“INDEED, WE (AND OUR ANCESTORS) HAVE SINNED”:
ARE WE ACCOUNTABLE FOR THE SINS OF OUR ANCESTORS?
Rabbi Aryeh Bernstein, Yom Kippur 5782
You can find a short essay version of this theme and these texts at this link.

I. Confessing Our Sins on Yom Kippur: A Contradiction in the Rambam’s Ruling
Every prayer service on Yom Kippur includes an extensive section of confession of sins (vidui), including the
“Ashamnu, Bagadnu…”, the long “Al Het” recitation, and other statements. Let’s take a look at the legal
requirement for this practice of confession in the Rambam’s code.
Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Repentance 2:8
Rabbi Moshe Maimonides, 1135-1204, Spain & Egypt

חטָאנּו
ָ אבָל אֲנַחְנּו
ֲ “ הַּו ִּדּוי ׁשֶּנָהֲגּו ּבֹו ּכ ָל יִׂשְרָ אֵל
.(ּכֻּלָנּו)” ו ְהּוא עִּקַר הַּו ִּדּוי

The confession which has become the custom of all
Israel is, “Indeed, we have (all of us) sinned”, which is
the essence of confession.
However, the same Rambam slips something else into his actual script for the prayer book.
Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Order of Prayer, Chapter 4
Rabbi Moshe Maimonides, 1135-1204, Spain & Egypt
The Text of Confession
Our God and God of our ancestors: Let our prayer
come before You and do not ignore our supplications,
for we are not so brazen and stiffnecked that we
would say before You, We are righteous and have not
sinned; indeed, we and our ancestors have been guilty,
have acted treacherously, have robbed, have spoken
slander...

נוסח הוידוי
ּתפִּלָתֵנּו
ְ אֱלֹהֵינּו ו ֵאלֹהֵי אֲבֹותֵינּו ּתָבֹוא לְפָנ ֶיָך
ׁשאֵין אָנּו עַּז ֵי פָנ ִים ּו ְקׁשֵי
ֶ ּתחִּנָתֵנּו
ְ מ
ִ תעַּלַם
ְ ּת
ִ וְאַל
חטָאנּו
ָ ׁשּנֹאמַר לְפָנ ֶיָך צַּדִיקִים אֲנַחְנּו וְל ֹא
ֶ עֹרֶ ף
ּבג ַדְ נּו ּגָזַלְנּו
ָ ׁשמְנּו
ַ א
ָ אנַחְנּו וַאֲבֹותֵינּו
ֲ אבָל
ֲ
...ּדפִי
ֹ ּדִ ּבַרְ נּו

1. Notice two main differences between the Rambam’s two passages:
• Instead of the simple “we have sinned”, now there is an alphabetic acrostic, through the whole
alphabet of synonyms for “sin”: We’ve sinned from A to Z.
• More significantly, why has the Rambam added “our ancestors” to the confession? Why might
we have to confess their sins?
2. Let’s go back to the drawing board. What is the origin of the mitzvah to confess sins?

II. Confession: The Mitzvah to Declare One’s Sins Verbally
VaYikra/Leviticus, Chapter 5
(laws governing individual atonement for sins)
1 Anyone who sins:...[The Torah lists several emblematic sins
here --AB]...5 when they experience guilt for any of these
matters, they shall confess that about which they have

ח֣ת
ַ ַׁש֖ם לְא
ַ ְ וְהָי ָ֥ה כִֽי יֶא.ה...ט֗א
ָ ח
ֱ ת
ֶ  ו ְנֶ֣פֶׁש ּכִֽי.א
.ט֖א עָלֶֽיהָ׃ ו
ָ ח
ָ ׁש֥ר
ֶ א
ֲ התְו ַ ָּד֔ה
֨ ִ ְ מאֵּ֑לֶה ו
ֵ
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sinned. 6 And they shall bring their guilt offering to
YHWH, for their sin which they have sinned, a female
from the flock, sheep or goat, as a sin offering; and the
priest shall atone on their behalf for their sin.

ט֜א
ָ ח
ָ ׁש֨ר
ֶ א
ֲ ֩חּטָאתֹו
ַ ׁשמֹ֣ו לַיהו ָ֡ה עַ֣ל
ָ א
ֲ ב֣יא אֶת
ִ ה
ֵ ְו
ּט֑את
ָ ח
ַ ְׂשע ִירַ ֥ת עִּזִ֖ים ל
ְ ּב֛ה אֹֽו
ָ ׂש
ְ ִ ה ֹּצ֥אן ּכ
ַ ב֨ה מִן
ָ נ ְ ֵק
חּטָאתֹֽו׃
ַ מ
ֵ ה֖ן
ֵ ה ֹּכ
ַ וְכִּפֶ֥ר עָלָ֛יו

1. In this law, who must confess whose sins when?
VaYikra/Leviticus, Chapter 16
(The laws governing the Yom Kippur rite.)
21 And Aharon shall lay both his hands upon the head
of the live goat and confess over it all the iniquities of
the Israelites and their transgressions, whatever their
sins, and shall put them on the head of the goat; and
it shall be sent off to the wilderness by the hand of a
designated man.

֮ ּׂשע ִי
ר
ָ ה
ַ ּת֣י י ָ ָד֗ו עַ֨ל ֹר֣אׁש
ֵ ׁש
ְ ה ֹר֜ן אֶת־
ֲ ַמְ֨ך א
ַ ס
ָ ְ  ו.כא
התְו ַ ָּד֣ה עָלָ֗יו אֶת־ּכ ָל־עֲוֺנֹת֙ ּבְנ ֵ֣י יִׂשְרָ אֵ֔ל וְאֶת
ִ ְ חי֒ ו
ַ ה
ַ
תם֙ ע ַל ֹר֣אׁש
ָ א
ֹ ת֤ן
ַ ָ ת֑ם ו ְנ
ָ חּטֹא
ַ ה֖ם לְכ ָל
ֶ ׁשע ֵי
ְ ִּכ ָל ּפ
.ּבֽרָ ה׃
ָ ּמ ְד
ִ ה
ַ ּת֖י
ִ ִ ׁשּלַ֛ח ּבְי ַד אִ֥יׁש ע
ִ ְ ּׂשעִ֔יר ו
ָ ה
ַ

1. In this law, who must confess whose sins when?
The Torah says to declare our sins, but how? What is the formula for confessing our sins?
Talmud Bavli, Yoma 87b
Rav said: “You know the mysteries of the universe…”
And Sh’muel said: “From the depths of the heart...”
And Levi said: “And in your Torah it is written, saying…”,
Rabbi Yohanan said: “Master of the Universe…”
Rabbi Yehuda said: “...For our iniquities are too many to
count and our sins are too great to number.”
Rav Hamnuna said: “My God, before I was formed I was
unworthy. Now that I have been formed, it is as if I had
not been formed. I am dust while alive, how much more
so when I am dead. See, I am before You like a vessel
filled with shame and disgrace. May it be Your will that
I may sin no more, and as for the sins I have committed
before You, erase them in Your compassion, but not by
suffering.”
This was Rava’s confession all year long and Rav Hamnuna
Zuta’s on Yom Kippur.
Mar Zutra said: We said [all of this] only if one did not
say the words: “Indeed, we have sinned.” However,
one who said, “Indeed, we have sinned,” needs nothing
further, as Bar Hamdudei said: I was standing before
Sh’muel and he was sitting; and when the prayer leader
reached the words, “Indeed, we have sinned,” Sh’muel
stood. [Bar Hamdudei] said: Learn from here that this is
the essence of confession.

”... “אתה יודע רזי עולם:אמר אמר רב
”...ושמואל אמר “ממעמקי הלב
”...ולוי אמר “ובתורתך כתוב לאמר
”...ר’ יוחנן אמר “רבון העולמים
כי עונותינו רבו מלמנות...“ :ר’ יהודה אמר
.”וחטאתינו עצמו מספר
 “אלהי עד שלא נוצרתי איני:רב המנונא אמר
כדאי עכשיו שנוצרתי כאילו לא נוצרתי עפר
 הרי אני לפניך ככלי מלא.אני בחיי ק”ו במיתתי
 יהי רצון מלפניך שלא אחטא.בושה וכלימה
ומה שחטאתי מרוק ברחמיך אבל לא ע”י
”.יסורין

והיינו וידויא דרבא כולה שתא ודרב המנונא
.זוטא ביומא דכפורי
 לא אמרן אלא דלא אמר “אבל:אמר מר זוטרא
”אנחנו חטאנו” אבל אמר “אבל אנחנו חטאנו
: דאמר בר המדודי,תו לא צריך
הוה קאימנא קמיה דשמואל והוה יתיב וכי
מטא שליחא דצבורא ואמר “אבל אנחנו
 אמר שמע מינה עיקר וידוי.חטאנו” קם מיקם
.האי הוא
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1. All of these statements remain in the full confession liturgy, but, as we saw, Rambam ruled according
to Mar Zutra’s teaching. Any signs of ancestors here?

III. Literary Allusions: What Animates Our Declaration that “Indeed, we have sinned”?
Why not just “We have sinned/ ?”חטאנוWhat do we add with the emphatic word “Indeed/”אבל, a rare word that appears
only 11 times in the whole Tanakh and only twice in the Torah? Let us look at the only Biblical text with this word in a
context of admission of guilt.
Bereishit/Genesis, Chapter 42
(Yoseph, still unrecognized, lays out terms for his brothers
to receive drought aid from Egypt.)
18 On the third day Yoseph said to them: “Do this
and you shall live, for I am a God-fearer. 19 If you are
honest, let one of you brothers be held in your place
of detention, while the rest of you go and take home
rations for your starving households; 20 but you must
bring me your youngest brother, that your words may
be verified and that you may not die.” So they did
accordingly. 21 They said to one another: “Indeed, we
are guilty on account of our brother, because we looked
on at his anguish, yet paid no heed as he pleaded with
us. That is why this distress has come upon us.” 22
Then Reuven spoke up and said to them: “Did I not tell
you, ‘Do no wrong to the boy?’ But you paid no heed!
Now comes the reckoning for his blood.” 23 They did
not know that Yoseph understood, for there was an
interpreter between him and them.

ש֔י ֹז֥את עֲׂשּ֖ו
ִ ׁ שלִי
ְ ּ ׁה
ַ בּיֹ֣ום
ַּ ֙סף
ֵ ה֤ם יֹו
ֶ ֵאל
ֲ יח ו ַ ֹ ּי֨אמֶר
ת֔ם
ּ ֶ ַה֖ים אֲנ ִ֥י י ָרֵ ֽא׃ יט אִם כֵּנ ִ֣ים א
ִ ֹ האֱל
ָ חיּ֑ו אֶת־
ְ ִֽ ו
תם֙ לְכּ֣ו
ּ ֶ ַשמַרְ כֶ֑ם וְא
ְ ׁמ
ִ ב֣ית
ֵ ּב
ְ ס֖ר
ֵ ָח֔ד יֵא
ָ ֶאחִיכֶ֣ם א
ֲ
אחִיכֶ֤ם
ֲ תּיכֶֽם׃ כ וְאֶת
ֵ ב
ָּ ש֖בֶר רַ עֲבֹ֥ון
ֶ ׁ ב֔יאּו
ִ ה
ָ
תמּ֑ותּו
ָ מנּ֥ו ִדבְרֵ יכֶ֖ם וְלֹ֣א
ְ ָב֣יאּו אֵלַ֔י וְיֵא
ִ ת
ּ ָ ֙טן
ֹ ק
ָּ ה
ַ
֮בל
ָ א
ֲ ח֗יו
ִ ָמרּ֞ו אִ֣יׁש אֶל־א
ְ ו ַיַּע ֲׂשּו כֵֽן׃ כא ו ַ ֹיּא
ש֨ר רָ אִ֜ינּו צ ָרַ ֥ת
ֶ ׁא
ֲ ֒ח֒ינּו
ִ ָא ֘נ ַחְנּו֮ ע ַל א
ֲ מ֣ים ׀
ִ ש
ֵ ׁא
ֲ
באָה
ָּ֣ ֙מ֑ע ְנּו ע ַל־ ּכ ֵן
ָ ש
ָ ׁ חֽנְנֹ֥ו אֵלֵ֖ינּו וְלֹ֣א
ַ ת
ְ ה
ִ ב
ְּ נַפְׁשֹ֛ו
מ֗ר
ֹ ת֜ם לֵא
ָ א
ֹ ב֨ן
ֵ ה ֹּזֽאת׃ כב ו ַּ֩י ַעַן֩ רְ אּו
ַ הצָּרָ ֖ה
ַ אֵלֵ֔ינּו
טאּ֥ו ב ַּ֖י ֶלֶד
ְ ח
ֶ ּת
ֶ מ֛ר אַל־
ֹ אלֵיכֶ֧ם ׀ לֵא
ֲ תּי
ִ ְמ֨ר
ַ ָהֲלֹוא֩ א
הם֙ לֹ֣א
ֵ ְ דמֹ֖ו ה ִּנ ֵ֥ה נִדְרָ ֽׁש׃ כג ו
ּ ָ ת֑ם וְג ַם
ּ ֶ ְ מע
ַ ש
ְ ׁ וְלֹ֣א
תֽם׃
ָ ֹבּינ
ֵ מלִ֖יץ
ֵּ ה
ַ ס֑ף ּכ ִ֥י
ֵ מע ַ יֹו
ֵ֖ ש
ֹ ׁ י ָֽ ְדעּ֔ו ּכ ִ֥י

1. Discuss verse 21. What do you notice in their admission? Why might Mar Zutra see this as a model for
our confession? Come up with your own ideas before reading Rabbi Kaunfer’s, below.
Rabbi Elie Kaunfer, Interpreting Jewish Liturgy: The Literary Intertext Method, Doctoral dissertation, 2014, New York,
pp. 191-193.
1) The confession uttered by Joseph’s brothers is not a general admission of guilt for vague sins; rather it is a
direct acknowledgement of the ways in which the brothers saw Joseph’s suffering when kidnapping him, but did
not listen to him….
2) It is also clear that the archetype sin that is being confessed to, based on this intertext, is one between
people, not between a person and God. Not only that, the sin was committed years earlier. This scene offers the
possibility that confession is not something that is limited to the actions of the here and now, or even the past
year only. Actions that have been committed long ago can still be recalled, and wrongdoing admitted.
3) This confession is a moment of assuming collective responsibility, with the words of guilt recited by “one to
another” (v. 21). Significantly, the admission is in the plural….The admission is a moment of putting aside blaming
others and uniting in accepting the consequences for the action. This is significant in considering the plural
language of confession in the liturgy as well.
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IV. Expanding Our Practice: Echoes of Ancestors
So, where did the Rambam get the idea of confessing the sins of our ancestors?
VaYaYikra/Leviticus, Chapter 26
(The Curses)
15 if you reject My laws and spurn My rules, so that you
do not observe all My commandments and you break
My covenant, 16 I in turn will do this to you: I will wreak
misery upon you...18 And if, for all that, you do not
obey Me, I will go on to discipline you sevenfold for your
sins,...33 And you I will scatter among the nations, and
I will unsheath the sword against you. Your land shall
become a desolation and your cities a ruin...39 Those
of you remaining shall melt away over their iniquity in
the land of your enemies, and even over the iniquities
of their ancestors with them they shall melt away; 40
and they shall confess their iniquity and the iniquity
of their ancestors, in that they trespassed against Me,
and were ever so hostile to Me. 41 When I, 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.
42 Then will I remember My covenant with Jacob; I will
remember also My covenant with Isaac, and also My
covenant with Abraham; and I will remember the land.

ט֖י
ַ ָפ
ּ ש
ְ ׁמ
ִ מאָ֔סּו וְאִ֥ם אֶת
ְ ת
ּ ִ ת֣י
ַ ק
ֹּ ח
ֻ ב
ְּ טו וְאִם
ת֔י
ַ ֺמצְו
ִ ת֤י ע ֲׂשֹות֙ אֶת ׇכּל
ּ ִ ְבל
ִ ְשכֶ֑ם ל
ְ ׁ ְתגְעַ֣ל נַפ
ִּ
שׂה ֹּז֣את
ֶ ֱ תֽי׃ טז אַף אֲנ ִ֞י אֶֽע
ִ בּרִ י
ְ הפְרְ כֶ֖ם אֶת־
ַ ְל
אֵלֶּה
֔ יח וְאִ֨ם ע ַד...֙הלָה
ָ ב
ֶּֽ ת֨י עֲלֵיכֶ֤ם
ּ ִ הפְ ַק ְד
ִ ְ לָכֶ֗ם ו
שבַע ע ַל
֖ ֶ ׁ תכֶ֔ם
ְ ֶסּרָ ֣ה א
ְ ַ תי֙ לְי
ּ ִ ְספ
ַ ָ מעּ֖ו לִ֑י וְי
ְ ש
ְ ׁת
ִ לֹ֥א
ת֥י
ִ תכֶם֙ אֱז ָרֶ ֣ה בַּגֹוי ִ֔ם וַהֲרִ י ֹק
ְ ֶטּאתֵיכֶֽם׃…לג וְא
ֹ ח
ַ
מ֔ה וְע ָרֵ יכֶ֖ם
ָ מ
ָ ש
ְ ׁ ֙ת֤ה אַרְ צְכֶם
ָ ְ ח֑רֶ ב וְהָי
ָ אַחֲרֵ יכֶ֖ם
בעֲוֺנ ָ֔ם
ַּֽ ֙מּ֙קּו
ּ ַ ִ בכֶ֗ם י
ָּ שאָרִ ֣ים
ְ ׁ ִּ לט וְהַנ...בֽה׃
ָּ ְהיּ֥ו ׇחר
ְ ִי
מּֽקּו׃
ּ ָ ִ ת֥ם י
ּ ָ ִת֖ם א
ָ ב
ֹ א
ֲ בעֲוֺנֹ֥ת
ַּ באַרְ ֹצ֖ת אֹיְבֵיכֶ֑ם וְאַ֛ף
ְּ
מעֲלָ֖ם
ַ ב
ְּ ת֔ם
ָ ב
ֹ א
ֲ התְוַּדּ֤ו אֶת עֲוֺנָם֙ וְאֶת עֲוֺ֣ן
ִ ְמ ו
ב ֶקֽרִ י׃ מא
ְּ מ֖י
ּ ִ ִ הֽלְכּ֥ו ע
ָ שר־
ֶ ׁא
ֲ ב֑י וְאַ֕ף
ִ מע ֲלּו
ֽ ָ ש֣ר
ֶ ׁא
ֲ
באֶ֖רֶ ץ
ְּ ת֔ם
ָ א
ֹ ת֣י
ִ הבֵא
ֵ ְ ב ֶק֔רִ י ו
ְּ ֙מם
ּ ָ ִ אַף אֲנ ִ֗י אֵלְֵ֤ך ע
הֽע ָרֵ ֔ל וְאָ֖ז י ִרְ צּ֥ו אֶת
ֶ ֙בם
ָ ב
ָ ְה֑ם אֹו אָ֣ז יִכָּנ ַ֗ע ל
ֶ אֹיְבֵי
ת֣י יַעֲקֹ֑וב וְאַף֩ אֶת
ִ בּרִ י
ְ ת֖י אֶת־
ּ ִ ְעֲוֺנ ָֽם׃ מב ו ְזָכ ַר
ה֛ם אֶז ְ ֹּכ֖ר
ָ ָת֧י אַבְר
ִ בּרִ י
ְ ח֜ק וְאַ֨ף אֶת
ָ ְ ת֨י יִצ
ִ בּרִ י
ְ
האָ֥רֶ ץ אֶז ְ ֹּכֽר׃
ָ ְו

1. What’s different about the sins in this passage than those in Leviticus 5 and 16? What might that
difference have to do with ingenerational accountability?
Psalms 106
6 We have sinned along with our ancestors; we have
gone astray, done evil. 7 Our ancestors in Egypt did not
perceive Your wonders; they did not remember Your
abundant love, but rebelled at the sea, at the Sea of
Reeds. 8 Yet [God] saved them, for [God’s] name, to
make known [God’s] might...

 ז.שע ְנּו
ָ ׁ ְהע ֱו ִינּו הִר
ֶ חטָאנּו ע ִם אֲבֹותֵינּו
ָ ו
שכִּילּו נִפְלְאֹותֶיָך ל ֹא
ְׂ ה
ִ מצ ְרַ י ִם ל ֹא
ִ ב
ְ אֲבֹותֵינּו
 ח.בּי ַם סּוף
ְ סדֶיָך ו ַיַּמְרּו ע ַל י ָם
ָ ח
ֲ זָכ ְרּו אֶת רֹב
.…שמֹו לְהֹודִיע ַ אֶת גְּבּורָ תֹו
ְ ׁ מע ַן
ַ ְשיע ֵם ל
ִ ׁ וַּיֹו

If you’re nervous because confessing the sins of ancestors destabilizes the idea of personal responsibility, you’re not alone.
How does the following midrash address that problem?
Midrash Sifra, Behuqotai, Chapter 8
(c. 225 CE, Land of Israel)
”Even over the iniquities of their ancestors with them
they shall melt away” (verse 39): But hasn’t the
Omnipresent One promised Israel not to punish parents
via their children nor children via their parents? As it is
said: “Parents shall not be put to death on account

 והלא כבר--”מּּקּו
ָ ִ תּם י
ָ ִבתָם א
ֹ א
ֲ בעֲוֹנֹת
ַּ “”וְאַף
הבטיח המקום לישראל שאינו דן האבות על
, שנאמר,ידי בנים ולא בנים על ידי אבותם
“לא יומתו אבות על בנים ובנים לא יומתו
על אבות”?! אם כן למה נאמר “ואף בעונֹת
ימקו”? אלא בזמן שהם תופסים (ס”א..אבותם
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of children and children shall not be put to death on
account of parents” (Devarim/Deuteronomy 24:16). If
so, for what purpose was “Even over the iniquities of their
ancestors...they shall melt away” said? Rather, it is when
they hold onto* the deeds of their ancestors generation
after generation, they are judged on account of them.

, דור אחר דור דוריהם,תפוסים) מעשה אבותם
.נדונים על ידיהם

* Some versions read this with passive grammar, “when they
are in the grip of the deeds of their ancestors…”
1. What does it mean to hold onto the sins of one’s ancestors? What might it mean, more broadly, to be
in the grip of the sins of one’s ancestors?
2. Reflect: are there sins of your personal ancestors you still hold onto? Are there sins you do not hold
onto? How are they different? Is there a middle case of sins you’re caught up in, even though you don’t
actively hold onto them?
3. Same reflection for collective, political sins in your city, state, country, etc. How might this text shed
light on contemporary responsibility for structural racism, genocide and displacement of indigenous
people, etc.?

V. Legal Legacy of this Accountability for Ancestral Sin Still in Our Grip
We saw above that even though Mar Zutra’s statement in the Talmud, which is the basis for the core formulation
of confession, makes no mention of ancestors, the Rambam added ancestors into his liturgical text. Here’s another
important medieval work about repentance:
Sha‘arei Teshuvah (Gates of Repentance) 1:40
Rabbeinu Yonah, ~1210-1263, Gerona & Toledo, Spain
The 14th Principle: Confession, As is said, “they shall
confess that about which they have sinned” (VaYikra
5:5). And one must confess their own iniquities and the
iniquities of their ancestors, because one is punished
on their account as long as one holds onto the deeds of
their ancestors in their hand. And so it is written: “and
they shall confess their iniquity and the iniquity of their
ancestors” (VaYikra 26:40).

ׁש֥ר
ֶ א
ֲ ה֨תְו ַ ָּד֔ה
ִ ְ  “ו, שנאמר.העיקר הי”ד הוידוי
 ויש עליו להזכיר.)ה:ט֖א עָלֶֽיהָ” (ויקרא ה
ָ ח
ָ
עונותיו ועונות אבותיו כי היה נענש עליהן
התְוַּדּ֤ו
ִ ְ  “ו, וכן כתוב.באחזו מעשי אבותיו בידו
.)מ:ת֔ם” (ויקרא כ”ו
ָ ב
ֹ א
ֲ אֶת עֲוֺנָם֙ וְאֶת עֲוֺ֣ן

And here is the actual text of the liturgy in use throughout most text traditions across the Jewish people today:
Introduction to the Confession, Yom Kippur Liturgy (and
daily in some traditions)
Right before “Ashamnu, Bagadnu, etc.”
Our God and God of our ancestors: Let our prayer come
before You and do not ignore our supplications, for we
are not so brazen and stiffnecked that we would say
before You, YHWH our God and God of ancestors, ‘We
are righteous and have not sinned.’ Indeed, we and our
ancestors have sinned.

תפִ ּלָתֵנּו
ּ ְ תּבֹוא לְפָנ ֶיָך
ָ .אֱלֹהֵינּו ו ֵאלֹהֵי אֲבֹותֵינּו
שאֵין אָנּו ע ַז ֵּי פָנ ִים
ֶ ׁ .תח ִָּנתֵנּו
ְּ מ
ִ תעַלַּם
ְ ת
ּ ִ וְאַל
שי עֹרֶ ף לֹומַר לְפָנ ֶיָך יְי ָ אֱלֹהֵינּו ו ֵאלֹהֵי
ֵ ׁ ּו ְק
אנַחְנּו
ֲ אבָל
ֲ .חטָאנּו
ָ אֲבֹותֵינּו צ ַ ִדּיקִים אֲנַחְנּו וְל ֹא
:חטָאנּו
ָ וַאֲבֹותֵינּו
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VI. Spiritual Effects of Taking Responsibility for the Ongoing Sins of Our Ancestors
We saw above that even though Mar Zutra’s statement in the Talmud, which is the basis for the core formulation
of confession, makes no mention of ancestors, the Rambam added ancestors into his liturgical text. Here’s another
important medieval work about repentance:
Rav Kalonymus Kalman Epstein, Ma’or VaShemesh, on
Parashat Bo
Polish Hasidic Rebbe, 1751-1823
When a person wishes to repent fully, they must fix that
which they personally warped, and also must fix the sins
of their ancestors, which is what is meant by “The child
brings merit upon the parent” (TB Sanhedrin 104a).
Therefore we say, “We and our ancestors sinned”, in order
to fix our ancestors’ sins as well.

“כשאדם רוצה לעשות תשובה שלימה צריך
,חטְא אבותיו
ֵ  וגם לתקן,לתקן מה שקלקל הוא
 על כן.).דהיינו “ּבְרָ א מְזַּכ ֶה אַּבָא” (סנהדרין קד
 כדי,”חטָאנּו
ָ אנחנו אומרים “אֲנַחְנּו וַאֲבֹותֵינּו
.לתקן גם כן חטא האבות

VII. But Are They Even Our Ancestors?!
This whole exercise is grounded in the sins at hand being committed by our ancestors. What if my ancestors came to
America in 1905 or 1946 or 1979? Are the generations who imposed slavery, for example, my ancestors? Consider the
Rambam’s responsum about the ancestry of Jews by choice.
Rambam, Letter to Obadiah the Proselyte
(translation from A Maimonides Reader, ed. Isadore
Twersky, Behrman House, 1972)
Thus says Moses, the son of Rabbi Maimon, one of the
exiles from Jerusalem, who lived in Spain:
I received the question of the master Obadiah, the wise
and learned proselyte, may the Lord reward him for his
work, may a perfect recompense be bestowed upon him
by the Lord of Israel, under whose wings he has sought
cover.
You ask me if you, too, are allowed to say in the blessings
and prayers you offer alone or in the congregation: “Our
God” and “God of our fathers,” “You who have sanctified
us through Your commandments,” “You who have
separated us,” “You who have chosen us,” “You who have
inherited us,” “You who have brought us out of the land of
Egypt,” “You who have worked miracles to our fathers,”
and more of this kind.
Yes, you may say all this in the prescribed order and
not change it in the least. In the same way as every
Jew by birth says his blessing and prayer, you, too, shall
bless and pray alike, whether you are alone or pray in
the congregation. The reason for this is, that Abraham
our Father taught the people, opened their minds, and
revealed to them the true faith and the unity of God;
he rejected the idols and abolished their adoration; he
brought many children under the wings of the Divine

אמר משה ברבי מימון משני גלות ירושלים
 הגיעו אלינו שאלות מרנא ורבנא.אשר בספרד
’עובדיה המשכיל המבין גר הצדק ישלם ה
פעלו ותהי משכרתו שלמה מעם ה’ אלקי
 (א) שאלה.ישראל אשר בא לחסות תחת כנפיו
 ּבֵינ ְָך,ּתפִּלֹות
ְ ה
ַ ְ הּבְרָ כֹות ו
ַ סקֵי
ְ ִ  ע ַל ע- ראשונה
* הֲי ֵׁש לְָך,ּבצ ִּבּור
ְ תּפַּלֵל
ְ ּת
ִ לְבֵין עַצְמְָך אֹו אִם
אׁשֶר ִק ְּדׁשָנּו
ֲ ’ַ ו,’לֹומַר ‘אֱלֹהֵינּו ו ֵאלֹהֵי אֲבֹותֵינּו
,’ּבחַר ּבָנּו
ָ אׁשֶר
ֲ ’ַ ו,’בּדִילָנּו
ְ ה
ִ אׁשֶר
ֲ ’ַ ו,’מצ ְוֹותָיו
ִ ּב
ְ
מאֶרֶ ץ
ֵ  וְ’ׁשֶהֹוצ ֵאתָנּו,’ּת אֶת אֲבֹותֵינּו
ָ ְחל
ַ ְ ׁשהִנ
ֶ ’ְו
 וְכֹל ּכַּיֹוצ ֵא,’ׁשעָׂשָה נִּסִים לַאֲבֹותֵינּו
ֶ ’ְ ו,’מצ ְרַ י ִם
ִ
.ּבע ִנ ְי ָנ ִים אֵּלּו
ְ
ּתׁשַּנ ֶה
ְ  וְאַל,תקְנ ָן
ִ ְ הּכֹל ּכ
ַ  י ֵׁש לְָך לֹומַר- תשובה
תּפַלֵל ו ִיבָרֵ ְך ּכֹל אֶז ְרָ ח
ְ ִ  אֶּלָא ּכ ְמֹו ׁשֶּי,ָּדבָר
 ּבֵין,תּפַּלֵל
ְ ה
ִ ְמִּיִׂשְרָ אֵל ּכ ְָך רָ אּוי לְָך לְבָרֵ ְך ּול
 וְעִּקַר.ח צ ִּבּור
ַ ׁשלִי
ְ ת
ָ ׁשהָי ִי
ֶ ּת יְחִידִי ּבֵין
ָ ְתּפַּלַל
ְ ה
ִ ׁש
ֶ
*הע ָם
ָ ׁשּלִּמֵד ּכֹל
ֶ ׁשאַבְרָ הָם אָבִינּו הּוא
ֶ ,ה ָּדבָר
ַ
האֱמֶת וְי ִחּודֹו ׁשֶל
ָ  ו ְהֹודִיע ָם ּדֶרֶ ְך,ׂשּכ ִילָם
ְ ה
ִ ְו
,הפֵר ע ֲבֹו ָדתָּה
ֵ ְ ּבע ֲבֹודָה ז ָרָ ה ו
ַ בע ַט
ָ  ּו,הַקב”ה
,ּמדָם ו ְהֹורָ ם
ְ ִּׁשכ ִינ ָה וְל
ְ ה
ַ ּתחַת ּכ ַנְפֵי
ַ הכ ְנ ִיס רַ ּבִים
ִ ְו
ׁשּכ ָתּוב
ֶ  ּכ ְמֹו,’ׁשמֹר ּדֶרֶ ך ה
ְ ִוְצִּו ָה ּבָנ ָיו ּובְנ ֵי ּבֵיתֹו ל
 “ּכ ִי:ּבַּתֹורָ ה
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Presence; he gave them counsel and advice, and ordered
his sons and the members of his household after him to
keep the ways of the Lord forever, as it is written, “For
I have known him to the end that he may command his
children and his household after him, that they may keep
the way of the Lord, to do righteousness and justice”
(Gen. 18:19). Ever since then whoever adopts Judaism
and confesses the unity of the Divine Name, as it is
prescribed in the Torah, is counted among the disciples
of Abraham our Father, peace be with him. These men
are Abraham’s household, and he it is who converted
them to righteousness. In the same way as he converted
his contemporaries through his words and teaching, he
converts future generations through the testament he left
to his children and household after him. Thus Abraham
our Father, peace be with him, is the father of his pious
posterity who keep his ways, and the father of his disciples
and of all proselytes who adopt Judaism.
Therefore you shall pray, “Our God” and “God of our
fathers,” because Abraham, peace be with him, is your
father. ...

אׁשֶר יְצַּו ֶה אֶת ּבָנ ָיו וְאֶת ּבֵיתֹו
ֲ מע ַן
ַ ְי ְ ַדעְּתִיו ל
.) יט,ׁשמְרּו ּדֶרֶ ְך ה’” ו ְגֹו’ (בראשית יח
ָ ְ אַחֲרָ יו ו
 וְכֹל,תּגַּי ֵר ע ַד סֹוף ּכֹל הַּדֹורֹות
ְ ִ לְפִיכ ְָך ּכֹל מִי ׁשֶּי
ׁשּכ ָתּוב ּבַּתֹורָ ה
ֶ המְיַחֵד ׁשְמֹו ׁשֶל הַקב”ה ּכ ְמֹו
ַ
,ּתלְמִידָיו ׁשֶל אַבְרָ הָם אָבִינּו ּובְנ ֵי ּבֵיתֹו הֵן
ַ החֱז ִיר אַנְׁשֵי ּדֹורֹו
ֶ ׁש
ֶ  ּכְׁשֵם.החֱז ִיר לְמּוטָב
ֶ וְכֻּלָן
תּגַּי ֵר
ְ ה
ִ ְהעֲתִידִין ל
ָ החֱז ִיר ּכֹל
ֶ  ּכ ְָך,בלִּמּודֹו
ְ ּבפִיו ּו
ְ
מצ ָא
ְ ִ  נ.ׁשּצִּו ָה אֶת ּבָנ ָיו וְאֶת ּבְנ ֵי ּבֵיתֹו
ֶ ּבצַּוָאָתֹו
ְ
הּכְׁשֵרִ ים הַהֹולְכ ִים
ַ אַבְרָ הָם אָבִינּו אָב לְז ַרְ עֹו
.תּגַּי ֵר
ְ ִ  וְהֵם ּכֹל ּג ֵר ׁשֶי,תלְמִידָיו
ַ ְ וְאָב ל,ּבדְרָ כ ָיו
ִ
,’לְפִיכ ְָך י ֵׁש לְָך לֹומַר ‘אֱלֹהֵינּו ו ֵאלֹהֵי אֲבֹותֵינּו
...ׁשאַבְרָ הָם הּוא אָבִיָך
ֶ

1. According to this ruling (which is embraced universally as Jewish law and practice), how do Jews think
about spiritual and political ancestry? If Abraham is our forefather, regardless of genetics, because
we entered into his covenant, what about Washington and Jefferson, Founding Fathers who enslaved
people, for any of us whose ancestors were not in America in 1776?

Epilogue
Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Reparations”, The Atlantic, June, 2014
“We invoke the words of Jefferson and Lincoln because they say something about our legacy and our traditions. We
do this because we recognize our links to the past—at least when they flatter us. But black history does not flatter
American democracy; it chastens it...
“What I’m talking about is more than recompense for past injustices—more than a handout, a payoff, hush money,
or a reluctant bribe. What I’m talking about is a national reckoning that would lead to spiritual renewal. Reparations
would mean the end of scarfing hot dogs on the Fourth of July while denying the facts of our heritage. Reparations
would mean the end of yelling ‘patriotism’ while waving a Confederate flag. Reparations would mean a revolution of
the American consciousness, a reconciling of our self-image as the great democratizer with the facts of our history.”
“And so we must imagine a new country. Reparations—by which I mean the full acceptance of our collective
biography and its consequences—is the price we must pay to see ourselves squarely…. What is needed is an airing of
family secrets, a settling with old ghosts. What is needed is a healing of the American psyche and the banishment of
white guilt.”
Thoughts and Gleanings?
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