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Teshuvah and Transformation
Jewish Reflections on Repentance

Elul 2024

| Two Voices/Impulses: The Demanding and the Pastoral
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1. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Teshuvah 2:1
What is complete teshuvah? A person who confronts the same situation in which he sinned
when he has the potential to commit [the sin again], and, nevertheless, abstains and does not

commit it because of his Teshuvah alone and not because of fear or a lack of strength.

For example, a person engaged in illicit sexual relations with a woman. Afterwards, they met
in privacy, in the same country, while his love for her and physical power still persisted, and
nevertheless, he abstained and did not transgress. This is a complete Baal-Teshuvah. This
was implied by King Solomon in his statement [Ecclesiastes 12:1] “Remember your Creator in
the days of your youth, [before the bad days come and the years draw near when you will say:

‘l have no desire for them.”]
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If he does not repent until his old age, at a time when he is incapable of doing what he did

before, even though this is not a high level of repentance, he is a Baal-Teshuvah.

Even if he transgressed throughout his entire life and repented on the day of his death and
died in repentance, all his sins are forgiven as [Ecclesiastes, op. cit.:2] continues: “Before the
sun, the light, the moon, or the stars are darkened and the clouds return after the
rain...”—This refers to the day of death. Thus, we can infer that if one remembers his Creator

and repents before he dies, he is forgiven.
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2. Rambam, Laws of Teshuvah 2:4

Among the paths of repentance is for the penitent to: a) constantly call out before God, crying
and entreating; b) to perform charity according to his potential; ¢) to separate himself far from
the object of his sin; d) to change his name, as if to say “l am a different person and not the
same one who sinned;” e) to change his behavior in its entirety to the good and the path of
righteousness; and f) to travel in exile from his home. Exile atones for sin because it causes a

person to be submissive, humble, and meek of spirit.

19 XnI* "722 TIMYN .3
,NIN'N 72X NIYIENIWRY DYD DY AT ITY7 NIRAY (12D DTN 2 XK 7021wn 7va mT 0

DN INIX2 ,;79 NI NYX NNIKA AT 270 1NN

3. Babylonian Talmud Yoma 86b
How is one proved a repentant sinner? Rav Judah said: If the object which caused his original
transgression comes before him on two occasions, and he keeps away from it. Rav Judah

indicated: With the same woman, at the same time, in the same place.
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Il Seeing Ourselves as Mediocre?
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4, Rambam, Laws of Teshuvah 3:1
Each and every person has merits and sins. A person whose merits exceed his sins is [termed]
righteous. A person whose sins exceed his merits is [termed] wicked. If [his sins and merits]

are equal, he is termed a Beinoni.
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5. Babylonian Talmud Rosh Ha-Shanah 16b-17a

R. Kruspedai said in the name of R. Johanan: Three books are opened [in heaven] on New
Year, one for the thoroughly wicked, one for the thoroughly righteous, and one for the
intermediate. The thoroughly righteous are forthwith inscribed definitively in the book of life;
the thoroughly wicked are forthwith inscribed definitively in the book of death; the doom of
the intermediate is suspended from New Year till the Day of Atonement; if they deserve well,
they are inscribed in the book of life; if they do not deserve well, they are inscribed in the
book of death...

Page 3 of 8

R3PS



1Ti]
HADAR

TORAH - AVODAH - HESED

It has been taught: Bet Shammai say, There will be three groups at the Day of Judgment —
one of thoroughly righteous, one of thoroughly wicked, and one of intermediate. The
thoroughly righteous will forthwith be inscribed definitively as entitled to everlasting life; the
thoroughly wicked will forthwith be inscribed definitively as doomed to Gehinnom... The

intermediate will go down to Gehinnom and squeal and rise again.

The same applies to an entire country. If the merits of all its inhabitants exceed their sins, it is
[termed] righteous. If their sins are greater, it is [termed] wicked. The same applies to the

entire world.
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6. Rambam, Laws of Teshuvah 3:4
Throughout the entire year, a person should always look at himself as equally balanced between merit and
sin and the world as equally balanced between merit and sin. If he performs one sin, he tips his balance

and that of the entire world to the side of guilt and brings destruction upon himself.

[On the other hand,] if he performs one mitzvah, he tips his balance and that of the entire world to the side
of merit and brings deliverance and salvation to himself and others. This is implied by [Proverbs 10:25] “A
righteous man is the foundation of the world,” i.e., he who acted righteously, tipped the balance of the

entire world to merit and saved it.

For these reasons, it is customary for all of Israel to give profusely to charity, perform many good deeds,
and be occupied with mitzvot from Rosh Ha-Shanah until Yom Kippur to a greater extent than during the

remainder of the year.

During these ten days, the custom is for everyone to rise [while it is still] night and pray in the synagogues

with heart-rending words of supplication until daybreak.
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111 Character, and Not Just Conduct
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7. Rambam, Laws of Teshuvah 7:3
A person should not think that repentance is only necessary for those sins that involve deed

such as promiscuity, robbery, or theft. Rather, just as a person is obligated to repent from
these, similarly, he must search after the evil character traits he has. He must repent from
anger, hatred, envy, frivolity, the pursuit of money and honor, the pursuit of gluttony, and the

like. He must repent for all [of the above].

These sins are more difficult than those that involve deed. If a person is attached to these, it is
more difficult for him to separate himself. In this context, [Isaiah 55:7] exhorts: "May the

wicked abandon his path and the crooked man, his designs."

8. Maimonides, Eight Chapters (Introduction to Avot), Chapter 6
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Chapter 6
(Concerning the difference between the saintly [or highly ethical] man and him who
[subdues his passions and] has self-restraint)

Philosophers maintain that though the man of self-restraint performs moral and praiseworthy
deeds, yet he does them desiring and craving all the while forimmoral deeds, but, subduing
his passions and actively fighting against a longing to do those things to which his faculties,
his desires, and his psychic disposition excite him, succeeds, though with constant vexation
and irritation, in acting morally. The saintly man, however, is guided in his actions by that to
which his inclination and disposition prompt him, in consequence of which he acts morally
from innate longing and desire. Philosophers unanimously agree that the latter is superior to,
and more perfect than, the one who has to curb his passions, although they add that it is
possible for such a one to equal the saintly man in many regards. In general, however, he
must necessarily be ranked lower in the scale of virtue, because there lurks within him the
desire to do evil, and, though he does not do it, yet because his inclinations are all in that
direction, it denotes the presence of an immoral psychic disposition.

Solomon, also, entertained the same idea when he said, “The soul of the wicked desires evil”
(Proverbs 21:10), and, in regard to the saintly man's rejoicing in doing good, and the
discontent experienced by him, who is not innately righteous, when required to act justly, he
says, “It is bliss to the righteous to do justice, but torment to the evil-doer” (Proverbs 21:15).
This is manifestly an agreement between Scripture and philosophy.
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When, however, we consult the Rabbis on this subject, it would seem that they consider him
who desires iniquity, and craves for it (but does not do it), more praiseworthy and perfect than
the one who feels no torment at refraining from evil; and they even go so far as to maintain
that the more praiseworthy and perfect a man is, the greater is his desire to commit iniquity,
and the more irritation does he feel at having to desist from it. This they express by saying,
“Whosoever is greater than his neighbor has likewise greater evil inclinations.” Again, as if this
were not sufficient, they even go so far as to say that the reward of him who overcomes his
evil inclination is commensurate with the torture occasioned by his resistance, which thought
they express by the words, “According to the labor is the reward.” Furthermore, they
command that man should conquer his desires, but they forbid one to say, “I, by my nature,
do not desire to commit such and such a transgression, even though the Law does not forbid
it.” Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel summed up this thought in the words, “Man should not say, ‘I
do not want to eat meat together with milk; | do not want to wear clothes made of a mixture
of wool and linen; | do not want to enter into an incestuous marriage, but he should say, ‘1 do
indeed want to, yet | must not, for my father in Heaven has forbidden it.”

At first blush, by a superficial comparison of the sayings of the philosophers and the Rabbis,
one might be inclined to say that they contradict one another. Such, however, is not the case.
Both are correct and, moreover, are not in disagreement in the least, as the evils which the
philosophers term such and of which they say that he who has no longing for them is more to
be praised than he who desires them but conquers his passion are things which all people
commonly agree are evils, such as the shedding of blood, theft, robbery, fraud, injury to one
who has done no harm, ingratitude, contempt for parents, and the like. The prescriptions
against these are called commandments, about which the Rabbis said, “If they had not
already been written in the Law, it would be proper to add them.” Some of our later sages,
who were infected with the unsound principles of the Mutakallimun, called these rational
laws.

There is no doubt that a soul which has the desire for, and lusts after, the above-mentioned
misdeeds, is imperfect, that a noble soul has absolutely no desire for any such crimes, and
experiences no struggle in refraining from them. When, however, the Rabbis maintain that he
who overcomes his desire has more merit and a greater reward (than he who has no
temptation), they say so only in reference to laws that are ceremonial prohibitions. This is
quite true, since, were it not for the Law, they would not at all be considered transgressions.
Therefore, the Rabbis say that man should permit his soul to entertain the natural inclination
for these things, but that the Law alone should restrain him from them. Ponder over the
wisdom of these men of blessed memory manifest in the examples they adduce. They do not
declare, “Man should not say, ‘I have no desire to kill, to steal and to lie, but | have a desire for
these things, yet what can | do, since my Father in heaven forbids it!"”
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The instances they cite are all from the ceremonial law, such as partaking of meat and milk
together, wearing clothes made of wool and linen, and entering into consanguineous
marriages. These, and similar enactments are what God called “my statutes,” which, as the
Rabbis say are “statutes which | (God) have enacted for thee, which you have no right to
subject to criticism, which the nations of the world attack and which Satan denounces, as for
instance, the statutes concerning the red heifer, the scapegoat, and so forth.” Those
transgressions, however, which the later sages called rational laws are termed
commandments, as the Rabbis explained.

It is now evident from all that we have said, what the transgressions are for which, if a man
have no desire at all, he is on a higher plane than he who has a longing, but controls his
passion for them; and it is also evident what the transgressions are of which the opposite is
true. Itis an astonishing fact that these two classes of expressions should be shown to be
compatible with one another, but their content points to the truth of our explanation.

This ends the discussion of the subject-matter of this chapter.

2.245

4.248

Page 8 of 8

R3PS



