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I. Forgiveness in the heart?

The Gemara responds that the prohibition against taking vengeance and bearing a
grudge indeed applies to cases of personal anguish; however, actually, the scholar
may keep resentment in his heart, though he should not act on it or remind the
other person of his insulting behavior. The Gemara asks: But didn’t Rava say:
With regard to whoever forgoes his reckonings with others for injustices done to
him, the heavenly court in turn forgoes punishment for all his sins? The Gemara
answers: Indeed, even a scholar who is insulted must forgive insults, but that is
only in cases where his antagonist has sought to appease him, in which case he
should allow himself to be appeased toward him. However, if no apology has been
o�ered, the scholar should not forgive him, in order to uphold the honor of the
Torah

בֶּן יהְוֹצָדָק:וְאָמַר רַבִּי יוֹחָנןָ מִשּׁוּם רַבִּי שִׁמְעוֹן
—כׇּל תַּלְמִיד חָכָם שֶׁאֵינוֹ נוֹקֵם וְנוֹטֵר כְּנחָָשׁ

אֵינוֹ תַּלְמִיד חָכָם. וְהָכְתִיב: ״�א תִקּוֹם וְ�א
תִטּוֹר״? …

לְעוֹלָם דְּנקֵָיט לֵיהּ בְּלִיבֵּיהּ.

וְהָאָמַר רָבָא: כׇּל הַמַּעֲבִיר עַל מִדּוֹתָיו —
מַעֲבִירִין לוֹ עַל כׇּל פְּשָׁעָיו!

דִּמְפַיּיְסוּ לֵיהּ וּמִפַּיּיַס.

On the conception of forgiveness as debt forgiveness, matters of the heart are not essential to forgiving.
Is that right? Recall Exodus 32:

Turn from Your blazing anger, and renounce the plan to punish Your people. ה ם עַל־הָרָעָ֖ � וְהִנּחֵָ֥ לְעַמֶּֽ�׃שׁ֚וּב מֵחֲר֣וֹן אַפֶּ֔

Moses is asking not only for G-d to give up an action, the vengeance to which He is entitled as a kind of
moral debt; also asking for a change of heart, to give up His anger

Imagine angerless “forgiveness” in your own life:

You forgive your partner for their betrayal but resent them for it the rest of your life

You apologize to a friend for hurting him and he “forgives” but makes clear he still resents you

Another view: to forgive is to foreswear resentment or (moral) anger

An intriguing suggestion, one that most philosophers in the analytic tradition think is either the truth
or something close to it. But it raises important questions:

1) What is anger/resentment such that it plays this important role in our lives?
2) How can we forgive?

II. Emotions, Reasons, Judgements

Emotion is often contrasted with “reason”; but is that right?
Emotions can be warranted and unwarranted (apt/inapt, appropriate/inappropriate)



exs: fear; anger
Emotions have normative standards—they are responsive in some way to reasons

The Passover Haggadah
Pour your wrath upon the nations that did not know You and upon

the kingdoms that did not call upon Your Name! Since they have
consumed Ya'akov and laid waste his habitation (Psalms 79:6-7). Pour
out Your fury upon them and the �erceness of Your anger shall reach
them (Psalms 69:25)! You shall pursue them with anger and eradicate
them from under the skies of the Lord (Lamentations 3:66).

הגדת פסח
שְׁפֹ� חֲמָתְ� אֶל־הַגּוֹיםִ אֲשֶׁר �א
ידְָעוּ� וְעַל־מַמְלָכוֹת אֲשֶׁר בְּשִׁמְ�

�א קָרָאוּ. כִּי אָכַל אֶת־יעֲַקבֹ
וְאֶת־נוֵָהוּ הֵשַׁמּוּ. שְׁפָ�־עֲלֵיהֶם
זעֲַמֶ� וַחֲרוֹן אַפְּ� ישִַּׂיגֵם. תִּרְדףֹ
בְּאַף וְתַשְׁמִידֵם מִתַּחַת שְׁמֵי ה'.

Maimonides Mishneh Torah Human Dispositions 1:4
The straight path is the mean disposition found in each and
every tendency of all the human tendencies. Such tendency is
removed from both extremes an equal distance, and is not
nearer to one than to the other. Therefore have the wise men
of yore commanded that man should ever review his
tendencies estimate them, and direct them toward the
middle-path so that he will be sound in body. How may one
do it? He should not be an excitable person, easily angered;
nor like the dead without feelings, but adopt a middle-course,
not to become indignant, save only at something big which is
worthy enough to be angry at, so that the like should not be
done another time.

Maimonides Mishneh Torah, Human Dispositions 2:3
And, yet, there are certain tendencies which man is forbidden
to follow in the middle-way, but must distance himself from
extreme to extreme….One should teach himself not to get
angry, even over a matter which be�ts anger. If one desires to
engender awe in his children and his household, or in the
public, if he be at the head of a community, even if he desire to
get angry at them so as to bring them back to the good way, he
should only act angry in their presence so as to reprove them,
but his disposition must remain calm within himself, even as a
man imitates, who is angry when the time calls forth anger but
in reality he is not angry. The sages of yore said: "He who
yields to anger is as if he worshiped idolatry". They also said:
"Whosoever yields to anger, if he be a wise man his wisdom

משנה תורה להרמב"ם הלכות דעות
א:ד

דֵּעָההַדֶּרֶ� הַישְָׁרָה הִיא מִדָּה בֵּינוֹניִת שֶׁבְּכָל
וְדֵעָה מִכָּל הַדֵּעוֹת שֶׁיּשֵׁ לוֹ לָאָדָם. וְהִיא

הַדֵּעָה שֶׁהִיא רְחוֹקָה מִשְּׁתֵּי הַקְּצָווֹת רִחוּק
שָׁוֶה וְאֵינהָּ קְרוֹבָה �א לָזוֹ וְ�א לָזוֹ. לְפִיכָ�

צִוּוּ חֲכָמִים הָרִאשׁוֹניִם שֶׁיּהְֵא אָדָם שָׁם
דֵּעוֹתָיו תָּמִיד וּמְשַׁעֵר אוֹתָם וּמְכַוִּן אוֹתָם
בַּדֶּרֶ� הָאֶמְצָעִית כְּדֵי שֶׁיּהְֵא שָׁלֵם בְּגוּפוֹ.
כֵּיצַד. �א יהְֵא בַּעַל חֵמָה נוֹחַ לִכְעסֹ וְ�א

יכְִעסֹכְּמֵת שֶׁאֵינוֹ מַרְגִּישׁ אֶלָּא בֵּינוֹניִ. �א
כְּדֵיאֶלָּא עַל דָּבָר גָּדוֹל שֶׁרָאוּי לִכְעסֹ עָלָיו

שֶׁ�א יעֵָשֶׂה כַּיּוֹצֵא בּוֹ פַּעַם אַחֶרֶת.

משנה תורה להרמב"ם הלכות דעות ב:ג
וְישֵׁ דֵּעוֹת שֶׁאָסוּר לוֹ לָאָדָם לִנהְגֹ בָּהֶן
עַדבְּבֵינוֹניִת אֶלָּא יתְִרַחֵק מִן הַקָּצֶה הָאֶחָד
הַקָּצֶה הָאַחֵר….וִילַמֵּד עַצְמוֹ שֶׁ�א יכְִעסֹ
וַאֲפִלּוּ עַל דָּבָר שֶׁרָאוּי לִכְעסֹ עָלָיו. וְאִם
אוֹ עַלרָצָה לְהַטִּיל אֵימָה עַל בָּניָו וּבְניֵ בֵּיתוֹ

הַצִּבּוּר אִם הָיהָ פַּרְנסָ וְרָצָה לִכְעסֹ עֲלֵיהֶן
כְּדֵי שֶׁיּחְַזרְוּ לַמּוּטָב ירְַאֶה עַצְמוֹ בִּפְניֵהֶם

שֶׁהוּא כּוֹעֵס כְּדֵי לְיסְַּרָם וְתִהְיהֶ דַּעְתּוֹ
מְדַמֶּהמְישֶֻּׁבֶת בֵּינוֹ לְבֵין עַצְמוֹ כְּאָדָם שֶׁהוּא
אָמְרוּכּוֹעֵס בִּשְׁעַת כַּעֲסוֹ וְהוּא אֵינוֹ כּוֹעֵס.

חֲכָמִים הָרִאשׁוֹניִם כָּל הַכּוֹעֵס כְּאִלּוּ עוֹבֵד
עֲבוֹדַת כּוֹכָבִים. וְאָמְרוּ שֶׁכָּל הַכּוֹעֵס אִם
נבִָיאחָכָם הוּא חָכְמָתוֹ מִסְתַּלֶּקֶת מִמֶּנּוּ וְאִם



leaves him, and if he be a prophet his prophecy leaves him."
Verily the life of irritable persons is no life. They have,
therefore, commanded to be afar from anger, so that one will
train himself not to mind even the things which do cause
irritation, for such is the good way. The conduct of the just is
to take insults but not give insults, hear themselves �outed but
make no reply, do their duty as a work of love, and bear
a�iction cheerfully. Concerning them the Verse says: "But
may those that love Him be as the rising of the sun in his
might" (Judg. 5.31).

הוּא נבְוּאָתוֹ מִסְתַּלֶּקֶת מִמֶּנּוּ. וּבַעֲלֵי כַּעַס
מִןאֵין חַיּיֵהֶם חַיּיִם. לְפִיכָ� צִוּוּ לְהִתְרַחֵק
אֲפִלּוּהַכַּעַס עַד שֶׁיּנַהְִיג עַצְמוֹ שֶׁ�א ירְַגִּישׁ

לַדְּבָרִים הַמַּכְעִיסִים וְזוֹ הִיא הַדֶּרֶ� הַטּוֹבָה.
וְדֶרֶ� הַצַּדִּיקִים הֵן עֲלוּבִין וְאֵינןָ עוֹלְבִין
שׁוֹמְעִים חֶרְפָּתָם וְאֵינםָ מְשִׁיבִין עוֹשִׂין

מֵאַהֲבָה וּשְׂמֵחִים בְּיסִּוּרִים. וַעֲלֵיהֶם הַכָּתוּב
אוֹמֵר (שופטים ה לא) "וְאהֲֹבָיו כְּצֵאת

הַשֶּׁמֶשׁ בִּגְבֻרָתוֹ":

Di�erent emotions are constitutively connected to di�erent judgements
That I was wronged… That he is a wrongdoer... (anger/resentment)
That it is dangerous (fear)
That he has what I want (jealousy)

We have a kind of control (with obvious limits) over our emotions via these judgement

Some emotions are essentially bipolar
Contrast general anger/frustration/irritation with resentment or being angry at

A new picture of wrongdoing and forgiveness:
1) To wrong another, among other things, warrants her resenting you

A kind of connection here, not of a moral debt, but a moral-emotional response
2) To forgive is to withdraw that anger

III. A New Puzzle: How is Forgiveness Ever Appropriate?

Seems like a strange puzzle—and indeed, we’ll see it has a clear solution. But suppose you are angry at
someone for hurting you; is it ever right to forgive?

1) Either the hurt they caused warrants anger or it does not
2) If it warrants anger, then you should not forgive (withdraw anger)
3) If it did not warrant anger, then forgiveness isn’t necessary—you shouldn’t have been angry in

the �rst place

If this sort of picture is right, then forgiveness is always a kind of transcendence of what you have
reason to do—it’s always “a mistake” but maybe a mistake we are willing to make.



How might we di�use this puzzle: by pointing to something that changes whether or not anger is
warranted. Something like apology or reparation

Why would apology warrant the withdrawal of anger:
The wrongdoer has renounced their wrong
They humble themself
Forge a connection through apology and forgiveness that heals the anger

IV. So Why Forgive

Two kinds of answer:
1) In a given case, because anger is no longer appropriate
2) More generally, because anger/resentment has consequences—can be destructive


