A Time to Tear and a Time to Mend:
Reimagining Teshuva in Light of Rabbinic Narratives

The fact that I am writing this now, seven years later, will indicate that the doctors were being
overly cautious; as a matter of fact, they now say that I am cured, although (they always add)
there is no ironclad guarantee that the disease will not return. As for the music, I thought it
would never start up again, but it has - gradually at first, with extended returns to the
background-less, “real” state; but these returns eventually became shorter and more widely
spaced, so that now the music is going almost all the time. Sometimes, however, if I
concentrate hard, I can make it stop. Then everything about me that is all over the room, or all
over the universe, gets sucked back inside, like one of those spring-loaded tape measures
which, at the press of a button, pull the tape from wherever it has been spread out to back
inside its little plastic case. When this happens and the background stops, I am suddenly just

there again, down to the one, single person.  James Kugel, In the Valley of the Shadow, p.12

I. Teshuva: Return? Repentance? Personal Change?

1. “Unetaneh Tokef,” Siddur for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur

On Rosh Hashanabh it is inscribed, and on Yom Kippur it is sealed - how many shall pass away

and how many shall be born, who shall live and who shall die, who in good time, and who by

an untimely death, who by water and who by fire, who by sword and who by wild beast, who
by famine and who by thirst, who by earthquake and who by plague, who by strangulation and
who by lapidation, who shall have rest and who wander, who shall be at peace and who
pursued, who shall be serene and who tormented, who shall become impoverished and who
wealthy, who shall be debased, and who exalted. But repentance, prayer and
righteousness avert the severity of the decree.
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2. Maimonides, The Laws of Teshuva 2:1

What is complete repentance? He who once more had in it in his power to repeat a
violation, but separated himself therefrom, and did not do it because of repentance, not out of
fear or lack of strength. For example, one who knew a woman sinfully, and after a process of
time he met her again privately, and he still loving her as theretofore, and he being in a state
of potency, and the meeting is in the same land where the sin was first committed, if he parted
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without sinning, he has attained complete repentance. Of such Solomon said: "Remember
then thy Creator in the days of thy youth" (Ecec. 12.1). Even if he made no reparation save in
his old age, at a time when it was already impossible for him to repeat his misdeeds, although
it is not the best repentance, it still is of help to him and he is considered a penitent. Moreover,
though he continued a life of sin but did repent on his dying day, and did die a penitent, all of
his sins are forgiven, even as it is said: "While the sun, or the light, or the moon, or the stars,
be not darkened, nor the clouds return after the rain" (Ibid. 12.2), yea, that is the day of death.
Deduct herefrom that if he remembered his Creator and did repent ere he died, he was
forgiven.
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3. Yom Kippur confessions

...For those of which we are aware,

we have already declared before You
and confessed them unto You;

and those of which we are not aware,
before You they are revealed and known,
as it is said,

“The hidden things

belong to Adonoy, our God,

but the revealed things are for us

and for our children forever,

that we might fulfill

all the words of this Torah.”

For You are the Pardoner of Yisrael,

and the Forgiver of the tribes of Yeshurun
in every generation,

and beside You, we have no King

Who forgives and pardons—only You!
God, before I was formed,

I was unworthy [to be created].
And now that I have been formed,
it is as if I had not been formed.

I am like dust while I live,

how much more so when I am dead.
Here I am before You

like a vessel filled with shame.

Dr. Tammy Jacobowitz 2


https://www.sefaria.org/Ecclesiastes.12.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Ecclesiastes.12.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Ecclesiastes.12.2

May it be Your will,

Adonoy, my God, and the God of my fathers,
that I shall sin no more,

and the sins I have committed before You,
cleanse them in Your abundant mercies;
but not through

suffering and severe illness.

My God, guard my tongue from evil

and my lips from speaking deceitfully.

To those who curse me,

may my soul be unresponsive;

and let my soul be like dust to all.
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I1. “Shattered Assumptions”

4. Maimonides, The Laws of Repentance 2:4

Among the ways of repentance are, for the penitent to continue to cry out in tearful
supplication before the Name, to bestow alms according to his means, and to distance himself
exceedingly from the thing wherein he sinned, to have his identity changed, as if saying: "I
am now another person, and not that person who perpetrated those misdeeds",
to completely change his conduct for the good and straight path, and to exile himself from his
place of residence, for exile atones iniquity, because it leads him to submissiveness and to be
meek and humble-spirited.
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IT1. Return to Self and Other

5. Sefat Emet 5:54

All things are brought into being by Him. But the point is hidden and we have to expand it.
This depends upon the point within us, for the more we expand our own souls, the more God
is revealed to us in every place. This is the meaning of “When YHWH your God widens your
border” (Deut. 12:20) — when the point spreads forth and expands throughout the human
soul.

IV. Rabbinic Stories and Models

6. Avot De-Rabbi Nathan 6:2

Another explanation, "become dirty in the dust of their feet", this is Rabbi Eliezer, "and drink
their word thirstily", this is Rabbi Akiva.

What were the beginnings of Rabbi Akiva? They said that he was 40 years old and still
had not studied anything. One time, he was standing next to the well and asked, "Who
engraved this stone?" They told him, "Is it not the water which is constant (in falling) upon it
every day?" They said (to him), "Akiva, do you not read, 'the waters wear the stones'?"
Immediately Rabbi Akiva applied the logic of an a-fortiori argument to himself. "Just as the
soft engraves the hard words of Torah which are hard like iron, how much more-so shall they
engrave my heart which is flesh and blood!" Immediately he returned to learn Torah. He and
his son went and sat in the place where children are taught. He said to him, "My master, teach
me Torah!" Rabbi Akiva grabbed a top of the board and his son (grabbed) a top of the board,
and he wrote for him alef, bet, and learned it. He was learning and continuing until he learned
all of the Torah. He went and sat before Rabbi Eliezer and before Rabbi Yehoshua and said to
them, "My masters, open for me a reasoning of Mishnah."
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7. Babylonian Talmud Menachot 42a

Once there was a man who was very careful in his observance of the mitzvah of tzitzit. He
heard there was a prostitute in a distant town who accepted four hundred gold pieces for her
services. He sent her four hundred gold pieces and made an appointment. When the
appointed time came, he went and sat at her door...

“Enter,” she said, and he entered. She made him seven beds, six of silver and the seventh of
gold, with a silver ladder between each bed, and to the top one, a golden ladder. She went up
and sat unclothed on the uppermost bed, and he ascended to sit beside her. Suddenly the four
fringes of his tzitzit brushed against his face and he slipped down and sat on the ground. She
slipped down after him and sat beside him.

“By the Roman emperor,” she demanded, “I won'’t let you leave until you tell me what blemish
you saw in me!”

“By the service of G-d,” he replied, “never have I seen a woman as beautiful as you. But there
is one mitzvah that G-d has commanded us called tzitzit, and regarding it, twice it is written ‘I
am Hashem your G-d’ (Bamidbar 15:41), I am the G-d who will punish and the G-d who will
reward, and [the four fringes of my tzitzit] will be as four witnesses against me.”

She said to him: “I won’t let you go until you tell me your name, the name of your city, the
name of your Rabbi, and the name of the Beit Midrash where you study Torah.” He wrote it
down and put it in her hand.

She then divided all her possessions — a third she gave to the kingdom, a third to the poor, and
a third she kept for herself — except for her beds and bedding, and came to the Beit Midrash of
Rabbi Chiya.
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She said to him, “Rabbi, instruct me and I shall be a convert.” He questioned her, “My
daughter, might you have laid eyes on one of my students?” She showed him the note in her
hand.

He said to her, “Go and enjoy your claim.” The same beds which she had spread for him
illicitly she now spread for him permissibly.
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WOOP: Wish; Outcome; Obstacle; Plan (mental contrasting).

Dr. Tammy Jacobowitz 6




