
 



Text: 

 
 

Consider: 
 

1. Rambam, the great medieval philosopher and synthesizer of Jewish law, 
said that Teshuvah, this kind of moral and spiritual turning, is only 
complete when we find ourselves in exactly the same position we were in 
when we went wrong – when the state of estrangement and alienation 
began – and we choose to behave differently, to act in a way that is 
conducive to atonement and reconciliation. But this objection was raised: 
What happens if the circumstances in question don’t repeat themselves? 
How do we make complete Teshuvah then? Don’t worry, the Rambam 
replied. They always do. The unresolved element of our lives – the 
unconscious patterns, the conflicts and problems that seem to arise no 
matter where we go or with whom we find ourselves – continue to pull us 
into the same moral and spiritual circumstances over and over again until 
we figure out how to resolve them. (p. 42) 

 
2. When things go bad, there is an enormous temptation to blame it on 

externals, on the evil of others, or on an unlucky turn of events. Spiritually, 
however, we are called to resist this temptation, no matter how strong it 
may be and no matter how strongly rooted in fact or reason or history it 
may seem. Spiritually, we are called to responsibility, to ask, what am I 
doing to make this recur again and again? Even if it is a conflict that was 
clearly thrust upon me from the outside, how am I plugging in to it, what is 
there in me that needs to be engaged in this conflict? Why can’t I just let it 
slough off me like water off a duck’s back, as I am able to do with so many 
other things? (p. 45) 

 
3.  I wonder how many of us are stuck in a similar snare. I wonder how many 

of us are holding on very hard to some piece of personal history that is 

ְלַמַען ַעֹנְתָך    ַהֶדֶרְך ֲאֶשר הֹוִליְכָך ְיהָוה ֱאֹלֶהיָך ֶזה ַאְרָבִעים ָשָנה ַבִמְדָבר-ָכל-ְוָזַכְרָת ֶאת
  .ֹלא-ָֹתו ִאםֲאֶשר ִבְלָבְבָך ֲהִתְשֹמר ִמְצו-ְלַנֹסְתָך ָלַדַעת ֶאת

 
Remember the long way that the Lord your God has made you travel 
in the wilderness these past forty years, that He might test you by 
hardships to learn what was in your hearts; Whether you would keep 
His commandments or not. [Deuteronomy 8:2] 



preventing us from moving on with our lives, and keeping us from those 
we love. I wonder how many of us cling so tenaciously to a version of the 
story of our lives in which we appear to be utterly blameless and innocent, 
that we become oblivious to the pain we have inflicted on others, no 
matter how unconsciously of inevitably or innocently we may have 
inflicted it. I wonder how many of us are terrified of acknowledging the 
truth of our lives because we think it will expose us. How many of us stand 
paralyzed between the moon and the sun; frozen – unable to act in the 
moment – because of our terror of the past and because of the 
intractability of the present circumstances that past has wrought? 
Forgiveness, it has been said, means giving up our hopes for a better past. 
This may sound like a joke, but how many of us refuse to give up our 
version of the past, and find it so impossible to forgive ourselves or others, 
impossible to act in the present? (p. 50)  

 
4. The time between Tisha B’Av and Yom Kippur, this great seven week time 

of turning, is the time between the destruction of Jerusalem – the 
crumbling of the walls of the Great Temple – and our own moral and 
spiritual reconstruction. The year has been building itself up, and now it 
begins to let go – the natural cycle of the cosmos, the rise and fall, the 
impermanence and the continuity – all express themselves in this turning. 
The walls come down and suddenly we can see, suddenly we recognize the 
nature of our estrangement from God, and this recognition is the 
beginning of our reconciliation. We can see the image of the falling Temple 
– the burning house – that Tisha B’Av urges upon us so forcefully, precisely 
in this light. (p. 53)  

 
5. Will we turn? Will we let the walls of our psyche fall with the walls of the 

Great Temple? Will we let in the truth we have been walling out all year 
long and let this truth help us to stop making the same mistakes again and 
again? Will we let this moment of consciousness help us break the 
unconscious momentum of our lives? Will we move from a state of siege 
to a state of openness, to a state of truthfulness, especially with ourselves? 
(p. 62-63) 

 
[From: This Is Real and You Are Completely Unprepared: The Days of Awe as a 
Journey of Transformation by Alan Lew; Little Brown 2003] 

 



Think About It: 
 

 Why do we seem to make the same mistakes over and over again? Is it 
harder to change or to keep doing something wrong? 

 
 What is “forgiveness”? What does it say about our lives? What does it say 

about our personality? 
 
 Can you remember a time in your life when everything fell apart and you 

thought you would die, but you didn’t, and you became stronger for the 
experience?  


