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Introduction


Modern men doubt the sincerity of religious experience. When, for example, we see someone growing religiously observant, we search for the ‘real’ cause of his or her behavior – he's just rebelling against his non-observant parents; she's had a rough upbringing and seeks solace in a warm religious community; after aimless years of slacking, he feels a need for structure. God and deep religious sentiment, we think, are the last things at play in renewed religious fervor.


Modern psychology bears the brunt of the blame for our tendency to reduce religious behavior to pure psychological processes. After all, modern psychoanalytical theories attempt to explain away nearly all of human behavior as a response to basic psychological impulses such as the sex drive, the survival instinct and fear of death, and the will to power. Religion, though, holds a special place as a target for psychological reduction, as all traditional western religious beliefs have been tested against modern sensibilities. The religious belief in an afterlife, for example, is seen as shallow and somewhat immature escape from man's deep-rooted fear of death. The entire idea of a Creator, an all-powerful, omnibenevolent Being, in fact, is often viewed as resulting from man's psychological inability to cope when faced head-on with a reality that, in its bare essence, is cruel and chaotic.


It is on this backdrop that I will approach the topic of teshuvah – repentance. My hope is to trace some of the modern reductionist critiques of the religious phenomenon of repentance, and to outline some of the approaches taken in response by major 20th century religious thinkers.  These approaches can then serve as a model for addressing any number of similar critiques of religious practices and beliefs.

Modern Critique of Repentance


In general it can be said that modern thinkers have not taken kindly to repentance. Philosophers since the time of Spinoza
 have derided repentance as an unnecessary, and even harmful, religious exercise. What most bothers the philosophical types about repentance is its apparently absurd attempt to change an immutable past. Why waste practical and emotional time and energy in a futile attempt to undo what has already been done? Not only is such behavior unproductive, it is harmful inasmuch as it accustoms one to act out of irrational impulses such as feelings of remorse and guilt, rather than out of pure reason alone.


But besides this rationalistic-philosophical type of critique, repentance has also been put to a psychological one. Max Scheler,
 author of perhaps the most important essay on the philosophy of repentance,
 summarizes for us these approaches that attempt to reduce repentance  from religious act and experience to mere psychological instinct or reflex – approaches, Scheler says, that always take the form of, “Repentance is nothing but...”


First and foremost there is the conception that Scheler calls the “Fear Theory,” which holds that at the root of the phenomenon of repentance stands a fear of punishment from a religious justice system.  This view thinks that repentance is:

‘…nothing but a kind of wish that one hadn’t done something’, which wish is founded in a fear, that has become as it were pointless,
 of possible punishment.”


Another view, dubbed by Scheler the “Hangover Theory,” believes that repentance is based on a state of depression that results from unpleasant or harmful effects of a given action.  A third view Scheler addresses sees repentance as based on the primal urge for revenge: usually this urge is directed towards others, but sometimes man turns his desire for revenge against himself, wishing to punish himself for his evil actions.


It is clear that according to such approaches, the psychological phenomenon of repentance is, in the best case, unnecessary and unhelpful, and in the worst, psychologically unhealthy and pernicious, as it only hinders man from effective functioning in his pursuit of happiness.

The Case for Repentance – Scheler, Buber, and R. Soloveitchik

Scheler 


Scheler's essay, “Repentance and Rebirth,” attempts to address the above critiques, and to argue that repentance is an irreducible psycho-spiritual experience that is, in fact, the only way a person can heal his psyche once it has been damaged by sin.


To begin with, Scheler sees the arousal of the conscience – which marks the beginning of the repentance process – as evidence of the existence of a divine Judge. In other words, the fact that we sense that our deeds are evil points to the existence of a system in which we are judged:

“…in the stirrings of our conscience we become aware of an invisible order, concerning our soul and its relation with its lord and Creator, which presents itself spontaneously, without interpretation on our part."


Against the rationalistic-philosophical approach that considers repentance an absurd effort to change an irreversible past, Scheler introduces the idea that there are different definitions of the concept of “time.” There is, indeed, objective time that is unchangeable, and in it occur all natural phenomena (including human actions). But there is also the subjective form in which man experiences time, and this form has rules of its own. In man's qualitative experience of time, the past, present, and future are not totally separate, rather each moment in life contains simultaneously within it these three elements. In Scheler's words:

"Every single one of these life-moments, corresponding with just one indivisible point of objective Time, contains within itself its three extensions: the experienced past, the present being experienced and the future, whose ingredients are constituted by awareness, immediate memory and immediate expectation."

With this new understanding of time, Scheler goes on to argue that the meaning and worth of the past – in other words, how we experience the past and the place it holds in our personalities –  can always change with the change of one's personality. The past is never over as long as a man still lives and is capable of changing and reinterpreting the outcomes and effects of past events. Repentance can always redeem historical reality. 


Scheler compares repentance to a man climbing a mountain.
 When the climber advances on his path up the mountain, he can observe from above the lower place he previously occupied, and can also see the higher destination he hopes to reach in the future. Similarly, one in the process of repentant change is able simultaneously to look back on his past state as a sinner, while maintaining a vision of his future spiritual destination.


Observation of one's past state from this higher point – as if from outside oneself –  enables a process that Scheler understands to be the essence of repentance: the objectification of guilt. Scheler, though, has a new definition of the concept of guilt.
 For Scheler, a distinction must be drawn between the feeling of guilt and guilt itself: guilt itself is not a feeling, but a quality – a quality of evil that stains the psychic center of man's personality (what Scheler calls the “Person” with a capital P). A feeling of guilt is a feeling that relates to guilt, but is distinct from it.
 Repentance is a process in which a person sees guilt as if from above, thus bringing about an objectification of the guilt, which then moves the guilt from the center of the Person to more outlying areas (the guilt, in other words, becomes an external object attached to the Person rather than an essential quality of the repentant subject himself). Through this process of repentance, the sinning soul may eventually be healed and freed from guilt.


With this sharp psychological analysis identifying guilt as a quality, Scheler succeeds in distinguishing between all of the emotions that accompany repentance, and repentance itself, which is a unique and irreducible psycho-spiritual process. Scheler understands that feelings of guilt, fear, revenge, remorse, etc., are external to the repentance process itself, which relates directly to the quality of guilt. In this way, he shows that all of the reductionist understandings of repentance focus their attention on secondary or tertiary aspects of the repentance process, while ignoring its essence. Repentance cannot be explained away as a consequence of unhealthy psychological states. It is, rather, an effective and necessary therapeutic process for the healing of the sinner's psyche.

Buber


In his book, “I and Thou,” Martin Buber directly attacks Scheler's general outlook on religion, without mentioning him by name.
 This is how he characterizes Scheler's position:

"A modern philosopher supposes that every man believes of necessity in God or in “idols” – which is to say, some finite good such as his nation, his art, power, knowledge, the acquisition of money … taking its place between him and God; and if only one proves to a man the conditionality of this good … then the diverted religious act would all by itself return to its proper object."


Buber sees in this perspective of Scheler a basic error in understanding the proper relation between man and God. For Scheler, the form of the Man-Idol relationship and that of the Man-God relationship are identical; only the object changes. For the famously existentialist Buber, what is crucial is not the object, but the form of relationship. Scheler describes an I-It relationship, where God or an idol is an object to which man orients his worship, while the ideal type of relation (not only between man and God, but also between men, and between man and  world) takes the form of I-Thou, where the focus is a direct relationship between the parties. I will not dwell here on this well-known approach of Buber, but I would like to discuss how this affects his understanding of the concept of repentance.


For Buber, the essence of repentance
 is a turn from an I-It relation to the desired, direct I-Thou relation. Judaism, in contrast to Christianity,
 has always emphasized the possibility for man to turn directly to his God and be immediately and without intermediary accepted as a complete ba'al teshuvah,
 with a perfect pardon and forgiveness. For this reason, the concept of repentance plays a central role in Buber's thought, which emphasizes the direct relationship between man and God.


If, for Scheler, repentance plays a psycho-therapeutic role, for Buber repentance has to do with man's existential state and relationship vis-a-vis God. To the psychological reductionists, Buber would say that the psycho-emotional reactions connected with repentance are only secondary to the true phenomenon, which is existential in nature, having to do more with man's orientation towards existence in general, and towards God in particular.

R. Soloveitchik


It is well known that R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik's thought was influenced by Scheler.
  In several places R. Soloveitchik (known as “the Rav” in Modern Orthodox circles) borrows Scheler's new conception of time that I discussed above.
 Here I would like to point out, though, a new approach that the Rav innovated partially as a response to the psychological reduction of religion.


Rather than taking a pinpointed approach in an attempt to defend this or that religious phenomenon, R. Soloveitchik – in his book The Halakhic Mind
 – relocates the entire discussion to the realm of epistemology in order to develop a new and systematic approach that responds with self-confidence to all modern reductionism. I cannot hope to do justice here in our brief discussion to the Rav's argument, which is difficult enough to understand when reading his work in its entirety. I can hope, at least, to outline how his approach addresses the issues central to the present article.


The Rav explains in general that the internal psychological realm is so muddily subjective that it cannot serve as a reliable source of knowledge. Therefore, modern liberal religion – together with the psychology that serves as its basis – makes a grave error when it attempts to explain religion's objective plane (its outer expressions, in the main, its rituals and beliefs) on the basis of the subjective plane (various types of psychological phenomena associated with religious experience).
 According to the Rav, we can only go in the opposite direction – to try to understand aspects of subjective religious experience through an analysis of the objective phenomena (which, for Judaism, is mainly the Halakhah).
 The Rav calls this process of discovering religious experience through study of the Halakhah “reconstruction.”
 


For a more concrete idea of what the Rav means, let us present one example where he puts into practice the method he lays out in The Halakhic Mind. In his published lectures on the topic of repentance,
 the Rav discusses a Halakhic (i.e. objective) distinction that indicates two distinct experiences of the repentance process. Rambam rules (in Mishneh Torah, Eidut 12:5-8) that dice players and usurers?? are invalid witnesses. This disqualification is not permanent, however, and Rambam writes: “When is their return [to status as valid witnesses]? From when they break their blocks [i.e. gambling equipment] and retract a full retraction so that they do not do it even for no money. Usurers...when is their return? From when they tear their contracts and retract a full retraction, not lending even to gentiles.”


The Rav asks, we find that in Rambam's Laws of Repentance, the definition of repentance  relates only to a stoppage of behavior that is forbidden. A complete repentance is when a man ceases his prohibited conduct. But in the above laws of testimony we find a new definition – one who seeks to repent from prohibited gambling must also cease conduct that is associated with gambling even if permitted by law (“even for no money”). Similarly, the usurer must cease even the technically permissible type of usury (“even to gentiles”). Thus we find two expressions of repentance in the Halakhah – a repentance that is the cessation of prohibited conduct, and a different repentance that includes also the cessation of involvement with permitted conduct that is similar to the forbidden conduct. How are we to understand these different types of repentance?


The Rav starts from these objective laws and reconstructs from them two distinct subjective experiences. The first experience is repentance that merely atones (i.e. prevents punishment), but does restore the sinner to the spiritual state he occupied before the sin. The second repentance experience is the purifying repentance, which removes the stain of impurity imparted by the sin to the sinner's soul).


In this way, claims R. Soloveitchik, it is possible to work towards an analysis of religious phenomena – but only in this direction, from the objective to the subjective. It is impossible, however, to begin with a subjective phenomenon and say that that is what created the objective phenomenon. This is similar, says the Rav, to analysis of a work of art. As explained by R. Jonathan Sacks:

“One may try to gain an insight into the inner world of the artist by examining his works, but the reverse is impossible: from a precise description of his inner state one could not infer the art he will produce.”


Through such argumentation the Rav disqualifies any approach that claims that repentance, or any other religious phenomenon, is “just” a result of a certain psychological state.

Conclusion


To summarize, I have presented three approaches to the topic of repentance that can be taken as general approaches in response to the modern trend of psychological reduction of religion. Scheler took a pinpointed approach trying to show that a specific religious phenomenon (in our case, repentance) was a unique and irreducible psycho-spiritual phenomenon. Buber took an approach claiming that one's personal psychological experiences are secondary to the relationship between man and God, and that religious phenomena in general have more to do with that relationship than with man's internal states. And R. Soloveitchik presented an approach claiming that analysis of the subjective realm, such as that undertaken by modern psychology, cannot alone form a basis for knowledge of religion. Anything that can be said about subjective religious experience must begin with the objectified phenomena of religion, such as the Halakhah, which, therefore, cannot be reduced as “just” a product of a given psychological state.
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