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A Little Stiffness in the Neck Area

Throughout the year, the enemies of spiritual growth are sins and
bad habits. When it comes to doing teshuvah, those things have already
happened; they are in the past.

What is the enemy of teshuvah?

The answer is, basicall , one thing — stubbornness.

IlMM%erson from doing
teshuvah. The mistake has been made, and now he has a golden Heaven-
sent opportunity to get rid of it. Who would turn down such an offer?

There is just one problem: the person needs to be willing to admit
that he made a mistake. This is something that people do not like to
do. We are not inclined to see any aspects of our behavior as being
flawed. We are experts in the art of idealizing, ignoring, or justifying
everything that we do. Unfortunately, until we are able to recognize
that there are things about us that need fixing and improving, we are
consigned to continue to carry our sins around indefinitely, and for
no good reason.

Avec Gebben a Bissel Stubbornness

When R’ Mendel Kaplan used to give advice to prospective husbands,
he would say that the formula for succeeding in marriage can be summed
up in one sentence, part Yiddish, part English: “Men darf avec gebben a
bissel selfishness,” which means: “One needs to be prepared to part with a
bit of selfishness.” Once one is prepared to do this within a marriage and

consider the concerns and perspective of one’s spouse, everything else is
practically commentary, and most issues can be worked out.

With regards to teshuvah, we may say similarly: the primary require-
ment for doing teshuvah is “men darf avec gebben a bissel stubbornness.”
We (just) need to be prepared to part with a bit of stubbornness. Once
we are able to admit that we have flaws and shortcomings, we are well
on our way to teshuvah and renewed connection with Hashem.

In a sense, the stubborn refusal to admit we have made a mistake
might be equal in gravity to the actual sin itself, if not greater. After all,
the circumstances that led to the initial sin are gone, whether they were
a moment of confusion, passion, or weakness. None of those forces
are preying on us now, and we have the chance to remove the sin. To
stubbornly refuse to do so is hard to justify.

What makes this situation all the more tragic is that the average
healthy person really wants to succeed, and is prepared to invest much
effort in order to do so. However, all of his formidable resources that
could lead him to success remain untapped, due to the stubborn insis-
tence that he is already succeeding in every way.

Staying Young
One of the requests that we repeat often during the Selichos and on
Yom Kippur says:

mIp1 npY hwn 5x

Literally, this translates as “do not cast us off in old age,” and the
petition is that Hashem not abandon us as we get older.

However, perhaps we can translate these words differently.

[tis characteristic of people as they get older that they become more
set in their ways. As they are repeated year after year, habits become
harder to change, and one’s views become more firmly entrenched.
“Old age” thus represents a mindset, one that it is unwilling to change
an;-rt'hiin'g, or evenadmit that anything needs changmg o

" As a mindset, it is possible to find people who are young in years
but, in this sense, are already old. They are established in their habits,
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and the notion of needing to improve anything is for them practically
inconceivable. Conversely, it is possible to find people who are advanced
in years, and yet are refreshmgly acceptlng of areas in which they ¢ can
ple are young in the most meaningful sense of the word, whlle some of
their youthful counterparts have already become old.

This is our entreaty to Hashem during these days of introspection
and contemplation: mpr npb nybwn Y% — Do not cast us into old agel
Don’t let us become the victims of our own stubbornness. Help us
maintain a fresh and open perspective on our actions, so that if there is
any baggage in our behavior that is weighing us down, we should not be
consigned to carry it with us indefinitely over “a bissel stubbornness.”

The well-known saying goes, “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”
To this, teshuvah replies, you don t have to be an old dog!” Teshuvah
is the art of maintaining a youthful attitude and openness to change.

Beware Who Joins the Search Party
In reality, failure to recognize certain areas as needing teshuvah
isn't always about a conscious stubborn refusal to do so. Any area that

has become a bad habit simply fades from our consciousness as being a
matter of concern.

The Gemara puts this very succinctly: 7
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Once a person has violated an aveirah and repeated the
violation, it becomes in his eyes like a permitted matter.

Human beings get used to things very quickly. The initial act of
aveirah brings with it the uncomfortable feeling of doing something
wrong. After one or two more times, the person has acclimated to his
new habit.

If this is so, then even as he approaches days like Rosh Hashanah and
Yom Kippur and sincerely wishes to do teshuvah for his wrongdoings,

27 Yomah 86b.

he won’t even realize what should e on his list, [is bind habits will nal
form part of his introspection, and he willlook past thei i he searches
for his sins.

An example of this idea might be the sin of lashon harq, 'the Gemara
says that most people speak at least some lashon hara,™ yet thoue same
people probably do not consider themsclves puilty of that sin, Having

become part of their habitual makeup, it simply doesn’t register,

The days leading up to Rosh Hashanah are days of soul-searching, In
this regard, we need to be extra careful that the yetzer hara is the ta.rgnl
of our search rather than becoming part of the scarch party. For if he
does, he will do his best to make sure that we look for change anywhere
except the problematic areas that have insinuated themsclves 1r-1t0 the
fabric of our lives, and now rest comfortably there together with our
most noble traits. He may even kindly offer to do all the searching for
us. .

It is an offer we must decline. We need to search for ourselves, with
sincerity, with honesty, and with an alert eye for any sin that is looking
to blend in with the crowd of our actions and make itself invisible.

28 See Bava Basra 164b.




