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Introduction — From Rabbi Amy Eilberg

| frequently find myself in conversation with Jews who believe that forgiveness is not a
Jewish practice. “The other person has to do teshuvah (make amends) first.” “How would
society enforce social norms if forgiveness were offered too quickly?” Or even, “Forgiveness
is a Christian concept, not a Jewish one.”

There is much to consider in these questions, but there is no doubt that forgiveness is a
critically important part of Jewish theology and practice. Most obviously, during the Aseret
Yemei Teshuvah (Ten Days of Repentance) and Yom Kippur, we not only repent for our own
sins, but must be ready to respond to others’ requests for forgiveness from us.

The capacity to forgive is fundamental to the process of redifat shalom (pursuing peace).
When there is conflict between people, wrongs have been committed. Amends must be
made for harmful words and actions. But without the possibility of forgiveness, no conflict
could be resolved. As such, a person who aspires to be a rodef shalom (pursuer of peace)
must seek to cultivate a heart that is ready to forgive when the circumstances are right.

At this sacred season, we offer you a set of materials exploring some of the complexities of
forgiveness from within Jewish texts. We explore the essential practice of forgiveness, the
relationship of the offender’s teshuvah (repentance) to the victim’s willingness to forgive, the
limits of forgiveness, and the virtue of a forgiving heart. These materials draw heavily on the
work of my colleagues Rabbi Dr. Daniel Roth and Rabbi Dr. Howard Kaminsky. We believe
the texts are enriching as Torah study, and we accompany them with guiding questions that
can lead learners to relate the texts to their own personal practice of forgiveness.

Feel free to use these for a series of adult education sessions, or pick one or two sections for
use during the holidays, or perhaps on Yom Kippur afternoon. For further study of these
issues, we recommend Dr. Kaminsky’s book, Fundamentals of Jewish Conflict Resolution:
Traditional Jewish Perspectives on Resolving Interpersonal Conflicts (Boston: Academic
Studies Press, forthcoming).

We at PRSC hope that these materials will enrich your prayer and reflection during these
Yamim Nora’im (Days of Awe).

We appreciate receiving feedback on this unit. Please contact us at pcjcr@pardes.org.il with
guestions, comments and suggestions.



Pardes Rodef Shalom Communities Program Yom Kippur Study Guide

Unit One: Jewish Practices of Forgiveness,

Including on Yom Kippur

1.1. Opening Questions

Do you believe that forgiveness is a Jewish value and practice?

Has anyone ever forgiven you for hurting them?

Have you ever forgiven someone who had wronged you?
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1.2. The Practice of Aaron, Rodef Shalom, the Pursuer of Peace

Text la

Kalah Rabati 3:1

This was the practice of Aaron,
the righteous. When he heard of
two people who were fighting with
each other, he would go to one...
and then to the other.... When the
two would meet on the road, one
would say to the other, "Forgive
me for the offense which | did to
you" and the other said the same.
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Text 1b

1.3. Asking for Forgiveness on Yom Kippur

Pesikta Rabbati 44:2

God who loves [the people of]
Israel has established ten days of
repentance in which the
repentance of even a single
individual will be as acceptable as
communal repentance. Therefore,
all of Israel is required to engage
in repentance and to make peace
between one person and another,
and to forgive each other on the
eve of Yom Kippur in order that
their repentance and their prayer
be accepted before God in peace
and in abundant love.
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Text 1c

Sefer Maharil (Minhagim), Laws
of Yom Kippur, (Tradition brought
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in the name of Rabbi Avraham
Klauzner,14th cen. Austria)

(On the eve of Yom Kippur)
people walk barefoot to
synagogue and forgive each other
with a full heart.
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Text 1d
Aruch HaShulchan, Orach TN DN NIX JN7IVD YNy
Chayim, 606:4, (Rabbi Yechiel ['UWONXR 7Ix'N' "
Epstein, 19th cen. Germany) N'ann TNX YUjpa7 D'WIR NNnd

Some people have the custom of
asking others for forgiveness on
the eve of Yom Kippur even if they
had not insulted the other at all,
but might have offended the
other’s honor.
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Text 1e
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Responsa Yechavey Da’at, 5:44
(Rabbi Ovadia Yosef, Baghdad/

Jerusalem, 1920 — 2013)

On the eve of Yom Kippur
spouses should forgive each other
for any way in which they may
have sinned against each other
over the year and spoken untrue
things in the midst of anger.
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1.4. Reflection Questions
Having studied these sources, think again about your first reflection above.

Do you believe that forgiveness is a Jewish practice?

What questions and concerns arise for you now about Jewish views of forgiveness
and about your own practice?
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Unit Two: The Mitzvah of Teshuvah

2.1. Selected Texts on the Mitzvah of Teshuvah

Text 2a

Mishnah Yoma Chapter 8

Yom Kippur atones for transgressions
between a person and God; Yom
Kippur does not atone for
transgressions between one person
and another until one reconciles with
one’s friend.
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Text 2b

Bavli, Yoma 87a

R. lIsaac said: One who offends
another, even only through words,
must reconcile with the other, as it is
written, “My son, if you have been a
guarantor for your neighbor, given your
hand for a stranger, you have been
trapped by the words of your mouth.
Do this, then, my son, to extricate
yourself, for you have come into the
power of your fellow: Go and humble
yourself, and plead with your
neighbor.”(Proverbs 6:1-3)

If the other has a financial claim
against you, open the palm of your
hand, or if not, send many friends to
the other (to help reconcile)....

R. Yosi b. Hanina said: One who asks
for forgiveness does not need to ask
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more than three times, as it is said,
“Forgive, | beg you, the offense and
guilt of your brothers who treated you
so harshly. Therefore, please forgive
the offense of the servants of the God
of your father.” (Gen. 50:17)

And if the offended person has died,
one should bring ten persons and have
them stand by the other’s grave and
say, ‘I have sinned against the Lord,
the God of Israel, and against this
person, whom | have harmed.”
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Text 2¢

Rambam, Laws of Repentence, 2:9
(Rabbi_Moshe Ben Maimon, Spain,
Eqgypt, 1135-1204)

Repentance and the Day of
Atonement atone only for sins
between a person and God, such as
eating a forbidden food, having
prohibited intercourse, etc. Sins
such as injuring, cursing, stealing,
etc., which are between one person
and another, cannot be atoned for
until one has paid one’s debt to the
person one has harmed, and sought
to resolve the issue with him. Even
though one may have repaid the
debt, one still has to approach her
and ask for forgiveness. Even if one
belittled another verbally, one has to
ask for forgiveness and make
amends, until the other grants
forgiveness.
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2.2. Reflection Questions

What surprised you about these texts? What challenged you?

What is the implication of the teaching about asking for forgiveness three times?

What do these texts suggest for practicing forgiveness when another has hurt us?
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Unit Three: The Obligation to Forgive

3.1. Opening Questions

What questions or concerns arise for you when you consider the Jewish obligation to
forgive?

Have you ever struggled to forgive a person who had hurt you?

3.2. The Mishnah on the Obligation to Forgive

The following text refers to a story in Genesis Chapter 20, in which Avimelech took
Sarah into his house after Abraham told him that Sarah was his sister. God tells
Avimelech that Sarah is, in fact, Abraham’s wife, and Avimelech returns Sarah to
Abraham as his wife.

Text 3a
Mishnah Baba Kama 8:7 (200 CE) T:N NNP X121 Nvn
...How do we know that the 7nIMN XN XY "l
forgiver should not be cruel? As it 7N
says, "And Abraham prayed to 78 DNNaX 77ont" nNav
God." (Gen. 20:17). J1a1"o'Rn
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How does the mishnah understand Abraham’s practice of forgiveness based on this
story?

What reactions do you have to this source?

What are the implications for our own practice of forgiveness?

10
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3.3. Forgiveness after the Offender does Teshuvah

Text 3b

Rambam, Mishneh  Torah, Hovel
Umazzik, 5:10 (Rabbi Moshe Ben
Maimon, Spain, Eqypt, 1135-1204)

It is forbidden for a person who has
suffered injury to be cruel and not to
forgive the one who caused the injury.
This is not the way of the Jew.

Rather, since the person who caused the
injury has asked and pleaded for
forgiveness once or twice, and the
offended party knows that the offender
has repented from the sin and regrets his
or her evil deeds, the offended party
should forgive. Whoever hastens to grant
forgiveness is praiseworthy and is
regarded favorably by the Sages.

721N N0 0"am
aherhihErabEriies]
nIrnY? 72amY MIoxI
17 21Nt X721 X
VIT T I I'NI
[ XWX e
72NN 1N YUY
Dyvo 17 NN
VT NIYUI NIIYRD
INONN QY NINY
71NN’ IMy1 7V Dn4l
NN DI 17
XIn "0 71innY
D'MdN NNI A NIYN

1m+a nnn

According to these texts, when is forgiveness required and why?

11
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Text 3c

Rambam, Laws of Repentance 2:10
(Rabbi Moshe Ben Maimon,

Spain, Egypt, 1135-1204)

It is forbidden to be harsh and
unforgiving. One should be forgiving
and slow to anger, and when a
sinner asks for forgiveness, one
should grant it with a whole heart
and a willing spirit. Even if the sinner
had hurt you grievously and sinned
greatly against you, you should/may
not take revenge or bear a grudge.
This is the way of the Jew, whose
heart is true...
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3.4. Reflection Questions

According to this text, why is forgiveness required?

What reactions do you have to this teaching?

12



Pardes Rodef Shalom Communities Program

Yom Kippur Study Guide

Text 3d

3.5. Forgiveness Even When the Offender Has Not Done Teshuvah

Tosefta Baba Kama 9:29 (200 CE)

One who injures another, even though
the assailant did not ask (for
forgiveness), the victim should pray for
the assailant, as it says, "Abraham
prayed to God and God healed
Abimelech.” (Genesis 20:17) And so do
you find with Job's friends, as it is said,
"Now take seven bulls and seven rams
and go to My servant Job and sacrifice a
burnt-offering for yourselves. And let
Job, My servant, pray for you; for to him |
will show favor and not treat you terribly,
since you have not spoken the truth
about Me as did my servant Job.”(Job
42:8)
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3.6. Reflection Questions

What surprises or concerns you about this text?

13
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When do you think one should withhold forgiveness from one who has not made
amends?

3.7. Unilateral/Unconditional Forgiveness

Text 3e

Talmud Bavli, Megillah 28a X"V Nd n'7an '"722 Tt
When Mar Zutra climbed into 21T N2 XOIT T XN D
bed, he said, “l forgive all who "AX X'MI97 270 NN D NN
have hurt me.” [n 257 N7 "Nl 07 1w DN

JOVUNT
Text 3f
Yom Kippur Machzor, Tefilat N'7'9N) 119D 0I' TN
Zakkah, recited on the eve of Yom (nor
Kippur NImMa n7'nna 7nim 1Nl

| extend complete forgiveness to
everyone who has hurt me, whether
physically or financially, who
gossiped about me or slandered me,
and for any interpersonal sins -
except for money that | wish to claim
and that | can recover by law, and
except for someone who sins
against me and says, "l will sin
against him and he will forgive me."
Except for these, | grant complete
forgiveness. May no person be
punished on my account. And just

A T XONW M DY
IN N2 Al 19na
179R1 YN 1W7 "2y "MaTW
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as | forgive everyone, so may You
grant me favor in the eyes of
humanity, so that all will grant me
complete forgiveness.

'Ydl. 'M10d DTN DIY
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3.8. Reflection Questions

What surprises or concerns you about these texts?

How do you understand the exceptional cases in the second text?

How might this apply in your own life?

15




Pardes Rodef Shalom Communities Program Yom Kippur Study Guide

Unit Four: When is Forgiveness Not Required?

4.1. Texts on the Limits of Forgiveness

Text 4a

DN NN NV |N71Y, XN
NN |N'o0 0NI9IN N0I' 7N
NN NN KT NNt

X7 O ,(7"nn) 71Innn
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Rama, Laws of Yom Kippurim,
606 (Rabbi___Moshe _Isserles,
Poland, 1520-1572)

The forgiver should not be harsh
by refusing to forgive, unless she
intends for the good of the one
(9) requesting forgiveness.(10)
[Or] if the offender gave you a

bad name, you are not required
to forgive.(11)

Text 4b

Chofetz Hayim, Mishnah Berurah, 606
(Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan, Poland 1838-
1933)

(9)"For the good of the one requesting
forgiveness": so that his "uncircumcised"
heart be humbled and he not become
accustomed to such (behavior). In any
event, it seems that the victim must
remove the hate from her own heart once
the offender sincerely asks for
forgiveness.

(10)"Forgiveness™: And this is also the
case if she withholds forgiveness for her
own wellbeing, fearing that she will be
harmed if she offers forgiveness.
(11)"You are not required to forgive": For
someone may have heard the rumor but
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did not hear about the subsequent
reconciliation (retracting the slander),
and the bad name remains. In any
event, it is the quality of humility to
forgive even in a case such as this.

X71 XTUN ynuT
ANVl 0I'91  ynv
(V1 own) 1"wn
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4.2. Reflection Question

What do these texts mean in your own life?

17
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Unit Five: On the Virtue of Forgiveness

5.1. Selected Texts on the Virtue of Forgiveness

Text 5a

Exodus 34:6-7

Ado-nai Ado-nai . . . God
compassionate and gracious,
slow to anger, abounding in
kindness and faithfulness,
extending kindness to the
thousandth generation, forgiving
iniquity, transgression, and sin.

T-1 .17 NInY
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Text 5b

Sifre Devarim Piska 49

“To walk in all God’'s ways. . .
[Deut. 11:22]. These are the
ways of the Holy One:
‘compassionate and kind,
patient, abounding in kindness
and truth, extending kindness to
thousands, forgiving iniquity,
transgression and sin, and
granting pardon . . .” [Exodus
34:6-7] Just as God is gracious
and compassionate, you too
must be gracious and
compassionate, and give freely
to all. As the Holy One is
righteous, you too must be
righteous. As the Holy One is
loving, you too must be loving.

LN ‘09 0T 190
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Text 5¢

Mishnah Avot 5:11 (200 CE)

There are four types of temperaments.
One who is easily angered and easily
appeased--his virtue cancels his flaw.
One whom it is difficult to anger and
difficult to appease--his flaw cancels
his virtue. One whom it is difficult to
anger and is easily appeased is a
hassid. One who is easily angered and
Is difficult to appease--is wicked.

NX':N NIAN N20N NMwn
NI NIYTA DI V2N
NX' - NIX17 N1 01YdY?
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Text 5d

Avot D’Rabbi Natan 23.

Who is the greatest of heroes? One
who conquers one’s own impulse (to
evil), as it is said, “Better to be slow to
anger than mighty; better to rule over
one’s own spirit than conquer a city.”
(Proverbs 16:32) And others say, [Who
Is the greatest of heroes?] One who
makes an enemy into a friend.

22 ,[N1 "2 T NIAN
?DM1av N TR
NX' NN VAPV INT
TN 210" NNIY
7wini 111N 0'oNX
.. IIMm InNa
NYIYY ' DNIX W'l
JANIX XY

Text 5e

Avot D’Rabbi Natan 41:11

If you have done your fellow a slight
wrong, let it be a serious matter in your
eyes; but if you have done your fellow
much good, let it be a trifle in your
eyes. And if your fellow has done you
a slight favor, let it be a great thing in
your eyes; if your fellow has done you

N':XN ,|N1 2T NIAX
V1 7Nan? N'wy DKl
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a great evil, let it be a small thing in
your eyes.

NN N2 N Y7 nwy
NYN'? YWa

Text 5f

Rebbe Nahman of Bratslav,
Likutei Moharan, 282.

Know that you must judge
everyone with an eye to their
merits. Even regarding those
who are completely wicked, one
must search and find some small
way in which they are not wicked
and with respect to this bit of
goodness, judge them with an
eye to their merits. In this way,
one truly elevates their merit and
thereby encourages them to
repent.
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5.2. Reflection Question

Think of a person in your life who has hurt you. Having studied these texts, how do

you think about the possibility of forgiveness?
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