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Teshuva seems counter cultural at this moment in time. We live in a time where
public figures are accused of wrongdoing, apologize (maybe), go quiet for a bit,
and then resume their careers as before. Some lose their jobs but find others,
and others skip the apology stage altogether and carry on as before. Given this
context, how do we approach our teshuva this year? Our calendar seems to be
out of sync with the world.

A mishna in Masechet Yoma (8:9) aptly describes some of the kinds of non-teshuva that we are seeing:
N2IYN NiWY7 IT2 ['7'901 'K ,21UKI RUNK ,2UKI RUNK ,NIRD
One who says: | shall sin and repent, sin and repent, they do not afford him the
opportunity to repent.

The mishna presents a lackadaisical stance to teshuva. | do things and then | will repent, and then repeat the
whole scenario again. The actor in the mishna has some self-awareness to recognize a pattern, but that is as
far as she goes. The regret part and the acknowledgement of having done harm or wrongdoing is not of
concern to this ‘repenter’. The Hebrew emphasizes this lack of depth of reflection with the phrase |'j7'o0n |'%
NYN niwy? ima -- literally translated as ‘there is not enough in his hand with which to do teshuva.’ The
mishna is telling us that one needs resources to do teshuva. One needs something in one’s hand to have the
resolve to go against one’s habitual behavior.

How do we fill our hands enough to do the work of teshuva when it goes against our moment in time? How do
we gather the strength to be counter cultural?

One way in which we gain strength is by coming together at this time of year. We gather to say selichot and
hear the shofar. We gather as families to celebrate the holidays. The communal nature of our teshuva enables
us to create a different culture in our synagogues. The source of this instinct to gather for this purpose comes
from Parashat Kedoshim, when Hashem tells us to be holy (Vayikra 19:2):

:ng'rﬁ-g N IR YITE D 4N DYTR DRI DNKI7RIY 1A NTY 72 9K 1aT
Speak to the whole Israelite community and say to them: You shall be holy, for I, the
LORD your God, am holy.

The Chatam Sofer says on that pasuk:
- NNNXA 70702 D'WITR XQYTR LXK ,NINN DWAIT DN NITTANN W nwITp X7
12N DY DIYAL ATV 0P 1IN DN DYITR 1IN
The Torah seeks not the holiness of solitary worship or Nazarite self-denial, rather the
opposite, be holy in community - be holy when you are part of a congregation and a
community and involved with God’s creations.

We gain the strength to be holy when we come together both in prayer and in community.



Rambam, in Hilchot Teshuva (2:6), focuses on the communal aspect of teshuva:
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Even though teshuva and crying out are desirable all year, on the ten days between Rosh
Hashana and Yom Kippur, they are more desirable, and are immediately received, as it
says (Isaiah 55:6): "Seek out God while He may be found. [Call to him while He is close.]"
This is talking about someone who is doing teshuva alone. But whenever a community
(tzibur) is doing teshuva and crying out with a full heart, they are answered, as it says
(Devarim 4:7): [For what great nation is there, that has God so near to them] as the Lord
our God whenever we call to Him.”

In other words, teshuva on your own is a good thing to do, but teshuva in community brings us to the fullness
of our mission. The Beit haLevi on Mishpatim explains our pledge at Sinai of na’aseh v’nishma (we will do and
we will say) as follows:
NINY 'N NI72p MY 727 TNR 72T DIyn N1 DN [IY72 MNR DN AYYR N 2T YR 72 i TN D7
N7V 112Y7 1I01' X721 NNt AN DAY 1NN NRAWAYT 1Y 7207 DAl L,NNINN 0YR' Inxya
Each person should have said, “Everything that God said,_| will do.” But instead they
answered in the plural because each person accepted two obligations -- first, that each
individual would himself keep the mitzvot, and second, that each person would oversee that
their fellows would keep the mitzvot.

Our tefillot are explicit about the importance of community, from the plural language of the Al Chet to the
explicit statement in Kol Nidre:
D'2'"2yN DV 779007 DN R, 70p0 DT 1 Dipnn NYT Y
With the knowledge of God and the knowledge of the community, we hereby
declare it permissible to pray with those who have gone astray.

In a time when we feel divided and alone, the call to teshuva is a call to come together -- everyone included. In
a time when people feel more lonely than ever, we congregate in order to do teshuva.

Physically coming together to pray not only gives us the strength to “fill our hands” enough to do teshuva, but
also enables us to reach out to each other and build community. The Talmud tells us, in Yoma 9b, that the
Temple was destroyed because of baseless hatred. The harsh punishment of destruction and exile was based
on the breakdown of civility and caring for one another.

According to the midrash Avot d’Rebbe Natan (4:5) chessed is a key aspect of teshuva, citing the following
story:

UTPNN N2 ARIINK 1710 YWIN' 20 201 D7WNTM R IROT 2 AN1F 20 D DNK DYO
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Once Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai was walking from Jerusalem with his student Rabbi
Yehoshua. They saw the ruins of the Temple and Rabbi Yehoshua said “Woe to us,
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that this place where the sins of Israel were atoned for is destroyed.” Rabbi Yochanan
ben Zakkai answered, “My son, do not fear. We have another atonement which
replaces it: gemilut chasadim, deeds of lovingkindness.”

Atonement requires chessed. We need to engage with others, and see the consequences of our deeds and
their impact on others. Psychologists tell us that helping others makes us happier and helps us forge deeper
meaning in our lives." Gemilut Chasadim gives us the resources to “fill our hands” sufficiently to do teshuva.

The benefits of Gemilut Chasadim go beyond the personal, as Yoma 86a tells us:
N2TI DINIX DNAIYNA KOX (D, T' YWIN) 'K D71¥7 NIXDY NR'ANY NAIYWN N71TA K11n (02) Xnn 'R
Rabbi Hama bar Hanina said: Great is repentance, as it brings healing to the world,
as it is stated: “l will heal their backsliding, | will love them freely” (Hosea 14:5).
Our teshuva can bring healing to the world and to ourselves. True teshuva is not easy, as Rebbe Nachman of
Breslov says:
inix2 0127 NN9 DY NR9Y? |'211¥ ,NTIAYN ININI )T NINQ 0127 |'¥iINYD ,0¥D NTIAYN 12T 2T 72 1D
TXD NG 277V ,¢T0N NN NR9YI 1AW '21Y NINNNAY NN NI NITNND %2 :N1N2 AT, ITD
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A2"13 0'NN9n
When a person wants to embark upon a particular path and devotion in worshipping God,
he needs to make an opening in order to enter that path. This is as in “all beginnings are
difficult,” because at the beginning one must break through and open a new entrance. It is
therefore very difficult. Yet the remarkable power of charity (tzedaka) is that it can widen
and open the opening more and more. When we make an opening in some devotion and
give charity, the charity opens and widens the opening more and more. This is because
charity is the beginning of all beginnings, for it opens and widens all the entrances. (Likutey
Moharan I1:4:2)

To do teshuva properly we have to open ourselves up as widely as we can. When we choose to give tzedakah
it requires us to assess the world around us and our priorities. How widely do we give? As we open our hearts
and hands to those around us, we make decisions about who is in need. Our choices can widen our
community and bring more people together by showing we care. We come together as a community and see
each other and ourselves as truly and honestly as we can. This year let us be counter-cultural and come
together to do teshuva and make the world a better place together.
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