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Preparing for Rosh HaShanah – Selichot 
 
Two Perspectives on Selichot 5763 
 

It is customary to arise in the early morning to recite prayers of supplication from the beginning of the 
month of Elul until Yom HaKippurim.  (Shulcah Aruch, Orech Chayim 581:1) 

 
It is customary to recite Selichot – prayers of supplication – prior to Rosh HaShanah.  Generally, these prayers 
are recited in the morning.  According to Rav Yosef Karo this service is initiated on the first day of Elul.  This is 
the custom generally accepted by Sephardic communities.  Rav Moshe Isserles comments that the Ashkenazic 
custom is to begin reciting the Selichot from the Motzai Shabbat prior to Rosh HaShanah.1 
 
The source for these two customs is discussed by Rabbaynu Nissim.  He explains that the custom of Barcelona 
was to begin Selichot on the twenty-fifth day of Elul.2  The Gaon of Vilna explained that this is the source of 
the Ashkenazic custom.3 
 
To appreciate the Gaon’s conclusion, we need to better understand the practice of the Barcelona community.  
Rabbaynu Nissim explains the basis of this custom.  This custom reflects the opinion that the sixth day of 
creation corresponds with Rosh HaShanah.  The Almighty chose this day for Rosh HaShanah because it is 
associated with forgiveness.  On this day Adam and Chava, representing humanity, committed the first sin.  
They disobeyed Hashem.  They ate the fruit that the Creator had forbidden.  The Almighty forgave this 
iniquity.  On Rosh HaShanah we beseech Hashem for forgiveness.  It is appropriate to appeal to the Almighty 
on the anniversary of the date that forgiveness was introduced into the universe.  If Rosh HaShanah 
corresponds with the sixth day of creation, what calendar date corresponds with the first day of creation?  
This date is the twenty-fifth of Elul (Elul having twenty-nine days).4 
 
We can now understand the Gaon’s comments.  The Ashkenazic custom embodies the same message as the 
custom of Barcelona.  The recitation of Selichot begins on the Motzai Shabbat before Rosh HaShanah.  This 
corresponds with the initiation of creation on the first day of the week. 
 
Rabbaynu Nissim explains the custom in Gerona was to begin the recitation of Selichot on the first day of Elul.  
This date was also chosen because of its association with forgiveness.  After the sin of the Egel Ha’zahav – the 
Golden Calf – Moshe ascended Har Sinai.  He sought forgiveness for Bnai Yisrael.  Moshe ascended the 
mountain of the first day of Elul.  He secured the Almighty’s forgiveness forty days later.  This day – the tenth 
of Tishrai – became Yom Kippur. 
 
These two customs reflect two different aspects of Divine forgiveness.  The forgiveness of received by Adam 
and Chava was not a result of repentance or prayer.  In fact, both Adam and Chava minimized their role in 
committing the sin.  Why were they forgiven?  The Almighty created humanity and bestowed within us the 
unique ability to choose between good and evil.  Every human enters life as an imperfect and instinctual 
creature.  It is our responsibility to improve ourselves through the wise exercise of our freewill.  It is inevitable 

 
1   Rav Moshe Isserles, Comments on Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 581:1. 
2   Rabbaynu Nissim, Notes to Commentary of Rabbaynu Yitzchak Alfasi, Mesechet Rosh HaShanah 3a. 
3   Rabbaynu Eliyahu of Vilna, Biur HaGra, Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim  581, note 8. 
4   Rabbaynu Nissim, Notes to Commentary of Rabbaynu Yitzchak Alfasi, Mesechet Rosh HaShanah 3a. 
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that we will sin as we proceed along this path.  Hashem forgives us for these failings just as He pardoned Adam 
and Chava.  In short, the very design of creation allows for an imperfect individual and implies the Almighty’s 
forbearance and forgiveness. 
 
The forgiveness at Sinai was achieved through supplication and prayer.  Moshe ascended the mountain and 
beseeched the Almighty to forgive His people.  As Moshe elevated Himself and rose to a higher spiritual level, 
he drew closer to Hashem.  Through this process his prayers were accepted and Bnai Yisrael was forgiven. 
 
Each custom reflects one of these aspects of forgiveness.  The Ashkenazic custom reminds us of the 
forgiveness received by Adam and Chava.  It recalls the forgiveness inherent in the design of creation.  The 
Sephardic custom reminds us of the forgiveness achieved at Sinai.  It recalls the forgiveness we can secure 
through personal spiritual effort and prayer.  
 
 
Selichot – Part I: The General Structure 5768 

 
And we observe the custom of rising early in the morning and reciting Selichot and prayers of supplication 
from the first day of the month of Elul until Yom Kippur.  ReMA:  This is not the custom of the Ashkenazim.  
Rather, from the first day of Elul onward we begin to sound the shofar after the morning prayers…  And we 

arise early and recite Selichot from the Sunday prior to Rosh HaShanah.  (Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 
581:1) 

 
Rosh HaShanah and Yom HaKippurim are referred to as the Yamim Nora’im – the Days of Awe.  These days 
and the period surrounding them feature a special prayer service – the Selichot.  Shulchan Aruch explains that 
there are two customs regarding the initiation of Selichot.  The Sephardic practice is to begin the recitation of 
Selichot at the start of Elul.  Ashkenazim begin the Sunday, or Motzai Shabbat, preceding Rosh HaShanah.  
Both communities continue to recite the Selichot through Yom HaKippurim.  Different practices exist between 
the Sephardim and Ashkenazim concerning recitation of the Selichot during Yom HaKippurim.  They are recited 
at night and at the closing of the Ne’elah service – the final service of the day.  The Sephardic custom is to also 
recite them at the close of the other services.  Generally, Ashkenazim do not recite the Selichot at the close of 
these other services.    
 
Selichot:  The Heart Guided by Halachah 
The Selichot service is highly structured.  Its design and the way the Selichot are recited are dictated by an 
elaborate set of halachic considerations.  At first, this may seem odd.  The Selichot are primarily supplications 
beseeching Hashem to forgive our sins and answer our prayers.  They represent the efforts of the petitioner to 
pour forth his most intense and intimate thoughts and fears before his Creator and seek His indulgence and 
forgiveness. We would expect such an intense, personal experience to provide the supplicant with the 
opportunity to individualize his prayers.  This would allow him to reflect his own thoughts, fears, and 
yearnings.  Instead, halachah imposes upon this petitioner a rigid set of procedural considerations and a 
strictly formalized liturgy. 
 
The simplest resolution for this paradox lies in appreciating the Torah’s understanding of the act of prayer.  
The Torah characterizes prayer as an act of service to Hashem.  Maimonides’ description of the 
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commandment for prayer is “to serve Hashem daily with prayer.”5  He further explains that this 
commandment is derived from the Torah imperatives to “serve Hashem your G-d” 6 and “to serve Him with all 
your hearts”7  Our Sages explained one serves Hashem with one’s heart through prayer.8  
 
This characterization of prayer as an act of divine service is essential to understanding its nature.  Service is an 
act of submission.  The servant does not design his service as an act of self-expression with disregard to the 
expectations of his master.  Instead, one who offers service seeks to conform to and satisfy the expectations 
and demands of another.  Any element of self-expression must be subsumed within the primary objective of 
conforming to the wishes of the superior. Therefore, the activity of prayer cannot be dominated by the 
petitioner’s need for self-expression.  The supplicant must submit to the expectations and standards 
demanded by Hashem and offer his supplications in this framework.  
 
There is another message in the imposition of halachic structure upon the activity of prayer.  First, we must 
appreciate that this imposition of halachic structure is not unique to prayer.  In fact, every religious activity 
that we perform is strictly regulated by detailed halachic considerations.  This includes the creating and 
writing of a Sefer Torah, the posting of the mezuzah on our doorposts, the performance of the mitzvah of 
milah, and the observance of Shabbat.  Without exception, every aspect of our religious lives is subsumed 
within and guided by a detailed system of halachah.  Therefore, we must expand our question.  We must not 
only ask why halachah insists on regulating our prayers; we must also ask why halachah seeks to dominate all 
aspects of religious expression. 
 
There are various answers to this question— and many are very profound.  Rather than delving into the 
deepest of answers, let us focus on the obvious and apparent.  What is the outcome of this imposition of 
halachah on our religious lives?  The outcome is a religious experience that is unique to Judaism.  Our religious 
life can be characterized as an encounter of the personal and subjective with the objective and universal.  Our 
religious expressions emerge as holistic, integrated experiences that involve all elements of our being.  
Religious activities require the expression of the heart within the framework of the mind.  First, our minds 
must contemplate and master the requirements of the act and only then can our hearts find expression in 
their performance.   
 
This discussion is an introduction to a halachic analysis of the Selichot.  This analysis will be divided into two 
parts. The first part will deal with the basic structure of the Selichot service.  The second section will deal with 
some of the unique characteristics of the Selichot service and explain these unusual details within the 
overarching framework of the Selichot. 
 
The Structure of the Selichot 
The Selichot service is highly formalized.  This high degree of formalization becomes evident when one 
compares the Sephardic with the Ashkenazic traditions.  A cursory comparison would lead one to conclude 
that the two versions are very different.  Most of the prayers that make up the Selichot service are unique to 
their respective traditions. There are only a few paragraphs that are common to both services.  However, a 
closer analysis reveals an amazing discovery.  Despite the plethora of differences that distinguish the two 

 
5 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Tefillah, introduction. 
6 Sefer Shemot 23:28 
7 Sefer Devarim 11:13. 
8 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Tefillah 1:1. 
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traditions, they organize their respective content in a shared structure. 
 
The focal point of the Selichot service is the repeated recitation of the Shelosh Esray Midot – the Thirteen 
Attributes of Hashem.  These are passages taken from the Torah.  They describe Hashem’s behaviors with 
specific reference to His compassion and benevolence.  These passages were revealed to Moshe at Sinai when 
he beseeched Hashem to spare Bnai Yisrael after the sin of the Golden Calf.  The recitations of the Shelosh 
Esray Midot are followed by a confession of our sins.   
 
Both traditions begin the service with the reading of Ashrai.  Early in the service, reference to Hashem’s 
cognizance of and responsiveness to our prayers is made.  This reference is more prominent in the Ashkenazic 
tradition, but is included in both traditions.   
 
Both traditions end with two elements that seem oddly out of place.  The end of the service includes Nefilat 
Apayim.  This supplication is traditionally recited after the weekday morning and afternoon service.  Finally, 
the Selichot service ends with the recitation of Kadish Shalem or Kadish Titkabel.  This prayer – recited by the 
chazan alone – typically follows every Amidah. 
 
It is clear from this analysis that this structure is not arbitrary.  The Sephardic and Ashkenazic traditions share 
few common prayers within their respective Selichot services but share this structure.  Both traditions include 
the Nefilat Apayim and Kadish Shalem – elements that seem alien to the Selichot service. What is the meaning 
and significance of this structure? 
 
The Source of the Selichot Service 
As explained above, the focal point of the Selichot service is the repeated recitation of the Shelosh Esray 
Midot.  The source for this practice is in the Talmud.  It explains that when Moshe beseeched Hashem at Sinai 
to forgive Bnai Yisrael’s sin, “the Holy One Blessed Be He wrapped Himself in a talet like a chazan and 
demonstrated to Moshe the proper order of prayer.  He – Hashem – said to him, “anytime that Israel sins, 
perform before Me this order of prayer, and I will forgive them.”9  The “order of prayer” to which Hashem 
referred was the Shelosh Esray Midot.  Therefore, when we turn to Hashem during this time of judgment and 
seek His forgiveness and indulgence, we recite this prayer that Hashem revealed to Moshe.   
 
The Talmud describes Hashem as wrapped in a talet like the chazan of a congregation.  This is an unusual 
image and seems irrelevant to the Talmud’s fundamental message.  Why is the Talmud’s identification of the 
source for practice of reciting the Midot incomplete without this image? 
 
Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik Zt”l explains that this image is essential to the Talmud’s lesson.  The image of the 
congregation’s chazan wrapped in the talet and leading the assembly in prayer is borrowed from our daily 
services.  It is a characterization of our practice regarding the Amidah.  This recitation of the Amidah on behalf 
of the congregation is the most fundamental responsibility of the chazan.  In other words, the Talmud is 
equating the Selichot service with our daily prayer service.  Specifically, it is equating the central element of 
the Selichot service (the chazan leading the congregation in repetition of the Midot) to the central element of 
our daily prayer – the chazan’s recitation of the Amidah. 
 
This comparison is more fully appreciated when we consider the Amidah’s exulted status in halachah.  The 

 
9 Mesechet Rosh HaShanah 17b. 
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Amidah is the embodiment of the fundamental elements of prayer.  Through its recitation, we fulfill our Torah 
obligation to pray daily and our Rabbinic obligation to pray three times each day.10  The Talmud suggests that 
the Midot and the Amidah play similar roles in their respective services, and that they both somehow embody 
the very same elements that are essential to the Amidah.  What are these elements and how are they 
expressed in the Selichot service? 
 
The Elements of Tefillah 
Maimonides explains that tefillah is a communication of the supplicant’s needs.  However, he adds that the 
petitioner does not express his needs in isolation.  He must introduce his prayers by praising Hashem.  Only 
after offering praise can the supplicant place his requests before Hashem.  The Amidah is structured according 
to this principle.  It opens with three blessings of praise.  Only after these praises does the Amidah progress to 
the blessings that communicate our needs. 
 
Rav Soloveitchik suggests that the Midot correspond with the Amidah’s central blessings.  These central 
blessings communicate our needs.  The Midot express our desperate need for forgiveness.  Accordingly, the 
Midot are followed by our confession.  We must identify our sins if we are to attain forgiveness for these 
misdeeds.   
 
The Meaning and Significance of the Selichot Service’s Structure 
We observed above that early in the service, both Ashkenazic and Sephardic traditions include a description of 
Hashem as cognizant and responsive to our prayers.  This reference is a part of a series of similar praises.  Rav 
Soloveitchik explains that the inclusion of these praises before the Midot is essential to the service’s structure. 
These praises correspond to the Amidah’s opening blessings.  The Midot are the service’s equivalent to the 
Amidah’s petition, and these passages are the praise that must always precede petition. 
 
Rav Soloveitchik explains that the Selichot service is followed by a Kadish Shalem because it is a prayer service 
replete with its own equivalent to the Amidah.  In this Kadish, we entreat Hashem to accept our petitions.  It is 
appropriate to recite this Kadish after the Amidah and after reciting the Selichot. 
 
Finally, Rav Soloveitchik explains that it is quite fitting for the Selichot service to begin with Ashrai and for the 
Midot to be followed by Nefilat Apayim.  These prayers commonly precede and follow the Amidah.  It is 
proper that they should also accompany the Selichot service’s Amidah equivalent.11   
 
To this point we have discussed the overall structure of the Selichot services.  We have explained that its 
structure is modeled after the Amidah and the liturgy that typically accompanies the Amidah.  However, in 
some respects, the Selichot service is very different from the prayer services it models.  We will consider next 
these divergences from standard services and their meaning. 
 
 
Selichot – Part II: It Odd Aspect 5768 
 

Because of this, all Israel is accustomed to give abundant tzedakah, perform good acts, engage in the 
performance of mitzvot from Rosh HaShanah to Yoim HaKippurim to a greater extent than during the rest of 

 
10 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Tefillah 1:2. 
11 Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, Harerai Kedem vol 1 pp. 1-2. 
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the year.  And they are accustomed to rise in the night during these ten days and pray in the synagogues 
with pleas and supplications until the break of day.  (Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Laws of Repentance 3:4) 

 
The first part of our discussion of Selichot focused on the overall structure of the service.  Rav Yosef Dov 
Soloveitchik explains that the Selichot service’s structure is modeled after the Amidah.  The Amidah is the 
embodiment of the fundamental elements of prayer.  Through recitation of the Amidah, we fulfill our Torah 
obligation to pray daily and our Rabbinic obligation to pray three times each day.12 The central feature of 
Selichot is the repeated recitation of the Divine attributes and the accompanying supplications.  This element 
of the Selichot takes the place of the Amidah’s central blessing.  In place of the Amidah’s variety of petitions, 
the Selichot service focuses upon beseeching Hashem for forgiveness.  The praises that introduce the Selichot 
service parallel the praise in the opening blessings of the Amidah.  Generally, the Amidah is preceded by praise 
and succeeded by the supplications of Nefilat Apayim.  The Selichot service is introduced in Ashrai and ends 
with Nefilat Apayim.  Finally, like the Amidah, the Selichot service is followed by Kadish Shalem.13 
 
There are aspects of the Selichot service that are inconsistent with its structure as a prayer service modeled 
after the Amidah.   Each of these anomalies provides an important insight into the Selichot service and its 
unique character. 
 
Two of these anomalous elements are discussed by Maimonides in the above passage.  First, Maimonides 
explains that it is customary to recite the Selichot at night.  Generally, nighttime is not regarded as the ideal 
time for prayer.  This is reflected in the formulation of the daily prayer recited at night – ma’ariv or aravit.  
This service is similar to the morning service.  Both are constructed of two basic elements: the mitzvah of 
Shema and the Amidah.  In both, the Shema is surrounded by blessings.  However, the blessings surrounding 
the morning Shema are relatively elaborate, whereas the evening’s blessings are abbreviated.  The Talmud 
explains that nighttime is the time for learning.14  Consequently, the evening prayers are less elaborate.  Since 
the nighttime is not the ideal time for prayer, it is odd Selichot is customarily recited at night. 
 
Second, Maimonides explains that Selichot are recited in the synagogue.  This indicates that a minyan – a 
quorum – is required for Selichot.  The Amidah is not subject to this requirement.  It can be recited by an 
individual.  A minyan is not requisite. 
 
The third anomaly is not mentioned by Maimonides.  The Amidah is recited silently.  However, it is customary 
to recite the Selichot out loud.   
 
Among the characteristics of repentance is for the repentant individual to constantly cry out before Hashem 

with weeping and supplications.  (Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Laws of Repentance 2:4) 
 

Maimonides outlines various characteristics that are appropriate in an individual who is sincerely repentant.  
Among of these characteristics are that the repentant person fully regrets his past behavior and vigorously 
seeks Hashem’s forgiveness.  These characteristics are expressed through the repentant person crying out to 
Hashem.   
 

 
12 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Tefillah 1:2. 
13 Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, Harerai Kedem vol. 1, pp. 1-2. 
14 Mesechet Eruvin 65a. 
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Rav Soloveitchik suggests that the Selichot service is not only a prayer for forgiveness.  A prayer for forgiveness 
can be recited silently.  It does not require that the petitioner give voice to his thoughts.  Selichot are more 
than prayers for forgiveness; they are a formalization of Maimonides’ description of the sincerely repentant 
individual.  The Selichot service is an expression of anguish and despair.  Through Selichot, the repentant 
person considers the gravity of his past behavior and recognizes his desperate need for Hashem’s forgiveness.  
This anguish does not find appropriate expression in silent meditation.  It must be voiced.  Therefore, unlike 
the Amidah, the Selichot are recited out loud. 
 

She weeps in the night, and her tears are on her cheek; she has no comforter among all her lovers; all her 
friends have betrayed her; they have become her enemies.  (Meggilat Eichah 1:2) 

 
“In the night”: For whoever weeps at night, the one who hears his voice weeps along with him. (Rashi, 

Meggilat Eichah 1:2) 
 

Because Selichot are the anguished expression of the repentant person’s despair and his plea for forgiveness, 
it is appropriate that the service be recited at night. 
 
In Meggilat Eichah, the prophet Yermiyahuh describes the wasted Yerushalayim crying at night.  The silence of 
the night is rent by her wails of despair.  Rashi comments that any sensitive person who hears weeping in the 
night is naturally moved by this anguished voice and is compelled to cry along with the sufferer.  In the 
Selichot service we adopt the example of Yerushalayim.  We too rend apart the silence of the night with our 
desperate, anguished entreaties to Hashem.  Therefore, unlike our daily prayers which are abbreviated at 
night, the Selichot service is most appropriately conducted at night.     
 
Finally, Maimonides explains that Selichot are recited with a minyan.  Why is a quorum necessary for this 
service?  In the first part of this discussion, it was explained that the focal point of the Selichot service is the 
repeated recitation of the Shelosh Esray Midot – the Thirteen Divine Attributes.   The source for this practice is 
in the Talmud.  It explains that when Moshe beseeched Hashem at Sinai to forgive Bnai Yisrael’s sin, “the Holy 
One Blessed Be, He wrapped Himself in a talet like a chazan and demonstrated to Moshe the proper order of 
prayer.  He – Hashem – said to him, “anytime that Israel sins, perform before Me this order of prayer and I will 
forgive them.”15  The “order of prayer” to which Hashem referred is the Shelosh Esray Midot.  Therefore, when 
we turn to Hashem during this time of judgment and seek His forgiveness and indulgence, we recite the prayer 
that Hashem revealed to Moshe for such moments. 
 
Rav Soloveitchik notes that the Talmud describes the Midot, as recited by Hashem, as akin to a chazan leading 
his congregation.  Rav Soloveitchik explains that although it is best to recite the Amidah with a minyan, the 
Amidah is not innately a congregational prayer.  However, the Talmud describes the Midot as recited by 
Hashem leading a congregation.  This seems to indicate that the recitation of the Midot fundamentally 
requires a congregation or minyan.  The Selichot service is essentially a congregational service.  Other prayer 
services can be performed without a minyan.  However, the Selichot service is inherently a congregational 
service.  Therefore, a minyan is necessary.16 

 
15 Mesechet Rosh HaShanah 17b. 
16 Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, Harerai Kedem vol. 1, pp. 2-3. 
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Preparing Oneself for the Day 
 
Let’s Shape our Destiny 5773 
Seeking the welfare of the Jewish people 
 
You are standing this day all of you before Hashem your G-d: your heads, your tribes, your elders, and your 

officers, even all the men of Israel, your little ones, your wives, and your stranger that is in the midst of your 
camp, from the hewer of your wood unto the drawer of your water; that you should enter into the covenant 
of Hashem your G-d – and into His oath – which Hashem your G-d makes with you this day; (Sefer Devarim 

29:9-11) 
 
1. Moshe’s covenant does not include words of consolation 
In the opening passages of Parshat Netzavim, Moshe tells Bnai Yisrael that they stand before Hashem poised 
to enter into a covenant with Hashem.  The specifics of this covenant Moshe outlined in the previous parasha.  
Essentially, it focuses upon the consequences of observing or neglecting the commandments.  Observance of 
the commandments will be rewarded with prosperity and wellbeing.  Neglect of the mitzvot will provoke 
severe punishment, suffering and exile.   
  
Earlier – in Sefer VaYikra – the Torah discussed the consequences of observing or neglecting the mitzvot.  That 
discussion bears many similarities to the consequences outlined by Moshe in his presentation.  Both 
presentations begin with a description of the blessings that the people will experience in response to their 
adherence to the commandments. After describing these blessings, both presentations then describe the 
terrible suffering that will result from neglect of the Torah.  There is one remarkable difference between the 
two presentations.  Moshe’s presentation ends with a description of the suffering.  The earlier presentation 
describes the suffering but then continues with the assurance that Hashem will never abandon His people.  
They will experience tragedy, terrible suffering, and oppression.  However, ultimately the people will repent 
and return to Hashem.  Hashem will honor His covenant with the Patriarchs.  He will redeem His people from 
exile and return them to the Land of Israel.  Why does Moshe’s presentation not include this element of 
comfort and consolation? 
 
And it shall come to pass, when all these things are come upon you, the blessing and the curse, which I have 

set before you, and you shall contemplate yourself among all the nations, where Hashem your G-d has 
driven thee.  And you will return to Hashem, your G-d, and obey His voice according to all that I command 

you this day – you and your children – with all your heart, and with all your soul.  And Hashem your G-d will 
reverse your captivity and have compassion upon you. He will return and gather you from all the peoples, 

where Hashem your G-d has scattered you. (Sefer Devarim 30:1-3) 
 
2. Moshe’s belated consolation 
In Parshat Netzavim, Moshe explains that despite the warning provided by the covenant, some will test 
Hashem and ignore the warning.  They will abandon the Torah and even adopt idolatrous practices believing 
that they will somehow escape the terrible consequences described in the covenant.  Moshe forewarns the 
people that there will be no escape.  Violation of the Torah’s precepts will be punished with destruction and 
astounding devastation.  Ultimately, the people will be exiled.  Moshe then adds that the suffering and 
afflictions of the punishment will eventually move the people to return to Hashem.  When the people call out 
to Him, He will respond.  He will redeem His people even from the ends of the Earth and return them to the 
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land of their ancestors.  He will subdue the enemies of Bnai Yisrael and renew the blessings described in the 
Torah.  In other words, Moshe provides a message of comfort and consolation.  Hashem will never abandon 
Bnai Yisrael.  The destiny of the Jewish people may include suffering and tragedy.  But the ultimate 
redemption is assured.  
 
In these passages, Moshe provides the consolation that he did not include in his description of the covenant.  
As explained above, the Torah’s first description of the consequences for observance or neglect of the mitzvot 
included within it a message of consolation.  Why did Moshe exclude this message from his presentation of 
the covenant, only to append it immediately afterwards? 
 

And yet for all that, when they are in the land of their enemies, I will not reject them, neither will I abhor 
them, to destroy them utterly, and to break My covenant with them; for I am Hashem their G-d.  But I will, 
for their sakes, remember the covenant of their ancestors, whom I brought forth out of the land of Egypt in 

the sight of the nations, that I might be their G-d: I am Hashem. (Sefer VaYikra 26:44-45) 
 

3. The destiny of Bnai Yisrael and the message of Moshe’s warnings 
It seems that there is a fundamental difference in the underlying messages of these two presentations.  The 
earlier presentation in Sefer VaYikra was an exploration of the relationship between Hashem and Bnai Yisrael.  
In that context, the Torah explains that the relationship is predicated upon observance of its commandments.  
Another aspect of the relationship is that it will never be severed.  Although the destiny of the Jewish people 
will include suffering, oppression, even devastation and exile, ultimate redemption is assured.  Redemption is 
inevitable because the bond between Hashem and His nation will not be broken. 
 
The covenant presented by Moshe is not intended to describe the destiny of the people or the permanent 
character of the bond between Hashem and Bnai Yisrael.  Instead, it ties the obligation to observe the Torah to 
positive and negative consequences.  It is not intended to provide reassurance.  It is a warning and 
admonition.  Moshe ends his presentation of the covenant without providing an assurance of ultimate 
redemption.  Such an assurance would be out of context.  It would not have been appropriate for Moshe to 
moderate the severity of his warning by including a message of comfort and assurance. 
 
Why does Moshe append a message of consolation in Parshat Netzavim?  In Parshat Netzavim, Moshe is no 
longer discussing the contents of the covenant.  He is discussing the future and the destiny of the nation.  He 
foresees a time in the future in which the covenant will be neglected.  The nation will be punished severely 
and exiled. He shares this vision with the people.  Moshe recognizes that this vision may dishearten the 
people.  They are prepared to enter the Land of Israel.  They await the blessings that Moshe has described.  
But Moshe is revealing that these blessings will be short-lived.  The nation will abandon the Torah and the 
blessings will be replaced by tragedy.  Moshe recognizes that this vision invites despondency and 
hopelessness.  He responds with an assurance.  The suffering will pass.   The nation will be redeemed.  The 
bond between Hashem and His nation will not be broken. 
 

Put not your trust in princes, nor in the son of man, in whom there is no help.  His breath goes forth, he 
returns to his dust; in that very day, his thoughts perish.  Happy is he whose help is the G-d of Yaakov, whose 

hope is in Hashem his G-d. (Psalms 146:3-4) 
 
4. Will our destiny be secured this Rosh HaShanah? 
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The message of the parasha could not be more relevant.  The Jewish people are confronted by two possible 
futures.  We have regained the Land of Israel and Hashem has fulfilled the promise to ingather our exiles from 
the ends of the Earth.  He has shielded us from the enemies who would destroy us and wipe out the Jewish 
people from the Land of Israel.  We seem to be moving in the path toward ultimate redemption.  However, 
there is another possible future that can be imagined in our nightmares.  The enemies of the Jewish people 
are becoming ever stronger.  The number of countries in which Jews can live in safety and free of persecution 
decreases each year.  The determination of our enemies to destroy the State of Israel and the Jewish people 
seems more virulent than ever.  Our enemies both deny the Holocaust and fantasize of bringing about a 
second Holocaust in our lifetimes.  These are not merely fantastic flights of imagination.  These enemies, every 
day, come closer to creating the weapons that would enable them to visit upon us the destruction that they 
declare is their intention. 
 
The world responds with warnings, admonitions, ineffective sanctions, and equivocations.  Who will save the 
Jewish people from those who wish to destroy us, if not Hashem?  Are we perhaps being signaled that we 
should recognize that our safety and security does not come from international treaties and promises of 
mutual assistance?  Does not this current dilemma communicate to us that we can only rely on Hashem?   
 
Every Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur provides us with the opportunity to shape our destiny.  We have the 
power to secure the blessings described by Moshe and to achieve the destiny assured by the Torah.  
Alternatively, we can postpone achievement of our destiny or even invite our own suffering.  Is this the year 
that we will seize this opportunity to create joy and happiness for ourselves, our families and all the Jewish 
people? 
 
 
Taking a Walk with Hashem 5774 
Forgiving others 
 
And you will return to Hashem, your G-d, and obey His voice according to all that I command you this day – 
you and your children – with all your heart, and with all your soul.  And Hashem your G-d will reverse your 

captivity and have compassion upon you. He will return and gather you from all the peoples, where Hashem 
your G-d has scattered you.  If your dispersion be to the ends of the Earth, from there Hashem, your G-d, will 
gather you and from there He will take you.  Hashem, your G-d, will bring you to the land that your fathers 
possessed, and you will possess it.  He will do good to you and multiply you more than your fathers. (Sefer 

Devarim 30:2-5) 
 
Asking Hashem for forgiveness 
Each day, in the Amidah, we ask Hashem to forgive us.  We express our request with two phrases.  We ask that 
as our father He grant us selichah and that as our king He grant mechilah.  These two expressions seem 
redundant.  The terms selichah and mechilah are near synonyms.  Both refer to forgiveness.  However, the 
terms selichah and mechilah are not identical in their meanings.  Selichah means forgiveness. Mechilah is 
better translated as pardon.  Why do we ask Hashem our father to forgive us and as our king to pardon us? 
 
These two phrases correspond to the duality of our relationship with Hashem.  Hashem acts toward us with 
love and kindness.  We recognize this aspect of our relationship through referring to Him as our father.  He 
created the universe and all that is within it.  As creator, He is the sovereign of the universe.   
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Each of these relationships demands our obedience to Hashem.  Like a parent, Hashem cares for us and 
nurtures us.  He provides for our needs.  We reciprocate.  We demonstrate our love and respect, and we 
acknowledge His kindness through our faithfulness and dedication.  Our obedience is also an 
acknowledgement of His sovereign authority to legislate and decree according to His will.  Our wrongdoings 
conflict with both these relationships.  They are a failing to reciprocate the love of Hashem, our father.  They 
are a violation of the directives of Hashem, the king.  
 
Rabbaynu David Avudraham explains that we ask forgiveness from Hashem because He is our father.  A 
father’s love for his children moves him to forgive his child when the child’s behaviors have been improper 
and even hurtful.  We do not ask Hashem, our king, to forgive us.  A king demands the obedience of his 
servants.  When disobedient, they have no right to expect forgiveness.  However, they may petition their king 
for his pardon.  We turn to Hashem, our king, and we ask that He pardon our sins.17  
 
In short, Hashem is our ruler and our father.  When we sin, we do injustice to both these relationships.  When 
we repent, we ask Hashem – our king – to pardon us.  We ask Hashem – our father – to forgive us and restore 
to us His love and compassion.   
 

How perfect is the character of repentance!  Yesterday, this person was alienated from Hashem the G-d of 
Israel…  He cried out and received no response…  He performed mitzvot and they were torn up before him…  

Today, he is attached to the Divine Presence…  He cries out and is immediately answered… He performs 
mitzvot and they are accepted with grace and pleasure…  Furthermore, He desires them…  (Maimonides, 

Mishne Torah, Laws of Repentance 7:7) 
 
The power of repentance 
In the first chapter of his Laws of Repentance, Maimonides explains that when a person commits a sin, he is 
required to repent – to perform teshuvah.  Teshuvah is essential to securing atonement.  Sometimes, 
repentance alone is adequate to secure atonement.  More severe sins require more extensive measures.  For 
example, some sins are not atoned for through repentance alone but through repentance and observance of 
Yom Kippur.18   
 
In the seventh chapter of his Laws of Repentance, Maimonides returns to the role of teshuvah.  He explains 
that teshuvah has enormous impact.  The above quotation summarizes his position.  Repentance restores the 
relationship between the repentant sinner and Hashem.  With repentance, any vestige of alienation between 
the wrongdoer and Hashem is wiped away.  The relationship that existed before the sin is fully restored. 
 
It is notable that Maimonides places these two descriptions of the efficacy of repentance in separate chapters 
of his presentation.  This treatment is easily understood based upon the above discussion.  The first chapter of 
Maimonides’ Laws of Repentance is devoted to the process of atonement.  Atonement is akin to pardon.  It is 
a requirement engendered by violation of the directive of the sovereign.  In this context, Maimonides does not 
discuss the effect of teshuvah upon the relationship between the master and his servant.  Sin is an act of 
rebellion against Hashem and requires repentance if it is to be pardoned.  
 
In the seventh chapter of his Laws of Repentance, Maimonides is discussing the capacity of teshuvah to 

 
17 Rabbaynu David Avudraham, Commentary on the Blessings and Prayers, p. 98. 
18 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Teshuvah, Chapter 1. 
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restore the relationship of love and compassion between the repentant sinner and Hashem.  This restoration 
is not an expression of our relationship to Hashem as His servants and subjects.  It is an expression of the 
father/child relationship.  As our father, He eagerly awaits our repentance.  When we return to Him, He 
responds by again loving us as His children.  
 
Recall and do not forget that you angered Hashem, your G-d, in the wilderness.  From the day that you went 

forth from the Land of Egypt until you came to this place you were rebellious toward Hashem.  (Sefer 
Devarim 9:7) 

The promise of forgiveness 
Sefer Devarim presents Moshe’s final address to Bnai Yisrael.  Much of this address is a rebuke.  Moshe 
reminds Bnai Yisrael of their wrongdoings during their travels in the wilderness.  He warns them to not return 
to these behaviors.  He describes the blessings that the nation will secure through its faithfulness and the 
consequences for disobedience.  Clearly, his intent is to communicate to the nation that it must be faithful to 
Hashem and not repeat past errors.   
 
Nachmanides suggests that the presentation has another important message.  Moshe wanted to assure the 
people that although when they will sin and even if they abandon the Torah, they will not be destroyed.  
Hashem is a G-d of mercy.  He will eagerly await their repentance.  When Bnai Yisrael returns to Hashem, He 
will return to them.19 
 
Moshe understands that this is a remarkable assurance.  A king will pardon an errant servant.  He may indulge 
his subjects and overlook wrongdoings.  However, a king cannot be expected to forgive acts of rebellion.  The 
king is a ruler.  He demands obedience.  His relationship with his subjects is an expression of his rights as ruler 
and of their duties as his subjects.  It is not a relationship predicated upon love or compassion.  If the people 
reject their king, they cannot expect their king to completely forget their disloyalty. 
 
Yet, Moshe assures the people that they can secure Hashem’s forgiveness.  He presents Hashem not only as a 
ruler but also as a father – eager to restore His relationship with His repentant children.  He demonstrated the 
reality of this relationship by reviewing the sins that they committed in the wilderness – some of them terrible 
acts of rebellion.  Hashem forgave their wrongdoings.  He had not forsaken them and with their repentance 
their relationship to their Father in Heaven was restored.  
 
In Parshat Nitzavim, Moshe emphasizes this message.  His message is captured in the opening quotation 
above.  He explains that even in exile we will not be forgotten or abandoned.  We need to merely return to 
Hashem, and He will return to us.  He will gather us from all the lands of our exile.  He will restore us to the 
Land of Israel and He will bestow upon us blessings that will exceed even those bestowed upon our ancestors.   
 

Hashem will establish you as a sacred nation as He has sworn to you – when you observe the 
commandments of Hashem, your G-d, and you travel in His ways.  (Sefer Devarim 28:9) 

 
Walking with Hashem 
In the above passage, Moshe admonishes the people to perform the commandments of the Torah and to go in 
the ways of Hashem.  According to Maimonides, the directive to travel in Hashem’s ways is one of the Torah’s 
positive commandments.  How does one travel in the ways of Hashem?  Maimonides explains that we are to 

 
19 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Nachman (Ramban / Nachmanides), Commentary on Sefer Devarim, Introduction.  
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treat His behaviors as a model for our own behaviors.  We are to regard Hashem as the model for all virtues.  
Just as He is merciful, we are to be merciful.  Just as Hashem acts with compassion, so we are to conduct 
ourselves with compassion.20   
  
The mishne in Perke Avot explains that a righteous person is slow to anger and is easily appeased.21  The 
above discussion suggests a basis for the mishne’s position.  Hashem is the model for all virtues.  Certainly, His 
patience with us demonstrates that He is very slow to anger.  His eagerness to forgive us demonstrates that 
He is easily appeased. 
 
In the coming days, we turn to Hashem and we petition His pardon.  However, we seek more than His pardon.  
We ask that He forgive us and restore the loving relationship that we shattered with our wrongdoings toward 
Him.  If we are to make this request of Hashem with sincerity, we must be willing to forgive those we feel have 
harmed us. We must be willing to do more than pardon; we must be willing to forgive.  We must be prepared 
to again love those from who we have become estranged. 
 

 
20 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Sefer HaMitzvot, Mitzvat Aseh 8. 
21 Mesechet Avot 5:11 
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The Day of Rosh HaShanah 
 
Rosh HaShanah Confusion 5775 
Reconciling Rosh HaShanah’s conflicting themes 

 
However, there is no recitation of Hallel on Rosh HaShanah and Yom HaKippurim because these are days of 

repentance, awe, and fear.  They are not days of excessive joy.  (Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Hilchot 
Chanukah 3:6) 

 
1. The Rosh HaShanah paradox 
Rosh HaShanah is paradoxical.  It seems that on this festival we are expected to experience both joy and 
dread.  Maimonides explains that although Hallel is generally recited on festivals, it is not recited on Rosh 
HaShanah and Yom Kippur because these are days of repentance, awe and fear.    
 
Yet, Maimonides teaches us that on yamim tovim we should be joyful. He lists the yamim tovim as the seven 
days of Pesach, the eight days of Succot, and the other festivals.  Apparently, he includes Rosh HaShanah and 
even Yom Kippur!22   
 
How can we reconcile the fear and anxiety that are natural reactions to judgment with the festive character of 
Rosh HaShanah? 
 

You revealed Yourself in the cloud of Your glory to your sacred nation… With thunder and lightning You 
revealed Yourself to them and with the sound of the shofar you appeared.  (Musaf of Rosh HaShanah) 

 
2. The dual message of the Shofar 
The answer lies in the Shofar.  Like Rosh HaShanah, the Shofar expresses a paradox.  The musaf of Rosh 
HaShanah includes three central blessings.  The final of these discusses the message of the Shofar.  It describes 
the Shofar blast as a pronouncement of Hashem revealing Himself as king.  It declared His descent to Sinai and 
at the final redemption it will proclaim His revelation as king.   
 
Maimonides explains that the Shofar has another meaning.  It is a call to repent.  It awakens the slumbering 
person from his apathy and calls upon him to contemplate his actions and return to Hashem.23 
 
In short, the Shofar is a declaration of Hashem's glorious revelation.  It is also the sound of an alarm and a call 
to repent.  How can we reconcile or unify these two Shofar-identities? 
 
3. The challenge of being aware of Hashem 
Let us set aside these questions for a moment and consider a different issue.  During the musaf repetition, we 
will declare that "today the universe was born".  For us, creation is not a historical event that occurred 
millennia in the past.  It is an ongoing process.  Every day in the blessings preceding the Shema, we declare 
that Hashem sustains or re-creates the universe every moment.  His will is the ongoing source of the 
universe's existence.  As Maimonides explains, if His will were to be removed from the universe for the 

 
22 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Yom Tov 6:17. 
23 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Teshuvah 3:4. 
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briefest moment, creation would be voided.24   
 
Every event in our lives, our triumphs and tragedies, our achievements and disappointments, are a 
consequence of His will.  We plan; we labor; we strive.  But the success of our efforts is not the product of our 
initiatives, wisdom, and dedication, as much as they reflect His will and benevolence.   
 
But this is not our everyday experience.  I get up in the morning and I wash netilat yadayim.  I do not doubt 
that water will emerge from the faucet as it has every morning.  I get into my car, press the button to open the 
garage; it opens as it has every morning for many years.  I arrive at the yeshiva. The building awaits me with its 
students, as it does every school day.  Where is Hashem?   
 
On an intellectual level, I recognize that health, prosperity, and security, are not to be taken for granted.  I 
recognize that these are precarious blessings that can disappear in a moment.  But I feel secure, smug, and 
self-assured in my blessings.  Hashem is creator.  He is king.  But He seems a very distant king.  He is separated 
from me by the millennia since creation and by the perfect regularity of the very cosmos He designed, created, 
and sustains.   
 
But what if tomorrow I were deprived of my health? What if I could not pay my mortgage?  What if, G-d 
forbid, one of my students was seriously ill?  Suddenly, the regularity of my world would be set asunder. My 
cocky, self-confidence would be replaced by fear and despair.  I would be painfully aware of my limited control 
over my fate and the precariousness of my existence.  G-d would quickly emerge as the true king and 
arbitrator.  I would seek sanctuary and rescue in His shadow and call upon Him for salvation.   
 
Can only tragedy or disaster awaken my awareness of Hashem’s sovereignty? 
 
4. Awakening in response to the Shofar blast 
Let us more carefully consider Maimonides' comments on the Shofar.  He tells us that the Shofar calls to us:   
Arouse from your sleep.  Those in a deep slumber awaken! Search your actions. Repent. Recall your creator! 
 
What is this slumber that is suddenly disturbed by the Shofar's mighty blast?  What is this sleep that the 
Shofar's call interrupts?  That sleep and slumber are the very sense of security and smug self-assurance.    
 
The Shofar declares that judgment approaches.  Our fate is not in our hands.  The regularity and predictability 
of our lives are not assured and cannot be taken for granted.  Today's health and prosperity are not precursors 
to tomorrow, and they may suddenly vanish.   
  
We hear the call of the Shofar and we part the veil of regularity and predictability.  Behind the veil we perceive 
the Almighty seated upon His throne.  He is the creator, the king; and He is the judge.  All of creation is before 
Him as He sits in judgment; He decides its fate and destiny.   
 
Our awareness of judgment enthrones Hashem and establishes Him as our king. 
 
5. Proclaiming and rejoicing in Hashem’s sovereignty 

 
24 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Yesodai HaTorah 1:2-3. 
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The sound of the Shofar is at once plaintive and glorious.  It is a warning and an alarm.  But by awakening us, it 
restores Hashem to His place as creator and ruler.  It proclaims His sovereignty.   
 
The dual characteristic of Rosh HaShanah is not paradoxical; it is reflection of and a response to our own 
existential confusion.  Intellectually, we recognize Hashem is creator and our king.  Yet, we cannot feel His 
presence and His authority.  He is hidden from us by the very regularity and predictability of the incredible 
universe He fashioned.  We need help, some catalyst, to empower us to sweep away this deception so that we 
may gaze upon Hashem as our king.   
 
Our awareness of judgment is this catalyst.  With this awareness, we suddenly perceive Hashem as creator and 
sovereign of the universe. 
 
Rosh HaShanah celebrates Hashem's kingship over the vastness of the universe and the minutiae of our 
individual lives.  It establishes His sovereignty not as a distant, unreachable ruler but as a contemporary and 
personal G-d.   We celebrate His sovereignty and rejoice in His presence.  But we achieve this cognitive 
breakthrough through the awareness of judgment.   
 
6. The Rosh HaShanah journey 
On Rosh Hashanah, we undertake a journey.  The journey is not easy.  It evokes our fears and anxieties.  But at 
the end of this journey we arrive at a wonderful destination and we rejoice.  
  
Our journey is along a path of self-evaluation and even criticism.  It is a journey through an experience of 
judgment.  As we proceed, we are anxious and fearful.  But at the end of our journey we arrive at a wondrous 
destination.  We observe – we encounter – Hashem enthroned in His glory.   We rejoice in His presence.  He is 
our king and we are His subjects.  He is our father and we are His children. 
 
 
Seek Hashem When He is to be Found 5771 
An analysis of the Ten Days of Repentance 
 
Even though repentance and petition are always appropriate, during the ten days between Rosh HaShanah 

and Yom HaKippurim it is even more appropriate and it is accepted immediately, as it is stated:  Seek 
Hashem when He is to be found…. Yom HaKippurim is the time for repentance for the individual and for the 

congregation.  It is the time of forbearance and forgiveness for Israel.  Therefore, everyone is required to 
repent and to confess on Yom HaKippurim …  (Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Laws of Repentance 2:6-7) 

 
Just as the merits and iniquities of a person are weighed at the time of his death, so each and every year 

each and every person’s sins are weighed against his merits on the festival of Rosh HaShanah.  One who is 
found to be righteous is sealed for life and one who is found to be wicked is sealed for death.  Those of an 

intermediate status are placed in suspension until Yom HaKippurim.  If he repents, he is sealed for life and if 
not, he is sealed for death.  (Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Laws of Repentance 3:3) 

 
1. Maimonides’ understanding of the significance of the ten days between Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur  
Maimonides’ Mishne Torah is one of the earliest codifications of Torah law.  The work covers the breadth of 
halachah, providing the basic laws relevant to each of the Torah’s 613 mitzvot.  The work is not only notable 
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for its thoroughness.  It is also very carefully organized.  In his organizational theme, Maimonides often opts 
for an order that expresses the conceptual relationship between components over an order that would 
facilitate ease of use as a reference work.  For example, each of the festivals is discussed.  Purim and 
Chanukah are grouped together with Purim placed first and Chanukah following.  This is the opposite of the 
order in which these celebrations occur on the calendar.  Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik Zt’l explains that 
Maimonides groups these two celebrations together because both were established by the Sages.  He places 
Purim before Chanukah because Purim was first established and was the precedent for the creation of 
Chanukah. 
 
Both excerpts above are from Maimonides’ Laws of Repentance.  The first excerpt explains that the period 
beginning with Rosh HaShanah and continuing through Yom Kippur is designated by the Torah as a time for 
repentance.  Hashem is “near” and easily reached during these days.  Maimonides does not – at this point – 
provide any indication why these days have been selected and singled-out for this designation.  However, in 
the second excerpt – from the next chapter, Maimonides returns to his discussion of these special days and 
explains that we each stand in judgment before Hashem during this period.  Maimonides’ order is counter-
intuitive.  One would have expected him to first explain that we are each evaluated and judged during the ten 
days between Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur and then to explain that because we are each being judged, it 
behooves us to repent during this period.  What is Maimonides’ message in choosing his enigmatic order over 
the more straight-forward presentation?  
 
Maimonides does not provide a response to this question.  However, one conclusion can be drawn.  The 
selection of these days for designation as a time devoted to repentance is not a function merely of their status 
as a time of judgment.  In other words, these days are selected as a time for repentance for some reason other 
than their role as the period of judgment.  What is this reason? 
 

The intent of the Divine law is to lead people towards achieving the true success which is spiritual success 
and eternity.  It makes known to them the paths they should tread upon to achieve it.  It makes known to 

them the true good so that they will endeavor to achieve it and it makes known to them the true evil so that 
they will guard themselves from it.  It accustoms them to abandon the imaginary forms of success so that 
they should not long for them and should not feel sorrow over their abandonment.  It also sets forth the 
ways of justice so that society will be organized in an appropriate and effective manner and so that poor 
social organization will not detract them from achieving the true success and will not divert them from 

striving to achieve this success and the ultimate goal of humanity which is the objective of the Divine law.  In 
this manner the Divine law is superior to the secular law.  (Rabbaynu Yosef Albo, Sefer HaIkkarim, 1:7) 

 
2. The difference between secular law and the Torah 
In his Sefer HaIkkarim, Rabbaynu Yosef Albo discusses at length the differences between the Torah and a 
secular system of law.  A system of secular law is designed primarily to ensure peace and cooperation among 
the members of the society it governs.  The laws of the Torah also are designed to fulfill this objective.  The 
Torah includes an extensive system of law that regulates commerce and interpersonal relationships.  
However, it has a second objective not included in a secular system of law.  The Torah is designed to instill 
within those it governs basic truths, virtues, and values.   
 
This second objective is expressed in the Torah in two manners.  First, the Torah reveals these truths, virtues, 
and values.  For example, it teaches us that there is one G-d and that Hashem is a unity.  It teaches us the 
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value of charity and the virtue of humility.  Second, “it makes known to us the paths we should tread upon to 
achieve” or secure commitment to these truths, virtues, and values.   In other words, the Torah does not 
merely reveal and teach.  It instills its messages within its followers.  This second element is a significant 
addition to the first.  Every parent and teacher appreciate the importance of this second element and the 
difficulty in devising a strategy for its accomplishment.  It is far easier to merely communicate a truth than to 
inspire a student or child to embrace it.  Albo is observing that the Torah includes not only a description of 
fundamental truths, virtues, and values.   It provides a strategy for instilling them within the hearts of its 
followers.  Many of the mitzvot of the Torah are devoted to this process of cultivation and nurturing.  These 
mitzvot create a path designed to lead to our embrace of the Torah’s truths.  To understand its strategy, it is 
necessary to understand the Torah’s unique perspective on the human cognitive process.  
And the nation saw Moshe was delayed in descending from the mountain.  And the nation gathered around 
Aharon and said to him:  Make for us a god that will go before us.  Because this man Moshe that brought us 

up from the Land of Egypt – we do not know what has become of him.  (Sefer Shemot 32:1) 
 

3. The strange account of the incident of the Egel  
One of the strangest portions of the Torah is its description of the sin of the Egel – the Golden Calf.  The nation 
came to Sinai and heard the commandments of the Decalogue.  Moshe left the people and ascended the 
mountain to receive the Tablets and the Torah.  He remained on the mountain for forty days and nights.  The 
people became alarmed that Moshe had not returned and concluded that he had not survived his sojourn on 
the mountain.  They appealed to Aharon to make for them an idol to replace Moshe.  Ultimately, their request 
was fulfilled; the idol was fashioned, and the people adopted its worship.  Two aspects of the narrative are 
remarkable.  First, this nation, a short time before, had heard the voice of Hashem declare that they should 
have no other gods.  How is it possible that it abandoned this commandment and adopted the worship of a 
primitive idol?  Second, why does the Torah not offer any explanation for the nation’s rapid and startling 
demise?  Perhaps, this second question is more disquieting than the first.  By not offering any explanation for 
the people’s sudden abandonment of the very commandment that had just been delivered to them through a 
phenomenal act of revelation, the Torah implies that this behavior requires no explanation or that it is self-
explanatory!  Yet to us, the behavior of the people seems bizarre and beyond any explanation.   
 

And Moshe went forth with the nation from the camp towards G-d.  And they stood at the foot of the 
mountain.  (Sefer Devarim 19:17) 

 
The passage teaches that the Holy One Blessed be He uprooted the mountain from its place, and He held it 

over them like a huge vessel.  He said to them:  If you accept the Torah, good.  If not, there will be your 
burial place.  (Tractate Shabbat 88a) 

 
4. Acceptance of the Torah was the culmination of the nation’s mission 
The above passage describes the nation approaching Sinai.  The passage states that the nation stood at the 
foot of the mountain.  However, a more literal rendering of the passage is that the nation stood at the 
underside of the mountain.  Based upon this more literal interpretation, the Talmud explains that Hashem 
uprooted the mountain, suspended it above the nation, and compelled them to accept the Torah.  This 
interpretation is difficult to understand because it contradicts an important detail of the Torah’s narrative.  
The Torah tells us that the nation freely accepted upon themselves the Torah with the statement: All that 
Hashem says we will do and observe (Sefer Shemot 24:7).   
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The apparent message of the Talmud is two-fold.  One element of the message is that the nation had 
experienced Hashem’s providence because of its role in a Divine plan.  Hashem had selected the nation to 
receive His Torah.  He had redeemed them from Egypt and brought them to Sinai for this purpose.  The 
nation’s very existence was conceived and preserved in anticipation of this moment.  If the nation will accept 
the Torah, then its existence will have meaning.  However, if the nation will decline to accept the Torah, then 
its existence will no longer have meaning or significance.25   
 
5. The Torah’s perspective on the limits of human cognition 
There is a second element in the Talmud’s message.  The nation was compelled to accept the Torah.  This does 
not mean that the people were deprived of their freewill.  However, they had experienced redemption from 
Egypt, the parting of the Reed Sea, and traveled through the wilderness.  Now, they stood in the presence of 
Hashem before Sinai.  The combined impact and influence of this series of astounding events was so powerful, 
their acceptance of the Torah was inevitable.  In other words, the evidence of Hashem’s omnipotence and 
presence was overwhelming, and the proper path was completely clear.   
 
It was the overwhelming impression created by this unique series of experiences that compelled the nation to 
accept the idea of a single omnipotent and ever-present Creator.  Although this generation had been reared in 
a pagan culture and was steeped in idolatrous practices, the people were able to reject their pagan beliefs and 
practices because of the impact of all they had recently experienced.  These experiences opened their minds 
and, at the moment they stood before Sinai, the people were able to perceive and embrace a truth that was 
the antithesis of their former beliefs.   
 
However, this intellectual and emotional breakthrough did not represent a thorough reworking of the people’s 
personalities and behaviors.  Instead, it was a momentary parting of the clouds of ignorance and primitivism 
that allowed a profound truth to shine through.  But these clouds had not yet been banished from the sky.  
They yet threatened to return and to obscure the truth.  With Moshe’s ascent to the mountain and his failure 
to return, these clouds returned.  No longer, could the people see the truth that was clear forty days earlier.  
In their panic and anxiety, old learned behaviors and attitudes reasserted themselves.  The nation responded 
according to patterns that were familiar and reassuring.  They sought an idol to replace the unreliable Moshe. 
 
The narrative of the Egel teaches us a fundamental lesson.  Often, our ability to perceive and embrace the 
truth is a consequence of the context in which we find ourselves.  We often perceive a truth only because at 
the moment it is revealed, we are open to it.  At another time, in a different situation, or in a different mood, 
we might completely misinterpret the very same evidence.  The Torah does not explain the nation’s re-
descent into idolatry because no explanation is required.  It is their profound – but transient – grasp of truth 
that requires an explanation.  It is explained by the experiences that preceded it.   However, the obscuring of 
this truth requires no explanation other than an understanding of the limits of human cognition.   
 

You grant knowledge to humanity.  Grant us from You knowledge, insight, and understanding.  (Weekday 
Amidah) 

 
6. Praying for knowledge 
Every weekday in the Amidah prayer, we petition Hashem to provide us with knowledge.  On the surface, this 

 
25 This message emerges whether the Talmud’s comments are interpreted literally or as a figure.   
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is a very strange petition.  Most of the other petitions in the Amidah relate to needs that we clearly cannot 
satisfy without the help of Hashem.  We ask Hashem to heal us, redeem us, and forgive our failings.  These are 
not ends we can secure without Him.  However, the acquisition of knowledge, insight, and understanding 
seems to be within the human purview.  If we wish to acquire knowledge, then let us study.  If it is insight or 
understanding we seek, then we must reflect, consider, and analyze.  In what manner do we expect Hashem 
to assist us in this quest?  For what are we petitioning? 
 
This petition is another expression of the Torah’s perspective on the limits of the human cognitive process.  
We believe that we are empowered with the ability to secure knowledge and understanding.  We need merely 
to apply our powerful intellects and the secrets of the Torah, life, or nature will reveal themselves to our 
probing scrutiny.  The Torah’s perspective is that our intellectual prowess is only one aspect of the cognitive 
process.  Our ability to discover and grasp the truth – regardless of our intelligence – is determined by the 
context in which we find ourselves.  If we are in the proper situation, we have been exposed to the 
appropriate hints, have encountered the facts in the proper sequence, are in the requisite frame of mind, and 
we are free of any blinding bias, then we may discover the truth.  However, without all these factors properly 
aligned, the truth may just as easily elude us.  Our petition to Hashem represents an acknowledgment of the 
limits of human cognitive ability and recognition of our dependence on Him for even our grasp of basic reality. 
 

Do not think, my son, to criticize my words and say:  Why did Hashem the Blessed One command us to 
perform all of these [commandments] that are commemorative of that miracle?  Would not the matter be 

implanted upon our consciousness and not forgotten by our descendants with a single commemorative 
[commandment]?  Know that it is not from wisdom that you criticize me on this matter.  Immature thinking 

influences you to speak thus….  (Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah 16) 
 

7. Mitzvot as a cognitive aid 
Sefer HaChinuch was composed by a Sage as an educational text for his son.  In the above excerpt, the author 
confronts a question that he anticipates his son will pose.  According to Sefer HaChinuch, multiple mitzvot 
share the same objective.  These commandments are designed to remind us of our redemption from Egypt.  
One can easily identify some of the commandments that share this objective.  We are required to read a 
paragraph of the Torah twice every day that reminds us of our redemption.  We mention our redemption in 
the Kiddush for Shabbat and festivals. We celebrate Pesach with its many mitzvot devoted to this same theme.  
Sefer HaChinuch anticipates that its reader will wonder why so many commandments are required to 
communicate a single idea.  
 
He responds that this question reflects a naive perspective on human nature.  As explained by Albo, the 
Torah’s objective is not to merely communicate truths.  Its objective is to encourage our embrace and 
assimilation of these truths.  These multiple mitzvot are not required to communicate the message that we 
were redeemed.  However, they are essential to the process of assimilation of this idea into our worldview 
and perspective.   
 
Sefer HaChinuch continues and explains that we prefer to believe that our actions are a product of our 
thoughts – that we act in response to our thoughts.  However, the opposite is also true.  Our thoughts are 
formed by our actions.  Our actions influence our thoughts and perceptions.  If we develop a habit of giving 
charity – tzedakah – in a proper manner, then we acquire compassion for the less fortunate.   If we pray daily, 
then we become more aware of Hashem’s presence.  If we constantly remind ourselves of our redemption, 
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then this redemption becomes more than an episode in the history of our ancestors.  It becomes part of our 
personal reality and worldview.   
 

Seek Hashem when He is to be found.  Call unto Him when He is close.  Let the wicked person abandon his 
path and every person the iniquity of his thoughts.  And let him return to Hashem and He will have mercy 

upon him, and to our G-d for He is abundant in his forgiveness.  (Yishayahu 55:6-7) 
 

8. The ten days as an expression of Hashem’s compassion 
The prophet urges that we seek Hashem when He is to be found.  Of course, Hashem is omniscient.  His 
knowledge of our thoughts and actions is constant. Nonetheless, our Sages understand this passage as a 
reference to the ten days from Rosh HaShanah through Yom Kippur.  Maimonides quotes this passage as 
supporting his assertion that these days have special designation as a time for repentance.  In what sense is 
Hashem closer to us during these days?   
 
Repentance is a fundamental process in human development.  We error, sin, stray, but we have the capacity 
to repent and to restore our relationship with Hashem.  However, the desire to return to Hashem is an 
expression of an awareness of His presence.  Repentance is an imperative that emerges from a clear cognition 
of Hashem’s closeness.  This cognition should be as constant as Hashem’s relationship with us.  This 
relationship never falters, neither should our awareness of Hashem.  The Torah recognizes that this is not the 
nature of human cognition.  Human cognition is fickle and fragile.  Our awareness of Hashem must be 
complete, powerful, and intense if it is to compel us to repent.  Potent, repetitive messages are required to 
part the clouds of our mundane perspective and allow the truth of Hashem’s presence to penetrate.  These 
ten days provide those messages.  The blast of the Shofar, the moving liturgy, the solemnity of the Yom Kippur 
fast are a strong wind that – at least for a time – clear one’s consciousness of clouds and allow the truth to 
penetrate in its full dazzling brilliance.  And although Hashem has not changed, to us, He indeed does seem 
closer and more accessible.   
 
Perhaps this is Maimonides’ message.  The special status of these days as a time for repentance is not a 
consequence merely of judgment taking place.  This status is an expression of Hashem’s compassion and 
kindness.  For these ten days, He creates the special context that we need to recognize, feel, and embrace His 
presence.  It is through this cognitive breakthrough that we experience the urge to draw closer to Him and to 
repent. 
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Repentance 
 
The Internal and External Elements of Repentance 5769 
  

If a person violates any commandment of the Torah – a positive or a negative command – whether this 
violation is intentional or unintentional, when one performs repentance and repents from the sin, he is 

obligated to confess verbally before G-d, Blessed be He.  (Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Laws of Repentance 
1:1) 

 
These words introduce Maimonides’ discussion of the laws of repentance.  Maimonides explains that 
repentance must be accompanied by a verbal confession.  This requirement has practical importance.  A 
general confession is included in the liturgy of the Yamim Noraim – the High Holidays.  This halachah suggests 
that, in addition to this general confession, it is appropriate to verbalize a personal, specific confession.  In it, 
the individual specifies the sin from which he or she is repenting. 
 
It is difficult not to notice the cumbersome phraseology employed by Maimonides. He writes that “when one 
performs repentance and repents from the sin, he is obligated to confess verbally.”  Why does Maimonides 
not simply write that when a person repents from his sin, he is obligated to confess? Why does he add the 
phrase, “when one performs repentance?” 
 
Rav Chaim Soloveitchik Zt”l explained that according to Maimonides, there are two aspects to the mitzvah of 
teshuvah – repentance.  Repentance involves an internal change within the attitudes of the sinner.  In 
addition, the mitzvah requires a verbal performance.  The performance is the confession.  Therefore, an 
individual who decides to not again commit a specific sin has not yet fulfilled the obligation.  This commitment 
must be expressed through a verbalization.  Similarly, if the individual utters the confession without 
conviction, the commandment has not been fulfilled.  The confession must be an external expression of one’s  
inner commitment. 
 
This insight provides an explanation of Maimonides’ difficult phrasing.  The phrase, “repents from his sin” 
refers to the requirement to alter one’s attitudes.  The phrase, “when he performs repentance” refers to the 
requirement for a performance – to verbalize the confession.26 
 
 
Two Aspects of Repentance 5761 

 
If a person violates any commandment of the Torah – a positive or a negative command – whether this 
violation is intentional or unintentional, when one performs repentance and repents from the sin, he is 

obligated to confess verbally before G-d, Blessed be He … This confession is a positive command.  
(Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Laws of Repentance 1:1) 

 
The period from Rosh HaShanah through Yom Kippur is devoted to the process of repentance.  Each of us 
must attempt to engage in this fundamental process.  What are we attempting to accomplish?  What do we 
hope to achieve through this process? 

 
26 Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, Al HaTeshuvah (Jerusalem, 5739), pp. 37-45. 
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Maimonides, in his Mishne Torah devotes ten chapters to the Laws of Repentance.  The quote above is a 
portion of the first law in this section.  Maimonides explains that the violation of any commandment 
engenders a requirement to perform teshuvah – repentance.  Whether we sin through commission or 
omission, whether the sin is intentional or unintentional, we are required to repent.  This repentance must be 
followed by vedoi – a verbal confession of the sin and a commitment to change our behavior.  Maimonides 
emphasizes the importance of this verbal declaration.  He explains that this declaration is a positive 
commandment of the Torah. 
 
In short, Maimonides teaches us that wrongdoing requires a twofold response.  We must perform teshuvah 
and vedoi.  Vedoi is a verbalization of the process of teshuvah.  We put into words our regret for past behavior 
and our commitment to change. 
 
Which of these two responses is more fundamental – teshuvah or vedoi?  We would imagine that teshuvah is 
the more essential element.  However, Maimonides seems to indicate that Vedoi is the more fundamental 
component.  He explains that the Vedoi is a positive command. 
 
Apparently, Maimonides maintains that repentance requires that a person address the Almighty and declare 
one’s contrition.  Without the declaration, the process of repentance is incomplete.  An unstated, internal 
sense of regret is inadequate.  The repentant person must address Hashem and accept responsibility for his or 
her misdeeds. 
 
This suggests that the process of teshuvah is a prerequisite to Vedoi.  A person cannot make a meaningful 
declaration without an internal commitment.  Therefore, to perform vedoi, teshuvah must occur.  Maimonides 
confirms this interpretation of his comments in the next chapter of his discussion of repentance.  There, he 
explains that one who performs Vedoi without an internal commitment to change accomplishes little or 
nothing.27 
 

What is repentance?  It requires that the sinner abandon the sin.  And one must discontinue any 
contemplation of it.  One must commit to not return to the behavior…  In addition, one must regret the 
past…  One should call upon Hashem as a witness that he will never return to the sin…  And one must 

declare these matters to which one has made an internal commitment.  (Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Laws 
of Repentance 2:2) 

 
Here, Maimonides describes in detail the process of repentance.  He identifies five elements within the 
process.  First, one must discontinue the sinful behavior.  Second, one must refrain from even contemplating 
or fantasizing about the behavior.  Third, the person must review past behaviors and feel sincere regret.  
Fourth, one must make a firm commitment to not return to the behavior.  Maimonides then adds the person 
must verbalize these matters.  This is the process of vedoi. 
 
What is Maimonides telling us about teshuvah and vedoi?  Maimonides begins with a question.  He asks, 
“What is teshuvah?”  He then responds.  He explains that the verbal Vedoi must follow the internal process.  
This is part of his description of teshuvah.  This strongly suggests that Vedoi is part of the process of teshuvah.  

 
27   Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Teshuvah 2:3. 
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It completes the process.  How does Vedoi complete the process?  It seems that vedoi provides substance and 
finality to one’s commitment.  Through expressing one’s thoughts in word, the person becomes more firmly 
committed to change. 
 
Maimonides provides two different views on the role and significance of vedoi.  In this chapter, vedoi is 
characterized as a part of the teshuvah process.  It is the element that lends finality to the process.  This is a 
very different characterization than provided in the first chapter.  In the first chapter, Maimonides explains 
that Vedoi is the fundamental response to sin.  Teshuvah is a prerequisite to a meaningful Vedoi.  How can 
these two views be reconciled? 
 
One should not imagine that teshuvah is limited to sins that involve some action – for example promiscuity, 
theft, or larceny.  Rather, just as one must repent from these, so one must seek out one’s improper attitudes 
and repent from them – for example from anger, hatred, jealousy …   (Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Laws of 

Repentance 7:3) 
 

To answer our question, we must consider another apparent contradiction in Maimonides’ treatment of 
repentance.  We have discussed Maimonides description of the process of repentance.  Let us now consider 
his position regarding the type of behaviors that require repentance. 
 
In the law quoted above, Maimonides explains that the requirement to repent is not engendered solely by the 
violation of a commandment.  We are also required to repent from improper attitudes or character traits.  For 
example, we must attempt to abandon our hatreds and to temper and control our anger.  We must evaluate 
all our attitudes, identify our character flaws, and address them.  In other words, even if a person has not 
violated a specific commandment, teshuvah is required. 
 
This conclusion does not seem to agree with Maimonides’ statement in the opening law of this section.  In 
that law, Maimonides explains that teshuvah and vedoi are required when a person violates a law of the 
Torah.  This means that the violation of a commandment engenders the requirement to perform teshuvah and 
vedoi.  Some commission or omission must occur.  This implies that poor attitude alone does not create an 
obligation to repent!  How can these two positions be reconciled? 
 
Let us return to our opening question.  What are we attempting to accomplish through teshuvah?  What do 
we hope to achieve through this process?  First, we must recognize that in sinning we violate the Torah.  We 
disregard the will of the Almighty.  We rebel against the ultimate King.  The vedoi that accompanies teshuvah 
begins with the acknowledgment that we have sinned against the Torah.  Through repentance, we attempt to 
earn atonement for this sin.  We wish to avoid retribution or unpleasant consequences.  In short, one 
objective of teshuvah is atonement – Kapparah.  But is does teshuvah have any other objective? 
 

Since one is granted volition…  one should endeavor to perform teshuvah and vedoi in response to sin…  
(Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Laws of Repentance 7:1) 

 
Maimonides outlines another objective in the process of teshuvah.  To identify this objective, we must 
consider the above quote.  Maimonides explains that human beings are unique.  We are endowed with 
freewill.  We can choose between right and wrong.  He explains that because of this faculty we are required to 
engage in teshuvah. 
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Why does the element of human volition engender an obligation to perform teshuvah?  Freewill means that 
we are in charge of our self-improvement.  To a great extent, we determine the degree to which we fulfill our 
individual potential.  We decide whether we will squander our talents and lives or whether we will strive to 
fulfill our potential. 
 
We can only achieve personal fulfillment through an ongoing process of teshuvah.  In this process we 
constantly reevaluate our lives and attitudes.  We reconsider our personal mission and constantly seek self-
improvement.  The objective is not to atone but to purify – taharah. 
 
In short, teshuvah has two objectives.  One objective is kapparah – atonement for our sins.  The second 
objective is taharah – personal improvement.28 
 
This explains Maimonides’ position regarding which sins engender the obligation to perform teshuvah.  In the 
first chapter, Maimonides indicates that teshuvah is a response to violation of the law.  Maimonides is 
discussing the teshuvah of kapparah.  Atonement is required when the law is violated.  If the law has not been 
violated, the obligation to seek kapparah is not engendered. 
 
However, Maimonides teaches us that we should repent from improper attitudes and character traits.  This is 
because in addition to kapparah, teshuvah has a second objective.  This objective is Taharah – self-
improvement.  To achieve this objective, we must engage in an ongoing process of introspection.  This process 
requires that we consider and evaluate our attitudes and character traits. 
 
We can now explain Maimonides’ treatment of Vedoi.  In the first chapter of the Law of Repentance, 
Maimonides is explaining the process of atonement.  In this process, the vedoi is the fundamental element.  
We have sinned against Hashem’s Torah.  It is appropriate to verbally appeal to Hashem for forgiveness and 
atonement.  Accordingly, Vedoi is fundamental to achieving atonement.  In this context, the Vedoi is not 
merely the final step in teshuvah.  It is the essential element in the process of kapparah. 
 
However, teshuvah is not merely a prerequisite in the process of achieving atonement.  It is also a process that 
purifies and improves a person.  In this process, the internal element is essential.  Self-improvement requires 
thorough introspection.  In the second chapter of the Laws of Repentance, Maimonides is explaining the 
process of teshuvah.  He describes it as a process of self-improvement.  Its objective is internal change.  In this 
context, vedoi completes teshuvah.  It finalizes the internal commitments that result from the process of 
introspection.  Therefore, in this context Maimonides describes Vedoi as the final element in the process of 
teshuvah.  
 
 
Appealing to the Divine Attributes 5763 
 

How does one confess?  He says, “I beseech you Hashem.  I have erred.  I have willfully acted wrongly.  I 
have acted rebelliously before you.  I have done such and such.  I have regret. I am embarrassed with my 

actions.  I will never return to this behavior.  (Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Laws of Repentance 1:1) 

 
28   See Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, Al HaTeshuvah, Part 1. 
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This formulation of the confession is based upon a discussion found in Tractate Yoma.  Most Sages suggest the 
formulation adopted by Maimonides.   In this version, first errors or unintentional sins are confessed.  Then 
reference is made to intentional wrongdoing.  Last acts of rebellion are included.  The reasoning underlying 
this order is that a person should first seek forgiveness for lesser sins and then the more serious wrongdoings. 
 
However, the Talmud explains that Rav Meir suggests an alternative form for the confession.  He suggests that 
first the confession should mention the willful sins.  This is followed by mentioning acts of rebellion.  The 
confession ends with reference to unintentional errors. 
 
Rav Meir derives his order from the prayers of Moshe.  In seeking forgiveness for Bnai Yisrael, Moshe 
described the Almighty’s attributes of mercy and kindness.  He declared that because of these attributes 
Hashem forgives willful sins, acts of rebellion and unintentional errors.  Rav Meir adopts this order for his 
formulation of the confession. 
 
This observation helps explain the dispute between the Sages and Rav Meir.  The Sages order the sins referred 
to in the confession from the lest serious to the most severe. This order is dictated by a clear logic.  The 
confession is a request for forgiveness. It is appropriate to begin with the lesser offenses. 
 
Rav Meir maintains that the confession includes an additional element.  It refers to the attribute of the 
Almighty responsible for forgiveness. Therefore, the confession alludes to the prayer of Moshe in which the 
Divine attributes are described.  Rav Meir maintains that as we ask for forgiveness, we must acknowledge the 
benevolence of the Almighty implicit in this forbearance. 
 
Although the opinion of the Sages is accepted, the issue raised by Rav Meir finds expression in halachah.  The 
confession contained in the liturgy is often accompanied by a recitation of the Divine attributes of the 
Almighty.  This accords with Rav Meir’s opinion that confession is associated with recognition of Hashem’s 
kindness.  Although this recognition is not incorporated into the confession itself, it is associated with the 
confession through the liturgy. 
 
 
Reinventing Oneself 5763 
 
Among the ways of repentance is for the repentant individual to constantly bemoan his sin before Hashem 
with crying and supplications.  And he should give charity according to his ability.  And he should distance 
himself, to an extreme, from the area concerning which he sinned. And he should change his name.  In this 
he states, “I am someone else and not that person who performed those actions.”  (Maimonides, Mishne 

Torah, Laws of Repentance 2:4) 
 

Maimonides describes, in this halachah, some of the behaviors which accompany repentance.  He includes the 
establishment of a new identity.  The sinner sees him / herself as a different person from the individual who 
committed the wrongdoing. 
 
A person’s behavior is strongly affected by self-image.  Once we establish a behavior or attitude it is difficult to 
imagine ourselves without this element.  This psychological barrier must be overcome if the process of 
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teshuvah is to be successful.  The person must become accustomed to a different self-image. 
 
The Talmud discusses the life of Elisha ben Avuyah.  This great scholar was the teacher of Rav Meir.  In his 
studies, Elisha ben Avuyah delved into the most difficult areas of the Torah.  He eventually discovered truths 
for which he was not prepared.  He could not accept these concepts and rejected the Torah.  Elisha ben 
Avuyah went so far, in rejecting his former life, that he changed his name.  Interestingly, he chose the name 
Acher.  Literally translated, this name means “other”.  Through adopting this name, he explained that he 
intended to indicate that he was no longer Elisha ben Avuyah.  He was a different person with new attitudes. 
 
The Talmud comments that the Almighty declared that all humanity is invited to repent, except Acher.  He 
cannot repent his sins. 
 
Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik Zt”l explained that it is not the intention of the Talmud to indicate the Almighty will 
not accept Acher’s repentance.  Instead, the message of the Talmud is that Acher simply cannot repent.  He 
does not have the ability. 
 
Based on the teaching of Maimonides, this message can be easily understood.  Elisha ben Avuyah established 
a new identity of Acher.  Acher was an individual who lived a life antithetical to the Torah.  As long as Elisha 
ben Avuyah viewed himself as Acher, it would be impossible for him to repent.  His self-image would prevent 
him from establishing a Torah outlook and life.  Only once he removed this identity could he hope to repent. 
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Shofar 
 
The Message of the Shofar Blasts 5769 – Part I  
 

The one hundred seventieth mitzvah is the commandment we have been commanded to hear the shofar 
blast on the first day of Tishre.  Hashem said in this regard, “It shall be for you a day of the Teruah blast.”  

(Maimonides, Sefer HaMitzvot, Positive Commandment 170) 
 

One of the 613 mitzvot is the obligation to hear the blasts of the shofar on Rosh HaShanah.  Maimonides 
discusses this command in detail in his Mishne Torah.  In the Mishne Torah, he rarely discusses the purpose or 
reason for commandments.  He makes an exception for the mitzvah of Shofar.  In Hilchot Teshuvah – the Laws 
of Repentance – Maimonides offers an insight into the purpose of the mitzvah of Shofar.  He comments that 
although the Shofar blasts are the decree of the Torah, they communicate a message.  They admonish those 
who have forgotten the truth and squander their time in meaningless activities.  The Shofar urges them to 
reconsider their behaviors and evil and iniquitous thoughts.29   In other words, the Shofar blasts are a wake-up 
call to perform teshuvah – to repent. 
 
The Musaf service for Rosh HaShanah also discusses the shofar blasts.  The sixth benediction of the Musaf 
begins by recalling the Shofar heard at the Revelation at Sinai.  Hashem’s descent upon the mountain was 
accompanied by the sounding of the Shofar.  The blessing closes with a supplication.  We ask Hashem to sound 
the Shofar that will announce the onset of our redemption from exile.  This treatment of the Shofar associates 
it with the revelation of Hashem’s sovereignty over the universe and humanity.  The Shofar at Sinai announced 
the presence of the King of all kings.  Similarly, the Shofar announcing the Messianic era declares the 
revelation of Hashem in His majesty as sovereign ruler of all humanity.   
 
This treatment of the Shofar raises a question.  Maimonides characterizes the Shofar blasts as a wake-up call – 
an admonition to perform teshuvah.  The benediction offers a different interpretation.  It describes the Shofar 
as the trumpet that heralds the approach of the King of all kings.  How can we reconcile Maimonides’ 
understanding of the Shofar with our Sages interpretation as expressed in this benediction? 
 
To resolve this question, we must consider a related issue.  According to Maimonides’ interpretation, we can 
easily appreciate the relevance of the Shofar to Rosh HaShanah.  It is a time for repentance.  The sound of the 
Shofar exhorts us to repent.  However, according to the Sages interpretation, what is the relationship between 
the Shofar and Rosh HaShanah?   
 
Rosh HaShanah is an expression of Hashem’s sovereignty over humanity.  We recognize that all of humanity 
sits in judgment before its King.  He passes judgment on every individual and nation.  The Shofar blast 
announces the presence of the King.  It declares that the King is present and now sits in judgment. 
 
We can now reconcile Maimonides’ interpretation of the Shofar with the explanation of our Sages.  
Maimonides is not disagreeing with our Sages.  He explains that the sound of the Shofar is an exhortation to 
repent.  How does the sound of the Shofar communicate this message?  It announces that the King is now 
judging humanity.  Our fate is being decided.  Our very lives are in jeopardy.  This realization creates an 

 
29 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam/Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Teshuvah 3:4. 
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urgency to repent.  The Shofar exhorts us to repent through alerting us to the awesome solemnity of the day.  
We are being judged.  We must repent before the opportunity is lost. 
 
 
The Message of the Shofar Blasts 5769 – Part II 
 

It is customary to arise in the early morning to recite prayers of supplication from the beginning of the 
month of Elul until Yom HaKippurim.  ReMA:  This is not the custom of the Ashkenazim.  Rather from the first 
day of Elul onward we begin to sound the Shofar after the morning prayers…  And we arise early and recite 

Selichot from the Sunday prior to Rosh HaShanah.  (Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 581:1) 
 
Rav Moshe Issserles – ReMA – explains that among the Ashkenazim, the custom is observed to sound the 
Shofar from the first day of the month of Elul.  This custom is described by Rabbaynu Yaakov ben Asher in his 
code of halachah – the Arba’ah Turim.  Rabbaynu Yaakov offers two reasons for this practice. 
                                                                                                                                                               
First, he explains that on the first day of the month of Elul, Moshe ascended Mount Sinai to receive the second 
Luchot – Tablets.  The Luchot contained the Decalogue.  Moshe’s ascent was accompanied by the sounding of 
a Shofar.  These blasts were a reminder to Bnai Yisrael that they must not return to idolatry.  In addition, the 
Shofar blast represented the presence of Hashem.  Based on this event, the practice was established by the 
Sages to sound the Shofar throughout the month of Elul.  This sounding of the Shofar exhorts Bnai Yisrael to 
repent.  Second, Rabbaynu Yaakov explains that the sounding of the Shofar confuses Satan.  Satan is the 
heavenly instigator that implores Hashem to punish the Jewish people.30  
 
Each of these explanations requires analysis.  Let us begin with the first interpretation.  The basic element of 
this explanation is that the Shofar exhorts us to perform teshuvah.  Rabbaynu Yaakov explains that the 
association between the Shofar and repentance is derived from the Shofar sounded prior to Moshe’s final 
ascent of Mount Sinai.  How does this sounding of the Shofar create this association? 
 
Rabbaynu Yaakov makes two comments regarding this sounding of the Shofar.  He explains that it reminded 
the nation to abandon all forms of idolatry.  In addition, it represented the presence of Hashem.  These two 
messages are aspects of a single concept.  Recognition of the presence of Hashem necessarily obligates us to 
abandon worship of all other deities.  The Shofar announced Hashem’s presence.  This proclamation was 
intended to inspire Bnai Yisrael to abandon idolatry. 
 
We can now better understand the association between the Shofar blast and repentance.  The Shofar of the 
wilderness created this association.  This blast communicated the presence of Hashem and the imperative to 
repent from all idolatrous practices.  Similarly, the presence of Hashem – as announced by the sounding of the 
Shofar – urges us to repent from all other activities that express disobedience to Hashem.  It should be noted 
that this interpretation of the Shofar blasts is consistent with the understanding of the Shofar outlined above 
by Maimonides.   
 
Let us now consider the second interpretation offered by Rabbaynu Yaakov.  According to this explanation, the 
Shofar blast is intended to confuse Satan.  This entire approach seems somewhat mythological and 

 
30 Rabbaynu Yaakov ben HaRash, Tur Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 681. 
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inconsistent with the Torah’s reasoned to theological issues.  How can we interpret this explanation? 
 
On Rosh HaShanah, every nation and individual are judged.  This judgment is completed on Yom Kippur.  The 
days between Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur are designated by the Torah, as a time for repentance.  The 
custom among the Ashkenazim of sounding the Shofar from the first day of Elul effectively extends the period 
devoted to repentance.  The Sepharadim observe a similar custom.  They recite Selichot – prayers of 
supplication – from the first day of Elul.  This practice serves the same purpose.  It extends the period devoted 
to repentance to the beginning of the month of Elul.  In short, the sounding of the Shofar from the beginning 
of the month, or the recitation of Selichot demonstrates an eagerness to repent.  Rather than awaiting the 
arrival of Rosh HaShanah, we are beginning the process of teshuvah from the onset of the preceding month. 
 
We can now understand the second interpretation of Rabbaynu Yaakov.  On Rosh HaShanah, all humanity is 
judged.  This judgment includes the Jewish people.  Our nation has performed meritorious deeds and 
committed sins.  Our merits weigh-in on the side of a positive judgment.  Our sins instigate against us.  How 
can we counter the shortcomings evidenced by our sins?  We can only respond by expressing our desire to 
repent.  We communicate the intensity of this desire through beginning the process of repentance prior to the 
designated time.  From the beginning of the month of Elul, we devote ourselves to the process of teshuvah.  
Through this commitment, we provide our response to the testimony of our sins. 
 

 
The Number of Shofar Blasts 5765 
 

Why do they sound the Shofar when they are sitting and again when they are standing?  This is done to 
confound the Accuser.  (Tractate Rosh HaShanah 16a) 

 
The mitzvah most strongly associated with Rosh HaShanah is the sounding of the Shofar.  According to the 
Torah, we are required to sound nine blasts – the combination of Tekiah, Teruah, Tekiah three times.  This is 
represented by the following table: 
 
Table 1.  Requirement described by Torah 

Tekiah Teruah Tekiah 
Tekiah Teruah Tekiah 
Tekiah Teruah Tekiah 

 
However, to fulfill this obligation, we are required to sound thirty blasts.  How does the Torah obligation to 
sound nine blasts translate into an obligation to sound thirty blasts? 
 
Two factors combine to convert the requirement to sound nine blasts into the requirement to sound thirty.  
The Torah requires that we sound the series of Tekiah, Teruah, Tekiah three times.  Part of this obligation is 
easily understood.  The Tekiah is an uninterrupted blast.  There is little or no room for uncertainty regarding its 
character.   However, the Teruah is a sound characterized by interrupted notes.  This is a much more 
ambiguous character.  Its ambiguity creates doubt.  What is the exact character of the “interrupted” blast?   
 
The Sages identified three possibilities.  First, the Teruah may be a series of minimal sounds – the sound we 
refer to as Teruah.  Second, the true Teruah may be a more substantial sound that is interrupted – the sound 
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we refer to as Shevarim.  Finally, the true Teruah may be a combination of these first two possibilities – the 
sound we refer to as Shevarim-Teruah.  In short, the Torah requires that we sound the combination of a 
Teruah preceded and followed by a Tekiah.   We must do this three times.  This requires nine blasts.  However, 
the exact character of the central Teruah is unknown.  The three central blasts that we sound – Teruah, 
Shevarim, and Shevarim-Teruah – are actually three possible identities of the true Teruah required by the 
Torah.31  The following table represents the result of the doubt regarding the exact nature of the central 
Teruah sound: 
 
Table 2.  Minimum series of sounds required to satisfy Torah obligation 

Tekiah Shevarim-Teruah Tekiah 
Tekiah Shevarim-Teruah Tekiah 
Tekiah Shevarim-Teruah Tekiah 
Tekiah Shevarim Tekiah 
Tekiah Shevarim Tekiah 
Tekiah Shevarim Tekiah 
Tekiah Teruah Tekiah 
Tekiah Teruah Tekiah 
Tekiah Teruah Tekiah 

 
How many sounds are there in the above table?  One would conclude that the above table includes 27 sounds.  
However, by convention, the Shevarim-Teruah sound is counted as two sounds.  So, traditionally this table is 
described as including 30 sounds.  This calculation is represented in the following table: 
 
Table 3.  Calculation of total number of sounds required to satisfy Torah obligation 
Series Number of 

sounds in series 
Tekiah, Shevarim-Teruah, Tekiah 4 
Tekiah, Shevarim-Teruah, Tekiah 4 
Tekiah, Shevarim-Teruah, Tekiah 4 
Tekiah, Shevarim, Tekiah 3 
Tekiah, Shevarim, Tekiah 3 
Tekiah, Shevarim, Tekiah 3 
Tekiah, Teruah, Tekiah 3 
Tekiah, Teruah, Tekiah 3 
Tekiah, Teruah, Tekiah 3 
Total sounds 30 
 
At what point in the service are we required to sound these thirty blasts?  The Torah does not establish a 
specific point.  However, the Sages responded to this issue.  They established that the blasts should be 
sounded in the context of the blessings of the Musaf Amidah.32  The prevalent Ashkenazic custom is to sound 
the blasts during the repetition of the Amidah.  The Sephardic custom is to sound the blasts during the silent 
Amidah and during the repetition. 

 
31 Mesechet Rosh HaShanah 33b – 34a. 
32 Mesechet Rosh HaShanah 32a. 
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The Sages also established a practice of sounding an additional series of thirty blasts following the Torah 
reading and before the Musaf Amidah.  The Talmud explores the reason for these additional blasts.  It asks, 
“Why do they sound the Shofar when they are sitting and again when they are standing?”  In the time of the 
Talmud, during the blasts sounded before the Amidah it was customary for the congregation to remain sitting.  
During the blasts sounded during the Amidah, the congregation stood.  So, the Talmud is asking, “Why do we 
sound the required thirty blasts before the Amidah and again during the Amidah?”  The Talmud responds that 
we sound the required thirty blasts twice to confound the Satan – the Accuser.   
Rashi is concerned with the meaning of this response.  He explains that the response is to be understood 
allegorically.  We wish to demonstrate our love for the mitzvah of Shofar.  We demonstrate this love by 
performing the mitzvah twice.33  In other words, we are judged on Rosh HaShanah.  We do not want to be 
accused of performing the mitzvah of Shofar in a mechanical, superficial manner.  To respond to this possible 
accusation, we sound the required sounds twice.  In doing so, we demonstrate our love for the 
commandment. 
 
Tosefot ask an interesting question on the Talmud’s response.  The Torah commands us to not add to the 
commandments.  This prohibits adding a new commandment or adding to an existing commandment.  Tosefot 
ask, “How can the Sages add a practice to sound the required Shofar blasts both before the Amidah and during 
the Amidah?  Why is this not a violation of the prohibition against adding to the commandments?”  Tosefot 
respond that the prohibition against adding to the mitzvot is not violated by performing a mitzvah twice.34  In 
other words, the Sages’ requirement to sound the Shofar both before and during the Amidah does not violate 
the prohibition against adding to the mitzvot because repeating the performance of a mitzvah is not 
prohibited. 
 
Rashba asks an obvious question on Tosefot’s comments.  The premise of Tosefot’s question is that an 
enactment of the Sages can be subject to the prohibition against adding to the mitzvot.  Rashba objects to this 
premise.  He argues that the prohibition against adding to the commandments applies to individuals.  As 
individuals, we do not have the authority to enhance mitzvot or modify them by adding to them.  However, 
this prohibition does not generally apply to the Sages.  This can be easily proven.   
 
Outside the Land of Israel, we observe Succot for eight days.  The eighth day was established by the Sages.  On 
this eighth day, we are obligated to fulfill the mitzvah of living in the Succah.  In other words, although the 
Torah obligation is to live in the Succah for seven days, the Sages require those outside the Land of Israel to 
live in the Succah for eight days.  This requirement is not a violation of the prohibition against adding to the 
mitzvot.  The reason it does not violate the prohibition is obvious.  A requirement established by the Sages is 
not generally subject to this prohibition!  So, why are Tosefot concerned with the Sages’ requirement to sound 
two sets of Shofar blasts? 35 
 
Rav Yitzchok Zev Soloveitchik suggests that to answer Rashba’s question, it is necessary to more carefully 
analyze the two sets of Shofar blasts.  Superficially, it seems a single set of thirty sounds is needed to satisfy 
our Torah level obligation and the Sages instituted a second set of thirty sounds to “confound the Accuser.”  
However, a more careful analysis indicates that this interpretation of the two sets of Shofar blasts is not 

 
33 Rabbaynu Shlomo ben Yitzchak (Rashi), Commentary on the Talmud, Mesechet Rosh HaShanna 16b. 
34 Tosefot, Mesechet Rosh HaShanah 16b. 
35 Rabbaynu Shlomo ben Aderet (Rashba), Commentary on the Talmud, Mesechet Rosh HaShanah 16a. 
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accurate. 
 
As explained earlier, the Torah does not require that the Shofar be sounded at a particular moment in the 
services.  The Sages require that a congregation or assembly sound the Shofar during the Amidah.  How many 
sets of Shofar blasts are required to satisfy the Torah obligation and the obligation of the congregation,  
created by the Sages?  A single set of thirty blasts sounded during the Amidah is adequate to satisfy both.  The 
Sages did not create a new set of Shofar blasts.  They merely added a qualification to the Torah level 
obligation.  Specifically, they required that a congregation sound its Shofar blasts during the Amidah.  So, by 
sounding thirty blasts during the Amidah, both the Torah level obligation and the obligation established by the 
Sages are satisfied.   
 
However, this is not our practice.  First, we sound thirty blasts before the Amidah.  These thirty blasts 
completely satisfy our Torah level obligation.  But we then sound a second set of Shofar blasts which are 
required to satisfy the obligation of the congregation, established by the Sages to sound the Shofar during the 
Amidah.  In other words, we could economize and satisfy both our Torah level and Rabbinic level obligation 
with a single set of thirty blasts sounded during the Amidah.  But instead, we fulfill our Torah level obligation 
separately through the blasts sounded before the Amidah and then satisfy our Rabbinic level obligation with a 
second set of thirty blasts sounded during the Amidah.   
 
Why do we choose this more elaborate system of two sets of Shofar blasts over the more economic option of 
a single set of blasts during the Amidah?  The Talmud is providing the answer to this question when it explains 
that we sound two sets of blasts to “confound the Accuser.”  As interpreted by Rashi, the Talmud is explaining 
that to demonstrate our love for the mitzvah we do not try to economize.  Instead, we intentionally fulfill our 
Torah level obligation separately from our Rabbinic level obligation. 
 
Now, we can restate the dispute between Tosafot and Rashba.  Had the Sages established a requirement to 
sound a second set of Shofar blasts, there would be no dispute between Tosafot and Rashba.  The Sages have 
the right to create new halachic entities.  These new entities are not regarded as additions to the mitzvot.  
However, the Sages did not do this.  Instead, they first required that the Shofar blasts be sounded during the 
Amidah.  Second, they instructed us to fulfill this Rabbinic obligation separately from our Torah obligation.  
Tosefot argue that a single set of Shofar blasts would be adequate to fulfill both our Torah level and our 
Rabbinic level obligation, but we are required to sound an extra set of blasts.  As a result, a unique situation 
evolves.  The Sages did not create a new set of Shofar blasts but nonetheless, two set of blasts are required to 
fulfill our Torah level and Rabbinic level obligations.   
 
Now, we can understand Tosefot’s position and how they would respond to Rashba’s objection.  According to 
Tosefot, when the Sages create a new entity, it is not subject to the prohibition against adding to mitzvot.  But 
in our case, no new entity is created.  An extra set of blasts is required.  Tosefot maintain that because no new 
entity is created, an explanation is required for why this addition is permitted.  They respond that the 
prohibition is not violated because we are merely performing the mitzvah multiple times.  Performing a 
mitzvah multiple times does not constitute adding to the mitzvot. 
 
Rashba argues that this extra set of Shofar blasts does not involve a potential violation of the prohibition 
against adding to the mitzvot.  The prohibition against adding to the mitzvot only applies to individuals.  An 
activity required in response to either a Torah level or a Rabbinic level obligation is not subject to the 
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prohibition.  Therefore, since each set of Shofar blasts fulfills a specific obligation – either Torah level of 
Rabbinic level – the prohibition against adding to mitzvot does not apply.36     
 
It seems that according to Rashba, the primary objective of the prohibition against adding to the mitzvot is to 
discourage innovations that in fact detract from the commandment.  Therefore, the prohibition relates 
primarily to individuals.  As individuals, we are not authorized to alter the commandments.  However, the 
Sages are authorized to establish new laws and practices.  They also have the wisdom to use this authority 
properly.  Therefore, the laws and practices that they establish are not subject to the prohibition against 
adding to the mitzvot. 
 
However, according to Tosefot, the objective of the prohibition against adding to the mitzvot is not to 
discourage inappropriate innovations.  This prohibition applies even to the Sages.  Therefore, it seems that 
according to Tosefot, the prohibition is designed to permanently preserve the integrity of the Torah law.  Even 
the Sages may not add to a mitzvah in a manner that alters the Torah requirement.  They must work within 
specific boundaries. 
 
In summary, this dispute between Tosefot and Rashba reflects the unique structure of the Shofar blasts – 
specifically the interrelation between the set sounded before the Amidah and those sounded during the 
Amidah.  The dispute also reflects two perspectives on the prohibition against adding to the mitzvot. 
 

 
36 Kuntres Moadim MeTorat Brisk, p 12. 
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Customs and Practices 
 

Rosh HaShanah’s Special Foods 5763 
 
There are those who are accustomed to eat a sweet apple with honey.  And they say, “It should be granted 

to us a sweet year”. (Shulcah Aruch, Orech Chayim 583:1) 
 
The Shulchan Aruch lists many foods eaten at the Rosh HaShanah meal.  Each food alludes to a specific 
blessing.  The eating is accompanied with a short prayer requesting from Hashem the blessing associated with 
the food.  The eating of the apple is mentioned by Rav Moshe Isserles.  In different communities, customs vary 
as to which foods are consumed.  However, the apple seems to have been widely incorporated into the Rosh 
HaShanah meal. 
 
It is difficult to understand this custom.  The Torah vigorously rejects all forms of superstition.  It is very 
surprising that halachah should encourage a practice which seems to be based upon omen. 
 
However, if carefully considered we can appreciate the meaning of this custom.  It is not in any way an 
expression of superstition or primitive beliefs.  For most of us the Rosh HaShanah experience is strongest 
while we are in the synagogue.  There, we pray for the fulfillment of our wishes in the coming year.  We are 
aware of the process of heavenly judgment.  Once we leave the synagogue, we become distracted.  The Yom 
Tov meal, and the opportunity to spend time with family and friends compete for our attention.  As the day 
passes, we may forget the significance of the occasion. 
 
Our Sages had a deep understanding of human behavior.  They recognized this tendency towards distraction.  
Yet, the Rosh HaShanah experience should not be limited to the time spent in synagogue.  The atmosphere of 
judgment should extend throughout the day.  To accomplish this, the Sages encouraged the custom of eating 
special foods during the Yom Tov meal.  Through this process an element of prayer is incorporated into the 
experience.  Rather than the meal becoming a distraction, it reinforces the special atmosphere of the 
occasion. 


