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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 God 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 boys 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 a medal, the latest 
hairstyle, or Air Jordans? Humans do, because we 
have the desire to feel important; we crave honor. This 
stems from our very makeup: our souls were taken 
from beneath God’s Throne of Honor and want to be 
elevated back to their source. But Godly honor is not 
easy to achieve. First we must utterly humble and nullify 

ourselves before God. 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 God. 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 God 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 God, 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 God 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 God, we should lovingly and “shamelessly” 
embrace it.

Based on Likutey Moharan I, 6
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THE THREE FESTIVALS. 3. One of the ways of breaking 
your pride is by honoring the festivals properly and cel-
ebrating them with joy and delight, with delicacies and 
fine clothes, whatever you can afford (Likutey Moharan 
I, 135).

4. When you celebrate the fes-
tivals properly, it is equivalent 
to going to visit your teacher 
and learning from him. This is 
true even if you are physically 
miles apart! It works the other 
way around too. The more you 
bind yourself to the tzaddik, 
the more you can experience 
the holiness of the festivals. 
Through this the forces of holi-
ness are released from the grip 
of the kelipot and restored to 

their true position. The power of evil and the rule of the 
heathens is thereby overturned and destroyed (ibid.).

5. On the festivals we should return to God out of joy. 
On each of the festivals the world is brought to judg-
ment, as our Sages have taught (Rosh HaShanah 16a). 
A time of judgment is a time for returning to God. 
Through teshuvah, the forces of holiness are released 
from the hold of the kelipot and the final redemption is 
brought nearer (ibid.).

6. When a person is walking along and suddenly slips 
and falls so that everyone laughs at him and makes him 
feel embarrassed, it is a sign that he was not as joyous 
as he should have been on the festivals (ibid. I, 235).

Advice (Likutey Etzot) translated by Avraham Greenbaum
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Dedicated for the speedy and complete recovery of Reb Chaim Menachem ben Leah

Once a young Jewish man from Tulchin became 
enamored of the new works of the secular Haskalah 
(Enlightenment movement) and decided to pursue their 
worldview. Unfortunately, soon after the advent of the 
Haskalah, it became clear that such an immersion nearly 
always led to the abandonment of Jewish observance in 
any form. After a period of time, this young man dropped 
mitzvah observance entirely and was far from Torah. Not 
surprisingly, he decided to go to Berlin, the birthplace of 
the Haskalah, to learn under its masters who lived there. 

The cheapest way to get to Berlin from Tulchin was by 
post-chaise (the mail coach). Travelers purchased tickets 
in the post office and waited for the appointed time to 
depart, much like those who wished to take a train. 

The postmaster in Tulchin was Reb Yitzchak, son of Reb 
Noson. As the young man was about to pay for his ticket, 
he spotted Reb Noson, who had just arrived to visit his 
son. The young man was very impressed with Reb Noson’s 
appearance. He asked Reb Yitzchak, “Who is he?”

“That’s my father,” Reb Yitzchak answered.

“Can I speak to him?”

“Of course.”

The young man approached Reb Noson and the two began 
talking. It was not long before the young man began to 
have second thoughts about what he had felt was the path 
of his truth. He decided to forgo his trip to Berlin and stay 
with Reb Noson instead. This young man did complete 
teshuvah and, over time, grew into an exemplary Jew.

Reb Noson was always thankful for this encounter. Even 
though he had acquired so many merits from his Torah 
learning and devotion to God, he said that this life-
changing meeting – as well as the patience he had showed 
a German-born Jew in Uman known as “der Deutschel,” 
easing his return to Torah – were a never-ending source of 
joy and comfort to him.

He said, “I will yet stand proud before the Throne of Glory 
because I brought back two people who were so severed 
from their roots: the Berliner and der Deutschel!” 

Based on Siach Sarfey Kodesh II, 618b
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