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Genesis Rabbah 27:4

Everyone does things that they regret sometimes but expressing that regret can often be a challenge. On
this episode of TEXTing, Elana Stein Hain and Yonah Hain examine a text from Shemot Rabbah to discover
how we can meaningfully express our regrets and make amends.

This source sheet is part of the July 15, 2015 episode of the podcast TEXTING with Elana Stein
Hain which delves deeply into Jewish texts to guide and inspire us as we grapple with the concerns
and meaning of this moment. Join Elana as she addresses the issues of our day through the lens
of classical Jewish texts in conversation with Hartman scholars.



Dr. Elana Stein Hain is the Rosh Beit Midrash and a senior research fellow at the Shalom Hartman Institute
of North America, where she serves as lead faculty, engages in research and curriculum development and
consults on the content of lay and professional leadership programs. A widely well-regarded teacher and
scholar, Elana is passionate about bringing rabbinic thought into conversation with contemporary life. To
this end, she hosts TEXTing a bi-weekly podcast that considers issues relevant to Jewish life through the
lens of classical and modern Torah texts; she also teaches Talmud from the Balcony, an occasional learning
seminar exposing the big ideas, questions, and issues motivating rabbinic discussions. She is the author of
Circumventing the Law: Rabbinic Perspectives on Legal Loopholes and Integrity (Penn Press, 2024) which
uses loopholes as a lens for understanding rabbinic views on law and ethics. Elana also contributes to For
Heaven’s Sake, a bi-weekly podcast with Donniel Hartman and Yossi Klein Halevi, exploring contemporary
issues related to Israel and the Jewish world. She earned her doctorate in Religion at Columbia University
and is an alumna of the Yeshiva University Graduate Program in Advanced Talmudic Studies (GPATS) as
well as the Consortium in Jewish Studies and Legal Theory Graduate Fellowship at Cardozo School of Law.
She also served for eight years as a clergy member on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, at both Lincoln
Square Synagogue and the Jewish Center, has taught at the Wagner School at NYU, and sits on the board
of Sefaria: A Living Library of Jewish Texts.

Rabbi Yonah Hainis a faculty member at the Shalom Hartman Institute of North America. He is the
Campus Rabbi of Columbia University, where he leads the educational and religious initiatives of
Columbia/Barnard Hillel’s robust pluralistic Jewish community. Yonah is an adjunct faculty member at YCT
Rabbinical School, and he has begun coursework towards a doctorate in Talmud and Rabbinics. With his
previous work at the Bronfman Center at NYU, Yonah has been a New York City campus rabbi for fifteen
years. Yonah lives in Manhattan with his spouse, Elana, and their two children.

The Shalom Hartman Institute is a leading center of Jewish thought and education, serving Israel and
North America. Our mission is to strengthen Jewish peoplehood, identity, and pluralism; to enhance the
Jewish and democratic character of Israel; and to ensure that Judaism is a compelling force
for good in the 21st century.

Shalom Hartman Institute of North America
475 Riverside Drive, Suite 1450
New York, NY 10115
212-268-0300
info@shalomhartman.org | www.shalomhartman.org



1. Shemot (Exodus) 32:11
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But Moses implored his Lord God, saying, “Let not Your anger, God, blaze forth against Your
people, whom You delivered from the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand.

2. Bamidbar (Numbers) 30:3
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If a householder makes a vow to God or takes an oath imposing an obligation on himself, he shall
not break his pledge; he must carry out all that has crossed his lips.

3. Shemot (Exodus) Rabbah 43:4

Part 1: The Conflict

PRNY ,PHY? ¥27 DY 127N 737 DYA 2972 737 NN ,)2 3NN ,NYN 5NN, INN 12T
DhiY DITo-§0 000 NYN Ty S)¥7 INNY? WYY PP NoN T2 113D 5Y 1T
927,070 DN NAY : (V> 20 MNWY) >RYaY) 122 ,NYN ,D>7I9-ND TN .DNY

F1I00 IPN 29N NYY Y12V

Another matter, “Moses implored [vayhal],” what is this? Rabbi Berekhya said in the name of
Rabbi Helbo, in the name of Rabbi Yitzhak: He dissolved the vow of his Maker. How so? When
Israel crafted the calf, Moses rose to placate God, so He would pardon them. God said: ‘But |
already took an oath: “One who sacrifices to gods shall be destroyed” (Exodus 22:19), and an oath
that emerged from My mouth, | do not recant.’

Part 2: Giving Permission for Regret/Making Amends/Admitting Fault
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Moses said: ‘Master of the universe, did You not give me [the laws of] nullification of vows, and
You said: “If a man takes a vow to the Lord, or takes an oath to impose a prohibition upon himself,
he shall not profane [yahel] his word”? (Numbers 30:3). He does not profane it, but a Sage may
pardon [mohel] his vow when he requests it. Any elder who issues rulings, who wants others to



accept his ruling, must first fulfill it himself. You commanded me regarding the nullification of
vows, it is only right that You nullify Your vow, as You commanded me to nullify for others.’

Part 3: Moshe Maintaining Humility (as an onlooker)
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Immediately, he wrapped himself in his cloak and sat as an elder, and the Holy One blessed be
He, may his name be blessed, was standing like one who requests nullification of his vow. Likewise,
it says: “I sat on the mountain” (Deuteronomy 9:9). Is it possible that Moses was sitting, and God,
may His name be blessed, was standing? Rabbi Derusai said: [God] crafted him a special chair like
the chair of the scholars (NQ’\????D?’N— scholasticus!- this was a court advocate/pleader) who
enter before the sovereign; they appear to be standing but are actually sitting. Here too, it is
sitting that appears like standing. That is, “l sat on the mountain.”

[This section not read during podcast]
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Another matter, “I sat on the mountain,” is there sitting above? You find that all of them are
standing, as it is stated: “Seraphs standing above Him” (Isaiah 6:2); likewise, “when they stood
their wings would slacken” (Ezekiel 1:24); and likewise, “I approached one of those standing”
(Daniel 7:16). Likewise, even Moses would stand when he ascended on high, as it is stated: “I
stood on the mountain” (Deuteronomy 10:10), and it is written: “I was standing between the Lord
and you” (Deuteronomy 5:5). No one sits there other than the Holy One blessed be He, as it is
stated: “I saw the Lord sitting on His throne” (Il Chronicles 18:18); yet he says: “I sat on the

mountain”? What is this? Rav Huna bar Aha said: He sat to dissolve the vow of his Maker.



Part 4: Divine Regret
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And what did he say to God? A difficult thing. R. Yohanan said: he said before God: Did you regret
it? (exclamation point) *If the individual who made a vow regrets it, the rabbi may nullify it.
Although it is difficult to speak of God as experiencing regret, that is what Moses asked Him. God
said: ‘I regret the evil that | said | would perform against My people.” At that moment, Moses said:
‘It is dissolved for You, it is dissolved for You. There is no vow here and there is no oath here.” That
is, “Moses implored [vayhal]” —that he nullified the vow of his Maker, just as it says: “He shall not
profane [yahel] his word’ (Numbers 30:3). Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: That is why he is called
man of God, to say that he dissolved a vow for God. *Just as a man can dissolve his wife’s vow,
Moses dissolved God’s vow. Likewise, “Moses implored [vayhal].”

God won’t nullify God’s own neder (perhaps there is no one to nullify it...):

4, Sifrei Devarim 29:2
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"and He would not hearken to me": He did not accept my prayer. "And the L-rd said to me: 'rav

lach. Presume to speak to Me no more about this thing." An analogy: A man makes a vow. Does
he not go to his master for absolution of his vow? If the master makes a vow (affecting his disciple),
it is the disciple's part to heed the words of his master. You, too, heed the words of your master.

(Thus, "rav lach" ["You have a Master!"])

God nullifies Moshe’s neder

5. Mekhilta DeRabbi Shimon Ben Yochai, Additions 4
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This teaches that [God] nullified [Moshe’s] vow. How did God nullify it? God said, “Moshe, if you
would have known that Israel would be delayed and not redeemed by you, would you have made
your vow?” [Moshe] said before God, “Master of the World, | would not have made the vow about
even one of them.” The blessed Holy One replied, “If this is the case, then your vow is nullified.”



Moshe can nullify God’s neder like a husband to a wife

6. Tehillim 90:1
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A prayer of Moses, the man of God. O Lord, You have been our refuge in every generation.
7. Midrash Tehillim 90:4
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Another interpretation is given by Rabbi Yehuda bar Simon in the name of Reish Lakish: Why is
God called "the Man of God"? Just as a man fulfills his vow whether he chooses to annul it or
uphold it, so too, God fulfills His promise. As it says in Numbers 30:3, "He shall not break his word;
he shall do according to all that proceeds out of his mouth." Similarly, Moses tells God in
Deuteronomy 10:12, "Arise, O Lord, and return to Your resting place, You and the Ark of Your
strength."...

Divine regret
8. Genesis Rabbah 27:4
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“The Lord regretted that He had made man on the earth, and He was saddened in His heart”
(Genesis 6:6).

“The Lord regretted [vayinahem] that He had made man on the earth” — Rabbi Yehuda and Rabbi
Nehemya, Rabbi Yehuda said: [God said:] ‘There was regret before Me that | created him below
[“on the earth”], for had | created him on High, he would never have rebelled against Me.” Rabbi
Nehemya said: [God said:] ‘I take solace [mitnahem] in the fact that | created him below [“on the
earth”], for had | created him on High, just as he incited the lower beings [on earth] to rebel
against Me, so he would have incited the supernal beings [the angels] to rebel against Me.’

Rabbi Aivu said: [God said:] ‘There was regret before Me that | created an evil inclination in him,
as had | not created an evil inclination in him, he would not have rebelled against Me.” Rabbi Levi
said: [God said:] ‘I take solace in the fact that | made him so that he would [ultimately] be placed
in the earth.’

“And He was saddened in His heart” — Rabbi Berekhya said: This is analogous to a king who built
a palace by means of an architect. He saw it and it was not to his liking. At whom should he be
angry? Is it not the architect? So, “He was saddened in his heart.”

Rabbi Asi said: This is analogous to a king who engaged in commerce by means of an intermediary
and incurred a loss. Against whom should he have a grievance? Is it not against the intermediary?
So, “He was saddened in his heart.”

A certain heretic asked Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korha, saying to him: ‘Do you not say that the Holy
One blessed be He foresees the future?’ He said to him: ‘Yes.” [The heretic continued:] ‘But is it
not written: “He was saddened in his heart”?’ He said to him: ‘Has a male offspring ever been
born to you in your lifetime?’ He said to him: ‘Yes.” He said to him: ‘What did you do?’ He said to
him: ‘I rejoiced and encouraged everyone else to rejoice.” He said to him: ‘But did you not know
that he would ultimately die?’ He said to him: ‘At a time of rejoicing there is rejoicing; at a time of
mourning there is mourning.” He said to him: ‘So was the situation before the Holy One blessed
be He, as Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: Seven days the Holy One blessed be He mourned His
world before the Flood came to the world. What is the source? “He was saddened [vayitatzev] in
his heart,” and atziva is nothing other than mourning, just as it says: “The king is grieving [ne’etzav]
over his son” (Il Samuel 19:3).



