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In 1974, Bob Dylan (born Robert Zimmerman) released his now famous
song “Forever Young.” By that time Dylan was a father of four children and
according to the lore of “Forever Young,” he composed the lyrics as a
blessing to his youngest son, Jakob. Despite the title, the song actually
centers on Dylan's hopes for the kind of human being his son will grow up
to become over time. In particular, he asks (prays?) as follows: “May you
always be courageous / Stand upright and be strong.”
These lines, perhaps with Dylan's own knowledge, echo Moses’s words to
Joshua as the former prepares, at God's command, to give over leadership
of the people to Joshua. Twice in our parashah (Deut. 31:7, 23), as Moses
get ready to deliver his final song to the people before he dies, he
encourages Joshua to be “strong and resolute” (hazak ve’ematz, JPS
translation) in stepping into the role of leader of Benei Yisra’el. If we
compare Dylan’s song with Moses’s words, we see that both speak about a
legacy that these men would like to transmit to the next generation: The
messages of each focus on the spiritual and moral qualities required to live
and lead well in the world. And, it is worth noting, that doing so, for both
Moses and Dylan, includes being blessed by God.
Whether Bob Dylan knew that the language of his song resonated with
these biblical verses and he chose them deliberately is intriguing but not
essential. Rather, what we can discover as students of Torah is that when we
attune ourselves to the language of the Bible, we will often find its echoes in
contemporary sources as well. Today's students of Torah enter into
conversation with the Bible by revealing how its artistry reverberates
through the eons—where the words of Moses and Bob Dylan meet. In
doing so, we sustain the creativity of Torah as a living force in our era—one
that can be drawn upon to inspire and guide the next generation.
To receive Torah from JTS by email, visit www.jtsa.edu/torah
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I am sometimes surprised at how literal liberal Jews can be. Many wonder
whether they can refer to God as מחיה מתים, Restorer of Life to the
Dead, if they do not believe there is life after death. Many wonder whether
they should recite the blessing which praises God for choosing Israel from
among the other nations, אשר בחר בנו מכל העמים, if they do not believe
that God chose Israel.
I agree that the desire to say only what you mean is positive, even
admirable, in most situations. Yet, I also think that religious language is a
different kind of language that should not be understood literally. Religious
language expresses something that does not neatly correlate with the laws
of physics that define our world. It captures something that we intuit about
our world and our place within it, but that we do not know. Given this,
religious language is, and should be, imprecise and poetic. When we speak
as religious people, we are speaking metaphorically, choosing a language
that is expansive and elastic—one that is multidimensional and not flat. This
is the language of the holy texts and prayers of our tradition.
This Shabbat is Shabbat Shuvah, the Shabbat of Return, which falls
between the holidays of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, and is named for
the first words of the special haftarah that we read from the prophet Hosea:
“Return, Israel []שובה ישראל, to the Lord your God, for you have
stumbled because of your sin” (Hos. 14:2).
I find that there is a mixture of heaviness and lightness to the time between
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. As we move from the celebration of the
Rosh Hashanah to the solemn introspection of Yom Kippur, we consider
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our year and ourselves, and think about the blessings we experienced,
the trials we faced, and the wrongs we have done.
In the spirit of Shabbat Shuvah, I consider three metaphorical ways the
Torah speaks about sin—sin as weight, debt, and stain. My goal is not to
increase the heaviness of this time, but rather to show the rich
expansiveness of metaphorical language. I suggest that the various
metaphors for sin in the Torah capture different aspects of sin and have
different implications. They make it clear that there are multiple ways to
understand sin, to experience sin, and, most importantly, to move
beyond sin so that we can realign ourselves with our community and
with God.
The perception of sin as a weight to be born is evident in the common
biblical expression “to carry sin” ( )נשא עוןand in passages like Isa. 5:18
that describe sinners as hauling the burden of their sins as if hauling a
cart with ropes. The Yom Kippur ritual described in Lev. 16 also
suggests that sin is a weight to be born. In this ritual, the high priest
transfers the weight of Israel’s sin onto the scapegoat who bears the
burden and carries it into the wilderness.
I relate deeply to the metaphor of sin as weight. Sin feels like it has
weight to me. At times, it feels like an unbearable burden. Yet, I also
recognize how this metaphorical depiction of sin conveys hope. Burdens
can be lifted. They can either be released or removed. Perceiving sin as
weight allows for these different paths to relief. Relief can come from
your own actions—confession, the release of the burden—or from the
actions of others—forgiveness, the removal of the burden.
The image of sin as debt is found Jer. 16:18, where God threatens to pay
Israel doubly for its sins. The prophet Isaiah affirms that God indeed
paid Israel double for its sins in Isa. 40:2. Like the image of sin as weight,
the image of sin as debt captures the heaviness of sin. Debt is a type of
burden. And, as with the image of weight, the image of debt also holds
the possibility of relief. Debts can be repaid.
What I appreciate about this metaphorical understanding of sin is that it
conveys exactness. Guilt, as we all know, can seem bottomless, but debt
is precise. There are limits set to what you must pay. Once paid, you are
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free of debt and free of guilt. I also like how this metaphor places more
responsibility to make amends on the one who wrongs than on the one
who is wronged. Sometimes debts simply need to be paid.
The image of sin as stain is found in Psalm 51:4, where the psalmist begs
God: “Wash me thoroughly of my iniquity.” In Isa. 1:16, God begs Israel to
wash itself clean and then promises in Isa. 1:18: “Be your sins like crimson,
they can turn white like snow. Be they red as wool, they can become like
fleece.”
I find the metaphor of sin as stain to be the most powerful metaphor of
all. For me, it captures how deeply sin penetrates one’s self and alters
one’s being. Like the other metaphors, the metaphor of sin as stain also
conveys hope. Yet with this metaphor, the possibility for relief comes only
and miraculously from God. Stains are lasting, if not permanent. Yet, as
Isa. 1:18, one of the highlights of the Yom Kippur liturgy, proclaims, red
can become white. There is no unforgivable sin.
Each of these metaphors for sin in the Torah captures something
different and specific about the nature of sin and the possibilities of its
removal. Sin can feel heavy or dirty. To find relief, sins may be lifted, paid
for, or cleaned. Relief may be more or less left up to the one who wrongs,
the one who is wronged, or to God. The metaphors for sin in the Torah
capture all these possibilities and demonstrate the richness of religious
language.
I appreciate people who say what they mean and mean what they say.
Yet, when I engage with religious language, I do not want to, nor can I,
speak literally. Instead, I speak metaphorically and value language that is
imprecise, poetic, and expansive—language that captures more than what
we can ever know to be true.
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