lies, meanness, apathy, and violence.  Why has not Torah succeeded in helping 
us do teshuvah – changing our lives for the better?” 
 As the two were strolling along the street they came upon a young boy, dirty and grimy from 
head to foot.  
 So said the rabbi to the soap maker: “What good is the soap you make?  It has been around for 
years and years, and yet look at this dirty little boy.  Why hasn’t your soap helped to make little boys 
more clean and neat?    
 The soap maker replied: “Well, soap is no good unless you use it!” 
 “Aha!” replied the rabbi.  “So it is with the Torah.  Unless we apply its teaching to our daily 
lives, and cleanse our immoral souls with its moral values, it is of no use.” 
 The Unataneh Tokef prayer teaches us that three things will help us change and purify our lives:  
Teshuvah, Tefillah, u-Tzedakah.  However, they are useless unless we take them seriously, and put them 
into practice in our daily lives.      -Hasidic tale 
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An Alternate Unetaneh Tokef 
 
On Rosh HaShanah it is written, on Yom Kippur it is sealed: 
That this year people will live and die, 
some more gently than others 
and nothing lives forever. 
But amidst overwhelming forces 
of nature and humankind, 
we still write our own Book of Life, 
and our actions are the words in it, 
and the stages of our lives are the chapters, 
and nothing goes unrecorded, ever. 
Every deed counts. 
Everything you do matters. 
And we never know what act or word 
will leave an impression or tip the scale. 
So if not now, then when? 
For the things we can change, there is t’shuvah, realignment, 
For the things we cannot change, there is t’filah, prayer, 
For the help we can give, there is tzedakah, justice. 
Together, let us write a beautiful Book of Life 
for the Holy One to read. 
 

- Rabbi Joseph B. Meszler 
 
 


