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Elements of Teshuvah

There are three elements of teshuvah: nbINn—remorse;
Xonn natv—abandoning the sin; and "171—confession.
One who sins is obligated to do teshuvah. Through teshuvah,
he attains atonement and forgiveness and is no longer
subject to punishment.

This raises a question: Are all three elements required to
fulfill the obligation of teshuvah? At its core, repentance
means regretting one’s sin and abandoning it by sincerely
resolving never to repeat it. Is confession also essential to
the obligation itself, or is it only necessary for attaining
forgiveness?

The Rambam’s wording in Hilchos Teshuvah supports
the view that confession is not essential to the obligation
of teshuvah. He writes: 127 17" X2w A1 .17 12100 R 10K
10T 121 N21WNN 219 NWY K91 WID1 INTWYY 1772 TWHKI 11 12VY
NMna n21wn Yva.—-What is complete teshuvah? A person who
confronts the same situation in which he sinned, has the
opportunity to sin again, yet abstains because of his teshuvah;
this is a complete baal teshuvah (2:1).

The Rambam’s omission of confession suggests that it
is not essential to teshuvah itself. In the next halachah, he
describes the inner change that leads a person to refrain
from repeating the sin: remorse for the past and a heartfelt
resolve never to sin again. Although the Rambam adds
that one who repents must verbally confess, this appears
not to be essential to becoming a complete baal teshuvah.
Rather, it is a step toward attaining atonement.
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This can also be inferred from the Rambam’s later
statement (2:3): 17 »10 21YY 1292 M3 K91 0771273 ATINAN 9D
1772 YW1 Y2109 N1 T—Anyone who confesses verbally without
resolving in his heart to abandon the sin is comparable to
one who immerses in a mikvah while holding a sheretz. The
Rambam states that verbal confession is ineffective without
heartfelt teshuvah. He does not state the converse—that
heartfelt teshuvah is ineffective without confession. This
indicates that confession is not essential to repentance
itself, but is instead part of cleansing the effects of the sin.

Further proof may be brought from the Gemara in
Kiddushin (49b): If a man said “Be mikudeshes to me on
condition that I am a tzadik.” The halachah is that even if
he was a complete rasha, the kiddushin may still be valid
because: 12931 n1wn 0N Rnw—Perhaps he had thoughts
of repentance in his heart. This shows that thoughts of
repentance are sufficient to change a person’s status from
a rasha to a tzadik, even without verbal confession.

The Rambam’s metaphor of immersing in a mikveh while
holding a sheretz clarifies the roles of the three elements
of teshuvah. A sheretz is a source of tumah, and a mikveh
removes the effects of tumah. Similarly, sin leaves a harmful
effect on a person. The first two elements of teshuvah—
remorse and firm resolve—separate the person from the
sin; this is the basic requirement of teshuvah. Yet even after
one separates from the sin, its effects may remain. Verbal
confession purifies the person from those lingering effects.

(Meorei Hamoadim. Hagaon Rav Dovid Soloveichik Zatzal.)
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