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Shuvah, Yisroel!

“Return, O Israel, to G-d, your L-rd” (Hoshea 14:2).


This Shabbos is customarily known as Shabbos Shuvah. ‘Shuvah,’ which means ‘return,’ is the first word in this week’s Haftorah reading, hence the title, Shabbos Shuvah. 


But there is a deeper significance behind the name given to this Shabbos. There are seven days between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, and each of these days corresponds to that day of the week throughout the previous year. 

Consequently, these days between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur present an opportunity to make amends for the wrongdoing committed on their corresponding days during the past year (1). Therefore, this Shabbos is truly a Shabbos Shuvah, a Shabbos on which to repent for the failings of all the Shabbos’ of the previous year (2).

Maimonides writes (3) that there are three main components to actual teshuvah, i.e., repentance. Firstly, we must abandon our defiant ways with a sincere commitment to avoid them in the future. Next is the need to feel remorseful for disobeying the word of G-d, our Creator and Sustainer. Finally, we must verbally acknowledge our misgivings to Him privately.

Although the actualization of these steps may seem to be overwhelming, Rabbi Moshe Meitorani (4) emphasizes that even incomplete fulfillment of these steps of teshuvah, or one step without the other (with the exception of verbal confession, which is worthless without the others), is also meritorious and does accomplish something (5). 

This is actually very unusual. Normally, if one were to perform a mitzvah without all the necessary parts it would be as though he failed to perform the mitzvah altogether.

 For example, if someone wore a four-cornered garment and affixed tzitzis-tassels to only three of its corners, he would not have fulfilled the mitzvah at all; in fact, he would have even violated the mitzvah. Why is the mitzvah of teshuvah different?

To answer this, we must first understand the essence of teshuvah. At first glance it would seem that the purpose of repentance is to avoid the consequences of one’s misdeeds. The truth is, however, teshuvah is much more than that.

Teshuva means, “to return.” Teshuva means to return to G-d. It means returning to G-d from the separation caused by our sins (6). As Maimonides writes, “How advantageous is the act of teshuvah! Whereas yesterday he was separated from G-d, the L-rd of Israel...He would cry out, but not be answered...perform mitzvahs, but they were not accepted...Yet today he clings with the Divine Presence... When he calls out, he is answered immediately... When he performs mitzvahs, they are accepted with pleasure and happiness (7).”

Other mitzvahs have to be performed in their entirety because that’s the only way to accomplish the particular spiritual functions of those mitzvahs. Teshuva, on the other hand, is just to become closer with G-d. Any small step that we take in that direction, even an incomplete one, is already a great step in the right direction and deemed pleasing to Him (8).

“Even though teshuvah and supplication are always acceptable, during the ten days between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur they are highly appropriate and are accepted immediately. As it is written, ‘Seek G-d when He is to be found; call Him when He is near (9).’” 

These are days of opportunity. Not only are they the time in which we are most likely to receive forgiveness for our past, but they also constitute the period during which G-d is closest to us, making our return to Him a local trip. His Hand is outstretched to us now; we have but to grab hold.

On the upcoming Yom Kippur, may we be sealed in the Book of Life for a year of health, happiness and spiritual growth, together with the coming of the Moshiach (Messiah), speedily in our days!  

------------------
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