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ATONEMENT OR REPENTANCE? 

Once there was a church that was in serious need of a painting.  At the Board meeting, the minister 

suggested a reputable company to do the job.  The board, however, had submitted the work to bids and 

found a much lower bid for the job. Not surprisingly, the board prevailed.  The church was painted and 

looked just fine – until the first rain storm when the paint washed away.  Next Sunday morning, on the 

display in front of the church, the minister announced the title of his sermon for that day: “Repaint – 

and thin no more!” 

This being the High Holidays season for Jews, I want you to know that there are two words that are most 

closely associated with the High Holidays: Atonement and Repentance.   

Atonement in Hebrew is “kapara”, and from it we get the name of the holiday “Yom Kippur” the Day of 

Atonement. 

Repentance is “teshuvah”, which comes from the Heb root “shuv”  or “return”. Maimonides in his classic 

legal work, the Mishna Torah, has an entire section called “hilchot teshuvah” – the laws of repentance. 

Are these two concepts then the same? If not, what is the difference?  And why does our High Holidays 

refer exclusively to “teshuvah” and almost never to “kaparah”? 

I listened on u-Tube to a very interesting lesson given by Micah Goodman of the Hartmann Institute in 

Jerusalem on the origin of the concept of teshuvah – repentance – in the Bible. 

It first appears at the end of the book of Deut, when Moses, in his final address to the people, as 

they are about to enter the promised land, says (Deut. 30:1): “When all these things befall you - the 

blessing and the curse, that I have set before you, and you take them to heart amidst the various 

nations to which the Lord your God has banished you,  and you return (tashuv) to the Lord your 

God, and you and your children heed His command with all your heart and soul, just as I command 

you this day, then the Lord you God will restore your fortunes and take you back in love.”   

 “And you shall return (tashuv) and hearken to the voice of the Lord, and do all His commandments 

which I command you this day.” (30:8)  

“…if you return (tashuv) unto the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul.” (30:10) 

These words are not what one might expect at such a time, such as how to be victorious in the 

conquest of the land, or how to divide the land, but rather, what will come after the conquest of the 

land, and after you have gone astray. 

In this speech, tashuv appears over and over, as the process of repentance or returning to God. 

Yet, not once in the previous four books does the word appear with this meaning.  Only the word  

kapparah , “atonement”.  And how was atonement to be achieved in the first four books? By means 
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of sacrifice (korban). One atoned to God by sacrificing, and thereby gained atonement, or being at 

one with God. 

And, what is the difference between the two?   

Atonement: requires an offering; bringing a sacrifice, but no other specific change of behavior. 

Once the state of Montana temporarily reduced their fines for excessive speeding to $5.  A driver was 

stopped for speeding – He was doing 90!  When he was told that the fine was $5, he gave the cop a $50.  

“Here”, he said, “I’m going to speed through the whole damned state!” 

In some ways, atonement is like paying $50 to speed through the whole damned state!  Teshuvah, on 

the other hand, requires a change of behavior, an acknowledgement of one’s misdeeds and making a 

change,and making amends – an entirely new level of personal responsibility and action.  Essential 

assumption of concept of teshuvah, is this: People will sin, and they may suffer the consequences, but 

they can change their behavior and become better. 

Micah Goodman explains this in biblical terms: 

 “After all of these things have come upon you…”  What things?  Tochachot – (Curses) of the previous 

section of Deut.  In other words, after having followed other gods and adopting the barbaric and 

heinous practices of the pagans around them; And after suffering the horrible punishments described 

(similar to 10 plagues of Egypt), ending up in exile, scattered among the nations.  After all of this, you 

will return, both physically and spiritually. 

Physically, you will return to the Land of Israel, the promised land, from exile 

And spiritually, you will return to God, to a worthy and a true life. 

In other words, the assumption is that It is inevitable that people will sin – it is the human condition 

from the time of Adam and Eve. But, unlike Paul’s interpretation of the Bible in early Christianity, we can 

change, we can atone for our sins, through teshuvah – without any act of divine grace or vicarious 

atonement.  The door is always open for individual and communal return – God is always waiting. 

So, what is it that stands in the way? 

I believe that the greatest barrier is the fear of failure. It is why teshuvah is so much harder and riskier 

than kappara : it requires real change. We rationalize, we deny, we ignore, and we persist in our 

behavior, because we are so deathly afraid of failure if we try to change. 

Perhaps we tried once or twice: Who hasn’t made a New Year’s resolution? 

Who hasn’t vowed to change when someone points out something negative about ourselves? 

Or when we suffered as a consequence of speeding, overeating, or lack of exercise? 

But we didn’t follow through and slipped back, and learned the lesson: that we cannot change! 
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What we need to do is to learn an invaluable lesson – from the best teacher of all - from a toddler – an 

infant learning to walk: She falls, at least 10, 20, 100 times.  What would most adults do?  Give up!  “This 

is just not going to happen!” 

Try learning to snowboard, or windsurf, as an adult!  But a child doesn’t make that assumption, and 

keeps on trying until he can walk.  If we want to change, to improve, to do better, we must learn from 

that child: persist, stick with it, believe in ourselves. 

This is the message of these High Holidays, and aseret y’mei teshuvah, the Ten Days of Repentance:  

Despite its name, Yom Kippur is not about atonement, but Teshuvah, Return.  We will err, sin, miss the 

mark, fail and fail again. 

But we can change, although it is never easy. 

There is a passage in the Talmud that records 7 things that were created on the Eve of Creation.  In 

other words, the pre-existed creation.  One of the 7 things was Teshuvah, Repentance. 

I think that what they meant to say is that it is not natural or easy to change.  It is not a part of the 

natural order, so if it is to happen, it is not because God makes it happen; it is because we make it 

happen – through our efforts and our resolve. 

May you all have a happy and a sweet New Year. 


