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Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, On Repentance

BLOTTING OUT OR ELEVATING SIN

loathed and cast far away, and the next ke is loved and desired and
close at hand, a friend.” Before repentance, he was “this person”
and afterwards he become “him.” But they are not the same
person; the beloved one of today is not the despised person of
yesterday, the friend close at hand is not the same loathsome
person who was cast far away.

The question whether repentance implies continuity or
severance, whether it sustains the past or utterly nullifies it, de-
pends upon the nature of the repentance. There is repentance which
does allow for continuity and which accords recognition to the "
past, and there is also repentance whose goal is the utter annihila-
tion of the evil in the soul of man. Certain situations leave no
choice but for the annihilation of evil and for completely uprooting
it. If one takes pity and lets evil remain, one inexorably pays at a
later date the awesome price of six million or ten million victims.
The biblical imperative of blotting out the remembrance of Amalek
is not a matter of racial hatred but rather the uprooting of a nation
that embodied such evil that could not be rectified except by a
clean break, by sheer annihilation, for fear that this evil continue to
thrive and insinuate itself in good times as well. Repentance of the
individual can also be of the kind that requires a clean break, with
all of man’s sins and evil deeds falling away into an abyss, fulfilling
the prophecy, “And Thou wilt cast all their sins into the depths of
the sea™ (Micah 7:19). Not only are the sins cast into the depths of
the sea, but, also, all the years of sin - ten or twenty or even thirty
years of the sinner’s life. It is impossible to sift out only the sins and
leave the years intact.

The years that have fallen aside leave an empty space, and yet
the Holy One, blessed be He, gives man “credit” for those years.
He “overlooks transgression” as it were, ignoring and uprooting
from time all those years which the penitent has cast into the
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ON REPENTANCE

energy of sin can be used to bring one to new heights.

The talmudic sage, Resh Lakish, was reknowned as a man who
sinned grievously and repented. According to Rabbenu Tam
(Tosafot, Baba Metzia 84a), Resh Lakish was an accomplished
scholar before he became a thief. After he fell to thievery, Rabbi
Johanan succeeded in convincing him to repent of his ways, and
thereafter, Resh Lakish became “even greater” than he had been
before. How did this happen? Certainly, while he was out thieving
and robbing, he wasn’t engaged in the study of Torah! What, then,
made him greater after he sinned than he had been before? Sin
itself!

The penitent who does not wipe out the past nor tear the pages
of sin from his memory, but rather makes a point to use the
memory of his sins to enhance his longings for holiness that are
bursting forth from inside of him - such a person achieves the
quality of repentance which elevates evil to a state of goodness.
With regard to such a penitent, the Holy One, blessed be He, does
not “overlook transgression” but “bears sin and transgression.” It
is as if He lifts up and elevates sin and transgression to
unimaginable heights.

“Now these are the last words of David, the saying of David the
son of Jesse, and the saying of the man raised on high, the anointed
of the God of Jacob, and the sweet singer of Israel” (II Samuel
23:1). The plain meaning of the phrase, “raised on high” is that
King David was endowed with greatness by God, but our Sages
interpreted the phrase homiletically to mean that “he (King David)
raised on high the yoke of repentance” (Babylonian Talmud Mo’ed
Katan 16b). David was the penitent par excellence who was raised
on high so as to serve as an example to all of Israel. What was it
that made David so great that, in Rashi’s phrase (ad. loc.) “Israel
sings in the Temple only his songs and his melodies?”” The answer
is: the fact that he sinned and repented, that he took sin and out of
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it constructed the yoke of repentance.

In light of this, Resh Lakish’s comments which were cited earlier
can now be understood: “Great is repentance that causes
premeditated sins to be accounted as errors.” Resh Lakish was
here referring to repentance by means of which sin is annihilated.
Such repentance erases sin, but it has no creative power and does
not germinate or give life to anything new. Premeditated sins are
accounted as errors, as though they never took place at all. They
are wiped away. But in his second comment Resh Lakish said that
“repentance is so great that premeditated sins are accounted as
though they were merits,” and here he was referring to repentance
by means of which sin is elevated and exalted. This motivates man
to fulfil the precepts with a vigor and a zest lacking before he sin-
ned and causes him to study and learn Torah in a different manner.
What was it that made Resh Lakish worthy of being the closest
friend of Rabbi Johanan, the most esteemed sage of his day? The
fact that he had repented and that, by means of repentance, he had
elevated and exalted the evil used for thievery to the goodness that
lay in the study of Torah.

Repentance in which evil is elevated is brought about by love
and, because of it, premeditated sins are considered as merits, while
repentance in which evil is blotted out is instigated by fear and
because of it, premeditated sins are accounted as errors. In repent-
ance of love, love rises with the flames of repentance and burns
brightly in the fires fanned by sin; the bonds of love pull man up to
great and exalted heights. It is concerning repentance of this sort,
that the sages said: “Great is repentance that touches the Throne of
Glory™ (Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 86a).

You may ask: How is it possible for one who has repented to get
nearer and ascend higher than he was before he sinned? How is it
possible for sins to act as a dynamic force leading to holiness? Is it
not written: “Who can purify the unclean? No one!” (Job 14:4)?
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depths of the sea together with all their entangling web of relatives
and friends.

The Holy One, blessed be He, appears then, in the words of the
liturgy of the Day of Atonement, as “He |who| is patient and con-
dones those who go astray.” The quality of strict justice cannot
fathom this and asks in wonder: How is it possible to obliterate
what has occurred? Logic, too, is outraged at the possiblity of
uprooting part of man’s consciousness, excising part of man’s
memory. Both Nietzsche and Kant claimed that this was impossi-
ble, but Judaism says: Yes, it can be done. Abraham was the first
to demonstrate that it was indeed possible, that man can make a
clean break and start anew!

Repentance of this sort leaves man only a limited sense or feeling
of “return.” To where shall he return? He returns to his starting
point, to where he stood prior to embarking upon the road of sin,
and everything that has occurred in the meantime disappears, as if
it had never been. The Holy One, blessed be He, then recompenses
him for this loss by pardoning his sin and erasing it from the books.

This is the first way of repentance, but, there is another way - not
by annihilating evil but by rectifying and elevating it. This repent-
ance does not entail making a clean break with the past or
obliterating memories. It allows man, at one and the same time, to
continue to identify with the past and still to return to God in
repentance.

“When thou shalt besiege a city a long time, in making war
against it to take it, thou shalt not destroy the trees thereof by
wielding an axe against them” (Deuteronomy 20:19). How much
more so should one not destroy, frivolously, ten years or tens of
years of one’s life! What, then, shall the penitent do with all those
years of sin? He does not want to identify with them, and yet, he
cannot blot them out- what shall he do?

When the goal is annihilation of evil, there cannot be any
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compromises - evil must be utterly destroyed and cast into the
depths of the sea. But there also is another way of dealing with evil
- and that is by rectifying it and uplifting it. This way of repentance
does not transform the penitent into “another.” Here, there is no
clean break between “this person” of yesterday and the “he” of to-
day. It is not necessary to blot out and erase the past. The future
can be built upon the foundations of the past. How so? By
elevating and exalting evil. How does one exalt evil to such an ex-
tent that it ceascs to be evil? How does the “despised and abhor-
red” of yesterday become the “beloved and desired” of today,
without erasing and annihilating yesterday? -

Repentance of this sort does not require man to return to the
starting-point to where he was originally but, rather infuses him
with a burning desire to come as near as he can to the Creator of
the universe and attain spiritual heights undreamed of before he
sinned. Man then becomes infused with strength and power he did
not have previously.

From whence does it come?
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