"2%12 By niaN 13y 728" - Are Children Punished For Parent's Sins?

Does the Torah Believe in Collective or Vicarious Punishment?

. The Principle
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Hashem passed by before him, and proclaimed,
"Hashem! Hashem, a merciful and gracious God, slow
to anger, and abundant in loving kindness and truth,
keeping loving kindness for thousands, forgiving
iniquity and disobedience and sin; yet, He will by no
means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the
fathers on the children, and on the children’s
children, on the third and on the fourth generation.”
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You shall not bow down to them and you shall not serve
them, for I, Hashem your God, am a jealous God,
visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children, on
the third and on the fourth generation of those who
hate me, but showing loving kindness to the thousandth
generation of those who love me and keep my
commandments.

Based on the larger context of each of the above sources, what would you expect the phrase " 775

072 %y niay 1iy" to mean — something positive or negative? What do the words themselves mean?

Il. Other Verses
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Know therefore that Hashem your God, He is God, the faithful God, who keeps covenant and loving kindness
with them who love him and keep his commandments to a thousand generations, and repays those who hate
him to their face, to destroy them. He will not be slack to him who hates him, He will repay him to his face.

o970 00127 (2

The fathers shall not be put to death for the children,

and the children shall not be put to death for the fathers;

every man shall be put to death for his own sin
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In those days they shall say no more, 'The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on
edge.' But everyone shall die for his own iniquity....
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Behold, all souls are mine; as the soul of the father, so also the soul of the son is Mine. The soul who sins, he
shall die.

What principles of justice are laid out in the above sources? How do they compare to the verses in

Shemot? What is the (subtle, but, perhaps, important) difference between the principle laid forth in
£°727 and that stated in ¥7°07° and 58pim°?

Ill. Cases
Many stories in Tanakh touch on our issue. What do each of the following sources suggest about

Hashem's modes of justice; is collective/vicarious punishment the exception or the norm?

e Bereshit 9:22-25: Cham sins and Canaan is Cursed

e Bemidbar 14: 26-33: The Sin of the Spies

e Yehoshua 7:1-11; 24-27: The Story of Achan and the Defeat at Ai

e Shemuel Il 12:10-15: David's Sin with Batsheva and the death of his son

e Shemuel Il 21:1-9: Famine and the Gibeonites

e Melakhim 1 15:34: Chiel Beit HaEli Building Yericho

e Melakhim Il 5:20-27: Gechazi (and sons) Punished with Tzaraat

e Melakhim Il 23:25-27: Yoshiyahu vs. Menashe (Menashe's sins bring Churban)

So, what does the Torah believe — Does Hashem visit the sins of the fathers on the sons or
does each person die for his sins alone?

If the former, how is that fair? If the latter, how are we to understand Shemot 20?



Commentary: Are Children Punished For Parent's Sins
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Chazal's Approach and the Difficulty With It

Source #1 — Bavli Berakhot 7
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Isn’t it written: "He visits the iniquity of the fathers upon the children," And it is written elsewhere: "and
children shall not be put to death for the fathers." There is a contradiction between the two verses! This is not
difficult. This refers to a case where they adopt the actions of their ancestors as their own, while this refers to

a case where they do not adopt the actions of their ancestors as their own.

How do Chazal attempt to resolve the contradiction?
What question does Shadal (below) ask on their position? How might you respond?
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Approach #1: Yes, Sins of Parents are Visited on Children

(But really only the parents suffer...)

Source #2 — HaMeamer Vayikra 20:5
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And therefore | said in my heart, that the matter is thus: It is known to every person of intellect that death
itself is not bad at all for the soul who is being freed, since she is exchanging a transient world for a permanent
one... but for the relatives and especially the fathers, it is very bad because they see the death of their brothers
and beloved and the children whom they nurtured and raised, and they remain forlorn and alone. Therefore, |
say that "poked avon avot..." means that the children and grandchildren and even the fourth generation (for
more than that is unnatural) all die and his eyes see... Do not reply to me that if there is nothing bad in death,
how can death in the hands of God be a punishment for sin. Know, my friend, that the character of the soul on
the day that it separates from the body is still a mystery in the eyes of the living, and there is no doubt that a
person who has not done a capital crime, his death is sweet, but the sinning soul will die in a bad way....

How does R. Meir Wolf justify vicarious punishment? Why is it just for both the parent and the son?
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Source #3 — Shadal Shemot 20:5-6
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And Hashem made it so that they will fear Him, for every parent loves his children and the worry that his sins
will bring evil to his children will stop him, if a little, if a lot, from going after the arbitrariness of his heart...
but this evil which comes to the children for the sins of the father, is not complete and continuous, because He
brings pain, but also bandages, wounds but also heals... The crux of the matter: visiting the sins of the fathers
on the sons comes not to bring vengeance for the sinner but to aid people so that they will not sin. Therefore
it does not really distort justice, and the son of a sinner, if he weighs the good and bad that befall him from the
day of his birth to the day of his death, it will become known that no evil was done to him... Therefore
humans are warned against punishing children for parental sins, for man may not have the ability to bandage
the wound that he inflicts, but what is unjust with regards to man, is just with regards to the Master of all

How does Shadal compare to R. Wolf? Do you find either position convincing; why or why not?

Approach #2: There is Collective but Not Vicarious Punishment

(a) Distributed Punishment

Source #4 — Akeidat Yitzchak 54
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And the matter of this "carrying” is that the punishment and sins are carried from the fathers to the sons until
the fourth generation, in a manner so that they will help carry the burden of sins so that the root is not
destroyed. And this is good for them, since if the root is destroyed, no branch will remain. And therefore, it is
a measure of kindness, as its placement indicates... And this is the reason that Moshe mentioned it by the sin
of the spies, to remove the anger of total destruction. And this it was He admitted to him when He said, "I
have forgiven as you spoke"...

Akeidat Yitzchak understands the principle to be not only just but even merciful; how so?

What would have happened had the children not shared the parents' punishment?




(b) Collateral Damage

Source #5 — Ralbag Shemot 20:4-5
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Paraphrase: And this statement raises a strong doubt. How can Hashem punish the children of the sinner if
they have no guilt in their parents' sin? We resolve this doubt in the following manner: Hashem brings
punishment on transgressors, either via Divine providence, via rebukes, or by removing Divine providence so
that harm falls upon them via the natural framework, and these types of evil might be in such a manner that
they bring harm also to their children which would not have come upon them were it not for the sin of the
parents. For example, take the punishment of exile which affects not only parents but also children, for they
will remain in exile based on the natural course of the world unless they are of such a level that God takes
them out miraculously... and thus there is no distortion of justice if children are punished for parent's sins for
this is the result of circumstance.
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Ralbag suggests that really this punishment is just a case of "collateral damage". What does such

an opinion suggest about how Hashem's providence works?

(c) Limited to Specific Cases

Source #6 — Rambam Moreh Nevukhim 1:54
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commandments, “upon the third and fourth generation of my
enemies,” none except idolaters being called "enemy"... it was
sufficient to extend the punishment to the fourth generation,
because the fourth generation is the utmost a man can see of his
posterity... All this was ordained in order that every vestige of
that which would lead to great injury should he blotted out...
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According to Rambam, for which crimes does Hashem punish children long with their parents?
Textually, what is leading him to this conclusion? Conceptually, why might this sin be different than

others?

Source #7 — Rambam Hilkhot Teshuva 6:1
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What other limit does Rambam here set on the principle of vicarious punishment? What textual
support might one bring for this? Why does he think it is just to say that minors can be punished but
not adults?

(3) There is NO Collective or Vicarious Punishment

Source #8 — R. Y"S Reqgio, Bikkurei Halttim HaChadashim (1846)
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"sins of the father", for the text speaks of sins that the
sons learned from the fathers...
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How does Reggio reinterpret the verse? According to him, why would the verse go out of its way to
tell us this?

Source #9 — Mishnat R. Eliezer 5
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And what is an attribute of mercy? He waits for the father for four generations, so that if one of those four
generations is righteous, the father is saved; if none are righteous each is caught for his own sins. For you
cannot say that "max v 7p" is language that conveys anger; rather learn from the thirteen rules through
which the Torah is explored, 'something which should be understood from context'. What is this whole matter
speaking about? Mercy, as it says, "Hashem is a merciful and gracious God"...




How does this source reinterpret our verse? How would it translate "7719"? What difficulties does it
have to deal with? Do you think that having righteous descendants should be a mitigating factor

when deciding whether to punish a sinner?

Source #10 — Bemidbar Rabbah 13:33
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When the Holy One Blessed be He said, "I will visit the sis of the parents on the sons", Moshe said, "Master
of the Universe, several wicked people bore righteous sons; should they carry the burden of their parent's sins?
Terach was an idolater, but his son Avraham was righteous. So, too, Chizkiyahu was righteous but his father
Achaz, was wicked. Also Yeshayahu was righteous but his father Ammon was wicked. Is it proper that the
righteous should suffer for the sins of their parents?!" The Holy One Blessed be He said to him, "You have
taught me. [ swear] by your life, that |1 will nullify My words and establish yours, as it says, "Fathers will not
be put to death for their children and children shall not be put to death for their fathers". [l swear] by your life,
that | will write it in your name, as it says, "as it is written in the Torah of Moshe that Hashem commanded..."

This somewhat radical midrash suggests that Hashem changed His mind; do you think that is
possible? If not, what do you think the Midrash means?

Do you find the new theological issue raised by the Midrash (that Hashem was somehow mistaken
and was influenced by Moshe to retract His stance) to be a bigger or smaller one that that of

collective/vicarious punishment?
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Supplementary Sources

Is collective salvation just as "unjust" as collective punishment?
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After Hashem reveals his plans to destroy Sedom, Avraham cries out, "Shall not the Judge of all the

earth do justice?!" Is this, though, what Avraham is really requesting?
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How many requests does Avraham make of Hashem?

What is the relationship between them? Is this really all about justice?
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|. Collective Salvation = Mercy
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I1. Collective Salvation & Punishment Equally Just
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I11. Collective Salvation & Punishment Equally Unjust
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