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 Forgiving vs. Conceding  

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Ha’azinu; Shabbat Shuva 5775 

 

 Seminal influences on one’s life 

Have you ever thought about who or what has had the most profound influence on your 

outlook and personal philosophy? Is there someone—a parent, a teacher, a colleague, a 

mentor—whom  you quote more than others? Is there some line from a book, a movie, a speech 

that made such an impression you find yourself revisiting it again and again?  I have been 

studying Talmud for over fifty years, and I think that the insight that I have quoted more than 

any other in my Derashot, Shiurim and discussions with students and congregants is 

attributed to R. Chanina:1 

 

Berachot 33b 

R. Chanina … said: Everything is in the Hand of Heaven except the fear of 

Heaven,  as it says, (Devarim 10:12) “And now, Israel, what doth the Lord thy 

God Require of thee but to fear…“  

 

RaShI, d.h. HaKol BiYidai Shamayim explains: 

All that happens to a person is in the Hands of the Holy One,  Blessed Be He, 

e.g., whether one is tall or short, poor or wealthy,2 wise or foolish, light skinned 

or possessing a darker complexion, it is all in the Hands of Heaven. However, 

whether one is a righteous person or an evildoer, this is not in Heaven’s Hands, 

but rather this has been Placed in the hands of every individual, and he has 

been Presented with two paths (to be either good or evil), in the hope that he 

                                                           
1 R. Chanina is mentioned in the Talmud as the Talmid Muvhak (chief student) of R. Yehuda HaNasi, the 

editor of the Mishna. Since R. Judah the Prince was the last of the Tannaim (the scholars cited in the 

Mishna), R. Chanina is one of the first of the Amoraim  (those quoted in the Gemora). R. Chanina was held 

in incredibly high esteem by his teacher, as evidenced by the following anecdote: 

Avoda Zora 10b 

Antoninus  (the Ceasar with whom R. Yehuda HaNasi had an ongoing intellectual relationship) 

had a cave which led from his house to the house of Rebbi (Judah the Prince). Every time  [he 

visited Rebbi] he brought two slaves, one of whom he slew at the door of Rebbi's house and the 

other [who had been left behind] was killed at the door of his own house. Said  Antoninus to 

Rebbi: When I call let none be found with thee. One day he found R. Chanina b. Chama sitting 

there, so he said: “Did I not tell thee no man should be found with thee at the time when I call?” 

And Rebbi replied. “This is not an [ordinary] human being.” 
2
 This certainly was true in the relatively rigid, caste society in medieval Ashkenaz that informed RaShI’s 

experience. The possibility of rising above the economic situation of one’s family was highly unlikely. 
Within today’s American capitalistic society, however, there is far greater economic opportunity for even 
the average individual. Consequently this aspect of RaShI’s commentary appears contextual to his specific 
social experience. 
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will choose for himself the fear of Heaven (which will guarantee that he will 

make the proper choices).  

 

My commitment to the idea that everyone is a “free agent” and therefore engages in an 

exciting and original project of self-definition, using whatever qualities and abilities he 

has been given over the course of his entire life,3 has dominated my religious thinking 

from the time that I encountered R. Chanina’s formulation. 

 

Personal free choice with respect to the ethical correctness of our actions is a 

cornerstone of Jewish theology, at least according to some4 

RaMBaM goes to great lengths to explain that the assumption that we are the 

beneficiaries of true free choice is most fundamental to Judaism: 

 

RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Teshuva, Chapter 5, Halachot 4-5 

Halacha 4 

This is what is implied in the requests of the righteous and the prophets in their 

prayers, [asking] God to Help them on the path of truth, as David pleaded 

[Psalms 86:11]: "God, Show me Your Way that I may walk in Your Truth;" i.e., do 

not let my sins prevent me from [reaching] the path of truth which will lead me 

to appreciate Your Way and the Oneness of Your Name.5 A similar intent [is 

conveyed] by the request [Psalms 51:14]: "Support me with a spirit of 

magnanimity;" i.e., let my spirit [be willing] to do Your Will and do not Cause my 

sins to prevent me from repenting. Rather, Let the choice remain in my hand 

until I repent and comprehend and appreciate the path of truth.” In a similar 

way, [one must interpret] all the [verses] which resemble these. 

                                                           
3
 A comment in Ethics of the Fathers,   

Avot 2:4 
…Hillel said: … Believe not in thyself until the day of thy death”  

projects a similar sentiment.   
4
 While there are those thinkers and philosophers who maintain that all is predetermined and that human 

free choice is no more than an illusion, authorities like RaMBaM articulately disagree. 
5
 While instances are recorded in TaNaCh where free will is suspended from certain individuals, e.g.,  

Shemot 9:12   
And the Lord  Hardened the heart of Pharaoh, and he hearkened not unto them; as the Lord had 
Spoken unto Moses.   
I Shmuel 2:25 
If one man sin against another, God shall Judge him; but if a man sin against the Lord, who shall 
entreat for him?' But they hearkened not unto the voice of their father, because the LORD would 
slay them.   
II Shmuel 17:14 
And Avshalom and all the men of Israel said: 'The counsel of Chushai the Archite is better than 
the counsel of Achithofel.' --For the Lord had Ordained to defeat the good counsel of Achithofel, 
to the intent that the Lord might Bring evil upon Avshalom.  

these cases are considered the exceptions rather than the rule, and usually have to do with rulers and 
their decision making as it would affect the fate of the Jewish people in general and God’s Plans for them. 

http://www.chabad.org/16307#v11
http://www.chabad.org/16272#v14
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Halacha 5 

What was implied by David's statement [Psalms 25:8-9]: "God is Good and 

Upright, therefore, He Instructs sinners in the path. He Guides the humble [in 

the path of justice and] Teaches the humble His Way]"? That He Sends them 

prophets to inform them of the Path of God and to encourage them to repent. 

Furthermore, it implies that He Granted them the power to learn and to 

understand. This attribute is present in all men: As long as a person follows the 

ways of wisdom and righteousness, he will desire them and pursue them. This 

[may be inferred from] the statement of our Sages of blessed memory: "One 

who comes to purify [himself] is helped;" i.e., he finds himself Assisted in this 

matter.6 [A question may still arise, for] behold, it is written in the Tora 

[Beraishit 15:13]: "They shall enslave them and oppress them," [seemingly 

implying that] He Decreed that the Egyptians would commit evil. Similarly, it is 

written [Devarim 31:16]: "And this nation will arise and stray after the alien 

gods of the land," [seemingly implying that] He Decreed that Israel would serve 

idols. If so, why did He Punish them? Because He did not Decree that a 

particular person would be the one who strayed. Rather, each and every one of 

those who strayed to idol-worship [could have chosen] not to serve idols if he 

did not desire to serve them. The Creator merely Informed [Moshe] of the 

pattern of the world. To what can this be compared? To someone who says, 

there will be righteous and wicked people in this nation. [Thus,] a wicked person 

cannot say that because God Told Moshe that there will be wicked people in 

Israel, it is Decreed that he will be wicked.7 A similar concept applies regarding 

                                                           
6
 The assumption underlying this assertion is that repenting is too momentous a task for an individual to 

accomplish by himself. Therefore Divine Assistance will be necessary if repentance will be successful. 
However, the initial desire to repent must come from within the individual before such Assistance will be 
forthcoming. 
7
 Unfortunately this seemed to be the mindset of one of the most famous sinner in the Rabbinic tradition, 

Elisha ben Avuya, known as Acher (the other one; i.e., someone other than the observant scholar known 
by his original name) following his apostasy:  

Chagiga 15a 
After his apostasy, Acher asked R. Meir [a question], saying to him: What is the meaning of the 
verse: God hath Made even the one as  well as the other?  He replied: It means that for everything 
that God Created He Created [also] its counterpart. He created mountains, and created hills; He 
created seas, and created rivers. Said [Acher] to him: R. Akiva, thy master, did not explain it thus, 
but [as follows]: He Created righteous, and Created wicked; He Created the Garden of Eden, and 
Created Gehinnom.  Everyone has two portions, one in the Garden of Eden and one in Gehinnom. 
The righteous man, being meritorious,  takes his own portions and his fellow's portion in the 
Garden of Eden. The wicked man, being guilty, takes his own portion and his fellow's portion in 
Gehinnom… 
Our Rabbis taught: Once Acher was riding on a horse on the Sabbath, and R. Meir was walking 
behind him to learn Torah at his mouth. Said [Acher] to him: Meir, turn back, for I have already 
measured by the paces of my horse that thus far extends the Sabbath limit.  He replied: Thou, too, 
go back! [Acher] answered: Have I not already told thee that I have already heard from behind the 

http://www.chabad.org/16246#v8
http://www.chabad.org/8210#v13
http://www.chabad.org/9995#v16
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the statement [Ibid.  15:11]: "The poor will never cease to exist in the land." 

Similarly, in regard to the Egyptians, each and every one of the Egyptians who 

caused hardship and difficulty for Israel had the choice to refrain from harming 

them, if he so desired, for there was no decree on a particular person. Rather, 

[God merely] Informed [Avraham] that, in the future, his descendants would be 

enslaved in a land which did not belong to them. We have already explained 

that it is beyond the potential of man to know how God knows what will be in 

the future. 

 

Awareness of life’s basic choices informs an individual’s consciousness from his earliest 

moments 

The premise that decisions that determine whether one is righteous or not depend 

completely upon one’s freedom of choice, according to one Rabbinic source, is a concept with 

which a human being is confronted already  in utero! 

 

Nidda 30b 

R. Simlai delivered the following discourse…  

It (the fetus) does not emerge from there (the womb) before it is made to take 

an oath,8 as it is said, (Yeshayahu 45:23) “That unto Me every knee shall bow, 

every tongue shall swear”… 

What is the nature of the oath that it is made to take? “Be righteous, and be 

never wicked; and even if all the world tells you, You are righteous', consider 

yourself wicked. Always bear in mind  that the Holy One, Blessed Be He, is Pure, 

that His Ministers are Pure and that the soul which He Gave you is pure; if you 

preserve it in purity, well and good, but if not, I will Take it away from you.”    

 

With respect to Parashat Ha’azinu, the same R. Chanina offers an interpretation in Bava 

Kamma of a verse that serves as an important complement to his earlier statement in 

Berachot 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Veil: ‘Return ye backsliding children’ — except Acher (either because Acher’s sins were so grave, 
he no longer was afforded the opportunity to repent, or that Acher by nature believed that he was 
destined to be sinful and therefore repentance would never be an option for him). 
  
  

8
 R. Simlai also maintains that the fetus studies Tora prior to its being born into the world, therefore 

rendering all Tora subsequently studied as an exercise in déjà vu:  
Nidda 30b 
It is also taught all the Tora from beginning to end, for it is said, (Mishlei 4:4) “And he taught me, 
and said unto me: 'Let thy heart hold fast My Words, keep My Commandments and live'”  and it 
is also said, (Iyov 29:4) “When the Converse of God was upon my tent”…  As soon as it (the 
fetus), sees the light an angel approaches, slaps it on its mouth and causes it to forget all the 
Torah completely, as it is said, (Beraishit 4:7) “Sin coucheth at the door.”  

Familiarity with the Tora, even if only on a subconscious level, would also contribute to the development 
of an innate sensitivity to moral and ethical choices. 

http://www.chabad.org/9979#v11
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Devarim 32:4 

The Rock, His Work is Perfect; for all His Ways are Justice; a God of Faithfulness  

and without iniquity, Just and Right Is He.  

 

Bava Kamma 50a 

R. Chanina said: If a man says that the Holy One, Blessed Be He, is lax in the 

execution of justice, his life shall be outlawed… 

 

RaShi d.h. Vatran 

To not hold an individual accountable for all sins. 

Ibid. d.h. Yevatro Chayav 

 He will make his life and his body “ownerless” (vulnerable to harm) because he 

is instructing others to sin (based upon his philosophical outlook that no Divine 

Consequences will be forthcoming should a person transgress.) 

 

Consequently, along with God’s Granting us free choice, comes the responsibility to realize that 

our choices have consequences Orchestrated by the Divine. While doing the right thing earns 

reward, if as a result of an individual’s actions something untoward occurs, we are expected to 

recognize that those consequences could take the form punishments. In other words, in the 

end, we will be held accountable since the choices are always assumed to be ours.9 

 

R. Chanina’s Derasha in an unexpected context 

One Midrash associates this particular observation of R. Chanina with a surprising 

reference: 

 

Beraishit Rabba #67 

(Beraishit 27:34 When Eisav heard the words of his father, he cried with an 

exceeding great and bitter cry, and said unto his father: “Bless me, even me 

also, O my father.”) 

R. Chanina said: If a man says that the Holy One, Blessed Be He, is lax in the 

execution of justice, his life shall be outlawed, but rather He Is slow to Anger 

and Collects what is due Him. Yaakov caused Eisav to scream a single time, as it 

is said, (Ibid.) “When Eisav heard the words of his father, he cried with an 

exceeding great and bitter cry…” And where does He Collect from him (Yaakov)? 

In Shushan the capital (of Achashveirosh’s empire), as it is said, (Esther 4:1) 

“Now when Mordechai knew all that was done, Mordechai rent his clothes, and 

                                                           
9
 The principle, “Ein Shliach LeDvar Aveira” (there is no surrogacy when it comes to transgression—see for 

e.g., Kiddushin 42a and Bava Kamma 79a), i.e., one cannot offer an excuse that he was only “following 
orders”, is also a function of the recognition that even a soldier who is duty-bound to follow his superior’s 
commands, will be held accountable for what he does since he did have the option to disobey if he found 
the order morally reprehensible. Naturally this might result in other punishments, but at least the 
individual did not violate God’s Law.  



6 
 

put on sackcloth with ashes, and went out into the midst of the city, and cried 

with a loud and a bitter cry.”  

 

M.A. Mirkin (Midrash Rabba, Tel Aviv, 1956, p. 63) comments: 

 

With all of the personal animosity directed by ChaZaL towards Eisav and those 

like him, due to all of the terrible things that they (and their descendants) did to 

the Jewish people, the Rabbis could not overlook the anguish that he 

experienced simply as a human being, and in this instance, it is Eisav who was 

victimized (by Yaakov’s surreptitiously obtaining a blessing that Yitzchak had 

intended to bestow upon his twin brother)… it is not possible that whomever 

caused him this mental pain and frustration would not be punished for what he 

had done… 

 

The Midrash’s point appears to be that because God Insists upon a standard of true and 

consistent justice for the world that He has Created, even evil doers who will ultimately have to 

answer for their transgressions, nevertheless cannot be poorly and insensitively treated.10 While 

the delay between the original transgression and the resulting punishment can be 

considerable—between the time that Yaakov caused Eisav anguish and Haman attempted to 

exterminate the Jewish people @ 1500 years go by—and this could lead to someone thinking 

that there will never be a Divine Consequence, God’s Eternity should make one realize that just 

as He will eventually Give Reward, the same is true regarding punishment.11 Perhaps this is the 

meaning of the phrase in the Midrash, “Ela Ma’arich Apo VeGavei Dilai” (but He is slow to Anger 

and only then He Collects what is due Him). This is part of an overall Rabbinic perspective  that 

causing another individual pain as a result of questionable actions, particularly when the 

perpetrator is supposed to be an exemplary person Held by God to the highest standard of 

ethics and morality,12  will have to answer for his actions in one way or another.13  

                                                           
10

 The assumption underlying the prohibition against publicly displaying the body of an executed criminal 
Devarim 21:23 
His body shall not remain all night upon the tree, but thou shalt surely bury him the same day; for 
he that is hanged is a reproach unto God; that thou defile not thy land which the Lord thy God 
Giveth thee for an inheritance.  

is explained by RaShI to the effect that since all human beings regardless of how they behave are formed 
in God’s Image, therefore they must not be disparaged or disrespected, even if one extremely disagrees 
with the courses of action that they opt to take. 
11

 See e.g., VaYikra 19:16 RaShI d.h. Ani HaShem. 
12

 BaMidbar Rabba Parashat Balak #20 
…And because he (Moshe) did not carry out his responsibility with alacrity (when the Jews sinned 
with the daughters of Moav as described in BaMidbar 25:4-5, Pinchos interceded due to Moshe’s 
hesitation), no one knows where Moshe was buried (Devarim 34:6). This is to teach you that a 
person must be (a paraphrase of Yehuda ben Teima’s statement in Avot 5:20) as forward as a 
leopard, swift as an eagle, as quick as a deer and as mighty as a lion to carry out the Will of His 
Creator. From here you learn that God Is Particular regarding His Righteous Ones even to a hair’s 
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Justice as part of the symmetry of the universe 

I have always been intrigued by William Blake’s poem, “The Tiger”.14 The author notes 

that a fearful symmetry appears to inform the Creation, whereby both tiger and lamb are 

Created by the same Deity. Blake’s concept reminds me of the evocative verse from the 

Prophets that presents the theological problem of theodicy in poetic form:  

 

Yeshayahu 45:7 

I Form the light, and Create darkness; I Make peace, and Create evil; I Am the 

Lord, that Doeth all these things.15  

 

I think that the Midrash suggesting that Yaakov’s eventual offspring will have to answer 

for a hurt that their ancestor caused  their “uncle” during the biblical period reflects a different 

form of “fearful symmetry”—a concept that not only applies to the physical Creation, but to the 

blind application of justice as well.16 17  

                                                                                                                                                                             
breadth (i.e., virtually no margin for error is granted to those of whom God Expects moral and 
religious perfection).  

13
 The Talmudic anecdote cited by Ruth Calderon in her first presentation as a Member of Kenesset, 

serves to illustrate how this principle can be applied even when someone is under the impression that he 
is performing a Mitzva: 

Ketubot 62b 
R. Adda b. Ahabah, however, stated in the name of Rab: This is the view of R. Eliezer only. but the 
Sages ruled: Students may go away to study Torah without the permission [of their wives even 
for] two or three years.   Rava stated: The Rabbis relied on R. Adda b. Ahava and act accordingly 
at the risk of [losing] their lives. Thus R. Rechumi who was frequenting [the school] of Rava at 
Machuza used to return home on the eve of every Day of Atonement. On one occasion he was so 
attracted by his subject [that he forgot to return home]. His wife was expecting [him every 
moment, saying.] 'He is coming soon,  he is coming soon'  As he did not arrive she became so 
depressed that tears began to flow from her eyes. He was [at that moment] sitting on a roof. The 
roof collapsed under him and he was killed.  

14
 http://www.bartleby.com/101/489.html  

15
 This verse in turn served as the basis for the blessing that begins the Kabbalat Ohl Malchut Shamayim 

(acceptance of the Yoke of Heaven) section of the morning prayers: 
Baruch Ata HaShem, Elokeinu Melech HaOlam Yotzer Ohr U’Voreh Choshech, Oseh Shalom 
U’Voreh Et HaKol (Blessed Are You, our God, King of the Universe, Who Brings forth light and 
Creates darkness, Makes wholenss and Creates all things. 

12 
 

17
 RaMBaN states a similar idea regarding Avraham and Sara’s treatment of Hagar: 

(But Avram said unto Sarai: 'Behold, thy maid is in thy hand; do to her that which is good in thine 
eyes.' And Sarai dealt harshly with her, and she fled from her face.) 

http://www.bartleby.com/101/489.html
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Tora Temima challenges R. Chanina’s Derasha  from the perspective of the primary theme of 

this time of year 

R. Baruch HaLevi Epstein (Tora Temima on Devarim 32:4, #37) wonders how R. 

Chanina’s assertion that one must not attribute to HaShem laxity in carrying out Divine Decrees, 

jives with His Self-Description of Being Forgiving of human sin and transgression, as in:  

 

Shemot 34:7 

Keeping mercy unto the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity and 

transgression and sin…  

 

Micha 7:18 

Who is a God like unto Thee, that Pardoneth the iniquity, and Passeth by the 

transgression of the remnant of His Heritage? He Retaineth not His anger 

forever, because He Delighteth in mercy.  

 

R. Epstein offers two answers to the question he poses: 

 1) There is a difference between when a person already, even before he sins, harbors the 

expectation that he will not be punished once the transgression is commited, as opposed to 

someone who only after the fact hopes that he will be forgiven,18 

    and/or 2) Since RaShi d.h. Vatran mentioned that the person making this assertion 

believes that all sins will have no consequences (see p. 5), perhaps in the event that the 

individual thinks that only individual sins will be overlooked via forgiveness, this does not 

constitute viewing God as a “Vatran”.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
RaMBaN on Beraishit 16:6 d.h. VeTa’aneh Sarai VaTivrach MiPaneha 
Our Mother sinned by causing this affliction, and Avraham was also implicated by his allowing 
this to take place, and HaShem Heard her affliction and Gave her a son who would be a wild 
donkey of a man to afflict the offspring of Avraham and Sara with all manners of affliction. 

18
 Such an attitude is reminiscent of the individual described by the Tora in the following manner: 

Devarim 29:17-9 
Lest there should be among you man, or woman, or family, or tribe, whose heart turneth away 
this day from the Lord our God, to go to serve the gods of those nations; lest there should be 
among you a root that beareth gall and wormwood; and it come to pass, when he heareth the 
words of this curse, that he bless himself in his heart, saying: 'I shall have peace, though I walk in 
the stubbornness of my heart--that the watered be swept away with the dry'; the Lord will not 
Be Willing to Pardon him, but then the Anger of the Lord and His Jealousy shall Be Kindled 
against that man, and all the curse that is written in this book shall lie upon him, and the Lord 
shall Blot out his name from under heaven. 

The Mishna also recognizes such an attitude and predicts that it will lead a person to being punished: 
Yoma 8:9 
One who says, “I will sin and then I will repent; I will sin and then I will repent”, he will not be 
given enough time to repent. “I will sin and the Day of Atonement will atone”, the Day of 
Atonement will not atone (for him)… 
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R. Epstein’s answers describe how either being a “Vatran” is a function of the order in which an 

individual contemplates his violation of the law and subsequent pleas for forgiveness, or the the 

quantity of sins that one expects to be forgiven.  

 

A theological approach that seems to more profoundly address the difference between 

“Vitur” and “Selicha” 

In an essay entitled “Does the Almighty Make Concessions?”19 Prof. Avinoam Cohen of 

the Naftal-Yaffe Department of Talmud of Bar Ilan University suggests that there is a 

fundamental difference between “Forgiving” (Nesiat Avon; Selicha) on the one hand, and 

“Conceding” (Vitur) on the other. Here are the distinctions that he asserts distinguish these two 

mindsets: 

 

Forgiving  
1) is an act of pardoning, done after a transgressor has been tried, proven 
guilty, and convicted. Forgiveness commutes punishment. 
2) Forgiveness comes in response to the entreaty of a transgressor, who 
acknowledges having done wrong but requests that his sins be remitted so that 
he be spared punishment... 
  
Conceding: 
1) This means refraining from bringing to trial, passing up beforehand the right 
to judge a transgressor. Thus concession is made before judgment. A sinner 
wrongly believes that this is one of the Gifts the Holy One, Blessed Be He, 
Bestows upon His Creatures and that it is an admirable trait. 
2) The offender does not need to plead for forgiveness from the Creator 
because, according to this misconception, he will never reach the point of being 
tried and found guilty. 
3) Concession, therefore, is likely to encourage sin and transgression. It 
undermines the need for repentance and mars the notion of divine justice. 
 

The author’s resolution of the dilemma raised by R. Epstein, rather than focusing upon what the 
sinner thinks, involve conceptions of God, i.e., will He Demand acknowledgement of sin and a 
formal request for forgiveness, or can we assume that He will just Ignore what we have done?  
 
Conclusion 
 However one understands the error of attributing to God the appellation “Vatran”, this 
discussion once again illustrates the centrality of the relationship between a Jew and God with 
respect to his striving to improve and redress any wrongs that he may have committed over 
time. It would appear that the advocates of “Social Orthodoxy”20 will be unable to access any of 
this important dynamic in the process of human growth and improvement. 

 

                                                           
19

 Parashat Ha’azinu-Shabbat Shuva 5763, Sept. 14, 2002, Bar-Ilan University’s Parashat HaShavua Study 
Center, http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/haazinu/coh.html  
20

 http://www.commentarymagazine.com/article/the-rise-of-social-orthodoxy-a-personal-account/  

http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/haazinu/coh.html
http://www.commentarymagazine.com/article/the-rise-of-social-orthodoxy-a-personal-account/

