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Welcoming the High Holidays with Spiritual Commentary by Prof. Saul Wachs 

Changing mental and behavioral habits ranks among the most difficult tasks that human beings can 

perform. The rabbis who created what we call Judaism today understood how challenging the process 

of change could be; they were realists, not romantics. Nevertheless, they insisted that we are not 

locked into destructive patterns of thought and behavior because we have the capacity for reflection 

and adaptability.  

How do we nurture this capacity to examine our behavior and undertake the difficult process of 

change? 

In part, our ability to change depends on the people around us. When parents, siblings, mentors and 

friends model patterns of thought and behavior that are favorable to teshuvah, it is easier for a person 

to emulate those patterns. 

But for those not blessed with such human models, the task is more daunting. In this case, prayer and 

study can be invaluable resources. There is an entire body of classical literature devoted to the process 

of teshuvah. Also, when taken seriously, the liturgy prods us to examine ourselves through the process 

of heshbon ha-nefesh, or reflection. It also encourages us to ponder the actions of the Divine as a 

model for our own behavior. 

It must be noted that we are expected to engage in the process of introspection and change all year 

long. The first bakkashot (petitions) of the weekday version of Judaism’s most important prayer, the 

Amidah (also known as the Tefillah), remind us that we have the capacity for intelligence, 

understanding and practical wisdom. The prayer continues by invoking us to make progress in our quest 

for positive and productive patterns of thought and behavior. Thus, the liturgy both assures us of our 

potential for change and reminds us of our obligation to work toward this goal.  

It is striking to note that these initial bakkashot are cast in a universal mode, meaning that Judaism 

never gave up on the potential of others to do teshuvah as well. In fact, teshuvah is not limited to 

individuals. Nations, societies, institutions and families all can benefit from periodically setting aside 

time to think about ultimate goals and to assess current areas of strength and challenge. 

However, the goals of reflection and change are made more difficult when society presses us to do just 

the opposite. For example, Snapchat, Instagram and other social media flavors of the day push us to 

think and act quickly. It takes an act of will and inner strength to set aside time every day for heshbon 

ha-nefesh. Without making such reflection a regular part of our lives, it is much less likely that change 

will occur. The rabbis enjoined us to set aside regular times each day for study and prayer because 

they wisely understood that what can be done at any time is usually done at no time. 
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Despite the emphasis on daily introspection, it must be acknowledged that there are certain windows 

in time that offer special opportunities for heshbon ha-nefesh and teshuvah. The Yamim Nora-im, Days 

of Awe, and the period leading up to these days constitute one such window in time. Much of the 

liturgy of these days focuses on teshuvah and cautions us about the risks of behavior that is not 

thoughtful or responsible. 

One tool that has been useful to me in the process of teshuvah was provided by social psychologist Kur 

Lewin. Lewin taught that in any situation where change is needed, there are forces that support 

change and forces that inhibit it. Change takes place only when the forces that support it overcome 

those that inhibit it. With that in mind, consider these questions as we enter this special period in the 

Jewish calendar: 

What has gone really well for you this year? 

What areas challenge you at this time? 

How would you like to change? 

Why would you like this to happen? 

What forces or people can support you in making this change? 

What forces or people stand in the way? 

What is the first step you can take to bring about this change? 

The rabbis were not romantics, but as students of human behavior, they were convinced that we can 

change. As my teacher Abraham Joshua Heschel explained, there is potential greatness in every human 

being. To strive to actualize that potential is a worthy task for each of us. 

May the coming year bring us closer to achieving that goal, and in the process, may we have success in 

pursuing paths to teshuvah 

Le-Shanah Tovah Tikatevu ve-Tehatemu. May we all be inscribed and sealed in the Book of Life. 

 


