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Intention and Mitzvot of Tishrei Class 3:

Are Sinful Thoughts, Sinful?
Dr. Shana Strauch Schick

A. Tannaitic Texts: Thoughts Tied to Action
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And thus it says, ‘Remember the Sabbath day to sanctify it’ (Exod 20:7). Could it be in your
mind? When it says, ‘Keep [the Sabbath day to sanctify it]” (Deut 5:11), keeping in mind is
[already] stated.
Therefore, what do I do with ‘Remember...” (Exod 20:17)? That it should be taught with your
mouth.
And thus it says, ‘Remember and do not forget how you provoked the Lord your God in the
wilderness’ (Deut 9:7). Could this be in your mind? When it says ‘Do not forget,” forgetting of
the mind is [already]
stated. Therefore, what do | do with ‘remember’? That it should be taught with your mouth.
And thus it says, ‘Remember what the Lord your God did to Miryam’ (Deut 24:9). Could this be
in your mind? When it says, ‘Keep yourself against the plague of leprosy to be very diligent and
todo ...” (Deut
24:8), keeping in mind is [already] stated. Therefore, what do I do with ‘remember’? That it
should be taught with your mouth. And thus it says, ‘Remember what Amalek did to you’ (Deut
25:17).
Could this be with your mind? When it says, ‘Do not forget’ (Deut 25:19), forgetting of the mind
is [already] stated. Therefore, what do I do with ‘remember’? That it should be taught with your
mouth.
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Or, perhaps even coveting through speech [might be included in the commandment], the Torah
teaches, ‘Do not covet the silver and gold that is on them and take [it] for yourselves’ (Deut
7:25). Just as over
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there it only applies once he does the deed, so too, here [in the Ten Commandments], it only
applies once he does the deed.
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Do not stray after your hearts’ (Num 15:39): This is heresy, as it is said, ‘And I find more bitter
than death the woman whose heart is snares and traps and her hands are shackles’ (Eccl 7:26),
and it says,
‘And the king will rejoice in God, everyone who swears by him will be glorified, for the mouths
of all those who speak falsehood will be stopped’ (Ps 63:12).
‘And after your eyes’ (Num 15:39): This is licentious behavior, as it is said, ‘And Samson said,
“Take her for me, for she pleases me”” (Judg 14:3).
‘That you go astray after them’ (Num 15:39): This is idolatry, as it is said, ‘And they went astray
after the Baal idols’ (Judg 8:33).
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But the king shall rejoice in God; all who swear by Him shall exult, when the mouth of liars is
stopped.

B. The Bavli: Sinful Thoughts
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Why was the portion of ritual fringes established as part of the recitation of Shema?

Yehuda bar Haviva said: The portion of ritual fringes was added because it includes five
elements including the primary reason for its inclusion, the exodus from Egypt (Melo HaRo 'im):
The mitzva of ritual fringes, mention of the exodus from Egypt, the acceptance of the yoke of
mitzvot, admonition against the opinions of the heretics, admonition against thoughts of the
transgressions of licentiousness, and admonition against thoughts of idolatry....

As it was taught: “After your hearts” refers to following opinions of heresy that may arise in
one’s heart. The Gemara offers a proof, as it is stated: “The fool said in his heart: ‘There is no
God’; they have been corrupt, they have acted abominably; there is none who does good”
(Psalms 14:1).
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“After your eyes,” in this verse refers to following thoughts of transgressions of licentiousness,
that a person might see and desire, as it is stated: “And Samson said to his father, ‘That one take
for me, for she is upright in my eyes’” (Judges 14:3).

“You shall stray after” refers to thinking of idol worship, as it is stated: “The children of Israel
again went astray after the Be’alim” (Judges 8:33).
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Thoughts of transgression are worse than transgression itself, and your mnemonic is the odor of
meat.
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Rav Amram says that Rav says: There are three sins from which a person is not spared each day:
Having sinful thoughts, and committing sins concerning deliberation in prayer, and uttering
malicious speech.
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“And Moses was angry with the officers of the host, ... (Numbers 31:14); Rav Nahman said that
Rabba bar Avuh said that Moses said to Israel: Perhaps you have returned to your original sinful
behavior, when you sinned with the daughters of Moab and Midian at Shittim? They said to him:
“Not one man of us is missing” (Numbers 31:49), we remain as wholesome in deed as we were.
He said to them: If so, why do you need atonement? They said to him: If we have emerged from
the grasps of actual transgression, we have not emerged from the grasps of thoughts of
transgression. Immediately, they decided: “And we have brought an offering before the Lord.”
The school of Rabbi Yishmael taught: For what reason did Israel in that generation require
tonement? Because they nourished their eyes from nakedness

C. Good Thoughts
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A man who had a seminal emission should think [the shema] in his mind, but he does not bless
before or after.
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Ravina said: That is to say, from the mishna that contemplation is tantamount to speech. As if it
would enter your mind that it is not tantamount to speech, then why does one who is impure
because of a seminal emission contemplate?
But what are you saying, that contemplation is tantamount to speech? Then, why does he not
utter the words with his lips? As we found at Mount Sinai.
And Rav Hisda said that the opposite conclusion should be drawn from the mishna:
Contemplation is not tantamount to speech, as if it would enter your mind that contemplation is
tantamount to speech, then one who is impure because of a seminal emission should utter Shema
with his lips.
But what are you saying, that contemplation is not tantamount to speech? If so, why does he
contemplate? Rabbi Elazar said: So that a situation will not arise where everyone is engaged in
reciting Shema and he sits idly by.
But let him study another chapter [and not specifically Shema or one of the blessings? Rav Adda
bar Ahava said: It is fitting that one engage in a matter in which the community is engaged.
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A good intention God conjoins. A bad intention, God does not conjoin, as it is said, ‘If I saw
iniquity in my heart, the Lord shall not hearken’ (Ps 66:18). Then what do I do with ‘Hearken, O
land’ (Jer 6:19)? What do I do with ‘Behold I am bringing evil upon this nation, the fruit of their
intentions’ (Jer 6:19)? Rather, an intention that produces fruit, God conjoins with the action; an
intention that does not produce fruit, God does not conjoin with the deed.

D. Intention and Teshuva
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And Rabba bar Hinnana Sava said in the name of Rav: One who commits an act of transgression
and is ashamed of it, all of his transgressions are forgiven. Shame is a sign that one truly despises
his transgressions and that shame has the power to atone for his actions (Rabbi Yoshiyahu Pinto),
as it is stated: “In order that you remember, and be embarrassed, and never open your mouth
anymore, because of your shame, when | have forgiven you for all that you have done, said the
Lord, God” (Ezekiel 16:63).
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R. Simeon b. Yohai says, “If a man was righteous his entire life but at the end he rebelled,
he loses the whole, for it is said, ‘The righteousness of the righteous shall not deliver him in
the day of his transgression’ (Ezek. 33:12).
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R. Simeon b. Laqish said, “This is one who renounces his prior good deeds.”

“And even if one is completely wicked all his life but repents at the end, he is not
reproached with his wickedness, for it is said, ‘And when a wicked man turns back from
his wickedness and does what is just and right, it is he who shall live by virtue of these
things’ (Ezek. 33:19)” [T. Qid. 1:13-15].

Said R. Yohanan, “Not only so, but also all the transgression that he committed are deemed
righteous deeds.”
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Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai says: Even if one was completely righteous all his life and he rebelled
by sinning at the end of his life, he loses his early merit, as it is stated: “The righteousness of the
righteous shall not deliver him on the day of his transgression” (Ezekiel 33:12). And similarly,
even if one was completely wicked all his life and repented in the end, he is no longer reminded
of his wickedness, as it is stated [in the continuation of the verse]: “And as for the wickedness of
the wicked, he shall not stumble over it on the day that he turns from his wickedness.”
But [this individual] should at least be like one whose acts have been half sins and half merits
(why, then, is he pronounced guilty)? Reish Lakish said: one who regrets all the initial mitzvot
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E. Teshuva: Thoughts or Deeds in Medieval Thought:
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What are the circumstances that demonstrate that one has completely repented? Rav Yehuda said: For
example, the prohibited matter came to his hand a first time and a second time, and he was saved from
it, thereby proving that he has completely repented. Rav Yehuda demonstrated what he meant: If one
has the opportunity to sin with the same woman he sinned with previously, at the same time and the
same place
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What is complete repentance? He who once more had in it in his power to repeat a violation, but
separated himself therefrom, and did not do it because of repentance, not out of fear or lack of
strength. For example? One who knew a woman sinfully, and after a process of time he met her again
privately, and he still loving her as theretofore, and he being in a state of potency, and the meeting is in
the same land where the sin was first committed, if he parted without sinning, he has attained complete
repentance.
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And our Rabbis, may their memory be blessed, said (Yoma 86b), "Who is the penitent whose
repentance reaches the Throne of Glory? When he is tested and comes out clean at the same time in
the same place and with the same woman." [This is] meaning to say, when the sin avails itself to him,
he is at the height of his impulse and his might is in the muscles of his belly like the first moment
when he sinned; but he conquered his impulse and escaped from the iniquity due to his fear of God
and the greatness of his fright. But for the one to whom it has not availed itself in this manner, he
should augment his fear of God on a daily basis all of his days. And when he has reinvigorated the
strength of his fear enough to conquer his impulse with this strength and his power over the power of
the desire - does not the Examiner of hearts understand and the Fashioner of his soul know that if a test
would come to him and it be like the first [situation], that he would save himself from his impulse? So
behold that in front of God he is on the highest level of repentance.
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