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Teshuva- Obligation or Opportunity?
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9. Rav Aharon Lichteinstein Return and Renewal, pgs. 1-12

How do we categorize and describe teshuva: as an opportunity or as an obligation? The
two terms are, of course, quite different. When we speak of opportunity, we generally
have in mind some fortunate, perhaps undeserved, option to which we are glad to have
access, whereas obligation conjured up a sense of pressing demand, a categorical
imperative grounded in an existential situation or mandated by an authoritative
commander. One doesn’t need to think hard to realize that the answer is that teshuva is
both. | would like to examine in what sense it is both and how these two aspects of
teshuva are related...

So if we ask ourselves whether teshuva is an opportunity, a chesed granted by G-d, or
an obligation, a demand imposed upon us, the answer is not only that it is both,
independently; it is both, intertwined. The very existence of the opportunity imposes a
fresh obligation. This is the meaning of the Rambam’s expression, “Accordingly”. It is
inconceivable that a person who attaches significance to his own spiritual state should
be totally impervious and insensitive to the ability to restore his relationship with G-d
and to cleanse himself. If, indeed he does not seize the opportunity, this is both a
symptom and a cause of spiritual weakness.

The sense that opportunity engenders obligation in the spiritual realm is not just a
universal religious conception but a central category of a Torah-based worldview. The
failure to exploit spiritual potential, the failure to drink spiritual life to the lees, is not just
some kind of pallid passivity, but, in the perception of Chazal, it is spiritual rot, described
as such and condemned as such...

We are expected to lead a life charged with a sense of obligation, on the one hand, and
with a sense of the awareness of opportunity, on the other. We need to keep our eyes
and ears open to know where opportunity is present, and to live a life suffused with the
interaction with the two.



