ASKING FOR FORGIVENESS
Rav Da'vid Sperling

Shalom,
We are going to focus on the timely mitzvah of asking for forgiveness.

a) Learn source #1.

This is the Mishna from Yoma chapter 8 Mishna 9.

The Mishna makes a distinction between sins between man and G-d, to those between man and man.
How is that learnt from the verse in Vayikraf??

The Mishna states “...7951 D>N9’ON DY PN” — if one did not appease their fellow man, would Yom
Kippur atone for their sins against G-d (like breaking Shabbat)? [Note: there are two ways to read the Mishna,
each will give a different answer].

b) Learn source #2
This is the Tur (Orach Chaim, 607) on the laws of Yom Kippur.
What reason does the Tur give for having to beg forgiveness especially before Yom Kippur?

c) Learn source #3

This is the Mishna Brurah (607, 1).

He gives a different reason why we need to beg forgiveness especially before Yom Kippur — what is it?

Make sure you see a difference between the Tur and the Mishna Brurah, because the rest of learning
will be focusing on these two reasons, and the differences between them. (If you didn’t get it — or want to
check, go ahead and read the first three paragraphs of my summary).

d) Learn source #4

This is the Gemara from Yoma 87a.

[* extra work for the ambitious — learn the Shulchan Aruch in source #5 and see how many laws there
are taken directly from our Gemara (#4)]

e) Let us examine some differences between the approaches of the 7ur to that of the Mishna Brurah. What
would each say about the following cases?

1) 1 did not sin at all, but my fellow is non-the-less angry at me — do | need to ask forgiveness?
See the second answer of the Sefat Emet on his commentary to the Gemara we saw in source #4
(source #6)

2) What if I know the person | sinned against has forgiven me — for example my spouse on Erev
Yom Kippur. Do | still need to ask for forgiveness? See the Ben Ish Chai (source #7).

3) | spoke lashon ha’rah about my fellow, but they don’t know that | was the source of the
gossip — if | ask forgiveness from them they will now be angry with me. Do | still need to ask? — See the
Chafetz Chaim (source #8) and compare with Rav Israel Salant (in source #9). Remember to try and
relate this to the argument between the Tur and the Mishna Brurah.

4) Can | send a friend to ask for forgiveness in my stead? See the Mishna Brurah (source #10)

f) Now you can turn to my summary, and we can compare notes!
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Summary

The mitzvah of asking forgiveness on Erev Yom Kippur for sins we committed against our fellow man is
a serious one. It is a real Halacha in the Shulchan Aruch (source #5), and based on the Mishna in Yoma (source
#1). In fact some commentators read the Mishna as saying that if one does not appease their fellow man, Yom
Kippur does not atone for any sins, even for those solely against G-d (that is “ DY PX - 17>2NY DTN Y2V MY
19220 NN NNPY TY 99510 0°11951” — Yom Kippur does NOT ATONE i.e. at all). Others though are less harsh in
their reading of the Mishna and understand that Yom Kippur will atone for man-G-d sins always, but the man-
man sins are dependent on appeasement from one’s fellow. But in any case, all agree that one is obligated to
beg forgiveness.

Why is this mitzvah, to beg for forgiveness, needed before Yom Kippur? The Tur (source #2) quotes a
Midrash that explains that all the Jewish people need to be united on Yom Kippur to receive a good judgment.
If we have not asked for forgiveness then there will still be animosity between us, that will provide cause for
the “prosecuting angel” to lay claim against us.

The Mishna Brurah (source #3), on the other hand states that we need to ask for forgiveness in order to
atone for our sins. Without asking for forgiveness from my fellow | still have the outstanding sin “on my
record”. Only by receiving forgiveness from the one to whom | wronged can | obtain absolution from my crime
— something that is needed before | can be judged favorably for the next year by G-d.

These two different reasons give rise to different answers to the questions we posed:

1) 1 did not sin at all, but my fellow is non-the-less angry with me — do | need to ask forgiveness?

According to the Tur, | still need to ask for forgiveness in order to create peace between us. This is what
Rav did when he asked for forgiveness from Rav Chisdah (source #4), even though he had done nothing
wrong! (According to the Sefat Emet in source #6, in his second answer there).

But according to the Mishna Brurah, 1 have no sin to absolve, and so no need to beg forgiveness.

2) What if I know the person | sinned against has forgiven me — for example my spouse on Erev Yom Kippur.
Do | still need to ask for forgiveness?

The Ben Ish Hai (source #7) writes very powerfully on the need to ask for forgiveness from those
closest to us. Even though it seems clear that on Erev Yom Kippur every parent and spouse will obliviously
forgive his or her loved ones. So, it would seem that according to the 7ur there would be no need to ask for
forgiveness. After all, the idea of asking for forgiveness is only to create a peace and unity — but that already
exists.

The Mishna Brurah, on the other hand, might well say that one non-the-less needs to ask for
forgiveness. | sinned against my spouse, and as part of the process of teshuvah, in order to remove the stain of
sin from myself; I am obligated to go through the process of begging forgiveness. That process, of admitting
my guilt, to myself and to the other, and of lowering myself by asking for forgiveness, itself is part of what
removes my sin. So, even if I know that my spouse forgives me, | still must ask for forgiveness to remove my
sin.

3) | spoke lashon ha’rah about my fellow, but they don’'t know that | was the source of the gossip — if I ask
forgiveness from them they will now be angry with me. Do I still need to ask?

This famous question highlights for us the question at hand. Do | ask for forgiveness to create peace
(according to the Tur) or to absolve my sin (according to the Mishna Brurah)? If the latter, then even though |
know my asking for forgiveness for speaking /ashon ha'rah will cause enmity between us, | must still ask. The
Chaftez Chaim (source #8) rules one must ask for forgiveness. (NB: The Chafetz Chaim is the Mishna Brurah').

But if the former is true, then | must not ask for forgiveness, as it will only cause less peace and unity.
And thus rules Rav Salant (source #9), as is fitting for the founder of the Mussar movement.
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[A practical conclusion — never, ever, speak /ashon ha'rah about someone. You don't want to be in this
Halachic dilemmal!]

4) Can | send a friend to ask for forgiveness in my stead?

According to the 7ur, if a messenger can attain peace on the same level, it would be fine to send them
in my place. But, according to the Mishna Brurah, it could be, again, that one needs to undergo the process of
asking forgiveness in order to remove the sin. Interestingly, the Mishna Brurah himself (source #10) rules that
one should preferably go themselves — however he does not rule out the option of sending a messenger in his
stead.

We have seen an interesting argument about why we need to ask for forgiveness, and the ramifications
of those reasons. Halachically, one should try and be strict (where possible) and fulfill both opinions (- an
impossibility for question 3).

May we be blessed with total atonement for all our wrongs, and peace and unity amongst all the people
of Israel — that we may merit, each of us individually, and all of us together, to be inscribed for a year of life
and blessings.

Da'vid Sperling.
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