Choosing Forgiveness

R. Yonatan Cohen
Shabbat Shuvah 5783

1. BT Rosh Hashanah 17a

Rava said: With regard to whoever forgoes his reckonings with others for injustices done to
him, [the heavenly court in turn] forgoes punishment for all his sins, as it is stated: “He bears
sin and forgives transgression” (Micah 7:18). Whose sins does He bear? The sins of one who
forgoes his reckonings with others for injustices committed against him.

It is related that Rav Huna, son of Rav Yehoshua, became sick, and Rav Pappa went into his
home to inquire about his well-being. He saw that the world was growing weak for Rav
Huna. Rav Pappa said to his attendants: “Prepare his provisions [his shrouds].” In the end,
Rav Huna recovered. Rav Pappa was embarrassed to go and see him. Rav Huna’'s friends said
to him: “What did you see [on your deathbed]?” He said to them: “Yes, it was so...but the
Holy One, Blessed be He, said to the heavenly court: ‘Since he does not stand on his rights
[he is ready to waive what is due him], you too should not be exacting with him in his
judgment, as it is stated: “He bears [noseh] sin and forgives transgression.”” Whose sins does
He bear? The sins of one who forgoes his reckonings with others for injustices committed
against him.
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2. Rashi (France, 1040 — 1105), Tractate Rosh Hashanah 17a

“One who forgoes his reckonings with others” (ma’avir al middotav): This person does not
meticulously measure a counter measure (limdid midah) [meaning, seeking out an
appropriate and justified response] for those that caused him harm. Instead, this person
puts aside his measures (midotav) [meaning, the need for a calculated response, as well as,
one’s personal feelings] and moves on. [...]

“the heavenly court in turn forgoes punishment for all his sins” — [God’s] attribute (midah) of
strict judgment does not pursue him meticulously, but instead, [God’s attribute] lets this
person be and [God’s attribute] moves on.
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3. BT Taanit 25b

There was another incident involving Rabbi Eliezer, who descended to serve as prayer leader
before the ark on a fast day. And he recited twenty-four blessings, but he was not answered.
Rabbi Akiva descended before the ark after him and said: “Our Father, our King, we have no
king other than You. Our Father, our King, for Your sake, have mercy on us.” And rain
immediately fell. The Sages began whispering among themselves. A Divine Voice emerged
and said: “It is not because this Sage is greater than that one, but that this one is forgiving,
and that one is not forgiving.”
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4. Sefer HaRokeach (R. Eleazar of Worms, 1176 -1238), Laws of Yom Kippur 214

When a person is asked for their forgiveness, they should not withhold [forgiveness]. This
was taught in reference to Rav Papa in the first chapter of tractate Rosh Hashanah (17a): “If
a person forgoes his reckonings with others, then all of his transgressions are forgiven.” In
addition, if he forgives the other person, then his prayers are answered, as it says in tractate
Ta’anit (25b): “There was another incident involving Rabbi Eliezer [...] And Rabbi Akiva [...]
And a Divine Voice spokel...] it is that this one is forgiving, and that one is not forgiving.””
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5. Rama (R. Moses Isserles, Poland, 1530 — 1572), Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim, Laws of
Yom Kippur 606

A person must apologize to others the day before Yom Kippur. This topic has four sections.
[...] The Rema adds: The forgiver should not be so cruel as to withhold forgiveness, unless
he feels that would be best for the one seeking his forgiveness [...].
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6. Mishnah Berurah (R. Yisrael Meir haKohen Kagan, Belarus, the Chofetz Chaim, January
26, 1838 — September 15, 1933), 606:8

“He should not be so cruel as to withhold forgiveness” - anyone who forgives another, all of
his transgressions are forgiven. If he does not forgive, then he will not be forgiven by others
either.
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7. Mishnah Berurah (ibid.), Sha’ar HaTziun (the Chofetz Chaim), ibid.

In the heavenly realms, judgment is rendered a measure for measure. In that vein, a person
should forgive someone who wronged him, even if the person did so deliberately and
defiantly, for on account of that, the [heavenly tribunal] will even forgive the [forgiver]’s
willful sins. As it says in the Talmud, “Whose sins does [God] bear? The sins of one who
forgoes his reckonings with others for injustices committed against him.”
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8. Chofetz Chaim (ibid), Guarding the Tongue, Part 1, The Gate of Insight, Chapter 8

One who completely bears others’ transgressions will ultimately be judged as one who loves
God, and such a person will light up the world like the sun in all its brilliance. The Sages refer
to such people as those who “are insulted and do not insult”, who “are humiliated and do
not retaliate”, those who “act out of love” and are “happy with tribulations.” There is a verse
that alludes to them: “Those who love Him are like the sun emerging in all its brilliance.”

The commentators explain that there are three levels:

1. A person generally refrains from insulting someone who embarrasses them, but
there is a chance that they will respond.

2. A person firmly chooses not to respond to insults because they do not want to bring
even more humiliation upon themselves.

3. A person acts out of love and is happy with this challenging situation. In other words,
he does not respond to insults because he loves God and gladly accepts his difficult
situation.
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9. Chofetz Chaim (ibid.), Guarding the Tongue, Part 1, The Gate of Understanding, Notes to
Chapter 8

In the book Toldot Adam, it is written that the tzaddik Reb Zalman, a student of the Vilna
Gaon, was once traveling with his brother, Reb Chaim Volozhiner. When they reached the
inn, the innkeeper spoke with them unpleasantly and refused to give them lodging. When
they left, Reb Chaim saw his brother, Reb Zalman, crying. He asked him, “Why are you
crying? Did you take that interaction with the innkeeper personally? | didn’t pay any
attention to it.” Reb Zalman answered, “l am not crying because that man embarrassed us by
speaking to us that way. I'm crying because | have yet to reach the level of those who are
insulted but don’t insult back, those who gladly accept a difficult situation.”
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10. Sefer Chareidim (Elazar ben Moshe Azikri, Safed, 1533-1600), Teshuvah, Chapter 4

When someone publicly insults me or humiliates me, then | imagine a scale in front of me.
On one side, | place my transgressions and on the other side | place the insults and

T P35 NWVNN MXN DTN 190 .10

DYWR D171 7970 797NN Y3 Ynwa
4921 "MNWR 'R 4312 D2IIRN §3 7N
4373 V7RI PAYTIMN PAIVNN NNV
PYTERI PINWRI NV NON MNWRA




humiliations that I've experienced. If | see that my transgressions outweigh the other side
then | quiet down and accept my situation. | do the same for any pain that befalls me,
whether as a result from words or actions.

272 YR N 935 NVYR 1) N
NIRN NYYM

11. R. Binyamin Zimmerman, Bein Adam Le-chavero: Ethics of Interpersonal Conduct

Rav Eliyahu Eliezer Dessler (Mikhtav Mei-Eliyahu Vol. V, p. 70) provides an additional explanation for the power of one’s being
maavir al middotav to allow God to pass over one's sins. He explains that one who is maavir al middotav connects himself or
herself to the community and forgoes his or her own personal drives for the good of the greater whole. For this reason, one
who does so is not judged by the strict judgment deserved; rather, one is judged as part of the community and merits a much

more meritorious evaluation.

12. R. Reuven Maurice Allouche (Tunis/Israel, 1932-1985), Yechi Reuven, page 260

“Anyone who forgives another, all of his transgressions are forgiven” - and it is measure for
measure — just as he puts aside any wrongs that others did to him, the Holy One, blessed be
He, puts aside this person’s transgressions, and the person is forgiven for his mistakes. [...]

In this light, we can reinterpret the verse “Justice, justice you shall pursue so that you may
live and inherit the land.” Why is the word “justice” repeated? Also, how are we to
understand the expression “pursue” — which seems to call us to act against justice by chasing
it away? The verse should have simply stated, “act justly.” Why does it say “so that you may
live”? Were the commandments given for us to derive benefit from them?! After all, there is
no rewards for doing mitzvot in this world. In light of what we said above, we should
understand “Justice, justice shall you pursue” in this way: even while you are obligated to
pursue justice and follow that which the Torah decrees, still at times, this very justice should
be chased away, and you should even go against it by going beyond the letter of the law, and
forgoing what is rightfully yours (including your own rights), even if justice is on your side
and you are justified according to the Torah. For what reason? “So that you may live and
inherit the land.”
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13. Maharal of Prague (R. Judah Loew ben Bezalel, between 1512 and 1526 - 1609),
Chiddushei Aggadot, Tractate Rosh Hashanah 17a

The reason that God forgives all the transgressions of anyone who forgives others is first and
foremost a matter of measure for measure. Furthermore, [since this person nullifies
himself], it is impossible for his transgressions to stick to him the way transgressions stick to
an unforgiving person. When a person has an unforgiving nature, his transgressions can be
traced back to him, and this causes him to not forgive and also not be forgiven. However,
when a person is forgiving in nature [meaning, he has the ability to let go or more specifically
to let go of his sense of self], then his actions do not attach to him, and similarly, his sins also
don’t get attached to him. This also demonstrates his trait of simplicity which helps to foster
God’s forgiveness.

In that vein, just as the wrongdoings of others slide easily off of a forgiving person, so too, a
forgiving person’s own sins never become ingrained in him either, due to his simplicity
[meaning, humility] and his ability to let go — all of it could be easily removed. However, a
person who is unforgiving, wrongdoings that were directed at him become ingrained in him,
making their removal difficult, for he lacks simplicity [humility], and similarly, his own past
transgressions are also hard to remove, clinging to him and becoming essential parts of him.
It is important to understand this.
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14. On Schlepping and Forgiving (a retelling of a Thomas Merton story)

A rebbe and his student once happened upon a muddy river that they needed to cross. As they were about to enter the cold
rushing water, a young man dressed in fine silks, came upon the river bank as well. Unapologetic, the young man demanded
that they help schlep him across, so that his fine clothes won’t get ruined. “Come on,” said the old rebbe, and he picked him




up in his arms, and carried him across.

The rebbe and his student did not speak again till nightfall, but when they returned to the beis midrash (the house of study)

for evening prayers, the student couldn’t keep quiet any longer.
“How could you acquiesce to the humiliating request of this privileged young man?”

“My dear student,” the rebbe said, “I put that young man down as soon as we crossed the river. But as to you, it seems like

you’re still schlepping him along.”

15. R. Ephraim Zalman Margulies (Brody, 1762 - 1828), Mateh Efraim, 606:4

In his book Devash L’fi, Rabbi Yosef Chaim David Azoulai wrote the following regarding
forgiveness: In addition to the fact that the Holy One judges a person according to their
character, we can also interpret forgiveness the way | heard from Rabbi Chaim ibn Attar,
author of the Ohr HaChaim: A rich man once belittled a Torah scholar. The scholar’s rabbi
told him to forgive the rich man for the sake of peace. The scholar said that he forgave the
rich man right away, as it says in the Zohar: The Jewish people’s transgressions weigh down
the wings of the Shechina (the Divine Presence). Therefore, had | not forgiven the rich man,
his actions would have been considered transgressions, and this would cause the Shechina
pain, so to speak. So | immediately forgave him so that his actions would not cause the
Shechina any pain, God forbid. The rabbi was delighted by the scholar’s answer.

This is truly a major branch of having reverence for God, and maybe this is why God forgives
those who forgive others. To withhold forgiveness from other people would bring pain to the
Shechina. Just as a person who forgives others brings pleasure to the Shechina, all the
forgiver’s mistakes are forgiven so that the Shechina is not pained by the forgiving person’s
prior transgressions. And all this is a measure for measure.
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16. Jonah 4:1-3

1) And the thing was very evil for Jonah, and he was incensed.

2) And he prayed to the Lord and said, “I beseech You, Lord, was it not my word when | was
still in in my land? Therefore did | hasten to flee Tarshish, for | knew that You are a gracious
and compassionate God, slow to anger and abundant in kindness and relenting from evil.
3) And now, Lord, take my life, pray, from me, for better my death than my life

4) And the Lord said, “Are you good and angry?”
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17. Rabbi Mordechai Malka

Now we can understand the prophet Hoshea’s statement: “Take words with you and return
to the Lord, for you have stumbled in your transgressions.” His intention is to provide
guidance to anyone who has made mistakes and needs atonement. His advice in this regard
is to be forgiving and to explicitly state that he forgives anyone who has wronged him. In
doing so, the Holy One of Blessed Being, will respond in kind and forgive the forgiver. That is
why at the time of Neilah, everyone should state with their mouth and feel in their heart that
they completely forgive anyone who hurt them, whether it affected their body, their
material well-being, their dignity, or anything else belonging to them — with regard to all of
these, they should grant complete forgiveness. And in doing so, we will all merit to be sealed
in the book of life.
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