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TESHUV AH AND AUTHENTICITY

Consider the first human being ever to have danced a dance. It was surely
a complete expression of the person's reason for dancing. All of his joy,
or sorrow, or homage, was in that dance. But consider now the second
person ever to have danced a dance. For him it was harder to dance his
own dance. Why? Because he had once seen someone else dance, and
now there was a danger of dancing not his own dance, but someone

else's. There was a danger of allowing the form of the dance to replace
its essence. And the more mankind has danced, the harder it has become
to dance one's very own dance.

Teshuvah is a dance. It can be one's very own, or it can be a copy
of someone else's. When repenting of the sin of the golden calf, the
Jewish people are said to have mourned,vayit abbelu (Exodus 33:5). And
their teshuvah was accepted. When repenting of the sin of the spies we
are told" and the people mourned greatly," vayit abbelu me' od (Numbers
14:39). They did the very same. Yet their teshuvah was not accepted.

It is said in the name of Simcha Bunim of Peshischa that for the sin of
the spies the people were not forgiven because their mourning was a
second time. Only the first time did it have that authenticity of
self-expression that made it genuine. Precisely because it was a repeat
of the earlier mourning, the mourning of the sin of the spies lost its
authenticity. It had a precedent to attach to. It succumbed to the danger
of conforming with the previous act in form, and lost its essence. (Note
that the people mourned "greatly" over th(t sin of the spies. Isn't this
typical of the individual who dances someone else's dance? He must
dance it very hard-to convince himself that it really is his dance.)

The more I am surrounded by teshuvah the harder it becomes to do
teshuvah. For the harder it is to dance my own dance. I turn to the
literature on teshuvah and am told that there are twenty principles, six
ways, eight levels, and so forth (See, Rabbeinu Yonah, Shaarei Teshu-
vah). I feel like the ballet dancer practicing my dance before the mirrors,
makng sure every step is just right. I confront the "laws of teshuvah"
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and feel some of the emptiness of those lives that enroll in dance schools
to learn the foxtrot and waltz with the hope of finding something worth-
while in life. i read an erudite, insightful essay on teshuvah that speaks
to the predicament of modern man, and it becomes that much harder to
do teshuvah without merely re-enacting the' 'Man of Teshuvah. " (Prof.
Pinchas Peli told me recently that' 'the man of teshuvah" is in the lexicon.
He has this on the highest authority.)

Today it is harder than ever to do teshuvah, what with "baal-teshuvah
yeshivot" and even a "baal-teshuvah movement." The
accretion-historical, literar, social--f teshuvah makes it almost im-

possible for me to do teshuvah. The temptation is too great, and the
process too easy, to do someone else's teshuvah rather than my own.
What am I to do?

When things were simpler Maimonides wrote of the possible negative
influence of society. He encourages us to associate with the righteous
and stay away from the wicked to find an environment of saintliness,
and if that fails to isolate oneself in separation from those around him
(Hil. Deot, 6:1). If all else fails, says Maimonides, flee to the desert,
away from all possible social contact. Aristotle wrote that if you have
no need for a state you are either an animal or a god. In simpler times
it was possible to be an animal or a god. It was possible to escape

physically from society with the hope of the physical escape nurturing

an internal analogue-an escape into self-authenticity.
But in these times can I hope for teshuvah by running from society?

No. The process of my socialization is too great, too complete for me
to run out to the desert without carying society on my back. I am not
a person. I am a pastiche of bits and pieces of social practice and social
precedents. I am a mirage; a composite of internalized social forms. Too
many late night movies of people lost in the desert make it nearly im-
possible for me to be lost in the desert without playing out at some

unconscious level a movie role. Kierkegaard has ruined it for me once
and for all. 1 can't ever be the single one, the,knight of faith, because
I can never get beyond a portrayal of his single one. I can never become
a lonely man of faith because driven by the effort to become the Lonely
Man of Faith. Even psychoanalysis won't get me out of the paradox.
Philip Roth has ruined that for me.

This is the predicament of modern man. He is so saturated with
reflexive portrayals of others' lives, of others' visions, of their forms of
life, that he loses his authenticity. This is the problem of teshuvah and
authenticity. To escape society 1 must escape myself.

There exists the possibility of authenticity, but it comes too late.
"When a person dies all of his deeds are displayed before him" (Taanit
lla). Heidegger has helped us appreciate the subjective truth of the
moment of death. At death a person may have to look at the totality of
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the life he has lived and face it in complete truthfulness. At that moment
there are no masks, there is no bad faith. In the face of death there is a
totally honest subjectivity, in which the person must either reject the life
he has lived or accept it. The acceptance or rejection is authentic because
it is in one's own eyes, not in the eyes of others. The fact of death has
the power to tear the individual out of the truth of the "they" into the
truth of the "i." At that moment I exist in my primordial being. In the

kabbalistic literature it is written that the Angel of Death appears to the
dying man covered with eyes. When he beholds the apparition of Death
full of eyes, the soul departs the body. The eyes expose one's life for
what it is. Nothing is hidden. At the moment of death there is a brutal,
honest, subjective judgment.

The existentialist philosophers were overly optimistic in thinking
that the possibility of death and its demand for authenticity could bring
to a life lived in authenticity. Heidegger thought we could live toward
death. The awareness of death could make me now and here live a life
that I accept rather than reject. There could be no greater joy than that
of the person who looks back at the life he has lived and says to it
"Amen," and no greater sorrow than that of the person who must turn
his gaze aside in shame when confronted with his life as lived. Awareness
of this was supposed to have its impact on how I now live. Berdyaev
wrote; "Life in this world has meaning just because there is death; if
there were no death in our world, life would be meaningless" (The Destiny
of Man). The ability to see life as a whole, with beginning, middle, and
end, as a work of art, perhaps, was supposed to give meaning to my life
now.

But these philosophers were wrong. The expectation of the authen-
ticity of death does not create present authenticity. No philosophical

argument here, just fact. It doesn't. That it doesn't does not have to be
shown (it's obvious), only explained. The predicament of modern man
is such that he can't anticipate his own death in advance. When he tres
to do this he projects the internalized pastiche of all the deaths he has
experienced, seen, read about instead. The very same difficulty we en-
countered earlier of projecting internalized forms of existence in place
of one's authentic self-existence arses here. We are unable to anticipate
our own death. We are deprived of its center of authenticity until it is
upon us. The possibility of authenticity exists, but it comes too late.

That is why the Holy One, blessed be He, gave us Yom Kippur.

Yom Kippur is an attempt at simulation, a confrontation for each of us
with his own moment of death, "And just as the merits and sins of a
person are weighed at death, so every year. . . at Rosh Hashanah. The
righteous are sealed for life, the wicked are sealed for death, and the
balanced benoni are suspended until Yom Kippur. If they do teshuvah,
they are sealed to life, otherwise are sealed to death." (Maimonides,

251



TRADITION: A Journal of Orthodox Thought

Hilkhot Teshuvah 3:3). There is a conceptual analogue between the judg-
ment at death and the judgment at Yom Kippur.

The Talmud (Yoma 74b) deduces the prohibition to eat and drink
on Yom Kippur in the following way. Since the punishment for not
, 'afficting one's soul" on this, holy day is "And I will cause the loss of
the soul" and it is surmised that the. "affiction" referred to is one that
involves loss of life, that is, refrainingJrom eating and drinking. (Although
the Talmud later cites a different ground for the prohibition to eat and
drink, it seems to have been ignored by Maimonides. See Hilkhot ShvItat
Asor 1:4.) The very act of fasting, therefore, simulates in the individual
a turning towards death. He begins a process which, if it were to continue,
would bring about his own death. To refrain from eating and drnkng
is to attempt to bring yourself into a position from which you can gain
a glimpse, however far, of your own moment of death.

The conceptual analogue between turning toward death and Yom
Kippur is preserved in the nature of the judgment of Yom Kippur. The
famous saying of R. Y ochanan that three books are open on Rosh Has-
hanah and that the fate of those for whom good and bad deeds are
balanced is sealed on Yom Kippur, is widely interpreted as pertaining to
the judgment of our fate in the world to come. (The judgment of our
this-worldly fate takes place exclusively on Rosh Hashanah. See Tosafot,
Ve-nehtamin, Rosh Hashanah 16b and other rishonim. See also com-
mentar of Ora to Shulhan Arukh, Orah Hayyim, 582, end.) This is
precisely the type of judgment we endure at death.

Contrary to popular conceptions, the teshuvah of Yom Kippur does
not relate to thè wrongdoings of the previous year, as such. The unit of
time over which we must confess our sins is the whole of our past lives.
(See Maimonides, Teshuvah 2:8). The past year is only an accretion onto
that life. On Yom Kippur I must look at the whole of my life and confront
it as I must when turning towards death.

In awareness of my own death as Yom Kippur approaches, the fear
of death becomes an operative halakic principle. I hury to confess my
sins prior to eating the final meal before fasting lest" one choke on one's
food" and die before having confessed, (Maimonides, Teshuvah 2:7).

It is not the slight possibility of that happening that motivates this law,
but the real concern for my death, being absorbed in death, gives rise to
this halakic expression of it.

As Yom Kippur approaches i cease eating and drinking in a turn
towards death, don the raiments of the dead, and in that posture confront
the whole of my life and its bearng on eternity. In this enactment exists
the possibility oftuming into myself, withdrawing from the entanglements
and attachments of life, into an authenticity which makes teshuvah pos-
sible. In this state of mind I say the confession said by the person who
is dying.
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The opportunity exists on Yom Kippur, but it can be missed. Several
years ago, when I was in graduate school, the calendar of studies allowed
a month's vacation to study at a famous yeshivah in the greater New
York area. The intensity of the learing contributed to a mounting sense
of the seriousness of the day of judgment. By the time Rosh Hashanah
came this feeling was very strong. The experience of Rosh Hashanah
increased it to the point where at Yom Kippur I was completely gripped
by the awesomeness of the day of judgment. My davening on that day
expanded the experience of being judged more and more; until I got to
the words Yodea mahashavot be-yom din, "He knows my very thoughts
on this day of judgment. " At that moment the utter simplicity of those
words aroused within me the absolute conviction of their truth. For the
first time in my life I actually believed that He knows my thoughts. As
a result I couldn't continue to daven. I was paralyzed. All about me
people were throwing themselves around, waving their hands in remorse
and pleading. I couldn't go on. Since He knows my thoughts, He knows
that what I am doing is a fake. He knows my true feelings, what I really
believe and what really is important to me. The external signs mean
nothing to Him. He knows the truth. It's no use. I sat down, paralyzed.
Finally, I went out for a walk in the neighborhood. Gradually the feeling
wore off. The absolute conviction that He sees through me faded away.
Then, when I no longer believed it, only then was I able to return to the
be it midrash and daven, shaking, waving my hands, contorting my face,
with the rest of them. I had returned, from the I to the they. The diso-
rientation of being torn out of context was replaced by the feeling of the
beauty and the pleasure of castigating oneself in fellowship. The fear of
being alone gave way to the strength of community.
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