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NEW BEGINNINGS

The cycle of teshuvah (repentance) that leads us up to the High Holidays promises a clean 
slate, a way to cleanse our previous sins and begin the year renewed. But we also know 
that the truth is more complicated than that: a new beginning is always, in some ways, a 
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broken, our communities remain divided, and we can’t know for certain whether God 
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These essays from Hadar’s distinguished faculty discuss meanings of Rosh Hashanah, Yom 
Kippur, and the central theme of teshuvah, offering insights and calls to action, both internal 
and external.

We hope you use this resource to enrich your experience of this central time of year, that you 
use these ideas when you are thinking of your own teshuvah and your place in fixing what is 
sadly broken in the world.
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Teshuvah, the ability to repent 
and be reconciled with God and 
one another, is one of our reli-

gious lives’ most powerful forces. When 
the Gemara in Yoma elaborates on the 
greatness of teshuvah, it includes this 
formulation of R. Levi:

תלמוד בבלי יומא פו.
אמר רבי לוי – גדולה תשובה שמגעת עד 

כסא הכבוד שנא' "שובה ישראל עד ה' 
אלהיך" )הושע יד:ב(

Talmud Bavli Yoma 86a
R. Levi said: Teshuvah is great, for it 
reaches to the Throne of Glory, as it says, 
“Return Israel unto HaShem your God” 
(Hoshea 14:2).

1 Saying that something reaches the Throne of Glory is a respectful way of saying that it reaches 
God Himself.

2 I believe this is R. Mordekhai Yehudah Leib Zaks, 1906-1963, Jerusalem.

According to R. Levi, teshuvah is 
powerful because of the extent of its 
reach. It is able to affect God directly.1 
When we do teshuvah, we do not 
merely move in God’s direction; we find 
ourselves adjacent, “unto” Him. R. Zaks2 
hears in R. Levi’s formulation and his 
proof text an echo of these words:

דברים ל:ב-ג
ְוַׁשְבָּת ַעד ה' ֱאֹלֶהיך ְוָׁשַמְעָּת ְבֹקלֹו ְּכֹכל ֲאֶׁשר 
ָאֹנִכי ְמַצְּוָך ַהּיֹום ַאָּתה ּוָבֶניָך ְּבָכל ְלָבְבָך ּוְבָכל 

ַנְפֶׁשָך: ְוָׁשב ה' ֱאֹלֶהיָך ֶאת ְׁשבּוְתָך ְוִרֲחֶמָך 
ְוָׁשב ְוִקֶּבְצָך ִמָּכל ָהַעִּמים ֲאֶׁשר ֱהִפיְצָך ה' 

ֱאֹלֶהיָך ָׁשָּמה:
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Devarim 30:2-3
And you will return unto HaShem 
your God and will listen to His voice 
in accordance with everything that I 
command you today—you and your 
children—with all of your heart and 
with all of your soul. And God will 
return your captivity3 and have mercy 
on you. He will gather you from all of 
the nations where HaShem your God 
has dispersed you.

In the most straightforward reading 
of these verses, there is a reciprocity of 
return between us and God. We return 
to God by reforming our behavior, and 
God returns us physically by restoring 
our captivity. However, R. Zaks sees the 
parallel as even more precise: just as we 
do teshuvah, so too God Himself will 
do teshuvah:

גדולה תשובתן של ישראל שהיא מעוררת 
תשובה למעלה כביכול, כדרך כל אתערותא 

דלתתא המעוררת אתערותא דלעילא…

The teshuvah of Israel is great, for it 
awakens teshuvah Above, as it were, 
like all awakening from below which 
awakens awakening from Above... 4

The Kabbalistic notion of “awakening 
from below” and “awakening from 
above” argues that our human behavior 
can influence divine actions. R. Zaks 
employs this idea to suggest that our 
act of teshuvah inspires God to follow 
our example. By doing so, he takes R. 
Levi’s principle one step further. What 

3  Some read this as “fortunes,” rather than captivity.
4  See Aharon Ya’akov Grinberg, “Parashat Nitzavim” in Itturei Torah.
5  Lit. “I have done evil,” meaning, “I have caused misfortune to befall them.”
6  See Rambam, Hilkhot Teshuvah, ch. 2.

makes teshuvah so powerful is not 
merely that it reaches God, but that 
it influences God to change His own 
behavior. God sees us doing teshuvah 
and feels compelled to do His own.

But why does God need to repent? The 
source for this can be found in the 
Gemara in Sukkah:

תלמוד בבלי סוכה נב:
אמר רב חנא בר אחא אמרי בי רב – 

ארבעה מתחרט עליהן הקב"ה שבראם ואלו 
הן גלות כשדים וישמעאלים ויצר הרע...
יצר הרע דכתיב "ואשר הרעתי" )מיכה 

ד:ו(.

Talmud Bavli Sukkah 52b
Rav Hana bar Aha said that it was said 
in the beit midrash: God regrets having 
created four things. And they are exile, 
Chaldeans, Ishmaelites, and the evil 
inclination... The evil inclination, as 

it is written, “that I have made evil” 
(Mikhah 4:6).5

R. Zaks reads this regret in its most 
technical sense, as a specific act of 
remorse which constitutes a critical 
component of the teshuvah process.6 
Here, he sees God not only feeling 
badly for having created something 
that brings pain and difficulty to the 
lives of His children, but actually 
beginning a process of teshuvah with 
regard to it. God notices when we take 
responsibility for our poor behavior, 
and He responds in turn by acknowl-
edging His role in our sin. Because we 
were willing to do teshuvah, 'ְוַׁשְבָּת ַעד ה, 
God also does teshuvah, ְוָׁשב ה' ֱאֹלֶהיָך.

The image of God’s doing teshuvah and 
being inspired to do so by us is very 
beautiful but deserves some probing. 
Once we grant that God bears some 
responsibility, that there is a reason 
that God Himself must do teshuvah, it 
is worth paying close attention to the 
sequence of responsibility. Chrono-
logically speaking, it is accurate to say 
that God’s fault lies at the beginning of 
the causal chain! God created us and 
implanted within us the desire for what 
we should not want and the ability to 
stray and get it. On the one hand, it is 
powerful and moving to think that we 
inspire God to do teshuvah. But on the 
other hand, shouldn’t the process be the 
other way around? Shouldn’t God step 
up and acknowledge His role first?

But why 
does God 
need to 
repent?
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This question brings us to the real 
lesson to be learned from our inspiring 
God to do teshuvah. The person who 
makes the first step toward reconcili-
ation need not be the one who started 
the conflict nor the one most respon-
sible for it. Often, in order to get the 
person who has wronged us to take 
responsibility for their actions, we have 
to be willing to make the first move. 
It’s difficult but critical to move past 
the need for fairness, which makes us 
search for the “one who started it,” and 
instead be willing to be the one who 
does the work to end the conflict.

This insight can help us understand a 
troubling passage from Sefer Bereishit. 
When Sarah (then Sarai) is having 
difficulty conceiving, she gives her slave 
Hagar to Avraham (then Avram) to be 
a surrogate. The child that Hagar will 
bear will be considered Sarai’s child. 
Though the plan works in that Hagar 
becomes pregnant, the pregnancy 
produces friction between the two 
women:

בראשית טז:א-י
ַוָּיבֹא ֶאל ָהָגר ַוַּתַהר ַוֵּתֶרא ִּכי ָהָרָתה ַוֵּתַקל 

ְּגִבְרָּתּה ְּבֵעיֶניָה: ַוּתֹאֶמר ָׂשַרי ֶאל ַאְבָרם ֲחָמִסי 
ָעֶליָך ָאֹנִכי ָנַתִּתי ִׁשְפָחִתי ְּבֵחיֶקָך ַוֵּתֶרא ִּכי 

ָהָרָתה ָוֵאַקל ְּבֵעיֶניָה ִיְׁשֹּפט ה' ֵּביִני ּוֵביֶניָך: 
ַוּיֹאֶמר ַאְבָרם ֶאל ָׂשַרי ִהֵּנה ִׁשְפָחֵתְך ְּבָיֵדְך 
ֲעִׂשי ָלּה ַהּטֹוב ְּבֵעיָנִיְך ַוְּתַעֶּנָה ָׂשַרי ַוִּתְבַרח 

ִמָּפֶניָה: ַוִּיְמָצָאּה ַמְלַאְך ה' ַעל ֵעין ַהַּמִים 
ַּבִּמְדָּבר ַעל ָהַעִין ְּבֶדֶרְך ׁשּור: ַוּיֹאַמר ָהָגר 

ִׁשְפַחת ָׂשַרי ֵאי ִמֶּזה ָבאת ְוָאָנה ֵתֵלִכי ַוּתֹאֶמר 
ִמְּפֵני ָׂשַרי ְּגִבְרִּתי ָאֹנִכי ֹּבַרַחת: ַוּיֹאֶמר ָלּה 
ַמְלַאְך ה' ׁשּוִבי ֶאל ְּגִבְרֵּתְך ְוִהְתַעִּני ַּתַחת 

7  Trans. NRSV, emended.

ָיֶדיָה: ַוּיֹאֶמר ָלּה ַמְלַאְך ה' ַהְרָּבה ַאְרֶּבה ֶאת 
ַזְרֵעְך ְולֹא ִיָּסֵפר ֵמֹרב:

Bereishit 16:1-10
He went to Hagar, and she conceived; 
and when she saw that she had 
conceived, she looked with contempt 
on her mistress. Then Sarai said to 
Avram, “May the wrong done to me 

be on you! I gave my slave-girl to your 
embrace, and when she saw that she 
had conceived, she looked on me with 
contempt. May God judge between 
you and me!” But Avram said to Sarai, 
“Your slave-girl is in your power; do 
to her as you please.” Then Sarai dealt 
harshly with her, and she ran away 
from her. The angel of God found her 
by a spring of water in the wilderness, 
the spring on the way to Shur. And he 
said, “Hagar, slave-girl of Sarai, where 
have you come from and where are you 
going?” She said, “I am running away 
from my mistress Sarai.”  The angel 

of God said to her, “Return to your 
mistress, and submit to her.”  The angel 
of God also said to her, “I will so greatly 
multiply your offspring that they 
cannot be counted for multitude...”7

The angel’s response to Hagar seems 
a bit harsh. Hagar is so distraught at 
her treatment by her mistress that she 
runs away, even though she is pregnant 
and a slave without means to take care 
of herself or the child to be. Although 
the angel blesses her child, he does 
not appear to be sensitive to Hagar’s 
distress. In fact, he tells her to go back 
home and to suffer even more at Sarai’s 
hands! However, the language that 
he uses to tell her to go back home is 
return/ׁשּוִבי, the language of teshuvah. 
Perhaps we can apply the lessons that 
we have learned about repentance to 
this story and thereby understand it 
better.

When the angel tells Hagar to swallow 
her pride and return home, he is not 
telling her that she is the only one 
who was wrong, or that she is more at 
fault in any way. What he teaches her 
is that sometimes, in order to resolve a 
difficult situation, it isn’t helpful to be 
overly concerned with who is right. He 
is validating Hagar’s perspective: Yes, 
going home would be ענוי, it would be 
suffering a humiliation to go back and 
be the one to try to set things right. It 
might mean temporarily ignoring that 
the ill treatment she received may have 
been well out of proportion to what 
she deserved. But sometimes, for the 
greater good, you have to be the bigger 

Teshuvah 
is not your 
obligation, 
it is your 
opportunity.
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person in addition to being the better 
person, and be willing to humble your-
self a little, maybe even submit and 
suffer a little.

What this story also points to is that 
sometimes taking the high road, being 
willing to apologize first and to make 
concessions, might mean that you are 
going to be apologizing in a way where 
you don’t really mean it. That can feel 
uncomfortable and even dishonest, 
but it may be necessary for the sake 
of opening the door. And in fact, the 
Netziv’s8 comments on this story make 
it clear that this is exactly Hagar’s 

8 R. Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin, 1816-1893, Poland.
9 That is, it did not say that she suffered “under Sarai’s hand” in the first description, only that she suffered from Sarai directly. The Netziv is 

distinguishing between a more remote type of suffering implied by the idiom “under her hand” and an unmediated suffering as implied by “from 
her.”

attitude. Her return and submission 
are purely instrumental, purely for 
show, but they are still necessary and, 
crucially for us to note, effective:

העמק דבר בראשית טז:ט
"והתעני תחת ידיה" – 'והתעני ממנה' מבעי, 
כלשון "ותענה שרי". אבל באשר משמעות 

'והתעני ממנה' שתרצה לסבול ממנה, 
כשפחה המקבלת ברצון דבר הגברת כי קנין 

כספה היא, אבל להגר אמר כי באמת שמע 
ה' אל עניה כאשר יבשרנה עוד המלאך, 

ורק בעת שהיא עם שרה תתראה כנכבשת 
תחת ידיה, ותהי שרי סבורה כי הגר מתענת 

ברצון ממנה... ובאמת אחר שילדה לא 
השתמשה שרה בה כעם שפחה אלא כמו עם 

אמה, כמבואר להלן )כא,י( שאמרה "גרש 
האמה".

Ha-Amek Davar Bereishit 
16:9
“Suffer under her hand”—It should 
have said, “suffer from her”! Like it 
said, “Sarai made her suffer.”9 But 
the language of “suffer from her” 
would imply that she would want to 
suffer from her, like a slave who will-
ingly accepts the word of her mistress, 
because she belongs to her. But to 
Hagar [the angel] said that God had 
actually listened to her suffering, as the 
angel would continue to tell her [that 
the child she would bear would be the 
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progenitor of a great nation], so he told 
her that she should pretend like she was 
being suppressed under [Sarai’s] hand 
and Sarai would think that Hagar was 
willingly submitting to her... And in 
truth, after [Hagar] gave birth, Sarah 
did not use her like a slave, but as a 
handmaiden as when she said [asking 
Avraham to evict Hagar and Ishmael], 
“evict the handmaiden” (Bereishit 
21:10).

According to the Netziv, Hagar’s atti-
tude of obeisance and her humbling 
herself before her mistress was a ruse. 
But it is a successful ruse that leads her 
to the outcome of an improved rela-
tionship with Sarai. No, they don’t 
emerge as equals, but Hagar does 
improve her standing.

The example of Hagar also shows how 
difficult the apology process itself can 
be, how hard it can be to step back 
into a situation that can be extremely 
painful and to make yourself vulnerable 
in that way.

It is always difficult to make the first 
move—to say “I’m sorry”, to say “I’m 
concerned about you”, to say “I love 
you”. We’re afraid of being humili-
ated, afraid of being rejected, afraid to 
sacrifice our dignity by doing what we 
shouldn’t have to do. But the lesson of 
Hagar is not to focus on the difficulty 
of the process, but instead to focus on 
the possible outcome: the reconcilia-
tion, the improved relationship, or at 
least the clarity of finally understanding 
where each of us is coming from. One 
way in which we protect ourselves 

from taking that first step is by telling 
ourselves that we shouldn’t have to, that 
it isn’t our responsibility. This may be 
correct; it may not be your responsi-
bility. But that isn’t the most productive 
way to think about it. It is not your 
obligation; it is your opportunity. 
Teshuvah is great, according to R. Levi, 
not because it is necessary or obliga-
tory, but because it is powerful. It has 
an impact on God and inspires God to 
do teshuvah Himself.

Opening up the channels of commu-
nication elicits a response, one that is 
usually, though not always, productive 
and restoring. We see this dynamic 
at play in a beautiful set of verses that 
describes the mutuality of respect and 
affection that can exist between God 
and His chosen people:

דברים כו:יז-יח
ֶאת ה' ֶהֱאַמְרָּת ַהּיֹום ִלְהיֹות ְלָך ֵלאֹלִהים 

ְוָלֶלֶכת ִּבְדָרָכיו ְוִלְׁשֹמר ֻחָּקיו ּוִמְצֹוָתיו 
ּוִמְׁשָּפָטיו ְוִלְׁשֹמַע ְּבֹקלֹו: ַוה' ֶהֱאִמיְרָך ַהּיֹום 

ִלְהיֹות לֹו ְלַעם ְסֻגָּלה ַּכֲאֶׁשר ִּדֶּבר ָלְך ְוִלְׁשֹמר 
ָּכל ִמְצֹוָתיו:

Devarim 26:17-18
You have designated God to be your 
God, to walk in His paths. To keep His 
laws, commandments, and statutes and 
to listen in His voice. And God has 
designated you today to be His trea-
sured people, like He spoke to you, and 
to keep all of His commandments.

The term that I have translated as 
“designated” literally means “to cause 
to say.” By declaring my allegiance to 
God, I compel God to declare God’s 
allegiance to me. In these verses as well, 

the “awakening comes from below,” 
as we declare our fidelity to God, ֶאת 
 before God declares ,ה' ֶהֱאַמְרָּת ַהּיֹום
His treasuring of us, ַוה' ֶהֱאִמיְרָך ַהּיֹום. 
We make the first move of declaring 
ourselves God’s people before God 
adopts us as His own, but that does not 
detract from the beauty and inspira-
tional quality of the mutuality of the 
image, or of the actual relationship. 
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לפתוח דף חדש?
שני מודלים של כפרה

הרב אביטל הוכשטיין

רשת צו מסתיימת בתיאור פ
ימי המילואים, ימי חנוכת 

המשכן וציון כניסתם הרשמית 
של אהרון ובניו למשרתים בו. 

בפסוקים מצוין כי לימים אלו ישנו 
גם מטען של כפרה. משום כך, ימי 

המילואים – או פרטים מסוימים 
מתוכם – משמשים כמודל לרגעי 
כפרה וטקסי כפרה נוספים ובהם 
יום הכיפורים וטקס פרה אדומה. 

מה מקומה של הכפרה באירוע 
המציין התחלה חדשה? ומה 

משמעותה של הכפרה הטקסית, 
הרוטינית )כגון זו של יום כיפור(, 
כשזו נלמדת מתוך רגע בראשיתי 
וחד-פעמי )כגון ימי המילואים(?

א. הצבת השאלות
כאמור, פרשתנו מסתיימת בטקס 

פומבי המציין את חנוכת המשכן:

ויקרא ח, א' – ג'
ַוְיַדֵּבר ה' ֶאל ֹמֶׁשה ֵּלאֹמר: ַקח ֶאת 

ַאֲהֹרן ְוֶאת ָּבָניו ִאּתֹו ְוֵאת ַהְּבָגִדים ְוֵאת 
ֶׁשֶמן ַהִּמְׁשָחה ְוֵאת ַּפר ַהַחָּטאת ְוֵאת 

ְׁשֵני ָהֵאיִלים ְוֵאת ַסל ַהַּמּצֹות: ְוֵאת ָּכל 
ָהֵעָדה ַהְקֵהל ֶאל ֶּפַתח ֹאֶהל מֹוֵעד. 

לטקס מתלוות כמה משמעויות 
שונות. ראשית, הקדשה המייחדת 

לא רק את כלי המשכן לעבודה 
בו, אלא גם את אהרון ובניו:

ויקרא ח, י' – יב'
ַוִּיַּקח ֹמֶׁשה ֶאת ֶׁשֶמן ַהִּמְׁשָחה 

ַוִּיְמַׁשח ֶאת ַהִּמְׁשָּכן ְוֶאת ָּכל ֲאֶׁשר ּבֹו 
ַוְיַקֵּדׁש ֹאָתם: ַוַּיז ִמֶּמּנּו ַעל ַהִּמְזֵּבַח 

ֶׁשַבע ְּפָעִמים ַוִּיְמַׁשח ֶאת ַהִּמְזֵּבַח 
ְוֶאת ָּכל ֵּכָליו ְוֶאת ַהִּכֹּיר ְוֶאת ַּכּנֹו 
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אולם הוא דוחה פרשנות זו:

ספרא צו, מכילתא דמילואים, 
טו – כתב יד ואטיקן 66

בשעה שיצא הכרוז להתנדב 
למקדש, ודחקו ישראל איש ואישה, 
והיביאו שלא בטבתן. כפרה זו שלא 

יהא דבר גזול במקדש,1 וכן הוא 
אומר 'כי אני ה' אוהב משפט שונא 

גזל בעולה' )ישעיהו סא, ח'(.

בדרשה נטען שהצורך בכפרה נובע 
ממה שהתרחש בתהליך יצירת 

המשכן וכליו. בני ישראל דחקו זה 
בזה לתת דברים ליצירת המשכן, וכך 

נתנו שלא מתוך רגשי נדיבות אלא 
שלא מרצון, ובעצם נוצר המשכן 

מדברים שחלקם הושגו כמעין גזל. 

1 ייתכן ומשפט זה מתייחס גם לעתידו של המשכן – שתיאור זה מלמד שגם בעתיד אין לתת דברים גזולים למשכן ולמקדש.

הלחץ הלא ראוי שהפעילו ישראל 
האחת כלפי השני יצר מציאות של 

ניתנה 'שלא בטובתן', ולכן נוצר מצב 
שהיה צריך לכפרה. כלומר לאור 

הרקע וההיסטוריה של המשכן וכל 
מה שהוא מכיל – יש ויש גם ברגע 

של חנוכת המשכן צורך בכפרה. 
זהו למעשה לא רגע בראשיתי 

אלא נקודה על רצף, נקודה שיש 
צורך להתייחס גם לעבר שלה.

באופן רחב יותר עולה כי לפי דרשה 
זו הצורך בכפרה נובע למעשה 

ממודעות לכך שכל התחלה מתקיימת 
בתוך הקשר, הקשר שיש לו עבר, 

ויש לו היסטוריה. עבר שבתוכו יכול 
להיות שנעשו טעויות, ולכן יש צורך 
בכפרה. לפנינו תפיסה מורכבת ביחס 

לכפרה וגם בנוגע להתחלות. על מנת 
להתחיל באופן נקי, חסר חטא, גם 
רגעים שהם לכאורה רגעי התחלה 

דורשים כפרה – הכרה של ההקשר 
שמתוכו ובתוכו הם נוצרים, והכרה 

גם של הדברים הזקוקים לתיקון.

אם כן, ניתן לראות בדברי ר' יוחנן 
בתלמוד הבבלי עמדה הפוכה לדרשה 
שבספרא: לפי ר' יוחנן כפרה מותירה 

את האדם חדש, טאבולה רסה, ללא 
עבר, ברגע בראשיתי, בעוד לפי 

דרשת הספרא כל רגע, כל התחלה, 
למעשה נטועה בתוך ההקשר שבו 
נוצרה ולכן כפרה היא תיקון של 

מעוות, ומאפשרת התחדשות אשר 
איננה נטולת עבר, התחדשות 

הנטועה בהקשר והיסטוריה.
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על מה 
יש לכפר 

כשאך עתה 
מתחילים?

ְלַקְּדָׁשם: ַוִּיֹצק ִמֶּׁשֶמן ַהִּמְׁשָחה ַעל 
רֹאׁש ַאֲהֹרן ַוִּיְמַׁשח ֹאתֹו ְלַקְּדׁשֹו:

שנית, יש לו מטען של כפרה:

ויקרא ח, י"ד – ט"ו
ַוַּיֵּגׁש ֵאת ַּפר ַהַחָּטאת ַוִּיְסֹמְך ַאֲהֹרן 

ּוָבָניו ֶאת ְיֵדיֶהם ַעל רֹאׁש ַּפר ַהַחָּטאת: 
ַוִּיְׁשָחט ַוִּיַּקח ֹמֶׁשה ֶאת ַהָּדם ַוִּיֵּתן 
ַעל ַקְרנֹות ַהִּמְזֵּבַח ָסִביב ְּבֶאְצָּבעֹו 

ַוְיַחֵּטא ֶאת ַהִּמְזֵּבַח ְוֶאת ַהָּדם ָיַצק ֶאל 
ְיסֹוד ַהִּמְזֵּבַח ַוְיַקְּדֵׁשהּו ְלַכֵּפר ָעָליו.

הנכחה זו של הכפרה מפתיעה 
ברגע של חנוכה. לכאורה, לפנינו 
ציון של התחלה. מה מקומה של 

כפרה ברגע כזה? על מה יש 
לכפר כשאך עתה מתחילים?

הכפרה אינה הממד המפתיע היחיד 
בפסוקי חנוכת המשכן; ההפתעה 

השנייה היא הצו לראות בטקס מודל 
גם לטקסים עתידיים. לכאורה, מסמל 
רגע חנוכת המשכן ומשיחת הכוהנים 

לעבודה בו, רגע ייחודי שלא ישוב 
עוד, אלא אולי עם בניית המקדש. 

לכן מפתיע לגלות שהתיאור מסתיים 
באמירה שזהו תיאור נוסחתי של 

טקס שיש לחזור אליו באופן קבוע: 
"ַּכֲאֶׁשר ָעָׂשה ַּבּיֹום ַהֶּזה ִצָּוה ה' ַלֲעֹׂשת 

ְלַכֵּפר ֲעֵליֶכם" )ויקרא ח, ל"ד(. 
כיצד ניתן להבין סיכום זה לפרק?

ב. משמעותה של כפרה 
ברגע בראשית

במספר מדרשי הלכה מובן צו זה, 
הצו של "ַּכֲאֶׁשר ָעָׂשה ַּבּיֹום ַהֶּזה 

ִצָּוה ה' ַלֲעֹׂשת..." )ויקרא ח, ל"ד( 
כקול המכוון לעתיד ולטקסי כפרה 
אחרים. ואכן, פסוקים אלו מהווים 

עוגן ללימוד חלק מן הפרטים 
המתקשרים לשני טקסי כפרה 

ומנגנוני כפרה יהודיים בסיסיים, 
יום כיפור ופרה אדומה. וכך עולה 

כבר בראשיתה של מסכת יומא 
אשר פרקים רבים ממנה עסוקים 

בעבודת הכהן ביום הכיפורים:

תלמוד בבלי יומא דף ב עמוד א
אמר רב מניומי בר חלקיה אמר 

רבי מחסיא בר אידי אמר רבי 
יוחנן: אמר קרא: 'כאשר עשה 
ביום הזה צוה ה' לעשת לכפר 

עליכם'. 'לעשת' – אלו מעשי פרה, 
'לכפר' – אלו מעשי יום הכפורים

בשם רבי יוחנן נלמד כי הפסוק 
המסכם את פרק ח בספר ויקרא, 

הפרק המסיים את פרשת צו, רומז 
ומכוון לכך שיש ללמוד מפרשת 

המילואים וחנוכת המשכן גם 
על אודות "מעשי פרה" כלומר 

פרטים הקשורים בפרה אדומה, 
שאפרה מכפר על טומאת מת, 
וגם פרטים על יום הכיפורים, 

יום הכפרה היהודי המרכזי.

החיבור בין מעשה הכפרה לבין 
טקס חנוכת המשכן, מלמד אותנו 

כביכול כי כפרה משמעה התחלה; 
האדם המכופר נמצא במצב חדש, 

כמו משכן חדש שלא נעשה בו 
שימוש עד כה, כמו כהנים שזה עתה 

נחנכו לעבודה לראשונה. כך ניצב 
האדם המכופר: בנקודת ראשית, 

נקודת פתיחה. הכפרה כמו מחקה 
את עברו, הוא ניצב כעת כחדש, 

ללא עבר. חטאו התפוגג כלא היה.

ואולם, מדרש הנמצא בספרא 
דוחה תפיסה זו, ושואל את 

השאלה שבה פתחנו את דברינו: 
מדוע דבר חדש זקוק לכפרה?

רש"י בפרושו לפסוק אף הוא שואל 
שאלה זו ועונה שהפסוק מביט 

קדימה, כלומר מורה על התפקיד 
המכפר שיהיה למזבח ולמקדש 
בעתיד. ובלשונו: "'ויקדשהו' – 

בעבודה זו. 'לכפר עליו' – מעתה כל 
הכפרות" )רש"י, על ויקרא ח, י"ד(. 
יכולת לכפרה בעתיד היא שמוענקת 

למזבח ולמקדש בטקס חנוכת המשכן.

אולם בספרא, במדרש ההלכה על 
ויקרא, אנו מוצאים תפיסה אחרת, 

לפיה כבר ברגע בראשיתי זה צריך 
היה המזבח כפרה וזאת משום 

שלמעשה אין זה רגע בראשיתי כלל:

ספרא צו, מכילתא דמילואים, 
טו – כתב יד ואטיקן 66

]'לכפר עליו'[ כפר זו איני יודע 
מהא. מנין אתה אומר שלא היה 

כפרה זו אלא שאמר משה? 

הדרשן מציב את השאלה שמא 
הכפרה הנידונה בפסוקים, ולמעשה 

תפקידם המכפר של המזבח והמקדש 
בכלל, אינם אלא כפרה עתידית 
אשר על תפקידם מדבר משה. 
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We talk so much about the 
concept of teshuvah at this 
time of year, but what do 

we actually mean? Are we talking about 
an internal shift in perspective? Or a 
series of very concrete steps? What is 
teshuvah? And how attainable is it?

Let’s turn to Rambam as we attempt to 
get some sort of an answer. Rambam’s 
ten chapters of Hilkhot Teshuvah—the 
Laws of Repentance—are an effort to 
organize and even codify what can be 
an otherwise amorphous area of Jewish 
belief and practice. He helpfully sums 
up his basic definition of teshuvah at the 
beginning of chapter 2:

רמב"ם הלכות תשובה פרק ב הלכה א
אי זו היא תשובה גמורה, זה שבא לידו 

דבר שעבר בו ואפשר בידו לעשותו ופירש 
ולא עשה מפני התשובה, לא מיראה ולא 

מכשלון כח, כיצד הרי שבא על אשה 
בעבירה ולאחר זמן נתייחד עמה והוא עומד 
באהבתו בה ובכח גופו ובמדינה שעבר בה 

ופירש ולא עבר זהו בעל תשובה גמורה, 
הוא ששלמה אמר וזכור את בוראיך בימי 
בחורותיך, ואם לא שב אלא בימי זקנותו 

ובעת שאי אפשר לו לעשות מה שהיה 
עושה אף על פי שאינה תשובה מעולה 

מועלת היא לו ובעל תשובה הוא, אפילו 
עבר כל ימיו ועשה תשובה ביום מיתתו 

ומת בתשובתו כל עונותיו נמחלין שנאמר 
עד אשר לא תחשך השמש והאור והירח 

והכוכבים ושבו העבים אחר הגשם שהוא 

When Repentance Is (Im)possible
Rabbi Ethan Tucker
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יום המיתה, מכלל שאם זכר בוראו ושב 
קודם שימות נסלח לו.

Rambam, Hilkhot 
Teshuvah 2:1
What is complete teshuvah? When 
a person again confronts a sin they 
committed, is capable of doing it again, 
but nonetheless refrains from doing so 
in order to repent, not simply because 
they are afraid of the consequences 
or too weak to carry out the act. For 
example: If a person had a forbidden 
sexual encounter with someone, and 
then later was in private quarters 
with that same person, in the same 
geographic area, still filled with the 
same lust and virility, but nonethe-
less refrained and did not sin, that is 

complete teshuvah... but if a person only 
repented in old age, thus lacking the 
power to do what they would have done 
at an earlier point in life, this is not 
ideal teshuvah but it nonetheless counts 
and such a person is considered a ba’al 
teshuvah—a penitent person. Even if a 
person was a sinner their whole life and 
then repented on the day of death and 
died in a state of teshuvah, all sins are 
forgiven…

This passage lays out two different 
levels of teshuvah: one ideal, and almost 
heroic; the other perhaps incom-
plete but still meaningful and always 
available. Rambam starts out talking 
about teshuvah as a kind of ordeal, a 
real-life test that recreates the original 

conditions of sin. This is very much an 
external process, one that requires clear 
actions on behalf of the penitent. He 
then pivots, however, to a teshuvah that 
is fundamentally about remorse and 
renewed perspective, even if it comes at 
a moment when life no longer allows 
for making amends. Despite the term 
 complete, used by Rambam to/גמורה
delineate the Plan A teshuvah from 
Plan B, this passage messily synthe-
sizes two completely different and 
competing notions of repentance. How 
can these two notions sit together?

On some level, they do not and 
cannot. Rambam here is interweaving 
two ideas that emerge from separate 
sources, never really intended to be 



12

articulated at once. The beginning of 
this Maimonidean statement is in fact 
a reworking of the following talmudic 
passage:

תלמוד בבלי יומא פו:
היכי דמי בעל תשובה? אמר רב יהודה: כגון 
שבאת לידו דבר עבירה פעם ראשונה ושניה 
וניצל הימנה, מחוי רב יהודה: באותה אשה, 

באותו פרק, באותו מקום.

Talmud Bavli Yoma 86b
What is a ba’al teshuvah—a penitent? 
Said Rav Yehudah: A case where a 
person encounters a sin for a second 
time and is spared. Rav Yehudah 
demonstrated his point: “The same 
woman, the same period of life, the 
same place.”

In this passage, Rav Yehudah clearly 
makes a general statement about 
repentance. Unlike Rambam, he does 
not talk about תשובה גמורה/complete 
repentance, as if this is a higher or 
more ideal state of teshuvah. Rather, 
Rav Yehudah simply articulates the 
standard for what regular teshuvah is: 
encountering the same situation and 
emerging with a different outcome. 
And a hard standard it is. In fact, it 
is generally unattainable. How often 
are two situations we find ourselves 
in so alike? By setting the standard as 
succeeding in the identical scenario 
of prior failure, Rav Yehudah here 
seems implicitly to be saying that it is 
very hard to take back things we have 
done. Remorse alone is insufficient, 
and therefore teshuvah is elusive and 
our attempts at it likely to be ineffec-
tive. Rav Yehudah gives voice here to 
the skepticism we often (rightly?) feel 
when hearing people who are contrite 

for past sins go on at length about the 
introspection they have gone through.

Any time you have read an article about 
a sexual offender and rolled your eyes 
when hearing about the searching 
process they are going through, you are 
channeling Rav Yehudah. Any time 

we deny people the ability to rehabil-
itate themselves simply by saying, “I 
am sorry”—no matter how genuine 
it seems—we reveal that repentance 
feels like it requires much more than 
remorse. And thus, unless we see a truly 
reformed person, now acting on the side 
of good rather than evil, we cannot take 
this repentance seriously.

But this is not the whole rabbinic story. 

(Is it ever?) The end of this passage 
in Rambam channels a whole host 
of other rabbinic texts, particularly 
those found in the literature of the 
land of Israel, that have a very different 
perspective. Consider the following 
passages:

תוספתא )ליברמן( קידושין א:טו-טז
ר' שמעון אומר... היה אדם רשע כל ימיו 

ועשה תשובה באחרונה המקום מקבלו, 
שנאמר "ורשעת הרשע לא יכשל בה ביום 

שובו מרשעו" )יחזקאל לג:יב(.

פסיקתא דרב כהנא פיסקא כד - שובה
שאלו לחכמה החוטא מהו עונשו, אמרה 

להם "וחטאים תרדף רעה" )משלי יג:כא(. 
שאלו לנבואה החוטא מהו עונשו, אמרה 

להם "הנפש החוטאת היא תמות" )יחזקאל 
יח:ד(. שאלו לתורה חוטא מה עונשו, אמרה 
להם יביא אשם ויתכפר לו. שאלו להקב"ה 

החוטא מהו עונשו, א' להם יעשה תשובה 
ויתכפר לו.

Tosefta (Lieberman) 
Kiddushin 1:15-16
R. Shimon says... If a person was 
wicked his whole life and then did 
teshuvah at the end, God accepts him, 
as it says, “The wickedness of the 
wicked will not trip him up on the day 
when he turns back from his wicked-
ness” (Ezekiel 33:12).

Pesikta de-Rav Kahana 
#24, Shuvah
They asked wisdom: “What is the 
punishment for a sinner?” She said to 
them: “Evil will pursue sinners” (Prov-
erbs 13:21). They asked prophecy: 
“What is the punishment for a sinner?” 
She said to them: “The person who sins 
will die” (Ezekiel 18:4). They asked the 
Torah: “What is the punishment for 

Why 
should 
we treat 
human 
lives 
as one 
consistent 
storyline?
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a sinner?” She said to them: “Let him 
bring a guilt offering and be atoned 
for.”  They asked the Holy Blessed 
One: “What is the punishment for a 
sinner?” God said to them: “Let him do 
teshuvah and be atoned for.”

These texts certainly sound a different 
note. R. Shimon in the Tosefta not only 
opens up the possibility for deathbed 
rehabilitation, but speaks in completely 
interior terms about teshuvah. The 
repentance performed here is clearly 
primarily mental and emotional, and 
the outcome is no longer a better world 
but קבלה/acceptance by God. There 
may, of course, be personal reconcil-
iation to the extent that the sins in 
question were interpersonal, but the 
heart of teshuvah is a change of heart.

Pesikta de-Rav Kahana emphasizes 
how teshuvah is so different from other 
processes of atonement offered in the 
biblical tradition. Wisdom—embodied 
in the Writings portion of the Bible—
sees no way out of sin without some 
degree of suffering and punishment. 
If a person stains a tablecloth, no 
matter how bad they feel, there is still a 
dry-cleaning bill to be paid. Prophecy 
strikes a similarly uncompromising 
tone, noting that a life marred by sin 
can truly only be unmarred when 
the circle of life has been completed. 
Even the Torah, which seems to resist 
punishment in favor of sacrifice, 
asserts that sin can only be accounted 
for through action, through a physical 
process in the world that concretizes 
the sinner’s accountability. But teshuvah 

is in contrast to all of these. God—in 
contrast to the Torah!—is said to offer 
a pathway that here can only mean a 
process of introspection and remorse.

Who doesn’t feel the pull of this 
voice as well? Why should effectively 
undoing the past be the gold standard 
for renewal? Aside from the difficulty 
of attaining Rav Yehudah’s standard, it 
might be that sources like the Tosefta 
and Pesikta de-Rav Kahana are making 
a deeper philosophical point: Why 
should we treat human lives as one 
consistent storyline, where any given 
moment of life must be accountable 
to all the moments that preceded it? If 
you have ever read a letter you authored 
decades earlier, you know what it can 
feel like barely to recognize earlier 
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versions of yourself. Doesn’t God 
understand this better than anyone? 
And isn’t teshuvah as a process meant to 
validate this unevenness of life, lever-
aging it to allow us to become better 
versions of ourselves?

If you listen, truly listen to these two 
models, you will feel their power and 
their incompatibility. Indeed, we often 
confront these two models in consid-
ering whom we are prepared to forgive. 
Ask yourself: Aren’t there offenses by 
others you simply can’t let go, no matter 
how remorseful the sinner seems? 
Isn’t the lasting damage people cause 
sometimes a permanent obstacle to 
imagining their rehabilitation? We 
might only know that such a person has 
been remade by allowing them to be in 
the same situation they were in in the 
past, and we are (often quite rightly) 
not willing to take that risk.

And haven’t you also ever been taken 
by someone’s change of heart alone? 
The worst sinners sometimes capture 
our hearts with their renewed direc-
tion, despite a past that may stand for 
everything we reject. In those sorts of 
moments of “acceptance”—as described 
above by the Tosefta—we assert that 
limiting the possibility of rehabilitation 
through remorse threatens to crush 
our hopes for a better future and slam 
the door in the face of those trying to 
return.

Returning to Rambam, it is noteworthy 
that he did not privilege one of these 
voices over the other. It would have 
been simpler to say that Rav Yehudah’s 

position reflects a rejection of the 
view of R. Shimon in the Tosefta, to 
elevate this later, Babylonian talmudic 
voice and to thereby choose a side in 
the debate. Instead, Rambam chooses 
synthesis, trying to find a way for these 

two dramatically different models to 
coexist. This requires some finessing. 
Ultimately, Rav Yehudah and R. 
Shimon cannot share the stage at the 
same moment. But they might possibly 
be able to live on different floors of 
the elaborate spiritual structure that is 
teshuvah. Rambam elides the conflict 
between these two by placing Rav 

Yehudah on top, situating him as an 
ideal—the תשובה גמורה/”complete 
repentance” that we ought to strive for 
and to recognize as the only true way 
to achieve rehabilitation for a real sin 
that did real damage in the world. He 
insists, however, that the entrance to 
this building begins with the interior 
process of remorse, and God indeed 
welcomes in and receives anyone who 
goes through the initially difficult and 
significant process.

This is a message for us to internalize 
as well, if we follow a similar synthetic 
path. In principle, we cannot close the 
door to penitents. None of us wants 
to live in a world in which we cannot 
recover from mistakes, in which sinners 
cannot begin to contribute positively 
to the world once more. But we must 
never confuse that with full rehabilita-
tion, which is, perhaps tragically, simply 
not possible in many contexts, at least 
not through the work of our minds 
and hearts alone. The power of Yom 
Kippur—understood by our Sages as 
a gracious gift from God—lies in our 
recognition of the fact that usually we 
ourselves cannot fully undo what we 
have done. We need God’s forgiveness 
and atonement, sources of renewal that 
stem from beyond the human realm. 
For while we must embrace the power 
of remorse, we must always hold people 
accountable as well. 

Rambam 
did not 
privilege 
one of these 
voices over 
the other; 
instead, 
he chose 
synthesis.
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When Teshuvah Isn’t Enough
Text and Discussion from Project Zug

The following study guide is produced by Hadar’s online learning platform, Project Zug. You can use this guide to 
study with a havruta partner at any time before or during the holidays, spark conversation at your holiday meals, or 
to fill the afternoon break on Yom Kippur.

The subject of this guide is a text from the Mekhilta, one of the earliest books of midrash we have. You can take our 
course “Midrash Masterclass” to learn more about the Mekhilta and other midrashic works, or sign up to learn any of 
our many courses, at www.projectzug.org.

 Introduction 

The real world of teshuvah is complicated. In the following story, R. Yishmael was known to have discerned 
four different paths to atonement based on verses in the Bible, but what those four different paths were was 
unknown to some in the land of Israel. R. Elazar Ha-Kappar, it seems, was famous for knowing R. Yishma-
el’s teachings, so R. Matya ben Heresh undertook a long journey to find him. The text is on the following 
page, but first, a quick glossary of terms you will encounter:

 Glossary  

POSITIVE MITZVAH — An action which the Torah commands you to do, such as “Leave the corners of your 
field for the poor” or “Keep shabbat.”

NEGATIVE MITZVAH — An action which the Torah forbids you to do, such as “Don’t bear false witness” or 
“Don’t break shabbat.”

CAPITAL PUNISHMENT BY THE COURT — The punishment for murder, but also other crimes like kidnapping.

CAPITAL PUNISHMENT BY HEAVEN — The punishment for some very serious sins (such as eating the blood of 
animals) is karet (literally being “cut off ” from the people), which is understood by our Rabbis to mean 
“death by heaven”, i.e. an earthly court may not judge you, but the heavenly court (eventually) will.

SUFFERING — In Hebrew yisurin, the idea that God punishes people during their lives for their sins, perhaps 
through illness or other travails.

http://www.projectzug.org
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 Source Text 

Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishmael,  
Massekhta de-va-Hodesh 7 מכילתא דר' ישמעאל מסכתא דבחדש ז

It was because of these four things that Rabbi Matya 
ben Heresh went to Rabbi Elazar Ha-Kappar to 
Lydia (in modern Turkey). He said to him: Rabbi, 
did you learn about the four kinds of atonement that 
Rabbi Yishmael used to explain?...

מפני ארבעה דברים אלו הלך ר' מתיא בן חרש אצל 
ר' אלעזר הקפר ללודיא. אמר לו, רבי שמעת בארבע 

חלוקי כפרה שהיה ר' ישמעאל דורש?...

(i) One who violates a positive mitzvah and does 
teshuvah, they need not move from there before they 
are forgiven. About this it is said “Return, rebellious 
children” ( Jeremiah 3:22).

)א( העובר על מצות עשה ועשה תשובה, אינו זז משם 
עד שמוחלין לו, ועל זה נאמר "שובו בנים שובבים".

(ii) One who violates a negative mitzvah and does 
teshuvah, teshuvah does not have the power to atone, 
but teshuvah suspends [the punishment] and Yom 
Kippur atones. About this it is said “For on that day, 
He will atone for you” (Leviticus 16:30).

)ב( והעובר על מצות לא תעשה ועשה תשובה אין כח 
בתשובה לכפר, אלא התשובה תולה ויום הכפורים 

מכפר, ועל זה נאמר "כי ביום הזה יכפר עליכם".

(iii) One who intentionally violates a capital offense—
carried out either by heaven or by the court—and does 
teshuvah, teshuvah does not have the power to suspend, 
nor does Yom Kippur to atone, but teshuvah and Yom 
Kippur [together] atone for half and suffering cleanses 
and atones for half. About this it is said “I will visit 
their sins with the staff and their transgressions with 
plagues” (Psalm 89:33).

(ג) והמזיד על כריתות ועל מיתות בית דין ועשה 
תשובה, אין כח בתשובה לתלות ולא ביום הכפורים 

לכפר, אלא תשובה ויום הכפורים מכפרין מחצה 
וייסורין ממרקין ומכפרין מחצה, ועל זה נאמר "ופקדתי 

בשבט פשעם ובנגעים עונם".

(iv) One who curses God’s name and does teshuvah, 
teshuvah does not have the power to suspend, nor does 
Yom Kippur to atone, and nor does suffering alone 
cleanse, but teshuvah and Yom Kippur atone for half, 
and the day of death and suffering cleanse. About this 
it is said “This sin will not be atoned for you until your 
death” (Isaiah 22:14).

(ד) מי שמחלל שם שמים ועשה תשובה אין כח 
בתשובה לתלות ולא ביום הכפורים לכפר ולא ייסורין 
בלבד ממרקין, אלא התשובה ויום הכפורים תולין ויום 
המיתה וייסורין ממרקין, ועל זה נאמר "אם יכופר העון 

הזה לכם עד תמותון".
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 Questions 

1. Before delving too deeply into this 
source, take a few minutes to look at 
the four verses behind R. Yishmael’s 
teshuvah typology. What about each 
verse makes it a good proof for that 
kind of atonement?

(i) Teshuvah alone atones 

 Jeremiah 3:22 ירמיה ג:כב

Turn back, O rebellious children, I will heal your afflictions! ֵתיֶכ֑ם ה ְמׁשּוֹבֽ ים ֶאְרָּפ֖ ים ׁשֹוָבִב֔ ׁ֚שּובּו ָּבִנ֣

(ii) Yom Kippur is also needed

Leviticus 16:30 ויקרא טז:ל

For on this day atonement shall be made for you to cleanse 
you of all your sins; you shall be clean before God.

ר ֶאְתֶכ֑ם  ר ֲעֵליֶכ֖ם ְלַטֵה֣ י־ַבּ֥יֹום ַהֶּז֛ה ְיַכֵּפ֥ ִּכֽ
רּו׃ ם ִלְפֵנ֥י ה' ִּתְטָהֽ אֵתיֶכ֔ ֹ֣ ִמֹּכ֙ל ַחּט

(iii) Divine punishment is also needed 

Psalm 89:32-34 תהלים פט:לב-לד

(32) If they violate My laws, and do not observe My 
commands, (33) I will punish their transgression with the 
rod, their iniquity with plagues. (34) But I will not take 
away My steadfast love from him; I will not betray My 
faithfulness.

רּו׃  א ִיְׁשֹמֽ ֹ֣ י ל לּו ּ֝וִמְצֹוַת֗ י ְיַחֵּל֑ )לב( ִאם־ֻחֹּקַת֥
ם׃  ים ֲעֹוָנֽ ם ּוִבְנָגִע֥ ֶבט ִּפְׁשָע֑ י ְבֵׁש֣ )לג( ּוָפַקְדִּת֣

ר  ַׁשֵּק֗ א־ֲא֝ ֹֽ ִעּ֑מֹו ְול יר ֵמֽ א־ָאִפ֣ ֹֽ ַחְסִּדי ל )לד( ְו֭
י׃ ֶּבֱאמּוָנִתֽ

(iv) Only death brings full atonement 

Isaiah 22:14 ישעיה כב:יד

Then the Lord of Hosts revealed Himself to my ears: “This 
iniquity shall never be forgiven you (plural) until you (plural) 
die,” said my Lord God of Hosts.

ֻכַּפר ֶהָעֹון ַהֶּז֤ה  ה ְבָאְזָנ֖י ה' ְצָב֑אֹות ִאם־ְי֠ ְוִנְגָל֥
ר אדושם ה' ְצָבֽאֹות׃ ָלֶכ֙ם ַעד־ְּתֻמ֔תּון ָאַמ֛
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2. There is a clear hierarchy of sins here, from (i) violating a positive mitzvah, (ii) violating 
a negative mitzvah, (iii) committing a capital offence, to (iv) cursing God’s name. What 
do you think about this hierarchy? Is it the same or different hierarchy of sins that you 
might come up with? Why do you think cursing God’s name is the most serious of all?

3. In each of these situations, teshuvah is required in order to be atoned, even though it is 
not necessarily immediately effective or not effective without other factors. Why do you 
think this is? What makes teshuvah an integral part of being atoned for? What makes 
teshuvah powerful enough to “suspend” the punishment?

4. What motivates your process of teshuvah? Is it important to you that teshuvah always 
“works”?

5. Sections (iii) and (iv) say that specifically suffering and death “cleanse” a person, as 
opposed to teshuvah and Yom Kippur which “atone” for a person. In some ways, these 
are synonyms—atonement is a cleansing of your sins—but they have different conno-
tations: “cleanse” is a more physical process, implying heat and a certain amount of 
violence, the Hebrew root often being applied to metals. What do you think of this 
image as a path to atonement? Why do you think it is specifically associated with 
suffering and death, and not teshuvah or Yom Kippur?

6. The theology being espoused here is that punishment and death, by heaven or earth, is 
an integral part of atonement for extremely serious offences. What do you think? Even 
if you don’t agree with it, what makes this theology make sense or attractive? Or, if you 
do agree with it, what are the problems with a theology like this?

7. How do you try to do teshuvah? Do you categorize or do teshuvah differently for 
different sins? How can one really make up for serious sins? Do you believe full teshuvah 
is even possible?

8. How does Yom Kippur play a part in in your relationship to God and in your teshuvah?

9. Now that you’ve thought about the content of R. Yishmael’s teaching, what do you 
think was so important or unique about it that R. Matya ben Heresh went all the way to 
Lydia in order to learn it? Why was this story introduced in this way?
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Much of the power of the 
High Holidays lies in our 
coming face to face with 

the reality of human frailty. Unetaneh 
Tokef, a prayer recited on Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur during the 
repetition of the Musaf Amidah, aids 
us in this recognition by highlighting 
the stark difference between humans 
and God. People are judged, God is the 
judge. People are the sheep, God is the 
shepherd. And perhaps most forcefully: 
People are dust and will return to dust, 
while God is the living and eternal 
king.

And yet, one could be forgiven for 
thinking that the prayer goes a bit too 

far in characterizing the ephemeral 
state of humanity: “like withered grass, 
a faded blossom, a passing shadow, 
a vanishing cloud, blowing wind, 
floating dust, a dream that will fly away 
(translation: Joel Hoffman).” I hope to 
complicate this presentation by looking 
at two specific references in this litany 
of human frailty. This prayer, like most 
traditional Jewish prayer, borrows 
much of its phrasing from other biblical 
or rabbinic texts. By looking at these 
source texts, we can open up additional 
layers of meaning.

First let’s look at the phrase כצל עובר 
“passing shadow.”  This comes from 
Psalm 144:4:
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ָאָדם ַלֶהֶבל ָּדָמה ָיָמיו ְּכֵצל עֹוֵבר

A person is like breath, his days like a 
passing shadow.

At first glance, this seems to mirror the 
outlook of Unetaneh Tokef. But listen 
to what the Psalmist says next:

ְיֹקָוק ַהט ָׁשֶמיָך ְוֵתֵרד ַּגע ֶּבָהִרים ְוֶיֱעָׁשנו: 
ְּברֹוק ָּבָרק ּוְתִפיֵצם ְׁשַלח ִחֶּציָך ּוְתֻהֵּמם: ְׁשַלח 

ָיֶדיָך ִמָּמרֹום ְּפֵצִני ְוַהִּציֵלִני ִמַּמִים ַרִּבים ִמַּיד 
ְּבֵני ֵנָכר:

O YHVH, bend Your sky and come 
down; touch the mountains and they 
will smoke. Make lightning flash and 
scatter them; shoot Your arrows and 
rout them. Reach Your hand down 
from on high; rescue me, save me from 
the mighty waters, from the hands of 
foreigners. (NJPS translation)

In verse four, the Psalmist seems to 
have very low estimation of humani-
ty’s value—people are alive for just a 
moment. But when we read closely the 
following verses, we hear the Psalmist 
entreat God to bend the forces of 
nature and step into history to save one 
individual—the very person who is like 
a passing shadow! For the Psalmist, the 
ephemerality of life does not mean life 
is not worth being considered, or saved. 
So, too, on the High Holidays, our 
repeated declaration of our mortality 
does not imply or require a diminished 
sense of value. We are each worthy of 
being saved by God’s hand on high.

Next, I would like to examine the 
contrast between people as dust as 
opposed to God as the eternal king. 

This is highlighted in the prayer, which 
states:

אדם יסודו מעפר וסופו לעפר... ואתה הוא 
מלך אל חי וקים

A person’s origin is dust and his end is 
dust... But You are king, the living and 
everlasting God

This contrast is highlighted in an 
incredibly moving midrash, found in 
many rabbinic sources, but quoted 
below from Eikhah Rabbah. In the 
midrash, Rachel steps forward as the 
only ancestor capable of defending the 
children of Israel from punishment. 
She does so by telling God to follow 
her example. She shares a story about 
herself and her sister, Leah. Rachel 

learned that her father—Laban—was 
planning to switch the brides on the 
night of Jacob’s wedding. In response, 
she made a set of signs with Jacob that 
only he could decode, and thus he 
would know if he was marrying Rachel 
or her sister Leah. Rachel movingly 
describes how she then regretted this 
idea, because she realized it would lead 
to the shame of her sister. Rachel had 
mercy on her sister. Not only did she 
tell Leah all the signs, she hid under 
the bed during the night, and spoke to 
Jacob to ensure he would never realize 
that he was with Leah.

Then Rachel says:

ומה אני שאני בשר ודם עפר ואפר לא 
קנאתי לצרה שלי ולא הוצאתיה לבושה 

ולחרפה, ואתה מלך חי וקיים רחמן מפני 
מה קנאת לעבודת כוכבים שאין בה ממש

If I, a person of flesh and blood, dust 
and ashes, didn’t have jealousy for my 
sister, and I didn’t cause her shame, 
then You, eternal, living King who is 
merciful, why should you be jealous 
about idols, which have nothing to 
them?

Rachel’s argument convinces God, and 
God returns Israel to their homeland.

When seen in light of this midrash, 
the comparison between a person of 
dust and ashes and the eternal, living 
king takes on new meaning. When the 
prayer reminds God of the difference 
between humans and the divine, it is 
also meant to recall this specific act of 
repentance and mercy by one partic-
ular human. This memory of Rachel’s 

We are 
each 
worthy 
of being 
saved 
by God’s 
hand on 
high.
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mercy is then meant to spur God into acting 
as the eternal king who is merciful to God’s 
people. In this subtle way, the prayer forces 
God’s hand to forgive the people. If Rachel 
could be merciful then, God can certainly 
be merciful now. Once again, the contrast is 
not meant to reduce human self-worth, but 
to serve as a model for God to act in the way 
the best of humans—in this case, Rachel—
can act.

Taken together, these two descriptions of 
humans as lowly and fleeting complicate 
the theology of the prayer. Perhaps, then, 
it is possible to pray Unetaneh Tokef with 
a mindset of human value and honor that 
might serve as a goad to God to take the 
place of redeemer and make our lives—
albeit frail—into meaningful ones. 

www.shabbaton2020.hadar.org
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On Yom Kippur it is traditional 
to light a yahrtzheit candle to 
honor the memory of rela-

tives who have passed away. These 
candles did not always come from 
the kosher aisle of the supermarket. 
Crafting the candle for the dead was a 
deeply symbolic ritual. The ritual has 
essentially disappeared, but we need 
not lose its significance: The origins of 
the Yom Kippur yahrtzheit candle have 
a lot to teach us about how to approach 
prayer and teshuvah.

In a centuries-old tradition in Jewish 
communities of Eastern Europe, 
women would take string to the ceme-
tery and measure the circumference 
of relatives’ graves. They would then 
cut this string into wicks, and dip the 
wicks into wax over and over again 

as they recited prayers, to make large 
candles. These candles were brought 
to the synagogue for Yom Kippur, 
providing much needed light from Kol 
Nidrei through Ne’ilah. Bella Chagall 
(married to the artist Marc Chagall) 
wrote of this ritual in her memoir 
Lights:

Mother is calling me. From a distance 
I see her eyes gleaming, her hands 
moving quietly as though preparing to 
embrace someone. She tells me to hold 
the skeins of thread before the large 
wax candles that will burn in the shul at 
the cantor’s reading stand.

Chagall describes the process of 
making two candles. First, there was 
the candle of the living, when her
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mother offered prayers on behalf of 
living relatives:

She pulls out the first thread. “For 
my beloved husband, for Shmul 
Noah—may he be healthy and live to 
his hundred-and-twentieth year.”… 
Names are slowly intoned, threads are 
drawn, now yellow with wax and tears. I 
can hardly hold all the ends that remain 
free of wax… One heavy candle is now 
ready.

Then there was the candle of the dead. 
It was not merely about memory; it too 
involved active prayers:

“May all of us live long… For my 
deceased mother, Aige—may she pray 
well for us. My mother, do not forsake 
your only daughter, Alta,” mother prays 
over the thread she has drawn out. 
Apparently she would like to linger 
with her mother as long as possible.1

While making the candle of the dead, 
Chagall’s mother brings these rela-
tives to life and asks them to actively 
pray on behalf of the living. Neither 
of these candles were simply “memo-
rial candles”. The image of all of 
these candles burning in the syna-
gogue on Yom Kippur, alongside the 
worshippers, represents literally every 
person—living and dead—standing 
together in prayer for each other. It is 
not a day of isolated or isolating intro-
spection, but of interpersonal prayer, 

1  Lights by Bella Chagall, pp. 84-87
2  See Talmud Bavli Ta’anit 16a.
3  Maimonides Ta’aniyot 4:18, Shulhan Arukh Orah Hayyim 579:3.
4  Chava Weissler writes about this motif extensively in Voices of the Matriarchs, ch.8.

community, and compassion without 
boundaries, surpassing even the most 
stark boundary of all, between life and 
death.

How would your experience of the 
yahrtzheit candle be different if instead 
of buying it at the store you formed 
its wicks from the span of a relative’s 

grave, and filled out its body with a mix 
of wax, tears, and prayers? On the very 
day that divides between life and death, 
this ritual defies that divide and draws 
together both realms, reaching from 
the world of life into the world of death 
and imagining an equal reciprocation. 
On the very day that we ask God to 
grant us life in defiance of death, this 

ritual grants life to the memories of 
those we have loved and lost. It is, in a 
way, our own enactment of a symbolic 
tehiyat ha-metim, resurrection of the 
dead.

The ritual is not only about bringing 
to life the memories of loved ones, but 
about the dead praying on behalf of the 
living. The image of souls of the dead 
praying may sound strange to Jewish 
rationalist ears, but ancestors praying 
on behalf of the living reflects a strand 
of Jewish theology that appears in 
the Talmud but was lost in canonized 
sources of codified Jewish law.2 For 
Maimonides the rationalist and the law 
codes that followed, being reminded 
of the dead on a fast day is meant 
to evoke our sense of mortality and 
dread.3 But in the rituals and prayers 
of Eastern European women, we see 
here the dynamic image of ancestors 
who actively pray for the living that 
has reemerged with a mystical twist.4 
In a popular mid-eighteenth century 
Eastern European tkhine (Yiddish 
prayer) recited before making the 
Yom Kippur candles, Sarah bas Tovim 
writes:

Riboyne shel oylem, I beseech You, 
merciful God, to accept my mitsve of 
making these candles for the sake of 
Your Holy Name and for the sake of 
the holy souls... may the candles that 
are made for the sake of the pure and 
holy souls cause them to awaken and 

The ritual 
is about 
the dead 
praying on 
behalf of 
the living.
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inform each other until they reach the 
souls of the holy matriarchs and patri-
archs and may they then inform each 
other until they reach Odem and Khave, 
so that it may mend their sin which 
brought death to the whole world. May 
they arise from their graves and pray for 
us that this year be a good year. Since 
they brought death to the world, may 
they pray for us that we may be rid of 
the Angel of Death.5

In the tkhine, the mutual prayers for 

5 “Tkhine of the Three Gates” by Sarah bas Tovim (mid-18th century), translation from The Merit of Our Mothers by Tracy Gurenklirs.

life are meant to “mend the sin” of 
Adam and Eve, whose act of eating 
from the tree brought mortality to 
the world. This model of interper-
sonal prayer in response to sin can 
reframe how we think of the mech-
anism of teshuvah. Though this sin 
is thousands of years old, every Yom 
Kippur we all pray together to make 
amends for Adam and Eve’s sin. They 
could not do teshuvah alone—they 
require the entire Jewish people, living 
and dead, to rise to the challenge and 

consequences of their wrongdoing. 
Yom Kippur is not about pointing a 
finger in blame towards Adam and Eve. 
It is about mobilizing a whole commu-
nity—a whole people—to help bring 
about teshuvah and mehilah (forgive-
ness). Everyone, living and dead, joins 
together to mend a misdeed that has 
created repercussions far and wide.

Like Adam and Eve, we all have taken 
actions that have drastic consequences. 
Yom Kippur is not about feeling 
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isolated and stuck in our shortcomings 
but about noticing the repercussions 
of our actions and coming together to 
make amends. This tkhine teaches that 
doing teshuvah, even for the deeply 
personal sins we commit against God, 
is inherently an interpersonal process. 
We can’t do it alone. As we stand here 
in prayer on Yom Kippur next to family 
and friends, alongside the memories 
of lost loved ones, we must ask: How 
can we help each other do teshuvah? 
How can we come together to mend 
what has fallen apart and create a more 

redeemed world?

The practices associated with the Yom 
Kippur candles, filling the synagogue 
with light for twenty-five hours, 
powerfully frame the day’s meaning. 
It is not a day about me devoting 
myself to my personal prayer about 
me; it is a day when we all pray for 
each other across all boundaries, even 
the boundary of life and death. The 
people we need most to make teshuvah 
happen may not even be in our world. 
But on Yom Kippur we bring them 

to life for a day and hear their prayers 
for us. The only way we get through 
this day, this day that represents 
getting through the year, is by standing 
together in relationship, family, and 
community, noticing each other and 
each other’s needs, and engaging in a 
deep interpersonal prayer that this year 
will be filled with a blessing of life that 
knows no boundaries. 
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Annulling our vows is a strange 
way to start a communal day 
of atonement. And yet, we 

come together in the moments before 
Yom Kippur to recite Kol Nidrei:

All vows obligations, oaths or anath-
emas, pledges of all names, which 
we have vowed, sworn, devoted, or 
bound ourselves to… they shall not be 
binding, nor have any power.

Promising not to keep our word seems 
like a particularly lousy way to enter 
into a day of judgment. Wouldn’t we 
prefer to be a people who honors our 
vows? The Talmud doesn’t think so.

Massekhet Nedarim, the book of 
Talmud devoted entirely to the subject 

of vows, has a surprising focus. Instead 
of teaching how to make and keep one’s 
vows, it is primarily filled with spec-
ulations of various ways to “get out” 
of a neder (vow). Our Rabbis ask how 
each vow might be nullified or rejected. 
They wonder, where are the loopholes? 
What new circumstance might make a 
vow obsolete? What might the vower 
not have known which would have 
prevented them from taking this vow?

This preoccupation with annulling of 
vows is rooted in a rabbinic belief that 
vows are inherently problematic. In 
Nedarim 77b, the severity of vows is 
made explicit:

כל הנודר אף על פי שהוא מקיימו נקרא 
חוטא

Vows That Divide

Rabbi Avi Killip
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He who vows, even though he fulfils it, 
is designated a sinner.

Nedarim 22a takes this idea one step 
further, claiming that fulfilling a vow is 
actually an even worse offense:

רבי נתן אומר: הנודר כאילו בנה במה 
המקיימו כאילו מקריב עליו קרבן

R. Natan said: One who vows is like 
one who builds an unauthorized altar, 
and one who fulfills a vow is like one 
who sacrifices on it...

This is a powerful and somewhat 
perplexing image. Why is taking a 
vow sinful? And even if you grant that 
taking a vow is considered a sin, once 
you have taken a vow, wouldn’t it be 
better to fulfill it rather than trying to 

avoid responsibility for it? The answer 
to this question can be found in a third, 
even more fundamental question: If 
vows are sinful, why do people make 
vows in the first place? What motivates 
the taking of these vows?

The main reason given in the Talmud 
for the taking of a vow is as an expres-
sion of anger. The Talmud is filled 
with stories of vows made in anger. In 
each story an individual vows not to 
interact with another person or thing 
in the usual ways. A typical mishnah in 
Nedarim reads (Nedarim 4:1):

אין בין המדר הנאה מחברו למדר הימנו 
מאכל אלא דריסת הרגל וכלים שאין עושין 

בהן אכל נפש. המדר מאכל מחברו, לא 
ישאילנו נפה, וכברה, ורחים, ותנור; אבל 
משאיל לו חלוק, וטבעת, וטלית, ונזמים, 

וכל דבר שאין עושין בו אכל נפש. מקום 
שמשכירין כיוצא בהן – אסור.

There is no [difference] between one 
who vows [not to] benefit from his 
friend, and one who vows [not to 
benefit] from his [friend’s] food except 
for walking [in his property] and 
[borrowing his] utensils which are not 
used for food. One who vows [not to 
benefit] from his friend’s food may not 
borrow a sifter or a sieve or a mill or an 
oven, but may borrow a robe or a ring 
or a garment or nose rings or anything 
that [people] don’t make food in. In 
a place where they rent items similar 
[to the one he wants to borrow]—it is 
forbidden [to borrow them].

When we step back from the details 
of the different vows described here, 
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it is clear that the primary goal—and 
certainly the result—of each of these 
potential vows is the disruption of the 
relationship. Upon taking this vow, 
these two individuals can no longer eat 
together. They cannot work together. 
They are forbidden from sharing. Their 
ability to live together in community is 
essentially destroyed.

In these stories, vows are tools used to 
build a divide between oneself and the 
greater world. In many, if not most, 
of the talmudic episodes, the vow is 
made in haste, and is usually regretted 
later on. In instances where there is 
no regret, our Rabbis find creative 
ways to induce feelings of regret in 
order to release the vower from the 
commitment.

These vows are dangerous because 
they drive people apart. They create 
unnecessary barriers which prevent the 
community from functioning smoothly. 
People are meant to interact fully with 
God’s world. In fulfilling vows like 
these, we are cutting ourselves off from 
God’s world and from the other people 
with whom we share it.

Repeatedly the text reminds us that 
vows are to be taken seriously. In 
several places we read that although 
something might be technically okay, 
we should refrain from publicizing the 
leniency, for fear that people will begin 
to be careless with vows. Once a person 

has taken a public stand, it cannot be 
retracted without a process. When we 
choose to build a wedge between us 

and the world around us, that wedge 
is still going to be there in future, 
unless we actively remove it. And in 
most cases, we can remove it. Vows 
are serious and powerful, but they are 
not inescapable. We are encouraged—
almost required—to do what we can 
to be released from the vow, or to find 
a way to circumvent it, and restore the 
connection.

When we hear the words of Kol Nidrei 
as referring to these vows—the vows 
that divide us—we can understand its 
placement at the start of Yom Kippur. 
Publically annulling and negating our 
vows is not about a lack of integrity 
or an unwillingness to live up to our 
word; rather, it is a call to let our feuds 
and grudges fall away. It is an opportu-
nity to lower our walls and interact in 
a more fluid way with our community 
and environment.

Today, even those of us not worried 
about official nedarim or halakhic vows 
have our own versions of anger-in-
duced interpersonal divides. We have 
friends and colleagues and family 
members with whom we don’t commu-
nicate. We have places we “refuse to 
set foot” and people we “refuse to call.” 
During the month of Elul, we make 
our best effort to bridge these gaps 
and repair broken relationships. Kol 
Nidrei is the last step in this process. In 
the last moments before Yom Kippur, 
we reject our vows as a community. In 
the moment of Kol Nidrei we finally 
and completely tear down the last 
remaining walls, reject our divisions, 
and begin to pray together as one whole 
community. 

If vows 
are sinful, 
why do 
people 
make 
vows in 
the first 
place? 
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No theme is more fundamental 
to Rosh Hashanah than the 
idea of God’s sovereignty over 

the whole world. And yet the message of 
Rosh Hashanah is far more subtle than 
many people think. The liturgy of Rosh 
Hashanah is not primarily about God 
being king but about God becoming 
king. The Malkhuyot section of the 
Musaf Amidah concludes by quoting 
two verses. First, we recite the words 
of the prophet Zechariah, who looks 
forward to a day when God’s rulership 
will be demonstrable and unchallenged: 
“And the Lord shall be king over all 
the earth; in that day there shall be one 
Lord with one name” (14:9), meaning 
that God alone will be worshiped and 
humanity will finally discard its idols and 
false gods. Next, we recite the familiar 
words of Deuteronomy, accepting God’s 
dominion over our lives: “Hear, O Israel! 

The Lord our God, the Lord is one ” 
(Deuteronomy 6:4). The relationship 
between these two verses is critical for 
Jewish theology and spirituality: We 
help bring about Zechariah’s dream 
by heeding Deuteronomy’s words. In 
making God sovereign over our own 
lives, we help make God sovereign over 
the whole world.

The verse in Deuteronomy is so familiar 
that we often overlook its strangeness. 
Why do we not simply declare, “The 
Lord our God, the Lord is one.” ? Why 
begin with “Shema Yisrael, Hear, O 
Israel”? It seems odd, to say the least, that 
we address one of Judaism’s most funda-
mental prayers not to God but to each 
other.

In one of his speeches, Job says, “Ve-hu 
be-ehad, u-mi yeshivenu?” usually 
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rendered as “God is one; who can 
dissuade Him?” But the Zohar is 
struck by the anomalous formulation 
in the Hebrew, and asks why, instead 
of the obvious “Hu ehad,” “God is one,” 
Job says “Hu be-ehad,” which, taken 
hyper-literally, means “God is in one”? 
The Zohar answers that Job’s point 
is not to affirm God’s oneness but to 
teach something else, namely that God 
only dwells be-ehad, in one—that is, 
in a people that has achieved unity 
of heart, a people that has overcome 
jealousy, hatred, and strife (Zohar, 
Kedoshim 81a).

With some homiletical license, we can 
take the words of Shema to be making 
a similar point. What do the words 
“Shema Yisrael” mean, and why are 
they so important that they precede 
our affirmation of the unity of God? 
In preparing for war, the book of First 
Samuel tells us, Saul “shama”d the 
people (va-yishma Sha’ul et ha-am) (1 
Samuel 15:4). The earliest Aramaic 
translations render va-yishma as 
“va-ya’asof,” and Saul gathered the 
people (Targum Yonatan to 1 Samuel 
15:4). Here too, an array of Jewish 
thinkers suggest, the word Shema 
should be taken to mean “gather” rather 
than “hear.” The words Shema Yisrael, 
virtually always translated as “Hear, O 
Israel,” in fact mean something else: 
“Come together, O Israel”!

But what does this change in trans-
lation solve? If it is curious that we 
begin our affirmation of God by calling 
upon one another to listen (“Hear O 
Israel!”), is it not equally strange to 
begin by calling upon one another 
to gather together? Perhaps not. The 

mandate to charge the people to come 
together before accepting God’s sover-
eignty reflects one of Judaism’s deepest 
truths: You cannot affirm God’s sover-
eignty merely as an individual. Judaism 
is always communal, and—crucially—
peoplehood-based. You cannot accept 
the God of Israel as sovereign, let alone 
love God, unless you first love the 
Jewish people; you cannot declare that 
God is One unless you live as if the 
Jewish people, too, are one.

When we say Shema Yisrael, we are 
taught to tie our hearts together with 
the hearts of all Israel, to free ourselves 
from the envy and competitiveness and 
lack of generosity that so often plague 
our interpersonal relationships. Only 
when we are one can we truly commit 
ourselves to the God who is One. This 
daunting challenge encapsulates what 
Jewish theology never tires of teaching: 
We cannot affirm God—not really, not 
in the deepest sense—while our hearts 
are filled with negative feelings towards 

the people around us. Loving God 
and loving one another are irreducibly 
intertwined.

We can begin with the people we pray 
next to on Rosh Hashanah. There are 
so many people we are tempted to 
dismiss, to write off as unredeemable, to 
see as beneath us in one way or another. 
In the face of all this come the words: 
“Shema Yisrael”—come together, O 
Israel, so that you can begin to really 
worship God.

It may well be that “Jewish unity” has 
always been more of an ideal than a 
reality; we should resist the tempta-
tion to romanticize the past. And yet, 
Jewish discourse in recent years has 
been particularly venomous. With 
reckless abandon, Jews have cast 
hateful aspersions upon one another, 
have questioned one another’s decency 
and integrity. Rarely have we been so 
unable to carry on a civil—let alone 
productive—conversation.

It is crucial to keep all this in mind and 
at heart in the coming days because the 
Rosh Hashanah liturgy makes a star-
tling claim: Rupture at the heart of the 
Jewish people is not just an ethical or 
communal problem, it’s also a theo-
logical one. If we hate one another, 
we cannot serve God. As we search 
ourselves over these days, let us also 
ask: How can I love Jewish people (not 
just the Jewish people, but actual Jewish 
persons, even ones with whom I vehe-
mently disagree) even as I strive to love 
God? I cannot bypass the former to 
get to the latter. We cannot serve God 
without loving each other.  

We tie 
our hearts 
together with 
the hearts of 
all Israel.
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The story of Jonah, a story we 
turn to during the waning hours 
of daylight on Yom Kippur, has 

a strong hold on us. On one level, the 
connection between the story of Jonah 
and Yom Kippur is evident. It’s a story 
about the possibility of atonement 
and the power of teshuvah for both a 
community gone astray as well as an 
individual who turns his back on God. 
But there might be another reading 
contained within the story of Jonah 
that is also deeply resonant with Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur. Not only 
is Jonah a powerful story about atone-
ment and teshuvah, it is also a story 
about hope and the possibility of new 
beginnings.

1  Jonah 1:5-6.

When Jonah found himself caught 
in the midst of a crazy storm, thrown 
about back and forth on the hull of 
the ship, he went down to the inner-
most parts of the boat and slept. While 
everyone around him cried out to God, 
Jonah gave in to complete despair.1 
In the midst of this chaos, the captain 
finds him and says to him, ַמה-ְּלָך ִנְרָּדם 
 קּום ְקָרא ֶאל-ֱאֹלֶהיָך אּוַלי ִיְתַעֵּׁשת ָהֱאֹלִהים
 ?Why are you sleeping“ ,ָלנּו ְולֹא נֹאֵבד
Get up, call out to your God. Ulai—
Maybe God will notice us, and we 
won’t perish.”

As I learned in a teaching from Rabbi 
Alex Weissman, the captain doesn’t 
make any promises to Jonah. He doesn’t 
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say “have hope, turn to God,” with a 
surety that things will turn out for the 
positive. Rather, he says, ulai, maybe. 
Maybe God will take notice. Maybe 
we will be saved. But, this giving in 
to despair, this allowing oneself to be 
paralyzed, sleeping on the bottom of 
the boat while the world around you 
falls apart, this is unacceptable. You’ve 
got to choose hope. You’ve got to 
believe in the maybe.

Rosh Hashanah, the beginning of the 
Jewish New Year, is a time of rebirth, a 
time of rebuilding. During the month 
of Elul, the month leading up to Rosh 
Hashanah, we take stock of the year, 
the places we’ve gone astray, and we 
have a chance to start again. Often, 
we focus on Rosh Hashanah and Yom 
Kippur as a time of scrutiny and failure, 
but it is also a time of great hope. To 
begin the new year with hope, that 
maybe this year we’ll be different. 
Maybe this year we’ll be better.

But, when we look around and we see 
brokenness, both in ourselves and in 
the world around us, how do we begin 
again with hope? There are the flaws 
that never get fixed, the relationships 
that never get healed, the distance from 
God that at times seems insurmount-
able. At a certain point, when we find 
ourselves stuck in the same place, year 
after year, does hope even make sense?

The Czech writer and philosopher 
Vaclav Havel wrote this of hope: 

2 Vaclev Havel, “An Orientation of the Heart,” in The Impossible Will Take A Little While: A Citizen's Guide to Hope in a Time of Fear (New York: Basic 
Books, 2004), p. 106.

3 Howard Zinn, “The Optimism of Uncertainty,” in The Impossible Will Take A Little While, p. 86.

“Either we have hope within us or we 
don’t; it is a dimension of the soul; it’s 
not essentially dependent on the world 
or estimate of the situation. It is an 
orientation of the spirit, an orientation 
of the heart.”2

Hope is not about an accurate reading 
of the situation on the ground; it’s not 
based on the likelihood of a certain 
outcome. Rather, hope is a state of 

mind. It is an orientation in which we 
choose to approach the world. We can 
choose to be hopeful, to transcend the 
situation of the world around us. Or, we 
can give in to despair.

Howard Zinn, in his essay “The Opti-
mism of Uncertainty,” finds hope by 
placing our current situation in the 
perspective of history; he encourages 

us to look to all of those moments of 
utter unpredictability and surprise 
when suddenly the world shifts in an 
incredible way opening up new possi-
bilities and hope. Jonah, however, is 
unable to see that the world around 
him has shifted. Whilst the people of 
Nineveh have changed, truly repentant 
and reformed, Jonah insists on only 
seeing them as they once were. Steady, 
small change comes in the form of that 
still small voice that hopes for a better 
world. But, we can only bear witness to 
that change if we open ourselves up to 
that voice.

Sometimes to be hopeful feels crazy, 
even foolish, when faced with what 
feels like the impossible reality of the 
situation. Zinn writes, “To be hopeful 
in bad times is not just foolishly 
romantic. It is based on the fact that 
human history is a history not only of 
cruelty, but also of compassion, sacri-
fice, courage, and kindness. What we 
choose to emphasize in this complex 
history will determine our lives. If 
we see only the worst, it destroys 
our capacity to do something. If we 
remember those times and places—and 
there are so many—when people have 
behaved magnificently, this gives us the 
energy to act, and at least the possibility 
of sending this spinning top of a world 
in a different direction.”3

For Zinn, it’s all about perspective. 
Do we focus on the worst, allowing 
ourselves to be paralyzed by that 

Hope 
is a 
state 
of 
mind.
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which is wrong, or do we choose to 
pay attention to the good, to those 
who behave magnificently, to stories 
of compassion, courage, and kindness? 
Our chosen perspective, whether it 
be one of despair or hope, determines 
our ability to act. Jonah falls exactly 
into the trap of which Zinn writes. 
He sees the wicked ways of the people 
of Nineveh and sees only a history of 

cruelty. Ironically, despite his role as 
a prophet, it’s Jonah’s short-sighted-
ness, his inability to see the people in 
all of their complex, messy, beautiful 
humanity that destroys his capacity to 
act, to inspire them toward something 
better.

While Jonah may have given in to 
despair, the people of Nineveh and 

the sailors on the ship did not. They 
believed in the possibility of ulai, the 
power of the maybe. I wish for us all 
that we make this a year in which we 
choose hope, in which we lean into the 
magnificent goodness around us, and 
allow that to inspire us toward action. 






