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Mechila in Liturgy
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1. Shemoneh Esrei, Ashkenazic Liturgy
“Forgive us father, for we have sinned... for you are well-forgiving... Blessed are you Lord,
gracious one who forgives greatly,”
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2. Tractate Soferim 19:4

On the Day of Atonement... one closes [the fourth blessing as follows: Blessed are you, O Lord,
our God] forgoing and forgiving for our sins and for the sins of His nation Israel with mercy, and
atoning for their violations, king of the whole earth, sanctifier of Israel and the day of the fast of

atonement and the times and holy convocations.
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3. Siddur Rav Amram Gaon (9t century), Evening Prayer for Yom Kippur
For you are a forgiver to Israel and a forgoer for the tribes of Jeshurun, and your word is truth
and everlasting, and without You we have no forgoing and forgiving king, only You. Blessed are
you, O Lord, a King forgoing and forgiving our sins and the sins of His nation the House of
Israel, who passes on our guilt every year, king of the whole earth, sanctifier of Israel and the
day of atonement.

The Metaphors of Sin and Its Resolution

4. Gary Anderson, Sin: A History, p. 5

In his seminal work The Symbolism of Evil, Paul Ricoeur takes this point one step further. In his
view, philosophers have no direct and unmediated access to the semantic content of ideas such as
fault, sin, error, and their consequent rectification (that is, what we call “forgiveness”). All that
stands at our disposal are metaphors that serve as building blocks for larger narrative complexes.
To understand what a sin is, one must begin with the terminology deployed by a particular
writer. Once one grasps the concrete nature of these metaphors, one can see how they are
deployed in narratives.
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Sin as a Stain
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5. Jeremiah 2:21-23
| planted you with noble vines, All with choicest seed; Alas, | find you changed Into a base, an
alien vine!
Though you wash with natron And use much lye, Your guilt is ingrained before Me —declares
the Lord God.
How can you say, “I am not defiled, I have not gone after the Baalim”? Look at your deeds in the
Valley, Consider what you have done! Like a lustful she-camel, Restlessly running about,
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6. Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Yevamot, 105a
Rav Shmuel bar Onia said in the name of Rav: How do we know that a communal decree is not
sealed? It’s not sealed? But it says “even if you wash with natron and use much lye, your guilt is
ingrained before me” (Jer. 2:22) ?! Rather, how do we know that even if it is sealed that it can be
ripped up? As it says, “Who is like the Lord our God every time we call Him?” (Deut. 4:7).

Cleansing or Wiping Away Sin
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7. Psalms 51:3-4

Have mercy upon me, O God, as befits Your faithfulness; in keeping with Your abundant
compassion, blot out my transgressions.

Wash me thoroughly of my iniquity, and purify me of my sin;
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8. Jeremiah 18:23

O Lord, You know All their plots to kill me. Do not pardon their iniquity, Do not blot out their
guilt from Your presence. Let them be made to stumble before You— Act against them in Your
hour of wrath!

9. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus, 1.1098
"Atone" or "expiate” is the customary translation for kipper, but in most cases this is incorrect. In
biblical poetry its parallel synonym is usually maha ‘wipe' (Jer 18:23) or hesir 'remove’ (Isa
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27:9), suggesting that kipper means "purge.” Ritual texts also support this meaning, for they
regularly couple kipper with tihar 'purify’ and hitte' ‘decontaminate’ (Lev 14:48, 52, 58).
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10. 2 Samuel 12:13
David said to Nathan, “I stand guilty before the Lord!” And Nathan replied to David, “The Lord
has removed your sin; you shall not die.
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11. Zecharia 3:1-5
He further showed me Joshua, the high priest, standing before the angel of the Lord, and the
Satan standing at his right to accuse him.
But [the angel of] the Lord said to the Accuser, “The Lord rebuke you, O Accuser; may the Lord
who has chosen Jerusalem rebuke you! For this is a brand plucked from the fire.
Now Joshua was clothed in filthy garments when he stood before the angel.
The latter spoke up and said to his attendants, “Take the filthy garments off him!” And he said to
him, “See, I have removed your guilt from you, and you shall be clothed in [priestly] robes.”
Then he (lit., I) gave the order, “Let a pure diadem be placed on his head.” And they placed the

pure diadem on his head and clothed him in [priestly] garments, as the angel of the Lord stood
by.
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12. Isaiah 44:21-22
Remember these things, O Jacob For you, O Israel, are My servant: | fashioned you, you are My
servant— O Israel, never forget Me.
| wipe away your sins like a cloud, Your transgressions like mist— Come back to Me, for |

redeem you.

Sin as a Burden
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13. Leviticus 5:1
If a person sins, as he has heard a public imprecation, and—although able to testify as one who
has either seen or learned of the matter—if he does not give information, he bears his sin.
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14. L eviticus 17:15-16

Any person, whether citizen or stranger, who eats what has died or has been torn by beasts shall
wash his clothes, bathe in water, and remain unclean until evening; then he shall be clean.

But if he does not wash [his clothes] and bathe his body, he shall bear his sin.
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15. Isaiah 2:2-4
Hear, O heavens, and give ear, O earth, For the Lord has spoken: “I reared children and brought
them up— And they have rebelled against Me!
An ox knows its owner, An ass its master’s crib: Israel does not know, My people takes no
thought.”
Ah, sinful nation! People heavily burdened with iniquity! Brood of evildoers! Depraved
children! They have forsaken the Lord, Spurned the Holy One of Israel, Turned their backs [on
Him].
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16. Genesis 4:8-14
Cain said to his brother Abel ... and when they were in the field, Cain set upon his brother Abel
and killed him.
The Lord said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?”” And he said, “I do not know. Am I my
brother’s keeper?”
Then He said, “What have you done? Hark, your brother’s blood cries out to Me from the
ground!
Therefore, you shall be more cursed than the ground, which opened its mouth to receive your
brother’s blood from your hand.
If you till the soil, it shall no longer yield its strength to you. You shall become a ceaseless
wanderer on earth.”
Cain said to the Lord, “My punishment is too great to bear!
Since You have banished me this day from the soil, and | must avoid Your presence and become
a restless wanderer on earth—anyone who meets me may kill me!”
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Unloading the Burden of Sin
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17. Exodus 10:16-17

Pharaoh hurriedly summoned Moses and Aaron and said, “I stand guilty before the Lord your

God and before you.

Lift my sin just this once, and plead with the Lord your God that He but remove this death from
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me.
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18. Exodus 28:36-38

You shall make a frontlet of pure gold and engrave on it the seal inscription: “Holy to the Lord.”
Suspend it on a cord of blue, so that it may remain on the headdress; it shall remain on the front
of the headdress.

It shall be on Aaron’s forehead, that Aaron may take away any sin arising from the holy things
that the Israelites consecrate, from any of their sacred donations; it shall be on his forehead at all
times, to win acceptance for them before the Lord.

19. Gary Anderson, Sin: A History, p. 18

In a context of mercy, nas”a takes on the extended meaning of “forgive,” whereas a ‘won retains
its primary meaning of “sin.” But in the context of punishment (nos. 1 and 2) the verb retains its
original meaning “to bear, carry,” whereas the noun a“won assumes its secondary meaning of
“punishment.” The mixture of primary and secondary meanings in each idiom appears arbitrary.
It is an odd way to explain the growth of an idiom. Schwartz’s solution to these inconcinnities is
as brilliant as it is ordinary. In his opinion everything depends on attention to how the verb nas’a
functions in conventional discourse. A casual inspection of a Hebrew lexicon shows that the verb
can mean both [A] “to carry [a burden]” and [B] “to remove [a burden].”

Sending Away Sin

TP 2on .20
IRV TR0 TROTR B 1YY PIaRY 0701 NINYD yWHToY 1w 1Y Ripd 7353 28R (7)
BIINUN™D3 2) NTYRRR TRW RN U3 WA 1Y ()
ID7R. B DAY BYAVITIW DFIIK7 700 2087 Moy 1an (2)
20. Micah 7:18-19
Who is a God like You, Forgiving iniquity And remitting transgression; Who has not maintained
His wrath forever Against the remnant of His own people, Because He loves graciousness!
He will take us back in love; He will cover up our iniquities, You will hurl all our [lit. their]

sins Into the depths of the sea.
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You will keep faith with Jacob, Loyalty to Abraham, As You promised on oath to our fathers
In days gone by.
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21. Leviticus 16:20-22

When he has finished purging the Shrine, the Tent of Meeting, and the altar, the live goat shall
be brought forward.

Aaron shall lay both his hands upon the head of the live goat and confess over it all the iniquities
and transgressions of the Israelites, whatever their sins, putting them on the head of the goat; and
it shall be sent off to the wilderness through a designated man.

Thus the goat shall carry on it all their iniquities to an inaccessible region; and the goat shall be
set free in the wilderness.

Sin as Debt and Paying for Sin
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22. Isaiah 40:1-2
Comfort, oh comfort My people, Says your God.
Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and declare to her that her term of service is over, That her iniquity
is expiated; For she has received at the hand of the Lord double for all her sins.
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23. Leviticus 26

I will make the land desolate, so that your enemies who settle in it shall be appalled by it.

And you | will scatter among the nations, and I will unsheath the sword against you. Your land
shall become a desolation and your cities a ruin.

Then shall the land make up for its sabbath years throughout the time that it is desolate and you
are in the land of your enemies; then shall the land rest and make up for its sabbath years.
Throughout the time that it is desolate, it shall observe the rest that it did not observe in your
sabbath years while you were dwelling upon it.

As for those of you who survive, | will cast a faintness into their hearts in the land of their
enemies. The sound of a driven leaf shall put them to flight. Fleeing as though from the sword,
they shall fall though none pursues.

With no one pursuing, they shall stumble over one another as before the sword. You shall not be
able to stand your ground before your enemies,

but shall perish among the nations; and the land of your enemies shall consume you.

Those of you who survive shall be heartsick over their iniquity in the land of your enemies;
more, they shall be heartsick over the iniquities of their fathers;

and they shall confess their iniquity and the iniquity of their fathers, in that they trespassed
against Me, yea, were hostile to Me.

When |, in turn, have been hostile to them and have removed them into the land of their enemies,
then at last shall their obdurate heart humble itself, and they shall atone for their iniquity.

Then will I remember My covenant with Jacob; | will remember also My covenant with Isaac,
and also My covenant with Abraham; and | will remember the land.

For the land shall be forsaken of them, making up for its sabbath years by being desolate of
them, while they atone for their iniquity; for the abundant reason that they rejected My rules and
spurned My laws.

Yet, even then, when they are in the land of their enemies, I will not reject them or spurn them so
as to destroy them, annulling My covenant with them: for | the Lord am their God.

24. Gary Anderson, Sin: A History, p. 8-9

As Baruch Schwartz has noted in rabbinic texts, “The sinner is called h ‘ayyab, or ‘obligated,’
because he must repay his debt [h ‘ob]. The one who owes [h ‘ayyab] a sin-offering or a
reparation offering must pay with the respective form of sacrifice; the one who owes a beating
must pay with a lashing of his body; the one who owes death must pay with his life; and the one
who owes the penalty of extirpation [karet] must pay after his death.”...

Once it becomes a commonplace to think of sin as debt, the idea that virtuous activity generates a
credit appears. The very idiom of rabbinic Hebrew supports this, because the antonym for the
term hob (debt) is zekut (credit).
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25. Daniel 4:24
Therefore, O king, may my advice be acceptable to you: Redeem your sins by charity and your
iniquities by generosity to the poor; then your serenity may be extended.”
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Mixing metaphors
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26. Numbers 5:31
The man shall be clean of violation; but that woman shall bear her sin.
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27. Hosea 14:2-8

Return, O Israel, to the Lord your God, For you have fallen because of your sin.

Take words with you And return to the Lord. Say to Him: “Remove all sin And accept what is
good; Instead of bulls we will pay [The offering of] our lips.

Assyria shall not save us, No more will we ride on steeds; Nor ever again will we call Our
handiwork our god, Since in You alone orphans find pity!”

I will heal their backsliding, Generously will I take them back in love; For My anger has turned
away from them (lit., him).

I will be to Israel like dew; He shall blossom like the lily, He shall strike root like a Lebanon
tree.

His boughs shall spread out far, His beauty shall be like the olive tree’s, His fragrance like that of
Lebanon.

They who sit in his shade shall be revived: They shall bring to life new grain, They shall blossom
like the vine; His scent shall be like the wine of Lebanon.

2% »9p 2vnn .28
TINYT M9 BWHTIY W 2R 1177 (X)
IR I PRI 7 Py 2 XD 07X MWK (2)

28. Psalms 32:1-2

Of David, a maskil.

Happy is he whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered over.

Happy the man whom the Lord does not hold guilty, and in whose spirit there is no deceit.

The Meaning of Mechila

29. Gary Anderson, Sin: A History, p. 27-8

In Aramaic the word for a debt that one owes a lender, h‘oba, is the standard term for denoting
sin. This term comes into Second Temple Hebrew and has the same double meaning. The idea of
sin as a weight is rarely found in rabbinic Hebrew, having been replaced by the idea of sin as a
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debt. One can clearly see this transformation by examining how the various Aramaic translations
of the biblical text (Targums) treat the phrase nas’a a won. In almost every instance where nas’a
a“won means “to bear the weight of a sin,” we find the Aramaic idiom gabbel h ‘oba, “to assume
a debt.”

30. Gary Anderson, Sin: A History, p. 28

Conversely, everywhere we find nas"a a won with the meaning “to bear away a sin,” we find the
Aramaic idiom sbaq h ‘oba, “to remit a debt.” Like its English equivalent, the Aramaic verb
denotes an individual who refrains from collecting on an obligation or payment that is due him.
As such it connotes a gracious deed in that a right holder graciously waives his right to collect
what is due.
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31. Leviticus 5:1

If a person sins, as he has heard a public imprecation, namely, against one who withholds
testimony. and—although able to testify as one who has either seen or learned of the matter—if
he does not give information, he bears his sin

R 2102 7 P75 RIP%1 9PN 213N .32
S92 92PN T KD OR YT IR RIT IR TON0 XY NN 2P 3w 207 IR WIRY (R)
32. Translation of Ongelos, Leviticus 5:1
If a person is guilty, as he has heard a public imprecation, and—although able to testify as one
who has either seen or learned of the matter—if he does not give information, he receives his
guilt.
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33. Genesis 50:17

So shall you say to Joseph, ‘Forgive, I urge you, the offense and sin of your brothers who treated
you so harshly.” Therefore, please forgive the offense of the servants of the God of your father.”
And Joseph was in tears as they spoke to him.
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34. Translation of Ongelos, Genesis 50:17

So shall you say to Joseph, ‘Please forgive, the guilt and sin of your brothers who treated you
harshly.” Therefore, please forgive the guilt of the servants of the God of your father.” And
Joseph was in tears as they spoke to him.

35. Gary Anderson, Sin: A History, p. 28

This linguistic move is not simply that of the Aramaic Targum; it is equally well grounded in
rabbinic Hebrew. In the Mishnah one who is at fault is said to be h ‘ayyab, that is, in possession
of a particular h‘ob, or debt, that must be repaid.
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36. Gary Anderson, Sin: A History, p 29-31

Let us consider four representative examples: (1) the payment of a bill [para hov, puranut], (2)
the act of collecting payment [gavah], (3) the state of being indebted [hayyav], (4) and the act of
releasing someone from the obligation to repay a debt....

(4) The act of releasing someone from the obligation to repay a debt: The verb ma/ ‘al means “to
cancel a bond of indebtedness™ in its literal sense (s bagq is its equivalent in Aramaic) and “to
forgive a sin” in a metaphoric sense.
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37. Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Ketubot, 85a
“If a man provides a bond for a loan then pays it off, he cannot provide this bond again because
the security which it contains has been cancelled.”
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38. Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Taanit, 7b

“R. Tanhum b. Hanilai said: ‘No rain shall fall unless the sins of Israel are forgiven for scripture
says, O Lord, You have favored Your land, restored Jacob’s fortune; You have borne away Your
people s iniquity, and covered all their sins; You have withdrawn all your anger, and turned
away from your rage’ ” (Ps 85:2— 4).

39. Gary Anderson, Sin: A History, p. 96

Eliezer Diamond summarizes this well: “A market place model was . . . used by the sages to
portray the calculation of one’s spiritual merits and debits. The word generally used by the sages
for reward, sakhar, has the primary meaning of wages or payment. Puranut, a common rabbinic
term for punishment (literally: retribution), derives from the root pra, to pay off a debt.” The
notion of puranut is connected to viewing one who sins as having incurred a h ‘'oba, an obligation
towards God. As George Foot Moore puts it, ‘Man owes God obedience, and every sin, whether
of commission or of omission, is a defaulted obligation, a debt.” That obligation is satisfied
through God’s retribution; God allows one to pay off one’s debt by undergoing punishment.”
The significance of this system, Diamond argues, is to assure that there be “some degree of
proportionality between righteousness and sinfulness on the one hand and reward and
punishment on the other.” It is not the case, however, that “God is obligated a priori to reward
the righteous nor does God need for his own sake to punish the wicked.” Rather, God “has
created a system of debits, credits, rewards and punishments” and has chosen, for the most part,
to operate within its confines. As the two epigraphs indicate, God’s capacity to show mercy does
not always follow the rules of a strict monetary accounting.
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