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Chapter XLV: Va’etchanan (Deut. 3:23—7:11)

Essay 15. Is repentance required for redemption?
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Sanhedrin, chapter 11:

Rav said, “All the [calculated] ends [of exile] have passed, and the
matter depends only on repentance and good deeds.” But Shmuel said, “It is
enough for the mourner to remain in his mourning.”

- Sanhedrin 97a
Initially, we must analyze: what is their disagreement?
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It can be said that in chapter 4 of Sanhedrin (37b) there is a dispute whether exile
atones partially or completely, and in Midrash Rabbah, parashat Tzav (10:5), there is
another dispute whether repentance achieves partial atonement or complete atonement.

If so, one could say that Rav holds that exile provides partial atonement and
repentance provides partial atonement; therefore, together exile and repentance will atone
for everything, and even though the calculated ends of exile have passed, repentance is still
necessary.

But Shmuel, who holds that exile atones for everything, therefore says, “It is enough
for the mourner to remain in his mourning.” Rashi explained that even without repentance,
they will be redeemed.

’ English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
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However, this still requires analysis: why did Shmuel use this expression, “It is enough
for the mourner to remain in his mourning,” instead of saying explicitly that even without
repentance they will be redeemed? Furthermore, we find in the Zohar, Vayikra (page 6a),
that specifically in this last exile, they can be redeemed even without repentance, unlike in
the other exiles, where redemption was impossible without repentance. We require a reason,
on the level of plain meaning, why this exile differs from the other exiles.
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This is supported in the Tur and Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah (siman 334, se’if 7):
“And when the time set for his excommunication has passed, they may permit him [i.e.,
release him] if they wish, even if he has not repented. Nevertheless, it is better not to release
him unless he repents, so that the fear [of excommunication] not be diminished.” The Beit
Yosef wrote there that in the Yerushalmi there is a dispute, and then they voted and
concluded: “When they repent, they should be readmitted.”"

Even according to the opinion that they readmit the excommunicated person, that is,
even if he does not regret his actions and does not seek repentance for what he has done,
nevertheless, he does not treat his excommunication with disdain and does not persist in the
sin. But if he continues sinning or treats the excommunication with contempt, then [his
release from excommunication] is not dependent upon the length of time of his
excommunication having passed, and he is not readmitted. See the decisors.
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If so, it is possible that Rav holds that they do not release the excommunication until
he repents and regrets, and this is the meaning of “All the appointed times have passed, and
the matter depends only on repentance”—specifically repentance. But Shmuel holds that
when the time has passed, they release him even without regret, provided that he has not
scorned the excommunication and has not continued to sin. Therefore, he says, “It is enough
for the mourner to remain in his mourning,” for exile is our mourning, as it is written, “Our

!'Yerushalmi, Moed Katan 3:1.



dancing has turned into mourning.”? This is like someone in excommunication, for a
mourner and one who is excommunicated have the same legal status.
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Furthermore, when there is no prophecy among us, we are like people
excommunicated from the Omnipresent, as our Sages said (Ta’anit 30b) on the verse, “And it
came to pass, when all the men of war had perished . .. that the L-rd spoke,”* and Rashi
explains there accordingly. So it is enough for us that we have accepted upon ourselves the
exile—that is, the excommunication—and we have not scorned it, as it is written, “I urge
you ... not to arouse or awaken love until it please,”® that we not hasten the end, nor rebel
against the nations of the world. This is the meaning of “It is enough for the mourner to
remain in his mourning.” Even if we have added some sin, we would be judged as coerced
due to the suffering of exile, and there is no need for repentance.
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Because there is still room for an opponent to argue that one should not annul the
excommunication until the person regrets and repents, so that the awe of the court not be
diminished, therefore, the distinction made by the aforementioned holy Zohar was necessary.
For in the other exiles, indeed, there is reason to be concerned with this view.

However, in the final exile, when the verse will be fulfilled: “And I will remove the
spirit of impurity from the land,” and there will no longer be an evil inclination or exiles,
then there is no concern that the honor of the Heavenly Court would be diminished, Heaven
forbid, as it is written, “And wicked people will no longer afflict them.”® To the contrary:
“The earth will be filled with the knowledge of the L-rd,”” and “I will give you a new heart.”®

2 Lam. 5:15.

3 Deut. 2:16-17.

4 Song of Songs 2:7, 3:5.
5 Zech. 13:2.

11 Sam. 7:10.

7 Isaiah 11:9.

8 Ezek. 36:26.
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This is the meaning of “Comfort, comfort My people, says your G-d.”’ That is, the
word is repeated because one comfort is that they will not need repentance, and another
comfort is that even if He redeems them without repentance, their fear of Heaven will not be
diminished, for the Holy One, Blessed be He, promises to renew their hearts for His service.
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In this way, we can understand what is said there in Sanhedrin (97b), that the dispute
between Rav and Shmuel was aligned with the Tannaitic dispute between Rabbi Eliezer and
Rabbi Yehoshua, etc. The Talmud there brought several verses according to Rabbi Eliezer’s
opinion that repentance was required for redemption and other verses for Rabbi Yehoshua’s
opinion that repentance was not required. In the end, Rabbi Eliezer was silent, apparently
conceding.

On its own, this is difficult to understand, for in any case, the verses contradict one
another. How do we resolve the verses that support the notion that repentance is required? But
according to the Zohar’s distinction, it is resolved, that repentance was required for the earlier
exiles, to ensure that people fear the Heavenly Court, but that repentance is not required for the
final exile. Thus, these words of Rabbi Eliezer and these words of Rabbi Yehoshua are both true,
and the words of the living G-d.
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9 Isaiah 40:1.



