
Teshuva, Repentance
A Decision or a Mitzvah?
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Aristotle (especially in the Rhetoric) discusses certain characteristic features of persons at 
different stages in life—how young men differ from men late in life, and so forth. Still, his 

view was that one’s second nature, one’s ethically relevant dispositions to choose, to act, and 
to respond, tends to be stable rather than easily changed. The dispositions into which a 
person settles shape the person’s judgments, awareness, and deliberations. It is not as 
though there is rational agency and separate from that are elements of character. One’s 

character just is the form that one’s rational agency takes on account of how specific 
dispositions are reflected in one’s choices, actions, and responses. In this view the person 
established in vice may not even be able to recognize what virtue requires. After all, that 

person is settled in a (wrong) conception of what is worthwhile and desirable and may see no 
reason to revise that conception. 



Intro vs. the laws
Intro

 הִלְכוֹת תְּשׁוּבָה: מִצְוַת עֲשֵׂה אַחַת, וְהִיא שֶׁיּשָׁוּב הַחוֹטֵא מֵחֶטְאוֹ לִפְניֵ יי וְיתְִוַדֶּה. וּבֵאוּר מִצְוָה זוֹ וְעִקָּרִים הַנּגְִרָרִים
.עִמָּהּ בִּגְלָלָהּ בִּפְרָקִים אֵלּוּ

Laws of Teshuva: One positive mitzvah, ie. for the sinner to go back from his sin 
before G- d and confess..

Laws

א תַעֲשֶׂה - אִם עָבַר אָדָם עַל אַחַת מֵהֶן, בֵּין בְּזדָוֹן בֵּין בִּשְׁגָגָה, כְּשֶׁיּעֲַשֶׂה תְּשׁוּבָה  כָּל הַמִּצְווֹת שֶׁבַּתּוֹרָה, בֵּין עֲשֵׂה בֵּין 
וְישָׁוּב מֵחֶטְאוֹ חַיּבָ לְהִתְוַדּוֹת לִפְניֵ הָאֵל בָּרוּ הוּא

All commandments of the Torah, whether they be mandatory or prohibitive, if a man violates any one of them, 
either presumptuously or erroneously, when he will repent himself and turn away from his sinful way, he is 
obliged to confess before God, blessed is He!



So it’s not a mitzvah? See this says the Rav, ch. 7
 כָּל הַנּבְִיאִים כֻּלָּן צִוּוּ עַל הַתְּשׁוּבָה, וְאֵין ישְִׂרָאֵל נגְִאָלִין אֶלָּא בִּתְשׁוּבָה. וּכְבָר הִבְטִיחָה תּוֹרָה שֶׁסּוֹף ישְִׂרָאֵל לַעֲשׂוֹת תְּשׁוּבָה
הֶי אֶת ... וְשָׁב יי אֱ הֶי  בְּסוֹף גָּלוּתָן, וּמִיּדָ הֵן נגְִאָלִין, שֶׁנּאֱֶמַר: ״וְהָיהָ כִי יבָאֹוּ עָלֶי כָּל הַדְּבָרִים... וְשַׁבְתָּ עַד יי אֱ
הֶי שָׁמָּה״ (דברים ל,א-ג , וְשָׁב וְקִבֶּצְ מִכָּל הָעַמִּים אֲשֶׁר הֱפִיצְ יי אֱ .(שְׁבוּתְ וְרִחֲמֶ

All of the prophets commanded concerning repentance; Israel will not be redeemed save by repentance. Indeed, 
the Torah long since assured us that in the end, at the close of the period of exile Israel will turn to repentance and 
be momentarily redeemed, even as it is said: "And it shall come to pass, when all these things are come upon thee, 
the blessings and the curse, which I have set before thee, and thou shalt bethink thyself among all the nations, 
whither the Lord thy God had driven thee, and shalt return unto the Lord thy God, and hearken to His voice 
according to all that I commanded thee this day, thou and thy children, with all thy heart, and with all thy soul; 
that then the Lord thy God will turn thy captivity, and have compassion upon thee, and will return and gather thee 
from all the peoples whither the Lord thy God hath scattered thee" (Deut. 30.14).

https://mg.alhatorah.org/Devarim/30.1
https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Devarim/30.14


Kant and morality, the categorical imperitive
Kant wholeheartedly believes that morality comes from the authority of human reason and is not 
simply invented by God. Kant states that “no one, not even God, can be the author of the laws of 
morality, since they have no origin in will, but instead a practical necessity” (Lectures, “The 
Law Giver”).



That may explain this next passage, ch. 10



The Rambam talks about reward and punishment in 
these laws and then says not to worship for reward...
א כְּדֵי א מִפְּניֵ ירְִאַת הָרָעָה וְ א מִפְּניֵ דָּבָר בָּעוֹלָם,   הָעוֹבֵד מֵאַהֲבָה - עוֹסֵק בַּתּוֹרָה וּבַמִּצְווֹת וְהוֹלֵ בִּנתְִיבוֹת הַחָכְמָה 
.לִירַשׁ הַטּוֹבָה, אֶלָּא עוֹשֶׂה הָאֱמֶת מִפְּניֵ שֶׁהוּא אֱמֶת, וְסוֹף הַטּוֹבָה לָבוֹא בִּכְלָל
 וּמַעֲלָה זוֹ הִיא מַעֲלָה גְּדוֹלָה עַד מְאדֹ, וְאֵין כָּל חָכָם זוֹכֶה לָהּ. וְהִיא מַעֲלַת אַבְרָהָם אָבִינוּ, שֶׁקְּרָאוֹ הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ הוּא
א עָבַד אֶלָּא מֵאַהֲבָה. וְהִיא הַמַּעֲלָה שֶׁצִּוָּנוּ בָּהּ הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ הוּא עַל ידְֵי משֶֹׁה רַבֵּנוּ,  ״אהֲֹבִי״ (ישעיה מא,ח), לְפִי שֶׁ
״ (דברים ו,ה). וּבִזמְַן שֶׁיּאֹהַב אֶת יי אַהֲבָה הָרְאוּיהָ - הֶי בְּכָל לְבָבְ וּבְכָל נפְַשְׁ וּבְכָל מְאדֶֹ  שֶׁנּאֱֶמַר: ״וְאָהַבְתָּ אֵת יי אֱ
.מִיּדָ יעֲַשֶׂה כָּל הַמִּצְווֹת מֵאַהֲבָה
The worshiper because of love, engages himself in the study of the Torah and the observance of precepts and 
follows the paths of wisdom on no account in the world, neither for fear of evil nor in order to inherit the good; but 
he does the true thing because it is true, and in the end the good comes because thereof,. That degree is a great 
degree, indeed and not every scholar attains it; for such was the degree of Abraham our father, whom the Holy 
One, blessed is He! called His beloved, because he worshiped not, save because of love, and it is, furthermore, the 
degree concerning which the Holy One, blessed is He! commanded through Moses, saying: "And thou shalt love 
the Lord thy God" (Deut. 6.5); for, when man will love the Lord with a proper love, he will momentarily perform all 
of the commandments because of love.

https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Yeshayahu/41.8
https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Devarim/6.5
https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Devarim/6.5


א  : 2,1 א עָשָׂה, מִפְּניֵ הַתְּשׁוּבָה,   אֵי זוֹ הִיא תְּשׁוּבָה גְּמוּרָה? זהֶ שֶׁבָּא לְידָוֹ דָּבָר שֶׁעָבַר בּוֹ וְאֶפְשָׁר בְּידָוֹ לַעֲשׂוֹת, וּפֵרֵשׁ וְ
א מִכִּשְׁלוֹן כּחַֹ. כֵּיצַד? הֲרֵי שֶׁבָּא עַל אִשָּׁה בַּעֲבֵרָה, וּלְאַחַר זמְַן נתְִיחֵַד עִמָּהּ, וְהוּא עוֹמֵד בְּאַהֲבָתוֹ בָּהּ, וּבְכחַֹ גּוּפוֹ,  מִיּרְִאָה וְ
א עָבַר - זהֶ הוּא בַּעַל תְּשׁוּבָה גְּמוּרָה  .וּבַמְּדִינהָ שֶׁעָבַר בָּהּ, וּפֵרֵשׁ וְ

What is complete repentance? He who once more had in it in his power to repeat a violation, but separated himself 
therefrom, and did not do it because of repentance, not out of fear or lack of strength. For example? One who knew 
a woman sinfully, and after a process of time he met her again privately, and he still loving her as theretofore, and 
he being in a state of potency, and the meeting is in the same land where the sin was first committed, if he parted 
without sinning, he has attained complete repentance.



And...
א יעֲַשֵׂהוּ עוֹד, שֶׁנּאֱֶמַר: ״יעֲַזבֹ  וּמַה הִיא הַתְּשׁוּבָה? הוּא שֶׁיּעֲַזבֹ הַחוֹטֵא חֶטְאוֹ, וִיסִירֶנּוּ מִמַּחֲשַׁבְתּוֹ, וְיגְִמרֹ בְּלִבּוֹ שֶׁ
.(רָשָׁע דַּרְכּוֹ וְאִישׁ אָוֶן מַחְשְׁבתָֹיו״ (ישעיה נה,ז
״ (ירמיה לא,יח). וְיעִָיד עָלָיו  וְכֵן יתְִנחֵַם עַל שֶׁעָבַר, שֶׁנּאֱֶמַר: ״כִּי אַחֲרֵי שׁוּבִי נחִַמְתִּי, וְאַחֲרֵי הִוָּדְעִי סָפַקְתִּי עַל ירֵָ
הֵינוּ לְמַעֲשֵׂה ידֵָינוּ, אֲשֶׁר בְּ ירְֻחַם א נאֹמַר עוֹד אֱ א ישָׁוּב לְזהֶ הַחֵטְא לְעוֹלָם, שֶׁנּאֱֶמַר: ״וְ  יוֹדֵעַ תַּעֲלוּמוֹת שֶׁ
.יתָוֹם״ (הושע יד,ד). וְצָרִי לְהִתְוַדּוֹת בִּשְׂפָתָיו, וְלוֹמַר עִניְנָוֹת אֵלּוּ שֶׁגָּמַר בְּלִבּוֹ

What is repentance? The sinner shall cease sinning, and remove sin from his thoughts, and wholeheartedly 
conclude not to revert back to it, even as it is said: "Let the wicked forsake his way" (Is. 55.7); so, too, shall he be 
remorseful on what was past, even as it is said: "Surely after that I was turned, I repented" (Jer. 31. 19). In addition 
thereto he should take to witness Him Who knoweth all secrets that forever he will not turn to repeat that sin 
again, according to what it is said: "Say unto Him.… neither will we call any more the work of our hands our gods" 
(Hos. 14.3–4). It is, moreover, essential that his confession shall be by spoken words of his lips, and all that which 
he concluded in his heart shall be formed in speech.

https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Yeshayahu/55.7
https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Yirmeyahu/31.18
https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Hoshea/14.4
https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Yirmeyahu/31.19


Why does the Rambam put this in the laws of 
Teshuva?
 רְשׁוּת כָּל אָדָם נתְוּנהָ לוֹ: אִם רָצָה לְהַטּוֹת עַצְמוֹ לְדֶרֶ טוֹבָה וְלִהְיוֹת צַדִּיק - הָרְשׁוּת בְּידָוֹ; וְאִם רָצָה לְהַטּוֹת עַצְמוֹ לְדֶרֶ

 רָעָה וְלִהְיוֹת רָשָׁע - הָרְשׁוּת בְּידָוֹ. הוּא שֶׁכָּתוּב בַּתּוֹרָה: ״הֵן הָאָדָם הָיהָ כְּאַחַד מִמֶּנּוּ לָדַעַת טוֹב וָרָע״ (בראשית ג,כב).
 כְּלוֹמַר: הֵן מִין זהֶ שֶׁלָּאָדָם הָיהָ אֶחָד בָּעוֹלָם, וְאֵין לוֹ מִין שֵׁניִ דּוֹמֶה לוֹ בְּזהֶ הָעִניְןָ, שֶׁיּהְֵא הוּא מֵעַצְמוֹ בְּדַעְתּוֹ וּבְמַחֲשַׁבְתּוֹ
 יוֹדֵעַ הַטּוֹב וְהָרַע, וְעוֹשֶׂה כָּל מַה שֶּׁהוּא חָפֵץ, וְאֵין לוֹ מִי שֶׁיּעְַכֵּב עַל ידָוֹ מִלַּעֲשׂוֹת הַטּוֹב אוֹ הָרַע. וְכֵיוָן שֶׁכֵּן הוּא - ״פֶּן
.(ישְִׁלַח ידָוֹ...״ (שם

Every man was endowed with a free will; if he desires to bend himself toward the good path and to be just it is 
within the power of his hand to reach out for it, and if he desires to bend himself to a bad path and to be wicked it 
is within the power of his hand to reach out for it. This is known from what it is written in the Torah, saying: 
"Behold, the man is become as one of us, to know good and evil" (Gen. 3.22), that is as if saying: "Behold, this 
species, man, stands alone in the world, and there is no other kind like him, as regards this subject of being able of 
his own accord, by his reason and thought, to know the good and the evil, and to do whatever his inclination 
dictates him with none to stay his hand from either doing good or evil; and, being that he is so, 'Lest he put forth 
his hand, and take also from the tree of life, and eat, and live forever'" (Ibid.)

https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Bereshit/3.22
https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Bereshit/3.22
https://mg.alhatorah.org/#!Bereshit/3.22


 הוֹאִיל וּרְשׁוּת כָּל אָדָם נתְוּנהָ לוֹ, כְּמוֹ שֶׁבֵּאַרְנוּ (לעיל ה,א) - ישְִׁתַּדֵּל אָדָם לַעֲשׂוֹת תְּשׁוּבָה וְלִנעְרֹ כַּפָּיו מֵחֲטָאָיו, כְּדֵי
.שֶׁיּמָוּת וְהוּא בַּעַל תְּשׁוּבָה, כְּדֵי שֶׁיּזִכְֶּה לְחַיּיֵ הָעוֹלָם הַבָּא
Because every man was endowed with self-will, as we have elucidated, it is meet that man shall strive to 
repent, to confess his sins by word of his mouth, and to dust off his hands from his sins, as a preparation for 
death after repentance, so that he may acquire life in the World to Come.



What is confessional? What is teshuva?
, וַהֲרֵי נחִַמְתִּי וּבשְֹׁתִּי בְּמַעֲשַׂי, וּלְעוֹלָם אֵיניִ , וְעָשִׂיתִי כָּ וְכָ  כֵּיצַד מִתְוַדֶּה? אוֹמֵר ׳אָנּאָ יי, חָטָאתִי, עָוִיתִי, פָּשַׁעְתִּי לְפָניֶ
.חוֹזרֵ לְדָבָר זהֶ׳. זהֶ הוּא עִקָּרוֹ שֶׁלַּוִּדּוּי, וְכָל הַמַּרְבֶּה לְהִתְוַדּוֹת וּלְהַאֲרִי בְּעִניְןָ זהֶ - הֲרֵי זהֶ מְשֻׁבָּח

How is the verbal confession made? The sinner says thus: "I beseech Thee, O Great Name! I have sinned; I have 
been obstinate; I have committed profanity against Thee, particularly in doing thus and such. Now, behold! I have 
repented and am ashamed of my actions; forever will I not relapse into this thing again." This is the elementary 
form of confession;

א א עָשָׂה, מִפְּניֵ הַתְּשׁוּבָה,   אֵי זוֹ הִיא תְּשׁוּבָה גְּמוּרָה? זהֶ שֶׁבָּא לְידָוֹ דָּבָר שֶׁעָבַר בּוֹ וְאֶפְשָׁר בְּידָוֹ לַעֲשׂוֹת, וּפֵרֵשׁ וְ
א מִכִּשְׁלוֹן כּחַֹ. כֵּיצַד? הֲרֵי שֶׁבָּא עַל אִשָּׁה בַּעֲבֵרָה, וּלְאַחַר זמְַן נתְִיחֵַד עִמָּהּ, וְהוּא עוֹמֵד בְּאַהֲבָתוֹ בָּהּ, וּבְכחַֹ גּוּפוֹ,  מִיּרְִאָה וְ
א עָבַר - זהֶ הוּא בַּעַל תְּשׁוּבָה גְּמוּרָה .וּבַמְּדִינהָ שֶׁעָבַר בָּהּ, וּפֵרֵשׁ וְ

What is complete repentance? He who once more had in it in his power to repeat a violation, but separated himself 
therefrom, and did not do it because of repentance, not out of fear or lack of strength. For example? One who knew 
a woman sinfully, and after a process of time he met her again privately, and he still loving her as theretofore, and 
he being in a state of potency, and the meeting is in the same land where the sin was first committed, if he parted 
without sinning, he has attained complete repentance. 



and...
א יעֲַשֵׂהוּ עוֹד, שֶׁנּאֱֶמַר: ״יעֲַזבֹ רָשָׁע  וּמַה הִיא הַתְּשׁוּבָה? הוּא שֶׁיּעֲַזבֹ הַחוֹטֵא חֶטְאוֹ, וִיסִירֶנּוּ מִמַּחֲשַׁבְתּוֹ, וְיגְִמרֹ בְּלִבּוֹ שֶׁ
.(דַּרְכּוֹ וְאִישׁ אָוֶן מַחְשְׁבתָֹיו״ (ישעיה נה,ז

״ (ירמיה לא,יח). וְיעִָיד עָלָיו יוֹדֵעַ  וְכֵן יתְִנחֵַם עַל שֶׁעָבַר, שֶׁנּאֱֶמַר: ״כִּי אַחֲרֵי שׁוּבִי נחִַמְתִּי, וְאַחֲרֵי הִוָּדְעִי סָפַקְתִּי עַל ירֵָ
הֵינוּ לְמַעֲשֵׂה ידֵָינוּ, אֲשֶׁר בְּ ירְֻחַם יתָוֹם״ (הושע א נאֹמַר עוֹד אֱ א ישָׁוּב לְזהֶ הַחֵטְא לְעוֹלָם, שֶׁנּאֱֶמַר: ״וְ  תַּעֲלוּמוֹת שֶׁ
.יד,ד). וְצָרִי לְהִתְוַדּוֹת בִּשְׂפָתָיו, וְלוֹמַר עִניְנָוֹת אֵלּוּ שֶׁגָּמַר בְּלִבּוֹ

What is repentance? The sinner shall cease sinning, and remove sin from his thoughts, and wholeheartedly 
conclude not to revert back to it, even as it is said: "Let the wicked forsake his way" (Is. 55.7); so, too, shall he be 
remorseful on what was past, even as it is said: "Surely after that I was turned, I repented" (Jer. 31. 19). In addition 
thereto he should take to witness Him Who knoweth all secrets that forever he will not turn to repeat that sin 
again, according to what it is said: "Say unto Him.… neither will we call any more the work of our hands our gods" 
(Hos. 14.3–4). It is, moreover, essential that his confession shall be by spoken words of his lips, and all that which 
he concluded in his heart shall be formed in speech.
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and..
א גָּמַר בְּלִבּוֹ לַעֲזבֹ - הֲרֵי זהֶ דּוֹמֶה לְטוֹבֵל וְשֶׁרֶץ בְּידָוֹ, שֶׁאֵין הַטְּבִילָה מוֹעֶלֶת עַד שֶׁיּשְַׁלִי הַשֶּׁרֶץ,  כָּל הַמִּתְוַדֶּה בִּדְבָרִים וְ
 וְכֵן הוּא אוֹמֵר: ״וּמוֹדֶה וְעזֹבֵ ירְֻחָם״ (משלי כח,יג). וְצָרִי לִפְרטֹ אֶת הַחֵטְא, שֶׁנּאֱֶמַר: ״אָנּאָ חָטָא הָעָם הַזּהֶ חֲטָאָה גְדלָֹה
הֵי זהָָב״ (שמות לב,לא .(וַיּעֲַשׂוּ לָהֶם אֱ

He who confesses by speech but has not his heart's consent to abandon his erstwhile conduct, behold him, he is 
like one taking an immersion of purification and in his grasp is an impure creeping thing, when he knows the 
immersion to be of no value till he cast away the impure creeping thing. Even so it is advised to do, saying: "But 
whoso confesseth and forsaketh them shall shall obtain mercy" (Pro. 28. 13). In confessing to God, it is obligatory 
to name the sin, even as it is said: "Oh, this people have sinned a great sin, and have made them a god of gold" (Ex. 
32.31).
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Rabbi Dessler
Everyone has a different nekudat habechira, a point of choice, and is responsible 
for that...


