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Madame Bovary, the first novel that Gustave Flaubert published, is a masterpiece not because its 

plot so original, but because its language is so arresting. Reading it in translation makes me 

regret that I never learned French; but even in English, Flaubert’s prose are nothing short of 

exquisite. To refresh your memory, the protagonist of the story, Emma, has made the decision to 

marry Charles Bovary – a perfectly lovely and simple man possessed of perfectly lovely and 

simple ambitions. In time, owing in large measure to what the world of literature has taught her, 

Emma begins to lament her life decision, longing for a life with more promise, more adventure. 

Already by the seventh chapter, her thoughts begin to wander to a life beyond her blameless 

husband.  

 

1 Gustave Flaubert, Madame Bovary, Chapter VII 

Charles's conversation was as flat as any 

pavement, everyone's ideas trudging along 

it in their weekday clothes, rousing no 

emotion, no laughter, no reverie. When he 

was living in Rouen, he said, he never 

ventured to the theatre to see the company 

from Paris. He couldn’t swim, or fence, or 

shoot, and he wasn’t able to explain, one 

day, a riding term which she had come 

across in a novel. 

A man, surely, ought to know everything, 

ought to excel in a host of activities, ought 

to initiate you into the energies of passion, 

the refinements of life, all its mysteries? 

But this man knew nothing, taught nothing, 

desired nothing. He thought her happy; and 

she resented his easy calm, his ponderous 

serenity, the very happiness that she 

brought him. 

 Emma kept saying to herself: “Oh, why dear 

God, did I marry him?" 

She wondered whether, if her chances had been 

different, she might have met a different man; 

and she tried to imagine what it would have 

been like, the things that hadn’t happened, the 

different life, the husband she hadn’t met. They 

were certainly not all like this one of hers. He 

could have been handsome, witty, 

distinguished, attractive, as they were no doubt, 

the men her old school-friends had married. 

What were they doing now? In the city, amid 

the noise of the streets, the buzzing theatres and 

the bright lights of the ballroom, theirs was the 

kind of life that opens up the heart, that brings 

the senses into bloom. But this – this life of hers 

was as cold as an attic that looks north; and 

boredom, quiet as the spider, was spinning its 

web in the shadowy corners of her heart.  

 

I begin with this extraordinary passage because it so beautifully captures Emma’s feeling of 

unrepentant regret, a kind of tragic flaw that leads her down a path of decisions that spiral out of 

control and become increasingly more regrettable.  
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In contemporary parlance, regrets are likewise something to be avoided. They annoy us. We 

prefer to live lives with the confidence to say that we have no regrets. Yes, we freely confess that 

we’ve made mistakes. We’re not perfect. And in this Teshuva season, we’ve become quite expert 

at looking back on our life narratives of the past year with the keen eye of a copy editor: We 

have little trouble catching the proverbial typos – the missteps that we know we’re guilty of. But 

we confine ourselves to the surface. Prying too deeply into ourselves is not only too messy, it’s 

uncomfortable. Better to not stir up regrets about our decisions – particularly when what’s done 

is done and the past cannot be altered.  

 

And in one of Tanach’s most poignant commentaries on this issue, regret actually becomes 

destructive.  

 

Let me set the stage: After David’s sin with Batsheva, things begin to unravel in the Davidic 

kingdom. He loses his newborn son and then another of his son’s, Amnon, commits a terrible sin 

and violates Tamar who is his half-sister. I’ve excerpted the entire narrative for you so you can 

appreciate the full force of what’s happening here. But I want to focus on one particular issue.  

Jump in with me in verse one: 

 

Tamar is very beautiful and Amnon, her half-brother, falls madly in love with her. With the help 

of his friend, he devises a plan to be alone with here. He feigns sickness and when Tamar brings 

him something to eat, he propositions her. Pick up with me in verse 12.  

 

 
1 And it came to pass after this, that Absalom the son 

of David had a fair sister, whose name was Tamar; and 

Amnon the son of David loved her. 2 And Amnon was 

so distressed that he fell sick because of his sister 

Tamar; for she was a virgin; and it seemed hard to 

Amnon to do any thing unto her. 3 But Amnon had a 

friend, whose name was Jonadab, the son of Shimeah 

David's brother; and Jonadab was a very subtle man. 4 

And he said unto him: 'Why, O son of the king, art thou 

thus becoming leaner from day to day? wilt thou not 

tell me?' And Amnon said unto him: 'I love Tamar, my 

brother Absalom's sister.' 5 And Jonadab said unto him: 

'Lay thee down on thy bed, and feign thyself sick; and 

when thy father cometh to see thee, say unto him: Let 

my sister Tamar come, I pray thee, and give me bread 

to eat, and dress the food in my sight, that I may see it, 

and eat it at her hand.' 6 So Amnon lay down, and 

feigned himself sick; and when the king was come to 

see him, Amnon said unto the king: 'Let my sister 

Tamar come, I pray thee, and make me a couple of 

cakes in my sight, that I may eat at her hand.' 7 Then 

David sent home to Tamar, saying: 'Go now to thy 

brother Amnon's house, and dress him food.' 8 So 

Tamar went to her brother Amnon's house; and he was 

lying down. And she took dough, and kneaded it, and 

made cakes in his sight, and did bake the cakes. 9 And 

  שמואל ב פרק יג  2
ַויְִהי ַאֲחֵרי ֵכן ּוְלַאְבָׁשלֹום ֶּבן ָּדִוד ָאחֹות יָָפה ּוְׁשָמּה (א) 

  ָּתָמר ַוּיֱֶאָהֶבָה ַאְמנֹון ֶּבן ָּדִוד:

ְלַאְמנֹון ְלִהְתַחּלֹות ַּבֲעבּור ָּתָמר ֲאחֹתֹו ִּכי (ב) ַוּיֵֶצר 
  ְבתּוָלה ִהיא ַוּיִָּפֵלא ְּבֵעינֵי ַאְמנֹון ַלֲעׂשֹות ָלּה ְמאּוָמה:

(ג) ּוְלַאְמנֹון ֵרַע ּוְׁשמֹו יֹונָָדב ֶּבן ִׁשְמָעה ֲאִחי ָדִוד ְויֹונָָדב 
  ִאיׁש ָחָכם ְמאֹד:

ָכה ַּדל ֶּבן ַהֶּמֶל- ַּבּבֶֹקר (ד) ַוּיֹאֶמר לֹו ַמּדּוַע ַאָּתה ּכָ 
ַּבּבֶֹקר ֲהלֹוא ַּתִּגיד ִלי ַוּיֹאֶמר לֹו ַאְמנֹון ֶאת ָּתָמר ֲאחֹות 

  ַאְבָׁש1ם ָאִחי ֲאנִי אֵֹהב:

(ה) ַוּיֹאֶמר לֹו יְהֹונָָדב ְׁשַכב ַעל ִמְׁשָּכְב2 ְוִהְתָחל ּוָבא 
ָתָמר ֲאחֹוִתי ָאִבי2 ִלְראֹוֶת2 ְוָאַמְרָּת ֵאָליו ָּתבֹא נָא 

ְוַתְבֵרנִי ֶלֶחם ְוָעְׂשָתה ְלֵעינַי ֶאת ַהִּבְריָה ְלַמַען ֲאֶׁשר 
  ֶאְרֶאה ְוָאַכְלִּתי ִמּיָָדּה:

(ו) ַוּיְִׁשַּכב ַאְמנֹון ַוּיְִתָחל ַוּיָבֹא ַהֶּמֶל- ִלְראֹתֹו ַוּיֹאֶמר 
ינַי ַאְמנֹון ֶאל ַהֶּמֶל- ָּתבֹוא נָא ָּתָמר ֲאחִֹתי ּוְתַלֵּבב ְלעֵ 

  ְׁשֵּתי ְלִבבֹות ְוֶאְבֶרה ִמּיָָדּה:

(ז) ַוּיְִׁשַלח ָּדִוד ֶאל ָּתָמר ַהַּביְָתה ֵלאמֹר ְלִכי נָא ֵּבית 
  ַאְמנֹון ָאִחי- ַוֲעִׂשי לֹו ַהִּבְריָה:

(ח) ַוֵּתֶל- ָּתָמר ֵּבית ַאְמנֹון ָאִחיָה ְוהּוא ׁשֵֹכב ַוִּתַּקח ֶאת 
ַלֵּבב ְלֵעינָיו ַוְּתַבֵּׁשל ֶאת ַהָּבֵצק <ותלוש> ַוָּתָלׁש ַוּתְ 

  ַהְּלִבבֹות:

(ט) ַוִּתַּקח ֶאת ַהַּמְׂשֵרת ַוִּתצֹק ְלָפנָיו ַויְָמֵאן ֶלֱאכֹול 
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she took the pan, and poured them out before him; but 

he refused to eat. And Amnon said: 'Have out all men 

from me.' And they went out every man from him. 10 

And Amnon said unto Tamar: 'Bring the food into the 

chamber, that I may eat of thy hand.' And Tamar took 

the cakes which she had made, and brought them into 

the chamber to Amnon her brother. 11 And when she 

had brought them near unto him to eat, he took hold of 

her, and said unto her: 'Come lie with me, my sister.' 12 

And she answered him: 'Nay, my brother, do not force 

me; for no such thing ought to be done in Israel; do not 

thou this wanton deed. 13 And I, whither shall I carry 

my shame? and as for thee, thou wilt be as one of the 

base men in Israel. Now therefore, I pray thee, speak 

unto the king; for he will not withhold me from thee.' 

14 Howbeit he would not hearken unto her voice; but 

being stronger than she, he forced her, and lay with her. 

15 Then Amnon hated her with exceeding great hatred; 

for the hatred wherewith he hated her was greater than 

the love wherewith he had loved her. And Amnon said 

unto her: 'Arise, be gone.' 16 And she said unto him: 

'Not so, because this great wrong in putting me forth is 

worse than the other that thou didst unto me.' But he 

would not hearken unto her. 17 Then he called his 

servant that ministered unto him, and said: 'Put now 

this woman out from me, and bolt the door after her.'-- 

18 Now she had a garment of many colours upon her; 

for with such robes were the king's daughters that were 

virgins apparelled.--And his servant brought her out, 

and bolted the door after her. 19 And Tamar put ashes 

on her head, and rent her garment of many colours that 

was on her; and she laid her hand on her head, and went 

her way, crying aloud as she went. 20 And Absalom 

her brother said unto her: 'Hath Amnon thy brother 

been with thee? but now hold thy peace, my sister: he is 

thy brother; take not this thing to heart.' So Tamar 

remained desolate in her brother Absalom's house. 21 

But when king David heard of all these things, he was 

very wroth. 22 And Absalom spoke unto Amnon 

neither good nor bad; for Absalom hated Amnon, 

because he had forced his sister Tamar.  

ַוּיֹאֶמר ַאְמנֹון הֹוִציאּו ָכל ִאיׁש ֵמָעַלי ַוּיְֵצאּו ָכל ִאיׁש 
  ֵמָעָליו:

ֶאְבֶרה (י) ַוּיֹאֶמר ַאְמנֹון ֶאל ָּתָמר ָהִביִאי ַהִּבְריָה ַהֶחֶדר וְ 
ִמּיֵָד- ַוִּתַּקח ָּתָמר ֶאת ַהְּלִבבֹות ֲאֶׁשר ָעָׂשָתה ַוָּתֵבא 

  ְלַאְמנֹון ָאִחיָה ֶהָחְדָרה:

(יא) ַוַּתֵּגׁש ֵאָליו ֶלֱאכֹל ַוּיֲַחזֶק ָּבּה ַוּיֹאֶמר ָלּה ּבֹוִאי ִׁשְכִבי 
  ִעִּמי ֲאחֹוִתי:

א יֵָעֶׂשה ֵכן (יב) ַוּתֹאֶמר לֹו ַאל ָאִחי ַאל ְּתַעּנֵנִי ִּכי 1
  ְּביְִׂשָרֵאל ַאל ַּתֲעֵׂשה ֶאת ַהּנְָבָלה ַהּזֹאת:

(יג) ַוֲאנִי ָאנָה אֹוִלי- ֶאת ֶחְרָּפִתי ְוַאָּתה ִּתְהיֶה ְּכַאַחד 
ַהּנְָבִלים ְּביְִׂשָרֵאל ְוַעָּתה ַּדֶּבר נָא ֶאל ַהֶּמֶל- ִּכי 1א 

  יְִמנֵָענִי ִמֶּמָּך:

ְּבקֹוָלּה ַוּיֱֶחזַק ִמֶּמּנָה ַויְַעּנֶָה ַוּיְִׁשַּכב (יד) ְו1א ָאָבה ִלְׁשמַֹע 
  אָֹתּה:

(טו) ַוּיְִׂשנֶָאָה ַאְמנֹון ִׂשנְָאה ְּגדֹוָלה ְמאֹד ִּכי גְדֹוָלה 

ַהִּׂשנְָאה ֲאֶׁשר ְׂשנֵָאּה ֵמַאֲהָבה ֲאֶׁשר ֲאֵהָבּה ַוּיֹאֶמר ָלּה 
  ַאְמנֹון קּוִמי ֵלִכי:

ָהָרָעה ַהְּגדֹוָלה ַהּזֹאת ֵמַאֶחֶרת (טז) ַוּתֹאֶמר לֹו ַאל אֹודֹת 
  ֲאֶׁשר ָעִׂשיָת ִעִּמי ְלַׁשְּלֵחנִי ְו1א ָאָבה ִלְׁשמַֹע ָלּה:

(יז) ַוּיְִקָרא ֶאת נֲַערֹו ְמָׁשְרתֹו ַוּיֹאֶמר ִׁשְלחּו נָא ֶאת זֹאת 
  ֵמָעַלי ַהחּוָצה ּונְעֹל ַהֶּדֶלת ַאֲחֶריָה:

ֵכן ִּתְלַּבְׁשןָ ְבנֹות ַהֶּמֶל-  (יח) ְוָעֶליָה ְּכתֹנֶת ַּפִּסים ִּכי
ַהְּבתּו1ת ְמִעיִלים ַוּיֵֹצא אֹוָתּה ְמָׁשְרתֹו ַהחּוץ ְונַָעל ַהֶּדֶלת 

  ַאֲחֶריָה:

(יט) ַוִּתַּקח ָּתָמר ֵאֶפר ַעל רֹאָׁשּה ּוְכתֹנֶת ַהַּפִּסים ֲאֶׁשר 
  זָָעָקה:ָעֶליָה ָקָרָעה ַוָּתֶׂשם יָָדּה ַעל רֹאָׁשּה ַוֵּתֶל- ָהלֹו- וְ 

(כ) ַוּיֹאֶמר ֵאֶליָה ַאְבָׁשלֹום ָאִחיָה ַהֲאִמינֹון ָאִחי- ָהיָה 
ִעָּמ- ְוַעָּתה ֲאחֹוִתי ַהֲחִריִׁשי ָאִחי- הּוא ַאל ָּתִׁשיִתי ֶאת 

ִלֵּב- ַלָּדָבר ַהּזֶה ַוֵּתֶׁשב ָּתָמר ְוׁשֵֹמָמה ֵּבית ַאְבָׁשלֹום 
  ָאִחיָה:

ֵאת ָּכל ַהְּדָבִרים ָהֵאֶּלה ַוּיִַחר לֹו  (כא) ְוַהֶּמֶל- ָּדִוד ָׁשַמע
  ְמאֹד:

(כב) ְו1א ִדֶּבר ַאְבָׁשלֹום ִעם ַאְמנֹון ְלֵמָרע ְוַעד טֹוב ִּכי 
ָׂשנֵא ַאְבָׁשלֹום ֶאת ַאְמנֹון ַעל ְּדַבר ֲאֶׁשר ִעּנָה ֵאת ָּתָמר 

  ֲאחֹתֹו: 

  

 

 

Tamar refuses and tries desperately to dissuade him from perpetrating this terrible sin, but to no 

avail. He pays no heed to her words. He forces her and violates her. And then – as soon as 

Amnon’s had his way – the Navi tells us: ַוּיְִׂשנֶָאָה ַאְמנֹון ִׂשנְָאה ְּגדֹוָלה ְמאֹד – he hated her. He couldn’t 

even bear to see her! 

 

And the question is why? What happened here? Only a moment earlier, he had loved her and 

desired her. In an instant, that obsessive love turns into passionate hatred.  
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Abarbanel leads on the path toward an explanation: 

ב, יג:טו פ' אברנאל שמואל 3

 
When he has finished [his sin], a person is overcome by great remorse and terrible hatred. As the 

local adage goes: The wicked are full of regrets. That is why Amnon could not summon the 

strength to even look at her [Tamar], he was so overcome by regret over his actions.   

 

Rav Soloveitchik, with the typical depth of his understanding of human psychology, takes this 

one step further: 

4 Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, On Repentance, 199 
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Amnon’s sense of regret doesn’t inspire introspection or repentance. It turns instead to self-

loathing. He externalizes his anger at himself and exacerbates his sin by shamefully casting aside 

his victim.  

 

Amnon’s sin and the consequences that follow are particularly egregious, but we can all surely 

relate to this phenomenon – this notion that often the thought of looking back on something 

we’ve done will make us cringe. Rather than being a constructive process, regret turns into self-

recrimination or worse.  

  

The tragic story of Amnon and Tamar seems to confirm our suspicions about the utility of regret 

(or lack thereof) – particularly when we recognize that the decisions we’ve made are unalterable. 

Of course we always retain the capacity for Teshuva. But the goal of repentance isn’t to police 

our feelings about the past; it’s to improve our behavior going forward. What good can come 

from lamenting our misdeeds or wallowing in the sea of regret?  

 

And yet, when we peer into the Rambam’s formula for the Teshuva process, the notion of regret 

is both unmistakably clear and unmistakably indispensable.  

 

It appears as a key ingredient from the very beginning: 

 

If one transgressed any commandment of the Torah, 

whether a positive or a negative one, whether 

deliberately or accidentally, then when one repents one 

has to confess verbally to God, for it is written, "When 

a man or a woman commits any sin that people 

commit...then they shall confess their sin which they 

have done". This means verbal confession, which is 

commanded positively to do, and is performed by 

saying, `O Lord, I have sinned, transgressed and 

rebelled before You, and have done such- and-such, 

and I regret my actions and am ashamed of them and 

will never repeat them.’ This is the main part of verbal 

confession, and expanding on it is praiseworthy. A sin- 

or guilt-offering when brought because of sins 

committed either deliberately or accidentally are of no 

effect unless the person bringing it repents and 

confesses verbally, for it is written, "...that he shall 

confess that he has sinned in that matter". Similarly, 

capital and corporal punishment do not atone unless the 

recipient repents and confesses verbally. Likewise, if 

one does financial damage to someone one is not 

forgiven unless one repents and resolves never to do it 

again, even if one paid back the money, for it is written, 

"...any sin that people commit". 

  הלכה א רמב"ם הלכות תשובה פרק א 5

כל מצות שבתורה בין עשה בין לא תעשה אם 
עבר אדם על אחת מהן בין בזדון בין בשגגה 

כשיעשה תשובה וישוב מחטאו חייב להתודות 
לפני האל ברוך הוא שנאמר איש או אשה כי 

יעשו וגו' והתודו את חטאתם אשר עשו זה וידוי 
אומר  כיצד מתודיןדברים, וידוי זה מצות עשה, 

תי פשעתי לפניך ועשיתי אנא השם חטאתי עוי
ולעולם  והרי נחמתי ובושתי במעשיכך וכך 

איני חוזר לדבר זה, וזהו עיקרו של וידוי, וכל 
המרבה להתודות ומאריך בענין זה הרי זה 

משובח, וכן בעלי חטאות ואשמות בעת 
שמביאין קרבנותיהן על שגגתן או על זדונן אין 
 מתכפר להן בקרבנם עד שיעשו תשובה, ויתודו

וידוי דברים שנאמר והתודה אשר חטא עליה, 
וכן כל מחוייבי מיתות בית דין ומחוייבי מלקות 

אין מתכפר להן א במיתתן או בלקייתן עד 
שיעשו תשובה ויתודו, וכן החובל בחבירו 

והמזיק ממונו אף על פי ששילם לו מה שהוא 
חייב לו אינו מתכפר עד שיתודה וישוב מלעשות 

  כל חטאות האדם כזה לעולם שנאמר מ
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In this first instance, the Rambam makes clear that confession require regrets. And even more 

strikingly, when the Rambam defines the very nature of Teshuva, regret appears front and center: 

 

רמב"ם הלכות תשובה פרק ב הלכה  6
 ב

ומה היא התשובה הוא שיעזוב החוטא 
חטאו ויסירו ממחשבתו ויגמור בלבו 
שלא יעשהו עוד שנאמר יעזוב רשע 

 וכן יתנחם על שעברדרכו וגו', 

שנאמר כי אחרי שובי נחמתי, ויעיד 
עליו יודע תעלומות שלא ישוב לזה 

החטא לעולם שנאמר ולא נאמר עוד 
אלהינו למעשה ידינו וגו', וצריך 

שפתיו ולומר עניינות אלו להתודות ב
  שגמר בלבו. 

  

What is repentance? It means that a person abandon his sins, 

remove them from his thoughts and resolve never to repeat 

them. As it is written, “Let the wicked man forsake his way, 

and the unrighteous man his thoughts, [and let him return to 

the Lord]” (Is. 55:7). He must likewise regret the past [sin], as 

it is written, “For after I had returned I regretted, and after 

becoming aware of my sin I slapped my thigh in anguish, [I 

was ashamed and also humiliated, for I bore the shame of my 

youth]” (Jer. 31: 18). The Knower of secrets [God], shall 

testify that he will never return to that sin, as it is written, “we 

will no longer say, ‘Our gods’ to the work of our hands, for it 

is with You that an orphan finds mercy” (Hoshea14: 4). He 

also needs to confess aloud and say all these resolutions that 

he has made in his heart. 

 

So the question is why: If regret can be so debilitating, why does the Rambam become such an 

ardent advocate for this ethic? Why does he introduce it at all? There’s not really a source for 

this in the Gemara. The principles laid out in the Talmud are to flee from sin, confess the sin and 

resolve wholeheartedly never to commit the same mistake. What’s the use in beating ourselves 

up? Whether I belabor my past or decide to quickly move on should be a personal preference. 

Why is regret such an integral piece of the Rambam’s Teshuva process?   

 

A woman awoke during the night to find that her husband was not in bed. She put on her robe 

and went downstairs. He was sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee in front of him. He 

appeared to be in deep thought, just staring at the wall.  

 

She saw him wipe a tear from his eye and take a sip of his coffee.  

 “What's the matter dear? Why are you down here at this time of night?" she asked.  

        

"Do you remember twenty years ago when we were dating and you were only 16?" he asked.  

        

"Yes, I do," she replied.  

        

"Do you remember when your father found out we were seeing each other?"  

        

"Yes, I remember."  

        

"Do you remember when he shoved that shotgun in my face and said, 'Either you marry my 

daughter or spend twenty years in jail?"  

        

"Yes, I do," she said.  

He wiped another tear from his cheek and said, "You know...I would have gotten out today." 
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To understand what’s going on in the Rambam, we need to understand a little more precisely 

what regret is all about and what it means.  

 

Allow me to share with you the beautiful words of Rav Soloveitchik to help us along the path of 

understanding more deeply and more precisely what regret might mean for us. 

7 Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Before Hashem you Shall be Purified, 73-74 

 

 
 

I love this formulation because, as we’ll see, regret for the Rav is not about lamenting the past. 

It’s about taking ownership over our decisions and consciously comparing the effects of the 

choices we’ve made with those we haven’t. How could things have been different if I had a made 

a different choice? Regret isn’t the knee-jerk reaction of, “I feel terrible.” It’s the conscious 

process of holding up the world that is against the world of what might have been.  

 

Let me flesh this out a little more.  
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In 1995 three university researchers noticed something fascinating about the world’s top athletes. 

In judging the reactions of medalists in the1992 Summer Olympics, it seemed that on average, 

bronze medalists appeared happier than silver medalists, despite the obvious fact that silver 

medalists performed better. The question was why and their findings, which have since been 

canonized in social psychology textbooks, prove quite revealing.  

 

8 Victoria Husted Medvec, Scott F.Madey and Thomas Gilovich, When Less Is More: 

Counterfactual Thinking and Satisfaction Among Olympic Medalists, Journal of Personality 

and Social Psychology 1995. Vol. 69, No. 4, 603-610 

 

Our first study highlights a reliable context—Olympic competition involving bronze and silver 

medal winners—in which those who perform better nonetheless feel worse. On the surface this 

result is surprising because an underlying premise of all serious athletic competition is that 

athletes should strive as hard as they can, and that the higher they finish the better they feel. 

When examined with an eye toward the athletes' counterfactual thoughts, however, our findings 

seem less surprising. To the silver medalist, the most vivid counterfactual thoughts are often 

focused on nearly winning the gold. Second place is only one step away from the cherished gold 

medal and all of its attendant social and financial rewards. Thus, whatever joy the silver medalist 

may feel is often tempered by tortuous thoughts of what might have been had she only 

lengthened her stride, adjusted her breathing, pointed her toes, and so on. For the bronze 

medalist, in contrast, the most compelling counterfactual alternative is often coming in fourth 

place and being in the showers instead of on the medal stand. 

 

Regret asks us to entertain what social psychologists call a counterfactual. Regret is all about an 

examination of the alternate reality – what might have been.  

 

Our interest today is not on winning and losing; it’s on mistakes that we’ve made. But the 

principle is the same. Have a look at the next source. Neale Rose, who wrote an entire book on 

his research into the issue of regret, puts it very nicely: 

 

9 If Only, Neal Roese, PhD, pages 11-12 
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With this in mind, I want to return to the Rambam. 

 

The Rambam that I shared with you at the beginning of our talk, is really only half the picture. 

This is how the Rambam begins the second chapter of Hilchos Teshuva: 

 

What is complete repentance? When a person has the 

opportunity to commit the original sin again, and is 

physically able to sin again, but one doesn’t sin because of 

his repentance. Not out of fear, or because of physical 

weakness. For example, if a man had forbidden sexual 

relations with a woman, and then at a later time found 

himself alone with her, even though he still loves her as 

much as before, and he has the physical strength to sin, and 

was in the same country as when he sinned, yet he refrains 

and does not sin, he is a baal Teshuva (‘master of 

repentance’). About this Shlomo HaMelech said, “Remember 

your Creator in the days of your youth, [before the evil days 

come, and the years draw near when you shall say, `I have no 

pleasure in them’]” (Koheles 12: 1). 

If he only repented in his old age, or at a time when he could 

no longer commit the original sin, even though it is not the 

ideal repentance, it still helps and he is considered as a baal 

מב"ם הלכות תשובה פרק ב ר 10
  הלכה א

אי זו היא תשובה גמורה, זה שבא לידו 
דבר שעבר בו ואפשר בידו לעשותו 
ופירש ולא עשה מפני התשובה, לא 

מיראה ולא מכשלון כח, כיצד הרי שבא 
על אשה בעבירה ולאחר זמן נתייחד עמה 

והוא עומד באהבתו בה ובכח גופו 
ובמדינה שעבר בה ופירש ולא עבר זהו 

מר בעל תשובה גמורה, הוא ששלמה א
וזכור את בוראיך בימי בחורותיך, ואם 

לא שב אלא בימי זקנותו ובעת שאי 
אפשר לו לעשות מה שהיה עושה אף על 
פי שאינה תשובה מעולה מועלת היא לו 
ובעל תשובה הוא, אפילו עבר כל ימיו 

יתתו ומת בתשובתו מועשה תשובה ביום 
כל עונותיו נמחלין שנאמר עד אשר לא 
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Teshuva. Even if a person sinned their entire life and 

repented on their dying day and died in a state of repentance, 

all their sins are forgiven. As it is written, “...before the sun, 

or the light, or the moon, or the stars are darkened, and the 

clouds return after the rain”, which refers to the day of one’s 

death. This implies that if a person remembers their Creator 

and repents before they die they are forgiven. 

 

ירח והכוכבים תחשך השמש והאור וה
ושבו העבים אחר הגשם שהוא יום 

המיתה, מכלל שאם זכר בוראו ושב 
  קודם שימות נסלח לו. 

 

 

What constitutes perfect Teshuva? The Rambam’s not making this up, this is straight out of the 

gemara.  

 

What constitutes true repentance? R. Yehuda said: Where 

an opportunity for sin arises a first time and a second time 

and he is saved from it. R. Yehuda qualified his statement 

by saying the opportunities must be with the same woman, 

in the same season, in the same locale.  

  תלמוד בבלי מסכת יומא דף פו עמוד ב  11
היכי דמי בעל תשובה? אמר רב יהודה: כגון 
שבאת לידו דבר עבירה פעם ראשונה ושניה 
וניצל הימנה, מחוי רב יהודה: באותה אשה, 

 באותו פרק, באותו מקום. 

 

 

To put it briefly, repentance means returning to the circumstances in which one has sinned and 

then rising above those circumstances in this next iteration and avoiding the same pitfall. It’s 

against this backdrop that I want argue we can begin to understand הלכה ב.  

 

In Halacha א, the Rambam goes on to entertain the case in which the most ideal form of Teshuva 

is no longer possible. Time has passed. Circumstances have changed. One or many of the 

variables that conspired to ensnare you, simply isn’t the same. You made a mistake in the realm 

of כיבוד אב ואם and then your father died before you ever got around to addressing the issue. This 

happens. But don’t despair, the Rambam says, the gates of Teshuva are always open. It’s only a 

question of what vehicle is best-suited to the task of passing through them.   

 

Chapter 2, halacha 2 is not an independent halacha; it’s a direct continuation of the preceding 

paragraph. The Rambam just argued that it’s nevertheless possible to do Teshuva even if the 

circumstances are not the same. In 2:2, he tells you how this can be – how repentance is possible 

even when I can’t re-create the scene of my mistake: 

 

רמב"ם הלכות תשובה פרק ב  12
 הלכה ב

ומה היא התשובה הוא שיעזוב החוטא 
חטאו ויסירו ממחשבתו ויגמור בלבו 
שלא יעשהו עוד שנאמר יעזוב רשע 

 וכן יתנחם על שעברדרכו וגו', 

שנאמר כי אחרי שובי נחמתי, ויעיד 
עליו יודע תעלומות שלא ישוב לזה 

החטא לעולם שנאמר ולא נאמר עוד 
אלהינו למעשה ידינו וגו', וצריך 

שפתיו ולומר עניינות אלו להתודות ב

What is repentance? It means that a person abandon his sins, 

remove them from his thoughts and resolve never to repeat 

them. As it is written, “Let the wicked man forsake his way, 

and the unrighteous man his thoughts, [and let him return to 

the Lord]” (Is. 55:7). He must likewise regret the past [sin], as 

it is written, “For after I had returned I regretted, and after 

becoming aware of my sin I slapped my thigh in anguish, [I 

was ashamed and also humiliated, for I bore the shame of my 

youth]” (Jer. 31: 18). The Knower of secrets [God], shall 

testify that he will never return to that sin, as it is written, “we 

will no longer say, ‘Our gods’ to the work of our hands, for it 
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  שגמר בלבו. 

  

is with You that an orphan finds mercy” (Hoshea14: 4). He 

also needs to confess aloud and say all these resolutions that 

he has made in his heart. 

 

You obviously have to abandon the sin and commit to never repeat it. But in lieu of actually 

being in the same circumstance and not sinning, there’s something called regret.  

 

It has an almost supernatural power. For in one’s imagination, it re-creates the circumstances of 

the past in the form of a counterfactual. In your mind’s eye, there are two paths. One was a 

mistake; the other led to a better outcome. But you took the wrong one. 

 

Regret is the opportunity to mentally simulate the scene where someone took a wrong turn and 

make the right turn instead. If literally re-creating the circumstances of the past is not possible, 

there’s an exquisite alternative that accomplishes the very same thing. 

 

, על מקומה של החרטה בהלכות תשובה לרמב"ם, על ד"ר מיכאל ויגודה, ראש תחום המשפט העברי 13
 התשובה ועל הגאולה

 
 

For what is regret if not the pangs of conscience of a person who weeps bitterly and says to 

himself: If only I had the opportunity to insert myself into the situation in which I sinned in the 

past, I would instead adhere to the word of God. In such a case, regret itself constitutes 

abandonment of the sin and the decision not to commit the same sin again – except that this 

resolve is a virtual one that looks to the past rather than the material present.  

 

As Michael Wigoda points out, this helps us understand something else about the Rambam’s 

formulation. What on earth does the Rambam mean when he writes that that after one expresses 

regret, God, the knower of secrets, will testify that that this one-time sinner will never sin again? 

Now the answer is simple. 

 

In the literal case where the circumstances repeat, the penitent’s behavior is evidence enough to 

demonstrate the sincerity and fullness of his Teshuva. Take for example, the case of Sally. When 

her mother died unexpectedly, one of her dearest friends, Amy, was traveling and didn’t make it 

to the shiva. When Amy sat shivah herself a short time later, Sally was so upset that she decided 
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she wouldn’t pay a shivah call. When Amy tragically lost her second parent just a few weeks 

later, Sally recognized that she was being petty and decided this time to perform the mitzvah of 

 It’s not a perfect parallel. It seldom is. But the circumstances are almost exactly the  .נחום אבלים

same. Where Sally made the wrong choice in the first instance, her choice the second time 

around was the right one.  So it’s plain for all to see that she’s repented. 

  

But where the scene is replayed only in the mind of the sinner, it’s only the יודע תעלומות who will 

know for sure. We mortals may have no idea. It’s Hashem who will know. Rav Meir Simcha of 

Dvinsk says quite explicitly this is what the Rambam means.  

 

 

Thus, when a person is not in a 

position to fully perform replicative 

Teshuva (ie, being in precisely the 

same scenario), a person should 

learn from David and Israel (who 

were similarly not in positions to 

perform replicative Teshuva, but 

nonetheless repented). . . as the 

Rambam writes, “until the Knower 

of Secrets testifies about him that he 

will not repeat the sin.” For you 

have fallen in your sin (Hosea 14:2) 

– for you are not able to perform 

replicative Teshuva.  

 משך חכמה דברים ל:ב 14 

 
 

 

And Rav Hutner, in his Pachad Yitzchak, echoes this same sentiment: 

 

 פחד יצחק יוה"כ ד:ח 15

 

 

 
Regret, for the Rambam, is not simply an expression of pain about the past. It rather represents 

the divergence between a person’s present will and the lived experience of his past. One needs to 

feel intently that if he were now given the opportunity, he would surely not repeat his error. If 

one achieves this sense of regret about the past such that he can affirm that he would never make 

the same mistake, this constitutes the apotheosis of regret.  
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Regret is the process by which we chart the moment at which we diverged from the path we 

should have been on. It measures the factual against the counterfactual – the actual against the 

what-could-have-been.  

 

There’s a beautiful Tefillah that many people recite just before Kol Nidrei on Erev Yom Kippur. 

It’s called תפילת זקה. It was composed by R. Avraham Danzig whose best known as the author of 

the חיי אדם.  

 

תפילת זקה 16  

 
 

You’ll notice that the entire Tefillah is structured as a series of counterfactuals. What could have 

been? What ought to have been? We don’t just confess what we’ve done wrong; we compare our 

actual lives to our unlived lives.  

 

This is the answer to our question: The process of looking at the paths we haven’t taken can 

actually be an exceptionally constructive one. Properly understood and deeply felt, regret has the 

power to be transformative. It gives us the opportunity to hold up the life choices we’ve made 

against the ones we haven’t. What we take away from this and what we learn about ourselves in 

the process is invaluable in the grand project of self-development.  

 

Amnon is regret taken to its furthest extreme. When it turns into self-loathing, it becomes 

debilitating. And in the end, Madame Bovary fairs little better.  
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Our job is to find the sweet spot: A self-examination that is honest enough to be genuine, and 

yet charitable enough to be constructive.  
 

I’m not sure it would be possible to give a sermon on the topic of regret without at least a passing 

reference to Marlon Brando’s immortal words in On the Waterfront, “I could have been a 

contender.” Like many of you, I hadn’t seen the film since I saw it the first time when it was 

released in 1954. On watching it again, Terry Malloy’s character turns on this road not taken. “I 

could have been somebody – instead of a bum – which is what I am,” Malloy goes on to say. 

Regretting that he had succumbed to pressure and thrown his fight, in the end Brando’s character 

risks his life to stand up to the forces that conspire against him.  

 

What I’m proposing this morning is that our unlived lives are no less valuable than our lived 

lives. When we look back honestly at the decisions we’ve made, we’ll discover a treasure trove 

of the decisions we haven’t made – whether in our relationships with Hashem or in our 

relationships with those around us.  

• At the fork in the road where I had that blow up with my sister, the result of which is that 

we haven’t spoken for 8 years, what if I had made a different decision? What if I’d 

apologized or taken responsibility? What would that alternate reality look like? It’s easy 

for us to judge what the other party should have done differently; but what about what we 

could have differently? 

• When I was angry with God after my righteous grandfather suffered so terribly and I 

stopped davening, what could have been different if I had made a different decision? 

How would my life look – how would I look – if I were in a closer relationship with 

Hashem?  

• When I played fast and loose with the halachos governing family purity or sexuality, 

what did that do to my self-image as a halachic Jew? How would my life and my 

relationships have been different had I held myself to a higher standard?  

 

As Henry David Thoreau put it: 

 

17 The Journal of Henry David Thoreau, 1839, Volume 1 

Make the most of your regrets; never smother your sorrow, but tend and cherish it till it comes to 

have a separate and integral interest. To regret deeply is to live afresh.  

 

Too often we sell ourselves short because we’re unwilling to explore our unlived lives. We’re 

afraid of the hornets’ nest we might stir up – the painful self-images we’d rather not bring to 

light. But instead of allowing past decisions to become a source of lament, we’re capable of 

transforming them into sources of inspiration.  

 

Each of us is possessed of unbounded potential. Making the most of our regrets is just another 

way of saying that we live life most fully when we consciously and thoughtfully consider the 

roads we’ve taken and the roads we’ve skirted – for they will surely inform the decisions that lay 

ahead.  

 

I recognize that translating the work of the regret theory we’ve outlined this morning into 

practical terms is a tall order. But most things in life worth doing usually are.  
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But there’s a second, subtler message that I want to share with you this morning as well.  

Notice that before the Rambam challenges us to regret our wrongs, he challenges us to make a 

resolution about the future. Go back for a moment to source 6. Notice that the Rambam places 

the notion of resolve about the future before the notion of regret. And it’s not by accident. 

 

It appears that the Rambam creates an 

extraordinary new possibility for the 

penitent: For if a person dwells (too 

much) on his past, he will despair. . . 

That is why the most important thing is 

to resolve to become a new person 

going forward. . . Subsequent to this he 

should be introspective and remorseful. 

. .  

  הרב משה שטרנבוך, תשובה ב:ב דרך לתשובה,ה 18

ונראה שהרמב"ם חידש כאן לבעלי תשובה דבר נפלא, שאם אדם 
חושב על העבר שלו מתייאש, ולכן עליו לשכוח לגמרי העבר, 

חושב  שאםוכשרוצה להגיע לתשובה, מקבל ע"ע להבא לא לחטוא, 
, ולכן העיקר לקבל ע"ע רק להבא על העבר מתייאש מרוב חטאיו

כבריה חדשה לעשות רצון הבורא ית"ש, אבל אין להסתפק בכך, 
וגם לא עומד כ"כ וכמ"ש לעיל, ולכן עליו אחר כך להתבונן 

ולהתחרט מעומק הלב, ולכן כאן מביא שמקודם עליו רק לקבל ע"ע 
על תשובה, מתחיל בודויו להבא, אבל אחר כך כשמתחרט והוא ב

 .בחרטה ואחר כך הקבלה וא"ש

 

Sometimes looking back at the past can be demoralizing.  

 

So the Rambam actually tells us to start by thinking about the next chapter. That might even be 

why Rosh Hashana comes before Yom Kippur. We didn’t say סליחות even once yesterday. 

Because Ross Hashana is all about tomorrow.  

 

So before we wrap up, allow me to conclude with one additional thought. This theme of regret 

has one more valence – a much simpler and much more readily accessible application: When you 

think about the decisions you’re going to make today, err on the side of the ones you know you’ll 

never regret.  

 

Are you going to feel bad that you gave too much tzeddakah? That you spent too much time with 

your family? That you visited too many people in the hospital? That you had too many guests on 

Friday night?  

 

In the year ahead, let’s think about making the kind of choices – not just that will help us sleep 

better at night – but choices that speak directly to the morals and values we cherish most deeply. 

 

In his autobiography, A Tale of Love and Darkness, Amos Oz tells a story about his father, a 

brilliant scholar, who because there was only one university in Israel at the time, never rose 

above the position of assistant librarian. A disappointed man, he devoted his spare time to 

writing a book, The Novella in Hebrew Literature, into which he poured all of his energies. 

When it was complete, Oz writes, his father would rush every day to the local post office, 

waiting to receive the first copies. When they came he was so excited that he invited his friends 

to celebrate – among them the novelist, Israel Zarchi, who lived in the same apartment complex: 
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Days passed. No copies were sold. Oz’s father didn’t articulate his disappointment, but it was in 

the air: 

 

 
 

His father and mother went out to celebrate, leaving Amos in the care of Zarchi, the novelist 

downstairs. 
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Every waking day of every one of our lives is filled with opportunities – with choices – with 

forks in the road: Like the choice to be content spending our energies on getting by versus the 

choice to buy three copies of a book you’ll never read to lift the spirits of a man on the brink of 

despair.  

 

We’ve talked at length about how revisiting those roads not taken in our unlived lives can elevate 

us. So can making the right choices in the lives we lead today. We have the capacity to transform 

regrets of the past into sources of inspiration, but we don’t need to go around creating new ones.  

 

No one has ever confessed to me on their deathbed that they wished they had spent more time in 

the office or that they’d been too forgiving.   

 

The examined life, or the unlived life re-considered, presents us with an extraordinary 

opportunity: Regret asks us to look at what might have been, so that what might still be, can still 

become so. It’s not about reliving the past for the sake of the past, but for the sake of learning 

about who we are and what we’re capable of accomplishing.  
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So in this year ahead: With the lessons of our unlived lives as our guide and the wisdom of the 

Torah as our lodestar, let’s take the high road and make the choices we’ll never regret. 

 

I wish each and every one of you a shana tova u’metuka. 

 

 

  

 


