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In 1981, the Task Force on Jewish Sexual Values was mandated to
examine “rabbinic tradition and contemporary social science
concepts, to determine where they converge and how they differ on
the contemporary sexual condition.”
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What follows started with a phone call from Rabbi Jonathan
Stein. I had barely finished complimenting him on the excellent and
daring work he and the Ad Hoc Committee on Human Sexuality
had done in the Symposium on Human Sexuality,
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resulting in
“Toward a Taxonomy for Reform Jews to Evaluate Sexual Behav-
ior,”
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when he asked if I would do a follow up chapter on 

 

t’shuvah

 

.
As consultant to the Central Conference of American Rabbis Ethics
Committee
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I had some experience trying to help that committee
establish ways of ascertaining if a violator of CCAR norms had done

 

t’shuvah

 

, and could be allowed back among the employable. Flat-
tered at being asked, I agreed to undertake the challenge. I didn’t
realize what I was getting myself into. I thought I was presented
with a simple question. If we accept a taxonomy of sexual behavior,
similar to that put forth by Rabbi Stein, and we stand in a tradition
of

 

 

 

being 

 

rachmanim b’nei rachmanim

 

,
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whose mandate allows for

 

t’shuvah

 

, and violations of the taxonomy have taken place, how do
we know when one has accomplished 

 

t’shuvah

 

? 
It was, and is, an important, tempting question. Nonetheless, it

was, and remains, the wrong question. It is unanswerable. Answer-
ing unanswerable questions is a needless spinning of our wheels.
There is no way one can know with surety that others and even we
ourselves have done 

 

t’shuvah

 

 and that the 

 

t’shuvah

 

 we may have
done will hold. The “True 

 

T’shuvah

 

 Detector” awaits its Thomas
Edison, and will, when invented, require extensive field testing that
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will, without a doubt, yield questionable results. 

 

T’shuvah

 

 is not
permanent, as life is not permanent. Were 

 

t’shuvah

 

 a permanent fix,
the tenth of 

 

Tishre
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could be more profitably used for feasting, danc-
ing, and assorted merriments for those who had once done 

 

t’shuvah

 

.
All of us with the best intentions of doing, and sometimes convinced
we have done, 

 

t’shuvah

 

 repeatedly fall off the horse. That is one of the
meanings of being human. That difficulty has not stopped some of
the greats of our tradition from daring to answer that question. 

Two different, and more important, questions (at least two this
author thought worth tackling) are: 

 

1.

 

In an era when personal autonomy, the sovereign self and the
right (even more than the ability) to make choices are not only
givens but also desiderata to be pursued with vigor, how can
we understand 

 

t’shuvah

 

 in our day, especially in as fluid and
in flux an arena as sexual behavior? 

2. And what role can we, as heterodox liberal rabbis, play in
helping 

 

t’shuvah

 

, imperfect as it may be, to happen. 

We are charged both to remain loyal to our tradition and to
explore what modern models can teach us. As rabbis, committed to
the ongoing search represented by rabbinic tradition, how do we use
our best understanding today to assert what “they” would have
interpreted had “they” known? How can we respond, both to those
in our own ranks, and to those whom we serve, to help them do

 

t’shuvah

 

 in the pursuit of being a holy people?
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To help 

 

t’shuvah

 

happen we need a grounding that is both authentically Jewish and
currently meaningful.

It is an audacious challenge. Heirs to a tradition that has spent
thousands of years dealing with and emphasizing 

 

t’shuvah

 

, what
new understanding will make a difference and what new means are
usable beyond the well-worn, still indispensable tools of confession,
contrition, and promises for the future? “We are not so rich that we
can do without tradition. Let him that has new ears listen to it in a
new way.”
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T’shuvah

 

 must take back its original meaning as return and/or
answer. But the question remains: return and/or answer to what? I
will present very briefly, given its long and copious history, the
traditional response to that question, and excerpts from some recent
models by both orthodox and heterodox writers, suggesting where
they are wanting in terms of the model I propose. The model
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presented is a useful heterodox model of human “beingness” and

 

t’shuvah

 

, both consonant with, and building usefully on, our long
heritage. It can be very useful in both conceptualizing 

 

t’shuvah

 

 in our
time and helping 

 

t’shuvah

 

 happen in sexual and other contexts. This
model suggests that our repeated use of 

 

Tzelem Elohim

 

 as a mantra
is inadequate and may, indeed, be a well-intentioned distortion of
our biblical underpinnings. In the light of this model I suggest some
rewriting of the underlying presuppositions the CCAR Ad Hoc
Committee on Human Sexuality has used. I will offer one model
from an orthodox author that is eminently current and supports our
model. I will suggest some ways of helping us assist in the process
of 

 

t’shuvah

 

First, when we translate, we need to pay exquisite attention to the
words we choose. The nuances of the words we use are vitally
important. They change the meanings and overtones of our discus-
sion. We do well not to use the words “

 

t’shuvah”

 

 and “repentance”
interchangeably, 

 

not

 

 to tell our people that the one is the other. They
are not the same. “Repentance” is 

 

not

 

 the translation of “

 

t’shuvah

 

.”
“Repentance” derives from Old French; the meanings of “repent”
are as follows:

1. 

 

reflexive:

 

 To effect (oneself) with contrition or regret for some-
thing done, etc. 

2. 

 

impersonal:

 

 To cause (one) to feel regret, etc.

3. 

 

intransitive:

 

 To feel contrition, compunction, sorrow or regret
for something one has done or left undone; to change
one’s mind with regard to past action or conduct through
dissatisfaction with it or its results.

4. 

 

transitive: 

 

To view or think of (any action, etc.) with dissatis-
faction and regret; to be sorry for. 
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T’shuvah

 

 (

 

hDb…wvVÚt

 

) derives from the Hebrew root 

 

b…wv

 

. Its meanings are:

1. An answer to a question or claim.
2. Turning back to ones origins.
3. Cycle of time.
4. (Borrowed usage:) Return to the good way; regret, abandon-

ing sin;
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means a return to God and to the right path.

 

11

 

 

 

The last, borrowed meaning has been the traditional understanding,

 

shuva

 

 (

 

hAb…wv

 

;
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return) is to an external persona, or even process, that
has a claim on our behavior, and to whom/which we are account-
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able. The lead metaphor about the relationship is reflected in our
worship:

 

ÔKyRnDpVl …wnaDfDj …wnÚEkVlAm …wnyIbDa

 

(avinu malkeinu chatanu l’fanecha

 

)
Our Father, Our King, we have sinned against You.

 

KyRnDpVl hAmElVv hDb…wvÚVtÚIb …wnEryˆzSjAh …wnÚEkVlAm …wnyIbDa

 

(

 

avinu malkeinu hachazireinu b’t’shuvah sheleimah l’fanecha

 

)
Our Father, Our King, help us return to You fully repentant.
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One appears before a ruler, the ultimate father, God, royalty to
whom we owe obeisance. He is a celestial monarch whose
commands we have violated or, alternatively, we have sinned
against one of His creatures. He is enthroned and passing judgment
(especially on Yom Kippur) and is capable of both judgment and
mercy, though we are reassured that He has a strong streak of
forgiveness in His nature. We are obliged/advised to implore and
engage this quality in Him. The rules of this crucial game involve
recognition of one’s transgressions, confession, imploring God’s
forgiveness, and receiving pardon in return for promises (sincerely
meant) not to repeat the offense.

Or, in a traditional high point of the High Holyday liturgy, there
exists a seemingly kinder, more evocative, more benign metaphor—
though it leaves humankind in the position of sheep—of a (divine)
shepherd counting and determining the destiny and fate, some-
times deserved but often quite capricious of each member of His
flock. The metaphor of God accepting and dispensing 

 

t’shuvah

 

 does
not resonate for most of us as it did with our ancestors. It has an anti-
quarian sound, which we might mine for meaning as we would
Chaucer or Shakespeare, but it is not contemporary. Even that of the
divine shepherd counting (a metaphor within a metaphor) and
determining the fate of His flock rings somewhat hollow for us who
are puzzled by a God whose cognition allows cancer in the world,
should it be good to suffer, and the evil triumph. We are no longer
capable of talking about reward and punishment in the traditional
manner. Only the fundamentalists among us are sure that specific
acts and innocent deaths are a result of violations of the 613
commandments. After Auschwitz especially, one cannot believe,
even if one believed it before, that there is a simple correlation
between living the religious/ethically good life and being rewarded
in this world. Evil in the world may result from our doing terrible
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things—it is not the result of God on His throne dispensing just
desserts to the “goodies” and the “baddies.” 

 We are reassured in somewhat equivocal terms:

 

h∂r´z◊gAh Aoør tRa NyîryIbSoAm hDq∂dVx…w hDlIpVt…w hAb…wvÚVt…w

 

(

 

u’t’shuvah, u’t’fillah, u’tz’dakah ma’avirin et roa hagezerah

 

)
But penitence, prayer and good deeds 
can annul the severity of the decree.
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or alternately:
 But Repentance, prayer and Charity 
temper judgment’s severe decree.
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The Traditional Understanding

 

T’shuvah

  

    

 

is perhaps best described by the words of two scholars
whose names I never heard in rabbinical school,
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 Kaufman Kohler
and Max Scholoessinger, who wrote the article on “Repentance” in
the original 

 

Jewish Encyclopedia

 

:

 

The full meaning of repentance, according to Jewish doctrine is
clearly indicated in the term “teshubah” [sic] (lit. “return”; from the
verb). This implies: (1) All transgression and sin are the natural and
inevitable consequence of man’s straying from God and His laws
… (2) It is man’s destiny, and therefore his duty, to be with God as
God is with him. (3) It is within the power of every man to redeem
himself from sin by resolutely breaking away from it and turning
to God, whose loving-kindness is ever extended to the returning
sinner … the manifestation of repentance

 

17

 

- consists in: (1) Confes-
sion of one’s sin before God (Lev.V;5; Num.5;7), the essential part
of which, according to rabbinical interpretation (Yoma 87b;
Maimonides,) is the solemn promise and firm resolve not to commit
the same sin again.
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The modern Reform position remains essentially the same. Writ-
ing in 

 

Reform Judaism

 

,

 

 

 

the author

 

 

 

Grant Perry describes his “hero” as
doing 

 

t’shuvah

 

 (literally “returning”), which the author describes as
“a process that includes confession, seeking forgiveness, change of
behavior, and ultimately a change in character”

 

19

 

—an outcome
devoutly to be wished for.

We are, most of us at least, no longer able to think of

 

 

 

t’shuvah

 

 

 

in
terms of obedience to a sovereign, even when we mean it metaphor-
ically. The traditional notion of

 

 

 

t’shuvah

 

 

 

is of limited usefulness to us.
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Living in such a world, what is the place of

 

 

 

t’shuvah

 

? What does it
mean? How is it useful to us as heterodox Jews? 

The second

 

 

 

Avinu Malkeinu,

 

 

 

beseeching full and complete

 

t’shuvah,

 

 

 

gives us fits

 

. 

 

Deeply problematical, the ability to identify,
recognize, and acknowledge that full/consummated

 

 t’shuvah

 

 has
taken place is an issue that preoccupied our forbears, who had little
trouble with the monarchical 

 

Avinu Malkeinu.

 

 It is clearly not the
promise and firm resolve alone, not even the sense, of being
forgiven. Fearlessly Rambam, who always went where others
feared to tread, offers “an example of fully consummated

 

 t’shuvah

 

.”
Rambam asserts that 

 

t’shuvah

 

 is possible because humankind is
endowed with free will:

 

Free Will is bestowed on all. If one desires to turn toward the good
and be righteous, one is at liberty to do so. If one wishes to turn
toward evil and be wicked, one is at liberty to do so. Thus it is writ-
ten in the Torah, “Here the human has become like one of us, in
knowing good and evil.”
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Humankind by the exercise of its own intelligence and reason,
[Maimonides’ understanding of the tzelem]21 knows good and evil,
and none can prevent it from doing either good or evil.22

Rambam23 continues: 

Every human being may become righteous like Moses … or wicked
like Jeroboam,24 wise or foolish, merciful or cruel, niggardly or
generous, and so with all other qualities. There is none to coerce
nor decree how one is to be, nor anything to draw one to either of
the two ways. Each person, of one's own volition, turns to the way
that they desire.25 

We have always been the prisoners and the beneficiaries of our
era’s ways of seeing and experiencing the world. It cannot be other-
wise. We moderns no longer think uncomplicatedly of having or not
having free will. We recognize that we are both free and not free.26

What t’shuvah will mean to us, given the changes in our experi-
ence, will depend on our particular view of the world, on what we
accept as religious “facts.” We need to think of t’shuvah in a new way,
yet, being covenanted inheritors of our tradition, it has to be in a way
that has deep roots in our past. There are for us no deeper roots than
the biblical story of human creation. The facts:
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...…wnEt…wm√d;Ik …wnEmVlAx;Vb MDdDa hRcSoÅn MyIhølTa rRma…øyÅw

MyIhølTa MRlRx;Vb OwmVlAx…Vb MDdDaDh tRa MyIhølTa aDrVb…ˆyÅw

zk,wk .a’rb :MDtøa a∂r;Db hDbEq◊n…w rDkÎz OwtOa a∂r;Db

God said: “Let us model humankind after us, according to
our likeness” … God created humankind modeled after
Himself, in the model of God He created it, male and
female He created them.27

hDm∂dSaDh NIm rDpDo MDdDaDh tRa MyIhølTa hwhy rRxy…ˆyÅw

z:b’rb :hÎyAj vRpRnVl MDdDaDh yIh◊yÅw MyI…yAj tAmVvˆn wy…DpAaV;b j…Ap…ˆyÅw

YHWH, God, molded the human of dust from the soil, He
blew into his nostrils the breath of life; and the human
became a living being.28

What the biblical author presents as the “facts” of our creation in the
two creation stories, which daringly assert that humankind created
[Tzelem⇔Neshamah] is modeled after and molded by divinity and is
filled with the divine breath, is the foundation of our religious belief.
All Jewish tradition is an exposition, expansion, and a playing out of
those “facts.” 

The Tzelem of Genesis 1:26–27, following Maimonides, can,
perhaps, best be understood to be humankind’s cognitive being,
since the creating God was, and is, incorporeal, and any other under-
standing is, or borders on, idolatry.29

The biblical author must have recognized that the divine Tzelem
was not an adequate description of the human condition. He no
doubt noticed that people did unspeakable things that made no
“sense” and that they “knew” were not in keeping with the Tzelem.
She no doubt had heard tales told around the well of Cain and Abel,
heard from caravan travellers of Sodom and Gemorrah, and count-
less other stories never recorded. Humans just got carried away and
did all kinds of things. That this happened in the sexual arena was
evident to anyone above the age of puberty and tragically to many
under that age. Despite creation in the Tzelem, humanity seemed
dragged around by that which was not Tzelem. The Tzelem could go
along on “trips” it knew made no sense. The Tzelem all too often
seemed to just plain disappear, abandoning the field. “You want to do
THAT! You know it’s wrong!!! How many times have I told you!! Go
ahead, I’m out of here.” 
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The biblical author, evidently unsatisfied with the partial truth of
chapter 1, hastens to add the complementary truth of chapter 2 that,
beyond our cognitive essence, each of us is a living being because the
divine breath, the Neshamah,30 was breathed into us by the Living
God. 

The Neshamah    can best be understood as our somatic being,
marked by pulsation and throbbing, feelings of all sorts, pleasant
and painful, and a sense of corporeal aliveness. We are blessed by
the Living God [YHWH],31 who has infused in us the breath of life,
saturating each with the precious gift of Neshamah. 

The two are inextricably linked, forming the [Tzelem⇔
Neshamah]. The brackets [ ] indicate the interrelated unity of these
two elements. The double arrow ⇔ signifies reciprocal relationship.
The Tzelem provides thought, form, and direction. The Neshamah
gives life, energy, and vitality. The [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] is, at one
and the same time, indivisible and yet with each vulnerable part
having a life of its own. Thought, form, and direction alone would
lead to a useless spinning of the wheels. Life, energy, and vitality
alone would be directionless, and we would be dragged around
aimlessly by our feelings, which often happens, especially in the
area of sexual behavior. We are thus not either Tzelem    or Neshamah,
but both simultaneously, interacting reciprocally. When “things”
are going well, both parts are in living interaction, and relationship
with the other, and life goes on easily. When one is ignored, inca-
pacitated, or traumatized, the other is grievously wounded. We are
truly blessed when the Neshamah sustains the Tzelem    and the Tzelem
shapes the Neshamah.

This religious “fact,” that humankind’s inalienable core is the
functioning, interacting, reciprocal [Tzelem⇔Neshamah], under-
girds our entire Jewish religious structure. This “fact” accounts for
who we are and how we are. We ignore it at our peril. All are created
this way. If only one of us is not so created we are all in trouble. 

The [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] is not    negotiable. It is a given, ever
present in us and in all others. The [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] is not contin-
gent upon our thinking and feeling correctly, upon behaving one
way or another, upon accomplishment or the lack thereof, upon
perceived goodness or experienced badness. Each of us, do what we
will or won’t, cannot be rid of it. It is our original essence. 

Often obscured in the fog of compromised living, the [Tzelem⇔
Neshamah]    is always waiting to be seen and heard, attended to and
returned to. When we and/or others turn away from the [Tzelem⇔
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Neshamah], neglecting it in ourselves, ignoring and disregarding it in
others, harm is done, commitments are broken, intimacies are
violated, sexual violations occur, children are hurt, trusts betrayed,
and great evil perpetrated. Blame and contempt, anger and condem-
nation, violence of all sorts directed toward ourselves but even more
dangerously at others, increase our sense of alienation and isolation,
turning us ever more away from the [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] with
which we are blessed, and blocking any chance of experiencing it in
others. 

The [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] is a basic underpinning of our religious
beliefs. It is what is being explored and expanded in rabbinic learn-
ing and teaching. One could well assert that it is more important how
we are created and function than even who created us. Without that
underpinning as a religious “fact” we are all in deep danger. How
Reform and other heterodox Judaisms look at these underpinnings
and understand them in the real world is crucial to what an authentic
Jewish position can be. 

Accepting our having been created [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] leads to
a sea change in our thinking about the process and meaning of
t’shuvah. What can we say of t’shuvah in our time that takes into
account how these religious “facts” affect our understanding?

We dare assert that t’shuvah is responding to, and answering the
call of, the [Tzelem⇔Neshamah]. T’shuvah is taking the time and
making the effort to turn back to our origins, reclaim and repair our
[Tzelem⇔Neshamah] relationship that the vagaries of life have often
damaged and wounded, yet that always awaits our return. T’shuvah
is turning to witness and experience our [Tzelem⇔Neshamah]
“selves” and what we have until now referred to as our Self in a new
way. Having done that, we then inexorably experience others, the
world and God in a new way. 

This understanding requires a rewriting of #1 in the statement of
Reform Jewish Sexual Values.32 A rewriting that the author under-
stands not all would agree with, but in the spirit of MyIhølTa yErVbId …wlEa◊w …wlEa
MyˆyAj (Eilu v’eilu divrei Elohim Hayim) (loosely translated: God’s words
are spoken and heard in multiple ways), and in a world of multiple
truths, is offered:

1. [Tzelem⇔Neshamah]: This fundamental Jewish idea, articulated
in Genesis 1:27 and Genesis 2:7, that humankind—male and
female—is endowed by their creator with the interacting
[Tzelem⇔Neshamah] (for want of a better English term at this point,
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the [Breath-taking⇔Model of Divinity]), which is at the core of all
Jewish values. [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] underscores that we are first of
all a relationship between “selves.” Each “self,” with its inherent
dignity and its corollary that follows that all others who themselves
are relationships between “selves” possess inherent dignity and
the respect due to each one’s worth and sexual identity. Each of us
is a “relationship,” not a self. Being created [Tzelem⇔Neshamah]
requires each of us to value all our “selves” without striving to rid
ourselves of one or another. We start with our “selves” because
that’s where we live and, even when focused outward, we do it
from the position of our own self identity, which includes all our
“selves.” Sustaining the [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] relationship requires
each of us to value all our “selves” and those of our sexual partner
so as to be sensitive to their needs. When this happens, consensu-
ality and mutuality can happen and the resultant sexual relation-
ship brings kedushah to the world and glory to God. 

What makes t’shuvah difficult is our having been raised and care-
fully taught to experience the world in an [Either/Or] manner.
[Either/Or] thinking has dominated our internal and external maps
for a long time. Monotheism can be taken to imply an essential
oneness in the world and in us. Our thinking has been dominated by
the pursuit of that unity and the ultimate meaning seemingly
implicit in it. Monotheism, and the quest for ultimate meaning, for
all its truth and benefits, has unfortunately produced a dangerous
by-product: [Either/Or] thinking. [Either/Or] thinking pervades
much of what we think and do. Things, ideas, and so forth are either
one way or another. It is in the dichotomies of sacred/profane,
good/evil, clean/unclean, rational/irrational, and seemingly
endless other splits. [Either/Or] thinking is at its core a fundamen-
talist position. There is one way. 

The quest for oneness has had a profound effect. The pursuit of
what our singular identity is, and precisely who we are, has been a
theme weaving its way through our tradition. It finds its expression
even in the watchword of our faith. The presupposition that under-
lies this thinking is that we are one, and need to integrate the dispar-
ate aspects of ourselves in order to bring us to oneness. 

From a very young age we are taught to think of our “being” as
a singular SELF. This singular SELF is to be shaped and molded into
a SELF acceptable to what family, society, and religious community
consider to be socially appropriate and desirable, whether that be
living by the citizen’s oath of allegiance (to one’s nation of choice) or
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the Commandments of the Living God. We are taught that things,
ideas, emotions, “selves” are either good or bad, are either one way
or the other. The SELF of “To thine own SELF be true” means one’s
good, worthwhile, acceptable “self,” the other “selves” having been
educated out. When inevitably unacceptable “selves” show up,
despite our best efforts to squash them and take over center stage,
people, in keeping with [Either/Or] thinking, describe themselves
and others in [me/not me] terms. 

“It wasn’t like ME to do that.” 
“Having an affair was just not HER.” 
“If only you knew the TRUE ME.”
“What I did is just NOT ME.” 
“The REAL HIM is always cheating.”
“I just wasn’t MYSELF when I hit her. I love her”33

A New York Times sports page report about an altercation the star
pitcher David Wells was engaged in says it as well as anything:

YANKS’ WELLS TESTIFIES THAT HE WAS ATTACKED

In recounting what he said to 911:

“I said a lot of things I probably shouldn’t have said on the
tape,” he told the jurors. “I wasn’t myself at the time.”

Further:

He told the jury part of him would have really liked to go
back into the diner and settle things himself.34

This is not just a manner of speaking. Language is an attempt by us
all to capture our experience.

 T’shuvah cannot afford [Either/Or] thinking, which makes a
desideratum of conquering, transforming, or eliminating the other
parts of us. We need to think differently. We have to learn to think
in a way that affirms our multi-faceted “selves” and know that they
can coexist and enrich our total being.35 [Both/And] thinking makes
t’shuvah a more viable possibility.

We have increasingly been realizing that there is overwhelming
evidence “that people apprehend reality in at least two fundamen-
tally different ways: one, variously labeled intuitive, automatic,
natural, non-verbal, narrative and experiential,” (the Neshamah
from the Hebrew root n-sh-m, breath, is our breathing somatic self)
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“and the other analytical, deliberative, verbal, and rational”36 (the
Tzelem, our mindful, cognitive self). 

The New York Times reported on the discovery of another brain,
located in the gut, which produces a variety of experiences inde-
pendent of the brain in the head.37 All this implies a new way of
thinking about our “selves” (and others), a way that involves [Both/
And] thinking. We are not solely one or the other aspect of ourselves.
We are at all times [Both/And]. No part, aspect or characteristic
stands alone. Each can serve as context for the other. And our chal-
lenge, and the purpose of t’shuvah, is how to have our various
“selves” be in a [Both/And] loving, respectful relationship with each
other—a relationship in which both are blessed and neither needs to
be “converted” or gotten rid of, in a futile quest for oneness. When
our [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] relationship is [Both/And], head and
heart, rational and emotional, and so forth, and experienced as “just
there,” we just go about our regular business with little or no aware-
ness of life being a problem. This working covenant enables the
covenant life to be lived. When life is a problem, when sexual viola-
tion or abuse happens, and others are treated with disrespect, that
is prima facie evidence that the [Tzelem⇔ Neshamah] relationship has
been disrupted. Whatever happens takes place in the context of rela-
tionship, and not because of any individual characteristic in our
“selves” and in the others with whom we deal. In [Both/And]    think-
ing, these at least two “selves” are in relationship. [Both/And] think-
ing allows for the existence of multiple, constantly changing truths.
We need to learn how to be in touch with, accept, and love our other
“selves.”

Unfortunately, virtually all our texts are read and understood
through the lens of an aperceptive mass that assumes that, though
modeled after and molded by Divinity—a phrasing recognizing the
[Both/And] nature of our creation—we are singular beings with a
singular will, tractable desires, a oneness, a singular self who turns
away from, sins against, and violates the decrees of a divine author,
who is also, perceived as a singular self, despite much evidence to
the contrary.38 Such references are often simply ignored or treated as
whimsical fantasies. 

Ari Mark 39Curtin points out that this odd mix of singular and
plural comes to teach something very important [I am taking some
liberties with the translation of the Hebrew; these liberties are ital-
icized]:
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By using these first-person plurals, God is revealing something
special about God’s nature and what it means for humanity to be
modeled after and molded by Divinity. The … divine plural self-refer-
ences … acknowledge[s] … paradoxical “plural” images/like-
nesses of the God who is, nevertheless, overwhelmingly One. Just
as humanity’s “God-image” is somehow singular while plural, so
is God. God and humankind are to be seen as fundamentally unified
while also multiple. God and humankind’s nature are each poised
between these pluralities: simultaneously singular and plural.
Human form modeled after and molded by Divinity is plural. Human
knowledge modeled after and molded by Divinity is plural. Fittingly,
the human ability to conceptualize and communicate is also
plural,38 because humankind is modeled after and molded by Divinity.

That God is both singular and paradoxically plural is referred to
many times in Jewish tradition, e.g., God said to Moses:

You want to know my name? I am known by what I do. I am called
many things. When I judge humanity, I am Elohim. When I war on
evildoers, I am Tzevaot. When I suspend judgment, I am El Shaddai.
When I am merciful to My world I am Yahweh. (My name is)
EHYEH ASHER EHYEH. I will be there howsoever I will be there.
I am known by what I do.39 

Or noting God’s prayer:

May it be My will that my compassion overcome my anger and
may my mercy prevail over my attributes [of justice and judg-
ment]. May I deal with my children in accordance with My
attribute of compassion. May I act towards them beyond the letter
of the law.40 

That God is a [Both/And] personality is amply present in
rabbinic tradition. The twelve-hour divine day is said to include a
variety of activities: God spends three hours studying Torah, three
hours dispensing justice, three hours providing for the needs of the
world’s creatures, and three hours playing with Leviathan [Baby-
lonian Talmud, Avodah Zarah 3b]. It would have been hard for
Rambam to assert that one could be [Both/And] for he was limited
by an [Either/Or] position. One either turns to the good or to the
bad.

Reform Jews have remnants of that thinking today. In Reform
Jewish Sexual Values we read:
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Jewish religious values are predicated upon the unity of God and
the integrity41 of the world and its inhabitants as divine creations.
These values identify “shleimut” as a fundamental goal of human
experience. The Hebrew root sh-l-m expresses the ideal of whole-
ness, completeness, unity and peace.42

We can no longer assume that shleimut is the fundamental goal of
human experience. It may be as immeasurable as knowing if
t’shuvah is fully consummated. Relationship, a [Both/And] posi-
tion, has a much greater claim than shleimut to being a basic Jewish
religious value and is worth going after. Humankind, though envel-
oped in one skin, and until recently thought of as possessed of a
single brain,43 are multiple, from the atom on up. We have many
inner “selves” that we instinctively understand operate indepen-
dently of one another. We are not a self; we are a relationship
between “selves.” Relationship is the basic psychological and reli-
gious unit. Self is a context not a position.44 The first question, there-
fore, is not only about the relationship between man and woman,
man and man, woman and woman, or each of those with God. The
first question is the relationship between our multiple inner
“selves.” 

To elucidate that thinking this way makes a difference, we take
a look at some other recent models of t’shuvah. Excerpts from those
models will be presented in italics. Their limitations in terms of the
model presented here will be noted immediately following each
excerpt. 

Adin Steinsaltz, one of the greats of our time, writes:

In fact, two essentials are found in every kind of t’shuvah; the
renunciation of a regretted past and the adoption of a better path
to be followed henceforth. Put concretely t’shuvah is simply a turn-
ing, be it a complete, abrupt change of direction or a series of
smaller turns…What is needed is the very opposite of renuncia-
tion. T’shuvah is not a turning away from a regretted past.
T’shuvah requires a respectful relationship with that past even as
we move to a “new” identity. 

Steinsaltz continues:

The desire to do t’shuvah always springs from some sense of
unease or disquiet.45 
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 True! Steinsaltz is on target. If life is not experienced as a prob-
lem, t’shuvah is unlikely. The unease or disquiet stems from a
disruption in the ongoing relationship within the [Tzelem⇔
Neshamah]. The unease or disquiet is experienced on a somatic level
first. The Tzelem (mindfulness) then labels what is happening as
being a problem. One often tries to ignore, rationalize, or otherwise
subdue it, but ultimately to resolve the problem one must return to
an I-You46 relationship with it.

The great obstacle in the way of t’shuvah, an obstacle confronting
all of us, wicked and righteous alike, is self-satisfaction, the smug
conviction that “I’m okay, you’re okay,” that whatever flaws one
may have are the inevitable lot of human beings. Such spiritual and
moral complacency has no necessary relation to one’s objective
condition.47 

 “I’m okay, you’re okay” may be a non-useful simplistic, inele-
gant way of expressing a great truth. But what else can we ultimately
say if we accept as religious “fact” that all humankind is created,
modeled after, and molded by Divinity, with the breath of God
infused into us. It is saying, to paraphrase the words of Martin S.
Cohen, “that no quality assigned to God is by definition beyond
(our) grasp.”48 We may turn away from our [Tzelem⇔Neshamah], or
life’s inevitable wounds may do that to us, yet we are ultimately
okay. Created [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] behooves us to honor all parts of
us including those that are different, obstreperous, and difficult.
Entering into a respectful, even loving relationship with them is, I
would suggest, the very opposite of “spiritual and moral compla-
cency.” Turning away from them, not recognizing both their/our
woundedness and specialness, has within it the seeds of the spiri-
tual and moral arrogance that Steinsaltz rightly fears. 

Steinsaltz describes t’shuvah as a self-creation, a rebirth experi-
ence: 

Another common aspect of t’shuvah concerns one of its most
essential, and paradoxical, components. On the one hand,
t’shuvah entails a break with the past, fixing a cut-off point that
divides one’s life into a “before” and an “after.” Indeed, the ability
to atone for and rectify one’s mistakes rests on the assumption that
such a break is possible, that t’shuvah results in the creation of a
completely new being. The past is severed from the present; one’s
former self becomes a stranger or ceases to exist. Or, as the Sages
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put it, the sinner one dies and passes from this world; the penitent
self is a new creature. t’shuvah is thus a kind of spiritual death and
rebirth.49

Joseph Soloveitchik, one of the true greats of modern Orthodoxy,
in his classic, Halachic Man, weighs in with self-creation:

Repentance,50 according to the halachic view,51 is an act of creation-
self-creation. The severing of one’s psychic identity with one’s
previous “I” and the creation of a new “I” possessor of a new
consciousness, a new heart and spirit, different desires, longings,
goals-this is the meaning of that repentance compounded of regret
over the past and resolve for the future.52

Though we would wish it so, we are never, nor can we ever be,
completely new beings. Our DNA, in addition to the lives led by
those who bore us, denies us that. Humankind has always pursued
the chimera of a new birth, believing that it is a new start from a
totally new beginning. We talk hopefully about the death or oblit-
eration of an old part and creation of a totally new being. This is a
remnant of [Either/Or], fundamentalist thinking that violates the
ongoing constant relationship of our [Tzelem⇔Neshamah]. What-
ever is created is a continuum, not a “that was then, this is now”
break.

The challenge of t’shuvah is in how we move forward including
both past and present, good and bad, in a new relationship. When
we talk of a new creation or a new birth, at best we are talking about
a new identity, which is very different from a new being. When we
talk about a new identity, we are talking about a new relationship of
our multiple “selves.” Anyone who has observed a marriage knows
that 1 + 1 = 3. When each partner makes room for the other in the full-
ness of their own being and the other’s, when the relationship is
working, with neither dominant, a new identity, a “we,” is created.
Likewise, within our own Being, a new “I” identity, an inclusive
one, follows a reorienting of the [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] in us when we
create a loving I-You relationship between our “selves.”

T’shuvah is not about obedience or obeisance or even rebirth.
T’shuvah is not about being rid of our past. Our past is in and of us.
T’shuvah is the answer we give to the claim our being created
[Tzelem⇔Neshamah] makes on us, and our return to the bedrock of
our faith and tradition. Nothing else, not the relationship to other
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members of the species nor to God, can take place without first turn-
ing back and attending to our “selves” and our “selves” relationship
to one another within the larger context of our “being.” T’shuvah is
reorienting to the interactive [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] that is our
essence. Everything thereafter is an attempt to sustain that balance.
When that relationship is working we can have a relationship with
others and ultimately with the divine “Being” beyond us. Our inter-
nal compass needs to be in working order. We start with our
“selves.” We need to turn inward before turning outward. Even
turns outward are done from the inside. 

 A modern heterodox colleague, Rabbi Elliot Dorff, in his monu-
mental work, This Is My Beloved, This Is My Friend: Sex and the Family,
has produced a work that bears reading by every Jew. Dorff begins
by affirming that Jewish tradition sees

the human being as an integrated whole created by God … For the
Jewish tradition, God created each one of us as an integrated
whole, with no part of us capable of living apart from any other
part of us. … This integrated view of the human being has an imme-
diate implication for our sexual activities—namely, that on a level
as conscious and deliberate as possible, our sexual acts ought to
reflect our own values as individuals and as Jews.53

 It will be clear to the reader who has come this far where I differ
from my student and my teacher, but most of all from my beloved
friend. Mine is not a trivial quibble. It is intrinsic to the way we as
rabbis are able to work to assist t’shuvah. In contradistinction to what
Dorff writes, we are not integrated wholes. It is not achievable, nor
may it be worth aspiring to. Life would be incredibly simpler if we
were that way, but life itself, in all its vagaries, has intervened. We
are the sum of “independent” parts/”selves,” many wounded, all in
relationship. That is certainly the human experience, and it is in our
experience that we live. Each human being is a relationship between
“selves.” That experience, especially when it is a problem, is quite
different from wholeness or integration.

Martin Buber’s I-You relationship has something to offer on the
subject, as well. Even Buber’s “I” is a relationship, an ongoing
dialogue between our own “It” and our own “I.” In seeking to repair
our own [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] relationship, it is crucial to maintain
an I-You, not an I-It relationship. We too easily turn our relationship
to our wounded parts, into an I-It relationship, as when we give it
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a negative name: anxiety, greed, lust, lasciviousness, low self-
esteem, depression, anger, boredom, fear, and so on. We turn it into
an IT and make it something to be rid of, rather than a partner in, an
I- You relationship: 

Even as a melody is not composed of tones, nor a verse of words,
nor a statue of lines—one must pull and tear to turn a unity into a
multiplicity—so it is with the human being to whom I say You. I
can abstract from him the color of his hair or the color of his speech
or the color of his graciousness; I have to do this again and again;
but immediately he is no longer You.54

Relation is reciprocity. My You acts on me as I act on it. Our
students teach us, our works form us. The “wicked” become a reve-
lation when they are touched by the sacred basic word … we live
in the currents of universal reciprocity.55

When we are in loving relationship with our own “selves,” those
difficult “selves,” which we have been trained to turn into “Its,”
something wonderful can happen. I-You relationships with others
become possible. 

In each person there is a priceless treasure that is in no other. There-
fore, one shall honor each person for the hidden value that only this
person and no one else has.56

The work of Abraham Isaac Kook57 is most useful for this hetero-
dox model of t’shuvah. Kook presents a religious framework that
allows for multiple “selves” and explicitly affirms having a loving
relationship toward them. 

Jacob B. Agus’ preface to Ben Zion Bokser’s book on Rav Kook
notes    Rav Kook’s determination to search out the nitzotzot k’dushah,
the “holy sparks,” in every ideology since “all ‘lights of holiness’
derive from God and lead back to Him.”58 

 As rabbis, our task is to redeem the “sparks of holiness” that are
scattered throughout the world and, to coin a neologism, relation-
shipize them, enter into relationship with them.

Ben Zion Bokser, in his introduction, offers that in Rabbi Kook’s
world of thought the love of God carried with it a love for all God’s
creatures, an openness to all ideas and a continued passion to perfect
life through reconciliation, harmony, and peace. In Rabbi Kook’s
words: 
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Whoever contemplates divine ideas in their purity cannot hate or
be disdainful of any creature or any talent in the world, for through
each does the Creator reveal Himself.59

But man’s response to his fellowman must be more than the nega-
tive response of tolerance; it must reach the higher category of love
… The higher holiness abounds with love, kindness and tolerance
… Hatred, sternness and severity are the result of forgetting God
and the suppression of the light of holiness. The more the quest for
God grows in a person’s heart, the more does the love for all people
grow in him, and he loves even wicked men and heretics.60 

Rav Kook might well have also added, even those difficult recal-
citrant parts in oneself. Bokser continues: 

Another attribute of life that aids man’s quest for enlightenment is
the phenomenon of t’shuvah that, for Rabbi Kook, has much deeper
significance than the conventional notion of remorse and atone-
ment for specific wrongdoings, in response to traditional admoni-
tions.

In truth, t’shuvah is a universal and an essentially positive
phenomenon, acting on some levels as a natural process, and
expressing a revolt against deficiency and the quest for perfection.
We are not directed by the automatic workings of our nature to
embrace divine ideals, but an affinity, a predisposition for those
ideals, is part of us.61 

T’shuvah derives from the yearning of all existence to be better,
purer, firmer, nobler than it is.62 

 Thus we are able to turn away from the [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] in
which we are created and bring much evil to the world. And note,
Rav Kook affirms that t’shuvah is not about regret and rejection and
turning away; it is about acceptance and love. In his own words:

I love everybody. It is impossible for me not to love all people … I
desire to see them grow toward beauty, toward perfection … my
inner desire reaches out with a mighty love toward all.63 

And, in his classic essay “Concerning the Conflict of Opinions and
Beliefs,” Rav Kook asserts much that we have proposed here: 

The concept of higher comprehensiveness, however, through its
breadth and certainty, offers us an ideal system in stressing the
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principle of singularity … Because it is universal because every-
thing is included in it, it cannot by nature exclude anything from
its domain, it finds a place for everything. In doing this it only
increases our perception of the light in all life-styles and in all
expressions of the spirit. The basic thrust of its kind of tolerance is
to find a place for every form of illumination, of life and of spiritual
expression … This concept of tolerance is aware that there is a
spark of divine light in all things … even in the crudest husks that
cover and blunt man’s higher self is hidden that spark of the good,
the light of God, the supreme light that we cannot define.

There remains within, in full force, the inner impulse that is push-
ing the good sparks to become manifest, and the good sparks,
which are flashes of the light of the good emanating from the light
of the God of truth, begin to be seen through the openings in the
zone of darkness … Therefore, instead of rejecting every pattern of
ideas from which the tiny elements of good have begun to sparkle
and which in themselves have trapped souls to lead them to the
depths of the abyss—the place where reigns the darkness that
deadens the soul in its prime of vigor … it is for us to enhance the
original light … It is for us to clarify how every spark of the good
that is manifest in the world stems from its source and is linked
with it in a natural bond.64 

And about rebirth Rav Kook says:

The principle of “renewal,” b’yisod hachidush,65 in the order of
creation … refers to the core element of the principle … to the very
fact that the phenomenon of “renewal” exists as it does in its oper-
ative character. We know intuitively that true “renewal” derives
from the substantive content of everything preceding it, that it
emerges from its energizing essence. The fruit derives from the
whole nature of the tree, from the depths of its trunk and roots,
from the source whence it absorbs its juices, to its outer bark and
the spread of its branches and foliage.66

Rav Kook offers an exemplary expression of [Both/And] thinking:

T’shuvah … bestows a great benefit in purifying souls, in refining
the spirit and purging behavior from its ugliness. But together with
this it necessarily bears within itself a certain weakness that even
the most heroic spirits cannot escape. When one shrinks the will,
when one restrains the life force through inner withdrawal and the
inclination to avoid any kind of sin, there is also a shrinking of the
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will for the good. The vitality of the virtuous life is also weakened
… the person suffers from the cleansing of his moral state the kind
of weakness experienced by the patient who was cured from his
illness through a strong current of electric shock. It may have elim-
inated the virus of his illness, but it also weakened his healthy vital-
ity. The penitential season is therefore followed by days of holy joy
and gladness67 for the self to restore the will for the good and the
innocent vitality of life. Then will t’shuvah be complete.68 

Sex

Not too much needs to be said, and not too much can be said, about
sex and its elemental driving power. Sex is a most powerful somatic
urge. Sex all too often drags the cognitive around and takes unac-
ceptable risks, leaving havoc in its wake. Sex drives us, effects our
thinking, gets the cognitive focused, even against its best interests,
intrudes in our visualizing, our breathing, the very flow of blood in
our body, shows up in our sleep, and violates oaths the cognitive, in
good faith, has taken. It is engendered in the breathing, pulsating
somatic part of us in a dynamic, exceptionally vulnerable tension
and relationship with the Tzelem, whose task is to affirm, rein in,
channel, and bless that drive so that it may find its proper covenan-
tal place. 

Our tradition first recognizes the sacred blessedness in human-
kind, not externally but in our ability to be fertile, implying sexual.69

Sex as sex only enters the scene in Genesis 4,70 after the creation of
humankind from the dust with the breath of God breathed into
them. Sex thus appears after self-consciousness and shame have
arrived on the scene. Shame’s abortive attempt with a fig leaf loin-
cloth, covering our somatic nakedness (sexual organs), is perhaps
the cognitive’s first attempt to do something, almost anything, to
ride herd on this driving urge. After the expulsion from Eden, only
for the human is sex a problem. A stray dog might wonder, “what’s
the fuss all about?”

David Biale recounts in great detail the energy and the monu-
mental efforts of our very cognitive tradition to limit sex, negate its
power, channel it, contain it formally, and shackle its excesses by
establishing strictures and structures and injunctions of all kinds.
Biale recounts long arguments about men’s duties, the struggle with
desire and procreation, women’s rights in sex, and solutions rang-
ing from celibacy to thinking appropriate thoughts during the act,
to allowing it at only certain times of the month. He recounts chang-
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ing mores: certain behaviors biblically and talmudically were
considered violations of sexual norms, while others were permit-
ted.71 

In sexual mores as well, we are prisoners of our age, dragged
along with the times. We are in a new sexual world. Some may wish
to go back, but that does not seem to be where we are headed. Fifty
or seventy-five years ago, a person could present oneself for psychi-
atric treatment if they preferred oral sex. Such a preference was
treated as an aberration to be cured by massive doses of psycho-
therapy. Today if one says “Yuch, I can’t stand doing that,” psycho-
therapy will be employed in the opposite direction. After all, those
up to date say: “there are so many ways to enjoy one’s body. And if
it’s consensual, why not…” In the nineteenth century, young men
were warned that masturbation could blind them. Now women,
whom few thought needed such warnings, are provided with books
that teach them how to do “it” elegantly.72 

When I entered the rabbinate, betulta73 in a ketubah74 had a specific
meaning. Very few officiants today seriously assume that the thirty-
something bride is blushing under the chuppah75 because she is about
to lose her virginity. Were she so, she would be considered prob-
lematic. Many of our Orthodox young men know what the evening
is going to include when they are lovingly reminded to bring their
tefillin.76

Notwithstanding all this, sex with others as mere sex objects is an
abandonment of our covenant commitment to be a holy people. It is
surrender to the somatic part of us and abandonment of the
[Tzelem⇔Neshamah] relationship. We see all too often how people
are dragged around by their feelings, leading to promiscuity and
other violations of the “sexual taxonomy.”77 It happens when the
somatic is abandoned by the cognitive.

Sex, at its truest, can be the very exemplar of relationship, the
very treasure house of I-You relations. “Human sexuality, as a
powerful force in our lives, has the potential for physical closeness
and pleasure, emotional intimacy and communication.”78 Sex, when
covenantal, is a prime example of [Both/And]    thinking. Sex relies
on the presence, real or imagined, of an “other,” even if it is a fanta-
sized other, as in masturbation. As any sex therapist knows, sex
requires a self, whose “selves” are in relationship, before sex can take
place with another self whose “selves” are likewise. And, as in most
relationships, sex is vulnerable and touches wounded places easily
with many resultant difficulties. Sex on a holy level is in the rela-
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tionship and is vulnerable to the [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] being out of
balance. Sex is holy when it is about a Buberian I-You relationship.
I-It sex is little different from animal fornication. 

Marital sexual infidelity is an example that sex is first and fore-
most about our [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] relationship, and how this
impacts a new way of thinking about t’shuvah. As Rabbi Daniel
Schiff observes, “classic” adultery is:

the form of adultery most widely embarked upon and also the one
usually thought of when the term “adultery” is mentioned. In most
instances of classic adultery, the adulterous relationship is
conducted in secret from the partner. If the secret were to be known
by the spouse (and it is often discovered as the affair progresses),
it would be perceived as a hurtful violation of the marriage cove-
nant, both because of the infidelity itself and because of the lies and
deceit that usually accompany it.79

If marriage calls for conjugal loyalty and personal intimacy (i.e.
informing the partner at all times of any information that is crucial
to the relationship), the intimacy has already been breached by the
preparatory thoughts that preceded the act of adultery being untold
to the partner. The breach in intimacy is an obvious violation of the
pledge of intimacy, but it is first and foremost a break in the rela-
tionship/love intimacy of our own [Tzelem⇔Neshamah]. Whatever
the wounded place that interferes with the [Tzelem⇔Neshamah],
that relationship must be repaired first. To do that requires an act of
personal t’shuvah. When that is done, t’shuvah in the marriage has
a chance. 

Why us?

Much of the work of t’shuvah has been subcontracted in our society
to “therapists.” They are in a sense our “hit men” with whom we
contract with to rub out parts of us that cause trouble. As rabbis, our
seminaries have often taught us about morality/immorality, chet/
kaparah,80 good/bad and suggested that when there are violations,
and the violators have given hints of wanting to change, these are
better dealt with by the new priesthood, the legions of the psycho-
therapeutic community. And we have been instructed that our job
is to make good referrals. I posit that the opposite is true, that where
t’shuvah is required rabbis, and other Jewish clergy, because of
symbolic exemplarhood, because they believe that all are created
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[Tzelem⇔Neshamah], because of their leadership in shaping the
covenantal community, have, if trained, much greater efficacy. In
helping t’shuvah happen, rabbis have a unique place as the guard-
ians in the covenantal community of multiple relationship systems.
Those being beyn adam l’atzmo, beyn adam l’chaveiro, uveyn adam lama-
kom, between humans and their “selves,” humans and their fellows,
humans and the Divine. The rabbi is also the eid ne’eman (trustwor-
thy witness) to the [Tzelem⇔Neshamah], is shomayr hab’rit (guardian
of the covenant), and, we hope, is doveir emet bil’vavo (recognizes and
is in loving relationship with his/her own impulses). All these
increase the rabbi’s potential influence and power in helping
t’shuvah happen. 

Because t’shuvah is ultimately turning back to our [Tzelem⇔
Neshamah], which is so easy to stray from, our charge as rabbis is to
always be aware of the holy sparks and be imbued with a love for
them. Those hidden sparks may open the door to t’shuvah. We are
the opposite of “hit men.” Our task is not to get rid of unwanted
parts, but to help create loving, respectful, I-You relationships with
them. We are uniquely suited to that task. That’s why    us.

What do we do? And how do we do it? 

We have some of the old tools that have stood the test of time. We
have our pulpits and our teaching. We need to continue and
improve using these to teach norms, to help establish a caring
community that can support these norms and can welcome back
those who are struggling with t’shuvah. We are uniquely in a posi-
tion to teach about the nitzotzot and to teach this model in a non-
“Pollyana-ish” fashion, for it is a tough world out there. Confession
is a tried and true ally. Telling what had been an embarrassing secret
is often the first step toward bringing it into human “being.” We
have a calendar that sets aside time for all to focus on t’shuvah, with
emphasis on those ten days of t’shuvah at the turn of our year. We
are, or need to be, masters of ritual, which will provide context and
symbols for welcoming the one doing t’shuvah back into the cove-
nant community. And we are symbolic exemplars of those who are
struggling with their own [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] relationship. We
need to feel safe, being transparent about this. And, we hope, a new
liberal sexual taxonomy, either that of the CCAR or another, will
support the work we do in cases of sexual violations, by providing
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a normative framework appropriate for new realities, yet covenan-
tal in nature.

We are not judges, acting on behalf of the Divine. We are
involved guides, working to make multiple contacts. So some tools
are no longer available to us. Karet,81 cutting an individual off from
the covenant community, the biblical solution to problems of sexual
deviation, doesn’t cut much mustard nowadays. Sexual deviations
may lead to a cut off, but that is an outcome of our actions, not a
divine punishment. We are no longer a corporate, isolated commu-
nity where each is fully dependent on the other, so cherem82 is not an
option.83 

Community is vital. Personal autonomy is not enough. Viola-
tions are often facilitated by the absence of a supportive loving
community, which undercuts proper behavior and denies our
responsibility to others for our behavior. T’shuvah cannot be sepa-
rated from the covenant community and its norms of respect for
oneself and for others. The covenant community makes a claim on
us and t’shuvah makes a claim on the covenant community. Many
life experiences, t’shuvah among them, may be impossible without
community. It is not accidental that birth, marriage, and mourning
require community. It is tragic that in our day divorce has little
community structure to help that transition. T’shuvah requires
community.

 Though community is indispensable, still we start with our
“selves.” There is no other way. We are all Jonahs, about whom we
read in the quintessential Yom Kippur afternoon t’shuvah portion.
Jonah learns caring for others by starting with caring only for
himself,84 then caring for the plant, then being lectured about caring
for Nineveh, and implicitly making room for t’shuvah for all God’s
creatures. We, too, start with our “selves.” We can start nowhere
else. As heterodox Jews we have nowhere else to start but with our
self—not only our self, but our multiple “selves,” our own
[Tzelem⇔Neshamah], our own internal community, as it were.

Assisting t’shuvah in others requires multiple skills. It requires
that we be centered and in touch with our own [Tzelem⇔Neshamah].
Being centered is not just California psychobabble. Centering is a
skill that is learnable. Saralee Kane writes:

Centering allows one to shift primary or “first” attention away
from other people, away from one’s racing thoughts, away from
past images, and let it settle in the present moment on the breath-
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ing, focused/relaxed somatic (Neshamah) self. … Mindfulness
(Tzelem) is a related practice of just observing and being aware of
what is happening in each moment, without any need to try to
change it. It is a process of deep awareness and acceptance … both
internal and external.85

Muriel Singer describes her experience of being centered:

There is enough space within and without for all my selves to be
included and welcomed. One part of me does not cancel out
another part nor does the co-existence of several divergent parts
mean that one or the other is inauthentic. They all have a home …
even if it does not last.86 

Being centered is experienced as a calm alertness of body and mind.
It is simultaneously being in touch with your own experience and
that of the other human being you are with. It is the state in which
you have the ability to be both with your Tzelem and your Neshamah,
as you attend and listen to the [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] experience of the
other—by the way, this is a great asset in a marriage. Being centered
means paying attention to what your cognitive being is producing
inside yourself and how that is connected to the relationship you are
having with the other. 

In situations where the [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] resources are
honored and used appropriately, relational differences can operate
in a [Both/And] setting with a tone of conversational connected-
ness, the sort of “I-You” relationship described by Martin Buber. In
this kind of intimacy, there is an experience of a “me,” a “you,” and
the relational self of “us” that is felt when both the “I” and “You” are
respected and treasured. That “us” means that the t’shuvah candi-
date and the rabbi are part of one relational system, modeled after
and molded by Divinity, and hopefully ready to return to, and
simultaneously move forward from, that point of creation.

You will inevitably be knocked off center. Your mind may
wander, you may feel bored, get a headache, start thinking about
whether the plumber has shown up at your house to fix the leaky
faucet, or whatever. We get knocked off center easily. Know that in
order to have a problem you have to have let go of your center.87

When knocked off center, it is crucial to have ways of getting
centered again. The first place to turn is to your own breathing. It
will always have been affected. Centering is a learned skill. Learning
how to do it expertly is beyond the province of this paper. 
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Still there is much that each of us already knows about being
centered, and ways we can get there. We know that these, what
might be called [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] states, are often marked by an
absence of internal dialogue, accompanied by a comfortable breath-
ing pattern; they are those special times when we are so absorbed
that time and boundaries are not issues. A rabbi may access these
quintessentially [Tzelem⇔Neshamah] resources in study, in prayer,
in doing a mitzvah,88 in walking in the woods, painting, writing, talk-
ing with a friend, playing or listening to music, or a myriad of other
experiences. Bringing the experiential state a rabbi has while doing
these into ongoing relationship with oneself, with others, and with
the tradition itself, is a crucial undertaking. Shuttling back and forth
between what is going on and those resources is a skill to be carefully
honed.

Assisting t’shuvah requires expertise in searching for the nitzotzot
implicit in, and lurking behind, “bad” behavior. The nitzotzot strug-
gling to have human existence are often experienced as the “not
me.” The “not me,” which is in some way responsible for the viola-
tion of the sexual taxonomy, is often where the nitzotzot k’dushah, the
Holy Sparks, are in hiding or veiled. 

A useful question in the search for the nitzotzot that need uncov-
ering, and then naming and blessing in the process of t’shuvah, is: 

“If only I didn’t do or experience (or could get rid of) X, then this
really wouldn’t be a problem.” [X marks the spot where the nitzo-
tzot may be found.]89    

For example:

“If only I didn’t feel so lonely, I wouldn’t have had the affair.” 
“If only I didn’t feel so sexual, I would have controlled myself.”
“If only I wasn’t so aroused, I wouldn’t have done it.” 
“If only I felt appreciated, I wouldn’t have strayed.”
“If only my husband was kinder, I wouldn’t have been 

vulnerable.”
“If only my wife was more sexy, I would be loyal.”
“If only she wasn’t so seductive, I could have resisted.” 
“If only I didn’t feel inadequate, I wouldn’t have done it.”
“If only I wasn’t afraid of commitment, I would have married.”

Realizing what it is in others, which is often unexpressed,
witnessing the struggle and essence that begs inarticulately for
naming and blessing, and blessing both struggle and essence with
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words of one’s own—words not received and not encoded in the
text—are rabbinic skills of the first magnitude. To bless those
wounded, hidden parts is a great art and skill to be carefully learned.

Witnessing the Holy Sparks in every act, good and bad, is of
supreme import. Awareness and uncovering of the nitzotzot
involves shifting our focus away from what is being presented by
the other. It requires looking for who else is in the room. By opening
one’s view and searching behind and seeing beyond, one is always
looking for the nitzotzot while making room for, and not denigrat-
ing, what is being presented. 

Our colleague and teacher Lawrence Kushner, in his inimitable
style, no doubt influenced by Rav Kook, gives examples of how to
look for nitzotzot k’dushah:

We go down into ourselves with a flashlight, looking for the evil
we have intended or done—not to excise it as in some alien growth,
but rather to discover the holy spark within it. We begin not by
rejecting the evil, but by acknowledging it as something we meant
to do. This is the only way we can truly raise and redeem it.

We lose our temper because we want things to be better right
away. We gaze with lustful eyes because we have forgotten how
to love the ones we want to love. We hoard material possessions
because we imagine they will help us live more fully. We turn a
deaf ear, for we fear the pain of listening would kill us. We waste
time, because we are not sure how to enter a living relationship.
We even tolerate a society that murders, because we are convinced
it is the best way to save more life. At the bottom of such behavior
is something that was once holy. And during times of holiness,
communion and light our personal and collective perversions
creep out of the cellar, begin to be healed, freed, and redeemed.

This does not mean we are now proud of who we were or what
we did, but it does mean that we have taken what we did back into
ourselves, acknowledged it as part of ourselves. We have found its
original motive, realized how it became disfigured, perhaps
beyond recognition, made real apologies, done our best to repair
the injury, but we no longer try to reject who we have been and
therefore who we are.

We do not simply repudiate the evil we have done and sincerely
mean never to do it again; that is easy (we do it all the time). We
receive whatever evils we have intended and done back into
ourselves as our own deliberate creations. We cherish them as
long-banished children finally taken home again, and thereby
transform them and ourselves.90
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Our mandate was, and is: “Be a blessing”91—that having been
blessed, we are obliged to bless others. We can honor that covenan-
tal obligation by helping ourselves and others do t’shuvah in keeping
with both our tradition and our generation's understanding of
human “being-ness.”
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