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How to Apologize 

 

 What makes this cartoon a funny one? 
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6 Steps of Teshuva 
by Rabbi Paul Kipnes 

 
Jewish tradition teaches that we need to engage in the process of teshuva year-
round. The High Holy Days are a reminder for those procrastinators among us to 
get moving on this life-fixing process. These 6 steps of teshuva are distillation of 
the medieval rabbi Maimonides’ Laws of Repentance can help guide all of us as we 
do the work we need to do. 

1.REGRET 

No wrongdoing can be transformed until we first recognize the error of our ways. A 
private, deeply personal step, regret implies that we truly feel remorse for what we 
have done. One cannot begin to make teshuva by apologizing for an action if you 
do not really believe you were wrong. Such repentance, undertaken without a sense 
of regret, does not lead to true healing. Guilt can be helpful here. Guilt that sense 
of shame about our actions is connected to regret. Guilt can be good if it propels us 
forward on the path toward change. 

2. RENOUNCE 

To renounce our wrongdoings requires honest personal evaluation. We look into our 
hearts and souls and admit to ourselves that our actions were wrong. No excuses. 
No rationalizations. We cease to see the action as a necessary consequence of our 
personality. We distance ourselves, emotionally and intellectually, from the deed. 
Renouncing a sin does not mean that we deny that it happened or that we deny 
doing it. Rather, renunciation means that we reject any sense that we needed to act 
as we did. 

3. CONFESS 

Confession acknowledges that saying something aloud to others makes it real. 
Speaking about our mistakes forces us to confront the consequences of our actions 
and come to terms with why performing them was so seductive. There are two 
levels to a confession: confessing to the victim and then confessing to those who 
know the victim or who know about the wrongdoing. 

Confessing our wrongdoings begins with confessing to those we most directly 
wronged. Openly, honestly, and without holding back, we admit our wrongdoing, 
describe our regret, renounce our actions, apologize, and then steel ourselves for 
the onslaught of emotion to come. Only after this, does the sinner then confess to 
third parties, those touched by the wrongdoing, whether by their knowledge of the 
act or by their relationship to the victim. You may wonder why Judaism expects a 
sinner to effect first a private, face to face confession when we live in a world, 
which seems to encourage people to go first onto TV talk shows to confess publicly 
their sins? Jewish tradition declares that forgiveness only can be bestowed by the 
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one wronged. As such, true repentance ensures that the one wronged hears the 
confession first. Moreover, such a confession is more poignant and believable. The 
repentant stands before the one harmed and prepares to take the blame. 

4.RECONCILE 

These first three steps address the sinner’s needs. Step four, reconcile, focuses on 
the one wronged. However commendable regret or confession may be, these alone 
do not heal someone who has been hurt or deceived. If teshuva is to be more than 
a simple way for the sinner to feel good again – if it is to become a tool for 
repairing souls, both the sinner’s and the victim’s – then it must transcend the 
realm of the emotion and conversation, and enter the tangible world of action. 

To reconcile with the person wronged begins with sincere apology. It continues with 
a long term investment of our time and energy, as long as necessary, until the 
sinner and the person wronged are able to work through this problem. We may 
need to spend significant time talking. We may need to give the other person time 
alone and space. Be patient. You see, we quickly hurt others but it takes time to 
heal. 

5. MAKE AMENDS 

Making amends acknowledges that healing the pain we have caused needs to be 
achieved through mundane actions. We begin with financial compensation. We offer 
to pay, where appropriate, for therapy, spiritual counseling, or continued education 
for the one wronged. Then we may enroll ourselves in therapy, support groups or 
classes so that we may learn to identify and restrain the impulses, which led us to 
our sins. Volunteering a significant amount of your time to worthy causes is 
important. Reaching out to others is a powerful way to reenergize your soul, 
proving your commitment to change. Give tzedakah: a donation of money cannot 
buy forgiveness; it can help others who similarly hurt if given to appropriate 
organizations. 

6.RESOLVE 

Teshuva will be shleima (complete) only if we resolve not to repeat the offense. 
Having recognized the wrongfulness of our actions, having apologized and 
reimbursed the injured party, we resolve to work diligently not to fall into the same 
behavior when the situation or opportunity arises again. 

What about God? What’s God Got to Do with It? 

It is ALL about God. Yom Kippur atones for sins between a person and God (when 
true teshuva has taken place). But Yom Kippur does not atone for sins between two 
people until they have made peace with each other. God can provide us with the 
courage and strength to become regretful and vulnerable enough to walk the path 
of teshuva. God can help us access the humility we need to forgive those who have 
hurt us. Recognizing Adonai Echad (that God is One) and that we are part of that 
Oneness can make it easier to return to that Oneness through teshuvah.
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Rabbi Elazar and the Ugly Man 
Insights into Babylonian Talmud Ta’anit 20a 

(A Story with a Twist) 

 
Background to Our Story 

Rabbi Elazar son of Rabbi Simeon  

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eleazar_ben_Simeon 

Elazar b. Simeon (or Elazar ben Simeon or Rabbi Elazar son of R. Simeon was a Jewish 
Tanna sage of the fifth generation, contemporary of Rabbi Judah haNasi. 

He was the son of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, and appears in many of the stories concerning 
his father. According to these stories, Elazar spent his youth with his father in a cave, 
studying Torah while hiding from the Roman persecutors who sought his father's life. After 
the death of Hadrian, when events took a somewhat more favorable turn for the Jews, 
father and son left the cave and returned to the busy world. Elazar, grown too zealous 
during his long seclusion, often cursed those who devoted their time to things secular, and 
his father found it necessary to interfere, appeasing them and mollifying him.  

After Shimon's death Elazar entered the academy of the Patriarch Simeon ben Gamaliel II, 
and became the colleague of the patriarch's son, Judah HaNasi; but there was rivalry 
between the two. Nevertheless, after Elazar's death, Judah HaNasi devoted himself to caring 
for Elazar's wayward son Yosei.  

There are various legendary stories concerning Elazar's unusual physical size.  

Though wanted in his youth by the Roman government, later on Elazar worked on behalf of 
the Roman government as a security and public order commissioner. This made him very 
unpopular. 

Later in life he regretted the part he had taken under the hated government, and is said to 
have imposed on himself the most painful penance. His wife even divorced him because the 
financial cost of caring for his ailments was draining her family wealth, though after this 
Elazar was able to support himself due to the timely arrival of sixty sailors bearing gifts for 
him.  

Elazar and his wife seem to have reunited by the time of his death. As Elazar lay dying, 
worrying that resentment over his government work would lead the rabbis to deny him a 
proper burial, he enjoined his wife to preserve his remains under her roof rather than 



5 
 

burying him immediately. He died at Akbara, and his wife did as instructed. Legend relates 
many miracles performed by the dead rabbi, one of which was that litigants plead their 
cases in the rabbi's house, and the verdict was pronounced from the mortuary chamber. 
After many years his former colleagues resolved to bury him, but a new difficulty arose. The 
inhabitants of Akbara, believing that the sage's remains miraculously protected them 
against incursions of wild beasts, refused permission to remove the body. Ultimately, 
however, in compliance with the request of the rabbis, people from the nearby town of Birya 
carried it off by stealth, and it was deposited at Meron beside that of his father.  

Due to his varied learning, his surviving colleagues cited the Scriptural verse "Who is it that 
comes out of the wilderness like pillars of smoke, perfumed with myrrh and frankincense, 
with all powders of the merchant? and answered, "It is Elazar ben Simon, who united in 
himself all noble qualities, he having been well versed in Scripture and in traditional law, 
and having been a [liturgical] poet, a leader in prayers, and a preacher". 

Rabbis’ Distinctive Attire 

 

Studying Torah in the Time of the Talmud 

Cedars, Reeds, and Quills 

   

Migdal Gedor 

The location of Migdal Gedor is unclear. Some contend that it was a small settlement 
between Ĥamat Gader and Gader. According to this opinion, the river referred to in the 
Gemara was apparently the Yarmouk. 

The Text: Babylonian Talmud Ta’anit 20a 
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 לדַּגְמִּמִ ןוֹעמְשִׁ יבִּרַבְּ רזָעָלְאֶ יבִּרַ אבָּשֶׁ השֶׂעֲמַ .זראֶכְּ השֶׁקָ אהֵיְ לאַוְ הנֶקָכְּ 3רַ םדָאָ אהֵיְ םלָוֹעלְ :ןנַבָּרַ וּנתָּ
 וילָעָ הסָּגַּ וֹתּעְדַּ התָיְהָוְ ,הלָוֹדגְּ החָמְשִׂ חַמֵשָׂוְ ר. הָנָ תפַשְׂ לעַ לייֵּטַמְוּ רוֹמחֲ לעַ בוּכרָ היָהָוְ ,וֹבּרַ תיבֵּמִ רוֹדגְּ
 ריזִחֱהֶ אֹלוְ .יבִּרַ ,Mילֶעָ םוֹלשָׁ :וֹל רמַאָ רתֵוֹיבְּ רעָוֹכמְ היָהָשֶׁ דחָאֶ םדָאָ וֹל ןמֵּדַּזְנִ ,הבֵּרְהַ הרָוֹתּ דמַלָּשֶׁ ינֵפְּמִ
 ,עַדֵוֹי ינִיאֵ :וֹל רמַאָ ?Mתְוֹמכְּ ןירִעָוֹכמְ Mרְיעִ ינֵבְּ לכָּ אמָּשֶׁ !שׁיאִהָ וֹתוֹא רעָוֹכמְ המָּכַּ ,הקָירֵ :וֹל רמַאָ .וֹל
 רוֹמחֲהַ ןמִ דרַיָ ,אטָחָשֶׁ וֹמצְעַבְּ עדַיָּשֶׁ ןוָיכֵּ !תָישִׂעָשֶׁ הזֶ ילִכְּ רעָוֹכמְ המָּכַּ :ינִאַשָׂעֲשֶׁ ןמָּוּאלָ רוֹמאֱוֶ 3לֵ אלָּאֶ
 רוֹמאֱוֶ ינִאַשָׂעֲשֶׁ ןמָּוּאלָ 3לֵתֵּשֶׁ דעַ Mלְ לחֵוֹמ ינִיאֵ :וֹל רמַאָ !ילִ לוֹחמְ ,Mלְ יתִינֵעֲנַ :וֹל רמַאָוְ ,וינָפָלְ חטַּתַּשְׁנִוְ
 וּיהָוְ ,וֹתארָקְלִ וֹריעִ ינֵבְּ וּאצְיָ .וֹריעִלְ עַיגִּהִשֶׁ דעַ וירָחֲאַ לייֵּטַמְ היָהָ !תָישִׂעָשֶׁ הזֶ ילִכְּ רעָוֹכמְ המָּכַּ :וֹל
 הזֶלָ :וֹל וּרמְאָ ?יבִּרַ ,יבִּרַ :ןירִוֹק םתֶּאַ ימִלְ :םהֶלָ רמַאָ .ירִוֹמ ,ירִוֹמ ,יבִּרַ ,יבִּרַ ,Mילֶעָ םוֹלשָׁ :וֹל םירִמְוֹא
 3כָּ :םהֶלָ רמַאָ ?המָ ינֵפְּמִ :וֹל וּרמְאָ !לאֵרָשְׂיִבְּ וֹתוֹמכְּ וּבּרְיִ לאַ ,יבִּרַ הזֶ םאִ :םהֶלָ רמַאָ .Mירֶחֲאַ לייֵּטַמְּשֶׁ
 ינִירֵהֲ םכֶלְיבִשְׁבִּ :םהֶלָ רמַאָ .אוּה הרָוֹתּבַּ לוֹדגָּ םדָאָשֶׁ ,וֹל לוֹחמְ ,ןכֵ יפִּ לעַ ףאַ :וֹל וּרמְאָ .ילִ השָׂעָ 3כָוְ
 םדָאָ אהֵיְ םלָוֹעלְ :שׁרַדָוְ ןוֹעמְשִׁ יבִּרַבְּ רזָעָלְאֶ יבִּרַ סנַכְנִ דיָּמִ .ןכֵּ תוֹשׂעֲלַ ליגִרָ אהֵיְ אֹלּשֶׁ דבַלְבִוּ ,וֹל לחֵוֹמ
 ,ןילִּיפִתְּ ,הרָוֹתּ רפֶסֵ וֹבּ בוֹתּכְלִ סוֹמלְוּק הנָּמֶיהֵ לוֹטּילִ הנֶקָ הכָזָ 3כָיפִלְוּ .זרֶאֶכְּ השֶׁקָ אהֵיְ לאַוְ הנֶקָכְּ 3רַ
 .תוֹזוּזמְוּ

An incident occurred in which Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi Shimon, came from 

Migdal Gedor, from his rabbi’s house, and he was riding on a donkey and 

strolling on the bank of the river. And he was very happy, and his head was 

swollen with pride because he had studied much Torah.  

He happened upon an exceedingly ugly person, who said to him: Greetings to 

you, my rabbi, but Rabbi Elazar did not return his greeting. Instead, Rabbi Elazar 

said to him: Worthless person, how ugly is that man.  Are all the people of 

your city as ugly as you?  

The man said to him: I do not know, but you should go and say to the 

Craftsman Who made me: How ugly is the vessel you made.  

When Rabbi Elazar realized that he had sinned, he descended from his donkey 

and prostrated himself before him, and he said to the man: I have sinned 

against you; forgive me.  

The man said to him: I will not forgive you go until you go to the Craftsman 

Who made me and say: How ugly is the vessel you made. He walked behind 

until they reached Rabbi Elazar’s city. The people of his city came out to greet 

him, saying to him: Greetings to you, my rabbi, my rabbi, my master, my 

master.  

The man said to them: Who are you calling my rabbi, my rabbi? 
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They [the people of Rabbi Elazar’s city] said to him: To this man, who is 

walking behind you.  

He [the man] said to them: If this man is a rabbi, may there not be many like 

him among the Jewish people.  

They [the people of Rabbi Elazar’s city] asked him: For what reason do you say 

this?  

He [the man] said to them: He did such and such to me.  

They [the people of Rabbi Elazar’s city] said to him: Even so, forgive him, as 

he is a great Torah scholar. 

He [the man] said to them: For your sakes I forgive him, provided that he 

accepts upon himself not to become accustomed to behave like this. 

Immediately, Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi Shimon, entered the study hall and 

taught: A person should always be soft like a reed and he should not be stiff 

like a cedar. And therefore, due to its gentle qualities, the reed merited that a quill 

is taken from it to write with it a Torah scroll, phylacteries, and mezuzot. 

Explaining the Story 

What’s going on in our story? (The sequence of events) 

Comprehension Questions 

 Why did the ugly man greet Rabbi Elazar?  

Answer 1 ____________________________________________________ 

Answer 2 ____________________________________________________ 

 How did the ugly man know Rabbi Elazar was a rabbi? 

 Who is “the craftsman” the ugly man is referring to? 

 Why do the people go out to greet Rabbi Elazar? 

 What is the process of repentance described in the story? 
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Analysis Questions 

 What is your opinion about the quality of the “Torah” Rabbi Elazar studied? 

 The people of Rabbi Elazar’s city said to the ugly man: “Even so, forgive him, as 

he is a great Torah scholar.” Why would they say so after learning what Rabbi Elazar 

did? 

Answer 1 ____________________________________________________ 

Answer 2 ____________________________________________________ 

Answer 3 ____________________________________________________ 

Answer 4 ____________________________________________________ 

Bonus  After the incident, Rabbi Elazar enters (the Beit Midrash) immediately to 

teach: “A person should always be soft like a reed and he should not be stiff like a 

cedar.” Whom was he referring to?  Who is soft as a reed in our story? Who is 

hard as a cedar? 

Bonus  After the incident, Rabbi Elazar enters (the Beit Midrash) immediately to 

teach: “A person should always be soft like a reed and he should not be stiff like a 

cedar.” Why was this Rabbi Elazar’s first official lesson? 

“The Question”  

 Why did Rabbi Elazar do such a shocking thing? 

Answer 1 ____________________________________________________ 

Answer 2 ____________________________________________________ 

Answer 3 ____________________________________________________ 

Answer 4 ____________________________________________________ 

“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from the Text 

 “If you believe that you can destroy, believe that you can repair!”  

        Rabbi Nachman of Breslov 
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 Repentance and Forgiveness: “not suitable for cedars.”  

 

In this story, we find an obnoxious, mean, even cruel Rabbi Elazar. The story is 

even more shocking if we consider that Rabbi Elazar had just completed his formal 

Torah studies, and that his father, Rabbi Shimon bar Yoachai, was one of the 

greatest Rabbis of all times. The main question the reader has is: why would Rabbi 

Elazar do such a terrible thing. However, as important as this question is for the 

reader, it is not central to the author of our story, who is more interested in 

exploring how to repair a mess than to explain it. Rabbi Elazar’s lesson - A person 

should always be soft like a reed and he should not be stiff like a cedar- is directed 

to himself, to the ugly man, and to his students (and by extension to us, the 

readers), reminding all of us that repentance and forgiveness are impossible 

without flexibility.  
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