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In our prayers, we refer to Hashem as “He Who opens the gate to those who knock in repentance.” 
The Imrei Emes (Parshas Vaeira 5675) questions why Hashem needs to open the gate, for the Medrash (Devorim 

Rabbah 2:12) teaches that the gates of repentance are eternally open. 

Sefer Yetzirah (4:12) teaches that there are seven gates to the nefesh: two eyes, two ears, two nostrils, 
and the mouth. The commentators use this to explain the verse, “You shall appoint judges and officers in 
all your gates that Hashem your G-d gives you” (Devorim 16:18). “All your gates” refers to the seven gates in 
a person’s head: two eyes, two ears, two nostrils, and the mouth, each of which has the ability to cause a 
person to sin by seeing, hearing, speaking, or smelling something inappropriate. Thus, we are commanded 
to appoint judges and officers over them, meaning that we must take great care at every moment not to 
stumble and sin. This is hinted to by the fact that the word b’chol ( "בכל" -  in “all” your gates) has a mispar 
katan of 7, alluding to these seven gates. 

If a person stumbles and sins via any of these gates, he renders it impure. He fills the gates with 
dirt and filth from his sins until they become closed and incapable of seeing, hearing, and speaking the word 
of Hashem. What should a person do if he has sullied and closed off all the gates of his nefesh? How can 
the eyes that saw what they saw merit seeing the pleasantness of Hashem and the wonders of His Torah? 
How can the ears that heard lashon hara merit hearing the word of Hashem? How can the mouth that was 
tarnished and dirtied by speaking lashon hara and idle chatter merit speaking pearls of Torah and prayer? 
All the gates are closed! It is regarding such a situation that we refer to Hashem as “He Who opens the gate 
to those who knock in teshuvah.” In other words, not only does the penitent merit having his sins forgiven, 
but Hashem in His love also opens all the seven gates of the nefesh that became closed by his sins and 
replaces them with holy and pure gates that enable him to serve his Father in Heaven. 

With this insight, we can more deeply understand the verse, “A righteous man falls seven times 
and rises” (Mishlei 24:16). This teaches us that even if G-d forbid we have fallen seven times and damaged 
and stained all seven gates of our souls, we should not despair. Instead, it is incumbent upon us to strengthen 
ourselves and completely return to Hashem, and our Father in Heaven will open for us all the gates that we 
sullied through our evil inclinations, and He will purify and sanctify them like those of a newborn baby. 
Therefore, we should not listen to our evil inclinations that whisper to us, “How do you have the gall to 
learn Torah and pray to Hashem with these impure and disgusting limbs?” All these words are false and 
deceitful! 
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The Gemora (Avodah Zara 17a) recounts that it was said about Rabbi Elozar ben Dordaya that there 
was not a single harlot in the world with whom he did not have relations. He once heard about a far-away 
harlot and took a large sum of money to pay her fee and crossed seven rivers to reach her. As he was sinning 
with her, she passed gas and remarked that just as the gas would never return to its source, so too Elozar 
ben Dordaya’s repentance would never be accepted. Hearing this, he went and sat between two mountains 
and hills and asked them to pray on his behalf, to which they responded that they first need to pray for 
themselves, as the verse says, “For the mountains shall depart and the hills be removed.” He asked the stars 
and mazalos to pray for him, to which they responded that they first needed to pray for themselves, as the 
verse says, “And all the host of heaven shall melt.” At that point, he remarked, “My fate depends only on 
me.” He placed his head between his knees and cried until his soul departed. A Heavenly voice went out 
and announced, “Rabbi Elozar ben Dordaya is destined for the life of Olam Haba.” When Rebbi heard this, 
he cried and commented that some people require several years to acquire eternal life, while others are able 
to do so in only one hour. Rebbi added that not only are true pentitents accepted, but they are even given 
the title “Rabbi.” 

Rabbi Elozar ben Dordaya fell to the deepest depths. By traveling to the distant harlot, he rendered 
all seven gates of his nefesh completely impure, as represented by the fact that he crossed seven rivers to 
reach her, which allude to the seven gates that he sullied by going to her. However, he fulfilled the verse, 
“A righteous man falls seven times and gets up” in the most literal sense, as he damaged and closed off all 
seven gates of his nefesh, but instead of despairing, he rose up and returned to Hashem in complete 
teshuvah. 

For this reason, he received the title “Rabbi,” which connotes somebody who teaches others (Rav 

Tzaddok Hakohen, Dover Tzedek). Rabbi Elozar ben Dordaya is the “Rebbi” of all Jews who stain and sully all 
seven gates of their souls. He teaches them that nevertheless, a Jew should never despair, but should trust 
in Hashem and His outstretched hand that accepts and purifies penitents. “Praised are you Israel, before 
Whom are you purified, Who purifies you, your Father in Heaven” (Yoma 8:9). 

The Shem Mishmuel (Yom Hakippurim) explains that the reason we refer to Hashem as “He Who 
opens the gate to those who knock in repentance” is because there is a chamber in heaven called “the 
chamber of teshuvah.” The people who “knock in repentance” are those who knock on the gate to this 
chamber. To do complete repentance while one’s sins are still closing his heart and darkening his eyes is 
extremely difficult. Nevertheless, the Jewish people gird themselves and want with all their desire to do 
complete teshuvah, although they are unable to do so. In this sense, they are comparable to a person standing 
outside the gate who wishes to enter, but the gate is closed, so he knocks on the gate. Hashem in His 
tremendous mercy opens the gate for those who knock on the gate of teshuvah. When they merit the opening 
of this gate, the closing of their hearts is correspondingly opened, which enables them to do complete 
teshuvah. 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 

“He Who opens the gate to those who knock in repentance” – even for 
sins that it is not possible to repent, Hashem opens new gates for those 

who knock in teshuvah. 
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