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The Secret of Teshuvah 

Yom Kippur 
  

Harav Hagaon Nissan Kaplan Shlit''a 
 

We’re standing just a couple of days before the yom hagadol vehakadosh, Yom Hakippurim, about 

which the Torah says: ְטָהרּו ְפנֵּי ה' תִּ ם לִּ יכֶּ ל ַחטֹּאתֵּ כֹּ ם מִּ ְתכֶּ ר אֶּ ם ְלַטהֵּ יכֶּ ר ֲעלֵּ י ַבּיֹום ַהזֶּה ְיַכפֵּ  We all want to do .כִּ

teshuvah; actually, I think everyone listens to these shmuessen for one purpose: we want to do 

teshuvah. We want to come back to the Ribbono Shel Olam. And we’re trying! If only someone 

would just give us the secret of how to do it....   

  

I hear from a lot of people, “I’m trying so much, I’m trying for so many years, but I never manage. 

Maybe you can give me the secret.” 

  

Rabbeinu Yonah gives a Pesichah (Shaarei Teshuvah 1:1) in which he offers the secret of how to 

get to teshuvah: 

  

כי יעזור ה' לשבים כאשר אין יד טבעם משגת ויחדש בקרבם רוח טהורה להשיג מעלת אהבתו, שנאמר "ושבת עד ה' 

ככל אשר אנכי מצוך היום אתה ובניך בכל לבבך ובכל נפשך." ואומר בגוף הענין "ומל ה' את אלקיך ושמעת בקולו 

 .להשיג אהבתו -לבבך ואת לבב זרעך" 

  

Hashem will help those who do teshuvah when they can’t do it on their own, says Rabbeinu Yonah. 

  

So I’m sure you’re all asking, “Nu, for twenty years I haven’t been able to do it on my own, and 

I’m waiting and waiting, but Hashem never came to help me! Where’s the יעזור ה' לשבים כאשר אין יד

 ”? טבעם משגת

  

Here’s the mistake. Rabbeinu Yonah doesn’t say: 'כאשר אין יד טבעם משגת לבני אדם יעזור ה . He 

says: 'כאשר אין יד טבעם משגת לשבים יעזור ה . You have to do everything you can do, and thenHashem 

helps. 

  

Let’s say a person is drowning and a helicopter comes to rescue him. In order to be saved, he has 

to extend his hand to hold onto the rope. If he doesn’t extend his hand, no one is going to pull him 

out. 'לשבים יעזור ה . 

  

The pesukim that Rabbeinu Yonah cites contain a similar message: יָך  you do your - ְוַשְבָת ַעד ה' ֱאֹלקֶּ

part, and then Hashem will help you: ָך ת ְלַבב ַזְרעֶּ ת ְלָבְבָך ְואֶּ יָך אֶּ  .ּוָמל ה' ֱאֹלקֶּ
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Morai v’rabbosai - can we not do more? Can we not do a better Shacharis, a better Minchah? Can 

we not learn in Aseres Yemei Teshuvah five or ten minutes a day of Rabbeinu Yonah? Instead of 

sharing every bit of news through Whatsapp, maybe we should be sending each other a Whatsapp 

of Shaarei Teshuvah? Just a little bit... 

  

Maybe you can’t do much, but if you can do more than what you’re doing, then you don’t qualify 

for Hashem’s help. The key is: יעזור ה' לשבים כאשר אין יד טבעם משגת - you do the most you can do, 

and then Hashem promises, “I will change you, I will help you, I will turn you into a different 

person.”   

 

Look at the roshei teivos of Elul: י י לִּ י ְודֹודִּ י ְלדֹודִּ ָךּוָמל ה' אֱ  ,Then .ֲאנִּ ת ְלַבב ַזְרעֶּ ת ְלָבְבָך ְואֶּ יָך אֶּ ֹלקֶּ . Hashem 

is waiting on Yom Kippur for all of us to come back. But we have to go to shul, we have to open 

our hearts. We can’t wait to start to cry during Unesaneh Tokef; that’s not called  כאשר אין יד טבעם

 applies when a person does what he can do - and כאשר אין יד טבעם משגת The concept of .משגת

everyone knows what he can do. 

 

In the couple of days left until Yom Kippur, pashuteh people like me can try to learn Shaarei 

Teshuvah, Shaar Alef, for ten minutes every day. One page, two pages, three pages every day; I 

can’t do much more than that, but after that it’s יעזור ה' לשבים כאשר אין יד טבעם משגת. 

 

The same applies to making kabbalos. Of course, a person can’t change completely overnight, but 

he can make a kabbalah that will change him somewhat. Perhaps he can make a kabbalah to learn 

an hour of Gemara every day. Or perhaps an hour is too much, in which case he should make 

a kabbalah to learn only half an hour. The yetzer hara comes and tells you, “An hour? Learn five 

hours a day!” 

 

Now, the yetzer hara is already over five thousand years old. He knows all the tricks. He doesn’t 

care if you made kabbalos. In advance of Yom Kippur, he sits and adds to your kabbalos: “And 

what’s with shemiras einayim?” Another kabbalah. “And what’s with brachos?” 

Another kabbalah. “And what’s with kedushah?” Another kabbalah. “And what’s 

with bittul Torah?” Another kabbalah. “Lashon hara?” Another kabbalah. “Netilasyadayim?” 

Another kabbalah. “Bad restaurants?” Another kabbalah. “Bad places?” Another kabbalah. 

“Kibbud av?” Another kabbalah. 

 

He knows that Motza’ei Yom Kippur you’re not keeping any of this. 

 

What is teshuvah? I’m trying to go back and get closer to the Ribbono Shel Olam. How do I do 

that? 

 

If a person wants to be a doctor he goes to medical school. If he wants to be a lawyer he goes to 

law school. He doesn’t become a lawyer after one day in law school, nor does he make partner in 

a top firm as soon as he graduates law school. It takes time; it’s a process. 

 

Hashem wants to see a process. What’s the process? Obviously, you have to be sorry for what you 

did. You need charatah, you need vidui. But the main thing is: Show that you’re planning to 

change. 

 

Try to think of three kabbalos that you can actually hold onto. Don’t make extreme kabbalosthat 

you can’t keep. Perhaps a yeshiva mahn can take on himself to learn twelve hours. Maybe 

some talmidei chachamim can take upon themselves to learn sixteen hours. But maybe someone in 
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the business world can only take upon himself to learn an hour. Do you really think you can learn 

an hour a day? If you’re not holding there, do a half hour. But the kabbalah has to be 

a kabbalah that you know you won’t stop, a kabbalah that you know you can keep for a year. If 

you think a year is too much, then take it on until Pesach. 

 

The kabbalah you take on has to be something that will change you, something that will uplift you. 

If you do that, there’s a promise from the Ribbono Shel Olam:  יעזור ה' לשבים כאשר אין יד טבעם משגת

 .ויחדש בקרבם רוח טהורה

 

I want to wish everyone a gmar chasima tova, a year filled with hatzlachah,  בני חיי

 nachas from your children, shalom bayis, refuah, nechamah, parnassah. We should ,מזוני

be zocheh together to ביאת משיח צדקנו במהרה בימינו אמן.    

 

 


