TESHUVA: SELF-REFLECTION AS RESTORATION
Rabbi Aaron Portman
The concept of teshuva plays a central role in Jewish consciousness. Teshuva can mean “repentance,” or the turning
away from past sins and asking for forgiveness. Teshuva can also mean “return,” perhaps the return to one’s true
self, or a return to goodness and justice. Teshuva and forgiveness come hand-in-hand, the process of teshuva ideally
culminating in forgiveness of the self and forgiveness of others.
During the season leading up to Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, and concluding on Yom Kippur, the Day
of Atonement, teshuva serves as the vehicle through which radical self-reflection and transformation can occur.
Individuals are tasked with taking a hard look at themselves and asking “what have I done, and what can I do better.”
Communities might reflect on where they succeeded and where they failed. The process of self-evaluation can be
challenging, but it is an important step in developing intentional selves and societies.
Unfortunately, we live in a society where the notion of restorative and regenerative self-reflection is devalued. The
carceral system, specifically, ignores the value of teshuva and replaces it with a dehumanizing, punitive system of
mass incarceration, where many are unjustly imprisoned and none are given the opportunity to engage in meaningful
acts of teshuva.
In this study session, we will investigate the ways Jewish texts--specifically the writings of Maimonides, a 12th c.
Spanish rabbi and philosopher--have defined and categorized teshuva, and what it might mean in our own practices
of reflection and returning. Is there a way to return from bad behavior? What if we hurt someone else? How should
we treat those who have done wrong? How might we build a community that places value on teshuva? Does the
carceral system help facilitate teshuva, and what might an alternative look like?

TESHUVA AND INCARCERATION
I. What is Teshuva? How does it work?
Mishneh Torah, Maimonides
Laws of Repentance Chapter 1
(1) ... Those obligated to be executed or lashed by the
court do not attain atonement through their death or
lashing unless they repent and confess.

 הלכות תשובה א׳,משנה תורה
מחֻּיְבֵי מִיתֹות ּבֵית ּדִין
ְ  וְכ ֵן ּכ ָל... )(א
תתָן אֹו
ָ ּבמִי
ְ תּכַּפֵר לָהֶן
ְ מ
ִ מלְקֹות אֵין
ַ מחֻּיְבֵי
ְ ּו
:ּבלְקִּיָתָן ע ַד ׁשֶּיַע ֲׂשּו ּתְׁשּובָה וְיִתְו ַּדּו
ִ

(4) ... There are certain sins that can be atoned for
immediately, and other sins that can only be atoned for
over the course of time.

ׁשעָתָן
ְ ִתּכַּפְרִ ים ל
ְ מ
ִ ׁשהֵן
ֶ  י ֵׁש עֲבֵרֹות... )(ד
.תּכַּפְרִ ים אֶּלָא לְאַחַר זְמַן
ְ מ
ִ ׁשאֵין
ֶ וְי ֵׁש עֲבֵרֹות

Chapter 2
(1) ... Even if one sinned every day and repented on the
day of death, and died in repentance, all of the sins are
forgiven.

הלכות תשובה ב׳
אפִּלּו עָבַר ּכ ָל יָמָיו וְעָׂשָה ּתְׁשּובָה ּבְיֹום
ֲ ... )(א
:חלִין
ָ מ
ְ ִ ּבתְׁשּובָתֹו ּכ ָל עֲֹונֹותָיו נ
ִ מִיתָתֹו ּומֵת

1) Does Rambam’s definition of Teshuva resonate with you? Are there things here that trouble you?
2) Does applying the above laws to the idea of prisoners--some of whom may have committed real
and violent crimes--change your ability to believe in this kind of Teshuva?
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II. Punishment v. Repentance
Mishneh Torah, Maimonides
Laws of Repentance Chapter 7
(3) ... One should also turn away from bad tendencies,
from anger, hatred, jealousy, deceit, the pursuit of
wealth, honor, feasting and the like; from all of these
it is necessary to turn in repentance. Indeed these
iniquities are more grievous and more difficult for one
to be separated from than those which require action.
(4) Let not a ba’al teshuva (one who returns in
repentance) imagine that they are far from the degree
of the righteous on account of the iniquities and
sins which they have committed. It is not so, in fact
the Creator considers the ba’al teshuva beloved and
desirable, as if they had never sinned ...The sages said:
“The place whereon the ba’al teshuva stands the wholly
righteous could not stand.”
(8) ... It is a grievous sin to say to a ba’al teshuva:
“Remember your previous deeds”, or to recall the sins
in their presence so as to put them to shame, or to
mention things and subjects similar to the sins so as to
bring up what had been done. This is all forbidden.

הלכות תשובה ז׳
ּבדֵעֹות רָ עֹות
ְ חּפֵׂש
ַ ְ ּכ ְָך הּוא צ ָרִ יְך ל... )(ג
האֵיבָה ּומִן
ָ הּכַע ַס ּומִן
ַ ׁשֶּי ֵׁש לֹו וְלָׁשּוב מִן
הּמָמֹון
ַ ההִּתּול ּומֵרְ דִיפַת
ַ הּקִנְאָה ּומִן
ַ
ּבהֶן מִן
ָ אכ ָלֹות וְכַּיֹוצ ֵא
ֲ ּמ
ַ ה
ַ הּכ ָבֹוד ּומֵרְ דִיפַת
ַ ְו
העֲֹונֹות
ָ  וְאֵּלּו.ּבתְׁשּובָה
ִ חזֹר
ֲ ַהַּכל צ ָרִ יְך ל
ׁשּבִזְמַן
ֶ מעֲׂשֶה
ַ ּבהֶן
ָ ָקׁשִים מֵאֹותָן ׁשֶּי ֵׁש
:מהֶם
ֵ ּבאֵּלּו ָקׁשֶה הּוא לִפְרׁש
ְ ׁשקָע
ְ ִ ׁשאָדָם נ
ֶ
ּבע ַל ּתְׁשּובָה ׁשֶהּוא
ַ (ד) וְאַל י ְ ַדּמֶה אָדָם
העֲֹונֹות
ָ מּפְנ ֵי
ִ הּצַּדִיקִים
ַ ּמעֲלַת
ַ מ
ִ מְרֻ חָק
ה ָּדבָר ּכ ֵן אֶּלָא אָהּוב
ַ  אֵין.ׁשעָׂשָה
ֶ חטָאֹות
ֲ ה
ַ ְו
חטָא
ָ חמָד הּוא לִפְנ ֵי הַּבֹורֵ א ּכְאִּלּו ל ֹא
ְ ֶ ו ְנ
ּבעֲלֵי
ַ ׁש
ֶ חכָמִים מָקֹום
ֲ  אָמְרּו...מֵעֹולָם
מדִין אֵין צַּדִיקִים ּג ְמּורִ ין י ְכֹולִין
ְ ּתְׁשּובָה עֹו
.לַעֲמֹד ּבֹו
בע ַל
ַ ְחטְא ּג ָמּור הּוא לֹומַר ל
ֵ ְ  ו... )(ח
מעֲׂשֶיָך הָרִ אׁשֹונ ִים אֹו לְהַזְּכ ִירָ ן
ַ ּתְׁשּובָה זְכֹר
 אֹו לְהַזְּכ ִיר ְּדבָרִ ים וְע ִנ ְי ָנ ִים.לְפָנ ָיו ּכְדֵי לְבַּי ְׁשֹו
: הַּכל אָסּור.הַּדֹומִין לָהֶם ּכְדֵי לְהַזְּכ ִירֹו מֶה עָׂשָה

“One day at a time.”
Common Alcoholics Anonymous Slogan

Questions to consider: Why might “bad tendencies” be more difficult to repent from than bad actions?
Why do you think a ba’al teshuva is considered greater than a tzadik (wholly righteous person)? Why are
we forbidden from reminding a ba’al teshuva of their past?

III. Forgiveness
Isaiah 43:25
(25) It is I, I, who—for My own sake— Wipe your
transgressions away and remember your sins no more.

כ״ה:ישעיהו מ״ג
מע ֲנ ִ֑י
ַ ְׁשעֶ֖יָך ל
ָ ְח֥ה פ
ֶ מ
ֹ (כה) אָנֹכִ֨י אָנֹכִ֥י הּ֛וא
ת֖יָך לֹ֥א אֶז ְ ֹּכֽר׃
ֶ חּטֹא
ַ ְו

Mishneh Torah, Maimonides
Laws of Repentance Chapter 2
(10) It is forbidden for a person to be ill-natured and
unforgiving, for they must be easily appeased and hard
to anger; and when a sinner asks for forgiveness, they
should be granted forgiveness wholeheartedly and

הלכות תשובה ב׳
תּפַּי ֵס
ְ ִ (י) אָסּור לָאָדָם לִהְיֹות אַכ ְז ָרִ י וְל ֹא י
ח לִרְ צֹות ו ְ ָקׁשֶה לִכְעֹס
ַ אֶּלָא יְהֵא נֹו
מּמֶּנּו הַחֹוטֵא לִמְחל
ִ בּקֵׁש
ַ ּמ
ְ ׁש
ֶ ׁשע ָה
ָ ב
ְ ּו
אפִּלּו
ֲ ַ  ו.חפֵצ ָה
ֲ ׁשלֵם ּובְנֶפֶׁש
ָ ּבלֵב
ְ מֹוחֵל
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soulfully. Even if one is persecuted and sinned against
exceedingly, one should not be vengeful and grudgebearing, for such is the path of the Children of Israel
and their correct hearts.

 ו ְז ֶהּו.חטָא לֹו הַרְ ּבֵה ל ֹא יִּקֹם וְל ֹא יִּטֹר
ָ ְ הצ ֵר לֹו ו
ֵ
:ּדַרְ ּכ ָם ׁשֶל ז ֶרַ ע יִׂשְרָ אֵל וְלִּבָם הַּנ ָכֹון

Leviticus 19:18
(18) You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge
against your countrymen. Love your fellow as yourself: I
am the LORD.

יח:ויקרא יט
ּמָ֔ך
ֶ ַ ּטר֙ אֶת־ּבְנ ֵ֣י ע
ֹ ת
ִ ת ֹּק֤ם וְלֹֽא־
ִ (יח) לֹֽא־
ּת֥ לְרֵ עֲָך֖ ּכָמֹ֑וָך אֲנ ִ֖י י ְהו ָֽה׃
ָ ב
ְ ה
ַ ָֽוְא

1) Why does God wipe away sins? Are we expected to do the same?
2) How might we relate to our own actions, and the actions of others, through the lens of teshuva and
forgiveness?
3) Does the carceral system, as it functions in America, accomplish true teshuva? What might be a more
effective process of teshuva?
4) In what ways does our society need to engage in a process of teshuva?

RETURN TO MENU
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