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Chapter XXIX: Acharei Mot (Lev. 16:1-18:30)

Essay 1. The deaths of the righteous atone
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There is a Midrash Rabbah:

Rabbi Chiya bar Abba said that on the first of Nissan, the sons of Aaron
died. Why do we mention their death on Yom Kippur? Rather, it teaches that
just as Yom Kippur atones, so too the deaths of the righteous atone. From
where [do we know] that Yom Kippur atones? As it is written, “For on this day
atonement shall be made for you [to purify you from all your sins; before the L-rd
you shall be pure].”! And from where [do we know] that the deaths of the
righteous atone? As it is said, “And they buried the bones of Saul [and of his
son Jonathan in Zela, in the territory of Benjamin, in the tomb of his father Kish;
and when all that the king had commanded was done,] G-d responded to the plea
of the land thereafter.”?

- Midrash Lev. Rabbah 20:12
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Question 1: It is necessary to investigate why [the author of the Midrash] asked from
where we know that Yom Kippur atones, for that “is [something you could] go learn in a
children’s school,” that a few times it is written in a parasha to atone for you.*

: English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
'Lev. 16:30.

211 Sam. 21:14.

3 This saying is found in Horayot 4a; Sanhedrin 33b; and Shevuot 14b.

4 In addition to Lev. 16:30, Yom Kippur is discussed at Lev. 16:34, Lev. 23:28 and Num. 29:11.
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Question 2: Also, it is difficult to understand if he already learned from the fact that
their death is mentioned at Yom Kippur that their deaths atone, what further need was there
for the verse, “G-d responded to the plea of the land.”

Question 3: Also, this verse was said more than 12 months after [Shaul] died,’ and how
do they find to deduce from it that the deaths of the righteous atone?

Question 4: Also, that at the end of the 11" chapter of tractate Sanhedrin entitled “All
Israel have a share in the World-to-Come,” it says, “When a righteous person passes from the
world, evil comes to the world.”® However, it is also brought there on the verse, “And on the
seventh day the waters of the Flood came upon the earth,”’ from here “Rav said: These were
the days of mourning of Methuselah; [and this is] to teach you that eulogies for the righteous
prevent calamities.”® So how can the Gemara say elsewhere that when a righteous person passes
from the world, evil comes to the world, if, as according to our words, the death of a righteous
person will bring goodness to the world and not bad, if his death effects atonement? Also, why
did they say that eulogies for the righteous prevent calamities, if we already brought out that
the death is an atonement for everything?
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It can be said that in the 8" chapter of tractate Yoma (86a) we find many distinctions
of atonement, that there are transgressions that are atoned for by repentance alone, and some
of them require repentance on the Day of Atonement, and there are those that require
sufferings or death, and there are also some distinctions between repentance out of fear and
repentance out of love.
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Here, the repentance that people do at the death of a righteous person is certainly a
repentance from fear, as evidenced by what was written in Hosea, “Come, let us turn back to
the L-rd: He attacked, and He can heal us; He wounded, and He can bind us up.”® This is as
the Rif'® explained there in his commentary on Ein Yaakov, Yoma 86b on the fact that Reish
Lakish said, “Great is repentance, as [the person’s] intentional sins are counted for him as
unwitting transgressions.”

5 Yevamot 78b—79a.

¢ Sanhedrin 113b.

7 Gen.7:10.

8 Sanhedrin 108b.

° Hosea 6:1.

10 This is not the earlier and more famous “Rif” [Rabbi Isaac Alfasi (1013-1103)], but rather Rabbi Josiah ben
Joseph Pinto (c. 1565—c. 1648), Syrian rabbi and preacher, a disciple of Rabbi Chaim Vital. He wrote Me'or Enayim
(Venice, 1643), a commentary on Rabbi Jacob ibn Habib's Ein Yaakov.
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From now on, the Midrash says that just as Yom Kippur completely atones for
negative commandments and the like after repenting from fear, as it says, “repentance
suspends [punishment] and Yom Kippur atones,” and as the Rif explained on the fact that:

Rabbi Matya ben Charash asked Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya in Rome: Have
you heard [the teaching that there are] four distinctions [in the process] of
atonement that Rabbi Yishmael would derive? He said to him: They are [not four
but] three [distinctions], and repentance is necessary with each one.

If one violates a positive mitzva and repents, he is forgiven even before he
moves [from his place, i.e. immediately]. . .

If one violates a prohibition and repents, repentance suspends [his
punishment] and Yom Kippur atones [for his sin] . . .

If one commits [a transgression that warrants] excommunication or [a sin
punishable by] death [from the earthly] court and then repents, repentance and Yom
Kippur suspend [his punishment], and suffering absolves [and completes the
atonement] . . .

But one who has [caused] desecration of [G-d’s] name, his repentance has
no power to suspend [punishment], nor does Yom Kippur [have power] to atone
[for his sin], nor does suffering [alone have power] to absolve [him]. Rather, all
these suspend [punishment], and death absolves [him] . . .

- Yoma 86b
It can also be said that repentance is more important than..., and see there at length,
where the Rif explains the words of the Gemara thus: because a person repented only out of fear,
he also needs the atonement of Yom Kippur.
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Thus the death of the righteous atones after the repentance made by the people of his
generation, even it is was from fear alone. But afterwards, [Rabbi Chiya bar Abba]
backtracks and questions, ‘From where do we know that Yom Kippur atones completely.’
Question 1 asked why Rabbi Chiyah would ask something that seemed obvious, but his intention
was to investigate whether Yom Kippur atones even after repentance from fear alone? Perhaps
[Yom Kippur] atones completely only specifically after the repentance from love. [Rabbi
Chiyah] solves this question by citing the verse, “For on this day atonement shall be made for
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you to purify you from all your sins; before the L-rd you shall be pure.” In this verse the
repetition is difficult, for [Scripture] could have said, “For on this day atonement shall be
made for you from all your sins,” and nothing more. What is the reason for the repetition of the
additional words “to purify you,” and why does [Scripture] return to say the conclusion, “before
the L-rd you shall be pure”?
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Rather, it should surely be said, according to the interpretation of the Rif there, that
if one transgresses a negative commandment and repents, [punishment] will be suspended
until Yom Kippur comes and atones for the transgression, as it is said, “For on this day
atonement shall be made for you,” the conclusion of the atonement is “from all your sins,”
but if the repentance was before G-d, that is from the heart and soul because, “the L-rd sees
into the heart,”!' that he repented with all his heart, then you will be cleansed with the
repentance utterly, and there is no need at all for the atonement of Yom Kippur.
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After this, he asked, “From where do we know that the deaths of the righteous atone.”
Granted, Yom Kippur is able to atone because the repentance precedes it and suspends the
punishment and afterward Yom Kippur atones. You can say that the deaths of the righteous
atone because after they die, the people return in repentance. l.e., they are so shaken by the
death of the righteous person, that they repent.

R 2 aXY 0373 12 Ay X2 Mmp o) me3 af a7ip 72wn2 2Y X2) Apyn X932 Runy np apiT ay e KXo
773 7792 12 PR 23 M29Y 1Y X7 XTI ] 190% N2yY 00119237 i) A7IR ARy ARivy apwnay meKn 1193
A0R 0937 01 Y

To what is this similar? To one who violated a negative commandment who did not
turn in repentance before Yom Kippur, and Yom Kippur did nothing for him. If he repents
after Yom Kippur, would you say that the repentance he has done now suspends his
punishment and the Yom Kippur that has passed atones? Surely not, for since the Day of
Atonement has already passed, he has no complete atonement until another Yom Kippur. So
why would death of the righteous atone, if the people don’t repent until after the death?

1T Sam. 16:7.
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Even here, in the death of righteous, granted, if the people had repented before their
death, then there would be a place for the death of the righteous to atone as does Yom Kippur.
But it’s impossible to say this, because the righteous person would not have died if the
generation had returned in repentance in his lifetime, for the soul of the righteous person is
seized for the guilt of the generation. If so, [the death of the righteous] is not at all similar to
Yom Kippur. This is why Rabbi Chiyah bar Abba asked Question 2: If we know from the mention
at Yom Kippur of the deaths of the sons of Aaron that the deaths of the righteous atone, why do
we need additional proof. The answer is that we see that there are distinctions between Yom Kippur
and the deaths of the righteous, as repentance comes first, in the case of Yom Kippur, but
afterwards, in the case of the deaths of the righteous. We do not have sufficient learning that the
death of the righteous atones, and he necessarily had to say that the repentance after the
death of the righteous was as effective as the repentance prior to Yom Kippur.
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Therefore, [Rabbi Chiya bar Abba] asks, How do we know that after their death, the
repentance of the generation is effective, something that isn’t true for Yom Kippur. As proof,
he brings Scripture that says, “And they buried the bones of Saul . . . ; and when all that the king
had commanded was done, G-d responded to the plea of the land thereafter.” Question 3 had
noted that this verse was said more than a year after Saul’s death, and asked how we could deduce
from it that the deaths of the righteous atone. Question 4 asked about the teaching that eulogies for
the righteous prevent calamities. From this verse, we hear that even though [the people]
certainly repented from fear of punishment—which was the famine that they’d already
suffered for three years'>—nevertheless, they were only answered after they buried the bones
of Saul and showed him kindness, as appropriate. We hear from this that the repentance was
only accepted because of the death of the righteous man, and even though the death of the
righteous man—that is, Saul—preceded their repentance, nevertheless since [their
repentance] preceded the burial it was sufficient. That is, we hold that the day of gathering

12 Chapter 21 of II Samuel tells of a three-year famine at the start of David’s reign. G-d explained this was a
punishment for Saul’s genocide of the Gibeonites, a remnant of the Amorites, whom Israel had promised to spare but
whom Saul had massacred. David asked the Gibeonites how he could make amends, hoping this would end the famine.
The Gibeonites asked for seven of Saul’s descendants to kill, and David turned them over. David later took the bones
of Saul, Jonathan and those killed by the Gibeonites and buried them in the tomb of Kish in Zelah. This pleased G-d
and the famine ended.



a person’s bones for burial is mourned like the day of death,!> because the principal act of
kindness performed with the deceased is the burial. It’s fine if the repentance happened
beforehand, as with Yom Kippur, but it is indeed so that after the burial, it would not atone
completely, rather it would suspend the punishment as would a repentance from fear alone.
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Now it is fine that it says that the eulogies of the righteous prevent calamity, for the
meaning is that afterward, in the future to come, and it’s not saying that it atones completely,
that it’s talking about where they didn’t repent, that they only have the merit of the eulogy
alone. Alternatively, with a eulogy that is made after the burial, that even if they repent, if
it’s not a repentance from love, it does not atone completely.
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It can also be said that it’s brought in Midrash Lev. Rabbah 21:5 on the verse, “Thus
only shall Aaron enter the holy place: with a bull of the herd for a sin offering and a ram for a
burnt offering”!*:

This is what Scripture says: “For by stratagems you wage war, and
victory comes with much planning.”'> Rabbi Natan and Rabbi Acha say in the
name of Rabbi Simon: If you have committed bundles of violations, offset
against them bundles of mitzvot. [E.g., the sin of] “A haughty bearing”'® [is
countered with the mitzva of the head tefillin:] “and let them serve as a symbol
on your forehead.”!” [The sin of] “a lying tongue”!® [is countered with the mitzva
of] “and teach [My words] to your children.”! [The sin of] “hands that shed
innocent blood”?° [is countered with the mitzva of the arm tefillin] “bind them as a
sign on your hand.”?!

- Lev. Rabbah 21:5
The Yafeh To’ar asks many questions on this Midrash.

13 Moed Katan 8a.
14 Lev. 16:3.

15 Prov. 24:6.

16 Prov. 6:17.

7 Deut. 6:8.

18 Prov. 6:17.

19 Deut. 11:19.

20 Prov. 6:17.

2l Deut. 6:8.
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For us, it appears well understood from what is known, that man was created to fix
some matter in the world or [to perform] some mitzvah, and as long as he does not complete
his correction, he is a prisoner and a miscarriage is better than him. The Rav haKadosh, the
Arizal, writes that the evil inclination that entices a man to sin entices him more to spoil the
same matter that he came to correct than other mitzvot.>
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The Midrash said, it is not enough that you repent of your sins, because even if you

come out innocent in your trial, you still have not accomplished anything repairing the world.

Therefore, the right path for the harm you have caused is to return to fulfilling the mitzvot,

because you will certainly fulfil the duty imposed on you, and what you spoiled is the sign
that the same thing needed correction on your part.
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According to this, King David, peace be upon him, said: “Happy are those whose way
is blameless, who follow the teaching of the L-rd. Happy are those who observe His decrees,
who turn to Him wholeheartedly. They have done no wrong, but have followed His ways.”*
Fortunate are the completely righteous who have never sinned, and they are called
“blameless,” as they always followed G-d’s Torah. Also, even the penitents are fortunate, for
now they “observe His decrees” and turn toward G-d with all their heart, that He will forgive
their sins. What did they do to correct themselves? “They have done no wrong,” that is, they
have removed the evil, and also, regarding what they previously sinned, they have returned
to make amends with mitzvot. This is the meaning of “but have followed His ways,” in the
same paths that the Holy One, Blessed be He, wanted, that He sent them in order that they
correct them, and they learned them by what they had ruined.

22 This teaching of the Arizal is recorded in the sefer of his principal student, Chayim Vital, Etz Chaim, 49:5.
B Ps. 119:1-3.
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This is the reason why the death and eulogy of the righteous atone, according to the
fact that the generation sinned in that they did not listen to the voice of the righteous man
while he was alive and while he rebuked them, and they damaged his honor. From now on,
by the honor they show him after his death, and even more so if they turn from their sin, they
return to correct what they spoiled.



