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The Color of Teshuva

Evidently sin has a color!! Yeshaya 
encourages us to perform teshuva by 
whitening the “red” in our lives: “If your 
sins are like scarlet whiten them like 
snow; if they are crimson red, wash them 
as white wool.” Red is the “color of sin”- 
it evokes passion and blood, and is also 
visible from afar. Part of the mortification 
of sin is the embarrassment that others 
perceive our shortcomings. It’s difficult to 
conceal the scarlet letter!

By contrast, white is the color of teshuva, 

as it suggests a return to a more primitive 
state of native purity. In urging us to 
“whiten” our souls, Yeshaya employs two 
metaphors: snow and laundered wool. 
How do these two metaphors capture the 
experience of teshuva? 

Laundering clothing underscores that 
teshuva is an incremental process 
stretched across our entire lifetimes. 
Often teshuva is exasperating becomes 
it feel duplicitous; aware that so many 
teshuva pledges will fade, we feel two-
faced. Recidivism is, sadly, part of human 
behavior and this indisputability haunts 
our teshuva. Indeed, sometimes teshuva 
launches dramatic and long term overhaul, 
but, often, our sincere plans for change fail 
in the face of long-bred habits. Often we 
feel trapped in a harsh cycle of teshuva, 
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failure, and subsequent teshuva; this can 
dispirit us and often deflates the process 
of teshuva before it ever begins. No one 
wants to feel like a hypocrite!

One response to this trap is the realization 
that teshuva is a life-long project. Even 
if we regress, our negative habits have 
been softened, our religious sensitivity 
heightened, and our recoverability 
augmented. The next round of teshuva 
should be easier and hopefully more 
successful. This “incremental” effect of 
teshuva is highlighted by the metaphor 
of laundered wool: cleansed wool will 
inevitably be dirtied again; however, 
the initial laundering will facilitate 
subsequent rounds of laundering. Even 
if our sins resurface down the line they 
are more easily tackled after previous 
routines of teshuva. Snow falls and melts 
and one snowfall doesn’t always augment 
a future accumulation. Cleansing wool 
carries long term impact even after the 
wool is re-soiled. 

The teshuva of snowfall isn’t incremental, 
but it is superior to the teshuva of wool in 
two aspects. Laundering wool requires 
exertion and human labor – especially in 
an era before washing machines. Without 
question, teshuva requires exceptional 
emotional effort: the honesty to admit 
failure, the wisdom to plan recovery 
strategies and the courage to commit to 
a different lifestyle. Teshuva entails the 
boldest implementation of our bechitah 
chufshit or freedom of choice. For this 
reason, the Rambam pivots his section 
of Hilchot Teshuva upon the principle of 
unlimited freedom of choice. Successful 
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teshuva is an extraordinary expression 
of religious will and courage- much like 
scrubbing dirty linens, it requires much 
emotional scouring. 

Teshuva is an opportunity for 
personal introspection

By contrast, snow coats our world 
“effortlessly” through Divine action. As 
much as teshuva is centered upon human 
struggle, it is also assisted by G-d. We invite 
G-d into the process of teshuva: we ask him 
to sprinkle waters of purity upon us and 
even to serve as our mikvah. We ask him to 
remove our emotional callousness – even 
though we are commanded to perform 
that act ourselves. We ask him to help us 
daven, just as he led the first documented 
tefillah of the 13 middot of His mercy in the 
empty desert. We ask him to help clear our 
minds, open our hearts and, furthermore, 
we expect Him to walk us through the dark 
and confusing forest of sin. By comparing 
teshuva to snowfall, Yeshaya reminds us to 
invite Hashem into the process of teshuva 
rather than shouldering this immense 
burden on our own. 

Secondly, snow is different from laundered 
wool in that no color transformation has 
actually occurred. Dirtied wool is black 
or brown, and, through laundering, 
its color transforms into white. By 
contrast, snow doesn’t alter color - it 
merely carpets the ground with a white 
plate. The land underneath hasn’t been 
converted, yet the surface appears pure 
and undisturbed. Ideally, we all strive for 

transformational teshuva –which reforms 
behavior, eliminates sin, and prompts 
character metamorphosis. However, 
teshuva comes in many varieties and 
sometimes we must be satisfied with 
partial teshuva or teshuva she’einah 
gemurah- even as we dream of perfect 
teshuva of teshuva gemurah. One form 
of partial teshuva is to ‘cover’ our failures 
with our great love for G-d, just as snow 
covers the landscape. Self-improvement is 
crucial to any successful relationship, but 
sometimes, in a relationship, we ignore 
differences and irritants because of our 
deep love. Teshuva is an opportunity for 
personal introspection, but also a chance 
to celebrate and bolster the great love 
between G-d and his devoted people. On 
Yom Kippur we don’t only seek to launder 
our sullied personalities; we also expect 
snowfall- we hope that our love for G-d 
will cover up many of our misconducts. 

Laundering wool and snowfall present 
two very different imageries of teshuva. 
Laundering wool reminds us that teshuva 
is incremental and a lifelong process. 
Snowfall reminds us of the Divine role 
within the teshuva process, but also 
comforts us: even if we can’t transform, 
we can ask G-d to love us as we are and 
despite our limits. 

Finally, both snowfall and laundered wool 
depict an important aspect of teshuva- the 
need to broaden the process. Typically, 
teshuva is a ‘detailed’ religious inventory 
inspecting and hopefully improving 
particular aspects of our lifestyles. A 
superficial inspection of our lifestyle will 
“miss” important dark spots and cripple 
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our teshuva. However, though this micro-
analysis is vital to teshuva, the process 
must be stretched beyond specific actions 
and particular sins. 

Teshuva must address the entirely of our 
lives not just the sins and betrayals. Just 
as no one would launder a single strand 
of wool, teshuva must cleanse the entire 
“garment” of our personalities. Ideal 
teshuva demands systemic character 
transformation: Can we alter our middot? 
Can we adjust our views and opinions and 
better calibrate them to Torah values? Can 
we become more sensitive, more honest, 
more selfless, more idealistic, more 
courageous, and more compassionate 
people? Can we clean our “wardrobe” and 
clothing and not just whiten an individual 
strand of wool? 

Just as “white wool” extends teshuva, 
similarly “snow” stretches the process. 
Snow doesn’t fall on a particular patch 
of land but covers an entire region and a 
broad topography. Teshuva obligates us 
to consider the state of the entire world 
and not just our own small cubicle. The 
world itself is in need of change and 
spiritual advancement and our particular 
teshuva contributes to this global saga- 
the drive of humanity and of the entire 
universe back toward G-d. Can we look out 
across a world- a world which is clearly 
broken- and imagine a better world, more 
spiritual, more communal, less hostile 
and less polarized? Can we pray for snow 
to fall upon humanity and heal it? On 
Yom Kippur can we imagine snowflakes 
wafting to this broken world and carpeting 
it with a radiant gleam? 
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