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Self-Deception as a Factor in Teshuba 

Rabbi Ezra Labaton 

One easily can make the argument that teshuba is the 
most complex concept in our sacred literature. There are 
many dimensions, aspects and issues that have to be raised 
in discussing the notion of teshuba. We will raise some of 
these issues before honing in on the factor of self-deception 
and the role it may play in the dynamics of the teshuba 
process. 

Outwardly and at first glance, the process of teshuba is 
simple. A person sins, feels the pangs of guilt, is racked by 
self doubt to the depths of his soul and resolves to engage 
in the process known as teshuba – repentance, or more 
precisely, return to the proper way. Sin, guilt, confession, 
and resolve are the building blocks of the teshuba concept.  

Yet, we are perplexed. The sinner has engaged in 
teshuba – has “returned” – and is now a completely 
different person. Should we truly forgive him? Indeed, yes. 
He is no longer that sinful, evil person who arrogantly 
defied the will of the Almighty. The sinner is fully 
transformed, reborn and is now another person. 

Given this transformation, should we still prosecute the 
child abuser? The murderer? Teshuba says no, while 
Justice demands its due. Teshuba challenges the demands 
of justice: “Whom are you prosecuting? Whom are you 
putting in jail? You are accusing the wrong person. This is 
not the same person who committed the sin/crime. That 
person was here yesterday but this is someone else - a new 
person.” Justice, no doubt, responds, that the sinner’s 
teshuba was not sincere. It’s a game that he is playing. The 
sinful soul knows the consequences of a guilty verdict and 
knows that forgiveness is his – with teshuba. “The sinful 
soul shall die” (ַהֶּנֶפׁש ַהֹחֵטאת ִהיא ָתמּות, Ezek. 18:4) is the 
just solution to this scenario. A sin/crime was committed – 
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a price must be paid. Justice further argues that even if the 
teshuba was sincere, the repentant person must still pay the 
price. The scales of Justice must be balanced; punishment 
must follow transgression. 

The above dialogue suggests three difficult questions. 
A) If a sinner/criminal does teshuba, should he be forgiven 
with no further consequences? B) If so, is this Justice?             
C) How do we know the so-called teshuba was sincere? 
None of us would want to see, nor want to bear the 
consequence of setting an insincere murderous person free. 
Without attempting to address all aspects of these 
questions, let’s analyze. 

Though there are many dimensions to the concept of 
teshuba, we can minimally point to two aspects as 
significant. A) A sinful deed was committed. B) The 
attitude of the transgressor towards this deed and future 
deeds. Regarding the deed, can the past be changed? No, it 
cannot. The past is over and done with – a closed book. All 
that can be done is for the sinner to resolve never to repeat 
the evil deed. Teshuba, however, demands more. There 
seems to be a psychological component that has to be 
considered as part of the teshuba process. HaRambam, in 
his classic work on teshuba (Mishneh Torah, Laws of 
Repentance), states that we need: A)  awareness that – הָר ּכָ הַ 
a sin has been committed; B)  ִיּוּדו  – confession/verbalization 
of the transgression; C)  ֲהטָ ָר ח  - regret over the past deed; 
D)  ֲהיבָ זִ ע  - abandonment of the sinful deed; E)  ַל ה עַ לָ ּבָ ק

ידִת עָ הֶ   – resolution never to repeat. Regret and resolution 
are psychological categories that don’t invoke the deed, but 
relate to the attitude of the sinner towards the deed. Though 
one cannot change the past, his attitude towards the past 
deed can change. The sinner must feel disgust, and more, 
towards his (former) sinful ways. If the (former) sinful soul 
does not feel this disgust, was his teshuba sincere? Is the 
process complete? How are we to view the sinner who 
resolves sincerely to never repeat the deed – and indeed we 
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are convinced that he won’t– but cannot bring himself to 
see his past behavior with disgust? The child pornography 
in which he engaged brought much delight! He simply 
cannot bring himself to that point of necessary disgust with 
himself. Do we accept this penitent person as a Ba’al 
Teshuba? Rambam seems to say no. To achieve the 
honorific title of Ba’al Teshuba, the Rambam demands 
more. One must engage in all of the above, including 
sincere regret over the past deed. Upon reflection, we find 
that teshuba is not only about the deed, but involves a 
psychological dimension as well. 

Let’s further complicate the matter. The most nuanced 
concept in all of psychology must be “self-deception.” 
Although difficult to define precisely, we could probably 
all agree that a self-deceiving person is one who “knows” – 
on some level – that the deed is wrong but convinces 
himself that it’s right. And indeed the “sinner” really 
believes in the integrity and honesty of his rationalization. 
The dieter knows that the chocolate cake is disastrous to his 
diet, knows that he shouldn’t engage in eating “the whole 
thing.” But he tells himself that eating the cake would give 
him enough energy to continue his diet! And he 
completely, sincerely buys into this rationalization. He is 
convinced. The smoker convinces himself– “really” – that 
smoking is good for him – because it calms his nerves. But 
when caught, he shamefully tries to explain away his 
indiscretion. The slum lord rationalizes his corrupt practice 
of building with sub-code materials with the notion that he 
will eventually be able to build a hospital that will save 
lives. (Would your synagogue accept his donation – ours 
didn’t.) Often, the rationalizer sees his deed as righteous – 
benefitting mankind in some wonderful way. The self-
deceiver always believes in the righteousness of his cause. 
He has convinced himself that this is so. 

The difficult lot of the self-deceiver expresses itself in 
the following dilemma: How can he do teshuba, if he 
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doesn’t even realize that he has transgressed? He has 
deceived himself into thinking that his transgression is 
completely allowed. That is, on some level, he really knows 
that it was a wrongful, horrendous, inappropriate deed - 
that the chocolate cake, cigarette, and sub-code materials 
were all wrong – but that he is allowed to play by a 
different set of rules. He has convinced himself that the 
deed is acceptable – forever Kosher. Self-deception is that 
powerful – the forbidden is permitted. The mirror image of 
the self-deceiver is picture perfect. 

To clarify this nuanced concept, certain biblical and 
Talmudic models would be helpful. Remember, the evil 
sinner who knows he did wrong does not qualify as a self-
deceiver. It is only the person who convinces himself that 
the wrong is right who can enlighten, or at least help us 
understand, this dimension of teshuba.  

Adam HaRishon transgressed. Does he know he did 
wrong? Beresheet 3:8, 10 indicate that he hid because he 
was afraid/ashamed of his wrongful deed. Does he try to 
escape punishment by “rationalizing” that he should not be 
held responsible for his transgression? In answering the 
Divine challenge/question whether he ate, he responds, 
“The woman that you gave me….” Does Adam really 
believe that Eve should be held responsible and not he? Or 
is this a knowing rationalization? Or, does Adam know that 
he sinned and deceives himself into thinking that really she 
is responsible? Does he really believe his own (perverted) 
logic? Has he convinced himself that in fact he should be 
let off– scot-free? 

How about Kayin? He murders, and violates a basic 
biblical commandment. Does he know this? Beresheet 4:9 
indicates that he lies to the Almighty in his attempt to cover 
up his crime. Kayin obviously knows he is guilty. (How he 
knows this, at present, is unimportant. Perhaps, attribute it 
to G-d given conscience or intuitive moral sense.) Does the 
world’s first murderer try to rationalize? Not at all. But 
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what does the key phrase, ''גדול עוני מנשוא''  mean? Is it a 
question or a statement? If we see it as the former, then 
perhaps Kayin, though not rationalizing, is still saying: Is 
my sin too great for You, the Master of forgiveness, to 
forgive? Has Kayin convinced himself – now that he is 
caught and can’t escape responsibility with, “Am I my 
brother’s keeper” – that his sin is not all that terrible and 
that he warrants a lesser punishment? If, on the other hand, 
we see this phrase as a declarative, then, indeed, Kayin is 
stating remorsefully his sin is too great for atonement. Note 
the Medieval argument between Rashi and Ibn Ezra as to 
whether Kayin did teshuba. Both read the biblical text 
carefully to see if Kayin is forgiven. It seems to us that both 
readings are legitimate. This may be a classic case of 
“intentional ambiguity” – reflecting the very ambiguity of 
the teshuba concept. Kayin realizes that he has sinned, and 
regrets – or convinces himself – that he sincerely regrets 
the deed, and therefore, deserves a more lenient sentence. 
Does his concern for self-preservation expressed in verse 
''ינִ גֵ ְר הַ י יַ ִא צְ מֹ -לה כָ יָ הָ וְ '' – 14  – enlighten? Ultimately, he who 
commits the first fratricide is not only not put to death, he 
is not even a wanderer. He builds a city and names it! It 
seems that this murderer is granted clemency. Why? Was 
there teshuba? Was the Judge of all the land “convinced,” 
as Kayin convinced himself, that he should not be held 
fully accountable for his deed? As noted, verse 14 indicates 
that Kayin is only concerned with escaping the death 
sentence. Yet, if he really believed in his innocence – or 
convinced himself somehow that he doesn’t deserve this – 
it would have been appropriate to commute the sentence. If 
he believes or convinced himself that he didn’t deserve to 
wander the face of the earth on death row, then we 
understand why this sentence was not fully carried out. 
Again, the psychological trappings of the mind are difficult 
to fully fathom. Even a master judge would have a difficult 
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time with one who self-deceives into thinking that his deed 
should not be fully punished. 

As a final biblical example of the power of self-
deception we point to Ahab – the ninth century King of 
Israel. Ahab covets the vineyard of Nabot. The latter 
refuses to sell. Ahab is deeply distressed and depressed. 
Izevel, his wicked wife, plots against Nabot. The deed is 
done – Nabot is capitally punished on trumped up charges. 
The vineyard is “legally” confiscated by the Kingdom. 
Ahab goes down to enjoy his newly acquired piece of real 
estate. Does he see himself as guilty? Is he ashamed of the 
deed? Apparently not. He asks no questions. Ahab is happy 
that Nabot has been killed (murdered) and now he may 
enjoy the fruits. Yet Eliyahu confronts him with the 
rhetorical question, " ָיָרְׁשָּת -ְוַגם ֲהָרַצְחָּת'' - “Have you 
murdered and now you will inherit?” (1 Kings 21:19). 
Ahab does not consider himself a murderer. He thinks, 
“How can I be held responsible? I did nothing wrong. This 
was the doings of the Anshe Beliya’al (wicked people) 
under the direction of my wicked wife. They plotted– why 
am I held responsible?” The Nabi, however, clearly sees 
Ahab as the guilty party. He obviously knew of the plot, as 
Eliyahu’s words indicate. Yet, Ahab sees himself as 
completely innocent. He rationalizes: “Nabot was offered a 
fair deal for his land. He refused. Denying the king’s (my) 
request is rebellious act, Nabot deserves death for causing 
the King (me) such grief.” We wonder, how can the King 
fail to see the obvious? What is obvious to the Nabi is 
obvious to all of us. “Atah Ha’ish” are the provocative 
words that come to mind. Is Ahab not simply a victim of 
his own rationalizing tendencies? Simply, he convinced 
himself that he who is not directly involved bears no 
responsibility for the deed. He sees himself as completely 
innocent. Again, the mind knows how to manipulate itself 
to escape punishment. Yet, how responsible is Ahab if he is 
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in fact convinced that he did no wrong? How could he 
engage in teshuba if he sees himself as innocent? 

The Talmud, as well, provides a case of such self-
deception – or at least as interpreted by Rabbi Joseph 
Soloveitchik. Elisha ben Abuya was a great talmudic sage. 
He, however, turns from the path of righteousness. There 
are a number of views in the Talmud as to what caused this 
tragedy. One view states that Elisha saw the tongue of the 
great Meturgeman (Torah translator) dragged by a pig 
through the streets of Judea during the Hadrianic 
persecutions. Elisha couldn’t tolerate the sight. “The tongue 
that spoke pearls of Torah wisdom – Divine Knowledge – 
should be so treated?” Another view is the more famous 
one. A father asks his son to climb a ladder and engage in 
the mitzva of Shiluaḥ Haken (sending away the mother 
bird). Here, the child, respecting his father’s wish, is 
engaged in the mitzvah of Kibud Av Va’em and performs 
the mitzvah of Shiluaḥ Haken. Both mitzvot guarantee long 
life. The child falls from the ladder and dies. This indicates 
to Elisha,  ֵןּיָ ית ּדַ לֵ ין וְ ית ִּד ל  – “There is no Divine Providence” 
– no Judge and no Judgment.  

The story continues with Elisha’s foremost student 
accompanying his master on Shabbat. They are about to 
leave teḥum Shabbat – the distance one is allowed to travel 
outside the city’s limit without violation – and the Master 
tells the student to return so that he not violate Shabbat. 
The student replies, Ḥazor Bekha – do teshuba and return 
to your people. Elisha replies that he has heard from the 
upper world that all can do teshuba – except for “the other” 
(as he is the other). Elisha understood – or convinced 
himself – that his transgressions were so evil, so far 
removed from Divine approval, that there was no 
possibility of teshuba. Ordinarily, we conceive of teshuba 
as absolute. No matter how evil the person, how horrifying 
the deed – sincere teshuba absolves the sinner of 
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wrongdoing. How can we reconcile our view of teshuba as 
absolute with Elisha’s view? 

Rabbi Soloveitchik sees this as an act of self-deception. 
Elisha knew that his deeds– all deeds– can be forgiven with 
teshuba. How could so great a sage not know the full power 
of teshuba? Yet, he convinced himself that he was beyond 
the pale of teshuba. Such is the power of the mind. One can 
even convince oneself, contrary to all biblical and 
Talmudic messages, that teshuba was, for at least one 
person, an impossibility; self-deception at its best. 

Teshuba is never easy. It involves not only the will that 
should result in a different behavioral action, but the mind 
as well. The mind has great power over us and could 
convince us that what we thought to be true is false, and 
vice-versa. Yesha’ya, the Nabi, says it best: האומרים לרע ''
''טוב ולטוב רע  – People can convince themselves of (almost) 

anything. And once we convince ourselves – or engage in 
self-deception – how do we escape? How do we atone? 
How do we engage in teshuba? “Surely we are innocent of 
all wrongdoing!” Or so we have self-convinced. Indeed, the 
mind must enjoy many such moments during this season of 
repentance. The mind is able to persuade many who know, 
on one level or another, that they are guilty of some 
misdeed, yet convince themselves that they are paragons of 
righteousness. Complete denial becomes this person’s 
defense mechanism. How can one escape the trap that the 
mind sets? This is an important question for all of us to 
ponder on Rosh Hashanah. 

 
 


