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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 [, 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.



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). 1 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.
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Three years after the passing of my father and teacher
Jack David Abramson, of blessed memory

HMA
Cedarhurst, NY



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



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



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.



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.



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 (wa1n) 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



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 (1X'N Nw12). The
third level is repairing one’s inclinations (1X*N NpPN)
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.

10
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One positive commandment, which is that the 2017

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

13



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

14



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
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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

17



the “confession of words.” This confession is a positive
commandment.

How should a person confess? He should say, “Please,
God, | have sinned, | have wronged, | have rebelled
before you, and | have done such-and-such. Behold, |
regret and am ashamed of my deeds, and | 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 itis 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

18



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

19



until we acknowledge, at least to ourselves, that we have
done wrong. As the Talmud puts it, “words of the heart are
not words” (D127 12°X 292w D*1aT).

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

20



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 feshuvah 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.

21



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,

22



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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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 (I11:46), 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 My1 ,ywa ,xvnN). 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 feshuvah, 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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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?

By US Forest Service - Southern Region (bromeliads on tree trunks Luquillo EF) [CC BY-SA
2.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0)], via Wikimedia Commons

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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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, | 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), | will
remember their sins 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 192, 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
NP, meaning “to wipe away,” removing completely the
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: feshuvah
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 feshuvah 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 Teshuwvah, SN
Rabbi J.D. Soloveitchik (“the Rav”) asked the
question posed above: why did Maimonides begin
with a discussion of confession, rather than teshuvah 2017

Day 4

Friday,

August 25,

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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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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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 | did teshuvah | felt regret, and after |
gained knowledge, | 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 (NYY39), 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 (DVP) 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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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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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, | 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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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 | 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
dealing with transgressions 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. Itis 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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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.

54



2.7

YR XM L0210 TN 530 NWn 1T Xin--0'Maon on
NRYN MY 550 PN 12°92 ONIWD NNOD N Nn
NN 0830 D T MYM  .DM3270 D12 MMNON
OTINW DTP NTWDPA Pan® XnRY 5INW DTp DD 2WN
D 221 NTINM N 00N DTp NTINNY '3 DY ax)
ATIARN LADIAD ,NINYA NTIDM M N2y 0NN
,MAY MO AN29N DK TN 20NN 12'0 NN

1'Y117 127112 1290 V¥NK]

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 ("1M1) is derived from the
root “to admit” (MNXTN). Ironically, this root also produces
the term for “thanks” (NTN). 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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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 | 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 Tunya 15).
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I now understand that there is such a thing as hazarah for
teshuvah. Tt'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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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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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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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 Day 10
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 2017
beginning of a theme that will continue through the

9ONK 'L

Thursday,

August 31,

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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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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A person whose demerits exceed his merits dies
immediately in his wickedness, as it is written (Jeremiah
30:14), [l 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."

76



3.3

,M01D Oy Nnm L Nvyy nnynn Sy omy m 53
DN MY KD MR DY "RYIN NN 1222 10N Day 11
:DIY3 MIT OW D 1110 XY 122 NN TAR L0
NINT) MYET D12 122%N KD PIXD DRI MNIY

NYKRID DY NINA KON DTN L(20,00 ORprm Friday,
) ) ) September 1,
2017

915N "

12- N0 NYY31a "mnon DIX MMMy Opivy Dyl

WIn TOK TN 22 MY 2Py iy iy 523
NIV M :NIWN YKIYY 210 D1 1NN DY DWW
ANPAM DM DRNY YYD RYNIY M ;0707 DRNY P TY
DN1;0™NY DRN) ,NYNA NYY DX 019270 D1 Y12 PN
NN DONY XY

Anyone who regretted performing a positive deed and
doubted its value, saying “what good has it done me to
do these things? If only | 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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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.
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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

81



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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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 [l will discount], but from
four | 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 feshuvah 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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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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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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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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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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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 rebulff,
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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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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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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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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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 | 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)
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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 | swxro
appearance, an illustration of the epitaph engraved
on his Tiberias tombstone: “from Moses to M0ses |stember 7,
there was no one like Moses.” This encomium 2017
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Thursday,

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 feshuvah. 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 feshuvah more difficult than others.
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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, "l will sin and | will repent” and
included in this category is one who says, “l 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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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) | 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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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.
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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 feshuvah,” 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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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, | did not
steal anything at all.”

3) One who ogles a woman, thinking to himself that this
means nothing. He says, “did | 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 | do to him? Did | 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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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
2

Tale-bearing.

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 (12annnn),
implying a deeper level of commitment, beyond mere
acquaintance.
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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 feshuvah, 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

Day 22
SN NI
Tuesday,
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2017

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,

psychological and the other metaphysical.
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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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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
[ament 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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This great point is essential. It is a pillar of the Torah and
commandments, as it is written (Deuteronomy 11:26)
see, | have placed before you this day life and good, and
death and evil, and it is written, see, | 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.”
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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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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 | say.

| 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)
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Chapter Six: Privilege
Introduction

We tend to think of feshuvah 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
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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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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. | 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 wvisits 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

158



harmful actions. Punishment for those negative choices is
meted out in this world and in the next.
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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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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 (Il 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 | 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) | 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 | 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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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 | 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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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
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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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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.”
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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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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 | become old | 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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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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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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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 | 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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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, |
will take you, Zerubavel, son of Shaltiel My servant, says
the Lord, and | 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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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, |
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! | have no desire for you, says the Lord of
Hosts, and | 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 | 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 (n), 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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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 Teshuwvah 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 Day 31
journey of self-transformation. Maimonides on
therefore followed his discussion of the Master of ~3wm WA
Teshuvah with a description of the World to Come

in Jewish theology. Thursday,

September 21,
2017

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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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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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
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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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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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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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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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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 | not believed that |
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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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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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

Day 34
Mwn 1
Sunday,

September 24,
2017

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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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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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



man his fellow [because they will all know Me], and it is
written (Ezekiel 36:26), and | 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.

225



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)
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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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A person should not say, “behold, | will perform the
commandments of the Torah and study its wisdom, in
order that | receive the blessings described therein,” or
“so that | will merit the life of the World to Come.” He
should not say, “l will separate from the sins that the Torah
prohibits in order that | be saved from the curses that are
described therein, or that | 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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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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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 | 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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The early sages taught that perhaps a person might say,
"l will study Torah in order that | become wealthy, or that |
be called ‘Rabbi, in order that | 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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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.



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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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
itis 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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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
might glean from
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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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, 120¥n N132 MN. 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 ]
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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