What is Forgiveness
Dr. Quinn White, Rabbanit Leah Sarna

I. Getting The Phenomenon In View

What Forgiveness is zoz:
a) Justification

b) Excuse

c) Condonation

Central Question 1: What is it?

Central Question 2: Why forgive?

We’ll Consider three views:
1) The legalistic approach

2) The sentimentalist approach

3) The “tool for relationships” approach

IL. The Legalistic Approach
Talmud Bavli Yoma 23a

And Rabbi Yohanan said in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Yehotzadak: Any Torah
scholar who does not avenge himself and bear a grudge like a snake when insulted is not
considered a Torah scholar at all. The Gemara asks: But isn’t it written explicitly in the
Torah: “You shall not take vengeance nor bear any grudge against the children of your
people” (Leviticus 19:18)? The Gemara responds: That prohibition is written with

regard to monetary matters and not personal insults...

But does the prohibition against vengeance really not relate also to matters of personal
anguish suffered by someone? 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 remain happy in their suftering, about them the verse
states: “They that love Him be as the sun when it goes forth in its might” (Judges 5:31).
The Gemara responds that the prohibition against taking vengeance and bearing a
grudge indeed applies to cases of personal anguish; however, actually, the scholar may
keep resentment in his heart, though he should not act on it or remind the other person
of his insulting behavior. The Gemara asks: But didn’t Rava say: With regard to whoever
forgoes his reckonings with others for injustices done to him, the heavenly court in turn

forgoes punishment for all his sins? The Gemara answers: Indeed, even a scholar who is
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insulted must forgive insults, but that is only in cases where his antagonist has sought to

appease him, in which case he should allow himself to be appeased toward him.
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However, if no apology has been offered, the scholar should not forgive him, in order to

uphold the honor of the Torah.

This reflects an extremely influential approach to forgiveness. Roughly:

Forgiveness is waiving the moral debt incurred by wrongdoing

Here is Maimonides articulating a similar view (Teshuva 2.9-10):

Teshuvah and Yom Kippur only atone for sins between man and
God; for example, a person who ate a forbidden food or engaged
in forbidden sexual relations, and the like. However, sins between
man and man; for example, someone who injures a colleague, curses a
colleague, steals from him, or the like will never be forgiven until he

gives his colleague what he owes him and appeases him.

[It must be emphasized that] even if a person restores the money
that he owes [the person he wronged], he must appease him and

ask him to forgive him....

If his colleague does not desire to forgive him, he should bring a group
of three of his friends and approach him with them and request
[forgiveness]. If [the wronged party] is not appeased, he should repeat
the process a second and third time. If he [still] does not want [to
forgive him], he may let him alone and need not pursue [the matter
turther]. On the contrary, the person who refuses to grant

forgiveness is the one considered as the sinner....

It is forbidden for a person to be cruel and refuse to be appeased.
Rather, he should be easily pacified, but hard toanger. When the
person who wronged him asks for forgiveness, he should forgive him
with a complete heart and a willing spirit. Even if he aggravated and

wronged him severely, he should not seek revenge or bear a grudge.
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IIL. Rights and Wrongdoing

Lots of ways of getting more precise on this idea; here is one way, drawing on the work of Judy

Thomson:

1) We occupy a realm of rights—a world in which moral agents are bound together by relations of

rights

a) The basic form of such relations: A has a right against B that p; or B owes it to A that p.

Ex: I have a right against you that you not disrupt the zoom class.

You have a right against me and Leah that we be present and prepared.

b) To wrong another person is to violate such a right.

c) When aright is violated, there is “moral residue”—new rights to compensation

Ex: If you disrupt the class, you owe me an apology (I have a right....)

Ex: If I didn’t show, I'd owe you... (you'd have a right...)

d) Each of us has a kind of normative power over our rights.

Ex: I might open the class up to tull discussion and wazve my right to silence.

e) To forgive is to waive a subsidiary right to revenge or recompense.

Why do Teshuva and Yom Kippur only atone for sins between man and God? Why also forgive?

f) Because rights are bzipolar—they bind two agents

Ex: Leah’s right against me that I show I up (I owe it to Leah...)

Ex: And each of you has a right against me that I show up (I owe it to you...)

There are two moral relations at stake: that with God and with the wronged! To sets of

rights. So two forms of redress are needed.
Let’s put it all together:

Talmud Bavli Taanit 20a-b

An incident occurred in which Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi Shimon, came
from Migdal Gedor, from his rabbi’s house, and he was riding on a donkey
and strolling on the bank of the river. And he was very happy, and his head was
swollen with pride because he had studied much Torah.

He happened upon an exceedingly ugly person, who said to him: Greetings to
you, my rabbi, but Rabbi Elazar did not return his greeting. Instead, Rabbi
Elazar said to him: Worthless person, how ugly is that man. Are all the people

of your city as ugly as you? The man said to him: I do not know, but you
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should go and say to the Craftsman Who made me: How ugly is the vessel you
made.

When Rabbi Elazar realized that he had sinned and insulted this man merely
on account of his appearance, he descended from his donkey and prostrated
himself before him, and he said to the man: I have sinned against you; forgive
me. The man said to him: I will not forgive you go until you go to the
Craftsman Who made me and say: How ugly is the vessel you made.

He walked behind the man, trying to appease him, until they reached Rabbi
Elazar’s city. The people of his city came out to greet him, saying to him:
Greetings to you, my rabbi, my rabbi, my master, my master. The man said to
them: Who are you calling my rabbi, my rabbi? They said to him: To this man,
who is walking behind you. He said to them: If this man is a rabbi, may there
not be many like him among the Jewish people. They asked him: For what
reason do you say this? He said to them: He did such and such to me. They
said to him: Even so, forgive him, as he is a great Torah scholar. He said to
them: For your sakes I forgive him, provided that he accepts upon himself not

to become accustomed to behave like this.

What’s happening in this case?

IV. Why forgive?
Why Should We Forgive?

Because the debt is paid.
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Because the moral threat is gone—the need for revenge or to take recompense is gone.

Not an “option” to be exercised or not by the wronged party; if the conditions are met, the

wrongdoer has a right to be forgiven.

V. What’s Missing

Many people are happy with this picture; others think it is not only wrong but completely off on the

wrong foot.

What is missing from this picture of forgiveness?



Exodus 32

The LORD spoke to Moses, “Hurry down, for your people,
whom you brought out of the land of Egypt, have acted basely.
They have been quick to turn aside from the way that I enjoined
upon them. They have made themselves a molten calf and bowed
low to it and sacrificed to it, saying: “This is your god, O Israel,
who brought you out of the land of Egypt!””

The LORD further said to Moses, “I see that this is a stiffnecked
people. Now, let Me be, that My anger may blaze forth
against them and that I may destroy them,and make of you a

great nation.”

But Moses implored the LORD his God, saying, “Let not Your
anger, O Lord, blaze forth against Your people, whom You
delivered from the land of Egypt with great power and with a
mighty hand. Let not the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent
that He delivered them, only to kill them off in the mountains
and annihilate them from the face of the earth.” Turn from Your
blazing anger, and renounce the plan to punish Your people.
Remember Your servants, Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, how You
swore to them by Your Self and said to them: I will make your
offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven, and I will give to
your offspring this whole land of which I spoke, to possess
forever.”

And the LORD renounced the punishment He had planned
to bring upon His people.
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