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A T’shuva (repentance) and Forgiveness – 
Two Sides of One Coin: Reframing the Past 
and Shaping the Future 
 
I. The Root and Meanings of T’shuva 

The three letters root of T’shuva is  .ש. ו. ב 
Heshiv – ֵהִׁשיב – (third body, masculine, Hif-eel) – returned something back to its origin: 

ֶׁשב ת ׇּכל ַוָּי֕ יו ּוְרֻכׁשֹ֙ו  ָהְרֻכׁ֑ש ְוַג֩ם ֶאת ֵא֖ יב֨לֹוט ָאִח֤ ים ְוֶאת  ְוַג֥ם ֶאת ֵהִׁש֔ ם׃ ַהָּנִׁש֖  ָהָעֽ

Genesis 14:16: He returned all the possessions; he also returned his kinsman Lot and his 
possessions, and the women and the rest of the people. 

Heshiv – ֵהִׁשיב – (third body, masculine, Hif-eel) – responded to someone’s words: 

יָה ַּתֲעֶנ֑יָּנה יא  ַאף ַחְכ֥מֹות ָׂשרֹוֶת֖ ּה׃ יבָּתִׁש֥ ִה֕ יָה ָלֽ   ֲאָמֶר֖

Through the window peered Sisera’s mother, Behind the lattice she whined: “Why is his 
chariot so long in coming? Why so late the clatter of his wheels?” 

Judges 5:29: Her wise ladies answered; She, too, responded to her own wondering thoughts: 

“They must be dividing the spoil they have found: A damsel or two for each man, Spoil of 
dyed cloths for Sisera, Spoil of embroidered cloths, A couple of embroidered cloths Round 
every neck as spoil.” 

Heshiv – ֵהִׁשיב – (third body, masculine, Hif-eel) – answered a question: 

ם  ץ ְוֶאְׁשָאֵל֖ ין יֹוֵע֑ ֶּלה ְוֵא֣ יׁש ּוֵמֵא֖ ין ִא֔ ֶר֙א ְוֵא֣ יבּוְוֵא֙ ר׃ ְוָיִׁש֥  ָדָבֽ

I looked around and there is not a man, nor an advisor; Not a person that I can ask and he 
can answer my question. 

T’shuva – ְּתׁשּוָבה – answer to a question. 

 ַלָנִביא  ְּכֶנֶסת ִיְׂשָרֵאל ֵהִׁשיָבהִנַּצַחת  ְּתׁשּוָבה

Bavli Sanhedrin 105a: The congregation of Israel answered with a convincing response to the 
prophet. 

T’shuva – ְּתׁשּוָבה – repentance. 

 ה בָ ּוׁשְת ּבִ  רּוזְ ל ִח אֵ רֳ ְׂש יִ יא לְ בִ ן נָ הֶ ר לָ מַ אָ 

Ibid, ibid: The prophet said to the Jewish people: Repent… 
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Shuv – בׁשּו  – Again (and again, more than twice). 

אִתי  אֶמ֩ר ָׁש֨אּול ָחָט֜ ֹ֩ י  ׁ֣שּובַוּי ד  ְּבִנֽ  ָדִו֗

I Samuel 26:21:  Saul said, “I am in the wrong, again, my son David. 

 

What is the connection between the various meanings of the word T’shuva? Why does the 
Hebrew language use the same word for these seemingly different meaning? 

 

Deuteronomy 30:1-3 is a perfect example of the use of the root ש. ו. ב. . In its multiple 
meanings.  This repetition, even though has different meaning each time the root is used adds 
significant depth and meaning to these verses: 

י י� ׇּכל  ְוָהָי֩ה ִכֽ אּו ָעֶל֜ ִּתי ְלָפֶנ֑י�  ָיֹב֨ ר ָנַת֖ ה ֲאֶׁש֥ ֶּלה ַהְּבָרָכ֙ה ְוַהְּקָלָל֔ ים ָהֵא֗ ל ֶאלַוֲהֵׁשֹבָת֙ ַהְּדָבִר֣ � ְּבׇכ֨ ם    ְלָבֶב֔ ַהּגֹוִי֔
ָּמה׃   י� ָׁשֽ ר ִהִּדיֲח֛� ְיהָֹו֥ה ֱא�ֶה֖  ֲאֶׁש֧

ל ֲאֶׁשר  ַעד  ַׁשְבָּת֞ וְ  י֙� ְוָׁשַמְעָּת֣ ְבֹק֔לֹו ְּכֹכ֛ י� ְּבׇכלָאֹנִכ֥  ְיהָֹו֤ה ֱא�ֶה֙ ה ּוָבֶנ֔ �׃    ְלָבְב֖� ּוְבׇכל י ְמַצְּו֖� ַהּ֑יֹום ַאָּת֣  ַנְפֶׁשֽ

ב י� ֶאת ְוָׁש֨ �  ְׁשבּוְת�֖  ְיהָֹו֧ה ֱא�ֶה֛ בְוִרֲחֶמ֑ ָּמה׃  ְוִקֶּבְצ֙� ִמׇּכל  ְוָׁש֗ י� ָׁשֽ יְצ֛� ְיהָֹו֥ה ֱא�ֶה֖ ר ֱהִפֽ ים ֲאֶׁש֧ ַעִּמ֔  ָה֣

When all these words and things, befall upon you—the blessing and the curse that I have set 
before you – you will return them into your heart [take them to heart] amidst all the various 
nations to which the LORD your God has banished you, 

You will return-repent to the LORD your God, and will attentively listen to his voice, heeding 
to His commandments that I am enjoining upon you today – you and your children – with all 
your heart and soul,  

then the LORD your God will return to him [take back, accept] your return-repent and will 
have mercy on you; He will return you to be together [as and where you have been in the 
past] from all the peoples where the LORD your God has scattered you. 

 

II. Biblical and Talmud quotes 

Lamentations 5:21:   

נּו   י�֙  ְיהָֹו֤הֲהִׁשיֵב֨ ֶדם׃  ְָֽנׁ֔שּוָבהו  ֵאֶל֨ ינּו ְּכֶקֽ ׁש ָיֵמ֖  ַחֵּד֥

Return us to You, O LORD, and we will return-repent; Renew our days as of old (in the East). 

Bavli B’rakhot 34b:22: 

ַצִּדיִקים ְּגמּוִרים ֵאיָנם עֹוְמִדין, ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר: ״ָׁשלֹום  —עֹוְמִדין   ֶׁשַּבֲעֵלי ְתׁשּוָבה: ָמקֹום  ַרִּבי ֲאָבהּוְּדָאַמר 
 .ָׁשלֹום ָלָרחֹוק ְוַלָּקרֹוב״. ״ָלָרחֹוק״ ְּבֵריָׁשא, ַוֲהַדר ״ַלָּקרֹוב״

Rabbi Abbahu said: In the place where penitents stand, even the full-fledged righteous 
do not stand, as it is stated (Isiah 57:19): “Peace, peace upon him who is far and him 
who is near.” Peace and greeting is extended first to him who is far, the penitent, and only 
thereafter is peace extended to him who is near, the full-fledged righteous. 
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Interesting to put the context to this statement – by looking at the rest of the quoted verse: 
Shalom (peace, wholeness), Shalom (doubling the word peace makes it even more 
meaningful, maybe different kind of peace) [first] to the one who is far, and [then] to the one 
who is near, said the Lord, and I will heal him [according to the same order?]. 

Why is that? 

Rambam gives us an explanation (Mishne Torah, Laws of Repentance, 7:4): 

Let not a penitent man (Ba-al T’shuva) imagine that he is far removed from the Righteous 
(Tzadik) on account of the iniquities and sins which he had committed. In truth, it is not so: 
The Creator considers him beloved and desirable, as if he had never known of any sin.  
Moreover, his reward is great; for, after having partaken of the taste of sin, he separated 
himself therefrom and conquered his passion.  The sages said: " In the place where 
penitents stand, even the full-fledged righteous do not stand" as if saying: "their degree 
is above the degree of those who ever did not sin, because it is more difficult for them to 
subdue their passion than for the others. 

The value and merits of Repentance – Bavli Yoma 86: 

ֹוֲהֵבם ָאַמר ַרִּבי ָחָמא (ַּבר) ֲחִניָנא: ְּגדֹוָלה ְּתׁשּוָבה ֶׁשְּמִביָאה ִרְפאּות ְלעֹוָלם, ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר: ״ֶאְרָּפא ְמׁשּוָבָתם א
 ְנָדָבה״. 

Rabbi Ḥama bar Ḥanina said: Great is repentance, as it brings healing to the world, as it 
is stated: “I will heal their backsliding, I will love them freely” (Hosea 14:5), which 
teaches that repentance from sin brings healing both to those who repent and to the world. 
More about this concept when we learn the teaching of Rambam. 

מֹוֲחִלין ְלׇכל ָהעֹוָלם ּכּוּלֹו,   —ַּתְנָיא, ָהָיה ַרִּבי ֵמִאיר אֹוֵמר: ְּגדֹוָלה ְּתׁשּוָבה, ֶׁשִּבְׁשִביל ָיִחיד ֶׁשָעָׂשה ְּתׁשּוָבה  
 .ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר: ״ֶאְרָּפא ְמׁשּוָבָתם אֹוֲהֵבם ְנָדָבה ִּכי ָׁשב ַאִּפי ִמֶּמּנּו״. ״ֵמֶהם״ לֹא ֶנֱאַמר, ֶאָּלא ״ִמֶּמּנּו״

It was taught in a baraita that Rabbi Meir would say: Great is repentance because the 
entire world is forgiven on account of one individual who repents, as it is stated: “I will 
heal their backsliding, I will love them freely; for My anger has turned away from him” 
(Hosea 14:5). It does not say: From them, i.e., from the sinners, but “from him,” i.e., from 
that individual. Because he repented, everyone will be healed. 

ֵבי ֶפַׁשע ְּבַיֲעֹקב״,  ָאַמר ַרִּבי יֹוָנָתן: ְּגדֹוָלה ְּתׁשּוָבה (ֶׁשְּמָקֶרֶבת) ֶאת ַהְּגאּוָּלה, ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר: ״ּוָבא ְלִצּיֹון ּגֹוֵאל ּוְלׁשָ 
 .ִמּׁשּום ְּד״ָׁשֵבי ֶפַׁשע ְּבַיֲעֹקב״  —ָמה ַטַעם ״ּוָבא ְלִצּיֹון ּגֹוֵאל״ 

Rabbi Yonatan said: Great is repentance, which hastens the redemption, as it is stated: 
“And a redeemer will come to Zion, and to those who repent from transgression in 
Jacob” (Isaiah 59:20). What is the reason that “a redeemer will come to Zion?” It is 
because there are “those who repent from transgression in Jacob.” 

ָאַמר ַרִּבי יֹוָנָתן: ְּגדֹוָלה ְּתׁשּוָבה ֶׁשַּמֲאֶרֶכת ְׁשנֹוָתיו ֶׁשל ָאָדם, ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר: ״ּוְבׁשּוב   ַרִּבי ְׁשמּוֵאל ַּבר ַנְחָמִניָאַמר 
 .ָרָׁשע ֵמִרְׁשָעתֹו (ָחיֹו) ִיְחֶיה״

Rabbi Shmuel bar Naḥmani said that Rabbi Yonatan said: Great is repentance, which 
lengthens the years of a person’s life, as it is stated: “When the wicked man turns from 
his wickedness that he has committed, and does that which is lawful and right, he will 
preserve his life” (Ezekiel 18:27). 
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The summary of repentance – all that one must say and mean: Bavli Yoma 87b: 
 .ּתּו ָלא ְצִרי� — ֲאָבל ָאַמר: ״ֲאָבל ֲאַנְחנּו ָחָטאנּו״  ....  :ָמר זּוְטָראָאַמר 

Mar Zutra said: …... if he said the words: But we have sinned, he need not say anything 
further because that is the essential part of the confession. 

 

III. Liturgy Quotes 

From U’Netaneh Tokef (IMHO – the cornerstone of the High Holidays prayers): 

 .ּוְתׁשּוָבה ּוְתִפָּלה ּוְצָדָקה ַמֲעִביִרין ֶאת ֹרַע ַהְּגֵזָרה

And Repentance, Prayer and Righteousness avert the severity of the decree. 

The source for this statement comes from B’reshit Rabbah 44:12, which in turn relys on II 
Chronicles 7:14.  Let’s see the verse first:  

ְקָרא  ר ִנֽ י ֲאֶׁש֧ ם  ְוִיָּכְנ֨עּו ַעִּמ֜ י ֲעֵליֶה֗ ע ִמןְׁשִמ֣ ֲאִנ֙י ֶאְׁשַמ֣ ים ַוֽ ם ָהָרִע֑ בּו ִמַּדְרֵכיֶה֣ י ְוָיֻׁש֖ ְללּ֙ו ִויַבְקׁ֣שּו ָפַנ֔ ְתַּפֽ   ְוִיֽ
א ֶאת ם ְוֶאְרָּפ֖ ִים ְוֶאְסַל֙ח ְלַחָּטאָת֔ ם׃  ַהָּׁשַמ֔  ַאְרָצֽ

when My people, who bear My name, humble themselves, pray, and seek My Countenance 
and turn from their evil ways, I will hear in My heavenly abode and forgive their sins and heal 
their land. 

ה ּוְתׁשּוָבה, ַרִּבי יּוָדן ְּבֵׁשם ַרִּבי ֶאְלָעָזר ָאַמר ְׁשלָׁשה ְדָבִרים ְמַבְּטִלים ְּגֵזרֹות ָרעֹות, ְוֵאּלּו ֵהם, ְּתִפָּלה ּוְצָדקָ 
א ְׁשִמי  ּוְׁשָלְׁשָּתן ֶנֶאְמרּו ְּבָפסּוק ֶאָחד, ֲהָדא הּוא ִדְכִתיב (דברי הימים ב ז, יד): ְוִיָּכְנעּו ַעִּמי ֲאֶׁשר ִנְקָר 

יז,  ֲעֵליֶהם ְוִיְתַּפְּללּו, זֹו ְּתִפָּלה. (דברי הימים ב ז, יד): ִויַבְּקׁשּו ָפַני, ֲהֵרי ְצָדָקה, ְּכָמא ְדַאְּת ָאַמר (תהלים
ר ָּכ� (דברי  טו): ֲאִני ְּבֶצֶדק ֶאֱחֶזה ָפֶני�. (דברי הימים ב ז, יד): ְוָיֻׁשבּו ִמַּדְרֵכיֶהם ָהָרִעים, זֹו ְּתׁשּוָבה, ְוַאחַ 

 הימים ב ז, יד) ְוֶאְסַלח ְלַחָּטאָתם ְוֶאְרָּפא ֶאת ַאְרָצם.

Rabbi Yudan in the name of Rabbi El-Azar says: three things avert the severity of the bad 
decrees, and they are: Prayer (T’filah) and Acts of Righteousness (Tz’daka) and Repentance 
(T’shuva).  All these three are said in a single verse (II Chronicles 7:14), saying: “when My 
people, who bear My name, humble themselves, pray” 
 - that is Prayer; “seek My Countenance” – that is Righteousness, as it is said (Psalms 17:15): 
צֶ  “ י ְּב֭ ֶדק ֶאֱחֶז֣ה ָפֶנ֑י�ֲאִנ֗  – I, in Righteousness, will vision Your Countenance”; “and turn from 
their evil ways” – this is Repentance (T’shuva).  And then – “I will hear in My heavenly abode 
and forgive their sins and heal their land”. 

From a sermon I gave last year on this very verse: 

In the Un’taneh Tokef prayer we envision God as the King, the Ultimate Supreme Judge that 
assigns each of us to a “good” or “bad” destiny.  We chant together “On Rosh Hashanah it is 
written and on Yom Kippur it is sealed, who shall live and who shall die."  Followed by a series 
of questions: “Who by fire and who by water? Who in hunger and who by thirst? Who by 
thunder and who by plague?”  Reading these verses, the feeling that we have no role in our 
destiny is climaxed. 

I’d like to suggest a little different reading, active tense rather than passive: “Between Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur I will write the Book of my own Life”. 
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From this perspective, we need to understand the prayers as poetic metaphors, that are 
meant to draw our attention to God, that gifted us with the free will and ability to make choices 
and inspire us.  When we pray, we are more likely to change ourselves through actions and 
thus influence our community and the surroundings that we interact with, ultimately causing 
the change of reality. 

The very same prayer offers us a path how to conduct our lives forward:  

"T’shuva, T’fillah and Tz’dakah mitigate the severity of the decree." 

The decree, death, is already known and shall happen to all of us.  The severity of the decree 
is not the eventual dying one way or another but how we will feel when we get there, a result 
of stocktaking of what we have done till then.   

From Ne’ilah Service  

ינּו ְלִהְתַוּדֹות ְלָפֶנֽי� ַעל ָּכל   נֹוֵתן ָיד ַלּפֹוְׁשִעיםַאָּתה   נּו ְיהָֹוה ֱא�ֵהֽ ִויִמיְנ� ְפׁשּוָטה ְלַקֵּבל ָׁשִבים. ַוְּתַלְּמֵדֽ
נּו ִּבְתׁשּוָבה ְׁשֵלָמהֲעֹו ינּו, ּוְתַקְּבֵלֽ ַען ֶנְחַּדל ֵמֽעֶׁשק ָיֵדֽ ינּו, ְלַמֽ  ְלָפֶנֽי�  נֹוֵתֽ

You reach out Your hand to transgressors, and Your right hand is extended to receive those 
who [truly] repent. You have taught us, Adonay, our God, to confess before You all our 
iniquities and transgressions so that we may refrain from the injustice, exploitation and 
oppression of our hands; so that You will completely accept our repentance and returning 
back before You. 

The following prayer is an accurate quote of Rabbi Hamnuna, cited in Yoma Tractate 87b,6: 

ְרִּתי ְּכִאּלּו לֹא ְרִּתי ֵאיִני ְכַדאי, ְוַעְכָׁשו ֶׁשּנֹוַצֽ ֶמר   ֱא�ַהי. ַעד ֶׁשּלֹא נֹוַצֽ ְרִּתי. ָעָפר ֲאִני ְּבַחָּיי. ַקל ָוֹחֽ נֹוַצֽ
ְיִהי ָרצֹון ִמְּלָפֶנֽי� ְיהָֹוה ֱא�ַהי ֵוא�ֵהי ֲאבֹוַתי ֶׁשּלֹא   ֲהֵרי ֲאִני ְלָפֶנֽי� ִּכְכִלי ָמֵלא בּוָׁשה ּוְכִלָּמה.   ְּבִמיָתִתי. 

י  ֶאֱחָטא עֹוד. אִתי ְלָפֶנֽי� ָמֵרק ְּבַרֲחֶמֽ   :ֲאָבל לֹא ַעל ְיֵדי ִיּסּוִרים ָוֳחָלִים ָרִעים � ָהַרִּבים. ּוַמה ֶּׁשָחָטֽ

God, before I was created, 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 and disgrace, humiliation. May it 
be Your will, Adonay, my God, and the God of my ancestors, 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. 


