
We have just entered the month of Elul, 30 days before Rosh Hoshana, which is traditionally a time of 
“teshuvah” – making changes in our lives to bring us closer to God. The ability to do “teshuvah” and 
change the course of one’s life is a great gift that God gives us. A passage from the Talmud points to 
actually something far more mysterious about teshuvah:

Seven phenomena were created before the world; and 
they are: Torah and Teshuvah (Repentance), and the 
Garden of Eden, and Gehenom, and the Throne of Glory, 
and the Temple, and the name of Messiah.

SOURCE 1:  TALMUD BAVLI, PESACHIM 54a – TESHUVAH WAS CREATED BEFORE THE WORLD.
בְרָא נִּ בָרִים נִבְרְאוּ קוֹדֶם שֶׁ בְעָה דְּ נְיָא: שִׁ  וְהָא תַּ

ם,  הָעוֹלָם, וְאֵלּוּ הֵן: תּוֹרָה, וּתְשׁוּבָה, וְגַן עֵדֶן, וְגֵיהִנָּ

יחַ ל מָשִׁ מוֹ שֶׁ שׁ, וּשְׁ קְדָּ בוֹד, וּבֵית הַמִּ א הַכָּ וְכִסֵּ

Question: What do you think ‘being created before the world’ implies about teshuvah?

Teshuvah is so vital to mankind; it was created along with the Torah before the world.

Perhaps one explanation could be that since it’s before nature itself, it is not bound by the laws of nature. 
In the physical world things really don’t change from their basic nature. However, a person can change 
and transform from the habits that have become natural to them. This is the miracle of teshuvah.

But maybe there is another way to look at teshuvah which reveals another aspect of it. The fact that 
teshuvah was created before the world itself implies that a person can do teshuvah even without having 
sinned. 

Consider the following prayer that we say each morning:

Teshuvah, literally translated means “return.” We believe that the soul is intrinsically pure and began its 
sojourn in this world in a state of purity. Mistakes and wrongdoings are departures from the essential nature 
of the human soul. Therefore, when a person has done something wrong, the process of teshuvah is really 
that of going back to his or her true essence. 

SOURCE 2:  SIDDUR, MORNING PRAYER; R. MORDECHAI BECHER, GATEWAY TO JUDAISM, P. 136 
 אלוקי נשמה שנתת בי טהורה היא, אתה בראתה, אתה יצרתה, אתה נפחתה בי

My God, the soul you have given me is pure. You created it, You formed it, You breathed it into me…
...

TESHUVAH: 
CHANGE IS ALWAYS POSSIBLE! 

SOURCE AND DISCUSSION SHEET

SOURCE 1: Talmud Bavli (Babylonian Talmud), Shabbat 31a – Can the Torah be encapsulated in one principle?

There is a story about a gentile who came before Shammai and 
said to him, “I will convert if you teach me the entire Torah while 
I stand on one foot.” Shammai pushed him away with a ruler 
that was in his hand. The gentile then went to Hillel, who helped 
him to convert. Hillel told him, “Whatever is hateful to you do 
not do to your friend. This is the entire Torah. The rest is its
commentary. Go and study.”

 מעשה בנכרי אחד שבא לפני שמאי

 אמר לו גיירני ע”מ שתלמדני כל התורה

 כולה כשאני עומד על רגל אחת דחפו

 באמת הבנין שבידו בא לפני הלל גייריה

 אמר לו דעלך סני לחברך לא תעביד זו

 היא כל התורה כולה ואידך פירושה הוא

זיל גמור

Although our Rabbis explain that  Hillel’s words are based upon the famous biblical injunction: love your 
neighbor as thyself, when talking to the gentile, Hillel oddly limits the verse’s scope to only “not hurting
people”.  

Q: Why do you think he does this?

There are those who understand that although the mitzvah encourages positive actions, it only requires 
refraining from things which hurt others.  Others maintain that it refers to both and perhaps Hillel’s intent 
was to engage the Gentile on a level that he could relate to at the time,  even though the Torah ultimately 
requires more.
Let’s take a look at the actual mitzvah of loving your neighbor and what it requires:

B. LEVEL II -  LOVING OTHERS AS YOURSELF

SOURCE 2: Vayikra (Leviticus), 19:18 – The Torah source for the mitzvah love your neighbor

Do not take revenge and do not bear a grudge against the 
members of your people, and you shall love your fellow as 
you love yourself; I am God.

 לאֹ-תִקֹּם ולְאֹ-תִטֹּר אתֶ-בְּניֵ עמֶַּךָ ואְָהַבְתָּ

’לרְֵעךֲָ כָּמוֹךָ אֲניִ ה

Q: Why is  “love your neighbor” included in the same verse as “bearing a grudge and taking 
revenge”, two injunctions with have categorically opposite intents?
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Rosh Hashanah is known to all as the “Day of Judgment”, and we are familiar with the image of 
every human being coming before God, like sheep before the Shepard, in judgment.

Q: Yet, what is the nature of this judgement?  What are we being judged upon?

Most of us would probably say that we are being judged upon our deeds of the past year, and 
what that means for the year ahead.    The Talmud below would seem to concur:

SOURCE 1: Talmud Bavli, Rosh Hashanah 16b – Everyone is Judged on Rosh Hashanah

Rabbi Cruspedai said in the name of Rabbi Yochanan, “Three 
books are opened on Rosh Hashanah: One of totally evil 
people, one of completely righteous people, and one that 
includes people with both good and bad deeds [Beinonim]. 
The completely righteous individuals are written and sealed 
immediately for life. The totally wicked individuals are written 
and sealed immediately for death. The [sentence for the] 
individuals with both good and bad deeds is suspended from 
Rosh Hashanah until Yom Kippur. If they merit, they are inscribed 
for life, if they do not merit, they are inscribed for death.”

 א“ר כרוספדאי א“ר יוחנן שלשה

 ספרים נפתחין בר“ה אחד של רשעים

 גמורין ואחד של צדיקים גמורין ואחד

 של בינוניים צדיקים גמורין נכתבין

 ונחתמין לאלתר לחיים רשעים גמורין

 נכתבין ונחתמין לאלתר למיתה

 בינוניים תלויין ועומדין מר“ה ועד יוה“כ

 זכו נכתבין לחיים לא זכו נכתבין

.למיתה

You would imagine that we spend the day immersed in prayer and repentance, begging God 
for a judgment for  life and all its attendant blessings.  (like we do on Yom Kippur)  Yet, on Rosh 
Hoshana we celebrate, eat and drink and are dressed in our fi nest clothes.

Also, you would think that if we are settling accounts from the prior year the time to do that 
would be the last day of the last year, not Rosh Hashanah, which is the fi rst day of the New Year.  
That’s like giving last year’s report card on the fi rst day of the new school term!

Q:  Why do you think the day of Judgment occurs on the fi rst day of the New year, it seems 
incongruous with the idea of  a fresh start which  the new year inspires!?

Q:  Even more surprising, is that even during the prayer services, almost no mention of 
our sins is made, nor our pleas for forgiveness uttered.  Shouldn’t we be begging God to 
overlook our past mistakes, giving us another lease on life in the year ahead?

MAKING GOD KING 
THIS ROSH HASHANAH

SOURCE SHEET AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Question: Though we often think about teshuvah as “changing ourselves for the better”, what 
 does this prayer imply about the essence of teshuvah?

Perhaps, what the Talmud and the source above suggests, is that although there is certainly a teshuvah 
of change – turning back from past mistakes that have defined a person – the essence of teshuvah is just 
“returning” to whom one really is at their core.

In other words, it’s not so much about change as it is about “being true to oneself.”

Let’s take a look at another source from the Siddur, which underscores how important teshuvah is to God:

l

l
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Teshuvah actually defines the most fundamental desire of God for the world. Its primary job is not to repair, 
but to proactively set a course for ourselves to become the people that we were always meant to be. 

The image of circumcision refers to removing internal barriers that will then allow us to express ourselves 
from the heart, as we truly are, without interference. This process of teshuvah is not to change into 
something else, something better than ourselves. Rather, it’s to rediscover our “hearts” and live more 
authentically as our true selves. It’s not changing, but returning to whom we really are! This is a very 
empowering and accessible approach to personal transformation. I am not trying to become something 
foreign to me, but rather to return to my own heart – the very core of who I am.

Question: How does the verse describe this process of teshuvah; more from the standpoint of 
 changing who we are, or about rediscovering who we are?

Our problem is only that we forget and get distracted; it’s that barrier around our hearts that dulls our 
awareness and sensitivity to the truths that are ever present right in front of our noses.

Of all the central blessings of the Shemoneh Esrei prayer, this is the only one described as being “God’s 
desire.”

Question: If teshuvah was just a mechanism to clean up mistakes, would it be so desired by God?
 Why do you think God desires it so much?

Then your God יהוה will circumcise (remove the “orlah” 
barrier around) your heart and the hearts of your offspring—
to love your God יהוה with all your heart and soul, in order 
that you may live.

SOURCE 4: DEVARIM 30:6 - CIRCUMCISE YOUR HEARTS
 וּמָל ה’ אֱלהֶֹיךָ אֶת־לְבָבְךָ וְאֶת־לְבַב זַרְעֶךָ
כׇל־לְבָבְךָ וּבְכׇל־ לְאַהֲבָה אֶת־ה’ אֱלהֶֹיךָ בְּ

יךָ׃ ךָ לְמַעַן חַיֶּ נַפְשְׁ

Blessed are You, God, Who desires teshuvah (repentance).
SOURCE 3: THE SHEMONEH ESREI PRAYER – 4TH BLESSING OF TESHUVAH

.ברוך אתה ה’ הרוצה בתשובה

The month of Elul is very special because it is a spiritually conducive time for this return to occur. There are 
several verses from the Torah that spell out the acronym Elul from part of the verse. The most famous is “I 
am for my beloved and my beloved is for me.” But there is another verse in Devarim 30:6 which also 
contains within it the acronym Elul and can help us understand the real opportunity of the month.

This verse is speaking in the context of the entire Jewish People returning to God at the end of days. Yet, 
even in our days, during the month of Elul there is a powerful spiritual influence available which allows each 
of us personally to do teshuvah and return to God.

Most often people look to their deficiencies when it comes to Elul and they want to do teshuvah - repair 
what they see as broken.

Let’s take a look at a practical approach to re-discovering our true selves:

REDISCOVERING OURSELVES:

Question: What potential problems can you identify that might arise by taking this “let’s fix us up” 
 approach to teshuvah?
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On the one hand, this is a good psychological approach to teshuvah, because once people feel good about 
their strengths they are much more likely to be able to tackle their weaknesses. Yet, it also provides a direct 
approach to get in touch with our authentic selves.

Question:  Certainly, this approach is very practical and very astute from a psychological point of view 
 to promote change. But from the sources we cited above, in what way can you make a case 
 that this approach to teshuvah is more than a good psychological strategy?

Question: How can the approach described by Rabbi Berkovits above avoid the issue of focusing 
 upon “fix-me-up” teshuvah during Elul?

For many, it can be a depressing process, and not yield a whole lot of change and only reinforces our 
negative view of ourselves. Weren’t we working on the same negative stuff last year and the year before? By 
focusing on our faults it can make us dispair of ever changing. Consider the approach suggested in the next 
source:

Consider the continuation of Rabbi Berkovits’ approach in Source 5b, which focuses on, and then moves on 
to adress our weaknesses:

Step 2: Write down what’s blocking you from becoming great in each strength. 

You have to answer: 
 *What shortcomings stand in the way of my developing each of these strengths fully?
 *So why am I not great in these strengths? Why am I just potential? 

Step 3: Pick one (or two) obstacles to work on.

Once you identify who you are – i.e., what personality strengths you have – and what’s holding you back, 
start working on those blocks. Start with the easiest obstacle that presents itself in a certain situation. 
Then keep a record of your progress (either on paper or mentally). As long as the block is still present, and 
is a bit of a struggle, do not go further. Keep at it until the obstacle is removed and the strength can 
come out. Once it’s easy, move on to the next obstacle to actualize the next strength.

In summary: isolate blocks, and when they become easy to deal with, move on. This way you build a 
momentum. And you’ll see that improving your character is exciting.

SOURCE 5b: R’ YITZCHAK BERKOVITS, CONT. - REMOVE THE “ORLAH” BLOCKAGE FROM YOUR HEART 

God desires our teshuvah, and He created this power to return before the world was created, and before 
our ability to make mistakes. This means that teshuvah is the “before the fact” go-to power in our spiritual 
arsenal. We don’t have to make mistakes to find our way back to our true selves. The door is always 
open to return from mistakes, but teshuvah can be so much more than a repair mechanism. We can do it 
now, throughout the year, but especially during the auspicious month of Elul, when God makes it easier for 
us.

People mistakenly think that self-awareness means knowing one’s shortcomings. But more important 
and fundamental is knowing your strengths. The form that your greatness will take depends on what 
strengths God gave you personally. So, therefore: 

Step 1: Write down all the strengths that God gave you.

Figure out what strengths you’ve been given. Ask yourself: in what way do you think you’re special? 
We’re not talking about skills like playing music or dancing well, but rather some aspect of your 
personality that’s expressed as music or dance: sensitivity, creativity, stamina, love of life, making other 
people happy. Include everything.

The goal is not to become someone else. Who said you’re meant to be what you read in the biographies 
about great people? Granted every Jew is meant to be great, without exception, but it’s your greatness 
that’s required.

SOURCE 5: R’ YITZCHAK BERKOVITS, LECTURE, JERUSALEM - DISCOVER YOUR GREATNESS
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