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Chapter XLI: Pinchas (Num. 25:10–30:1) 
 
Essay 4. Atonement at Rosh Hashana is like receiving a new soul  
 

וַעֲשִׂיתֶם עֹלָה", אָמַר רָב תַּחְלִיפָא בְּכָל מוּסָפִין כְּתִיב "וְהִקְרַ   מִדְרָשׁ יִהְיֶה לָכֶם  וְכָאן רַבָּה עַל פָּסוּק "יוֹם תְּרוּעָה  בְתֶּם" 

לּוּ הַיּוֹם יוֹם נַעֲשֵׂיתֶם לְפָנַי, כְּאִ לּוּ הַיּיאָמַר לָהֶם הקב"ה לְיִשְׂרָאֵל בָּנַי אֲנִי מַעֲלֶה עֲלֵיכֶם כְּאִ ? כְּתִיב וַעֲשִׂיתֶם "עֹלָה" הָא כֵיצַד 
 אָה חֲדָשָׁה, הֲדָא הוּא דִכְתִיב "כִּי כַאֲשֶׁר הַשָּׁמַיִם הַחֲדָשִׁים וְהָאָרֶץ הַחֲדָשָׁה" עכ"ל.יבָּרָאתִי אֶתְכֶם בְּרִ 

  
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.’1 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).” 

  
י אַר, וְלָמָּה חָזַר לוֹמַר כְּאִילּוּ הַיּוֹם בָּרָאתִ וֹאוֹ שֶׁנַּעֲשׂוּ מֵעַצְמָם כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּירֵשׁ הַיָּפֶה תּ  ,יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק מַהוּ זֶה הַתּוֹעֶלֶת שֶׁהַיּוֹם נַעֲשׂוּ

˂  ,אֶתְכֶם בְּרִיאָה חֲדָשָׁה  . וְאִם הַתּוֹעֶלֶת בָּא לָהֶם מֵחֲמַת שֶׁנַּעֲשׂוּ מֵעַצְמָם, אִם כֵּן כְּאִילּוּ הַיּוֹם בָּרָאתִי אֶתְכֶם וְכוּ' ?דְּהַיְינוּ הַ
 
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.2,3 Also, why did He repeat 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com 
1 The translator has corrected the text of the first edition, which in quoting Num. 29:2 and in quoting Rav Tachlifa 

has the word אִשֶּׁה (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 עשו את עצמם, they made themselves. Zera Shimshon twice writes, עשו מעצמם. Whether the 
added mem was an accident or intentional, it sounds like “they were [re]made 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 [re]made 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?  

 גְּרִיעוּת הוּא לָהֶם.   ,"ה יִבְרָא אוֹתָםשֶׁהקבדְּמַשְׁמַע 
 
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 נַעֲשֵׂיתֶם, with the root עשה. 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]made of inferior material. But “as if I created you 
[as] a new creature today” uses the verb בָּרָאתִי, with the root בּרא, 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. 

 
דּוּשׁ הָעוֹלָם וּמָה שַׁיָּי˂ עִם בָּרָאתִי  יזֶה מַיְירֵי לְעָתִיד בַּחִ וְכוּ', דְּ   ""כִּי כַאֲשֶׁר הַשָּׁמַיִם הַחֲדָשִׁיםקָשֶׁה הָרְאָיָה שֶׁמֵּבִיא מִפָּסוּק    וְעוֹד

 חֲדָשָׁה?אָה יבְּרִ אֶתְכֶם 
 

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? 

 
וְזֶה נַעֲשֶׂה לִפְעָמִים עַל יְדֵי  .הוּא כָּ˂, שֶׁהַתְּשׁוּבָה בֶּאֱמֶת הִיא מְכַפֶּרֶת אֲבָל עֲדַיִין צָרִי˂ לְמָרֵק הֲנָאַת הַחֵטְא וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁהָעִנְיָן

וּמֵעַתָּה    .וְכוּ'  יִיסּוּרִיןק בְּרַחֲמֶי˃ הָרַבִּים אֲבָל לאֹ עַל יְדֵי  וֹוְזֶהוּ שֶׁאָנוּ אוֹמְרִים מֵח  .וְלִפְעָמִים עַל יְדֵי רַחֲמִים עֶלְיוֹנִים  יִיסּוּרִין,
ר ]הֵ [אַל תְּהַרְ ,  לָהבַּלַּיְ רָה  יבָר עֲבֵ אִם צַדִּיק אֶחָד יְחַטֵּא שֶׁבְּוַדַּאי יַעֲשֶׂה תְּשׁוּבָה תֵּכֶף וּמִיָּד כִּדְאָמְרִינַן אִם רָאִיתָ תַּלְמִיד חָכָם שֶׁעָ 

  .אַחֲרָיו בְּיוֹם וְכוּ'
 
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 עשה, is a making 
of something from the materials at hand, so that “they were [re]made of themselves.” 
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supernal mercy. This is as we say, “The sins I have committed, erase in your abounding 
mercies, but not through suffering or severe illnesses.”4 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].”  

 
עַ וְאַחַר וֹם חוֹטֵא אֶחָד הַרְבֵּה לִפְשׁהַדִּין הָיָה נוֹתֵן שֶׁתִּהְיֶה תְּשׁוּבָתוֹ מְקוּבֶּלֶת לְגַמְרֵי וְלאֹ יִהְיֶה צָרִי˂ כָּלַל לְיִיסּוּרִין, וּלְהֵפֶ˂ אִ 

יִהְיוּ צְרִיכִין יִיסּוּרִין לְמָרֵק הֲנָאַת הֶחָטָאִיםכָּ˂ שָׁב בִּתְשׁוּבָה שֶׁזּאֹת הַתְּ  אֲבָל אָנוּ  .שׁוּבָה לאֹ תְּכַפֵּר לוֹ לְגַמְרֵי אֶלָּא שֶׁעֲדַיִין 
 .סּוּרִים רַבִּיםיוֹנִים בְּיִ דּיוְיֵשׁ צַדִּיקִים שֶׁנִּ  ,שֶׁהֲרֵי יֵשׁ קוֹנֶה עוֹלָמוֹ בְּשָׁעָה אַחַת ,רוֹאִים שֶׁהָעוֹלָם אֵינוֹ מִתְנַהֵג עַל פִּי סֵדֶר זֶה

 
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.  

 
בָה פְּשִׁיטָא שֶׁהַגְּדוֹלָה אֵין לָהּ תְּשׁוּ   וְכֵן אָמְרִינַן בִּירוּשַׁלְמִי דְּבִיכּוּרִים: חָכָם חָתָן נָשִׂיא גְּדוּלָּתָן מְכַפֶּרֶת, וְקָשֶׁה דְּאִם מַיְירֵי בְּלאֹ

אֶלָּא וַדַּאי צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר שֶׁהַתְּשׁוּבָה מְכַפֶּרֶת ?  כָּל כָּ˂ כֹּחַ לְכַפֵּר, וְאִי מַיְירֵי בִּתְשׁוּבָה הֲלאֹ בַּלָּאו הַגְּדוּלָּה יֵשׁ הַתְּשׁוּבָה שֶׁמְּכַפֶּרֶת
צּוּל מִן הַיִסּוּרִין וְנִתְכַּפֵּר  יוּלְעוֹלָם צָרִי˂ יִיסּוּרִין לְמָרֵק הַחֵטְא, וּמִי שֶׁזּוֹכֶה לַעֲלוֹת לַגְּדוּלָּה נִ   , אֲבָל אֵינָהּ מְסַרֶת הַחֵטְא לְגַמְרֵי

 . לְגַמְרֵי, וְהָיִינוּ הַמֵירוּק שֶׁנַּעֲשֶׂה עַל יְדֵי הָרַחֲמִים עֶלְיוֹנִים
 
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 I 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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לַבֵּ וּבְ  נָבוֹא  "וְהִקְרַבְתֶּםיזֶה  כְּתִיב  הַמוּסָפִין  בְּכָל  הַמִּדְרָשׁ,  לַקְּד, אוּר  עַצְמוֹ  מִתְקָרֵב  שֶׁהַחוֹטֵא  דְּהַיְינוּ  הַקָּרְבָּן, וּ"  יְדֵי  עַל  שָּׁה 
אֲבָל עֲדַיִין צָרִי˂ לְמָרֵק הֲנָאַת הַחֵטְא וּלְתַקֵּן כֹּל מַה שֶׁפָּגַם. וְאֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיִּהְיֶה    .שָּׁהוּמוֹעִיל לוֹ לְכַפָּרָתוֹ וּלְהַקְרִיבוֹ אֶל הַקְּד  וְהַקָּרְבָּן

   .נָמֵי עַל יְדֵי יִסּוּרִין
 
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.  

 
פֶן שֶׁהָעֲבֵירוֹת וֹהַיּוֹם עֲשִׂיתֶם עַצְמְכֶם לְפָנַי, דְּהַיְינוּ כְּמוֹ גֵּר שֶׁנִּתְגַּיֵּיר כְּקָטָן שֶׁנּוֹלָד דָּמֵי, בָּאלּוּ  יוּבְכָאן כְּתִיב "וַעֲשִׂיתֶם" וְכוּ', כְּאִ 

 הַקּוֹדְמוֹת לאֹ תִזָּכַרְנָה עוֹד. 
 
In this case, when it is Rosh Hashana, it is written, “and you shall make a burnt 

offering,” as if today you have [re]made yourselves before Me, that is, like “a convert who 
just converted, who is like a child [just] born,”5 in a way that previous offenses will no longer 
be remembered. 

  
מוּ שְׁבַע מִצְווֹת  יוְיִיסּוּרִין בָּאִים עֲלֵיהֶם מֵחֲמַת שֶׁלּאֹ קִיְּ מְעוֹנִים  וְאִם תּאֹמְרוּ אַף בְּגֵר שֶׁנִּתְגַּיֵּיר אִיכָּא מַאן דְּאָמַר בְּהַחוֹלֵץ שֶׁהֵם  

כִי הוֹסִיף "כְּאִילּוּ הַיּוֹם בָּרָאתִי אֶתְכֶם בְּרִיאָה חֲדָשָׁה", מִשּׁוּם הָ   יר.קוֹדֵם שֶׁנִּתְגַּיֵּירוּ, וְאִם כֵּן מַה תּוֹעֶלֶת לָנוּ לִהְיוֹת כְּגֵר שֶׁנִּתְגַּיֵּ 
דְּהַיְינוּ כְּאִילּוּ כְּבָר נָתַתִּי לָכֶם נְשָׁמָה חֲדָשָׁה מִשֶׁל הֶעָתִיד, דִּכְתִיב בְּהוּ "וְנָתַתִּי לָכֶם לֵב   דִּכְתִיב "כִּי כַאֲשֶׁר הַשָּׁמַיִם הַחֳדָשִׁים",

   חָדָשׁ" וְכוּ', "וַהֲסִרֹתִי אֶת־לֵב הָאֶבֶן" וְכוּ' "וְנָתַתִּי לָכֶם לֵב בָּשָׂר", שֶׁלּאֹ תְּקַבְּלוּ יִיסּוּרִין כְּלָל.
 
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.”6 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.”  

 
   

 
5 Yevamot 22a, 48b, 62a, 97b; Bekhorot 47a: “[The legal status of] a convert who [just] converted is like that of 

a child [just] born . . .” 
6 Yevamot 48b. 
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מֵחֲמַת הָרֶגֶל כְּנוֹדָע, וּכְלוֹמַר שֶׁתִּהְיוּ כְּמוֹ   ,שָּׁה בִּנְשָׁמָהוּשֶׁיֵּשׁ תּוֹסֶפֶת טָהֳרָה וּקְד  ,שַּׁת הַיּוֹם שֶׁגּוֹרֵם כָּ˂וּוְזֶה בִּשְׁבִיל כָּבוֹד וּקְד
 .קָּדוּם, לְפִי שֶׁנִּשְׁתַּנּוּ בְּגוּף וְנֶפֶשׁהַגֵּרִים לִסְבָרָא שֶׁל רַבִּי יוֹסִי שֶׁאֵין פּוֹקְדִים עֲלֵיהֶם שׁוּם חֵטְא הַ 

 
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 

* * * 

 
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].” 


