
Last week’s dvar Torah focused on one element of the comment Daat Zekeinim’s 
comment to Devarim 30:2.  I will repeat that element here, I hope a little more rigorously, 
as an introduction to a more detailed analysis of Daat Zekeinim, in the form of an 
“academic pilpul” suitable for a self-study Shabbat Shuvah derashah.  A short dvar Torah 
for Rosh HaShannah is attached separately, along with a brief report on CMTL this 
summer and a request for your support. 

Please note that the Hebrew sourcesheets below are in two columns so that you can 
easily compare the parallel texts.  Time unfortunately ran out before I could prepare 
translations adequate for the analysis below, but I hope the ideas below can be followed 
even if you’re not fluent in the original.  As always, I encourage reading the sources 
yourself before my analysis, and in this case, having them at hand while reading the 
analysis will also be useful. 

Daat Zekeinim cited in the name of RML a remarkable reading of Eliyahu’s epiphany 
in 1 Kings 19.  Eliyahu experiences, sequentially, a windstorm, an earthquake, and a fire, 
but G-d is in none of these1.  He then hears a “quiet delicate voice”, which somehow does 
seem to be more Divine.  RML identifies the first three experiences were of ‘enclosures’ 
thronged with angels which must be passed through before one reaches G-d.  He then 
contends that sins, too, must pass through these enclosures to reach G-d, and that 
forgiveness of sins is only possible if they are intercepted before reaching G-d. 

Daat Zekeinim cited RML as the rationale for the position of R. Yosay son of R. 
Yehudah on Yoma 86b that sins are forgiven the first three times, but not the fourth.  In 
our printed Talmud that position is undisputed; however, we noted that in the RIF and 
many other sources R. Yosay son of R. Yehuday actually holds that only the first two 
times are forgiven, and the position that the first three times are forgiven is cited from an 
anonymous beraita. 

RML’s position seems to contradict the statement by R. Levi on Yoma 86a that 
“Repentance is great in that it reaches the Heavenly Throne”.  This contradiction is made 
even more explicit by Pesikta Rabbati 44, which has G-d assuring the Jews that He will 
forgive them even if they sin “once, twice, three, or even seven times, even up to the 
Heavenly Throne”.   

But this contradiction can be resolved as follows. 
One of the first Talmudic passages I ever learned was on Berakhot 26b.  The Mishnah 

there cites R. Yehudah as holding that the morning prayer can be said “עד=until the fourth 
hour”, and the gemara wonders whether he meant “until the beginning of the fourth 
hour”, or rather “until the end of the fourth hour”.  This is memorably expressed as “ עד

או עד ולא עד בכלל, ועד בכלל ?”, meaning “up to and including, or up to and not including?”  
The Talmud in a number of other places identifies a similarly ambiguous “עד”, rabbinic 
or Biblical, as the source of a rabbinic controversy.  

Now we began by reminding you that Daat Zekeinim cites RML in his comment on 
Devarim 30:2, in which the key phrase is “Return, O Israel, עד Hashem your G-d”.  So 
we can reconcile RML with R. Levi by interpreting the latter as saying that repentance is 
great enough to reach עד the Throne of Glory, but לא עד בכלל=up to but not including – 
once the Throne is actually reached, forgiveness is impossible. 

However, it seems that this resolution is incorrect, for a somewhat amusing reason.  
While the printed Talmud presents R. Levi’s position as undisputed, Yalkut Shim’oni and 
                                                
1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks has cogently noted that G-d does speak out of a windstorm to Iyov. 



many other sources show that the our text is once gain lacking, and actually Rav 
Yochanan disagrees with R. Levi on the explicit ground that עד ולא עד בכלל.  So RML 
does contradict R. Levi, but that’s not an issue, since he is following Rav Yochanan. 

With this in mind, we can perhaps resolve some of the difficulties with the Daat 
Zekeinim as a whole.  Daat Zekeinim begins by citing in the name of R. Yochanan (just 
about all texts have either R. Yonatan or R. Natan), the statement “Great is teshuvah, for 
it brings the Redemption nearer”, and then most peculiarly says “and all the other things 
about the greatness of repentance mentioned there”2, before awkwardly transitioning to 
R. Yosay son of R  Yehudah.  The parallel version in Hadar Zekeinim3 (which 
incidentally has R. Natan rather than R. Yochanan) completely reworks the passages so 
that there is no transition at all, but rather two separate comments, and RML is cited not 
to explain the beraita, but rather the verse from Iyov “Indeed G-d acts thus three times 
with a man”.  But in this version there is really no connection between the second 
comment and Devarim 30:2. 

I suggest accordingly, if speculatively, that the author of Daat Zekeinim originally 
intended to cite R. Yochanan’s comment disagreeing with R. Levi on the ground עד ולא עד
 .in Devarim 30:2.  He followed this up by citing R עד as an explanation of the word בכלל
Yosay son of R. Yehudah4, who also limits forgiveness, and then used RML to explain 
their position.  However, the original commentary originally just had “as per R. 
Yochanan in Yoma”).  A later scribe, perhaps because he had a text of Yoma similar to 
our printed edition, in which R. Yochanan’s disagreement is skipped, copied in the next 
statement (but left the attribution to R. Yochanan).  Yet later copyists could not 
understand the transitions, and so either tried to turn it into a general citation regarding 
the greatness of repentance (Daat Zekeinim) or else split the comment in two (Hadar 
Zekeinim). 

Turning once again to Yoma 86, we see that the printed text seems to have lost the 
“stricter” side of each of two separate arguments – R. Yochanan disagreeing with R. 
Levi, and the position that sins are forgiven twice but not three times5.  Looking at the 
more complete parallels, however, we notice that each of them is unwilling to include to 
leave the strict positions as is.  Rather, each ends up concluding that the more lenient 
position applies to communities, and the stricter to individuals. 

Interestingly enough, the printed text of Yoma does contain a reference to the 
individual/community axis, with regard to R. Yosay son of R. Yehudah.  However, in this 
version the point is to exclude the idea that individuals and communities are treated 
differently, specifically that individuals are forgiven fewer than three times.  I invite 
suggestions as to how/why this version appeared.  It is worth noting that all the changes 
in the printed edition are in the direction of expanding the scope of repentance. 

I hope next week to address the contradiction within R. Yochanan as to the power of 
repentance that appears in the parallel versions, but not in the printed edition. 
                                                
2 He cannot simply intend to cite all such statements, as R. Levi’s statement is the second in the series on 
Yoma 86 – what happened to the first? 
3 I assume these are printed off diff. ms. of essentially the same work – corrections are welcome.  I contend 
here that the version in Hadar Zekeinim is a conscious editing of Daat Zekeinim. 
4 Perhaps originally he cited the anonymous position, as RML’s explanation requires the number 4 to be 
significant 
5 Although it attributes the “lenient” position of the beraita to R. Yosay son of R. Yehudah, who held the 
“stricter” position! 



  For now, though, I will conclude by citing Rosh, who even with the full text of 
Yoma, was unwilling to accept the notion that any number of sins could put one past the 
reach of forgiveness, and by implication fundamentally rejects the understanding of 
heaven put forth by RML: 
“It seems correct to me that the meaning of “the fourth time they do not forgive 
him” is that if the sin related to a positive commandment, they do not forgive him 
immediately when he repents, but rather repentance freezes the situation and 
Yom Kippur atones, as with regard to those who violate negative 
commandments, and similarly, if the sin related to a negative commandment, 
repentance and Yom Kippur freeze the situation, and suffering washes the sin 
out.” 
Ultimately the weight of Jewish tradition is that no one is ever beyond hope of 
forgiveness, and there is never sufficient justification for spiritual despair. 
Bivrakhah leshanah tovah umetukah, 
Aryeh Klapper 
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6 My emendation based on Yoma 86a below 


