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Chapter XLI: Pinchas (Num. 25:10-30:1)

Essay 4. Atonement at Rosh Hashana is like receiving a new soul
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There is a Midrash Lev. Rabbah (29:12) on the verse[s] describing Rosh Hashana:
“A day of shofar blasts it should be for you; and you shall make a burnt offering” (Num.
29:1-2). Rav Tachlifa said, “For all of the [other] additional offerings, it is written, ‘And you
shall bring near,” but here it is written, ‘{And you shall make] a burnt offering.’! Why is this?
The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Israel, ‘My children, I will count it for you as if you
were made in front of Me today; as if I created you [as] a new creature today.’ This is [the
understanding of] that which is written, ‘For as the new heaven and the new earth [which I
shall make]’ (Isaiah 66:22).”
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We should scrutinize what the benefit is that they were made before Him today, or that
they were [re]made of themselves, as the Yafeh To’ar explains.”> Also, why did He repeat

’ English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com

! The translator has corrected the text of the first edition, which in quoting Num. 29:2 and in quoting Rav Tachlifa
has the word nw¥ (from Num. 15:3). Both words represent a burnt offering. So was Rav Tachlifa wrong to say “for all
[other] additional offerings, it says ‘And you shall bring near,” ” as Num. 15:3 doesn’t have that language? Rashi
writes that the text of Num. 15:3 was not a command, “you shall make a burnt offering,” but the intent was, “When
you will come there and it enters your mind to make a fire-offering unto the L-rd.” Thus, Num. 29:2 is unique in that
it is a command to bring a burnt offering, but does not use the language of the other commands, which include the
word, “And you shall bring near.”

2 Rabbi Samuel ben Isaac Ashkenazi Jaffe (d. late 16th century), rabbi of the Ashkenazi community of
Constantinople. Yafeh To’ar was his commentary to the Midrash Rabbah: Genesis (Venice, 1597-1606); Exodus
(Venice, 1597); and Leviticus (Constantinople, 1648).

3 The Yafeh To’ar says on¥y nX Wy, they made themselves. Zera Shimshon twice writes, onxy» Wwy. Whether the
added mem was an accident or intentional, it sounds like “they were [reJmade of themselves.” That seems to make
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[Himself], saying, “as if I created you [as] a new creature today”? This is apparently the same
thing as saying “as if you were made in front of me today”? Also, if the benefit comes to them
because they [reJmade of themselves, as the Yafeh To’ar explains, then it’s as if “I created you
[as] a new creature today,” so even according to the Yafeh To’ar’s explanation, it seems
repetitive?
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The solution is that the meaning that the Holy One, Blessed be He, will create them
anew, means that [their remaking of themselves] is inferior. The statement “as if you were made
in front of Me today” uses the verb an>¥y1, with the root 7wy. This is translated as “made,” i.e., an
act that can be completed by man, using pre-existing material. Remaking ourselves may not be
sufficient to cleanse us of sin, if we are being [re]Jmade of inferior material. But “as if I created you
[as] a new creature today” uses the verb °n&13, with the root X712, which is a creation ex nihilo, a
creation from nothing, and not from inferior material. This type of creation can only be done by
G-d, as in Gen. 1:1. So the two statements attributed to G-d by the midrash are not identical.

If the second statement “as if I created you [as] a new creature today” indicates a more
powerful action, an action by G-d, then why do we need the first statement, “as if you were made
in front of Me today” i.e., “by your own actions™? It is because the person must still be sincere in
his repentance; he must still strive to remake himself.
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Another difficulty is the proof that is brought from the verse, ‘For as the new heaven
and the new earth which I shall make,’ for this verse is speaking about the future in the renewal
of the earth in the days of the Messiah. How is this verse connected with, “I created you [as] a
new creature,” which is speaking about the repentance achieved with the High Holy Days?
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It can be said that the matter is thus: that the repentance of the sincere Jew’s prayers
on the High Holy Days does effect atonement, but he still needs to be cleansed from the
enjoyment of the sin. This is accomplished sometimes by suffering, and sometimes by the

sense in light of the point made in the next paragraph, that the creative action of man, with the verb 7wy, is a making
of something from the materials at hand, so that “they were [re]Jmade of themselves.”

2



supernal mercy. This is as we say, “The sins I have committed, erase in your abounding
mercies, but not through suffering or severe illnesses.”* Henceforth, if one righteous man sins,
he will certainly repent immediately, as it is said in Berachot 19a, “It was taught in the school
of Rabbi Yishmael: If you saw a Torah scholar transgress a prohibition at night, do not think
badly of him during the day; perhaps he has repented [in the meantime].”
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The rule is given that [the usually righteous man’s] repentance is accepted completely
and there is no need at all for suffering. Conversely, if one sinner commits many
transgressions and afterward returns in repentance, this repentance does not atone for him
completely; to the contrary, suffering is still needed to cleanse the enjoyment of the sin. But
we see that the world does not behave according to this system, for there is one ordinary man
who acquires his World to Come in one hour, while there are the righteous who are
condemned to much suffering.
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Thus, it is said in the Jerusalem Talmud, in tractate Bikkurim (section 3, halacha 3): “A
Torah scholar, a groom, and a prince are atoned for by their greatness.” This is difficult to
understand, for if it is talking about their greatness alone, without repentance, then it is obvious
that their greatness does not have such a great power as to affect atonement. If it is talking
about a great power combined with repentance, then even without the greatness, wouldn’t
repentance affect atonement? But surely it must be said that the repentance atones, but does
not completely turn aside the sin, and there is always a need for suffering for the cleansing
of sin. He who merits to rise to greatness will be saved from the suffering and will be
completely atoned, and this cleansing is done by the supernal mercy.

4 Siddur, Keri’at Shema al Hamita. Cf. Berachot 17a, “After his prayer, Rava said the following: My G-d, before
I was created 1 was worthless, and now that I have been created it is as if I had not been created [I am no more
significant]. I am dust in life, all the more so in my death. I am before You as a vessel filled with shame and humiliation.
Therefore, may it be Your will, L-rd my G-d, that I will sin no more, and that those [transgressions] that I have
committed, cleanse in Your abundant mercy; but [may this cleansing] not be by means of suffering and serious illness
[but rather in a manner I will be able to easily endure]. And this is the confession of Rav Hamnuna Zuti on Yom
Kippur.”
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In this way, we will come to the interpretation of the Midrash, “for all the [other]
additional sacrifices, i.e., when it is not Rosh Hashana, it is written, ‘and you shall bring
near,” ” which is to say, that the sinner brings himself close to holiness by the sacrifice, and
the sacrifice is beneficial to him for his atonement and for bringing him close to holiness. But
it’s still necessary to cleanse the enjoyment of the sin and to correct all that it harmed. It is
possible this can also be done by suffering.

99

NIVAYIY 1IN DT TY TP 1ANIW 93 103 10707 ,°197 DRV DNWY 0PI IR, N0) "o " 2003 WM
Ty 737210 X2 ninTipa

In this case, when it is Rosh Hashana, it is written, “and you shall make a burnt
offering,” as if today you have [reJmade yourselves before Me, that is, like “a convert who
just converted, who is like a child [just] born,” in a way that previous offenses will no longer
be remembered.
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If you’ll say that even for a convert who converted, there is one, Rabbi Chananya, son
of Rabban Gamliel, who said in tractate Yevamot, chapter 4, which is entitled, “A man whose
brother has died childless”: “Why are converts at the present time tormented, and hardships
come upon them? Because [when they were gentiles] they did not observe the seven Noachide
commandments.”® Because of this, [G-d] added, as stated in our Midrash: “As if I created you
[as] a new creature today,” as it is written, “For as the new heaven and the new earth which I
shall make.” That is, “As if I already gave you a new soul from the future,” as it is written
about them, “And I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit into you: I will remove the
heart of stone from your body and give you a heart of flesh” (Ezek. 36:26), which is like saying,
“That you will not receive any suffering at all.”

3 Yevamot 22a, 48b, 62a, 97b; Bekhorot 47a: “[The legal status of] a convert who [just] converted is like that of
a child [just] born . . .”
® Yevamot 48b.
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It is because of the honor and holiness of the day, i.e., Rosh Hashana, that causes this:
that there is an additional purity and holiness in the soul, because of the holiday, as is known.
It’s as if to say that you will be like the converts according to the reasoning of Rabbi Yossi,
that they are not censored for any earlier sin, because it’s as if they have been changed in
body and soul.’

7 In Yevamot 48b, Rabbi Yossi states that converts are not punished for their deeds prior to their conversion,
because “a convert who just converted is like a child just born [in that he retains no connection to his past life]. Rather,
for what reason do they experience suffering? It is because they are not as well-versed in the intricacies of the mitzvot
as a born Jew [and consequently they often inadvertently transgress mitzvot].”
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