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The problem of return 

Shabbat Shuvah takes its name from the prophet’s 

summons: “Return, Israel, to the Lord your God, 

for you have stumbled through your iniqui-

ty” (Hos. 14:2). The commanding word is not im-

proved, regret, or repair, but shuvah, return. Yet 

return immediately raises a philosophical and spir-

itual problem. To what are we returning? The fa-

miliar answer is that teshuvah restores an earlier 

and purer self, the person who existed before sin 

distorted the soul. But what if there never was an 

undivided self to recover? What if one’s identity 

has always been formed by competing loyalties, 

inherited languages, wounds, desires, and social 

expectations? What if faith itself has passed 

through doubt so thoroughly that an innocent re-

turn is no longer possible? 

 

This is where the thought of Rabbi Abraham Isaac 

HaKohen Kook and Rabbi Shimon Gershon Ros-

enberg, Rav Shagar, becomes particularly illumi-

nating. Rav Kook understands teshuvah as the 

movement by which every fragment of existence 

seeks its divine source and fuller form. Rav 

Shagar, inheriting Rav Kook but writing after war, 

secularization, and the postmodern loss of confi-

dence in unified identities, asks how return remains 

possible when the returning subject is fractured. 

Their encounter also opens a more dangerous ques-

tion: what is the place of heresy within teshuvah? 

Is kefirah merely the negation of faith, or can it 

expose what is false, coercive, or idolatrous within 

religious life and thereby make a more truthful 

faith possible? 

 

The argument of this essay is that Rav Kook and 

Rav Shagar both treat religious rupture as poten-

tially internal to the drama of return, although they 

do so in different registers. Rav Kook places here-

sy within a cosmic and historical dialectic whose 

horizon is a more comprehensive holiness. Rav 

Shagar internalizes that rupture within the believ-

ing subject and refuses to make psychological or 

theological wholeness a precondition for standing 

before God. Read alongside Hegel and Slavoj 

Žižek, their work suggests that teshuvah after here-

sy cannot mean restoration of an untouched past. It 

is a return transformed by negation: a faith that has 

lost the fantasy of mastery and may therefore be-

come freer, humbler, and more honest. 

 

Rav Kook and the cosmic movement of teshu-

vah 

In Orot HaTeshuvah, Rav Kook refuses to reduce 



repentance to a juridical response to discrete trans-

gressions. Teshuvah precedes sin because it be-

longs to the structure of becoming itself. Nature 

develops, life reaches toward fuller expression, hu-

man consciousness seeks moral refinement, and 

creation longs for its source. Personal repentance is 

one local manifestation of a universal movement. 

The sinner’s remorse is not simply fear of punish-

ment; it is the pain of life obstructed from becom-

ing what it most deeply is. 

 

This cosmic account explains the surprising joy 

that accompanies teshuvah in Rav Kook. Sin nar-

rows the person. It divides action from aspiration 

and leaves spiritual energy trapped within habits 

that cannot contain it. Teshuvah releases this ener-

gy. Rav Kook therefore distinguishes sudden 

teshuvah, which arrives as an eruption of illumina-

tion, from gradual teshuvah, which unfolds through 

disciplined moral labor. One person’s life is over-

turned by a moment of recognition; other changes 

almost invisibly through study, confession, apolo-

gy, and repeated choices. Both participate in the 

same movement from constriction toward life. 

 

At its deepest level, teshuvah is a return to the self. 

Rav Kook writes that when a person forgets the 

essence of the self, everything becomes confused 

and doubtful. The primal alienation is not merely 

violation of a rule but estrangement from the soul’s 

divine root. Yet this is not the modern slogan that 

every spontaneous feeling is authentic. Rav Kook’s 

true self is not identical with appetite, reputation, 

anxiety, or the current arrangement of the ego. The 

self is most itself when it discovers that it is 

grounded beyond itself. Return inward and return 

to God are two descriptions of one movement. 

 

This vision appears to promise unity. The frag-

ments of personality, culture, and history can be 

gathered into a higher whole. Rav Kook’s religious 

imagination is capacious: secular knowledge, na-

tional revival, aesthetic creativity, physical vitality, 

and even rebellion may carry sparks that constrict-

ed religious forms have failed to receive. Holiness 

is not defended by making reality smaller. It proves 

its truth through its capacity to disclose the divine 

vitality within apparently alien domains. 

 

Heresy as negation and purification 

Rav Kook’s treatment of heresy is among the bold-

est consequences of this vision. Kefirah is false 

insofar as it denies the divine source of existence, 

but it may also bear a truth that established religion 

has repressed. Religious language can become 

childish, coercive, morally complacent, or intellec-

tually evasive. In such circumstances unbelief does 

not arise only from wickedness. 

 

It may be the protest of an enlarged moral or intel-

lectual consciousness against an inadequate image 

of God. 

 

Rav Kook can therefore describe heresy as an ex-

pression of the power of life. This does not canon-

ize every atheist claim. It means that the energy of 

revolt may be holier than the stagnant faith against 

which it rebels. A concept of God that requires the 

diminishment of reason, human dignity, national 

creativity, or moral seriousness may deserve to be 

negated. Heresy then performs an iconoclastic 

function: it smashes an idol that religion has mis-

taken for God. 

 

The dialectical sequence is not difficult to discern. 

First comes natural or inherited faith, powerful but 

not yet fully free. Then comes negation: criticism, 

secular autonomy, rebellion, and the refusal to ac-
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cept inherited authority merely because it is inherit-

ed. Finally, there may arise a faith capable of re-

ceiving what negation has taught it. Such faith is 

not simple restoration. It has passed through free-

dom and can no longer rely on innocence. 

 

This is especially evident in Rav Kook’s interpreta-

tion of secular Zionism. The secular pioneer does 

not merely stand outside Torah. His revolt exposes 

an impoverishment within exilic religiosity: a with-

drawal from bodily courage, agriculture, political 

responsibility, Hebrew creativity, and collective 

historical agency. Conversely, the limits of nation-

alism expose its need for ethical and spiritual depth. 

The antagonist is therefore not merely an external 

enemy. The opponent reveals a contradiction within 

one’s own position that could not otherwise be 

seen. Teshuvah requires learning from the accusa-

tion carried by the heretic. 

 

There is, however, a danger in calling every de-

scent a descent for the sake of ascent. The formula 

yeridah letzorekh aliyah can become an easy theod-

icy, converting trauma, apostasy, or catastrophe 

into instruments of a providential plan. A more re-

sponsible formulation avoids claiming knowledge 

of why rupture had to occur. Only retrospectively, 

through a redemptive response, may a descent ac-

quire the meaning of ascent. Redemption does not 

disclose the secret justification of suffering; it re-

fuses to allow suffering to dictate the final meaning 

of the past. 

 

The torn soul and the limits of synthesis 

Rav Kook famously acknowledged that his soul 

was torn. The tear ran through the central opposi-

tions of modern Jewish existence: Torah and secu-

lar culture, halakhah and freedom, exile and sover-

eignty, tradition and revolution, faith and heresy. 

One reading treats this tornness as a temporary 

problem to be resolved in a higher synthesis. The 

mature religious consciousness ascends far enough 

to see that apparent contradictions were harmoni-

ous all along. 

 

Yet there is another possibility already latent in 

Rav Kook’s writing. At times he does not say that 

contradiction is unreal; he says that divine light suf-

fers no obstruction from contradiction. That is a 

different claim. The first locates harmony behind 

the conflict and attributes contradiction to limited 

human vision. The second allows contradiction to 

remain real while denying that it exhausts or de-

feats the divine. God is not merely the panoramic 

viewpoint from which every dissonance disappears. 

God may be the One who can contain contradiction 

without abolishing it. 

 

This distinction matters when Rav Kook is read 

through Hegel. The schoolroom formula thesis, an-

tithesis, synthesis suggests that two partial truths 

are combined into a peaceful third. But Hegelian 

reconciliation is more unsettling. Contradiction is 

not simply an obstacle encountered by a thing from 

outside; it reveals an instability within the thing 

itself. Reconciliation occurs not when the scar van-

ishes, but when the scar is recognized as belonging 

to the whole. 

 

Žižek radicalizes this reading. He resists the fantasy 

of a neutral height from which antagonisms become 

a flawless mosaic. The whole is not an intact totali-

ty temporarily hidden behind broken appearances. 

It exists through its failure to close upon itself. Ap-

plied to Rav Kook, this makes the torn soul more 

than an autobiographical difficulty. The tear is the 

place where religious truth happens. The subject 

does not first exist as a unified identity and then 
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suffer division. The subject is constituted through 

the division it must inhabit. 

 

This reading does not make Rav Kook into Žižek. 

Rav Kook retains a metaphysical confidence in 

divine unity and cosmic direction that Žižek would 

sharply contest. Still, Žižek helps distinguish the 

most conventional language of synthesis from the 

more radical implication of Rav Kook’s thought. 

Faith after kefirah cannot be the original faith re-

covered without residue. The negation permanent-

ly alters what faith can mean. 

 

Rav Shagar and faith after certainty 

Rav Shagar inherits Rav Kook’s concern with in-

wardness, contradiction, and religious renewal, but 

his spiritual world is less confident that multiplici-

ty will become visible as unity. He writes after the 

disillusionments of the twentieth century and from 

within a culture formed by competing narratives. 

The postmodern person knows that identity is me-

diated by language, family, community, ideology, 

trauma, and desire. The self who is commanded to 

return cannot easily identify a single uncontami-

nated essence to which it might return. 

 

Rav Shagar does not simply condemn this condi-

tion as relativism. He recognizes that suspicion 

toward totalizing claims can disclose the violence 

concealed within assertions of certainty. Religious 

certainty may become a technique of self-

protection, shielding the believer from encounter, 

vulnerability, and responsibility. Deconstruction 

can therefore resemble the kabbalistic shevirat ha-

kelim, the breaking of vessels. It shatters conceptu-

al containers that have mistaken themselves for the 

infinite light they were meant to receive. 

 

The breaking of a vessel is dangerous. It can pro-

duce nihilism, dispersion, or the inability to make 

any binding commitment. But it can also clear a 

space for a different faith. When certainty no long-

er guarantees God, faith may cease to be posses-

sion and become trust. The believer does not stand 

above language with a proof immune to history. 

He inhabits the language of Torah, prayer, hala-

khah, and covenant with fidelity, while knowing 

that his formulations do not contain God. 

 

This is why Rav Shagar’s thought is neither con-

ventional apologetics nor surrender to relativism. 

He does not prove tradition from an allegedly neu-

tral standpoint, because he doubts that such a 

standpoint exists. Nor does he conclude that every 

commitment is arbitrary and interchangeable. A 

person may acknowledge the contingency of a lan-

guage and nevertheless find that this language is 

home, destiny, and covenant. Commitment need 

not wait for epistemic mastery. 

 

In this respect, Rav Shagar translates Rav Kook for 

a generation unable to experience cosmic unity 

with Rav Kook’s confidence. Rav Kook asks how 

fragments participate in a greater wholeness. Rav 

Shagar asks whether holiness can be encountered 

before the fragments have been gathered. Rav 

Kook hears a symphony toward which scattered 

notes are moving. Rav Shagar listens for the divine 

within the unresolved note itself. 

 

Teshuvah between self acceptance and transfor-

mation 

Rav Shagar’s distinctive contribution to teshuvah 

emerges in the paradox of self-acceptance. Reli-

gious exhortation often tells the sinner that the pre-

sent self is unacceptable and must be replaced. Yet 

such language can generate shame rather than re-

sponsibility. Guilt says that I committed a wrong 
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and must repair it. Shame says that my existence is 

itself a wrong. A person possessed by shame may 

confess compulsively while remaining incapable of 

change, because every failure becomes evidence 

that the self deserves rejection. 

 

Teshuvah must therefore begin with a refusal to 

flee from the person who sinned. Acceptance does 

not mean moral approval, therapeutic indulgence, 

or denial of harm. It means acknowledging that 

this action, desire, history, weakness, and wound 

are mine. Only the self that is accepted can assume 

responsibility; the self that is repudiated will con-

tinue to hide. 

 

The paradox can be stated simply: I cannot change 

until I accept who I am, yet if I truly accept who I 

am, I need not remain who I have been. Ac-

ceptance loosens the defensive structures by which 

the ego protects its idealized selfimage. It becomes 

a form of bittul, not the annihilation of personality 

but relinquishment of the demand to control the 

narrative. Transformation then arises less from ha-

tred of the old self than from a more truthful rela-

tion to it. 

 

Here heresy enters the interior life. Kefirah is not 

only a public doctrine denying God; it may be the 

voice within the believer that no longer accepts 

inherited pieties. Suppressing that voice may pre-

serve conformity while hollowing out faith. Listen-

ing to it does not require obeying it. The task is to 

ask what falsehood it has detected. Perhaps it pro-

tests against a punitive image of God, a communi-

ty’s hypocrisy, an evasion of suffering, or the use 

of halakhah as a defense against moral encounter. 

Inner heresy may become an agent of teshuvah 

when its accusation is heard and its nihilism re-

fused. 

Other Orthodox encounters with postmodernity 

Rav Shagar belongs to a wider constellation of Or-

thodox thinkers who respond to plurality and the 

decline of foundational certainty without abandon-

ing covenant. Tamar Ross’s account of cumulative 

revelation understands Torah as disclosing its 

meaning through the historical life and interpreta-

tion of Knesset Yisrael. Her image of an expanding 

palace of Torah allows development to become an 

expression of fidelity rather than its opposite. Like 

Rav Shagar, Ross recognizes that revelation is nev-

er encountered outside interpretation. Her primary 

concern, however, is the theological status of de-

velopment, whereas Rav Shagar is more concerned 

with the existential possibility of faith. 

 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks likewise emphasizes the par-

tiality of human perspective. No finite community 

possesses the infinite truth of God in its entirety. 

Yet Sacks resists the inference that all claims are 

equally valid. Epistemic humility should strength-

en covenantal responsibility rather than dissolve it. 

His work supplies an ethical caution for the 

Shagarian embrace of multiplicity: the recognition 

that one’s language is situated cannot become an 

alibi for abandoning judgment, obligation, or the 

vulnerable other. 

 

Rav Menachem Froman locates religious truth in 

encounter. The ideological opponent may disclose 

an aspect of reality that one’s closed system cannot 

receive. This dialogical posture resembles Rav 

Kook’s retrieval of sparks from secular revolt and 

Rav Shagar’s willingness to encounter the reli-

gious other without first neutralizing difference. 

Across these approaches, postmodern awareness 

becomes spiritually fruitful only when it produces 

humility, listening, and intensified responsibility, 

rather than fashionable indeterminacy. 
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These writers do not form a single school. Ross 

emphasizes revelation through history, Sacks cove-

nantal plurality, Froman encounter, and Shagar 

faith after the loss of mastery. What unites them is 

the conviction that Orthodoxy cannot answer con-

temporary doubt by repeating inherited certainties 

more loudly. Nor can it surrender Torah to the as-

sertion that all truth is merely a product of power. 

Their shared task is a form of fidelity that is com-

mitted without arrogance, open without emptiness, 

and self-critical without paralysis. 

 

Confession after the death of innocence 

Hosea continues, “Take words with you and return 

to the Lord” (Hos. 14:3). Teshuvah must enter lan-

guage. Vidui turns inward recognition into ac-

countable speech. Yet language can conceal as eas-

ily as it reveals. The communal alphabet of Asham-

nu may become so fluent that it protects the wor-

shipper from naming a single concrete betrayal. 

One can confess in the plural and hide within the 

congregation. 

 

To take words is therefore to find words that are 

genuinely one’s own. Where have I renamed re-

sentment as principle? Where have I used religious 

conviction to avoid listening? Where has uncertain-

ty become an excuse for refusing commitment, and 

where has certainty become an excuse for refusing 

responsibility? Which image of myself am I pro-

tecting more fiercely than the person I have 

harmed? 

 

Postmodern attention to language need not destroy 

confession. It may deepen it. We do not speak from 

outside every narrative, but we can become an-

swerable for the narratives we inhabit and the ef-

fects they produce. Tradition lends us words more 

searching than those we might invent, while the 

individual gives those inherited words a particular 

life. Authenticity and tradition are not opposites. 

The liturgy becomes truthful when its ancient lan-

guage is permitted to expose the contemporary self. 

 

Heresy also requires confession. The religious 

community must ask which forms of unbelief it has 

helped to create. Has it represented God in ways 

that insult intelligence or conscience? Has it con-

fused authority with infallibility, loyalty with si-

lence, or piety with the refusal to see another’s 

pain? Such questions do not concede the truth of 

atheism. They practice the Rav Kookian discipline 

of retrieving the holy protest concealed within ne-

gation. 

 

Shevirah and a redemption that preserves the 

scar 

The Lurianic symbol of shevirat ha-kelim provides 

a final grammar for teshuvah and heresy. In a re-

storative reading, divine light enters vessels, the 

vessels break, and tikkun gathers the fallen sparks 

into renewed unity. Rupture is temporary; redemp-

tion repairs the damage. Rav Shagar’s appropria-

tion of postmodern deconstruction invites a strong-

er reading. What if the break is not merely a regret-

table interruption but the event through which fi-

nite freedom, plurality, and responsibility become 

possible? 

 

Žižek presses the question further: does brokenness 

characterize only creation, or does the world’s frac-

ture disclose something about the way the Absolute 

is present? Jewish theology must be cautious about 

translating Hegelian negativity into a defect in the 

divine essence. Nevertheless, the question prevents 

a cheap metaphysics in which God remains serene-

ly intact while creatures absorb all contradiction 

and suffering. The biblical and rabbinic traditions 
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repeatedly portray the divine presence as accompa-

nying Israel into exile. The Shekhinah does not ob-

serve the fracture from a safe distance. 

 

Tikkun, on this account, does not mean erasing the 

break. A repaired vessel bears its history. Faith af-

ter heresy is analogous to such a vessel: capable 

again of receiving light, but unable to pretend it 

was never shattered. Its scar becomes a guard 

against triumphalism. The believer remembers that 

concepts of God can become idols, communities 

can betray their Torah, and certainty can conceal 

fear. 

 

This does not romanticize apostasy or doubt. Rup-

ture destroys as well as liberates. Not every nega-

tion contains a profound insight, and not every bro-

ken vessel can be reconstructed by philosophical 

ingenuity. The religious response is neither to sanc-

tify fragmentation nor to deny it. It is to ask wheth-

er covenantal life can carry the fragment without 

lying about it. 

 

Return to the self we have not yet become 

The difference between Rav Kook and Rav Shagar 

can now be stated with precision. For Rav Kook, I 

do teshuvah because beneath fragmentation there is 

a deeper unity seeking expression. For Rav Shagar, 

I do teshuvah when I cease demanding that I first 

become perfectly unified and permit God to meet 

me within fragmentation. Rav Kook gives return its 

ontological hope; Rav Shagar gives it psychologi-

cal and epistemological honesty. 

 

These are not mutually exclusive teachings. Rav 

Shagar’s moment comes first as an act of truthful-

ness. I relinquish the fantasy of an immaculate self 

and acknowledge the fractures through which I ac-

tually live. I accept that doubt has altered me and 

that borrowed certainty cannot reverse that history. 

Then Rav Kook’s moment becomes possible as 

hope: the divided person standing here is not ex-

hausted by division. The desire to return already 

testifies that alienation is not the soul’s final truth. 

 

The final movement belongs neither to self-

assertion nor to intellectual synthesis. Hosea prom-

ises in God’s name, “I will heal their waywardness; 

I will love them freely” (Hos. 14:5). God does not 

merely pardon waywardness but heals it. Teshuvah 

is not the solitary manufacture of a purified identity 

to be submitted for divine approval. The person 

turns as he is and discovers that grace preceded the 

turn. 

 

Heresy, then, can occupy three different places. It 

may be simple denial, closing the self to transcend-

ence. It may be prophetic negation, exposing an 

idol within religion. And it may become a passage 

through which faith relinquishes coercion and re-

turns as freedom. The distinction cannot be made 

abstractly. It is tested by its fruits: whether nega-

tion enlarges truthfulness and responsibility or 

merely flatters the ego; whether renewed faith be-

comes more capacious and compassionate or mere-

ly rearms its old defenses. 

 

Shabbat Shuvah does not command us to recover 

innocence. It commands return after innocence has 

been lost. Rav Kook teaches that even revolt may 

contain displaced holiness and that the universe 

bends toward return. Rav Shagar teaches that the 

broken and uncertain self need not wait outside the 

sanctuary until it has solved itself. Hegel and Žižek 

sharpen the warning that reconciliation must not 

abolish the contradiction or justify the wound. A 

mature teshuvah preserves the scar while refusing 

to let the scar become destiny. 
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The prophet therefore does not say, Create a new 

Israel. He says, Shuvah Yisrael, return, Israel. Re-

turn not necessarily to the person you once were, 

but through the truth of what you have become, 

toward the person whom you remain capable of 

becoming before God. 
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