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“Second Chances: Shakespeare, Freud and Our Teshuvah”

Gut yuntif! Teshuvah is one of the profound gifts that Judaism gives us. Teshuvah is “repentance” or
“returning” or “turning” or “changing” or “restarting” or “resetting” or “coming back to center” — all of
these will work. It's the essence of Yom Kippur. The greatest rabbi who ever lived, Maimonides, taught
in the 12™" century that teshuvah can transform a person entirely. It can completely change someone
who may be feeling far and estranged, into someone who is close and beloved.! | believe that we all
yearn for true teshuvah — we each yearn to be the person that we hope to be: pure and good, and
whole with the people around us, and aligned in our lives with those true ideals that we call Holy and
worthy. During these High Holy Days, a song from a verse in the Hebrew Bible the describes this
yearning of ours?:

DT 2R whIn '131\031 ']’BN T 1JJ’W'I
“Turn us, Eternal One, back to you| We want to return! Renew our days as in the past!”

So, if that’s the case — why is teshuvah so difficult?! Every year we come to Yom Kippur, and we
make our vows. We know how we want to live, but somehow we keep getting off track. When we get
another chance to repair what we broke, so often, pride, shame or fear get in the way. Even when the
door of opportunity opens again, when we get a second chance, we sometimes just can’t walk through
it. Why do we continually miss out on taking our second chances to set things right?

Tonight, | want to share with you some things I've learned about teshuvah, first from two “rabbis” whose
names might surprise you: William Shakespeare and Sigmund Freud. (OK, Freud was a secular
Jew!) Both of them spent a lot of time thinking about teshuvah — and specifically, why people continually
miss their second chances in their lives. And Shakespeare expert Stephen Greenblatt, from Harvard,
and an expert on Freud, Adam Phillips (both of whom are, in fact Jewish), combined forces a couple
years ago to write a wonderful book together, called Second Chances, to explore how second chances
occupy such an important part of the Great Bard’s tragic plays, and (in the 2" half of the book), how
Freud dedicated his career to his patients’ complicated relationships with the second chances they had
in their lives. And, this book is all about teshuvah, and what prevents it.

*

First, Shakespeare: Greenblatt noted that, in his best plays, Shakespeare’s characters “deliberate,
weigh alternatives, and make decisions.”™ The characters’ fate is often determined by the choices that
they make — or, that they don’t make. And, in the second part of Shakespeare’s career as a playwright,
he began to explore, again and again in different plays, the theme that, while, in real life the past cannot
be re-lived or recovered, sometimes characters get a second chance to transform the path of their
lives. These plays were often tragedies. For Shakespeare, “the essence of tragedy is the absence of a
second chance,” or, even more, when a character deeply desires a second chance, but doesn’t snatch
it, or take advantage of their second chance when the opportunity arises.

Macbeth is a great example. Maybe, like me, you first read Macbeth in high school. I'm so grateful that
one year, my entire high school watched Roman Polanski’s 1971 film version of Macbeth!® It made the

1 Maimonides, Hilchot Teshuvah 7:6:
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See also Yalkut Tehllllm 45b cited in note #4 in Rambam Mossad HaRav’ Kook, p. 242 [:L"m]
2 Ecclesiastes 5:21.
3 Second Chances, p. 203, n. 21.
4 Second Chances, p. 16.
5 Talk about bad choices: Roman Polanski definitely made a few in his life!
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play come alive so powerfully! As the play begins, the character of Macbeth hears an oracle from the
Weird Sisters, the witches with their scraggly hair in their abandoned Scottish ruin, stirring their
cauldron, chanting “Double, double toil and trouble”! ® — and they predict that he will become king,
which can only come true if he murders the current king. (Sorry, by the way, if I'm spoiling the plot for
anyone here!) It would seem to be a play all about the unavoidability of fate, and bloody murder.

But Macbeth is very aware that ambition paired with murder is a bad mix, and that it, in his words, will
“return / to plague the inventor.”” Macbeth knows the predictions. Part of him is terrified by their
implications, and he almost (!) takes his opportunity to escape his tragedy. After mulling it over, he vows
to himself not to kill the king. And then tells his wife, “We will proceed no further in this business.” There
is his off-ramp from fate: at that moment, it seems, he has chosen a different path.

But then, as Stephen Greenblatt points out, he totally blows this second chance. His wife Lady Macbeth
pressures him, and she even questions his manhood.® She pointedly tells him: “Screw your courage to
the sticking place, and we shall not fail!” And distracted by her challenge, in his weakness, he forgets
his earlier clarity and resolve. He listens to her, and he yields. It is his own decision. He says: “/ am
settled, and bend up / Each corporal agent to this terrible feat.” And, in the middle of the night, when
everyone is drunk and asleep, he sneaks in to carve up the king. The witches may have planted the
possibility of kingship in his mind, but the way Shakespeare wrote the play, they do not force his hand.
By “screwing up his courage” to commit murder, tragically, he also screwed up his second chance.®

Macbeth is given a way out, and then another. And once he has started the killing, he keeps choosing
more Killing! It's explicit later in the play: After seeing the ghost of his friend whom he murdered next, he
actively rejects repenting and turning back (doing teshuvah) — as if he were half-way into crossing a
river. He says: “/ am in blood / stepped in so far that should | wade no more. Returning were as tedious
as go o’er.”° He sees that he could turn back from his bad ways, but each time a second chance
arises, instead, he chooses to keep going — in other words, he actively chooses not to do teshuvah. It
does not end well for him.

Shakespeare was fascinated with dynamics such as this one. In so many of his tragedies, characters
miss second chances like this one:

o King Lear is given a second chance to repair his broken relationship with his beloved eldest
daughter, but he finds her again when it’s too late, and then he loses her forever.!!

e In Henry IV, Prince Hal is given the opportunity for a “reformation” of himself, to become a “new
man,” from his young life carousing with scoundrels in the tavern, to becoming a responsible
king; He gets a second chance for a “do-over” in deciding what kind of person he wants to be,
although, it, too, is filled with lies and murders'? — and:

¢ In Othello, Othello misses so many second chances for dealing with his jealousy regarding his
wife, whom he condemns to death, that, during live performances of the play, the crowds in the
Globe theatre used to shout out warnings to the actor to urge him to notice, again and again,
that he could make different choices.?

6 Act IV, scene 1.
7Act |, scene 7.
8 She says: “What beast was 't, then, / That made you break this enterprise to me? / When you durst do it, then
you were a man; / And to be more than what you were, you would / Be so much more the man. Nor time nor place
/ Did then adhere, and yet you would make both...”
9 Second Chances, pp. 55-57.
10 Act Ill, scene 4. Thank you to Temple Sinai member Karen Keely, an English teacher, for directing my attention
to these relevant lines.
11 Second Chances, p. 130.
121 Henry IV, Act 2, scene 2. See Second Chances, p. 84; and pp. 75-86.
13 See Second Chances, p. 15.
2



In almost all of Shakespeare’s tragedies there is a moment when there is a way out.'* But one of things
that defines his tragedies is his characters’ stubborn refusal to step forward and take advantage of
those (often multiple) opportunities. Tragedy is missing out on your second chance.

Why doesn’t Macbeth follow what would have been a wiser choice? [I mean, aside from the fact that if
he did, we wouldn’t have a play!] Greenblatt asks: “Why does someone, fully conscious that what he is
about to do is self-destructive, go ahead and do it anyway?"%° *

Freud was very curious about this question, too. The cigar-smoking father of psychoanalysis in Vienna
was deeply interested in treating people so they would live with hope, and it turns out, he read
Shakespeare as a young man, and was apparently deeply influenced by Shakespeare’s plays in
developing his science of human psychology.'® His theory, famously, was that, as each of us grows
older, we come to understand, through our memories, who we are, what challenges and difficulties we
faced earlier in life, and that as we remember and make sense of (or, interpret) what we endured — our
disappointments, our abandonments, whatever it may have been — we can sift through them, sort them,
understand ourselves and any troubles that shaped us. Through the process of psychoanalysis, we
could reclaim our cumulative childhood traumas, and we could, amazingly, gain power over them. In
Freud's view, people often suffered from what they did not know about themselves'’, their sub-
conscious, but he believed that our second chances, as Adam Phillips put it*®, could be that, as adults,
with awareness, we could learn to resolve the “conflicts and perplexities” of being human.

But, I'm fascinated here with what Freud came to realize: that some of his patients were actually deeply
ambivalent about changing; they had so many conflicting feelings about their second chances that they
frequently sabotaged themselves, they undermined their own intentions, they became their own
obstacles to claiming their second chances, and to really changing.

How? Well, they would find ways to derail their treatment. They would resist the therapy. Some of them
were really suffering from serious ailments, but they would, consciously or sub-consciously, resist the
chances they said that they so desired, and they would repeat the same behaviors that helped them
conceal the truths of their predicaments. They would resign themselves to repeating and accepting
blanket statements about their personas, saying: “Well, I'm the kind of person who...” which, as Adam
Phillips says, was usually a description of the inhibitions they had wanted to overcome.*®

Once he realized this pattern, Freud dedicated the rest of his career to trying to figure out: What was it
that caused his patients to make the wrong choices, even when they knew how destructive they would
be, when they themselves had sought out treatment to get better!? He realized: There was just too much
comfort in remaining broken, there was too much safety in what was known and familiar, even if they
knew it was creating an obstacle to their fuller life. For these patients, they had developed patterns that
once had served them well, but which now had gotten them way off track, and had become bad, but
reassuring habits. Freud “discovered how passionately people wanted to believe they were stuck.”?°

As Adam Phillips describes it in his book with Stephen Greenblatt, Freud’s patients’ self-sabotage was
a lot like the choices of Shakespeare’s tragic characters: people avoiding their second chances — just
with a lot fewer good lines.

14 Second Chances, p. 59.

15 Second Chances, p. 58.

16 See Wikipedia, “Sigmund Freud,” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sigmund Freud, note 55.
17 Second Chances, p. 24.

18 Second Chances, p. 152.

19 Second Chances, p. 158.

20 Second Chances, pp. 156-158.

21 Second Chances, p. 157.
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| believe that we should use the best of literature, the best of science and the best of religion to help us
make our lives whole. Enter, stage left: the Teshuvah of Yom Kippur, the holiest night of our year,
reminding us that one of our tasks as human beings is to claim our second chances. No one lives
without mistakes! No one lives without falling short! No one lives without fears that derail us from who
we want to pe. But Yom Kippur gives us the urgent reminder that we're not locked into anything?, that:
0 Ns 07 1'171? 2N MY, the “gates of teshuvah are always open.”® Judaism acknowledges

that teshuvah, creating real change, is not at all easy; it’s hard! But Yom Kippur is an urgent reminder
that we have to create second chances for ourselves, and take them when we can. Because this is the
only life we get. Yom Kippur emphasizes that, sometimes, if you really dedicate yourself, teshuvah is

possible.

My teacher Rabbi Sheila Peltz Weinberg points out?* that if we think about teshuvah as just suddenly
changing our behaviors, we’re missing the boat. It's actually more basic than that. Teshuvah, she says,
is first about our attention — it’s resolving to direct our intentions and sustaining our attention,
continually, to train ourselves to be aware of ourselves. We can remember that we are filled with all
kinds of thoughts, feelings, sensations, desires — but that we can set our intention, continually, to
choose which ones we will allow to govern us. The “return” of teshuvah is the repeated return to our
attention. We can return our attention again and again, a thousand times.

She taught: Think about how you might decide to pay sustained attention to your breathing, as a
simple example. <Try it for a few seconds. Focus only on your breath. <WAIT> Now, because you're a
normal human, your attention invariably strays pretty quickly. But, without judging yourself or letting
your spirits fall, you can notice that, and simply re-direct your thoughts to your breath. She says that’s
the simplest example of teshuvah — focusing your attention on your intentions, noticing when you’ve
strayed, and resolving to return to what you intend: which is usually the path of the good.

If you’ve done the work of teshuvah, when someone criticizes you, it can help you notice the impulse to
become defensive, and then to pause, and choose to listen rather than immediately argue back. When
you reach for your phone out of habit, out of boredom, or to avoid some unpleasantness, teshuvah can
help you notice your impulse, and decide whether you actually want to open that App. When you are
angry with someone you love, teshuvah can help you recognize your anger without being swept up in it,
so you respond with patience, rather than saying something hurtful. When the time comes to truly
apologize for hurting someone, teshuvah can help you notice your own shame or pain or other
avoidance as you contemplate your responsibility to the other person, and to stay present in the need
for repair. And on and on. In teshuvah, any moment can be your second chance.

Teshuvah is about remembering that we are living in this moment, the moment we are in, not remaining
stuck in some trauma from the past. That’s also why it’s called teshuvah — “returning,” because, while
we have to remember the past, teshuvah is a return to our senses in the present, and waking up from
all our constant forgetting, our unconscious desire for distraction.

That’s why Maimonides said that the blasts of the Shofar on Rosh Hashanah and at the end of Yom
Kippur, tomorrow, are calls that urge us to “Wake up!” to the truth of the moment — like a psychic or
spiritual alarm clock — to wake up from the forgetful sleepwalking that we’re always doing, living in

22 See Maimonides, Hilchot Teshuvah 3:1: “Each and every person has flaws and merits...”

23 Midrash Deuteronomy Rabbah 2:12, attributed to Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachman. Access here.

24 I'm so grateful for Rabbi Sheila Peltz Weinberg’s 10-minute guided meditation recording about Teshuvah on the
CD “Preparing the Heart: Meditations for Jewish Spiritual Practice,” which | received from the Institute for Jewish
Spirituality in 2013, and has been on my morning meditation playlist for years.
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fantasies, living in our broken pasts.?® “We do not become mindful once and for all,” as Rabbi Jonathan
Slater teaches. “We return over and over to our inattention, and we wake up again and again.”?® And
that’s how we can claim our second chances, in this short life that we are living.

Our lives are all filled with our own dramas! Those dramas are what makes life so rich, so wonderful —
and also, so complicated! Just like Yom Kippur, Shakespeare and Freud each tried to teach us to seize
our second chances. If we are serious about our teshuvah, every moment can be one of averting some
small tragedy. Yom Kippur urges us to not be like “a walking shadow, a poor player / That struts and
frets his hour upon the stage.’?” That would be a tragedy!

We only get one life, but, fortunately, second chances are all around us, if only we’ll awaken ourselves
to take them. There’s no returning to the past, so we can’t change what was, but we can always change
what comes next. And that’s how, through feshuvah, we can always change how our story will be
written.

Shanah tovah, and Gmar chatimah tovah.

25 Maimonides, Hilchot Teshuvah 3:4.
26 Rabbi Jonathan Slater, Mindful Jewish Living: Compassionate Practice (2006), p. 352.
27 Macbeth, Act V, scene 5.
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