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Rewriting the Book of Our Lives: 

The Power of Teshuvah 

Rosh Hashanah Ma’ariv 5783 

 

Ma tovu ohalecha Ya’akov mishkenotecha Yisrael.  How beautiful 

are your tents, O Jacob, your tabernacles O Israel. We 

traditionally say these words when we enter a synagogue because 

a tabernacle, a word going back to the Torah, is a sacred and 

prayerful space.  This Tabernacle is indeed a holy place.  Like 

Abraham, whose tent was open on all sides to be welcoming to 

guests, the Camp Meeting Association has always been so 

gracious to us.  We are blessed by your welcome and by our 

mutual friendship.  So I want to begin by saying, Ma tovu ohalecha 

Ya’akov, mishenotecha Yisrael.  How beautiful it is to be in this 

Tabernacle, this holy space, on this first day of the New year. 

“Today the world was born” Hayom Harat Olam-- this is 

what we proclaim after blasts of the shofar.  The Hebrew word 

for birth is the same as that for pregnancy.  So another translation 

might be, “today the world is pregnant with possibility.”  We are 

celebrating birth and creation, but we are also celebrating the gift 
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of possibilities. Whatever we try to create, a central assumption of 

Rosh Hashanah is that most of us don’t get it right the first time—

or for that matter, the second or third.   So this holiday holds up 

the part of creation that is about do-overs, persistence, the 

courage to try again in the face of failures.  We do this together in 

a communal space because it is hard work to do alone without 

feeling shame or disappointment in ourselves.  We admit, with 

the support of community and in the presence of God, that we 

have made mistakes, have gone in the wrong direction and need 

help.  In a status driven world, so much depends on our 

presenting ourselves as flawless. We tend not to give each other 

much room for error or weakness.  So it is helpful if we can take 

off those masks together and admit in humility that every one of 

us brings some brokenness that we need to nurture, rethink, and 

re-do.   
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Perhaps this is what it means to be created in the image of 

God.  For in Judaism there many stories and interpretations 

where God’s strength is not getting it right the first time, but 

getting it wrong and trying again.   

But wait, that doesn’t sound God-like.  Isn’t God perfect?  

If by “perfect” we mean getting it right the first time, then that is 

more like an idol of illusion than like God.  Our tradition, rather, 

embraces a process from the divine to the human, where getting it 

wrong can be a foundation for doing right.  Even ma’asu habonim 

hayta l’rosh pina, the stone that the builders have rejected (as the 

wrong one) has become the foundation of the whole structure 

(Psalm 118:22). 

Let’s start with a few examples in our tradition of God 

getting it wrong, so to speak, and doing it over.  The first example 

is, of course, at the very beginning—creation.  The Torah 
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poetically describes the process of creation in primordial time.  

We notice that at the end of each of the first 5 days of creation it is 

written that God saw that it was “good,” tov-- each day that is 

except Day 2, or Monday. I guess Mondays were hard even in 

primordial time.  But the rest of the days God calls “good.” The 

end of the 6th day, however, just before Shabbat, the Torah says 

something different—it is a small difference, but one that the 

rabbis make much of.  It does not say that what God saw was 

“good.”  It says rather that “God saw all that God had made, and 

found it very good—tov me’od (Genesis 1:31).”  

Why add the word “very,” the rabbis ask.  It may seem 

obvious.  The plain sense of adding very to something already 

divine and already “good” must mean that it is even better than 

good.  It must mean it is an A+, that it is perfect.  God nailed it.  

But there is a line of thinking in the midrash of Talmudic times 
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that reads “very good” not as “perfect” but as being mixed with, 

or let’s say strengthened, by mistakes. 

“God saw all that God had made, and found it very good—

tov me’od.”  Rabbi Abbahu suggests the all that God made refers to 

all the worlds God had tried out before arriving at this one, all the 

different drafts and revisions and attempts God had made that 

didn’t work (Bereishit Rabbah 3:7).  Another interpretation is that 

the phrase tov me’od, very good, means actually good and bad, 

using a word play that makes me’od (very) into mot death 

(Bereishit Rabbah 9:7). In other words, something “very good” is 

not something all good but a combination of life and death, good 

and bad, where our mistakes are transformed into our strengths. 

You can see this combination in Jewish mysticism as well, 

where the creation story contains a mistake, so to speak. Many of 

you know the phrase “tikkun olam” or repair of the brokenness of 
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the world.  But that brokenness is said to be inherent in God’s 

creation.  According to the mystical story, the light of God, 

shining through the eyes of the primordial human being could 

not be contained in its vessels and there was a cosmic rupture or 

the breaking of the vessels.  Our world is a result of a breaking, 

you might call it a divine misjudgment or mistake, so to speak, 

but it is a break inherent in the creation, resulting in the mixture 

of good and bad.  And it is this mixture, not the illusion of 

perfection, that makes human life sustainable, giving meaning to 

the lives we lead.  If perfection is getting it all right the first time 

or all the time, perfection is like an idol, like a machine.  

Creativity, however, spirituality, or just a life well-lived, requires 

mistakes. 

Mistakes.  They may be life paths or relationships we try but 

don’t work out.  Or the mistakes we make when we hurt people 
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we love the most, or let our sometimes outsized egos get in the 

way of our higher values. They may be the mistakes we make 

doing work we care about but inevitably have times when we 

disappoint ourselves or others.  They may be small mistakes for 

which we are too hard on ourselves, or large ones with 

consequences too difficult for us to face.   

We live in a punitive culture that demands perfection, and 

often punishes mistakes with little compassion, especially in 

regard to the vulnerable with the least resources and power.  

When we demand of our leaders, our colleagues, our children 

and ourselves perfection, we are eliminating the possibility of a 

process of teshuvah that, for Judaism, is the foundation of life.  In 

the context of those demands of perfection, it is easy to feel shame 

about being less than perfect, making it so much harder to do that 

teshuvah or make the changes in our lives that are necessary so 
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that the wrong can be turned to right, and the good can be turned 

to very good. 

We internalize this demand for perfection at a young age.  

When I first tutored B’nai Mitzvah students many years ago, I 

was struck by the conversations among 13-year-olds who were 

either exalted that they made “no mistakes” in their Torah 

reading, or deflated that they had made one or two, as if that said 

something about their core being.  Sometimes in practice, those 

couple of mistakes would bring a student to tears.  I would 

always try to express to them that the “success” of the Bar or Bat 

Mitzvah had nothing to do with whether they read Torah 

perfectly, without mistakes.  After all, it is Jewish tradition to 

have a spotter right next to the Torah reader because it is expected 

that there will be mistakes.  The thing that made a Bat Mitzvah 

(or a life, for that matter) very good, was the learning from 
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mistakes, the heart we put into it, the teshuvah and growth we 

have the courage to do.  A machine could read the Torah without 

mistakes—but how holy would that feel? 

And speaking of Torah, the Torah is itself a second draft, so 

to speak, based on a mistake, on brokenness.  The mistake was 

the making of the Golden Calf, and Moshe’s subsequent 

smashing of the tablets.  The Torah and the tablets that we have, 

is a re-write of the tablets that Moshe broke.  In Deuteronomy, 

Moses is sharing his memories of the Golden Calf and its 

aftermath with the second generation of the wilderness, because 

the first generation has died off.  He wants the second generation 

to know their story.  He tells them that he received a set of tablets, 

the Ten Commandments that were, so to speak, “perfect.” They 

were carved and inscribed by the hand of God.  But those perfect 

tablets lasted a short time before they ended up in pieces.  So 
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Moses and God start again.  This time, Moses carves out two 

tablets and makes another ark. God inscribes the writing on the 

human made tablets and says Moses should “put them in the ark 

(Deuteronomy 10:1-2).” 

Now the question is: what does “them” refer to?  Rabbi Meir 

says that “them” refers to both the broken pieces of the first set of 

tablets along with the rewritten, second set (Bava Batra 14b).  The 

ark that carries the tablets must contain both.  And the ark, 

teaches the Zohar, the text of Jewish mysticism, is really the 

human heart.1 

We need to open our hearts to include both sets of tablets, 

the broken and whole, both in our lives and in those of others.  

Perhaps that is the power of the image of the Book of Life, Sefer 

haHayyim.  Just as the Torah, that supernal writing, is that 

combination of the broken tablets and the whole, so I imagine is 
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the Book of Life—Sefer haHayim,  a book of revisions and rewrites, 

joy and pain, mistakes and deepened awareness. 

When I was a student, I was insecure about my writing, 

because I thought that if I were a good writer, I would be able to 

write really well in a first draft.  I wouldn’t need a second or 

third.  As I got older, however, I embraced the rewrite, 

understanding that letting go of something written was as 

important as writing it. But it really hit home during a sabbatical 

about 5 years ago, when I went to see an exhibit at the Houghton 

Library of a handwritten drafts of the last page of James Joyce’s 

Ulysses.  The page is famous for the unconventional repetition, at 

least 10 places on the page, of the word “yes”.  The impact is 

tremendous, and it seems so simple.  But looking at the 

manuscripts, the word yes is crossed out, added, inserted here 
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and there in many successive tries until it became the draft we 

know. 

That draft we know, however, is not even that is a final one.  

Joyce famously rewrote, even after it went to print, even after it 

was published.  That is why it is so hard to have a definitive 

edition of the masterpiece.  Perhaps that is what makes it a 

masterpiece.   

We are all writers of our own lives.  That is what the “Book 

of Life” means.  We are continually writing draft upon draft, 

crossing out, making improvements. That is what teshuvah 

means.  You cannot get to “yes,” to holiness, to the lives we want 

to live, while presenting ourselves as the perfect first draft. And 

we cannot be the society we want to be if punishment is the only 

tool in box.  There needs to be room for teshuvah, individually 
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and collectively, room for mistakes, room for forgiveness, room 

for change. 

As Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel advised young people, 

which is equally true for all ages, “remember that the meaning of 

life is to build life as if it were a work of art. You're not a 

machine.”2   

May we let go of the illusion of perfection, and embrace the 

reality of the imperfect in ourselves and in others.  Let us love and 

support one another at this time when we celebrate the birth of a 

new world that is pregnant with possibility.  Let us help one 

another to write a new chapter in the Book of Life written 

through a life of teshuvah, change and transformation.  If God 

can embrace the imperfect, revise and rewrite, so must we.  Then 

we create together something that is truly very good. 
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1 Reshit Hokhma quoted in https://bronfman.org/wp-

content/uploads/2021/12/Broken-Tablets-A-Study-Guide-for-Shavuot-

Rabbi-Mishael-Zion-_-Text-and-the-City-_-Shavuot-_-Behaalotcha-2014.pdf 
 
2 NBC interview with Carl Stern, 1972. 
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