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From the Mahzor: introduction to Ashamnu on Yom Kippur

Our God and God of our ancestors,
hear our prayer; do not ignore our plea.
Our God and God of our ancestors,
we are neither so insolent nor so obstinate
as to claim in Your presence
that we are righteous, without sin;
for we, like our ancestors who came before us,
have sinned.
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1. BT Yoma 87b

What does one say? Rav said: “You know the
mysteries of the universe...” Shmuel said: “From the
depths of the heart...” Levi said: “And in your Torah
it is written, saying...” Rabbi Yohanan said: “Master
of the Universe...”
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Rabbi Yehudah said: “For our iniquities are too
many to count and our sins are too great to
number.” Rav Hamnuna said: "My God, before |
was formed | was unworthy. Now that | have been
formed, it is as if | had not been formed. | am dust
while alive, how much more so when | am dead. See,
| am before You like a vessel filled with shame and
disgrace. May it be Your will that | may sin no more,
and as for the sins | have committed before You,
erase them in Your compassion, but not by
suffering.” This is the confession that Rava used all
year, and Rav Hamnuna Zuta on Yom Kippur.
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Mar Zutra said: We said these only if one did not
say “But we have sinned.” However, if one said
“But we have sinned” one needs nothing further.
As Bar Hamdudei said: | was standing before
Shmuel and he was sitting; and when the prayer
leader reached the words: “But we have sinned” he
stood. He said: Learn from here that this is the ikar
of the confession.
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1a. Psalm 106:6
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We, like our ancestors, have sinned; we have gone
astray, done evil.
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1b. Commentaries from Mahzor Lev Shalem

e Every human being is imperfect. Even previous generations—whom we may idealize—

contained sinners. As the Rabbis taught: no one has walked the earth and not sinned.

e Some medieval commentators note that there is a measure of solace in remembering that our
ancestors were imperfect but they were forgiven. Others object to the mention that our
ancestors sinned, and so in some editions that phrase is omitted.

e Nehemiah reports that in rededicating themselves, the people gathered in the Temple
courtyard and ‘confessed their own sins and the sins of their ancestors’ (Nehemiah 9:2).
Medieval authors argued that knowledge that previous generations sinned, just as we do,
empowers us to ask for forgiveness—for is not our own failing part of the very nature of the

human condition?

2. Exodus 34:6-7 (see also Exod. 20:5; Num. 14:18; Deut. 5:9)

lovingkindness and truth, extending lovingkindness for
thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin,

fourth generation.

Adonai passed by before him, and called, Adonai, Adonai,

God, merciful and gracious, long suffering, and abundant in

exonerating and not exonerating; visiting the sin of parents
upon children, and upon children’s children, to the third and
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2a. Ezekiel 18:1-4, 18-22 (see also Jeremiah 31:28-29)

1. And the word of the Lord came to me, saying, 2.
What do you mean by repeating this proverb
concerning the land of Israel, saying: The parents have
eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on
edge? 3. As | live, says the Lord God, you shall not have
occasion any more to use this proverb in Israel. 4.
Behold, all souls are mine; as the soul of the parent, so
also the soul of the child is mine; the soul that sins, it

shall die.
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18. As for his father, because he cruelly oppressed,
robbed his brother, and did that which is not good
among his people, behold, he shall die in his iniquity.

19. And you say, Why? Does not the son bear the
iniquity of the father? When the son has done that
which is lawful and right, and has kept all my statutes,
and has done them, he shall surely live. 20. The soul that
sins, shall die. The son shall not bear the iniquity of the
father, neither shall the father bear the iniquity of the
son; the righteousness of the righteous shall be upon

N 51351 pYY pYy- IR m
-NIM VRY TIN2 NPY 21P-KY TR
RPI-N? YI0 DHINR) V7 :2Ip2 np

NRTYY VYN 1307 IRD 1Y 13D
DR NYYN IPY NIpN-2 NR NYY

mpn RN NRPND W3 3 1M 1IN
RYY N7 aRD 192 | RY-RD 13

NN V2Y TR0 NPTY 130 193

© N 12y Y17l YY1 npyn)

& i1s




JTS webinar for rabbis
Yom Kippur 5780

Rabbi Jan Uhrbach
jauhrbach@jtsa.edu

him, and the wickedness of the wicked shall be upon
him. 21. But if the wicked will turn from all his sins that he
has committed, and keep all my statutes, and do that
which is lawful and right, he shall surely live, he shall not
die. 22. None of his transgressions that he has
committed shall be remembered against him; in his
righteousness that he has done he shall live.
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2b. BT Makkot 24a

Rabbi Yosei bar Hanina said: Moshe Rabbenu decreed
four decrees upon the Jewish people, and four prophets
came and annulled them. ... Moses said: “Who visits the
transgression of the parents upon the children” (Exod.
34.7). Ezekiel came and annulled it: “The person who sins

shall die” (Ezek. 18:4).
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3. Tirzah Firestone, Wounds into Wisdom—Healing Intergenerational Jewish Trauma, 105

[Creative translation of ..n¥aR 13y Tpal:“The mind of the universe observes the wounds of parents as

they ripple down to their children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren.”

If individual trauma is a blow to the psyche that breaks through defenses with such suddenness and
force that one cannot react to it effectively, then collective trauma is a blow to the living organism that is
a community. Over time, a trauma-informed worldview may become embedded in the identity of the

culture. Because it involves many life experiences, the harm works its way into the awareness of a group
slowly and even insidiously, bringing with it a gradual realization that the social fabric of the community
no longer exists in quite the same way, that the body politic, the ‘we’ of the people has been irrevocably

changed.

4. Zohar 3:213a (Pritzker ed., vol IX, 502-03)

“Pinehas ben Elazar ben Aharon” (Num. 25:11). Rabbi
Shimon said, “Son of, son of, twice, coming to restore
the loss.” Rabbi Shimon said, “If a person obtains a
recycled [i.e. reincarnated] soul and fails to have it
rectified within him, it is as though he falsifies the truth
of the Sovereign; and | apply to him this verse, ‘or if he
finds something lost and denies it and swears falsely’

(Lev. 5:22). And denies it—better for him if he had

never been created.”
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5. BT Gittin 55a (see also M. Eduyot 7:9)

If a stolen beam is built into a palace, restitution
for it may be made in money, so as not to put
obstacles in the way of penitents.
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5a. R. Shalom Noah Berezovsky (1911-2000), Netivot Shalom, Teshuvah #9

A person'’s task [in doing teshuvah] is comparable to a builder building a beautiful house on a pile of
rubble. If one is not willing to invest the money and effort to dig out a deep and solid foundation, the
building will not have a firm infrastructure. And therefore, cracks will continue to appear in the walls of
the house, and each time, one will have to again make great expenditures to strengthen the building.
Nevertheless, it will accomplish nothing, for additional fissures will again appear, and the house will be in
continual danger of collapse. And there is only one path forward: to have the courage to demolish the
whole structure of the house and dig deep and strong foundations, upon which a strong house can be

built and established.

So too is teshuvah. Even though every year a person introduces repairs and improvements in the
structure of one’s spiritual house, when it's not built on a strong foundation, every year fissures and
cracks will re-open, and one’s spiritual home will be in danger of tottering. Only once a person arrives at
a circumstance where he/she has courage, and understands that all these “improvements” won't solve
the problem of one’s life, then will one dig deep foundations, and dig out the root of “gall and
wormwood’, and then one can build a lasting house.

6. BT Makkot 23b-24a

Rabbi Simlai expounded: 613 mitzvot were NIVY YHVI MRN VY IRHNY 117 WIT
communicated to Moses, 365 “don’ts” (negative DVWYI MRN VYW NWNRY 19 19K MIXN
mitzvot) equal to the number of solar days [in the DXNRNY NRNN MR PN PIRD WM
year], and 248 “dos” (positive mitzvot) 5% PR T VY DNV DIPIIRY
corresponding to the number of bones and _oTR

sinews in the human body....
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David came and stood them on 11, as it is written DNIT NIVY NNR 5P [TRYM T R

(Psalm 15).. N2 PO M THNR I M D TITY
|saiah came and stood them on 6, as it is written ~JOTP
(Isa. 33:15-16).... «2NIT VY HY TTNYM 1YY’ R
6a. Isaiah 33:15-16
One who walks in righteousness, and speaks uprightly, ORH DMYIN 12T NMIPTN T2
who abhors profit from oppression or fraud, who waves JhnN 193 IYI NPYYn Yxaa
away a bribe instead of grasping it, who stops their ears DYPY DINT YHRWN TR DOR TNYa
against listening to infamy, and shuts their eyes against TDQ?’ D’nﬁn an ':l,.!’,;'m;.m 1_,;,}_?
looking at evil—such a one shall dwell in lofty security. AN DYYD MITEN
6b. Malbim on Isaiah 33:15
The disqust relates to matters between human beings (i.e., 172nY DIR P2V D272 ORN
ethical mitzvot), i.e., one should despise the profit with which 2209 Y51V N2 ORNN RIN
one is able to surround one’s self through the oppression of and J72n% Toam Mpwyn mn
loss one can cause to others.
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Supplementary sources

1. Samson Raphael Hirsch on Exod. 34:7

[He connects notzer (quarding, assuring, keeping) with netzer—the bud of a plant. And he says the
greatest blessing one can receive is to be a plant-er of seeds that will blossom in the future for others,]
“a thousandfold in time and eternity.”

“God allows the good that a person does to become buds of blessings’ for all his/her descendants.”

2. Rabbenu Bahya ben Asher on Deut. 21:8

“grant atonement for Your people.” According to Pessikta RNPI0H2 WIT JRYH 995
(and Sifri) on our verse the word 793 refers to the living who , 01NN PI9INNY DP”NN 1R
can attain atonement by means of their money. The words DN YR N7 TOR
n>79, “‘whom You redeemed,” refer to the already dead who will .DPNN RN PIaINNY
achieve their atonement by charity given by the living (in their MYTPRNY AT 11T

name). The verse teaches that the donations made to the

Temple treasury by the living on behalf of their dead accomplish
: o ) nYYIn Dnd WV ,0NNn
something. This is so in an increased measure if the son donates

in his father’'s name; it is considered a merit for the departed 130 DR 1DV 921, 0°nn7
father. The same applies to the recital of Kaddish by the son for MOT RNV VIR TY2 V1TPN

T2 DYWITPNY DN PINIY

his father. The concept is based on the fact that the son “eats” 120 521X NN VAR
the “fruits” of his father. The same applies to the son acting as IMIRY TN R L,IYMH
reader in the synagogue during his year of mourning. There is a 1992 DIV IR VTP 1972va
Baraitha in Massechet Kallah Rabbati chapter 2 involving Rabbi M1 ,77181 NOIIN N1
Akiva rescuing the soul of a departed from purgatory through AVYN MR TTIRT 1INRY

the son becoming pious, etc., although the father of that child RIPRTIN ,RTDY 727 5V
had been the worst kind of sinner.

(transl. by E. Munk via Sefaria, CC-BY 2.0) :193 NJON3

3. Samson Raphael Hirsch on Deut. 21:8

Still deeper does a sentence in Horioth 6a take the meaning to be of this reference to the people
redeemed from Egypt in the prayer on this occasion: “this kapparah is fit to bring atonement
retrospectively right back to yetziyat Mitzrayim, the first generation redeemed from Egypt!” Whenever,
at any time there is a Jewish generation that takes it gravely to heart, and is seriously perturbed if only
one of its members has to take to crime through being in need, and its representatives can declare with
a quiet mind, publicly before God, “in our nation no person need turn to crime on account of being
necessitous,” this triumph of the laws of rights and brotherly love taught by God in the Torah is such a
great one that it ennobles retrospectively all the past generations out of the roots of which they have
grown.

4. Martha Nussbaum, Anger and Forgiveness: Resentment, Generosity, Justice
See concept of “transition anger”.
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