CHAPTER XXXIX

REPENTANCE OR THE RETURN TO GOD

1. The brightest gem among the teachings of Judaism is
its doctrine of repentance or, in its own characteristic term,
the return of the wayward sinner to God.! Man, full of re-
morse at having fallen away from the divine Fountainhead
of purity, conscious of deserving a sentence of condemnation
from the eternal Judge, would be less happy than the unrea-
soning brute which cannot sin at all. Religion restores him
by the power to rise from his shame and guilt, to return to
God in repentance, as the penitent son returns to his father.
Whether we regard sin as estrangement from God or as a
disturbance of the divine order, it has a detrimental effect
on both body and soul, and leads inevitably to death. On
this point the Bible affords many historical illustrations and
doctrinal teachings.? If man had no way to escape from sin,
then he would be the most unfortunate of creatures, in spite
of his god-like nature. Therefore the merciful God opens the
gate of repentance for the sinner, saying as through His proph-
ets of old: “I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked,
but that the wicked turn from his way and live.” ?

2. The great value of the gift of divine grace, by which
the sinner may repent and return to God with a new spirit, ap-

1See J. E., art. Repentance; Claude Montefiore: ““Rabbinical Concep-
tions of Repentance,” in J. Q. R., Jan. 19o4; Schechter, Aspects, 313-343-
The works of Weber (p. 261 {.), Bousset (p. 446 f.), and Davidson (. c., 327~
338) do not do justice to the Jewish teachings.
2 Ezek. XVIII, 4; Ps. XXXIV, 21; Prov. XIV, 12.
3 Ezek, XVIII, 32; XXXIII, 11.
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pears in the following rabbinical saying : “Wisdom was asked,
¢ What shall be the sinner’s punishment?’ and answered, ‘ Evil
pursues sinners’;! then Prophecy was asked, and answered,
“The soul that sinneth, it shall die’; ? the Torah, or legal code,
was consulted, and its answer was: ‘He shall bring a sin-of-
fering, and the priest shall make atonement for him, and
he shall be forgiven.’® Finally God Himself was asked, and
He answered:* ‘Good and upright is the Lord; therefore
doth He instruct sinners in the way.””® The Jewish idea of
atonement by the sinner’s return to God excludes every kind
of mediatorship. Neither the priesthood nor sacrifice is
necessary to secure the divine grace; man need only find
the way to God by his own efforts. ‘“Seek ye Me, and live,”
says God to His erring children.

3. Teshubah, which means return, is an idea peculiar to
Judaism, created by the prophets of Israel, and arising di-
rectly from the simple Jewish conception of sin. Since sin is
a deviation from the path of salvation, a “ straying ”’ into the
road of perdition and death, the erring can return with heart
and soul, end his ways, and thus change his entire being.
This is not properly expressed by the term repentance, which
denotes only regret for the wrong, but not the inner trans-
formation. Nor is Teshubak to be rendered by either peni-
tence or penance. The former indicates a sort of bodily
self-castigation, the latter some other kind of penalty under-
gone in order to expiate sin. Such external forms of asceti-
cism were prescribed and practiced by many tribes and some
of the historical religions. The Jewish prophets, however,
opposed them bitterly, demanding an inner change, a trans-
formation of soul, renewing both heart and spirit.

1 Prov, XIII, 21. 1 Ezek. XVIII, 4.

dLev. I, 4; IV, 26-31. 1Ps. XXV, 8.

® Yer. Mak. II, 37 d; Pesik. 158 b. See Schechter, 1. c., p. 204, note 1.
¢ Amos V, 4.







