
Ten Days – Ten Thoughts
Daily Inspiration for the Aseret Yemei Teshuva



T he first ten days of the Jewish calendar are known as “Aseret Yemei  
Teshuva – The ten days of Teshuva.” Citing the verse, “Seek God when  

He may be found, call upon Him when He is near,” the Talmud asserts that  
“these are the ten days between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur,” when God  
is especially close to us; “the gates of heaven are open, and I will listen to  
your prayers.”

This period of time represents an opportunity for reflection, repentance,  
and teshuva – a return to God. It is an opportunity to regret the missteps  
of our past while committing to change and rectify our actions in the future.  
During these ten days, we examine the year that has passed, dreaming and  
planning for a better year ahead; a year marked by justice, goodness and  
harmony for ourselves and all of Klal Yisrael. 

We trust that you will find the enclosed essays from members of the  
OTS family enlightening and inspiring for your own ten-day process. 

May we all be inscribed and sealed in the Book of Life. 



Day one

Two Facets of Our Relationship with God
Rabbi Dr. Kenneth Brander

T he primary mitzva of Rosh Hashana is the blowing of the shofar. Jewish law tells us that there 
are two sets of blasts: one, known as t’kiot d’meyushav, are the sitting blasts which are blown 

before or, in some traditions, during the silent amida. The second set of blasts are known as t’kiot 
d’meumad, the standing blasts. These are blown at the close of each section of the communal 
amida (colloquially known as the “repetition of the amida.”) Why do we blow the shofar blasts in two 
separate contexts? What is the meaning of one set of blasts being termed “sitting blasts” when we 
stand for all the shofar sounds? Is it really necessary to hear the blasts both prior to (or during) the 
silent amida, and then again during the subsequent communal repetition?

The requirement to hear the shofar blasts, both as t’kiot d’meyushav and t’kiot d’meumad, emanates 
from two different paradigms vis-a-vis our relationship with God. The t’kiot d’meyushav are called 
such not because we sit during those blasts. Rather, the name connotes the lens through which we 
must integrate these blasts into our lives. They are a clarion call to each and every one of us to be 
involved in the teshuva process as individuals; d’meyushav –“sitting alone” for these blasts. They are 
blown during the personal amida, or immediately prior to it, because these blasts call upon each of 
us to reevaluate our personal relationship with God. Have I, as an individual, succeeded in establish-
ing a personal communication with God? What have I done as an individual to get closer to God? 
Do I know God this year better than last year? Have I integrated God in all aspects of my personal 
and familial being? In what ways have I triumphed and in what ways have I failed? The answer to 
the t’kiot d’meyushav, these sitting blasts, cannot be, “Yes, I have succeeded by helping the Jewish 
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people.” We cannot answer these tekiot in the context of what we have done for community. These 
blasts ask us to focus on how, as an individual, we have grown spiritually during this year. 

The second message of the shofar is the t’kiot d’meumad, the shofar blasts which are sounded while 
we stand together as a community. These blasts require us, together, to ask in all candor: Has the 
community lived up to its responsibilities in its unique relationship with God? Does our community 
speak truth to power on issues which affect the moral fiber of society? Do we, as a community, 
support the international causes so vital to the Jewish people, in particular the State of Israel? Does 
the community empower people to engage in a spiritual journey? Does our community recognize 
that the celebration of Modern Orthodoxy requires an engagement with society as well as excelling 
in the mitzvot bein adam l’Makom (the rituals that allow us to reconnect with God)? And for all of 
these questions, what role have I played in contributing to the creation of this climate within the 
community? 

May the High Holiday season allow us the clarity of vision to reflect upon the ways we focus on our 
personal and familial development, recognizing that personal growth is necessary to be effective 
communal leaders. At the same time, let us reflect upon our community initiatives and be strategic 
in the way that we serve the Jewish people and society at large, analyzing what initiatives need to 
be developed in order to allow our communities to flourish and achieve their fullest potential.
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Day Two

The Sound of Joy
Rabbi Shlomo Riskin

T he shofar makes many sounds. It also shouts – exultantly, triumphantly – through the firm 
and upbeat tekia sound, which precedes and follows each of the weeping terua sounds; a 

score of 2:1 in favor of joy and optimism.

What is the basis for this joyous sound? Rosh Hashana is when time first came into being; it is 
the anniversary of the creation of humanity: “Today the world was born.” We shout with joy in our 
recognition of God as creator, owner and “King” of a world of wondrous beauty replete with dazzling 
colors and exquisite variety, a world of the uninterrupted rhythms of sunrise and sunset, of summer, 
fall, winter, and spring, a universe of a galaxy of stars in the heavens above and variegated fish and 
flora in the seas below. 

We are moved to tears when are investigate snowflakes under a microscope, take note of their con-
summate precision, each one a perfect hexagon, each one formed with artistic design and color, 
each one uniquely different from the other. And where is the place of the mortal human being in 
light of what appears to be the infinite expanse of the heavens and the seas? Why he or she is the 
astronomer, the scuba diver, the one with the ability to contemplate, calculate, correlate and create. 
The human being is, after all, formed in the image of the Divine.
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The joy and optimistic faith of Rosh Hashana emerges from the realization that indeed, the world 
has a creator, the universe has a ruler. Life is not, as Shakespeare’s Macbeth contends, “a tale told 
by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.” The Big Bang was not a haphazard accident, 
and the human being is not born of a cosmic joke, doomed to live out his life in maze of no exit.

Hence, it is only the beginning of repentance, which is a cry of inadequacy and weakness; once we 
recognize that the world masterfully created by God is a universe with a Director and an ultimate 
purpose, a humanity formed in the Divine image, then we realize that each of us has the ability to 
rise above him or herself, to recreate ourselves, to remake our society and world into a more perfect 
place. We can do it because God loves the world and the people He created, just as every individual 
loves the handiwork he or she creates, and because He gave us freedom of choice and almost 
limitless potential. We can do it because God wants us to do it and He will help us do it – “His right 
hand is always extended to help the penitent.” We can do it because God guarantees that his plan 
will eventually succeed, that humanity will better itself, and that the world will be perfected under 
His Kingship. 
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Day Three

Chana’s Prayer: A Worship of the Heart
Rabbanit Nomi Berman

T efillat Chana, which we read on the first day of Rosh Hashana, still resonates thousands of 
years later. It does not only touch those who in some way share Chana’s story – it impacts the 

manner in which each of us davens daily. Tractate Brachot 31a teaches us:

 We derive a series of halakhot from the story of ;כמה הלכתא גברוותא איכא למשמע מהני קראי דחנה
Chana, which govern the way we pray. 

The first two chapters of Shmuel, which form our haftara, also present a second model of avodat  
Hashem. As Rav Yigal Ariel points out in his commentary to Sefer Shmuel, Elkana serves as a 
foil to Chana. Elkana is introduced to us as someone who travels to Shilo at regular intervals:  
ולזבח לה׳ צבאות בשלה” ימימה להשתחות   And the man [Elkana] – ”ועלה האיש ההוא מעירו מימים 
went up out of his city annually to worship and to sacrifice to Hashem in Shiloh (Shmuel I 1:3).  
While Chana is the paradigm of spontaneous and passionate avodat Hashem, Elkana represents 
consistent devotion. 

Perhaps this dichotomy between Elkana and Chana foreshadows the debate between the Rambam 
and Ramban about the very nature of tefilla. The Sifrei tells us that the mitzva of “לעבדו בכל לבבכם” 
– to worship God with our hearts – manifests itself in the obligation of tefilla. Based on this, the 
Rambam understands that we are obligated to create an Elkana style routine of daily prayer. The 
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Ramban, on the other hand, understands that our duty to worship God with our hearts translates 
into an obligation to turn to God at times of great need, as Chana did. 

In our spiritual lives, Chana and Elkana work in tandem. While the focus of the story is on Chana 
and on her passionate plea, it is Elkana who creates the context. Chana could have turned to God at 
home, but she didn’t. It is only in Shiloh that her pain takes the form of tefilla. 

It is only natural to seek religious “highs” and it is tempting, especially in an age of google-paced  
instant gratification, to abandon the mediocrity of daily ritual. The haftara of Rosh Hashana  
offers us a formula to achieve true avodat Hashem. Our ultimate goal is to inject Chana’s passion 
– her ability to “pour out her heart to Hashem” (Shmuel I 1:15) – into Elkana’s routine of consistent 
devotion. 
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Day four

Just Think, You Can Do Better 
Rabbi Yehoshua Grunstein

אף על פי שהתשובה והצעקה יפה לעולם, בעשרת הימים שבין ראש השנה ויום הכיפורים היא יפה ביותר, 
ומיד היא מתקבלת )הרמב”ם, הלכות תשובה ב, ח(

“Even though repentance and prayer are wonderful, during the 10 days between Rosh Hashana and Yom 
Kippur they are all the more beautiful, and they are accepted immediately.” (Rambam’s Code, Laws of 
Teshuva, 2, 8)

R epentance, change, transformation… these are difficult for anyone to achieve, and all the 
more so to accomplish in a mere 10 days. It therefore seems rather strange that the Rambam 

seems to challenge us to do it in this short time, writing that if we are successful, our repentance is 
“is accepted immediately.”

In my opinion, the Rambam’s charge is not to totally transform oneself; that takes time and effort, far more 
then just 10 days. Rather, the Rambam was speaking of another kind of teshuva, which is indeed possible. 

When a man marries a woman, he can [if both consent] add a condition to the validity of their marriage. 
One of the many conditions the Talmud allows is the following: 

“על מנת שאני צדיק, אפילו רשע גמור מקודשת, שמא הרהר תשובה בדעתו )מסכת קידושין, דף מ”ט עמוד ב’(

“If a man says to a woman: ‘Be betrothed to me on the condition that I am a righteous man,’ then even if he 
was a completely wicked man she is betrothed, as perhaps he had thoughts of repentance in his mind.”  
(Tractate Kiddushin 49b)
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How can the mere thought of repentance carry so much weight? 

The Minchat-Chinuch [19th Century legal commentary on the Sefer ha-Chinuch, written by Rabbeinu 
Yosef Babad] explains:

לו  והכא נמי נהי’ דאין  ...כיון שמתחרט ושב הוי צדיק.  ורשע אינו תלוי בכפרה כלל,  ...דבאמת, צדיק   
כפרה בתשובה בלב. מכל מקום הוי צדיק כיון שמתחרט לפני קונו יתברך...) מנחת חינוך, מצווה שס”ד(

“…in truth, being called a righteous man versus a wicked man is not dependent upon full atonement….
and if one feel remorseful and [wants] to return to God, he is righteous. Indeed, there is no full-atone-
ment for [the mere] thought of teshuva in one’s heart. However, he is righteous, because he feels 
remorseful before God.” (Minchat Chinuch, Mitzva 364)

While we may not be able to change our entire lifesyle or habits in just 10 days, this shift in mindset 
is enough to change our status. In the words of Rav Joseph B. Soloveitchik:

 ....הפקעת שם רשע אינה קשורה כלל עם מושג כפרה וחלותה אלא עם מעשה התשובה עצמו – חרטה 
וקבלה, )“איש ההלכה-גלוי ונסתר”, עמ’ 93(

“Expropriating the label of ‘wicked’ is not connected to the concept of atonement but rather to the 
act of teshuva itself – feeling remorseful and thinking of changing one’s actions for the future.” (Ish 
HaHalacha, Galui VeNistar, p. 93)

During the 10 days of teshuva, we may not be able to completely transform ourselves. But we can 
and must self-examine, internalize that we are not perfect, feel remorseful for some of our actions 
and determine to improve. The mere thought that we can do better can tip the scale from being 
considered “wicked’ to being thought of as “righteous.” 
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Day five

Preparing to Become
Rabbanit Devorah Evron

a hush descends upon the synagogue. The sound of the shofar blasting is heard: tekia,  
shevarim, terua. The congregation immediately sings the wonderful piyyut: “HaYom Harat Olam 

– Today is the day of the world’s gestation.” This liturgical song compares the creation of the world 
to pregnancy and birth which, although rare in our prayers, is the central motif in the Torah and 
haftara readings of the two days of Rosh Hashana. We read about Sara and Chana on the first day 
and about Rachel who weeps for her sons in the haftara of the second day. The presence of these 
women is central to Rosh Hashana and the stories of their barrenness, pregnancies and births are 
a source of inspiration for prayer and beseeching during the Days of Awe.

The concept of repentance as a form of birth is expressed in the writings of Rabbi Nahman of 
Breslov in Likkutei Moharan 6: “…before a person returns to God, he has no being. It is as if he has 
not yet been created … But when he purifies himself in order to return to God, he prepares to become 
a being and he says, ‘I am prepared to become.’”

In other words, when a person is in a state of sin, it is as if he is barren; such a state cannot lead to 
the creation of spiritual life, to growth and fertility. In order for a person to impregnate him or herself, 
to become a being, to create new life and to grow, he must repent and do teshuva. The process of 
repentance is similar to that of a pregnancy, which culminates in a birth. A spiritual birth with the 
potential for spiritual life, which we are required to foster and cultivate throughout the year. 
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The transition from barrenness to pregnancy is not at all simple and demands much attention, 
effort and perseverance. Chana’s prayer, which is the haftara of the first day, is the source of many 
of the laws of prayer. It encourages us to pray for this transition and to ask for Divine assistance. 
The same applies to repentance. We must devote ourselves, paying attention and making the effort 
to face up to our sins and to correct them. Prayer assists us in this process. With God’s help we will 
succeed in our repentance and give birth to an inner spirituality which will accompany us through-
out the coming year.

I merited to be born the day before Rosh Hashana. Each year I commemorate my physical birth on 
the eve of the festival and my spiritual birth on the day of Rosh Hashana. God gave us the wonderful 
gift of cultivating and fostering this spirituality throughout the year; we must thank Him for it.

Chana’s prayer is  

the source of many of 

the laws of prayer.  

It encourages us to  

ask for Divine  

assistance. The same 

applies to repentance.  

We must devote  

ourselves, paying  

attention and making 

the effort to face up  

to our sins and to  

correct them. 



Day six

The Power of Speech
Rabbanit Naama Frankel 

“שובה ישראל עד ה’ אלוהיך כי כשלת בעווניך... קחו עימכם דברים ושובו אל ה’” )הושע בפרק יד, ב-ג( 

“Return, O Israel to the Lord your God, for you have stumbled in your iniquity…Take words with your-
selves and return to the Lord” (Hos. 14:2-3)

W hen we read these verses, we may ask ourselves: What is the meaning of the ‘return’ and 
what are the ‘words’ we are supposed to ‘take’?

The Talmud in Yoma 86b says: “Come and see how different the ways of God and human beings are. 
If a person angers his fellow man, it is doubtful whether he (the latter) will be pacified by him or not. 
Even if you say, ‘he can be pacified,’ it is doubtful whether he will be pacified by mere words. But with 
God, if a person commits a sin in secret, He is pacified with words, as it is written: ‘Take words with 
yourselves and return to the Lord.’ And even more so, He even considers it to be a good deed, as it 
is written: ‘And accept that which is good.’ And even more so, it is considered as if he had sacrificed 
cows, as it is written: ‘Our lips shall replace the sacrificial bulls.’”

The Talmud in Yoma seems to be talking about the teshuva with which we are familiar, when we  
repent for our sins. A return from what a person did or sinned to a purer and better place. This 
teshuva is done through speech.
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Speech has the power to bring an idea into reality, to reveal the hidden chambers of our hearts.  
A conversation between two people allows for words to sprout forth and for arguments to be  
settled. Speech reveals what is on a person’s mind and has the ability to bring together people who 
are very far apart.

We know that speech is a very powerful component of teshuva, as seen by the fact that the viduy 
confession, which is part of the process of repentance, also involves speech. A person realizes that 
he has sinned, against his fellow man or against God, and wishes to make a change.

Teshuva is not only asking for forgiveness for a sin, but it is also how a person progresses. When 
a person’s heart is in tune with the world and his eyes wish to find the way to goodness, he “takes 
words with him” that he sees; words that he hears. He takes the reality and turns it into small  
opportunities which allow for personal development and progress.

With God’s help we will all merit to return to Him and make Him pleased. We will fill the world with 
the goodness we all yearn for by ‘steering clear of evil’ and increasing the goodness.
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Day seven

The Mercy of a Father for His Children
Rabbi Shlomo Vilk

T he laws of repentance and the prayers of the Days of Awe are more about concession and 
throwing up our hands in submission than about asking for forgiveness. 

We are supposed to repent throughout the year; we would expect intensification during this period. 
Yet instead, we give up in despair, call out to God and say that we have no chance of repenting, that 
there is no way we will succeed. 

Throughout the year we tried. Now that the Days of Awe have arrived we admit that we have failed, 
and we turn to God asking Him to accept us as we are. This is the only way that we can truly expect 
to be forgiven, because all our attempts at making amends appear to be pathetic when compared 
to what is expected of us. 

Addressing the Jewish nation, Moses said that God does not expect much from us, ‘merely’ “to  
fear God and to walk in all His ways” (Deut. 10:12). The Talmud (Brakhot 33) wonders whether  
fearing God and keeping His commandments are such a trivial matter. The answer provided by the 
Talmud reveals the truth. These demands were easy for Moses to fulfill, difficult for Joshua, and 
impossible for us. 
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God chose us to be His people; the choice became a heavy burden and led to very high expecta-
tions. The only way to be acquitted in judgment is to concede, to lower expectations and to submit. 
We admit before God that we were not successful, and ask Him to do what He feels is right, because 
we can no longer manage. Can any father resist such a request?

The piyyut of “HaYom Harat Olam – Today is the day of the world’s gestation” continues: “Whether as 
children or as servants. If as children, be merciful with us as the mercy of a father for his children,” 
without being judgmental and always seeing the good. “If [we stand in judgement] as servants, our 
eyes depend upon You,” we intone. Without any merits, without trying to find favor in Your eyes. 

We only beseech God that even if we have strayed so far – or perhaps precisely because we have 
done so – maybe He will have pity on a poor and desolate nation.
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Day eight

“Ani LeDodi veDodi Li –  
I am my Beloved’s and my Beloved is mine”
Advocate Osnat Sharon

T he month of Elul and the ensuing Days of Awe are a time of reflection. We are told that the 
“King is in the Field,” He is here among us in the month of Elul. He is readily available and, in 

some ways, tangibly felt by our soul. Throughout the year, my pace of life is frantic, I must make on-
the-spot decisions and meet with my clients and other advocates. I must appear in court in front of 
judges and dayanim and forcefully present my case on behalf of my clients; convinced as I am that 
justice is on her side, I must demonstrate unequivocal forcefulness. 

However, during the month of Elul, everything is more gentle and fragile. Fewer exclamation marks. 
More question marks.

Rav Abraham Isaac Kook says that the entire process of repentance is one of elevation, of a desire 
to reach a better place which is the right one for us. When we repent, we set off on an upward path 
leading to something right and good; to pureness. During Elul, we live life at a slower pace. We do 
not race along the highway at top speed, we stroll through the field at a leisurely pace looking down 
at the ground, up at the sky, at the plants at the side of the road and at the birds nesting in the trees. 
We have time for thinking, introspection and connecting with our soul. We allow our soul to come 
to the fore and illuminate our path. We hark back to our beginnings, to the good and the pure. We 
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ask ourselves: Where am I? Am I on the way to there? Have I done enough good? When I seem to 
be doing good, is it always the right thing to do? How often do I act because it is the right thing to 
do, and how often do I just do something so that I will enjoy success and be praised? Did I truly help 
the woman who needed me with all my heart? To what extent did I give of myself fully and not be 
cynical about a given situation? To what extent did I negotiate in good faith?

We face so many hurdles in our jobs, so many factors that deflect our minds, hearts and souls from 
our purpose. In our world there is so much evil, pettiness, injustice and disappointment. I encounter 
people with inflated egos – laymen, judges, rabbinical judges and colleagues in the legal profes-
sion. I am part of the system; in fact, I am one of them.

Elul and the Days of Awe rein us back onto the path, take us off the highway and lead us to the 
pretty and pure field. All at once, I see the beauty in the judges and the dayanim; even the legal 
system which sometimes seems so corrupt and obsolete has spots of light and optimism. Our heart  
becomes available to see the beautiful flowers. And there are so many flowers, and so much beauty, 
pureness and dedication. 
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Day nine

Contemplations
Rabbi Shuki Reich

T here are two themes which are central to Rosh Hashana. The first is that of listening – the main 
aspect of the shofar is, after all, to listen – and the second theme is prayer, expressing oneself 

to the Creator, and understanding what his or her purpose is. The main feature of prayer is speaking, 
both inwardly and outwardly.

If we examine the circular aspects of prayer, we can better understand the issues and the centrality 
of the day. In the first two paragraphs of the Rosh Hashana silent prayer we say:

“And so, Hashem our God, instill your awe upon all Your works, and Your dread upon all that You have 
created. Let all works revere You and all Your creations bow down before You. Let them all become a 
single society to do Your will wholeheartedly. For as we know, Hashem our God, that the dominion is 
Yours, might is in Your hand and strength is in Your right hand, and Your name inspires awe over all 
that You have created.”

“And so, grant honor to Your people, praise to who revere You, good hope to those who seek You and eloquent 
speech to those who hope to You. Gladness to Your land and joy to Your city, flourishing pride to David your 
servant and preparation of a lamp for the son of Jesse, your anointed, speedily in our days.”

We notice that the first paragraph speaks about universal themes – “all Your works” – whereas the 
second paragraph speaks about the Jewish people and its recognition in the world – “Your people.” 
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But the two paragraphs are connected by the opening words “And so,” because there is a direct 
connection between the two.

If we study the verses of the Torah to try to understand the presence of the Jewish people in the 
world, Rashi’s commentary on the opening verses of the Torah comes to mind immediately. Rashi 
asks why the Torah opens with the Creation of the world, and not with the first commandment, “This 
month is yours.”

I would suggest answering Rashi’s question with a different answer than the one he suggests. By 
beginning the Torah with the Creation and the stories of our Patriarchs, we are given a simple mes-
sage: Prior to receiving the Torah, we must first be human beings, and only then, Jews.

The saying “Being decent people (Derekh Eretz) precedes Torah” is not simply a pithy phrase; it is 
the basis of Judaism.

The Jewish nation develops through the world, and only fixing the world – “let them all become a single 
society to do Your will wholeheartedly” – will enable us to pray to God and say: “And so, grant honor to  
Your people.”
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Day Ten

Yes, We Can
Rabbanit Sally Mayer

T he haunting melody of Kol Nidrei resonates with every Jew who attends services on Yom Kippur 
night. But if you were writing the prayers for Yom Kippur, what would you choose as the open-

ing lines? Perhaps you would open by apologizing for however we have sinned over the year; maybe 
put in a bid for mercy and kindness in judgement; or an appeal to God to honor the covenant with 
our forefathers, even if we are not deserving. Why, instead, do we launch Yom Kippur with Kol Nidrei, 
a prayer that asks Hashem to release us from vows we may have taken over the year? It seems like 
such a minor detail; why begin with that?

A “neder,” or vow, can be a commitment we took upon ourselves explicitly. However, our Sages 
teach us that a positive action that we perform several times can gain the status of a commitment, 
even without that conscious statement. Once we enter into a pattern, there’s an assumption that it 
will continue. This can be a very positive thing – when we enter into the habit of reaching out and 
inviting a lonely person to our Shabbat table, or we start attending a shiur on Shabbat afternoon, 
continuing those patterns enriches and ennobles our lives.
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Unfortunately, we all fall into negative patterns as well. We’re not sure how we got there, but we’re 
not happy with how things are going – in a relationship with our spouse, parent, child, or even with 
Hashem. Those negative patterns are so hard to break that we sometimes think it’s hopeless – we 
can never change them, so we might as well accept them. 

Kol Nidrei comes along on Yom Kippur, the day on which Hashem renders our final judgement for 
the coming year, and tells us – yes, you can change those negative patterns. You can be released 
from those “vows” that you inadvertently undertook. You can begin again! This is the crucial message 
of teshuva, repentance. The prophet Yechezkel teaches (33:11) that God has no desire to see the 
downfall of the wicked, but rather appeals to us to abandon our negative ways and return to Him. 
Kol Nidrei teaches us to believe in the possibility of change, of undoing those patterns that trap us, 
and allowing ourselves to begin again.

Our Sages teach us  

that a positive action 

that we perform  

several times can  

gain the status of a 

commitment, even 

without that conscious 

statement. Once we 

enter into a pattern, 

there’s an assumption 

that it will continue.
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