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REPENTANT MAN-A HIGH LEVEL
IN RABBI SOLOVEITCHIK'S
TYPOLOGY OF MAN

Man stands at the center of Rabbi Joseph Dov Baer Halevi
Soloveitchik's (henceforth, the Rav) religious thought. His study of
man is not comprehensive, nor does it attempt to encompass the

totality of human experience and behavior. Rather, it is presented
episodically with the aim of identifying and establishing a typology of
man and of human society. i According to this approach, man must
be studied and judged in the light of essentially human criteria. Thus,
the Rav solidly established the typological characteristics of
"Halakhic Man'" by contrasting him with "Religious Man" and
"Rational Man";' thus, too, he anchored his "Lonely Man of
Faith'" in the prototypes of "Adam the First" and "Adam the Se-
cond" as these emerge, according to him, from the two versions of
the creation of man in the Torah.

The lines of demarcation between one type and another are not
always clear and sharply drawn. Often, characteristics of one type
wil be shared by another, and though the types portrayed in the
Rav's typological system are purely ideal, such as are often used in
tlieun:tIcal philosophy, he was conscious that in reality the
types-rarely simple and often complex-at most approximated to
their ideal counterparts. That he was aware of this is apparent in his
comparison between the ideal Halakhic Man and the real Halakhic
Man.' Similarly, he occasionally noted the congruence between the
different types (by way of shared traits)..
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The publication of Rabbi Soloveitchik's reflections on repentance'
seems to compel the addition to his typological categories of another
type definable along the lines of the Rav's terminology, as "Repen-
tant Man." Unfortunately, Rabbi Soloveitchik has not yet given a
final or systematic presentation of his thought in this matter. We
have at our disposal only fragmentary and disjointed evidence upon
which to build our analysis. Nonetheless, it appears that "Repentant
Man" may be legitimately viewed as inhabiting the highest rung of
this typological ladder. To judge from the evidence, "Repentant
Man" enjoys an abundance of the positive traits identified by the
Rav in the other established types as these endeavor to express their
humanity as creatures created in the Divine Image, and are at the
same time possessed of independent creative powers coupled with a
powerful compulsion to draw near to their Creator. In the person of
"Repentant Man" these two ontological tendencies converge and
become a unified perfection which propels man toward his ultimate
destination -salvation.

Moreover, the depth of the personality of Rabbi Soloveitchik's
other types is measured according to criteria of the torments of dual-
ity, contradiction, doubts and struggles which issue in the
"emergence of a personality shrouded in sanctity whose soul was
purified in the smithy of perplexity and contradiction and refined in
the fires of spiritual conflct." From the spiritual struggle which is
the lot of "Repentant Man," there emerges a perfection of personali-
ty "of incomparable splendor and glory unknown among those,
whole and simple, who have never undergone the tribulation of inter-
nal spiritual conflct."8 As Rabbi Soloveitchik asserts: "According
to the trouble, so the wage: according to the tear, so the patch." In
the Rav's conception of human ontology which rests, according to
his own testimony, 9 on the dialectical philosophies of Heraclitus and
Hegel concerning the general process of being, and on the views of
Kierkegaard, Karl Barth and Rudolf Otto concerning the religious
experience and religious awareness, immense creative power is vested
in the antithesis, "Inconsistency enriches existence, contradiction

renews Creation, negation builds worlds and denial deepens and ex-

pands consciousness." 10 The portrait of "Repentant Man" rests

mainly upon these foundations. Should one seek a parallel in the
Rav's typological framework, it would be found in the type defined
as the "Man of God," about whom the Rav intimates that "his
stature is established in the pangs of redemption and appearance
crystallzes in the pains of salvation." II

If suffering results in bringing the soul nearer to the object of its

136



Pinchas Hacohen PeU

yearning, then "Repentant Man" is the type which comes closest to
attaining man's goal, for his conception and maturation owe

everything to suffering.
Four characteristic traits identify" Repentant Man," according to

Rabbi Soloveitchik: profundity of suffering, a depth of experience,
the abilty to make decisions in the light of free choice, and the
capacity to create.

The Rav's conception of ontology is directed to four traits which
are to be found, in some measure, in the other types established and
described by Rabbi Soloveichik, but never in so concentrated a form
as in his "AI ha-Teshuvah." It comprises man's freedom, his drives,
his existence as a repository of the Shekhinah, his investiture with
free choice (which allows him to adopt a new Law of causation) and
his penchant for salvation. God created man free. This liberty,
however, does not represent an abandonment on His part. Rather
man, born in the image of God, always remains, as it were, in the
Divine Presence. He can never completely liberate himself of the
religious attraction which draws him to God, which is akin to an
un severable umbilcal cord." Man cannot flee from God because
God chose the human soul as a dwelling place much like a Temple.
"The House of the God of Old"-where is God's house? "Behold,
the heaven and heaven of heavens cannot contain thee, how much
less this House that I have built?" (I Kings 8:27); Where lives the

Almighty and where lives God the Eternal? The Almighty resides in
man, in his heart and soul, and He never departs from there even if
man sins and defiles the sacred abode. God, as it were, inhabits the
deepest recesses of the sinning soul". . . that dwelleth with them in

the midst of their uncleanliness" (Lev. 16: 16)."
"The Almighty has two dwellng places in man, two temples. One

is the temple of the emotions, a holy of holies from which issues

human sentiments such as sympathy, astonishment, mercy,
goodness, reverence, happiness, sadness, amazement. The other tem-
ple is that of the mind. In man's thoughts, as he studies the Torah
and refines and sanctifies intellect, there resides the Almighty. One
house of the God of Old is in the heart of man, and the other is in the
human brain; one is in the emotions, the other in the mind." 14

The permanent religious affinity, the' 'living together" of God and
man in one house, does not produce a calming or tranquilzing effect.
On the contrary, "the religious act is essentially one of suffering.
When man and God meet, man is called upon by the Divine to em-
bark on a course of self-sacrifice which is manifested in a struggle
against his primitive instincts, in a breaking of the individual wil, in
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the acceptance of a 'transcendental burden,' in an addiction to the
bitter and the strange. . . . 'Make sacrifices'-that is the command
governing the religious man." 15

The lot of the religious man is a constant, difficult and tiring strug-
gle, not tranquilty. "The beauty of religion with its grandiose vistas,
reveals itself to man not in solutions, but in problems; not in har-
mony, but in the constant conflct of diversified forces and trends." 16
The attainment of sanctity, according to Rabbi Soloveitchik, does
not lead man to paradise, but rather to paradox.

The suffering of which man is condemned is not necessarily a
punishment; rather, "suffering is there to uplift man, to cleanse his
spirit and sanctify him, to purify his thought and to rid it of all man-
ner of superficial dross and vulgar chaff, to ennoble his soul and to
expand his life's vision. In short, the function of suffering is to set
right that which is distorted and defective in the human character.
. . . Suffering appears in the world in order to enhance man. . . . It is
a time of distress for Jacob and he shall be saved out of it (Jer.
30:7)-i.e., out of misfortune wil spring forth eternal salvation.

(Man wil bel uplifted to a degree incomparably above that possible
in a world devoid of suffering.'''' Man's existence in the presence of
God involves suffering; man's affinity to God is expressed in cons-
tant sacrifice. Only through sacrifice and total subservience to God
can man achieve complete freedom and salvation.

Man's subservience to God must be complete and unconditionaL.
This decisive subordination is tantamount to total freedom in rela-
tion to the other enslavements to which man .is prone. The enslave-

ment to God-which is all-em bracing-releases man from a long list
of other bondages. Only when a man has one sovereign, to whom he
owes unreserved allegiance, is he truly liberated and free. When a
man is subservient to more than one being, he is then "taking a hand
in some form of idolatry." What then of positive ties of loyality,
such as to children and family? The Torah instructs us to love our
children with a great passion-". . . as a father pities his son" is a
common simile of compassion and love in our liturgy. Nonetheless,
Rabbi Soloveitchik suggests the daring proposition that the narrative
of the sacrifice of Isaac was related only in order to teach later
generations that parental love must not be allowed to deteriorate into
complete enslavement, i.e., into a form of idolatry."

Man attains liberty through self-sacrifice. "Total and unreserved
offering of soul and body-that is the foundation of Judaism,"
asserts Rabbi Soloveitchik.19 Moreover, he hazards that, in essence,
"Judaism does not prohibit the sacrifice of humans"; i.e., he ex-
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plains, though the Torah forbids human sacrifice and regards the
phenomenon as an example of the obscene in idolatry, it does not
ban the notion of self-sacrifice. In the words of the Rav, "God
demands not tribute from man, but man himself."'o Rabbi Soloveit-
chik sees the central philosophical idea underlying the act of sacrifice
explained in Maimonides' assertion that man is the property of the
Creator. Man and all his belongings, his body and soul, ideas, ac-
tions, achievements and possessions, even his wife and children-all

belong not to man, but to his Creator. And if man is "the property of
the Almighty, then he has no choice when the Voice of God calls out
to him to 'take now thy son, thine only son,' and sacrifice him, but to
arise and set out to obey the command." Abraham has no rights in
the disposal of his son, Isaac; Isaac has no claim over Abraham. Man
is free; he attains that freedom through exercising his right to self-
sacrifice in the service of his Creator.

Were it allowed, the Law would call for human sacrifices, but the
dispensation of grace precludes this, asserting: "Ye shall bring your
offering of the cattle, even of the herd, and of the flock" (Lev. 1 :2).
Animal sacrifice is allowed as a substitute for human sacrifice, but
the meaningfulness of the sacrifice remains, as it were, undiminished;
so in the sacrifice of Isaac, and so in all other sacrificial offerings.
"As the sacrifice is burnt upon the altar, so we burn, in the act of
confession over the sacrifice, our entrenched tranquility, our well-
nurtured pride, our artificial lives. Through the sacrifice, or through
the suffering which stands in its stead, we repeatedly feel ourselves
'in the presence of God.'''

Man's existential condition, in fact, means suffering, doubt, strug-
gles with the world and within oneself. Only "Repentant Man" can
attain that highest plateau to which suffering can introduce man, for
the very emergence of "Repentant Man" into this world involves
conscious and severe birth pangs.

In order to understand the concept of repentance, it is necessary to
fathom the concept of sin as it emerges from Rabbi Soloveitchik's
reflections on the subject of repentance. The two concepts-sin and
repentance-are interlocked and bound together in a single, dialec-
tical system, and both constitute stages through which "Repentant
Man" must pass on his way to salvation.

Yom Kippur has two aspects: the experience of that day results
first in atonement and, secondly, in purification; as it is written (Lev.
16:30): "For on that day shall atonement be made for you to purify
you." Both these elements-atonement and purification-according
to Rabbi Soloveitchik, are a direct consequence of sin. For in sin
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both elements are to be found: (1) sin binds; atonement or pardon
provides a counterweight; (2) sin defiles; purification or forgiveness
restores the sinner to his original state.

The sin that binds does so, much like obligation and subjection in
the juridical sense. There is no sin without punishment, which in a
terrestrial or in a heavenly court means pardon (mehilah), a word
originating in laws of property. As a man foreswears (mohel) a sum
owed to him by a friend, so God forgoes (mohel) and erases

(mekhaper) the punishment which sin entails. However, the sin that
defiles is of another order-the metaphysical one. It exists in the do-
main of man-God relations. Sin deforms and damages the innermost
part of man-his soul, wherein dwells the Shekhinah.22

Judicial sin, the sin that binds, is revealed to man by his intellect.
Repentance of such a sin is generally undergone through calculation,
through a desire to erase an obligation, or through fear of the impen-
ding punishment. Metaphysical sin, on the other hand, becomes part
of man's existential experience and the deeper the sin, the deeper the
experience of repentance which follows.

Sin causes man's remoteness from God. The sinner becomes, in the
words of Maimonides-whom Rabbi Soloveitchik is wont to quote:
"Separate from the God of Israel, for it is written that your sins
separate you from God." To be sure, God remains in man also after
he sins, but He is so remote that the sinner does not feel his presence
at all. Only afterwards he begins, sooner or later, to feel God's
absence and, as a result, is beset by existential dread and fear.

Before the stage of "recognition of sin," which is already an in-
tegral part of the act of repentance itself, Rabbi Soloveitchik

distinguishes a prior stage defined as a "feeling of sin," which is

similar to àman's feeling of an encroaching ilness. Het, HoU (sin, il-
ness) is a parallel concept employed by medieval Jewish
philosophers, and already hinted at in the Bible (Ps. 103:3): "Who
forgiveth all thine iniquities; Who healeth all thy diseases." It was ex-
panded by Rabbi Soloveitchik" to explain the feeling of sin, which is
the initial experience and precondition of all repentance or purifica-
tion. Sin constitutes a kind of spiritual pathology. As there are

pathological, physical ilnesses in which the tissues cease to function
normally and the cells begin to grow wildly, so sin is a sign of a
spiritual pathology whose outcome is the disintegration of the whole
personality. As in physical disease, so in the spiritual disease of sin.
Sometimes a man attempts to erase, to belittle or to deny pain,
because of overt or covert fear. Pains begin to engender dread, but
man's first reaction is to dismiss them or to belittle their significance.
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But belittling them wil not diminish their importance; on the con-
trary, had he taken immediate notice and begun to have them

treated, it is possible that a cure for his spreading ilness would have
been found.

The comparison between sin and pathological ilness is com-
plemented by the comparison between sin and mourning. The Torah
says of the sin of the golden calf: "And when the people heard these
evil tidings, they mourned; and no man did put on him his or-
naments" (Ex. 33:4). In the wake of this sin there descended upon
the people a strong sense of mourning. Likewise, in the episode of the
spies, a sense of mourning overcame the people after the sin (Num.
14:39). Mourning is a reaction to loss; it descends upon man like a
vague, almost primitive, sense of loss, of awful incapacity, and
develops into a strong feeling of nostalgia, of pining after something,
of retrospective memories. The power of mourning, its brutality and
loneliness, is centered in the human memory. Were man able to
forget, to erase memory, there would be no mourning. The mourner
mourns a kindred and loved person who was once and is no more,
while the sinner mourns that which has been lost. What has been lost
is man's soul, which is like losing everything, for he has lost his
closeness to his Creator, that proximity which allowed him access to
purity and sanctity, to perfection and spiritual richness; he has lost
the inherence of the holy spirit in man and that which gives meaning
and the significance of life to human existence.

"Repentant Man" in excelsis reaches repentance not through
calculation and fear of punishment, but through the via dolorosa of a
sense of sin which fils him with powerful longing and sharp feelings
of mourning. The experience of sin completely fils man with
boundless fear and a wild, vague dread; the more deeply these are
felt, the closer man comes to the possibilty of overcoming them
through the power of repentance.

This dread-filed sense of remoteness from God, isolation, longing
and mourning is in the main a powerful aesthetic (or anti-aesthetic)
experience. Mourning always contains an element of masochism. The
mourner tortures and chastises himself; indeed, he hates himself.
This applies equally to the "mourning of sin." The sinner begins to
feel contempt and abomination of self, and masochistic sclf-hatn:ù.
In his eyes the sin turns into something abominable, loathsome,

nauseating.
"The feeling of sin," says Rabbi Soloveitchik, "is not a moral ex-

perience." Man's ethical sense is not a very potent factor. This feel-
ing of sin, which draws man towards repentance, is an aesthetic ex-
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perience; or rather, a negative aesthetic experience. The sinner senses
that which is abominable and corrupting in sin. "The pangs of sin lie
in the nausea caused by its obnoxious taint."" This sense of
abomination (wonderfully described in the story of Amnon and
Tamar (II Sam. 13l, as interpreted by the Rav, 25 is also connected to
a sense of shame; shame in one's own acts. The sense of abomination
intermingles with the sense of shame and opprobrium. The sin ap-
pears to the sinner like a terrible monster; he is filed with shame
through having come into contact with the "bestial"; and out of the
shame, the sense of abomination, of mourning, and of the other
emotions which comprise the sense of sin, he begins to ascend the
ladder of "Repentant Man," at last attaining repentance itself. This
transition from sin to repentance does not occur on the intellectual
plane: "The human intellect takes practically no part (in the
processl"; it transpires rather mainly on the emotional, experiential
and instinctive planes.

Through all the stages of the ascent of "Repentant Man," Rabbi
Soloveitchik lays strong emphasis upon the experiential-emotional
element which leads the penitent to the feeling of sin in contrast with
the intellectual-cognitive element; the latter leads man to repentance
by way of "knowledge of sin" of "consciousness of sin," but not to
a "repentance through love" - Teshuvah me-Ahavah-the "higher
repentance"-Teshuvah me-Ulah-which is the peak attained by
"Repentant Man."

This stress on the experiential-emotional element, side by side with
the intellectual-cognitive element, runs like a motif through all Rabbi
Soloveitchik's descriptions of the essence of the religious
phenomenon in general. Thus, for instance, '6 he distinguishes be-
tween the mitsvah of "belief in the Divine" (in Maimonides' Sefer
ha-Mitsvot) and "the foundation of foundations and the mainstay of
wisdom, to know that there exists a First Being" (with which
Maimonides'Mishneh Torah opens).

He discerns here two different aspects of the principles of faith and
he adds that "this double employment ofthe mitsvah of the existence

of God in the sense of 'believing' and in the sense of 'knowing' is not
confined to this issue only, but has implications which extend to all
the other mitsvot, as this mitsvah lies at the root and source of all the
mitsvot. "27 Rabbi Soloveitchik applies this "knowing" to all the

mitsvot and not merely to the belief in the existence of God, and he
inteprets it in such a way that the belief in the existence of God wil
become a continuous and constant awareness of God's reality, a con-
sciousness that never wavers or suffers from absent-mindedness.
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While the phrase "to believe" contains no prohibition against forget-
fulness-for it is possible to believe and yet turn one's mind away
from the object of that belief-the phrase "to know" implies "that
the belief in God shall be constant in man, a permanent orientation, a
living reality from which man cannot divert his attention even for a
moment. This awareness of the reality of God must be the basis of
our thought, ideas, feelings under all conditions and in all cir-
cumstances; all must turn upon this faith."'8

At this point Rabbi Soloveitchik draws near to the Ba'al Shem
Tov's hasidic concept of faith which incorporates this interpretation
of faith under the heading of devekut (communion). '9 Like the Ba'al
Shem Tov, Rabbi Soloveitchik links his interpretation'O to the
biblical corroboration of Provo 3:6: "In all thy ways acknowledge
Him" which, already in the Talmud (Ber. 53a) was considered "a
small matter upon which the whole body of the Torah hangs," and
which explains the passage in a manner almost identical with that
presented in the name of the Ba'al Shem Tov (which states: "In all
thy ways 'know Him'-that is a great rule, 'know Him' in the sense
of a coming together. . . . In all His deeds, even in things terrestrial,
it is necessary that his work be done only for a higher purpose and let
nothing, even the smallest thing, be done for any purpose other than
a heavenly one.")'O (Zava'at ha-Ribash, Jerusalem 1969, p. 230). In
the words of Rabbi Soloveitchik "'In all thy ways-in everything

thou doest, in every path thou takest, in all situations, under all con-
ditions-'know Him,' retain this awareness of the existence of
God. "

As is his wont, Rabbi Soloveitchik splendidly and at length

describes all the places, situations and circumstances in human life in
which man can and should "know" God. "To believe is necessary,
but it is not enough; one must also feel and sense the existence of
God. The presence of the Almighty must be a personal, intimate ex-
perience. And if this experience is not common, and if it proves im-
possible to achieve that devekut in Him, blessed be He, and if one
feels not the touch of His hand, one cannot be a complete Jew.""

This insistence upon experience (which is so close to hasidic
thought) is rooted in Soloveitchik's thought, in halakhic categories,
and is based on Maimonides' Mishneh Torah, halakhic code 24. Rab-
bi Lichtenstein has already noted" that Rabbi Soloveitchik has added
a new category to the customary division of the mitsvot into hovot
ha 'evarim (the duties of the limbs) and hovot halevavot (the duties of
the heart)-the physical and spiritual duties. Soloveitchik's innova-
tion lies in the identification of a category of mitsvot which are of a
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dual character; they are compounded of both "fulfilable' and
"enactable" elements, in which hovot haevarim and hovot halevavot

come together as one. There are mitsvot in which the fulfilment and
the enactment cannot be separated, the mitsvah being fulfiled and
enacted at the same time. This, for example, occurs in the mitsvah of
the lulav (palm branch). The Torah states: "And you shall take unto
you." When one "takes the lulav," one both fulfils and enacts the
mitsvah. Similarly, with regard to eating mazah and "counting the
omer." In contrast, there are mitsvot wherein the enactment and the
fulfilment are distinct (occurring, as it were, on different planes and,
perhaps, at different points in time). This happens, for instance, in
mitsvot where the enactment is by hand or through speech, while the
fulfilment takes place, perforce, within the heart. Thus a mitsvah
may be enacted but not, in fact, fulfiled, since the fulfilment
depends upon a certain feeling or state of mind. Among such mitsvot
one may count those of mourning. Acts, such as the removal of san-
dals, are called for, but without a concomitant fulfilment of the
mitsvah in the heart of the mourner; the mitsvah cannot be said to
have been consummated (see Mishneh Sanh. 6:6). Other outstanding
examples of this distinction between the enactment and the fulfil-
ment of mitsvot are the reading of the shema; the enactment is in
speech, but the fulfilment lies in the acceptance of Divine Sovereign-
ty. Even more so is this the case with regard to prayer and repen-
tance. Prayer is called avodah she-belev (worship of the heart) and
the mitsvah involved is consummated not on the plane of enactment
(speech), but on the plane of fulfilment (in the heart), in the ex-
periential happening. The same applies to repentance which is
similarly a "silent" or "heart" -centered form of worship.

Rabbi Soloveitchik's teachings about repentance focus on the
description of that experiential happening, which he transmits in con-
cepts drawn from the world of halakhah. From these teachings
emerges the character of "Repentant Man"; he embodies the ex-
perience which begins with a feeling of sin and ends in the redemp-
tion of a wondrous proximity to God. Between these two points

stands man as a creator of worlds, as he shapes the greatest of his
works-himself.

All that is tragic in man, his sense of nothingness and non-being, is
manifest in the feeling of sin. Man scrutinizes himself in shame and
says: How remote (from Godl am 1; how abominable and unclean.
He sees that his life is a cul-de-sac, that his whole existence is flat and
meaningless. He is completely enveloped by Ecclesiastes' cry: "Vani-
ty of vanities, all is vanity." This is a terrible feeling; it leads man to
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total despair, to a burdensome sense of guilt and to
self-destruction. 

33

The sinner feels himself in exile, homeless, marooned on remote
shores; his is a schizophrenic personality. 34 His spiritual powers, his
feelings and thoughts are bereft of internal cohesion and his

character lacks any single focus or center of gravity. When a man
begins to feel this way he is at the starting point of the process of
repentance. This is the initial stage. The next stage, though the an-
tithesis of the former, is also contained in it and is a part of it. This
second stage is fashioned out of the capacity for faith in man's

spiritual make-up. This faith posits that, though today a man may be
unclean and abominable, he can transcend and escape the constraint
of his desperate condition. According to Rabbi Soloveitchik,
Maimonides already asserted this when he emphasized again and
again in Hilkhot Teshuvah that man can shape himself, free himself
from deterministic causation and adopt a new system of causality ac-
cording to his preference. Great is man's power.

It is by virtue of this power that man feels and knows that though
all paths are prima facie barred to him, yet there remains a narrow
and mysterious route somewhere, which meanders and twists bet-
ween hils and mountains, climbs and descends, turns upwards and
downwards and proceeds backwards and forwards. And if a man
chooses this route, none can stop him. On more public pathways,
man wil immediately encounter obstacles: "Who are you and what
seek you here?" The "king's way" is barred to the sinner. Neither
wil the angels of mercy allow him passage, for none can pass through
the royal gate wearing the sackcloth of sin and iniquity. But though
the king's way be barred, yet one may pass along the secret path in
the undergrowth; if the main gate is locked, there yet remains a small
wicket through which man may enter. The way to reach the goal is
not by the public highway, but along the solitary route-and each
man has a route of his own.

And as a man feels and knows that he has at least one further path
to traverse, so must he believe that, in the depths of his heart, there
stil subsists, among the piles of burnt-out cinders, one glowing
ember, one flckering spark and from this spark it is possible to
rekindle a new flame.

Here is the whole dialectic of the process of repentance. Repen-
tance implies that there are powers in man which allow him to leap
from that sense of sin, which profoundly oppresses him and casts
him far away, to a different feeling of hazarÜ le-fanekha (I am again
in Your presence), "Yester-eve he was unclean and abominable. . .
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and today, beloved and precious"-a gigantic leap within mere
minutes. Here is revealed that complete polarity which pervades the
soul of man.

This leap lies at the heart of the act of sacrifice, which is at the core
of the worship on the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur). "When a
Jew brings a sacrifice for atonement, how are his sins expiated? Is it
by virtue of a two-shekel lamb? Certainly not! Atonement comes to
him through the recognition and confession of sin embodied in the
act of sacrifice. This confession means abnegation and annihilation
of self, total submission and subservience, sacrifice of self, of all
one's being and possession. . . as though one were oneself laid upon
the altar." 35

As a sacrifice upon the altar-so is the man in the whirlpool of

purification. A man goes down and takes a dip and when he emerges,
he is a new man, "Repentant Man."

This leap from sin to repentance, from exile and separation back to
the Divine is anchored in the principle of free choice. Rabbi Soloveit-
chik sees this not as a voluntary option wherein a man can choose to
do as he pleases, but as a clear exological imperative, as an existential
commitment from which one cannot escape. In free choice man
discovers his "self." The assumption that man is free and un-
constrained, empowered with the courage of free choice and with the
ability to do everything to determine the destiny of his religious and
moral lie-this assumption cannot be satisfied by faith alone; it re-
quires awareness as well ("knowing," in the sense used by
Maimonides), a feeling which wil fil his whole being with the tension
of that God-given "free choice." Choice should implant a feeling of
self-esteem and responsibilty in man. As Hilel put it (Avot 1:6): "If
I am here, everything is here." Hilel the Elder was the most humble
of men, yet it was he who stressed the "I," for "without a recogni-

tion of the self the feeling of free choice would not arise in man;
without àwareness of the 'I,' man cannot decide and determine."'.
This possibility of choosing is necessary and man cannot evade it.

Seen in this light, man must look upon himself as a guardian of the
fate of the world. As the Talmud puts it (Kid. 40:6): "Man must
always regard himself as though he were half guilty and half
meritorious"; the world, too, should bc vicwcd as if it is half guilty
and half innocent. When performing one mitsvah, man is blessed for
tilting his own and the world's scales to the side of merit; when com-
mitting one transgression, man is damned for tilting his own and the
world's scales to the side of guilt. Choice is a perpetual feeling of
maximum responsibility which permits no absentmindedness even
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for a moment; 37 choice demands of man commitment, courage, valor
and bravery." Thus Rabbi Soloveitchik paraphrases Maimonides'

reflection on faith, saying: "It is a positive commandment to know
that there is free choice and that man is responsible for his
aètions." 38

Man's existence, according to Rabbi Soloveitchik, has two dimen-
sions: fate and destiny. Destiny-directed existence is "an active ex-
istence" in which man stands up to the environment into which he
has been cast, and defends his individuality and uniqueness, his
freedom and his ability not to deprive himself of his essence and in-
dependence in his struggle with the external world. The motto of the
destiny-directed "self" is: "Against your wil you are born and
against your will you die, but by the exercise of free wil you live."
Man is born an object, dies an object, but can live as a subject, as an
innovator and as creator, who impresses upon his life an individual
stamp.'9

Salvation, the very possibilty of a Messiah, according to Rabbi
Soloveitchik, is contingent upon the acceptance of the idea of free
choice, which confers upon the man a power of transcendence and a
capacity to rise above himself and to reach the infinite and eternal. 40

"Judaism asserts," wrote Rabbi Soloveitchik in "Halakhic
Man, "41 "that man stands (foreverl at a crossroads and wonders
which way to proceed. Confronting him is a terrible choice: between
the image of God or a beast of prey: the glory of nobility or the
monster of the universe; the choicest of creatures or a corrupt
creature; the image of a man of God or the portrait of a Nietzschean
übermensch. Man must always, always determine and decide."

Free choice, which is part of man's being, means that man can
create himself at wil and, as it were, be born anew. Rabbi Soloveit-
chik does not completely reject the law of causation which governs
mankind, but the distance is great between this and a subscription to
total determinism. Following Kant, Rabbi Soloveitchik accepts the
dualism of human existence: life unfolding in a mathematical, scien-
tific world governed by physical laws of causation, and the life of the
spirit, the internal existence, which is characterized by extreme
freedom.4' But, employing the principle of free choice. Soloveitchik
demonstrates that man can fashion for himself a new law of causa-
tion which wil take effect from a specific moment onwards, i.e., the
moment of repentance-salvation, when complctc transformation oc-
curs from within.

Indeed years before voicing his reflections on repentance, Rabbi
Soloveitchik asserted that "the acme of moral and religious perfec-
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tion, which Judaism aspires to, is 'man as a creator.' "43 He wrote:
"The Almighty, when He created the world, left room for His
creature-man-to participate in His creation. It was as if the Creator
spoiled reality so that mortals might set it right and modify it. God
transmitted the mystery of Creation-the Book of Creation-to man
not only that he might read it, but in order that he might carryon the
act of Creation. God left an area of evil and chaos in the world so
that man might make it good . . . the abyss breeds misfortune and
trouble and chaos lie in ambush in the dark alleys of reality desiring
to undermine the Absolute Being and to subvert the radiance of
Creation."" All this was determined early by the Creater Who, on
purpose, "diminished the character and stature of Creation in order
to leave room for (improvementl by His own creature and to crown
man with the laurels of 'improver' and 'creator.' "., Nothing serves
better than the act of repentance' 'to create a new essence in man; the
act of repentance is achieved through the complete application of wil
and a determined decision of the intellect." These were engraved in
man from the commencement of his creation. From here onwards, he
was compelled to become a chooser and was obliged to participate in
the renewal of Creation; and most important of all is the obligation
that man create himself: This is a conception which Judaism gave to
the world.'.

En fin the answer lies in the concept of grace. "The very
phenomenon of repentance, the fact that man can transcend his
baseness and ascend the mountain of God is one of the great acts of
Grace conferred by God on His creations."" In justice, sin should
have caused man's extinction; man's divorce from the seedbed of his
existence should have spelled the end of his life. Thus was sin perceiv-
ed also by the Sages ("the sinning soul shall die") and by the Pro-
phets ("sins wil follow evil"). From a metaphysical standpoint, the
possibility of repentance is an act of Grace on the part of the Creator,
but this Grace becomes explicable through an understanding of the
concept of time.

The problem of repentance is tied up with the concept of time, for
it involves a future correction of something in the past. According to
the definition of time offered by one of the Jewish Sages of the Mid-
dle Ages, Rabbi Yedaiah Ha-Pnini in his famous epigram, "the past
is not; the future-stil not; and the present-like batting an eyelid."
Man's existence is not rooted in time. For time itself, in the case of
the past, appears as "was"-"is not," and as future, as "wil
be"-"stil not." "From this perspective the concept of repentance

is meaningless and hollow. . . . One cannot feel remorse about a past
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which is already dead and has sunk into the abyss of oblivion, and
one cannot decide about a future which is as yet unborn. . . . In this
sense Spinoza and Nietzsche did well to deride the idea of repen-
tance."" However, according to Rabbi Soloveitchik, whose thought

is based upon the different classifications one may apply to time in
line with the thinking of Bergson and Heidegger," and especially
with Max Scheler's essay on repentance,'O there is time which is ac-
tually "nothing"; i.e., quantified time, which flows according to the

mechanistic law of causation (in which moment "A" fades and is
replaced by moment "B," which gives way to moment "C"). This
time is continuous and follows the order of past-present-future; each
point evolves from a previous one and is-or is not self-sufficient.
This is physical or technical-quantitative time; it passes and expires at
the moment it gives birth to the subsequent point in time. In contrast
there exists qualitative time, a dynamic continuity, in which the "past
is continuous and stable, does not pass or slip away through one's
fingers, but remains static. This past obtrudes and enters the domain
of the present which intermingles with the future." 51 In this concep-
tion of time, the future is not of the "stil not" variety; is not "hid-
den beyond the mists, but is revealed in the here-and-now in all its
splendor and beauty. . . . Such a future infuses from its hidden
resources power and potency, vitality and freshness into the vessels
of the past. . . . Both past and future are alive; act and create in the
hub of the present and determine the appearance of existence." In
this perspective the order of time is not past-present-future; rather all
three intermingle and interpenetrate, and the conception of threefold
time erupts and rises forth beshrouded in the glory of unity-until

the principle of "one after another" often no longer serves as a clear
indication of time. Rather, "man lives in the shadow of the past,
future and present simultaneously," and then "the future determines
the direction and indicates the way. . . . There exists a phenomenon
whose beginning is sin and iniquity and whose end is mitsvot and
good deeds, and vice versa. The future transforms the trends and
tendencies of the past.""

This intermingling of tenses occurs within man, who lives and acts
not as if from one evolving moment to the next, but lives entirely at
once. 

53 Thus it is that "man, as he returns to his Creator, shapes
himself out of the living and extant past as he looks to the future

which offers up a happy visage." This leads us to the conclusion
reached by Rabbi Soloveitchik that "the fundamental principle of
the essence of repentance is that the future wil rule and govern the
past unrestrictedly." For repentance, he believes, means nothing
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other than (1) retrospective contemplation of the past and the distinc-
tion between the living and the dead in it; and (2) the vision of the
future and its utilization accordìng to the free determination of man.

Man's very existence, according to Rabbi Soloveitchik." is con-
tingent upon these two realmsof activity: (1) in the memory of those
situations and experiences undergone by man in the past and which,
in many senses, have not died or been erased, but rather continue to
exist in the inner recesses of his heart; and (2) in his expectations of
the future, in his plans and hopes for the morrow and for the day
following. In these two realms man responds to the question: Who
am I? Memory and expectation come together and focus on the
character of man and give significance to the whole of his life, above
and beyond the flow of meaningless time, whose flux is devoid of
significance and purpose.

Repentance creates and shapes time-in all its tenses-and gives it
an image and character in the order of future-past-present. The past
returns to life in the light of the future. Occasionally, life is shot-as
in the case of the dry bones resurrected by Ezekiel in the Valley of

Dura who, according to one opinion among the Sages (Sanh. 92, b),
stood on their feet, sang for a short while and immediately returned
to the dead. In this case, though the penitent revisits the sinful past,
in his confrontation with it he immediately uproots and destroys it,
thoroughly erasing it from his personality. While fully conscious, he
divorces himself from his past. Among the signs of teshuvah
gemurah (complete repentance) enumerated by Maimonides, appears
the following: "And he changes his name, meaning, 'I am different
and no longer the same person who did these deeds.' Nevertheless,
true "Repentant Man" is characterized by a creative power which
enables him to forgo uprooting the past. Rather, on the contrary, it
enables him to take up the past and exalt it, and to shape it so that it
can be molded with the future to create the present, himself.

Here lies revealed, in all its forcefulness, the whole creative poten-
cy of repentance. It issues from the dialectical dynamic of sin, the
very thing which severs man from God, which makes him
abominable and unclean, the very thing which leads him-after
repentance-to that high peak unattainable even by the "completely
righteous.' ,

"Repentant Man," if he wishes to attain this high peak, does not
forget his sin or tear out or erase the pages of iniquity from the book
of his life. Rather he exists in the spirit of "my sin is ever before me"
(Ps. 51:3). Instead of uprooting the past and erasing the sin, he car-
ries them up with him to heights he could never have dreamt of had
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he not sinned.

The force of the sin and the feelings of guilt and shame engendered
in man are transmuted in the penitent's heart into an irresistible force
propellng him towards the Creator. "The energy of sin pulls, as it
were, upwards."'.

Thus said the Sages (Be,. 34b): "Where penitents stand the com-
pletely righteous cannot." How can it be that the penitent wil draw
nearer to God than the completely righteous? How can sins turn into
a dynamic force propellng towards sanctity? Here, to Rabbi
Soloveitchik's mind, is above all a mystery, a manifestation of God's
grace, as is repentance in general. The Ruler and Creator of the world
was He who created the possibility that purity might be born out of
abomination ("Who can bring a clean thing out of an unclean?" (the
only One Who canl Job 14:4). It is also possible that the idea of rais-
ing sin to the level of sanctity is contained in this mystery.

Rabbi Soloveitchik does not content himself with indicating the
mysterious in this phenomenon. He attempts also to reveal the
spiritual, ontological motives underlying the dynamics of sin.

There is a tragic aspect to man's essence: it lies in the fact that peo-
ple and the things closest to his heart, are not properly appreciated so
long as they are alive and present. Man begins to accord them ap-
propriate recognition only after they have moved away and have
become distant and inaccessible. "From afar they now entice him
like the stars in heaven; he appreciates their value, but cannot touch
them."" The yearning after one who is gone and no longer lives is ex-
tremely difficult to bear and occasionally the soul actually becomes
deranged through nostalgia and a craving to return to that original,
vanished state. In his lifetime every man confronts this situation of
yearning for one who was recently about and is now remote to the
point of inaccessibility. Such yearnings are usually accompanied by a
strong sense of guilt, which haunts man and may drive him to
madness.

In a similar fashion, this phenomenon occurs in the penitent.
When a man sins, he expels the Almighty from his presence." God's
departure is like that of a dearly beloved souL. After some time,

following the initial shock, a man suddenly feels that his life has been
impoverished, that his house has collapsed about him, that he has

lost that thing most intimate and precious. As it is in the life of the in-
dividual, in the disappearance of a beloved soul, so is it in man's
spiritual life, in God's departure from man's bosom in the wake of
sin. "Mourning the withdrawal, as it were, of the Almighty from the
sinner is like the mourning over a beloved father and mother."
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Sooner or later the cloud of mourning wil inevitably descend, and
then wil come fear and loneliness, estrangement, alienation,
remoteness and separation; sadness wil grow and emptiness wil
spread in the soul, and man wil begin to yearn for the Almighty, and
when he apparently sights God's Image from afar, he wil begin to
run towards it rapidly with all his strength. The power of the unleash-
ed nostalgia in man's bosom, after such protracted incarceration,
propels him onwards; he wil run more quickly now than was his
wont before growing apart from God. Through this nostalgic drive
the penitent surpasses the completely righteous, who has never
sinned, does not know or recognize.

Moreover, the Sages of the Kabbalah (and of psychology) assert
that in the soul there are two sets of forces: constructive and destruc-
tive. Love is a constructive force; it is opposed by the destructive
forces of jealousy and hatred. The positive-constructive forces are by
and large static and passive, while the negative forces are dynamic
and aggressive. Hatred is more emotional and fiercer than love; the
destructive forces are more powerful than the constructive forces.
The completely righteous person, who has never tasted sin, is not
swayed by hatred and jealousy; he excels in love, charity and mercy,
which are by nature tranquil and restrained drives. In contrast with
him, the man who has sinned and repented can conjure up the
dynamic energy of the destructive forces which once prevailed in his
soul, and can channel it into his newly-adopted good ways. The
future takes from the energy developed by the sinner and refashions
it into a gigantic force for good. The same passion exhibited by the
sinner in his thirst for iniquity can now be displayed in the fulfilment
of mitsvot. '9 The same appetite and commitment previously invested
in theft and ilegal earning can now be funnelled into acts of charity
and mercy.

"Through sin man discovered in himself neW spiritual forces, a
reservoir of energy, of cupidity and obstinacy unknown to him
before indulging in sin. Now he can sanctify all these drives and can
direct them heavenwards. The aggressiveness within him now wil not
let him make do with his previous, wonted measure of do-gooding,
but wil propel him ever closer towards the heavenly throne.".o In
support of this point, Rabbi Soloveitchik elucidates the following

passage (Ps. 29:9): "The Voice of the Lord maketh the hinds to
calve, and discovereth the forests. . ." and explains:.1 on the Day of
Atonement the Almighty demands that man become "a discoverer of
forests"; that he endanger himself and enter the "-jungle" of his

soul, that place where hides the beast that is in man. The Almighty
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does not ask man to cut down the trees of the forest, nor that he
uproot the jungle completely. For as men need fields for grazing and
beds in which to raise flowers, so they need giant forests. These con-
tain a great deal of animality and vivacity; a lot of healthy ag-
gressiveness subsists in the depths of the forest. But woe to the forest
which is impenetrable to the Voice of God, which maketh hinds calve
and discovers forests.

Our aim is not to kiloff the hinds, nor do we wish to burn down
the dark forests, but rather to turn them into receptacles of the Voice

of God. And after this is achieved, as the verse continues: "And in
His Temple doth everyone speak of His glory." The rabbis say that
the ingredients of incense of the Day of Atonement are alluded to
here. In incense there is an admixture of resin and components of
perfume. Why must one place resin, whose smell is unpleasant,
among the perfumes? In order to show us that one may take the bad
and blend it with the perfumes, in order that it may be exalted and
enter the Holy of Holies. The exaltation of evil and not its mere
purgation, the past itself and not only its eradication-these are the
goals of "Repentant Man."

The path of repentance is a lonely road. Alone and solitary, man
feels the pain of the sense of sin, and in the inner recesses of his be-

ing, he makes his way to repentance. "On the Day of Atonement,"
writes Rabbi Soloveitchik.' "we unite with Moses on top of the
Mount (to receive the second set of Tablets) as he listened intently to
the fine silence which was shattered by the eruption of the wonder of
repentance and the Grace of God." The latter presentation of the
Law on Mt. Sinai, in which the second set of Tablets were bestowed,
does not resemble the first, in which the Tablets were given and
broken. On this occasion no public revelation, in the sight of all, oc-
curred. The primal creatures did not tremble; the sound of the shofar
was not heard in the camp; nor did thunder and lightning disturb the
sleep of the hosts of Israel, who were stil in a profound slumber at
this early hour of the morning. "Total silence enveloped the moun-
tain and the half-light of a wondrous and secret dawn shrouded it.
Moses alone, unaccompanied by friend or disciple, climbed the cold
and steep cliffs of the Mount. Even Joshua, who had never left his
side, did not join Moses this time." Thus God commanded (Ex.
34:3): "And no man shall come up with thee, neither let any man be
seen throughout all the Mount." As God revealed Himself to Moses
on the mountain, he underwent spiritual suffering, out of a sense of
aloneness, out of a silence of a man whose life is at a standstil and
without foundation; in fear, the fear of a creature when he is for a
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fleeting moment cut off from his Creator.
The Day of Atonement is the day of "Repentant Man," and "the

appearance of the Day of Remembrance (Rosh ha-Shanah), is not
that of the Day of Atonement. On the first of the seventh month,
God sets out towards man; on the tenth of the month man sets forth
towards God. In the public setting-forth of God towards the com-
munity is hidden the secret of sovereignty and judgment; in the secret
setting forth of the individual towards God, Who sits hidden in the
shadows, is concealed the secret of repentance. ".,

Such is the way of "Repentant Man"-alone, in secret, unaccom-
panied. Repentance buds and transpires in the heart of the in-
dividuaL. However, "Repentant Man" wil not reach his goal and the
completion of his mission-salvation-as a lonely man of faith, but
only as a part of the community of IsraeL. His whole endeavor as an
individual is worthless to him until he renews his connection with the
covenental community and reintegrates in it. This integration does
not abolish his loneliness or isolation;.' nor does it help to ease his
suffering or diminish his pain, but it gives him a certain status that is
a prerequisite to salvation.

The individual Jew constitutes an integral part of Knesset Israel
(the community of Israel). This is not a free and voluntary associa-
tion; it is an ontological-essential one. As Knesset Israel is not a sum
total or arithmetic combination of such and such individuals, but a
metaphysical personality of singular essence and possessing an in-
dividual judicial personality, so the individual Jew does not have an
independent existence and is a limb of Knesset Israel-unless he com-
mits such sins as cut him off from the congregation and uproot him
from the community of IsraeL.' In this manner the way to repentance
is sealed off completely. However, remaining tied to Knesset Israel
through loyalty to that body and its goals, .. and enjoying the special
attitude which such membership elicits-these offer no protection, as
it were, except in the one sense of the two compelled by his existential
reality as an individual and as part of the community. He stil has
need of private confession, private spiritual stock taking, individual
purification. In this dialectic of individual and community, Rabbi
Soloveitchik sees one of the foundations of Judaism.

"A Jew who has lost his faith in Knesset Israel even though he
may, in his own litte corner, sanctify and purify himself through
severities and restrictions-this Jew remains incorrigible and totally
unequipped to partake of the Day of Atonement which encompasses
the whole of Knesset Israel in all its parts and in all its generations.
. . . Only a Jew who believes in Knesset Israel will be privileged to
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partake of the sanctity of the day and of atonement as part of the
community of IsraeL. . . . A Jew who lives as part of Knesset Israel
and is ready to lay down his life for it, who is pained by its hurt and is
happy at its joy, wages its battes, groans at its failures, and
celebrates its victories. . . . A Jew who believes in Knesset Israel is a
Jew who binds himself with an indissoluble bond not only to the Peo-
ple of Israel of his generation, but to Knesset Israel through all the
generations.".' This necessary loyalty to Knesset Israel is not, accor-
ding to Rabbi Soloveitchik's explanation, a matter of mysticism or
metaphysics; it is rooted and embodied in the halakhic categories
which assert, in reference to the sanctity of Israel, that "this sanctity
has two roots: firstly, the sanctity of the Fathers, which reaches us as
an inheritance transmitted from generation to generation, from the
Patriarch Abraham down to the present day; secondly, the sanctity
of self. In addition to the sanctity vouchsafed each person of Israel as
an inheritance from his forefathers, there is in him a portion of sanc-
tity which the Almighty invests in every man of Israel in every genera-
tion." The roots of these two portions of sanctity, explains Rabbi

Soloveitchik, lie in the two Covenants between God and His people
Israel (in fact there were three but two of these can be counted as
one): the Covenant at Horeb with those who received the Torah, and
the Covenant of the Wilderness of Moab with those who entered the
land. In these covenants, Israel was sanctified and that sanctity
passes down to us from generation to generation. That is the sanctity
of the Fathers. These two covenants are joined by a third-the cove-

nant in Deuteronomy. That covenant was not concluded with that
generation only, but with all the generations and with all children of
Israel down to the end of time, as it is written (Deut. 29: 14, 15):
"Neither with you only do I make this covenant and this oath, but
with him that standeth here with us this day before the Lord our God
and also with him that is not here with us this day." From here
springs an original sanctity of self, of every generation, and every in-
dividual in every age. Before us, therefore, is a double bond between
Israel and the Lord, both as individuals and as a people, seed of
Abraham.

"The origin of the sanctity is in the making of a covenant, i.e., in a
contract entailng mutual obligations. Sin means that if one party to
the agreement fails to meet the conditions of the contract, the agree-
ment becomes null and void.".' The sanctity that was conferred by
virtue of the contract lapses. This applies also when the sinner has
sinned through error or under external compulsion. The reference

here is to that personal sanctity of the self. With regard to the sancti-
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ty of the Fathers, the sanctity passes down as an inheritance and it
does not lie in the power of a sinner to breach or break the contract;
the covenant is the inheritance of the whole people of Israel and no
power exists which can revoke it. Nevertheless, though the covenant
with Israel exists, the sinner-as it were-cuts himself off from it un-
til he repents. Once repentant, "not only does the repentance cleanse
the sinner of the filth of iniquity, but it contains a kind of fresh act of
covenant-making between the individual and the Almighty. . . .
Repentance is not merely the purification of the personality, but a
special sanctification of the individual, making him ready once more
to conclude a covenant."

The renewal of the personal covenant ("there are no delegates in
covenant-making and if repentance is a renewed acceptance of per-
sonal sanctity, then there is no escape from direct confrontation with
God") leads the individual back to the framework of the complete
agreement, the double one, which rests upon the dual connection be-
tween God and the people of Israel and God and each individual in
IsraeL.

The prophet Elisha was privileged to enter into just such a renewed
covenant, as Rabbi Soloveitchik describes him at the end of his essay
"The Lonely Man of Faith." In the depths of his soul Elisha remains
the lonely man of faith, but in obedience to God's command he
returns to participate in the drama of the covenant and to take part in
"the great and festive dialogue" between the God and the People of
the Covenant.

The ways of repentance are many and varied. Repentance, it is
true, is not restricted merely to the ideal "Repentant Man." There
are penitents whose repentance is efficacious and perhaps excellent,
who yet remain remote from the concept of the typological "Repen-
tant Man." There are also penitents who are not true penitents like
the usurer who leaves debt-pledges in his drawer lest he have "need"
of them again, and like that sinner who retains the address of the
woman with whom he had sinned, lest he "desire" her again. These
stand on the borderline of repentance and are light years away from
resembling "Repentant Man" who, after deep spiritual torment and
personal decisiveness, achieved a total and radical transformation of
character "until the One Who knows all mysteries wil testify that he
(the penitentl wil not revert to this sin ever after," without, in any
way, damaging the power of free choice that is in man. "Repentant
Man" reaches that rung which is above and beyond the momentary,
transient choice that determines the nature of the immediate act; he
propels himself, as it were, into a state of permanent, standing sancti-
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ty, of "sanctity for the moment and sanctity for the future," insofar
as he has placed the whole future in his present life which iluminates
afresh his past life as well. Moreover, "Repentant Man" does not
live with the past, but with the future of which the past has become a
part.
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