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Are the Gates of Teshuvah Ever Locked?:
Maimonides on Friendship, Rebuke, and Teshuvah
Sarah Zager 8-13-2020

| Philosophical Background

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1113a8, 1114a11-5.
If doing, and likewise not doing, fine or shameful actions is up to us, and if, as we saw, [doing or
not doing them] is [what it is] to be a good or bad person, being decent or base is up to us.

it is impossible for someone doing injustice not to wish to be unjust, or for someone doing
intemperate action to wish to be intemperate...This does not mean, however, that if he is unjust
and wishes to stop, he will thereby stop and be just. For neither does a sick person recover his
health [simply by wishing]; nonetheless, he is sick willingly, by living incontinently and
disobeying the doctors, if that was how it happened. At that time, then, he was free not to be
sick, though no longer free once he has let himself go, just as it was up to someone to throw a
stone, since the principle was up to him, though he can no longer take it back once he was
thrown it. Similarly, then, the person who is [now] unjust or intemperate was originally free not to
acquire this character, so that he has it willingly, though once he has acquired the character, he
is no longer free to have it [now].

Il Core Text
Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Teshuvah 2:1-2 2—K:2 NIRYN NN Nlwn
Twenty-four different transgressions inhibit .N2YDD NN F22YN DT DMWY YN
repentance
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Among this group of twenty-four are five 0 19N iy
transgressions which lock the paths of
repentance, they are:

(1) One who separates himself from the qaxn n wlien (X
community,
DN MAT 2 77indl (2
(2) One who opposes the decisions of the

sages niynn 7w av'morl (2
(3) One who disdains the mitzvot I'nia nTanal (7
(4) One who insults his teachers niNRIinD NX Xaiwnl (N

(5) One who hates rebukes
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Lamentations Rabbah 3:15
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Prayer is compared to a mikveh [ritual bath],
and teshuvah is compared to the sea—just as
a mikveh is sometimes open and sometimes
locked, so too are the gates of prayer
sometimes open and sometimes closed. But,
just as the sea is always open, so too the
gates of teshuvah are always open.
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Hilkhot Teshuvah 2:4
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Among the ways of repentance are, for the
penitent to continue to cry out in tearful
supplication before the Name, to bestow alms
according to his means, and to distance
himself exceedingly from the thing wherein he
sinned, to have his identity changed, as if
saying: "I am now another person, and not
that person who perpetrated those
misdeeds", to completely change his conduct
for the good and straight path, and to exile
himself from his place of residence, for exile
atones iniquity, because it leads him to
submissiveness and to be meek and humble-
spirited.
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IV: The List, Deconstructed

Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Teshuvah 2:2

2:2 NId7N NN nawn

(1) One who separates himself from the
community, for he would be absent at the
time they repent and could not acquire aught
in their virtuous performance;

(2) One who opposes the decisions of the
sages, for his opposition to them brings about
his own separation from them, and he knows
not the path leading to repentance;

(3) One who disdains the mitzvot, for as
they appear debased to him he does not
pursue after them nor perform them, and
without performance what virtue can he
attain?
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Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Teshuvah 2:2
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4) One who insults his teachers, for such
conduct brings about his displacement and
repudiation, even as it happened to Gehazi,
and being repudiated he will not find a
teacher to guide him to the path of truth;
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Il Kings 5:20, 26-7
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Gehazi, the attendant of Elisha the man of
God, thought: “My master has let that
Aramean Naaman off without accepting what
he brought! As the LORD lives, | will run after
him and get something from him.”

Then [Elisha] said to him, “Did not my spirit
go along when a man got down from his
chariot to meet you? Is this a time to take
money in order to buy clothing and olive
groves and vineyards, sheep and oxen, and
male and female slaves?

Surely, the leprosy of Naaman shall cling to
you and to your descendants forever.” And as
[Gehazi] left his presence, he was snow-white
with leprosy.
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Hilkhot Kilayim 10:27
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One who sees another person wearing
biblically prohibited mixed kinds, stops him
and immediately tears his clothes off of him,
even if he is walking in the marketplace, and
even if he was a teacher who had taught him
wisdom.

700 N 479X 02N 7Y NN 7¢ 0RO NN
iITATY 20 N 179X TN 1Y ViR 7 Y9IR el
-NNIN

Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Teshuvah 2:2
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(5) One who hates rebukes for him, indeed,
left no path open for repentance, as it is
criticism that begets repentance. When a man
is informed that his sins are known, and that
he should be ashamed of himself for his
wrongdoings, he does repent.
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For example: it written in the Torah:
"Remember, forget thou not, how thou didst
make the Lord thy God wroth in the
wilderness; from the day that thou didst go
forth out of the land of Egypt, until ye came
unto this place, ye have been rebellious
against the Lord" (Deut. 9.7), and: "But the
Lord hath not given you a heart to know"
(Ibid. 29.3), and: "A foolish people and
unwise" (Ibid. 32.6);

and Isaiah, likewise, rebuked Israel and
exclaimed: "Ah sinful nation!" (Is. 1.4) and,
"The ox knoweth his owner" (Ibid. —3), and,
"Because | knew that thou are obstinate"
(Ibid. 48.4). Almighty, too, charged him to
rebuke the sinners, saying: "Cry aloud, spare
not" (Is. 58. 1).

In like manner did all of the prophets criticise
Israel until they turned in repentance. It is,
therefore, necessary to appoint over each
and every community in Israel a great scholar
of mature age, God-fearing since his early
youth, and loved by them, people, to preach
to the public and turn them to repentance. But
he who despises criticism does not come to
hear the preacher and does not pay attention
to his words, he, therefore, holds on to his
sins, which to his eyes appear to be good.
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V Coda: Aristotle and the Rambam on Friendship

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1156b 6-10
“Complete friendship is the friendship of good people similar in virtue, for they wish goods in the
same way to each other insofar as they are good, and they are good in their own sight.”

Commentary on Mishnah Avot, 1.6
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And he said, "acquire for yourself a friend".
He said it with an expression of acquisition
and he did not say, "Make for yourself a
friend," or "Befriend others." The intention of
this is that a person must acquire a friend for
himself, so that all of his deeds and all of his
matters be refined through him, as they said
(Taanit 23a), "Either a friend or death."”
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And this is the friend which he commanded to
acquire; and it is like the love of the master
for the student and of the student for the
master.




