Teshuvah
The Process of Introspection and Personal Growth

Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto writes in Derech Hashem that God created each individual
with unique attributes and talents, and the ability to exercise free will in order to reach one’s
potential. On Rosh Hashanah, we are judged for how we have fulfilled our mission over the
previous year, and are held accountable for any transgressions we might have committed.
God gave us the precious gift of teshuvah (the process of repentance), which enables us to

rectify our transgressions, earn atonement on Yom Kippur, and reconcile our relationship
with others and with God.

This shiur discusses the origin, nature, and process of teshuvah.
The Morasha class, Free Will, is a prerequisite for this shiur.

This class will address the following questions:
o What is the essence of teshuvah?
e What is the origin of teshuvah?
e When can we do teshuvah?
e What is the process of teshuvah?

Class Outline
Section 1. What is Teshuvah?
Section II. The Origin of Teshuvah

Section III. When Do We Do Teshuvah?
Part A. Elul and the Ten Days of Repentance (Aseret Yemei Teshuvah)
Part B. Rosh Hashanah
Part C. The Opportunity of Yom Kippur
Part D. Fast Days
Part E. Throughout the Year

Section IV. The Process of Teshuvah
Part A. Gaining a Global Perspective — Merging One’s Life with God’s
Universe
Part B. The Four Steps to Personal Change
Part C. Identifying the Source of Our Errors
Part D. Taking One Small Step at a Time
Part E. Reconciliation with People
Part F. Achieving Greatness by Refining Our Character

Section V. Each Person Impacts the Entire World



Section I. What is Teshuvah?

1. Rosh HaShanah Yom Kippur Survival Kit, Rabbi Shimon Apisdorf, Leviathan Press,
p.102

One of the most common words in your prayer book is “sin”. It’s not a very pleasant
sounding word. Certainly no one wants to look at himself or herself as a sinner. In Hebrew,
the generic term for sin is chet. This term literally means “to make a mistake.” Sins, no
thanks. But mistakes — sure — we all make mistakes.

The issue on Yom Kippur (and throughout the year) is this: How do we correct the
mistakes of our past and avoid repeating them in the future? If we can understand this,
then we possess the key to unlocking an enormous reservoir of latent potential for greatness
that would otherwise lie dormant.

This is zeshuvah. The common translation of teshuvah is “repentance.” Again, a rather
foreign sounding idea. The proper translation of the word teshuvah is “to return.”
Teshuvah is an animated technique for locating the rationalizations that lie at the root of our

mistakes: recognizing them, dealing with them and eliminating them.

Section II. The Origin of Teshuvah

1. Talmud Bavli (Babylonian Talmud), Pesachim 54a

Seven things were created before the world
was created, and they are: The Torah,
Teshuvah, the Garden of Eden,
Gehinnom, the Throne of Glory, the
Temple, and the name of the Mashiach
... Teshuvah, as it is written, “Before the
mountains were created ... You turn man
back to dust; and say, “Turn back, children
of men.”
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2. Pirkei D’Rebbi Eliezer, Ch. 3

Before the wotld was created all that
existed was God and His Great Name.
God decided to create the wortld, and he
carved it out, but it did not stand. This can
be compared to a king who wanted to
build his palace: if he would not carve out
foundations in the ground ... he would not
be able to begin building. Similarly, God
carved out the world, but it did not stand
until He created teshuvah.
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3. Orchos Tzaddikim, Shaar HaTeshuvah

Seven things preceded the creation of the
world: Torah, Teshuvah, Gan FEden,
Gehinnom, the Throne of Glory, the
Temple and the name of the Mashiach.
Why these seven? To teach us that the
world was created for man; the only
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purpose for the lower world is for man,
and he rules over it, including the animals,
birds, fish and insects. Since the purpose of
creation was for mankind, the Torah had
to precede creation, as it says, “If not for
My covenant day and night, the laws of
heaven and earth I would not have
established” (Yirmiyahu/Jeremiah33:25).

Since He proceeded the [creation of
the|Torah to the creation of the world, He
also preceded teshuvah [to the world’s
creation]. Since the Torah contains positive
and  negative commandments  with
specified consequences, it was necessary
for teshuvah to be created before the
world. In this way, if a person were to err,
he would have the opportunity to do
teshuvah. If this system would not be in
place, the world could not exist for even
one generation, as it is written (Kohelet
/Ecclesiastes 7:20)], “There is no righteous
person who does good without sometimes
transgressing.”
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Section II1I. When Do We Do Teshuvah?

Part A. Elul and the Ten Days of Repentance (Asseret Yemei Teshuvah)

1. Shir HaShirim (Song of Songs) 6:3

I am my Beloved’s, and my Beloved is
mine.
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2. Rabbi Eliyahu Kitov, Sefer HaToda’ah (The Book of Our Heritage),p. 651

The acronym [of the verse above] is Elul.
During this month, the Jewish nation
strengthens itself in teshuvah and comes
close to its beloved God. God also
stretches out His hand to accept the Jewish
people and comes close to them.

Each of the four words that comprise the
verse ends with the letter yud; four times
yud equals forty, which hints at the forty
days that are set aside for repentance from
Rosh Chodesh Elul until Yom Kippur.
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3. Talmud Bavli, Rosh Hashanah 18a

“Seek the Lord when He may be found”
(Yeshayahu/Isaiah 55:0). Rabba bar Avuha
said, “This refers to the ten days between
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.”
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4. Rema, Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim, 603:1

Every person should engage in introspection
and reflect on their actions and return from
[their negative ones| during the Ten Days of
Repentance.
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5. Rambam (Maimonides) Hilchot Ta’anit (Laws of Fast Days) 5:2

The third day of Tishrei marks the death of
Gedalia ben Achikam (after the destruction
of the First Temple), which extinguished the
remaining Jewish ember [in Israel].
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6. Mahatrsha, Talmud Bavli Rosh Hashanah
Gedalia ben Achikam?

18b, -- Why was a fast day established for

Since it was during the Ten Days of
Repentance, Yishmael ben Nechaniah
should have been motivated to do teshuvah
and not murder Gedalia ben Achikam, yet
he was not at all concerned about it. The
murder of Gedalia added great suffering to
the Jewish people [following the destruction
of the First Temple since it directly led to
their exile].

Since we pray for our own lives on Rosh
Hashanah, which is directly followed by the
death of Gedalia, this is a cause for setious
concern. We should pray for Heavenly
mercy that the Jewish people be re-
established from that downfall and that we
should all receive a Heavenly Decree of life
for the coming year.
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Part B. Rosh Hashanah

(Please refer to Morasha classes on Rosh Hashanah for more insight)

1. Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Alei Shur, Vol. 11, p.

413

At the time of judgment, a person stands
before his Creator completely alone, totally
solitary — he has no plaintiff or witness, for
“He is the Judge, He is the Witness, He is
the One taking him to court.” He has no
one else upon whom to transfer the
responsibility [for his actions] or to blame
for his failings. At the moment he stands
before his Creator in judgment, it is as if
there is no person in the world other than
himself. He alone is responsible for all that
he did or did not do.
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2. Talmud Bavli, Rosh Hashanah 16b

Rav Yitzchak said that a person is only
judged according to his behavior at the time
of judgment as it is stated, “God heard the
voice of the child [Yishmael] in his present
state.” (Bereishit/Genesis 21:18).
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Part C. The Opportunity of Yom Kippur

1. Rambam, Hilchot Teshuvah 1:3

In our days, when we do not have the Beit
Hamikdash and the Altar of Atonement, the
only [way we can gain atonement] is through
teshuvah. Teshuvah atones for all possible
transgressions. Even a person who is evil his
entire life and does teshuvah at the end [of
his life], he is not reminded of any of his
previous misdeeds ... And the day of Yom
HaKippur itself atones for penitents, as it is
stated, “And this day will atone for you”
(Vayikra/Leviticus 16:30).
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2. Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Sifsei Chaim, Vol. I, p. 265

The essence of Yom Kippur ... is that
God comes to meet us. Not only does He
come close to us as it is written, “Call Him
when He is close” — that we should call
unto Him, but He even comes and
illuminates the path for us with a light that
penetrates through the blockage and
impurity of our transgressions.

As a result of this special gift, which is the
great closeness of God to us on Yom
Kippur, man becomes elevated and is able
to do teshuvah more than during the rest
of the year.

Despite the fact that God lights up the
path for us to perfect ourselves, man must
himself to recognize his
shortcomings, and search for ideas and
ways to rectify them.

examine
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Part D. Fast Days

1. Rambam, Hilchot T2’anit 5:1

There are days when the Jewish people fast
because of the tribulations that have come
upon them in order to arouse their hearts
and open the path to teshuvah. This reminds
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us of our evil behavior and of the evil
behavior of our ancestors By
remembering these things, we will improve
out behavior.

Part E. Throughout the Year

1. Talmud Bavli, Shabbat 153a

Rabbi Eliezer said, “Return one day before
your death.” Rabbi Eliezer’s students asked
him, “Does a person know the day upon
which he will die?”” He said to them, “All the
more so, a person should return today lest
he die tomorrow.” In this way he will have
repented throughout his life.
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Section IV. The Process of Teshuvah

Part A. Gaining a Global Perspective — Merging One’s Life with God’s Universe

1. Eichah (Lamentations) 3:40

Let us examine our ways, engage in
introspection and return to God.
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Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Alei Shur, Vol. 11, p. 436

One who is involved in teshuvah must
repent on the most basic level ie. return
from his lack of recognizing God to begin
to recognize Him! It is fortunate for us that
Rosh Hashanah precedes Yom Kippur, as
the holy day of Rosh Hashanah is
dedicated to accepting God’s supremacy
over us and strengthening our belief in
Him.
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Part B. The Four Steps to Personal Change

1. Rambam, Hilchot Teshuvah, 2:2 — The four steps of teshuvah.

What is teshuvah? It is when the
transgressor leaves his sin and removes it
from his thoughts and concludes in his
heart that he will not do it further as it is
stated (Yeshayahu 55:7), “The wicked will
leave his ways.” Similarly, he must regret
[that which he did] in the past ... And He
Who knows all that is hidden shall testify on
his behalf that he will not return to this
specific sin again... And he needs to confess
verbally and speak out those ideas that he
concluded in his heart [that he would not
continue|.
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2. Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, Michtav M'Eliyahu, Vol. II, p. 79 — Separation from

transgression and resolving not to repeat it.

The first foundation of teshuvah is to
separate oneself from sin and resolve not
to return to it in the future, to the point
that God, Who is all knowing, can testify
upon him that he will not return to this sin
ever again. Without a firm resolution to
abandon the sin, it is not possible to
repent.
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3. Sefer HaChinuch 364 — Regret and confes

sion.

We are commanded to confess before God
for all the transgressions we have done
once we regret doing them. This is the
purpose of confessing verbally when we
repent and say, ‘“Please God, I sinned
doing such and such ” One should
specify the transgression and ask for
forgiveness as much as one is able.

The explanation of this mitzvah is that
when someone articulates his
transgression, he reveals that he truly
believes that all his actions are known to
God and does not pretend that God is
unaware of them.

Moreover, when he mentions the
transgression in detail and regrets it, he will
be more careful not to stumble with that
transgression in the future. Furthermore,
after he says he did such and such, he will
then take precautions not to return to such
behaviort.

The laws of this mitzvah are as follows:
teshuvah means that the person who
transgressed abandons his transgression
and removes it from his heart and
thoughts, and he firmly decides that he will
not do this again, as it says, “Let the
wicked forsake his way, and the iniquitous
man his thoughts” (Yeshayahu 55:7). Next,
he must fulfill the viduy, which is a verbal
confession for what he has done. Finally,
he must specifically mention that he will
not return to transgress in such a way again
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4. Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Sifsei Chaim, Vol. I, p. 264 — The importance of confession.

Man needs to examine himself. He should
not hide his shortcomings, and he must
probe the chambers of his heart in order to
reveal them. He must seek solutions how
to rectify his weaknesses. Therefore, the
main part of Yom Kippur is verbal
confession [to God]. For through
confession [to God], he examines himself
and reveals his shortcomings, and through
this becomes inspired to achieve complete
teshuvah.
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5. Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, Michtav M'Eliyahu, Vol. II, p. 80 — The importance of

remorse.

There is no limit to the amount of remorse
a person should feel during the teshuvah
process. [As a person begins doing
teshuvah] and regrets his transgressions,
the great importance of the Torah’s laws
and the pettiness of the sin become
crystallized in his mind, and he recognizes
the awesomeness of God and the lowliness
of sin.

Thus, the mote one involves himself with
thoughts of regret, the more he realizes his
great obligation to God and the lowliness
of sin — and he becomes even more
remorseful.

As a person gains greater clarity and
understanding the actions of the past are
now looked upon as “accidental”, since at
that time he did not possess the same
clarity of understanding regarding his
obligations as he now does.
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There are two levels of teshuvah: from awe and from love. The higher level, teshuvah
from love, has the ability to transform transgressions into merits!

7. Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, Michtav M'Eliyahu, Vol. 11, p. 80

To repent from awe of God means that
when one recognizes the greatness of his
sin and awesomeness of God, his sins are
transformed into accidental sins. God in
His great mercy now looks upon them as
accidental sins accordance to the degree of
regret of the one who performed them.

It is a greater level for one to do teshuvah
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out of love for God. When one repents
and recognizes the lowliness of sin and the
greatness of God, and he meditates on
God’s kindness in that He lowers Himself
into man's relative impurity in order to
accept his teshuvah Through this
recognition a strong love for God is
awakened. The more one deepens his
regret and recognizes the lowliness of sin,
the greater is the amount of gratitude he
has to God, and he connects himself to
God even more because of this love ... His
transgressions are transformed into merits.
Since he was aroused to a greater degree of
love of God as a result of his
transgressions, God in His great mercy
judges these transgressions as merits.
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What is the process of teshuvah for someone immersed in non-productive behavior: To
first perform good deeds or to first avoid bad behavior?

8. Shaarei Teshuvah, Shaar Rishon, Translation by Feldheim Publishers, pp. 16-17.

If one, however, continues in the way of
wrong and each day grows more confirmed
in his sin, repeats his wrongdoing and
frequently turns away in his course, persists
in his love of evil and sets before himself
the stumbling block of his sin, namely lust
and inclination, his desire and aspiration
being that none of his evil intentions go
unrealized, the beginning of rhis man’s
repentance is to forsake his evil ways
and thoughts and to take it upon
himself not to sin again. After this he
must regret his corrupt acts and return to
God, as it is said, “Let the wicked forsake
his way, and the man of iniquity his
thoughts; and let him return unto the Lord
and He will have compassion upon him”

(Yeshayahu 55:7).
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Part C. Identifying the Source of Our Errors

1. Rabbi Yitzchak Hutner, Pachad Yitzchak, Rosh Hashanah, Ma’mar 6-A, pp. 61-62

It is obvious that according to the letter of
the law, teshuvah only requires remorse for
the past and resolve over the future only
regarding the act of transgression itself. It is
likewise obvious that it is praiseworthy for
one who is engaged in teshuvah to probe his
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soul and uproot the internal forces that gave
rise to the act of transgression ...

The process of teshuvah therefore must
develop from identifying our transgressions
to also pinpointing the causative factors for
these acts. From here we learn that it is
praiseworthy for one who is engaged in
teshuvah to channel his remorse and resolve
not only to abandon the acts of
transgression itself, but also to removing
those internal forces that gave rise to it.
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Part D. Taking One Small Step at a Time

What is the strategy for a person to grow through Teshuvah — take a big jump, or

develop oneself one level at a time?

1. Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, Sifsei Chaim,
Elokim Shaar 2, Ch. 1)

Vol. 1, pp. 134-135 (citing the Mabit, Beis

The Mabit writes in Beis Elokim, The Torah
writes in two places regarding teshuvah that
one returns “until God.” This means that
one needs to close the distance from God
that was created by the transgression.

“Through the power of teshuvah, a person
is able to come closer to God a little at a
time. A person is able to grow closer to
God, level by level, until he reaches the
ultimate goal — the Throne of God ...”

Already at the beginning of one’s teshuvah
process one should be aware of the goal — to
strive to reach God, and to return to the
same spiritual status that he enjoyed before
he transgressed.
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2. Ibid., p. 269 — Breaking down transgressions into their components.

Firstly, a person should identify the least
serious components of a transgression and
rectify them. This is because since they are
relatively less serious, it will be easier to
work on them. In addition, the resolution
to avoid this transgression in the future will
be easier to uphold.

(For example if someone is constantly
speaking derogatorily about others, he
should make an effort to interact with
individuals who are righteous and will
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discourage such behavior.)

This insight was made known by Rabbi
Yisrael Salanter, who said that one can
become a complete Baal teshuvah
regarding even the components of a
transgression ... Nevertheless, man surely
must have the desire to strive to elevate
himself by correcting all the components
of this transgression and all other
transgressions that he has committed.
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3. Ibid., p. 271 — Setting and maintaining a realistic range of goals.

Rav Dessler said in the name of his father
that a person should set a firm, easily
obtainable range of goals for teshuvah, to
which he will always abide to.

For example, regarding Torah study, one
should accept upon himself to learn
continuously for five hours, but in case he
cannot maintain that schedule, he accepts
upon himself that he will study a minimum
of two hours. The minimum standards he
sets for himself will successfully withstand
the challenges of the entire year.

Rabbi Yisroel Salanter suggests that a
person study mussar (principles of
personal ethical development) throughout
the year to ensure that he maintains his
goals of teshuvah ...

DTRY "X 1PAR Qw2 R 7907 XK "N
"oyvopn"  MPpa Wy By Daph
793P MY By 9aph R w1vaT "omrn™
D3 JTRA IR ,NOPR0PR T2 O3 72 KODw

JDIR DIW2 777 RY 70w NO9Rcn ana

P09 XYW MRV DY 92p° a0 DA iRATN
190 RAW OO DWW wan wn? 1mnbon
SW QI XY DY 9apm P01 MY INATHN
9% awrnan Yw o aap 'Y .nww onw

..TAWT Y 92 DY 7R 1PMYapa 1YY

TP QIRW XY DX OIN 12n0n2 9"t 0"an
,TIWT NI IRY TWn2 MR TR0 D0
...70M7 7107 2"y RN

Part E. Reconciliation with People

The mitzvot are divided into two categories, those between man and God (ben adam
I"Matkom), and those between individuals (ben adam I'chavero). What is the difference in the

Teshuvah process for each?

1. Mishnah Yoma 8:9

Yom Kippur atones for transgressions
between man and God. However, Yom
Kippur does not atone for transgressions
between man and his friend until he
appeases him.

Soon oMeaT oY ownb oI Pav may
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720 DR XY

Sefer HaChinuch 364
When do we say that teshuvah alone can | ,npoon 772% 72WDIW 2R 2027 an2
atone? This refers to transgressions 0K D27 YOINT b ’mpnb QX 72w Mavava

between man and God. For example, one
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who eats something forbidden, engages in
prohibited relationships, or does not keep
one of the positive commandments.
However, regarding transgressions between
man and his friend, such as wounding
someone, stealing from him or causing
damage in any way, either physically or
through speech — these are not forgiven
through teshuvah alone. Rather, he must
first return to his friend whatever he is
obliged to return, and then appease him.

Part F. Achieving Greatness by Refining Our Character

1. Rambam, Hilchot Teshuvah 7:3

Do not say that teshuvah only helps in the
case of a transgression that is inherently an
act, such as promiscuity, theft, or robbery;
rather, just as a person refrains from these
acts, so too he must search out evil thoughts
and return from anger, hatred, jealousy,
quarreling, pursuit of money or honor, or
being gluttonous ...
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2. Ohr Yechezkel, Vol. 11, Sichot Elul, p. 35

There is a great obligation to uproot our
bad character traits, which is the principal
factor in causing a lack of respect between
people. And if we would think otherwise —
that improving our character traits is really
not necessary, and is only for those
individuals who want to become saintly —
this is not true. Improving our character is
one of the basic principles of Judaism. It is
considered more important to focus on
refining our character than not committing
transgressions.

This in fact is what Rav Chaim Vital writes
in Shaarei Kedushah, that one must be
more careful in improving one’s character
traits than with refraining from sins,, since
their proper development relates to the
entire Torah ...

Moreover, improving one’s character
directly effects how one relates to others.
Respecting others brings honor to God,
which sanctifies God’s Name and is the
purpose of all of creation.
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The text Tomer Devorah teaches that the
Thirteen Attributes of God, which are the
traits with which He relates to the Jewish
people, are also obligatory upon man in the
way that he should act with others. This is
because man is created in the image of
God and he therefore needs to emulate
Him. If man acts otherwise, it is as if he
was not [created] in the image of God.

Section V. Each Person Impacts the Entire World

Talmud Bavli, Yoma 86b

Great is teshuvah, for the sins of the entire
world are forgiven on account of only one
person who does teshuvah.

THMA 7WN WYY T 9AwaAw 7WN T
19719910 9w 9o 19

Mabharsha, ibid.

This can be explained according to the
statement of our Sages in the Talmud: A
person should always view the world as if it
were half meritorious and half liable, and it
will be judged according to the majority.
And he is fortunate that has brought the
whole world to a meritorious judgment by
doing just one mitzvah.

Similarly, if one person had tipped the
wotld’s scale to deserve a negative
judgment and subsequently decided to do
complete teshuvah out of love, his
transgressions now become merits and
through his efforts the entire world will

attain a meritorious judgment and be
forgiven (Kiddushin 40b).
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