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 . ב. ו.ש
Heshiv – ( – הֵ ִשׁיבthird body, masculine, Hif-eel) – returned something back to its origin:

ַו ָ֕יּשֶׁ ב ֵ ֖את כׇּל הָ ְרכֻ ֑שׁ וְ גַם֩ ֶאת ֨לוֹט ָא ִ ֤חיו ְוּרכֻשׁ ֙וֹ הֵ ֔ ִשׁיב וְ גַ ֥ם ֶאת הַ נּ ִ ָ֖שׁים וְ ֶאת הָ ָעֽם׃
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 – ( – הֵ ִשׁיבthird body, masculine, Hif-eel) – responded to someone’s words:

שׁיב אֲ מָ ֶ ֖ריהָ ָ ֽלהּ׃
֥ ִ רוֹתיהָ ַתּעֲנֶ ֑ינָּה ַאף ִ֕היא ָתּ
֖ ֶ ָחַ כְ ֥מוֹת שׂ
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 – ( – הֵ ִשׁיבthird body, masculine, Hif-eel) – answered a question:

ָשׁיבוּ דָ ָ ֽבר׃
֥ ִ יוֹע֑ץ וְ ֶא ְשׁ ָא ֵ ֖לם וְ י
ֵ וְ ֵא ֶ֙ר ֙א וְ ֵ ֣אין ִ֔אישׁ וּמֵ ֵ ֖אלֶּה וְ ֵ ֣אין
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 – ְתּשׁוּבָ ה

– answer to a question.
ְתּשׁוּבָ ה נִצַּ חַ ת הֵ ִשׁיבָ ה כְּ נֶסֶ ת י ְִשׂ ָר ֵאל ַלנָבִ יא

Bavli Sanhedrin 105a: The congregation of Israel answered with a convincing response to the
prophet.
T’shuva – ְתּשׁוּבָ ה

– repentance.
ָאמַ ר ָלהֶ ן ָנבִ יא ְל ִי ְשׂרֳ ֵאל ִחזְ רוּ בִּ ְתשׁוּבָ ה

Ibid, ibid: The prophet said to the Jewish people: Repent…
Rabbi Emanuel Ben-David
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Shuv –  – שׁוּבAgain (and again, more than twice).

אתי ֣שׁוּב בְּ נִ ֽי דָ ִ֗וד
ִ ו ַ֩יּ ֹאמֶ ר֩ שָׁ ֨אוּל חָ ֜ ָט
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 . ב. ו.ש. 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:

ֹת ֶאל לְבָ ֔ ֶב� בְּ ׇ֨כל הַ גּוֹ ֔ ִים
֙ ָ וְ הָ יָה֩ ִ ֽכי ָי ֹ֨באוּ עָ ֶ֜לי� כׇּל הַ ְדּבָ ִ ֣רים הָ ֗ ֵאלֶּה הַ בְּ ָר ָכ ֙ה וְ הַ ְקּ ָל ָ֔לה אֲ ֶ ֥שׁר נ ַ ָ֖ת ִתּי ְלפָנֶ ֑י� וַהֲ שֵׁ ב
�הי� ָ ֽשׁמָּ ה׃
֖ ֶ ֱאֲ ֶ ֧שׁר ִה ִדּיחֲ �֛ יְהוָֹ ֥ה א
�ה֙י ֙� וְ שָׁ מַ עְ ָ ֣תּ בְ ק ֹ֔לוֹ כְּ ֹ֛כל אֲ שֶׁ ר ָאנ ִ ֹ֥כי ְמצַ וְּ �֖ הַ יּ֑ וֹם ַא ָ ֣תּה וּבָ ֔ ֶני� בְּ כׇל לְבָ בְ �֖ וּבְ כׇל נַפְ ֶ ֽשׁ�׃
ֶ ֱוְ שַׁ בְ ֞ ָתּ עַ ד יְהוָֹ ֤ה א
�הי� ָ ֽשׁמָּ ה׃
֖ ֶ ֱבוּת�֖ וְ ִרחֲ ֶ ֑מ� וְ שָׁ֗ ב וְ ִקבֶּ צְ ֙� ִמכׇּל ָ ֣העַ ִ֔מּים אֲ ֶ ֧שׁר הֱ ִ ֽפיצְ �֛ יְהוָֹ ֥ה א
ְ �הי� ֶאת ְשׁ
֛ ֶ ֱוְ שָׁ֨ ב יְהוָֹ ֧ה א
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:

יבנוּ יְהוָֹ ֤ה ֵא ֶ֨לי ֙� ְוֽנ ָ֔שׁוּבָ ה חַ ֵדּ֥שׁ י ֵ ָ֖מינוּ כְּ ֶ ֽקדֶ ם׃
ֵ ֨ הֲ ִשׁ
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:

 ״שָׁ לוֹם: שֶׁ נֶּאֱ מַ ר,עוֹמ ִדין
ְ מוּרים ֵאינָם
ִ ְיקים גּ
ִ עוֹמ ִדין — צַ ִדּ
ְ  מָ קוֹם שֶׁ בַּ ֲעלֵי ְתשׁוּבָ ה:ְדּ ָאמַ ר ַרבִּ י אֲ בָ הוּ
. וַהֲ דַ ר ״ל ַָקּרוֹב״, ״ל ָָרחוֹק״ בְּ ֵרישָׁ א.שָׁ לוֹם ל ָָרחוֹק וְ ל ַָקּרוֹב״
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.
Rabbi Emanuel Ben-David
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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:

״א ְרפָּא ְמשׁוּבָ ָתם אוֹהֲ בֵ ם
ֶ : שֶׁ נֶּאֱ מַ ר,יאה ִרפְ אוּת לְעוֹלָם
ָ ִ גְּ דוֹלָה ְתּשׁוּבָ ה שֶׁ ְמּב:ָאמַ ר ַרבִּ י חָ מָ א )בַּ ר( חֲ נִינָא
.נְדָ בָ ה״
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.

, שֶׁ בִּ ְשׁבִ יל י ִָחיד שֶׁ עָ שָׂ ה ְתּשׁוּבָ ה — מוֹחֲ לִין ְלכׇל הָ עוֹלָם כּוּלּוֹ, גְּ דוֹלָה ְתּשׁוּבָ ה: הָ יָה ַרבִּ י מֵ ִאיר אוֹמֵ ר,ַתּ ְניָא
.״ממֶּ נּוּ״
ִ  ֶאלָּא, ״מֵ הֶ ם״ ל ֹא נֶאֱ מַ ר.״א ְרפָּא ְמשׁוּבָ ָתם אוֹהֲ בֵ ם נְדָ בָ ה כִּ י שָׁ ב ַאפִּ י ִממֶּ נּוּ״
ֶ :שֶׁ נֶּאֱ מַ ר
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.

,גּוֹאל וּלְשָׁ בֵ י פֶשַׁ ע בְּ ַי ֲעקֹב״
ֵ  ״וּבָ א לְצִ יּוֹן: שֶׁ נֶּאֱ מַ ר, גְּ דוֹלָה ְתּשׁוּבָ ה )שֶׁ ְמּ ָק ֶרבֶ ת( ֶאת הַ גְּ אוּלָּה:ָאמַ ר ַרבִּ י יוֹנ ָָתן
.גּוֹאל״ — ִמשּׁוּם ְדּ״שָׁ בֵ י פֶשַׁ ע בְּ ַי ֲעקֹב״
ֵ מָ ה טַ עַ ם ״וּבָ א לְצִ יּוֹן
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.”

 ״וּבְ שׁוּב: שֶׁ נֶּאֱ מַ ר,נוֹתיו שֶׁ ל ָאדָ ם
ָ  גְּ דוֹלָה ְתּשׁוּבָ ה שֶׁ מַּ אֲ ֶרכֶת ְשׁ:מוּאל בַּ ר נ ְַחמָ נִי ָאמַ ר ַרבִּ י יוֹנ ָָתן
ֵ ָאמַ ר ַרבִּ י ְשׁ
.ָרשָׁ ע מֵ ִר ְשׁעָ תוֹ )חָ יוֹ( י ְִחיֶה״
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).
Rabbi Emanuel Ben-David
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The summary of repentance – all that one must say and mean: Bavli Yoma 87b:
.� ״אֲ בָ ל אֲ נ ְַחנוּ חָ טָ אנוּ״ — תּוּ לָא צְ ִרי: אֲ בָ ל ָאמַ ר....: זוּט ָרא
ְ ָאמַ ר מָ ר
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):

.וּתפִ לָּה וּצְ דָ ָקה מַ עֲבִ ִירין ֶאת רֹעַ הַ גְּ ז ֵָרה
ְ וּתשׁוּבָ ה
ְ
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:

ֵיהם הָ ָר ִ ֑עים וַ ֽאֲ ִנ ֙י ֶא ְשׁ ַ ֣מע ִמן
֣ ֶ ָשׁבוּ ִמדַּ ְרכ
֖ ֻ ֵיהם וְ ִ ֽי ְת ַ ֽפּלְל ֙וּ וִ יבַ ְק ֣שׁוּ ָפ ֔ ַני וְ י
ֶ ֗ וְ ִי ָכּנ ְ֨עוּ עַ ִ֜מּי אֲ ֶ ֧שׁר נִ ְֽק ָרא ְשׁ ִ ֣מי ֲעל
אתם וְ ֶא ְר ָ ֖פּא ֶאת ַא ְר ָ ֽצם׃
ָ ֔ ָהַ שָּׁ ֔ ַמיִם וְ ֶא ְס ַל ֙ח לְחַ טּ
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.

,וּתשׁוּבָ ה
ְ  ְתּפִ לָּה וּצְ דָ ָקה, וְ ֵאלּוּ הֵ ם,ַרבִּ י יוּדָ ן בְּ שֵׁ ם ַרבִּ י ֶאלְעָ זָר ָאמַ ר ְשׁלשָׁ ה ְדבָ ִרים ְמבַ ְטּלִים גְּ זֵרוֹת ָרעוֹת
 וְ ִי ָכּנְעוּ עַ ִמּי אֲ שֶׁ ר נ ְִק ָרא ְשׁ ִמי:( יד, הֲ דָ א הוּא ִדכְ ִתיב )דברי הימים ב ז,וּשׁל ְָשׁ ָתּן נ ֶֶא ְמרוּ בְּ פָסוּק ֶאחָ ד
ְ
, כְּ מָ א ְד ַא ְתּ ָאמַ ר )תהלים יז, הֲ ֵרי צְ דָ ָקה, וִ יבַ ְקּשׁוּ ָפנַי:( יד, )דברי הימים ב ז. זוֹ ְתּפִ לָּה,ֲעלֵיהֶ ם וְ י ְִת ַפּלְּלוּ
 וְ ַאחַ ר כָּ� )דברי, זוֹ ְתּשׁוּבָ ה, וְ יָשֻׁ בוּ ִמדַּ ְרכֵיהֶ ם הָ ָרעִ ים:( יד, )דברי הימים ב ז.� אֲ נִי בְּ צֶ דֶ ק ֶאחֱ זֶה ָפנֶי:(טו
.אתם וְ ֶא ְרפָּא ֶאת ַא ְרצָ ם
ָ ָ יד( וְ ֶא ְסלַח לְחַ טּ,הימים ב ז
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):
“ � – אֲ ֗ ִני בְּ֭ צֶ דֶ ק ֶאחֱ זֶ ֣ה פָנֶ ֑יI, 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”.
Rabbi Emanuel Ben-David
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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

�הינוּ ל ְִה ְתוַדּוֹת ְלפָנֶ ֽי� עַ ל כָּל
ֽ ֵ ֱ ו ְַתּל ְַמּ ֵ ֽדנוּ יְהוָֹה א.ימינְ� פְ שׁוּטָ ה ל ְַקבֵּ ל שָׁ בִ ים
ִ ִַפּוֹשׁעִ ים ו
ְ נוֹתן יָד ל
ֵ ַא ָתּה
�וּת ַקבְּ ֵ ֽלנוּ בִּ ְתשׁוּבָ ה ְשׁלֵמָ ה ְלפָנֶ ֽי
ְ ,ְמעַ ן נ ְֶחדַּ ל מֵ עֽ שֶׁ ק י ֵ ָֽדינוּ
ֽ ַ  ל,נוֹתינוּ
ֽ ֵ עֲוֹ
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:

חמֶ ר
ֹ ֽ  ַקל ָו. עָ פָר אֲ נִי בְּ חַ יָּי.נוֹצ ְר ִתּי
ֽ ַ נּוֹצ ְר ִתּי כְּ ִאלּוּ ל ֹא
ֽ ַ ֶ וְ עַ כְ שָׁ ו שׁ,נוֹצ ְר ִתּי ֵאינִי כְ דַ אי
ֽ ַ  עַ ד שֶׁ לּ ֹא.אֱ �הַ י
בוֹתי שֶׁ לּ ֹא
ַ ֲ י ְִהי ָרצוֹן ִמ ְלּפָנֶ ֽי� יְהוָֹה אֱ �הַ י וֵא�הֵ י א. הֲ ֵרי אֲ נִי ְלפָנֶ ֽי� כִּ כְ לִי מָ לֵא בוּשָׁ ה וּכְ לִמָּ ה.ית ִתי
ָ בְּ ִמ
: ִסּוּרים וָחֳ ָליִם ָרעִ ים
ִ  אֲ בָ ל ל ֹא עַ ל יְדֵ י י.אתי ְלפָנֶ ֽי� מָ ֵרק בְּ ַרחֲ ֶ ֽמי� הָ ַרבִּ ים
ִ  וּמַ ה שֶּׁ חָ ָ ֽט.ֶאחֱ טָ א עוֹד
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.

Rabbi Emanuel Ben-David
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