21st Elul, 5765 – 25/9/05
Parashat Nizavim

"סלח לנו מחל לנו כפר לנו"
“Forgive us, absolve us, atone for us”
Rav M. Elon

We are currently in the days of Selihot (Penitential prayers recited prior to Rosh ha-Shanah continuing until Yom Kippur) – and it is one of the phrases that repeats itself throughout the Selihot, and that is also quite central to the Tefillah on Yom Kippur, that I would like to analyze. “סלח לנו מחל לנו כפר לנו” – “Forgive us, absolve us, atone for us” (Vidui at conclusion of Yom Kippur Amidah of Shaharit, et. al.).  We will focus on the concepts of Selihah (Forgiveness), Mehilah (Absolution), and Kapparah (Atonement).
We all recognize these concepts from our daily Shemoneh Esreh:

"סלח לנו אבינו כי חטאנו מחל לנו מלכנו כי פשענו."

“Forgive us, our Father, for we have sinned; absolve us, our King, for we have willfully transgressed.”
(Weekday Shemoneh Esreh, sixth blessing – berakhah of selihah.)
This berakhah then concludes:

"ברוך אתה י-הוה חנון המרבה לסלוח."

“Blessed are You, God, the gracious One Who forgives abundantly.”
(ibid.)

It is important to note that we ask “our Father” for Selihah, yet we turn to “our King” for Mehilah.  We thus see two differing terms for asking forgiveness, and each corresponds to a different manifestation of God.
In the text of the Selihot we have a very similar occurrence of this very concept:

"סלח לנו אבינו כי ברוב אוולתנו שגינו, מחל לנו מלכנו כי רבו עוונינו."

“Forgive us, our Father, for in our abundant folly we have erred, absolve us, our King, for our iniquities are many.”
(Selihot, immediately prior to the very first “El erekh apayim.”)

Once again we note the varying terms employed when relating to God.  “Selihah” appears relating to “our abundant folly,” while “Mehilah” relates to “our iniquities are many.”
The next stage in this progression is Kapparah – it does not appear in our regular Tefillot, nor does it appear in the Selihot – for Kapparah, Atonement, is the domain of Yom ha-Kippurim (“Day of the Atonements”).  The word “כּפָּרָה” – “Atonement” – stems from the word “כֹּפֶר” (kofer) – “Ransom” – for just as a ransom, so too Kapparah stands in place of the person, thus bringing him atonement for his deeds.
As the Selihot quote Iyov:
"אִם יֵשׁ עָלָיו מַלְאָךְ מֵלִיץ אֶחָד מִנִּי אָלֶף לְהַגִּיד לְאָדָם יָשְׁרוֹ; וַיְחֻנֶּנּוּ וַיֹּאמֶר פְּדָעֵהוּ מֵרֶדֶת שָׁחַת מָצָאתִי כֹפֶר."
 “If there is an angel with him, an interceder, one among a thousand, to declare to man what is right; then he is gracious to him, and says, ‘Save him from going down to the pit; I have found a kofer.’”

(Iyov 33:23,24)
In other words – even though there is no angel who intercedes on our behalf, and still we are saved from descending to the depths of hell through the kofer, for we have something which can take our places.  And of course we all know of the minhag of kapparot wherein we declare:
"זה חליפתי, זה כפרתי... זה הכסף ילך לצדקה ואכנס אני לחיים טובים ולשלום."

“This is my exchange, this is my atonement… this money will go to charity while I will enter and proceed to a good long life, and to peace.”

(Kapparot service, performed on the eve of Yom Kippur.)
Thus it is these three terms of Selihah, Mehilah, and Kapparah that we wish to analyze and define.  In order to do so we must examine the first occurrence of each of these words in the Hebrew language.
Of course the words Selihah and Kapparah appear throughout the Tanakh, yet the word Mehilah does not appear in the Tanakh with the significance of forgiveness and absolution, but rather it denotes the excavation of tunnels or burrows.  This is a most interesting point that we will deal with shortly.
Also, the commentators note that Mehilah is a stronger form of Selihah, for Mehilah refers to the forgiveness of intentional and willful sins and their absolution.  
We will begin our discussion by taking an example from a most practical, relevant realm of life – the realm between man and his fellow – and it is through this that we will try to understand the distinction between “het” (sin) and “pesha” (literally “crime,” i.e. willful sin).  Once we understand this we will be able to consider it in the realms between man and God, and between man and himself.
What is a “het?” A het is exactly as its name implies: “הַחֻטָאָה” (“hahta’ah”) – to miss the mark.  There is a certain target, or a certain goal, and we miss the target – we lose out on that target and that goal or aspiration is not achieved.  We may in fact claim that there is no such thing as a world with hata’im (sins), for man is certainly not perfect, and the even the verse states:
"כִּי אָדָם אֵין צַדִּיק בָּאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁר יַעֲשֶׂה טּוֹב וְלֹא יֶחֱטָא."
“For there is no righteous (individual) on earth who does (only) good and does not sin.” 

(Kohelet 7:20)
However it is specifically as a result of this hahta’ah that the person is required to overcome that which led him to miss his target, and then assault and achieve his goal, and then continue onwards.  The hahta’ah is like a bothersome headache which requires paracetamol and then moves on from there.  Selihah is most certainly not akin to extensive surgery or root-treatment.  Proof of this may be found in the sin of the spies, after which Mosheh Rabbenu requests:
"סְלַח נָא לַעֲוֹן הָעָם הַזֶּה כְּגֹדֶל חַסְדֶּךָ וְכַאֲשֶׁר נָשָׂאתָה לָעָם הַזֶּה מִמִּצְרַיִם וְעַד הֵנָּה."
“Forgive, I beseech you, the iniquity of this people according to the greatness of Your mercy just as You have forgiven this people from Egypt until now.”

(Bemidbar 14:19)

And God responds:
"וַיֹּאמֶר י-הוה סָלַחְתִּי כִּדְבָרֶךָ."
“And God said: ‘I have forgiven according to your word.”

(ibid. v. 20)
Yet despite the fact that the Divine forgiveness has been granted, the sin has not been eradicated.  After the Selihah there is still a need for further rehabilitation, for the ‘root-treatment’ which is required to completely eliminate the problem.

Therefore:
"וְאוּלָם חַי אָנִי וְיִמָּלֵא כְבוֹד י-הוה אֶת כָּל הָאָרֶץ; כִּי כָל הָאֲנָשִׁים הָרֹאִים אֶת כְּבֹדִי וְאֶת אֹתֹתַי אֲשֶׁר עָשִׂיתִי בְמִצְרַיִם וּבַמִּדְבָּר וַיְנַסּוּ אֹתִי זֶה עֶשֶׂר פְּעָמִים וְלֹא שָׁמְעוּ בְּקוֹלִי; אִם יִרְאוּ אֶת הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁר נִשְׁבַּעְתִּי לַאֲבֹתָם וְכָל מְנַאֲצַי לֹא יִרְאוּהָ."
“But as I am life, and as God’s glory fills all the earth, (I will punish) all the people who saw My glory and the miracles tht I did in Egypt and the desert, but still tried to test Me these ten time by not heeding my voice;  They will certainly not see the land which I swore to their fathers, all those who provoked M will not see it.”

(ibid. v. 21-23)
In other words, despite God’s forgiveness, the Selihah isn’t sufficient – another act of eradication and elimination is required in order to completely remove the sin and its impression from Yisra’el.  If the Selihah was powerful enough it would be sufficient to completely rectify the wrong by itself.
Rav Shimshon Refael Hirsch gives a beautiful explanation of the term “הַצֻלָחָה” – “success.”  Rav Hirsch explains the root of the word and then touches on the concept of Selihah:
“‘הַהִצְלִיחַ’ (whether [God had made his journey] successful) – from ‘צלח’ (traverse) related to ‘שלח’ (send/dispatch), to set something in motion towards a goal…”
(Rav Shimshon Refael Hirsch, Bereshit 24:21)

And then Rav Hirsch notes:
“Perhaps ‘סלח’ is also related.  A sinful man deserves to be frustrated in the progress of his life.  To allow him, nevertheless to progress to a new future, to grant him this progress again, is called ‘סלח’ (‘forgave’).”
(ibid.)
In other words, “להצליח” – “to succeed” – stems from man’s ability to “לצלוח” – “to traverse/cross” – the various obstacles and progress towards the objective.  Rav Hirsch notes that it is possible that the word ‘סלח’ is also related, for as a result of the sin a certain hindrance inhibits one’s progress.  Now he must traverse (“לצלוח”) this obstacle in order to achieve Selihah (“סליחה”) and thus continue unhindered.
Mehilah, as we employ the term, stems from the Tannaic and Amoraic literature.  We find the term Mehilah in the case of a woman who forgoes (“מוחלת”) her husband’s financial commitment to her as per her ketubah.  In the same context we have the creditor who relinquishes (“מוחל”) his financial lien on his fellow. 
In our context Mehilah is required to complete the process that Selihah began yet was unable to complete.  Selihah comes as a result of a sin, a het, whereas Mehilah is as a result of a willful sin, a pesha.  A pesha is when the het has deepened, and in the realm that we are dealing with – between man and his fellow – we may say that as a result of a het the relations between the two people have become slightly tense.  If the het had been dealt with then there would been Selihah.  However if this het is left unattended, then the relationship deteriorates further, and the chasm between the two people becomes greater and deeper – now Mehilah is required.
Quite simply, Mehilah means to burrow or excavate.  Such a level of Selihah is required that one must excavate and dig through many obstacles and barriers in order to reach his friend.  Therefore Mehilah is required for the pesha: “פֶֹּשַע” (pesha – willful sin) is the very same word as “פֶשַׂע” – “pasah” (step, pace) – which indicates a reality of increasing separation and divide between them.
We indeed find the word “פֶשַׂע” (pasah) in the Tanakh:

"וַיִּשָּׁבַע עוֹד דָּוִד וַיֹּאמֶר יָדֹעַ יָדַע אָבִיךָ כִּי-מָצָאתִי חֵן בְּעֵינֶיךָ וַיֹּאמֶר אַל-יֵדַע-זֹאת יְהוֹנָתָן פֶּן-יֵעָצֵב וְאוּלָם חַי ה' וְחֵי נַפְשֶׁךָ כִּי כְפֶשַׂע בֵּינִי וּבֵין הַמָּוֶת." 

“And David swore moreover, and he said, ‘Your father certainly knows that I have found favor in your eyes;’ and he said, ‘Let Yonatan not know this, lest he be grieved; but truly as God lives, and as your soul lives, there is but a step between me and death.’”
(Shemu’el I, 20:3)

Pesha, is a defect and deterioration that is not easily removed or rectified, as the prophet states:

"כֹּה אָמַר ה' עַל-שְׁלֹשָׁה פִּשְׁעֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל וְעַל-אַרְבָּעָה לֹא אֲשִׁיבֶנּוּ עַל-מִכְרָם בַּכֶּסֶף צַדִּיק וְאֶבְיוֹן בַּעֲבוּר נַעֲלָיִם."
“Thus says God: ‘For three of Yisra’el’s transgressions I will not turn away his punishment, but for the fourth I will not turn away its punishment; because they sold the righteous for silver, and the poor for a pair of shoes;

(Amos 2:6)
Thus where there is pesha one must request Mehilah – Mehilah meaning penetrating into the depths – and it is here that greater effort is required.  It is interesting to note that the word “מָחוֹל” – a “dance” – is also from the root of Mehilah for here too the music and the song penetrates one’s essence which has him break into a dance.
Let us return to the Selihot now.
"סלח לנו אבינו כי ברוב אוולתנו שגינו, מחל-לנו מלכנו כי רבו עוונינו."

“Forgive us, our Father, for in our abundant folly we have erred, absolve us, our King, for our iniquities are many.”

(Selihot, immediately prior to the very first “El erekh apayim.”)

“סלח לנו אבינו כי ברוב אוולתנו שגינו” – “Forgive us, our Father, for in our abundant folly we have erred” – for this is folly and foolishness, we have missed the target and our objective and goal, and thus we request Selihah.

“מחל-לנו מלכנו כי רבו עוונינו” – “Absolve us, our King, for our iniquities are many” – now we ask for something more than the basic Selihah, now we beseech God to penetrate inwards, into the depths of reality, deep into us, and absolve us, to grant us Mehilah.
We must consider the fact that we request “our Father” to grant us Selihah, whereas we beseech “our King” for Mehilah.  We are able to merit Selihah from our Father for we are His children.  In order to merit Mehilah we must approach the King, the King Who is able to break through all boundaries and barriers, Who is bound by no rules or laws, Who can dig into the depths in order to bring us our of the recesses wherein we have fallen.

In fact, the word Mehilah as referring to a burrow or excavated tunnel appears in relation to Mosheh Rabbenu as he stood shielded “in the crevice of the boulder” as God passed him (see Shemot 33:12-23).
Pesha is the quantitative and qualitative accumulation of hata’im.  The manner in which one is remove these pesha’im (willful sins) can be gleaned from King Shelomoh:

"שִׂנְאָה תְּעֹרֵר מְדָנִים וְעַל כָּל-פְּשָׁעִים תְּכַסֶּה אַהֲבָה"

“Hatred stirs up quarrels; but all pesha’im are covered by love.” 
(Mishlei 10:12)

What does the first half of the verse mean?  

“שִׂנְאָה תְּעֹרֵר מְדָנִים” – “Hatred stirs up quarrels” – what does this teach us?  Is there any novel concept in this that we did know previously?
In order to understand this we must understand the prohibition of hating one’s fellow.

This prohibition appears in the following verse:

"לֹא-תִשְׂנָא אֶת-אָחִיךָ בִּלְבָבֶךָ; הוֹכֵחַ תּוֹכִיחַ אֶת-עֲמִיתֶךָ וְלֹא-תִשָּׂא עָלָיו חֵטְא".
“Do not hate your brother in your heart; you shall surely rebuke your neighbor, and you will not carry sin on his account.”


(Vayikra 19:17)
The prohibition to hate one’s fellow is a prohibition to hate him “in your heart.”

Rashi immediately comments that such hatred only develops in one place – the heart.  One must admit to his fellow that he dislikes him, and therefore the verse states
“לֹא-תִשְׂנָא אֶת-אָחִיךָ בִּלְבָבֶךָ” – “Do not hate your brother in your heart.”  In order to avoid such a situation what are you to do?  “הוֹכֵחַ תּוֹכִיחַ אֶת-עֲמִיתֶךָ” – “you shall surely rebuke your neighbor” – for if you do not, and maintain your hatred of him in your heart, maintaining you strong feelings submerged and covert, you will not have vindicated yourself and thus will not merit “וְלֹא-תִשָּׂא עָלָיו חֵטְא” – “and you will not carry sin on his account.”
Now we may return to the beginning of the verse from Mishlei.

“שִׂנְאָה תְּעֹרֵר מְדָנִים” – “Hatred stirs up quarrels” – for if one remains with the hatred in his heart then this hatred will lead to quarrels with his fellow.  Then slowly pesha’im will begin to develop, chasms and divides will appear and grow between these two people.  Now in order to heal these divides and remove the terrible barriers separating these two individuals one requires the ‘covering of love.’  “וְעַל כָּל-פְּשָׁעִים תְּכַסֶּה אַהֲבָה” – “but all pesha’im are covered by love” – the greatest efforts are required in order to fill the holes that have been torn in the heart, and for this boundless love is required.  Therefore, a person who knows how to cover his pesha is someone who seeks love.
Or as the verse states:
"מְכַסֶּה-פֶּשַׁע מְבַקֵּשׁ אַהֲבָה, וְשֹׁנֶה בְדָבָר מַפְרִיד אַלּוּף."

“He who covers a pesha seeks love; but he who repeats a matter separates close friends.”
(Mishlei 17:9)

These, then, are the terms Selihah, and Mehilah, and now we turn to the term Kapparah.

For many of us the term Kapparah is merely a synonym for Selihah.  However the root “כפר” appears in a number of forms – “כופר נפש” (“Ransom of a soul”), or even as the verb indicating the tarring of No’ah’s ark, 
“וְכָפַרְתָּ אֹתָהּ מִבַּיִת וּמִחוּץ בַּכֹּפֶר” – “And you shall tar it on the inside and outside with tar” (Bereshit 6:14).  Ya’akov, too, employs the root “כפר” when he prepares his servants and instructs them prior to their meeting Esav with the gifts Ya’akov sends him.
"וַאֲמַרְתֶּם גַּם הִנֵּה עַבְדְּךָ יַעֲקֹב אַחֲרֵינוּ כִּי אָמַר אֲכַפְּרָה פָנָיו בַּמִּנְחָה הַהֹלֶכֶת לְפָנָי וְאַחֲרֵי-כֵן אֶרְאֶה פָנָיו אוּלַי יִשָּׂא פָנָי."

“And say: ‘Behold, your servant Ya’akov is behind us. For he said, “I will appease him with the present that goes before me, and afterward I will see his face; perhaps he will accept me.”

(Bereshit 32:21)

Rashi explains the words “אֲכַפְּרָה פָנָיו” – “I will appease him (literally ‘his face’)” as follows:

"אבטל רוגזו."

“I will annul his anger.”
(Rashi, ibid.)

Rashi continues:

"ונראה בעיני שכל כפרה שאצל עוון וחטא ואצל פנים כלן לשון קינוח והעברה הן..."

“And it seems to me that every (mention of) Kapparah in relation to iniquity and sin and in relation to (a) ‘face’ are all terms of cleansing and purging…”

(ibid.)

And so too Rav Hirsch explains the terminology of Kapparah:
"כפר....הוראת היסוד: כיסוי מגן או מונע. הוא מגן על עצם לבל יושפע מן החוץ ....וכך כַּפֹרֶת. הוא מונע עצם מלהשפיע כלפי חוץ ..."
“‘כפר’… basic meaning: a protecting or restricting covering.  Protective, so that nothing from outside affects it… and so also ‘כַּפֹרֶת’, restrictive, that what is covered is kept in and does not affect what is outside…”

(Rav Shimshon Refa’el Hirsch, Bereshit 6:14)
In other words, when we ask God for Kapparah it is as if we ask Him to “כופֶר” – “deny” – the fact that we have sinned; to cover over what we have done.  We ask God to observe our inner beings and not the hard, harsh exterior we have fallen into.  This is also what Teshuvah (Repentance) is.  In its essence, Teshuvah states that the sin was a lost opportunity, and therefore we are able to request Selihah for having performed it.  A pesha, however, is far deeper, and therefore Selihah is not sufficent – we must request Mehilah.  Then we move onto the next level, Kapparah.  Kapparah (“כפרה”) is the denial (“כפירה”) of the sin, the covering over of the sin – i.e. complete disregard of the sin by isolating it and focusing rather on the internal essence. 
Therefore Yom ha-Kippurim is the day of Kapparah, the day on which the Kohen Gadol enters the holiest place on earth at the holiest of moments, dressed in white – which symbolizes the internal.  There, above the “כפורת” – “cover” (of the Ark) – on behalf of Am Yisra’el he requests Kapparah (“כפרה”), that God look deep into the essence, and pay no attention to the exterior.
However one can not request Kapparah if he does not understand that there is a need for Selihah and Mehilah.  This is true in every realm: firstly in the realm of man towards himself, if one cannot forgive himself of his own lost opportunities then he will never progress.  Then each time he ‘misses the target’ will have terrible consequences.  The ability to grant oneself Selihah after a het prevents him from falling into the pit of pesha.  (Of course this is also true in the realm of husband and wife.)
After one experiences Selihah he may move ahead to traverse the river of life.  For this is life itself – there are many hata’im, many missed opportunities to overcome, and therefore we make the berakhah “ברוך אתה י-הוה חנון המרבה לסלוח” – “Blessed are You, God, the gracious One Who forgives abundantly.”
Kapparah is the climax, and this is what Yom Kippur is about.  In order to have the Kapparah become manifest one must understand that I am not the central force in the world, and that the merit and privilege that we beseech God for ourselves must be offered to our fellow man by us.  One who does not have the capability to forgive and offer Selihah to his fellow has no right to request it for himself.  
Therefore before we enter the day of Kapparah we begin with Selihot prior to Rosh ha-Shanah.  Rosh ha-Shanah is the day we crown God as King over the world – which would seem to render the custom of the recital of Selihot immediately prior to this day as a rather strange practice.  How are the Selihot connected to God’s coronation as King?  They should rather be recited after Rosh ha-Shanah prior to Yom Kippur!  The answer is quite simple – prior to crowning God as King I must know that I am not the center of the world, there is a Creator and a Leader Who is the King of the Universe.  The moment I understand this I may approach God with the request of “כפר נא” – “Please atone.”  In order to attain Kapparah one must know that God is the King.  Yet in order to perceive the coronation of God as King one must liberate the world from man’s rule and kingship.
Thus from “our Father” we request Selihah, for our missed opportunities and missed targets so with His Selihah we can traverse the river of life.  Yet sometimes sins wreak even greater havoc, leading to pesha – and then we require Mehilah which stems from God’s manifestation as “our King.”  We require the King Who can break through boundaries and Who is unlimited, for then, once there is Selihah and Mehilah we can attain Kapparah.  In Kapparah we yearn for the covering of the exterior and that God’s gaze be fixed on the interior essence.  This is what completes and perfects our relationship with our Creator, our relationships with our fellows, our marital relationships, and the relationship between every one of us and our true selves.
Translated by Sholem Hurwitz
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