Accountability
for Genocide

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Repentance 2:2-3

What constitutes teshuvah? That a sinner should
abandon their sins and remove them from their
thoughts, resolving in their heart, never to commit them
again as [Isaiah 55:7] states "May the wicked abandon
his ways." Similarly, they must regret the past as
[Jeremiah 31:19] states: "After I returned, I regretted."
[They must reach the level where] the One who knows
the hidden will testify concerning them that they will
never return to this sin again as [Hoshea 14:4] states:
"We will no longer say to the work of our hands:

“You are our gods." They must verbally confess and
state these matters which he resolved in their heart.

Anyone who verbalizes their confession without
resolving in their heart to abandon [sin] can be
compared to [a person] who immerses themselves

[in a mikvah, or ritual bath] while [holding] a lizard in
their hand. Their immersion will not be of avail until
they cast away the lizard.
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« What do you think is the distinction between “abandoning” a sin and “removing it from one’s heart"?

+ Why do you think confession must be verbal? What are the stakes of verbal confession compared
to internal, mental contemplation? Why do you think material restitution is not mentioned here?

«  What, for today’s Jewish community, is the “lizard” in Maimonides’s metaphor?

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of the Murderer
and the Preservation of Life 7:13-14

When a killer returns to their city after the death of

the High Priest, they are considered to be an ordinary
citizen. If the blood redeemer slays them, the blood
redeemer should be executed, for the killer has already
gained atonement through exile.
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Although the killer has gained atonement, they should
never return to a position of authority that they
previously held. Instead, they should be diminished in
stature for their entire life, because of this great calamity
that they caused.

«  What does this text imply about “atonement” and its impact upon a person’s past deeds?

+ What “calamities” has the contemporary Jewish community caused? What is the role of your corner

of the Jewish community? Of your own actions?

+ What does this text imply about different levels of culpability and complicity within our communities?

How might we distinguish those levels?

+  What might it look like for those who have caused harm to be “diminished in stature”?
How does this sit with frameworks of transformative and restorative justice?

Mishnah Horayot 1:4

If the court ruled and one of them knew that they had
erred and said to the others, “You are making a mistake”,
or if the best of the court was not there, or if one of them
was a proselyte or a mamzer or a netin' or an elder

who did not have children, they are exempt, for it says
here [Vayikra 4:13] “congregation” and it says later on
[Bamidbar 35:24] “congregation”; just as the “congre-
gation” further on must be fit to issue rulings, so too the
“congregation” mentioned here must be fit to issue rulings.
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- What is the significance of one member of the court communicating verbally that they disagree?

+ How does the description of the court align with the leadership structures of today? How do differences
in leadership structures change how we might think about accountability?

- How do we define inclusion or exclusion in terms of both leadership and community membership?
What implications does that have for responsibility for the actions of the Jewish community?

1 A “mamzer” is a person born of a sexual relationship forbidden by the Torah. A “netin” is a descendant of the Gibeonite people, who
converted in the context of a deceptive treaty with the prophet Joshua. Jewish law places various restrictions on both of these
groups in the context of their communal membership, including, for example, a prohibition on marrying other Jews.
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From On Repentance and Repair by Rabbi Danya Ruttenberg, 2022

We need to set a very, very high bar for repentance, particularly for people whose social influence and reach—
and harmful impact—are significant. It is possible for someone who has committed cancellation-worthy harms

to come back from that, but they should not be automatically given a free pass because they (or their publicist)
wrote a regret-filled statement of apology. But that doesn't mean that there's no way back. There is, and we know
what to look for. If someone is truly, earnestly doing the work, we will be able to tell . . . Repentance is conceivable
even for those who have caused profound harm with wide-ranging public implications.

Do you agree that repentance is possible even for those who have done truly horrific things? Why or why not?

«  What do you think this kind of repentance—or a genuine attempt at such—ought to look like to an outside
observer?

+ Have you seen examples of repentance that meet this bar?
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