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Editor, Torah TidbitsRABBI AARON
GOLDSCHEIDER

Better To Be  
A Ba’al 
Teshuva?

The word shuv, ‘turn’ which alludes 
to the idea of teshuva, occurs seven 
times in a single section in parshat 

Nitzavim (30:1-10). 

To cite one example, the pasuk says: “And 
you will return (ve’shavta) to Hashem 
your God and listen to his voice…” (30:2)

The Torah on the heels of this passage 
states the following directive (30:11-14): 
“For this commandment that I command 
you today - it is not hidden from you and 
it is not distant...rather the matter is very 
near to you - in your mouth and in your 
heart -  to perform it.”

Which mitzvah, per se, is the term “this 
commandment” referring to?

The Ramban offers two answers: First, 
it refers to one particular mitzvah, the 
topic spoken of at length in the prior ten 
verses, namely, the obligation of a Jew to 
engage in Teshuva. The other possibility 
is that ‘this commandment’ refers to a 
more general category, namely, to know 
and fulfill all of the Torah. Although the 

word mitzvah, commandment, is in the 
singular form, it refers to all the mitzvot 
of the Torah.

Perhaps the Ramban states both answers 
because these are not mutually exclusive 
ideas. In other words, teshuva is not 
merely a response to a single shortcoming 
or transgression, rather, teshuva, often 
requires an overall reassessment or 
adjustment regarding one’s life direction 
and goals.

Arguably, this notion is borne out by the 
text of the Torah itself: In the paragraph 
which immediately follows the Teshuva 
passage (30:15-20) a new word takes 
center stage - chayim, life (six times).  
Apparently, the Torah is expressing the 
notion that teshuva is essential to crafting 
and developing every area of our lives. 
Teshuva is part and parcel to what it means 
to live a life of meaning and purpose. 
As Rav Kook writes in his introduction, 
“Teshuva is the essential component in 
the Torah and in life.” (Introduction, Orot 
HaTeshuva)  

בתורה  גדול  היותר  החלק  את  תופסת  היא  “התשובה 

ובחיים” )הקדמה, אורות התשובה(

In this context let us examine a fascinating 
argument in the Talmud. Two eminent 
sages debate the following: ‘Who is greater, 
the Tzaddik or the Ba’al Teshuva?’ The 
more obvious answer would presumably 



OU ISRAEL CENTER         45

be the tzaddik. After all, this person has 
lived their entire life loyal to the Torah 
and in observance of the mitzvot. And yet, 
the Talmudic sage Rabbi Abbahu posited 
that the ba’al teshuva is the greater of the 
two. This well known position is famously 
stated with the following phrase: “In the 
place where penitents (ba’alei teshuva) 
stand, even the full fledged righteous do 
not stand.” (Berachot 34b).

How are we to conceptualize the unique 
virtue of the ba’al teshuva in that he 
surpasses the full fledged righteous? Let 
us examine the penetrating approaches 
of three titans of Jewish thought: The 
Rambam, The Ba’al HaTanya and Rav 
Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen Kook zt”l.

All three luminaries are working off of 
the Talmud’s discussion cited above. It is 
noteworthy that the Rambam codifies the 
position of Rabbi Abbahu, which he rarely 
does when the Talmudic sage argues with 
his colleague Rav Chisda. (Hilchot Teshuva 
7:4). The ba’al teshuva is superior for the 
following reason, says the Rambam: “He 
has great reward for he has tasted sin and 
yet, separated himself from it, conquering 
his evil inclination...the level of the ba’alei 
teshuva transcend the level of those who 
never sinned at all, for they overcome 
their evil inclination. 

In other words, the ba’al teshuva is 
rewarded for his dedicated efforts and 
personal sacrifice. It does not always 
come easy for him. The elevated level he 
has achieved required heroic strength 
and ardent conviction; concomitantly, 
maintaining his spiritual achievements 
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require constant vigilance and effort. In 
this way he stands significantly above the 
personality whose commitment is second 
nature and organic. 

While the Rambam emphasizes the 
enduring battle the ba’al teshuva endures 
in order to achieve his commitment, 
the Baal HaTanya spotlights another 
remarkable quality of the ba’al teshuva. 
In contrast to the Rambam, the first 
Rebbe of Lubavitch speaks of the 
excitement, enthusiasm and passion 
that is the hallmark of the ba’al teshuva. 
This is what makes his service to God  
remarkably impressive.

There are categories beyond 
the status of tzaddik, such as 
yesharim, chassidim, kedoshim, 
which often identify a level of 
achievement beyond a tzaddik

The Baal HaTanya states this approach 
(Likutei Amarim chapter 7); He emphasizes 
the fervor and love that emanates from 
the ba’al teshuva’s heart and soul. Such 
a person now longs for God with deep 
passion and with “clinging.” 

The Rebbe, very beautifully and 
poetically, describes this type of return 
as, “A thirsting for God like a parched 
and barren soil thirsting desperately 
for water...his soul had been a barren 
wilderness and in the shadow of death...
his soul [now] thirsts for God even more 
intensely than the soul of the righteous 

who never sinned.” In a word, the tzaddik 
due to his consistency, often lacks the 
penitent’s yearning for God.

Indeed, the Baal HaTanya apparently 
was influenced by the writings of the 
founder of Chassidut, the Baal Shem Tov. 
Addressing the Talmudic teaching: “In 
the place where those who have repented 
stand, even the perfectly righteous cannot 
stand” the Ba’al Shem Tov conveyed the 
following: Good deeds and Torah study 
can become habitual for a righteous 
person, and he does not have that much 
feeling for them. But when a person 
comes back, everything is new. If he does 
not do everything with great attachment, 
he will fall from his level. He is therefore 
forced to worship with great enthusiasm.” 
(Or Torah, Toledot, quoted by Rabbi Aryeh 
Kaplan, The Light Beyond, p.335)

A third explanation regarding the unique 
status of the ba’al teshuva was posited 
by the first Chief Rabbi of Palestine, Rav 
Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen Kook zt”l.  
Addressing this issue in his beloved work, 
Orot HaTeshuva (14:36) the eminent 
Rav opens with an enigmatic statement: 
“When a person wants to be a perfect 
tzaddik (tzaddik gamur) it is difficult 
for him to be a person who engages in 
teshuva (ba’al teshuva).” 

“כשאדם רוצה להיות דוקא צדיק גמור, קשה לו להיות 

בעל תשובה )אורות התשובה יד:לו(

The term in gamur, whole, in this context 
may allude to the idea that such a person 
is gomer, ‘finished’ or ‘full.’ In other words, 
the tzaddik gamur has concretized his 
spiritual station. This individual feels 
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that he has attained a certain level and 
now is comfortable in that standing. 
Unfortunately such a person, although 
‘righteous’, is lacking an integral element 
in religious life, namely, yearning  
and growth.

Attaining the status of ba’al teshuva, in the 
eyes of Rav Kook, is the objective for every 
person - no matter what level they have 
attained. Ba’alei teshuva never rest on their 
laurels. On the contrary, such people feel 
responsible to exert themselves, broaden 
their religious horizons, and attain higher 
levels of righteousness.

Indeed Rav Kook further argues that 
such a person who advances along 
this pathway attains a level as high as 
tzaddikim, or even higher. In Rav Kook’s 
words: “...then his teshuva can raise him 
upward to the level of perfect tzaddikim 
- and even higher than that.” (Orot 
HaTeshuva 14:36).

One may be perplexed by this assertion 
of Rav Kook and ask,”Is there a level that 
can be attained beyond the category of 
‘tzaddik’?” Apparently there is. A classic 
definition of a tzaddik is an individual 
whose mitzvot outweigh their aveirot. 

There are categories beyond the status 
of tzaddik, such as yesharim, chassidim, 
kedoshim, which often identify a level of 
achievement beyond the status of a mere 
tzaddik (see for example the Shabbat 
shacharit, in ‘Shochen Ad’ prayer which 
lists these titles in ascending order).

Returning to parshat Nitzavim, the 
juxtaposition of the recurrent terms - shuv 
and chayim -  serves to emphasize that 
Teshuva is not something we engage in 
for a few days each year or a particular 
time on the calendar. Rather, teshuva is a 
frame of mind. It is a constant. The true 
‘Master of Teshuva’ steadily sets new goals, 
and continuously develops and builds 
their inner life: experiencing each day  
to the fullest.

The following  delightful Chassidic story 
captures the above teaching. Rabbi Yitzchak 
of Skvira, a grandson of Rebbe Nachum of 
Chernobyl (1730-1787) shared this about 
his grandfather: “In a small town, not far 
from Chernobyl, several chassidim of my 
grandfather’s were seated together at the 
conclusion of the Shabbos. They were all 
honest and devout men and at this Melava 
Malka meal they were casting accounts 
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of their souls. They were so humble and 
so full of fear of God, that they thought 
they had sinned very greatly - and that 
their only consolation was that they 
were utterly devoted to the great tzaddik 
Rebbe Nachum, and that he would uplift 
them and redeem them. Then they 
decided that they must immediately 
go to their Master. They started out 
right after the meal and together they  
went to Chernobyl.

But at the end of that same Shabbos, my 
grandfather was sitting in his house and 
casting the accounts of his soul. Then in 
his humility and fear of God, it seemed to 
him that he had sinned very greatly and 
that there was only one hope for him: that 
those chassidim, so earnest in their service 
of God, and who were devoted to him, 
would comfort him. 

He went to the door and gazed in 
the direction his students lived, and 
after he stood there a while, he saw  
them coming.”

The grandson concluded his story by 
saying: “Two halves fused together form 
a perfect ring.” (Based on ‘Tales of the 
Chassidim’, Martin Buber p172-3)

“Choose life so that you will live” (Devarim 
30:19). These aspiring words which appear 
at the peak of our parsha encompass a 
great ideal: Continual growth and self 
improvement must propel our days. As 
a result of such strivings we experience 
the utter joy of ‘living’- chayim. The Torah 
is teaching that a person should be filled 
with the yearning to bring one’s dreams of 
personal greatness to reality.  
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