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

Essay 4. The righteous one who turns away, and the wicked one who returns
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Verses of Ezekiel from Chapter 18, read:

So, too, if a righteous person turns away from his righteousness and
does wrong, practicing the very abominations that the wicked person practiced,
shall he live? None of the righteous deeds that he did shall be remembered; because
of the treachery he has practiced and the sins he has committed—because of these,
he shall die.

Yet you say, “The way of the L-rd is unfair.” Listen, O House of Israel:
Is My way unfair? It is your ways that are unfair!

When a righteous person turns away from his righteousness and does
wrong, he shall die for them; for the wrong he has done he shall die.

And if a wicked person turns back from the wickedness that he practiced
and does what is just and right, such a person shall save his life.

Because he took heed and turned back from all the transgressions that he
committed, he shall live; he shall not die.

Yet the House of Israel say, “The way of the L-rd is unfair.” Are My ways
unfair, O House of Israel? It is your ways that are unfair!

- Ezek. 18:24-29
These verses lack connection, and explanation, and plain meaning. Initially, it’s
difficult what logical reasoning Israel had that allowed them to say, “The way of the L-rd is
unfair,” and even if they had some logical reasoning, how did the Holy One, Blessed be He,
answer them with what he answered, saying to them, “When a righteous person turns away
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from his righteousness and does wrong, he shall die for them,” for He already said it in the first
verse, “So, too, if a righteous person turns away from his righteousness and does wrong . . . shall
he live.” There are a number of details for which one should be investigate.
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We find in the first chapter of tractate Kiddushin:

Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai said: Even [if one were] completely righteous
all his life and he rebelled [by sinning] at the end [of his life], he loses [his] early
[merit], as it is stated: “The righteousness of the righteous shall not deliver him on
the day of his transgression” (Ezek. 33:12). And even [if one were] completely
wicked all his life and repented in the end, he is no longer reminded of his
wickedness, as it is stated [in the continuation of the verse]: “And as for the
wickedness of the wicked, he shall not stumble over it on the day that he turns from
his wickedness.”

[The Gemara asks:] But [an individual who performed mitzvot all of his
life and then sins] should [at least] be like [one whose acts have been] half merits
and half sins [i.e., each should be of equal weight. Why, then, is he pronounced
guilty?] Reish Lakish said: [This is not referring to an individual who has merely
sinned but] to [one who] regrets all the initial [mitzvot he performed in the past.
In this case the mitzvot he performed are not taken into account. ]

- Kiddushin 40b
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Because of this, it can be said that when Israel heard that the Holy One, Blessed be
he, said, “So, too, if a righteous person turns away from his righteousness . .. None of the
righteous deeds that he did shall be remembered,” this sentence was hard in their eyes, as
per the difficulty of the Gemara that it should [at least] be like [one whose acts have been] half
merits and half sins, and as Reish Lakish solved there, it’s talking about [one who] regrets all
the initial [mitzvot he performed in the past], and even the Holy One, Blessed be He, solved
thus.
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This is the explanation of the verses: The Holy One, Blessed be He, said, “Yet you say,
‘The way of the L-rd is unfair,” ” because He should have judged him as one who had half
merits and half sins. “Is My way unfair?” To the contrary, to judge Him according to their
words isn’t fair, and it continues and explains the reason, “When a righteous person turns
away from his righteousness and does wrong, he shall die for them; for the wrong he has
done he shall die.”
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It’s difficult why it said “and does wrong, he shall die for them,” the word “them” being
in the plural form, for isn’t the word “wrong” in the singular form, and as the verse concludes
“for the wrong that he has done,” which is again in the singular form. Rather, it certainly wants
to say to them that this wrong is that he regrets all the initial mitzvot he performed in the past,
and therefore all his merits reverse into sins. Therefore, it said, “he shall die for them,”
because apparently, he only committed one sin, but nevertheless he shall die for the merits,
and why shall he die for them, because he regrets all the initial mitzvot he performed in the
past, and these plurality of merits have reversed into a plurality of sins, thus “for the wrong he
has done he shall die.” Also, according to their words that they want [G-d] to judge according
to half merits and half sins, “And if a wicked person turns back . . . he shall live; he shall not
die.” The “wicked person” spoken of, who shall live, is certainly being discussed after he
regrets all the initial sins, for now they are not remembered anymore against him. IL.e., the
label “wicked” is what he was in the past, but now he is reformed and is no longer wicked. If so,
then it’s legal that even for the righteous person, if he regrets all the initial mitzvot he
performed in the past, he will lose everything. I.e., the initial verse says, “if a righteous person
turns away from his righteousness and does wrong . . . none of the righteous deeds that he did shall
be remembered,” and the label “righteous” is what he was in the past, but now he has ruined that
and he is no longer righteous.
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There is a question regarding the duplicative language, that it already said, “such a
person shall save his life,” and thus why did it return and say, “because he took heed and
turned back from all the transgressions that he committed, he shall live; he shall not die.” It can
be said that if he repented, as long as he doesn’t return anymore to the evil path, he has saved
his soul from the judgment of Gehenna. But in any case, regarding the past sins, he needs to
receive punishment for them, and if as well “he took heed and turned back from all the
transgressions that he committed,” then “he shall live,” as if to say he shall live in this world
and in the World-to-Come, and also “he shall not die,” meaning his body will not die from
illnesses.
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Henceforth, [the House of Israel] returned to question, “The way of the L-rd is unfair.”
That is, they reasoned, just as remorse causes one who was righteous to lose all of the merits
that he already accomplished, thus regret should benefit one who was wicked who distanced
all the iniquities from himself, such that it should not be necessary for him to receive
punishment of fasting and affliction upon himself for what he has already sinned. Yet we say
that he needs to receive punishment for his past sins! So, if the regret of one who was wicked
does not completely erase the sins, then too the regret of the commandments fulfilled by one
who was righteous should not completely erase the commandments that he had fulfilled.
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The Holy One, Blessed be He, answered them, “Are My ways unfair, O House of Israel?
It is your ways that are unfair!” Afterward, He concluded, “I will judge each one of you
according to his ways . .. Repent and turn back from all your transgressions; let them not be a
stumbling block of guilt for you.” It is difficult, for if the truth is that their ways are unfair,
why does He want to judge them according to their ways?



T ARWH AP YYIIYR L "DYYIR 1 PN 2009 Xp gV 79 K00 0"3pn e T Iy A072 Y R
NP2y DRV DROR LAY 27p0T7 21 SR) WITRY 19 R a"apa DaR L9ER 2pnaY iy X IR
S037 2P0 TR NI 1 1037 100 OOIRTT oUWV 1RV D3RI ,0ien P2 TaxR 20p0n 720071 vy

Rather, you must necessarily say that the intent of the Holy One, Blessed be He, is
thus: The verse is written, “The L-rd is distant from the wicked,”! and when the wicked
repents, it is appropriate that He will return to bring Himself near him. But the Holy One,
Blessed be He, is pure and holy, and he is not able to approach Him completely, because of
the impurity of the sins that he committed. Therefore, he approaches Him at a distance from
the Omnipresent, and when he accepts upon himself the appropriate punishments and
becomes completely purified from the sins, then he can approach Him fully.

22Y NiXRI R wpn P RITIN) X0 92 APYIY 097 a7 w0 pOInR 1Y YWD 0NN PUIRIYI 2K
niPI% 0Rivs 72127 APK AEITRPE D27 0] .0°92391 0 1202 1D 20K 2P 7YY INIR NI RN XY 72 vy
121 "1207 X2 02°277 X27" 077 0N 197) NOX 19972 IXRIWT OV

But when the righteous man regrets and transgresses, then G-d distances Himself
from him completely, because he has made himself completely impure. To the contrary, He
has also distanced from him the commandments that he has already performed, in order that
they should not become impure, and He has given them to other righteous people, as the
Kabbalists wrote.” The end of the matter is that holiness cannot reside in a basket with
impurity,’ and therefore He said to them, “It is your ways that are unfair!”
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The Holy One, Blessed be He, adds more, saying, even though your ways are not fair,
for the reason that we have said, since according to your opinion it is the proper and corrected
way and good for you, so I do for you. That is to say, the regret of the wicked will be
immediately received without him accepting suffering upon himself, but for your sake I tell
you that you won’t be able to do what you want. For the transgressions you have committed

'Prov. 15:29.
2 Pri Etz Chaim, Gate of the Silent Prayer 19:20.
3 Cf. Yevamot 112b: “A person cannot reside in a basket with a snake.”
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will be prosecutors against you and it is possible that they may return to defile you with other
transgressions if you have not completely corrected what you have corrupted. Therefore,
“repent and turn back from all your transgressions; let them not be a stumbling block of guilt
for you.” Turn back the transgressions, that all the misdeeds that you did will be corrected,
and then the prosecutors will reverse to become advocates, and you will no longer have the
obstacle to lead you to sin. It’s also possible that when He said to them, “Is my way unfair,”
His intent was thus, that granted, the wicked man is compelled to accept upon himself
sufferings in order to cleans the sins and to arrange the prosecutors to reverse to become
advocates, so that they will not fail him from now on, but regarding the righteous man who
regrets his previous good deeds, it is impossible that the mitzvot will advocate for him, for to
the contrary, they hate him because he has regretted them.



