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Abstract

Repentance is central to the doctrinal philosophies of all major religions. From a theoretical point of
view, however, the practice poses significant challenges. As the past cannot be altered, the guilt that
obtains from already committed sins appears forever fettered to the sinner. In this article, I explore
this conundrum and discuss a number of solutions that have been proposed in religious traditions. I
show how these solutions fail to satisfy from both theological and philosophical perspectives.
Finally, I propose a novel approach that, I believe, solves the problem.
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The Enigma

Suppose that to have written and published this article was a sin. Is there anything I can
do to remove the guilt that I bear for having committed this sin? In this article, I explore
the possibility of such a process, known commonly as repentance.

Repentance is a central element in every major religious philosophy and also in many
moral doctrines. In both domains, repentance is believed to cleanse a person of the stain
of sin.1 The notion of repentance seems intuitive, as justice would surely demand that a
person not be forever fettered to his past if she has shown contrition and a willingness to
change. From a theoretical point of view, however, repentance is a difficult concept to jus-
tify. The past is unalterable. By what mechanism might one shed one’s guilt2 if the act
upon which such guilt depends cannot be altered?

This difficulty can be presented in terms of the following, inconsistent triad of propo-
sitions, each of which is widely accepted among religious and moral philosophers:

1. The past cannot be altered.
2. If the past cannot be altered, one cannot eliminate guilt.
3. Repentance (i.e. elimination of guilt) is possible.

The first of these claims is generally accepted by philosophers. The third claim is, I
believe, common intuition about the nature of repentance and the possibility of attaining
it for a moral or religious agent. On what grounds, however, would one accept the second
claim? A number of possibilities present themselves, all of which are connected to the
idea that the bearing of guilt depends on the deeds or intentions of a person in his
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past. In the following discussion, I will elaborate on this issue, focusing on the tension
between the aforementioned claims.

In this article, I will suggest an original solution to this tension, one that allows us both
to accept the core of these three claims and to avoid inconsistency. I will first discuss
some solutions proposed in the religious and philosophical literature, and identify their
various weaknesses. Next, I will present a unique solution and show how it manages to
avoid inconsistencies. Finally, I will attempt to show how my suggested solution captures
our pre-theoretical intuitions about the nature of repentance and its applications.

A few preliminary remarks are in order. First, many of the philosophers and theologians
dealtwith in thisarticle are Jewish, and theirwritings refermainly to Jewish theologyandprac-
tice.Thisreflectsthe fact that,amongreligioustraditions, I ammost familiarwithJudaism.That
being said, I assume parallel examples from other traditions. Second, although my discussion
references religious texts and focuses on the religious context of repentance, I relate to repent-
ance in the moral, as well as religious, context. There may indeed be important differences
between the moral and the religious spheres, but I leave such considerations aside.

Solution 1

The first and primary solution is to reject the first claim above, according to which ‘the
past cannot be altered’. In Jewish religious literature, we can find two methods that adopt
this approach.

The first method is simply to point out cases in which it seems that the past misdeed
has been repented for. For example, suppose person X stole money from person Y and
subsequently not only regrets his action but returns the stolen money – and perhaps
even compensates Y for the inconvenience and suffering he caused him. In this case, it
appears that X has succeeded in repenting for his misdeed.3

This solution strikes me as unsatisfactory for three reasons:

1. Even if such counter-examples show us that we should be careful about accepting
the first premise, they do not accomplish what we set out to do. After all, had
there truly been no misdeed? The past, after all, remains the same. This difficulty
leads us to the next point.

2. Does the deed of repentance (returning the money, etc.) cancel out the previous
misdeed, or does it merely make up for it by balancing the guilt with some
merit? It seems more intuitive to argue that X is simply performing a good deed
that ‘balances out’ his prior transgression so that he ultimately emerges as right-
eous, or at the least, returns to his pre-transgression state.

3. Even if we accept that there are certain cases in which one can alter the past, and
therefore we could cleanse ourselves of guilt, it seems unlikely that this can be
applied to every kind of religious/moral misdeed. Can we make amends for a trans-
gression in which no one has suffered (assuming such a case exists)? Or one in
which someone has been killed?4

Therefore, even if this approach, in rejecting the first premise, succeeds in highlighting
certain situations in which repentance compensates for past misdeeds, it still fails to
explain how. Nor does it explain how repentance is possible in other situations.5

The second approach, which rejects the first premise found in Jewish religious sources,
posits that repentance has the power to change the past. In this view, repentance
performed in t1 can alter or change the reality in t0.

Several statements in Jewish tradition can be thus understood. For example, a
well-known Talmudic principle states that a repentance has the power to make a person’s
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‘intentional sins count for him as merits’ (B. Yoma 86b). In other words, his sins somehow
become good deeds. A similar sentiment can be found in Rashi’s (Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki,
1040–1105) commentary on the Talmud, when he declares that ‘whoever repents out of
love, his transgressions are uprooted from the source’ (Yoma 86a). However, as mentioned
previously, these statements do not have to be interpreted in a way that allows them to
support the veracity of the claim that one can change the past. Instead, they can easily be
read as some kind of metaphor that aims to express the ability of a man to change his
moral status via repentance.

Nevertheless, Kabbalistic and Hasidic philosophies chose to adopt the radical interpret-
ation of the above remarks. For example, the Lubavitcher Rebbe (Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, 1902–1994) wrote explicitly that ‘repentance out of love also changes the
past’ (Schneerson (1991), 56). Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz (1937–2020), a prominent exponent
of Hasidic and Kabbalistic thought, summarized this view of repentance as follows:

The broader significance of repentance includes the idea that a person controls his
movement in all dimensions, including the dimension of time. Without repentance,
the entire system of time operates in a single direction: a deed performed at a certain
point in time cannot be undone, a deed performed is an immutable fact; the past is
therefore the fixed element of reality. Nevertheless, the power of repentance enables
the time system to also operate in the opposite direction, i.e. the past, and not only
the future, can be changed. Repentance is essentially not only a change from a spe-
cific turning point onward but also a change of the past – its erasure or transform-
ation into another value. Repentance then is, in essence, complete control of time,
including of the seemingly unalterable past. (Steinsaltz (2011a), 69–70)6

An instructive example of this view can be found in a Midrash (textual interpretation
written by ancient Judaic authorities) that deals with the sin of the biblical King
David.7 The second book of Samuel describes how David seduced a married woman,
and then sent her husband to his certain death in battle. The narrative subsequently
tells how David repented of his sin, a process that is sometimes even presented as the
paradigmatic model of repentance – ‘David, son of Yishai, who raised the yoke [ulla] of
repentance’ (B. Moed Katan 16b). And yet, the Talmud (Shabbat 56a) also features a dec-
laration according to which ‘anyone who says that David sinned [with Batsheva] is nothing
other than mistaken’. How is this possible? The Bible explicitly states that David sinned.

Furthermore, the very presentation of David as the ideal of repentance is in itself an
indication that he sinned. According to the Midrash, it is precisely because he repented
that it cannot be said that David sinned. According to both the Midrash and the
Hasidic-Kabbalistic view presented above, repentance alters the past and ‘erases’ the mis-
deed. If so, the claim that David sinned is untenable because upon repenting his sin, he
erased it, such that it never occurred in the first place. According to this view, if a person
repents, ‘rewinding the film’ will reveal no trace of the sin.

Although this solution preserves the positive attributes of repentance – the possibility of
altering the past and cleansing oneself of guilt – it remains philosophically problematic.
This is because it violates a basic principle held by philosophers (and scientists), according
to which the past is fixed and unchangeable.8 The abandonment of this principle would take
more persuasion than rabbinic literature or Kabbalistic references, and I doubt this is even
possible.9 Although the possibility of ‘backward causation’ and ‘changing the past’ has been
discussed in the philosophical literature (Faye, 2018), few have advocated the idea that the
past can be changed in a way that would make the possibility of repentance real. This is not
to imply that this view is false, but it does mean that its acceptance would require a more
convincing argument than those I have found in the literature.
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In this regard, it is worth mentioning that Sam Lebens and Tyron Goldsmith have pre-
sented a metaphysical framework10 in which it is possible for God to change the past
whenever a person truly repents (Lebens and Goldschmidt, 2017). Without getting into
details, I would just say that I find their suggestion, and more specifically their metaphys-
ical world-view, implausible.11 Instead, in what follows, I will suggest a more plausible
theory, which has the main benefits of Lebens and Goldsmith’s theory and avoids most
of its downsides.

Solution 2

Another solution, which deals with the difficulties raised by the previous one, was proposed
by the medieval Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides (1138–1204).12 Maimonides was one
of the first – and remains one of the few – Jewish thinkers to formulate a comprehensive
model of repentance. In discussing repentance, Maimonides wrote:

Among the paths of repentance is for the penitent to constantly call out before God,
crying and entreating; to perform charity according to his potential; to separate him-
self far from the object of his sin; to change his name, as if to say ‘I am a different
person and not the same one who sinned;’ to change his behavior in its entirety to
the good and the path of righteousness; and to travel in exile from his home. Exile
atones for sin because it causes a person to be submissive, humble, and meek of
spirit. (Hilkhot Teshuva, chapter 2, second verse)13

According to the above,14 repentance does not entail a process of eliminating past guilt, or
of amending the misdeed itself, but specifically involves changing (or more precisely,
determining) the present and the future. According to this view, the person who has
repented is not the person who ‘amended’ the past, but the person who ‘amends’ the
future. Maimonides further clarifies this idea:

Accordingly, throughout the entire year, a person should always look at himself as
equally balanced between merit and sin and the world as equally balanced between
merit and sin. If he performs one sin, he tips his balance and that of the entire world
to the side of guilt and brings destruction upon himself. [On the other hand,] if he
performs one mitzvah, he tips his balance and that of the entire world to the side
of merit and brings deliverance and salvation to himself and others. (ibid., chapter
3, fourth verse)

Maimonides asks us to view the world as balanced between innocence and guilt; our role
is to try to tip the scales in favour of the former. He does not even entertain the notion of
‘erasing the sin’ in order to influence the balance positively, but only raises the possibility
of adding good deeds. It is reasonable to assume that this is due to Maimonides’ general
conviction that a person cannot change his past. All he can do in order to change the bal-
ance of the scales is to change his sinful ways and begin performing good deeds.
According to this view, repentance is the performance of enough good deeds to tip the
balance back to where it was prior to the sin. I will call this approach the ‘even up’
method.

This solution is much more intuitive but, nonetheless, remains incomplete. It is intui-
tive because it evades the problematic nature of repentance. It views repentance not as
requiring the alteration of the past but a change of the present and future. In other
words, this view rejects the third premise by redefining the term ‘repentance’ as an act
that does not require changing the past.
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Nevertheless, this approach has several problems. First, it presents the process of
repentance as entirely unrelated to past sins. This disengagement means that the process
of repentance does not need to include atonement for the misdeed itself, but only the per-
formance of a good deed in place of it. Thus, for example, a thief is not obligated to return
what he stole in order to repent (although he may be obligated to do so for other reasons).
His repentance only requires the donation of a sufficient sum to charity and the commit-
ment not to steal again. Such an approach seems problematic, to say the least.15

The second problem is that this view of repentance seems incomplete and unsatisfac-
tory because a person performing a transgression can never eliminate the associated guilt.
All that can be done is to merit more good deeds, though these will fail to erase the mis-
deed or the guilt it carries. Maimonides himself accepts, as it stands, the argument pre-
sented at the beginning of this article. For him, we should not wonder at the fact that a
person performing a misdeed will bear the resultant guilt forever. Just as the past is irrev-
ocable, so too is the bearing of guilt.

Is this how most of us approach repentance? Do we believe that a person is destined to
bear the weight of guilt for his misdeeds forever, even if he regrets them and does every-
thing possible to atone for them? I do not believe so. Perhaps this is a case of wishful
thinking, and there really is no way to help us eliminate our guilt. If so, we must accept
the view of repentance as proposed by Maimonides. I believe otherwise, namely, that we
can accept the first and the third claims and reject the second. In other words, although
we cannot change the past, we are capable of eliminating guilt.

Solution 3

I shall now present my own solution for the problem at hand.16 On the one hand, it allows
us to preserve the intuition that repentance is possible, in the sense that a person can elim-
inate his guilt for a past sin. On the other hand, it does not require the ability to change the
past. My solution relies on a specific understanding of personal identity. In general, we can
say that there are two types of views about personal identity.17 The first considers personal
identity as a binary feature: either I am identical to the personwho Iwas at some other point,
t, in the past, or I am not. According to this view, there is a ‘core’ self that, if lost, makes us a
different person from the one we were previously.

The second view suggests that personal identity is a non-binary characteristic.
According to this approach, the answer to the question ‘Am I the same person I once
was?’ can be gradable (e.g. ‘sort of’ or ‘almost’, etc.) and not only binary answers (‘yes’
or ‘no’). One main reason to maintain the second approach, from a naturalistic point of
view, is that it emanates from the view that a person is a collection of biological and psy-
chological traits. Therefore, if these traits change over time, the person will also change
over time. However, even on an unnaturalistic (and even theistic) world-view, this view
can be justified.

To clarify this point, I will consider the question of whether I am identical to the per-
son I was when I attended school. The first approach tends to suggest an affirmative
answer – I am, after all, still me. On the other hand, according to the second approach,
the answer is much more complex. Since leaving school, I have changed (e.g. my
body’s constitution has changed, as have my psychological characteristics, etc.). The
answer to the question whether I am the same person will, therefore, be something
like ‘not exactly, but there are similarities’. The first approach seems more intuitive,
because we feel as though we continue to be the same person we were when we were
younger and not someone who was just very similar to us. If we think about it for a
moment, however, there is something very reasonable in the thought that we are not
identical to the person we were some years ago.
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I suggest that this more complex approach towards the conditions of permanence
relating to one’s ‘self’ offers a solution to the repentance puzzle.18 Suppose at any
given time (t), a person is not the same person as at (t−x). In that case, he can bear no
moral/religious guilt for a transgression committed by his prior self – as he was, after
all, not the same person (naturally, the details of this, especially concerning the change
a person needs to undergo in order to be exempt from guilt, require clarification).19

This solution does not claim that we can alter our past, but provides us with a way to
shed our past guilt. In other words, this view accepts the argument presented at the out-
set of this discussion, but applies it to a specific personality, and recognizes that an indi-
vidual has the capacity to separate from the past by creating a new personality. According
to the complex approach to personal identity, as we have seen, a person changes con-
stantly. Repentance, according to this perception, is an active endeavour towards self-
change aimed at eliminating that part of ‘me’ bearing the guilt.20

Who has not exclaimed, ‘I am not the person I used to be!’ Such an understanding of
self-identity allows us to accord these statements an altogether serious meaning, without
the need for grandiose theological-metaphysical assumptions that the modern person
finds difficult to accept.

Yet, this line of thought raises a fundamental problem. If the person who repents is not
the same person he was before, why will he be motivated to repent? This process, if it
succeeds, will wipe him out, and he will cease to exist.

Before trying to copewith this difficulty, it is important to note that according to the com-
plex approach, it is possible to separate the different parts of one’s self. Thiswouldmean that,
at least in principle, a person can choose to discard a part of his ‘self’ that bears the guilt for a
past misdeed while preserving the ‘self’ that acts in a virtuous manner. This is a simplistic
presentation, and further study is required to understand the exact workings of repentance
according to this approach and its implications for the view of ‘self’. In part, this requires
developing a better understanding of how guilt or merit is apportioned and, subsequently,
how a change in ‘self’ can change the applicability of merit.

Thus, embracing the view that different parts of oneself can be considered ‘independ-
ent’ offers a reply to the claim that people will have no interest in their future selves after
repentance, because that future self will not really be ‘me’ at all. This direction of thought
indicates that it is precisely the process of repentance that allows us to improve ourselves
and create a new ‘me’, devoid of the flaws and moral failures inherent in the former ‘me’.
Of course, this will no longer be the exact same ‘me’. However, if we accept the non-binary
approach to the self, that the ‘me’ continually changes, it seems reasonable to assume the
existence of a motivation to change for the better. Furthermore, as Parfit argued, the rela-
tion a person deems important to maintain with future versions of ‘me’ is not with a con-
tinuation of myself but rather a continuation of my characteristics, memories, passions,
etc. (Parfit, 1987) (he terms this the ‘R Relation’). If we adopt Parfit’s stance, it appears
reasonable to assume that it is specifically the process of repentance that preserves the
important parts of the present ‘me’.21

Now, in the light of this approach, we can better understand the words of Maimonides,
cited above:

Among the paths of repentance is for the penitent to constantly call out before
God, crying and entreating; to perform charity according to his potential; to separate
himself far from the object of his sin; to change his name, as if to say ‘I am a different
person and not the same one who sinned;’ [emphasis added] to change his behavior in its
entirety to the good and the path of righteousness; and to travel in exile from his
home. Exile atones for sin because it causes a person to be submissive, humble,
and meek of spirit. (Hilkhot Teshuva, chapter 2, fifth verse)22
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Maimonides is, in fact, describing a process of changing identity. Repentance, in this read-
ing, entails an identity change of the most profound kind. This is further developed in
Maimonides’ own words about the manner of ascertaining whether or not a person has
repented:

[Who has reached] complete Teshuvah [repentance]? A person who confronts the
same situation in which he sinned when he has the potential to commit [the sin
again], and, nevertheless, abstains and does not commit it because of his Teshuvah
alone and not because of fear or a lack of strength. For example, a person engaged
in illicit sexual relations with a woman. Afterwards, they met in privacy, in the
same country, while his love for her and physical power still persisted, and neverthe-
less, he abstained and did not transgress. (ibid., chapter 2, first verse)

A person knows that he has repented when he finds himself in the same situation in
which he sinned previously, but now successfully overcomes his urge and does not ‘stum-
ble’. In other words, in the past, the person possessed a disposition whereby in situation
A, he was unable to control himself. Following a process of repentance, he lost this dis-
position and gained another, whereby, in the same situation, he is able to exercise self-
control. According to Maimonides, such a change allows one to cleanse oneself of the
guilt one previously bore. This is not because it cancels out the past, or because it
‘exempts’ the person from the misdeed, but because it testifies to a profound change of
self, so much so that one is not considered the same person. This new person does not
bear the moral guilt of the person responsible for the past transgression.

Discussion of the solution

Having presented this solution, which I regard as the most successful of the available
choices, I shall briefly expand on the characteristics of this view of repentance. In general,
people hold certain ‘expectations’ or pre-theoretical intuitions about repentance. In this
section, I will present these intuitions and examine my solution in their light, comparing
them to the ‘even up’ approach attributed to the first interpretation of Maimonides. This
is because the ‘even up’ approach is, in my view, the most convincing opponent.

Our first and primary expectation from any account of repentance is that it will include
a correlation between the severity of guilt, and the difficulty and length of the appropriate
repentance process. One who spoke impatiently to a neighbour would need to invest
much less effort in his repentance than one who committed a severe felony.

As we have seen, this is a central feature within the approach attributed to Maimonides
in the first interpretation above, according to which repentance seeks to even the balance
between bad and good deeds by doing the latter. Following this idea, if the wrongdoings
are insignificant, all one needs to do in order to repent is an insignificant good deed.
However, if the bad deed is a severe one, one needs to do a truly outstanding great
deed or a host of smaller good deeds in order to achieve repentance.

I believe that this ‘expectation’ regarding repentance also gets fulfilled in my approach.
If repentance is an active endeavour to separate ‘me’ from the ‘me’ that sinned, it seems
reasonable that a more severe transgression will entail a more demanding process of
repentance. There are two main reasons for this. First, the very fact that I found myself
in a situation of committing a serious wrongdoing is evidence of my inferior moral/reli-
gious status; atonement for it, therefore, requires a more in-depth and fundamental
change. Second, it is reasonable to assume that committing a sin influences the perpet-
rator in some way. One such view can be found in the Talmud, which suggests that the
very performance of a misdeed exerts a negative influence on a person’s moral
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perception: ‘When a person transgresses and repeats his transgression . . . [he] no longer
senses that it is a sin’ (B. Kidd. 40a). Therefore, it seemsthat according to the viewof repent-
ance I have presented here, there is indeed a clear correlation between the severity of the
transgression and the rigour of the repentance procedure required to cleanse oneself of
guilt. This is because if a person truly desires a fundamental change, whereby he separates
the identity of his present (or future) ‘me’ from the ‘me’ that sinned, he must first reach a
situation in which he would not even have committed the sin in the first place.

The second ‘expectation’ from repentance is that we expect, or hope, that repentance is
available for anyone, regardless of the severity of his situation.23

It seems that this is not exactly the case, according to the ‘even up’ approach. This is
because in some cases, when someone has committed an egregious moral/religious sin, it
is impossible, within his lifetime, to do enough good deeds in order to even out and over-
come the guilt–merit balance. My proposal leads to the same conclusion. If repentance is
an active endeavour to separate ‘me’ from the ‘me’ that sinned, and if this process
requires primarily psychological changes (although perhaps also biological), it would
seem that, at least in principle, no person is prevented from adopting these changes.
Nonetheless, it is certainly possible that our psychological or biological nature does not
allow for such drastic changes. Therefore, even if the gates of repentance are, in principle,
open to all, some people will be unable to undertake this process in practice. It seems that
this conclusion is, to a large extent, also consistent with our intuitive understanding of
this point.

The third ‘expectation’ from repentance is that we expect repentance not to be granted
in cases of cynical misuse, namely, that a person will not be able to repent solely to
cleanse himself of guilt, but then continue sinning. A famous Mishna in Tractate Yoma
(8, 9) states that ‘one who says: “I shall sin and repent, sin and repent,” they do not
allow him to repent’. In other words, the repentance of a person who exploits the repent-
ance mechanism in order to continue or even increase his sinful behaviour, without any
acceptance of guilt, is deemed unacceptable. The Mishna here is drawing on a
religious-theological view whereby God does not accept the repentance of a cynic. The
repentance proposal presented above also denies the possibility of cynical misuse, as a
person declaring that he will ‘sin and repent’ is not attempting to separate and change
his ‘self’ but, in fact, to preserve himself and his actions. By contrast, the ‘even-up’
approach does not succeed in considering this expectation. To repent for morally/reli-
giously sinning, one need only equalize one’s merit–sin balance. If so, repentance is
ripe for perversion because nothing prevents a person from deliberately engaging in a
cycle of sin and repentance.

The fourth ‘expectation’ from repentance is that we expect that there will be a mean-
ingful connection between a sin and its corresponding repentance process. If someone
steals a car, our intuition tells us that his repentance process did not relate, in some
way or another, to that theft.

As we saw, the ‘even-up’ approach fails to fulfil this expectation. If someone steals a
car, he does not need to return the car, or even stop stealing. All he needs to do is act
in a way that will even things up. According to my approach, however, it seems that if
someone wants to repent for a sin, such as stealing, he needs to act positively in a way
that the ‘part of him’ that led him to this specific sin will vanish such that he will not
continue to contain the part of himself responsible for that sin. I am not sure what
such a change would include, but it is reasonable to think it must include a change of
the disposition and moral beliefs that led him to steal. Hence, according to this view,
there is a deep connection between the sin and the repentance process.

The fifth and last ‘expectation’ from repentance that I will explore in this article is that
we expect ‘collective entities’ such as states, organizations, or nations to be capable of
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repenting. Although both the ‘even-up’ approach and my approach can cope with the
repentance of ‘collective entities’, I believe that my approach provides a better and
more profound explanation. This is because the complex picture of ‘me’ transforms a per-
son into a kind of collective entity. Parfit put it thus:

I claim that a person is not like a Cartesian-Ego, a being whose existence must be
all-or-nothing. A person is like a nation. In the true account of identity over time,
these two kinds of entities go together . . . If this is true . . . the account of their iden-
tity over time would, in its essential features, be similar. (Parfit (1987), 275)24

According to this approach, a person’s identity is determined by a variety of facts.
Similarly, ‘collective entities’ consist, among other things, of multiple and constantly
changing elements. This parallel can explain the repentance process of a ‘collective entity’
as the same process for individual repentance. For example, suppose Germany wants to
atone for its historical misdeeds. In that case, it is not enough that most of its citizens
change. Rather, the elements, in virtue of which Germany bears its guilt (whether they
be specific individuals, political platforms, or moral conventions and ideologies, etc.),
must be separated from the country’s former identity. Such a description is reasonable,
as a country successfully separating itself from the cause of its guilt would indeed be
truly cleansed of all guilt.

Summary

I have presented the difficulty in the idea, regarding repentance, that one can erase guilt
without erasing the misdeed itself. I have surveyed four solutions, at least two of which fail
to stand up to critical scrutiny. The last, and inmy viewmost satisfying, solution claims that
the process of repentance does not erase the misdeed itself but rather only severs the con-
nection between the ‘me’ that performed it, and the present ‘me’. As noted, I believe that
this solution conforms to pre-theoretical intuitions regarding the repentance process. I
also think that this solution fits the phenomenology of repentance. Consider the penitent’s
cri de cœur: ‘I am not the person I once was; I have changed!’ Of course, these can be taken as
non-literal assertions. Yet, in my view, they express a basic phenomenological insight. The
internal feeling of repentance – at least mine – involves a profound change of personal iden-
tity.When I feel as if I have repented fromacertain behaviour, I feel as though Ihave changed,
and I am no longer the same person. Moreover, when I look back on the past, I feel alienated
from the person who performed the sinful action.

I do not claim that I have offered anything profoundly new with regard to the essence
of repentance. On the contrary, my sole intent was to provide a philosophical account of
the feasibility of repentance and its modus operandi. The prevalence of this perception of
repentance, if it is indeed prevalent, even without the philosophical account, only serves
to strengthen my argument and proves that the explanation I have provided is largely
intuitive. Thus, as indicated in the title of this article, I have sought to provide an initial
philosophical analysis of repentance – its possibility, its process, and its meaning.

This account may have implications for other moral and religious questions, such as
the proper times or conditions for forgiveness, a statute of limitations for sins, the con-
nection between regret and reduction of legal punishment, and more. These questions
have been widely discussed in the philosophical literature. Yet, the view of repentance
herein presented may enrich these discussions and perhaps even open up intriguing ave-
nues of inquiry.
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Notes

1. An early and clear formulation of this view can be found in the Book of Isaiah (1:18): ‘Come, let us reach an
understanding, says the lord. Be your sins like crimson, they can turn snow-white; be they red as dyed wool, they
can become like fleece.’ In other words, a person can repent and cleanse his tainted past.
2. I wish to stress that, by ‘guilt’, I do not refer to social/psychological blame or criminal guilt but rather solely
to religious/moral guilt, which, in contrast to other meanings of the concept of guilt, has no relation to the
judgement of any person or society. My use of the term concerns an independent guilt that stems directly
from performing a given misdeed. For the purposes of this article, I am assuming that such guilt indeed exists.
3. In Jewish religious law (Halakha). These kinds of cases are called ‘lav she’nitak l’aseh’ – a prohibition with a
remedial positive commandment.
4. The Halakha deals extensively with such issues. For example, the discussion of a situation whereby a person
has stolen money but is unaware from whom he has stolen it (e.g. Shulchan Arukh, Choshen Mishpat §366). In the
same context, Rabbi Shabbtai HaKohen (known as ‘the Shakh’) wrote of a disagreement between Maimonides and
Rabbi Abraham ben David (the ‘Raavad’) over the principle of monetary compensation – whether it aims to
restore the previous situation or provide compensation. My thanks to Michael Abraham for these references.
5. There may be situations in which repentance is impossible but understanding this requires a more in-depth
examination of the topic.
6. I use my own translation of the quoted text rather than that of the original; see also Steinsaltz (2011b), 56–57.
For a similar way of thinking, see Soloveitchik (1986), 49.
7. To the best of my knowledge, this Midrash lacks a clear written source, but was transmitted orally.
8. Of course, the future is also ‘unchangeable’ in the sense that we cannot change the future but rather determine
what it is going to be. But the past is unchangeable in a stronger sense – we have no power to determine what
has already been.
9. For a preliminary sketch of such an argument that does not try to show that changing the past is an actual
possibility but rather to show that changing the past may be not-paradoxical, see van Inwagen (2010).
10. Their theory is based on van Inwagen’s theory presented in the article that I referred to in n. 9.
11. I amnot alone in this. Notably, Goldschmidt himself does n’t find his theory particularly convincing; see his inter-
view on this subject at ‘closer to truth’ at the link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=97USBaxAM4Y&t=1999s from
minute 23.
12. It is important to stress that the present article is philosophical in nature, rather than philological, and that
my presentation of Maimonides’ historical views may be flawed. My intent here is to discuss different models of
repentance, and I make use of sources I consider helpful in this regard.
13. The English translation is from the following site: https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/911891/
jewish/Teshuvah-Chapter-Two.htm.
14. As mentioned, Maimonides also expresses different sentiments. However, as I stated previously, my inten-
tion here is not to investigate Maimonides’ intent but rather to conduct a philosophical discussion of the mean-
ing of repentance. Therefore, I am using Maimonides’ text to my own needs and I don’t claim at all that what I
wrote is the only, and even the most accurate, interpretation of Maimonides’ writings.
15. Of course, he might be obligated to return the money on independent grounds; otherwise, he is continuing
to wrong the victim. According to this approach, however, the restitution is not an essential part of the
repentance.
16. My solution draws on the insights of Derek Parfit concerning personal identity and its moral ramifications
(1973; 1987, 117–350). Nonetheless, I do not accept his view as a whole and I will not use his terminology.
17. In the literature, this differentiation sometimes relates not to personal identity itself, but rather to related
and similar terms (survival, biographical identity, etc.). I believe that the solution that I will present here can be
formulated in each of the terms so it can fit the different philosophical views of those who adopt the different
terms and differentiate between them.
18. Perhaps we can separate the metaphysical concept of personal identity from the normative concept of per-
sonal identity such that our discussion of ‘personal identity’ is concerned only with the normative concept, not
the metaphysical one. If that is the case, the metaphysical concept of personal identity can still be binary, while
in the normative sphere we can adopt the complex view.
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19. For a similar, but not identical, claim, see Khoury and Matheson (2018). See also Kant (1998, 89–91).
20. To be clear: the elimination is not an elimination of the sin from the past but rather an elimination of the sin
from the list of sins that I committed.
21. I wish to draw attention to an interesting feature of this view. According to this view, one can be seen to
have repented of a sin if, and only if, one changes in a way such that one is no longer the same person who
carried the guilt for the sin. It seems reasonable to think that the change one must perform to repent is, or
includes, a change in the disposition that led that person to perform the specific sin. Thus, this view sounds
very close, or even identical, to the virtue-ethics view, according to which one is praiseworthy or blameworthy
not because of one’s acts, intentions, or the outcomes of one’s acts, but because of one’s moral-disposition. This
similarity is, in my view, very interesting and merits further investigation.
22. It is quite possible that this interpretation is inconsistent with the source, but, as mentioned previously, that
is not my primary concern here. For the source of the translation see note 13.
23. Within Jewish tradition, a famous epithet attributed to Rabbi Israel Salanter (1810–1883) runs: ‘As long as the
candle is still burning, it is possible to work and make repairs’ (meaning: as long as one is still alive, one can
repent).
24. This is also the view of the ‘self’ that can be found in the writings of Plato (especially in the opening of the
Republic) and David Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature.
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