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Preface in Lieu of Approbation 

This book, like its author, is in a state of becoming.  I first 
wrote  Maimonides  on  Teshuvah  in  2012  as  a  personal 
experiment, elevating a yearly habit of reviewing The Ways 
of  Repentance  before  the  High Holidays  by  translating  it 
into English. There was no need for a new translation as 
Rabbi Eliyahu Touger’s fine work was already available, 
but I had been interested in the developing technologies of 
web-based publishing and thought it would be a fun thing 
to do. Surprisingly, a fair number of readers enjoyed my 
translation, perhaps because I offered it as a free download 
during the period immediately prior to Rosh Hashanah.

In  subsequent  years  I  refreshed  the  translation  and 
expanded the commentary.  I  came to  view the evolving 
manuscript  as  an  expression  of  my  personal  teshuvah, 
measuring  change  that  was  sometimes  incremental, 
sometimes  tectonic.  The  text  became  something  of  a 
spiritual  journal  that  I  shared with stranger-friends who 
received free yearly updates of  the ebook.  I am grateful 
for the comments they have shared, which have enriched 
my understanding of both the text and my self. 

By  long-standing  Jewish  literary  convention,  a  Rabbinic 
approbation called a haskamah would appear at this point, 
assuring would-be readers of the scholarship and piety of 
the  author.  I’m  not  certain  of  either  attribute,  and  feel 
uncomfortable asking my Rabbinic friends for such a seal 
of approval. Who am I, after all, to write a commentary on 
the eternal words of Maimonides? Furthermore, even if the 
thoughts I record this year have some value, it would be 
unfair to request an approbation to cover future years.
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Readers  should  therefore  approach  this  book  with 
appropriate caution. My credentials to write a book of this 
nature are minimal.  

My commentary is not a learned work with deep Rabbinic 
insights,  nor  is  it  a  thoroughly  modern,  low-calorie 
approach to  teshuvah.  It  is  written in  the spirit  of  Rabbi 
Avraham  Isaac  Kook’s  perceptive  insight  that  “it  is 
impossible to fulfill the obligations of the heart unless one 
assembles a book for one’s self...that contains the teachings 
that  inspire  one’s  soul”  (Musar  Avikha).  I  have  tried  to 
express  myself  in  the  sterile  language  of  third-person 
academic scholarship. The syntax and vocabulary of this 
style helped me obscure the profound regret and heartache 
that drives much of my personal teshuvah. It is my hope 
that  sensitive  readers  will  recognize  themselves  in  my 
questions  on Maimonides,  and we may strengthen each 
other thereby.

The  fifth  edition  (5777/2017)  includes  some  significant 
changes. In connection with a learning project at the Young 
Israel  of  Lawrence-Cedarhurst,  the  text  is  divided  into 
forty units from Rosh Hodesh Elul through Yom Kippur.  I 
have added a brief tribute to my father, to whom this work 
is dedicated. 

י''א אב תשע''ז
שלוש שנים אחר פטירת אבי מורי יעקב דוד בן אליהו ע''ה

August 3, 2017
Three years after the passing of my father and teacher

Jack David Abramson, of blessed memory

HMA
Cedarhurst, NY  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Introduction 

The  railroad  tracks  ran  parallel  to  Ambridge  Drive, 
literally across the street from my father’s clothing store 
and the small apartment that was my childhood home. The 
locomotive crawled by several  times a day, sounding its 
ear-splitting  horn  as  it  approached  the  unprotected 
intersection with the street. Even without boxcars, the train 
was  so  heavy  that  its  passage  shook  the  dishes  in  my 
mother’s  china  cabinet,  a  basso  profondo  roar  that 
reverberated up and down my spine.

The  sheer  mass  and  power  of  the  locomotive  inspired 
respect,  even  fear.  As  a  child,  I  often  spent  summer 
mornings placing pennies on the track, carefully noting the 
exact location of the coins by counting railroad ties from 
the  street  or  marking  the  spot  with  a  spray  of  purple 
fireweed.  After  the  locomotive  made  its  thunderous 
passing,  I  would  hunt  down  the  coins,  now  flattened 
almost beyond recognition, just a hint of Queen Elizabeth’s 
crown or a bit of the Canadian maple leaf testifying to their 
original status as currency. 

Imponderable though it was, the train was no match for 
the switches. Located about half a kilometer away, across 
from  the  IGA  store,  two  parallel  half-rails  gracefully 
curved off the tracks, waiting patiently for the engineer to 
throw  a  lever  and  bring  them  into  contact  with  the 
westward rails. Separated from the main line by tiny gaps 
no bigger than a finger, these tapered rails had the power 
to lead the massive beast away from its initial trajectory 
and cast it into the distant railway yards.

Sometimes,  when  I  am  not  in  a  particularly  charitable 
mood,  I  see  myself  as  that  locomotive,  carrying  an 
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unimaginable weight of inertia through my quotidian life, 
mindlessly reacting to others around me according to long-
established  maladapted  patterns.  Attempts  to  alter  my 
behavior often feel quixotic and powerless, like pennies on 
the track, all efforts crushed and destroyed by their very 
first  encounter with the weight of  habit.  Encouragement 
comes when I remind myself of those switches along the 
way,  discreetly  placed  at  key  intervals,  waiting  for  the 
signal from the engineer to connect them to the iron path 
and  forever  alter  the  train’s  trajectory  to  a  bold, 
unanticipated destination. 

Maimonides’  The  Ways  of  Repentance  was  one  of  the 
switches  in  my  life.  Reading  it,  and  reviewing  it,  has 
helped  me  become  the  driver  of  my  own  locomotive, 
orienting  my path  whenever  I  found myself  wandering 
away from my desired destination.

Moses Maimonides is one of the towering figures of Jewish 
intellectual history. Among observant Jews he is known as 
“the Rambam,” an acronym for his Hebrew name, Rabbi 
Moshe ben Maimon (Moses son of Maimon). In this work I 
will  use  the  name  “Maimonides,”  Greek  for  “son  of 
Maimon,” a term more familiar to secular audiences.  His 
reputation is encapsulated in the phrase inscribed on his 
tombstone in Tiberias, Israel: “from Moses to Moses, there 
was no one like Moses.” 

Born in  Cordoba,  Spain  in  1135  or  1138,  his  family  fled 
persecution  and  settled  in  Egypt,  where  he  rose  to 
prominence  as  a  physician.   He  was  an  indefatigable 
advocate for Jewish causes around the world, working to 
rescue Jews taken captive during the Crusades and writing 
letters  offering  guidance  and  support  to  far-flung 
communities. His most famous works include The Guide for 
the  Perplexed,  a  philosophical  treatise  explaining  the 
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foundations of Judaism, and the Mishneh Torah, a massive 
compendium  of  Jewish  law,  based  on  Biblical  and 
Talmudic  sources.   The  Ways  of  Repentance  (Hilkhot 
Teshuvah) is taken from that multi-volume work.

The title Mishneh Torah may be translated as “the repetition 
of  Torah,”  in  the  sense  that  it  represents  an  ambitious 
restatement  of  the  entirety  of  Jewish  law,  derived  from 
both the Written Torah (the Five Books of Moses) and the 
Oral  Torah (essentially,  the Talmud).  Maimonides’  stated 
goal was to collate and organize the thousands of details 
related  to  Jewish  practice  and  thought  scattered 
throughout  these  ancient  sources  and present  them in a 
clear,  straightforward  fashion  in  a  single  work.  In  a 
massive effort of prodigious scholarship, he organized all 
Jewish law into a single code,  one of  the first  in Jewish 
history.   Maimonides  wrote  the  text  in  a  clear  Hebrew 
style,  free  from  literary  flourishes  but  with  great 
sophistication, making it accessible to students with even 
intermediate language skills. 

Although  the  Mishneh  Torah  was  destined  to  become  a 
classic of spiritual genius, it met with strong criticism from 
Jewish circles in Europe. Maimonides was censured for not 
providing detailed references to the Talmudic sources that 
informed his  thinking  (a  lacuna  that  was  later  filled  by 
commentators on the Mishneh Torah). More seriously, it was 
alleged that his deep engagement with classical Greek and 
contemporary  Arabic  philosophy  had  tainted  the 
ideological  purity  of  his  Judaism.  In  one  of  the  saddest 
episodes  of  Jewish  intellectual  history,  French  Jews 
denounced the work of  Maimonides to the Church,  and 
the Mishneh Torah was burned in public in 1232. 

The  Ways  of  Repentance,  also  rendered  as  The  Laws  of 
Repentance, has a place of distinction in the Mishneh Torah.  
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Rabbi Mayer Twersky once pointed out that most of the 
Mishneh Torah is based on laws that exist in definitive place 
in the Talmud. The laws of the Sabbath, for example, are 
more or less represented in the Talmudic tractate Shabbat, 
the laws of Rosh Hashanah in tractate Rosh Hashanah, and 
so on.  The laws of repentance, on the other hand, are not 
identified  and  concentrated  in  any  single  book  of  the 
Talmud.  Maimonides  recognized  that  these  important 
teachings,  dispersed  throughout  rabbinic  literature, 
constituted  a  distinct  group  of  laws  that  required  a 
sustained  analysis  and  codification.  In  this  sense, 
Maimonides  literally  created  the  systematic  study  of 
repentance in Judaism.  Moreover, as Rabbi Eliyahu Touger 
observed, in order to do this properly Maimonides had to 
extend the discussion into many theoretical areas such as 
the question of  free will  and the nature of  the World to 
Come,  making  The  Ways  of  Repentance  a  deeply 
philosophical  treatise  as  well  as  a  legal  guide to  proper 
behavior.

This  translation is  based on the  Frankel  printing,  which 
has become the standard critical edition. Passages edited 
out of the traditional edition, mostly due to the pressure of 
Church censorship, are thus included here, distinguished 
by the omission of vowels. I have added citations from the 
Hebrew Bible and the Talmud as necessary in parentheses. 
Gender-neutral  language  has  been  used  whenever  the 
translation  would  not  suffer  distortion.  My  intended 
readers  are  those  who  might  not  otherwise  have  the 
opportunity to study Maimonides in the original Hebrew, 
and therefore my commentary does not treat many of the 
important but abstruse Rabbinic debates over the meaning 
of  the  text  in  favor  of  a  straightforward,  uncomplicated 
explanation. Maimonides merely numbers his chapters; I 
have added titles to provide the reader with some sense of 
their content.
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One  last  word  to  the  reader  new  to  Maimonides:  this 
classic  work,  almost  a  thousand years  old,  has  much to 
offer the modern student of Judaism. The fourth chapter in 
particular deals with topics that have immediate and direct 
relevance to contemporary reality, and reads as freshly as 
the day Maimonides first composed it. Still, he wrote for 
an  audience  whose  concerns  were  in  many  ways  quite 
different from ours.  Maimonides lived in a society where 
adherence to traditional Jewish law was the norm and not 
the exception, where distinctions of rights and privileges 
of  the  sexes  were  accepted,  where  polemics  between 
Judaism,  Christianity  and  Islam  were  prevalent,  and 
philosophical  concepts  were  of  deep  interest  to 
intellectuals  beyond  undergraduates  in  freshman 
philosophy  class.  A  full  appreciation  for  Maimonides’ 
genius  and  the  spiritual  insights  of  this  book  will  only 
come after study, meditation, and review. 

The  material  which  follows  can  be  challenging. 
Maimonides  demands  searing  self-examination  and 
presents  rigorous  criteria  for  ethical  development. 
Inevitably, we fall short of our own expectations, and there 
is  a  risk that  we might succumb to excessively negative 
thought  patterns.  Rabbi  Shlomo  Wolbe,  a  major  20th 
century thinker, clarified that this is a fundamental mistake 
in teshuvah. Paraphrasing Deuteronomy 23:4, he wrote that 
“depressive  thoughts  may not  enter  the  congregation of 
those who worship God.” He explained that teshuvah   is 
an essentially joyous activity, that consists of three distinct 
stages (citing Rabbi Israel Salanter, in Alei Shor p. 205):

The key and the beginning is the feeling (הרגש) that 
one has when learning the teachings of the Sages 
and texts of ethical wisdom, reviewing them time 
and time again until  they act upon a person and 
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cause one to sense one’s own personal flaws. From 
there one moves to the second level, which is the 
conquering  of  one’s  inclinations היצר)  .(כבישת   The 
third level is repairing one’s inclinations (תקון היצר) 
such that a person become joyous, and delights in the 
service of God.

How, exactly, does one manage to balance the serious work 
of  discovering  one’s  character  flaws  with  the  putatively 
joyous activity of teshuvah? Rabbi Wolbe cites Rabbi A.A. 
Kaplan,  who  compares  it  to  a  father  dancing  while  his 
young  son  sits  on  his  shoulders.  On  the  one  hand,  he 
dances  with  energy  and  vigor,  wishing  to  please  his 
beloved  child,  but  at  the  same  time  he  retains  full 
consciousness  of  the  precious  weight  on  his  shoulders, 
careful  never  to  endanger  his  balance  with  a  misplaced 
step. So too, we should enjoin the activity of teshuvah with 
seriousness, yet remain confidently joyful that the resulting 
improvements  in  our  character  will  be  meaningful, 
beneficial, and lasting.
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יפה שעה אחת בתשובה 
ומעשים טובים בעולם הזה
מכל חיי העולם הבע

רבי עקיבא

A single hour of teshuvah  
and good deeds in this world 

is better than all of the world to come 

Rabbi Akiva 
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The Ways of Repentance 

הִלכְּוֹת תְּשׁוּבהָ

מצִוְתַ עֲשׂהֵ אחַתַ, והְִיא שֶׁיָּשׁוּב החַוֹטֶא מחֵֶטְאוֹ לִפְנֵי ה', 
וְיתִוְַדּהֶ.  

וּבֵאוּר מצִוְהָ זוֹ ועְִיקָרִים הַנִּגרְָרִים עמִּהָּ בִּגְלָלהָּ, בִּפרְָקִים 
אֵלּוּ.

One positive commandment, which is that the 
sinner should repent of his sin before God and 

confess. 

The explanation of this commandment and the essential 
principles that may be derived from it are explained in 

the following chapters. 

Commentary 

This  entire  book  is  a  sustained  discussion  of  a  single 
commandment (number 73 out of 613 in Maimonides’ Book 
of Commandments), which is to repent, specifically through 
confession.  The  details  of  this  effort  will  be  spelled  out 
over the next ten chapters. 

Hidden within Maimonides’ sparse, undecorated prose is 
an  allusion  to  the  more  expansive  nature  of  this  work. 
Although  the  Mishneh  Torah  focusses  on  practical 
applications of Jewish thought, the subject matter of this 
book demands extensive discussion of more philosophical 
topics.  Later  chapters  will  deal  with  issues  such  as  the 
nature of free will, the concept of reward and punishment, 
and the Jewish vision of the World to Come. Maimonides 
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alludes to the larger subject matter of repentance with the 
phrase “and the essential principles that may be derived 
from” the commandment to repent. 

The Hebrew word for “repentance” is teshuvah, a term that 
is  difficult  to  render  in  English  with  precision.  The 
essential  meaning  is  derived  from  the  root  “to  return.” 
Depending  on  the  context,  however,  it  can  easily  be 
translated as response, reply, or retort, terms quite different 
in  nuance  than  “repent.”  In  all  cases,  it  represents  a 
reaction to stimuli: a question requires a response, a home 
awaits  a  return.  In  the  context  of  this  work,  the  closest 
English term would be “repentance,” which preserves the 
“returning” essence of teshuvah:  repentance in the Jewish 
sense implies a return to an ideal state of closeness with 
God and with our highest, most noble priorities in life. 

In composing The Ways of Repentance, Maimonides quietly 
demonstrated his bold intellectual creativity. The concept 
of repentance is central to Jewish thought, but Maimonides 
was  the  first  thinker  in  two  thousand  years  of  Torah 
scholarship  to  codify  its  practice  in  such  a  pragmatic, 
comprehensive manner. His groundbreaking effort is still 
greater when one considers the scope of the overall project 
of the Mishneh Torah,  covering absolutely every aspect of 
Jewish teachings on human life, including commandments 
relevant to the distant past (such as sacrificial laws which 
cannot be practiced if the Temple is not standing, see Sefer 
Ha-Korbanot), the future messianic period (Hilkhot Melakhim 
u-Milhamot), and even areas not normally subject to human 
legislation,  such as opinions and character traits  (Hilkhot 
De’ot). 

The laws of repentance appear early in the overall work in 
the section Maimonides called “The Book of Knowledge” 
because  these  teachings  are,  as  he  indicated  in  his 
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introduction, “essential to the Law of Moses our Teacher, 
and every person must know them before anything else.” 
The sequence is also significant: the Mishneh Torah  opens 
with the Laws of the Foundations of Torah, covering basic 
elements of Judaism such as monotheism, followed by the 
Laws of Opinions, which covers the famed “middle path” 
of character traits. The Laws of Torah Study are next, but  
then the progression is interrupted by a long discussion of 
the laws related to idolatry. The juxtaposition of deepened 
awareness of Judaism and Torah with forbidden worship is 
jarring  but  hardly  unintentional:  spiritual  growth  is 
proportionately  related  to  spiritual  challenge,  as  the 
Talmud states,  “one who is  greater  than his  fellow—his 
desire  to  do  evil  is  similarly  greater  (see  Sukkah  52a). 
Maimonides then brings the fallen reader back to center 
with our book, The Ways of Repentance, which concludes the 
the section entitled The Book of Knowledge.

!15
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Chapter One: Confession 

1.1 

כָּל המַּצִוְוֹת שֶׁבּתַּוֹרָה, בֵּין עֲשׂהֵ בֵּין לֹא תעֲַשׂהֶ--אםִ עָברַ אָדָם עַל 
אחַתַ מהֵןֶ, בֵּין בְּזָדוֹן בֵּין בִּשְׁגָגהָ--כְּשֶׁיּעֲַשׂהֶ תְּשׁוּבהָ וְיָשׁוּב מחֵֶטְאוֹ, 
חַיָּב להְתִוְַדּוֹת לִפְנֵי הָא-ל בּרָוְּ הוּא:  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "אִישׁ אוֹ-אִשּׁהָ כִּי 
יעֲַשׂוּ מכִָּל-חַטֹּאת הָאָדָם למעול מעל בה' ואשמה הנפש ההיא 
והְתִוְַדּוּ, אתֶ-חַטָּאתםָ אֲשׁרֶ עָשׂוּ" (במדבר ה,ו-ז), זהֶ וִדּוּי דְּברִָים.  

וּוִדּוּי זהֶ מצִוְתַ עֲשׂהֵ.

כֵּיצַד מתִוְַדּהֶ--אוֹמרֵ אָנָּא ה' חָטָאתִי עוִָיתִי פָּשׁעַתְִּי לְפָנֶיָ, ועְָשִׂיתִי 
כְָּ וכְְָּ, והַרֲֵי נחִמַתְִּי וּבֹשׁתְִּי בּמְעֲַשַׂי, וּלעְוֹלםָ אֵינִי חוֹזרֵ לְדָברָ זהֶ.  
זהֶ הוּא עִיקָרוֹ שֶׁלּוִַּדּוּי; וכְָל המַּרְַבּהֶ להְתִוְַדּוֹת וּמַארֲִיְ בּעְִנְיןָ זהֶ, 

הרֲֵי זהֶ מְשֻׁבּחָ.

וכְןֵ בּעֲַלֵי חַטָּאוֹת וַאֲשׁמָוֹת--בּעְתֵ שׁמְֶּבִיאִין קָרְבְּנוֹתֵיהםֶ עַל שִׁגְגתָןָ 
אוֹ עַל זְדוֹנןָ, אֵין מתִכְַּפּרֵ להָןֶ בְּקָרְבָּנםָ, עַד שֶׁיּעֲַשׂוּ תְּשׁוּבהָ, וְיתִוְַדּוּ 

" (ויקרא ה,ה). וִדּוּי דְּברִָים:  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "והְתִוְַדּהָ אֲשׁרֶ חָטָא עָלֶיהָ

וכְןֵ כָּל מחְֻיְּבֵי מִיתוֹת בֵּית דִּין, וּמחְֻיְּבֵי מַלְקוּת--אֵין מתִכְַּפּרֵ להָםֶ 
החַוֹבֵל  וכְןֵ  וְיתִוְַדּוּ.   תְּשׁוּבהָ  שֶׁיּעֲַשׂוּ  עַד  בִּלְקִיּתָםָ,  אוֹ  בּמְִיתתָםָ 
בּחֲַברֵוֹ אוֹ המַַּזִּיק ממְוֹנוֹ--אף עַל פִּי שֶׁשִּׁלּםַ לוֹ מהַ שׁהְוּא חַיָּב לוֹ--
אֵין מתִכְַּפּרֵ לוֹ, עַד שֶׁיּתִוְַדּהֶ וְיָשׁוּב מִלּעֲַשׂוֹת כְּזהֶ לעְוֹלםָ:  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ 

"מכִָּל-חַטֹּאת הָאָדָם" (במדבר ה,ו).

Every commandment in the Torah, whether a 
commandment to perform some act or a commandment 
to refrain from some act— if a person transgresses one of 
these commandments, whether unintentionally or 
intentionally, he must confess before God when he does 
teshuvah for his sin.  This is as it is written (Numbers 
5:6-7): a man or woman who commits one of the sins of 
humanity, transgressing against God, the soul bears guilt; 
they must confess the sin they committed.  This is called 
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the “confession of words.”  This confession is a positive 
commandment. 

How should a person confess? He should say, “Please, 
God, I have sinned, I have wronged, I have rebelled 
before you, and I have done such-and-such. Behold, I 
regret and am ashamed of my deeds, and I will never 
return to that act again.” this is the essence of confession, 
and anyone who expands on such a confession, going 
into greater detail, deserves praise. 

Thus when people who sinned and are guilty, and 
brought sacrifices for their unintentional or intentional 
sins, they did not receive atonement through their 
offerings until they did teshuvah, and confessed the 
confession of words, as it is written (Leviticus 5:5) and he 
will confess regarding that which he sinned. 

So too, one who was condemned to be executed by the 
court, or condemned to receive lashes, would not receive 
atonement through death or lashes if he did not also do 
teshuvah and confess. Furthermore, anyone who harms 
another person physically or financially, even though he 
may repay what he owes, he will not receive atonement 
until he confesses and repents of ever doing this again, 
as it is written (Numbers 5:6) of all the sins of humanity.  

Commentary 

It is hard to understand why Maimonides began this book 
with a discussion of confession. His logical, orderly style 
usually begins with general concepts and definition of key 
terms, and there is no shortage of appropriate initial topics. 
He could have begin with a definition of teshuvah, but he 
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leaves that till Chapter Two. Alternatively, this book could 
have  begun  with  the  importance  of  teshuvah  (Chapter 
Three) or the value of teshuvah (Chapter Seven) or even the 
purpose of teshuvah (Chapter Ten). Granted, Maimonides 
seems to  count  “confession” as  the  sole,  concrete  action 
associated with the commandment of  teshuvah (although 
passages  elsewhere  in  his  work  suggests  that  he  may 
consider  teshuvah  a  commandment  unto  itself),  but  why 
begin  the  book  by  discussing  one  element  of  teshuvah 
rather than a more general principle?

The confession is a verbal articulation of the consciousness 
of  past  wrongs.  This  confession  is  entirely  private, 
conducted  solely  between  an  individual  and  God.   No 
human being need hear this confession, unless it involves a 
sin against another person that requires financial or other 
restitution  (more  on  this  in  Chapter  Two).  A  cursory 
overview  of  the  commentaries  reveals  certain  basic 
elements  to  the  process  of  teshuvah,  including  regret 
(haratah),  confession  (vidui),  and  abandonment  of  sin 
(azivat  ha-het),  sometimes in combination with resolution 
for the future (kabalah al ha-atid). Rabenu Yonah of Girona 
(d.  1263),  an  early  critic  of  Maimonides  who  ultimately 
came to revere his work, argued in his magisterial Sha’arei 
Teshuvah that  there are actually twenty distinct  stages to 
the process known as teshuvah, and thirteen of those steps 
precede  confession!  Once  again:  why  does  Maimonides 
begin with confession?

It is true that Maimonides was a rationalist whose verbal 
economy is legendary among Yeshiva students. Perhaps he 
chose to consider the earlier stages of regret a necessary 
but not sufficient cause for the process of teshuvah, which 
begins  in  truth  with  the  first  confessional  articulation. 
Saying it out loud, in other words, is what makes it real. 
No matter how profound the regret, teshuvah doesn’t start 
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until we acknowledge, at least to ourselves, that we have 
done wrong. As the Talmud puts it, “words of the heart are 
not words” (דברים שבלב אינן דברים).

But is this really true? Is regret without confession devoid 
of value for teshuvah? The locus classicus for teshuvah is the 
amazing  story  of  Elazar  ben  Durdaya,  recorded  in  the 
Talmudic  tractate  Avodah  Zarah  (17a).  After  a  life  of 
extreme profligacy, a passing comment from a woman of ill 
repute  forced  Elazar  ben  Durdaya  to  confront  the 
unfortunate  trajectory  of  his  life.  As  the  story  goes,  he 
beseeched a series of unusual agents to intercede to on his 
behalf: the mountains and valleys, heaven and earth, the 
sun and the moon, stars and the constellations, yet each 
refused in turn, claiming “before we ask for you, we must 
ask for ourselves.” Finally, Elazar ben Durdaya came to a 
monumental  realization  and  pronounced  a  fundamental  
axiom of  self-improvement:  “the  matter  depends  on  me 
alone.” He lowered his head and uttered a piercing cry of 
such agony that his soul departed on the spot. His efforts 
were  rewarded  with  a  Heavenly  voice  that  proclaimed, 
“Rabbi  Elazar  ben  Durdaya  has  earned  a  place  in  the 
World to Come.” 

The  plain  reading  of  the  story  is  that  Rabbi  Elazar  ben 
Durdaya achieved his personal redemption through regret 
without  confession  (a  number  of  other  examples  of 
redemption  without  verbal  confession  are  provided  by 
Rabbi  Shalom  Tsvi  Shapiro  in  his  commentary  Meshiv 
Nefesh  1:3).  Must  one  therefore  go  through  the  tedious, 
onerous  chore  of  confession  in  order  to  receive  Divine 
forgiveness? Certainly God knows our sins--shouldn't our 
simple  act  of  heartfelt  regret  be  sufficient?  Maimonides 
even provides support for this proposition below (1.4), at 
least in the context of relatively minor transgressions: "if a 
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person feels shame, he is forgiven even before he moves 
from that spot." Why all the emphasis on confession?

Confession represents a purely personal articulation of our 
wrongdoing. God, the Knower of all Secrets, does not need 
our confession to learn about our sins. Confession is rather 
an opportunity for us to get acquainted with our darker 
sides,  analyzing  the  content  of  our  actions  and 
determining  our  level  of  culpability.  Did  we  “sin,”  “do 
wrong,” or “rebel”? There are finer points of agency to all 
of  our  transgressions,  and  it  is  incumbent  upon  us  to 
analyze them thoroughly as part of the teshuvah process. In 
some  cases,  deeper  reflection  may  reveal  that  we  are 
holding ourselves  to  a  greater  degree of  blame than we 
truly  deserve.  More  likely,  we  may  discover  the 
uncomfortable truth that we have been holding ourselves 
to  an unacceptably lenient  standard,  finding excuses  for 
behavior that we would consider intolerable in others. In 
either  case,  the  teshuvah  process  requires  a  slow  and 
methodical introspection.

While the Temple stood in Jerusalem, atonement for sins 
involved the ritual  offering of  sacrifices.  Providing these 
sacrifices,  whether  simple  flour  or  expensive  livestock, 
would  not  grant  the  forgiveness  associated  with  a 
complete teshuvah if the penitent failed to confess. This is 
not surprising: some people find it easier to assuage their 
inchoate feelings of guilt by writing a check to a deserving 
charity,  or  doing  a  good  turn  for  someone  they  have 
personally  wronged,  thinking  that  the  positive  deed 
cancels out an earlier negative act. While admirable, this 
approach  to  teshuvah  is  ultimately  insufficient.   Without 
personally  realizing  the  full  extent  of  the  wrong,  and 
articulating it to ourselves in a confession, we cannot take 
these matters to heart and effect permanent change.
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An anonymous 18th century commentary entitled Yad Ha-
Ketanah  (“the small  hand,” a  self-deprecating allusion to 
“the  strong  hand,”  an  alternate  title  for  Maimonides’ 
Mishneh Torah) sheds light on this phenomenon. Attributed 
to Rabbi Dov Berish Gottlieb,  the Yad Ha-Ketanah  argues 
that confession is a necessary but not sufficient cause for 
teshuvah.  The  articulation  of  awareness  of  sin,  through 
actual speech and not merely silent meditation, represents 
a  physical  embodiment  of  the  will  that  breaks  through 
barriers to teshuvah.  “Like a man trapped by the hardness 
of his heart, even though his essential will is to repent,” 
confession opens up the conduits of teshuvah like turning 
on a tap: the water waits at the edge of the valve, under 
pressure but unable to escape until  the valve is  opened. 
Merely thinking, even concentrating with all one’s mental 
energy,  will  not  result  in a cool  glass of  water.  The tiny 
physical act of turning a faucet, however, will generate an 
abundance of liquid to slake the thirst.

Confession, a purely private act, represents the first shift in 
balance that allows teshuvah to take place. An inarticulate 
cry of despair,  like the one uttered by Rabbi Eliezer ben 
Durdaya, may be sufficient to generate Divine forgiveness, 
but without charting a path forward it cannot be translated 
into effective teshuvah for life.  Maimonides will  continue 
the discussion by describing the particulars of confession 
in this and the following chapter.

Perhaps it is indeed possible to receive Divine forgiveness 
without confession, as we appear to see from the story of 
Rabbi  Elazar  ben  Durdaya.  Note,  however,  that  ben 
Durdaya dies immediately after experiencing his profound 
regret.  Our goal is to live after teshuvah. In order to live, we 
must  chart  a  path  forward.  Confession  is  an  essential 
element of finding that path.  Indeed, finding our path is 
central to our spiritual lives: Rabbi Avraham Isaac Kook, 
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one  of  the  most  evocative  writers  on  the  subject  of 
teshuvah, describes that “the soul is agonized by remaining 
in one place and not ascending, for it needs to continually 
ascend  from  level  to  level...the  pain  of  standing  still 
penetrates  to  the very depths of  the soul,  a  tremendous 
suffering...a complete reversal of the natural instinct and 
essence of the soul” (Orot ha-Teshuvah 15:3).
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 1.2

כּוֹהןֵ  יִשׂרְָאֵל,  לכְָל  כַּפּרָָה  שׁהְוּא  --לְפִי  המִַּשׁתְַּלּחֵַ שׂעִָיר 
גָּדוֹל מתִוְַדּהֶ עָלָיו עַל לְשׁוֹן כָּל יִשׂרְָאֵל:  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "והְתִוְַדּהָ 

עָלָיו אתֶ-כָּל-עוֲֹנתֹ בְּנֵי יִשׂרְָאֵל" (ויקרא טז,כא). 

הַקַּלּוֹת  שֶׁבּתַּוֹרָה,  עֲברֵוֹת  כָּל  עַל  מכְַפּרֵ  המִַּשׁתְַּלּחֵַ  שׂעִָיר 
והְחַמֲוּרוֹת, בֵּין שׁעֶָברַ בְּזָדוֹן בֵּין שׁעֶָברַ בִּשְׁגָגהָ, בֵּין שׁהֶוֹדַע 
המִַּשׁתְַּלּחֵַ:   בְּשׂעִָיר  מתִכְַּפּרֵ  לוֹ--הכַֹּל  הוֹדַע  שֶׁלֹּא  בֵּין  לוֹ 
אֵין  תְּשׁוּבהָ,  עָשׂהָ  לֹא  אםִ  אֲבָל  תְּשׁוּבהָ;  שׁעֶָשׂהָ  והְוּא, 

הַשּׂעִָיר מכְַפּרֵ לוֹ אֵלָא עַל הַקַּלּוֹת.

העֲָברֵוֹת  הןֶ  החַמֲוּרוֹת  החַמֲוּרוֹת:   הןֶ  וּמהַ  הַקַּלּוֹת,  הןֶ  וּמהַ 
שׁחֶַיָּבִין עֲלֵיהןֶ מִיתתַ בֵּית דִּין אוֹ כּרֵָת; וּשְׁבוּעתַ שׁוְָא וְשֶׁקֶר--אףַ עַל 
לֹא  מצִוְוֹת  וּשְׁארָ  החַמֲוּרוֹת.   מןִ  הִיא  הרֲֵי  כּרֵָת,  בּהָּ  שְׁאֵין  פִּי 

תעֲַשׂהֶ, וּמצִוְוֹת עֲשׂהֵ שְׁאֵין בּהָןֶ כּרֵָת--הןֶ הַקַּלּוֹת.

The High Priest utters the confession over the goat that is 
sent away, which acts as an atonement for all Israel. He 
does this with reference to the entire Jewish people, as it 
is written (Leviticus 16:21), and he will confess over it all 
the sins of all the children of Israel. 

The goat that is sent away atones for all sins in the Torah, 
the lighter ones and the stricter ones, whether one 
transgressed them intentionally or unintentionally, 
whether one was aware of them or not.  All sins receive 
atonement through the goat that is sent away. This is true 
as long as a person does teshuvah.  Without teshuvah, 
the goat atones for lighter sins only. 

What are these lighter sins, and what are the stricter sins?  
The stricter sins are those for which a person would be 
subject to the death penalty by a human court or 
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excision.  False oaths and lies, even though they do not 
carry the penalty of excision, are included in the category 
of stricter sins.  All other negative commandments, as 
well as positive commandments that do not carry the 
penalty of excision, are included in the category of lighter 
sins. 

Commentary 

The Torah describes an ancient ritual wherein a goat was 
selected through lottery and sacrificed in expiation of sins 
committed by the Jewish people as a whole (see Leviticus 
16:5-34). The English term “scapegoat” is derived from this 
ritual,  although in Hebrew the term is  simply “the goat 
that is sent away.”

In The Guide for the Perplexed  (III:46), however, Maimonides 
clarifies  that  the  requirement  of  confession  remained  in 
place even during the Temple period. The ritual of the goat 
that  is  sent  away  provided  a  communal  structure  for 
teshuvah,  but  the  obligations  of  personal  teshuvah, 
including the self-examination that  results  in  confession, 
remained mandatory. Just as today, Jews of ancient times 
confronted  sin  in  an  immediate,  personal  manner,  no 
matter how messy and embarrassing. 

The  Hebrew  language  possesses  many  words  for  "sin.” 
Maimonides  included three  basic  words  in  the  previous 
halakhah,  and they  are  central  to  confession:  sin,  wrong, 
and rebellion (חטא, פשע, ועון). The English terms are not 
precise  equivalents.  Sin,  for  example,  refers  to 
transgressions  that  are  committed  by  accident,  lacking 
human intention.  “Wrong,”  on the  other  hand,  carries  a 
higher level of human intent. Finally, “rebellion” refers to a 
transgression committed with an acute level of awareness 
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minus physical temptation; acts performed with the sole 
intent of angering the Creator.

We  have  sinned,  we  have  wronged,  we  have  rebelled. 
Confession demands a thorough review of one’s choices, 
analyzing  and  testing  our  behavior,  and  comparing  the 
results with our ideal selves. This internal reflection is the 
very first  step in the process of  teshuvah,  as  the prophet 
Jeremiah writes in Lamentations 3:40: let us search our ways 
and examine them, and return to God. First we must “search 
our ways,” and once we have identified those choices that 
give  us  pause  we  must  “examine  them,”  and  this  will 
ultimately lead to a “return to God.”  

The classic work Mesilat Yesharim by Rabbi Moshe Hayim 
Luzzatto (1700-1738) compared the unexamined life to “a 
blind man walking along a river—danger is  more likely 
than rescue.”  One cannot  really  fault  the  blind man for 
falling in the river, yet the consequence of his misstep is so 
serious  that  blame becomes  irrelevant.  His  lack  of  sight 
demands  an  inversely  proportionate  enhancement  of 
vigilance  simply  to  ensure  his  safety!  He  must  devote 
resources to researching his route, perhaps find a sighted 
companion,  use  a  cane,  listen  carefully  to  the  sound  of 
flowing water, and so on. He would also do very well to 
heed  the  teaching  of  the  Sages  and  learn  to  swim. 
Otherwise, how could he possibly hope to avoid danger, 
especially if the river is part of his daily travel?
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 1.3

בִּזמְןָ שְׁאֵין בֵּית המִַּקְדָּשׁ קַיּםָ, וְאֵין לָנוּ מִזְבּחַ כַּפּרָָה--אֵין 
העֲָברֵוֹת:   כָּל  עַל  מכְַפּרֶֶת  התְַּשׁוּבהָ  תְּשׁוּבהָ.   אֵלָא  שׁםָ 
אַפִלּוּ רָשׁעָ כָּל ימָָיו, ועְָשׂהָ תְּשׁוּבהָ בָּאחַרֲוֹנהָ--אֵין מַזכְִּירִין 
לוֹ שׁםֵ רִשׁעְוֹ, שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "ורְִשׁעְתַ הרָָשׁעָ לֹא-יכִָּשֶׁל בּהָּ, בְּיוֹם 
הכִַּפּוּרִים  שֶׁלְּיוֹם  ועְצַמְוֹ  לג,יב).   מרִֵשׁעְוֹ" (יחזקאל  שׁוּבוֹ 
יכְַפּרֵ  הַזּהֶ  "כִּי-בַיּוֹם  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  לַשָּׁבִים,  מכְַפּרֵ 

עֲלֵיכםֶ" (ויקרא טז,ל).

Now that the Temple no longer exists, and there is 
no altar of atonement, only teshuvah remains.  Teshuvah 
atones for all sins.  Even a person who is wicked all his 
life, but repents at the very end, is never considered 
wicked, as it is written (Ezekiel 33:12), the wicked person 
will no longer stumble in his wickedness on the day he 
does teshuvah. The essence of Yom Kippur atones for 
those who repent, as it is written (Leviticus 16:30), for on 
that day, it will give you atonement. 

Commentary 

Yom  Kippur.  One  day  a  year,  mass  collective  teshuvah, 
followed  by  forgiveness.  Surrounded  by  family  and 
friends, we purge our regrets and communally resolve to 
improve ourselves. Using the fast as a lever, together we 
reach ever-higher levels of spiritual excellence. Cleansed, 
renewed  and  restored,  we  begin  the  New  Year 
auspiciously, as free of sin as newborns.  
 
Unfortunately,  as  Maimonides  will  explain  in  the  next 
halakhah, some types of transgression carry over from one 
year  to  the  next.  Despite  reaching  profound  depths  of 
regret,  achieving  a  full  and  detailed  confession  and 
articulating  a  heartfelt  apology,  and filled  with  absolute 
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resolve never to repeat the sin, one may still  have to do 
teshuvah for many more Yom Kippurs to come.  
 
Teshuvah,  explains  Rabenu  Yonah,  is  like  laundering  a 
greasy stain on an otherwise pristine white garment. One 
wash will  remove the surface soil,  but the cloth remains 
discolored.  Clean  enough  to  wear,  at  least  in  some 
contexts,  but the stain is a visible embarrassment.    Only 
with repeated and aggressive washing may some stains be 
removed completely.  
 
Thus we can go through the motions of Yom Kippur, even 
shed a few tears,  but painful experience teaches that we 
emerge from the holiday transformed in only incremental 
amounts. We may utter beautiful pieties, yet with a little 
bit of life stress and our true selves snap right back into 
place.  This  is  especially  true  for  character  traits,  as 
Maimonides will explain in 7.3, we must do teshuvah  for 
character flaws just as much as we do for moral lapses and 
failings. 

Growing up in  Florida,  my children identified a  certain 
type of fascinating flora they called “air plants.” Known 
scientifically as epiphytic  bromeliads (I  looked it  up),  their 
seeds are carried on the wind and they take root and grow 
in  the  nooks  and crannies  of  trees  of  unrelated  species, 
where they produce an impressive burst of languid foliage. 
They are typically not a parasitic  species,  relying on the 
tree  only  for  structural  support  while  they  derive  their 
nutrients from the atmosphere.

It’s tempting to think of character flaws as our personal set 
of epiphytic bromeliads. We are not of the same species. 
The breeze brought them our way and we are powerless to 
remove them. They are even beautiful in a bizarre kind of 
way. Perhaps our Yom Kippur teshuvah should consist of a 
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basic survey of the foreign plants growing on our trunks, 
and maybe trimming a few of them back a bit?

The  analogy,  of  course,  is  inadequate.  First  of  all,  the 
comparison completely ignores the wrongs and rebellions—
transgressions  that  we  committed  with  full  intent  and 
capacity. These aren’t like air plants that made their way to 
us  on  the  breeze;  they  come  directly  from  the  roots. 
Secondly, let’s not forget the fact that the air plants found 
shelter in the little gaps that opened up in the concentric 
rings  of  bark,  for  example,  of  a  cypress  palm.  Without 
those gaps, the seeds of the epiphytic bromeliads would 
have  slid  harmlessly  to  the  ground  as  if  they  had 
encountered the smooth trunk of a royal palm, or even a 
concrete light post.

The unintentional sins are known as shegagot. They are like 
the  air  plants—avoiding  them  is  as  hopeless  as  a  tree 
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trying to avoid the wind. All we can do is attend to our 
vigilance, which is like the bark of the tree. If our vigilance 
against  accidental  wrongdoing  is  strong,  we  will  easily 
resist the occasional thoughtless temptation that comes our 
way.  Note  as  well  that  not  every  epiphytic  plant  is 
harmless. Many are invasive parasites, overwhelming and 
strangling  their  hosts  like  Georgian  kudzu.  Shegagot, 
unchecked, have the power to destroy us.

One last point about Yom Kippur. Maimonides’ reference 
to  Yom  Kippur,  here  and  throughout  The  Ways  of 
Repentance, is distinguished by an unusual omission, noted 
in the classic Hasidic work Tanya by Rabbi Shneur Zalman 
of  Liadi.  Nowhere  does  Maimonides  mention  the  fast 
itself,  perhaps  the  most  memorable  feature  of  that  holy 
day!  The  reason  for  this,  according  to  Tanya,  is  because 
Maimonides  wishes  to  counter  the  mistaken  impression 
that the fast is an act of teshuvah sufficient in itself to effect 
atonement.  In  reality,  teshuvah  is  all  about  regret, 
confession, and abandonment of sin.  The purpose of the 
fast is  to accept upon one’s self  a mitigated punishment 
rather than suffer the full measure of consequences for our 
actions, which is explained in the next halakhah.
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1.4 

אףַ עַל פִּי שׁהֶתְַּשׁוּבהָ מכְַפּרֶֶת עַל הכַֹּל, ועְצַמְוֹ שֶׁלְּיוֹם הכִַּפּוּרִים 
שְׁאֵין  עֲברֵוֹת  וְיֵשׁ  בְּשׁעָתָןָ,  מתִכְַּפּרְִין  שׁהְןֶ  עֲברֵוֹת  מכְַפּרֵ--יֵשׁ 
מתִכְַּפּרְִין אֵלָא לְאחַרַ זמְןָ.  כֵּיצַד:  עָברַ אָדָם עַל מצִוְתַ עֲשׂהֵ שְׁאֵין 
בּהָּ כּרֵָת, ועְָשׂהָ תְּשׁוּבהָ--אֵינוּ זָז מִשּׁםָ עַד שׁמֶּוֹחֲלִין לוֹ מִיָּד, וּבְאֵלּוּ 

נֶאמֱרָ "שׁוּבוּ בָּנִים שׁוֹבָבִים, ארְֶפּהָ מְשׁוּבתֵֹיכםֶ" (ירמיהו ג,כב).

דִּין,  בֵּית  מִיתתַ  וְלֹא  כּרֵָת  בּהָּ  שְׁאֵין  תעֲַשׂהֶ  לֹא  מצִוְתַ  עַל  עָברַ 
ועְָשׂהָ תְּשׁוּבהָ--תְּשׁוּבהָ תּוֹלהָ וְיוֹם הכִַּפּוּרִים מכְַפּרֵ, וּבְאֵלּוּ נֶאמֱרָ 
"כִּי-בַיּוֹם הַזּהֶ יכְַפּרֵ עֲלֵיכםֶ לטהר אתכם מכל חטאתיכם לפני ה' 

תטהרו" (ויקרא טז,ל).

וְיוֹם  תְּשׁוּבהָ--תְּשׁוּבהָ  ועְָשׂהָ  דִּין,  בֵּית  וּמִיתוֹת  כּרְֵתוֹת  עַל  עָברַ 
וּלעְוֹלםָ  הכַַּפּרָָה,  לוֹ  גּוֹמרְִין  עָלָיו  הַבָּאִין  וְיסִּוּרִין  תּוֹלִין,  הכִַּפּוּרִים 
אֵין מתִכְַּפּרֵ לוֹ כַּפּרָָה גּמְוּרָה, עַד שֶׁיָּבוֹאוּ עָלָיו יסִּוּרִין; וּבְאֵלּוּ נֶאמֱרָ 

"וּפָקַדְתִּי בְשֵׁבֶט פִּשׁעְםָ; וּבִנְגעִָים עוֲֹנםָ" (תהילים פט,לג).

אֲבָל  שׁעֶָברַ.   בּעְתֵ  הַשּׁםֵ  אתֶ  חִלַּל  בְּשֶׁלֹּא  אמֲוּרִים,  דְּברִָים  בּמַּהֶ 
המַּחְַלֵּל אתֶ הַשּׁםֵ--אףַ עַל פִּי שׁעֶָשׂהָ תְּשׁוּבהָ והְִגִּיעַ יוֹם הכִַּפּוּרִים 
כַּפּרָָה  לוֹ  מתִכְַּפּרֵ  אֵינוּ  יסִּוּרִין,  עָלָיו  וּבָאוּ  בּתְִשׁוּבתָוֹ  עוֹמֵד  והְוּא 
שְׁלָשׁתְּןָ  וְיסִּוּרִין  הכִַּפּוּרִים  וְיוֹם  תְּשׁוּבהָ  אֵלָא  שֶׁיּמָוּת,  עַד  גּמְוּרָה 
תּוֹלִין וּמִיתהָ מכְַפּרֶֶת, שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "וְנִגְלהָ בְאָזְנָי ה' צְבָאוֹת:  אםִ-יכְֻפּרַ 

העֶוָןֹ הַזּהֶ לכָםֶ, עַד-תּמְתֻוּן" (ישעיהו כב,יד).

Even though teshuvah effects atonement for everything 
and the essence of Yom Kippur atones, there are certain 
sins that receive atonement immediately, and there are 
sins that only receive atonement after time passes.  How 
is this so?  If a person transgresses a positive 
commandment that does not carry the penalty of 
excision, and then he repents, he does not move from 
that spot before he is immediately forgiven.  Regarding 
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these people it is written (Jeremiah 3:22), return, 
returning children, I will heal you in your return.  

If a person transgresses a negative commandment that 
does not carry the penalty of excision or capital 
punishment at the hands of a human court, and then he 
does teshuvah, his teshuvah remains suspended until 
Yom Kippur provides atonement.  Regarding these 
people it is written (Leviticus 16:30), for on that day it will 
give you atonement, to purify you from all your sins, 
before God you will be purified.  

If a person transgresses a commandment that carries the 
penalty of excision or capital punishment at the hands of 
a human court, and then he does teshuvah, then the 
teshuvah and Yom Kippur are suspended, and suffering 
comes to him to complete the atonement. He will never 
receive complete atonement until he endures suffering.  
Regarding such people it is written (Psalms 89:33), I will 
remember their s ins with the staff , and their 
transgressions with lashes. 

Under what conditions does this apply? When the sin did 
not involve the desecration of the Divine Name.  If the sin 
did involve the desecration of the Divine Name, then 
even though a person did teshuvah, and went through 
Yom Kippur while he remained steadfast in his teshuvah, 
and he experienced suffering, he nevertheless will not 
receive complete atonement until he dies.  Rather, all 
three factors (teshuvah, Yom Kippur, and suffering) are 
suspended, and death provides atonement, as it is 
written (Isaiah 22:14), and it was revealed to my ears by 
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the Lord of Hosts: you will not receive atonement for this 
sin until you die. 

Commentary 

The Hebrew term, kaparah, basically means "forgiveness." 
There are other Hebrew words that signify forgiveness, but 
they  all  have  various  shadings  of  meaning.  Kaparah  is 
derived from the root כפר, which means "deny, contradict, 
repudiate." Kaparah is thus the fullest level of forgiveness, a 
level in which the past misdeed is completely obliterated 
(the passage in Tanya cited above derives it from the word 
 meaning “to wipe away,” removing completely the ,קינוח
soil of sin). It therefore stands to reason that kaparah is not 
easily  attained.  A human  relationship,  for  example,  can 
handle a lot of stress. One party might wrong the other, but 
with  an  acceptable  apology  and  proper  restitution,  the 
relationship  returns  to  normal.  Sometimes,  however,  the 
harm is so awful that an apology and restitution cannot 
repair  the  breach  immediately,  but  time  will  ultimately 
effect the necessary healing. Still other incidents may be so 
grievous, or smaller incidents might be repeated so often, 
that even an apology, restitution, and time cannot bring the 
wronged party to a full level of forgiveness. 

Maimonides  classified,  in  his  characteristically  analytical 
style,  the various categories of atonement and how they 
relate to the process of teshuvah.  The lightest form of sin is 
the transgression of a positive commandment, meaning the 
failure to perform some act that does not have financial or 
other repercussions for other people (if  the act did have 
financial or other repercussions, then the damage done to 
another  person  would  have  to  be  addressed  before 
atonement could take effect, as will be discussed below in 
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2.9). For example, one is required to recite a blessing after 
eating bread (Deuteronomy 8:10: when you have eaten, and 
are  satisfied,  then  you  will  bless).  If  a  person  accidentally 
omitted this prayer and only recalled it after the passage of 
a significant amount of time, then a simple recognition of 
this  omission  through  teshuvah  would  be  sufficient  to 
provide complete and immediate atonement. Maimonides 
provides  the  citation  from  Jeremiah  3:22  to  prove  this 
point.  The  passage  is  often  translated  as  return,  O 
backsliding children,  but in this context it seems clear that 
the word “backsliding” (shovavim, derived from the same 
root  as  the  word teshuvah)  would  be  better  rendered as 
“returning.” The sense of  the verse is  that  even while  a 
person is still  in the process of doing teshuvah,  God will 
immediately forgive such transgressions.

A second type of sin is the transgression of a negative (i.e. 
“thou shalt  not”)  commandment that  does not carry the 
punishment of excision or capital punishment. It is more 
serious than the omission of a positive commandment.  An 
example  of  this  type  of  transgression  would  be  eating 
forbidden food. If a person were to regret eating forbidden 
food,  and  go  through  the  process  of  teshuvah,  then 
atonement would be held in abeyance until Yom Kippur.

Still  more  serious  sins  carry  the  penalty  of  excision  or 
capital  punishment.  Such  transgressions  require  three 
elements to effect atonement: teshuvah, the passage of Yom 
Kippur, and personal punishment through suffering.

The most serious of all transgressions is one that involves 
“desecration of the Divine Name” (hilul HaShem): acts that 
inspire public condemnation of God, Judaism or the Jewish 
people.  Sometimes these desecrations of the Divine Name 
are  large in  nature,  for  example  if  a  well-known Jewish 
individual is convicted of a major crime, Heaven forbid, 
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but even more private acts may fall  under this category, 
such as a Rabbi who does not stand by his word in a minor 
business  transaction.  The  teshuvah  process  for  a  person 
who commits a transgression of this nature includes four 
elements  that  are  prerequisites  for  atonement:  teshuvah 
itself, followed by Yom Kippur and suffering, concluding 
with death. Some transgressions literally require a lifetime 
of atonement.

Unlike most sins, which are easier to define, Desecration of 
the Divine Name is a sin that varies according to the status 
of the person.  The higher the status, the more serious the 
transgression. The Talmud (Yoma 86a) records the opinion 
of the great sage Rav: “for example, if I were to purchase 
meat and not pay immediately.”
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Notes to Self 

1) Confession is the starting point of teshuvah. Articulating 
a full awareness of wrongdoing requires forethought and 
preparation. The liturgy provides a framework to remind 
us  of  the  various  categories  of  our  failings.  Some 
commentators  emphasize  the  value  of  recitation  of  the 
confessional  texts,  especially  in  a  communal  setting,  but 
the  full,  transformational  power of  teshuvah can only be 
accessed through confession with intent.    

2) Keep track of the air plants. A personal spiritual journal 
is  helpful,  especially  with  regular  review.  Be  sure  to 
include  personal  victories  as  well  as  failures,  like  “I 
managed to control my temper.” 

3)  Remember that  regret  and the experience of  personal 
suffering is part of the teshuvah process. 

4)
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Chapter Two: Forgiveness 

Introduction 

In  a  brilliant  essay,  first  delivered  as  a  Yiddish-
language  sermon  in  mid-century  New  York  and 
then published in a collection entitled On Teshuvah, 
Rabbi  J.D.  Soloveitchik  (“the  Rav”)  asked  the 
question posed above: why did Maimonides begin 
with a discussion of confession, rather than teshuvah 
itself?  Wouldn’t  it  have  been  more  logical—and, 
indeed,  more  Maimonidean—to  begin  with  the 
question, “what is teshuvah?”  

The  essay,  entitled  “Kaparah  ve-Taharah,”  described  a 
twofold telos for the teshuvah process. On the one hand, we 
wish  to  achieve  forgiveness  for  our  sins,  which  was 
described above as kaparah proper. Kaparah  represents an 
erasure  of  the  transgression,  a  repair  of  the  relationship 
between the subject and the object of the original offense. A 
worthy goal, to be sure, yet even after kaparah is attained, 
the penitent remains unchanged. He or she is still the same 
person  he  or  she  was  prior  to  the  original  wrong. 
Chastened, perhaps, but not improved in any significant 
way.

Taharah is the second goal of the teshuvah process. Roughly 
translated as “purity” or “cleanliness,” taharah represents 
the  inner  transformation  of  the  penitent.  During  the 
teshuvah process we seek forgiveness from God and from 
our fellow human beings, which is kaparah. Long after this 
precious forgiveness is granted, however, we still have to 
live  with  ourselves  and  the  consciousness  of  our 
transgressions. Receiving forgiveness from ourselves can be 
far  more  complex,  demanding  an  inner  metamorphosis 
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that  renders  us  more  resistant  to  sin.   This  internal 
purification is taharah.

The  first  chapter  of  Maimonides’  work  thus  began  the 
process  by  describing  the  immediate  step  necessary  to 
achieve kaparah, as a sort of first-aid triage for those most 
injured  and  in  need  of  forgiveness.  The  second  and 
following chapters  will  slowly  move us  deeper  into  the 
task of kaparah and introduce as well the holy task of self-
actualization known as taharah.
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 2.1

וְאפְשׁרָ  בּוֹ,  שׁעֶָברַ  דָּברָ  לְיָדוֹ  שֶׁבָּא  גּמְוּרָה--זהֶ  תְּשׁוּבהָ  הִיא  אֵיזוֹ 
וְלֹא  מִיּרְִאהָ  לֹא  התְַּשׁוּבהָ,  מִפְּנֵי  עָשׂהָ  וְלֹא  וּפרֵַשׁ  לעֲַשׂוֹת,  בְּיָדוֹ 
זמְןָ  וּלְאחַרַ  בּעֲַברֵָה,  אִשּׁהָ  עַל  שֶׁבָּא  הרֲֵי  כֵּיצַד:     . כּוֹחַ מכִִּשְׁלוֹן 
נתְִיחַַד עמִּהָּ והְוּא עוֹמֵד בְּאהֲַבתָוֹ בּהָּ וּבכְוֹחַ גּוּפוֹ, וּבמְַּדִינהָ שׁעֶָברַ 
בּהָּ, וּפרֵַשׁ וְלֹא עָברַ--זהֶ הוּא בּעַַל תְּשׁוּבהָ גּמְוּרָה.  הוּא שֶׁשְּׁלֹמהֹ 
אוֹמרֵ "וּזכְרֹ, אתֶ-בּוֹרְאֶיָ, בִּימֵי, בּחְוּרֹתֶיָ עד אשר לא יבואו ימי 
הרעה והגיעו שנים אשר תאמר אין לי בהם חפץ" (קהלת יב,א).

וְאםִ לֹא שָׁב אֵלָא בִּימֵי זִקְנוּתוֹ, וּבעְתֵ שְׁאי אִפְשׁרָ לוֹ לעֲַשׂוֹת מהַ 
שׁהֶָיהָ עוֹשׂהֶ--אףַ עַל פִּי שְׁאֵינהָּ תְּשׁוּבהָ מעְֻלּהָ, מוֹעֶלתֶ הִיא לוֹ 
בְּיוֹם  תְּשׁוּבהָ  ועְָשׂהָ  ימָָיו,  כָּל  עָברַ  אַפִלּוּ  הוּא.   תְּשׁוּבהָ  וּבעַַל 
אֲשׁרֶ  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "עַד  נמִחְָלִין:   עוֲוֹנוֹתָיו  בּתְִשׁוּבתָוֹ--כָּל  וּמתֵ  מִיתתָוֹ 
אחר  העבים  ושבו  והכוכבים  והירח  והאור  הַשּׁמֶֶשׁ  לֹא-תחְֶשְַׁ 
הגשם" (קוהלת יב,ב), שׁהְוּא יוֹם המִַּיתהָ--מכְִּלָל שְׁאםִ זכָרַ בּוֹרְאוֹ 

וְשָׁב קֹדֶם שֶׁיּמָוּת, נסְִלחַ לוֹ.

What is complete teshuvah? When a man finds the 
opportunity to sin, and he has the power to sin, yet he 
holds back and does not sin out of teshuvah. He does not 
refrain from sinning out of fear or out of weakness. For 
example, a man once had an inappropriate relationship 
with a particular woman and later finds himself alone with 
her again. He still desires her, and is physically able to act 
on this desire, and they are in the same place where they 
used to meet.  If he holds back and does not sin, he is a 
complete Master of Teshuvah. This is what Solomon said 
(Ecclesiastes 12:1), and remember your Creator in the 
days of your youth, before the onset of the evil days, the 
arrival of those years when you will say, “I do not find 
pleasure in them.”  
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What if he does not repent until his old age, when he is 
no longer able to do what he used to do?  Even though 
this is not a high level of teshuvah, he is credited for his 
effort, and he is a Master of Teshuvah. Even if he sinned 
all his life, and did teshuvah on the day of his death, 
dying while in a state of teshuvah, all of his sins are 
forgiven, as the previously cited verse continues, before 
the sun darkens, and the light, and the moon, and the 
stars, and the clouds return after the rain, which is a 
reference to the day a person dies.  The meaning is that if 
a person remembers his Creator and repents before he 
dies, he is forgiven. 

Commentary 

Since a major goal of teshuvah is the eradication of harmful 
patterns of behavior, the measurement of effective teshuvah 
is straightforward: when confronted with opportunity, will 
a person refrain from wrongdoing, or will those negative 
impulses reassert themselves and overpower one’s resolve 
to change? Maimonides calls the person who successfully 
overcomes  such  a  challenge  a  “complete  Master  of 
Teshuvah” (ba’al teshuvah gemurah). 

The yetser ha-ra expresses itself, according to the sixteenth 
century  kabbalist  Rabbi  Chaim  Vital,  in  four  distinct 
aspects, corresponding to the four elements understood by 
medieval  thinkers  as  the  basis  of  all  existence:  fire,  air, 
water and earth (see Sha’arei Kedushah, Chapter Two). The 
yetser ha-ra of fire is related to the character deficiencies of 
arrogance  and  anger.  Just  as  a  flame  always  reaches 
upward,  ever beyond its  station,  so too does the person 
with this yetser ha-ra  suffer few insults to his or her self-
image.  Air,  on  the  other  hand,  retains  the  ephemeral 
quality of fire but is associated with rapid movement, and 
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thus the person whose yetser ha-ra is influenced by air will 
favor  the  sins  associated  with  speech:  gossip,  flattery, 
ridicule and so on. Water is associated with the yetser ha-ra 
of  hedonism.  The  most  fecund,  life-affirming  of  the 
elements, the person with this yetser ha-ra is caught up in 
the  endless  pursuit  of  sensual  pleasure.  Finally,  and 
perhaps  the  most  seriously,  the  yetser  ha-ra  of  earth  is 
connected with heaviness and gravity. The most sedentary 
of all, the person afflicted with the yetser ha-ra of earth is 
prone to laziness and depression. Unfortunately, most of 
us participate in aspects of each of these four elements.

Maimonides contrasted the “complete Master of Teshuvah” 
mentioned in  the  previous  passage  with  the  “Master  of 
Teshuvah” described here. The litmus test of the “complete 
Master  of  Teshuvah”  is  fundamentally  retrospective  in 
nature: one has to wait for the test to be completed to be 
sure that the teshuvah process has been effective. Given the 
shape-shifting nature  of  the  yetser  ha-ra,  initial  successes 
provide  no  permanent  assurance  that  the  challenge  has 
been met, and indeed a temporary success may provide a 
false  sense  of  self-assurance  that  undermines  future 
resolve. To extend Maimonides’ metaphor, the “complete 
Master of Teshuvah” may refrain from wrongdoing with the 
same woman in the same place, but is that any guarantee 
that he may not transgress if one of the variables is altered 
however slightly? What if he meets another woman, or if 
he meets the same woman in a different environment? To 
be a “complete Master of Teshuvah,” one must maintain a 
permanent  state  of  vigilance.  The  Master  of  Teshuvah  is 
distinguished  from  the  complete  Master  of  Teshuvah 
because he or she lacks the ability to commit the same act 
again, and the profundity of his or her teshuvah may only 
be measured by the One who Knows all secrets.
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Teshuvah,  by  its  very  nature,  places  us  in  an  existential 
modality  of  permanent  ambiguity.    We can  never  really 
know if our teshuvah is so complete that we would never 
sin again. Thus the Rabbis maintained a healthy degree of 
respect for the yetser ha-ra, as Rabbi Nehorai says in Pirkei 
Avot 4:14: “do not rely on your own understanding." Self-
righteous hubris is a dangerous psychological trap for the 
incomplete Master of Teshuvah, as many of us have learned 
from  painful  experience.  Confessions,  resolutions,  and 
months of incident-free encounters mean little to the yetser 
ha-ra, which is ever-ready to reassert itself at the moment 
of opportunity.
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 2.2

וִיסִירֶנּוּ  חֶטְאוֹ,  החַוֹטֶא  שֶׁיּעֲַזֹב  התְַּשׁוּבהָ--הוּא  הִיא  וּמהַ 
שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "יעֲַזֹב  עוֹד,  יעֲַשׂהֵוּ  שֶׁלֹּא  בְּלִבּוֹ  וְיִגמְרֹ  ממִּחְַשַׁבתְּוֹ 

רָשׁעָ דּרְַכּוֹ, וְאִישׁ אוָןֶ מחְַשְׁבתָֹיו" (ישעיהו נה,ז).  

נחִמַתְִּי,  שׁוּבִי,  "כִּי-אחַרֲֵי  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  שׁעֶָברַ,  עַל  יתְִנחַםַ  וכְןֵ 
וְיעִָיד  לא,יח);  (ירמיהו  עַל-ירְֵָ"  סָפַקְתִּי  הוִָּדְעִי,  וְאחַרֲֵי 
לעְוֹלםָ,  החֵַטְא  לְזהֶ  יָשׁוּב  שֶׁלֹּא  תּעֲַלוּמוֹת  יוֹדֵעַ  עָלָיו 
יָדֵינוּ  למְעֲַשׂהֵ  אֱלֹהֵינוּ,  עוֹד  "וְלֹא-נֹאמרַ  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ 
וגו׳” (הושע יד,ד).  וצְרִָיְ להְתִוְַדּוֹת בִּשְׂפתָָיו, וְלוֹמרַ עִנְיָנוֹת אֵלּוּ 

שֶׁגּמָרַ בְּלִבּוֹ.

What is teshuvah? Teshuvah is when a person abandons 
sin, banishes it from thought, and resolves in his heart 
never to commit this act again, as it is written (Isaiah 
55:7), the wicked will abandon his way, and the sinner his 
thoughts. 

He will also regret his past, as it is written (Jeremiah 
31:18), for after I did teshuvah I felt regret, and after I 
gained knowledge, I slapped my thigh.  The One who 
Knows All Secrets will testify that he will not ever return to 
this sin, as it is written (Hosea 14:4), and we will no longer 
call the work of our hands ‘our god.’ The sinner must 
articulate the resolutions of his heart with an oral 
confession. 
  

Commentary 

Maimonides now brings us to the central question of this 
book:  what  is  teshuvah?  We  have  previously  noted  the 
strange displacement of this question from its logical place 
at  the  beginning  of  The  Ways  of  Repentance.  Rabbi 
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Soloveitchik took one approach to this question that has 
bothered many of the commentators. He argued that there 
are  two  aspects  to  the  commandment  of  teshuvah, 
paralleling the distinction between kaparah and taharah. On 
the  one  hand,  there  is  an  element  of  action ,(פעולה)   a 
physical, concrete translation of the Divine command into 
human behavior. The action of teshuvah is confession. As a 
physical  act,  audibly verbalizing the acknowledgment of 
sin,  this  is  how  one  actually  performs  the  mitzvah  of 
teshuvah;  hence  The  Ways  of  Repentance  begin  with 
confession rather than teshuvah proper.

At  the  same  time,  there  is  a  fulfillment (קיום)   of  the 
commandment, which is separated in time and space from 
the initial action. One may confess, for example, an angry 
outburst.  That's  very  nice,  and  indeed  essential,  but  it 
hardly represents what we understand by teshuvah. Where 
is the personal transformation? Where is the creation of a 
new person, fully resolved and on guard against repeated 
transgression?  Teshuvah  requires  fundamental  and 
sustained inner work. This is the fulfillment  aspect of the 
commandment. 

Maimonides subtly structured the book to place the central 
question—what  is  teshuvah?—only  after  the  actionable 
aspect of teshuvah  was introduced in Chapter One. Why, 
however, did he not immediately begin Chapter Two with 
this  question?  Don’t  we want  to  know the  definition of 
teshuvah itself before we learn about the Master of Teshuvah 
and the Complete Master of Teshuvah?

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, in his masterful A Letter in the Scroll, 
posits  a  rather  amazing  feature  of  the  Jewish  faith:  the 
process of asking the question can be, in itself, the answer.  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כָּל המַּתִוְַדּהֶ בִּדְברִָים, וְלֹא גמָרַ בְּלִבּוֹ לעֲַזֹב--הרֲֵי זהֶ דּוֹמהֶ לְטוֹבֵל 
הוּא  וכְןֵ  הַשּׁרֶֶץ;  שֶׁיַּשְׁלִיְ  עַד  מוֹעֶלתֶ,  הַטְּבִילהָ  שְׁאֵין  בְּיָדוֹ,  וְשׁרֶֶץ 
אתֶ  לִפרְֹט  וצְרִָיְ  כח,יג).   (משלי  ירְֻחםָ"  ועְֹזֵב,  "וּמוֹדֶה  אוֹמרֵ 
החֵַטְא, שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "אָנָּא, חָטָא העָםָ הַזּהֶ חֲטָאהָ גְדֹלהָ, וַיּעֲַשׂוּ להָםֶ 

אֱלֹהֵי זהָָב" (שמות לב,לא).

A person who confesses with words, but does not resolve 
in his heart to abandon the sin: behold, he is like one 
who immerses in a mikvah while holding a lizard in his 
hand. The immersion will have no effect until he releases 
the lizard! Similarly it is written (Proverbs 28:13),  and one 
who confesses and abandons [sin] will receive mercy. He 
must also detail the sin, as it is written (Exodus 32:31), 
please, the people sinned a great sin; they made for 
themselves a god of gold.  

Commentary 

Maimonides  borrowed   a  pungent  Talmudic  image  to 
illustrate the phenomenon of one who confesses without 
intent  to  change.  Three  pieces  of  contextual  information 
make  the  passage  comprehensible.  First,  a  person  may 
contract a form of ritual impurity by coming into contact 
with  certain  types  of  dead  creatures  such  as  rodents, 
insects or lizards. Second, a person who is ritually impure 
may remedy that  status  by immersing in  a  special  pool 
called  a  mikvah.  Third,  when  a  person  immerses  in  a 
mikvah,  the  water  must  be  able  to  touch  any  part  of  a 
person’s  body.  One  who  immerses  must  be  completely 
unclothed,  including  the  removal  of  small  bandages, 
make-up, and so on. How absurd would it be, then, for a 
person  to  take  the  time  and  trouble  to  immerse  in  the 
mikvah and expect to achieve a status of ritual purity, while 
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at  the  same time preserving contact  with  the  thing that 
caused the defilement in the first place? How can a person 
become ritually pure while insisting on holding onto the 
dead lizard? The sage Rav Adar bar Ahavah stated, “even 
if  he  were  to  immerse  in  all  the  waters  of  the  world, 
nothing would change.” On the other hand, “were he to 
cast off the lizard, then immediately upon immersing in a 
minimal amount of water, he would be transformed.”

Once  again,  Maimonides  emphasized  the  need  for 
profound articulation of the sin. The proof text used here is 
also quite illustrative. There would be no need for Moses 
to explain what the people had done, as God was perfectly 
aware  of  the  incident  with  the  golden  calf.  Rather,  the 
point was for Moses to identify the sin and call it by its 
name, such that he could take responsibility on behalf of 
the  Jewish  people  for  their  behavior.  So  too  we  must 
clearly label  our own wrongdoings,  not for anyone else, 
but for our own sake. Only by understanding the specifics 
of our errors can we hope to correct them in the future.

It’s worth reiterating the fact that Jewish confession is an 
intensely private affair, conduced solely between a Jew and 
God. Many transgressions should not be mentioned at all 
in a public form, either because of the embarrassment they 
may cause others or because such confessions might even 
motivate others to transgress (see below, 2.5).  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 2.4

מִדּרְַכֵי התְַּשׁוּבהָ להְִיוֹת הַשָּׁב צוֹעֵק תּמִָיד לִפְנֵי ה', בִּבכְִי 
וּבתְחֲַנוּנִים, ועְוֹשׂהֶ צְדָקָה כְּפִי כּוֹחוֹ, וּמתִרְַחֵק הרְַבּהֵ מןִ 
הַדָּברָ שׁחֶָטָא בּוֹ.  וּמְשַׁנּהֶ שׁמְוֹ, כְּלוֹמרַ שֶׁאֲנִי אחַרֵ וְאֵינִי 
כֻּלּןָ  מעֲַשָׂיו  וּמְשַׁנּהֶ  המַּעֲַשִׂים;  אוֹתןָ  שׁעֶָשׂהָ  הָאִישׁ  אוֹתוֹ 
מכְַפּרֶֶת  ממְִּקוֹמוֹ--שֶׁגָּלוּת  וְגוֹלהֶ  יְשׁרָָה.   וּלְדֶרְֶ  לְטוֹבהָ, 

עוָוֹן, מִפְּנֵי שֶׁגּוֹרֶמתֶ לוֹ להְכִָּנעַ וְלהְִיוֹת עָנוָ וּשְׁפַל רוּחַ.

The paths to teshuvah include the following. The 
Master of Teshuvah will perpetually cry out to God 
with tears and petitions. He will give as much to charity as 
he can afford. He will distance himself from the thing that 
brought him to sin. He will change his name, as if to say, “I 
am another person, I am not the person who behaved 
that way.” He will change his behavior, and put himself 
entirely on the good and correct path. He will exile 
himself from his home, for exile atones for sin, since it 
causes him to be lowly, humble, and of contrite spirit. 
  

Commentary 

Maimonides provided a list of five behaviors essential to 
teshuvah, taken from a Talmudic passage. The penitent will 
engage in prayer,  give charity,  avoid temptation,  change 
his  or  her  name,  and  leave  his  home.  This  is  not  a 
“checklist,”  rather  a  statement  of  “best  practices.”  The 
sixteenth-century commentator Rabbi Avraham Hiyah di 
Boton  (Lehem  Mishnah)  clarifies  that  any  one  of  these 
approaches to teshuvah is effective, regardless of the others: 
“each one of them has the power to avert the evil decree--
but the complete Master of Teshuvah will exemplify them 
all.”
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1. Prayer. 

Teshuvah  seems  like  a  solitary  enterprise,  sinking  to  the 
bottom of the ocean in a pressurized suit to investigate the 
roots of our darkest fears and insecurities,  revisiting our 
worst moments. Prayer is the tether, the oxygen line that 
connects us to the surface. There is work to be done in the 
dark crevasses of our soul, difficult and even frightening 
labor, but we can’t forget to breathe. 

2. Charity. 

Teshuvah  can  degenerate  into  self-absorption,  a  kind  of 
pyrrhic narcissism. It’s all very pleasant to contemplate our 
failures in air-conditioned leisure, but what of the needs of 
others? Prayer connects us to our Parent in Heaven; charity 
connects us to our siblings on Earth. How can we ask for 
the assistance of our Parent if we will not render aid to our 
siblings?

3. Avoidance of temptation. 

Teshuvah demands a huge expenditure of spiritual energy, 
like  climbing  out  of  a  deep  hole  in  the  ground,  dirty, 
bruised  and exhausted.  One  who has  gone  through the 
process  will  have  a  healthy  respect  for  undiscovered 
sinkholes, and take every precaution not to come to close 
to the edge of the abyss.

4. Change of name. 

Teshuvah is transformative. King Saul was told that when 
he encountered a band of prophets, “the spirit of the Lord 
will  come  mightily  upon  you,  and  you  will  become 
another man” (I  Samuel 10:6).  Sometimes we reflect this 
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inner aspiration with an external alteration to our names, 
and  sometimes  we  alter  our  names  in  the  sense  of 
changing our reputations: “I am not the man who behaved 
that way.”

5. Leaving home. 

Teshuvah requires displacement. Our spiritual inertia, sadly, 
allows us to settle in the hollows and crevices, where we 
enjoy “a little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the 
hands” (Proverbs 6:10). Inner tranquility, a character trait 
highly praised in many contexts, is not of value when one 
embarks on a personal journey of teshuvah.

I have strong feelings about this last strategy for teshuvah. 
The  term  “exile”  is  a  little  strong,  since  we  have  been 
blessed to  have  been born in  a  time and place  of  great 
peace and prosperity—as a historian, I appreciate how rare 
that is, especially for Jews. Still, I remember the profound 
displacement in my childhood, moving from a tiny town 
of  5,000  to  the  major  metropolis  of  Toronto  (and  back 
again). Later, as an adult, my wife and I have experienced 
the dislocation of  moving our family to twelve different 
communities over the course of the past twenty-eight years 
(three  continents  and  five  countries,  six  if  you  count 
revolutions).  Some  of  those  moves  were  fairly  short  in 
duration,  but  others  represented  attempts  to  set  down 
roots. Some of them were voluntary, some were coerced by 
circumstances. All of them were difficult.

Slowly,  feelings of  displacement fade,  and eventually an 
abiding sense of placehood returns, but exile, even a small 
exile, is an asset to teshuvah.
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וּמְגַלּהֶ  להָםֶ,  פְּשׁעָָיו  וְיוֹדִיעַ  בּרַָבִּים  שֶׁיּתִוְַדּהֶ  לַשָּׁב  גָּדוֹל  וּשְׁבחָ 
חָטָאתִי  אמְָנםָ  להָםֶ  וְאוֹמרֵ  לַאחֲרִֵים,  חֲברֵוֹ  לְבֵין  שֶׁבֵּינוֹ  עֲברֵוֹת 
לִפְלוֹנִי ועְָשִׂיתִי לוֹ כְָּ וכְְָּ, והַרֲֵינִי הַיּוֹם שָׁב וְנחִםַ.  וכְָל המַּתְִגָּאהֶ 
שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  גּמְוּרָה,  תְּשׁוּבתָוֹ  פְּשׁעָָיו--אֵין  מכְסַּהֶ  אֵלָא   , מוֹדִיעַ וְאֵינוּ 

" (משלי כח,יג). "מכְסַּהֶ פְשׁעָָיו, לֹא יצְַלִיחַ

בּמַּהֶ דְּברִָים אמֲוּרִים, בּעֲַברֵוֹת שֶׁבֵּין אָדָם לחֲַברֵוֹ.  אֲבָל שֶׁבֵּינוֹ לְבֵין 
המַָּקוֹם--אֵינוּ צרִָיְ לְפרְַסםַ עצַמְוֹ, ועְַזּוּת פָּנִים הִיא לוֹ אםִ גִּלּםָ:  
וּמתִוְַדּהֶ  לְפָנָיו,  חֲטָאָיו  וּפוֹרֵט  הוּא,  בּרָוְּ  הָאֵל  לִפְנֵי  שָׁב  אֵלָא 
עוֲוֹנוֹ,  נתְִגַּלּהָ  שֶׁלֹּא  לוֹ  הִיא  וְטוֹבהָ  סתְםָ.   רַבִּים  בִּפְנֵי  עֲלֵיהןֶ 

שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "אַשׁרְֵי נְשׂוּי-פֶּשׁעַ; כּסְוּי חֲטָאהָ" (תהילים לב,א).

It is very praiseworthy to confess in public and let one’s 
sins be known to others, revealing one’s transgressions 
against other people, saying “I have sinned against this 
person, committing this act, and today I regret it.” Anyone 
who is arrogant and will not admit his sin, attempting to 
hide his transgression, does not perform complete 
teshuvah, as it is written (Proverbs 28:13),  one who hides 
his transgressions will not succeed. 

Under what type of circumstances does this apply? When 
deal ing with t ransgressions between people.  
Transgressions against God, however, should not be 
made public, and it would be brazen to do so. On the 
contrary, one must specify one’s sins against God only in 
private, and use generic language when confessing in 
public.  It is better for a person not to reveal his sins, as it 
is written (Psalms 32:1), praiseworthy is the one who bears 
his transgression, whose sin is hidden. 
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Commentary 

A considerable amount of Rabbinic ink has been spilled in 
the  commentaries  on  this  passage.  The  Ra’avad  (Rabbi 
Avraham  ben  David,  12th-century  Provence),  one  of 
Maimonides’ most persistent and perceptive critics, argued 
that this rule of public confession applies to transgressions 
that are well known to the general populace: “just as the 
sin is  public,  so too should the teshuvah  be public.” The 
Kesef  Mishnah  expanded on this notion,  maintaining that 
Maimonides’ intent here was to limit public confession to 
those transgressions which are universally known, for “if 
someone  was  previously  unaware  of  this  person’s 
transgression  and  only  now  learned  of  it  through  the 
public confession, the Name of Heaven would be profaned 
thereby.” The tension in this discussion is exemplified by 
the  two  seemingly  contradictory  proof  texts  that 
Maimonides provided: on the one hand, “one who hides 
his  transgressions  will  not  succeed,”  and  on  the  other 
hand,  “praiseworthy  is  the  one  who  bears  his 
transgressions, whose sin is hidden.”

One who wishes to perform effective teshuvah must weigh 
the  advantages  and  disadvantages  of  public  confession 
very  carefully.  Public  confession  can  have  a  strong 
cathartic effect, allowing a person to “get it off his chest.” 
At the same time, Maimonides pointed out that a public 
transgression  can  also  be  an  expression  of  personal 
arrogance:  “look  how  good  I  am  at  doing  teshuvah!” 
Moreover,  one  must  assess  what  impact  this  public 
confession  might  have  on  others:  will  one’s  spouse  or 
children be embarrassed by this  public  statement? What 
about the feelings of the people who were wronged? How 
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would  they  like  others  to  know  that  they  suffered  a 
financial or other loss?  In many cases a public confession 
may  do  more  harm  than  good.  Private  apologies  are 
another matter altogether, and will be discussed below in 
2.9.

Rabbi Moshe Hayim Luzzatto provided a litmus test for 
misplaced  piety  in  Mesilat  Yesharim.  He  devoted  several 
pages to mishkal ha-hasidut, literally “weighing piety,” and 
offered a  useful  rule  to  guide those  who might  take on 
pious stringencies such as (misplaced) public confessions. 
He wrote, “one who strives for true piety must weigh out 
one’s  actions  according  to  the  effects  they  will  have  on 
others and in the context of time, society, matter and place. 
If  refraining from a  given pious  practice  will  ultimately 
accrue more to the Holy One than taking on the stringency, 
then  one  must  abandon  it,  and  not  perform  it.”  Put  in 
another way, the great Rabbi Yisrael Salanter is reputed to 
have  said,  “not  everything  thought  need  be  said,  not 
everything  said  need  be  written  down,  not  everything 
written  down  need  be  published,  and  not  everything 
published should be read.”

The  Yalkut  Shimoni,  a  medieval  collection  of  midrash, 
relates a beautiful Rabbinic observation on this topic (see 
commentary  on  Hosea  14).  If  a  person  were  to  slander 
another  in  public  and  then  ask  for  forgiveness,  the 
offended party would be within his rights to demand that 
the slanderer first speak to everyone that heard his original 
poisonous  message,  and  only  then  ask  for  forgiveness. 
God, on the other hand, does not demand this from us: 
“come back to Me privately,” says the Midrash, “just the 
two of us, and I will accept your teshuvah.”
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בּעֲַשׂרֶֶת  לעְוֹלםָ,  יָפהָ  והְצַּעְָקָה  שׁהֶתְַּשׁוּבהָ  פִּי  עַל  אףַ 
הַיּמִָים שֶׁבֵּין רֹאשׁ הַשָּׁנהָ וְיוֹם הכִַּפּוּרִים הִיא יָפהָ בְּיוֹתרֵ, 
וּמִיָּד הִיא מתְִקַבֶּלתֶ, שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "דּרְִשׁוּ ה', בּהְמִּצְָאוֹ; קְרָאהֻוּ, 
אמֲוּרִים,  דְּברִָים  בּמַּהֶ  נה,ו).   (ישעיהו  קָרוֹב"  בּהְִיוֹתוֹ 
בַּיּחִָיד; אֲבָל בּצִַּבּוּר--כָּל זמְןָ שׁעֶוֹשִׂין תְּשׁוּבהָ וצְוֹעֲקִין בְּלֵב 
בּכְָל-קָרְאֵנוּ  אֱלֹהֵינוּ,  "כּהַ'  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  נעֲַנִין,  הןֶ  שָׁלםֵ 

אֵלָיו" (דברים ד,ז).

Even though teshuvah and crying out in prayer are always 
good, the ten days between Rosh Hashanah and Yom 
Kippur are exceptionally valuable. During those days 
one’s prayers are accepted immediately, as it is written 
(Isaiah 55:6), seek out God when He is found, call out to 
Him when He is close. This applies when one is praying 
alone. When one is praying in a community, however, any 
time that people do teshuvah and cry out with a full heart, 
they are answered, as it is written (Deuteronomy 4:7), [a 
people to whom God is close] as is the Lord our God 
whenever we call out to Him.  

Commentary 

Rabbi Uziel Milevsky, my teacher of blessed memory, once 
related to me a deep concept based on a Talmudic reading 
of a biblical verse: do not read “there is no rock (tsur) like 
our God,” (I Samuel 2:2), rather “there is no artist (tsayar) 
like our God” (Berakhot 10b).  Rabbi Milevsky explained 
that  the entirety of  human existence is  a  type of  Divine 
artistry, meant to illustrate the nature of our relationship 
with  God.  In  other  words,  aspects  of  our  mundane, 
quotidian condition are fundamental clues as to how God 
relates  to  humanity.  This  is  especially  evident  in  the 
parallels  between  the  parent-child  relationship  and  the 
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God-human  relationship.  In  other  words,  if  we  can 
develop a more profound self-consciousness of who we are 
when  we  communicate  with  our  children,  we  can  gain 
some insight into how God communicates with us.

In most communication, timing is everything. I know that 
if  my  kids  want  something  from  me,  especially  if  it 
requires  my full  and undivided attention,  there  are  two 
basic ways to get it. They can either cry out in distress, in 
which case I will drop everything and run to address the 
crisis, or they can wait until that moment in the day when I 
am most relaxed and ready to listen to them properly (in 
Miami, that moment was right after dinner, but with our 
New York work ethic dinner is far too late, so they have to 
wait  until  the weekend—luckily,  my kids are older now 
and can handle the change).  

It would be incorrect (and very un-Maimonidean) to argue 
that God has moods in the same way that a human being 
has moods. Nevertheless,  the Jewish tradition essentially 
argues  that  there  are  two paths  to  effective  prayer,  and 
they are similar to the way my children might attempt to 
get my attention and response.  We can either call out to 
God in distress,  pushing the “panic button” at  any time 
day  or  night,  and  God  will  immediately  respond,  as  a 
parent  would rush to  the  bedside  of  a  small  child  who 
wakes from a frightening dream.  This  requires  a  lot  of 
effort  on  our  part,  reaching  deep  into  ourselves  and 
evoking  the  most  sincere  and  heartfelt  supplications,  a 
spiritually  exhausting  endeavor.   Alternatively  (or 
additionally),  we can rely on timing,  and approach God 
when we know the time is propitious. Our Sages teach that 
this optimal time is the Ten Days of Teshuvah, which begin 
on the first day of Rosh Hashanah and end on Yom Kippur.  
Amazingly, even this rare time is recreated whenever one 
joins the community in prayer. I find this astounding.  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 2.7

קֵץ  והְוּא  וְלרַָבִּים,  לַיּחִָיד  לכַֹּל,  תְּשׁוּבהָ  זמְןָ  הכִַּפּוּרִים--הוּא  יוֹם 
תְּשׁוּבהָ  לעֲַשׂוֹת  הכַֹּל  חַיָּבִין  לְפִיכְָּ  לְיִשׂרְָאֵל;  וּסְלִיחהָ  מחְִילהָ 
שֶׁיּתַחְִיל  הכִַּפּוּרִים  יוֹם  וִדּוּי  וּמצִוְתַ  הכִַּפּוּרִים.   בְּיוֹם  וּלהְתִוְַדּוֹת 
שֶׁיּתִוְַדּהֶ.   קֹדֶם  בּסַּעְוֹדָה  יחֵָנֵק  שׁמֶֶּא  שֶׁיֹּאכַל,  קֹדֶם  הַיּוֹם  מעֵרֶֶב 
יוֹם  בְּלֵילֵי  וּמתִוְַדּהֶ  חוֹזרֵ  שֶׁיֹּאכַל,  קֹדֶם  שׁהֶתִוְַדּהָ  פִּי  עַל  וְאףַ 
וּבמִַּנחְהָ,  וּבמַּוּסףָ,  בַּשּׁחַרְִית,  וּמתִוְַדּהֶ  וחְוֹזרֵ  ערְַבִּית;  הכִַּפּוּרִים 
צִבּוּר,  וּשְׁלִיחַ  תְּפִלּתָוֹ;  אחַרַ  יחִָיד,  מתִוְַדּהֶ?  והְֵיכןָ  וּבַנּעְִילהָ.  

בְּאמֶצְעַ תְּפִלּתָוֹ בִּברְָכהָ רְבִיעִית.

Yom Kippur is a day of teshuvah for all, both individuals 
and communities.  It is the ultimate day of forgiveness 
and pardon for the Jewish people.  Therefore, everyone 
is obligated to do teshuvah and confess on Yom Kippur. 
The commandment to confess begins on the eve of Yom 
Kippur, before the meal prior to the fast, lest one choke 
before one has the opportunity to confess.  Even though 
a person confessed before that afternoon meal, he must 
confess again during the evening prayer of Yom Kippur, 
and then confess again at the morning prayer, the 
additional musaf prayer, the afternoon prayer, and the 
concluding ne’ila prayer.  How is this done? An individual 
confesses at the end of the prayer, and the prayer leader 
confesses in the middle of the prayer during the fourth 
blessing. 

Commentary 

Extending the discussion from the previous passage, if a 
child wants to petition a parent, it would be wise for the 
child  to  clear  himself  or  herself  of  any  potential 
wrongdoing before the request is made. For example, I’ve 
already  mentioned  that  when  my  children  were  young, 
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they knew that I was most approachable immediately after 
the evening meal. Confession immediately preceding and 
during  Yom  Kippur  has  many  parallels  to  this  human 
relationship,  although  the  nature  of  our  transgressions 
might  be  far  more  serious,  and  the  consequences  much 
more troubling.

Yes, if the children wanted something from me, especially 
something  unique  or  unprecedented,  they  needed  to 
engage  in  some  preparation  before  asking.  I  still  think 
that’s a useful model for how we need to relate to God. I 
wonder,  however,  how God feels  about  our  confession? 
Presumptive of me to ask, but that is also part of Rabbi 
Milevsky’s  teaching:  by  reflecting  on  God’s  perspective, 
we learn more about ourselves.

What  should  my  mindset  have  been  when  my  kids 
petitioned me for one thing or another? I can see the 2012 
version of myself: imperial, handing out favors from my 
lofty  throne.  Instead  of  judging  their  requests  from  my 
exalted parental  status,  I  should have inwardly thought, 
“thank you, God, for the privilege of these precious souls. 
Please, God, give me the wisdom to raise them correctly, to 
love  and nurture  them according to  their  needs.  Please, 
God, let  me not err  in judgement as I  struggle to guide 
them through the challenges of their lives.”

The Hebrew word for confession (וודוי) is derived from the 
root “to admit” (הודאה). Ironically, this root also produces 
the term for “thanks” (תודה). How grateful am I for these 
precious children.

There is no rock like our God—there is no artist like our 
God.
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הוִַּדּוּי שֶׁנּהֲָגוּ בּוֹ כָּל יִשׂרְָאֵל "אֲבָל חָטָאנוּ וגו'", והְוּא עִיקַר 
חוֹזרֵ  זהֶ  הכִַּפּוּרִים  בְּיוֹם  עֲלֵיהןֶ  שׁהֶתִוְַדּהָ  עֲברֵוֹת  הוִַּדּוּי.  
שׁהְוּא  פִּי  עַל  אףַ  אחַרֵ,  הכִַּפּוּרִים  בְּיוֹם  עֲלֵיהןֶ  וּמתִוְַדּהֶ 
וחְַטָּאתִי  אֵדָע;  אֲנִי  "כִּי-פְשׁעַָי,  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  בּתְִשׁוּבתָוֹ,   עוֹמֵד 

נֶגְדִּי תמִָיד" (תהילים נא,ה).

The customary prayer among all Israel begins but 
we have sinned, etc. This is the essence of the 
confession.  The sins that one confesses on one 
Yom Kippur will be confessed again on a Yom Kippur in 
the future, even though one remains in a state of 
teshuvah, as it is written (Psalms 51:5),  for I am aware of 
my sins, and my transgressions are before me always.  

Commentary 

As William Faulkner famously wrote,  “the past  is  never 
dead. It’s not even past.”

When I was studying in yeshivah, one of my worst personal 
challenges  was  the  unending  demand  to  review  my 
studies (hazarah). Unlike graduate school, where one was 
expected to assimilate information quickly and move on, 
the traditional  Talmudic curriculum values a regimen of 
going  over  the  same  material  over  and  over  again, 
confident that such study has an incremental, cumulative 
effect on the student. As I grow older I am slowly seeing 
the value of this approach (even the book you are reading 
now is  an expression of  commitment to hazarah).  As the 
Talmud  puts  it,  “one  cannot  compare  someone  who 
learned a chapter 101 times, to someone who only learned 
it 100 times” (Hagigah 9b, see Tanya 15).
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I now understand that there is such a thing as hazarah for 
teshuvah.  It’s  more  than  “an  useful  exercise.”  You  can’t 
compare someone who did teshuvah 101 times, to the same 
person who did teshuvah only 100 times.

How  much  time  need  we  spend  each  day  in  teshuvah? 
Rabbi Yaakov Keller, in his recently published commentary 
on Mesilat Yesharim, noted that the question was once put 
to  the  great  Alter  of  Novardok  (Rabbi  Yosef  Yozel 
Horowitz, 1847-1919). He responded, “as long as it takes to 
turn around a wagon.” His answer expresses more than a 
quaint, antiquated measurement of time. Turning around a 
wagon—for our times, perhaps we might say executing a 
three-point turn—represents a realization that we having 
moving in the wrong direction, and putting in motion the 
very first steps necessary to correct our error.  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 2.9

אֵין התְַּשׁוּבהָ וְלֹא יוֹם הכִַּפּוּרִים מכְַפּרְִין אֵלָא עֲברֵוֹת שֶׁבֵּין אָדָם 
למַָּקוֹם, כְּגוֹן מִי שֶׁאכַָל דָּברָ אסָוּר אוֹ בּעַָל בּעְִילהָ אסֲוּרָה וכְַיּוֹצֶא 
בּהָןֶ.  אֲבָל עֲברֵוֹת שֶׁבֵּין אָדָם לחֲַברֵוֹ, כְּגוֹן חוֹבֵל חֲברֵוֹ אוֹ המְַּקַלֵּל 
אתֶ חֲברֵוֹ אוֹ גּוֹזְלוֹ וכְַיּוֹצֶא בּהָןֶ--אֵינוּ נמִחְָל לוֹ לעְוֹלםָ, עַד שֶׁיּתִּןֵ 

לחֲַברֵוֹ מהַ שׁהְוּא חַיָּב לוֹ וִירַצּהֵוּ.

אףַ עַל פִּי שׁהֶחְִזִיר לוֹ ממָוֹן שׁהְוּא חַיָּב לוֹ, צרִָיְ לרְַצּוֹתוֹ וְלִשְׁאֹל 
 ְ ממִֶּנּוּ שֶׁיּמִחְֹל לוֹ; וְאַפִלּוּ לֹא הִקְנִיט אתֶ חֲברֵוֹ אֵלָא בִּדְברִָים, צרִָי

לְפַיּסְוֹ וְלִפְגּעַֹ בּוֹ עַד שֶׁיּמִחְֹל לוֹ.

אָדָם  בְּנֵי  שְׁלוֹשׁהָ  שֶׁל  שׁוּרָה  לוֹ  לוֹ--מֵבִיא  למִחְֹל  חֲברֵוֹ  רָצהָ  לֹא 
לוֹ  מֵבִיא  להָןֶ,  נתִרְַצּהָ  לֹא  ממִֶּנּוּ.   וּמְבַקְּשִׁין  בּוֹ  וּפוֹגעְִין  מרֵֵעָיו, 
שְׁנִיּהָ וּשְׁלִישִׁית.  לֹא רָצהָ, מַנִּיחוֹ והְוֹלְֵ לוֹ; וְזהֶ שֶׁלֹּא מחַָל, הוּא 
החַוֹטֶא.  וְאםִ הָיהָ רבּוֹ--הוֹלְֵ וּבָא אַפִלּוּ אֶלףֶ פּעְמִָים, עַד שֶׁיּמִחְֹל 

לוֹ.

Neither Rosh Hashanah nor Yom Kippur atones for 
anything but sins between a human being and God (for 
example, eating forbidden foods or engaging in 
[consensual] illicit relations). Sins between one human 
being and another (for example, harming, cursing or 
stealing from another person) are never forgiven until 
one repays the debt and placates the injured party. 

Even though the monetary debt is paid, one still needs to 
placate the injured party and ask for forgiveness. Even if 
the wrong was only a matter of an argument, one must 
appease the injured party, requesting repeatedly until 
forgiveness is granted.  

If forgiveness is not forthcoming, one should return with a 
delegation of three people, friends of the injured party, 
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and ask again. If he or she refuses to forgive, the 
petitioner must return even a second and a third time.  If 
the offended party still refuses to forgive, he or she 
should be left alone and one should move on.  The fact 
that forgiveness is withheld makes the offended party the 
sinner.  If the offended party is one’s teacher, one should 
return a thousand times until forgiveness is granted. 

Commentary 

Sins against another human being act as a kind of a lien on 
atonement: until the human debt is paid, the divine debt 
remains  outstanding.  Moreover,  even  if  financial 
restitution is made, the human debt remains outstanding if 
the  offended  party  has  not  granted  forgiveness.  The 
monetary debt may be settled, but atonement will not take 
effect  until  both  parties  have  come  to  an  emotional 
resolution as well.

The  Rabbinic  commentaries  argue  about  Maimonides’ 
reference  to  asking  for  forgiveness  three  times. 
Maimonides  evidently  based  his  ruling  on  a  Talmudic 
passage  (Yoma  87b),  where  Rav  sought  Rabbi  Hanina’s 
forgiveness a total of thirteen times, ignoring the teaching 
of Rabbi Yosi bar Hanina that explicitly forbids a person to 
seek  forgiveness  more  than  three  times.  The  Talmud 
concludes that “Rav was different,” an enigmatic passage 
that  elicits  a  brief  comment  from  Rashi  (Rabbi  Shlomo 
Yitzhaki, 1040-1105): “he treated himself stringently.” 

A  deeper  look  into  the  complex  reasoning  of  the 
commentators is beyond the scope of this short work, but 
it  is  interesting to observe the psychological  dynamic at 
play  in  this  question.  Since  “Rav  was  different,”  that 
means that there is a natural and appropriate limit to the 
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number  of  times  an  average  person  should  ask  for 
forgiveness. One, two, and even three times fall within that 
norm, but beyond that one enters the realm of diminishing 
returns.  When does  the  constant  request  for  forgiveness 
become  self-degradation?  On  the  other  hand,  some 
relationships  demand  even  a  thousand  requests.  That 
might  only  apply  to  one’s  teacher,  but  perhaps  it  has 
relevance for a parent, a spouse, a sibling, or a child.

Ultimately,  the  decision  to  return  to  ask  for  forgiveness 
more than three times may be a personal matter. Rashi’s 
observation that Rav treated himself stringently might be 
interpreted  as  an  opportunity  for  any  of  us  to  adopt  a 
similar  posture,  depending  on  the  importance  of  the 
relationship  we  wish  to  heal.  If  we  fail  to  receive  the 
forgiveness we seek, there will come a point where we will 
have to abandon further attempts. Maimonides’ language 
is unusually colloquial here. He writes that the offended 
party  “should  be  left  alone,”  and  the  petitioner  should 
simply  “move  on.”  We  don’t  have  the  power  to  repair 
every relationship. If our best efforts fail despite repeated 
attempts, we must simply “move on.”

My  inspiration,  in  this  halakhah  and  in  so  many  other 
things, is my wife Ilana. A neighbor once took offense with 
Ilana over some small incident at synagogue, and she bore 
a  grudge against  my wife  for  over  a  year.  Ilana,  to  her 
credit, followed Maimonides’ advice and was, after great 
effort, able to effect a rapprochement.  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נוֹחַ  יהְִיהֶ  אֵלָא  יתְִפַּיּסַ,  וְלֹא  אכְַזרִָי  שֶׁיּהְִיהֶ  לָאָדָם  אסָוּר 
החַוֹטֶא  ממִֶּנּוּ  שׁמְֶּבַקֵּשׁ  וּבְשׁעָהָ  לכִעְסֹ,  וְקָשׁהֶ  לרְַצּוֹת 
לוֹ  הצֵרֵ  וְאַפִלּוּ  חֲפצֵהָ;  וּבְנֶפֶשׁ  שָׁלםֵ  בְּלֵבָב  מוֹחֵל  למִחְֹל, 
דּרְַכּםָ  הוּא  וְזהֶ  וְיִטּרֹ.   יִקּםֹ  לֹא  הרְַבּהֵ,  לוֹ  וחְָטָא  הרְַבּהֵ 
שֶׁלְּזרֶַע יִשׂרְָאֵל, וְלִבּםָ הַנּכָוֹן.  אֲבָל הַגּוֹיִים ערְַלֵי לֵב אֵינןָ 
הוּא  וכְןֵ  א,יא);  (עמוס  נצֶחַ"  שׁמְרָָה  "ועְֶברְָתוֹ  אֵלָא  כּןֵ, 
נתפייסו,  ולא  מחֲָלוּ  שֶׁלֹּא  לְפִי  הַגִּבעְוֹנִים  עַל  אוֹמרֵ 

"והְַגִּבעְֹנִים לֹא מִבְּנֵי יִשׂרְָאֵל המֵּהָ" (שמואל ב כא,ב).

It is forbidden for a person to be cruel and not be 
appeased. Rather, one should be quick to forgive and 
slow to anger. When the sinner asks him for forgiveness, 
he should forgive him with a full heart and generous 
spirit. Even if the sinner seriously aggrieved and harmed 
him, he should not take vengeance nor bear a grudge.  
This is the way of the seed of Israel, and their hearts are 
true. Other nations of uncircumcised hearts are not like 
this; rather they preserve their anger forever. This is what 
is said of the givonim, who would not forgive nor be 
appeased, and the givonim were not of the Jewish 
people. 

Commentary 

This  passage  also  flows  from  the  Talmudic  story 
mentioned previously. For thirteen years Rav visited Rabbi 
Hanina on the eve of Yom Kippur, begging his forgiveness, 
yet Rabbi Hanina did not grant it.  Why did Rabbi Hanina 
refuse  to  grant  the  forgiveness  for  so  many  years?  The 
Talmud answers that Rabbi Hanina experienced a dream 
that indicated that Rav would ultimately take his position 
in  the  Academy.  The  Talmud  thus  provides  a  nuanced 
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view into the mind of Rabbi Hanina, cautioning we lesser 
beings  regarding  the  dangerous  pursuits  of  honor  and 
power. Our refusal to forgive may say much more about 
our own nature than it does about the specific offense that 
we  are  refusing  to  forgive.  Maimonides  connects  this 
behavior  with  the  actions  of  the  Givonim,  an  ancient 
people whose contact with the Jews was characterized by 
an unhealthy attachment to prior wrongs (see Joshua 9-10 
and II Samuel 21).

The classic work on forgiveness in the Jewish tradition is 
undoubtedly Rabbi  Moshe Cordovero’s  Tomer Devorah,  a 
deeply mystical yet surprisingly accessible work authored 
in  sixteenth-century  Safed.  The  first  chapter  describes 
thirteen  distinct  modalities  of  Divine  forgiveness,  and 
suggests how we might incorporate them as models in our 
mundane  interactions  on  the  human  level.  In  my 
experience, certain tactics work best for specific people and 
situations, and it’s useful to have a working knowledge of 
all thirteen levels in order to apply them as needed.

My personal favorite, for example, is level six, which Rabbi 
Cordovero terms “for [God] desires kindness,” based on a 
verse in the book of Micah. Rabbi Cordovero analyzes a 
complex Midrash that describes a moment of Divine anger, 
prompting  the  dispatch  of  the  archangel  Gabriel  to 
annihilate the Jewish people. Gabriel is instructed to take 
some sort  of  highly destructive material  out from under 
the Holy of Holies in the Temple, but at the last moment he 
is confronted with the image of a human hand, glowing in 
the  fire  itself.  Gabriel  is  told  to  wait  while  God 
contemplates the image of the hand, a symbol of human 
kindness.  Ultimately,  God rescinds  his  order  and recalls 
Gabriel,  because  despite  their  failures,  the  Jews 
nevertheless  perform  acts  of  selflessness  to  help  one 
another.  Like  a  parent  angry  at  his  children,  God 
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nevertheless  forgives  them  because  they  at  least 
demonstrate sibling loyalty.

Translating this to the human dimension, Rabbi Cordovero 
suggests that we create mental placeholders that remind us 
of redeeming acts of kindness. For example, when a wife is 
confronted  with  her  husband’s  complete  inability  to 
perform some simple household task, she should focus on 
something  about  his  character  or  behavior  that  she 
admires—the  fact  that  he  helps  get  the  kids  ready  for 
school while she has her first cup of coffee in the morning, 
for  example.  She should take some iconic avatar  of  that 
behavior  (perhaps  her  favorite  coffee  cup)  and mentally 
place  it  where  she  can  bring  it  to  the  forefront  of  her 
consciousness  when  necessary.  Just  as  God  placed  an 
image of a human hand under the Holy of Holies so that it 
would be discovered when Gabriel was sent to release the 
powers of destruction, the wife should recall her coffee cup 
and remind herself of her husband’s small yet significant 
acts  of  kindness.  This  will  allow her  a  small  toehold to 
restrain  her  anger  and  express  herself  calmly  and 
compassionately, even doling out a measure of forgiveness 
to her husband (this example,  by the way, is completely 
theoretical—with the exception of the occasional carpool, I 
am generally uninvolved with getting the kids successfully 
off to school).

The ability to forgive, to extend healing to a relationship, is 
not easily acquired. Most of us struggle for years to forgive 
adequately,  returning  again  and again  to  the  scene  of  a 
crime  long  past,  reliving  its  original  pain  and  its  bitter 
aftertaste of resentment and anger. With regards teshuvah, 
the failure to forgive weighs us down like a rock around 
the neck, forcing us to stoop as we struggle to make our 
way forward. Let us release the rock,  stand up tall,  and 
walk with dispatch.  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 2.11

מחְִילהָ--מֵבִיא  ממִֶּנּוּ  שֶׁיְּבַקַּשׁ  קֹדֶם  חֲברֵוֹ  וּמתֵ  לחֲַברֵוֹ,  החַוֹטֶא 
עֲשׂרָָה בְּנֵי אָדָם וּמעַמְִידָן עַל קִברְוֹ, וְאוֹמרֵ לִפְנֵיהםֶ חָטָאתִי להַ' 
אֱלֹהֵי יִשׂרְָאֵל וְלִפְלוֹנִי זהֶ שׁעֶָשִׂיתִי לוֹ כְָּ וכְְָּ.  וְאםִ הָיהָ חַיָּב לוֹ 
דִּין,  בְּבֵית  יוֹרֵשׁ--יַנִּיחֶנּוּ  לוֹ  יוֹדֵעַ  הָיהָ  לֹא  לְיוֹרְשָׁיו;  יחְַזִירוֹ  ממָוֹן, 

וְיתִוְַדּהֶ.

If a person wrongs someone who died before the sinner 
could ask for forgiveness, he should bring ten men to his 
grave and say before them, “I sinned before the Lord 
God of Israel and this person through this wrongful act.” 
If the sinner owes money to the deceased, he should pay 
it to his inheritors. If he does not know who they are, he 
should leave it with the Jewish court, and confess. 

Commentary 

Even the curtain of death does not preclude the possibility 
of teshuvah. I suspect that, for most children whose parents 
have passed, this is a yearly phenomenon as we recall the 
multiple injuries we inflicted on our parents.

Can  the  deceased  forgive  us?  A basic  principle  in  the 
Jewish view of the afterlife is that once there, a person can 
no longer perform commandments (more on this below in 
Chapter  Eight).  Is  it  a  commandment  to  forgive?  If  so, 
what possible good would it do to visit the grave and ask 
forgiveness from the deceased?

Rabbi  Cooperman  asked  this  question  of  Rabbi  Chaim 
Kanievsky (Shuvi Nafshi  ad loc.),  citing Ecclesiastes 9:5-6: 
“The dead know nothing—their loves, their hatreds, their 
jealousies  are  gone,  and  they  have  no  share  in  all  that 
transpires under the sun.” Rabbi Kanievsky answered that 
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according to the Kabbalah, there is in fact a part of the soul 
that remains at the grave, and that earth-bound aspect of 
the  soul  requires  appeasement.  The  emphasis  is  not  so 
much on the request, but on the place: one must specifically 
travel to the grave to ask for forgiveness from the dead.

A less mystical interpretation might emphasize the impact 
of asking for forgiveness on the supplicant rather than the 
deceased. Simply making the effort of gathering a minyan 
to  formally  beg  forgiveness  imposes  a  burden  on  the 
living, a sacrificial act that is part of the teshuvah process. I 
am reminded of something I once saw in Zikhron Meir by 
Rabbi  Aharon Levin.  When a deceased person’s  body is 
prepared  for  burial,  the  Holy  Society  (hevra  kadisha) 
customarily places broken shards of pottery on the eyes of 
the deceased.  Rabbi  Levin notes  several  reasons for  this 
practice, but the one that impressed me the most was the 
notion that the broken pottery, a symbol of the fragility of 
human life, is not intended for the deceased at all. Rather, 
the custom is intended for the benefit of the hevra kadisha 
members themselves. 

Just  as  the  hevra  kadisha  members  must  reflect  on  the 
fleeting nature of human existence, perhaps the supplicant 
must  reflect  on  the  gravity  of  his  offense  by  requesting 
forgiveness from the deceased. The impact of the ritual is 
perhaps not directed at the deceased, it is rather intended 
solely for the living.
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Notes to Self 

1) How amazing it is that prayer with the community is as 
powerful  as  the  Ten  Days  of  Teshuvah!  Cherish  each 
opportunity.

2) Which of the four types of yetser ha-ra best describes me? 
Fire (arrogance and anger) air (sins of speech), water (the 
pursuit  of  sensual  pleasure)  and  earth  (laziness, 
depression)?

3) Let go of the lizard and step into the mikvah.

4) Consider the five basic paths to teshuvah: prayer, charity, 
avoidance, change of name and exile.

5)
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Chapter Three: Change 

Introduction 

In  this  chapter  Maimonides  outlined  the  cosmic 
significance  of  human  choice  and  behavior.  It 
begins with a discussion of the impact of a single 
person’s teshuvah, and then moves on to clarify the 
types  of  attitudes  and  activities  that  impede  the 
power of that teshuvah. This chapter also marks the 
beginning of a theme that will continue through the 
next four chapters: the potential for change.

There  is  a  famous  story,  perhaps  apocryphal  but  
nevertheless instructive, about the great Rabbi Yisrael Meir 
Kagan (Poland, 1838-1933). He is known by the title of his 
first  great  work:  Chofetz  Chaim.   As  a  young man,  the 
story  goes,  he  said  to  himself  that  he  would  one  day 
change the world. When that proved difficult, he resolved 
to change Poland. That also seemed beyond his reach, so 
he  determined  to  change  his  village.  He  eventually 
despaired  of  this  as  well,  and  decided  that  he  would 
change his family. Even that modest goal seemed too great, 
so  he  resolved  that  he  would  only  change  himself. 
Ironically,  it  was his seemingly small  decision to change 
himself that created an intellectual and spiritual ripple of 
such magnitude that it ultimately changed his family, his 
village, Poland, and even the world as a whole.
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 3.1

כָּל אחֶָד וְאחֶָד מִבְּנֵי הָאָדָם, יֵשׁ לוֹ זכָויּוֹת ועַוֲוֹנוֹת.  מִי שֶׁזּכָויּוֹתָיו 
זכָויּוֹתָיו,  עַל  יתְרֵוֹת  שׁעֶוֲוֹנוֹתָיו  וּמִי  צַדִּיק;  עוֲוֹנוֹתָיו,  עַל  יתְרֵוֹת 

רָשׁעָ; מחֶצְהָ למְחֶצְהָ, בֵּינוֹנִי.

וכְןֵ המְַּדִינהָ--אםִ הָיוּ זכָויּוֹת כָּל יוֹשְׁבֶיהָ מרְֻבּוֹת עַל עוֲוֹנוֹתֵיהםֶ, 
הרֲֵי זוֹ צַדֶּקֶת; וְאםִ הָיוּ עוֲוֹנוֹתֵיהםֶ מרְֻבִּין, הרֲֵי זוֹ רְשׁעָהָ.  וכְןֵ כָּל 

העָוֹלםָ כֻּלּוֹ.

Every single human being has both merits and demerits. 
One whose merits exceed his demerits is righteous, and 
one whose demerits exceed his merits is wicked. If they 
are equal in number, he is an “intermediate.” 

It is so with the nations. If the merits of the inhabitants of 
a nation exceed their demerits, the nation is righteous. If 
its demerits are more numerous, the nation is wicked, 
and so with the entire world. 

Commentary 

Maimonides  presents  what  seems  like  a  very  simple 
accounting process: at the end of the Jewish year, we tally 
up all moral assets and liabilities, and calculate whether or 
not  we  generated  a  spiritual  profit.  Traditional  Jewish 
theology recognizes the importance of Rosh Hashanah as 
the annual day of reckoning, when people and nations are 
divided into  three  categories:  the  righteous,  the  wicked, 
and the “intermediates.” The significance and depth of this 
designation is continued  below.  
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 3.2

אָדָם שׁעֶוֲוֹנוֹתָיו מרְֻבִּין עַל זכָויּוֹתָיו--מִיָּד הוּא מתֵ בּרְִשׁעְוֹ, שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ 
"עַל רֹב עוֲֹנְֵ" (ירמיהו ל,יד; ירמיהו ל,טו; הושע ט,ז).  וכְןֵ מְדִינהָ 
שׁעֶוֲוֹנוֹתֶיהָ מרְֻבִּין--מִיָּד הִיא אוֹבֶדֶת, שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "זעֲַקַת סְדֹם ועַמֲרָֹה 
כִּי-רָבּהָ" (בראשית יח,כ).  וכְןֵ כָּל העָוֹלםָ כֻּלּוֹ, אםִ הָיוּ עוֲוֹנוֹתֵיהםֶ 
הָאָדָם  רָעתַ  רַבּהָ  כִּי  ה',  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "וַיּרְַא  נִשׁחְתִָין,  הןֶ  מרְֻבִּין--מִיָּד 

בארץ" (בראשית ו,ה).

יֵשׁ  גָּדְלןָ:   לְפִי  אֵלָא  והְעָוֲוֹנוֹת,  הַזּכִָיּוֹת  מִנְיןַ  לְפִי  אֵינוּ  זהֶ  וְשִׁקּוּל 
דָּברָ  נמִצְָא-בוֹ  "יעַןַ  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  עוֲוֹנוֹת,  כּמַּהָ  כְּנֶגֶד  שׁהְִיא  זכְוּת 
טוֹב" (מלכים א יד,יג); וְיֵשׁ עוָוֹן שׁהְוּא כְּנֶגֶד כּמַּהָ זכָויּוֹת, שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ 
שׁוֹקְלִין  וְאֵין  ט,יח).   הרְַבּהֵ" (קוהלת  טוֹבהָ  יְאַבֵּד  אחֶָד,  "וחְוֹטֶא 
הַזּכָויּוֹת  עוֹרְכִין  הֵיאְַ  הַיּוֹדֵעַ  והְוּא  דּעֵוֹת,  שֶׁלְּאֵ-ל  בְּדַעתְּוֹ  אֵלָא 

כְּנֶגֶד העָוֲוֹנוֹת.

A person whose demerits exceed his merits dies 
immediately in his wickedness, as it is written (Jeremiah 
30:14), [I struck you down…] because of your many sins. 
So too will a nation whose demerits are excessive be 
destroyed immediately, as it is written (Genesis 18:20) the 
cry of Sodom and Gemorah,  for it is great. So too the 
entire world. If its demerits are excessive, it will be 
destroyed immediately, as it is written (Genesis 6:5) for 
God saw that the evil of humanity was great.  

This measurement is not made in terms of the number of 
merits and demerits, rather according to their 
significance.  There are some merits that are equivalent to 
many demerits, as it is written (I Kings 14:13) for there is 
found in him a good thing. There can be some demerits 
that are equivalent to many merits, as it is written 
(Ecclesiastes 9:18) one sinner destroys much good. This 
assessment may only be made in the Mind of the All-
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Knowing God, who knows how to evaluate merits and 
demerits. 

Commentary 

Rabbi  Abraham  ibn  Daud  (“the  Ra’avad,”  Provence  c. 
1125-1198) was one of Maimonides’ earliest critics, and his 
sharp and often biting commentary is printed on the same 
page as Maimonides’ text in the standard editions of the 
Mishneh Torah. “This is not so,” he challenged, “for we see 
many  wicked  people  who  go  on  living.”  The  Ra’avad 
quoted  the  key  Talmudic  texts  that  formed the  basis  of 
Maimonides’ argument, and clarified that “wicked people 
are  immediately  sealed for  death,  meaning,  they do not 
live out their years to the length that had been decreed for 
their generation.” 

This discussion is part of a much larger question that, in 
my humble opinion, is really the only question. In Hebrew, 
it is expressed in three simple words: tsadik ve-ra lo, or “a 
righteous  person  who  suffers.”  Why  do  the  wicked 
flourish and the righteous suffer? It is a conundrum that 
has  occupied  the  best  minds  of  the  Jewish  people  for 
thousands  of  years,  yet  the  answer  may lie  beyond the 
realm  of  human  comprehension.  Cataloging  the  many 
approaches to the problem of tsadik ve-ra lo is outside the 
scope  of  this  short  work,  but  fundamental  to  all  is  the 
principle that both Maimonides and the Ra’avad defended: 
nothing is hidden from the True Judge.

Perhaps the second most widely cited Jewish source on the 
topic  of  “why  do  the  righteous  suffer”  is  Nahmanides’ 
Sha’ar ha-gemul, a section of a larger work entitled Torat Ha-
Adam. Nahmanides, a near contemporary of Maimonides, 
details many of the complexities of Jewish eschatology in 
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this work, including the specific meanings of the various 
terms used for the afterlife and the stages of the unfolding 
of  the  Messianic  era.  Sha’ar  ha-gemul  also  engages  in  a 
sustained analysis  of  the question of  Divine reward and 
punishment  for  human  activity.  For  Nahmanides,  the 
conundrum  is  solved  through  a  deceptively  simple 
calculus. 

Every  act  of  ethical-religious  value,  whether  positive  or 
negative, is deserving of either reward or punishment. The 
allocation of the consequence of human behavior may be 
expressed  in  this  world,  the  next  world,  or  both.  The 
reason the righteous suffer in this world is because they 
are  receiving  the  punishment  for  their  few  and  minor 
misdeeds in this world,  allowing them to enter the next 
world  with  a  clean,  purified  record  of  positive  acts  for 
eternal reward. Using the same logic, the wicked prosper 
in this world because they are reaping the benefits of the 
isolated positive acts they may have performed, but they 
will  experience  punishment  in  greater  measure  in  the 
afterlife.  On  balance,  it  is  certainly  advantageous  to 
account  for  sins  in  this  world  with  comparatively  brief, 
mundane suffering,  thus answering the question of why 
the righteous suffer: they experience pain in this world as 
an act of Divine compassion, allowing them to enjoy a far 
greater  reward in the next  world without the burden of 
their minor sins.

Consider  this  analogy,  taken  from  my  personal 
occupational experience: a student progresses through four 
years of undergraduate study, completing all courses with 
great success, and enters the job market. After a grueling 
series of interviews and tests, he is offered an entry-level 
position at  a  major  firm,  offering a  generous salary and 
excellent  benefits,  pending confirmation of  his  academic 
degree.  Many qualified applicants  are  waitlisted for  this 
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job, and the graduate must submit all documents within a 
limited time frame. When he visits the registrar to order 
his  transcripts,  however,  he learns that  there is  a  bursar 
hold on his documents because he has neglected to pay a 
ten-dollar fine for overdue library books! He immediately 
and  gladly  pays  the  fine,  acknowledging  his  error  and 
grateful  that  his  transcripts  will  now be  processed  in  a 
timely fashion. 

So  too,  Nahmanides  would  argue,  the  righteous  gladly 
accept suffering in this world, trusting that the reason for 
their pain is just, and that they will ultimately benefit from 
the experience. The prosperity of the wicked is really the 
other  side  of  the  equation,  like  a  student  who  abuses 
library privileges without heed to the consequences after 
graduation.

Nahmanides’ logic is, of course, unassailable. At the same 
time, It  is difficult to relate to his theology on a visceral 
level.  His model makes perfect  sense when we speak of 
relatively minor suffering, like a library fine that holds up 
the  release  of  a  student’s  transcripts.  It’s  hard—perhaps 
even wrong—to maintain this approach when confronted 
with more profound suffering.

If  Sha’ar  ha-gemul  is  the  second  most  commonly  cited 
Jewish source on the question of why the righteous suffer, 
the primary locus of discussion has to be the Book of Job, 
perhaps the most challenging work of the entire Hebrew 
bible.  The  story  is  simple:  Job  is  a  wealthy,  apparently 
pious man with a large family.  The satan—we will  have 
more to say about this individual later—argues before God 
that Job’s religiosity is  based solely on his prosperity.  In 
what seems to be a terrifying Heavenly experiment, God 
sends  Job  a  number  of  awful  tribulations,  from  the 
destruction of his flocks to the death of his seven children.  
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Job  maintains  steadfast  in  his  faith  in  God’s  justice 
throughout the experience, even when his own distraught 
wife challenges him to utter a curse in protest and die (the 
biblical text reads “bless God and die,” an euphemism to 
express the ugly thought in an indirect manner).  Finally, 
apparently urged by the satan’s observation that Job will be 
moved if God were to “touch his bone and his flesh—he 
will certainly curse Thee to Thy face,” God afflicts Job with 
a painful skin disease, and is reduced to scraping boils off 
his skin with a piece of broken pottery before he finally 
succumbs to his wife’s entreaty and curses the day of his 
birth.

All this occurs within the first two chapters of the book. 
The next thirty-odd chapters, beginning with Job’s curse, 
constitute  an  extended,  highly  philosophical  debate 
between Job and a number of associates who have come to 
visit him in his mourning. Moved by his suffering, the so-
called  “comforters  of  Job”  offer  a  series  of  theological 
solutions  to  explain  the  sources  of  Job’s  distress, 
maintaining throughout that God’s justice is supreme and 
cannot  be  questioned.  Job  systematically  counters  their 
arguments,  protesting  innocence  and  implicitly 
questioning the awful Divine punishment he suffers. The 
book  comes  to  a  climax  as  Job  demands  that  God 
personally  appear  and  provide  an  explanation.  God 
complies. 

Speaking  from  a  whirlwind,  God  rebukes  all  parties 
concerned, both Job for his impudence ("Who is this that 
darkeneth  counsel  by  words  without  knowledge?”  38:2) 
and  the  comforters  for  their  specious  speculations  ("My 
wrath is kindled against thee, and against thy two friends; 
for ye have not spoken of Me the thing that is right, as My 
servant Job hath.” 42:7). Yet God's dramatic response to Job 
remains  extremely  difficult  to  understand,  leaving  the 
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reader unsettled and unnerved. Job witnesses the return of 
his health and his wealth is doubled. He is blessed with 
more  offspring—the same number  as  before  the  strange 
experiment—but  he  is  left  to  mourn  the  passing  of  the 
children of his youth. 

The book of Job encapsulates the Jewish approach to the 
topic known to philosophers under the term "theodicy," or 
the Justice of God.  We are troubled, full of consternation 
over  the  question,  "why  do  the  righteous  suffer?"  After 
much  impassioned  debate,  our  only  response  is  silence, 
trusting in an invisible Divine plan. "Once have I spoken," 
says Job in response to God's rebuke,  "even twice,  but I 
will speak no more."
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 3.3

הַזּכָויּוֹת,  עַל  ותְהָהָ  שׁעֶָשׂהָ,  המַּצִוְוֹת  עַל  שֶׁנּחִםַ  מִי  כָּל 
וְאמָרַ בְּלִבּוֹ וּמהַ הוֹעַלתְִּי בּעֲַשִׂיּתָןָ, אוּלַי לֹא עָשִׂיתִי אוֹתןָ--
הרֲֵי זהֶ אִבַּד אתֶ כֻּלּןָ, וְאֵין מַזכְִּירִין לוֹ שׁםֵ זכְוּת בּעָוֹלםָ:  
(ראה  רִשׁעְוֹ"  בְּיוֹם  תצִַּילֶנּוּ  לֹא  הצַַּדִּיק  "וצְִדְקַת  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ 

יחזקאל לג,יב), אֵין זהֶ אֵלָא בּתְוֹההֶ עַל הרִָאשׁוֹנוֹת.

 ְ כְּשׁםֵ שֶׁשּׁוֹקְלִין עוֲוֹנוֹת אָדָם וְזכָויּוֹתָיו, בְּשׁעָתַ מִיתתָוֹ--כָּ
מִבָּאֵי  וְאחֶָד  אחֶָד  כָּל  עוֲוֹנוֹת  שׁוֹקְלִין  וְשָׁנהָ,  שָׁנהָ  בּכְָל 
העָוֹלםָ עםִ זכָויּוֹתָיו בְּיוֹם טוֹב שֶׁלּרְֹאשׁ הַשָּׁנהָ:  מִי שֶׁנּמִצְָא 
צַדִּיק, נחֶתְּםָ לחְַיִּים; וּמִי שֶׁנּמִצְָא רָשׁעָ, נחֶתְּםָ למְִיתהָ.  והְַבֵּינוֹנִי, 
תּוֹלִין לוֹ עַד יוֹם הכִַּפּוּרִים:  אםִ עָשׂהָ תְּשׁוּבהָ, נחֶתְּםָ לחְַיִּים; וְאםִ 

לָאו, נחֶתְּםָ למְִיתהָ.

Anyone who regretted performing a positive deed and 
doubted its value, saying “what good has it done me to 
do these things? If only I had not done them!” Behold, 
this person loses everything, and gains no merit at all. 
This is as it is written (Ezekiel 33:12) the righteousness of 
the righteous will not save him on the day of his 
wickedness. This refers only to one who regrets his earlier 
good deeds. 

Just as the demerits of a person are measured against his 
merits on the day of his death, so too every year the 
demerits of every human being in the world are 
measured against his merits on the holy day of Rosh 
Hashanah. A person who is found righteous is sealed for 
life. A person who is found wicked is sealed for death. 
The “intermediate” is kept waiting until Yom Kippur. If he 
repents, he is sealed for life, and if not, he is sealed for 
death. 
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Commentary 

This passage alone is worth the entire book: never regret 
doing the right thing. 

A colleague of mine once told me how she had charitably 
prepared a meal for a family on the eve of the Sabbath. It 
was nearly candle lighting time, so she rushed to pack it in 
her  car  and drive the short  distance to the home of  the 
recipient. On the way failed to come to a complete stop at 
the corner of her suburban street, and a waiting policeman 
gave her a hefty ticket.  One can only imagine how she felt! 
Here she was, doing a very admirable thing by helping out 
a family in need, and for this she   received a significant 
financial  penalty!  Maimonides  declared  that  we  should 
never regret performing acts of kindness, even when they 
produce unintended consequences.

At first glance, the placement of this ruling seems strange. 
In  the  precious  passage  (3.2),  Maimonides  began 
describing the accounting process of positive vs. negative 
deeds, continuing the topic in the following passage (3.4). 
Why  did  Maimonides  interrupt  the  logical  flow  by 
mentioning the effects of misplaced regret?

Deeper  reflection  suggests  a  possible  answer.  After 
delivering  a  sobering  message  of  severe  judgement,  the 
reader  may  panic—what  merits  do  I  have  to  ensure  a 
positive  outcome?  Maimonides  quickly  reassures  the 
reader with the sure-fire method of amassing merit: stop 
regretting  all  the  good  things  you've  done!  Eliminate  
misplaced  regret!  Jettison  your  remorse  over  well-
intentioned mistakes, and credit yourself for attempting to 
do good in the world. By eliminating regret for doing the 
right  thing,  a  person’s  spiritual  balance  sheet  will  be 
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flooded with value in recognition of all the positivity he or 
she has contributed to the universe. 

This has got to be the easiest way to begin preparations for 
the  High  Holy  Days.  Guilt  is  certainly  a  major,  healthy 
element of the teshuvah process. Engaging in guilt-feelings 
over  unappreciated  acts  kindnesses,  however,  is  highly 
corrosive to the process. Most of us have enough things  in 
our past that deserve regret; let us focus our energies on 
those  unfortunate  choices  and  abandon  the  misplaced 
shame we feel for trying to do right in the world.
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 3.4

אףַ עַל פִּי שׁתְֶּקִיעתַ שׁוֹפרָ בּרְֹאשׁ הַשָּׁנהָ גְּזרֵַת הכַּתָוּב, רְמָז יֵשׁ בּוֹ:  
כְּלוֹמרַ עוּרוּ עוּרוּ יְשֵׁנִים מִשִּׁינתַכְםֶ, והְָקִיצוּ נרְִדּמִָים מתִּרְַדּמֵתַכְםֶ; 
וחְַפְּשׂוּ בּמְעֲַשֵׂיכםֶ וחְִזרְוּ בּתְִשׁוּבהָ, וְזכִרְוּ בּוֹרַאכֲםֶ.  אֵלּוּ הַשּׁוֹכחְִים 
אתֶ הָאמֱתֶ בּהְַבְלֵי הַזּמְןָ, וְשׁוֹגִים כָּל שְׁנתָםָ בּהְֶבֶל ורְִיק אֲשׁרֶ לֹא 
יוֹעִיל וְלֹא יצִַּיל--הַבִּיטוּ לְנַפְשׁוֹתֵיכםֶ, והְֵטִיבוּ דּרְַכֵיכםֶ וּמעַַלְלֵיכםֶ; 

וְיעֲַזֹב כָּל אחֶָד מכִּםֶ דּרְַכּוֹ הרָָעהָ, וּמחְַשַׁבתְּוֹ אֲשׁרֶ לֹא טוֹבהָ.

לְפִיכְָּ צרִָיְ כָּל אָדָם שֶׁיּרְִאהֶ עצַמְוֹ כָּל הַשָּׁנהָ כֻּלּהָּ, כְּאִלּוּ חצְֶיוֹ 
חָטָא  חַיָּב:   וחְצְֶיוֹ  זכַָּאי  חצְֶיוֹ  העָוֹלםָ,  כָּל  וכְןֵ  חַיָּב;  וחְצְֶיוֹ  זכַָּאי 
לכְףַ  כֻּלּוֹ  העָוֹלםָ  כָּל  אתֶ  והְכִרְִיעַ  עצַמְוֹ  הכִרְִיעַ  אחֶָד--הרֲֵי  חֵטְא 
אתֶ  הכִרְִיעַ  אחַתַ--הרֲֵי  מצִוְהָ  עָשׂהָ  הַשׁחְתָהָ;  להָםֶ  וְגרַָם  חוֹבהָ, 
עצַמְוֹ והְכִרְִיעַ אתֶ כָּל העָוֹלםָ כֻּלּוֹ לכְףַ זכְוּת, וְגרַָם להָןֶ תְּשׁוּעהָ 
זהֶ  י,כה),  עוֹלםָ" (משלי  יסְוֹד  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "וצְַדִּיק  הוּא  זהֶ  והְצַָּלהָ.  

שׁצִֶּדַּק עצַמְוֹ הכִרְִיעַ אתֶ כָּל העָוֹלםָ כֻּלּוֹ והְצִִּילוֹ.

וּמִפְּנֵי עִנְיןָ זהֶ, נהֲָגוּ כָּל בֵּית יִשׂרְָאֵל להְרְַבּוֹת בּצְִדָקָה וּבמְעֲַשִׂים 
טוֹבִים וְלעַסְֹק בּמַּצִוְוֹת, מרֵֹאשׁ הַשָּׁנהָ עַד יוֹם הכִַּפּוּרִים, יתָרֵ מכִָּל 
אֵלּוּ,  ימִָים  בּעֲַשׂרֶֶת  בַּלַּיְלהָ  לָקוּם  כֻּלּםָ  וְנהֲָגוּ  הַשָּׁנהָ.   ימְוֹת 
וּלהְתְִפַּלַּל בְּבתֵָּי כְּנסִָיּוֹת בְּדִברְֵי תּחֲַנוּנִים וְדִברְֵי כִּבּוּשִׁין עַד שֶׁיֵּאוֹר 

הַיּוֹם.

Even though the blowing of the shofar is a decree of the 
Torah, the reason for the commandment is an allusion: 
awaken, awaken, you who are deep in your sleep. Rise 
from your unconsciousness and examine your actions. 
Return in teshuvah and remember your Creator. You who 
forget the truth amidst wasted time, spending all your 
years in meaningless and empty pursuits that neither 
help nor rescue. Look into yourselves and improve your 
ways and deeds. Abandon, all of you, your wrong path 
and harmful plan.  

!80



Therefore every year a person should regard himself as 
being half praiseworthy and half blameworthy, and so 
too the world as half praiseworthy and half blameworthy. 
If one were to commit a single sin, one would tip one’s 
self and the entire world to the side of guilt, and cause its 
destruction. If one were to commit one positive deed, 
one would tip the entire world to the side of merit, and 
bring about its salvation and rescue.  This is the meaning 
of the verse (Proverbs 10:25): a righteous person is the 
foundation of the Universe, which refers to the one who 
rights himself and tips the balance of the entire world, 
thus rescuing it.  

Thus during the period between Rosh Hashanah and 
Yom Kippur all Jews engage in additional charitable 
activities, performing more good deeds and involving 
themselves in more commandments, than during the rest 
of the year. It is customary for Jews to rise at night during 
these ten days to recite prayers of penitence and petition 
in the synagogues until daybreak. 

Commentary 

The shofar  is  a  call  to  war,  an  alarm,  a  jolt  of  urgency. 
Sounded with  skill,  the  shofar  can  evoke  a  surprisingly 
wide spectrum of tones for such a simple instrument, from 
a shrill scream of agony to an angry blast of impatience, 
from plaintive cry to wail of despair. The cycle of 100 blasts 
blown  on  the  High  Holidays  take  us  through  all  these 
emotions, inspiring us to deeper levels of self-analysis and 
a profound commitment to self-transformation. 

In the beginning of  this  chapter,  Maimonides seemed to 
define the “Intermediate” as someone who had precisely 
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the same number and value of merits and demerits. Here, 
he advocated that we consider ourselves as such a person, 
yet he did not use the term Intermediate. This apparently 
small  omission  is  fraught  with  meaning,  because  the 
Intermediate is defined in the Talmud (Berakhot 61b) in a 
rather different way. 

Contemplating the three-fold categorization of people, the 
great  sage  Rabah  remarks  that  the  Intermediate  is  “like 
me.” His student Abaye responds,  “the Master does not 
allow anyone to live!” In other words, if the pious Rabah is 
only an Intermediate, what about the rest of us?  Surely we 
must all be in the category of "the wicked!" Rabbi Yosi ha-
Glili  thus  clarifies  that  a  righteous  person  is  someone 
whose will is determined by the Good Inclination (yetser 
ha-tov),  and  a  wicked  person  is  someone  whose  will  is 
determined by the Evil  Inclination (yetser  ha-ra,  see  2.1). 
One  whose  will  is  determined  by  both  is  called  an 
Intermediate. In other words, contra Maimonides' reading, 
the Intermediate is not someone whose deeds are equally 
divided between those which are praiseworthy and those 
which are blameworthy. The Intermediate is rather a state 
of mind, a condition of volition: the wicked are motivated 
by  their  baser  impulses  exclusively,  the  righteous  by 
altruism alone, and the rest of us—suddenly a much larger 
set than ever before—are Intermediates. 

Maimonides'  reading  is  fundamentally  prospective, 
meaning,  one  should  consider  one's  self  balanced  on  a 
knife's  edge of  great  change.  A single  movement in one 
direction or the other might release a cascade of events that 
extends far beyond one's immediate reach. This is clearly 
Maimonides' intent, and feeds into his closing reference to 
The  Ten  Days  of  Teshuvah.  These  days  have  a  special 
spiritual dynamic of their own, as Jews rush to seek out 
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additional opportunities to gain merit before the awesome 
holy day of Yom Kippur. 
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3.5 

מחְַשְּׁבִין  אֵין  זכָויּוֹתָיו,  עםִ  אָדָם  עוֲוֹנוֹת  שֶׁשּׁוֹקְלִין  בְּשׁעָהָ 
עָלָיו תּחְִלּתַ עוָוֹן שׁחֶָטָא בּוֹ וְלֹא שֵׁנִי, אֵלָא מִשְּׁלִישִׁי וְאִלְַּ.  
זכָויּוֹתָיו,  עַל  מרְֻבִּין  וְאִלְַּ  מִשְּׁלִישִׁי  עוֲוֹנוֹתָיו  נמִצְְאוּ  אםִ 

אוֹתןָ שְׁנֵי העָוֲוֹנוֹת מצְִטרְָפִין וְדָנִין אוֹתוֹ עַל הכַֹּל.

שְׁלִישִׁי  מעֵוָוֹן  אֲשׁרֶ  עוֲוֹנוֹתָיו  כְּנֶגֶד  זכָויּוֹתָיו  נמִצְְאוּ  וְאםִ 
וְאִלְַּ, מעְַבִירִין כָּל עוֲוֹנוֹתָיו רִאשׁוֹן רִאשׁוֹן:  לְפִי שׁהֶַשְּׁלִישִׁי 
נחְֶשָׁב רִאשׁוֹן, שׁכְֶּברָ נמִחְֲלוּ הַשְּׁנַיםִ; וכְןֵ הרְָבִיעִי הרֲֵי הוּא 

רִאשׁוֹן, שׁכְֶּברָ נמִחְַל הַשְּׁלִישִׁי; וכְןֵ עַד סוֹפןָ.

-ל-- יִפעְַל-אֵ "הןֶ-כָּל-אֵלּהֶ,  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  בַּיּחִָיד,  אמֲוּרִים,  דְּברִָים  בּמַּהֶ 
להָןֶ  הצִַּבּוּר--תּוֹלִין  אֲבָל  לג,כט).   עםִ-גָּברֶ" (איוב  שָׁלוֹשׁ,  פּעַמֲַיםִ 
יִשׂרְָאֵל,  פִּשׁעְֵי  "עַל-שְׁלֹשׁהָ  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  וּשְׁלִישִׁי,  וְשֵׁנִי  רִאשׁוֹן  עוָוֹן 
 ְ ועְַל-ארְַבּעָהָ לֹא אֲשִׁיבֶנּוּ" (עמוס ב,ו).  וּכְשׁמֶּחְַשְּׁבִין להָןֶ עַל דּרֶֶ

זהֶ, מחְַשְּׁבִין להָןֶ מרְֵבִיעִי וְאִלְַּ.

הַבֵּינוֹנִיִּים--אםִ הָיהָ בּכְִלַל מחֶצְהָ עוֲוֹנוֹת שֶׁלּהָןֶ שֶׁלֹּא הִנִּיחַ תְּפִלִּין 
מעֵוֹלםָ--דָּנִין אוֹתוֹ כְּפִי חֲטָאָיו, וְיֵשׁ לוֹ חֵלֶק לעָוֹלםָ הַבָּא; וכְןֵ כָּל 
וְיֵשׁ  חַטֹּאותֵיהםֶ,  כְּפִי  אוֹתןָ  מרְֻבִּין--דָּנִין  שׁעֶוֲוֹנוֹתֵיהםֶ  הרְָשׁעִָים 
להָןֶ חֵלֶק לעָוֹלםָ הַבָּא:  שׁכֶָּל יִשׂרְָאֵל יֵשׁ להָןֶ חֵלֶק לעָוֹלםָ הַבָּא, 
יִירְשׁוּ  לעְוֹלםָ  צַדִּיקִים,  כֻּלּםָ  "ועְמְֵַּ  שׁחֶָטְאוּ--שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  פִּי  עַל  אףַ 
והְוּא  החַַיִּים,  ארֶֶץ  מָשָׁל--כְּלוֹמרַ  זוֹ  ארֶֶץ  ס,כא);  (ישעיהו  ארֶָץ" 
לעָוֹלםָ  חֵלֶק  להָןֶ  יֵשׁ  העָוֹלםָ,  אמֻּוֹת  חסֲִידֵי  וכְןֵ  הַבָּא.   העָוֹלםָ 

הַבָּא.

When the demerits of a person are calculated against his 
merits, sins that a person commits once or even twice are 
not included. Only those which are committed three 
times or more are calculated. If it turns out that these 
thrice-repeated sins are greater than a person’s merits, 
those two earlier occasions are included and one is 
judged for them all. 
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If one’s merits are equal to the thrice-repeated sins and 
onward, then the sins are evaluated individually. The third 
transgression is considered the first, because the earlier 
two occasions have already been forgiven. So too, the 
fourth transgression is considered the first, because the 
third has already been forgiven, and so on.  

Under what circumstances does this apply? To an 
individual, as it is written (Job 33:29) for all these things 
God does, twice or thrice, with a man. Regarding a 
community, however, the first, second and third 
occasions are left hanging, as it is written (Amos 2:6) 
three sins of the Jewish people [I will discount], but from 
four I will not turn away. These sins are judged, the fourth 
and later occasions are also judged. 

Regarding the intermediate, if there are included among 
the half of his demerits the omission of wearing tefilin, he 
is judged according to the nature of his sin, but he still 
has a place in the world to come. So too all wicked 
people, whose sins are excessive, are judged according 
to those sins, yet they retain a share in the World to 
Come, for all Israel has a share in the world to come, even 
though they sin, as it is written (Isaiah 60:21) and your 
people are all righteous, they will forever inherit the land. 
The land is an allegory for the Land of Life, which is the 
World to Come. The righteous people of the nations of 
the world have a place in the World to Come in a similar 
manner. 
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Commentary 

Continuing the discussion of the metaphysical accounting 
of  positive  and  negative  deeds,  Maimonides  read 
significant leniencies into the Divine reckoning process. As 
in a human court, repeat offenders are treated with greater 
severity,  but  there  is  a  surprisingly  high  threshold  for 
culpability  for  first  offenders.  For  Maimonides,  the 
Talmudic basis of this generous system does not imply that 
a person may transgress twice without fear of punishment, 
as  will  be clarified at  the beginning of  the next  chapter. 
Rather,  Maimonides  argues  that  God  allows  for  human 
weakness  by  gracing  us  with  two  opportunities  to  do 
teshuvah  for  our  misdeeds  before  a  penalty  is  assessed.  
Our failure to take advantage of Divine leniency to correct 
our behavior contributes to our culpability.

Maimonides’ description of God’s calculus of reward and 
punishment is inspiring for those of us who truly yearn for 
the  atonement  that  teshuvah  can  provide.  God  will  find 
ways to minimize the consequences of  our wrongdoing, 
considering every possible accounting advantage to bring 
us success.

Maimonides identified two especially potent tactics to gain 
merit: the wearing of tefilin (phylacteries), even once, and 
the  association with  a  community.  Placing the  “frontlets 
between the eyes” and the “sign upon the hand” is, on the 
surface, a purely ritual act that may seem to the outside 
observer  as  a  token  identification  of  affiliation  with 
Judaism and its  traditions.  One who straps these prayer 
boxes to his head and arm for a few brief moments has not, 
one might think, rushed into a burning building to save 
children trapped inside, nor discovered the cure to some 
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terrible disease, and yet this person has earned a share in 
the World to Come. Why is this so?

Perhaps the  reason might  derive  from the nature  of  the 
devekut,  or  “cleaving,”  that  tefilin  symbolize.  Tefilin 
represent  a  three-fold  unification  of  human  energy,  by 
harnessing the mind (the box on the head), the body (the 
box on the arm), and the emotions (the box on the bicep is 
tilted  inward,  toward  the  heart).  Perhaps  effecting  this 
closeness to the Divine, or even expressing the desire for 
such a union through the donning of  tefilin,  is  sufficient 
merit to earn life in the World to Come. 
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 3.6

וְאֵלּוּ שְׁאֵין להָןֶ חֵלֶק לעָוֹלםָ הַבָּא, אֵלָא נכִרְָתִין וְאוֹבְדִין, 
וְנִדּוֹנִין עַל גֹּדֶל רִשׁעְםָ וחְַטָּאתםָ, לעְוֹלםָ וּלעְוֹלמְֵי עוֹלמִָים:  
והְכַּוֹפרְִים  בּתַּוֹרָה,  והְכַּוֹפרְִים  והְָאֲפֵיקוֹרוֹסִים,  המִַּינִים, 
והְמְַּשׁמָֻּדִים,  הַגּוֹאֵל,  בְּבִיאתַ  והְכַּוֹפרְִים  המַּתִֵים,  בּתִחְָיתַ 
והְעָוֹשׂהֶ  צִבּוּר,  מִדּרְַכֵי  והְַפּוֹרְשִׁים  הרַָבִּים,  וּמחְַטִיאֵי 
והְמַּוֹסרְִים,  כִּיהוֹיָקִים,  בְּפרְַהסְֶיהָ  רָמהָ  בְּיָד  עֲברֵוֹת 
וּמַטִּילֵי אֵימהָ עַל הצִַּבּוּר שֶׁלֹּא לְשׁםֵ שׁמַָיםִ, וְשׁוֹפכְֵי דּמִָים, 

וּבעֲַלֵי לְשׁוֹן הרַָע, והְמַּוֹשְֵׁ ערְָלתָוֹ.

These are the people who do not have a share in the 
World to Come; rather they are cut off and lost, and 
judged according to the severity of their wickedness and 
sins for all time. The minim. The apikorsim. Those who 
deny Torah. Those who deny the resuscitation of the 
dead. Those who deny the coming of the Redeemer.  The 
apostates. Those who cause others to sin. Those who 
separate from the ways of the community. One who sins 
in a haughty and public manner like Jehoiachim. The 
informers. Those who provoke needless fear in the 
community. Those who shed blood. Those who spread 
gossip. Those who deny the covenant. 

Commentary 

By  way  of  preface,  it  should  be  noted  that  many 
contemporary Rabbinic authorities blunt the impact of this 
section of Maimonides’ work.  He wrote in an era when all 
Jews  belonged  to  strong  communities,  when  deviant 
behaviors  and outward displays  of  antinomian attitudes 
were  met  with  effective  coercive  power  from  the 
leadership of the Jewish community.  Public disavowal of 
group  norms  was  countered  by  the  threat  of  ostracism, 
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financial penalty and even corporal punishment. Viewed 
from a twenty-first century perspective, we may see such 
power of Jewish leadership as extreme, but this communal 
structure effectively maintained the integrity of the Jewish 
population and preserved this  ancient  culture  in  deeply 
threatening environments.

During the eighteenth and especially nineteenth centuries,  
some  European  Jews  explored  the  possibility  of  living 
outside  the  boundaries  of  traditional  Judaism,  either  as 
completely  anonymous,  secular  citizens  of  the  modern 
state  or  by  altering  traditional  Judaism  to  bring  it  into 
accord with contemporary sensibilities. The traditionalists 
resisted fundamental changes to Judaism, but they rapidly 
dwindled  in  numbers  such  that  they  were  the  minority 
among Jews by the late twentieth century.

Jews  who  followed  these  new  antinomian  movements 
were  often  considered  tinokot  she-nishbu,  literally 
“kidnapped children.” This Talmudic term refers to people 
who were raised without the benefit of traditional Jewish 
education,  and as  such cannot  be held blameworthy for 
their  non-observance  of  Jewish ritual.  Even if  they  later 
received  this  education  as  adults,  their  childhood 
experiences  in  a  secular  environment  are  considered  so 
crucial to their development that they are not considered 
culpable for transgressing Jewish law in many areas.  
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 3.7

, וְאֵין לעָוֹלםָ  חמֲִשּׁהָ הןֶ הַנִּקְרָאִין מִינִים:  הָאוֹמרֵ שְׁאֵין שׁםָ אֱלוֹהַּ
מַנהְִיג; והְָאוֹמרֵ שֶׁיֵּשׁ שׁםָ מַנהְִיג, אֲבָל הםֶ שְׁנַיםִ אוֹ יותרֵ; והְָאוֹמרֵ 
הָאוֹמרֵ  וכְןֵ  תּמְוּנהָ;  וּבעַַל  גּוּף  שׁהְוּא  אֵלָא  אחֶָד,  רִבּוֹן  שׁםָ  שֶׁיֵּשׁ 
שְׁאֵינוּ לְבַדּוֹ רִאשׁוֹן וצְוּר לכַֹּל; וכְןֵ העָוֹבֵד אֱלוֹהַּ זוּלתָוֹ, כְּדֵי להְִיוֹת 

מֵלִיץ בֵּינוֹ וּבֵין רִבּוֹן העָוֹלמִָים.  כָּל אחֶָד מחֵמֲִשּׁהָ אֵלּוּ מִין.

There are five types of minim. One who says that there is 
no God, that the world has no master.  The one who says 
that there is a master, but that there are two or more of 
them. The one who says there is one master, but he is a 
physical being. And similarly the one who says he was not 
the first Creator of all. One who worships another god in 
order that he will act as an intercessor between him and 
the Master of the Universe. Each one of these five is 
called a min. 

Commentary 

Judaism is a profoundly monotheistic religion, and will not 
tolerate any dilution of this central article of faith. In this 
respect  it  is  similar to Islam, but perhaps less similar to 
Christianity (especially considering the Catholic concept of 
the trinity) both of which have their intellectual roots in 
the  Jewish  tradition.  Maimonides'  definitions  of  the 
"minim"  (literally,  "types,"  meaning  types  of  heretical 
thinkers) however, do not necessarily apply to non-Jews. 
These  theologies  are  proscribed  for  Jews,  the  intended 
audience of these words.

The first category of min, the one who believes there is no 
god, is not normally considered the most common form of 
Jewish heresy; rather it is generally dismissed as a kind of 
intellectual laziness: an unlettered and ignorant man does not 
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know this, as the Psalmist records (92:7). Far more common 
(and,  in  a  strange  way,  more  tolerated)  is  the  heretical 
notion that God exists, but is unjust. This position will be 
discussed below. 
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 3.8

שׁםָ  שְׁאֵין  הָאוֹמרֵ  אֲפֵיקוֹרוֹסִים:   הַנִּקְרָאִין  הןֶ  שְׁלוֹשׁהָ 
בְּנֵי  לְלֵב  מהֵַבּוֹרֵא  שׁמֶַּגִּיעַ  מַדּעָ  שׁםָ  וְאֵין  כְּלָל,  נְבוּאהָ 
הָאָדָם; והְמַּכַחְִישׁ נְבוּאתָוֹ שֶׁל מֹשׁהֶ רַבֵּנוּ; והְָאוֹמרֵ שְׁאֵין 
הַבּוֹרֵא יוֹדֵעַ מעֲַשׂהֵ בְּנֵי הָאָדָם.  כָּל אחֶָד מִשְּׁלוֹשׁהָ אֵלּוּ 

אֲפֵיקוֹרוֹס.

שְׁלוֹשׁהָ הןֶ הכַּוֹפרְִים בּתַּוֹרָה:  הָאוֹמרֵ שְׁאֵין התַּוֹרָה מעֵםִ 
מֹשׁהֶ  אמָרַ  אחַתַ--אםִ  תֵּבהָ  אַפִלּוּ  אחֶָד,  פּסָוּק  אַפִלּוּ  ה', 

אמֲרָוֹ מִפִּי עצַמְוֹ, הרֲֵי זהֶ כּוֹפרֵ בּתַּוֹרָה; וכְןֵ הכַּוֹפרֵ בְּפרֵוּשׁהָּ, והְִיא 
והְָאוֹמרֵ  וּבַיתְּוֹס;  צַדּוּק  כְּגוֹן   , מַגִּידֶיהָ והְכִחְִישׁ  פּהֶ,  שֶׁבּעְַל  תּוֹרָה 
שׁהֶַבּוֹרֵא החְִלִיף מצִוְהָ זוֹ בּמְצִוְהָ אחַרֶֶת, וּכְברָ בָּטְלהָ תּוֹרָה זוֹ, אףַ 
עַל פִּי שׁהְִיא הָיתְהָ מעֵםִ ה', כְּגוֹן הַנּוֹצרְִים והְהַגרִים.  כָּל אחֶָד 

מִשְּׁלוֹשׁהָ אֵלּוּ כּוֹפרֵ בּתַּוֹרָה.

There are three kinds of apikorsim. One who says that 
there is no prophecy at all, and that there is no 
knowledge of the Creator that reaches the heart of a 
human being. One who denies the prophecy of Moses 
our Teacher. One who says that the Creator is unaware of 
the deeds of humanity.  Each of these three is an 
apikoros. 

There are three kinds of deniers of Torah. One who says 
that the Torah does not come from God, even a single 
verse, even a single word. If he says that Moses wrote it 
on his own, behold this is a denier of Torah. One who 
denies the interpretation of Torah, which is the Oral 
Torah, and contradicts its teachers, as did Zadok and 
Boethus. One who says that the Creator exchanged one 
commandment for another, making the earlier Torah 
irrelevant, even though it came from God, like the 
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Christians and the Muslims. Each of these three is a 
denier of Torah. 

Commentary 

The term apikoros refers to the followers of the Hellenistic 
thinker Epicurus (341-270 BCE), the author of one of the 
more popular philosophies circulating in ancient Israel. It 
is often used as a blanket term for Jewish heresies, which 
accept at least the concept of monotheism, but deny key 
aspects of the Rabbinic tradition.

Central to Maimonidean thought is the validation of the 
the  absolute  authority  of  the  Written  Torah  and  the 
interpretive tradition represented in the Oral Torah. Zadok 
and Boethus are representative of ancient Jewish schools 
that denied the concept of an afterlife. Zadok in particular 
is  considered  the  father  of  the  Sadducees,  a  group  that 
capitulated to Roman rule in order to gain control of the 
Temple in ancient Jerusalem.

Judaism  also  rejects  the  notion  that  Divine  Revelation 
somehow  needs  updating  in  order  to  remain  relevant. 
There can be no New Testament for Maimonides, and the 
Koran does not correct “errors” found in the Hebrew Bible. 
The reference to Christianity and Islam at the end of this 
passage  is  not  present  in  the  standard  edition  of  the 
Mishneh  Torah.  Like  many  similar  references,  it  was 
probably removed centuries ago under pressure of Church 
censorship.  This  translation  is  based  on  the  superior 
Frankel  edition,  which  incorporates  textual  variations 
found in other versions of the Mishneh Torah.  Maimonides’ 
use of the term “Hagarites” (hagarim) for Muslims is a little 
oblique (Hagar was the mother of Ishmael, considered the 
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father of the Arab peoples), and may also have been a way 
of avoiding scrutiny by Muslim readers.
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 3.9

לכְָל  והְמְַּשׁמָֻּד  אחַתַ,  לעֲַברֵָה  המְַּשׁמָֻּד  המְַּשׁמָֻּדִים:   הןֶ  שְׁנַיםִ 
התַּוֹרָה כֻּלּהָּ.  המְַּשׁמָֻּד לעֲַברֵָה אחַתַ--זהֶ שׁהֶחְִזִיק עצַמְוֹ לעֲַשׂוֹת 
אוֹתהָּ עֲברֵָה בְּזָדוֹן וְנתְִפּרְַסםַ בּהָּ והְרְֻגַּל, אַפִלּוּ הָיתְהָ מןִ הַקַּלּוֹת, 
כְּגוֹן שׁהֶחְֻזַק תּמִָיד לִלְבֹּשׁ שׁעַַטְנֵז אוֹ להְַקִּיף פֵּאהָ, וְנמִצְָא כְּאִלּוּ 
דָּברָ:   לְאוֹתוֹ  מְשׁמָֻּד  זהֶ  אצְֶלוֹ--הרֲֵי  העָוֹלםָ  מןִ  זוֹ  מצִוְהָ  בָּטְלהָ 
והְוּא, שֶׁיּעֲַשׂהֶ להְכַעְִיס.  והְמְַּשׁמָֻּד לכְָל התַּוֹרָה, כְּגוֹן החַוֹזרֵ לְדָתֵי 
לִי  בּצֶעַ  וּמהַ  וְיֹאמרַ  בּהָןֶ,  וְיִדָּבֵק  שׁמְָד  שֶׁגּוֹזרְִין  בְּשׁעָהָ  הַגּוֹיםִ 
להְִדָּבֵק בְּיִשׂרְָאֵל שׁהְןֶ שְׁפָלִים וְנרְִדָּפִים, טוֹב לוֹ שֶׁיִּדָּבֵק בְּאֵלּוּ שֶׁיָּדָן 

תַּקִּיפהָ--הרֲֵי זהֶ מְשׁמָֻּד לכְָל התַּוֹרָה כֻּלּהָּ.

There are two types of apostates: an apostate for a single 
sin, and an apostate for the entire Torah. An apostate for 
a single sin is one who has intentionally habituated 
himself to a particular transgression. He is well-known for 
this sin, which he regularly commits, even if it might be 
one of the lighter sins such as wearing clothing made out 
of wool and linen, or cutting the hair on the sides of his 
head in the forbidden manner, as if he considers the 
commandment irrelevant. This person is called an 
apostate for such a thing, providing he is doing it to 
anger God. An apostate for the entire Torah is like 
someone who turns to the religion of the nations during a 
time of forced conversion, joining them and saying “what 
does it benefit me to be part of the Jewish people, who 
are lowly and persecuted? It would be better for me to 
join with these people who are more powerful.” Behold, 
this is an apostate for the entire Torah. 

Commentary 

Rabbi  Eliyahu  Touger  notes  that  Maimonides'  choice  of 
sins  (wearing  wool  and  linen  combinations,  or  shaving 
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one’s  temples)  are  both  transgressions  that  convey  no 
material  benefit,  thus  illustrating  a  key  element  of  this 
apostasy. In order to be considered an expression of heresy 
rather than simple human weakness,  they must be done 
for  the  sole  purpose  of  angering  God,  not  for  personal 
pleasure, and with full consciousness of the consequences 
of  such behavior.  Few people  would meet  the Talmudic 
threshold of culpability today.

Writing three hundred years before the Spanish Inquisition 
and wide-scale coerced conversion of Iberian Jewry to pro-
forma Catholicism, Maimonides' words on Jews who leave 
their  ancestral  faith  seem  quite  harsh.  Elsewhere  in  his 
works, Maimonides writes with considerable compassion 
for  Jews  who  return  to  their  communities  after  forced 
conversion to Islam, ruling that they should be accepted as 
full  members  of  the  Jewish  people  despite  their 
unfortunate  experience.  Maimonides  seems  to  draw  a 
distinction between Jews who choose to outwardly adopt 
another faith to avoid persecution, and those who convert 
for personal advantage.

In  one  of  our  weekly  learning  sessions,  my  son-in-law 
Chaim  Yaakov  noted  that  Maimonides  considers  the 
abandonment  of  the  Jewish  people  to  be  functionally 
equivalent to abandoning the Torah as a whole. It would 
seem,  therefore,  that  supporting  the  Jewish  people  is 
equivalent to supporting the Torah as a whole. It reminds 
me of  the  famous “press  release” that  Rabbi  Menachem 
Mendel Schneerson made when he took over leadership of 
the Lubavitch Hasidic movement in 1951: love of God, love 
of the Torah, and love of the Jewish people are one and the 
same thing.
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 3.10

כְּירָָבעְםָ  גָּדוֹל,  בְּדָברָ  שׁהֶחְִטִיא  אחֶָד  הרַָבִּים:   מחְַטִיאֵי 
לְבַטַּל  אַפִלּוּ  קַל,  בְּדָברָ  שׁהֶחְִטִיא  וְאחֶָד  וּבַיתְּוֹס;  וצְַדּוּק 
מצִוְתַ עֲשׂהֵ.  וְאחֶָד הָאוֹנסֵ אחֲרִֵים עַד שֶׁיּחֶֶטְאוּ כּמְִנַשּׁהֶ, 
שׁהֶָיהָ הוֹרֵג יִשׂרְָאֵל עַד שֶׁיּעַַבְדוּ עֲבוֹדָה זרָָה; אוֹ שׁהִֶטעְהָ 

אחֲרִֵים והְִדִּיחםָ כְּיֵשׁוּעַ.

Those who cause others to sin: it matters not 
whether the sin is large, such as that of Jeroboam 
and Zadok and Boethus, or whether the sin is small, even 
to nullify a positive commandment. It matters not if one 
forces others to sin like Manasseh, who would kill a Jew 
who did not worship an idol, or if one tempts or 
persuades others like Jesus. 
  

Commentary 

Jeroboam and Manasseh were Jewish kings who promoted 
idol worship (see I Kings 12 and II Kings 21). Zadok and 
Boethus  were  leaders  of  ancient  Jewish movements  that 
denied the concept of life after death,  introduced above. 
The reference to Jesus is not present in the standard edition 
of  the  Mishneh  Torah  (see  3.8  above).  Maimonides 
understands  Jesus  as  a  Jew  who  tempted  Jews  to  turn 
away from traditional observance of the commandments.

To the best of my knowledge, Maimonides does not refer 
to Mohammed anywhere in the Mishneh Torah.  There are 
some  veiled  allusions,  such  as  the  reference  to  the 
“Hagarites” in 3.8, and elsewhere “Ishmaelites,” but there 
is  no  mention  of  Mohammed  parallel  to  the  direct 
reference to Jesus here.  This could be the result of careful 
self-censorship  of  Maimonides  or  his  copyists,  realizing 
that a controversial passage might make it impossible to 
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produce the Mishneh Torah for a wider audience in Islamic 
lands. Later publishers, working in Christian Europe, were 
often  constrained  to  edit  their  work  for  comparable 
criticisms  of  Christianity  in  order  to  meet  the  censor’s 
approval.

A figure  apparently  referring  to  Jesus  occurs  in  a  few 
scattered passages  in  the  Talmud,  which constituted the 
basis  of  medieval  Jewish  understanding  of  the  roots  of 
Christianity. As one might expect, the overall impression 
associated  with  Jesus—sometimes  called  “that  man”—is 
generally negative, although there is a fascinating passage 
in  tractate  Sotah  47a.  In  the  context  of  a  discussion  of 
pedagogy, the Talmud argues that a Rabbi should draw his 
pupils  “close with the right hand, and push them away 
with the left,” meaning, he should use his stronger right 
hand to express affection and love, while his left pushes 
them away, maintaining professional distance. The Talmud 
warns  teachers  never  to  “push away with  both  hands,” 
and uses the story of Rabbi Yehoshua ben Perahayah and 
his pupil, apparently Jesus, as a cautionary illustration.

The story relates that Rabbi Yehoshua ben Perahayah and 
his student were at  an inn,  and received very courteous 
hospitality  from  the  female  innkeeper.   The  Rabbi 
commented to his student, “how pleasant is this woman,” 
using the Hebrew term “na’ah” to  refer  to  her  personal 
quality. This word for “pleasant,” however, may also mean 
“beautiful,” and it was in this sense that Jesus understood 
his Rabbi, and he responded, “well, her eyes are a bit too 
round.” Incensed that his student would think that he was 
referring to her physical appearance, Rabbi Yehoshua ben 
Perahayah  excoriated  Jesus,  sending  him  out  of  his 
presence.   Jesus  attempted  several  times  to  regain  his 
teacher’s favor, to no avail, as Rabbi Yehoshua insisted on 
“pushing  him  away  with  both  hands.”  Finally,  Jesus 
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approached one last time while the Rabbi was reciting the 
Shema prayer.   Rabbi Yehoshua ben Perahayah relented, 
thinking  his  pupil  had  been  adequately  chastened,  but 
since he was in the middle of a prayer that could not be 
interrupted, he held up his hand in a gesture that meant 
“wait a moment and we shall speak.” In a tragically ironic 
parallel  to the first  misunderstanding that  generated the 
initial  rebuke, Jesus took his Rabbi’s gesture as a rebuff, 
and left him for good. Christianity, according to this story, 
grew from that unfortunate miscommunication.

The story is fascinating and instructive on several levels. 
Beyond the sage pedagogic and psychological advice, it’s 
interesting to note the nuanced appreciation for the initial 
formation of a distinct Christian community. The defection 
of  Jews  from  the  traditionally  observant  community  to 
form  the  nucleus  of  the  daughter  faith,  however,  is 
something that Maimonides would not condone.
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 3.11

נִבְדַּל  אֵלָא  עֲברֵוֹת,  עָברַ  שֶׁלֹּא  פִּי  עַל  אףַ  צִבּוּר:   מִדּרְַכֵי  הַפּוֹרֵשׁ 
וְלֹא  בּצְרָָתןָ  נכְִנסָ  וְלֹא  בּכְִלָלןָ  מצִוְוֹת  עוֹשׂהֶ  וְאֵינוּ  יִשׂרְָאֵל  מעֲֵדַת 
וּכְאִלּוּ  הָארֶָץ,  מִגּוֹיֵי  כְּאחֶָד  בְּדַרְכּוֹ  הוֹלְֵ  אֵלָא  בּתְעְַנִיתןָ,  מתִעְַנּהֶ 

אֵינוּ מהֵןֶ--אֵין לוֹ חֵלֶק לעָוֹלםָ הַבָּא.

העָוֹשׂהֶ עֲברֵוֹת בְּיָד רָמהָ כִּיהוֹיָקִים:  בֵּין שׁעֶָשׂהָ קַלּוֹת, בֵּין שׁעֶָשׂהָ 
חמֲוּרוֹת--אֵין לוֹ חֵלֶק; וְזהֶ הוּא הַנִּקְרָא מְגַלּהֶ פָּנִים בּתַּוֹרָה, מִפְּנֵי 

שׁהֶעִֵיז מצִחְוֹ וְגִלּהָ פָּנָיו וְלֹא בּוֹשׁ מִדִּברְֵי תּוֹרָה.

One who separates from the ways of the community, 
even if he does not sin but only separates from the 
congregation and does not perform commandments 
together with them, refraining from sharing in their 
suffering with them and fasting with them, instead going 
about as if he were not Jewish, and not one of them: he 
has no portion in the World to Come. 

And one who commits a sin in a haughty manner like 
Jehoiachim, whether he commits one of the light sins or 
whether he commits one of the severe sins, he has no 
share. This is what is meant by “he reveals his face before 
the Torah,” because he hardens his forehead and shows 
his face without embarrassment before the words of 
Torah. 

Commentary 

Maimonides  is  clearly  speaking  of  a  person  who 
intentionally chooses to remove himself  from the Jewish 
people  at  the  time  of  their  distress.  To  be  considered 
culpable, he or she must be fully aware of the ramifications 
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of this decision, and as mentioned above (3.6), this status is 
rare in the modern period. 

Still,  while  legal  culpability  may  be  far  off,  the  general 
principle  bears  greater  scrutiny.  Why would “separating 
from  the  community”  constitute  such  a  serious 
transgression?  What’s  wrong  with  a  lifestyle  of  privacy 
and  isolation,  if  that’s  what  one  wishes?  Furthermore, 
readers  familiar  with  the  mussar  tradition  and  certain 
strands  of  Hasidic  thought  will  recall  the  value  of 
hitbodedut, a type of secluded, daily meditation, a behavior 
that is highly praised for its connection to spiritual growth. 
The term itself translates as “aloneness.” What could be so 
terrible about separating from the community?

The great sage Hillel famously noted in Pirkei Avot: “do 
not separate from the community, and do not say ‘when I 
am free  I  will  study’—perhaps  you will  never  be  free.” 
Why are these two dicta (separating from the community 
and putting off Torah study) proximate, if not to compare 
them to each other? One should not delay learning Torah, 
hoping for greater leisure and opportunity in the future, 
because  perhaps  that  time  will  never  come.  So  too  one 
should  not  separate  from  the  community,  because  one 
never knows when one will have need of the community, 
perhaps desperately. 

The second part of this halakhah also relates to communal 
involvement. Committing some wrong in public, showing 
not only disregard for the commandment itself but also for 
the community of believers, is an especially egregious sin. 
Maimonides  refers  to  Jehoiachim,  a  Jewish  king  who 
burned works of prophecy (see Jeremiah 36). This was a 
public  act  of  defiance,  an  act  so  serious  that  the  other 
specifics of the sin become irrelevant. It is a reflection of 
what  the  Hebrew  idiom  terms  “hard-face-ness”  (azut 
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panim), perhaps the etymological root of the English term 
“brazen-faced” or simply “brazen,” from the hardness of 
brass.

One of the most misrepresented passages in the Talmud 
refers to a man who has an uncontrollable desire to visit a 
prostitute  (Moed  Katan  17a).  Without  approving  this 
behavior  in  the  least,  the  Rabbis  nevertheless  recognize 
that  an  individual  may  be  subject  to  a  desire  that 
overwhelms  his  ability  to  resist  temptation,  and 
transgression is inevitable. Under those circumstances, the 
Talmud says that he should wear dark clothes and go to a 
faraway location before he indulges his  yetser  ha-ra.  The 
meaning of the passage is not in any way an approval of 
such  conduct—nothing  could  be  further  from the  truth! 
What it means, however, is that if one absolutely cannot 
help but succumb to this addictive behavior,  then at the 
very,  very  least  one  must  show deference  to  communal 
standards and attempt to hide the behavior by disguising 
his appearance and going to a location where he will not 
be  recognized.  These  precautions  do  not  minimize  the 
severity of the transgression or its punishment, but at least 
they address to some degree the possibility of desecrating 
the Divine Name.
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 3.12

שְׁנַיםִ הםֶ המַּוֹסרְִים:  המַּוֹסרֵ חֲברֵוֹ בְּיַד גּוֹיִים להְרְָגוֹ אוֹ להְכַּוֹתוֹ, 
והְמַּוֹסרֵ ממְוֹן חֲברֵוֹ בְּיַד גּוֹיִים אוֹ בְּיַד אַנּסָ שׁהְוּא כְּגוֹי--שְׁנֵיהםֶ, 

אֵין להָןֶ חֵלֶק.

There are two types of informers. One who hands over 
his fellow to non-Jews for execution or physical 
punishment, and one who hands over the wealth of his 
fellow to non-Jews, including a Jewish extortionist who is 
effectively like a non-Jew. Both of these have no share. 

Commentary 

The Hebrew term for “informer” (moser) literally translates 
as  “one  who  hands  over,”  meaning  one  who  takes  the 
person or property of a Jew and illegally hands it over to 
another.  Informing is thus a serious type of theft, not to be 
confused  with  reporting  a  criminal  to  recognized  and 
appropriate  authorities  for  lawful  restitution  and 
punishment. Maimonides, writing in the twelfth century, 
nevertheless intimates this distinction between legitimate 
and  illegitimate  informing  by  including  the  phrase  “for 
execution or physical  punishment.” Handing over a Jew 
for  legal  due process,  when the laws of  the state  are  in 
conformity  with  the  dictates  of  halakhah,  is  not  under 
discussion here.  For example,  in many countries,  people 
who work with children have a duty to report suspected 
child abuse to their  superiors at  work and ultimately to 
state  authorities.  Even  though  the  consequences  of 
erroneous accusations can be devastating, nevertheless the 
grave risk of harm to a minor demands a response.

For most of us,  this type of halakhah seems to be purely 
theoretical in nature. How often do we find ourselves in a 
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position  that  we  might  be  considered  an  “informer”? 
Further  introspection,  however,  reveals  a  much  more 
disturbing reality.

We began this chapter with a reference to the saintly Rabbi 
Yisrael Meir ha-Kohen, known commonly by the title of his 
first  major  work,  “Chofetz  Chaim”  (unlike  the  secular 
world,  where  the  term  “eponymous”  always  refers  to 
authors or artists naming their work after themselves, in 
the Jewish world authors become so identified with their 
ideas  that  they  lose  their  given  names  and  are  simply 
known  by  the  titles  of  their  books).  In  this  classic  and 
highly  influential  text,  the  Chofetz  Chaim  demonstrates 
with unassailable  proof  that  what  passes  for  “harmless” 
gossip is in reality completely forbidden by the Torah. 

In  many  ways,  relating  disparaging  information  about 
another person falls within the parameters of Maimonides’ 
assertion  in  this  halakhah.  How  many  times  have  we 
needlessly spoken ill  of  others,  causing them directly or 
indirectly  to  lose  opportunities  for  financial  or  other 
advancement?  Wouldn’t  that  fall  within  the  category  of 
“handing over wealth”? Even more seriously, if our speech 
negatively affects  their  well-being,  wouldn’t  that  also be 
related  to  “handing  over  one’s  fellow  for  execution?” 
Sounds  far-fetched,  but  it’s  not—don’t  we  use  the  term 
character assassination for this very purpose?

There  are,  of  course,  exceptions  to  this  prohibition,  and 
even times (such as in the case of potential child abuse) 
when one would be required by Jewish law to speak out. 
Maimonides will discuss the laws of forbidden speech in a 
later  chapter,  and  we  will  return  to  the  thought  of  the 
Chofetz Chaim for additional clarification (see below, 4.5).
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3.13 

צִבּוּר  הרָוֹדֶה  זהֶ  שׁמַָיםִ:   לְשׁםֵ  שֶׁלֹּא  הצִַּבּוּר  עַל  אֵימהָ  מַטִּילֵי 
עצַמְוֹ  לכְִבוֹד  וכְוַָּנתָוֹ  הרְַבּהֵ,  ממִֶּנּוּ  וּפוֹחֲדִים  ירְֵאִים  והְםֶ  בּחְָזקָה 

וּלכְָל חֲפצָָיו, לֹא לכְִבוֹד שׁמַָיםִ, כְּגוֹן מַלכְֵי הַגּוֹיִים.

One who spreads fear in the community for the wrong 
reasons refers to one who rules over the community with 
force, making people fear and tremble before him. He 
does this with the intention of self-aggrandizement. His 
actions are not at all for the sake of Heaven, and he 
behaves like the kings of the nations. 

Commentary 

Maimonides’  jaundiced  view  of  non-Jewish  kings  may 
have been inspired by the flight and suffering his family 
endured after their expulsion from Spain at the hands of 
the Almohads. His disdain extended to Jewish communal 
leaders who take advantage of their position of authority 
to wield power in an inappropriate manner, using fear to 
intimidate less powerful people.
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 3.14

כָּל אחֶָד וְאחֶָד מֵארְַבּעָהָ ועְֶשׂרְִים אֲנָשִׁים אֵלּוּ שׁמֶָּנִינוּ--אףַ 
וְיֵשׁ  הַבָּא.   לעָוֹלםָ  חֵלֶק  להָןֶ  אֵין  יִשׂרְָאֵל,  שׁהְןֶ  פִּי  עַל 
עֲברֵוֹת קַלּוֹת מֵאֵלּוּ, וְאףַ עַל פִּי כןֵ אמָרְוּ חכֲמִָים שׁהֶרָָגִיל 
בּהָןֶ אֵין לוֹ חֵלֶק לעָוֹלםָ הַבָּא, כְּדֵי להְתִרְַחַק מהֵןֶ וּלהְִזּהָרֵ 

מהֵןֶ.

בּכְִנּוּיו,  לחֲַברֵוֹ  והְַקּוֹרֶא  חֲברֵוֹ,  אתֶ  המַּכְַנּהֶ  הןֶ:   וְאֵלּוּ 
חֲברֵוֹ,  בִּקְלוֹן  והְמַּתִכְַּבֵּד  בּרַָבִּים,  חֲברֵוֹ  פְּנֵי  והְמַַּלְבִּין 
אתֶ  והְמְַּבַזּהֶ  רִבּוֹתָיו,  והְמְַּבַזּהֶ  חכֲמִָים,  תַּלמְִידֵי  והְמְַּבַזּהֶ 

המַּוֹעֲדוֹת, והְמַּחְַלֵּל אתֶ הַקֳּדָשִׁים.

בּמַּהֶ דְּברִָים אמֲוּרִים שׁכֶָּל אחֶָד מֵאֵלּוּ אֵין לוֹ חֵלֶק לעָוֹלםָ הַבָּא, 
בּעַַל  והְוּא  וּמתֵ  מרִֵשׁעְוֹ,  שָׁב  אםִ  אֲבָל  תְּשׁוּבהָ.   בְּלֹא  בְּשׁמֶּתֵ 
תְּשׁוּבהָ--הרֲֵי זהֶ מִבְּנֵי העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא, שְׁאֵין לְָ דָּברָ שׁעֶוֹמֵד בִּפְנֵי 
התְַּשׁוּבהָ:  אַפִלּוּ כָּפרַ בּעִָיקָר כָּל ימָָיו, וּבָאחַרֲוֹנהָ שָׁב--יֵשׁ לוֹ חֵלֶק, 
שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "שָׁלוֹם שָׁלוֹם לרָָחוֹק וְלַקּרָוֹב, אמָרַ ה'--וּרְפָאתִיו" (ישעיהו 

נז,יט).

כָּל הרְָשׁעִָים והְַפּוֹשׁעְִים והְמְַּשׁמָֻּדִים וכְַיּוֹצֶא בּהָןֶ שׁחֶָזרְוּ בּתְִשׁוּבהָ, 
"שׁוּבוּ  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  אוֹתןָ,  בּמְַטמְוֹנִיּוֹת--מְקַבְּלִין  שׁחֶָזרְוּ  בֵּין  בַּגָּלוּי  בֵּין 
בָנִים שׁוֹבָבִים" (ירמיהו ג,כב):  אףַ עַל פִּי שׁעֲֶדַיןִ שׁוֹבָב הוּא, שׁהֶרֲֵי 

בּסַּתֵרֶ בִּלְבָד חוֹזרֵ וְלֹא בַּגָּלוּי--מְקַבְּלִין אוֹתוֹ בּתְִשׁוּבהָ.

Each one of these twenty-four people that we have listed, 
even though they are of Israel, they have no share in the 
World to Come. There are also lesser sins than these that 
the Sages have warned that habitual transgression also 
removes a person from the World to Come, and therefore 
a person should take special care to distance himself 
from them. 

These are they: one who creates a disparaging nickname 
for another, and one who calls another by such a name. 
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One who embarrasses another in public, and one who 
seeks honor through the downfall of another. One who 
disdains the scholars, and one who disdains his teachers. 
One who disdains the holidays, and one who desecrates 
holy things. 

What sort of circumstance are we discussing that each 
one of these people would not have a share in the World 
to Come? When such a person dies without repenting. If 
he repented of his wicked ways before he died, however, 
he is a Master of Teshuvah, and he is among those who 
have a share in the World to Come, for nothing can stand 
against teshuvah. Even one who denies the essence of 
Judaism all his life, and at the end he repents, has a 
share, as it is written (Isaiah 57:19), shalom, shalom to the 
far and to the near, says God, and I will heal him. 

All of the wicked and the sinners and the apostates and 
their like who repent, whether publicly or privately, are 
accepted, as it is written (Jeremiah 3:22), return, returning 
children. Even though he is still returning, for he is only 
returning in secret and not in public, his teshuvah is 
accepted. 
  

Commentary 

Eliyahu  Touger  cites  a  teaching  from  Maimonides’  son, 
also a well-known scholar:  “the reason these individuals 
will  not  receive  a  portion  in  the  world  to  come  is  not 
because  of  the  severity  of  the  sins  they  committed,  but 
rather  because  this  course  of  behavior  will  prevent  a 
person from acquiring the merits  necessary to  acquire  a 
portion  in  the  world  to  come.”  These  twenty-four 
attitudinal  postures  are  caustic  and  self-defeating,  and 
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separating from these patterns of behavior is essential to 
the process of teshuvah.

Nicknames can be hurtful, and even if a person has grown 
used  to  them,  they  often  represent  a  diminution  of  a 
person’s  essence.  Names,  in Judaism, are considered the 
expression  of  prophecy  given  to  parents:  shall  we  deny 
that prophecy by substitution?

In a  letter  entitled “Kiddush HaShem” cited by Eliyahu 
Touger, Maimonides writes: “It is not proper to drive away 
those  who  profane  the  Sabbath...rather,  we  must  draw 
them close and urge them to perform mitzvot.  Our Sages 
of  blessed  memory  explained  that  even  if  a  person 
voluntarily sinned, when he comes to a synagogue to pray, 
we should accept him and not deal scornfully with him.  
They  based  their  statements  on  the  words  of  Solomon 
(Proverbs 6:30): “Do not scorn the thief when he comes to 
steal:” interpreting it as “Do not scorn the sinners of Israel 
when they secretly come to steal mitzvot.”

Maimonides  began this  chapter  with  a  statement  of  the 
world-altering potential contained within the teshuvah of a 
single individual, and concluded with a discussion of the 
seemingly  minor  indiscretions  that  can  undermine  a 
person’s efforts to change.  This topic will receive further 
attention  in  the  following  chapter.  He  did  not  end  the 
discussion,  however,  until  he added a major qualifier to 
the  words:  nothing  can  stand  against  teshuvah.  No 
transgression is so great that it cannot be cleansed through 
teshuvah.
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Notes to Self 

1)  Try  to  be  mindful  of  every  moment,  recalling  the 
metaphysical implications of every choice.

2) Recalling and regretting prior actions is an essential part 
of the teshuvah process, but be aware of the unanticipated 
negative  consequences  of  misplaced regret.  The  positive 
motivation  behind  the  good  deed  is  something  to  be 
cherished, not rejected. Feel good about trying to do good, 
even if it didn’t work out.

3)  Don't  be a  petty bureaucrat,  ruling like a  tyrant  over 
people who ask for some help. 

4)

!109



!110



Chapter Four: Impediments 

Introduction 

Maimonides’  bold approach to the codification of 
Jewish  law  in  the  Mishneh  Torah  remains 
unparalleled  even  eight  centuries  after  its  first 
appearance, an illustration of the epitaph engraved 
on his Tiberias tombstone: “from Moses to Moses 
there  was  no  one  like  Moses.”  This  encomium 
expresses the thought that in the two millennia that 
separated the biblical Moses and Maimonides there 
arose no comparable master of Jewish law, and since the 
appearance of the Mishneh Torah, no scholar has managed 
to encompass the scope of Jewish thought in a similarly 
comprehensive manner. Another example of Maimonides’ 
exhaustive and encyclopedic scholarship is found in this 
chapter, which goes beyond the proscription of forbidden 
behavior  and  extends  into  the  realm  of  thought  and 
attitude. Ironically, it is this type of material, treated only 
sparsely by later codes of Jewish law, which proves most 
modern and relevant for contemporary readers.

In this chapter,  Maimonides briefly outlined twenty-four 
impediments  to  teshuvah.   Each  of  them  represents  a 
behavior pattern or tendency that generates resistance to 
the  mental  dynamic  required  for  personal  growth.  One 
who would follow the difficult path of teshuvah must first 
undertake a serious spiritual accounting to determine the 
degree to which any of these mental obstacles are present.

A dynamic  tension  pervades  Maimonides’  teachings  on 
teshuvah: as we saw in the previous chapter, he describes 
the utter damnation of sinners of various stripes, only to 
proclaim  the  universally  redemptive  power  of  teshuvah. 
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The  opening  passage  of  this  chapter  similarly  indicates 
that God does not allow people who commit certain sins to 
do teshuvah, yet the last passage in this chapter reads “all 
of  these  things,  even  though  they  are  impediments  to 
teshuvah,  they  cannot  deny  teshuvah.   If  a  person  does 
teshuvah for these things, behold he is a Master of Teshuvah 
and  has  a  share  in  the  World  to  Come.”  Why  does 
Maimonides  present  us  with  such  an  obvious 
contradiction?

Rabbi  Eliyahu  Touger  cites  a  passage  from  one  of 
Maimonides’ earliest works that offers some resolution. A 
close read of his commentary on a tractate dealing with 
Yom  Kippur  (Yoma  8:7)  indicates  that  Maimonides’ 
meaning  is  not  that  God  rejects  the  teshuvah  of  such  a 
person, rather it is that God does not provide additional 
assistance  to  help  that  individual  through  the  difficult 
teshuvah  process.  This  unusual  withholding  of  aid  is  a 
possible  exception  to  the  Talmudic  rule  (Shabbat  104a), 
“one  who  wishes  to  be  purified  receives  [Heavenly] 
assistance.” Teshuvah is always possible, for anyone and for 
any  transgression.  Unfortunately,  certain  types  of 
transgressions make teshuvah more difficult than others. 
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 4.1

עֶשׂרְִים וְארְַבּעָהָ דְּברִָים מעְכְַּבִין אתֶ התְַּשׁוּבהָ.  ארְַבּעָהָ מהֵןֶ עוָוֹן 
מסְַפִּיק  הוּא  בּרָוְּ  הַקָּדוֹשׁ  מֵארְַבּעַתְּןָ--אֵין  אחֶָד  והְעָוֹשׂהֶ  גָּדוֹל; 
בְּיָדוֹ לעֲַשׂוֹת תְּשׁוּבהָ, לְפִי גֹּדֶל חֶטְאוֹ.  וְאֵלּוּ הןֶ:  (א) המַּחְַטִיא אתֶ 
הרַָבִּים; וּבכְִלַל עוָוֹן זהֶ, המַּעְכֵַּב אתֶ הרַָבִּים מִלּעֲַשׂוֹת מצִוְהָ.  (ב) 
(ג)  וּמַדִּיחַ.   מסִַּית  כְּגוֹן  רָעהָ,  לְדֶרְֶ  טוֹבהָ  מִדּרְֶֶ  חֲברֵוֹ  והְמַַּטּהֶ 
וּבְנוֹ  בְּיָדוֹ--הוֹאִיל  ממְחַהֶ  וְאֵינוּ  רָעהָ,  בּתְרְַבּוּת  בְּנוֹ  והְרָוֹאהֶ 
בּרְִשׁוּתוֹ אִלּוּ מחִהָ בּוֹ הָיהָ פּוֹרֵשׁ, וְנמִצְָא כּמְחְַטִיא אוֹתוֹ; וּבכְִלַל 
עוָוֹן זהֶ כָּל שֶׁאפְשׁרָ בְּיָדוֹ למְחַוֹת בַּאחֲרִֵים בֵּין רַבִּים בֵּין יחְִידִים 
וְלֹא מחִהָ, אֵלָא יַנִּיחַ אוֹתןָ בּכְִשְׁלוֹנןָ.  (ד) והְָאוֹמרֵ אחֱֶטָא וְאָשׁוּב; 

וּבכְִלַל זהֶ הָאוֹמרֵ אחֱֶטָא, וְיוֹם הכִַּפּוּרִים מכְַפּרֵ.

4.1 There are twenty-four things that impede teshuvah. 
Four of them are serious sins, and God does not allow the 
one who commits them to do teshuvah because of their 
severity. These are they: 

1) One who causes many to sin, and this category 
includes one who prevents others from doing good. 

2) One who tempts another away from the good path; for 
example, one who incites or instigates. 

3) One who sees his child moving in a bad direction and 
does not rebuke him. Since his child is under his 
authority, if he were to rebuke him, the child would in 
turn reform himself, and therefore it is as if the parent 
caused the child to sin. Also included in this category is 
one who has it within his power to rebuke others, 
whether individuals or many people, and fails to rebuke 
them, rather leaving them to the consequences. 
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4) One who says, “I will sin and I will repent,” and 
included in this category is one who says, “I will sin, and 
Yom Kippur will provide atonement.” 
  

Commentary 

Maimonides’ list of twenty-four impediments to teshuvah is 
divided  into  five  categories:  four  impediments  that 
“impede teshuvah” (4.1),  five that  “close  the  door  to  the 
ways of teshuvah”  (4.2), five that “prevent a person from 
doing complete teshuvah” (4.3), five that “a person cannot 
normally rectify through teshuvah” (4.4),  and five that “a 
person is drawn after them perpetually, and it is difficult to 
separate from them” (4.5).

Looking at our initial category, we discover a fascinating 
distinction  between  the  first  three  and  the  last. 
Impediments 1,2, and 3 all involve a pragmatic difficulty: if 
Reuven is somehow the cause of the wrongs committed by 
others, how can he possibly catalog all the sins for which 
he is responsible? For example, let us say that Reuven is a 
person of  some prominence,  and he chooses  to  eat  in  a 
non-kosher  restaurant.  Other  Jews,  witnessing  his 
example, may end up dining there as well. Reuven can do 
teshuvah for his lax attention to the dietary laws, but how 
can he possibly repent for all the meals eaten by others as a 
consequence of his own choices? 

The second impediment is similar, although more focused. 
Reuven, consciously or otherwise, set an example that led 
many to consume non-kosher food. Shimon, on the other 
hand, specifically invited Levi to a non-kosher restaurant, 
arguing and coaxing him to abandon his attachment to the 
Jewish tradition of keeping kosher. Unlike Reuven, Shimon 
knows exactly who he tempted, but can he possibly keep 
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track of  every bit  of  non-kosher food that  Levi  ate  ever 
after,  or  the  Jews  that  Levi  invited  out  to  non-kosher 
meals? 

The third impediment expresses the same notion, but in a 
passive context. What if one does not actively cause others 
to sin, but condones this behavior by remaining silent? If 
one has a position of authority—like a parent over a young 
child—then  this  behavior  would  be  tantamount  to 
encouraging the child to do wrong. Children, engaging in 
normal experimental behaviors, will look to their parents 
(consciously or otherwise) to gauge the reactions, and will 
modify  their  choices  as  required.  If  the  parent  remains 
nonplussed,  the child may easily  think,  “he’s  okay with 
this,”  and  assume  the  inappropriate  behavior  is  within 
acceptable bounds and continue (or, more likely, behave in 
a  still  more  egregious  manner  in  order  to  find the  true 
limits of acceptable behavior). The parent must make the 
difficult  choice  between  allowing  the  child  room  to 
experiment and learn on his or her own, or confronting the 
child at every turn, smothering his or her natural creativity 
and spirit. This thought is frequently on my mind.

The final impediment, at first glance, seems to be wholly 
unlike  the  previous  three,  which  seem  to  focus  on  the 
culpability  one  has  for  the  sins  of  others.  The  fourth 
impediment refers to one’s self. How does saying “I will 
sin and I will repent,” or “I will sin and Yom Kippur will 
provide atonement” fit with the other three?  A moment’s 
reflection reveals  Maimonides’  apparent  intent:  one may 
also  fail  to  rebuke  one’s  self,  choosing  immediate 
gratification  over  reasoned  behavior  by  displacing 
culpability to a future moment.  The final  impediment is 
failure to hold one’s self to account.
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 4.2

בִּפְנֵי  התְַּשׁוּבהָ  דּרְַכֵי  נוֹעֲלִין  הןֶ  דְּברִָים  חמֲִשּׁהָ  וּמהֵןֶ 
שֶׁבִּזמְןָ  הצִַּבּוּר--לְפִי  מןִ  הַפּוֹרֵשׁ  (א)  הןֶ:   וְאֵלּוּ  עוֹשֵׂיהןֶ; 
שֶׁיּעֲַשׂוּ תְּשׁוּבהָ, לֹא יהְִיהֶ עמִּהָןֶ וְאֵינוּ זוֹכהֶ עמִּהָןֶ בַּזּכָויּוֹת 
שׁמֶּחְַלֻקְתּוֹ  חכֲמִָים--לְפִי  דִּברְֵי  עַל  והְחַוֹלֵק  שׁעֶוֹשִׂין.  (ב) 
(ג)  התְַּשׁוּבהָ.   דּרְַכֵי  יוֹדֵעַ  וְאֵינוּ  מהֵןֶ,  לִפרְֹשׁ  לוֹ  גּוֹרֶמתֶ 
רוֹדֵף  אֵינוּ  בּעְֵינָיו,  שֶׁנּתְִבַּזּוּ  המַּצִוְוֹת--שׁכֵֶּיוןָ  עַל  והְמַַּלעְִיג 
(ד)  יִזכְּהֶ.   בּמְהַ  יעֲַשׂהֶ,  לֹא  וְאםִ  עוֹשׂןָ;  וְלֹא  אחַרֲֵיהןֶ 
וּלְטרְָדוֹ  לְדָחְפוֹ  להָןֶ  גּוֹרֵם  זהֶ  רבּוֹתָיו--שֶׁדָּברָ  והְמְַּבַזּהֶ 

לוֹ  וּמוֹרֶה  מְלמֵַּד  ימִצְָא  לֹא  שֶׁנִּטרְָד  וּבִזמְןָ  וּכְגֵיחֲזִי,  כְּיֵשׁוּעַ 
 ְ דּרְֶֶ הָאמֱתֶ.  (ה) והְַשּׂוֹנֵא אתֶ התַּוֹכחָוֹת--שׁהֶרֲֵי לֹא הִנִּיחַ לוֹ דּרֶֶ
תְּשׁוּבהָ, שׁהֶתַּוֹכחָהָ גּוֹרֶמתֶ לתְִשׁוּבהָ, שֶׁבִּזמְןָ שׁמֶּוֹדִיעִין לוֹ לָאָדָם 
חֲטָאָיו וּמכְַלִימִין אוֹתוֹ, חוֹזרֵ בּתְִשׁוּבהָ כּמְוֹ שׁכֶּתָוּב בּתַּוֹרָה:  "זכְרֹ, 
אַל-תִּשׁכְּחַ" (דברים ט,ז), "ממַרְִים הֱיִיתםֶ" (דברים ט,ז), "וְלֹא-נתָןַ 
(דברים  חכָםָ"  וְלֹא  נָבָל,  "עםַ  כט,ג),  (דברים  וכו'"  לֵב  לכָםֶ  ה' 
גּוֹי  "הוֹי  וְאמָרַ  יִשׂרְָאֵל  אתֶ  הוֹכִיחַ  יְשׁעְַיהָוּ  וכְןֵ  לב,ו).  
חֹטֵא" (ישעיהו א,ד), "יָדַע שׁוֹר קֹנהֵוּ וכו'" (ישעיהו א,ג), "מִדּעַתְִּי, 
-ל להְוֹכִיחַ לחַַטָּאִים,  כִּי קָשׁהֶ אתָּהָ" (ישעיהו מח,ד); וכְןֵ צוִּהָוּ הָאֵ
שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "קְרָא בְגרָוֹן אַל-תּחְַשְֹׂ" (ישעיהו נח,א).  וכְןֵ כָּל הַנְּבִיאִים 
הוֹכִיחוּ לְיִשׂרְָאֵל, עַד שׁחֶָזרְוּ בּתְִשׁוּבהָ.  לְפִיכְָּ צרִָיְ להְעַמְִיד בּכְָל 
קָהָל וְקָהָל מִיִּשׂרְָאֵל חכָםָ גָּדוֹל וְזָקֵן וִירֵא שׁמַָיםִ מִנּעְוּרָיו וְאהָוּב 
אתֶ  שֶׁשּׂוֹנֵא  וְזהֶ  בּתְִשׁוּבהָ.   וּמחְַזִירָן  לרַָבִּים  מוֹכִיחַ  שֶׁיּהְֶא  להָםֶ, 
יעַמֲֹד  לְפִיכְָּ  דְּברָָיו;  שׁוֹמעֵַ  וְלֹא  למַּוֹכִיחַ  בָּא  אֵינוּ  התַּוֹכחָוֹת, 

בּחְַטֹּאותָיו, שׁהְןֶ בּעְֵינָיו טוֹבִים.

And among them are five things that close the doors to 
the ways of teshuvah, and these are they: 

1) One who separates from the community, for at the 
time that they repent, he will not be among them and will 
not receive merit along with them. 
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2) One who quarrels with the words of the wise, for his 
dispute will cause him to separate from them, and he will 
not know the ways of return. 

3) One who ridicules the commandments. Since they are 
insignificant in his eyes, he will not seek to fulfill them, 
and if he does not fulfill them, what will be his merit? 

4) One who demeans his teachers, for this causes them to 
push him off and distance him as Jesus and Gehazi. 
When he is ostracized he will not find a teacher to show 
him the true path. 

5) One who hates rebuke, for he does not allow himself a 
way to do teshuvah. Rebuke is a cause for teshuvah, for 
when a person is informed of his misdeeds, and feels 
ashamed, he will repent, as it is written in the Torah 
(Deuteronomy 9:7), remember, and do not forget…you 
were rebellious, and God did not give you a heart (2:6) a 
foolish, unwise people. Similarly, Isaiah rebuked the 
Jewish people, saying (Isaiah 1:4) O sinful people (1:3) 
the ox knows is master (48:4) I know that you are difficult. 
God commanded him to rebuke those who transgress, as 
it is written (58:1), call out from your throat, do not hold 
back. Thus did all the prophets rebuke the Jewish people 
so that they would return in teshuvah. Therefore every 
single Jewish community must appoint a great sage, 
elderly and God-fearing from his youth, well-loved by the 
people, who will rebuke the community and cause them 
to return in teshuvah. One who hates rebuke will not 
participate in this rebuke, will not hear his words, and 
therefore will remain in his sin, considering his behavior 
good. 
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Commentary 

The  first  set  of  impediments  dealt  with  the  failure  to 
rebuke;  the  second  set  discusses  the  failure  to  accept 
rebuke.  Avoidance  of  legitimate  criticism  constitutes  an 
abandonment  of  the  impetus  for  self-improvement. 
Teshuvah requires a certain level of psychological heroism, 
a commitment to endure the internal  humiliation that is 
the  inevitable  result  of  self-analysis  in  order  to  reach  a 
higher level of spiritual personhood. 

Rabbi Hillel Cooperman discusses a difference of opinion 
among contemporary scholars regarding the status of the 
sage appointed to rebuke the community. The last century, 
and in particular the last fifty years, has witnessed a surge 
of returnees to traditional Judaism. Known as “Masters of 
Teshuvah,” few of them would claim to have reached the 
full meaning of the term in the Maimonidean sense—the 
Israeli term “hozrei ba-teshuvah,” or “returnees in teshuvah” 
is  probably  more  appropriate  for  most—but  many have 
nevertheless  attained  awesome prowess  in  learning  and 
formidable spiritual greatness. 

May such a person, who was not observant of Jewish law 
in his or her youth, be appointed as the one to rebuke the 
community?  Maimonides,  writing  in  an  era  where 
observance  was  the  norm  rather  than  the  exception, 
employs  language  that  suggests  not:  “elderly  and  God-
fearing  from  his  youth.”  Rabbi  Chaim  Kanievsky,  a 
prominent  Israeli  scholar,  holds  that  a  contemporary 
Master of Teshuvah should ideally not take such a position, 
since a portion of the community will  unfortunately not 
pay  heed  to  rebuke  from  someone  who  only  adopted 
observance  later  in  life  (if  there  is  no  other  appropriate 
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candidate,  however,  Rabbi  Kanievsky  indicates  that  a 
Master of Teshuvah is acceptable). 

Rabbi Aharon Yehuda Leib Shteinman, a leading authority 
in  contemporary  halakhah,  rules  differently.  Maimonides’ 
teaching, argues Rabbi Shteinman, is merely intended as a 
suggestion, not a binding law. In fact, a Master of Teshuvah 
may  be  even  more  effective  in  giving  gentle  reproof, 
having potentially greater understanding of the challenges 
and temptations of secular life.
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 4.3

שֶׁיָּשׁוּב  לוֹ  אִפְשׁרָ  אי  אוֹתןָ  העָוֹשׂהֶ  דְּברִָים  חמֲִשּׁהָ  וּמהֵןֶ 
תְּשׁוּבהָ גּמְוּרָה, לְפִי שׁהְןֶ עוֲוֹנוֹת שֶׁבֵּין אָדָם לחֲַברֵוֹ, וְאֵינוּ 
ממִֶּנּוּ  יִשְׁאַל  אוֹ  לוֹ  שֶׁיּחְַזִיר  כְּדֵי  לוֹ,  שׁחֶָטָא  חֲברֵוֹ  יוֹדֵעַ 
קִלַּל  הרַָבִּים--לֹא  אתֶ  המְַּקַלֵּל  (א)  הןֶ:   וְאֵלּוּ  לוֹ;  למִחְֹל 
עםִ  והְחַוֹלֵק  (ב)  כַּפּרָָה.   ממִֶּנּוּ  שֶׁיִּשְׁאַל  כְּדֵי  יָדוּעַ,  אָדָם 
גַּנָּב--לְפִי שְׁאֵינוּ יוֹדֵעַ גְּנֵבהָ זוֹ שֶׁלּמְִי הִיא, אֵלָא הַגַּנָּב גּוֹנֵב 
; ועְוֹד שׁהְוּא מחְַזֵּק יַד הַגַּנָּב,  רַבִּים וּמֵבִיא לוֹ והְוּא לוֹקֵחַ
וּמחְַטִיא אוֹתוֹ.  (ג) והְמַּוֹצֶא אֲבֵדָה וְאֵינוּ מכַרְִיז עָלֶיהָ עַד 
אֵינוּ  תְּשׁוּבהָ  כְּשֶׁיּעֲַשׂהֶ  זמְןָ,  --לְאחַרַ  לִבעְָלֶיהָ שֶׁיּחְַזִירָהּ 

יוֹדֵעַ למְִי יחְַזִיר.  (ד) והְָאוֹכֵל שׁרֹ עֲנִיִּים וִיתוֹמִים וְאַלמְָנוֹת--אֵלּוּ 
בְּנֵי אָדָם אמֲֵלָלִין הןֶ וְאֵינןָ יְדוּעִים וּמְפרְֻסמִָים, וְגוֹלִים מעִֵיר לעְִיר, 
לוֹ.  (ה)  וְיחְַזִירֶנּוּ  הוּא  שֶׁלּמְִי  זהֶ  שׁרֹ  שֶׁיֵּדַע  כְּדֵי  מכִַּיר,  להָםֶ  וְאֵין 
זוֹ  הַטָּיהָ  הִגִּיעהָ  הֵיכןָ  עַד  יוֹדֵעַ  דִּין--אֵינוּ  להְַטּוֹת  שׁחַֹד  והְמְַּקַבֵּל 
וכְמַּהָ הוּא כּוֹחהָּ כְּדֵי שֶׁיּחְַזִיר, שׁהֶַדָּברָ יֵשׁ לוֹ רַגְלַיםִ; ועְוֹד שׁהְוּא 

מחְַזֵּק יַד זהֶ, וּמחְַטִיא אוֹתוֹ.

There are five things that prevent a person from 
complete teshuvah, since they are sins between one 
person and another, and one cannot know whom he has 
harmed such that he might repay him for his loss, or beg 
forgiveness. These are they: 

1) One who curses a large number of people, without 
specifying a particular individual, such that he might later 
beg his forgiveness. 

2) One who shares stolen property with a thief. Since he 
does not know the origin of the stolen property [to return 
it], as the thief sold him property taken from many 
people. Furthermore, he supports the thief and his sinful 
behavior. 

!120

Day 19 

 י׳׳ח אלול

Saturday,  
September 9, 

2017



3) One who finds lost property and does not announce it, 
so that the property may be returned to its owner. He 
may later do teshuvah, but he will not know who should 
receive the lost object. 

4) One who consumes extorted property owned by the 
poor, orphans and widows. These are downtrodden 
people, they are not well known, and they wander from 
city to city, and there is no one who will say, “whose 
property is this?” such that it will be returned. 

5) One who accepts a bribe to pervert justice. He does 
not know how far the implications of this judgment will 
reach, nor the extent of its impact, such that he might 
rectify it, for there was some basis for the judgment. He 
also supports the person who offered the bribe.  

Commentary 

One  who  wishes  to  do  teshuvah  for  any  of  these 
transgressions  faces  a  practical  difficulty.  As  described 
above (2.9), atonement is only possible after a person has 
adequately addressed whatever damage has been caused, 
financial or otherwise. In each of the cases described here, 
this  is  impossible.  For  example,  if  Reuven  disparages 
Shimon, Reuven may address his wrongdoing in part by 
approaching  Shimon  and  apologizing.  If  Reuven 
disparages  the  people  of  New York,  on  the  other  hand, 
how  can  he  approach  every  single  New  Yorker  and 
apologize?  Similarly,  if  a  man  buys  property  from  a 
professional thief, who steals from many people, how can 
he identify the original true owner of the object such that 
he  might  return  it  or  otherwise  compensate  him?  On a 
more  granular  level,  purchasing  property  that  was  not 
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stolen per se, but was unfairly extorted from a poor debtor, 
would make restitution and subsequent teshuvah difficult. 
These types of transgressions place a person in a logical 
bind, holding onto a sin they no longer wish to maintain 
yet unable to release it properly.

These impediments are similar  to 4.1  in one sense:  both 
sets  of  impediments  describe  situations  where  a  person 
cannot properly catalog the scope of one’s wrongdoing. In 
4.1, the penitent cannot easily quantify the wrongs done by 
others  as  a  result  of  his  or  her  actions,  and  in  4.3,  the 
penitent  commits  transgressions  that  harm an  unknown 
number of people. Given the similarities between 4.1 and 
4.3, why did Maimonides interrupt them with 4.2, which 
deals with the impediments associated with resistance to 
criticism? 

There  is  no  question  that  Maimonides  intended  this 
sequence.  His  source  for  these  laws  is  a  passage  in  the 
Talmudic commentary of Rabbi Yitzhak Alfasi at the end of 
the  eighth  chapter  of  tractate  Yoma.  The  twenty-four 
impediments listed there, however, do not correspond to 
the order that Maimonides imposed on them in his Ways of 
Repentance.  Maimonides  also  adds  the  various 
classifications—four are “serious,” five “close the doors to 
the  ways  of  teshuvah,”  and  so  on.  Clearly,  Maimonides 
adapted  the  passage  from  Rabbi  Alfasi  with  a  specific 
intent in mind.

Perhaps the meaning of Maimonides’  sequence is  that if 
one ignores the impact one’s actions have on others (4.1), 
and  one  disregards  reproof  (4.2),  then  one  is  likely  to 
commit  incalculable  wrongs  against  others  (4.3).  The 
remainder of the chapter follows this path, exploring the 
widening gyre of harmful behavior and its implications for 
teshuvah.
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The eleventh-century Duties of the Heart by Rabenu Bachya 
ibn  Pakuda  provided  beautiful  examples  of  how  God 
assists  those who wish to do teshuvah  for  transgressions 
that would be impossible to atone for otherwise (Sha’ar ha-
Teshuvah).  “If  he  sinned  with  money,  for  example  if  he 
defrauded or robbed but did not have the money to make 
restitution, then God will give him the money he needs to 
pay  the  debt  he  owes  his  fellow  and  receive  his 
forgiveness. If he caused his fellow some damage, either to 
his person or to his name, and his fellow refuses to forgive 
him,  then  the  Blessed  Creator  will  inject  in  his  heart 
thoughts of forgiveness and love, until he forgives him...if 
the  victim of  the  theft  is  far  away,  God will  engineer  a 
meeting between them so the thief can beg for and receive 
forgiveness. And if he does not know from whom he stole, 
or  how  much  he  stole,  God  will  provide  him  with 
sufficient  wealth  to  provide  a  public  benefit,  such  as 
building  a  bridge  or  digging  wells  that  many may use, 
providing water along the highways where water is  not 
plentiful, or such things that are good for the community, 
such that the victims of his theft will receive benefit along 
with everyone else.”
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 4.4

וּמהֵןֶ חמֲִשּׁהָ דְּברִָים העָוֹשׂהֶ אוֹתןָ אֵין חֶזְקָתוֹ לָשׁוּב מהֵןֶ, 
חוֹטֶא  וְנמִצְָא  הָאָדָם,  רֹב  בּעְֵינֵי  קַלִּים  דְּברִָים  שׁהְןֶ  לְפִי 
והְוּא יְדַמּהֶ שְׁאֵין זהֶ חֵטְא; וְאֵלּוּ הןֶ:  (א) הָאוֹכֵל מסִּעְוֹדָה 
מְדַמּהֶ  והְוּא  גָּזֵל,  אֲבַק  --שֶׁזּהֶ  לִבעְָלֶיהָ מסְַפֶּקֶת  שְׁאֵינהָּ 
(ב)  בּרְִשׁוּתןָ.   אֵלָא  אכַָלתְִּי  כְּלוּם  וְיֹאמרַ  חָטָא  שֶׁלֹּא 
אֵלָא  אֵינוּ  שֶׁלּעֶָנִי  שֶׁלּעֶָנִי--שׁהֶעֲַבוֹט  בּעֲַבוֹטוֹ  והְמִַּשׁתְּמֵַּשׁ 
כְּגוֹן קֻרְדּםֹ וּמחַרְֵשׁהָ, וְיֹאמרַ בְּלִבּוֹ אֵינןָ חסֲרִֵים, והַרֲֵי לֹא 
דּעַתְּוֹ  עַל  בּעָרֲָיוֹת--מעֲַלהֶ  והְמַּסִתְּכֵַּל  (ג)  אוֹתוֹ.   גָזַלתְִּי 

אֵינוּ  והְוּא  קָרַבתְִּי;  אוֹ  בּעַָלתְִּי  וכְִי  אוֹמרֵ  שׁהְוּא  כְּלוּם,  בּכְְָּ  שְׁאֵין 
שֶׁלּעָרֲָיוֹת,  לְגוּפןָ  גּוֹרֶמתֶ  שׁהְִיא  גָּדוֹל,  עוָוֹן  העֵָינַיםִ  שׁרְֶאִיּתַ  יוֹדֵעַ 
(ד)  טו,לט).   (במדבר  לְבַבכְםֶ"  אחַרֲֵי  "וְלֹא-תתָוּרוּ  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ 
והְמַּתִכְַּבֵּד בִּקְלוֹן חֲברֵוֹ--אוֹמרֵ בְּלִבּוֹ שְׁאֵינוּ חֵטְא, לְפִי שְׁאֵין חֲברֵוֹ 
עוֹמֵד וְלֹא הִגִּיעהָ לוֹ בֹּשׁתֶ, וְלֹא בִיְּשׁוֹ אֵלָא ערְַָ מעֲַשָׂיו הַטּוֹבִים 
וחְכָמְתָוֹ למְוּל מעֲַשׂהֶ חֲברֵוֹ אוֹ חכָמְתָוֹ, כְּדֵי שֶׁיּרֵָאהֶ מכְִּלָלןָ שׁהְוּא 
מכְֻבָּד וחֲַברֵוֹ בָּזוּי.  (ה) והְחַוֹשֵׁד כְּשׁרִֵים--אוֹמרֵ בְּלִבּוֹ שְׁאֵינוּ חֵטְא, 
לְפִי שׁהְוּא אוֹמרֵ מהַ עָשִׂיתִי לוֹ, וכְִי יֵשׁ שׁםָ אֵלָא חֲשָׁד שׁמֶֶּא עָשׂהָ 
אוֹ לֹא עָשׂהָ, והְוּא אֵינוּ יוֹדֵעַ שֶׁזּהֶ עוָוֹן שׁמֵֶּשִׂים אָדָם כָּשׁרֵ בְּדַעתְּוֹ 

כְּבעַַל עֲברֵוֹת.

And there are five things that we assume a person cannot 
normally rectify through teshuvah, because they are 
things that most people do not take seriously, and 
people sin without realizing it. These are they: 

1) One who eats as a guest at the table of a host who 
cannot afford the meal. This is a minor form of theft. The 
guest feels that it is no sin, saying, “I did not eat anything 
without the permission of the host.” 

2) One who uses the collateral of a poor person, such as 
a shovel or a plow deposited to secure a loan, saying, “I 
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did not take anything away from the pledge, I did not 
steal anything at all.” 

3) One who ogles a woman, thinking to himself that this 
means nothing. He says, “did I have relations with this 
woman, or even draw close to her?” He does not realize 
that what the eye sees can be a great sin, since it may 
lead to inappropriate relations, as it is written (Numbers 
15:39), do not seek after your heart. 

4) One who honors one’s self through the downfall of 
another, saying that it is no sin because the other person 
is not present, and will not hear and be embarrassed.  
Instead, one merely praises one’s own good deeds and 
intelligence in contrast to the deeds and intelligence of 
the other person, with the intent that people should 
notice who deserves honor and who deserves disdain. 

5) One who suspects the innocent, saying that this is no 
sin. “What did I do to him? Did I do anything other than 
suspect him? Perhaps he did something wrong, perhaps 
he did not.” One does not realize that it is a great sin to 
consider a decent person to be a sinner. 

Commentary 

In  his  classic  18th  century  work  Mesilat  Yesharim,  Rabbi 
Moshe Hayim Luzzatto describes a series of levels of self-
development for the spiritually sensitive individual.  It  is 
an  uncommonly  perceptive  book  which  his  near 
contemporary the Vilna Gaon (1720-1797) is said to have 
studied 101 times. The third level, “Cleanliness,” discusses 
the types of behaviors which, while not forbidden by the 
letter  of  the  law,  are  nevertheless  inappropriate  for 
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someone who wishes to reach the higher levels of ethical 
refinement. Maimonides provides several examples of the 
level of Cleanliness in this halakhah.

A Master of Teshuvah must reach a higher level of spiritual 
sensitivity,  developing  an  ability  to  see  beyond  what  is 
technically  permissible  and  adopting  a  more  stringent 
standard  of  personal  integrity.  In  the  first  example 
provided,  the  host  gives  every  indication that  the  guest 
should  partake  in  the  meal,  and  there  would  be  no 
transgression to do so. The Master of Teshuvah, on the other 
hand,  will  recognize  that  the  host’s  generosity  may  be 
motivated by a  sense of  shame,  and the host  may have 
difficulty offering this hospitality. It may be necessary to 
partake in the meal to address the host’s sense of self, but 
the  guest  must  take  pains  to  consume  only  what  is 
necessary for this purpose, and then perhaps to find some 
way  to  compensate  the  host  such  that  he  feels  no 
embarrassment and suffers no loss.

Taking  the  concept  still  further,  the  prohibition  would 
apply  even  if  the  poor  person  had  no  financial  loss 
whatsoever, for example if the poor person left a shovel as 
a pledge against a loan. The creditor is not permitted to 
use  the  shovel;  he  is  merely  allowed  to  keep  it  in  his 
possession until the loan is paid. Using the shovel to dig a 
hole would not have any monetary impact on the debtor, 
since the shovel remains unchanged after its work is done, 
but using it without permission represents an infringement 
of the creditor’s authority over his property. The creditor 
may  feel  embarrassed  to  insist  on  his  rights.  More 
importantly,  Maimonides  seems  to  imply  that  the 
prohibition would apply even if the debtor was completely 
unaware that  his  creditor  was using his  property—there 
may be no impact on the shovel, but there will be an impact 
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on  the  creditor,  who  dulls  his  spiritual  sensitivity  by 
choosing to take advantage of his power over the debtor. 

The impact on the human agent, rather than the inanimate 
object,  is  really  the  point  of  this  section of  the  halakhah. 
Consider  the  impediment  to  teshuvah  of  ogling  an 
attractive  person.  Maimonides  ignored  the  issue  of  the 
feelings of the person under scrutiny because if that were 
the  message  in  this  halakhah,  Maimonides  would  have 
discussed how the woman (or man) would have been hurt, 
even slightly, by receiving inappropriate attention. Rather, 
Maimonides focussed only on the impact that staring has 
on the one who commits  the act, even if the object of the 
stare is completely unaware of the situation. 

Finally,  suspecting  the  innocent  does  not  represent  a 
physical crime, since no damage was done to the person 
under suspicion. Still, the Master of Teshuvah will recognize 
the  harmful  nature  of  this  pattern  of  thought  and  the 
impact it  will have on the relationship, and will attempt 
whenever possible to view others favorably. This is not to 
say  that  one  need  ignore  indications  that  a  particular 
person  is  dishonest,  and  subsequently  enter  into 
potentially  harmful  business  transactions  with  such  a 
person. It does mean, however, that every person deserves 
the  opportunity  to  be  treated  with  dignity.  We have  all 
done  shameful  things  in  our  lives,  and  we  may  not  be 
entirely  trustworthy  when  it  comes  to  certain  types  of 
temptations.  Nevertheless,  we  hope  that  our  past 
transgressions are not the first thing people think of when 
they  meet  us;  we  hope  that  others  will  recognize  our 
common  humanity  and  treat  us  with  compassion  and 
respect. 

Maimonides placed these impediments in a clear sequence, 
describing  increasingly  finer  and  finer  levels  of  ethical 
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awareness.  Partaking  of  a  meal  when  the  host  cannot 
afford it implies a small financial loss to the victim, as the 
host  is  coerced  into  providing  the  food  out  of 
embarrassment.  Using  the  debtor’s  shovel  does  not 
necessarily imply a loss, since it is unlikely (although not 
impossible) that the shovel will be damaged through use. 
Staring  at  another  person  certainly  lacks  a  financial 
element,  although  it  may  make  the  object  of  unwanted 
attention  uncomfortable.  Finally,  merely  suspecting  a 
person of wrongdoing, especially if one does not share that 
suspicion, is a transgression committed solely on the level 
of thought, with no physical or emotional implication for 
the  victim  whatsoever.  Each  type  of  behavior,  however, 
represents an impediment to teshuvah.

The effect on the agent, rather than the object of the action, 
reminds me of an interaction I had with my father when I 
was about eight or nine years old.  We were visiting my 
uncle Myer and aunt Toba in Montreal. Myer took us out 
to a horse race, and offered to place a two dollar bet on my 
behalf, inviting me to choose a horse. My father wouldn’t 
allow him. I asked my father, “are you worried that I will 
lose?” He responded, “No. I’m worried that you will win.” 
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 4.5

וּמהֵןֶ חמֲִשּׁהָ דְּברִָים העָוֹשׂהֶ אוֹתןָ ימִָּשְֵׁ אחַרֲֵיהןֶ תּמִָיד, 
מהֵןֶ  להְִזּהָרֵ  אָדָם  צרִָיְ  לְפִיכְָּ  מהֵןֶ;  לִפרְֹשׁ  קָשִׁים  והְןֶ 
שׁמֶֶּא יִדָּבֵק בּהָןֶ, והְןֶ כֻּלּןָ דּעֵוֹת רָעוֹת עַד מְאוֹד; וְאֵלּוּ הןֶ:  
(א) רְכִילוּת.  (ב) וּלְשׁוֹן הרַָע.  (ג) וּבעַַל חמֵהָ.  (ד) וּבעַַל 
מחְַשָׁבהָ רָעהָ.  (ה) והְמַּתִחְַבּרֵ לרָָשׁעָ--מִפְּנֵי שׁהְוּא למֵָד 
שְׁלֹמהֹ "ורְֹעהֶ  שֶׁאמָרַ  הוּא  בְּלִבּוֹ;  נרְִשׁמִָים  והְןֶ  ממִּעֲַשָׂיו, 
" (משלי יג,כ).  וּכְברָ חִבּרְַנוּ בּהְִלכְּוֹת דּעֵוֹת  כסְִילִים, ירֵוֹעַ
דְּברִָים שׁצֶּרִָיְ כָּל אָדָם לִנהְֹג בּהָןֶ תּמִָיד, קַל וחְמֹרֶ לְבעַַל 

תְּשׁוּבהָ.

And there are five things that, if a person does them, he 
will be drawn after them perpetually, and it becomes very 
difficult to separate from them. Therefore a person must 
be very wary of them, lest he become addicted, for they 
are extremely harmful. These are they:  

1) Tale-bearing.  
2) Gossip.  
3) Frequent anger.   
4) Habitually unkind thoughts.  
5) Willful association with a bad person, since one will 
learn from his actions and they will make an impression 
on his heart.  
  
This is as Solomon said (Proverbs 13:20), the friend of 
fools will be harmed.  These behaviors have already been 
explained in the Laws of Opinions (Hilkhot De’ot) in the 
section regarding the behaviors that a person must 
always adopt.  This is especially true for the one who 
wishes to do teshuvah.  
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Commentary 

Maimonides’ final list of impediments is puzzling. Earlier 
halakhot  in  this  chapter  seem  to  represent  a  gradual 
increase,  level  after  level,  of  spiritual  refinement.  The 
chapter  began  with  transgressions  such  as  influencing 
others  to  commit  transgressions,  followed  by  the 
deleterious impact of refusing to accept criticism, and two 
more  halakhot  treating  behaviors  so  ephemeral  that  the 
victim may not even be aware that he or she was involved 
at  all.  Why  did  Maimonides  conclude  the  chapter  by 
returning to two transgressions,  tale-bearing and gossip, 
that are prohibited on a biblical level?

As mentioned above (3.12),  the boundaries of prohibited 
speech  were  heroically  delineated  in  the  classic  late 
nineteenth-century work Hafets Haim by Rabbi Yisrael Meir 
ha-Kohen (known popularly as “the Chofetz Chaim”). The 
Chofetz  Chaim  began  this  work  with  a  comprehensive 
listing of the sources for the prohibition, written primarily 
for the highly educated Rabbinic reader, devastating any 
possible objection to the classification of forbidden speech 
as a minor transgression. Reading his work a century and a 
half  later,  his  learned  and  complex  introduction  seems 
excessive,  but  that  is  a  reflection  of  how  influential  his 
thought has become. In the 1870s, he needed to convince 
even the Rabbinic elite of the seriousness of gossip and tale 
bearing, but now his research has become as axiomatic as 
Einstein’s theory of relativity. Maimonides certainly shares 
this view of gossip and tale bearing, devoting nearly an 
entire  chapter  to  these  prohibitions  elsewhere  in  the 
Mishnah Torah (De’ot chapter 7). 

Perhaps  Maimonides  includes  these  otherwise  serious 
transgressions here, not as a reflection of their severity, but 
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as an expression of their addictive nature. Tale-bearing and 
gossip are so prevalent that one may think they are like 
speeding five or ten miles over the limit—since everyone 
does it,  one is  tempted to think that  perhaps it’s  not  so 
consequential. In fact, one might argue that driving at the 
speed limit constitutes a hazard to others, since the speed 
of  traffic  is  already  beyond  the  law,  and  in  a  similar 
manner  one  might  want  to  say  that  a  little  “harmless” 
gossip is considered part of normal human conversation. If 
one were to refuse to share a juicy personal tidbit or two at 
someone else’s expense, wouldn’t that constitute antisocial 
behavior?  Maimonides  clarified  that  even  this  is  no 
justification for defaming another person.

The list of addictive behaviors includes anger and unkind 
thoughts, difficult to police since these are entirely internal 
phenomena.  We  may  have  a  proclivity  to  such  thought 
patterns, but if we don’t address them, who will?

Perhaps this is why Maimonides concluded his list  with 
the willful association with a bad person. We are helplessly 
influenced by those around us, for good or otherwise. If 
we choose to associate regularly with people who model 
shameful behaviors, should we be surprised if we adopt 
them ourselves? Note that Maimonides did not advocate 
shunning  people  with  stunted  or  undeveloped  ethical 
sensitivity, he merely warns against “willful” association. 
The  Hebrew  term  used  here  is  reflexive  ,(המַּתִחְַבּרֵ) 
implying  a  deeper  level  of  commitment,  beyond  mere 
acquaintance. 
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 4.6

כָּל אֵלּוּ הַדְּברִָים וכְַיּוֹצֶא בּהָןֶ--אףַ עַל פִּי שׁמֶּעְכְַּבִין אתֶ התְַּשׁוּבהָ, 
אֵינןָ מוֹנעְִין אתֶ התְַּשׁוּבהָ; אֵלָא אםִ עָשׂהָ אָדָם תְּשׁוּבהָ מהֵןֶ--הרֲֵי 

זהֶ בּעַַל תְּשׁוּבהָ, וְיֵשׁ לוֹ חֵלֶק לעָוֹלםָ הַבָּא.

All of these things, even though they are impediments to 
teshuvah, they cannot deny teshuvah. If a person does 
teshuvah for these things, behold he is a Master of 
Teshuvah and has a share in the World to Come. 
 

Commentary 

Is  the  list  of  twenty-four  impediments  to  teshuvah  listed 
here  exhaustive,  or  is  it  merely  suggestive?  Do  these 
impediments constitute classifications of difficulties faced 
by the would-be Master of Teshuvah, or are they a series of 
boxes that one may check off and consider the overall task 
complete? I  don’t  know. On first  reading,  some of  them 
seem  so  specific  and  even  minute.  Still,  if  we  consider 
something  like  “shared  stolen  property  with  a  thief,” 
would that not apply to some types of intellectual content 
inappropriately copied and pasted from the web without 
attribution? With just a bit more introspection, and some 
insight from the words of  the Sages,  the list  might very 
well be comprehensive if we examine it in sufficient detail. 

Nevertheless,  Maimonides  leaves  us  with  a  message  of 
hope. Despite the dire warnings found at the beginning of 
the chapter (“one who says I will sin, and I will repent,” 
for  example),  he  ends  with  the  overall  message  of 
consolation  and  reassurance.  Nothing  stands  before 
teshuvah. 
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Notes to Self 

1)  Establish a regular schedule of mussar study. It’s very 
difficult to do teshuvah without probing and testing one’s 
behavior, and a mussar text is the best way to start. If you 
can  identify  your  main  challenges  in  teshuvah,  choose  a 
book that specializes in that subject.  Here’s a list of my 
favorite books, organized by topic:

General Teshuvah 

Rabbi Moshe Hayim Luzzatto, Mesilat Yesharim (“The Path 
of the Just”). Favorite translator: Avraham Shoshana.

Anonymous, Orhot Tsadikim (“The Ways of the 
Righteous”). Favorite translator: Avrohom Yachnes.

Rabenu Yonah, Sha’arei Teshuvah (“The Gates of Teshuvah”). 

Forgiveness 

Rabbi Moshe Cordovero, Tomer Devorah (“The Palm Tree of 
Devorah”).  The first chapter is  the longest and the most 
important. I translated it myself with a commentary under 
the title The Kabbalah of Forgiveness.

Speech 

Rabbi Yisrael Meir ha-Cohen, Sefer Hafets Hayim (“One 
Who Desires Life”). Hard to translate well, since it’s a 
deeply halakhic text. Several good anthologies are available.
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Anger 

Rabbi Avraham Yelin, Sefer Orah Apayim (“The Book of 
Patience”)  I think it’s hilarious that the surname of an 
author of a book on anger is pronounced like “yelling.”

Holiness 

Rabbi Hayim Vital, Sha’arei Kedushah (“The Gates of 
Holiness”). Phenomenal work in the genre of Kabbalistic 
Musar, emerging from the 16th century Safed Circle. 
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Chapter Five: Freedom 

Introduction 

The possibility  of  change is  predicated,  first  and 
foremost, on the notion that a human being has the 
power to choose. Any limitation on this power is 
also  a  limitation  on  the  concept  of  reward  and 
punishment,  for  how  could  a  person  be  held 
responsible  for  actions that  are  out  of  his  or  her 
control? Maimonides therefore turns his attention 
to a theological and philosophical treatment of the 
concept of free will in Judaism. For much of the Ways 
of  Repentance,  we  have  experienced  Maimonides  as  a 
legislator  and  moralist.  In  this  brief  chapter  we  get  a 
glimpse of Maimonides as a philosopher, the author of the 
Guide for the Perplexed.

In  this  chapter,  Maimonides  will  focus  on  two  possible 
objections  to  the  notion  of  human  freedom,  one 
psychological and the other metaphysical. 
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 5.1

טוֹבהָ  לְדֶרְֶ  עצַמְוֹ  להְַטּוֹת  רָצהָ  אםִ  לוֹ.   נתְוּנהָ  אָדָם  כָּל  רְשׁוּת 
רָעהָ  לְדֶרְֶ  עצַמְוֹ  להְַטּוֹת  רָצהָ  וְאםִ  בְּיָדוֹ;  הרְָשׁוּת  צַדִּיק,  וְלהְִיוֹת 
וְלהְִיוֹת רָשׁעָ, הרְָשׁוּת בְּיָדוֹ.  הוּא שׁכֶּתָוּב בּתַּוֹרָה "הןֵ הָאָדָם הָיהָ 
כְּאחֶָד ממִֶּנּוּ, לָדַעתַ טוֹב ורָָע" (בראשית ג,כב)--כְּלוֹמרַ הןֵ מִין זהֶ 
שֶׁלָּאָדָם הָיהָ אחֶָד בּעָוֹלםָ, וְאֵין לוֹ מִין שֵׁנִי דּוֹמהֶ לוֹ בְּזהֶ העִָנְיןָ, 
שֶׁיּהְֶא הוּא מעֵצַמְוֹ בְּדַעתְּוֹ וּבמְחְַשַׁבתְּוֹ יוֹדֵעַ הַטּוֹב והְרָָע ועְוֹשׂהֶ 
כָּל מהַ שׁהְוּא חָפץֵ, וְאֵין לוֹ מִי שֶׁיּעְכַַּב עַל יָדוֹ מִלּעֲַשׂוֹת הַטּוֹב אוֹ 

הרָָע.  וכְֵיוןָ שׁכֶּןֵ הוּא, "פּןֶ-יִשְׁלחַ יָדוֹ" (שם).

Power is granted to every human being. If one wishes to 
turn to the good path and become righteous, it is within 
his power to do so. If one wishes to turn to the evil path 
and become wicked, it is within his power to do so. This is 
written in the Torah (Genesis 3:22), the human has 
become one of us, knowing good and evil. That is to say, 
the human being is unique in the world, incomparable to 
any other species, in this way: a human being knows and 
can understand the concepts of good and evil and can 
act on his or her will, without anyone to prevent the 
performance of good or evil acts. Since this is so [the 
verse continues] lest he stretch out his hand [and take 
from the tree of life.] 

 Commentary 

Fundamental  to  Judaism  as  a  faith,  and  indeed  to  any 
system of human organization from the family unit to the 
modern  state,  is  the  concept  that  an  individual  has  the 
power to  choose his  or  her  actions.  Without  this  axiom, 
there can be no justification for praise or blame, reward or 
punishment, growth or decay. It is, according to the 19th 
century Rabbi Chaim of Volozhin, the primary feature of 
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human existence that we share with the Divine. The power 
to  choose is  the meaning of  the phrase “made in God’s 
image.” The power to act on our rational, moral sensibility 
is  the aspect  of  our existence that  truly distinguishes us 
from the rest of the animal kingdom.

Rabbi  Chaim of  Volozhin  further  explains  the  awesome 
power inherent in this ability to choose. With free will, the 
impact of human action literally has the power to create or 
destroy  worlds.  A  fuller  discussion  of  this  kabbalistic 
concept  is  beyond  the  scope  of  this  work  on  teshuvah 
(interested  readers  should  consult  Rabbi  Chaim  of 
Volozhin’s Nefesh Ha-Hayim), but even on a physical level 
the truth of this assertion is evident. The twentieth century 
witnessed the  development  of  military technologies  that 
made the unthinkable frighteningly possible: we now have 
the power to actually end all  life on this planet.   At the 
same time, advances in medical technology have brought 
us  tantalizingly  close  to  the  unimaginable  power  of 
creating life ex nihilo,  and of preserving life well beyond 
the years allotted to us through normal human aging. 

Our powers are truly awesome, in the sense of inspiring 
awe, even terror. As a people, we have the ability to wreak 
horrible destruction on our shared home, should we abuse 
the abilities that we have developed through our power to 
choose. While we revel in our scientific and technological 
prowess,  we  must  remain  thoroughly  grounded  in  an 
ethical  consciousness,  and  not  become  drunk  with 
possibility.  Ethical awareness begins with teshuvah.
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 5.2

אַל יעֲַברֹ בּמְחְַשַׁבתְְָּ דָּברָ זהֶ שֶׁאוֹמרְִים טִפְּשֵׁי הָאמֻּוֹת ורְֹב גּלמְֵי 
בּרְִיּתָוֹ  מתִּחְִלּתַ  הָאָדָם  עַל  גּוֹזרֵ  הוּא  בּרָוְּ  שׁהֶַקָּדוֹשׁ  יִשׂרְָאֵל,  בְּנֵי 
רָאוּי  וְאָדָם  אָדָם  כָּל  אֵלָא  כּןֵ,  הַדָּברָ  אֵין  רָשׁעָ.   אוֹ  צַדִּיק  להְִיוֹת 
להְִיוֹת צַדִּיק כּמְֹשׁהֶ רַבֵּנוּ אוֹ רָשׁעָ כְּירָָבעְםָ, אוֹ חכָםָ אוֹ סכָָל, אוֹ 

רַחמְןָ אוֹ אכְַזרִָי, אוֹ כִּילַי אוֹ שׁוֹעַ; וכְןֵ שְׁארָ כָּל הַדּעֵוֹת.

וְאֵין לוֹ מִי שֶׁיּכְִפּהֵוּ וְלֹא גוֹזרֵ עָלָיו, וְלֹא מִי שׁמֶּוֹשׁכְוֹ לְאחֶָד מִשְּׁנֵי 
שֶׁיּרְִצהֶ.   דּרְֶֶ  לְאֵיזהֶ  נוֹטהֶ  וּמִדּעַתְּוֹ  מעֵצַמְוֹ  הוּא  אֵלָא  הַדּרְָכִים, 
הוּא שֶׁיּרְִמְיהָוּ אוֹמרֵ "מִפִּי עֶלְיוֹן לֹא תצֵֵא, הרָָעוֹת והְַטּוֹב" (איכה 
וְלֹא  טוֹב,  להְִיוֹת  לֹא  הָאָדָם  עַל  גּוֹזרֵ  הַבּוֹרֵא  אֵין  ג,לח)--כְּלוֹמרַ 

להְִיוֹת רָע. 

 ְ וכְֵיוןָ שׁכֶּןֵ הוּא, נמִצְָא זהֶ החַוֹטֶא הוּא הִפסְִיד עַל עצַמְוֹ; וּלְפִיכָּ
רָאוּי לוֹ לִבכְּוֹת וּלְקוֹנןֵ עַל מהַ שׁעֶָשׂהָ לְנַפְשׁוֹ, וּגמְָלהָּ רָעהָ.  הוּא 
שׁכֶּתָוּב אחַרֲָיו "מהַ-יּתְִאוֹנןֵ אָדָם חָי, גֶּברֶ עַל-חֲטָאוָ" (איכה ג,לט).  
הרָָעוֹת,  כָּל  עָשִׂינוּ  וּמִדּעַתְֵּנוּ  בְּיָדֵינוּ,  וּרְשׁוּתֵנוּ  הוֹאִיל  וְאמָרַ  וחְָזרַ 
בְּיָדֵינוּ.   עתַּהָ  שׁהֶרְָשׁוּת  רִשׁעְֵנוּ,  וְלעֲַזֹב  בּתְִשׁוּבהָ  לחְַזרֹ  לָנוּ  רָאוּי 
וְנָשׁוּבהָ  וְנחְַקֹרָה,  דְרָכֵינוּ  "נחְַפְּשׂהָ  אחַרֲָיו,  שׁכֶּתָוּב  הוּא 

עַד-ה'" (איכה ג,מ).

Do not let a certain notion enter your mind, one held by 
the foolish members of the nations of the world and the 
majority of unrefined Jews, that the Holy One who is 
Blessed makes a decree at the beginning of a person’s 
life that determines if one will become righteous or 
wicked. This is not so. Rather, every person may become 
as righteous as Moses our Teacher or as wicked as 
Jeroboam. One may become wise or foolish, merciful or 
cruel, greedy or generous, and so with all personal 
qualities.  

There is no one who will force him, nor issue a decree 
against him, nor drag him to one extreme or another; 
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rather he himself, knowingly and wittingly, inclines to 
whatever path he chooses. This is as Jeremiah says 
(Lamentations 3:38), from the mouth of the Most High 
issues neither evil nor good, meaning, the Creator does 
not decree that a person become good or evil. 

Since this is the case, the sinner only harms himself, and 
therefore it is appropriate for a person to weep and 
lament his sins, over what he has done to himself and the 
unfortunate consequences he has wrought. This is as it is 
written (Lamentations 3:39), what shall a living person 
lament? A man his sins. Jeremiah repeats that since the 
power is in our hands, and we willingly did all these bad 
things, then we should certainly return in teshuvah, and 
abandon our wickedness, for the power is now in our 
hands. This is what he then writes (Lamentations 3:40), let 
us search our ways and examine them, and return. 

Commentary 

Maimonides addressed the psychological objection to the 
concept of freedom of choice, and thoroughly rejected the 
notion that people are born with absolutely predetermined 
intellectual  and emotional  handicaps  or  advantages  that 
determine  without  exception  their  destiny.  Without 
denying  the  complexity  of  the  human  mind,  and  the 
possibility  that  people  are  born  with  different  personal 
challenges or assets, he unequivocally affirmed that choice 
is  fully  possible  for  everyone.  He emphasizes  this  point 
with the startling assertion that everyone might become as 
“righteous as Moses.” The notion that people might be as 
evil as Jeroboam, described above in 3.1, is unfortunately 
not so surprising. 
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Rabbi  Eliyahu  Touger  cites  several  passages  from  other 
parts  of  Maimonides’  massive  oeuvre  that  appear  to 
contradict this statement.  Elsewhere, Maimonides agreed 
that  some  people  may  find  certain  challenges  easier  to 
overcome than others, or be drawn to a particular type of 
activity over another. The resolution of this contradiction 
may  lie  in  the  Talmudic  teaching  that  even  the  most 
inappropriate or illegitimate temptation may be directed, 
through conscious and disciplined thought,  to  a  socially 
valid  and  valued  outlet.  For  example,  Ravi  Ashi  of  the 
Talmud stated (Shabbat 156a) that a person born under the 
constellation of Mars will become a shedder of blood: “a 
surgeon, a robber, a butcher or a mohel.” The urge to shed 
blood  will  demand  expression,  and  the  person  affected 
with this desire must master sufficient self-control that the 
urge  is  expressed  (and  even  utilized)  in  an  approved 
manner.  He  may sublimate  his  urge  to  shed  blood into 
socially  accepted  professions  such  as  medicine,  meat 
preparation,  even  a  religious  occupation  such  as 
performing  ritual  circumcisions,  or  he  may  simply 
surrender himself to the most obvious outlet for his desire 
by  becoming  a  robber.  Maimonides’  argument  may  be 
understood  as  an  exhortation  for  people  to  direct  their 
inclinations  to  these  positive  manifestations  of  an 
otherwise potentially harmful nature.

Maimonides traced the process of teshuvah  through three 
consecutive  verses  in  Lamentations.  First  comes  the 
recognition that human beings are in control of their own 
choices  (3:38),  followed by  the  logical  assertion  that  we 
should  be  held  responsible  for  our  behavior  (3:39),  and 
finally we must take this to heart and resolve to change 
(3.40).
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 5.3

ועְִיקָר זהֶ עִיקָר גָּדוֹל הוּא, והְוּא עמַּוּד התַּוֹרָה והְמַּצִוְהָ--
שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "רְאהֵ נתָתִַּי לְפָנֶיָ הַיּוֹם, אתֶ-החַַיִּים וְאתֶ-הַטּוֹב, 
וְאתֶ-המַּוָתֶ, וְאתֶ-הרָָע" (דברים ל,טו), וכְתָוּב "רְאהֵ, אָנכִֹי 
נתֹןֵ לִפְנֵיכםֶ הַיּוֹם בּרְָכהָ וּקְלָלהָ" (דברים יא,כו):  כְּלוֹמרַ 
שׁהֶרְָשׁוּת בְּיֶדְכםֶ; וכְָל שֶׁיּחְַפּץֹ הָאָדָם לעֲַשׂוֹת ממִּעֲַשׂהֶ בְּנֵי 
העִָנְיןָ  זהֶ  וּמִפְּנֵי  רָעִים.   בֵּין  טוֹבִים  בֵּין  הָאָדָם--עוֹשׂהֶ, 
ה,כה)-- (דברים  להָםֶ"  זהֶ  לְבָבםָ  והְָיהָ  "מִי-יתִּןֵ  נֶאמֱרָ 
עֲלֵיהןֶ  גוֹזרֵ  וְלֹא  הָאָדָם  בְּנֵי  כּוֹפהֶ  הַבּוֹרֵא  שְׁאֵין  כְּלוֹמרַ 

לעֲַשׂוֹת טוֹבהָ אוֹ רָעהָ, אֵלָא לִבּםָ מסָוּר להָםֶ.

This great point is essential. It is a pillar of the Torah and 
commandments, as it is written (Deuteronomy 11:26)  
see, I have placed before you this day life and good, and 
death and evil, and it is written, see, I have placed before 
you this day blessing and cursing.  This means that the 
power is in your hands, and everything that a person 
wishes to do, any human act, is within one’s power, 
whether it is good or evil. It is therefore written 
(Deuteronomy 5:26) if only they would control their 
hearts, meaning, the Creator does not force human 
beings, nor does God decree upon them that they must 
do good or evil, rather, every choice is given to them. 

Commentary 

Accepting the concept of free will is essential for the entire 
belief  system  of  Judaism  to  function.  God  somehow 
relinquishes  control  over  the  freedom  of  human  choice, 
without  diminishing  the  infinite  scope  of  omnipotence. 
The philosophical objection to the concept of free will  is 
the subject of the remainder of this chapter. How can an 
omnipotent,  omniscient  Deity  truly  allow human beings 
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the freedom to choose their actions? Does not the assertion 
that God knows what a person will choose ipso facto deny 
the very possibility of real choice?

Judaism does have a concept something like “fate,” which 
it calls mazal, and this will form the basis of the discussion 
in  the  following  halakhot.  Nevertheless,  the  Talmud  is 
replete with examples of people who triumphed over what 
might have been unavoidable fate. One passage (Shabbat 
156b) describes a conversation between the Sage Shmuel 
and a certain Chaldean astrologer named Ablat.  When a 
common  laborer  passed  by  the  two  scholars,  Ablat 
proclaimed to Shmuel that the man would be bitten by a 
snake  and  killed.  Shmuel  disagreed,  arguing  that  the 
workman  possessed  a  fine  character  that  would  protect 
him from such an unfortunate decree. Later, the workman 
walked past  them on his  way home, and Ablat  stopped 
him  and  examined  the  contents  of  his  satchel,  which 
contained a  dead poisonous snake.   Shmuel  asked if  he 
had done anything special that day, and the man replied 
that he had shared his lunch with a fellow worker in such 
a way that would protect him from embarrassment. This 
act of kindness was used as an illustration of the concept 
expressed in Proverbs 10:2: “charity saves from death.”

!142



 5.4

-ל גּוֹזרֵ עַל הָאָדָם להְִיוֹת צַדִּיק אוֹ רָשׁעָ, אוֹ אִלּוּ הָיהָ  אִלּוּ הָיהָ הָאֵ
שׁםָ דָּברָ שׁמֶּוֹשְֵׁ אתֶ הָאָדָם בּעְִיקַר תּוֹלַדְתּוֹ לְדֶרְֶ מןִ הַדּרְָכִים, אוֹ 
מןִ  למְעֲַשׂהֶ  אוֹ  הַדּעֵוֹת,  מןִ  לְדֵעהָ  אוֹ  המַַּדּעָוֹת,  מןִ  למְַדּעָ 
המַּעֲַשִׂים, כּמְוֹ שֶׁבּוֹדִים מִלִּבּםָ הַטִּפְּשִׁים הוֹברְֵי שׁמַָיםִ--הֵיאְַ הָיהָ 
הֵטִיבוּ  כְָּ,  תּעֲַשׂהֶ  וְאַל  כְָּ  עֲשׂהֵ  הַנְּבִיאִים  יְדֵי  עַל  לָנוּ  מצְוַּהֶ 
דּרְַכֵיכםֶ וְאַל תֵּלכְוּ אחַרֲֵי רִשׁעְכֲםֶ, והְוּא מתִּחְִלּתַ בּרְִיּתָוֹ כְּברָ נִגְזרַ 
עָלָיו, אוֹ תּוֹלַדְתּוֹ תּמְִשְֹׁ אוֹתוֹ לְדָברָ שְׁאי אִפְשׁרָ לָזוּז ממִֶּנּוּ.  וּמהַ 
מָקוֹם הָיהָ לכְָל התַּוֹרָה כֻּלּהָּ, וּבְאֵיזהֶ דִּין וְאֵיזהֶ מִשְׁפָּט נִפרְָע מןִ 
יעֲַשׂהֶ  לֹא  כָּל-הָארֶָץ,  לצַַּדִּיק--"הֲשֹׁפֵט  שׂכָרָ  מְשַׁלּםֵ  אוֹ  הרָָשׁעָ 

מִשְׁפָּט?” (בראשית יח,כה).

שֶׁיּחְַפּץֹ,  מהַ  כָּל  עוֹשׂהֶ  הָאָדָם  יהְִיהֶ  הֵיאְַ  ותְֹאמרַ  תּתִמְהַּ  וְאַל 
וְיהְִיוּ מעֲַשָׂיו מסְוּרִין לוֹ, וכְִי יעֵָשׂהֶ בּעָוֹלםָ דָּברָ שֶׁלֹּא בּרְִשׁוּת קוֹנוֹ 
בַּשּׁמַָיםִ  עָשׂהָ:   ה',  אֲשׁרֶ-חָפץֵ  "כֹּל  אוֹמרֵ  והְכַּתָוּב  חֶפצְוֹ,  וּבְלֹא 
פִּי  עַל  וְאףַ  יעֵָשׂהֶ,  בּחְֶפצְוֹ  שׁהֶכַֹּל  דּעַ  קלה,ו).   וּבָארֶָץ" (תהילים 

שׁמֶּעֲַשֵׂינוּ מסְוּרִין לָנוּ.

למְעְַלהָ,  עוֹלִים  והְרָוּחַ  הָאֵשׁ  להְִיוֹת  הַיּוֹצרֵ  שׁחֶָפץֵ  כְּשׁםֵ  כֵּיצַד:  
שְׁארָ  וכְןֵ  בּעְִגּוּל,  סוֹבֵב  והְַגַּלְגַּל  למְַטּהָ,  יוֹרְדִים  והְָארֶָץ  והְמַַּיםִ 
בּרְִיּוֹת העָוֹלםָ להְִיוֹת כּמְִנהְָגןָ שׁחֶָפץֵ בּוֹ--כּכָהָ חָפץֵ להְִיוֹת הָאָדָם 
וְלֹא  כּוֹפהֶ  לֹא  לוֹ  יהְִיהֶ  וְלֹא  לוֹ,  מסְוּרִין  מעֲַשָׂיו  וכְָל  בְּיָדוֹ,  רְשׁוּתוֹ 
כָּל  עוֹשׂהֶ  -ל  הָאֵ לוֹ  שֶׁנּתָןַ  וּבְדַעתְּוֹ  מעֵצַמְוֹ  הוּא  אֵלָא  מוֹשְֵׁ, 

שׁהֶָאָדָם יכָוֹל לעֲַשׂוֹת.

לְפִיכְָּ דָּנִין אוֹתוֹ לְפִי מעֲַשָׂיו:  אםִ עָשׂהָ טוֹבהָ, מְטִיבִין לוֹ; וְאםִ 
הָיתְהָ  "מִיֶּדְכםֶ,  אוֹמרֵ  שׁהֶַנָּבִיא  הוּא  לוֹ.   מרְִיעִין  רָעהָ,  עָשׂהָ 
(ישעיהו  בְּדַרְכֵיהםֶ"  בּחָרֲוּ  "גּםַ-המֵּהָ,  לכָםֶ;  א,ט)  (מלאכי  זֹּאת" 
סו,ג).  וּבעְִנְיןָ זהֶ אמָרַ שְׁלֹמהֹ "שׂמְחַ בּחָוּר בְּיַלְדוּתֶיָ . . . וְדָע, כִּי 
עַל-כָּל-אֵלּהֶ יְבִיאֲָ הָאֱלֹהִים בּמִַּשְׁפָּט" (קוהלת יא,ט)--כְּלוֹמרַ דּעַ 

שֶׁיֵּשׁ בְּיָדְָ כּוֹחַ לעֲַשׂוֹת, ועַתֲִיד אתַּהָ לתִּןֵ אתֶ הַדִּין.

If God had decreed that a person would be righteous or 
wicked, or if there would be something that would draw a 
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person from the very beginning of life to one of these 
two paths, to adopt a certain personality trait or quality or 
act in a certain way (as some unintelligent people fool 
themselves with horoscopes), then how could God 
command us through the prophets to “do this” or “do not 
do that,” or “improve your ways and do not follow the 
path of the wicked” if a person were, from the moment of 
creation, already subject to a decree or the like that 
preordains some inclination, and that the person is 
unable to change this? What place would there be for the 
entire Torah, and by what logic or justice would the 
wicked be deserving of punishment or the righteous of 
reward? Will the Judge of the entire Universe not be just? 

Do not be confused and ask, “how could it be that a 
person could do whatever he pleased, and his actions 
are entirely within his control? Is there anything in the 
Universe that is not under the control of the Creator, and 
not according to God’s will? Is it not written (Psalms 
135:6) whatever God wants God does, whether in Heaven 
or on earth?”  Know that all God desires, God does; 
nevertheless, our actions are within our control.  

How is this so? Just as the Creator willed that fire and 
wind should rise, and water and earth should descend, 
and that constellations should encircle the globe, and all 
other creations of the Universe behave in the manner that 
God willed, so too did God will that a human being have 
power and control over his actions. There would be 
nothing that would coerce or entice except for his own 
self, his own mind, which was given to him by God to do 
whatever he is able to do. 
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Therefore a person is judged according to his actions. If 
he does good, then he is rewarded; if he does evil, he is 
punished. This is what the prophet said (Malachi 1:9), 
from your own hands has this come to pass, for they 
chose their path. In this manner Solomon said 
(Ecclesiastes 11:9), rejoice, young man, in your youth, and 
know that all these things will be brought before divine 
judgment. That is to say, know that the power to choose is 
within your control, and in the future you will be required 
to provide an accounting. 

Commentary 

Maimonides  continued  his  philosophical  assault  on 
fatalism, affirming God’s intent to allow complete freedom 
of choice for humanity, even though we may not be able to 
comprehend the logical  mechanism behind the apparent 
contradiction between free will and predeterminism. The 
problem, simply stated, is as follows: if God knows what a 
person will choose, then what choice does a person have? 
One may have the illusion of free will, but if our choice is 
already known, then it is already predetermined, and no 
choice at all. On the other hand, if we truly do have free 
will, then how can God be omniscient? If we have not yet 
chosen our future, God’s knowledge would somehow be 
lacking, an intolerable theological assertion. The following 
halakhah will continue this discussion.

Jewish astrology is a phenomenon which has deep roots in 
the Talmud, including the passage cited in 5.2 regarding 
the  influence  of  Mars  (not  to  mention  the  common 
expression  mazal  tov,  which  literally  translates  as  “good 
constellation”).  On  one  level,  astrology  would  seem  to 
favor  the  notion  of  predeterminism over  human choice, 
arguing that our lives are determined by the paths of the 
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stars  and  planets.  Maimonides  dismissed  this  notion,  a 
reflection  of  his  overall  approach  to  Judaism,  which 
appears to favor rationalism over mysticism. The Sages of 
the  Talmud,  however,  debated  the  meaning  and 
significance  of  astrology  at  some length.  Some took  the 
position that the stars dictate a person’s destiny, especially 
with  regard  to  personal  traits  and  inclinations,  whereas 
others argued that the concept applied to nations only, and 
still  others  dismissed  the  idea  entirely.  Maimonides’ 
position  in  this  book  clearly  falls  in  the  last  category. 
Elsewhere  in  his  writings  he  seemed  to  take  a  more 
moderate position with regard to the influence of inherited 
qualities,  but he consistently communicated the message 
that whatever the challenge, every person has the power to 
overcome.

The Talmudic page cited above contains another amazing 
story  of  how  acts  of  kindness  have  the  power  to  alter 
destiny.   A certain  astrologer  told  Rabbi  Akiva  that  his 
daughter  would  die  on  her  wedding  day.  Rabbi  Akiva 
went  ahead  with  the  celebration  nonetheless,  and  the 
young woman was married without incident. The morning 
after  the  wedding,  she  retrieved  a  brooch  that  she  had 
placed in a crevice of  the stone wall  of  their  home, and 
found  that  the  pin  had  entered  the  eye  of  a  poisonous 
snake that was hiding there, killing it instantly.  Her father 
asked how this came about, and she described that when 
the celebration was well underway, a beggar came to the 
door.  Seeing that everyone was busy with the party, the 
bride attended to the poor man herself, and at some point 
she took off  the brooch and placed it  in the wall.  Rabbi 
Akiva used this as another example of “charity saves from 
death,” and in our context, it is an illustration of the power 
of kindness over destiny.
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The Talmud (Bava Batra 16a) describes the role of the yetser 
ha-ra (the “evil inclination,” introduced in Chapter Two) as 
a  tempter  whose  activity  is  sharply  circumscribed.   The 
yetser ha-ra is told to “break the barrel, yet save the wine,” 
meaning, push a person to his or her limit, but hold back 
from  completely  destroying  the  person.  Knowing  this 
strategy helps us control our innate desire to do wrong: we 
have  the  power  to  withstand  anything.  No  matter  how 
great  the  temptation,  we  can  resist;  no  matter  how 
powerful  the  urge,  we  can  refrain;  no  matter  how 
terrifying the risk,  we can act.  The yetser  ha-ra  does  not 
have  the  Divine  authority  to  push us  past  our  absolute 
limit.  There are notable exceptions to this rule,  and they 
will be addressed in Chapter Six.

Ultimately,  the freedom to choose our behavior becomes 
the  sole  justification  for  both  punishment  and  reward. 
Were God to give the yetser ha-ra free reign, we could not 
be  held  culpable  for  our  actions.  By  placing  his  power 
within the tightly circumscribed definition of  “break the 
barrel,  yet  save the wine,”  we retain our own power of 
choice, no matter how hard it may be to exercise it.
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 5.5

מהַ  כָּל  יוֹדֵעַ  הוּא  בּרָוְּ  הַקָּדוֹשׁ  והֲַלוֹא  תֹּאמרַ  שׁמֶֶּא 
שֶׁיּהְִיהֶ קֹדֶם שֶׁיּהְִיהֶ:  יָדַע שֶׁזּהֶ צַדִּיק אוֹ רָשׁעָ, אוֹ לֹא יָדַע; 
אםִ יָדַע שׁהְוּא יהְִיהֶ צַדִּיק, אי אִפְשׁרָ שֶׁלֹּא יהְִיהֶ צַדִּיק, 
וְאםִ תֹּאמרַ שֶׁיָּדַע שֶׁיּהְִיהֶ צַדִּיק וְאפְשׁרָ שֶׁיּהְִיהֶ רָשׁעָ, הרֲֵי 

לֹא יָדַע הַדָּברָ עַל בּרְָיוֹ.

וּרְחָבהָ,  מִדּהָּ;  מֵארֶֶץ,  "ארֲֻכּהָ  זוֹ  שְׁאֵלהָ  שׁתְֶּשׁוּבתַ  דּעַ 
והַרֲָרִים  גְּדוֹלִים  עִיקָרִים  וכְמַּהָ  יא,ט),  (איוב  מִנִּי-יםָ" 

רָמִים תְּלוּיִים בּהָּ; אֲבָל צרִָיְ אתַּהָ לֵידַע וּלהְָבִין בְּדָברָ זהֶ 
שֶׁאֲנִי אוֹמרֵ.

כְּברָ בֵּארְַנוּ בְּפרֵֶק שֵׁנִי מהִֵלכְּוֹת יסְוֹדֵי התַּוֹרָה שׁהֶַקָּדוֹשׁ בּרָוְּ הוּא 
אֵינוּ יוֹדֵעַ בְּדֵעהָ שׁהְִיא חוּץ ממִֶּנּוּ כִּבְנֵי אָדָם שׁהְןֶ וְדַעתְּםָ שְׁנַיםִ, 
יכְוּלהָ  שֶׁלָּאָדָם  דּעַתְּוֹ  וְאֵין  אחֶָד;  וְדַעתְּוֹ  שׁמְוֹ  יתְִבּרְַָ  הוּא  אֵלָא 
להְַשִּׂיג דָּברָ זהֶ עַל בּרְָיוֹ.  וּכְשׁםֵ שְׁאֵין כּוֹחַ בָּאָדָם להְַשִּׂיג וְלמִצְֹא 
אמֲתִּתַ הַבּוֹרֵא, שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "כִּי לֹא-ירְִאַנִי הָאָדָם, וחָָי" (שמות לג,כ)--
כְָּ אֵין כּוֹחַ בָּאָדָם להְַשִּׂיג וְלמִצְֹא דּעַתְּוֹ שֶׁלַּבּוֹרֵא:  הוּא שׁהֶַנָּבִיא 
אוֹמרֵ "כִּי לֹא מחְַשְׁבוֹתַי מחְַשְׁבוֹתֵיכםֶ, וְלֹא דַרְכֵיכםֶ דּרְָכָי נאם ה'" 
יָדַע  הֵיאְַ  לֵידַע  כּוֹחַ  בָּנוּ  אֵין  הוּא,  שׁכֶּןֵ  וכְֵיוןָ  נה,ח).   (ישעיהו 

הַקָּדוֹשׁ בּרָוְּ הוּא כָּל הַבּרְוּאִים וּמעֲַשֵׂיהםֶ.

הַקָּדוֹשׁ  וְאֵין  הָאָדָם;  בְּיַד  הָאָדָם  שׁמֶּעֲַשׂהֵ  סָפֵק,  בְּלֹא  נֵדַע  אֲבָל 
בּרָוְּ הוּא מוֹשׁכְוֹ, וְלֹא גוֹזרֵ עָלָיו לֹא לעֲַשׂוֹת כְָּ וְלֹא שֶׁלֹּא לעֲַשׂוֹת 
בּרְִאָיוֹת  אֵלָא  זהֶ,  דָּברָ  נֵדַע  בִּלְבָד  הַדּתָ  קַבָּלתַ  מִפְּנֵי  וְלֹא  כְָּ.  
אתֶ  שֶׁדָּנִין  בַּנְּבוּאהָ  נֶאמֱרָ  זהֶ  וּמִפְּנֵי  החַכָמְהָ.   מִדִּברְֵי  בּרְוּרוֹת 
הָאָדָם עַל כָּל מעֲַשָׂיו כְּפִי מעֲַשָׂיו, אםִ טוֹב וְאםִ רָע.  וְזהֶ העִָיקָר, 

שׁכֶָּל דִּברְֵי הַנְּבוּאהָ תְּלוּיִין בּוֹ.

Perhaps you will say, “but does the Holy One who is 
Blessed not know all that will occur in the future, and 
before that God knows that a certain person will become 
righteous or wicked? Does God know this or not? If God 
knows that he will become righteous, then it would be 
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impossible for that person not to become righteous. And 
if you will counter by saying that God knows that he will 
become righteous, but there is a possibility that the 
person might nevertheless become wicked, then God 
would not know the matter with certainty.” 

Know that the answer to this question is as broad as the 
earth, and as deep as the sea. Many great principles and 
high mountains depend on it. Yet you must know and 
understand what I say.  

I have discussed this in the second chapter of the Laws of 
the Foundations of the Torah, that the Holy One who is 
Blessed does not perceive knowledge as something 
outside of himself, in the manner that human beings 
know things as being different from themselves. Rather, 
the Blessed God and God’s knowledge are one thing. 
This is something that the human mind cannot grasp with 
clarity. Just as a human being does not have the power to 
understand and comprehend this truth about the 
Creator, as it is written (Exodus 33:20), for no person may 
see Me and live, so too it is not within the power of a 
human being to understand and comprehend the Mind 
of the Creator. This is what the prophet wrote (Isaiah 
55:8), for My thoughts are not like your thoughts, and your 
actions are not like My actions, says God. Since this is so, 
we do not have the power to know how it is that God 
knows all creations and their actions. 

We know with a certainty, however, that a person’s 
actions are within his power to control, and the Holy One 
who is Blessed does not entice him, nor decree upon him 
to perform any particular act, whether to do something or 
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refrain from doing something. We know this not only 
from received wisdom, but also from clear logical proof. 
Because of this the prophet said that a person is judged 
according to his actions, whether good or evil, and this is 
an essential point upon which all prophecy depends. 

Commentary 

Maimonides  proceeded  to  focus  on  the  problem  of 
predestination and free will directly. If human beings have 
the power of choice, then does that not detract from God’s 
omnipotence,  or  more precisely,  his  omniscience?  If  we 
have  free  will  to  choose  whatever  course  of  action  we 
wish,  then  how can  God know that  choice  in  advance? 
Conversely, if we maintain that God’s omniscience is total 
and there is no future event outside this divine awareness, 
then how can we argue that our choice is truly free? If it 
has already been defined in the mind of God, with perfect 
accuracy, then how can we maintain the fiction of free will?

Maimonides’  answer  to  the  question  of  free  will  and 
predeterminism touches upon some of the deepest aspects 
of his theology, discussed in detail in an earlier section of 
the Mishneh Torah and in The Guide for the Perplexed.  In The 
Ways of Repentance, Maimonides concentrated only on the 
aspects of this idea that are relevant to the topic at hand, 
and alludes to the basic concept that the identity of God is 
inseparable  from  the  knowledge  of  God.  Humans 
understand knowledge as something outside of ourselves 
that  we  grasp  and  perhaps  incorporate,  but  that 
knowledge  is  distinct  from  our  identity,  and  exists 
independently of ourselves. God’s knowledge, however, is 
not  distinct  from  God,  which  is  a  concept  that  we  are 
unable to grasp. 
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Perhaps  we  might  compare  this  to  a  dream—just  as  a 
dream is, in some sense, identical with the dreamer, so too 
is God’s knowledge identical  to God. A human dreamer 
experiences the dream as an expression of reality, even if it 
does not conform to our expectations for daytime reality. 
The  dreamer  makes  choices  and  experiences  the 
consequences and feels as if he or she is doing so out of 
free will,  even though the dream is entirely housed and 
controlled  by  his  or  her  own mind.  The  dreamer  is  the 
dream  itself.  God,  argued  Maimonides,  apprehends  all 
reality  in  an  enhanced  yet  similar  manner—God  is  the 
Knower, the knowledge, and the object of knowledge, all 
at  the  same  time.  We  cannot  grasp  precisely  what  this 
means, but we get a hint of it through our experience of 
dreams.

We should not perceive this mystery as a retreat from logic. 
Consider, for example, that we withhold information about 
basic  human  biology  from  children  until  they  are 
sufficiently mature to grasp this knowledge in a healthy 
and positive manner. Children who are exposed to adult 
information at too young an age may suffer long-lasting 
psychological harm, and responsible parents take care to 
ensure  that  their  children  learn  such  things  at  the 
appropriate time and in the appropriate context.  Is  it  so 
strange,  then,  to  imagine  that  God  withholds  certain 
information from us for  our own benefit?   Perhaps it  is 
only with great spiritual maturity that we can access this 
information and process it properly. 

In  a  fascinating  Talmudic  passage  (Hagigah  14b),  four 
Rabbis  enter  the  “orchard,”  a  metaphor  for  the  deepest 
mysteries of Judaism. Ben Zoma cannot stand it,  and he 
dies.  Ben Azai cannot stand it, and he goes mad. Elisha 
ben  Abuya  refuses  to  accept  it,  and he  rejects  his  faith.  
Only  Rabbi  Akiva,  perhaps  because  he  himself  was  a 
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complete  Master  of  Teshuvah,  returned  whole  from  that 
experience.

Freedom  is  granted,  and  we  are  responsible  for  our 
choices.   This  concept  is  at  the  foundation  of  Jewish 
philosophy.   We  must  not  think,  however,  that  this 
freedom is a right.  In reality, it is a gift, a privilege granted 
to us by a kind God who wants us to develop to our fullest 
potential. This will be the topic of the following chapter.
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Notes to Self 

1)  Repeated  failures  have  the  potential  to  drain  all  the 
energy out of one’s teshuvah efforts. It’s important to keep 
in  mind the  fundamental  principle  that  we  are  the  sole 
authors  of  our  own  destinies.  I  like  to  think  on  that 
locomotive back in my home town, ponderously making 
its way along the tracks, completely unstoppable—but for 
the  modest  switches  down  the  line,  against  which  the 
massive  train  has  no  power.  Don’t  focus  on  the  train—
focus on the switches.

2)

!153



!154



Chapter Six: Privilege 

Introduction 

We  tend  to  think  of  teshuvah  as  an  obligation, 
perhaps  a  chore,  when  it  is  actually  a  privilege. 
Transgression is inevitable, there is no person who is 
righteous in the world, who does not sin (Ecclesiastes 
7:20),  and thus  the  requirement  for  teshuvah  is  a 
necessary  aspect  of  the  human  condition.  Why 
should we therefore think that simply because we 
need  to  do  something,  we will  be  able  to  do  that 
thing? Put in other words, Reuven may need to apologize 
to  Sarah,  but  Sarah  has  no  similar  need  to  accept  his 
apology.   If  a  human  being,  which  is  a  finite  creature 
dependent on many factors to sustain life, has no intrinsic 
need  to  accept  teshuvah,  how  much  more  so  would  the 
Sovereign  who  reigns  over  sovereigns  be  free  of  any 
necessity  to  consider  our  repentance.  Teshuvah  is  not  a 
right, it is a privilege. 

In this chapter, Maimonides discussed the awesome power 
of  the  privilege  of  teshuvah,  circumstances  under  which 
that privilege may be withheld, and the dire consequences 
of losing this essential connection with the Divine.
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 6.1

פּסְוּקִים הרְַבּהֵ יֵשׁ בּתַּוֹרָה וּבְדִברְֵי הַנְּבִיאִים שׁהְןֶ נרְִאִין כּסְוֹתרְִין 
עִיקָר זהֶ, וְנכְִשָׁלִין בּהָןֶ רֹב הָאָדָם; וְיעֲַלהֶ עַל דּעַתְּםָ מהֵןֶ שׁהֶַקָּדוֹשׁ 
לִבּוֹ  וּשְׁאֵין  רָעהָ,  אוֹ  טוֹבהָ  לעֲַשׂוֹת  הָאָדָם  עַל  גּוֹזרֵ  הוּא  בּרָוְּ 
שֶׁלָּאָדָם מסָוּר לוֹ להְַטּוֹתוֹ לכְָל אֲשׁרֶ ירְִצהֶ.  והַרֲֵינִי מְבָארֵ עִיקָר 

גָּדוֹל שׁמֶּמִֶּנּוּ תֵּדַע פּרֵוּשׁ כָּל אוֹתןָ הַפּסְוּקִים.

בִּזמְןָ שֶׁאָדָם אחֶָד, אוֹ אַנְשֵׁי מְדִינהָ חוֹטְאִים, ועְוֹשׂהֶ החַוֹטֶא חֵטְא 
ממִֶּנּוּ;  להְִפּרַָע  שׁהֶוֹדַעְנוּ--רָאוּי  כּמְוֹ  וּברְִצוֹנוֹ,  מִדּעַתְּוֹ  שׁעֶָשׂהָ 
נוֹתןֵ  שׁהֶַדִּין  חֵטְא  יֵשׁ  יִפּרַָע.   הֵיאְַ  יוֹדֵע  הוּא  בּרָוְּ  והְַקָּדוֹשׁ 
שֶׁנִּפרְָעִין ממִֶּנּוּ עַל חֶטְאוֹ בּעָוֹלםָ הַזּהֶ, בְּגוּפוֹ אוֹ בּמִמְוֹנוֹ אוֹ בְּבָנָיו 
הִגִּיעוּ  וְלֹא  דּעַתַ  בּהָםֶ  שְׁאֵין  הַקְּטַנִּים  שֶׁלָּאָדָם  שֶׁבָּנָיו  הַקְּטַנִּים:  
לכְִלַל מצִוְוֹת, כְּקִינְיָניו הןֶ--כּתָוּב "אִישׁ בּחְֶטְאוֹ, יוּמתָ" (מלכים ב 

יד,ו; וראה דברים כד,טז), עַד שֶׁיּעֵָשׂהֶ "אִישׁ".

וְיֵשׁ חֵטְא שׁהֶַדִּין נוֹתןֵ שֶׁנִּפרְָעִין ממִֶּנּוּ לעָוֹלםָ הַבָּא, וְאֵין עוֹברֵ עָלָיו 
שׁוּם נֶזֶק בּעָוֹלםָ הַזּהֶ.  וְיֵשׁ חֵטְא שֶׁנִּפרְָעִין ממִֶּנּוּ עָלָיו בּעָוֹלםָ הַזּהֶ, 

וְלעָוֹלםָ הַבָּא.

There are many verses in the Torah and the prophetic 
sections of the Bible that appear to contradict this basic 
principle. Many people have erroneous interpretations of 
these verses and think that they indicate that the Holy 
One who is Blessed decrees that a person should commit 
some evil act or some good deed, and that it is not within 
a person’s power to incline to whatever he wishes. I will 
explain a basic point that will allow for the correct 
interpretation of these verses.  

When a given person sins (or the people of a given 
nation sin), and he sins knowingly and willingly as we 
have discussed, he is deserving of punishment and the 
Holy One who is Blessed knows how to mete out 
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appropriate punishment. There are sins that deserve 
punishment in this world, whether in terms of ill health or 
financial stress, or in terms of his young children. Young 
children who have not reached the age of majority and 
the responsibility of keeping the commandments, are still 
considered part of his household, as it is written 
(Deuteronomy 24:16) in his sin will a man die, which 
refers only to a person who has become an adult.  

There are sins that are logically punished only in the 
World to Come, and carry no consequence in this world. 
Other sins deserve punishment both in this world and in 
the World to Come. 

Commentary 

This halakhah contains one of the most difficult passages in 
The Ways of  Repentance.  Logic would dictate,  and even a 
cursory  familiarity  with  Judaism  teaches,  that  children 
cannot  be  held  responsible  for  their  parents’  behavior. 
How  is  it  that  Maimonides  explicitly  placed  the 
responsibility for the well-being of a child on the behavior 
of  the  parent?  The  very  same verse  quoted  here  begins 
with the phrase, parents will not die because of their children, 
and children will not die because of their parents.  Elsewhere, 
however, the Torah states (Exodus 34:7) that God visits the 
iniquity of the parents on the children, a concept that supports 
the  statement  of  Maimonides  here.   How  can  these 
statements be resolved?

Rabbi Eliyahu Touger cites other Talmudic passages that 
limit  the  extent  of  this  alarming  idea.   It  is  written  in 
tractate Sanhedrin (27b) that a child may not be punished 
for a parent’s transgressions unless the child also commits 
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that same transgression. This is the meaning of the verse in 
Deuteronomy that  says  children will  not  die  because  of 
their parents, which refers to children who are now adults. 
Indeed, a child who labors under challenges of a difficult 
parental history may be held to a higher, more demanding 
standard of behavior if  that child, now an adult,  fails to 
learn the harmful nature of their parents’ example.

Minor children, on the other hand, do not necessarily enjoy 
special protection from the consequences of their parents’ 
behavior.   Harsh  as  it  may  seem,  sometimes  parents 
receive retribution through their children, one of the most 
horrible  punishments  imaginable.  A biblical  example  of 
this is recorded in the book of Samuel II 11-13, where no 
less a figure than King David is held accountable for his 
problematic relationship with Bathsheba, and his punished 
fourfold through his children: the death of the unnamed 
infant child that Bathsheba bore from their encounter, the 
rape of  his  daughter  Tamar by David’s  son Amnon,  the 
revenge killing of  Amnon by David’s  son Absalom, and 
the  rebellion  of  Absalom  and  his  ultimate  death  at  the 
hands of David’s soldiers.

Theologically,  this  concept  remains  deeply  disturbing. 
Further  exploration  of  the  idea,  however,  is  beyond the 
scope of this work, and falls within the category of tsadik 
ve-ra lo:  “why do the righteous suffer,” the most difficult 
question in all  of Judaism (see 3.2).  The inscrutability of 
God, described in a more academic and distant manner in 
the  previous  chapter,  is  far  more  difficult  to  assimilate 
when it is expressed in the suffering of a child.

The central thrust of this halakhah, however, is clear. After 
reiterating  the  validity  of  human  freedom  of  choice, 
Maimonides affirms that we are held accountable for our 
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harmful actions. Punishment for those negative choices is 
meted out in this world and in the next. 
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 6.2

עָשׂהָ  אםִ  אֲבָל  תְּשׁוּבהָ;  עָשׂהָ  שֶׁלֹּא  בִּזמְןָ  אמֲוּרִים,  דְּברִָים  בּמַּהֶ 
חוֹטֶא  שֶׁאָדָם  וּכְשׁםֵ  הַפּרְֻעָנוּת.   לִפְנֵי  כּתַּרִָיס  התְַּשׁוּבהָ  תְּשׁוּבהָ, 

בּרְִצוֹנוֹ וּמִדּעַתְּוֹ, כְָּ הוּא עוֹשׂהֶ תְּשׁוּבהָ בּרְִצוֹנוֹ וּמִדּעַתְּוֹ.

Under what circumstances does this apply? This applies 
to a person who does not do teshuvah. If, however, he 
did teshuvah, then this teshuvah is like armor against 
punishment. Just as a person commits a sin knowingly 
and willingly, so too does he do teshuvah knowingly and 
willingly. 
  

Commentary 

Maimonides was unwilling to step too far from the concept 
of the redemptive power of teshuvah, repeating once again 
the caveat  that  repentance has the ability to change any 
situation, no matter how dire. In this chapter, which will 
explore elements of  punishment,  Maimonides added the 
evocative image of “armor against punishment.” 

Rabbi  Mordechai  Gifter  commented  briefly  on  the 
metaphor. Armor protects a soldier against serious harm, 
but it does not protect against the blow itself. A Kevlar vest 
may prevent a projectile from entering the body, but the 
massive  amount  of  kinetic  energy  represented  by  the 
speeding bullet  must be absorbed somehow—the Kevlar 
merely  redistributes  the  energy  over  a  larger  surface, 
knocking  the  soldier  down  and  likely  leaving  behind  a 
cracked rib and bruising. Infinitely preferable to having the 
bullet  penetrate  soft  tissue,  but  painful  and  damaging 
nonetheless. 
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Teshuvah, similarly, blunts the force of the punishment but 
does  not  eliminate  it  altogether.  Rabbi  Moshe  Hayim 
Luzzatto  explained  that  through  teshuvah,  a  person’s 
punishment is not removed entirely; rather it is commuted 
to a lesser expression of impact. The Talmud, for example, 
stated that  if  one reaches into one’s  pocket  expecting to 
find  three  coins  and  instead  finds  only  two,  this  is 
considered a punishment.  Rabbi Luzzatto explained that 
minor inconveniences should be cherished and welcomed, 
because they represent the commutation of a much more 
grievous  sentence  that  could  have  been  imposed,  but 
teshuvah acted as armor against the true punishment.

The essential  kindness,  continued Rabbi  Luzzatto,  is  the 
fact that God allows people a certain amount of time to do 
teshuvah.  If  the  universe  were  guided  solely  by  justice, 
without  the  sweetening  effect  of  mercy,  then  we  would 
receive punishments immediately upon transgressing, the 
proverbial “lightning from heaven” effect. God, as it were, 
pauses  before  executing  judgement,  allowing  us  to  take 
stock of our own actions and hopefully address them in 
teshuvah.  Punishment  is  inevitable  and  just,  but  with 
teshuvah we have an opportunity to protect ourselves from 
its awesome, even lethal, capacity.
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 6.3

וְאפְשׁרָ שֶׁיּחֱֶטָא הָאָדָם חֵטְא גָּדוֹל אוֹ חֲטָאִים הרְַבּהֵ, עַד 
שֶׁיּתִּןֵ הַדִּין לִפְנֵי דַּיּןָ הָאמֱתֶ שֶׁיּהְִיהֶ הַפּרֵָעוֹן מִזּהֶ החַוֹטֶא 
עַל חֲטָאִים אֵלּוּ שׁעֶָשׂהָ בּרְִצוֹנוֹ וּמִדּעַתְּוֹ, שׁמֶּוֹנעְִין ממִֶּנּוּ 
התְַּשׁוּבהָ וְאֵין מַנִּיחִין לוֹ רְשׁוּת לָשׁוּב מרִֵשׁעְוֹ, כְּדֵי שֶׁיּמָוּת 
וְיֹאבַד בּחֲַטָאִים שׁעֶָשׂהָ.  הוּא שׁהֶַקָּדוֹשׁ בּרָוְּ הוּא אוֹמרֵ 
עַל יְדֵי יְשׁעְַיהָוּ, "הַשׁמְןֵ לֵב-העָםָ הַזּהֶ ואזניו הכבד ועיניו 
וָשָׁב-- יבין  ולבבו  ישמע  ובאזניו  בעיניו  יראה  פן  השע 
מַלעְִבִים,  אוֹמרֵ "וַיּהְִיוּ  הוּא  וכְןֵ  ו,י).   לוֹ" (ישעיהו  ורְָפָא 

בּמְַלְאכֲֵי הָאֱלֹהִים, וּבוֹזִים דְּברָָיו, וּמתִּעַתְּעְִים בִּנְבִאָיו:  עַד עֲלוֹת 
לו,טז)--כְּלוֹמרַ  ב  הימים  מרְַפֵּא" (דברי  בּעְמַּוֹ--עַד-לְאֵין  חמֲתַ-ה', 
חָטְאוּ בּרְִצוֹנםָ והְרְִבּוּ לִפְשׁעַֹ, עַד שֶׁנּתִחְַיְּבוּ למְִנעַֹ מהֵןֶ התְַּשׁוּבהָ 

שׁהְִיא המַּרְַפֵּא.

שמות  (ראה  אתֶ-לֵב-פּרְַעהֹ"  אחֲַזֵּק  "וַאֲנִי,  בּתַּוֹרָה  כּתָוּב  לְפִיכְָּ 
לְיִשׂרְָאֵל  והְרֵַע  תּחְִלּהָ  מעֵצַמְוֹ  שׁחֶָטָא  לְפִי  יד,ד):   שמות  ד,כא; 
הַגּרִָים בְּארְַצוֹ, שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "הָבהָ נתִחְכַּמְהָ לוֹ" (שמות א,י), נתָןַ הַדִּין 
הַקָּדוֹשׁ  חִזַּק  לְפִיכְָּ  ממִֶּנּוּ;  שֶׁנִּפרְָעִין  עַד  התְַּשׁוּבהָ,  ממִֶּנּוּ  למְִנעַֹ 

בּרָוְּ הוּא אתֶ לִבּוֹ.

תְּשׁוּבהָ,  ועֲַשׂהֵ  שַׁלּחַ  לוֹ  וְאוֹמרֵ  מֹשׁהֶ  בְּיַד  לוֹ  שׁוֹלחֵַ  הָיהָ  וְלמָּהָ 
שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ   , מְשַׁלּחֵַ אתַּהָ  שְׁאֵין  הוּא  בּרָוְּ  הַקָּדוֹשׁ  לוֹ  אמָרַ  וּכְברָ 
זֹאת  בּעֲַבוּר  ט,ל), "וְאוּלםָ,  . . ." (שמות  יָדַעתְִּי  ועֲַבָדֶיָ:   "וְאתַּהָ, 
שֶׁבִּזמְןָ  העָוֹלםָ,  לְבָאֵי  להְוֹדִיעַ  ט,טז)--כְּדֵי  (שמות  [העֶמֱַדְתִּיָ]" 
שׁמֶּוֹנעֵַ הַקָּדוֹשׁ בּרָוְּ הוּא התְַּשׁוּבהָ לחַוֹטֶא, אֵינוּ יכָוֹל לָשׁוּב, אֵלָא 

ימָוּת בּרְִשׁעְוֹ שׁעֶָשׂהָ בּתַּחְִלּהָ בּרְִצוֹנוֹ.

וכְןֵ סִיחוֹן לְפִי עוֲוֹנוֹת שׁהֶָיוּ לוֹ נתִחְַיַּב למְָנעְוֹ התְַּשׁוּבהָ, שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ 
ב,ל).   (דברים  אתֶ-לְבָבוֹ"  וְאמִּץֵ  אתֶ-רוּחוֹ,  אֱלֹהֶיָ  ה'  "כִּי-הִקְשׁהָ 
שׁעֶָשׂוּ  עַד  התְַּשׁוּבהָ  מהֵןֶ  מָנעַ  תּוֹעֲבוֹתֵיהםֶ  לְפִי  הכְַּנעֲַנִיִּים  וכְןֵ 
מִלחְמָהָ עםִ יִשׂרְָאֵל, שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "כִּי מֵאתֵ ה' הָיתְהָ לחְַזֵּק אתֶ-לִבּםָ 
יא,כ).   (יהושוע  החַרֲִימםָ"  למְעַןַ  אתֶ-יִשׂרְָאֵל,  המִַּלחְמָהָ  לִקְרַאת 
וכְןֵ יִשׂרְָאֵל בִּימֵי אֵלִיּהָוּ לְפִי שׁהֶרְִבּוּ לִפְשׁעַֹ, מָנעַ מֵאוֹתןָ המַּרְַבִּים 
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א  (מלכים  אחֲרַֹנִּית"  אתֶ-לִבּםָ,  הסֲִבּתָֹ  "וְאתַּהָ  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  תְּשׁוּבהָ, 
יח,לז), כְּלוֹמרַ מָנעַתְָּ מהֵןֶ התְַּשׁוּבהָ.

-ל גּוֹזרֵ עַל פּרְַעהֹ להְרַָע לְיִשׂרְָאֵל, וְלֹא עַל  נמִצְֵאתָ אוֹמרֵ שְׁאֵין הָאֵ
סִיחוֹן לחֲַטֹא בְּארְַצוֹ, וְלֹא עַל הכְַּנעֲַנִיִּים להְתַעְִיב, וְלֹא עַל יִשׂרְָאֵל 
למְִנעַֹ  כֻּלּןָ  וְנתִחְַיְּבוּ  מעֵצַמְןָ,  חָטְאוּ  כֻּלּןָ  אֵלָא  זרָָה;  עֲבוֹדָה  לעֲַבֹד 

מהֵןֶ התְַּשׁוּבהָ.

It is possible that a person could commit a sin of such 
magnitude, or a great number of sins, that the True Judge 
would properly decree that the punishment for these 
harmful acts, committed willingly and knowingly, would 
be the removal of the privilege of teshuvah.  The person 
would thus be prevented from doing teshuvah, and 
would not have the power to return from his wickedness, 
and he would die and be lost because of his sins. This is 
what the Holy One who is Blessed said through the 
prophet Isaiah (6:10), make the heart of this people fat, 
and make their ears heavy, and their eyes weak, lest they 
see with their eyes and hear with their ears, and their 
hearts will understand, do teshuvah and be healed.  
Similarly it is written (II Chronicles 36:16), they ridiculed 
the messengers of God, disdained His words and insulted 
His prophets until the anger of God rose upon the 
people, without possibility of healing. That is to say, they 
sinned willingly and to such an egregious extent that they 
deserved to have this healing teshuvah withheld from 
them.  

Therefore it is written in the Torah (Exodus 14:4) and I will 
harden the heart of Pharaoh, since he sinned on his own 
at the beginning, harming the Jews who lived in his land, 
as it is written (Exodus 1:10) let us deal craftily with them.  
The Judgement was issued that teshuvah would be 
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withheld from Pharaoh until he received his punishment. 
Therefore the Holy One who is Blessed hardened 
Pharaoh’s heart. 

Why then did God send Moses to tell Pharaoh to send 
out the Jews and do teshuvah, when God had already 
told Moses that Pharaoh would refuse? This is as it is 
written (Exodus 9:30) I know that you and your servants 
[still do not fear God]. Yet (Exodus 9:16) because of this it 
was worthwhile to inform all humanity that when the Holy 
One who is Blessed withholds teshuvah from a sinner, he 
will not be able to repent. He will die in his wickedness, 
which originally began with his willful choice. 

The same is true of Sihon. Because of the many sins he 
committed he was not permitted to do teshuvah, as it is 
written (Deuteronomy 2:30) for God, your God, hardened 
his spirit and strengthened his heart.  And so too the 
Canaanites, because of their despicable acts, teshuvah 
was withheld from them to the extent that they warred 
with the Jews, as it is written (Joshua 11:20), for it was 
from God that they hardened their hearts to go out to war 
with Israel, in order that they be destroyed. So too the 
Jewish people, during the time of Elijah, because of their 
many sins, those people who sinned were not allowed to 
do teshuvah, as it I written (I Kings 18:37),  and you have 
turned their hearts away, meaning, you have prevented 
them from doing teshuvah. 

Thus God did not decree that Pharaoh harm the Jewish 
people, nor Sihon to sin in his land, nor the Canaanites to 
commit despicable deeds, nor the Jewish people to 
worship idols.  All of them sinned on their own, and all of 
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them deserved to have the privilege of teshuvah withheld 
from them. 

Commentary 

Maimonides  provided  several  biblical  examples  of  the 
Divine withholding of the privilege of teshuvah to indicate 
that it is, in fact, a privilege. This may be easier to grasp in 
terms of the teaching cited above (4.1), that a person who 
says “I will sin, and I will do teshuvah,” which Maimonides 
considered a major obstacle to teshuvah. 

The hardening of Pharaoh’s heart is the locus classicus  to 
illustrate this concept of the withholding of teshuvah. How 
could  God  punish  Pharaoh  fairly  if  he  received  Divine 
strength to withstand the first few plagues and maintain 
opposition  to  obviously  overwhelming  force?  Certainly 
any rational person would have recognized the futility of 
opposing  God.  If  Pharaoh  could  not  make  the  rational 
decision because of this “hardening of his heart,” then how 
could  he  be  held  blameworthy?  The  answer  is  that 
Pharaoh  originally  exhibited  such  intransigence  and 
cruelty that he himself determined his own punishment, 
which entailed the terrible consequence of the loss of the 
privilege  of  teshuvah.  Having  lost  that  privilege,  he  no 
longer merited the means of his own redemption.  This is 
like a captain of a ship who foolishly jettisons his lifeboats 
before  setting  off  to  sea.   Caught  in  the  hurricane,  and 
tossed overboard, what can he do to save himself?

.
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6.4 

וּבעְִנְיןָ זהֶ שׁוֹאֲלִין הַנְּבִיאִים והְצַַּדִּיקִים בּתְִפִלּוֹתֵיהםֶ מהֵ' 
לעְָזרְָם עַל דּרְֶֶ הָאמֱתֶ, כּמְוֹ שֶׁאמָרַ דּוִָיד "הוֹרֵנִי ה', דּרְַכֶָּ" 
(תהילים פו,יא)--כְּלוֹמרַ אַל ימְִנעְוּנִי חֲטָאַי דּרְֶֶ הָאמֱתֶ, 
"ורְוּחַ  שֶׁאמָרַ  זהֶ  וכְןֵ  שׁמְְָ.   וְיחֵוּד  דּרְַכְָּ  אֵדַע  שׁמֶּמִֶּנּהָ 
רוּחִי  תַּנִּיחַ  כְּלוֹמרַ  נא,יד),  (תהילים  תסִמְכְֵנִי"  נְדִיבהָ 
התְַּשׁוּבהָ,  למְָנעְֵנִי  חֲטָאַי  לִי  יִגרְְמוּ  וְאַל  חֶפצְהָּ  לעֲַשׂוֹת 
 ְ דּרֶֶ וְאֵדַע  וְאָבִין  שֶׁאחְֶזרֹ  עַד  בְּיָדִי,  הרְָשׁוּת  תּהְִיהֶ  אֵלָא 

הָאמֱתֶ.  ועְַל דּרְֶֶ זוֹ, כָּל הַדּוֹמהֶ לִפסְוּקִים אֵלּוּ.

In this manner the righteous ones and the prophets 
prayed that God help them along the path of truth. This is 
as David said (Psalms 86:11) show me, God, Your path, 
meaning “may my sins not keep me from the path of 
truth, upon which I will come to know Your way and the 
Unity of Your Name.” Similarly, he said (Psalms 51:14) and 
rest a spirit of generosity upon me, meaning, “let my spirit 
do Your will, and may my sins not cause me to be held 
back from teshuvah, rather let me have the power to 
return, and understand, and know the path of truth.” In 
this manner, all similar verses. 

Commentary 

Teshuvah is a commandment that admits of no surrogate. It 
is  highly  personal  and  cannot  be  performed adequately 
without complete commitment. It can be exhausting, even 
depressing.  Accordingly,  the  process  tends  to  produce  a 
phenomenon  of  teshuvah  fatigue,  where  the  penitent 
despairs of effecting any real change, and the impetus for 
movement loses immediacy. The constant inward-focused 
self-analysis is draining, and in our exhaustion we enter 
into a thousand little rebellions against ourselves and the 
system that demands our teshuvah.
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It’s  counterintuitive,  but  our  spiritual  lassitude  may 
actually serve as an indication that we’re making progress. 
Inner resistance suggests that we are pushing up against 
the barrier of our past behaviors, that we have reached the 
point where so many times before we have thrown up our 
hands in despair  and turned back.  It  is  right here,  right 
now that we have the opportunity, with just a tiny little 
push, to extend the reach of our self-control, planting our 
flag just a little bit further along in uncharted territory.  

We are not so arrogant, so full of hubris, to think we can 
achieve this without Divine assistance. King David, whose 
personal  and  awesome  teshuvah  is  a  model  for  all 
generations,  gives  us  guidance  through  the  text  of  his 
Psalms, especially Psalm 51.
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 6.5

חַטָּאִים,  יוֹרֶה  עַל-כּןֵ  ה';  "טוֹב-וְיָשׁרָ  דּוִָיד  שֶׁאמָרַ  זהֶ  הוּא  וּמהַ 
(תהילים  דּרְַכּוֹ"  עֲנוִָים,  וִילמֵַּד  בּמִַּשְׁפָּט;  עֲנוִָים,  יַדְרְֵ  בַּדּרְֶָ.  
ה',  דּרְַכֵי  להָםֶ  מוֹדִיעִים  נְבִיאִים  להָםֶ  שֶׁשָּׁלחַ  זהֶ  כה,ח-ט).  
וּלהְָבִין,  לִלמְֹד  כּוֹחַ  בּהָםֶ  שֶׁנּתָןַ  ועְוֹד  בּתְִשׁוּבהָ.   אוֹתןָ  וּמחְַזִירִין 
החַכָמְהָ  בְּדַרְכֵי  נמְִשְָׁ  שׁהְוּא  זמְןָ  שׁכֶָּל  אָדָם,  בּכְָל  זוֹ  שׁמִֶּדּהָ 
בָּא  חכֲמִָים  שֶׁאמָרְוּ  והְוּא  אוֹתןָ.   ורְוֹדֵף  להָןֶ  מתְִאוַּהֶ  והְצֶַּדֶק, 

לִטּהַרַ, מסְַיּעְִין אוֹתוֹ--כְּלוֹמרַ ימִצְָא עצַמְוֹ נעֱֶזרָ עַל הַדָּברָ.

והֲַלוֹא כּתָוּב בּתַּוֹרָה "ועֲַבָדוּם, ועְִנּוּ אתֹםָ" (בראשית טו,יג), הרֲֵי 
גָּזרַ עַל המַּצִרְִיִּים לעֲַשׂוֹת רָע; וכְתָוּב "וְקָם העָםָ הַזּהֶ וְזָנהָ אחַרֲֵי 
לעֲַבֹד  יִשׂרְָאֵל  עַל  גָּזרַ  הרֲֵי  לא,טז),  (דברים  נכֵרַ-הָארֶָץ"  אֱלֹהֵי 
פְּלוֹנִי  אִישׁ  עַל  גָזרַ  שֶׁלֹּא  לְפִי  מהֵןֶ:   נִפרְַע  וְלמָּהָ  זרָָה.   עֲבוֹדָה 
הַזּוֹנִים  מֵאוֹתןָ  וְאחֶָד  אחֶָד  כָּל  אֵלָא  הַזּוֹנהֶ;  הוּא  שֶׁיּהְִיהֶ  הַיָּדוּעַ, 
וְלֹא  עוֹבֵד.   הָיהָ  לֹא  לעֲַבֹד,  רָצהָ  לֹא  זרָָה--אִלּוּ  עֲבוֹדָה  שׁעֶָבְדוּ 
הוֹדִיעוֹ הַבּוֹרֵא, אֵלָא מִנהְָגוֹ שֶׁלּעָוֹלםָ.  הַא למְהַ זהֶ דּוֹמהֶ--לְאוֹמרֵ 
העָםָ הַזּהֶ, יהְִיהֶ בּהָןֶ צַדִּיקִים וּרְשׁעִָים.  לֹא מִפְּנֵי זהֶ יֹאמרַ הרָָשׁעָ 
הוּא  בּרָוְּ  הַקָּדוֹשׁ  שׁהֶוֹדִיעַ  מִפְּנֵי  רָשׁעָ,  שֶׁיּהְִיהֶ  עָלָיו  נִגְזרַ  כְּברָ 
לֹא-יחְֶדַּל  "כִּי  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  כּעְִנְיןַ  בְּיִשׂרְָאֵל,  רְשׁעִָים  שֶׁיּהְִיהֶ  למְֹשׁהֶ 

אֶבְיוֹן, מִקּרֶֶב הָארֶָץ" (דברים טו,יא).

והְמַּרְִיעִים  המַּצְרִֵים  מֵאוֹתןָ  וְאחֶָד  אחֶָד  כָּל  המַּצִרְִיִּים,  וכְןֵ 
עַל  גָזרַ  בְּיָדוֹ--שֶׁלֹּא  הרְָשׁוּת  להָםֶ,  להְרַָע  רָצהָ  לֹא  אִלּוּ  לְיִשׂרְָאֵל, 
להָםֶ.   לֹא  בְּארֶֶץ  להְִשׁתְּעְַבַּד  זרְַעוֹ  שׁסֶּוֹף  הוֹדִיעוֹ  אֵלָא  יָדוּעַ,  אִישׁ 
וּכְברָ אמָרְַנוּ, שְׁאֵין כּוֹחַ בָּאָדָם לֵידַע הֵיאְַ יֵדַע הַקָּדוֹשׁ בּרָוְּ הוּא 

דְּברִָים שׁעֶתֲִידִין להְִיוֹת.

And that which David said (Psalms 25:8-9), good and true 
is God, therefore God teaches sinners the way and guides 
the humble, means that God sends prophets to teach 
them the ways of God and causes them to do teshuvah. 
Furthermore, God gave them the power to learn and 
understand, for this is a human quality: when a person is 
drawn toward the ways of wisdom and righteousness, 
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one will desire them and pursue them. This is what the 
Rabbis of blessed memory said: “one who comes to 
purify, receives assistance.” Meaning, he will find 
assistance in this endeavor. 

But is it not written in the Torah (Genesis 15:13) and they 
will make them labor, and they will oppress them, that the 
Egyptians were ordered to do this evil? It is also written 
(Deuteronomy 31:16) and the people will rise and defile 
themselves by following the gods of a strange land. 
Behold, it was decreed that Israel would serve idols, so 
why were they punished for this? The answer is because 
the decree that the Jews would serve idols was not 
binding on any specific individual. If any given person 
among those who wished to serve idols were to refuse, 
he could have refused. The Creator was simply informing 
Moses in a general manner about the workings of the 
world, as if to say, “there will be people who will be 
righteous, and there will be people who will be wicked.” 
This teaching of the Holy One who is Blessed to Moses 
does not imply that any given person is under a decree 
to be wicked. Similarly, it is written (Deuteronomy 15:11), 
for there will never cease to be poor people in the land.  

So too with the Egyptians, who did evil to the Jewish 
people.  If any one of them did not want to harm the 
Jews, the choice to refrain would be within his power, as 
the decree was not placed on any specific individual. 
God informed Abraham that in the future his children 
would be enslaved in a land that was not theirs. We have 
already discussed that a human being does not have the 
power to know how God knows things that will come 
about in the future. 
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Commentary 

One should not think that God withholds the privilege of 
teshuvah in a capricious or cruel fashion. On the contrary, 
God  implants  in  all  people  a  natural  desire  for  the 
opposite,  described  by  the  eighteenth  century  Scottish 
philosopher  David  Hume  as  the  “sentiment  of 
benevolence.”  When  we  encounter  things  that  are  wise 
and righteous, we naturally appreciate them and wish to 
learn more of them. True, teshuvah is a privilege, but we all 
start out with this privilege granted, and with a healthy 
desire  to keep that  privilege intact.   God also wishes to 
encourage us on our personal spiritual journeys, and will 
provide assistance along the way, physical and otherwise.  
The  nature  of  this  Divine  assistance  will  receive  greater 
treatment in Chapter Nine.

Returning  to  the  concept  introduced  in  the  previous 
chapter,  the notion of  pre-determinism does not provide 
refuge for one who commits wrongful acts.  Maimonides 
asserted that scriptural verses that imply otherwise are not 
correctly interpreted; they are general statements that are 
relevant on a collective level without implications for any 
specific individual. Maimonides’ closing comment means 
that the reality of poverty will always exist, but that does 
not mean any specific person will necessarily labor under 
the decree of indigence.

Maimonides  concludes  this  chapter  by  reiterating  that 
every person has the potential for spiritual greatness.  The 
following  chapter  will  discuss  pragmatic  strategies  to 
develop these powers, such that a person may become a 
Master of Teshuvah. 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Notes to Self 

1)  My  grandmother  of  blessed  memory  used  to  say,  “a 
change is as good as a rest.” When we experience teshuvah 
fatigue, switch to something else, like learning some Torah 
on a topic unrelated to teshuvah.

2) The Talmud asserts that the yetser ha-ra is bigger than we 
are, full stop (Sukkah 52). We simply can’t beat it on our 
own. We need help, but God is there for us. As the great 
medieval commentator Rashi puts it (Numbers 3:16), God 
tells Moses, “you do your part, and I’ll do mine.” We put 
in  our  best  effort,  no  matter  how  overwhelming  the 
challenge, and God will do the rest.

3)
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Chapter Seven: Teshuvah 

Introduction 

Ironically, it is here, in the seventh chapter of The 
Ways of Repentance, that Maimonides addressed the 
meaning  of  a  teshuvah  in  a  direct  and  sustained 
manner.  The  previous  six  chapters  dealt  with 
foundational  concepts  that  were  preparatory  in 
nature,  ideas  that  required  fleshing  out  before 
Maimonides  could  speak  directly  to  the  idea  of 
teshuvah. The value of confession, the philosophical 
foundations of change, and impediments to teshuvah were 
necessary  precursors  to  the  chapter  that  finally  deals 
directly with teshuvah.

Teshuvah  is  an  unique  commandment  in  many ways,  as 
Rabbi  Avraham Yitzhak ha-Kohen Kook observed in the 
introduction to his Orot Ha-Teshuvah.  “On one hand,” he 
wrote,  “it  is  the  easiest  of  commandments,  for  even 
thinking of teshuvah is itself teshuvah. On the other hand, it 
is the most difficult, for one has not yet realized it in the 
world and in life.”

Maimonides  hinted at  the  essence  of  teshuvah  at  several 
points throughout this work, and now it is finally time to 
return to the nature of the Master of Teshuvah  in a more 
concrete fashion.
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 7.1

הָאָדָם  יִשׁתְַּדַּל  שֶׁבֵּארְַנוּ,  כּמְוֹ  לוֹ  נתְוּנהָ  אָדָם  כָּל  וּרְשׁוּת  הוֹאִיל 
בּעַַל  והְוּא  שֶׁיּמָוּת  כְּדֵי  מחֲֵטָאָיו,  כַּפָּיו  וְלִנעְרֹ  תְּשׁוּבהָ  לעֲַשׂוֹת 

תְּשׁוּבהָ, כְּדֵי שֶׁיִּזכְּהֶ לחְַיֵּי העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא.

Since the power of teshuvah is granted to everyone, as 
we have described, a person should strive to do teshuvah 
and cleanse his hands of sin, in order that he die as a 
Master of Teshuvah and merit the life of the World to 
Come. 

 Commentary 

When does the process of teshuvah end? When can we stop 
and congratulate ourselves on a job well done? When may 
we  savor  the  victory  of  overcoming  such  a  daunting 
challenge? Much as we might look forward to that sweet 
pleasure, teshuvah is an essential aspect of life itself. There 
are perhaps rest stops along the way when we may sit for a 
moment and look back along the path, but our journey of 
self-actualization lasts only as long as we draw breath. As 
Rabbi Yerucham Bensinger once expressed it to me, in his 
classic monotone, “you will have plenty of time to rest—
later.” 

Death is the ultimate motivator--we know that the clock is 
running,  and  are  therefore  called  upon  to  complete  as 
much  of  the  task  as  possible  before  we  are  called  to  a 
higher judgement. Rabbi Tarfon poetically expressed this 
concept in Pirkei Avot (2:15): “The day is short, the work is 
great,  the laborers are sluggish,  the reward is  abundant, 
and the Employer is demanding.”

!174



Earlier in that chapter of Pirkei Avot, Rabbi Eliezer advises 
his students to “repent one day before death,” a point that 
Maimonides  emphasized  in  the  following  halakhah.  The 
commentators point out that since this day is unknown to 
us all, we must therefore spend every day in teshuvah. A 
life  so  lived  is  not  one  of  constant  hand-wringing  and 
wailing, rather it is a conscious decision to live, fully and 
most completely, in a state of harmony with self,  family, 
community,  and God. A life of  teshuvah  requires a sober 
commitment  to  self-control  and  periodic  self-analysis,  a 
determination to be cheerful in the face of adversity and 
courageous in the presence of threat. This is the nobility of 
a Master of Teshuvah.
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 7.2

לעְוֹלםָ ירְִאהֶ אָדָם אתֶ עצַמְוֹ כְּאִלּוּ הוּא נוֹטהֶ למָוּת, וְשׁמֶּא ימָוּת 
וְלֹא  מִיָּד,  מחֲֵטָאָיו  יָשׁוּב  לְפִיכְָּ  בּחֲַטָאָיו;  עוֹמֵד  וְנמִצְָא  בְּשׁעָתָוֹ 
שֶׁשְּׁלֹמהֹ  הוּא  שֶׁיַּזְקִין.   קֹדֶם  ימָוּת  אָשׁוּב--שׁמֶּא  כְּשֶׁאַזְקִין  יֹאמרַ 
אוֹמרֵ בּחְכָמְתָוֹ "בּכְָל-עתֵ, יהְִיוּ בְגָדֶיָ לְבָנִים ושמן על ראשך אל 

יחסר" (קוהלת ט,ח).

A person should always consider himself as if he were 
close to death, as if his time had come, and that he 
remains immersed in his previous wrongdoing.  He 
should therefore do teshuvah for his sins immediately, 
and not say, “when I become old I will do teshuvah.” 
Perhaps he will die before he becomes old.  This is as 
Solomon said in his wisdom (Ecclesiastes 9:8) let your 
clothes be white at all times, and let oil not be absent 
from your head. 

Commentary 

Maimonides adapted a saying of Hillel (Avot  2:5), “do not 
say, ‘when I am free I will study--’ perhaps you will not be 
free.”  Applied to teshuvah, the message is similar: do not 
put off the painful but cleansing process of teshuvah. Like 
an apology, it is best done promptly and with sincerity. The 
metaphor taken from Ecclesiastes likens wrongdoing to a 
stain on a white garment, which is easiest to remove when 
the  stain  is  fresh.  In  this  manner,  the  anointing  oil,  a 
symbol of Divine favor, will remain on one’s head at all 
times.

Earlier,  Maimonides  wrote:  “even  though  teshuvah  and 
crying out in prayer are always good, the ten days between 
Rosh  Hashanah  and  Yom  Kippur  are  exceptionally 
valuable”  (2.6).   Recognizing  the  arduous  nature  of  the 
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teshuvah process, Maimonides first introduces the reader to 
a time-limited period for teshuvah, but here in the seventh 
chapter  he  emphasizes  the  real  point:  real  teshuvah  is 
perpetual, a choice for life.

More  than  this—the  Master  of  Teshuvah  will  actively 
stimulate teshuvah by maintaining awareness of his or her 
mortality.   How does  one  contemplate  the  day  of  one’s 
death  without  sliding  into  despair  or  desperation? 
Maimonides  will  provide  some  relief,  but  not  until  he 
discusses the next, crucial halakhah.
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 7.3

וְאַל תֹּאמרַ שְׁאֵין התְַּשׁוּבהָ אֵלָא מעֲֵברֵוֹת שֶׁיֵּשׁ בּהָןֶ מעֲַשׂהֶ, כְּגוֹן 
 ְ זְנוּת וְגָזֵל וּגְנֵבהָ.  כְּשׁםֵ שׁצֶּרִָיְ אָדָם לָשׁוּב מֵאֵלּוּ--כְָּ הוּא צרִָי
לחְַפַּשׂ בְּדֵעוֹת רָעוֹת שֶׁיֵּשׁ לוֹ, וְלָשׁוּב מהֵןֶ:  מןִ הכַּעַסַ, וּמןִ הָאֵיבהָ, 
וּמןִ הַקִּנְאהָ, וּמןִ התַּחַרְוּת, וּמןִ ההַתֶֶל, וּמרְֵדִיפתַ המַּמָוֹן והְכַָּבוֹד, 
וּמרְֵדִיפתַ המַַּאכֲָלוֹת, וכְַיּוֹצֶא בּהָןֶ--מןִ הכַֹּל צרִָיְ לחְַזרֹ בּתְִשׁוּבהָ.  
שֶׁאָדָם  שֶׁבִּזמְןָ  מעֲַשׂהֶ,  בּהָןֶ  שֶׁיֵּשׁ  מֵאוֹתןָ  קָשִׁים  העָוֲוֹנוֹת,  וְאֵלּוּ 
נִשְׁקָע בְּאֵלּוּ, קָשׁהֶ הוּא לִפרְֹשׁ.  וכְןֵ הוּא אוֹמרֵ "יעֲַזֹב רָשׁעָ דּרְַכּוֹ, 

וְאִישׁ אוָןֶ מחְַשְׁבתָֹיו" (ישעיהו נה,ז).

Do not think that teshuvah is only relevant for sins that 
involve a physical act, such as illicit sexual relations, theft 
or fraud. Just as a person must do teshuvah for acts of 
this nature, so too must a person examine his harmful 
attitudes and do teshuvah for them as well. He must do 
teshuvah for anger, strife, jealousy, mockery, the pursuit 
of money and honor, pursuit of fine food and so on. 
These sins are even more serious than those which have 
a physical action, for when a person is immersed in such 
thoughts, it is difficult to separate from them. Thus it is 
written (Isaiah 55:7), let the wicked abandon his way, and 
the sinful man his thoughts. 

Commentary 

Maimonides,  as  described  above  in  the  introduction  to 
Chapter  Two,  took a  comprehensive approach to  Jewish 
law. Whereas other medieval codifiers tended to be more 
conservative and record legislation only when it pertained 
to measurable,  empirical  behavior,  Maimonides ruled on 
the  inner  world  of  the  mind  as  well.  What  is  an 
appropriate  thought,  and  what  types  of  thinking  are 
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destructive?  Maimonides  emphasized  that  one  must  do 
teshvuah for harmful attitudes as well as harmful acts.  

As  a  matter  of  legislation,  Judaism  generally  regards 
thought as morally neutral (with some possible exceptions 
such  as  thoughts  of  idolatry),  but  holds  a  person 
responsible if he or she acts on those thoughts. Fantasizing 
about  an  act  of  violence,  for  example,  would  not  be 
punishable by Jewish law if one never carried out that act. 
Still,  such thoughts are not  totally without consequence, 
for two reasons. First, if one ultimately followed through 
and  acted  on  the  basis  of  that  thought,  then  the 
punishment for such a premeditated crime would be more 
severe.  Second,  and  more  seriously,  Maimonides  taught 
that these thoughts carry an internal contagion, a type of 
addiction that  infects  one’s  life  and makes it  difficult  to 
break free to engage in more productive thought.

On a deeper level: doing teshuvah for one’s actions is much 
simpler than doing teshuvah for one’s thoughts. The former 
represents  repentance  for  the  actions  one  has  taken;  the 
latter  is  a  lament  for  the  person one has  become.  “Any 
struggle against one’s nature,” writes Rabbi Moshe Hayim 
Luzzatto in this context, “is a brutal struggle.”

Sometimes—often,  actually—I  think  of  my  father,  and 
wonder what he would say of a particular choice I made or 
action I took. For the most part I imagine he approves, but 
there are certainly things I  regret,  and I can picture him 
saying, “now what did you do that for, Henry?” On the 
other  hand,  I  don’t  think  he  ever  expressed  any 
disapproval  of  who  I  was  as  a  person.  I  think  he  was 
generally happy with me, although from my teenage years 
on I think my choices mystified him. Still, even the thought 
of  experiencing  his  disapproval  of  the  person  I  have 
become is deeply unsettling. 
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Maimonides  urged  us  to  reach  deeper  than  merely 
cataloging  our  deeds  and  words.  Teshuvah  applies  to 
thoughts  as  well.  What  kinds  of  thoughts  occupy  us? 
Meaningful,  creative,  compassionate  thoughts,  or  selfish, 
superficial notions? Our secret inner lives, shared with no 
one, are not exempt from the searing light of teshuvah.

At this point, thankfully, Maimonides pivoted away from 
the burden of teshuvah and offers some welcome words of 
encouragement.
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 7.4

אַל יְדַמּהֶ בּעַַל תְּשׁוּבהָ שׁהְוּא מרְֹחָק ממִּעֲַלתַ הצַַּדִּיקִים, 
אֵלָא  כּןֵ,  הַדָּברָ  אֵין  שׁעֶָשׂהָ.   והְחַַטָּאוֹת  העָוֲוֹנוֹת  מִפְּנֵי 
אהָוּב וְנחֶמְָד הוּא לִפְנֵי הַבּוֹרֵא, וּכְאִלּוּ לֹא חָטָא מעֵוֹלםָ; 
החֵַטְא  טעַםַ  טעָםַ  שׁהֶרֲֵי  הרְַבּהֵ,  שֶׁשּׂכְרָוֹ  אֵלָא  עוֹד  וְלֹא 
שֶׁבּעֲַלֵי  מְקוֹם  חכֲמִָים,  אמָרְוּ  יצִרְוֹ.   וכְָבַשׁ  ממִֶּנּוּ  וּפרֵַשׁ 
תְּשׁוּבהָ עוֹמְדִין בּוֹ, אֵין צַדִּיקִים גּמְוּרִין יכְוּלִין לעַמֲֹד בּוֹ:  
כְּלוֹמרַ מעֲַלתָןָ גְּדוֹלהָ ממִּעֲַלתַ אֵלּוּ שֶׁלֹּא חָטְאוּ מעֵוֹלםָ, 

מִפְּנֵי שׁהְןֶ כּוֹבְשִׁין יצִרְָם יתָרֵ מהֵןֶ.

A Master of Teshuvah should not think that he is far from 
the level of the righteous because of past sins, 
committed intentionally or otherwise. This is not so. 
Rather, the Master of Teshuvah is beloved and cherished 
by the Creator as if the sins had never happened at all. 
Furthermore, the reward is greater, for the Master of 
Teshuvah had tasted the taste of sin and separated from 
it, conquering human nature. The Sages taught that in the 
place where the Masters of Teshuvah stand, not even the 
completely righteous can stand, meaning, their level is 
greater than the level of those who never sinned, 
because they conquered their evil inclinations to a 
greater degree. 

Commentary 

The mandate to change seems overwhelming. How can a 
person overcome years  of  ingrained behavior,  especially 
the thoughts and attitudes that have acquired the inertia of 
habit?  Maimonides  offered  comfort  and  encouragement 
with  his  citation  of  Rabbi  Abahu’s  assessment  of  the 
Master  of  Teshuvah  in  the  Talmud (Berakhot  34b):  “in  a 
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place where the Masters of Teshuvah  stand, not even the 
completely righteous can stand.”  

Scholars  of  Maimonidean  thought  know  that  what  he 
omitted is often as revealing as what was set to the page.  
Here, for example, Maimonides described Rabbi Abahu’s 
opinion, but he does not mention the counter-opinion of 
Rabbi Yohanan, who holds that the reward for the Masters 
of  Teshuvah  is  great,  but  cannot  be  compared  with  the 
reward for the completely righteous who never sinned at 
all.  By  ignoring  that  passage  altogether,  Maimonides 
comes down clearly in favor of Rabbi Abahu’s teaching on 
the  subject  of  teshuvah:  even  the  completely  righteous 
cannot  stand in  the  place  where  the  Master  of  Teshuvah 
stands.

Perhaps  this  passage  is  the  necessary  response  to  the 
conditions  described  in  2:1:  a  Master  of  Teshuvah  is 
someone  who  firmly  resolves  to  resist  his  or  her  evil 
inclination,  but  a  complete  Master  of  Teshuvah  is  only 
someone who has failed in the past, and was subsequently 
tested and successfully withstood temptation. Our passage 
clearly  refers  to  the  latter  Master  of  Teshuvah,  since  it 
describes one who “tasted the taste of sin and separated 
from it.” 

Success  is  not  the  determining  factor  distinguishing  the 
simple  Master  of  Teshuvah  from the  complete  Master  of 
Teshuvah.  The  key  to  reaching  this  higher  status  is  the 
experience of prior failure. One simply cannot compare a 
person  who  fails  and  then  succeeds  to  someone  who 
merely succeeds.
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 7.5

אֵלָא  נִגְאָלִין,  יִשׂרְָאֵל  וְאֵין  התְַּשׁוּבהָ;  עַל  צוִּוּ  כֻּלּןָ  הַנְּבִיאִים,  כָּל 
תְּשׁוּבהָ  לעֲַשׂוֹת  יִשׂרְָאֵל  שׁסֶּוֹף  תּוֹרָה  הִבְטִיחהָ  וּכְברָ  בּתְִשׁוּבהָ.  
 ָ עָלֶי כִי-יָבֹאוּ  "והְָיהָ  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  נִגְאָלִין,  הןֶ  וּמִיָּד  גָּלוּתןָ,  בּסְוֹף 
לְפָנֶיָ;  נתָתִַּי,  אֲשׁרֶ  והְַקְּלָלהָ,  הַבּרְָכהָ  הָאֵלּהֶ,  כָּל-הַדְּברִָים 
וְשַׁבתְָּ  אלוקך  ה'  הדיחך  אשר  הגוים  בכל  אֶל-לְבָבֶָ   , והֲַשֵׁבתָֹ
 ָ עַד-ה' אֱלֹקיָ ושמעת בקולו ככל אשר אנכי וגו' וְשָׁב ה' אֱלֹקי
ה'  הפיצך  אשר  העמים  מכל  וקבצך  ושב  וריחמך  אתֶ-שְׁבוּתְָ 

אלקיך שמה." (דברים ל,א-ג).

All the prophets commanded regarding teshuvah, and 
the Jewish people will not be redeemed except through 
teshuvah. The Torah has promised that in the end the 
Jews will do teshuvah, at the end of their exile, and they 
will immediately be redeemed, as it is written 
(Deuteronomy 30:1-3) and it will be that when all these 
things come to pass, the blessing and the curse that I set 
before you, and you will take them to heart, among all the 
nations in which you are dispersed, and you will return to 
the Lord your God and listen to His voice…and the Lord 
your God will return you and have mercy on you, 
returning and collecting you from all the nations where 
God had dispersed you. 

Commentary 

The Maimonides who comforted thousands with his far-
flung correspondence, from the embattled Jews of Yemen 
to the abused convert Ovadya, recorded here his words of 
comfort  for  the  Jewish  nation  as  a  whole.  Just  as  the 
complete Master of Teshuvah is elevated by the experience 
of prior failure, so too will the people as a whole one day 
know the exaltation of complete teshuvah. National failures 
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and other spiritual setbacks that plagued the Jewish people 
in the past will be transformed in the Messianic future by a 
massive, national teshuvah.

Teshuvah is the prerequisite for the promised redemption. A 
general  hermeneutic  rule  of  Hebrew  prophecy  is  that 
negative pronouncements are essentially conditional, and 
may be altered by teshuvah.  For example, Jonah received 
the prophecy that Nineveh was to be destroyed, and was 
commanded to relay his prophecy to the inhabitants of that 
great city. The people of Nineveh responded immediately 
with teshuvah,  and the prophecy was reversed (much to 
Jonah’s chagrin).  On the other hand, prophecies that are 
positive  in  nature,  promising  reward,  are  never 
conditional,  and  will  absolutely  come  to  pass. 
Maimonides’ citation of this Biblical passage indicates his 
conviction  that  the  Jewish  people  will  ultimately  do 
national teshuvah and earn the promised redemption.

The  role  of  the  prophet  as  rebuker  is  echoed  in  an 
interesting passage of Rabenu Bachya’s Duties of the Heart. 
He catalogs several types of teshuvah.  The purest form is 
represented in a person who comes to the realization that 
his or her behavior is wrong, and independently resolves 
to change. Paraphrasing his words slightly, the first level is 
like a runaway who realizes how he was once part of a 
home where he was loved and cherished,  and therefore 
turns back.

The second level, less exalted, is a person who grasps this 
truth by hearing the speech of a prophet or the words of 
the  Torah.  Rabenu  Bachya  compares  this  person  to  a 
runaway who meets  someone  else  from his  home,  who 
convinces the runaway to return.
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The third level  occurs  when the runaway observes  how 
other  runaways  are  harmed  and  abused,  and  decides 
based on this experience to return to the safety of home.

The fourth and lowest level is a runaway who falls into 
bad  company  and  endures  those  abuses  first  hand. 
Ultimately he is rescued and returned to his home, for his 
benefit but against his will.

In the end, we all come home. Ideally, we will recognize 
the value of home on our own accord. 
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 7.6

"שׁוּבהָ,  לַשּׁכְִינהָ--שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  הָאָדָם  אתֶ  שׁמְֶּקָרֶבתֶ  תְּשׁוּבהָ  גְּדוֹלהָ 
יִשׂרְָאֵל, עַד, ה' אֱלֹקיָ" (הושע יד,ב),  ונאמר לב שבתם עדי נאם 
ה', וְנֶאמֱרָ "אםִ-תָּשׁוּב יִשׂרְָאֵל נְאםֻ-ה' אֵלַי תָּשׁוּב" (ירמיהו ד,א):  

כְּלוֹמרַ אםִ תּחְַזרֹ בּתְִשׁוּבהָ, בִּי תִּדְבַּק.

לִפְנֵי  שָׂנוּי  זהֶ  הָיהָ  אמֶֶשׁ  הרְָחוֹקִים:   אתֶ  מְקָרֶבתֶ  התְַּשׁוּבהָ 
המַָּקוֹם, מְשֻׁקּץָ וּמרְֹחָק ותְוֹעֵבהָ; והְַיּוֹם הוּא אהָוּב וְנחֶמְָד, קָרוֹב 
אתֶ  מרְַחֵק  הוּא  בּרָוְּ  שׁהֶַקָּדוֹשׁ  שֶׁבַּלָּשׁוֹן  מוֹצֶא  אתַּהָ  וכְןֵ  וְיָדִיד.  
שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  רַבִּים:   בֵּין  יחִָיד  בֵּין  הַשָּׁבִים,  אתֶ  מְקָרֵב  החַַטָּאִים--בּהָּ 
"והְָיהָ בּמְִקוֹם אֲשׁרֶ-יֵאמָרֵ להָםֶ, לֹא-עמִַּי אתַּםֶ, יֵאמָרֵ להָםֶ, בְּנֵי 
-ל-חָי" (הושע ב,א), וְנֶאמֱרָ בִּיכָנְיהָ בּרְִשׁעְתָוֹ "כּתְִבוּ אתֶ-הָאִישׁ  אֵ
הַזּהֶ ערֲִירִי גבר לא יצליח בימיו וגמ'" (ירמיהו כב,ל), "אםִ-יהְִיהֶ 
(ירמיהו  ימְִינִי"  עַל-יַד  חוֹתםָ  יהְוּדָה,  מֶלְֶ  בןֶ-יהְוֹיָקִים  כָּנְיהָוּ 
כב,כד).  וכְֵיוןָ שֶׁשָּׁב בְּגָלוּתוֹ נֶאמֱרָ בִּזרְֻבָּבֶל בְּנוֹ "בַּיּוֹם ההַוּא נאם 
וְשׂמַתְִּיָ,  נְאםֻ-ה',  עַבְדִּי,  בּןֶ-שְׁאַלתְִּיאֵל  זרְֻבָּבֶל  אֶקּחֲָָ  צבקות  ה' 

כּחַוֹתםָ" (חגיי ב,כג).

Teshuvah is great because it brings a person closer to the 
Divine Presence, as it is written (Hosea 14:2) return, Israel, 
to the Lord your God, and it is written (Amos 4:6) they 
have turned their heart to me, says the Lord, and it is 
written (Jeremiah 4:1) if you return, Israel, says the Lord, it 
is to Me that you return. Meaning, if you return in 
teshuvah, you will cleave to Me. 

Teshuvah draws close those who are distant. Once, this 
person was hateful before God: despised, distanced, and 
repudiated. Now, he is beloved, cherished, embraced 
and held dear. So too will you find that the expressions 
that the Holy One who is Blessed uses to push away the 
sinner are transformed for those who draw close through 
teshuvah, whether individuals or communities, as it is 
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written (Hosea 2:1) in the place where God will say to 
them, “you are not my people,” God will say to them, “You 
are the children of the Living God.” And it is said 
regarding Coniah in his wickedness (Jeremiah 22:30) 
write this man as cursed, let him not succeed in his days…
(22:24) if Coniah the son of Jehoiachim, King of Judah, 
were the seal on my right hand [I would cut it off]. Once 
he did teshuvah in his exile, it is said regarding Zerubavel 
his son (Haggai 2:23), on that day, says the Lord of Hosts, I 
will take you, Zerubavel, son of Shaltiel My servant, says 
the Lord, and I will place you as My seal.  
  

Commentary 

Maimonides  is  generally  regarded  as  a  rationalist, 
dismissing  certain  elements  of  Jewish  mysticism as  folk 
superstition  and  promoting  spiritual  advancement 
through  philosophical  inquiry.  From  time  to  time, 
however,  elements  more  familiar  to  kabbalistic  thought 
seem  to  appear  in  his  writings.  The  contrast  between 
Maimonides the thinker and Maimonides the mystic seems 
less  pronounced  when  one  considers  the  intellectual 
journey of his illustrious son Avraham, who succeeded his 
father as head of the Jewish community at the tender age 
of 19. Like his father, Avraham was an able administrator 
and  prolific  author.  He  valiantly  defended  his  father’s 
rationalistic perspective from rabbinic attacks long before 
Maimonides’ books were burned in 1232, yet at the same 
time  Avraham  composed  his  own  works  with  deep 
mystical content. 

One  glimpses  a  hint  of  suggested  mysticism  in 
Maimonides’  reference  to  “drawing  close  to  the  Divine 
Presence.” Known in Hebrew as the Shekhinah, the Divine 
Presence refers  to the indwelling,  immanent and earthly 
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experience  of  God.  The  Kabbalists  describe  the  highest 
point of worldly spiritual achievement as an unio mystica 
with the Shekhinah,  using the terminology of marriage to 
express this religious bliss. Maimonides’ spare prose here 
evokes  a  similar  tone,  using  for  example  the  term 
“cleave” (devekut), first used in the Torah as a description 
of the relationship between Adam and Eve. We will return 
to this topic in the final chapter of The Ways of Repentance.

Maimonides  once  again  emphasized  here  the  complete 
turnabout  effected  by  teshuvah.  Once  repudiated,  the 
penitent  is  now  beloved;  once  displaced,  the  Master  of 
Teshuvah  is  now  at  home.  Maimonides  uses  the  biblical 
example of  Coniah,  once excoriated to the point  that  he 
was  metaphorically  removed  from  God’s  presence  as  a 
king  might  remove  his  signet  ring,  yet  was  eventually 
redeemed  through  teshuvah.   His  son  Zerubavel  was 
restored to his father's former position.
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 7.7

כּמַּהָ מעְֻלּהָ מעֲַלתַ התְַּשׁוּבהָ:  אמֶֶשׁ הָיהָ זהֶ מֻבְדָּל מהֵ' 
בֵּינכֵםֶ,  מַבְדִּלִים,  הָיוּ  "עוֲֹנתֵֹיכםֶ,  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  יִשׂרְָאֵל,  אֱלֹקי 
נעֲַנהֶ,  וְאֵינוּ  צוֹעֵק  נט,ב).   (ישעיהו  אֱלֹקיכםֶ"  לְבֵין 
" (ישעיהו א,טו).   שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "גּםַ כִּי-תרְַבּוּ תְפִלּהָ, אֵינֶנִּי שׁמֹעֵַ
ועְוֹשׂהֶ מצִוְוֹת וְטוֹרְפִין אוֹתןָ בְּפָנָיו, שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "מִי-בִקֵּשׁ זֹאת 
מִיֶּדְכםֶ, רְמסֹ חצֲרֵָי" (ישעיהו א,יב), "מִי גםַ-בּכָםֶ וְיסְִגּרֹ 
דְּלתַָיםִ ולא תאירו מזבחי חנם אין לי חפץ בכם אמר ה' 
א,י),  (מלאכי  מידכם"  ארצה  לא  ומנחה  צבקות 
"עֹלוֹתֵיכםֶ סְפוּ עַל-זִבחְֵיכםֶ, וְאכְִלוּ בָשׂרָ" (ירמיהו ז,כא).  

בּהַ',  הַדְּבֵקִים,  "וְאתַּםֶ,  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  בַּשּׁכְִינהָ,  מֻדְבָּק  הוּא  והְַיּוֹם 
"והְָיהָ  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  מִיָּד,  וְנעֲַנהֶ  צוֹעֵק  ד,ד).   (דברים  אֱלֹקיכםֶ" 
מצִוְוֹת  ועְוֹשׂהֶ  סה,כד).   (ישעיהו  אעֱֶנהֶ"  וַאֲנִי  טרֶֶם-יִקְרָאוּ, 
הָאֱלֹקים  רָצהָ  כְברָ,  "כִּי  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  וְשׂמִחְהָ,  בְּנחַתַ  אוֹתןָ  וּמְקַבְּלִין 
להָםֶ,  שׁמֶּתְִאוִַּים  אֵלָא  עוֹד  וְלֹא  ט,ז).   (קוהלת  אתֶ-מעֲַשֶׂיָ" 
עוֹלםָ,  וִירוּשָׁלםִָ--כִּימֵי  יהְוּדָה,  מִנחְתַ  להַ',  "ועְרְָבהָ,  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ 

וּכְשָׁנִים קַדְמֹנִיּתֹ" (מלאכי ג,ד).

How great is the power of teshuvah! Once this person 
was separated from the Lord, the God of Israel, as it is 
written (Isaiah 59:2), your sins separate you from your 
God. He would cry out but would not be answered, as it 
is written (Isaiah 1:15), even if you multiply your prayers, I 
will not listen. He would perform commandments and 
they would be torn up in his presence, as it is written 
(Isaiah 1:12), who wishes this from your hands, trampling 
in My courtyard? (Malachi 1:10) If there were one of you 
to shut My doors, such that you would not light My altar 
needlessly! I have no desire for you, says the Lord of 
Hosts, and I wish no offering from your hands. (Jeremiah 
7:21) Add offerings to your sacrifices, and eat your meat.  
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Today, however, he is bound up with the Divine Presence, 
as it is written (Deuteronomy 4:4) and you, who cleave to 
the Lord your God. He cries out and is answered 
immediately, as it is written (Isaiah 65:24), it will be that 
even before you call out I will answer. He will perform 
commandments and they will be accepted with pleasure 
and joy, as it is written (Ecclesiastes 9:7), for God has 
already approved your acts. Furthermore, he desired 
them, as it is written (Malachi 3:4), the offering of Judah 
and Jerusalem is as sweet to God as in the days of old 
and the early years. 

Commentary 

Note the  symmetrical  relationship describing the  person 
before  and  after  teshuvah.  Initially,  the  unrepentant 
individual is separated, his or her prayers are ignored, and 
his  or  her  good deeds are  rejected with prejudice.  After 
teshuvah, however, the penitent is drawn close, his or her 
prayers  are  welcomed  and  accepted  (indeed,  they  are 
answered even before they are expressed), and his or her 
good deeds are received with pleasure. What a remarkable 
transformation!  The  Master  of  Teshuvah  moves  from the 
dungeon of utter rejection to the very innermost chambers 
of the Sovereign.

Rabbi  Moshe  Cordovero,  in  his  remarkable  work  of 
Kabbalistic ethics entitled Tomer Devorah (The Palm Tree of 
Devorah), described this as the seventh of thirteen levels of 
forgiveness utilized by God in his relationship with human 
beings.  “God,” writes Rabbi Cordovero, “does not behave 
as human beings behave. When one person angers another, 
forgiveness is  usually partial  and they do not  love each 
other as they once did. When a person sins and repents, 
however,  God holds  him in  even  higher  regard.”  Rabbi 
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Cordovero goes on to explain this phenomenon further in 
the  context  of  the  Talmudic  passage  cited  in  7:4:  in  the 
place  where  penitents  stand,  not  even  the  completely 
righteous can stand. Imagine, he wrote, the Hebrew letter 
he (ה),  which is shaped like a covered porch. People are 
like a dot placed in the central hollow of the he, and when 
they sin, they drop out the open bottom. Teshuvah is the 
difficult process of raising one’s self back into the he again.

It is impossible, however, to climb back into the center of 
the he using the direct path straight upward, because the 
path has been made too slippery by the initial descent. The 
only way the Master of Teshuvah can gain access to the he is 
by finding footholds on the short left leg of the letter, and 
making the arduous ascent back up into the small opening 
just  under  the  roof  of  the  letter.  It  is  this  uppermost 
location,  writes  Rabbi  Cordovero,  that  is  reserved  for 
Masters  of  Teshuvah  by  virtue  of  their  efforts  to  regain 
entry. Righteous people who have never experienced the 
fall out of the letter cannot access this highest level, and 
therefore “in the place where penitents stand, not even the 
completely righteous can stand.”  All this is an illustration 
of the concept discussed here: God does not merely restore 
love for the Master of Teshuvah to the status quo before the 
sin—God  actually  intensifies  that  love,  cherishing  and 
valuing the penitent to an even greater degree.
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 7.8

בּעֲַלֵי תְּשׁוּבהָ, דּרְַכּןָ להְִיוֹת שְׁפָלִים ועֲַנוִָים בְּיוֹתרֵ:  אםִ חרְֵפוּ אוֹתןָ 
עוֹשׂהֶ  הָיִיתָ  אמֶֶשׁ  להָןֶ  וְאמָרְוּ  הרִָאשׁוֹנִים,  בּמְעֲַשֵׂיהםֶ  הכַּסְִילִים 
כְָּ וכְְָּ, וְאמֶֶשׁ הָיִיתָ אוֹמרֵ כְָּ וכְְָּ--אַל ירְַגִּישׁוּ להָןֶ.  אֵלָא שׁוֹמעְִין 
וּשׂמְחִֵין וְיוֹדְעִין, שֶׁזּוֹ זכְוּת להָןֶ; וְשׁכֶָּל זמְןָ שׁהְןֶ בּוֹשִׁין ממִּעֲַשֵׂיהםֶ 

שׁעֶָברְוּ וְנכְִלמִָין מהֵןֶ, זכְוּתןָ מרְֻבּהָ וּמעֲַלתָםָ מתְִגַּדֶּלתֶ.

וחְֵטְא גָּדוֹל הוּא לוֹמרַ לְבעַַל תְּשׁוּבהָ, זכְרֹ מעֲַשֶׂיָ הרִָאשׁוֹנִים, אוֹ 
הַדּוֹמִין  ועְִנְיָנִים  דְּברִָים  להְַזכְִּיר  אוֹ  לְבַיְּשׁוֹ,  כְּדֵי  בְּפָנָיו  להְַזכְִּירָם 
להָןֶ כְּדֵי להְַזכְִּירוֹ מהַ עָשׂהָ.  הכַֹּל אסָוּר וּמֻזהְרָ עָלָיו בּכְִלַל הוֹנָיתַ 
אִישׁ  תוֹנוּ  "וְלֹא  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  תּוֹרָה,  עָלֶיהָ  שׁהִֶזהְִירָה  דְּברִָים 

אתֶ-עמֲִיתוֹ" (ויקרא כה,יז).

It is the way of Masters of Teshuvah to be modest and 
exceptionally humble. If foolish people insult them 
regarding their earlier actions, saying “once you used to 
do this or that, once you used to say this or that,” the 
Masters of Teshuvah will not become angry. Rather, they 
will listen with joy, knowing that they earn great merit by 
doing so, for any time that they are embarrassed and 
ashamed of their past deeds, their merit rises and their 
personal quality is exalted. 

It is also completely sinful to say to a Master of Teshuvah, 
“remember your earlier deeds,” or to remind them in 
order to provoke shame, or even to allude to these things 
in order to embarrass them. All of this is forbidden and 
people are warned. These statements are included in the 
Torah’s prohibition of oppressive speech, as it is written 
(Leviticus 25:17), a person must not oppress another. 
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Commentary 

The Master of  Teshuvah  faces considerable pressure from 
his or her peer group and even family. Sometimes he or 
she  will  be  ridiculed  for  their  behavior,  and  this 
phenomenon  exists  even  among  those  who  are  very 
observant.  Sometimes  others  perceive  the  spiritual 
progress of the Master of Teshuvah as a personal rejection. 
When  a  young  man  or  woman  decides  to  observe  the 
Jewish dietary laws, for example,  this can cause a lot of 
strife in the family home. Will not the parent see this as a 
rejection of all the love invested in the child through years 
of careful food preparation? Maimonides’ emphasis on the 
humility of the Master of Teshuvah is especially important, 
because  he  or  she  must  learn  to  accept  rebuke 
appropriately,  understanding  the  root  cause  of  the 
opposition and treating friends and family with respect.

Maimonides wrote of the embarrassment and shame that 
Masters  of  Teshuvah  feel  for  their  past  deeds.  It  is 
interesting to note that Maimonides concluded this chapter 
with  a  seemingly  contradictory  note.  After  extolling  the 
virtues of the Master of Teshuvah, Maimonides emphasized 
the inherent humility of the penitent, noting the shame he 
or  she  feels  for  past  behavior.  This  shame,  however,  is 
entirely inward-directed,  and relates only to the healthy, 
empowering aspect of demanding personal accountability. 
The  Master  of  Teshuvah  feels  pain  for  the  damage  this 
originally caused to his or her relationship with God, but 
he  or  she  is  unintimidated by what  other  people  might 
think of this behavior for which the penitent has already 
atoned. 

Imagine,  by  comparison,  a  white-collar  criminal  who  is 
found guilty through due process. He pays full restitution 
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to the victims of  his  crime,  including punitive damages, 
and is sentenced to prison for a number of years. When he 
ultimately  completes  his  sentence  and  is  released,  how 
should he react to people who scorn him for his past? He 
has, after all, paid his debt to society. His criminal record is 
a  permanent  part  of  his  biography,  and  it  has 
consequences,  but  gratuitous  social  abuse  is  not 
acceptable. The rehabilitated ex-convict, now law-abiding 
citizen, should view such maltreatment as a reflection on 
those who would speak that way, not on himself. So too, 
the Master of Teshuvah  should reserve his ongoing regret 
for prior wrongs for his relationship with God, and remain 
tranquil before those who would degrade him for his past.

Rabbi Luzzatto writes: “it is impossible for a person not to 
have  shortcomings,  regardless  of  whatever  level  of 
personal development he has otherwise attained. Whether 
these failings are a result of his nature, or his immediate or 
extended family, or whatever circumstances shaped him, 
or his choices in life. There is no righteous person on earth who 
does  good and does  not  sin (Ecclesiastes 7:20).  These flaws 
prevent a person from self-aggrandizement, even if he is a 
person of great accomplishments,  for the flaws are large 
enough to obscure them.” 

A Master of Teshuvah  understands this concept well, and 
transforms it into personal humility.
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Reflections and Practical Applications 

1) Which type of runaway am I?

2) When I return, I will not be estranged for wandering. On 
the contrary, I will be loved to an even greater degree than 
we were on the day I left.

3)
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Chapter Eight: Future 

Introduction 

The logic of teshuvah demands that there be a just 
reward  for  those  who  complete  the  difficult 
journey  of  self-transformation.  Maimonides 
therefore followed his discussion of the Master of 
Teshuvah with a description of the World to Come 
in Jewish theology.

Maimonides’  views  on  the  afterlife  have 
occasioned  a  tremendous  amount  of  Rabbinic 
controversy.  Sharply  criticized  for  an  apparent 
deviation from some well-accepted norms, he later wrote a 
treatise on the subject of the afterlife that mollified many 
detractors,  but  left  later  scholars  puzzling  over 
Maimonides’ true intent. 
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 8.1

החַַיִּים  והְםֶ  הַבָּא;  העָוֹלםָ  חַיֵּי  הִיא  לצַַּדִּיקִים,  הצְַּפוּנהָ  הַטּוֹבהָ 
שְׁאֵין עמִּהָןֶ מוָתֶ, והְַטּוֹבהָ שְׁאֵין עמִּהָּ רָעהָ.  הוּא שׁכֶּתָוּב בּתַּוֹרָה, 
הַשּׁמְוּעהָ  מִפִּי  כב,ז):   (דברים  ימִָים"  והְַארֲַכתְָּ  לְָ,  יִיטַב  "למְעַןַ 
למְָדוּ "למְעַןַ יִיטַב לְָ" לעָוֹלםָ שׁכֶֻּלּוֹ טוֹב, "והְַארֲַכתְָּ ימִָים" לעָוֹלםָ 

שׁכֶֻּלּוֹ ארָוְּ; וְזהֶ הוּא העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא.

וּפרְִעוֹן  זוֹ;  בְּטוֹבהָ  וְיהְִיוּ  זהֶ,  לְנעֹםַ  שֶׁיִּזכְּוּ  הצַַּדִּיקִים--הוּא  שׂכְרַ 
הרְָשׁעִָים--הוּא שֶׁלֹּא יִזכְּוּ לחְַיִּים אֵלּוּ, אֵלָא יכִּרְָתוּ וְימָוּתוּ.  וכְָל מִי 
אֵלָא  לעְוֹלםָ,  חייה  שְׁאֵינוּ  המַּתֵ  הוּא  אֵלּוּ,  לחְַיִּים  זוֹכהֶ  שְׁאֵינוּ 
בּתַּוֹרָה,  הכַּתָוּב  הכַּרֵָת  הוּא  וְזהֶ  כַּבּהְמֵהָ.   וְאוֹבֵד  בּרְִשׁעְוֹ,  נכִרְָת 
טו,לא);  בה" (במדבר  עונה  ההִַיא  הַנֶּפֶשׁ  תּכִּרֵָת  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "הכִּרֵָת 
מִפִּי הַשּׁמְוּעהָ למְָדוּ "הכִּרֵָת" בּעָוֹלםָ הַזּהֶ, "תּכִּרֵָת" לעְוֹלםָ הַבָּא:  
כְּלוֹמרַ שֶׁאוֹתהָּ הַנֶּפֶשׁ שֶׁפּרְָשׁהָ מןִ הַגּוּף בּעָוֹלםָ הַזּהֶ--אֵינהָּ זוֹכהָ 

לחְַיֵּי העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא, אֵלָא גּםַ מןִ העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא נכִרְְתהָ.

The good that is set aside for the righteous is the World 
to Come. It is a life where there is no death, a good that 
has no evil. This is what is written in the Torah 
(Deuteronomy 22:7), in order that it benefit you, and your 
days be long. From this we learn that in order that it 
benefit you means a world that is entirely good, and that 
your days be long means a world that is infinitely long. 
This is the World to Come. 

The reward of the righteous is that they merit this benefit, 
they enjoy this good. The punishment of the wicked is 
that they do not merit this life, they are rather cut off and 
experience death. Anyone who does not merit this life 
simply dies, ceases to live altogether, and is cut off in his 
wickedness and destroyed like an animal. This is the 
“excision” that is described in the Torah, as it is written 
(Numbers 15:31), this soul shall certainly be cut off. From 
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this we learn that one may be cut off in this world, and cut 
off in the next world as well. A soul that separates from its 
body in this world will not merit the World to Come; 
rather the soul will be cut off from that World as well. 
  

Commentary 

Maimonides paraphrased a longer Talmudic discussion to 
establish an example of a scriptural basis for the existence 
of the World to Come, describing the reward that awaits 
the righteous,  regardless of the quality of Divine service 
that a person undertakes.  Later, Maimonides will discuss 
a form of teshuvah  that is done solely for the sake of the 
love of God, known as “service out of love” (Chapter Ten).

Maimonides’ words on the concept of excision (karet) are 
brief, and have occasioned considerable debate among the 
commentators. This passage in particular seems to indicate 
that  Maimonides  does  not  expect  retribution  for  the 
wicked other than their complete loss of existence through 
excision.  While  horrendous,  this  punishment  does  not 
seem adequate for some truly evil individuals. In order for 
the logic of reward and punishment to retain validity, the 
punishment must  be commensurate with the crime,  and 
the  mere  cessation  of  consciousness  hardly  seems 
appropriate  for  people  who  inflict  terrible  suffering  on 
others. 

Elsewhere  in  his  writings  Maimonides  expanded  this 
discussion  of  reward  and  punishment.  Rabbi  Eliyahu 
Touger  identifies  three  different  levels  of  punishment  in 
Maimonides’ work, expanding on the atonement process 
described  above  in  Chapter  1.  Those  guilty  of  minor 
transgressions  that  do  not  receive  atonement  during  a 
person’s lifetime are punished with a temporary exposure 
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to  gehinom,  a  kind  of  purgatory,  for  less  than  twelve 
months, after which they enter the World to Come. Those 
who commit more serious offenses that deserve excision, 
and  have  not  received  atonement  for  these  acts  in  this 
world, end their existence immediately through excision, 
as described here: their punishment is the complete denial 
of  the  World  to  Come.  Finally,  a  third  category  of 
individuals experience eternal punishment in gehinom.

More  recent  academic  scholarship  has  portrayed 
Maimonides’ hesitancy to dwell on the concept of gehinom 
as a reflection of his general rationalist view of the afterlife, 
in  which  all  physical  pleasures  are  subordinated  to 
spiritual contemplation of the radiance of Divine wisdom. 
If reward is entirely intellectual, should punishment also 
not be of the same category? For our purposes, studying 
the phenomenon of teshuvah, an extended discussion of the 
various interpretations of Maimonides is out of place, but 
interested readers may find the insightful treatment of this 
topic  in  Moshe  Halbertal’s  biography  of  Maimonides 
enlightening.  For  our  part,  we  will  follow  Maimonides’ 
discussion  in  this  chapter,  which  moves  away  from 
punishment and concentrates rather on eternal reward.
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 8.2

העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא--אֵין בּוֹ גּוּף וּגוְִיּהָ, אֵלָא נַפְשׁוֹת הצַַּדִּיקִים בִּלְבָד, בְּלֹא 
גּוּף כּמְַלְאכֲֵי הַשּׁרֵָת.  הוֹאִיל וְאֵין בּוֹ גּוְִיּוֹת, אֵין בּוֹ לֹא אכֲִילהָ וְלֹא 
להָןֶ  צרְִיכִין  הָאָדָם  בְּנֵי  שֶׁגּוּפוֹת  הַדְּברִָים  מכִָּל  דָּברָ  וְלֹא  שׁתְִיּהָ 
לַגּוּפוֹת  שׁמְֶּארָֹעִין  הַדְּברִָים  מןִ  דָּברָ  בּוֹ  יֵארַע  וְלֹא  הַזּהֶ.   בּעָוֹלםָ 
וּשׂחְוֹק  ועְצֶֶב  וּמִיתהָ  וְשִׁינהָ  ועַמֲִידָה  יְשִׁיבהָ  כְּגוֹן  הַזּהֶ,  בּעָוֹלםָ 
וכְַיּוֹצֶא בּהָןֶ.  כְָּ אמָרְוּ חכֲמִָים הרִָאשׁוֹנִים, העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא--אֵין בּוֹ 
יוֹשְׁבִין  צַדִּיקִים  אֵלָא  תַּשׁמְִישׁ,  וְלֹא  שׁתְִיּהָ  וְלֹא  אכֲִילהָ  לֹא 

ועְַטרְוֹתֵיהםֶ בּרְָאשֵׁיהםֶ וְנהְִנִין מִזִּיו הַשּׁכְִינהָ.

הרֲֵי נתְִבּרַָר לְָ שְׁאֵין שׁםָ גּוּף, לְפִי שְׁאֵין שׁםָ אכֲִילהָ וּשׁתְִיּהָ.  וְזהֶ 
שֶׁאמָרְוּ צַדִּיקִים יוֹשְׁבִין, עַל דּרְֶֶ החִַידָה--כְּלוֹמרַ נַפְשׁוֹת הצַַּדִּיקִים 
עַטרְוֹתֵיהםֶ  שֶׁאמָרְוּ  זהֶ  וכְןֵ  יֶגעַ.   וְלֹא  עמָָל  בְּלֹא  שׁםָ,  מצְוּיִין 
הַבָּא,  העָוֹלםָ  לחְַיֵּי  זכָוּ  שֶׁבִּגְלָלהָּ  שֶׁיָּדְעוּ  דּעֵהָ  בּרְָאשֵׁיהםֶ--כְּלוֹמרַ 
מצְוּיהָ עמִּהָןֶ, והְִיא העֲָטרָָה שֶׁלּהָןֶ, כּעְִנְיןַ שֶׁאמָרַ שְׁלֹמהֹ "בּעֲָטרָָה, 
שׁעִֶטּרְָה-לּוֹ אמִּוֹ" (שיר השירים ג,יא).  והַרֲֵי הוּא אוֹמרֵ "וְשׂמִחְתַ 
עוֹלםָ, עַל-רֹאשׁםָ" (ישעיהו נא,יא), וְאֵין הַשּׂמִחְהָ גּוּף כְּדֵי שׁתֶָּנוּחַ 

עַל הרָֹאשׁ; כְָּ עֲטרָָה שֶׁאמָרְוּ חכֲמִָים כָּאן, הִיא הַדּעֵהָ.

וּמַשִּׂיגִין  הַשּׁכְִינהָ--שֶׁיּוֹדְעִין  מִזִּיו  וְנהְִנִין  שֶׁאמָרְוּ,  זהֶ  הוּא  וּמהַ 
הָאָפֵל  בַּגּוּף  והְןֶ  יוֹדְעִין  שְׁאֵינןָ  מהַ  הוּא,  בּרָוְּ  הַקָּדוֹשׁ  מֵאמֲתִּתַ 

הַשָּׁפָל.

In the World to Come there is no physical existence, 
rather the souls of the righteous exist without physical 
form like the ministering angels. Since one has no body, 
there is no eating nor drinking nor any of the other 
physical activities that the body would need in this world. 
The soul does not experience the various things that 
affect the physical body, such as sitting or standing, 
sleeping or death, sadness or joy and so on. Thus the 
early Sages said, “the World to Come has no eating nor 
drinking nor marital relations, rather the righteous sit with 
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crowns on their heads and enjoy the radiance of the 
Divine Presence.” 

Thus it is clear to you that there is no body, since there is 
no eating nor drinking.  The phrase “the righteous sit” is 
merely a figure of speech, meaning the righteous exist 
there without work or effort. The phrase “with crowns on 
their heads” refers to the wisdom they earned that 
allowed them to merit the life of the World to Come. It 
becomes their crown, as Solomon said (Song of Songs 
3:11), the crown that his mother placed upon him and 
(Isaiah 51:11) and eternal joy will rest upon their heads. 
Just as joy is not a physical object that could rest upon 
their heads, so too the crown that the Sages refer to here 
means knowledge. 

And what is the meaning of “they enjoy the radiance of 
the Divine Presence?” They know and understand the 
truth of the Holy One who is Blessed, a knowledge that 
was inaccessible when they existed in a dark and lowly 
physical form. 

Commentary 

Jewish texts describe two visions of the afterlife: the World 
to  Come,  and  the  Resuscitation  of  the  Dead (tehiyat  ha-
metim).  The  latter  clearly  implies  a  physical  revival  into 
some  corporeal  form,  and  therefore  many  of  the 
commentators take issue with Maimonides’ insistence that 
the afterlife is purely spiritual in nature.  

Maimonides responded to his early critics with a treatise 
on the topic of the afterlife in which he affirmed his belief 
in a physical revival.  This Resuscitation of the Dead, for 

!202



Maimonides, is part of the unfolding of the Messianic era, 
but it is entirely distinct from the World to Come, and in 
fact  is  secondary  to  the  more  perfect  nature  of  this 
existence after death. Since the topic of discussion in this 
chapter is the reward for teshuvah, Maimonides eliminated 
the eschatology of the end of days and concentrated on the 
World to Come.

What greater reward can there be for a person who lives 
the spiritual life of the mind than to enter a world in which 
all truth is accessible and revealed? As the Hebrew proverb 
relates,  “there  is  no  joy  greater  than  the  resolution  of 
doubt.”  Maimonides  described  a  world  in  which  all 
questions are answered. 
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8.3

כָּל נֶפֶשׁ הָאמֲוּרָה בּעְִנְיןָ זהֶ, אֵינהָּ הַנְּשׁמָהָ שׁהְִיא צרְִיכהָ 
הַבּוֹרֵא  שׁהִֶשִּׂיגהָ  הַדּעֵהָ  שׁהְִיא  הַנֶּפֶשׁ,  צוּרַת  אֵלָא  לַגּוּף, 
המַּעֲַשִׂים.   וּשְׁארָ  הַנִּפרְָדוֹת  הַדּעֵוֹת  והְִשִּׂיגהָ  כּוֹחהָּ  כְּפִי 
והְִיא הצַּוּרָה שֶׁבֵּארְַנוּ עִנְיָנהָּ בְּפרֵֶק רְבִיעִי מהִֵלכְּוֹת יסְוֹדֵי 

התַּוֹרָה; הִיא הַנִּקְרֵאת נֶפֶשׁ, בּעְִנְיןָ זהֶ.

אֵלָא  המַּוָתֶ  שְׁאֵין  מוָתֶ,  עמִּהָםֶ  שְׁאֵין  אֵלּוּ--לְפִי  חַיִּים 
החַַיִּים,  צרְוֹר  נִקְרְאוּ  גּוּף,  שׁםָ  וְאֵין  הַגּוּף  ממְִּארְֹעוֹת 
ד'  את  החַַיִּים  בּצִרְוֹר  צרְוּרָה  אֲדֹנִי  נֶפֶשׁ  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "והְָיתְהָ 

אלוקך ואת נפש אויביך יקלענה וגו'" (שמואל א כה,כט).  וְזהֶ 
אחַרֲֶיהָ  שְׁאֵין  והְַטּוֹבהָ  ממִֶּנּוּ,  למְעְַלהָ  שׂכָרָ  שְׁאֵין  הַשּׂכָרָ  הוּא 

טוֹבהָ; והְִיא שׁהֶתְִאוַּוּ כָּל הַנְּבִיאִים.  

The term “soul” [nefesh] used in this discussion is not the 
same as the soul [neshamah] that is necessary for the 
body. Rather it is the part of the soul [nefesh] that is able 
to understand the Creator according to its capacity, and 
grasps the various separate qualities of thinking and 
other actions. It is the element that was described in the 
fourth chapter of the Laws of the Foundations of the 
Torah, which is called nefesh in that context. 

This life admits of no death, as death is one of the things 
that affect a body, and here there is no body. Therefore 
this life is called “the bonds of life,” as it is written (I 
Samuel 25:29), and the soul of my master will be bound 
up in the bonds of life with the Lord your God, and the 
soul of your enemies will be cast away. This is the reward 
that admits of no higher reward, the good for which there 
can be no greater good. It is the thing most desired by all 
the prophets. 
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Commentary 

The  Hebrew  language  has  several  words  that  are 
commonly  rendered  as  “soul”  in  English,  and  they  are 
used  in  varying  contexts  throughout  the  corpus  of 
Rabbinic  literature.  Maimonides  explained  here  that  the 
term nefesh can mean two different things. It can refer to 
the lowest level of the soul, the part that gives a physical 
body its animating force. In the context of this work, and 
specifically  describing  the  experience  of  the  World  to 
Come, the nefesh  is that aspect of the soul that is able to 
grasp abstract concepts, and as such it is able to appreciate 
the  spiritual-intellectual  nature  of  the  World  to  Come. 
Maimonides’  use  of  terminology  for  the  soul  is  not 
necessarily  consistent  with  the  usage  of  later  thinkers, 
particularly the Safed circle and the Hasidic masters.

This  is  not  to  say that  Maimonides was unaware of  the 
mystical teachings that formed the core of the teachings of 
Rabbi  Moshe  Cordovero,  Rabbi  Isaac  Luria,  and  later 
mystics.  The  prominent  mysticism  of  Maimonides’  own 
son Avraham is a testament to the fact that such ideas were 
circulating  at  the  time.  Furthermore,  the  fact  that 
Maimonides  felt  the  need  to  distinguish  the  unusual 
meaning  of  mystical  terminology  indicates  that  he  was 
aware of the standard definition of words like nefesh. The 
goal of The Ways of Repentance,  and the Mishneh Torah  in 
general, however, is to provide the common reader with a 
comprehensive,  comprehensible  overview  of  the  entire 
body of Jewish law, and as such Maimonides chose not to 
delve into a discussion of Kabbalah here. Whether or not 
he  harbored  mystical  beliefs—an  argument  that  runs 
against  the  grain of  superficial  readings  of  Maimonides, 
but is  not  at  all  impossible—is beyond the scope of  our 
work here. 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 8.4

 ְ וְדֶרֶ קָדְשׁוֹ,  וּמְקוֹם  ה',  הרַ  מָשָׁל:   דּרְֶֶ  להָּ  קָרְאוּ  שׁמֵוֹת  וכְמַּהָ 
הַקֹּדֶשׁ, וחְצַרְוֹת ה', וְאהֶֹל ה', וְנעֹםַ ה', והְֵיכָל ה', וּבֵית ה', וְשׁעַרַ 
ה'.  והְחַכֲמִָים קָרְאוּ להָּ דּרְֶֶ מָשָׁל לְטוֹבהָ זוֹ המְַּזמֶֻּנתֶ לצַַּדִּיקִים, 

סעְוֹדָה; וְקוֹרִין להָּ בּכְָל מָקוֹם, העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא.

There are many terms that are used to describe this by 
way of analogy: (Psalms 24:3) the Mountain of God, God’s 
holy place (Isaiah 35:8), the holy path (Psalms 65:5, 92;14) 
the courtyards of God (Psalms 15:1) the tent of God 
(Psalms 27:4) the pleasant place of God (Psalms 5:8) the 
sanctuary of God (Psalms 27:4) the house of God (Psalms 
118:20) the gate of God.  The Sages used the term 
“banquet” to describe the good that is reserved for the 
righteous. It is otherwise known as the World to Come. 

Commentary 

Continuing  his  discussion  of  terminology,  Maimonides 
identified various references to Divine locations described 
in the Hebrew Bible as anthropomorphisms for the World 
to Come.  This will be qualified in the 8.6 as purely literary 
representations,  since  for  Maimonides  these  experiences 
are solely intellectual-spiritual in nature. 
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 8.5

תִזכְּהֶ  וְלֹא  הַנֶּפֶשׁ  ממִֶּנּהָ--שׁתֶּכִּרֵָת  גְּדוֹלהָ  נְקָמהָ  שְׁאֵין  הַנְּקָמהָ 
עוֲֹנהָ  ההִַיא,  הַנֶּפֶשׁ  תּכִּרֵָת  "הכִּרֵָת  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  החַַיִּים,  לְאוֹתןָ 
בהָּ" (במדבר טו,לא).  וְזהֶ האובדן הוּא שֶׁקּוֹרְאִין אוֹתוֹ הַנְּבִיאִים 
כְּלָיהָ  לָשׁוֹן  וכְָל  ועֲַלוּקָה;  ותְָפתְּהֶ  וַאֲבדּוֹן  שׁחַתַ  בְּארֵ  מָשָׁל,  דּרְֶֶ 
תְּקוּמהָ  אחַרֲֶיהָ  שְׁאֵין  הכְַּלָיהָ  שׁהְִיא  לְפִי  לוֹ,  קוֹרְאִין  והְַשׁחְתָהָ 

לעְוֹלםָ והְהֶַפסְֵד שְׁאֵינוּ חוֹזרֵ לעְוֹלםָ.

The reckoning, for which there is no more serious 
reckoning, is that the soul be cut off and not merit to 
share in this World to Come, as it is written (Numbers 
15:31), this soul shall certainly be cut off, it bears its sin. 
This is the utter destruction that the prophets described 
by analogy as (Psalms 55:24) the pit of destruction, 
(Psalms 88:12) obliterated (Isaiah 30:33), place of fire 
(Proverbs 30:15) leech, and other terms denoting 
annihilation and destruction, since this is an annihilation 
for which there is no revival, a loss that cannot ever be 
compensated. 
  

Commentary 

Maimonides  balanced  his  description  of  the 
anthropomorphisms used to describe the World to Come 
with this  list  of  similar  terms used to  describe  its  polar 
opposite.  Note  that  they  are  all  in  keeping  with  his 
intellectual view of the afterlife. If the greatest reward is 
the spiritual enjoyment of Divine radiance is participation 
in  the stimulating conversation of  a  banquet,  then what 
greater  punishment  could  there  be  than  to  lack  an 
invitation? If revelation of wisdom is the greatest reward, 
then  exclusion  from  that  knowledge  would  be  eternal 
punishment.
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 8.6

שׁמֶֶּא תֵּקַל בּעְֵינֶיָ טוֹבהָ זוֹ, וּתְדַמּהֶ שְׁאֵין שׂכְרַ המַּצִוְוֹת 
אוֹכֵל  להְִיוֹתוֹ  אֵלָא  הָאמֱתֶ,  בְּדַרְכֵי  שָׁלםֵ  הָאָדָם  והַוֲִיּתַ 
בִּגְדֵי  וְלוֹבֵשׁ  נָאוֹת  צוּרוֹת  וּבוֹעֵל  טוֹבוֹת  מַאכֲָלוֹת  וְשׁוֹתהֶ 
שֵׁשׁ ורְִקְמהָ וְשׁוֹכןֵ בְּאהֳָלֵי שׁןֵ וּמִשׁתְּמֵַּשׁ בּכְִלֵי כּסֶףֶ וְזהָָב 
העָרֲָבִיִּים  אֵלּוּ  שׁמְֶּדַמִּין  כּמְוֹ  לְאֵלּוּ,  הַדּוֹמִין  וּדְברִָים 

הַטִּפְּשִׁים הָאוֱִילִים הַשְּׁטוּפִים בְּזמִּהָ.

אֲבָל החַכֲמִָים וּבעֲַלֵי דּעֵהָ יֵדְעוּ שׁכֶָּל הַדְּברִָים הָאֵלּוּ דִּברְֵי 
גְּדוֹלהָ  טוֹבהָ  וְאֵינםָ  תּוֹחֶלתֶ.   בּהָןֶ  וְאֵין  הןֶ,  והְֶבֶל  הֲבָאי 

אצְֶלֵנוּ בּעָוֹלםָ הַזּהֶ, אֵלָא מִפְּנֵי שֶׁאָנוּ בּעֲַלֵי גּוּף וּגוְִיּהָ; וכְָל הַדְּברִָים 
אֵלָא  וּמחְמַַּדְתּןָ  להָןֶ  מתְִאוַּהָ  הַנֶּפֶשׁ  וְאֵין  הןֶ,  הַגּוּף  צרְָכֵּי  הָאֵלּוּ, 
מִפְּנֵי צרְֶֹ הַגּוּף, כְּדֵי שֶׁיּמִצְָא חֶפצְוֹ וְיעַמֲֹד עַל בּרְָיוֹ.  וּבִזמְןָ שְׁאֵין 

שׁםָ גּוּף, נמִצְְאוּ כָּל הַדְּברִָים הָאֵלּוּ בְּטֵלִים.

 ְ דּרֶֶ שׁםָ  אֵין  הַבָּא,  בּעָוֹלםָ  הַנֶּפֶשׁ  בּהָּ  שׁתֶּהְִיהֶ  הַגְּדוֹלהָ  הַטּוֹבהָ 
בּעָוֹלםָ הַזּהֶ להְַשִּׂיגהָּ וְלֵידַע אוֹתהָּ, שְׁאֵין אָנוּ יוֹדְעִין בּעָוֹלםָ הַזּהֶ 
אֵלָא טוֹבתַ הַגּוּף, וְלהָּ אָנוּ מתְִאוִַּין; אֲבָל אוֹתהָּ הַטּוֹבהָ גְּדוֹלהָ עַד 
מְאוֹד, וְאֵין להָּ ערְֵֶ בְּטוֹבוֹת שֶׁלּעָוֹלםָ הַזּהֶ אֵלָא דּרְֶֶ מָשָׁל.  אֲבָל 
בְּדֶרְֶ הָאמֱתֶ שֶׁנּעַרְֲֹ טוֹבתַ הַנֶּפֶשׁ בּעָוֹלםָ הַבָּא כּמְוֹ טוֹבתַ הַגּוּף 
בּעָוֹלםָ הַזּהֶ בּמְַאכֲָל וּבמְַשְׁקֶה, אֵינוּ כּןֵ; אֵלָא אוֹתהָּ הַטּוֹבהָ גְּדוֹלהָ 
"מהָ  דּוִָיד,  שֶׁאמָרַ  הוּא  דּמְִיוֹן.   וְאֵין  ערְֵֶ  וְאֵין  חֵקֶר,  אֵין  עַד 
(תהילים  בְָּ"  לחַסִֹים  פּעַָלתְָּ,  לִּירֵאֶיָ:   אֲשׁרֶ-צָפַנתְָּ  רַב-טוּבְָ, 

לא,כ).  

“לוּלֵא  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  הַבָּא,  העָוֹלםָ  לחְַיֵּי  והְתְִאוַּהָ  דּוִָיד  תּמָהַּ  וכְמַּהָ 
הֶאמֱַנתְִּי, לרְִאוֹת בְּטוּב-ה'  בְּארֶֶץ חַיִּים" (תהילים כז,יג).

Perhaps this good will be insignificant in your eyes, and 
you may think that there is no reward for performing the 
commandments and remaining on the path of truth 
except a life of eating and drinking fine foods, and having 
relations with beautiful people, wearing fine clothes, and 
dwelling in fine homes, using vessels of silver and gold 
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and the like. This is what the foolish Arabs think, who are 
steeped in such thoughts of sensual pleasures.  

The Sages and those who are mindful, however, know 
that all of these physical things are completely empty, 
and there is no value in them, and they are only good for 
us in this world because we are physical creatures, and all 
of these things are necessary for the body. The soul has 
no desire for them, and only wishes to have them for the 
sake of the body, in order that it functions properly and 
with health. When there is no body, however, all of these 
things will be useless.  

The great good that will exist in the World to Come has 
no connection to this world, that it might be known and 
understood. In this world, we can only grasp that which is 
good for the body, and that is what we desire. The 
supreme good of the World to Come cannot be 
evaluated in this world except by way of analogy. In truth, 
however, using a physical metaphor for what is good for 
the soul in the World to Come by describing what is 
good for the body in this world, such as food and drink, is 
not correct. Really, this supreme good cannot be 
evaluated, measured, or compared to anything else at all. 
This is what David said (Psalms 31:20), what a great good 
You have stored away for those who fear You.  

David had a tremendous desire for the World to Come, 
as it is written (Psalms 27:13), had I not believed that I 
would see the goodness of God in the Land of Life. 
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Commentary 

Maimonides’  disparaging  comment  about  the  “foolish 
Arabs”  may  be  a  reference  to  the  widely-quoted  (and 
widely misunderstood) teaching of the 9th century Muslim 
writer al-Tirmidhi that posits seventy-two virgins awaiting 
righteous men in the Islamic heaven. Whatever the basis, 
Maimonides’ argument is that the concept of a World to 
Come as a place of sensual, physical pleasure is foreign to 
Judaism.

Rabbi Moshe Hayim Luzzatto offers a striking parable that 
underlines  Maimonides’  comment.  A princess  is  forced 
into marriage with a common peasant. He loves her dearly 
and  wishes  to  please  her,  so  he  brings  her  the  finest 
clothing available, the most delicious foods he can prepare. 
She is grateful, but cannot be satisfied, for no matter what 
beautiful  finery  he  provides,  it  cannot  compare  to  the 
simplest pleasures that she was accustomed to when she 
lived in the palace. 

The soul is like the princess, forced into a union with the 
mundane  world  in  the  form  of  our  physical  bodies. 
Sensual  pleasures  address  the  needs  and  desires  of  the 
body, but do not fill the void in the soul, which seeks only 
spiritual pleasure.  The pleasures of learning, of friendship 
and love, and above all closeness to God—these alone will 
satisfy the soul.
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 8.7

כְּברָ הוֹדִיעוּנוּ חכֲמִָים הרִָאשׁוֹנִים שֶׁטּוֹבתַ העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא אֵין כּוֹחַ 
אֵלָא  ועְצָמְהָּ  וְיָפְיהָּ  גָּדְלהָּ  יוֹדֵעַ  וְאֵין  בּרְָיהָּ,  עַל  להְַשִּׂיגהָּ  בָּאָדָם 
הַקָּדוֹשׁ בּרָוְּ הוּא לְבַדּוֹ; וְשׁכֶָּל הַטּוֹבוֹת שׁמֶּתְִנַבְּאִין בּהָןֶ הַנְּבִיאִים 
לְיִשׂרְָאֵל, אֵינןָ אֵלָא לִדְברִָים שֶׁל גּוּף, שֶׁנּהְִנִין בּהָןֶ יִשׂרְָאֵל בִּימוֹת 

המֶַּלְֶ המַָּשִׁיחַ, בִּזמְןָ שׁתֶּחְַזרֹ המַּמְֶשָׁלהָ לְיִשׂרְָאֵל. 

דִמּוּהָ  וְלֹא  וְדִמְיוֹן,  ערְֵֶ  להָּ  אֵין  הַבָּא,  העָוֹלםָ  חַיֵּי  טוֹבתַ  אֲבָל 
הַנְּבִיאִים, כְּדֵי שֶׁלֹּא יִפחְתֲוּ אוֹתהָּ בַּדּמְִיוֹן.  הוּא שֶׁיְּשׁעְַיהָוּ אוֹמרֵ 
(ישעיהו  למִחְכַּהֵ-לוֹ"  זוּלתְָָ--יעֲַשׂהֶ,  אֱלֹקים  לֹא-רָאתָהָ,  "עַיןִ 
ראה  ולא  נָבִיא,  עֵין  אוֹתהָּ  רָאתֲהָ  שֶׁלֹּא  הַטּוֹבהָ  כְּלוֹמרַ  סד,ג):  
אמָרְוּ  לוֹ.   שׁמֶּחְכַּהֶ  לָאָדָם  הָאֱלֹקים  אוֹתהָּ  עָשׂהָ  אֵלָא  אותה 
חכֲמִָים, כָּל הַנְּבִיאִים כֻּלּןָ לֹא נתְִנַבְּאוּ אֵלָא לִימוֹת המַָּשִׁיחַ, אֲבָל 

העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא, "עַיןִ לֹא-רָאתָהָ, אֱלֹקים זוּלתְָָ".

The early Sages taught that the benefit of the World to 
Come cannot be clearly understood by human beings, 
and only God knows its greatness, beauty and power. All 
the good that the prophets described for the Jewish 
people was solely in reference to the physical benefits 
that they would enjoy in the time of the King Messiah, 
which is the time when sovereignty would be returned to 
the Jews. 

The good of the World to Come, on the other hand, 
cannot be described in any way, and the prophets 
consequently refrained from portraying it so it would not 
be diminished through the comparison. This is what 
Isaiah meant (Isaiah 64:3), besides You, O God, the eye 
has not seen what will be done for one who awaits it, 
meaning, the good that was not seen by that prophet, 
nor seen by any eye except by God alone, who made it 
for the one who awaits it. The Sages said that the 
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prophets only spoke of the days of the Messiah, but 
regarding the World to Come, the eye has not seen 
except for God. 

Commentary 

Maimonides described a two-fold end of days. One part 
features  a  messianic  era  when  Jews  will  miraculously 
regain their homeland and will return to it from their far-
flung  diaspora.   Led  by  a  human  king  known  as  the 
Messiah, they will live free of oppression during that time. 
This  is  separate  from  the  World  to  Come,  which  is  an 
entirely spiritual world, distinct from the physical world 
even  during  messianic  days.  The  sequence  of  these 
elements,  and  their  relationship  to  the  concept  of  the 
Resuscitation of the Dead, is a matter of dizzying debate 
among Maimonidean scholars. As Maimonides will clarify 
in the following halakhah, the term “World to Come” does 
not mean that it  will  be created at  some future point in 
time, like, for example, the Resuscitation of the Dead will 
occur after the Messianic period is completed. The World 
to Come rather exists alongside our physical world, and is 
called “to Come” because it is experienced only after one’s 
life in the mundane world ends (see 8.8). 

The Talmud has a pithy way of expressing the concept of 
the value of the World to Come: “there is no reward for 
performing  a  commandment  in  this  [mundane] 
world”  (sakhar  mitsvah  be-hay  alma  leika).  An  incorrect 
reading of that phrase might give the reader the erroneous 
impression  that  it  means  “no  good  deed  goes 
unpunished,”  as  the English idiom has it.  In  reality,  the 
concept  means  that  the  reward  for  performing  a 
commandment  is  so  great  that  this  physical  world  is 
unable to contain and express it. Certain commandments, 
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however, are like investments that consist of both principal 
and interest. Honoring parents, for example, confers great 
merit  in  the  World  to  Come  (the  principal)  while 
generating considerable ancillary benefit in this world as 
well (the interest). 

The Talmud, however, gives us some glimpses into what 
the World to Come must be like. The fraction of one part in 
sixty is understood to mean the largest possible minority 
element that is ignored when taken in context of the whole. 
For example, if a significant quantity of milk accidentally 
spilled  into  a  meat-based  soup,  the  resulting  mixture 
would not be kosher. If the ratio of milk to meat was 1:60 
or less, however, the milk would be considered nullified by 
the larger quantity of meat-based soup and the food would 
remain  kosher.  It’s  not  that  the  milk  has  magically 
disappeared; it’s just that the amount of meat present in 
the mixture is so overwhelming that the milk is no longer 
distinguishable.   The  Talmud  uses  the  measure  of  1:60 
similarly to describe the World to Come: the pleasure of 
the Sabbath, for example, is considered one part in sixty of 
the pleasure of the World to Come. One can only imagine 
what that means.
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 8.8

זהֶ שֶׁקּרְָאוּ אוֹתוֹ חכֲמִָים העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא, לֹא מִפְּנֵי שְׁאֵינוּ מצָוּי עתַּהָ 
וְזהֶ העָוֹלםָ אוֹבֵד וְאחַרַ כְָּ יָבוֹא אוֹתוֹ העָוֹלםָ.  אֵין הַדָּברָ כּןֵ, אֵלָא 
הרֲֵי הוּא מצָוּי ועְוֹמֵד, שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ [אשר צפנת פעלת] ["מהָ רַב-טוּבְָ, 
אֲשׁרֶ-צָפַנתְָּ לִּירֵאֶיָ" (תהילים לא,כ).]  וְלֹא קְרָאוּהוּ העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא, 
אֵלָא מִפְּנֵי שֶׁאוֹתןָ החַַיִּים בָּאִין לוֹ לָאָדָם אחַרַ חַיֵּי העָוֹלםָ הַזּהֶ, 

שֶׁאָנוּ קַיּמִָין בּוֹ בְּגוּף וְנֶפֶשׁ, וְזהֶ הוּא הַנּמִצְָא לכְָל אָדָם בּרִָאשׁוֹנהָ.

The Sages did not call this “the World to Come” because 
it does not yet exist, such that it would only come into 
being after this world is destroyed. This is not correct. The 
World to Come exists now, as it is written (Psalms 31:20), 
that You have hidden, that You have made. It is only called 
the World to Come because it cannot be experienced by 
a human being until after one has lived in this world, 
where we live with both a body and a soul. This is the first 
world for every human being. 

Commentary 

The  World  to  Come  exists  simultaneously  with  our 
physical world. Maimonides clarifies that it is referred to 
as a future world because it will be experienced only after 
a person has left the physical world and enters this new 
reality. Our present existence, however, is in the physical 
world.  Maimonides will now leave this topic and return to 
scriptural sources that describe this-worldly rewards and 
punishments,  and  explain  how  these  two  worlds  are 
interrelated.
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Notes to Self 

1) Learn to savor the spiritual and intellectual pleasures of 
study, contemplation, and meditation. 

2) Imagine the reward of reuniting with loved ones who 
have passed to the next world. 

3) 
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Chapter Nine: Present 

Introduction 

In  Chapter  Nine,  Maimonides  turned  from  the 
World to Come to the present world, and described 
the  purpose  of  this  reality.  In  particular, 
Maimonides  focussed  on  the  meaning  of  the 
difficulties we face in this world as we attempt to 
engage in the teshuvah process.

Chapter  Nine  is  unusual,  consisting  of  only  two 
long halakhot. The central question addressed here 
is, in many ways, another approach to the main question 
addressed  earlier  (3.2)  of  tsadik  ve-ra  lo,  “why  do  the 
righteous suffer?” After discussing the notion of the World 
to  Come  as  an  expression  of  the  balancing  of  the 
metaphysical scales in the next world, this chapter looks at 
how this balance is achieved in this world.
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 9.1

אםִ  להָּ  שֶׁנִּזכְּהֶ  והְַטּוֹבהָ  שֶׁלּמַּצִוְוֹת  שׂכְרָָן  שׁמֶּתַּןַ  שֶׁנּוֹדַע  מֵאחַרַ 
שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  הַבָּא,  העָוֹלםָ  חַיֵּי  בּתַּוֹרָה--הִיא  הכַּתָוּב  ה'  דּרְֶֶ  שׁמָרְַנוּ 
"למְעַןַ יִיטַב לְָ, והְַארֲַכתְָּ ימִָים" (דברים כב,ז); והְַנְּקָמהָ שֶׁנּוֹקְמִין 
מןִ הרְָשׁעִָים שׁעֶָזְבוּ ארְָחוֹת הצֶַּדֶק הכַּתְוּבוֹת בּתַּוֹרָה--הִיא הכַּרֵָת, 
שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "הכִּרֵָת תּכִּרֵָת הַנֶּפֶשׁ ההִַיא, עוֲֹנהָ בהָּ" (במדבר טו,לא).  
מהַ הוּא זהֶ שׁכֶּתָוּב בּכְָל התַּוֹרָה כֻּלּהָּ, אםִ תִּשׁמְעְוּ יַגִּיעַ לכָםֶ, וְאםִ 
הַזּהֶ--כְּגוֹן  בּעָוֹלםָ  הַדְּברִָים  אוֹתןָ  וכְָל  אתֶכְםֶ,  יִקְרָא  תִשׁמְעְוּ  לֹא 
הָארֶָץ  וִישִׁיבתַ  וְשִׁפְלוּת,  וּמַלכְוּת  וְשָׁלוֹם,  וּמִלחְמָהָ  ורְָעָב,  שֹׂבעַ 

וְגָלוּת, והְצְַלחָתַ מעֲַשׂהֶ והְֶפסְֵדוֹ, וּשְׁארָ כָּל דִּברְֵי הַבּרְִית.

כָּל אוֹתןָ הַדְּברִָים אמֱתֶ הָיוּ, וְיהְִיוּ, וּבִזמְןָ שֶׁאָנוּ עוֹשִׂין כָּל מצִוְוֹת 
התַּוֹרָה, יַגִּיעוּ אֵלֵינוּ טוֹבוֹת העָוֹלםָ הַזּהֶ כֻּלּןָ; וּבִזמְןָ שֶׁאָנוּ עוֹברְִין 
עֲלֵיהןֶ, תִּקְרָא אוֹתָנוּ הרָָעוֹת הכַּתְוּבוֹת.  וְאףַ עַל פִּי כןֵ אֵין אוֹתןָ 
הַטּוֹבוֹת, הןֶ סוֹף מתַּןַ שׂכְרָָן שֶׁלּמַּצִוְוֹת; וְלֹא אוֹתןָ הרָָעוֹת, הןֶ סוֹף 
הַנְּקָמהָ שֶׁנּוֹקְמִין מעֵוֹברֵ עַל כָּל המַּצִוְוֹת.  אֵלָא כְָּ הוּא הצֵֶייעַ 

הַדְּברִָים.

כָּל  העָוֹשׂהֶ  וכְָל  חַיִּים,  עץֵ  זוֹ,  תּוֹרָה  לָנוּ  נתָןַ  הוּא  בּרָוְּ  הַקָּדוֹשׁ 
העָוֹלםָ  לחְַיֵּי  בּהָּ  נכְוֹנהָ--זוֹכהֶ  גּמְוּרָה  דּעֵהָ  וְיוֹדְעוֹ  בּהָּ,  הכַּתָוּב 
והְִבְטִיחָנוּ  זוֹכהֶ.   הוּא  חכָמְתָוֹ,  וְגֹדֶל  מעֲַשָׂיו  גֹּדֶל  וּלְפִי  הַבָּא; 
וְנהְֶגּהֶ  נֶפֶשׁ,  וּבְטוֹבתַ  בְּשׂמִחְהָ  אוֹתהָּ  נעֲַשׂהֶ  שְׁאםִ  בּתַּוֹרָה 
אוֹתָנוּ  המַּוֹנעְִים  הַדְּברִָים  כָּל  ממִֶּנּוּ  תּמִָיד--שֶׁיּסִָיר  בּחְכָמְתָהָּ 
מִלּעֲַשׂוֹתהָּ, כְּגוֹן חֹלִי וּמִלחְמָהָ ורְָעָב וכְַיּוֹצֶא בּהָןֶ.  וְיַשְׁפִּיעַ לָנוּ כָּל 
שֹׂבעַ  כְּגוֹן  התַּוֹרָה,  אתֶ  לעֲַשׂוֹת  יָדֵינוּ  אתֶ  המַּחְַזְּקִים  הַטּוֹבוֹת 
בִּדְברִָים  ימֵָינוּ  כָּל  נעַסְֹק  שֶׁלֹּא  וְזהָָב--כְּדֵי  כּסֶףֶ  וּרבוֹת  וְשָׁלוֹם 
וְלעֲַשׂוֹת  בּחְכָמְהָ,  לִלמְֹד  פְּנוּיִים  נֵשֵׁב  אֵלָא  להָןֶ,  צרִָיְ  שׁהֶַגּוּף 
בּתַּוֹרָה  אוֹמרֵ  הוּא  וכְןֵ  הַבָּא.   העָוֹלםָ  לחְַיֵּי  שֶׁנִּזכְּהֶ  כְּדֵי  המַּצִוְהָ, 
"וּצְדָקָה,  הַזּהֶ,  העָוֹלםָ  בְּטוֹבוֹת  שׁהִֶבְטִיחַ  אחַרַ 

תּהְִיהֶ-לָּנוּ . . ." (דברים ו,כה).

בּהְַבְלֵי  וְנעַסְֹק  מִדּעַתְֵּנוּ  התַּוֹרָה  נעֲַזֹב  שְׁאםִ  בּתַּוֹרָה  הוֹדִיעָנוּ  וכְןֵ 
לב,טו)--שֶׁדַּיּןָ  וַיִּבעְָט" (דברים  יְשׁרֻוּן  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "וַיִּשׁמְןַ  כּעְִנְיןַ  הַזּמְןָ, 
חִזְּקוּ  שׁהְןֶ  הַזּהֶ,  העָוֹלםָ  טוֹבוֹת  כָּל  העָוֹזְבִים  מןִ  יסִָיר  הָאמֱתֶ 
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יְדֵיהםֶ לִבעְֹט, וּמֵבִיא עֲלֵיהןֶ כָּל הרָָעוֹת המַּוֹנעְִים אוֹתןָ מִלִּקְנוֹת 
העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא, כְּדֵי שֶׁיֹּאבְדוּ בּרְִשׁעְםָ.  הוּא שׁכֶּתָוּב בּתַּוֹרָה, "ועְָבַדְתָּ 
אֲשׁרֶ  "תּחַתַ,  כח,מח),  (דברים  בְָּ"  ה'  יְשַׁלּחְֶנּוּ  אֲשׁרֶ  אתֶ-אֹיְבֶיָ, 

לֹא-עָבַדְתָּ אתֶ-ה' בשמחה ובטוב לבב מרב כל" (דברים כח,מז).

נמִצְָא פּרֵוּשׁ כָּל אוֹתןָ הַבּרְָכוֹת והְַקְּלָלוֹת, עַל דּרְֶֶ זוֹ:  כְּלוֹמרַ אםִ 
הַבּרְָכוֹת  לכָםֶ  דּרְַכּוֹ--מַשְׁפִּיעַ  וּשׁמְרְַתּםֶ  בְּשׂמִחְהָ,  ה'  אתֶ  עֲבַדְתּםֶ 
בּתַּוֹרָה  להְתִחְכַּםַ  פְּנוּיִים  שׁתֶּהְִיוּ  עַד  הַקְּלָלוֹת,  וּמרְַחִיק  הָאֵלּוּ 
וְלעַסְֹק בּהָּ, כְּדֵי שׁתִֶּזכְּוּ לחְַיֵּי העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא, וְיִיטַב לְָ לעָוֹלםָ שׁכֶֻּלּוֹ 
לִשְׁנֵי  זוֹכִין  וְנמִצְֵאתםֶ  ארָוְּ.   שׁכֶֻּלּוֹ  לעָוֹלםָ  ימִָים  ותְַארֲִיְ  טוֹב 
העָוֹלםָ  לחְַיֵּי  המְַּבִיאִין  הַזּהֶ  בּעָוֹלםָ  טוֹבִים  לחְַיִּים  העָוֹלמָוֹת, 
הַבָּא:  שְׁאםִ לֹא יִקְנהֶ הֵנּהָ חכָמְהָ וּמעֲַשִׂים טוֹבִים--אֵין לוֹ בּמְהַ 
וחְכָמְהָ,  וְדַעתַ  וחְֶשְׁבּוֹן,  מעֲַשׂהֶ  אֵין  "כִּי  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  יִזכְּהֶ, 

בִּשְׁאוֹל" (קוהלת ט,י).

וְאםִ עֲזַבתְּםֶ אתֶ ה' וּשְׁגִיתםֶ בּמְַאכֲָל וּמַשְׁקֶה וּזְנוּת וְדוֹמהֶ להָםֶ--
שֶׁיּכְִלוּ  עַד  הַבּרְָכוֹת,  כָּל  וּמסִֵיר  הָאֵלּוּ  הַקְּלָלוֹת  כָּל  עֲלֵיכםֶ  מֵבִיא 
שָׁלםֵ  גּוּף  וְלֹא  פָּנוּי  לֵב  לכָםֶ  יהְִיהֶ  וְלֹא  וּפחַַד,  בְּבהֶָלהָ  ימְֵיכםֶ 
וְנמִצְָא  הַבָּא.   העָוֹלםָ  מחֵַיֵּי  שׁתֶֹּאבְדוּ  כְּדֵי  המַּצִוְוֹת,  לעֲַשׂוֹת 
בּחְֹלִי  הַזּהֶ  בּעָוֹלםָ  טרָוּד  שֶׁאָדָם  שֶׁבִּזמְןָ  עוֹלמָוֹת:   שְׁנֵי  שֶׁאִבַּדְתּםֶ 
וּבמְִלחְמָהָ וּרְעָבוֹן, אֵינוּ מתִעְסֵַּק לֹא בּחְכָמְהָ וְלֹא בּמְצִוְהָ שֶׁבּהָןֶ 

זוֹכִין לחְַיֵּי העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא.

We know that the reward for the commandments and the 
benefit that one merits if one observes the path of God 
as described in the Torah is the life of the World to Come, 
as it is written (Deuteronomy 22:7), in order to benefit you 
and lengthen your days. We also know that the reckoning 
that awaits the wicked who abandon the ways of 
righteousness is described in the Torah as excision, as it is 
written (Numbers 15:31), this soul shall certainly be cut 
off, it bears its sin. What, then, is the meaning of those 
passages throughout the Torah that use physical terms to 
describe the reward for people who observe the Torah 
and the punishment for people who do not? What is the 
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meaning of physical examples such as satiety or hunger, 
war or peace, glory or humiliation, dwelling at home or in 
exile, success or failure, and other aspects of this 
covenant? 

All of these words are true and will come to pass, and 
observing the commandments of the Torah will result in 
these rewards in the physical world, while failing to 
observe them will result in all of these negative 
consequences. This is true even though these physical 
rewards are not the essential rewards for the 
commandments, and these physical consequences are 
not the punishments for violating the commandments. 
Rather, the meaning of these words is as follows. 

The Holy One who is Blessed gave us this Torah, the tree 
of life, and all who do what is described therein and know 
it with a complete knowing, will merit life in the World to 
Come. This reward is calculated according to the 
measure of one’s deeds and learning. The Torah also 
promises us that if we do these things joyfully and with 
generosity of spirit, and always conduct ourselves wisely, 
then all impediments to observing the Torah will be 
removed, such as illness, war, famine and the like. We will 
also receive all the benefits that strengthen our ability to 
observe the Torah, such as satisfaction, peace, and wealth 
of silver and gold. We will not spend our days involved in 
physical necessities, but be free to study wisdom and 
perform the commandments and thus earn merit for the 
life in the World to Come. This is what is written in the 
Torah, after we are promised these worldly benefits 
(Deuteronomy 6:25), and this is a charity for us. 
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The Torah also warns us that if we knowingly abandon the 
Torah and engage in meaningless activities, as it is written 
(Deuteronomy 32:15) and Jeshurun grew fat and kicked, 
the True Judge will remove all the aid that we received in 
the form of the good things of this world that allowed us 
to “kick,” and he will replace it with the impediments that 
make it difficult for us to achieve the World to Come, such 
that we will be abandoned in our wickedness. This is what 
the Torah says (Deuteronomy 28:47-48), and you will 
serve your enemies that God sends unto you because you 
did not serve the Lord your God with joy amidst such 
plenty. 

The explanation of these verses is as follows. God will 
send you these blessings and keep you from the curses, 
so that you will be free to grow wise in Torah and delve in 
it. In this way you will merit the life of the World to Come, 
and enjoy the world that is entirely good, spending your 
days in a world that is infinitely long. Thus such people 
inherit two worlds: good life in this world, which brings 
them to the World to Come. If one does not acquire 
wisdom and good deeds, then how will one merit this? 
This is as it is written (Ecclesiastes 9:10), for there is no 
action nor calculation nor thought nor wisdom from the 
grave.  

But if you abandon God and sink into eating and drinking 
and fornication and the like, then all these curses will 
come upon you and remove all the blessings, such that 
you will waste your days in haste and anxiety, and you will 
not have a heart that is free nor a body that is healthy in 
order to perform the commandments, and you will lose 
the life in the World to Come. Thus these people lose two 
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worlds, for when a person is harried in this world by 
illness or war or famine, he cannot occupy himself with 
wisdom or the commandments, by which he would merit 
the life in the World to Come. 

Commentary 

In a significant stylistic departure from the rest of The Ways 
of  Repentance,  Maimonides  addressed  a  key  question  in 
this,  the  longest  single  passage  in  the  entire  book.  He 
asked: if the reward for adherence to the Torah is purely 
spiritual,  then  what  is  the  meaning  of  all  the  physical 
rewards described in  the  Torah? Are  they not  somehow 
demeaning  in  comparison  to  the  elevated  mission  of 
attending the will of God?

Rabbi  Touger  offers  a  beautiful  parable  to  explain  this 
concept.  God is like an employer who wishes to reward 
his  staff  for  their  productivity.  Not  only does he offer  a 
generous wage for their labor, he wishes to provide them 
with a workplace with all the amenities that allows them 
to do their best work. So too, the reward for human beings 
lies in the World to Come, but God will provide us with an 
environment that allows us to make spiritual progress by 
removing distractions from the lofty goal. 

The  converse  of  the  previous  passage  is  also  true.  The 
employer  may  decide  to  use  negative  reinforcement  to 
deter  the  staff  from  unproductive  activities,  removing 
privileges and imposing penalties for a poor work ethic. 
Much  of  this  decision  depends  on  our  attitude.  Do  we 
serve God “with joy” when we live “amidst such plenty”?

The time to act is now, as there can be no more conferring 
of  merit  in  the  next  world.  As Reish Lakish,  one of  the 
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most  famous  Masters  of  Teshuvah  in  the  Talmud,  put  it 
(Eruvin 3a): “today is the day to do it, and not tomorrow. 
Today  is  the  day  to  do  it,  and  tomorrow is  the  day  to 
receive the reward.” 

Maimonides’  comment  of  wasted  days  in  haste  and 
anxiety is as relevant in the twenty-first century as it was 
when  he  wrote  it  down  over  eight  hundred  years  ago, 
perhaps even more so.  Our technological  advances have 
increased the pervasive reach of communications, creating 
great  advances  in  productivity  but  generating incredible 
losses in other, less well-defined areas of human skill and 
spiritual  advancement.  How  many  deep  and  nuanced 
conversations  are  sacrificed when we jump to  answer  a 
specious text message or other electronic correspondence? 
Our lives today are undoubtedly more complex and our 
experiences  more  comprehensive,  but  we  often  sacrifice 
depth for breadth. Focusing on the Torah and its eternal 
values  give  us  a  moment  to  pause  and  realign  our 
priorities appropriately.
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 9.2

ימְוֹת  וחְכַמְֵיהםֶ  נְבִיאֵיהםֶ  יִשׂרְָאֵל  כָּל  התְִאוַּוּ  זהֶ  וּמִפְּנֵי 
שְׁאֵינהָּ  הרִָשׁעְהָ  ממִַּלכְוּת  שֶׁיָּנוּחוּ  כְּדֵי  המַָּשִׁיחַ,  המֶַּלְֶ 
כּהַֹגןֶ,  וּבמַּצִוְוֹת  בּתַּוֹרָה  לעַסְֹק  לְיִשׂרְָאֵל  להָןֶ  מַנּחַתַ 
לחְַיֵּי  שֶׁיִּזכְּוּ  כְּדֵי  בּחְכָמְהָ,  וְירְַבּוּ  מרְַגּוֹעַ  להָןֶ  וְימִצְְאוּ 

העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא.

והְָאמֱתֶ-- והְחַכָמְהָ  הַדּעֵהָ  תּרְִבהֶ  הַיּמִָים  שֶׁבְּאוֹתןָ  לְפִי 
יא,ט),  אתֶ-ה'" (ישעיהו  דּעֵהָ  הָארֶָץ,  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "כִּי-מָלְאהָ 
אתֶ-רֵעהֵוּ  וְאִישׁ  אתֶ-אחִָיו  אִישׁ  יְלמְַּדוּ  "וְלֹא  וְנֶאמֱרָ 

הָאֶבןֶ,  אתֶ-לֵב  "והַסֲרִֹתִי  וְנֶאמֱרָ  לא,לג),  (ירמיהו  וכו'" 
מִזּרֶַע  שֶׁיּעַמֲֹד  המֶַּלְֶ  שֶׁאוֹתוֹ  מִפְּנֵי  לו,כו).   (יחזקאל  מִבְּשׂרְַכםֶ" 
קָרוֹב  הוּא  גָּדוֹל  וְנָבִיא  מִשְּׁלֹמהֹ,  יתָרֵ  יהְִיהֶ  חכָמְהָ  בּעַַל  דּוִָיד 
ממִֹּשׁהֶ רַבֵּנוּ; וּלְפִיכְָּ יְלמַַּד כָּל העָםָ וְיוֹרֶה אוֹתםָ דּרְֶֶ ה', וְיָבוֹאוּ 
כָּל הַגּוֹיִים לְשׁמָעְוֹ, שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ "והְָיהָ בְּאחַרֲִית הַיּמִָים, נכָוֹן יהְִיהֶ הרַ 

בֵּית-ה' בּרְֹאשׁ ההֶרִָים" (ישעיהו ב,ב).

וסְוֹף הַשּׂכָרָ כֻּלּוֹ והְַטּוֹבהָ הָאחַרֲוֹנהָ שְׁאֵין להָּ הֶפסְֵק וְלֹא גּרֵָעוֹן, 
הַזּהֶ  העָוֹלםָ  הוּא  המַָּשִׁיחַ  ימְוֹת  אֲבָל  הַבָּא;  העָוֹלםָ  חַיֵּי  הוּא 
ועְוֹלםָ כּמְִנהְָגוֹ הוֹלְֵ, אֵלָא שׁהֶמַַּלכְוּת תּחְַזרֹ לְיִשׂרְָאֵל.  וּכְברָ אמָרְוּ 
אֵלָא  המַָּשִׁיחַ  לִימוֹת  הַזּהֶ  העָוֹלםָ  בֵּין  אֵין  הרִָאשׁוֹנִים,  חכֲמִָים 

שׁעְִבּוּד מַלכְִיּוֹת בִּלְבָד.

Therefore the entire Jewish people, their prophets and 
sages, desire the days of the King Messiah, such that they 
could be quit of the evil regimes that do not allow the 
Jews to study Torah or perform the commandments 
properly. They will find rest, and increase their wisdom in 
order that they inherit the life in the World to Come. 

In those days knowledge, wisdom and truth will increase, 
as it is written (Isaiah 11:9) for the earth will be filled with 
the knowledge of God, and it is written (Jeremiah 31:33) 
and no longer will one man teach his brother, and another 

!224

Day 35 

 ה׳ תשרי

Monday,  
September 25, 

2017



man his fellow [because they will all know Me], and it is 
written (Ezekiel 36:26), and I will remove the heart of 
stone from your flesh. The King that arises will be a 
descendant of David, a master of wisdom even greater 
than Solomon, and almost as great a prophet as Moses 
our Teacher, and therefore he will teach every nation and 
instruct them in the way of God, and all the nations will 
come to hear him, as it is written (Isaiah 2:2), and it will be 
in the end of days, the mountain of the house of God will 
be established at the peak of mountains. 

In the end the complete reward, the ultimate good that 
has no end and no diminution, is the life in the World to 
Come. The days of the Messiah, however, will be in this 
world, which will function normally with the exception 
that the Jews will have renewed sovereignty. The early 
sages taught that there is no difference between this 
world and the days of the Messiah except the 
subjugation of Israel alone. 

Commentary 

Maimonides’  view  of  the  Messianic  period  is  as  hotly 
debated  as  anything  in  his  entire  corpus,  and  even  a 
summary of the literature would take us too far afield of 
our essential theme of teshuvah. The major point to bear in 
mind is that there is an arc to history that will culminate in 
the arrival of the ultimate Redeemer, and we must do our 
part to perfect the world in preparation for that auspicious 
day.
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Notes to Self 

1) Why does life seem so hard? As a historian, I know that 
I have merited to spend my life in exceptionally blessed 
times,  free  of  war  and  hunger.  The  task,  as  the  Arizal 
emphasized, is to serve God with joy. God will reciprocate 
by giving us the peace and prosperity we need to flourish.

2) 

!226



Chapter Ten: Love 

Introduction 

After  describing  the  rewards  for  following  the 
Torah, both in the World to Come and this world, 
Maimonides devotes the closing chapter to the idea 
that  the  true  service  of  God  is  done  without 
thought of reward, worldly or otherwise.

The tenth and final chapter concludes not only The 
Ways  of  Repentance  but  the  first  book of  Mishneh 
Torah as a whole. 
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 10.1

אַל יֹאמרַ אָדָם הרֲֵינִי עוֹשׂהֶ מצִוְוֹת התַּוֹרָה ועְוֹסֵק בּחְכָמְתָהָּ, כְּדֵי 
שֶׁאֲקַבַּל הַבּרְָכוֹת הכַּתְוּבוֹת בּתַּוֹרָה אוֹ כְּדֵי שֶׁאֶזכְּהֶ לחְַיֵּי העָוֹלםָ 
הַבָּא; וְאֶפרְֹשׁ מןִ העֲָברֵוֹת שׁהִֶזהְִירָה תּוֹרָה מהֵןֶ, כְּדֵי שֶׁאִנּצֵָל מןִ 
הַקְּלָלוֹת הכַּתְוּבוֹת בּתַּוֹרָה אוֹ כְּדֵי שֶׁלֹּא אכִּרֵָת מחֵַיֵּי העָוֹלםָ הַבָּא.

אֵין רָאוּי לעֲַבֹד אתֶ ה', עַל דּרְֶֶ (זה) זוֹ:  שׁהֶעָוֹבֵד עַל דּרְֶֶ (זה) זוֹ, 
הוּא עוֹבֵד מִיּרְִאהָ; וְאֵינהָּ מעֲַלתַ הַנְּבִיאִים, וְלֹא מעֲַלתַ החַכֲמִָים.  
והְַנָּשִׁים  הָארֶָץ  עמֵַּי  אֵלָא  זוֹ,  (זה)  דּרְֶֶ  עַל  ה'  אתֶ  עוֹבֵד  וְאֵין 
והְַקְּטַנִּים, שׁמֶּחְַנּכְִין אוֹתןָ לעֲַבֹד מִיּרְִאהָ, עַד שׁתֶּרְִבּהֶ דּעַתְּןָ וְיעַַבְדוּ 

מֵאהֲַבהָ.

A person should not say, “behold, I will perform the 
commandments of the Torah and study its wisdom, in 
order that I receive the blessings described therein,” or 
“so that I will merit the life of the World to Come.” He 
should not say, “I will separate from the sins that the Torah 
prohibits in order that I be saved from the curses that are 
described therein, or that I not be cut off from the life in 
the World to Come.” 

It is not fitting to serve God in this manner. This is called 
serving out of fear, and it is not the level demanded by 
the prophets and the sages. This way of serving God is 
only for the unlearned, women and children, who are 
taught to serve God out of fear until their knowledge 
matures and they serve out of love. 

Commentary 

Maimonides’  last  comment  reflects  the  generally  weak 
state  of  education  for  women  in  his  day.  The  modern 
reader  may  be  distracted  by  this  passage,  historically 
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relevant but jarring to our sensibilities, yet the underlying 
point is extremely significant: serving God out of the fear 
of punishment (or its sister phenomenon, the anticipation 
of reward) is a poorer form of Divine Service, and should 
be  avoided.  A  Jew  who  approaches  Judaism  in  this 
manner,  even  though  he  or  she  may  perform  the 
commandments scrupulously, worships in a manner that is 
qualitatively  deficient.  In  reality,  such  service  of  God  is 
really a service of self. It is worship nonetheless, but it is an 
immature worship.

Setting aside the gendered aspect of this halakhah, the most 
important point here is the introduction of a higher level of 
worship, one that reaches beyond the fear that a servant 
has for a master, and approaches the love that a child has 
for a parent.
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 10.2

בִּנתְִיבוֹת  והְוֹלְֵ  וּבמַּצִוְוֹת  בּתַּוֹרָה  עוֹסֵק  מֵאהֲַבהָ,  העָוֹבֵד 
החַכָמְהָ--לֹא מִפְּנֵי דָּברָ בּעָוֹלםָ, לֹא מִפְּנֵי ירְִאתַ הרָָעהָ, וְלֹא כְּדֵי 
וסְוֹף  אמֱתֶ;  שׁהְוּא  מִפְּנֵי  הָאמֱתֶ,  עוֹשׂהֶ  אֵלָא  הַטּוֹבהָ:   לִירָשׁ 

הַטּוֹבהָ לָבוֹא בּכְִלָל.

וּמעֲַלהָ זוֹ הִיא מעֲַלהָ גְּדוֹלהָ עַד מְאוֹד, וְאֵין כָּל חכָםָ זוֹכהֶ להָּ.  
והְִיא מעֲַלתַ אַברְָהםָ אָבִינוּ, שֶׁקּרְָאוֹ הַקָּדוֹשׁ בּרָוְּ הוּא אוֹהֲבי לְפִי 
 ְ שֶׁלֹּא עָבַד אֵלָא מֵאהֲַבהָ.  והְִיא המַּעֲַלהָ שׁצֶּוִָּנוּ בּהָּ הַקָּדוֹשׁ בּרָוּ
אֱלֹהֶיָ,  ה'  אתֵ  "וְאהַָבתְָּ  שֶׁנֶּאמֱרָ  רַבֵּנוּ,  מֹשׁהֶ  יְדֵי  עַל  הוּא 
בּכְָל-לְבָבְָ וּבכְָל-נַפְשְָׁ, וּבכְָל-מְאֹדֶָ" (דברים ו,ה).  וּבִזמְןָ שֶׁיֶּאהֱַב 

אתֶ ה' אהֲַבהָ הרְָאוּיהָ, מִיָּד יעֲַשׂהֶ כָּל המַּצִוְוֹת מֵאהֲַבהָ.

One who serves out of love will be involved in Torah and 
the commandments, and will pursue conduct in the 
gentle ways of wisdom, and not for any reason in this 
world, neither out of fear of punishment nor in order to 
gain reward. Such a person will simply engage in the 
truth because it is the truth, and good will result in the 
end. 
  
This is an extremely high level, and not every wise person 
reaches it. This is the level of Abraham our Father, whom 
the Holy One who is Blessed called “my beloved,” 
because he only served out of love. This is the level that 
the Holy One who is Blessed commanded through Moses 
our Teacher, as it is written (Deuteronomy 6:5), and you 
will love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 
your soul, and with all your might. At the moment that a 
person loves God with a true love, he will immediately 
perform all the commandments out of love. 
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Commentary 

God commands this love, but it remains thoroughly within 
the  realm  of  human  choice  to  reciprocate  appropriately. 
Rabbi Hanina of the Talmud teaches that “everything is in 
hands of Heaven, except for the fear of Heaven” (Berakhot 
33b).   If  even  the  fear  of  God,  which  is  a  lower-level 
relationship,  is  somehow  excluded  from  God’s  infinite 
power,  then  how  much  more  so  does  the  love  of  God, 
which  is  a  higher-level  relationship,  depend  on  human 
initiative?  As Maimonides clarified here, few people will 
reach this level of closeness with God, yet it remains the 
true  ideal.  It’s  hard  to  imagine  this  level  except  in 
glimpses, through one’s peripheral vision. Perhaps while 
deep in prayer, or at moments of great joy.
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 10.3

וכְֵיצַד הִיא הָאהֲַבהָ הרְָאוּיהָ:  הוּא שֶׁיֶּאהֱַב אתֶ ה' אהֲַבהָ 
נַפְשׁוֹ  שׁתֶּהְֶא  עַד  מְאוֹד,  עַד  עַזּהָ  רַבּהָ,  יתְרֵָה  גְּדוֹלהָ 
קְשׁוּרָה בְּאהֲַבתַ ה', וְנמִצְָא שׁוֹגהֶ בּהָּ תּמִָיד--כְּאֵלּוּ חוֹלֵי 
הָאהֲַבהָ, שְׁאֵין דּעַתְּםָ פְּנוּיהָ מֵאהֲַבתַ אוֹתהָּ אִשּׁהָ שׁהְוּא 
שׁוֹגהֶ בּהָּ תּמִָיד, בֵּין בְּשׁכְָבוֹ בֵּין בְּקוּמוֹ, בֵּין בְּשׁעָהָ שׁהְוּא 
אוֹכֵל וְשׁוֹתהֶ.  יתָרֵ מִזּהֶ תּהְִיהֶ אהֲַבתַ ה' בְּלֵב אוֹהֲבָיו,ְ 
 ָ וּבכְָל-נַפְשְׁ "בּכְָל-לְבָבְָ  שׁצֶּוִָּנוּ,  כּמְוֹ  תּמִָיד,  בּהָּ  שׁוֹגִים 
ובכל מאדך" (דברים ו,ה; דברים י,יב; דברים ל,ו).  והְוּא 

השירים  (שיר  אָנִי"  אהֲַבהָ  "כִּי-חוֹלתַ  מָשָׁל,  דּרְֶֶ  אוֹמרֵ  שֶׁשְּׁלֹמהֹ 
ב,ה); וכְל שִׁיר הַשִּׁירִים מָשָׁל הוּא לעְִנְיןָ זהֶ.

What is this true love? It is a love of God that is 
exceedingly great, tremendously strong, such that a 
person’s soul is bound up in the love of God, and he 
thinks of God constantly, like a lovesick man who cannot 
free his mind out of love for his wife. He thinks of her 
constantly, whether he is sitting or standing, whether he 
is eating or drinking. The hearts of those who love God 
experience this even more strongly, always thinking 
about how they are commanded with all their heart, all 
their soul, and all their might.  This is what Solomon said 
in a parable (Song of Songs 2:5), for I am lovesick. The 
entire Song of Songs is a parable for this. 

Commentary 

The Sabbath liturgy contains a beautiful sixteenth-century 
poem attributed to  the  Kabbalist  Rabbi  Elazar  Azikri  of 
Safed. Set to a haunting melody, Yedid Nefesh (“The Dear 
One  of  my  Soul”)  describes  the  truly  overwhelming 
yearning experienced by those of great spiritual sensitivity: 
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my soul is sick with love for You/please, God, heal her, 
please/reveal to her the beauty of your radiance.  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 10.4

אמָרְוּ חכֲמִָים הרִָאשׁוֹנִים, שׁמֶֶּא תֹּאמרַ הרֲֵינִי למֵָד תּוֹרָה 
בִּשְׁבִיל  רִבִּי,  שֶׁאִקּרֵָא  בִּשְׁבִיל  עָשִׁיר,  שֶׁאהְֶיהֶ  בִּשְׁבִיל 
"לְאהֲַבהָ  לוֹמרַ,  תִּלמְֹד  הַבָּא;  בּעָוֹלםָ  שׂכָרָ  שֶׁאֲקַבַּל 
לֹא  עוֹשִׂים,  שֶׁאתַּםֶ  ועוד)--כָּל  יא,יג;  (דברים  אתֶ-ה'" 

תעֲַשׂוּ אֵלָא מֵאהֲַבהָ.

(תהילים  מְאֹד"  חָפץֵ  "בּמְצִוְתָֹיו,  חכֲמִָים,  אמָרְוּ  ועְוֹד 
גְּדוֹלֵי  הָיוּ  וכְןֵ  מצִוְוֹתָיו.   בִּשׂכְרַ  וְלֹא  קיב,א)--"בּמְצִוְתָֹיו", 

בַּיּחֵוּד,  וּמַשׂכְִּילֵיהםֶ  תַּלמְִידֵיהםֶ  לִנְבוֹנֵי  מצְוִַּים  החַכֲמִָים 
טוֹבהָ;  לְקַבַּל  מְנתָ  עַל  הרָָב  אתֶ  המְַּשׁמְַּשִׁים  כּעֲַבָדִים  תּהְִיוּ  אַל 
לְקַבַּל  שֶׁלֹּא  מְנתָ  עַל  הרָָב  אתֶ  המְַּשׁמְַּשִׁים  כּעֲַבָדִים  הֱיוּ  אֵלָא 
עִבְדוּ  כְּלוֹמרַ,  לְשׁמְַּשׁוֹ:   רָאוּי  הרָָב,  שׁהְוּא  מִפְּנֵי  כְּלוּם--אֵלָא 

מֵאהֲַבהָ.

The early sages taught that perhaps a person might say, 
“I will study Torah in order that I become wealthy, or that I 
be called ‘Rabbi,’ in order that I receive reward in the 
World to Come.” Therefore the Torah corrects this 
attitude with the phrase, “to love the Lord,” meaning, 
everything that you do must be done out of love. 

The sages also commented on the verse (Psalms 112:1) 
desire the commandments greatly, meaning the 
commandments themselves, and not the reward for the 
commandments. Thus the greatest of the sages 
command their most understanding and intelligent 
students not to be like servants who serve the Master on 
the condition of receiving reward, rather, they should be 
like servants who serve the Master unconditionally, 
serving Him only because he is a Master who deserves 
service, and serve God out of love. 
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Commentary 

Rabbi  Luzzatto  speaks  at  length  of  this  love  in  Mesilat 
Yesharim. One of my favorite passages comes from Chapter 
18: “one who loves the Blessed Creator with a true love 
will not merely seek to exempt himself by performing the 
minimal obligations imposed upon him as a Jew. Rather, 
he will consider himself called as a son to his father, that 
even if  his  father  were to  merely indicate  that  he has  a 
minimal wish for one thing or another, the son will seek to 
fulfill  that  desire  as  maximally  as  possible.  Even  if  the 
father  only  says  a  single  word,  once  and  with  a  slight 
gesture, this son will anticipate the fuller expressions of the 
father’s  will  and  will  endeavor  to  provide  even  those 
aspects of the father’s request that were not explicit. Once 
the son knows that such a thing would please the father, 
the son does not wait for the command to be uttered even 
once.   We  see  this  occurring  every  day  between  true 
friends, between husband and wife, and between a parent 
and a child.”  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 10.5

תַגִּיעַ  שֶׁלֹּא  כְּדֵי  אוֹ  שׂכָרָ,  לְקַבַּל  כְּדֵי  בּתַּוֹרָה  העָוֹסֵק  כָּל 
וכְָל  לִשׁמְהָּ.   שֶׁלֹּא  בּהָּ  עוֹסֵק  זהֶ  פּרְֻעָנוּת--הרֲֵי  עָדָיו 
מִפְּנֵי  אֵלָא  שׂכָרָ,  לְקַבַּל  וְלֹא  לְירְִאהָ,  לֹא  בּהָּ  העָוֹסֵק 
בּהָּ  עוֹסֵק  זהֶ  בּהָּ--הרֲֵי  שׁצֶּוִּהָ  הָארֶָץ  כָּל  אֲדוֹן  אהֲַבתַ 
לִשׁמְהָּ.  וְאמָרְוּ חכֲמִָים, לעְוֹלםָ יעַסְֹק אָדָם בּתַּוֹרָה, אַפִלּוּ 

שֶׁלֹּא לִשׁמְהָּ--שׁמֶּתִּוְֹ שֶׁלֹּא לִשׁמְהָּ, בָּא לִשׁמְהָּ.

עמֵַּי  וּכְלָל  הַנָּשִׁים  וְאתֶ  הַקְּטַנִּים  אתֶ  כְּשׁמְֶּלמְַּדִין  לְפִיכְָּ 
הָארֶָץ, אֵין מְלמְַּדִין אוֹתןָ אֵלָא לעֲַבֹד מִיּרְִאהָ וּכְדֵי לְקַבַּל שׂכָרָ, עַד 
מעְַט  זהֶ  רָז  להָןֶ  מְגַּלִּין  יתְרֵָה,  חכָמְהָ  וְיתִחְכַּמְוּ  דּעַתְּןָ  שׁתֶּרְִבּהֶ 
וְיֵדָעוּהוּ  שֶׁיַּשִּׂיגוּהוּ  עַד  בְּנחַתַ,  זהֶ  לעְִנְיןָ  אוֹתןָ  וּמרְַגִּילִין  מעְַט; 

וְיעַַבְדוּ מֵאהֲַבהָ.
 
Anyone who studies Torah in order to receive reward, or 
in order to avoid punishment, behold this is a person 
who studies for the wrong reasons. Anyone who studies 
Torah not out of fear, nor to receive reward, but only out 
of love, because the Master of all the world commands it, 
behold this person studies for the right reasons. The 
sages taught, “a person should always study Torah, even 
for the wrong reasons, because this will lead him to study 
for the right reasons.” 

Therefore when one teaches children or women or other 
unlearned people, one may teach them to serve out of 
fear or in order to receive reward until they mature and 
become much wiser. Then, one will reveal this secret to 
them slowly, and accustom them to this matter gently, 
until they understand it and know it and serve out of love. 
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 ט׳ תשרי
ערב יוה׳׳כ 

Friday,  
September 29, 

2017



Commentary 

Maimonides is a pragmatic philosopher, and he recognized 
the pedagogic value of extrinsic reward. When a person is 
spiritually immature, the promise of reward (or the threat 
of  mild  punishment)  is  necessary  to  overcome  the 
resistance of the yetser ha-ra. 

I am not surprised that Maimonides refers to the level of 
love of God as a “secret.” It’s out there—one senses it like a 
sister ship out in the distant fog somewhere, sounding its 
horn  (or  was  that  the  wind in  the  sails?)—but  I  find it 
difficult to apprehend and describe.
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 10.6

בלבו  נקשרת  הקב''ה  אהבת  שאין  וברור  ידוע  דבר 
שלאדם עד שישגה בה תמיד כראוי ויעזוב כל שבעולם 
נפשך,  ובכל  לבבך  בכל  ואמר  שצוה  כמו  ממנה,  חוץ 
אלא בדעה שידעהו,  ועל פי הדעה על פי האהבה אם 

מעט מעט ואם הרבה הרבה. 

לפיכך צריך האדם ליחד עצמו להבין ולהשכיל בחכמות 
ותבונות המודיעין לו את קונו כפי כח שיש באדם להבין 

ולהשיג כמו שביארנו בהלכות יסודי התורה.

בּרְִיְ רַחמְָנָא דּסְַיּעְןַ.

It is clear and well known that the love of God is not 
bound up in the human heart until one becomes 
perpetually obsessed with God, abandoning everything 
in this world except for God, as is commanded with all 
your heart and with all your soul.  This is through the 
knowledge that one acquires, and through love, whether 
it is little or whether it is great. 

Therefore a person should concentrate on understanding 
and knowing the wisdom and understanding that is given 
to him by his Creator, according to his human strength to 
understand and grasp, as we have explained in the Laws 
of the Foundations of the Torah. 

Blessed is the Merciful One for Assistance. 
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Day 40 

 י׳ תשרי
יוה׳׳כ 

Saturday,  
September 30, 

2017



Notes to Self 

Many years ago, my wife Ilana supported the family by 
working for the Jewish Federation of Westchester,  which 
allowed me to  spend my mornings learning Torah in the 
Kollel  and  my  afternoons  working  on  my  dissertation. 
Technically,  I  was  also  responsible  for  caring  for  our  
preschoolers  Raphaela  and  Danit  Malka  during  the 
afternoons, but in reality I could be found holed up in my 
home office working on my research, allowing the girls to 
get into various types of mischief.

One particular day, the girls decided to learn everything 
there was to know about plumbing in order to redecorate 
the main bathroom. My suspicions were alerted at least 30 
minutes too late, once I realized that sounds of exuberant 
play  were  not  emanating  from  their  bedroom  (sudden 
silence  from  children  at  play  is  often  an  ominous 
indication  that  they  have  discovered  an  activity  that  is 
fascinating  and forbidden in  equal  measure).  I  emerged 
from  the  study  to  investigate,  and  discovered  the  floor 
soaking wet, toilet paper hanging like streamers from the 
fixtures,  and  the  girls  having  a  thoroughly  good  time 
spreading soaps and shampoos everywhere.  Naturally,  I 
made this discovery some fifteen minutes before Ilana was 
to return home from work.

Danit Malka was too young to really be culpable, and so 
my gaze turned to the ringleader of this troublesome duo: 
Raphaela, perhaps four years old at the time. And I. Was. 
Angry.

Raphaela sensed my fury immediately. I saw her little face, 
animated  by  the  joy  of  unrestrained  play,  collapse  into 
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terror as she beheld me standing in the doorway amidst 
the chaos. And then she turned everything around.

I know what I would have done. I would have attempted 
an escape, or perhaps blamed my sibling, or found some  
desperate  excuse.  Raphaela  was  smarter,  of  course, 
because none of those strategies would have worked. 

Instead,  my  precious  daughter  ran  up  to  my  legs  and 
hugged me tight, pressing herself tightly to me, ashamed 
to even lift  her face to gauge my reaction.  Danit  Malka, 
sensing the power of the moment, joined Raphaela in what 
became a group hug.

How could I remain angry? My heart melted. Not only did 
I lose my anger, my love for them deepened.

The metaphor should be obvious. When we do wrong, we 
should not attempt a futile escape.  We shouldn’t  proffer 
weak  excuses  for  our  behavior.  Rather,  we  should  just 
confess immediately and return to our Parent  who is  in 
Heaven, cleaving to our God in purest teshuvah.
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My Father
A Tribute 

My father, Jack David Abramson of blessed memory, was a 
man of compassion and integrity. Born in 1928 to Jewish 
immigrants from Lithuania, he lived his entire life in the 
small  milling  community  of  Iroquois  Falls,  Ontario.  He 
was  the  youngest  son  of  seven  siblings,  all  of  whom 
moved  south  to  pursue  careers  and  build  families  in 
Montreal and Toronto. My father chose to stay behind with 
his parents and eventually took over the family business, a 
store called Alex Abramson & Son's Men's Wear: my father, 
with  characteristic  humility,  preferred  to  remain  the 
anonymous  "son."  He  met  my  mother  at  his  sister's 
wedding in Montreal and married her in 1961. I was born 
two years later, their only child. 

My  father  deeply  believed  in  giving  people  second 
chances. He, along with my mother, had a gift for seeing 
the best in others, and he always extended himself to help 
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people  who  were  downtrodden  or  ostracized.  He 
frequently  employed  young  men  with  juvenile  criminal 
pasts,  unmarried  mothers  shunned  by  small-town 
conservatism, and extended informal credit liberally to the 
unemployed. He owned a few rental properties in town, 
and often charged rents that did not cover the mortgage, 
utilities  and tax payments. 
In  some  cases  he  didn't 
charge  rent  at  all.  My 
father’s  business  acumen 
was  overwhelmed  by  his 
instinct  to help anyone in 
need, and my family lived 
simply  and  frugally  in  a 
small apartment above the 
men's wear store. 

My  father  taught  me  to  ski,  and  I  met  my  wife,  a  ski 
instructor.  My father taught me to read, and I became a 
professor, then a dean. Sometimes when I speak I hear my 
father's voice, and it surprises me.   

My father never had the benefit of a Jewish education, but 
he and my mother endured phenomenal  self-sacrifice to 
give me one. Years later, when he was a grandfather many 
times over, we had a conversation in the dark, sitting in my 
minivan parked outside the house. He expressed to me the 
depth  of  his  personal  connection  with  God.   It  was 
awesome in the true sense of the word, and strengthens 
my own faith to this day. 

My father was, fundamentally,  an optimist.  His business 
decisions  were  often  fueled by a  deep-seated sense  that 
patience and persistence would always win in the end—
with  some  belt-tightening  austerity,  everything  would 
ultimately work out in our favor. It didn’t always turn out 
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that  way,  but  he  remained  indefatigably  independent-
minded.  My  mother  supported  his  decisions  absolutely. 
On the rare occasions when she disagreed with any of his 
choices, he was quick to comply. My mother’s love was his 

most  cherished  achievement;  to 
the  end of  his  life  I  believe   he 
retained a  sense of  wonder  that 
he merited such a devoted wife.

My  father  was  sparing  in  his 
praise  for  his  only  son,  always 
concerned  that  he  might 
somehow  spoil  me.  On  the 
contrary,  he  taught  me  to 
celebrate  my  failures,  probing 
them  for  whatever  lessons  I 
m i g h t  g l e a n  f r o m 
disappointment.  His  love  was 

often expressed in unexpected acts of selfless generosity—
surprising me with a pair of Rossignol ST Competition skis 
when my Fischers broke, sending me on a school trip to 
England as a teenager, helping with the down payment on 
our house. I know those kinds of things were financially 
onerous at the time, but my father made them happen. As 
a father myself, I know how hard it can be to provide for 
children, and I also know why he did it for me.

I miss you, Dad. I wish I could talk to you sometime. This 
book is for you. I hope you like it.
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to  become  a  Master  of  Teshuvah  as  described  by 
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described above, but with two new colleagues who have 
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The  first  edition  of  this  short  work  appeared  with 
numerous  typographical  issues  and  grammatical 
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book. In an unfortunate parallel to the teshuvah process, I 
did not feel the urgency of the task until the holy month of 
Elul returned, and now the comparatively small exercise of 
literary  revision  is  complicated  by  the  much  more 
daunting  task  of  self-evaluation  and  personal 
transformation.  Confronted  and  humbled  by  my  errors, 
both  in  print  and  in  person,  I  struggle  to  do  justice  to 
Maimonides’ eternal words.  It is my hope that you, dear 
reader, will overlook such shortcomings with charity, and 
may you be rewarded in turn with Heavenly blessings for 
a good, sweet New Year.

Reviewed and revised Elul 5773 (September 2013)
Surfside, FL

Third Edition (2014)

5774 was a year of great change for the Abramson family. 
Several  children  moved on with  their  lives,  studying in 
Israel or advancing their careers. Professionally, I received 
a promotion to become Dean of the Lander College of Arts 
and  Sciences  in  Brooklyn,  NY,  effective  July  2015.  This 
wonderful challenge represented a great opportunity on an 
academic level, but sad on a personal level because it will 
require  us  to  leave  South Florida,  our  home since  1996. 
Finally, and most significantly, my father passed away less 
than a month ago, leaving me changed in ways that I feel 
deeply but cannot fully comprehend. 

I was in New York City on business with my eldest son 
when I received the call that my father’s health had taken a 
sudden turn for the worse. I had intended to take my son 
to  visit  the  grave  of  the  Lubavitcher  Rebbe,  a  rare 
American pilgrimage site, and we did so on our way to get 
our first connecting flight out of John F. Kennedy airport.  I 
prayed there from the depths of my soul, begging that I be 
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allowed the privilege of one more conversation with my 
father. The earliest travel date available was the 9th of Av, 
the Jewish national day of mourning for the destruction of 
the Temples in Jerusalem. Alexander,  Danit  Malka and I 
made the arduous journey while fasting. We arrived at his 
bedside  in  Ansonville  General  Hospital  some  fifteen 
minutes before he fell into his final sleep. My prayer was 
granted,  and  we  shared  a  few  moments  of  parting 
communion. I sat by his bedside for two more days as, in 
his delirium and liminal existence in both worlds, he called 
out to his long-deceased siblings. Danit Malka and I were 
by his side when he took his final breath, passing gently 
into the next world in his sleep.

Although I originally released Maimonides on Teshuvah two 
years earlier, I had strangely omitted a dedication.  It now 
seems  fitting  that  I  consecrate  it  to  the  memory  of  my 
father, Jack David Abramson, הרני כפרת משכבו. May the 
Torah learned from this small work accrue to the benefit of 
his everlasting soul.

Reviewed and revised Elul 5774 (September 2014)
Surfside, FL

Fourth Edition (2016) 

5775, a year of promise, proved overwhelming. I failed to 
review and revise Maimonides on Teshuvah. It was only in 
5776  (2015-2016)  that  I  could  collect  my  thoughts  and 
return  to  this  work.  Much  of  it  was  written  while 
commuting  on  the  A  Train  or  Long  Island  Railroad 
between the Five Towns, where we now live, to my new 
position in Brooklyn. The transition has not been easy, and 
as I write these words I am impressed with the profundity 
of Maimonides’ observation (2.4) that “exile atones for sin, 
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because since it  causes  one to  be lowly,  humble,  and of 
contrite spirit.” 

On a very positive note, in Elul 5775 we welcomed Chaim 
Yaakov Singer into our family as the husband of our eldest 
daughter Raphaela, accentuating the power of the month 
of teshuvah with its great message of growth and renewal. 
He has been a source of great joy to our family, and I am 
especially privileged to enjoy learning with Chaim Yaakov 
Friday afternoons  via  videoconference.  We have  studied 
many  great  works  of  Jewish  thought,  including 
Maimonides' The Ways of Repentance, and my commentary 
is enriched by his observations. 

At  work,  I  am grateful  for  the  support,  encouragement, 
and mentorship I have received from Vice President and 
Executive Dean Robert  Goldschmidt,  Vice  President  and 
Dean  of  Faculties  Stanley  Boylan,  and  Executive  Vice 
President  Moshe  Krupka,  as  well  as  from  many  new 
colleagues  and  faculty  based  in  the  mighty  Avenue  J 
campus  of  Touro  College.  A word  of  thanks  is  due  the 
excellent  staff  of  the  Touro  College  library,  and  amy 
assistant, Ms. Judy Greenfeld, who ably managed various 
technical  aspects  associated  with  the  production  of  the 
final manuscript.

In the community, I am grateful for the spiritual leadership 
of Rabbi Moshe Teitelbaum, Mora d’Asra at Young Israel 
of Lawrence-Cedarhurst, Assistant Rabbi Ya’akov Trump, 
and President  Aryeh Davis.  Together  they make YILC a 
congenial home for both quiet, contemplative prayer and 
vigorous  intellectual  inquiry.  Newcomers  to  the  Five 
Towns, we are slowly making friends in the community, 
and are especially glad to have met the Janashvili family, 
with  whom  we  shared  heated  political  debate  over 
delicious Shabbat meals. I am especially glad that Bentsion 
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Janashvili  devoted  his  personal  talent  to  design  the 
evocative  cover  of  Maimonides  on  Teshuvah.  It  is  rare 
indeed  to  find  an  artist  who  is  as  familiar  with 
Maimonides as he is with his craft. 

At  home—after  one’s  innermost  soul,  truly  the  greatest 
laboratory for teshuvah—my beloved wife Ilana Tirzah and 
I  continue  to  receive  spiritual  encouragement  from  our 
children,  Raphaela  Meirit  (and  Chaim  Yaakov!),  Danit 
Malka,  Aliza  Shoshana,  Alexander  Eliyahu,  Boaz  Uziel, 
and  Aryeh  Yitzchak.  My  mother,  Mrs.  Ethel  Abramson, 
continues to be an inspiration for us all. We have always 
revered her as a model of human kindness, but in the past 
two  difficult  years  we  have  come  to  understand  much 
more clearly the depth of  her character,  intelligence and 
inner strength.

Among  the  many  things  that  require  my  repentance,  I 
must  include  weakly  executed  past  repentance:  teshuvah 
for poor teshuvah. May this, my yearly meditation on the 
holy  words  of  the  Rambam,  serve  at  least  partially  as 
atonement for my many failings, and may I and my family 
earn  merit  for  whatever  small  benefit  you,  dear  reader, 
receive from these thoughts.

Reviewed and revised Adar II-Elul 5776 (February-August 
2016)

Cedarhurst, NY

Fifth Edition (2017)

Writing these acknowledgments year after year gives me 
pause to reflect  on the many kindnesses,  and occasional 
challenges, that my beloved wife Ilana and I have received 
over the past year. My appreciation for my Aishes Chayil 
grows  constantly  as  I  increasingly  perceive  her  deep 
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reservoirs of faith, strength, and inner beauty.  I can only 
express  gratitude  to  the  Master  of  the  Universe  for 
providing Ilana and I  with the privilege of knowing the 
precious souls of our children, each one brilliant in his or 
her own way: Raphaela and her husband Chaim Yaakov,  
incorporating  two family  traditions  into  something  new 
and old at the same time;  Alexander who has chosen to 
heroically  serve  the  Jewish  people  in  the  Israel  Defense 
Forces (may the Almighty protect him along with all those 
who bravely protect the citizens of Israel), Aliza and Boaz, 
both exploring their identities in often unpredictable ways, 
and Aryeh, who this year began to live his life as a man 
under Jewish law.

In 5777 we welcomed Binyamin Mills to our family as the 
husband of our beloved daughter Danit Malka. A full-time 
Torah scholar, he seems exactly the type of man she wished 
to marry, and we wish them much joy and success over a 
long and happy marriage, pursuing their common goal of 
spreading  Torah  and  Hasidic  thought  far  and  wide.  A 
special note of gratitude is due once again to Danit Malka, 
who  provided  some  salient  comments  on  the  overall 
approach  to  teshuvah,  drawn  from  the  deep  and  sweet 
waters of Hasidic thought.

5777  represented  a  year  of  learning  much  un-learning: 
many  of  the  things  I  took  for  granted  had  to  be  re-
evaluated and re-assessed, resulting in what the Talmud 
might call “destruction for the sake of construction.” The 
process  sometimes  involved  great  heartache,  and  may 
Hashem protect our family from all trouble and woe. One 
of the major edits in this year’s review of Maimonides is 
the elimination of many passages—as the French say, il faut 
reculer pour mieux sauter.
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I continue to enjoy the spiritual guidance of Morah D’Asra 
Moshe Teitelbaum and Rabbi Yaakov Trump at the Young 
Israel  of  Lawrence-Cedarhurst,  and  am  happy  that  my 
family and I have found a place in the Five Towns to learn, 
pray,  and  enjoy  fellowship  with  wonderful  people.  At 
Touro College, I am especially grateful for the leadership 
provided  by  Executive  Vice  President  Rabbi  Moshe 
Krupka,  Vice  President  and  Dean  of  Faculties  Stanley 
Boylan,  and  Vice  President  and  Executive  Dean  Robert 
Goldschmidt.  I  am  also  appreciative  of  the  professional 
assistance  of  Ms.  Jamie  Venezia,  whose  careful  and 
thorough management of administrative tasks and student 
concerns  have  significantly  improved  my  creative 
productivity.

Reviewed and revised Nisan-Tammuz 5777 
(April-June 2017)
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