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“Awakenings: Preparing for the High Holy Days” 
 

Texts for the lecture by prof. Melila Hellner-Eshed at the  
Opening of the Academic Year 2011-2012 

of the Levisson Institute, Amsterdam 21 August 2011  
 

 
Man, why are you asleep? 

wake up and call [to God] in supplications tachanunim 
Pour out your conversation, seek forgiveness 

from the Lord of Lords 
Anonymous piyut 

 
Teshuva - Re-turning 
Zohar vol. III 69b-70a  

Rabbi Yehudah opened, “A song of ascents. From the depths I call You, YHVH (Psalms 
130:1). We have learned: When the blessed Holy One created the world, He wanted to 
create a human being. He consulted the Torah, who said before Him, ‘You want to create 
this human? He is bound to sin against You and provoke You. If You treat him as he 
deserves, the world cannot survive, and certainly not humanity.’ 

“He replied, ‘Is it for nothing that I am called A compassionate and gracious God, slow to 
anger (Exodus 34:6)?’1 
“So before creating the world, the blessed Holy One created teshuvah.  He  said  to  
teshuvah, ‘I want to create a human in the world, on condition that when they return to 
you from their sins you will be prepared to forgive their sins and grant them atonement.’2 
“So at every moment teshuvah is available to people, and when they repent of their 
sins, this teshuvah returns to the blessed Holy One and makes atonement for all. 
Judgments are all subdued and assuaged, and the person is purified of his sin. When is he 
purified of his sin? When he enters this teshuvah fittingly.” 
Rabbi Yitshak said, “If he returns to the supernal King and offers his prayer from the 
depth of his heart, as is written: From the depths I call You, YHVH.”3 
 
Rabbi Abba said, “From the depths—there is a hidden place above, depth of the well, 
from which streams and springs issue in every direction. That deepest depth is called 
Teshuvah, and one who wishes to be purified of his sins must call to the blessed Holy 
One through this, as is written: From the depths I call You YHVH. 4 

                                                
1
 He consulted the Torah...  Whose existence preceded the world. 

On God consulting the Torah before creating the human being, see Pirqei de-Rabbi Eli’ezer 11; 
Tanhuma, Pequdei 3. 
2
 before creating the world, the blessed Holy One created teshuvah...  Teshuvah means “return, 

turning back to God, repentance.” Without the opportunity of teshuvah, humanity would be subject to 
strict Judgment and the world would be doomed, so its creation preceded the world.  
See Bereshit Rabbah 1:4; BT Pesahim 54a. 
3
 If he returns to the supernal King...  To Tif’eret, known as YHVH, who is named in the verse from 

Psalms. 
4
 From the depths—there is a hidden place above...  According to Rabbi Abba, the depths mentioned 

in this verse do not refer primarily to the depths of the human heart or the depths of despair, but rather 
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“It has been taught: When a person sinned, he would bring his offering upon the altar and 
the priest would seek atonement for him and pray for him. Then Compassion was 
aroused, judgments were assuaged, and Teshuvah poured blessings through gushing 
springs; all the lamps were blessed as one, and the person was purified of his sin.5 
 
Maimonides,  Laws of Repentance,  Chapter 1 
1. If a person transgresses any of the mitzvot of the Torah whether willingly or 
inadvertently – when he repents and returns from his sin, he must confess before God, 
blessed be He, as it is said: “If a man or a woman commit any of the sins of man…they 
must confess the sin that they have done” (Numbers 5:6-7) – this 
refers to a verbal confession. This confession is a positive commandment.  
2. How does one confess? He says: “Please HaShem – I have sinned, transgressed and 
acted criminally before you and have done such and such. Behold I regret and am 
embarrassed from my actions, and I will never return to do this thing again.” This is the 
essence of the confession. Whoever confesses profusely and elaborates on these matters is 
worthy of praise! 

 
Confession 
 
My sin I acknowledged to You and my iniquity I did not conceal. I said, “I will 
confess my transgressions to YHVH,” and You forgave the guilt of my sin. Selah. 

(Psalms 32:5) 

 
Rabbi Hiyya and Rabbi Yose were walking on the road. As they were going along, Rabbi 
Yose said to Rabbi Hiyya, “Let us engage in words of the Ancient of Days.”6… 
 
Rabbi Hiyya opened, saying, “My sin I acknowledged to You and my iniquity I did not 
conceal… (Psalms 32:5). My sin I acknowleged to You—from here we learn that anyone 
who conceals his sins and does not declare them before the Holy King, pleading for 
mercy on them, is not allowed to open the door of teshuvah, because he is ashamed 
before Him.  
But if he declares them, the blessed Holy One has pity upon him, and Compassion 
overwhelms Judgment. All the more so if he weeps, for all shut doors are then opened and 
his prayer is accepted.7 
“So declaring one’s sins brings glory to the King, enabling Compassion to overwhelm 
Judgment. … 

                                                                                                                                       
to the cosmic depth, Binah.  From  Her,  the  streams  of  emanation  flow.  She  is  known  as  Teshuvah 
(Return), since all emerges from Her and ultimately returns to Her. Human teshuvah should be focused 
on this deep realm. From this depth, one should seek to draw forth the divine stream: From the depths 
[in which You are] I call You [forth]. 
5
 When a person sinned...  When the Temple still stood in Jerusalem. The sacrificial offering and the 

priestly prayer stimulated the flow from Binah (known as Teshuvah), which brought blessing to the 
sefirotic lamps and purified the human sinner. 
6
 words of the Ancient of Days  Secrets of Torah, which are referred to in BT Pesahim 119a as “things 

hidden by the Ancient of Days.”…and in Kabbalah refers specifcially to Keter, the primordial sefirah. 
7
 My sin I acknowledged...  On the need to confess and specify one’s sins, see Tosefta Yoma 4:14; JT 

Yoma 8:9, 45c; BT Yoma 86b; Zohar 2:41a (Piq); 3:195a–b, 231a. On opposition to declaring one’s 
sins, see BT Berakhot 34b, Sotah 7b; Zohar 2:186a. 
see BT Berakhot 32b, in the name of Rabbi El’azar: “Since the day the Temple was destroyed, the 
gates of prayer have been locked…. Yet even though the gates of prayer have been locked, the gates of. 
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“This verse is totally difficult. It is redundant, because I will confess my transgressions 
(Psalms 32:5) suffices; why My sin I acknowledged to You (ibid.) , and then I will confess 
my transgressions to YHVH? Furthermore, I will confess my transgressions to YHVH—
the verse should read to You.8 
 
“However, David uttered all his words by the Holy Spirit, and he spoke to the Kingdom of 
Heaven, for She is the agent from those below to those above, and from those above to 
those below. Whoever seeks the King informs Her first, so My sin I acknowledged to You. 9 
 
“And my iniquity I did not conceal (Psalms 32:5)—from Righteous One of the world.10 
 
“I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to YHVH’ (ibid.)—the Holy King who possesses 
all peace. And the peace that one should bring before Him is by conveyed by confession, 
for peace offerings are brought with confession, as is written:     (al zevah 
todat shelamav), with his confession peace sacrifice (Leviticus 7:13).11 
 
“And You forgave the guilt of my sin. Selah (Psalms 32:5)—high above, the place where 
the Holy Ancient One abides. Thus this verse is linked to all.12 
 
“Similarly, one who brings his plea to the King should unify His Holy Name by 
aspiration, binding all as one, and in that bond his plea will appear.”13 
Rabbi Yose said, “Who is wise enough to bring his plea like King David, who guards 
the gate of the King?”14 
Rabbi Hiyya replied, “Certainly! That is why Torah teaches us the ways of [20b] the Holy 
King, so that we may know how to follow Him, as is written: After YHVH your God shall 
you go… (Deuteronomy 13:5).” 

                                                
8
 This verse is totally difficult...  Not only is it redundant, but it begins by addressing God directly in 

the second person (to You) and then switches to an indirect wording (to YHVH). 
9
 David uttered all his words by the Holy Spirit...  King David, the Psalmist,  was inspired, and he 

began this verse by directly addressing Malkhut (Kingdom), the last and most accessible of the sefirot, 
who conveys Israel’s prayer from below to above and channels the divine flow of blessing from heaven 
to earth. On Malkhut (or Shekhinah) as the agent, see Zohar 2:51a. 
10

 from Righteous One of the world  Namely, Yesod, the next higher rung. On Yesod as Righteous 
One. 
11

 to YHVH—the Holy King who possesses all peace...  Namely, Tif’eret (above Yesod), who 
harmonizes the polar opposites Hesed and Gevurah, thereby mitigating harsh Judgment and bringing 
peace. By confessing one’s sins, a person contributes to such peace. 
The full verse in Leviticus  reads: With cakes of leavened bread he shall bring forward his offering 

 (al zevah todat shelamav), with his thanksgiving sacrifice of well-being [or: his 
thanksgiving peace sacrifice]. Rabbi Hiyya interprets todat shelamav, his thanksgiving peace 
(sacrifice), as indicating that peace offerings are brought with  (oda’ah), “confession.” 
On todah as implying confession, see above. 
12

 high above...  A high sefirotic realm, where Keter (known as the Holy Ancient One) abides. Keter is 
pure Compassion, forgiving sin. Thus the verse spans the divine spectrum from Malkhut to Keter.  
The word You in this verse may allude to Hokhmah, in which Keter abides. 
13

 unify His Holy Name...  Through pure intention, one can unify the sefirot, which are all symbolized 
by the letters of the Name YHVH. See above, note 27. 
14

 King David...  Who is linked with (and often symbolizes) Shekhinah, the gateway of the sefirot. 
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The Precious Stone 
Zohar Vol.II, Tezaveh, 184a-b (Translated by Daniel Matt) 
 
“…  When  Israel  below  arouse  the  shofar,  the  sound  issuing  from  it  strikes  the  air,  
splitting firmaments until it rises to that mighty rock covering the moon. …Then that 
sound persists and removes Judgment.  
Once Compassion has been aroused below, so too above, another, supernal shofar is 
aroused, emitting a sound that is Compassion; and sound meets sound, Compassion 
meets Compassion. By arousal below, there is similarly arousal above.

15
 

 “Now, you might say, ‘How can a sound below or an arousal below arouse 
similarly?’ Come and see: The lower world is always poised to receive and is called 
‘precious stone.’ And the upper world gives to Her only according to Her state of 
being. ..Thus, just as this lower world is aroused, so She draws from above.  
Therefore  Israel  hastens  to  arouse  a  sound  through  the  shofar—mystery  of  
Compassion, comprised of fire, water, and air, becoming one.  
Ascending, it strikes this precious stone, which is imbued with the colors of that 
sound. Then, according to Her appearance, so She draws from above.

16
 

“Once She is arrayed by this sound, Compassion issues from above and settles upon 
Her, and She is encompassed from below and above. Then the Other Side is 
confounded: he looks and sees the radiant face and his power weakens and he cannot 
accuse. And this precious stone displays radiance in every direction, radiance below 
and radiance above.

17
 

“When does She display radiance above? You must say, on Yom Kippur. When Yom 
Kippur arrives and this precious stone is illumined by radiance above, drawn by 
radiance below,  

                                                
15 Why?...  Why is the demonic force empowered? This is all part of the divine plan, 
stimulating Israel to act and repent. When they blow the shofar on Rosh Hashanah, 
its sound pierces all  the firmaments and reaches the demonic power (“that mighty 
rock”) that obscures the light of Shekhinah. Israel’s sincere devotion arouses 
Compassion, and the Other Side is confounded. The earthly shofar stimulates the 
sefirotic  shofar  (Binah),  which emits  Compassion (Tif’eret),  also  known as   (qol), 
“voice, sound.” 
16 just as this lower world is aroused...  As Shekhinah is aroused by Israel below, 
so  She  draws  the  sefirotic  flow  from  above.  The  sound  (or  voice)  of  the  shofar  
corresponds  to  the  divine  voice  of  Tif’eret (Compassion), which includes all three 
qualities of Hesed, Gevurah, and Tif’eret (symbolized respectively by water, fire, and 
air). As the sound of the earthly shofar ascends, it strikes the precious stone of 
Shekhinah. 
17 Once She is arrayed...  Once Shekhinah is prepared and arrayed by the sound of 
the earthly shofar, the Compassion of Tif’eret issues from the divine shofar (Binah) 
and reaches Her. Thus She is encompassed from the earthly sound below and the 
divine energy above. On. 
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