
We all want to change, become better people, improve, 
come closer to Hashem, etc. Elul after Elul we on some level 
begin this process anew, but most of us seem to get lost 
somewhere along the arduous journey. Of course, we blame 
ourselves and judge ourselves negatively. This in turn depletes 
our motivation, and we then decide to, “just get on with life”. 
But what if we could identify the essence of Teshuva? What 
if we could discover the one point that if internalized, would 
allow us to finally become different people?

Indeed, Rebbe Nachman identifies this all-important 
ingredient as shame. When we experience our failures or 
shortcomings and instead of being in denial and fighting 
against their existence, allow ourselves to accept them, we 
create an internal transformation. In the place of being 
preoccupied with nursing our frail ego and the ensuing 
emotional rollercoaster, we now invite Hashem into our 
lives so that we can see our setbacks as opportunities to 
humble ourselves and serve Hashem without ego.

Rebbe Nachman also introduces a second important 
ingredient to the mix, hamtana. We must practice patience. 
To really change, we must first learn how to longingly 
wait. There are two types of waiting. One type is a form of 
distraction. I always notice the people in the doctor’s office 
who can seemingly wait forever for their appointment 
because they have their smart phone and can catch up on 
work or keep themselves eternally entertained. But this is 
no virtue, they are simply distracting themselves. 

On the other hand, Hashem wants us to learn how to long 
for Him and truly desire to become a new person, even 
when everything playing out before our eyes screams 
otherwise. This waiting is not the distracted type, we are 
not meant to deny what we see in front of us no matter how 
painful it may be. Rather, we accept that although this may 
be the oppositive of what we desire for ourselves, we will 

nevertheless continue to aspire to become close to Hashem 
and to reach our spiritual dreams.  

Teshuva is a process that involves many prolonged 
procedures. This includes feeling shamed when we 
experience a multitude of setbacks, while continuing to 
wait longingly for when we will truly become different. 
Every minute of this teshuva procedure is difficult and 
painful, but it’s also transformational and ever so healthy. 
The time spent waiting until we reach what we refer to as 
success, surgically removes our various tumors of ego and 
pride. We will then emerge humble and pure. This is the 
essence of Teshuva. Since its results are not predicated on 
successfully achieving any specific outcome, it is completely 
within our reach! 

We associate spirituality as something that must be positive. 
But there is no guarantee of this. In fact, there are religions 
based on spiritual enlightenment, but their concept of 
spirituality has nothing to do with Hashem. Within 
Yiddishkeit itself, one can daven with great fervor, learn 
Torah in the deepest way, do enormous amounts of Chesed, 
but all of this might only be done to feel good and be self-
serving. Might we be simply checking off our spiritual to-do 
list?  Are we becoming Godlier through our actions? Are we 
truly developing a Yidish heart of flesh and blood? 

But by hitting a snag and experiencing shame, and yet 
choosing to accept it while patiently waiting for Hashem, 
we become one with Hashem’s Will. We return to our loving 
Father who waits patiently for us to become more like Him.

Our parsha begins, “When you go out to war against your 
enemy” (Devarim 21:10).

Wars are fought because there are two opposing sides, 
each desiring for things to be done their way. Within 
ourselves, our ego wants our teshuva to proceed in a 
certain “successful” way but things turn out otherwise. We 
become embroiled in a terrible inner conflict. How then 
can we defeat the desires of our ego so that we may live 
harmoniously with ourselves and our lives?
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The Missing Ingredient  (Continued)

The Teshuva Song
As heard by Rabbi Y.Y. Jacobson

There was once a Yid who would sing beautiful 
niggunim while reciting Al Cheit on Yom Kippur. When 
others witnessed this spectacle, they thought it strange and 
even inappropriate. They lodged a complaint with the Baal 
Shem Tov. The Baal Shem Tov proceeded to ask the man, 
“Why do you sing when you are confessing your aveiros?” 
The Yid replied, “Imagine someone was privileged to work 
as the janitor in the king’s palace, sweeping and cleaning 
up. Would they not sing as they cleaned away all the 

T R U E  S T O R Y

palace’s dirt and grime? When I confess my aveiros, I too 
am cleaning the king’s palace. So, of course, I sing!”

Although teshuva is a most serious process, at the same 
time, we must always remember to maintain a level of 
simcha because of the great opportunity it affords us.

A senior manager of a major company once made a 
dreadful error that caused his company to lose ten 
million dollars. The man was beside himself with 
shame and couldn’t sleep that night because of his great 
embarrassment. In the morning, he decided he had no 
choice but to resign from his senior position without any 
further pay or severance. This was the least he could do to 
make up for his great error.

With great trepidation, he approached his boss’s office. 
He knocked on the door and was allowed in, but he could 
barely get the words out. Finally, he said, “I am so sorry 
for my error and am resigning immediately. I have no 
claims and need nothing. It was my fault, and this is the 
least I can do.” 

To his great bewilderment, his boss asked, “Why are you 
resigning?” He stammered, “Because you’re going to fire 
me, and rightfully so!” The boss, being a very wise man, 
responded, “Do you think I would be so stupid as to 
fire you now? I just invested ten million dollars in your 
education! You ain’t going nowhere!”

A mistake remains a mistake only when it is not used as 
a learning opportunity. When we err but also learn from 
our blunder, our mistake serves to educate us and improve 
us. Our moment of failure is now transformed, becoming 
the catalyst for our future growth and development. 

We all make mistakes and, for this reason, Hashem created 
teshuva even before He created the world—what we call 
life. Teshuva is not a last resort; it is the beautiful, human 
process of development and change.
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The pasuk continues, “and Hashem your Lord delivers 
them into your hands...” but only when we first “...capture 
a captive” (ibid.).

Shlomo HaMelech says, “The King, bound in ReHaTim 
(chains)” (Song of Songs 7:6). This is an allusion to Hashem 
the King somehow being tied up. The Zohar therefore 
explains that it is a metaphor for the RaHeTei (framework) 
of our minds (Tikkuney Zohar #6). By binding our thoughts 
to the “King of Kings,” Hashem is so to speak taken captive 
in the space of our minds. When we come face to face 
with our shame and think about Hashem, we have the 
opportunity to exchange our ego for Hashem’s Presence in 
our lives. Only then we can engage in true teshuva and only 
then we can ultimately be victorious, Amen!

Based primarily on Likutey Moharan, Lesson #6


