
It’s that time of year again: National Teshuvah Month, 
aka Chodesh Elul. In “honor” of this special time of year, 
Breslover Chassidim customarily study Lesson #6 of 
Rebbe Nachman’s Likutey Moharan. I highly recommend 
it, as it provides the necessary framework to achieve a 
real and productive teshuvah. 

My own recollection of this time period while at 
yeshivah was of a frightful period in which we were 
under immense pressure to cram in the perfect month of 
religious achievement in order to “stand” a chance while 
standing before Hashem on Rosh HaShanah, the Day of 
Judgment. The mere mention of the word “Elul” would 
send a shiver down my spine. Now, Rosh HaShanah is 
certainly no joking matter and the judgment is very real. 
But in order to properly understand this day, let’s look at 
what teshuvah is really all about.

People usually translate teshuvah as “repentance.” I think 
that definition works very well with the unsophisticated 
version that I witnessed as a youth. I remember seeing 
people with an expanded edition of the Al Chets that are 
recited on Yom Kippur. This looked something like a 
phone book. Yeshivah bochurim would stand for hours 
reciting every single entry, making sure they technically 
covered all points of any possible transgression. I think 
they felt like they had truly repented. While I appreciate 
their sincerity and can’t say that I had their stamina, 
Rebbe Nachman describes something very different.

Have you ever seen an animal wear an Olympic medal, 
wear Nike shoes, or drive the latest model Tesla? Humans 
do, because we have the desire to feel important; we 
crave honor. This stems from our very DNA: our souls 
were taken from beneath Hashem’s Throne of Honor and 
want to be elevated back to their source. But the honor 

of Hashem is not easy to achieve. First, we must utterly 
humble and nullify ourselves before Hashem. Since this 
is hard to do, it’s easier to seek out base forms of honor 
like ego, pride and selfishness.

Teshuvah literally means “return” and is the process of 
approaching Hashem. The laws of teshuvah require a 
person to feel shame about his or her misdeeds. Rebbe 
Nachman expands on this concept, explaining that we 
have this experience any time we hear our shame, yet 
remain silent. This could be our boss yelling at us, our 
spouse accusing us, or our friend insulting us. All these 
are Heaven-sent opportunities that provide us with the 
means to negate our ego and allow Hashem in, initiating 
the process of ultimately returning to Him. By remaining 
silent, we acknowledge that we were insulted because of 
our inflated ego, and welcome the opportunity to nurture 
a healthy self-worth based on our spiritual greatness 
rather that something that others think of us.

Even more relevant is when we insult ourselves. Often we 
make spiritual goals and plans, and guess what? Things 
don’t go the way we expected. We feel down and beaten, 
ready to throw in the towel. Teshuvah is about accepting 
failure and still believing in change. I can be happy with 
my efforts and take joy in knowing they are meaningful 
to Hashem, no matter whether I reached my goal yet or 
not. This demonstrates that my teshuvah was not an act 
of spiritual egotism, but was truly for the sake of Heaven. 
Only this is real growth and change. Only this allows us 
to serve Hashem in every situation that life throws at us.  

Shame is a beautiful device, but unfortunately is becoming 
endangered. It is difficult to swallow only if we have an 
inflated ego and can’t accept that we all make mistakes and 
look forward to becoming better people. But shame is the 
hallmark of a Jew. If we truly desire closeness to Hashem, 
we should lovingly and “shamelessly” embrace it.
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He Never Gives Up!
As told to Yossi Katz

Recently, I went to a bar mitzva, and a talmid 
chacham got up to speak. 

He asked the following question. “What does it 
mean that Rebbe Nachman says, ‘There is no despair 
at all’? Sometimes I completely give up. I also know 
many other people who have given up a long time 
ago. Who is he to tell me that there is no despair?

“But I will answer this question with a story. There 
was once a woman who used to travel a great 
distance to Leipzig to purchase merchandise for her 
husband to sell. 

She would return with the merchandise, which her 
husband would then peddle at a profit, and with the 
remaining money, she would set out once again for 
Leipzig. 

Once, while in the market city, the poor woman 
somehow misplaced her money. She was frantic, 
but there was little she could do; she simply could 
not find the funds. She returned home devasted.

“Just as she entered the village gates, she heard 
another Jewish merchant sharing that he had just 
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returned from Leipzig and had discovered the 
precise amount of money she had lost. 

She approached the merchant, and it became 
obvious that it was, in fact, her funds that he had 
discovered. Of course, she wanted the money back, 
but the merchant refused. 

He asked her if she had given up hope and she 
acknowledged that she had. The halacha is that if 
someone despairs of ever finding their lost object, 
they relinquish their rights to it. The dispute was 
sent to the great Kovner Rav for arbitration. 

“When the Rav heard the question, he sided with 
the women. He reasoned: Who gave the women 
the right to give up hope of never finding the 
money? The money belonged to the husband—
who hadn’t even heard about the whole story—
and he certainly never relinquished his rights to 
the money.”

The same is true of ourselves. 

The Jewish People, Knesses Yisrael, are compared to 
a bride, and Hakadosh Baruch Hu is compared to a 
groom. He has never given up on His lost object! He 
believes that His precious creations will be returned 
and restored, and therefore, so should we!
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