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The Law of Return: Explorations of Repentance in the Homiletical
Midrashim
Sarah Wolf

This thesis explores the theological implications of the rabbinic treatment of repentance
in the major collections of homiletical midrashim (Pesikta Rabbati, Pesikta deRav
Kahana, Midrash Tanhuma-Yelamdenu, Shemot Rabbah, Bemidbar Rabbah, and
Devarim Rabbah). Through analysis of representative texts through close reading, I have
uncovered some of the rabbis’ notions about repentance and how those notions shaped
their concept of God and God’s relationship with the world. [ have divided this thesis
into five chapters including the introduction and conclusion. In Chapter One, I discuss
the main theological assumptions on which the concept of teshuvah is based, namely, that
human beings have free will and God rewards and punishes middah keneged middah, but
that teshuvah is the process by which people can avoid divine punishment. In Chapter
Two, 1 explore the greatness of the power of repentance to supersede God’s laws and
subvert the natural order of the world. In Chapter Three, I discuss the limits to teshuvah
and the relationship between God’s attributes of justice and mercy. I then conclude with

some final thoughts and lingering questions on the subject.
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Rabbi Yudan in the name of Rabbi Lazar [said): There are three things that annul the
decree, and they are these: tefillah, tzedakah, and teshuvah. All three of them are in one
biblical verse, “And My people, upon whom My name is called, shall humble themselves
and pray, seek My face and turn back from their evil ways, and I shall hear from the
heavens and I shall pardon their sins and I shall heal their land™ (Il Chron. 7:14). “And
they shall pray,” this is sefilluh. “And they shall seek My face,” this is 1zedakah, as it is
written, I, in righteousness [b 'tzedek], shall behold Your face™ (Ps. 17:15). “And they
shall turn back from their evil ways,” this is teshuvah. What is written there? “And |
shall hear from the heavens and I shall pardon their sins” (Pesikta deRav Kahana 28:3).'

A simple assertion, a simple prooftext. From a single biblical verse, the
midrashist creates an entire theology of repentance. It is so natural, so seamless that it
looks like it is the only possible interpretation of the verse. And yet, the message is so
outrageous that by the time the rabbinic adage makes it into our High Holy Day liturgy, it

has been toned down. God makes decrees of punishment that can be annulled by human

behavior? Well, perhaps these three acts do not "Y2V21)," nullify the decree, but just

"TIPTIN YI NN PPAYN,” cause to pass the severity of the decree. The interpretation

of the verse has been changed. The path between biblical verse and midrashic message is

not fixed, but it is deliberate. Michael Fishbane explains that poesis is a fundamental

1. All translations and punctuation in the Hebrew text are mine.
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characteristic of rabbinic midrash, by which he means “the fact that rabbinic exegesis is
always *made,’ that in every exegetical act is a conscious construction of meaning
through the verbal conditions of Scripture. Indeed, for rabbinic culture, the sense of
Scripture is never predetermined; rather, everything depends on creative readings of the
inherent, God-given possibilities.”™ One layer of midrash is, as Fishbane suggests, to
interpret the biblical text. At the same time, however, the rabbis have particular lessons
to impart and ideas to get across that they artfully support with Scriptural prooftexts. The
interplay of the rabbinic agenda, the eisegesis, and the desire to uncover God's message
in the text, the exegesis, reveals as much about the rabbinic mind as it does about the
meaning of a biblical text. This paper seeks to explore the theological ideas that underpin
the rabbis™ process and product of midrash by taking a single subject, teshuvah, and
studying its treatment in one class of midrashim, the homiletical midrashim.

The concept of teshuvah is ripe for this sort of discussion. Although its roots are
in the Bible, the model of repentance that we have today is very much a product of the
rabbis, so we can see how the meanings of biblical texts are shaped and transformed by
midrash. As one of the primary vehicles of communication between God and people, it is
also a rich topic theologically. Some of the primary assumptions about God and His’
relationship with people, particularly in His role as Creator and Judge, hinge on what
teshuvah is and how it functions.

I chose the homiletical midrashim both as a way to limit the scope of this paper,

2. Michael Fishbane, The Exegetical Imagination (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1998) 2,

3. Although a plurality of gendered and gender-neutral ways of referring to God
would be preferable, in the rabbinic imagination God was almost always He.
Therefore, this paper will refer to God with masculine pronouns.




but also because many of the most important and interesting discussions of repentance
are found in these collections. The homiletical midrashim are not tied to explicating a
section of Torah line by line like halakhic (or exegetical) midrashim; instead, they often
use the opening line of a sidra and then sermonize on the subject. The major collections
are Pesikta deRav Kahana and Pesikta Rabbati, which include homilies for the festivals
and special Sabbaths; Midrash Tanhuma-Yelamdenu,! which covers the whole Torah;
and Shemot Rabbah, Vayikra Rabbah, Bemidbar Rabbah, and Devarim Rabbah. These
collections were all composed in Eretz Yisrael between 400 and 1000, with Vayikra
Rabbah as the earliest and Bemidbar Rabbah as the latest. Because several of these
collections contain parallel material and circulated in various forms for centuries, it is
difficult to say with any certainty what the dates of composition are.’

In the world of midrash, almost every possible answer can be found, and any
number of contradictory interpretations suggested. Nevertheless, the rabbis did have a
coherent theology that can be detected when analyzing a range of texts. As Jacob
Neusner argues, “An encompassing intellectual system governs and animates, a structure
functions and imparts coherence to the details... a cogent analytical program governs,
actively and affectively shaping data that it chooses into compelling demonstrations of

6

fundamental propositions about God and what he wants and does.” I have chosen

4. Midrash Tanhuma-Yelamdenu exists in several different forms. In this paper,
“Midrash Tanhuma” refers to the Buber edition, and *Yelamdenu™ refers to Tanhuma
B, the material that is no longer extant but appears in Yalkut Shim’oni and was
identified by J. Mann. See H.L. Strack and Gunter Stemberger, Introduction to the
Talmud and Midrash (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996) 303-304.

5. Ibid. 288-311.

6. Jacob Neusner, The Theological Foundations of Rabbinic Midrash (Lanham:
University Press of America, Inc., 2006) xxi.




midrashim that are representative of the major themes and propositions found in this
body of literature. [ have attempted to draw from all of the major homiletical collections
and have chosen specific texts that not only demonstrate the common theological issues
that are found throughout the midrashim, but also exhibit particularly interesting methods
of interpretation and composition. A careful analysis of the midrash’s form as well as its
content also reveals rabbinic theology. The act of creating midrash, as an “elongation of
scriptural speech through the exegetical imagination[,] rencws the world and gives it
divine meaning. With this attitude Judaism elevates the creative act of interpretation to a
type of imitatio dei.””’ Appropriately, teshuvah itself is an act of creation in partnership
with God. As the process by which human beings restore the balance of divine and
human will and reconcile with God, repentance “marks the recovery of the world as God
wanted it to be.™ Thus by composing midrashim about teshuvah, the rabbis not only
exhort the people to engage in this act of reparation and (re)creation through the message
of the homily, but also through the medium, a prime example of creative communion

with God.

7. Michael Fishbane 2.
8. Jacob Neusner 106.




Chapter One: Laying the Groundwork

The rabbinic notion of teshuvah, like the rabbinic creation of midrash, is firmly
rooted in the biblical text. Jakob Petuchowski suggests that aithough “teshuvah™ is a
rabbinic term, the rabbis “did not originate the concept. Perhaps they did not even
significantly "deepen’ it. 1 fail to see that anything the Rabbis said on the subject of
teshuvah was not already contained, if only in germinal form, in Hosea's loving and
impassioned plea, ‘Return, O Israel. unto the Lord thy God, for thou hast stumbled in
thine iniquity’ (Hosea 14:2).™ This famous exhortation is, according to Petuchowski, the
foundation of the concept of teshuvah and the basis of numerous midrashim on the
subject. It is also misleading. From this verse we might assume that the rabbis are
primarily concerned with understanding how Israel (or individuals) are to return to God.
What does it mean to “repent?” How does one achieve it? Certainly, the rabbis outline
certain acts that constitute teshuvah, from confession to restitution of property, but, for
the most part, the midrashim are not instructions but exaltations. Their subjects are not
people, but HaKadosh Barukh Hu. The main agent of repentance, however paradoxical,
is God. The homiletical midrashim, then, are the rabbis” attempts to understand God’s
reasons and methods for creating, allowing, and accepting teshuvah. In searching out the
mysteries and intricacies of teshuvah, the rabbis actually enact their own sort of teshuvah,
a turning towards and appreciation of the God who makes repentance possible.

Petuchowski lays out several fundamental assumptions about teshuvah. First, by

definition, *“feshuvah presupposes both man’s capacity to sin and his ability to right the

9. Jakob Petuchowski, “The Concept of ‘Teshuvah’ in the Bible and the Talmud,”
Judaism 17 (1968), 175.




wrong.”'® In other words, human beings have free will, as well as the inclination to do
evil and the inclination to do good. This assumption is no surprise to us, as it was no
surprise to the biblical and rabbinic authors. Petuchowski defines sin as “rebellion
against God™" and the ability to right a such a wrong against God as the “daring
presupposition of teshuvah.”"* Sin also results in an estrangement from God, so teshuvah
is, literally, a “turning back™ towards God.

Jacob Neusner notices the parallelism in the rabbis’ conception of sin and
repentance. “Sin forms an act of willful rebellion against God, so repentance, the
opposite, forms an act of willful contrition, balancing the act of rebellion with one of
regret and resolve to atone.”” In another parallel, this time between a human act and a
divine act, the rabbis believe in middah keneged middah, measure for measure, or the
doctrine of reward and punishment."! This notion is clearly exhibited in the book of
Deuteronomy, for instance, in chapter 11: “If then, you obey the commandments that I
enjoin upon you this day, loving Adonai your God and serving Him with all your heart
and soul, I will grant the rain for your land in season, the early rain and the late™ (Deut.
11:13-14). To a certain extent, the rabbis accept this biblical concept as part of their own

theology. Thus, in Vayikra Rabbah, we read
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10. Ibid.

11. Ibid. 176.

12. Ibid. 177.

13. Jacob Neusner 91.

14. Steven T. Katz, “Man, Sin, and Redemption in Rabbinic Judaism™ in The
Cambridge History of Judaism: Volume IV. The Late Roman-Rabbinic Period, ed.
Steven T. Katz (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006) 933.
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Another interpretation: “If your brother has sunk low™ (Lev. 25:25): Thus it is
written, “Many times He saved them, but they were rebellious in their counsel,
and so they sank low because of their iniquity™ (Ps. 106:43). In the days when the
judges judged, Israel served idols and were enslaved by [foreign] kingdoms, and
they repented and were redeemed, and again served idols and were enslaved by
foreign kingdoms and repented and were redeemed. How far [did Israel sink]?
Two Amoraim {disagree]. One said, “Until they were impoverished of mitzvot,”
and the other said, “Until they were stripped of their property, until not one of
them had sufficient means in his hand to bring even a poor person’s offering, as it
says, “And if one is poor [dal] and his means are not sufficient...” (Lev. 14:21).
There are eight names for the poor: ani, evvon, misken, rash, dal, dach, mach,
helekh. “Ani” is as the meaning of “evyon,” who longs for everything. *“Misken,”
that he is despised by everyone, as it says, “A poor man’s wisdom is scorned™
(Ecc. 9:26). *“Rash,” [dispossessed] of property, “dal,” stripped [m duldal] of
property, “dach” [because] he is crushed—he sees a thing and cannot eat it, he
sees a thing and cannot taste it, he sees a thing and cannot drink it; “mach,”
[because he is] low before everyone like a kind of low threshold. Accordingly,
Moses wamed Israel “If your brother is in straits (vamuch)....” (Vayikra Rabbah
34:6)

Here, the rabbis explicitly link each human act with a divine response: Israel’s idol
worship and their subsequent subjugation to foreign nations, Israel’s repentance and
God’s subsequent redemption. It is also possible to read it as one continuous
“action-chain:” Israel’s punishment brings them to repentance, which then leads to God's

redemption. As Neusner puts it, “Sin precipitates punishment, whether personal for




individuals or historical for nations, punishment brings about repentance for sin, which,
in turn, leads to atonement for sin and, it follows, reconciliation with God.”” The
biblical counterpart to this system is described in Deuteronomy, chapter 30. *“When all
these things befall you—the blessing and the curse that I have set before you—and you
take them to heart amidst the various nations to which Adonai your God has banished
you, and you return (v 'shavta) to Adonai your God... then Adonai your God will restore
your fortunes and take you back in love™ (Deut. 30:1-3). Thus it is implied that Israel
will sin, be punished through curses including dispersion, and then will repent and be
taken back by God.

The midrash from Vayikra Rabbah also hints at two more possible theological
suppositions. First, by comparing the Israelite individual’s poverty with the people

Israel’s punishment, the author implies that a person becomes poor because of his sins.
Although the verse from Leviticus does not mention sin, it is linked by the word 713>

to the phrase from Psalm 106, which clearly attributes Israel’s lowliness to its iniquity.
In this reading, the midrash is brought to answer the question we might ask of the biblical
text: why do God's laws include the expectation of poor Israelites? God has not yet
brought His chosen people to the Promised Land and already the Torah lists rules about
how to deal with future social ills. Ultimately, the midrashist is asking why God would
allow such misfortune to befall His people. The list of eight words for “poor”
emphasizes God’s apparent neglect or, even worse, cruelty. With each definition, we see

another image of poverty, from a lack of property, to the isolation of the poor, to

15. Neusner 99.




complete misery, and finally, to the climax of the list, the term in question, “JR,” the

lowest of thresholds. The one who is “vamuch™ is the one lying on the ground, with
everyone else stepping over him. How can this be? The midrashist offers one answer,
that God sends misfortune as punishment for sin.

There is, however, another possible interpretation. The whole verse from
Leviticus is, “If your kinsman has sunk low and has to sell part of his holding, his nearest
redeemer shall come and redeem what his kinsman has sold” (Lev. 25:25). There are two
parallel acts described in the commandment: the Israelite’s sinking into poverty and his
kinsman'’s raising him back up by buying his property. Similarly, Psalm 106 is a retelling
of Israel’s wanderings in the wildemess, emphasizing the many times Israel disobeys
God but is then saved from total destruction. The verse cited in our midrash states the
theme of the psalm: “Many times [God] saved them, but they were rebellious in their
counsel, so they were brought low because of their iniquity” (106:43). Nevertheless, the
psalmist quickly raises the people up again, saying, “When [God] saw they were in
distress, He heard their cry. And He remembered His covenant with them, and relented
in His great kindness™ (Ps. 106:44-45). The midrashist then takes this psalm’s historical
view of Israel and God's rollercoaster relationship and extends it through the period of
the judges, another example of Israel’s sinking low and being redeemed time and time
again. The original quotation from Leviticus is cast in a new light; now the
commandment to redeem a kinsman’s land when he has fallen into poverty is equated
with God’s redemption of Israel after they have sunk low because of their idol worship.

If Israel is commanded to redeem a kinsman who has been brought low, then perhaps

10




God too is obligated to redeem one who is in straits because of his or her transgressions.
Ironically, the midrash portrays God as both the agent of a person’s poverty as
punishment for sin, and as the One responsible for alleviating the person’s misfortune.
This interpretation, of course, begs the question about whether God is doing His duty. If
God is supposed to save His people from distress, why are there so many words for
“poor,” why are there so many poor people? The only possible answer the midrash gives
us is that God has designated human beings to be the agents of each other’s redemption.
But would such a “hands-off” image of God have satisfied the rabbis? Does it satisfy us?

The examples given in our midrash clearly belie this sort of non-interfering God.
Over and over, God is described as saving Israel from annihilation, no matter how
terribly they stray. It seems that teshuvah and reconciliation are built into the
divine-human relationship. The famous midrashic statement that teshuvah is one of the
seven things created before the world attests to repentance’s integral place in God’s
plan.'® As C.G. Montefiore writes, “As God chose to create man frail and liable to sin,
the only thing for God to do was to aid him to repentance and to be ever ready to forgive
him.™" In some sense, the cycle of reward and punishment is fixed, even for God. This
issue of God’s *playing by the rules” will come up again and again in the midrashim, as
we shall see.

In many midrashim like the ones discussed above, repentance is the consequence

of punishment. While it is still the human beings’ choice to repent, God makes it an

16. See, for example, Bereishit Rabbah 1:4, Midrash Tanhuma Parashat Naso, Siman
19,

17. C.G. Montefiore, “Rabbinic Conceptions of Repentance,” The Jewish Quarterly
Review, Vol, XVI, January, 1904: 229-230.

11




“offer they can’t refuse.” The people are made to regret their transgressions, if for no
other reason than because they are now being made to suffer for them, and the only way
to end their suffering is to do teshuvah. The rabbis, however, also conceive of other
possible configurations of the cycle of sin, punishment, repentance, and redemption or
reconciliation. In particular, while the common Deuteronomic system of reward and
punishment is found in the homiletical midrashim, the rabbis also offer a more lenient
version of God's retribution. Punishment can be delayed and, most radically, avoided
completely.

One recurring theme in the homiletical midrashim is the notion of God’s delaying
actions, especially divine retribution, in the hope that the transgressor will repent. For
instance, God gives the Torah to Israel in the third month after leaving Egypt (Ex. 19:1)
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So as not to give the nations of the world an opening to say, “If God had also
given the Torah to us, we would have done it.” God said to them, *“See in which
month I gave the Torah, in the third month, under the constellation of twins, so
that if Esau the wicked had wanted to convert and repent and come learn Torah,

he could have come and learned and I would have accepted him. Accordingly, it
was given in the third month...” (Pesikta deRav Kahana 12:20).

Here the rabbis ask of the biblical text, why was the Torah given in the third month after
y'tziat mitzrayim? A simple answer might be that the number three is commonly used in
folklore and myth, as the three little pigs, the genie’s three wishes, and the three magi

will attest. In the scientific world, too, three is a stable, complete number, just as the

12




triangle is the two-dimensional shape that can be made with the fewest number of sides
and three legs are needed to hold up a table. In biblical Judaism, the number three is
associated with the patriarchs, the age of maturity, at which an animal may be sacrificed
and a tree’s fruit is no longer forbidden, and the number of pilgrimage festivals, among

others. The rabbis too use the number three to denote completeness, for instance, the
famous sayings from Pirke Avot declaring that “TNRIY ODiyN ©M1aT NYidW Dy.»

Thus perhaps three is the appropriate number of months to wait before the Israelites have
matured, like the sacrificial animal, to receive the Torah.

The rabbis, however, are not content to leave this detail as a mere literary device,
but also imbue it with theological significance. The three months are a symbol of God’s
mercy, in that God waits a significant amount of time after the exodus to give Esau time
to repent so that they can receive the Torah along with Israel. And why three months?
Because God further encourages Esau to repent by choosing to give the Torah in the third
month, under the “constellation of twins,” which would surely be an auspicious time for
both Esau’s and Jacob’s descendants to receive the Torah. It is telling, and a bit ironic,
that God is portrayed as using astrology to try to guide Esau to repentance, as if God
Himself would or could not influence Esau, but that the influence of the constellations
might be used. (Of course, the fact that Esau does not repent demonstrates the limited
power of the stars to control or affect events.) The rabbis here seem to be a bit
ambivalent about the implications of God’s intervention in Esau’s teshuvah. God does
not overtly compromise the people’s free will, but the reference to the constellation hints

that perhaps human decisions can be influenced by heavenly guides. At the very least,

13




God makes it not only possible, but relatively easy, for Esau to repent.

More commonly, the postponed action is destruction or calamity. The rabbis,
clearly uncomfortable with biblical portrayals of God as wrathful and merciless, attempt
to mitigate God's destructive acts by introducing this notion of the postponement of

punishment.
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“Make for yourself an ark of gopher wood” (Gen. 6:14). Rabbi Huna said in the
name of Rabbi Yose, “God waited one hundred twenty years for the generation of
the flood to repent, but they did not. When God told Noah, “Make for yourself an
ark of gopher wood,” Noah went and planted cedars. And they [the people]
would say to him, “Noah, what are these cedars for?” Noah would say to them,
“Thus has God told me [to do] because He is bringing a flood to the world, and
He told me to make an ark so that I and my children will be saved.” But they
would laugh at him. When the cedars grew and he cut them down, they said to
him, “Why did you cut down those cedars?” and he would answer them as with
this matter [as before]. He began to make the ark, and they would say to him,
“What is this ark for?” and he would answer them as before. Why all this? God
said, “Perhaps they will repent; when they see the planting of the cedars and the
making of the ark, maybe it will break their hearts.” But they did not repent, and
they would laugh and mock him. Since they did not repent, God said to Noah,
“Go, you and your household, to the ark” (Gen. 7:1). Immediately He “wiped out
everything that existed” (Gen. 7:23). (Midrash Yelamdenu, Yalkut Talmud Torah,
Bereishit Ot 31)

14




Again, the number mentioned is significant. One hundred twenty is most commonly
known in the Torah as the span of Moses’s life. It is also mentioned right before the
story of the flood, when God sees the b 'nei Elohim take human wives and declares, “My
breath shall not abide in humankind forever, since he too is flesh. Let his days be one
hundred twenty years” (Gen. 6:3). Even today it is considered the symbolic age of a full
life, as we wish people on their birthdays “ad meah v'esrim.” In addition, one hundred
twenty is three (already a special number) times forty, the number associated with the
time it takes for an entire generation, like the generation of the wilderness, to die. Thus,
paradoxically, God waits both one lifetime and three generations for the people to repent.
At face value, the author of this midrash is praising God’s patience and forbearance in
waiting such a long time before sending the flood. However, both Moses and dor
hamidbar die before they are granted the redemption of entering the Promised Land.
Perhaps, then, the midrashist’s use of the number one hundred twenty is a foreshadowing
of the ultimate doom of dor hamabul and dor hamidbar.

The time span is also necessary for Noah’s role in this midrash. Unlike the
biblical version, in which God tells Noah to build an ark and he immediately does as he is
instructed (Gen. 6:22), the midrashic Noah tries to save his fellow human beings from the

flood. Like the biblical account, Noah does not say anything in response to God's

command. Instead, Y1 MY TAY ;191 XY NN 0 NYY' MY NDRY N

".ON N Curiously, it appears as though Noah ignores God’s instructions to build the ark

and instead begins planting cedar trees. It it not clear why Noah plants cedars, since they

are not mentioned in the biblical text, although perhaps gopher wood has some
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connection to cedars that is lost to us now. In any case, the choice is appropriate since
cedars are symbols of strength, height, goodliness, and purification in the Bible. For
instance, cedar wood is used in the purification sacrifices for the leper and for the ritual
of the red heifer (Lev. 14 and 19). The midrash explains further that cedar is used
because it is the tallest of trees, representing the leper’s haughtiness (B’midbar Rabbah
19:3). Cedar wood’s beauty and fineness is demonstrated by its use in the building of
both the First and Second Temples (I Kings 5 and Ezra 3). Cedars also have a special
relationship with God, as several poetic passages in the Tanakh call them “God’s trees”
or describe God Himself planting them (Isa. 41:19, Ps. 80:11, Ps. 104:16). It is possible,
then, that the midrash implies that when Noah plants the cedars, he is responding to
God’s wishes, even though the text does not explicitly say so.

Noah plants “God’s trees,” which take a long time to grow, not only to prolong
the building process, but to give the people a hint of what is to come. Noah, who in the
biblical text seems to make no effort to save his fellow human beings, is now portrayed
as a sort of prophet who warns the people of their destruction. The people react with
three questions, “Why are you planting these cedars?,” “Why did you cut them down?,”
and “Why are you building an ark?” but each time, the people fail to heed Noah’s

explanation. Finally, the author asks a fourth question, “Why all this?"" and this time God
answers, saying, ".D22 72¥’ YDIN NNN NP ONIRD NIPVI WYD" God’s

answer is enigmatic; why would seeing the planting and the building in themselves,
without the accompanying explanation of Noah's actions, break the people’s hearts and

lead them to repentance? It is possible that God means that Noah’s planting of the trees
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and using them to build the ark will elicit the proper questions and thus lead the people to
fear God’s punishment and repent. It is also possible, however, that God’s explanation is
again a reference to the symbolism of the cedar. The tall, haughty cedar is cut down and

made into an ark, just as the unrepentant people need to be *‘cut down to size.” If the

people do not heed the warning, "D IR 12W M P." Perhaps God is hoping that

the people will "DA2 NN 113" s0 that God will not have to break it for them in

punishment. Unfortunately, in contrast to the long period of God’s patience, the people
do not repent and are “immediately wiped out.”

In the cases cited above, those who have transgressed do not do teshuvah in time
to escape God’s wrath. But what happens when one repents before her opportunity to do
so is lost? The following midrash demonstrates this component of the rabbinic treatment

of the way teshuvah can operate:
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Another interpretation of “Return, Israel, unto Adonai your God.” [it can be
compared] to a prince whose friend said to him, “In the future, your father is
going to punish you and put you in prison, and deliver you into the hand of slaves,
and kill you with famine, and at last, you will return and plead with him, and he
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will accept you. Rather, if you listen to me, do the last thing first and go to him
and plead with him; he will accept you and you will be rewarded [by exemption
from] the punishments. Thus Hosea said to Israel, know that God is going to
punish you, as it is said, “On them I will pour out My wrath like water” (Hos.
5:10); and deliver you to the government, as it is said, “Their officers shall fall by
the sword because of the stammering of their tongues” (Hos. 7:16); and [kill you
with famine, as it says] “‘and ] shall take My new grain in its time and My new
wine in its season” (Hos. 2:11); and afterwards, after you come and plead with
him, listen to me, call out and repent so that you will not be smitten and you will
be rewarded [by exemption from] the punishments—Return, O Israel (Pesikta
Rabbati 44).

Here the cycle of transgression, punishment, repentance, and reconciliation is still
assumed to be operating, except now, the prince’s clever friend has found a way to skip
the most unpleasant stage. The prince’s friend assumes, rightly, that teshuvah is the key
to gaining God’s pardon. Furthermore, it appears that punishment is only exacted in
order to motivate the sinner to repent and not as a measure of justice or to deter the sinner
from further transgression, as we might consider judicial punishment today. If this is so,
then if one can repent before being punished, there is no need for any retribution at all.
This midrash also hints at a more extreme benefit of teshuvah. The prince’s

friend uses a strange term to describe what will happen if the prince repents before he is
punished. He says, "THW21N NIONWUN T2aPN XiNY,” “He will receive you and you
will be rewarded [by exemption from] the plagues.” While the phrase is difficult to
translate, the use of the word "T1NDNYY" may allude to the rabbinic notion that teshuvah

is so powerful, it actually makes God count your sins as merits (BT Yoma 86b). Thus,
the penitent prince not only avoids punishment, but is also rewarded with merit.
The notion of God’s “boundedness” to a fixed system of repentance and

forgiveness is problematized in a humorous example of Balaam and the ass:
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“Then Adonai uncovered Balaam’s eyes [and he saw the angel of Adonai
standing in the way]” (Num. 22:31). Had he been blind? [No], it was to inform
[him] that the eye too is under [God’s] control. “And he bowed and prostrated
himself to his nose™ (ibid.) because [the angel] spoke with him, “And the angel of
Adonai said to him, ‘Why have you beaten [your ass these three times]?’”
(22:32). And was it for the ass’s satisfaction [of wrongs done to it] that the angel
had come to ask from his hand? Rather, he said to him, “If for the ass, which has
neither merit nor the covenant of the Patriarchs, I was commanded to ask for
[satisfaction] from your hand for her humiliation, how much more so [am I
commanded] for a whole nation that you seek to uproot, which has merit and the
covenant of the Patriarchs.” “It is I who came out as an adversary, for the errand
is obnoxious [to me]” (ibid.). *“Yarar” (‘“obnoxious™) stands for “var ‘ah, ra’atah,
nat 'tah” (“she feared, she saw, she shied away”). Another interpretation of
“varat:” using atbash, “shield.” *“And when the ass saw me {she shied away
because of me those three times. If she had not shied away from me,] you are the
one I should have killed, while sparing her” (22:33). From this, you learn that
[the angel] killed the ass. Balaam said to the angel of Adonai, “I have sinned”
(22:34) because he was a cunning wicked person who knew that nothing stops
divine retribution except for teshuvah, and that anyone who sins and then says “I
have sinned,” the angel has no authority to touch him. “[I have sinned] because I
did not know [that you were standing in my way.] If you still disapprove, I will
turn back” (ibid.). [Balaam)] said to him, “I did not go until God told me, ‘Rise up
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and go with them’ (22:20) but you say that I should go back!” Thus is [God’s]
practice. Did He not thus tell Abraham to sacrifice his son, and then afterwards,
“An angel of Adonai called out and said, “Do not send out your hand [against the
boy]”? (Gen. 22:12). He is accustomed to say something and have the angel
reverse it. Now He says to me, “Go with them” but now [I say], “If you
disapprove, I will turn back.” The angel of Adonai said to Balaam, *‘Go with the
men’ (22:35) since your portion is with them and your end is to perish from the
earth.” “So Balaam went on with Balak’s dignitaries” (ibid.) teaches that just as

they were happy to curse [Israel], so was he happy [to curse Israel] (Bemidbar
Rabbah 20:15).

At first, it seems as though Balaam has managed to take advantage of the “fixedness™ of
teshuvah to avoid punishment. Balaam’s scheme is juxtaposed with the opening
discussion of uncovering Balaam’s eyes. If God has control even over a person’s sight,
then surely God cannot be tricked into pardoning a wicked person who insincerely
repents. The rabbis seem to be arguing against the idea that teshuvah is an outward act,
an “opus operatunt”'® that does not require inner transformation. In the end, Balaam will
be rightfully punished in spite of his confession of sin.

The introduction of the angel, however, complicates the relationship between the
power of divine and human acts. This midrash asserts the unusual notion that, to
Balaam’s advantage, the angel is powerless to harm a person who has repented. Even
more outrageous, the angel also has the power to overturn God's decisions. This
assertion serves to explain God’s apparent inconsistency in first allowing Balaam to go to
Balak and then getting angry at him for going. God tells Balaam to go with Balak’s
officers, but the angel stops him from going. Nevertheless, in the end, the angel does not
completely reverse God’s decree, but harmonizes the two instructions by telling Balaam

to go with the men because he will share their punishment. In other words, Balaam is

18. C.G. Montefiore 226.

20




ordered to go with them as punishment for having gone in the first place. Ultimately, the
angel’s role in this midrash is parallel to the role of teshuvah: it is an extra factor
mediating between human transgression and God’s response. Yet in both cases, the
rabbis cast these elements as fixed according to certain rules of operation that are
ultimately under God’s control. Balaam may be right that teshuvah can avert
punishment, but it must be true repentance. The angel may have first reversed God's
instructions, but in the end serves God’s purpose.

The rabbis appear to be trying not only to explain apparent theological problems,
for instance, how God can change God’s mind, but also to understand God’s various and
sometimes contradictory aspects. God who patiently waits for one hundred twenty years
for the world to repent then immediately sends the flood to destroy the earth. God who
metes out reward and punishment middah keneged middah also forgives and does not
exact retribution for sins. This second paradox of God’s superseding justice with almost
absolute mercy is, along with the threat of punishment for sin, the rabbis’ major argument

for people to do teshuvah. For instance, we read in Pesikta deRav Kahana:
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R. Levi and R. Yitzhak. R. Levi said: God said to Jeremiah, “Go, tell Israel to
repent.” He went and told them and they said to him, “Our rabbi, Jeremiah, how
are we to repent, how are we to face God [lit. “with which face shall we come
before God?”’]? Have we not angered Him and provoked Him? Do not the same
mountains and hills where we worshiped idols endure? *“On the mountaintops
they sacrifice, etc.” (Hos. 4:13). “Let us lie down in our shame, let our disgrace
cover us, etc.” (Jer. 3:25). He [Jeremiah] came before God and told him thus, and
He said to him, Go and say to them, ‘Did I not cause to be written thus for you in
My Torah, “And I will set My face against that person and I shall cut him off
from among his people” (Lev. 20:6). Have I ever done so to you? Rather, “I will
not let My face fall on you [be angry at you], for I am compassionate, says God; I
do not bear a grudge forever” (Jer. 3:12). R. Yitzhak said: God said to Jeremiah,
“Go and tell Israel to repent.” He went and told them, and they said to him, “Our
rabbi Jeremiah, how are we to repent, how are we to face God? Have we not
angered Him and provoked Him? Do not the same mountains and hills where we
worshiped idols endure? *“On the mountaintops they sacrifice, etc.” (Hos. 4:13).
“Let us lie down in our shame, etc.” (Jer. 3:25). He went and told God thus, and
God said to him, “Go and say to them, ‘If you come, is it not to your father in
heaven that you come? For “I am a Father to Israel, Ephraim is My firstborn’”
(Jer. 31:9) (Pesikta deRav Kahana 24:16).

The characteristics of this midrash that are immediately apparent are the length, detail,
and repetition of the language. Jeremiah's every move, every coming and going, is
recorded. The fact that there are two versions of virtually the same story in a row
compounds the feeling of extending the story. This drawing out mirrors one of the
themes of the text, the role of time. In both versions of the story, the peoplie point to the
mountains and hills, symbols of longevity if not eternality, as reminders of their sin. If

the mountains still stand, then so does the memory of their idolatry. Yet God, who is

truly eternal, tells them, "O2WD MONX N, “I may be eternal, but my anger is not.”
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Both God’s grudge and the mountains (Y1) are not as enduring as God’s mercy. As

we read this detailed account, God is patiently waiting for the people to repent.

The protracted style of the language is also parallel to the sense of height evoked
in the midrash. The people want to “lie down” in shame next to the high mountains of
their disgrace. They are afraid to face God, but God reassures them that God will not

allow His face to “fall” on them. Likewise, in R. Yitzhak's version of the story, God

replies to the people’s request to lie down and be covered over, as if in a grave, with N2"

"IN ONX DAYV DN I8N Instead of being buried in the earth, God tells the

people that if they repent, they will actually be going up to their Father in the heavens.
Finally, the repetition in the story also suggests how difficult it is for God and the
prophets to convince people to repent; the prophets need multiple attempts and multiple
arguments to coax the people to turn back to God. Yet when they do, God is certainly
going to accept them.

Similarly, also in Pesikta deRav Kahana, there is a series of examples of God’s

pardon, each ending with the rhetorical question >NJ2pP M09 v Nwn”

"192PN PN DONIWM (24:11). The list includes the most notorious sinners of the

Bible, from Ahab to Menasseh to the Ninevites, and proves how each were given a harsh
decree of punishment that was not carried out because of their repentance. The
overriding message is, of course, that if these terribly wicked people can be pardoned
because of their teshuvah, so can Israel. There should be no doubt that God will accept

us too.
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God’s mercy reaches even further than giving sinners the opportunity to do

teshuvah and avoid punishment. God actually teaches people how to repent. We read:
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“Good and upright is Adonai; therefore He teaches sinners the way” (Ps. 25:8).
They asked Wisdom, “The sinner, what is his punishment?”’ She said to them,
“Evil pursues sinners” (Prov. 13:21). They asked Prophecy, “The sinner, what is
his punishment?” She said to them, “The person who sins, she will die” (Ezek.
18:4). They asked Torah, “The sinner, what is his punishment?” She said to
them, *“He shall bring a guilt offering and it shall make expiation for him.” They
asked God, “The sinner, what is his punishment?” He said to them, “He shall
repent and it shall make expiation for him,” as it is written, “Good and upright is
Adonai, etc.” (Ps. 25:8). R. Pinhas said: Why is [God] good? Because He is
upright. Why is He upright? Because He is good. Therefore, “He teaches
sinners the way™ (Ps. 25:8), that is, he teaches sinners the way to do teshuvah.
Accordingly, Hosea warns Israel and says to them, “Return, O Israel” (Hos. 14:2)
(Pesikta deRav Kahana 24:7).

In this famous conversation between these major characters of Scripture, God radically
overrides the opinions of His own sources, Wisdom, Prophecy, and Torah, and
unequivocally declares the power of teshuvah to wipe out a person’s wrongdoing.
Curiously, although the question is “what is the sinner’s punishment,” halfway through,
the midrash answers a slightly different question. Wisdom and Prophecy actually name

punishments, but Torah and God name acts that will bring about expiation. It could be
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that the midrashist is likening sacrifice and repentance to punishment, alluding to the fact
that true repentance is not only difficult, but often painful. Otherwise, the punishments of
misfortune and death may be considered expiatory just as sacrifice and teshuvah are.
Teshuvah thus replaces punishment, as we saw in several of the midrashim above. God
is **good and upright™ because He shows sinners how to repent and thus avoid suffering
and death. Paradoxically, the way that God teaches is through the prophet Hosea, who
warns Israel to repent, even though Prophecy herself declares death as the punishment for
sin. Incidentally, the fact that each of the authorities that God overrules, Wisdom,
Prophecy, and Torah, are all personified as female should not be overlooked. These first
three female characters are superseded by the last three male characters, God, R. Pinhas,
and Hosea, who has the last word. It is perhaps ironic that these feminine characters
represent din while the men represent rahamim, but even these powerful feminine voices
are overshadowed by their male counterparts.

God has created this process of teshuvah to allow people to avoid punishment and
become reconciled to God after having transgressed. God teaches the people how to
repent. God is sure to accept anyone's sincere repentance and forgive her. And finally,
the homiletical midrashim assume that God must do so in order to maintain the integrity
of the teshuvah system. When Menasseh, the sinner par excellence, is under attack and

prays to his idols for help and receives none, he finally recognizes God's existence and

prays
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Master of the world, | have called out to all of the gods of the world and I know
that there is nothing to them. Master of the world, You are the God of all Gods
and if you do not answer me, I will say, perhaps, God forbid, all Beings are alike.
God said to him, *This wicked person by right I should not answer for you have
angered me; however, so as not to lock the door to penitents, so that they may not
say, ‘Behold, Menasseh asked to do teshuvah but was not accepted,” accordingly,
I will answer you....” (Devarim Rabbah 2:20; similar version found in Pesikta
deRav Kahana 24:11).

Here God explicitly recognizes the tension between justice and mercy, saying, in effect,
“If I were to follow what justice dictates, I would not answer you, but for the sake of
compassion for future penitents, I will have mercy and answer yvou.” It is important to
note that God’s compassion is not necessarily for Menasseh, but for future sinners. God
is accepting Menasseh’s teshuvah so that in the future, people will not be discouraged
from seeking reconciliation with God. It is also interesting that the people are pictured to
say, “Menasseh asked to do teshuvah but was not accepted” rather than “Menasseh did
teshuvah but was not accepted.” This wording suggests that if God makes it His duty to
always accept repentance, perhaps God still has some freedom in determining whether a
person can repent at all. We will discuss this in greater depth later, but suffice it to say
that in this case, the implication is that once a person successfully does teshuvah, God
must accept it.

Thus far, we have seen that the rabbis assume that people have free will and can
choose to do good or evil and can choose to repent when they have sinned. God
generally rewards and punishes according to human acts, and the punishments or the

threat of punishment serve as motivators for people to do teshuvah. By including the
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threat of punishment rather than actual punishment as a stimulus for repentance, the
rabbis find one explanation for why all sinners are not immediately punished for their
transgressions. We are still left, however, with questions about the relationship between
retribution and teshuvah. Do people do teshuvah without the aid of fear of punishment?
Does punishment have functions or reasons other than inspiring repentance? In other
words, if God is just, then is punishment not only a means to an end, but an end in itself
as the natural, fair consequence of human sin?

On the other hand, once people successfully do teshuvah, God will almost
certainly accept it and be reconciled to them. God has an interest in preserving the
possibility of teshuvah for future generations, even if it means putting aside justice and
allowing the most wicked to repent as well. If teshuvah allows God to favor rahamim
over din, then what is the value of justice? We shall see in the upcoming chapters if
justice provides any limits to the access to teshuvah and pardon.

Finally, the rabbinic treatment of teshuvah in the homiletical midrashim seems to
assume that God is in some way bound by a fixed system of repentance. This, of course,
raises the question of how an omnipotent God can be limited in any way. It also suggests
that we must take a closer look at the relationship between God and God's laws or
principles. If God can set aside strict judgment in favor of accepting one’s teshuvah, then
to what extent does God set aside other values or even specific laws for the sake of

another competing value? Does teshuvah trump all?
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Chapter Two: "NWN DY NN MY
“So Great is the Power of Repentance”

In Chapter One, we saw how the rabbis conceived of the cycle of sin, punishment,
repentance, and reconciliation as a fixed system by which even God is bound. In this
way, God's acceptance of teshuvah is taken for granted as a necessary and regular step in
the process. Now we move to another conflicting rabbinic supposition, the uniqueness of
teshuvah and the unique way in which God responds to teshuvah.

The first major theme we encounter in the homiletical midrashim is the contrast
between how people behave and how God behaves in response to sin and repentance.

God, the ultimate Judge, metes out a different sort of justice than human courts do:
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“For My plans are not your plans and [My ways are not your ways]” (Is. 55:8), for
the robber who is judged before the executioner, in the beginning he reads his
charge and then he strikes him and then he puts him in prison and then he places
the furcilla [a torture device] on him, and then he is taken out to be put to death,
but God is not so; rather, in the beginning [God] reads the charge of the tribes:
“And now they go on sinning and make for themselves molten images” (Hos.
13:2). And then [God] strikes them: “Ephraim is stricken, their stock is withered”
(Hos. 9:16). And then He puts them in prison, “Ephraim’s wrongdoing is bound
up, [his sin is stored away]” (Hos. 13:12). And then {God] places the furcilla on
them: “Samaria must bear her guilt [or “be laid waste”], for she has defied [her
God]” (Hos. 14:1), and then [God] causes them to return in repentance, “Return,
O Israel” (Hos. 14:2) (Pesikta deRav Kahana 24:10).
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We begin with the human judge and executioner and see what the rabbis imagine the
“normal” process of putting a criminal to death to be: the defendant is read his charge,
struck, put into prison, tortured, and finally put to death. The punishments leading up to
the execﬁtion may be part of the person’s sentence, or each affliction may be

administered to trv to force a confession from the convicted person or to prevent him

from recanting a confession. Jacob Neusner translates "N27279 1 Y1) 79 MNY" as

“then he puts a bit in his mouth [so that he cannot retract his confession]....”"

A parallel
midrash from Yalkut Shim’oni offers a different explanation of the relationship between

confession and the furciila, saying,
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“During the time that he resists, he is smitten. When he confesses, he gets the furcilla.
But God is not so; rather, until he confesses, he gets the furcilla, [but] he who confesses
receives pardon” (Yalkut Shim'oni, Mishlei, Remez 961). Thus, both the executioner
and God want the criminal to confess, but for very different reasons. The executioner
uses the confession to justify further afflicting the person and then putting him to death.
God does the opposite, using the physical punishment to motivate the criminal into
confessing so that God can pardon him. While repentance per se is not mentioned,
confession is a major component of teshuvah, so we can conclude that this midrash is

another example of God’s use of punishment as a way to bring sinners to repentance.

19. Jacob Neusner, Pesigta deRab Kahana: An Analytical Translation. Volume I,
Piskaot Fifteen Through Twenty-Eight and An Introduction to Pesiqta deRab Kahana
(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1987) 103.
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We might have assumed from the opening quotation from Isaiah that the
description of human judgment and execution would be juxtaposed with a quite different
divine sentencing. Instead, by depicting God as following the same procedure as the
executioner, the midrashist heightens the drama; what appears to be exactly the same
procedure will have a radically different outcome. The prooftexts from Hosea liken

God’s punishment of Israel to the executioner’s punishment of the criminal. The author

cleverly uses the verse "D"IONX 1Y NIN" to prove Ephraim’s being “imprisoned” by

God. The correlation of torture with ")) MY OWNN" is more difficult to understand.

The furcilla is described as a device placed on a person’s shoulders,” in which case the
translation “Samaria shall bear her guilt” is appropriate, given the image of Samaria
literally “‘bearing™ her punishment. This wordplay, of course, does not occur in the
Hebrew. The phrase might also mean “Samaria shall be laid waste,” which might be
considered a punishment akin to torture. In any case, the tension builds as God follows

the executioner’s steps exactly until it is time for the people to be put to death.

Here we have the dramatic twist: God does not kill Israel, but )I¥NN"

"N2WN], causes or allows them to repent instead. We see that God uses the sentencing

system not to punish the sinner, but to encourage him to do teshuvah. We get the sense
that at every step of the way, if the person had repented, the rest of the steps would not
have occurred. Repentance, not death, is the whole purpose of the process. Punishment

leads to teshuvah, as we saw in Chapter One, which is really the outcome God desires.

20. Marcus Jastrow, Dictionary of the Targumim, Talmud Babli, Yerushalmi and
Midrashic Literature (New York: The Judaica Press, 1996) 1240.

30




The use of the phrase "N2YWN YPINN” is particularly significant. Because

the verb is in the causative, God clearly has an active role in Israel’s teshuvah. The use
of the hifil here is appropriate, since the formula of the midrash is to list what the judge
does to the person on trial. Thus, describing God as the agent who causes Israel to do

teshuvah fits the structure of the analogy. Surprisingly, the final prooftext for God’s
"NAWNI YN, “Return, O Israel,” is an exhortation to the people, not a prophecy

of what God will do to them. Even though God controls the process of punishment and
pardon, the people must do their part. As Jacob Neusner suggests, “God forgives sinners
who atone and repent and asks of humanity that same act of grace—but no greater. For
forgiveness without a prior act of repentance violates the rule of justice but also
humiliates the law of mercy, cheapening and trivializing the superhuman act of
forgiveness by treating as compulsive what is an act of human, and divine, grace.”” God
does not forgive without repentance, but He does help the people to repent.
In addition to punishing the people to move them to repent, God imbues teshuvah
with great power to make it easier for people to repent.
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21. Jacob Neusner Theological Foundations 102.
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Rabbi Yudah N’siah [ Yehudah haNasi] in the name of R. Yudah bar R. Simon: It
is the way of the world that when a person shoots an arrow, it goes one beit-cor or
[two) beit-corim, [but] so great is the power of teshuvah that it reaches all the way
to the Throne of Glory. R. Yose said: It is written, “Open for me [my sister]”
(8.S. 5:2). God said, “Open for Me an opening the size of a needle’s eye and 1
will open for you an opening [large enough] that encampments and siege engines
can enter through.” R. Tanhuma in the name of R. Hanina, {in the name of] R.
Aibu in the name of Resh Lakish [said]: Make teshuvah [for the time of] the blink
of an eye and “Know that [ am God™ (Ps. 46:11). R. Levi said: If Israel were to
repent for one day, they would be redeemed. What is the reason for [Scriptural
proof of] this? “[For He is our God and we are the people He tends, the flock in
His care,] Today, if you would hearken to His voice™ (Ps. 95:7). R. Yudah bar
Simon said: “Return, Israel, unto Adonai your God™ (Hosea 14:2), even if you
have denied the principle [of God’s existence]. R. Lazar said: It is the way of the
world that when a person stands and degrades his fellow in public, and after some
time comes to appease him, he says to him, “You have degraded me in public and
[now] you appease me between me and you? Go and bring the people in front of
whom you degraded me, and then I will be reconciled to you.” But, God is not
this way; rather, when a person stands and blasphemes and reviles [God] in the
marketplace, God tells him to repent “[even] between Me and you and I will
accept you” (Pesikta deRav Kahana 24:12).

The theme of the greatness of teshuvah is expressed here with examples on all planes: the
spatial, the temporal, and what we might call the qualitative. No place is too high or too
small for teshuvah to enter, whether it be the highest heavens where the Throne of Glory
sits or a needle’s eye. No moment, not even the amount of time it takes to blink an eye,
is too brief for teshuvah to bring redemption. And no sin is too terrible, not even the sin
of denying God’s existence, for teshuvah to bring a person back in reconciliation with
God. The power of teshuvah is so great that it overcomes the limits of time and space to

redeem even the worst of sinners.
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The end of the midrash moves from the subject of the greatness of teshuvah to
focus on the greatness and uniqueness of God. The author compares the human response
to repentance with the divine response. A person who has been wronged demands that
the sinner’s act of teshuvah match the sin, restoring the wronged one’s reputation as
much as possible by apologizing in public. In contrast, God is not interested in His own
reputation or sense of justice being done on His behalf; rather, God is interested in the
inner transformation of the sinner, represented by the private return to God that need not
be made public. The message is that God’s mercy is so great that teshuvah can be made
even for a brief moment, even for a terrible sin, and even without full reparation. It is
worth noting that people are described here as having a sense of justice that must be
satisfied in order to accept another’s repentance, while God is portrayed as almost wholly
merciful and ready to forgive and not concerned with the justice of requiring that the
teshuvah match the crime, so to speak. Justice is depicted as a human, not divine, need.

Even as God's response to teshuvah is distinguished from human ideas of
reparation, God is simultaneously cast as a humanlike actor in this relationship. The use
of the phrase “open for me” from the Song of Songs is telling. The speaker recounts a
dream in which her beloved comes to her at night and asks that she “open™ the door for
him. The Song of Songs, of course, has long been considered an allegory of the love
between God and Israel, but the use of this metaphor here is even more powerful. God,
the lover or husband, asks that Israel “Open for Me” a space, not for God to enter, but for
teshuvah to pass through. Teshuvah is the link between God and Israel, husband and
wife, the mediator that allows the relationship to endure.

The marriage metaphor is even more directly employed in prophetic texts that
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liken Israel’s idolatry to a wife's infidelity to her husband. The midrash below explores

teshuvah's role in the metaphor:
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Another interpretation [of “Return, Israel”]: Teshuvah is so beloved by God that
He nullifies His [own] words for teshuvah. How so? He wrote in the Torah,
“When a man takes a wife and cohabits with her and she does not please him...
and he writes a bill of divorce for her [...she leaves his house and becomes the
wife of another man; then the latter man rejects her, writes her a bill of divorce...
or the man who married her last dies. Then the first husband who divorced her
shall not take her to wife again, since she has been defiled—for that would be
abhorrent to Adonai...)” (Deut. 24:1-4). But God does not do so; even though
they [Israel] have abandoned Him and served another, [as it is written,] “And they
forsook Adonai and did not serve Him” (Judges 10:6), God said to them, “Repent
and come back to Me and I will accept you.” Jeremiah explained, “[The word of
Adonai came to me] saying, ‘If a man divorces his wife and she leaves him and
marries another, can he ever go back to her? Would not such a land be defiled?
Now you have whored with many lovers: can you return to Me?—says Adonai”
(Jer. 3:1). Come and [ will accept you-— “Return, O Israel, unto Adonai your
God™ (Pesikta Rabbati 44).

Again, the relationship between God and Israel is compared to that of a husband and
wife. Teshuvah is described as "N2AN" to God, suggesting that teshuvah is beloved to

God because it mediates between God and His beloved. Ironically, this humanlike

lover-God’s actions are contrasted with ideal human behavior, which is, after all, dictated
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by God! People who follow the law cited here are obeying God's instruction, but are less
godly as a result. God is less godly too, if that is possible, for when God asks Israel in
Jeremiah, “Can you return to Me?” He is not the omniscient deity asking a rhetorical
question, but is a betrayed husband, truly wondering if repair is possible. Rachel Adler
suggests that “the great innovation of the prophetic marriage metaphor is that it presents
God as an injurable other enmeshed in a danse macabre of reciprocal injury.™ In other
words, God, like an angry husband, responds to Israel’s transgressions with retaliation,
just as an angry spouse might react to his unfaithful wife. There is, however, another
possibility. God can break away from the “terrible symmetry of reciprocal injury” and
instead make possible “reciprocal generosity.”™ But in order to do this, God must break
the law. “‘Can you return to Me?—says Adonai” (Jer. 3:1). Come and I will accept
you— ‘Return, O Israel, unto Adonai your God.”” It is “the contradiction that tops all
contradictions: the metaphor that preserves the covenant breaks the law” (italics in
original).”* Teshuvah is both the repair of human transgression and an act of divine
transgression.

Ironically, God’s transgressive act is not without its own set of governing
principles. As we saw in Chapter One, the rabbis viewed God as somehow bound to
follow certain rules of teshuvah, particularly in order to promote the likelihood that a
person or people will repent. God can ignore His laws, but is compelled to abide by the
rules of teshuvah. The following midrash from Shemot Rabbah explores what

expectations come with God’s acceptance of teshuvah:

22. Rachel Adler, Engendering Judaism (Beacon Press: Boston, 1998) 160.
23. Ibid. 163.

24. Ibid.

35




2N VAT (N TRP) 1NN TOON IMIN NN AN T ON DD "
NN PY 9IND MIATR YA NN LY DY NNNN LLNDoHN DY M) DY
DY) IMNIY ,1OY DNINND NN NN NYIY RIN, MDY DIRD 2Y 1t
MMM OWIR VR DN M) "INy NN NN WY (/v e/
DNDY 22" N2 "ANTIN PYN MM DX TV O (N M) 1002 dND
"INN DY TONM PYA XA N SOY (') NI/ DY) 1IN "N9Y DRV
DPY AP DXNDNI MY SWIN N (3 /MY/ OVW) 10V dDND N
OO NYTY APN TINAN DWN NI MAY INN "INNINM DIND
(/2 Y/ DY) 'NIY INNNID NI WN BN QN IR DO DNNY
NYIN DY N 0N TN "DMIND MY DX INSM IPAN NN DTIRD”
PR "N DY TTN YA SION PN LIYY XY DND MUYD 12T WN
"XIND TNN M3 IR THYD MY (3 ="2 UNIMY= 2"Y) TNV DN
DNNY' (VY MY IMNIY ",N20PN" IRIPIY HNIW VR ".N200N o
WYY 29D " TINN NITOD YY" (R 7PHRY) "DMND NOOHN D N
" OTNRYN NN 9N (O 0MAT) MNIWY,0THYRD YR VYN IMN
Y'WAT 9D MK N ONM PN OONT OMDY YiPdd) NYN THYY 1PN
TN ,POW Y R XIND WY DNN DPMIN 00N DYDY NRDNHN)

"ION MIN PNN NN T ONX YN INRY

“And Moses said to Adonai, ‘See, You say to me [lead this people forward, but
You have not made known to me whom You will send with me]™” (Ex. 33:12).
Thus it is written, “At one moment | may say that a nation or a kingdom [shall be
uprooted and pulled down and destroyed, but if that nation that I spoke of turns
back from its wickedness,] I change My mind about the evil [that I had planned to
do]” (Jer. 18:7). What is meant by “at one moment I may say?” In the blink of an
eye I decree that a person should die, but if he repents, I change my mind about
him, as it says, “But if that nation turns back from its wickedness, [I change My
mind concerning the punishment [ planned to bring on it]” (Jer. 18:8). And who
are ‘they’? They are the Ninevites, of whom it is written, “Arise, go to Ninevah,
that great city” (Jonah 1:2). Why? “Because their wickedness has come before
Me” (ibid.), and it says, “Jonah started out and came into the city one day’s
distance [and proclaimed, ‘Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!]”
(3:4). What is written there? “And the Ninevites believed God [and declared a
fast]” and both people and animals wore sackcloth, and they said before Him,
“Master of the universe, the beast knows nothing, yet you merit it? Are we too
considered like beasts, as it is said, ‘No man or beast of flock or herd shall taste
anything’ (Jonah 3:7)?” Immediately, “Adonai regretted the evil that He had
declared to do to them and did not do it” (Jonah 3:10). The rabbis say, “At one
moment | may decree that a nation,” this [refers to] Israel, as it it said, “And who
is like Your people Israel, a unique nation on earth, [whom God went and
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redeemed as His people...]” (Il Sam. 7:23). “Or a kingdom” this refers to Israel,
which is referred to as “kingdom,” as it is said, “And you shall be to Me a
kingdom of priests” (Ex. 19:6). *“To uproot and pull down and destroy” (Jer.
18:7), accordingly that they did this deed that [God] sought to destroy them, as it
is said, “Let Me alone and [ will destroy them” (Deut. 9:14), but because Moses
stood and pleaded for mercy upon them, immediately God changed His mind.
[Moses] said before Him: Master of the world, You have filled Yourself with
mercy for them, You lead them up into the land and not by the hand of a
messenger, as it is written, “And Moses said to Adonai, ‘See, You say to me...””
(Ex. 33:12) (Shemot Rabbah 45:1).

We begin with the verse from Jeremiah that clearly explains how God operates: if God
decrees that a people should be destroyed for their sins, God will change His mind and
not carry it out if the people repent. The makhloket is over to whom this process applies.
First, the anonymous voice of the midrash gives the Ninevites as an example of a people

threatened by destruction who avoid it by making teshuvah. The rabbis disagree, arguing

that the “goy” and “mamlakhah™ to which Jeremiah refers in the verse 2¥ 72N ¥37"
"NoDPN DY M) is Israel, who, unlike the Ninevites, is explicitly called TNX )"

"NINA and "D NOYNN.” While the first example of the Ninevites is not rejected

outright, the second opinion seems to be the accepted one, not only because it is the
position of the majority, presumably, but because it then leads into the explanation of our
base-verse from Exodus, “See, You say to me, ‘Lead this people forward,” but you have
not made known to me whom You will send with me™ (Ex. 33:12). It is important to
note that the question of whether teshuvah is possible for the Gentiles is still an open
question. The story of Jonah seems to be irrefutable evidence that non-Jews can repent
and avoid punishment, but the rabbis are obviously uncomfortable with this idea. It is not

clear Why the rabbis would be reluctant to believe that God allows other nations to
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repent. It is possible that since the rabbis saw teshuvah as a mediating link between
people and the divine, they saw teshuvah as too powerful and precious a gift to share
with the other nations. Another possibility is that the rabbis saw the oppression by
foreign powers as such an egregious sin that their notions of justice could not include
God’'s pardoning the gentile nations. Either way, by applying the concept of God
reversing His decrees only to Israel, the rabbis highlight their people’s special status as
the Chosen People, but also bring attention to Israel’s misdeeds.

The prime example of God’s repeal of a decree to destroy Israel is, naturally, the
creation of the Golden Calf. The midrashist reminds us that God wanted to wipe out
Israel, but that Moses pleaded for the people’s pardon and God relented. The question
for the author of this midrash appears to be about what constitutes acceptance of teshuvah
and how God must act accordingly. In the Exodus version of the account, God’s
response to Moses's first plea for mercy on the people is ambiguous. First, Moses asks
God to kill him with the people if God is not going to forgive them (Ex.32:32), and God
rejects his request without directly confirming that the people will be forgiven by saying,
*He who has sinned against Me, [only] he shall be erased from My record”™ (Ex. 32:33).
God then continues, “Now, go, lead the people to where [ told you. Behold, My angel
shall go before you, but on the day of my accounting, I will make an account for their
sins™ (32:34). God then sends a plague upon the people (32:35). So far, it does not look
like God has forgiven Israel, but He has not completely destroyed them either. The
reason for the angel is made clear in the next chapter when God explains, *“I will send
before you an angel, and I will drive out the Canaanites.... But I will not go in your midst

for you are a stiff-necked people, lest I destroy you on the way” (34:2-3). God is keeping
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the promise to the Patriarchs but there is still a danger of the people being destroyed
because of their sin. The covenant is still standing, but only just.

This “gray area” between annihilation and reconciliation is not acceptable to
Moses or to the midrashist. If God is going to continue to be in relationship with Israel,
God cannot stay away and send an angel in His place. Moses points out, “See that this is
Your people.... For how shall it be known that Your people and I have gained favor in
Your eyes if You do not go with us...” (Ex. 33:13-16). In other words, if You are not
present, we cannot make a full return to You, we cannot truly repent. Moses reminds
God that He cannot partially pardon Israel; if teshuvah is possible, it must be fully
accepted. Jeremiah describes how God can decree a people’s destruction but change His
mind when they repent. The author of the midrash adds that God must nullify the decree,

and must do so completely, if the sinners repent. It is interesting to note that the rabbis
also see God’s very nature as changeable. Moses pleads with God who "N2N),” has
become filled or has filled Himself with mercy for the people, to lead them Himself.

Here, God is not by nature "DN XD YN,” but has decided to be filled with mercy

because of Moses’s plea. The rabbis have no trouble depicting a God who changes His
mind, but they subvert this very portrayal by laying down rules that require God to do so
under particular circumstances.

The rabbis encounter another problem when they accept that God sometimes
changes His mind, namely, how to know when God’s words will be fulfilled and when
they will not. The following excerpt from a midrash in Bemidbar Rabbah takes a

problematic phrase from the story of Balaam and Balak and offers a more complicated
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exploration of God's promises and their fulfillment.
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...“Rise, Balak, and hear; give ear unto me, son of Tzippor [lit. ‘his son is
Tzippor’]” (Num. 23:18). The two of them were maneh son of paras [half of a
maneh}, making themselves greater than their fathers. “God is not man, that he
lie [or a mortal to change His mind].” (Num. 23:19). [God} is not like flesh and
blood, for when flesh and blood acquires friends and then finds others who are
more desirable, he rejects the first, but He is not so. It is impossible for him to go
back on his promises to the Patriarchs, for, “Does He speak and not act, [promise
and not fulfill]?” (ibid.). He says that He will bring evils upon them, but if they
repent, he nullifies them, as is found written in the Torah, “Whoever sacrifices to
a god [other than Adonai alone] shall be proscribed” (Ex. 22:19). And they made
the calf and it was fitting to destroy them, and I would have thought [God] would
curse and destroy them, but shortly [after] they repented, God nullified [the
punishment], “And Adonai renounced the evil [He had planned to bring upon His
people]” (Ex. 22:14). And so it is in many places [in the Tanakh]... {(B’midbar
Rabbah 20:20, similar version in Midrash Tanhuma, Parashat Balak, Siman 21).

The author of this midrash notices that in Balaam's second prophecy, he calls Balak 12"

"9 instead of "NAY YA." The author interprets this textual variation to mean that

Balaam calls Balak, who is the son of Tzippor, “Balak, his son is Tzippor,” making Balak
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