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Yalqut Shim’oni Hosheia 530 (Parallel to Talmud Yoma 86)

Said Rabbi Levi: Great is repentance in that it reaches until the Throne of Glory”,
as Scripture said: ““Return, O Israel, until Hashem your G-d”;

But Rav Yochanan said: Until, but not including.

Did Rav Yochanan really say thus? But Rav Yochanan said: “Great is repentance in that

it pushes aside a Do Not in the Torah,
as Scripture said: “Quote: “If a man sends away his wife, and she goes from him
and marries another man . . . but you have whored with many fellows, yet return
to me!” says Hashem.”

There is no difficulty — here Rav Yochanan refers to individuals, here to the community.

Yalqut Shimoni Yirmiyahu 465
Said Rav Yochanan“Great is repentance in that it pushes aside a Do Not in the Torah,
as Scripture said: “Quote: “If a man sends away his wife, and she goes from him
and marries another man . . . but you have whored with many fellows, yet return
to me!” says Hashem.”
In the future the Congregation of Israel will say before The Holy Blessed
One: “Master of the Universe, have you not already written “Of a man
sends away his wife etc.”!?
He will say to her: “Did I not write “a man”? Does not Scripture say “For
I am a Divinity and not a man”!?
And are you divorced from me, House of Israel? “Thus says Hashem:
“Where is the bill of your mother’s divorce?”””

Pesiqta Rabbati 44

Repentance is dear to The Holy Blessed One, for He nullifies His own words in the face
of repentance.

How?

It is written in the Torah “When a man betroths a woman and marries her, if she does not
find favor in his eyes . . . and he writes her a bill of divorce . . . and the man she afterward
marries dislikes her . . . she cannot then return to him, since she has been made tamei,

but The Holy Blessed One does not behave so, rather

even though Israel abandoned him and worshiped others — “They abandoned Hashem and
did not worship Him” — He says to them: “Repent and come to Me and I will accept

2

you.



How often is teshuvah sincere? The very notion of an annually successful day of
repentance encourages cynicism, certainly if one sees resolution for the future as a
defining element of genuine teshuvah. On the other hand, if only permanent teshuvah
counts, Yom HaKippurim could not fulfill its purpose as articulated by Sefer
HaChinnukh, namely to give us the psychological capacity to genuinely begin again,
unencumbered by responsibility for past misdeeds; the weight of the past would forever
be poised to fall on our heads. It therefore seems necessary to give significance to
teshuvah-of-the-moment, even if it proves to be an ephemeral psychological state'.

As with interpersonal apologies, one way of navigating between the Scylla of
cynicism and the Charybdis of trivialization is to set a limit to the number of chances one
gives a sinner. Thus Vilna Talmud Yoma 86 cites R. Yose son of Rabbi Yehudah as
allowing the cycle of sin-repentance-sin-repentance-sin-repentance, but no farther —
repentance is not possible a fourth time, either for individuals or for communities. The
more likely correct version of the Talmud?, however, has Tannaitic texts’ conflicting as
to whether to allow only one relapse, rather than two. It concludes that individuals are
only permitted one, but communities two.

However, some rabbinic texts refuse to allow the effectiveness of teshuvah to be
limited in this way. On Yoma 86a Rabbi Levi emphasizes that repentance reaches all the
way — whether openly or via tunnel® — to the Throne of Glory, although Rabbi Yochanan
disagrees’; the Throne of Glory serves to preclude any numerical limit®. The Talmud
then raises another Rav Yochanan statement that apparently contradicts this position of
his, and concludes that even Rav Yochanan only allowed a limit with regard to
individuals. With regard to the Jewish People as a while, cynicism about the sincerity of
repentance is a small price to pay for avoiding even the theoretical possibility of a
permanent breach between Hashem and His people.

I want to focus this week on the statement of Rav Yochanan that, according to the
Talmud, commits him to allowing repentance to work through as many sin-cycles as
necessary.

Said Rav Yochanan: Great is repentance in that it pushes aside a Torah ‘Do Not’,
as Scripture says: “If a man sends away his wife, and she marries another
man, can she return to him again?! Surely such a land would become
utterly demoralized!? But you have fornicated with many fellows, yet
return to Me’, says Hashem.”’

I see two ways of constructing the Talmud’s argument here:

a. Rav Yochanan asserts that repentance overrides a ‘Do Not”. Who but G-d

Himself could override His commandment? Repentance therefore must reach

past the angels to the Throne of Glory.

" In this regard I think a useful analogy can be drawn between repentance and conversion, although we will
draw the same moral in other ways shortly.

* See last week’s dvar Torah

? It is unclear whether both are in the name of Rabbi Yose son of Rabbi Yehudah, or only the first

* See inter alia Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 10:2

> His disagreement, and the subsequent discussion, are also simply missing in the Vilna edition, as Minchat
Yitzchak recognizes. See again last week’s dvar Torah.

® See Pesikta Rabbati

7 Yirmiyahu is referencing the Biblical prohibition in Deuteronomy against wife-swapping, which the
Rabbis understand as forbidding the return of adulterous wives a fortiori.



b. The Law says that there are no second chances for a wife’s infidelity, but

repentance allows the Jewish people a second chance in their “marriage” to G-d.

This demonstrates that the whole concept of limiting chances does not apply to

repentance.

The first of these is a theological argument that presumes the incommensurability
of Halakhah and Machshavah; Repentance works only because it transcends Law. This
may appear to be the clear meaning of the words “overrides a Do Not”. However, this
reading is greatly weakened when we recall the parallel Talmudic phrase “Great is human
dignity because it pushes aside a Torah ‘Do Not”, which is regularly given legal
application®,

The second, however, can be understood entirely within the realm of Halakhah;
Repentance works because it overrides the legal barrier to second chances. More
strongly, the legal barrier is only to the return of unrepentant spouses.

Taken at face value, this understanding suggests that the analogy in the verse is
real, and therefore that repentance should actually permit a Jewish adulteress to return to
her human husband. This has, to my knowledge, never been formally suggested’, but it
has been suggested that it should and would be true, if only we trusted human courts to
accurately judge sincerity. Perhaps human courts can accept repentance only once it has
proven permanent, and that of course can be known only after death.

In this spirit, Rav Yochanan’s statement is cited as evidence in a host of other
formal halakhic discussions with regard to the specific topic of adultery, with regard to
the relationship between ‘Dos’ and ‘Do Nots’, and with regard to the question of
punishment.

These discussions reflect an attitude that assimilates repentance generally to the
halakhic framework. For example, many scholars ask: Since the general rule is that we
do not flog for ‘Do Nots’ that can be repaired by ‘Dos’'’, even if the sinner has not yet
repaired his sin, why can we ever flog? Can’t all ‘Do Nots’ be repaired by repentance?
Rav A. I. Kook'' responded that repentance is not actually a commandment, but rather a
precondition for the ‘Do’ of verbal confession.

Now the Rav z”1 famously distinguished between the “maaseh=action” and
“kiyum=fulfillment” of mitzvoth, and suggested that fulfillment often requires achieving
a particular subjective psychological state; for example, the maasim of mourning include
eulogizing and not bathing, but the fulfillment is feeling sadness for the loss. This
distinction has been criticized for undermining the Law, as why should one perform the
maasim if they will not generate kiyumim? What if other maasim seem more likely to
generate the desired kiyumim?

It seems reasonable that in Rav Kook’s scheme, repentance would be not only the
precondition for but the fulfillment of the mitzvah of verbal confession. But if one
accepts the consensus position over Rav Kook, we can suggest that within teshuvah itself

¥ There is much to discuss about the nature of those legal implications, but time prevents me from doing do
here.

? Although repentance may encourage us to find technical ways of denying that the adultery happened

' For example leaving sacrifices uneaten past their appointed time, which can be repaired by burning the
leftovers

' Mishpat Kohen 125



there is both a maaseh — which is the resolution not to sin again'’ — and the kiyyum —
which is the achievement of a self capable of maintaining that resolution.

The way to keep the Rav’s distinction from undermining Law is to recognize that
part of the purpose of Law is to give meaning to shallow ritual, to make actions
significant because they are performed within the legal context, regardless of their
internal effect or reflection.

With that understanding, it turns out that by accepting our maaseh teshuvah, albeit
one too often lacking a kiyyum — in halakhic terms, we can punningly say that it is not a
teshuvah shel kayama — G-d is actually working very much within, as opposed to
Halakhah, and that one lesson of Yom Kippur is that we should resolve to submit
ourselves to the formalities even when they are not providing us with immediate
powerful subjective experiences. And then, of course, we should maintain that
resolution.

Gemar chatimah tovah
Aryeh Klapper

'2 Perhaps confession is part of the maaseh
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