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What is out of alignment in your life? To whom or to what do you need to return? What, 
today, are you ready to resolve to never do again? 
 
Welcome to Rosh Hashanah. Literally, the season of “turning” and “returning,” these 
days invite us into the process of teshuva by which we turn away from those ways in 
which we missed the mark so we may come back into right relationship. It is a corrective 
for disconnection. Whether through carelessness, ego or laziness, teshuva challenges 
us to notice the ways we’re out of whack and to get with the program. 
 
The Rabbi and philosopher Maimonides writes in great detail about the process of 
teshuva, mapping out the specific steps that one must go through in order to make 
amends. A brief overview of his work Hilkhot Teshuva might read: teshuva asks us to do 
four things: recognize, regret, resolve, and refrain. Recognize what you did wrong, 
Regret that you did it and feel bad about the pain it caused, Resolve never to do it 
again, and then uphold that promise by refraining from that action.  
 
In this light, teshuva may be seen as practice to bring us back to the way things were 
before they went wrong. Yet, for me, this understanding of the process misses what I 
believe are essential steps in moving from regret to resolve.  
 
According to the great Hasidic master, the Eish Kodesh, Rabbi Kalonymous Kalman 
Shapira, teshuva is also a kind of creativity. More than a simple return to what has 
been, teshuva is a process of creating ourselves anew. But how? 
 
Psychologist David Richo writes, “Hidden in everything negative is something alive and 
beautiful that wants to belong to us.”  Rather than turning away from our missteps, the 1

creative potential of teshuva that the Eish Kodesh speaks of requires us to turn towards 
those places in which we have faltered and failed, where we have mistreated and 
missed the mark. Immense power and potential dwell in the dark, wild places, 

1  Richo, David, How to Be an Adult: A Handbook for Psychological and Spiritual Integration, New Jersey: 
Paulist Press, 1991. 
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unresolved in our soul. These struggles themselves are much more than stumbling 
blocks on our path. They are, in fact, the key to our renewal. It is only by allowing 
ourselves to encounter, to know, and, eventually, to love these less desirable parts of 
self that we can unlock the vitality contained within them and make the kind of creative 
teshuva the Eish Kodesh describes.  
 
We can all recognize patterns in our own behavior that harm the flow of love and energy 
between ourselves and those closest to us. I acknowledge that I can be easily 
frustrated. I can recount many Rosh hashanah services in which, in a moment of heart 
opening, I resolve within myself that this year, I will speak in a calm and loving way and 
will take a deep breath before expressing anger. But then, no more than thirty minutes 
later something sets me off - I find myself irritated and unable to bite my tongue. I’ve 
recognized, regretted and resolved, but am unable to refrain. Anybody else ever had 
this experience? It can make this whole process feel pointless. I think Rambam may 
have left out some steps. 
 
Judaism has an amazing technology - the beit midrash, the house of learning. 
Traditionally, this is where the learned men hashed out the behavioral guidelines of 
Judaism. Today, these walls need to invite everyone in, all voices are needed. Each of 
us are required to do the work in order to understand and make changes in our own 
lives. I have found a simple, spiritual technology that allows this to happen in such a 
way that everyone can partake.  
 
In my work, I am the rabbi of The Jewish Studio Project, an arts beit midrash - a house 
of jewish learning that is also a community art studio. Here, we engage ideas through 
the traditional yeshiva practice of learning and discussion of sacred texts and we add to 
the traditional methodology by elevating learning about the self to be as important as 
learning about the text. For, in fact, the two are inseparable. To integrate these spheres, 
we use the process of making art as a way to explore questions about the texts and 
what they evoke in our own lives, using this multi-modal approach to activate not only 
our intellect, but also our intuition, memory, and emotion. 
 
Most of us don’t identify as “artists” the way society has defined that word. Yet we are 
all artists of our lives. Our actions, yearnings, discoveries, choices, losses, words 
spoken and left unspoken, anger, guilt, learnings, and love will paint the picture of the 
life we’ve lived when we reach the end of our days. Each one of these elements is 
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important and has a place in the painting of our life. The extent to which we find our life 
a work of beauty will depend on how deeply we engaged with these raw materials.  
 
The creative process we teach at the studio is a practice for life. It is one in which the 
thoughts, judgements, love and grief within us are as important as acrylics and oil 
pastels. Rather than beginning with a concept, we begin with the present moment. 
There is no map, no image that exists to aim for. We start with a desire - the call of what 
attracts you - something small - the pigment of a color, the feel of a certain brush - and 
from there, we make marks on the page, seeing where the next mark will take us. Each 
moment, each stroke, is guided by each subsequent desire - saying add yellow here, 
leave this square blank for now. Each desire is a call from intuition, that place beyond 
the rational, intellectual mind, a place older than time and beyond words, the Source of 
Creation. We could call it God. You can feel it when you create in this way, it is tangible.  
 
To an onlooker, this way of painting appears simple, almost childlike, as if there is no 
technique involved. Houses are drawn larger than life, wings sprout out of snails, the 
sky is streaked with a vibrant rainbow in a way never seen on Earth. Yet the skill that is 
required to create in this way is, in some ways, much more demanding than portraying 
accurately the dimensions of a still life. It is that of opening to intuition, to God, in each 
moment. Of following the path into the bright sunshine, the dark damp woods, the rocky 
cliffs, the murky depths within. When you create in this way, says artist and author 
Michele Cassou, you “let yourself wander in the land of your quest where [your] dragons 
have a chance to meet you” where ancient or latent feelings are awakened, “where the 
unknown and its mystery can enter your consciousness.”   2

 
If you heed the call of the moment, the flow continues. In the practice of painting we 
become fluid in hearing that call. But, staying with what is, is challenging. “The mind is 
full of expectations, beliefs, and desires. The ego strives to get what it wants and clings 
to it rather than move with the fluidity of creation,” writes Cassou. When you stop 
listening to the flow and let your ego take control, the flow ceases.  You feel it. You 3

become exhausted, uninspired, stuck. The still small voice within is available to us 
always, like a trusted friend. When we hear her, we are led in delight to the next right 
thing. 
 

2  Casou, Michele Point Zero: Creativity Without Limits, New York: Penguin Putnam Inc, 2001. 
3  Ibid 
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“Our lives are framed by the certainty of birth and death on either end of the continuum, 
but there is a park in between,” writes the author Sherril Jaffe in her work Interior 
Designs, “a wild and beautiful place without streets and numbers. Flowers bloom there, 
and there are lakes where egrets wade. The cypresses are dark and cool. It is a 
beautiful place, as large and deep as a dream. But I hurry through there almost daily on 
my way to and from the places where the streets are numbered.”  4

 
So often we, like Jaffe, rush to the safety of those places where all is organized and 
defined for us, rather than linger in the untamed unpredictability of our life. We walk 
quickly through on our way to here and there, never noticing the gentle arc of the 
shadows in the late afternoon, never exploring the sloping hillsides and ancient caves. 
To do anything more than paint by numbers terrifies us, and even that may raise fear of 
painting outside the lines.  
 
What depths within call to you? Where are you afraid to explore? What aspects of 
self do you rush past day after day on your way to somewhere else?  
 
It can be terrifying to think where this creative exploration might lead us, or what we’ll 
find, in our wild, untamed, swirling depths. We weren’t raised to be explorers of our soul 
- to hear the voice of the Universe as it is refracted through us. We’ve been conditioned 
to replicate an image of what we think - or have been told - our painting - our life - 
should look like.  
 
But, in opting for safety, we miss the wild, fecund, place of all possibility, our innate 
creativity. Without this connection, teshuva becomes impossible. “We can’t forgive 
ourselves, we can’t see ourselves, we can’t know ourselves,” writes Rabbi Alan Lew.  5

If, we batten down the hatches, we, “bar the door to our true quest.” Our painting - our 
life - languishes, and the fullness of who we are remains unrealized.  
 
This season urges us not to spend, in Cassou’s words, the “great celebration of creation 
behind closed doors, hearing only echoes of plays and cheers,” but rather to assume 
our rightful role as artists of our lives, to dare to create our world anew. This is the 
invitation of these sacred days. 
 

4  Jaffe, Sherril, Interior Designs, Black Sparrow Press; First trade paperback printing. edition (1996) 
5  Lew, Alan, This is Real and You Are Completely Unprepared: The Days of Awe as a Journey of 
Transformation, 2003. 
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In accepting this invitation, we emulate the creative process of the Divine. A beautiful 
midrash (rabbinic interpretation) on the creation of the world conveys an argument 
between a certain philosopher and Rabban Gamliel, the leading rabbinic authority of his 
time, on God as artist. Reflecting on the opening lines of the Torah: 
 
In the beginning of God's creation of the 
heavens and the earth. 

 אְּבֵראִׁש֖ית   ָּבָר֣א   ֱאלִֹה֑ים   ֵא֥ת  
 :ַהָּׁשַמִ֖ים   ְוֵא֥ת   ָהָֽאֶרץ

Now the earth was chaos and void, and 
darkness was on the face of the deep, and the 
spirit of God was hovering over the face of the 
water.  6

ְיָת֥ה   תֹ֨הּו֙   ָובֹ֔הּו   ְוחֶׁ֖שְך    בְוָהָאֶ֗רץ   הָֽ
 ַעל־ְּפֵנ֣י   ְתהֹ֑ום   ְורּ֣וחַ   ֱאלִֹה֔ים

ִים:  ְמַרֶחֶ֖פת   ַעל־ְּפֵנ֥י   ַהּמָֽ

The philosopher remarks, “Your God is indeed a great artist, but surely God found on 
hand suitable materials which were of help in creating!” Essentially saying, God’s 
creative capacity isn’t all that impressive, as these verses make clear, for the world was 
not created from nothing. Intrigued, Rabban Gamliel asks, “What are those materials?” 
The philosopher replies, “chaos, void, darkness, water, wind, and the depths.”   7

 
When teshuva leads us back into the texts of our lives, we too find chaos, void and 
darkness in our depths. Like God, our creative challenge is to find the beauty of the 
materials on hand, the stuff of our life -  jealousy, rage, our need for control, our 
bitterness, loathing, selfishness - and to create our world, our self, from here.  
 
Rabbi Yitzhak Hunter, known as the Pachad Yitzchak, writes that “Teshuva is the 
greatest innovation since the creation of the world.”  We might say it differently: Rather 8

than viewing the creation of the world and the creation of teshuva as linear events, we 
may instead see them as interrelated, interdependent and ever-unfolding.  
 
Teshuva is the innovation that allows for the continuation of creation.  
 
This is the season of beginnings. Rosh Hashanah is known as Hayom Harat Olam - the 
Day the World Was Conceived. The Day when love and intention touch the chaotic 

6  Genesis 1:1-2. 
7  Genesis Rabbah 1:9. 
8  Pachad Yitzhak, Yom Kippur 1:8. 
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depths and something new is formed. The Torah teaches that we are made in the 
image of the Divine Creator, each of of us created creative. These sacred days are 
meant to renew and to remind us of the creative power of God and, therefore, of the 
creative power within each of us.  
 
We began with a definition of teshuva as recognize, regret, resolve, refrain. Let’s 
expand our definition and add: Research - investigate our inner landscape, this time to 
notice the glint of light reflected off a piece previously unseen. And Renew - bring our 
creative fire to this material until it transforms.  
 
This season, teshuva beckons us to return to our depths so that we may encounter 
those places of primordial chaos within. May we have the courage of spirit, intrepidness 
of mind and openness of heart to notice what’s there, to embrace its unique beauty and 
let it lead us to what’s next. 
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