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Michael Henderson’s book covers much of the ground I would want to present when speaking about ‘forgiveness’ from a Jewish perspective.   So let me start from an unexpected place.   In the Book of Exodus (21:22-25) in a series of laws addressing the problem of damages inflicted upon another person, we find the infamous phrase:  ‘An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, etc’.   It is infamous because it is often trotted out as an example of the ‘typical violence and cruelty’ of the ‘Old Testament’, and worse as a shorthand way of describing an assumed ‘typical Jewish desire for revenge’.   (We are not helped by Shakespeare’s addition of ‘a pound of flesh’ by his Merchant.)   I wanted to start with this because even in its Biblical context it is doubtful that this was meant literally – in at least one of the three passages in which it is quoted (Leviticus 24:18 ff; Deuteronomy 19.20) this could not be the case.   Instead, and this is how the Rabbis have understood it for some two thousand years, it means monetary compensation equivalent to the value of the limb that has been harmed.   Indeed it belongs to the struggle against arbitrary punishments and acts of revenge and to the establishment of the rule of law.


The point is that here we are dealing with the context of law and justice.   A wrong that is done must be repaired as far as is possible through due legal process.   If we are even to begin to talk about ‘forgiveness’ then the damage that has been done must be acknowledged and steps taken to repair it.


A second biblical example, in contrast, is perhaps the most famous biblical passage, whether quoted from the Book of Leviticus or from the teachings of Jesus:  ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself’.   (There is a problem with this translation, as the ‘neighbour’ is not the direct but the indirect object of the verb, so it is better understood as ‘you shall act in a loving way towards your neighbour’.)   But, popular as it is, it is rarely placed in its original Biblical context where it is actually the climax of a series of laws:  

You shall not hate your brother in your heart.  You shall surely reprove your fellow and not bear sin because of him.  You shall not take revenge nor bear a grudge against the children of your people.  But you shall act in a loving way towards your neighbour as to yourself (or ‘who is like you’). (Leviticus 19:17-18)

The sequence moves from hatred to love and indicates the necessary steps that lie between.   These include ‘reproving’ your neighbour which suggests some sort of meeting with the ‘other’ so as to clear the air, and not allowing the conflict to lead you also into ‘sin’.
   


Incidentally the Rabbis made a nice distinction between ‘taking revenge’ and ‘bearing a grudge’ with an illustration:  Cohen goes to his neighbour Levi and asks to borrow his lawnmower, and Levi refuses.   Some time later Levi goes to Cohen and asks to borrow his washing machine.   If Cohen says:  because you did not lend me your lawnmower I won’t lend you my washing machine – that is taking revenge.   But if Cohen says:  ‘Even though you did not lend me your lawn mower I will lend you my washing machine – that is bearing a grudge!


But returning to the Biblical text itself, the warning is about taking revenge or bearing a grudge against ‘the children of your people’, which suggests the danger of initiating of a conflict and series of retaliations that are transmitted across subsequent generations, and the Biblical text demands that it stop here.

Jewish attitudes to forgiveness itself are directly expressed in the themes surrounding the Jewish New Year (Rosh Ha-Shanah) and the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur).   Yom Kippur makes atonement for sins committed against God – God has the power to, literally, ‘cover them over’ (the basic meaning of ‘Kippur’).  But for sins committed against your fellow human being Yom Kippur does not effect atonement unless the human conflict has first been addressed and resolved.  During the month of Elul, which precedes the New Year, our task is to go to anyone we have harmed in the course of the previous year, do the necessary work to correct the wrong and ask for forgiveness.   If it is clear that the person is sincere in their regret, and this is proven by actions, it is the duty of the injured party to forgive.


Nevertheless we should not be sentimental about this ‘forgiveness’.   David Blumenthal
 notes that this level of forgiveness is known in the tradition as ‘mechilah’, and means something like ‘foregoing the other’s indebtedness’.   That is the relinquishing of any claim against the offender.   The offender no longer owes me anything.   This is like a pardon granted to a criminal:  the crime remains but the debt is forgiven.  But it can only be granted if the offender is sincere in his ‘teshuvah’, his ‘returning’, ‘repentance’, as shown by his actions.   This is a No to easy forgiveness.


But there is a second kind of forgiveness, ‘selichah’, which is an act of the heart.   It means achieving empathy for the troubled existence of the offender, understanding what might have led him to do this, and recognizing in his frailty one’s own frailty and the possibility of acting similarly in the same circumstances.   Another way of expressing this is through a rabbinic phrase about the Jewish people, that we are ‘rachmanim b’nei rachmanim’, ‘compassionate people, the offspring of compassionate people’.   (The term rachman is of course familiar to Muslims having the same meaning in Arabic.)   One understanding of the meaning of the word is that it derives from ‘rechem’, ‘womb’ – and it is as if we create a space within ourselves for the other.  The other becomes so much a part of us that we can truly see them as we see ourselves, a stage towards ‘acting in a loving way’ towards them.   But here we move beyond legal obligation or even moral obligation to a painful personal journey that may in time for some lead to reconciliation – a journey so well described in Michael’s book.

Nevertheless the ultimate ‘atonement’, the purification and cleansing that leads to a renewal of the spirit of the offender, lies with God alone.


Let me conclude with a brief anecdote that is told about Shlomo Carlebach, the celebrated charismatic Chasidic teacher, composer and performer, who sadly died a few years ago.
   He was born in Vienna and had to flee from the Nazis.   When in later years he agreed to perform in Germany someone asked:  Why are you doing this?   Don’t you hate them?   He replied:  If I had two souls I would devote one to hating them.  But since I only have one soul, I don’t want to waste it on hating!
� This might mean that your reactions become equally wrongheaded, or possibly it means taking responsibility to stop the other doing something wrong – to be a bystander without intervening would also be a sin.   





� http://www.crosscurrents.org/blumenthal.htm


� Quoted from http://www.lindahirschhorn.com/writings/forgiveness.html
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