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The Mechanics of Mercy:

How Does Forgiveness Actually Work?

Dena Weiss - weiss@hadar.org

Jonathan D. Levine Memorial High Holiday Lecture - 2024

Shemot 34:1-8

n: T NnY - 1% ninw?

1) HaShem said to Moshe: Chisel out for yourself two tablets of
stone that are like the first ones and | will write on the tablets
what was on the first ones which you broke. 2) Be ready in the
morning and go up on Mt. Sinai in the morning and stand there
for Me on the top of the mountain...

4) Moshe chiseled out two stone tablets like the first ones and
Moshe arose early in the morning and ascended Mt Sinai, as
HaShem had commanded him; and he brought the two stone
tablets in his hands. 5) HaShem descended in a cloud and H/he
stood with H/him there and H/he called in HaShem's name

6) And HaShem passed before him and H/he called, "HaShem,
HaShem [or HaShem passed before him and HaShem called,
"Hashem] merciful and Gracious God, longsuffering and
abundantly kind and truthful 7) [God] saves kindness for
thousands, bears sin, iniquity and wrongdoing and will cleanse -
but sometimes does not cleanse. He visits the sins of the fathers
on the children and the children's children to the thirds and
fourths.

8) Moshe hurried, prostrated himself on the ground and bowed.
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Rosh HaShanah 17b
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And HaShem passed before him and H/he called. R' Yohanan
said: Were the verse not written, it would have been
impossible to say. It teaches that the Holy Blessed One
wrapped Himself like a prayer leader [lit. emissary of the
people] and showed Moshe the order of the prayer. He said to
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him, "Whenever Israel sins, they should perform this order
before Me and | will forgive them." HaShem HaShem, | am He
before a person sins and | am He after a person sins and does
Teshuvah. Merciful and Gracious God Rav Yehudah said:
There was a covenant established with the 13 attributes [of
mercy] that they do not return empty, as it says, behold | am
establishing a covenant.
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And | will forgive them for all of their sins. Many have
challenged this - that they did this with the 13 attributes and
didn't succeed. And the Alshikh wrote on Tehillim: I heard in
the name of the Livnat HaSapir that this is why it does not
say "say this order before Me" but rather, "do this order
before Me." That intends to say that the matter is not
dependent on recitation, but rather on doing. That the traits
that you recall, "merciful, gracious, patient etc." you should
do then like this order. And through that they will not come
back empty.
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Tractate Soferim 3:17
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Abba Shaul said; Become like God; Just as God is compassionate
and gracious, so too you [i.e. - Mankind] be compassionate and

gracious
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Beit Hillel say: And abundant in kindness (Exodus 34:6) God tilts

the scales in favor of kindness. How does He do this? Rabbi

Eliezer says: He pushes it down as it is stated: He will again have

compassion upon us; He will push down our iniquities”

(Micah 7:19). Rabbi Yosei bar Hanina said: He bears as it is stated:

“He bears sin and forgives transgression” (Micah 7:18).
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It is taught from the school of Rabbi Yishmael: He overlooks each
and every first and that is the attribute. Rava said: But the sin
itself, is not erased; if there is a majority of sins, God counts it
with them.

Rava said: Whoever overlooks his due, his sins are removed for
him as it is stated: He bears sin and forgives
transgression”(Micah 7:18). Whose sins does He bear? The one
who overlooks sin.
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Tomer Devorah - Ch. 1
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A person should make themselves similar to their creator and
then will be in the "secret" of the upper Form in both physical
form and spiritual likeness. For if they will be similar in their
body, but not in their behavior - they are contradicting their Form
and people will say to them - "a beautiful form with terrible
behavior."... Therefore a person should make themselves similar
to the actions of the Crown which are the 13 supernal attributes
of Mercy. And they are hinted at in the verses: God who is like
you, will return and have compassion on us, will give truth.
Therefore it is appropriate for these 13 attributes to be found in
them.
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Eichah Rabbah, Petichta
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And | gave my sister all the signs that | had given to my
husband, so that he would think that she was Rachel.
Moreover, | entered under the bed where he was lying with my
sister. He would speak with her and she would be silent, and |
would respond to everything that he said, so that he would
not identify my sister’s voice. | was kind to her and for her, |
was not jealous of her, and | did not expose her to
humiliation. If I, who is flesh and blood, dust and ashes, was
not jealous of my sister-wife, and | did not expose her to
humiliation and shame, You who are a living and eternal
merciful King, why were You jealous of stellar worship that
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has no substance, and You exiled my children who were then
killed by sword, and the enemies did to them as they
pleased?” Immediately, the mercy of the Holy One blessed be
He overcame Him and He said: ‘For you, Rachel, | will restore
Israel to their place. That is what is written: “So said the
Lord: A voice is heard in Rama, wailing, bitter weeping.
Rachel is weeping for her children; she refuses to be
consoled for her children, as they are not” (Jeremiah
31:14). And it is written: “So said the Lord: Restrain your
voice from weeping, and your eyes from tears, as there is
reward for your actions.... And there is hope for your
future, the utterance of the Lord, and your children will
return to their borders” (Jeremiah 31:15-16).
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Rav went to a certain place; he declared a fast, and rain
did not come. The prayer leader went down before him.
He said “who causes the wind to blow” and wind blew,
“who causes the rain to fall” and rain came. He [Rav] said
to him: What do you do? He said to him: | am a teacher of
young children, and | teach the children of the poor like
the children of the rich, and whoever is unable [to pay] |
do not take anything from him. And | have a pond of fish,
and anyone who does wrong, | bribe him with them, and |
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work things out to appease him until he comes and reads. MPENRT
(trans. D. Steinmetz)
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A further story about R' Eliezer who descended before the ark

[to lead prayers] and said 24 blessings and was not answered.

R' Akiva descended after him and said, "Our Father, Our King!
We have no other king but you. Our Father, Our King! Please
have mercy on us for Your sake - and the rains came down.
The Rabbis were speculating. A heavenly echo emerged and
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said: Not because this one is greater than the other, but
because this one overlooks his due and this one does not
overlook his due.

XN ,N™ 71T NTY 191 X7 NNkl
2'ayn 'R AT 7Y avn Tty
AT 7y

Berakhot 7a

.T QT NN 721 TIN'n

R. Yohanan said in the name of R. Yossi: How do we know that
God prays? Asit says: And | will bring them to My holy
mountain and make them happy in the house of My prayer.
It does not say “their prayer” but "My prayer”—from here we
know that God prays. What does God pray? R. Zutra b. Tuvia
said in the name of Rav: May it be My will that My mercy will
overcome My anger and My mercy will flow over my attribute
[of judgment] and that | engage with My children with mercy
and that | enter for them within the boundary of the law. We
learn: R. Yishmael b. Elisha said: Once | entered into the Holy of
Holies and | saw Akatriel [angel of] the God of Hosts who was
sitting on the High and Lofty throne and he said to me:
Yishmael, My son, bless me. | said to him: May it be Your will
that Your mercy conquers Your anger, and that Your mercy will
roll over Your attribute [of justice] and act with Your children
with the attribute of mercy and enter for them within the
boundary of the law and he nodded to me with his head. And
this comes to teach us that the blessing of an ordinary person
should not be light in your eyes. And | will remove My palm
and you will see My back. R. Hana b. Bizna said in the name
of R. Shimon the Hasid: This teaches that God showed Moshe
a tefillin knot.
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Two tablets of Stone like the first ones - Is it possible for
a human being to do something just like God? And behold
the the verse testifies that he chiseled two tablets of stone
like the first ones! See that the Ibn Ezra says that the
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tablets. And the Da'at Soferim to verse 4 wrote: Moshe
succeeded in chiseling the tablets in the shape of the first
ones, but they were just "like" the first ones - similar to
them, but not exactly like them.
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Mishnah Bava Kama 8:7
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Even though he has given [it] to him, it is not forgiven until
he asks from him [for mechilah] as it says, and now return
the wife of [this man who is a prophet and he will pray
for you and you will live]. And how do we know that if he
does not forgive him that he is cruel? As it says - Avraham
prayed to God and God healed Avimelech.
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Since he asked appropriately and it turns out that he did
not care about the punishment to his fellow
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Maimonides Laws of Dispositions 6:6
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When a person sins against another, he shouldn't silently resent
him. Rather it is incumbent upon him to notify him and say to
him, "Why did you do this to me? Why did you sin against me in
this matter?"...And if he goes back and requests from him to
forgive him, he must forgive. And the forgiver should not be cruel
as it says, and Avraham prayed to God
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Maimonides Laws of Teshuvah 2:9
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However, sins that are between a person and their fellow like one who
physically harms their fellow or curses them or steals from them - he is
never forgiven unless he gives his friend what he is obligated to and
will appease him. And even once he has given him his money back
which he owes him, he needs to appease him and to ask [forgiveness]
from him until he forgives him...and if he doesn't want to, he should
leave him be and the one who didn't sin, he is the sinner.
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Maimonides Laws of Teshuvah 2:10
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It is forbidden for a person to be angry and not be appeased,
rather he should be easy to appease and difficult to anger
and when the sinner asks him to forgive he should forgive
with a full heart and an eager soul. And even if he has
caused him great pain and really sinned against him, he
should not take revenge or bear a grudge.
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And Rabbi Yohanan said in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben
Yehotzadak: Any Torah scholar who does not avenge and bear a
grudge like a snake is not a Torah scholar. Butisn’tit written
“You shall not take vengeance nor bear any grudge, (Leviticus
19:18)? That is written about monetary matterr. As it is taught:
What is revenge and what is bearing a grudge? Revenge: One
said, Lend me your sickle, and he said: No. The next day, the other
said, Lend me your ax. If he said to him: | will not lend to you, just
as you did not lend to me, that is revenge.

And what is bearing a grudge? If one said, Lend me your ax, and
he said: No, and the next day the other said: Lend me your robe; if
the first one said to him: Here it is, as | am not like you, who would
not lend to me, that is bearing a grudge.

But does it not apply to anguish? Wasn’t it taught in a baraita:
Those who are insulted but do not insult others, who hear
themselves being shamed but do not respond, who act out of
love for God, and who rejoice in their suffering, about them the
verse states: “They that love God be as the sun when it goes
forth in its might” (Judges 5:31). That's a case where he [only]
held on to this in his heart.

But didn't Rava say - Whoever overlooks his due, his sins are
removed for him!

This is a case where they appeased him and he was appeased.
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Talmud Bavli Yoma 87b
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Rav was reviewing material before Rabbi. R’ Hiyya entered
and he went back to the beginning. Bar Kappara entered and
he went back to the beginning. R’ Shimon beRibbi came and
he went back to the beginning. R’ Hanina beRabbi Hama
came and he said, “Am | going to have to keep on going back
to the beginning?!” R’ Hanina got angry. Rav came to appease
him for 13 Erev Yom Kippurs and he was not appeased. How
did he do so? Didn’t R’ Yosi bar Hanina say that anyone who
asks for forgiveness from his fellow shouldn’t do so more
than three times?! Rav is different. And how did R’ Hanina do
so?! Doesn’t Rava say that anyone who is not insistent on his
due will have all of his sins forgiven?! Rather R’ Hanina saw
Rav in a dream hanging from a date palm. And we learn that
anyone who is [seen] hanging from a date palm is going to be
the head. He said, “I see from this that he wants to ascend to
power” and he didn’t forgive so that he would go and learn
Torah in Bavel.
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