VENGEANCE FOR GOD-
OR A VENGEFUL GOD?

“An eye for an eye will only make the whole world blind.”
—Mahatma Gandhi
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BEING SPITEFUL
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Vayikra 19:18
Do not take revenge or hold a grudge against the members of your nation, and you shall

love your fellow friend as yourself, for I am God.
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Ramban - Vayikra Parshas Kedoshim 19:18

The idea behind (the prohibition of) taking revenge and holding a grudge, has already
been explained by the Rabbis that it only applies to things that have no monetary
obligation. For things that a person is obligated to pay to his friend, for example, damages
and the like, he is not obligated to leave it aside and he is allowed to claim it in court and

be paid... this certainly applies to loss of life, where the relative should be vengeful and

hold a grudge until he gets justice for the blood of his brother, according to the Courts who

operate by the laws of the Torah.
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Abarbanel — Vayikra Parshas Kedoshim 19:18

The Torah gives a reason why it is unbefitting for a person to have hatred in his heart

towards someone in his nation... the intent being, how could be that within the tiny heart

of a person there is room for love and hate towards one person?! Grudges and revenge are

the opposite of each other.
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Rambam Hilchos De’os Chapter 7

One who take revenge against his friend violates the prohibition of “Lo Sikom”.
Even though he will not receive lashes, it is still an exceedingly bad trait, and a person
should always strive to “forgo their rights” for all earthly matters. Everything in this world
is ultimately insignificant and is not worth taking revenge for.

IT'S FROM HASHEM
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Sefer HaMitzvos of the Rambam — Prohibition 304

The 304" prohibition is that we should not take revenge from any of us onto any of
us. This means that if someone does something they should not attempt to search after that
person to pay them back for their misdeed, or pain them how they have pained him.
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Sefer HaChinuch Parshas Kedoshim Mitzva 241
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The root of this Mitzva is that a person should know and take to heart that everything that
happens to a person — good or bad — comes from God. Even things that come from other
people do not come to him against the will of God. Therefore, when a person is pained by
someone else, he should know that his own sins have caused this, and God declared that it
be so. He should not allow his thoughts to turn to revenge, because his friend is not the
source of the bad — it is sin.

SCHOLARS
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Talmud Bavli — Yoma 23a
A Torah Scholar who does not avenge himself and bear a grudge like a snake when

insulted 1s not considered a Torah scholar. But isn’t it written “You shall not take

vengeance nor bear any grudge?
That is written with regard to monetary matters...

The Gemara asks: But does the prohibition against vengeance really not relate also to
matters of personal anguish suffered by someone? Wasn’t it taught in a bararta: Those who
are insulted but do not insult others, who hear themselves being shamed but do not
respond, who act out of love for God, and who remain happy in their suffering, about them
the verse states: “They that love Him be as the sun when it goes forth in its might”

This is only when he “holds it in his heart”. But doesn’t Rava say that a person who
forgoes his rights heaven forgoes his sins? That only applies when they make attempts to
make amends.
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Maharsha — Yoma 23a

Rashi explains that he waits for someone else to take revenge for him. This
however, is not the simple understanding. Ein Yaakov(?) explains that he doesn’t take
revenge, rather he leaves it up to God — this is more of a forced reading of the Gemara. It
seems better to explain that the Gemara thinks that the offended party should not take
revenge right away, but they should conspire to take revenge later.
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Meiri — Yoma 23a

However, a scholar or a king, even though they should not work hard to get
revenge, it is befitting to them to not simply forgive completely, rather they should guard
it in their heart — the honor of their Torah or stature — and allow the One Who Pays
Everyone to punish them how ever He sees fit. At that point he will understand that
everything comes from God, and that He caused the punishment to happen provided the
scholar did not forgive him. This is why they stated that any scholar who does not bear
grudges and take revenge like a snake... meaning that they try to find spaces where
revenge can take place. “They are not a scholar”, means that they should value their Torah
learning more.

DESCRIPTIONS OF GOD
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Devarim Parshas Ha’azinu 32
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To Me is vengeance and recompense, At the time that their foot falters. Yea, their day of
disaster is near, And destiny rushes upon them.
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God is jealous and avenging God; God is vengeful and fierce in wrath. God takes
vengeance on opponents, and rages against foes.
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Abarbanel — Nachum 1:2

Even though the Torah prohibited and disgraced the trait of revenge... the Prophet here
explains that revenge is not a lowly trait in and of'itself, only when it is directed at a fellow
member of our nation. Just as revenge is NOT proper amongst friends, so too is IS proper
against ones’ enemies.
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Talmud Bavli — Brachos 33a

Rav Acha asked, does this mean that revenge is great because it is placed between
two names of God? He replied, Yes! In it’s proper time, it is great. This is what Ullah said,
twice “Revenge” why? One for good, one for bad.

REVENGE AGAINST MIDYAN
14)Rav Moshe Lichtenstein

However, there is a more fundamental reason why it is specifically Moshe who
must take the lead. The Torah commands us, in parashat Kedoshim (Vayikra 19:18), “You

Page 5




“\\U/H 11701

KOLLEL
_— e

shall not avenge, nor bear a grudge.” Revenge can emerge from a positive place — the
desire for justice, repair, and a restoring of the proper order. However, it may also be
prompted by a base desire to “repay the other side with what they deserve” and not to
“allow the other side an advantage.” As Bnei Yisrael stand on the brink of war against
Midian, they cannot be certain that their motives are pure. Are they fighting in order to
fulfill God’s command, or are they giving vent to their anger and bitterness over thousands
of Israelite deaths caused by Midian? Moshe’s personal leadership comes to assuage that
doubt. His command of the fighting forces symbolizes the fact that the people’s motives

arc purc.

15) R’ Chaim Shmulevitz — Sichos Mussar
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GO’EL HADAM

16)Rabbi Sacks — Covenant and Conversation — Masei

Yet the Torah inserts one vital element between the killer and the victim’s family: the
principle of justice. There must be no direct act of revenge. The killer must be protected
until his case has been heard in a court of law. If found guilty, he must pay the price. If
found innocent, he must be given refuge. This single act turns revenge into retribution.

This makes all the difference.

People often find it difficult to distinguish retribution and revenge, yet they are
completely different concepts. Revenge is an I-Thou relationship. You killed a member of

my family so I will kill yvou. It is intrinsically personal. Retribution, by contrast, is
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impersonal. It is no longer the Montagues against the Capulets but both under the
impartial rule of law. Indeed the best definition of the society the Torah seeks to create is

nomocracy: the rule of laws, not men.

CONCLUSION

17) Rabbi Sacks - Covenant and Conversation

Miroslav Volf (Exclusion and Embrace) —

In a world of violence, we are faced with an inescapable alternative: either God’s violence

or human violence...

My thesis that the practice of nonviolence requires a belief in divine vengeance will be
unpopular with many Christians, especially theologians in the West. To the person who is
inclined to dismiss it, I suggest imagining that you are delivering a lecture in a war zone . .

. Among vour listeners are people whose cities and villages have been first plundered, then

burned and levelled to the ground, whose daughters and sisters have been raped, whose

fathers and brothers have had their throats slit. The topic of the lecture: a Christian attitude

to violence. The thesis: we should not retaliate since God is perfect non-coercive love.
Soon you would discover that it takes the quiet of a suburban home for the birth of the

thesis that human nonviolence corresponds to God’s refusal to judge. In a scorched land,

soaked in blood of the innocent, it will invariably die. And as one watches it die, one will
do well to reflect about many other pleasant captivities of the liberal mind.

Page 7




