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DIGEST 

This thesis is presented with t he hope t hat it may s ane day 

aSSW!le the form af a published textbook for the High School of the 

Reform Jewish Religious School . It is the c rude beginning of a 

future realization. It needs to ultimately decide f or itself t he 

a ge level in the high school to which it wishes to devote its ener

gies. Thm, it will require "tes t readir.gs" and experimentation 

before it may achie ve its goal and find its niche . 

Rabbinic Litera ture is vast in its scope and abundant in its 

detail. The rabbis d emonstrated their creative intellect in the 

pages of the Ta 1mud , Midrash, and Codes . Actually, there eXists 

no p recise and concise philosophical or theological statement in 

these works . However, the student of Rabbinic Literat ure may leave 

his sincere confrontation with this body of tradition with a keen 

awareness and a thoughtful underst.anding of exactly what the rabbis 

were endeavoring to say. He may gl ean f o r himself what comes to be 

a noble per sonal value sys tern, readily applicable for the Twentieth 

Century. 

With an awareness of the ccnfusion of the present age , and 

with somewhat of a r ecognition of the needs and the problems of young 

adults, this prop.:>sed textbook seeks to derive fran Rabbinic Li tera

ture a point of view, a perspective for living, a personal V9.lue 

system that may be applied to the awesome business of meaningful 

living. This 11 book11 has as its primary aim the rendering of Rabbinic 

Juda.ism in such a way as to make it useable, beneficial, and up-to-date. 



It is desired that the student will discover that Judaism is not 

sanething for cnly library shelves and worship services. 
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We l earn first that man is holy, a sacred being, consecrated 

to live and govern his existence with the lrnowledge that he is "in 

the image of God . " Each human being has within his essence a spark 

of diVinity . Man is inherently noble ; he must realize t his poten

t.ial. Man has dignity and individual worth. His recognition of 

these facts should inf lllence his ovn personal behavior as well as 

t ha t of his fellow creature. 

We need to l e arn t.'lat we must share life \d.th others, that 

life may be ultimately meaningful. Therefore, what occurs between 

man aoo man is highly sigpificant . The interchange and interplay 

that are involved in human relationships may b e termed "ethics or 

morality." Concerns of mankind becane mutual with this perspective. 

Thus, man must live in a manner that might be temed 11holy . 11 

Because of a peculiar confrontation with God , because of a covenantal 

~greb!ftent vi th Deity, the Jewish p eople has an obligation to all of 

mankind. Consequently, every human r elationship requires the pre

scription of a valid system of personal values for group living. 

The goal of this value system is thE sanctification of life. 

The family setting provides a crucial environment for the 

young adult, the II future man. 11 Mo:-eover, within the family man may 

realize his potential and find true meaning in life. What happens 

herein may serve further to govern man's behavior as he goes forth 

into society. 
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Society affor ds the next oppor tunity for man tu realize his 

God - given potential . Man, as a social being, b r ings meaningful 

existence to the doorstep of o thers . Every transaction in his life, 

whether in b usiness or pleasur e , should bespeak a commitment to the 

inherent h oliness i n human life . Humility, charity, and kindness 

should fulfi 11 t h ems elves in man • 

One of the highest of a ll personal values i s 11truth . 11 "Truth, 11 

if upheld, elevates man 1s total existence . Its effects are f ar-reach

ing and dramatically moving. "Tr uth, " "honesty," 11sincerity" are like 

nighly- polisbed sterling silver; thei r brilliance brings luster to 

the war ld . 

Man is a complex being. He is made of many forces, and he ex

periences many inner directives . He is born with both good and bad 

inclinations . When he rebels a gainst a personal value system in his 

own life, he gives r ise to something called " sin. " "Sin" cheapms 

and desecr ates human existence. Man I s potential may be fully r eal

i-:~d t hrougi thoughtful repentance . For repentance leads man back 

to a commitment to his personal value system. Such a commitment, 

held as dear by society, can hasten the arr ival of a Messianic Era 

at long last. 

T 
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Introductic:m 

During rq sojourn ot nine years in Cincinnati, lllllCh or.,

energy has been deliberately exerted in the area of the education of 

Jewish 7outn. Because of the opportunity presented to 11e by (Con

gregation) K.K. Bene Israel, known u the Rockdale Temple, where I 

served in the capacities of Youth Group Advisor, High School Principal, 

and lntermedia te Depart.men t Supervisor, I bec&llle in~ru.singl7 aware of 

soae ot the religious problems facing our Ref-om Jewish )'OUth. They 

are searching for_ SOlllething definite to grasp in their religion. 'nley 

desire to knaw exactly who they are and just what they 1111st be. They 

seek a value system in personal living and in bUlllan relationships. 

Often a former student would write or telephone me in quest of a re

ligious truth or an ethical ruling. 'What does Judaism have to say?" 

he would impatiently inquire. 

And I ~culd perforce ask myself the very same question. We had 

taught our children the Bible. We had presented an introduction to 

the Talmud and to the Midrashim to our religious school students. We 

had even explored the problems of boy-girl relationships during the 

teen years. But we had never really presented a concrete and concise 

personal value system for our youth. Usually after Contimation and 

occasionally after High School, our future Reform Jews left us, still 

unaware of the guidelines they might use for a personal code in living. 

There existed a gap in their education and in our own efforts. 

Ccaing to the conclusion of my selllinar7 career, and beginning 

nov rq study for the Reform Rabbinate, I look back a.pcm rq 79ara ot 



training at the College-Institute, From all the text courses and as

signments, out of Talmud class and Midrhsh class, f r om the voluminous 

literature of the codes of the rabbis comes the realization and the 

seedling awareness that rabbinic tradition was trying to say something. 

Perhaps , there did not exist a precise theological statement . Some

times all the text material became overwhelming in its intricate tech

nical data . But f r an the treasure house of rabbinic literature and 

tradition arose a value system. It was per sonal. It was pr ecise. It 

was intimate , It was in fact useable. 

This is not an introduction to Rabbinic Literature. This is not 

a course on the Talmud , Midrash , and Codes. Rather, this attempts to 

become an introduction to a way of life, a manner of living, a method

ology of approach . Given life as it exists in the her e and now, in the 

time-place of modern man, the Space Age , if you will, we glance back

wards over our left shoulder for the perspective of the rabbis of t ra

dition in order that we might go forward. Maybe t he cultural, political, 

social, and economic environment of the rabbinic period was differ ent 

from our own. Indeed i t was . But the rabbis endeavored to live accord

ing to a specific value system. They possessed a philosophy of man . 

They governed their lives with r ules and !'egulations. And there emerges 

from their encounter with reality a personal value system, motivated by 

their peculiar confrontation with God . This is an attempt to glean 

f r om their efforts something that we and our Reform Jewish youth might 

use today. 

M. N. G. 



CHAPTER I 

WHO AM I ? 



I 

Who Am I? 

Rabbi Aki.ba said: "Dear ( to God) is man, in that he was created in 

the (divine) image; still more dear in that it is lcrl"own to him that 

he was created in the image, as it is said, In the i .mage of God he 

made the man. 11 (A bot 3, 14) 

Background . 

We live in a confused age . Did yau ever visit New York City? 

Chicago? Detroit? Picture yourself standing there on a main street . 

Watch the people . Observe the rush of the automobiles . Notice how 

people become engulfed in the overall traffic scheme. Who are they? 

What are they? Where are they going? 

Or • • • the alann clock rings angrily. With resentment you tum 

over in your comfortable bed, protected by the industrially-woven 

fabrics that confine you. 11 Goshl" It is alreaoy 7:45 A.M., and you 

have an appointment at the University at 8 : 30 A.M . Having rushed to 

the campus, you discover that yau have been assigned a number to stand 

in the lengthy admissions line to await your turn. You achieve, per-

haps not wil lingly, some degree of anonymity . Who are you? What have 

you become? 

The Rabbis reply. 

You are man. You recall what you beard in the Temple only last 

Friday night. How does it go? 110 Lord, what is man that Thou art 
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111.illdful of hilft •• • he is but little lower than the angels ••• crolGled with 

gl ory and honor ••• 11 HardlyL Even the prayerbook was not quite sure. 

What is man! You lmow you are of the species. But what does it mean? 

Rabbinic Judaism teaches. 

Man is holy, or so we have been informed. Furthennore, as we 

are admonished in Leviticus 19, we should behave in a manner that is 

holy. We are to be holy for the Lord, Our God , is holy. This is it 

in a "nutshell." Positing that God is God, and because He is God, He 

is Holy; and mentally having some ty-pe of conception of the Sovereignty 

of God , the Kingship of God , the Rulership of God, we begin what you 

might call a II logical deduction ." 

The rabbis did this too. They believed in what Dr. Samuel Belkin 
l 

calls a 11democratic theocracy." Belkin writes: "It is a theocracy 

because the animating for ce of Jewish morality is not the protection 

of the state or COJ'lllnunity in. the abstract, or of any mundane fonn of 

government. The enti re system of Jewish morali ty derives from and is 

f ounded upon the concept of the sovereignty of God. It is a democracy 

because, unlike any other legal system, the rabbinic code places all 

emphasis upon the infinite worth and sacredness of the hWllan being • 11 

Accepting the premise that God is the Spiritual Ruler of the Universe, 

(and this is surely not an a ttempt to define exactly what we mean by 

"God") we then assert and insure the sacredness and t he native dignity 

of individual man. 

What Is Man? 

Man is holy. Man has dignity. That which man is somehow is 

sacred. The Hebrew word for II holy" means II something set apart," SOJ1le

thing special, something different from what ve experience in the 
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everyday round of life. Man is both physical being and mortal matter, 

a finite being. But 1'118.11 is more. It is not, now underst.and this, thalt. 

man is composed of two sides or characteristics. Man is not what -we 

might term dualistic. But rather man is made of a recipe that indi

cates certain specific ingredients. Although man is of the world and 

made of flesh, man is also a spiritual being. For he is a c0111posit~ of 

eaotions and intellect too. He has a mind for thinking and discerning. 

He has a heart for understanding and c ompassion. What does all tbis 

mean? Well, my friends, I suggest to you that what our rabbis were 

trying to tell us was that mn has infid.te worth, though he is a 

finite being. 

Man is Not Perfect. 

A human being has limitations. He reaches termi nation points 

in his abilities and talents . He cannot do everything that he would 

wish tc do . He may desire to be a great scientist or a wor ld-famous 

athlete or a glamorous motion picture queen. However, it soon becomes 

apparent to him that he may not nave been born with those abilities 

and endowments which would enable bim to do all that he wi s hed. He is 

finite. 

A human being is certainly not perfect. He becomes ill. His 

body may succumb to a common bead cold or intestinal cancer or heart 

disease. He would desire not to be ill. He would wish for perfect 

health. But something seems to get in the way. Man bas physical 11.llli:ta

tions. It is frustrating and even upsetting. Ulti.Jftately, man is faced 

w1 th death, and the grave seems to abruptly interrupt man's finest and 

most infinite aspirations. A human being bas imperfections. 
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Man's Potential. 

But man bas infinite worth. He is capable of engaging in a 

process which ve might call 11ongoing perfectabili ty." Man can con

tinually improve himself. Man can always, through personal dfort, 

achieve a greater degree of what he may desire. Through the Jlliracles 

of modern science, he discovers cures for his maladies. Through dili

gent practice and training, he may become an Olympic Games star. 

Through intellectual pursuits, he may attain a high degree of prOlli.

nence in the academic world. As our rabbis of the Kidrash and tbe 

Talmud believed and taught, man has possibilities. He is of signifi

cant worth. 

Do you remember from your studies of Judaism the discussioos 

whicb you had about the meaning of the Ten Commandments? Remember, if 

you will, the confusion and the disagreements in which you became in

volved when you and your classmates tried to interpret the meaning of 

the commandment that suggests that man was created in the 11 image 0£ 

God . 11 As a youngster, you pr\)bably thought that you, as a human being, 

vere supposed to look something like God? No doubt, when you beard the 

word "image, 11 you thought of 11physical likeness." The rabbis of our 

tradition understood this command?nent in a different way. 

In His Image. 

The rabbis of what we call 11Rabbinic Literature" taught that 

this commandment concerned one of the most important precepts in all 

of Judaism. For when tha rabbis heard or read "in his image,• they 

understood these words to mean that somehow man participated in some-
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thing called "divine holiness . " Every human being has a "spark," 

a small fraction, of the holiness of God . This i s the manner in 'Which 

a man can be like or isimilar to God. Man is holy. Man is sacred • 

.Han has infinite worth. Vhy? Because you and your fell ow human beings 

were created in the iaage of tbe Spiritual Ruler of all creation. 

This is what makes you special. 1'his is what sets you apart fraa the 

rest of Creation . 

Tbe Mishnah teaches that God created only a single man at first 

in order to instruct mank:i..nd tbat whoever destroys a single indiV1.dual 

God considers hi.JII as if' he had destroyed the entire world , and whoever 

saves or respects the life of one man God looks upon him as if he had 

regarded the entire world with the highest kind of estee111 (Sanhedrin 

L,5). The rabbis herein were not really worried about the legendary 

character of Adam and Eve . Rather they were endeavoring to present to 

their people Judaism's awareness of t.he inherent worth of the individual 

human being • 

Thus it is that as one confronts the Tal.lllud, he recalls over and 

over again that tne human being was considered as being created in the 

image of God. This teaching lies at the basis of the Rabbinic teach

ings concerning man. This realization lends to man the fact of his own 

supreme importance i n the Universe at large. Since men are formed in 

the image of the Deity, they l'IUSt bear that knowledge always in mind in 

their relationships with one another. The purpose of the Creation was 

to give man an opportunity to glorify the Creator. Life must therefore 

be understood and conducted with that insight. It is incnmbent upon 

ND to st.rive to accumul.ate during his lifeti.Jle, rather than etri.ct.ly 

11aterial. possessions, a wealth of worthy and meritorious actions. 
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The Nature of Man. 

It should be renembered that man's kinship w1 th God lies in his 

possession of the hUJ11an soul. Thus, the character of a life depends 

upon the care which the indi. vidual devotes to keeping his soul pure 

and unstained. There was inherent the belief 1hat in every man there 

are two urges or impulses, one to evil and the other to good. Th\;.s, 

the character of a man is detel'lllined by which of the two impulses he 

allows to become dominant within himself in terms of his overt actions. 

Man is in control of his ship, so to speak, and it is up to him what 

choice and what decision he malces in life. 

We must continually bear in mind in our approach to the values 

that are inherent in Rabbinic Literature that it is through the idea 

of the one God that man in Judaisn gains his religious significance. 

Created and called by God, he is not only A man, but Man, the One man 

that lives in all 111en. That is to suggest that man, not merely one 

particular individual., but man generically, is capable of .manifesting 

the divine. This, by at:ciuctio11, inlplies a new principle of humanity-, 

a new digni ty am unity of the human race. It also conceives of the 

status and the value of every human soul, its uniqueness and personality. 

This awareness of being made in God I s image, of being the child of God, 

constitutes the supreme injunction that is placed on every man. This 

is the pressing need and obligation to show meself as divine. The 
2 

utmost is required fro111 every individual. Let us oe a bit philo-

sophical. I n you and your fellow numan beings there is a unity, or 

if you would rather, a totality, that co rresponds to the unity of God. 

And so, f-rom yau is demanded a mode of life that is exelua:i. vely related 

to God. 
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There are those amongst us who would wish to impress upon our 

minds the idea that ll'Bn is nothing more than an animal. After all, 

they might suggest to us, man is compos ed of merely biological drives 

and animalistic instincts. However, in the mind of the rabbis of tra

dition, the conviction of rean' s creaturehood was always balanced by the 

other characteristic conviction, that man is a moral being . He is 

blessed with the capacity for action and called upon to exercise it in 

certain specified directions. Human conduct and behavior is in this 

manner filled and replete with meaning, and life itself becomes a 

methodology of apprcach to God. Man, according to the rabbis, is dis

tinctly an ethical personality. 

The Significance for us 

What does all of this impressive dialogue mean for us as modem 

Jews? Can the rabbis possibly have anything to say to the Space Age 

Man? But most certainlyl We learn that man is not only a creature, 

but a creature with a moral per:1onality. He can and ought to do some

thing in his life's work e.s regards God . He should serve God ( or his 

i deal) actively, and not sit passively, exhuberant with emotion. The 

significance that tre Deity has granted to human life must be reinforced 

by the effort and energy that man gives to his own life and the lives 

of others as a natural consequence. 

Man is sacred . Man has dignity. Man has inherent worth. The 

rabbis, perhaps, did not know much about psychoanalysis or sociology; 

but somehow they knew the truth about each other. Maybe God willed it 

that they should be, shall we say, clairvoyant. Maybe they were blessed 

with the gift of prophecy. Whatever the case was, they knew that you 
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and I, we, together, because of our potential holiness as human beings, 

would foster that l ong yearned for Messianic Age on earth . Knowing 

what God is for man, they prescribed what ne.n should be bef ore God . 

Man, on wh om is laid the injunction to become holy, has the responsi

bility of deciding to live his life in the presence of the one holy 

God , Who created him. 

What is man? Man is a potentially holy being . But it is his 

own malcing what he inevitably becomes. He writes the scor e . He is 

his own pilot . It is man's necessary task to remind hilllself that he 

is a being, with heart and soul and mind, c reated in the image of the 

Creator Himself . Thus , if we have any wits aboot us at all, we would 

then have to say that man should "walk in all His ways" (Deut. 11:22) . 

"Those are the ways of the Holy One, bl essed be he; 

as it is said: ' The Lord, the Lord, God , merciful and 

gracious, l ong- suffering and abundant in goodness &nd 

truth; keeping me rcy unto the thousandth generation, 

forgiving iniquity am t r ansgression and sin . .. " (Exod . 

)4 :6); and it is said: 

"Whoever shall call on the name of the Lord s hall be 

delivered" (Joel ) :5 ). 

But how can a man call on the nane of the Lord? 

Ratheri as the Omnipresent is calle d merciful and 

gracious, y ou too must be merciful and gracious, and 

give freely to all. As t be Holy One, blessed be he, 

is called righteous, as it is said , 1The Lord ia 



righteous in all His ways' (Ps . 145:17) you too must 

be righteous. As the Holy One, blessed be he, is 

called kindly, as it is said: 1 And kindly in all His 

works 1 (ibid.), you too must be kindly. 

(Sifre on Deut. 11:22) 

9 



CHAP!'ER II 

I NEED YOU 
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II 

I Need You 

Rabbi Yohanan saids •Every di.stress that Israel and the nations of 

the world share is a distress indeed. 'livery distress that is Israel's 

alone is no distress." (neut. Rabbah II. 1h.) 

Recapi tula ti.on 

Do you feel good? Haven't you been conxpl.imented? Your ego 11111st 

be shining brightlyl Look at you, all the world, you are a creature 

in the image of God . You can be holy. In fact, according t.o the rab

bis, you must be! That is because you have inherent worth as an in

di vidual. 

We need to share life 

This is an age of confusion . We are all rushing here and there. 

Remember when you were scurrying to make t hat 81JO A.M. appointment at 

the admissions office of the university'? If you will recall correctly, 

you scampered on home in disappointment after you discovered that there 

was n o room for you in th at biology "lab," the class that you had 

wanted to share with your buddy. "Ah! the telephonel" You hurried 

to make that ever-important phone call to your understanding friend, 

so that he might participate i n your calamity with you. You told him 

all. And he empathized. How wonderful! 

Thinking Beyond Oneself 

How wonderful that be listened? How wonderful that he under

stood? Or, rather, how wonderful that he was there to listen and to 
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understand! Evidently, you could not possibly have faced it alone. 

You needed saneone to share in this mishap with you. It may s ound 

"corny," but you "needed" the other fellow. At this point, life would 

have been too rough to "go it alone." 

And what's more, this is nothing new. The rabbis or the Midrash, 

Talmud, and Codes \mew this too. Maybe they did not have a telephone 

t o aid them in communicati ms. Perhaps they were not faced wi. th the 

difficulty of the admissions line at a university. But the rabbis of 

tradition lmew full well the value of hUJ11an relaticnships . Moreover, 

they realized the necessity fer having them. 

The Need for others 

It is the rare human being indeed who can face life head on all 

alone, by himself. Man is just not made that way. He needs others. 

Did you ever study for an exam alone? Probably you would have pre

ferred to venture into this task with a fellow student. And though 

it may seem obvio1.1S, it might be well to point out that it certainly 

would be a troublesome thing to try to play a baseball gane without 

fellow team members. The game of life is no different. Humanity at 

large must be on the "team" if life in general is to be a success. 
' 

The rabbis knew thi s. They wrote Midrasb upon Midrash. Th97 

engaged in Talmudic dispute upon dispute. They compiled codes and 

laws aid halachic rulings. Admittedly, sometimes they got a bit car

ried away. Some of the rabbinic legislation is lnvolved and intricate. 

Some codes elude our ready comprehensicn. Scme Midrashim go beyond 

the bounds of strict reason. Some Talmudic conflicts are often worse 
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than a problem in algebra or logistics. But underlying all of the 

volllllles and pages of rabbinic writ, there is the sweeping conclusion 

and overwhelming 110ti.vation that man needs man. We need each other. 

Meaningful Existence 

Life, to be meaningful, r equires our participation and sharing 

with other. human beings. There seems to be no room in Judaism fo"l' 

the hennit or self-exiled human. From primary family relationships, 

through precious friendships, and extending into the Family of Man of 

the vorld 1 s great societies, the rabbinic dictum concerning the neces

sity and sanctity of human relationships holds sway. There was a 

famous Jewish philosopher, Martin Buber, who said that all real living 

is in meeting. We meet each other in the daily round of life. We 

share a sacred moment together at a Sabbath service. We experience 

joy together a t a football game. We feel the pride in a friend's ac

canplishrnent. We are pervaded vi th a sense of happiness when another 

human being cares for us. Life consists of man's c onfrontation with 

man. 

What the rabbis realized 

This is a personal value from the pages of rabbir..ic literature. 

Personal it is because it concerns us foremost and directly. A value 

it is because it can detennine the nature of our live~ as we decide 

to live them. Valuable •• • indeedl No matter where we go or what we 

do it will be too people l':i th whom we share our portions of life that 

make it all count. The rabbis were not mystics nor dreamers like 

Joseph. They vere wise men and sages. Their sagacity- derived for 

th• the lesson that the lines of cOIDIIIUDication aacmg huam beings, 
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the relationships, the associati.cns, the partnerships, all guaranteed 

the sanctity of life . These were the vehicles that insured the dignity 

and the worth of the individual man. What transpired between man and 

man was of ultimate consequence. 

The rabbis did not say all this as we have stated i t. They did 

not organize precise fonnulations of the doctrine of man. They did 

not compose treatises on theology or philosophy. Rather, they declared 

what they were compelled to utter in the form of aggadah or Midrash. 

A list of laws or halachah, if studied 'lrith perspective, would yield 

the overriding value system that belonged to the rabbis. If one im

mersed himself in the lore of rabbinics, one would withdraw from t his 

confrontation with an awareness and an understanding of the mentality 

of the rabbis. 

We call it ethics or morality 

What took place between man and man might be tenned "ethics . 11 

We mean by this the science of moral:.; or of human duties and obliga

tions . Conduct between man and man becanes paramount because human 

relationships are vested with the sanctity of that which is holy in 

life . A business transaction may involve the exchange of monetary 

means or material i terns. However, what occurs between the people en

gaged in the transaction is actually what is most crucial. Human dia

logue and intercourse must be l egislated and controlled. At least, 

some guidelines should exist to enunciate equations for decent living. 

The ethics of the bodies of rabbinic literature reflect the 

fundamental concepts and teachings of Judaism. The origin of these 

might be traced to the Bible, for we find in much Biblical data the 
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s e.edlin~s or fer tiliz,~rs of r:-n>ch of :-al,bi.nic lhot.i;nt . '!'he enti r e rab

binical S.}'Stem of e r.r,ics is baseo up1m hun,ani 1:.a:-ian lcn,1s of righteous 

ness . In t.hP t ractate of Sanh .. drin \·,~ lP.ar n : "RatbF.r wan commit any 

one of th~ t.hree capital sins - idolatr:,', adultery , murder - man s hould 

give un his life. " l'h<> ethics of -abbini<: Jucaism Pncomoass the Jew, 

and every man . C'n e of 1:.h e main principles of rabbinical eth::.cs i s 

t.hat the v ery !'!ssence of Goo and Eis law is moral perfection . Religion 

and :::.11.ic~ are in ima tely int"?rwoven recau_c;e it is the motive which d e 

cides the moral value, th,., ~ood e r e vi. l cha racter of the action involved . 

'l'he Wisdom of the- Rabbis provides the li ,;,er a r :i- background 

The Talmud, Midrash, anci v0des are a ver itable lib r ary of Jew

ish knm•led~e and int.ellect. Whatever moved t,he Jewish people in the 

way of inr,ellect, mora ls, judicial, m d r eli~ious matter s seems to be 

i ncludea i n rabbinic cr eativi t y . 'l'hP. liter ature of the rabbis com 

prises a storehouse of wisdom, of common sense, c,f witty and subtle 

insirrht, of i nspiration, and of et>.lical p en:_us . 1'hPre is prosorot an 

amazin.,. degr ee of keen ps;vcholc'.'r_cc1:i. i,1sig-ht . Our teache r s of t.radi 

tion have much to say wi tt, regard to thP art, of human relations , a nd 

they off~r coed counsel tc, m~nbers of Lhr family of mankind , Rabbinic 

li t,Prat11r e naturally came to inclune a lar~e number of legal decisi ore 

based upon a body of cus~O!Tls and t r aditi~nal nractices , which grew 

1,hrnu;;nout many centuriPs of J ewish expr~r ience in life . Gr anted that 

th,-..se a r e complex and tiechnical , but they are filled with a n!'ofound 

sense of humanity and justice. The r abbis r equired the high est pos

sible standards of humar. character and conduct, "If a man walks i n 
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the vays of the Lord, but t ransgresses by accident, every creature 

below and above helps to conceal it." "When the time canes for an 

accounting of a man 's deeds, it is too late to do anything •11 "When 

man appears before the Throne of Judgment, the first question he is 

asked is not - 1Have you believed in God, ' or 1Have ycu prayed or 

perfonned ritual acts,• but ' Have you dealt honorably, faithfully in 

all your dealings with your fellow-man? 111 

So that Judaisn and the Jews might attain the great aim of the 

"!)erfection of man, there had to be formulated the high ideals and 

noble principles that would be applicable and practical in daily life. 

The legislators and the teachers of the law set themse lves the task of 

making the prophetic ideals real, by applying tbe noble pri.nc:i.ples 

taught by the prophets to the actual conditions of life. The rabbis 

believed that ttE prophets had reached the hi~est summit in ethical 

ideas . They, therefore, concluded that all that relftained to them was 

to r ealize these ethical teachings in daily practice . They realized 

that the main thing is conduct and nc,~ ju~t theorizing . Study is valu

able only because it is conducive to good deeds. The rabbis tried to 

l ead men to a realization of these visions and ideals by training them 

in the exercise of such good deeds as are expressive of high i deals. 

The end was to make man know the Lord and walk in His ways. 

It was the opinion of the rabbis that the aim and the P\111>0Se 

of all the comman<heots of the Torah were to establish peace ar:,d 

friendly relations between man and man. Thus, they interpreted the 

Torah in such a wa;y as to make all of ite laws the expressicms of 

ethical ideals, to prcaote righteousness, peace, and love amoog all 



16 

111en. They sought to give all a moral and religi ous aspect, and they 

were guided at all times by ethical considera ti a,s. They b ased their 

rulings and deci Si. ans on good moral and ethical principles. In deal

ing with the laws of the Torah, the primary concern of the rabbis was 

to disc over the underlying ethical purposes. They endeavored to find 

the ethical purport of numer ous Bi blical laws. Their coovic tion was 

str ong t hat a moral purpose was inherent i n every law. They always 

remember ed that the legal enactments and ritual laws of the Torah were 

111erely a means to an end, that of moral perfection. Befor e them con 

c eptually was the father hood of God and the brotherhood of man. 

I Am For You 

We now have some awarenes s of what it means to exist and to live 

life as a being created in the image of God . We have some conception 

of what we are as man. Our natural inclinations influence us to seek 

others so that we might enjoy meaningful living. We discover that we 

were not created to live alone . In fact, according to rabbinic Judaism, 

we are t ransgressing the basic t.eachings of our tradi ticn if we attempt 

to remove ourselves f r on: the II greater r ound11 of life. Knowing our own 

needs now, arxi c aning to grips with a cleare r understandi ng of ourselves, 

we now begin to sense that othe r people must be similar to us. 

I f we are as we are, if we knov what makes us "tick," then cer

tainly other members of the Family of Man must operate in like manner. 

Granted we are all di fferent as hUJ11an beings. Personality t raits are 

as varied as the grains of s and on t he seashore. Abilities are present 

in one lll8Jl that may be lac Icing in another. Nevertheless , there are 

def inite common bonds that unite all men. The "hWllan being'' coexists 
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in all men . Metaphorically, then, I am like you; and you a re like 

me . We have the same desi res and needs and frailti es . 

I f this is t r ue, then I need you to supplement lfiY own exis tence. 

I don't want to live alone. I cannot. I find it difficult to solve 

the problans of life by myself . Life seems to have no real meaning 

without others. At the beginning of Creaticn, if you will remember 

your r eading of the book of Genesis, all was fonnless and void. Emp

tiness was the state of the Universe . However, when God added to 

Cr eation, when he made man, Creation began to have significance. Our 

own lives, if we may use the above Scriptural suggestion a s did the 

rabbis, become increasingly meaningful and richer as we add the ex

perimce of others to our own. In order to live as a Jew, to be a Jew, 

you must correctly respond to your native need for other hUlllan beings . 

As a r esult, the need to share with others implies that our 

concerns will be mutual. If I n eed you , then your needs become mine. 

1f your being there is a r equisite for my ovi existence , then yrur 

existence t a kes on importance for me . In short, because I need you 

for myself, I car e . I care who you are. I woooer how you are. I act 

because you are important to me . If son-ething happens to you, this 

happening affects me. The vibr ations of your life cause the strings 

of my own instrument to respond. Our meeting becanes living , and our 

living becomes real, and we find meaning in and through e ach other. 

Life ceases now to be chaotic and void. 

Because human being s must live together 

Because human beings must live together, because we con.frmt. 

what life has to offer as partners, we need certain rules and regula-



18 

tions for living. Now, after all, we are 11 liberal religionists.11 

Certainly, I am not suggesting that we have a code or a rule book t o 

consult as an absolute authority. We are sophisticated twentieth cen

tury man. Who is it that has any right to tell us what we must do? 

Yet, we want something to grasp . We desire to have some type of formu

lations for our approach to living. Maybe, we are not quite so smart 

as we might have thought. 

Whether we verbalize it or not , we are in search of a value 

system for everyday living. What is important to me must be import

ant to you. But hew do I guarantee that you will receive what yau 

deserve? Row may I insure your existence'? Who or what will be m:y 

resource for supplying the guidelines of the insurance policy which I 

would like to have in rrry possessim on your life? From the rabbis, I 

have l earned that what is hateful to l!E, I had best not do unto you. 

And out of a love and respect f or myself, according to the rabbis, I 

have learned that I must love and r espect your being. My worth is 

lilce unto your worth. My di.gni ty is like unto your dignity. My sane

ti ty as an individual is like unto your sacredness of personality. 

My inherent potential is your own potentiality. From a knowledge of 

myself and who I am, I proceed to a knowledge of you and who you are. 

My caring for myself hecomes my caring for you . My caicern for my 

own well-being becanes my cmcem for your welfare. My egotism and 

rrry self-centeredness becqnes my altruism and selflessness. 

But still, I question how I may successfully go about this pro

cess of maturation. The answer again lies in the treasure house of 

rabbinic literature. For as we have suggested earlier in this con

versation, underlying all of the minutiae of this literary tradition 
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was a principle of ethics and morality, a value system for living. 

Rabbinical ethics and moral.ity provide the key, then, for solving 

this dilemma. Before we go out into fruitful living, we must pos

sess some knowledge of the basis of this value systen for personal 

living. 



CHAPI'ER II I 

TO LOVE MAN 
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III 

To Love Man 

God said to Moses, 11 Go and tell the Israelites, My children, as I am 

pure, so be you purej as I am holy, so be you holy, as 1 t is said, 

1Holy shall ye be, for I , the Lord your God, am Holy. '" (Leviticus 

Rabbah, Kedoshim, nrv, 4) 

"Test your words before you utter them, and make your deeds confonn 

to proper behaviour, and let your footsteps lead towards actions 

which bring merit. Acknowledge always the justice of God, and re

frain from murmuring." (Derek ~ Zutta; III, 1. ) 

"He who does a moral act associates himself with God in His creative 

work. " (Shabbat, lOa.) 

"Be not like servants who serve their master fo r the sake of receiv

ing a reward; rather be like servants who serve their master not for 

the sake of receiving a reward." ( A bot; I, 3.) 

An understanding of ourselves as individuals is no. a part. of 

our conscious awareness. We have begun to know who we are. More

over, using this awareness of ourselves, we have initiated the task 

of learning who others are. We acknowledge our need for other people 

and tbP.ir need of us. However, now we are met by a st.range problem. 

It is perplexing. 
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The problem 

How are we to :im.plenen t these novel awarenesses? All right., 

so we recognize the dialogue that must become an integral part of 

living, meaningful existence . Th.e words seem bland on our tcngues. 

The ideas tend to be sterile. We are supposed to act with a cm

sciousness of our own inherent divinity and wi. th an active, not 

passive, rP.alization of the divine spark that ignites every human 

soul. All this seems very lovely. It would even nake a good sermon. 

But we want something concrete. Let's talk about the real world. 

Theorizing is for the intellects and the bookish scholars! 

What does Judaism Mean? 

What value sy-stem does Judaism bring to y-our mind? This was 

the precise interrogation that 1 posed to a snall congregation in 

northern Georgia. A revealing response ensued. Remember, these are 

''common folks," just like you and me. No scholarly sophistication 

was present, just sincere thoughtflil remarks. The congregants re

plied : "It can give you a code of living •.• I look to Judaism to hear 

what Judaism is and to reinforce what I do • •• to tell me what I should 

do • • • Ethics and a pattern of living, a moral code, s peaking of my

self in relation to other people with whom I cane in contact ••• ( then, 

another congregant di sagre ed) She expects to be told how to a.:t. 

No, I don't, but to act knowing I am acting justly. I do want t o make 

my own decision and to know I am doing rightly ••• ( Another man re

marks) To me it brings out Judaism as a way of life • . • Judaism is an 

ethical code, ethics for living ••• " The coogregants in this small 

community w-e re enthusiastic and forthright . 'l'hey spoke what they 
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really thought . They apparently looked to their religion for a 

methodology of approach to life. They live real lives. They know 

the exhaustion of a week's work in the department store or in the 

furniture factory. They know the problems of family living . They 

turn themselves in prayerful posture toward~ the teachings of their 

t radition in order that they mi~ht receive answers, concrete r eplies . 

Rabbinic tradition says 

Notice the quotations presented at th.e beginning of th1.s 

chapter. Of what are they speakingY To llhat do they refer? What 

key insights do they offer to the adherent? The first quotation 

suggests that nan 11111St live in a manner that could be termed "holy.• 

The premise accepted is the existence of the One Living God of truth 

and justice. To proclaim an idle belief in Deity is not enough. 

One 's actions lUUSt betray this belief and faith. To imitate the at

tributes of God is to sanctify His .N&J11e and to glorify Him on earth. 

Jews need to b e holy simply because the Lord is holy, say the rabbis. 

Purity of person is the r equisite or 111oral perfection. 

But how to be holy'i Think about the second quotation. What 

emanates f r om one's mouth as well as the behavior which one manifests 

are key s to holiness . The total human being is involved. Forethought 

is required for r eligi.ous living. Consider the subsequent effect of 

y-our words and actioos uoan other human beings. Be cautious in liv

ing. Do all this because of the justice of God. 

Will this please God? Is this what Judaism aslcs? Just to 

be a decent fellow: The tbird quotation caicisely states tbe spirit 

of the r abbis . Attitude is most i.Jftportant. We perform as ve do be

cause we feel as we do. Man I s role in the world is necessary and 
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bound up in the ongoing work of Creation. And he who acts wi tb 

righteousness, he who does a moral act, participates in the holy 

work of Cr eation. Creation is an everyday occurrence, not just when 

a baby is 'oorn or when a flower blooms . Creation happens every 

moment that I share a part of l ife with you ••• in s chool, at work, 

or at play. Creation occurs i n f amily living. Creation t akes place

in business t ransactions . The moral act, the ethical deed in all of 

the varied vicissitudes of living , of ongoing Creation, brings man 

closer to an actual awareness of the Divine . Moral and spiritual 

perfection in human interchange is possible as part of the creative 

aspect of each human personality. God i s reached or attained in this 

manner . 

Why should you do it? Wouldn I t it be e asier to move and 

march along life's highways just as personal whims motivate one? 

Why bother oneself with these time -honor ed platitudes? They are 

but a display of watered-down easy e thics . But maybe there will be 

some reward for a job wel 1 done. If you are a " good boy, 11 maybe God 

the Father will reward you or compensate you for your trouble. Now, 

coosider the last quotation above . The motive or the intent behind 

the deed, according to the rabbis, is a s important as the deed itself. 

What you feel and think and experience privately and personally before 

you act and while you perform i s as important as what you are doing. 

Man is not compartmentalized or departm.entali zed. 

total unit. His powers and capacities are unified. 

He operates as a 

'lhe structure of 

man is composed of the physical and the spiritual, the mental and the 

emotional. All work in unison with each other. What is going on, on 
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the outside of man, must coofonn to what is occurring on his inside. 

The package cannot just be wrapped in pretty ribbon and colored 

paper. The contents of the human being are as significant as his 

outer garb and public display. Weren't the rabbis amazingly intel

ligent'i WonderfuH How aware they were of the nature of man. Their 

a"Wareness and keen understanding of human nature led them to enact 

laws and legislati on . What emer ged was a code for living. 

Ethics L'lli Morality 

What does all this mean? It means, my friends, that we must 

get ourselves involved in the problem of ethics and morality. Each 

human relationship requires the bene.ficial prescription of a system 

of values for living. lsn1 t all this a bit complicated? Aren't we 

getting too philosophical for caafort'! No. This can be all brought 

down to earth md concretized for us soon. First, though, let us 

examine what we are talking about. 

The aim or goal of a l l morality, all concern for the incor

poration of ethics, is tM l$at1ctl.fi.cation of life, tbe perfect morali

zation of human s oci ':)ty. For you and me, sanctification means a 

serious and profound view of life. Many things take on importance, 

holy things becane the most important. Whatever, in our estimation, 

is good and valuable we place on an ethical l)edestal. The interest 

that we exert in life, or the standard by which we rate what we do, 

varies greatly; it is a scale with numberless degrees, but that which 

man considers holy occupies the highest point of the scale. The l'loly 

has the most value for man. 
3 
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Usually , we cmsider a world of the holy and a separate world 

of that which is profane. Our job is to make all of life part of 

the world of the holy . You may ccnsider as holy a ~ or a Mezuzah 

or a Sabbath service. The Bible, for you, may be holy. Human life 

may be holy . Beyond the world of what we may call "holy objects" 

like t hese, t here is the world of ethical holiness . This is r emoved 

fran, and in rabbi nic Judaism has more p rior i ty than, the world of 

ritu&lly hol y objects . The wor ld of Holy objects like those listed 

is merely symbolic of something higher and better. Not as a s ymbol, 

but as a genuine and real higher world, the moral spher e, t hat which 

takes place between man and man, assumes its stature in t he nat ural 

world, the world that we all know and in which we live. The idea, 

the notioo of ethical holiness derives from the holiness of God; and 

this becanes the aim of all morality i n Jewis h living . 

According to the rabbinic conception of Judaism, the idea of 

the ethically holy cannot be separated from e veryday human exist ence. 

Ethics are not just for b ooks or "bull sessions ." Ethics are not 

only for the Temple. Ethics are not only a part of the ccntents of 

the Union Praye rbook. Necessarily, ethics are bound up in all of 

living and in all of hwnan life. From t he Jewish point of View, re

ligious holiness , t hat i s, perfect religiousness, cannot be conceived 

apart frCJ11 the moral life. Our very conscious ness of God is based 

L 
upon moral notions . 

In rabbinic literature and teaching, the Divine Being, and 

therefore the knowledge of His moral attributes, coni:>ine d with IIIB.ll'S 

endeavor to emulate them i n man's own vay . "In a word, the funda-



26 

mental doctrine of Judaism reads: Because tile moral i s divine, 

therefore you shall be moral, aid because the divine is moral, you 

shall become like unto God. It may be said that the highest fonn. 

and ultimate purpose of human lif e is likeness to God, and the ethic

al ideals a re conceived as attributes of Goel, in whose image man was 

created, and whose copy and image it is man I s task to strive to be-

5 
come. 11 Rabbinic literature is but a manifestation of the outpour-

ing c-f the Jew• s heart . There exists actually n o fonnal statement 

of ethics in Judai911. But through a study of rabbinic literature, 

one comes to deduce what the «.hies of Judaism are . 

The Ethics of Judaism are Social 

The ethics of Juoaism are characteristically social in nature. 

They can be universal in application. One need not be a Jew to be 

able t o perform them. But to perfonn them, to heed t hem, to walk j.n 

their ways , indicates that one is acting with a Jewish consciousness. 

Moral knowledge, a ccording to the rabbis, was not c r e ated for the 

Jews alone . But it became the Jewish r esponsibility to bring the 

morality and system of ethics to the world of man. The body of ethic

al teachings of rabbinic literat ure compriee an overwhelllling social 

consciousness . The Jew was taught to be aware of and concerned for 

his br other. The social na ture o f life dictated the nature of what 

became the Jewish way of life. 

The thought that God is the Creator , not only of the Universe, 

but also of man, of all men, and all are descendants of a single 

couple created by God , the rabbis of tradition turned to ethical use. 
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The unity of mankind is an important consideration of their teaching. 

America's "all- men- are equal" slogan of I ndependence days was not a 

novelty to J udaism. The rabbis knew i t long before . Akiba taugb t 

" :Love thy neighbor as thyself. 11 Ben Azai claimed that the sentence, 

11This is the b ook of the generations of man," contains a more com

prehensive principle. The words, 11of rnan, 11 mean all .men in their 

unity and equality, f o r, as the s ame verse continues, all are created 

"in the likeness of God. 11 

We have mentioned that tbe rabbis enacted often rigid legal

ism i n their fervent effort to c reate a proper system of ethics for 

the Jew. The purpose of divine legislaticn , s o the rabbis taught, 

is r ealizable only through the whol e of mankind. "God gave I srael 

the Law t hat all na tions may be made happy by it." (Tanchuma Devarim) 

The rabbis r ejected naticnal limit ations and insisted on universality . 

The Sanctification of Uuman Life 

The goal of e thics in rabbinic Judaism is t he sanctification 

of all of life. Man is a potentially holy being , creat ed in the 

image of God. Society i s potentially holy, if it mirror s the divin

ity of Cr e at i on. The task of ethics is to define ethical holiness, 

its character and content. This demands the highest and most exal t e d 

tonn of bUlllan conduct. Morality has to be absolutely unconditional. 

We cannot wait for a rainy day, so to speak . We may not act as the 

spirit moves us . All ti.mes and all places becCJ11e the realm of t he 

system of ethics that we would promote. No one, no place, no moment 

is alien to the domain of ethics and morality, in Jewish thought. 
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The rabbis sooght to ver itably permeate the atmosphere of living 

with ethical values and cons id e rati ens . Why'? Only because human 

life mer ited it. Simply, to be alive, to exist, mErited the highest 

kind of morality. The elevation of human living to the highest pos

sible level is the true aim of rabbinic Judaism. 

The aspirations of the Jewish people, especially of the in

tellectually elite during rabbinic times , has remained the same -

the highest possible perfection in the art and the science of life. 

There needs t o be, say the rabbis, a healthy respect for learning, 

piety, and good deeds; the convicticn that no matter how difficult 

man's fate on earth, mortal life is eminently worthwhile. 
6 

The society of the rabbis had "no need for a systematic 

theology based on verbalized assumpti ons and theories of ccntempo

rary science, and built up with l ogical precision and coherence. 

The verbalized doctrines to which one appealed in moments of par

ticular temptation or distress were valid independentl y of their 

logical relaticnship tc one ~not.~er. The concepts were r eal and 

the propositions tnw, because without them life, as it was lived, 

_.. no sense." 7 

The rabbis explored their theories of ethics amidst the 

throngs and throes of study and piety. For them, study was more 

than a method of worshi p, although it is also that . Study, for the 

rabbis, was more than a means of acquiring informaticri about their 

tradition, al though it definitely was that too. Most important, 

study is a method of developing sensitivity to the moral element in 

the complex issues of human life. In the law of Judaism, in rabbinic 
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legislation, in Hallacha, we find the mind and the character of the 

Jewish people exactly and adequately expressed. Laws which bear an 

the daily round of life of man must be appropriate to expr ess his 

wishes , heing in hannony wi.th his feelings and fitted to satisfy his 

8 
religious ideals and ethical aspirations. Mor ality, to be perfect 

and ideal, must be the expression and the incarnation of holiness . 

It n eeds to occupy a unique position amidst al.1 of the other pur

poses of man. To be holy, the ethical ideal must be independent and 

absolute. Then , and only then, can it be expected to exert and as

sert itself with t he highest degree of clarity and benevolence. Ttrl.s 

kind of morality, in rabbinic Judaism, must operate as a total unity . 

Man and Ethics 

Man enters earthly existence with the na tive potentiality for 

holiness. He nBY becane holy through a dynamic sell- initiating pro

cess or sought- f or moral perfection. He does not becane a holy per

son, or a holy being. nod alone ta holy. Man's obligation, ethic

ally speaking, is to strive for holiness in personal living. His 

personal value system s hould r eflect qualiti es of holiness. Sanc

tificatioo 1s an ongoing, almost infinite, task . It is never r eally 

compl eted. With each eth:!.cal achievement, the labor is renewed and 

enhanced . The rabbis taught in this regard : "Virtue is the reward 

of virtue. 11 Improvement, the movement, the progression fran the 

11 good" to the "better" is the goal of rabbinic ethical teaching. My 

father was never quite satisfied with my own academic accomplishment. 

l recall that when I br ought home a r eport card, while I was still 
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in high school , my father looked it over and t hen admc:nished me: 

"Can't you do any better?" The r eport card was "straight A1 s ! " 

Man , as the pilot of his own vessel, shapes bis life into a 

complete whole , and if planned according to rabbinic writ, into an 

impressive work of art. There is true art in ethical living. It 

takes talent and skill; one must be adept in the area of human mor al

ity. Life itself is considered a vocation. The aggregate of a man's 

actlvitii;,s must form a unit that can be termed decent living. The 

sanctifi.ca tion, the perfect moralization, of life requires, there

for e , that the good in man shall be more than an impulse ; it must 

be an enduring attribute, a constantly active force.9 

We speak easily and often glibly of "the good't in life and 

1' t he good" in man. But this abstractioo called 11 the good" became a 

dominating force in the rabbinic code of living. The idea of "the 

good , 11 the conception of 111orality, must incorporate itself into the 

individual, they taught. The "good11 and the man becane one and the 

same in rabbinic thooght . They are synonymous. Man, as the personi

.ficati on of "the good" can then find it in his power to contribute 

"good" acts to the art of living. The 11good rnan° becomes manifest 

in "good deeds," or ethics. Because fire is fire , it is hot and it 

burns . Because water is water, it i s wet and it soaks. Because man 

i s man, he is good and does good. 

!:low Man May be Ethical 

One needs only to quickly examine the enormous body of rab

binic teaching in order to comprehend that the rabbis achieved ethical 

living through the legalization of morality . What was legal could 
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guarantee what was ethical ani moral. Right living became insured 

in law. Law restricted immorality and prescribed ethic al living. 

Rabbinic literature is perrreated with law and custom, tradition and 

folkway. Throughout thi s massive literary crea ti vi ty there was a 

sense of ethics bound up in the law. Man observed "the law"; he 

practiced ethics because of a willingne ss of heart and mind . He 

desired to do all and as much as was humanly possible to attain unto 

perfect moralization in his om life. Obedience to God was a re

ligious obliga ti.on; obedience to the moral law was an ethical re

sponsibility. Sanctification of human life was possible in the devo

tion to God of man. According to the rabbis, obedience to God I s law, 

adhe rence to the code of living was the noblest form of devotion to 

God . 

Man has freedom of will. He may pic\c and choos e and decide 

for himself. He has freedom and liberty of personality. But man 

can attain a true fonn of liberty only by attachment to a high stand

ard of living. Ethica.l de1nar.os we1·e given to man "only to purify all 

creatures.'' (Bereshitl: Rabbah, ch. !Ju) All othe rs of man's incli-

nations become subject to his overpowering will to achieve purity 

throu gh performance of canmanc:hrents, or Mitzvot. The Mitzvot com

prise the essence of rabbinical e thics . 

Man is not exclusively a thinking, intellectual being. He 

possesses feelings and emotions as well. He loves and ha. tes, feels 

wannth and sensitivities. Genuine religiosity coosists, not in the 

intellectual and academic grasp of dogmatic precepts, not in dedicated 

acceptance of certain doctrines, an d the execution of prescribed 
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ceremonies and rituals, but in the exaltation of the soul, the de

votion of the self, which are experimced SJri tually as religious 

10 
feelings . 

It is in the ethical realm that feelings are of paramount 

importance. Man acts decisi\·ely when he earnestly feels something 

in his heart, as well as when he conceives it by his intellect. "The 

All-merciful requires the heart," teaches the Talmud with emphasis. 

( Scmhedrin 106n) Knowledge and action with regard to ethics should 

becane also a matter of the heart, the feelings and emotions of man. 

The laws of e th:i.cs must be experienced emotimally; they need to be 

embraced with dedication . A true athlete is absorbed in his baseball . 

A true dancer bec<Jlles eraotiaially involved in he r dancing. Painting 

for the artis t is more than a mere form of discipline. Right living, 

morili.ty, ethics, call it what you will, ought to becane an integral 

part of the human personality. For the heart acts as the mediator 

between the idea and its realization, between the intellectual per

ception of the moral ordinance on the one hand, and the volition, 

the will, tre desire, on the othe r hand. 11 

Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanos expresses the thought: 8 Great is 

the TorahL (Law, ethics) If it were not for the Torah, for the moral 

law, heaven and earth would not continue to exist" (Neda.rim 32a). 

Moral living, uprightness, and common decency insu.re the continuation 

of mankind. Man's very existence presupposes the operat ive power of 

ethics. In the rabbinic view, man has tw-o instincts, the one evil, 

the other good. They are called by the Hebrew word, Yezer. It is 

tot.ally up to man -which of his inclinations he follows. The most 
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important factor in the rabbinic view of man is "God created the evil 

impulse, but He also created the Torah, the moral law, a s a spice 

(remedy, antidote, corr ective) for it'1 (K:i.ddushin )Ob; Baba Bathra 16a). 

Why Practice Ethics 

We come now to an important consideratioo in our theory of 

ethics and morality. Why care at all about them? What is the moti

vatinn': What is the motive1 What is the intent~• Ar e we seeking 

rewards in what may or may not be the after-life? Are we seeking 

to gain material compensation in this earthly existence? Are we 

secretly hoping that God will smile on us with favor if we adhere 

to His ethical code, His moral demands, His system of Mitzvot? Do 

we pray that we might r eceive an "A" on the Algebra final examina

tion; and, in return, we promise God that we shall in the future 

practice ethics? Do we make a bargain with God , that if he makes us 

rich, we will engage in ethical living? The rabbis teach something 

different. 

According to rabbinic liturature, ethics are enga_ged in solely 

for their own sake. Tqere is joy in performing the Mitzvot, the com

mandments . The sense of security, the feeling of accomplishment is 

pervasive when one is ethical . One is ethical because his deeds~ 

ethical. One ' s intellectual faith in ethics is not enough. "I be

lieve in ethics; I like morality." These responses are not sufficient. 

You know, actions speak louder than words. And even if t.'le rabbis 

were not familiar with this old adage, they certainly taught its ap

plication. The reward of having dme sanething "right" and "good" 

is to have done it. The rabbis were not phi1.osophically or psycho-
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logically old-fashioned. 

To the Jew!.sh people, their distance from perfectim vas 

evident not cnly because of their lofty conception of the ideal, but 

also and especially from their imowledge of hwnan nature. An infin-

' ite task had been laid on finite man. "The day is brief, and there 

is much to be done•" (Pirke Avot) Man's capacity, which can never 

really go beyond the limits of the earthly, is called upon by the 

rabbis to fulfill the commandment that is infinite.
12 

Quoting 

again from the "Sayings of the Fathers": "It is not within thy 

power to finish the task, nor is it within thy liberty to abandcn 

it." This contrast between man's greatness and his lind tations, be

tween his task and his powers, between the divine and the hwnan, be

tween the Beyond and the Here in his life •• • beccnes all the more 

deeply felt because of the continual reminders of man's personal 

responsibility, of the obligation that rests upon him to choose and 

decide, of his accountability to God, and of the stem thought of 
13 

judgJ11mt. 

What we claim far oursej_ves as human beings represents what 

our fellow mm 1'119.Y rightfully claim for themselves. These are rights 

given to man by God. What we owe to God is to be paid first and 

chiefly to His children. Thrrughout our relationships and associa

tions with others, we discover the sum of the duties which God bas 

demanded from us . With other hwnan beings, we can manifest our love 

of God and our delight in His service. The Talmud says: "Love God 

in the men whom He has created.• 

We are ethical, thm, because we wish to serve God. We engage 

in decent living, then, because ve delight in God's service. We 
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value and esteem morality, th en, because we may sh ow our love and 

devotion to God by serving and ~aring for His creatures, our fellow 

human beings . The love of mankind is tantamount to the love of God. 

Ethics is Godliness. Holiness is morality. Righteous living is 

decent living. We do it because we want to do it. The performance 

of ethics, of Mitzvot, fills our hearts, our very being, with joy. 

This joy of the heart begets a sense of meaningfulness in life. That 

is why we are here on earth right now. To accomplish this is tD 

accompl~sh our purpose in life. Many people question why ttiey were 

put here. "Why aJ'I!. I alive?" they sanetimes rhetorically inquire. 

Rabbinic Judaism has an answer . 

The rabbis recognized three stages in man's ccnduct: inten

tion, articulation, and action.
14 

They were concerned with the 

motive or purpose that carries man into action. 'Ibey wondered how 

he would verbalize his desire or intention. And they valued ha, he 

would puXJ>osefully perfonn a deed. In prayer, it is the directicn 

of one ' s mind towards Heaven that g:i ves the prayer its importance and 

significance. Kavanah, thoughtful, sincere, heartfelt, intention is 

uppennost in prayer. It is not enough for a Jew to merely u tter the 

words of the watchword of his faith, the Sberna. He must carefully 

and thoughtfully consider the meaning behind the words of the Shema 

in order to achieve its full effect. The same is t rue in the rabbinic 

conception of ethics . Man must participate in ethical living with his 

whole being. E thics are not merely a case of physical activity in a 

given direction. Ethics demand that man responds to life and to 

others with his whole self. One does what he does not in the expec

tation of reward. He is ethical leshemah, f ~r its O'Wll sake. 
t 
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Leshemah, ethics for their own sake, was a major coocern of 

the rabbis. The proot' of purity of motive and intention in the per

formance of a good deed is its joyful execution . 'Ine rabbis called 

it "Si.Jllcha shel mi tzvah," the joy of fulfilling a commandment 

( Shabbat )Ob) . "The Presence of God does not rest in man' s griev

ous mood but in his joyful mood th rou gh the fulfillJilent of a mitzvah11 

( Pesachim ll7a). "The Torah teaches proper conduct, and that is , 

that wtten one fulfills a commandment he should do so with a joyous 

heart" (Leviticus Rabbah 34, 9) . Ethical living brings with it its 

own fruits and rewards. Apart from the natural procreative powers 

of man, he should strive to beget ethics in his life and in the lives 

of others. 

The ethics of J udaism are found in the teachings of Judaism. 

They are cased on the fundamental concept s .and teachings of rabbinic 

Judaism, based primarily on the Bible. Jewish ethics show how the 

Jew has acted , as well as how he ought to act, under the ccnsecration 

of the principles and precept s of h:i s r-sligi on. The whole rabbinic 

system of ethics is based upon humanitarian laws of righteousness. 

The scope of Jewish ethics embraces not only the Jew, but man, the 

fellow creature. The source and ideal of all morality is God, in 

whose ways man is to walk. The motive of moral action should be the 

pure love of God . The principle of rabbinic ethics is that the very 

essence of God and His law is moral perfection. Religion and ethics 

are , therefore, intimately i nterwoven, for it, is the motive which 

decides the moral value, the good or evil character of the action. 

Personal values through rabbinic literat ure derive Iran the rabbinic 
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conception of ethics . Now, we shall fu~ther see how they may be 

a pp lied in our o W'l lives • 



CHAPI'ER IV 

THE GRE™HOOSE 
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IV 

The Greenhouse 

"A home where Torah is not heard will not endure . " (In tr . Tikkune 

Zohar, 6a) 

"A man r ejoices when he dwells in his home.i' (Y. Moed Katon, 2 , L. ) 

"If a man sin against these of his own household, he will inevitably 

come to sin against his neighbor. 11 (Tanna de- pe Eliyahu, 289. ) 

"He who l oves his wife as hil!lself; wbo honors her more than himself; 

who r ear s his children i n the right path , and who marries them off 

at th e proper time of their life, concerning hiirn it is written: 1 And 

tbou wilt know that thy home is at peace. 111 (Yebamot, 62 . ) 

Background 

We have dealt, with the problem of our own i:ientity. We have 

begun to delve into the matter of <1who we are" as divinely- created 

man. Furthennore, we have observed that it is human, desirably so, 

tha t we need others. Our mm lives assume added meaning, when our 

existence is fulfi l led in association with others. Mor eover, we ha ve 

noted that, in or der to successfull y and beneficially get along with 

other s , we must actively practice certain guidelines or principles 

in tbe daily round of life. Ethics and mor-ali ty are inseparable f r om 

religion, and a belief in God and a commitment t o Judaism pr esuppose 

t ha1:. our energies will be spent in striving for human decency. What 

we do and how we do it bespeak the type of religion to which we adhere 

• 
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and which we profess. 

But, we may inquire, how do we begin to \cnow ourselves? Where 

do we first perceive the mirror ed-reflection of our own identity? 

Where and how do we l eam thet man needs others? And where do we 

firs t l earn ethics and morality? If you have carefully noted t,he 

rabbinic quotati ons at the beginning of t his chapter, you will be 

r eadily able to pr ovide the answer to t hese quer i es . The home , t he 

family, and f amily r ell;'ltianships provide the "greenhouse" wherein 

these aw~renesses are learned. As a horticulturist cultivates and 

nurtures young seedlings in his greenhouse, in preparation for their 

11 adult" and tlsocial11 life among the other plants of the great out

door s , so t oo do t he home and the famil y pr ovide fertile soil and the 

climat e i n which young men and women may be prepared for t he future . 

Also, the context of the home environment makes available to man t he 

opportunities for s elf- fulfillment and self- enhancement through t he 

marri age relationship and by means of parental involvement. The con

sciousness of the rabbis in this regard is clearly evident in rabbinic 

literature . 

A Modern Problem 

In a large , metropolitan community in the Midwest, a meeting 

~as recently held, the nature of which seems to point up the potential 

gravity of the problem of family relations and the fal!lily structure 

in American society. It was noted dramatically by a well-known juve

nile court judge t hat "Jewish f amily life was deteriorating!" Con

ditions among the youth of t}le camnuni ty had motivat ed his outcry. 

The impetus behind the community's realization of the problem led t o 
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the formation of a Jewish Youth Advisory Conm1ttee , representing the 

synagogues and temples and a wide section of the community . Those 

participating in the preliminary and subsequent discussions and semi

nars stated t.ha t ''We have experienced a social, economic , and tech

nical revolution during the past twenty years . The acceler ated pace 

of living and social pressures have indicated the necessity of review

ing our responsibility • •• " These leading citizens went on to indi

cate tnat "Jevish parents have an obligation to give their children 

a set of Jewish values . " As an illustrative summary, a brief expo-

sition of guidelines of a Jewish family ideology, as culled by the 

rabbis of r abbinic literatur e, w&s presentedi 

l. Family purity and integrity (Taharath Hami.shp'chah) 

2 . Parental responsibility in child- rearing (Gidul Bonim 

Uvon oth) 

) . Filial respect and the ~enerations earning each other ' s 

respect (Kivod Av Va- em) 

4. Family cnmoatibiU ty, wholesome interrehtionships, 

wholeness (peace) and a "working" s erenity 

(Sholom Bayi t) 

5. Conduct tha~ reflects well on t he Jewish community 

and religion (Kiddush Ha- Shem) 

"These values are not inflexible I do I s I anci ' don ' ts• but a.re princi

ples by which to live . As young people mature, they desire more free

dom. They usually welcome direction, but they resent arbitr ary orders. 

They want and need the under standing support of their parents." 

( Parents' Meeting , Jewish COIIDllunity Center, June 20, 1966, 8 P.M.} 
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The preliminary meeti.ngs of a steer ing commit tee were later 

expanded into a general cormnWlity parents• meeting. "Pro's" and 

"con's" were heard and weighed. Opinions and arguments filled the 

air . tlhat emerged was a community's evident alarm with r egard to 

social change as it affected younger citizens. The citizenry seemed 

incensed over tr.e problem. But their upset and concern gave r ise to 

a spscific s tatement of the nature of the problem. The conclusions 

appeared to be traceable to the breakdown of Jewish family life in 

modem American society. 

The r abbis of rabbinic literature have much to say t hat relates 

to this problem. The concern of Jewish family living was primary in 

their philosophy. Their theology dictated a hallowing and a sancti

fication of what occurred in the environs of the home. Marriage was 

considered a supreme blessing, and children, a fulfillment of creat ive 

living. According to the rabbis, man learned how to be "man" in the 

home. Family life was the dynamically creative process f r om which 

there emerged a whole, Wlified individual. 

However, before we more closely examine the teachi ngs of the 

r abbis in this regard, it might be wise to fur ther note SO!Tle of the 

conclusions and concerns evoked at this parents• meeting. Profuse 

was t he dialogue and verbal interchange . Varied were the arg:llllents . 

The problems which were cited in the printed summary that followed 

the meeting, however, serve to point out the major areas of concern. 

And t hese might well serve for our own fruitful discussion: 

- early social pressures put upon 5th, 6th, 7th, and 8th grade 

boys and girls. 
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- forced socialization of children far beyond their readiness. 

- the thesis that ten, eleven, and twelve-year- olds should not 

be pushed beyond their years. 

- SOCIAL CONTACTS, CLO'fHING, am.l SCHOOL. 

- Boy-girl parties for 5th- 6th graders should be discouraged. 

- 5th-7th graders be permitted to infonnally experiment with 

dancing when they are ready for it. 

Children should inform parents where they ar e going for an 

activity. 

- Bar Mitzvah celebrations should be kept simple . 

- children should not be left at shopping centers or restaurants . 

- cl othing should be appropriate for the age group and should 

be in good taste. 

stresses and pressures seem to begin in varying degrees in 

different areas of the city. 

- what are the normal parent- child relationships at this age 

and what are •~he dar:6er signals which pl.rents can recognize? 

- r elieve the p!'ess:ures on youngsters and parents for a more 

meaningful family experience. 

- drinking among teenager s presents an increasingly serious 

problem in our Jewish community. 

- no one has the moral right to serve any alcoholic beverage 

to other people's chi ldren. 

- open houses became a public problem ••• disturbing the peace, 

drinking, vandalism, traffic pr oblems, late :hours, and sexual 

activity. 
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adult supervision and r espect for the Sabbath. 

- the car is more than a means of transportation • • • a status 

symbol, both in terms of the adolescent's view of himself 

and how others see him. 

- boy-girl r elationships are a vital part of t he total d evelop

ment of the maturing per son. Dating provides one oppor

tunity for the most impor tant social r elationship which a 

young per son can have. 

the ninth grade is the ear liest year in which dating should 

begin . 

- double- dating or group get-togethers are preferred . 

- single dating is premature. 

- a boy should be given an oppor tunity to meet his date's 

parents. 

- steady dating should be discouraged. 

- practical and moral help in handling the pr essures of 

sexual power. 

- the sexual revolution, the flood- tide of advertisi ng. 

overly-f rank talk, misinfo nnation , cynical exploitations 

of sex . 

- girls who are virgins when t hey graduate f rom the twelfth 

grade are rapidly becoming a minority gr oup. 

Certainly, the rabbis were not so clairvoyant as t o be able, 

in their wisdom, to foresee all of t he above listed problems. Natur

ally, it would be foolish for us t o as sume that they even commented 
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on half of these specific problems. However, what the rabbis bad to 

say with r eference to marriage, with regard to parent- child relation

ships, and with reference to family life may give us some direction 

in our quest for some solutions to these "matters." The rabbinic 

point of view may lead us aright in our search for values for living. 

A very personal value system or code of conduct may evolve from our 

discussion of the rabbinic conception of Jewish family life. 

It will not be our purpose here to supply answers and solutions 

to the problematical areas listea in the above report. But we may 

be able to set our compasses by the teachings of the rabbis . We will 

not attempt to be professionally sociological or psychological as we 

explore family life, although the rabbis were, more often than not, 

amazingly up-to-date in their II rabbinic " views . The rabbis' scheme 

of things is happily in accord, very often, with current psychological 

findings . Be that as it may, herein we shall only "scratch the sur

face" of the problem. Our purpose, consequently, will be in fact to 

present the philosophy of th~ family according to rabbinic literature . 

With the knowledge of this "under our belts," we then may be able to 

deal more effectively on our• own with the problems of the community 

parents' meeting. The rabbinic point of view, even in this Space-

Age 'I'wentieth Century, may have some relevancP.. Let us endeavor to 

derive our own personal values for its value system. 

Tbe Jewish Family 

The Jewish family is a "thing" esteemed, but often demeaned . 

It is, perhaps, the most cherished possession of the Jew. It abides 

in the 11 home 11wherein man makes his palace. The family of the Jew is 

that group of people which permits man to be, in fact, lUJl. In the 

-
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bonds of family life, man realizes a higher destiny. He learns to 

love and be loved. He learns to give unselfishly and freely of him

self. He serves as a helpmate and as a friend or "pal. " He acts as 

an educator and as an instructor in the wisdom of living. He assumes 

the status of king or queen, and knows the feeling of reward that 

comes from give-and- take -relationships. He learns the responsibility 

of providing and sustaining and upbuilding. He administers tbe sci.11 

of c r eative living. He helps others to fulfill themselves . He is 

partners with God in tile work of Creation. This is Je-..i.sh family 

life . 

In family living , man assumes the udirector's role . "Every 

man is king in his own home. 11 (Abot de-R. Nathan, 28. ) As he is the 

leader of fami ly group living, so is man the bearer of the responsi

bility of the family. To be " Icing•" does not merely imply that man 

is the recipient of weal th, riches , honor, and obeisance. Rather, 

man, because of this unique role, assumes the "yoke of the kingdom 

of hea ven ," in that he must try to 'bring heaven a little bit closer 

to ear~h" in the realm of his family abode, 

In the family, varying age g r oups and the two sexes enga ge in 

an interplay tha.t often detemines what the individual family member 

will become in the world at large . What is learned and practiced 

at home becomes the mode of conduct for all the world, What a man 

and his family are under theil" one roof suggests what they will do 

in society in gene r al . The roof of Heaven itself becomes comparable 

and a llegor ical to the physical shelter of the rented apartment or 

newly-built suburban dwelling . For what occurs under the microcosm 
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of family life is as noteworthy as that which t akes place under the 

macrocosm of the Heaven of God's universe. 

Family relationships test the individual's lmow- how and fidel

i ty in gr oup dynamics. The type of human being he will be, the 

brother he is, the sister she is, the father he has been, the mother 

she is, all these will directly influence the sort of friend he will 

become, the type of business partner he will become, the sort of mar

riage he will later enjoy, the type of life that he will lead. Fam

ily life, accor ding to the rabbis, is sacred and blessed. As a result 

of the mercy, kindness, and benevolence of God, family life is t o be 

cherished. There is no room for infidelity or unfaithfulness or 

insincerity in this fo rm of group living. Deceit learned at home 

becomes the detriment of society when practiced in public. Lying 

and falsehood observed in a home undermine the individual's potential 

worth and deter his healthful developmen t . Famil y roles are n ot to 

be tampered with by 11playing11 them . They must be sincerely, devotedly, 

and honestl y earned. L~cY of w~v~eheartedness in family relationships 

"is like rottenness i:l fruit'! (Sotah , 3) . 11 Immorality in a home is 

like a wonn in a fruit" (Sotah, 3). They destroy f r om within. One 

germ is enough to stimulate a massive disease. As soon as one link 

in the chain of family living begins to wear out or is br oken, the 

total bond seems to begin to decay . 

Human beings are most fully themselves when at rom~. The 

superficial disguises and costumes of socie ty, the apparel worn on 

the job or at school, is most usually discarded in the home environ

ment. Man's defenses "are down" most col!Dllonly at home. His inclina-



L7 

tion or tendency to wrong that which is mos t near and dear to him 

is strongly apparent in family living . 11If a man sins a gainst those 

of his own household, he will i nevitably come to sin against his 

neighbor" ( Tanna de-be Eliyahu 289). If the natural hwnan tendency 

becomes a custom of his home, when a man guards not well the art of 

family living , most likely his dealings with his fellow man at work 

dll:i st play will quickly deteriorate . Sins learned at home, vhat 

one "gets away wi th 11 within the confines of his own bane, become the 

habits practiced in greater society. So the world soon becomes the 

scapegoat, as it were, of man's inability to manage things effec

tively in his own h ome. It has been suggested by many a new commen

tator: 1'How can we expect to solve the pr oblem of World Wars and a 

situa tion like Vi et Nam, if we cannot deal even with our mm problems 

in our homes?" Family living is challenging and often difficult. 

Different human personalitie s, human desires, j ealousies and 

envies, competitions , and unfair practices are n0t alien to the hal

lowed walls of a home . Peer rela~i onships and the well-known and 

often-mentioned sibling r i valries run rampant in a home. Hatred is 

first l earned and malice first fel t . The simple problem of "just 

plain getting along" is manifes t in t he family. Wives and husbands 

often succumb to the bac t eria of untrus tworthiness , and their off

spring l earn well the obvious lessons. Equilibrium seems to steal 

1 ts way out of the home when any problem knocks on the door. The 

ever-present and bewildering problem of family finances often snatches 

the foundation f r om under the family structure . But what to do when 
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all this happens? How to face it all'/ Where is the doctor of family 

relations? What is the prescription? 

A very clear and even precise value system is set forth in 

rabbinic literature . The rabbis knew only too well tbe dimensions 

and the extent of these very problems. Not lTIUCh seened to be alien 

to thei r ken. With a keen eye, with a sh r ewd awareness , and wit h a 

thoughtful understanding of the Jewish family , its "why I s 11 and "wher e

fore ' s, 11 the rabbis commented and taught . For family living, f or 

them, wa.s a true art if practiced correctly. Nowher e: better, mo

where more appropria tcly could man begin to know hi:nself , his fellow 

man, and the wor ld around him. Values? Commandments? Mitzvot? 

They were numerous. 

A home, if we accept the view of the rabbis, is a place wher ein 

all the connotations and ramifications of what is truly "Jewish" be

come realizable. All that was revealed to Moses by l.iod at Sinai, and 

subsequently to all of the later pr ophets and sages, is firs t and 

foremost. prac ticeable in the h ome. Injunctions and decrees are too 

many to mention. But one thing is clear. "A home where Torah is 

not h eard will not endli.re" (Intr. Tiklrune Zohar, 6a). A home where 

no value system is present wi 11 crumble . A family that observes and 

practices no ethics and morality in gr oup living will stumble in 

failure. "Tor ah, 11 personal values for family living, made the home 

and the family the primacy sanctuary and place of wor ship in Jewish 

life. 

I n the rabbir1i c view, every human being who has a mind of his 

own is responsible for his actions. Family menbers are actual ly not 
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legally responsible for what each of them might do. The laws of God 

do, on the other hand, hold man responsible if he is the cause, even 

indirectly, of a criminal or immoral action of another. Thus , he who 

is at the head of a community or family, and the related family mem

bers themselves, become morally and ethically obligated to one another . 

Bvery- family member assumes, if only indirectly, a responsibility for 

th.e other's conduct and approach to life . Even through non-action 

or by means of a passive attitude, a family member may be considered 

as "gui1ty11 if his relative practices indeaency . Family responsi

bilities are mutual and are shared in Judaism. 

We recall, from our fi r st encounter w-ith the problem, that 

each individual is sacred as created 11 in the image or likeness of 

God .'' All men are products of the goodness of God's creation. The 

human personality is sacred. No man is the property of another. This 

philosophy holds sway for the rabbis as they look upon family life. 

It remains the tas k of every family member to insure and guarantee 

the sanctity of life of his fellow-member. The r elationships are 

precisely described and delineated by the rabbis . The obligations 

may var y, but the principle is the s ame . As y'J\lr family relatiai, 

I am obligated, if I possess any values at all, to guarantee for you 

your human dignity. Ir you are lacking in wholeness of person , i f 

your view is i mpai r ed, if you r lower impulses tend to govern your 

actions, it is my duty to strengthen and uplift you as a human being. 

ft.nd f inally, it is my job simply to love you. For to love one's 

family, to experience true love in family living, is to begin to 

learn to love God. One best serves God as he effectively aM lov

ingly serves his family. 
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The first Step: Marriage 

The most sacred human re la tionsh:i.p, as interpreted by the 

rabbis, is that of marriage. "wedded bliss" is best understood not 

with a smile or a sneer, but rather with a rabbinic perspective. 

The rabbis exalted the status of marriage in religious life, and en

dowed it with s upreme importance . On the Marriage Certificate of 

the Union of American Hebrew Congregations there appears the inter 

pr etati cn: nNo man without woman; no woman without man; and neither 

with out God. 11 Marriage is looked upon as the partnership or r e la

tionship that permits God' s Presence, His Shech.inah, to dwell on 

earth among men. The work of Creation is most fully realized in and 

through marriage. 

The sentiments linked with marriage according to tradition 

may be seen in a contEJT1porary interpretation. In a midwestem con

gregation, each year the rabbi makes possible a ceremony whereby he 

r econsecrates the wedding vows of notable celebrants . During the 

ceremony, -",he couples recite in unison: ''We consecrate ourselves 

anew unto one another in love and faithfulness, in t ruth and upright

ness, wi lling to share in each other's burdens ••. 11 (Marriage Recon

secration Service, January 27, 1967 , 8:15 P. M. , Te!IJ)le Sholom, Cin

cinnati, Ohio). To enter i n to marriage is to consecrate and dedicate 

oneself to specific purposes and goals . One completes himself or 

herself as a human being, one glorifies the human personality, as he 

enters into the union that is marriage . Marriage, furthennore, in

dicates a total sharing, a genuine and unlimited gi. ve-and- take that

is effected by two human beings. The rabbinic view of marriage, it 
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must be noted, does not suggest that one personality merges into 

that of the other. Rather, two separate individuals dedicate them

selves to the idea and the ideal that their livin g together will 

eventually enhance their own er.istence and that of others. Their 

promises t o one another at the wedding ceremony indica~e their will

ing ness to insure, for life, that their partner in li_fe will find 

it possible somehow to fulfill himself. 

The total human being is involved in the marriage r elationship. 

Every aspect of hi s b~ng pa!'ticipates, whether actively or passively, 

in the contractual agreement. The covenant of marr iage suggests that 

all that a man is will become possible in marriage, emotionally, phy

sically, and spiritually . Realistically was the human being obser ved 

by the rabbis as they conside red this matter of marriage . They taught 

that "a bride who has fine eyes i s fine throughout" ( Taani t,2u). It 

was their opinion that the key to a woman's inner recesses of per

sonality was in her eyes. Honesty, truth, and sincerity were readily 

discovered by gazing in to the eyes of one's betrothed. In many in

stances the eyes of a beloved spoke when words found no way. 

Total mutuality and sharing exists in the marriage relation

ship from the very beginning. For "a groom cannot go under the 

canopy unless his bride p e rmits him" (Wayyikr.+. Rabbah , 9, 6). Respect 

for one another's wishes, needs, and desires is necessary . And the 

rabbis noted how difficult indeed was it for one to find the suitable 

mat e to make all this possible. Compatibility in marriage was a 

question for the experts with which the ordinary lqnum oft en fW!lble . 

"Mating is as hard as the cleaving of the waters of the Red Sea" 
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(Sotah, 2). Correctly observing the problems inherent in huma'l 

nature, the sages remarked : "It is not wise to take a wife of 

superior rank - rather go down a step i n choosing a wife" (Yebamot, 

6.3a). Wise they were in the peculiar ways of men. Perhaps by doing 

this , a man could better guarantee bis mate ' s deep appreciation of 

her husband anc:i his workl 

Hwnan cr eativity is an elusive problem, difficult to confine 

and master. Potenti ality in human beings often r emains bottled up 

or at least stifled. But marriage affor ds man the opportunity to 

elicit f r om himself and f r om his beloved the finest possible conse

quences of his natur al endowments. " God creates new worlds con

stantly. In what way'? by causing marriages to take place" (Zohar, 

i , 89a). And it is for such high and lofty purposes that marriage 

shoulci be contemplated . Marriage, it may be granted, partakes of 

t he natu re of a contract. But material personal gain is not to b e 

expected f r om t his transaction. 11He who weds for money wi 11 nave 

delinqur.mt u!'f:-si-'1·ing" (Kiddushin , 70) . The desirable results of any 

marriage are n ot to be found in the r ea lm of the material. Marriage 

deals wi th the dignity and the sanctity of the human per sonality, and 

as such, implies a nobler purpose as its initial mot i vat.ion . Tbe 

r esu.l t of l'r aud is fraud. 1'he offspring, the progeny, cl"ld the by

products of a "businesslike" marriage , or a marriage 11 of convenimce, 11 

will be as t r oublesome and as ill- placed as the purpose. 

One of man 's purposes on earth is to wed and raise a family . 

This is not solely to procr eate the species. Marriage alloww man to 

be as he is. Man is not looked upon a s " complete" until such time 
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that he is married. "When a soul is sent do\ol'I from Heaven , it is a 

combined male and female soul. The male part enters the male child 

and the female par t en t ers t he female. lf they are wor t hy , God 

causes them to reunite in marriage . This is true mating" (Zohar , i ii, 

uJb). All of life is definitely not available to man if he be single. 

Man was n ot cr eated to live alone . He needs others to supplement 

hi s own exi stence . Only t hen does life become meaningful. "The 

Shechinah (God's Presence) can r est only upon a married man, because 

an unmarried man is but half a man, and the 5hechinah does n ot rest 

upon that which is imperfect" ( Zohar Hadash, v, 59a) . 

''Rabbi Jacob said : 'He who has no wife r emains without 

good, without a helpe r, without joy, without a bless

ing and without atonement. ' Others add: 1 1-fi. t hout peace 

(welfar e) and without life. ' 

Rabbi Hiyya ben Gamla said: 'He is n ot a whole man, as 

it is said: 11And He called their ( male and female) 

name Man." 1 

Others said: 1The UllJ'!larried man oi~inishes the likeness 

of JOd.'" (Bereshit. rtabbah, 17 , 2 ; Yebamot. 6 2 , 63) 

As t.he rabbis r a i sed ~he s ta'WS o f arr ... age as a:. incentive t.o 

conduct f or hum.an beings , the-y no,;.ed a value systen t.hat was dedicated 

to the worth of the indi vidual. F'rom the ability to love , cherish , 

and live with another human being , t he rabbis suggested that man would 

be able to ta.ckel the task of l oving and living with many men and 

women; and finally, he would l earn the true love of God . Furthennore, 

what man did not natively- possess , or of what man was i ncapable; 
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woman did possess in her na~ure , and wooian could indeed do. A good 

woman made a better man. (I am sure that you all have heard the 

phrase, even if it is often utt ered with facetiousness: "Behind every 

great man, there ' s a woman," ) "That man's life is indeed enriched 

who is wedded to a vir tuous woman "(Shabbat, 25b). The virtues of 

one' s wife may be used by man to help him pull himself up "by his 

own bootstraps." 

The rabbis had an obvious flair for under standing human nature. 

They knew well what would best complement a man' s natural i nst incts. 

"Among the necessary qualifications of a good wi fe are a gentle temper, 

tact , modesty, industry" (Sotah, Jb) . These qualities in a woman 

made her a desi rabl e mate. They would further a i d her to become a 

fine mother. Although it was incumbent upon woman to serve man as 

his helpmate, his housekeeper, his partner in romance and love, the 

mother of his children, the light of his household, i t certainly was 

man's duty, according to the rabbis, to pl ace her on a type of pedes

tal. Perhaps this WPS :i.1, recognition of her manifold goodnesses to 

him. "He who loves his wife as himself , and honors her more than him

self -- to him the Scriptural promise is uttered: 1 Thou shalt know 

that thy tent is in peace.' 11 (Yebamot 62b). "Thy wife has been given 

to thee in order that thou mayest realize with her life's great plan; 

she is not thine to vex or grieve. Vex her not, fo r God notes her 

tears" (Ketubot 61a). And t o discover true happiness in one's life, 

elusive as it is, one need only turn to the countenance of ~is wife. 

"A wife is the j oy of a man's heart.11 ( Shabbat, 152) . 

As man learns to give of himself, freel y, willingly, uncon

ditionally, as he does in marriage, he learns the art of altruism 
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and selflessness. He learns to forget bis own selfish needs as they 

are superseded by his wife's and his children ' s. Fulfillment is known, 

meaning in living is tasted, perhaps, for the first time, in the mar

riage and subsequent family enterprise . "A man should eat less than 

he can afford, and should honor his wife and children more than he 

can afford" (Hullin, 84) . 

The power of a wife in the marriage relationship is observed 

with f rankness by the rabbis. Often, they recognize, she is the de

termining factor in his development and maturation. 

"A pious couple lived together for ten years, and 

having no cbildr en, were divorced. The man married 

an impious woman and she transformed him into a man 

of wickedness . The pious woman married a man of 

wickedness and she transfonned him into a man of 

goodness . The Sages decl~re: 1Woman detennines man ' s 

behavior. '" (Bereshit Rabbah, 17) 

Woman' s natural sensitiv:l ty and often greater awareness of other human 

beings is n~cessary for man if he is to realize his better nature. 

She is more often capable of shoving and expressing her emotions. 

$lie is the more romantic of the two. Today we might call it "woman's 

intuition." The rabbis knew about i t long a go . " God has endowed 

women with a special sense of wisdom which man lacks" (Niddah, 45) . 

It is woman' s obligation to bring this quality to her husband. 

The marriage relationship, if practiced according to the 

rabbis' teachings, would teach man and woman the primary lessons of 

life. As a diamond-carver works on his diamond, so the couple v ho 
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worked at their marriage lfi th diligence would "tool out" for them

selves II jewels" of personalities. Moreover, their marriage would 

set an example for all the world. All men would come and see and 

learn from the manner in which they led their lives. The esteem in 

which they regarded one another woulo "rub off0 on other .men, so as 

to inspir e them U> nobler lives. As a blessing from God , a perfect 

union and communion between husband and wife was inspirationally in

structive for the rest of mankind . Furthennor e, from the love of man 

and woman subsequently flowed the unbounded love of parenthood. 

Children would fi r st learn of love, of life, of the world, of other 

men, from the marriage relationship which they perceived to exist in 

and through their parents . 

One need cnly submit himself to the task of reading through 

the volumes of legislation, prohibition , and statute that surround 

the matter of Jewish marriage. The rabbis earnestly sought to pro

tect and preserve the dignity of the man and woman. Especially since 

the woman helcl ~ lt:?sser position in society, and because she was more 

likely and easily hurt, law upon law was enacted to insure her pro

tection. Her individual worth and dignity were highly respected by 

the rabbis. Intricacies of l egality and impediments to human d egra

dation were found in rabbinical enactment. It would be impossible 

for one to recollect the totality of the l egislati.cn. It is easily 

available in t he pages of a Code of Law, such as the Shulchan Aruch 

by Joseph Caro. But what steps out viVidly fran the pages, almost in 

a personified form, is the image of woman, esteemed, highly regarded, 

respected and sanctified. 
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Th.is last word is most important. 11Sanctified11 from the Hebrew 

word Kiddushin or "betrothed, 11 actually means "set apart" or 11distinc

ti. ve.11 When speaking of marriage , the rabbis often made use of th.is 

word. It was instrumental in lending added meaning and import to their 

general discussion • For th e rabbi s, marriage me ant th at man II set 

apart11 woman solely for himself. They were each other I s only, and 

over and above everyone else. By "sanctifying" a wanan, man made bel" 

his own, and took upon himself the obligations of a husband and later, 

a father. 

"Sanctification" brings along with it the secaidary meaning 

of "holiness." It might be suggesteo that he who sanctifies exists 

in " holiness. 11 That which a man sanctifies exists in a state or a 

condition of 11 holiness. 11 That which is "holy11 is most valued. That 

which is "valued" is most respected, and so on. Tr11e trends of holi

ness emanate from t rue marriage fidelity. The fine art of being "holy" 

is learned, realized, and actualized in the bend of marriage . Thus, 

all that e1ppertains to marriage, al 1 that is associated with marriage, 

all that is derived fran marriage, and, moreover, all tha L precedes 

marriage takes on a new ano more-informed Il'eaning and significance. 

Just take a quick "look11 at that list which we presented at the be

ginning of this chapter 1 s discussion. Knowing w~t you now do about 

marriage a la the rabbi nic view, what would you say about many of the 

problans cited? Marriage, if looked upon as the rabbis would have us 

look upon it, would seem to e liminate sane of the problems that follow 

from an unhealthy, and shall we say J an irreligious, view of things. 

Put Torah in the marriage situati on, and you wruld fi.Irl, as 
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a necessar y c oos equence t,herefr <lTI, a speci fie schefll8 of values . The 

"do' s 11 and the "don ' t ' s" then easi l y flow, Fir st one needs an over

all per spective o r point of view . Then l()gical , current, up- to- da te 

dialogues may result. Ive suggest that the rabbis were cer tainly "on 

the r ight t r ack . " (If not , THE t r ackl ) 

The idea that marriage is mor e t.han a union of the flesh, or 

natur e ' s arrangement for insuring t.he continuity of man, is prevalent 

in rabbinic 1i ter ature . In marriage , man and woman became on e spi rit, 

mor~ t han one flesh . But , it sho~l o b e no tea , the Jew, not even the 

r abbi, ever shunned the natllral desires of the human body . Sex was 

never looked upon as something that should be avoided . Sex was re

garded by the rabbis as a God- given , natural expression of the human 

being in love. I t, was but one form of demonst rating one's l ove fo r 

one 's mate. I t -was another mode of "sanct ificati on ," of "setting 

apart" somethinr extremely special f or one's betrothed . Mar riage 

made possib le t he cor r ect channeling of this native human inst inct . 

The Jew believad in .,ne satisfaction of all the legitimate appetites 

or desires of r.ian . Eut satis f action was not l o b e s ought aimlessly, 

but rather in conjunctim with a value syst~ . What emerged was a 

healthy, if not beneficial, attitude towards sex and marriage. Man 

was abvays c cnsider ed the pilot of his O'rm vessel , and he was expected 

t o exer t the contr ols of a value systen on his natural inclination s . 

Accordi ng to Mishnah Ketuboth V. S, vnen tt-e rnan mar ried, be 

assumed obli ~ations , among them the task to provide for his chosen 

one . The wife had definite chores also , amon~ which was the care of 

the household and children . Associated with the rabbinic conc ept ion 
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ness of the husband . The ideal of marria6e implied pre-nu~tial chas

tity f or bot h . If values a r e att.ach~d tc pre- marriaze r elationships, 

and if , subsequently, value-systems are in:posed on a marriage and 

wedded life that bespeaks a sense o f sanctificat,icn , then, obviously, 

a tone or climate is set in the hcme . The horr.e effected by a couple 

thus e~ga ~ed is pervaded by a sense of and respect for t hat which is 

holy or t ruly importa.r.t in life. The at.mosphere of such a household 

is a '1li,:;r.;:. untc the. natirms . 11 And little chilcren shall gr ow and 

l P a m t.h ~r e from • 

The Fruit of Marriage 

According to rabbinic Judaism, as no man i s complete until 

he has taken a wife unto hi mself, no man is r eally canplete until he 

has obeyed the " ~ rst collllllandment, 11 11 to b e fruitful and mul ti ply . " 

I n a strictly biolc~cal sense, i t. i s man's duty to procreate the 

species. But l''tor e i..sr.por tan -.: , man has certain pr escribed obligations 

with r egard to chi lo-rearing. 

Child ren bring joy to the houset10ld . They make of a marriage 

a family . Although th ey are the f ruit of the womb of love of t."le Jnar

riage , children are n ot, strictlr speaking, poss essions of the parents . 

No human being, f or that matter , may a ctually be possessed. All be

long to Ood alone . Children allow man and woman to fulfill themselves 

in the bonds of marriage. I nstincts , natural desires, inclinations, 

tendencies, native endowments are fulfilled when one has progeny. The 
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offspr ing of man are tbe fruit of his love . Thus , they must be ccn

ceived and bcrn only in love. Rahbir1ic view indicates that chiloren 

are the product, the outgrowth of the " holy" love tha t exists between 

man and woman . Only \i1en this love has been sanctified by marriage , 

ooly when value systens have been er. ployed as marriage is e f fected, 

can children then cane into the wo rld . Those who a r e results of 

other "unions" are the by-products of man I s desecration of God ' s 

Name . They are the flippant "thr own- asides" of rnm and women who 

live wi thout value systems. 

Paren thood is not irrunedia tely ccnferred upon one at the birtil 

of a son or daughte r . Parenthood must be earn ed. It too is an art 

and must be wo rked at. Parenthood is a blessing, fo r lll one 's child

ren, one fwds his immortality. Biologically and spiritually, one 

is preserved and sustained in and throu;rl: his children . And one too 

grows himself, he leams and de·,elops h:i2 om persooality , as he 

shares with his mate the challengir:g and frust.rati.q~ , am, at the 

same time, rewardinf expc.::-i~ne: es of parenthood . As a ,M. ft of Uod, 

emanating from the bi:nevolc>nce of God , parenthood is to be cherished 

and r egarded as the highes~ type of r esponsibility. One is a parent 

not to receive rewards or r ecogniti~n . One's personal inher itance ie 

unimportant in this r egard . Une is a parent as a manifestation of 

service to uod . One acts as a parent and perfor ms willingly the ob

ligations and duti es of parenthood out of love and devotion to his 

offspring, and t hat God may be glorified on ear th. One is a par ent 

so that his children will do likewise for their chiloren when they 

assume the r oles of paren thood . 
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The family in Jud aism and in Jewish life has always been the 

focal point of the religion o.f the Jew. One need only examine all 

of the laws and customs tha t are pertinent to the home environment . 

Bl essin gs and ceranonies, rituals and observances, the Sabbath and 

festivals, dietary laws and laws of purity and chastity, the home is 

t ruly the gr eenhouse in rabbinic Judaism. What 1i ttl e children kn ow 

a."ld see as young m es, they will gr ew up t o do as olcer ones. The 

t r ue spirit of sanctification is made pos sible wti m the love of child

r en enters a home. A mezuzah , or prayer box, is placed on th e right 

do<;>r post as on e e nt er s the house to teach that the horoe is paramount 

in Jewish life. When one e n ters or leaves a Jevi.sh home, he goes in 

and out of a sanctuary. The true sanctuaries of Jewish life are no t 

the synagogues o r t he temples ; they are the homes , the family dwell

ing places of the Jew. A Sabbath , if observed 4ccor ding to rabbinic 

dict um and enactment , provides a taste , as it were , o f what it will 

be like in the fo r thcoming Messianic Age on earth . With Na la chi, 

11 when the he arts of children a r e turned to their parents , and when 

t he hearts of par ents are turned to their chilor en • •• " 

Thus fulfillme nt as & Jew is possible firs t and fo r emost in 

family life . Without a value system in family living, there occurs 

a breakdown in the structure of socie tal life. Juvenil e delinquency, 

drunkenness, unwarranted sexual r elations, arx:I narcotic addiction 

result from a society whose family structure has b e e.,- weakened. Fur

th~rmore, i f one were to list any value s t ha+ .. he migh t cite as demon

strative of a 11 good , 11 " pious , 11 or 11 r eligi_ous11 life, like "truth," 

11Jlonesty, 11 "dilie mce, 11 "lovingid.ndne ss," "righteousness," he would 

find that these are fi r st l earned and taught, or not learned and not 
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taught, in the home. Family life proVi.de s the primary school for 

chlldreo and adults alike. If no value s ystens motivate what takes 

place in one suburban dwelling, t hen usually no value system will 

motivate a total society. What results is chaos . 

The re must be rules; th-=r e must be r egulations. There must 

b e guidelines or guiding prj nciples , suggested the rabbis. All can

not be left up to man's whi m. So t hey taught and they sermonized. 

The r abbis dictated Jaws and ruli ngs. Even if on e does not subscribe 

to all that they said and taught, at least one can find himself at 

hone with the value system t hat they promoted. In it, what went on 

in the home of the Jew, 'talat he did , how be treated his wife, the 

household she managed, and the children they raised, all were of 

supr6!\e religious importance. A~ Mitzvah, a Bri.s, or a Confinna

tion ceremony could not solve the problem. Man 's initiative and cre 

ative effor t s in family living were the only means by whi ch the hane 

and its occupants could be sanctified . 

Childre;1 a r e P vrs-1 r twered by tbe rabbis . 'fheir importance 

is never underestimated. They enjoyed a special status in the Midrash . 

11 •They that are planted in the house of the Lord ' (Ps . 92 : 13) R. Hana 

b. Pazzi said: 1While they a re yet saplings, they a re in the house of 

the Lord; these are the little children who a r e in school. 111 (Num-

b e r s R. 3:1) Care and t r aining of one I s children are invested with 

r eal importance by the rabbis. nR. Hamnuna said : 1 ,Jerusalem was 

destroyed only because the children did not attend school, and l oi

t ered in the streets 111 (St,abbat, 119b) . 
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Education 

The educaticn of oner s ctu.loren is looKed upon even wi. th zeal 

by the rabbis . A TI11J1 was obli?ated to teach his child ren in the ways 

of Torah , that they might walk therein . Io other words, parents were 

expected to teach thei r childr en a value system that would be appro

priate enough tc accanpany them th roueh ou t thei r lives. Education 

•Aas thus always especially esteemed by the Jelol. One need only look 

at honor roll statistics t,o discover that Jewish academic achievement 

has always been in the foregrrund, ahead of the natural expectati on 

of such a small percentage of tte general population . 

I ran ember s:,mething that happened when I was in high school 

in the '::ast. DurinP. a class i n Problems o f American Democr acy, an 

attractively diminutive Italian girl raised her hand aoo asked the 

t eacher a questicn that rrede me somewhat uncomfortable. She inquired : 

"How come the Jewish kids are ah1ays on the hon or roll7" The teacher 

replied t hat. he thou.rt, t it was a direct. result of Jewish family life, 

and of th e emphasis placed oo educaticn and acadel'Tlic achievement . 

The rabbis too felt the necessity of emphasizing the r ole of 

education in the rearing of c~ildren . They lmew well its full and 

potential value for greater society . With a respectful eye to the 

bene fits and the wisdan a the past , and with an expectant eye towar cis 

the promise o f the future, t he rabbis spo ke often of the value s of 

education. The Torah, th e repository of pe rsonal values for effective 

living, became a symbol of the guarantee of the future . 
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"'i-lhen I s rael stood to receive the Torah, the Holy One , 

Blessed be He , said t o tb em: 1 I am gi. ving you my 

l'orah, bring me good ';Uarantcrs t hat you will guard 

it. 1 They said: 1 Our fathers are our guar antor s .' 

The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to them: ' Your 

fathers are unacceptable to rne ••• Yet bring me good 

guarantors and I shall give it to y ou. 1 • •• They said s 

'Master of the Universe, our prophets are our guar antors. 1 

Re said to them: ' The prophets ar-e unacceotable to me ••• 

Yet bring me good guarantors and I shall g ive it to you. 1 

They said : • Behold, our childr en are our guar antors . • 

1 For t heir sake I give t he Torah t o you,' as it is written, 

1 Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings has Thou founded 

str eneth, 1 ( Ps. 8 : J) . 11 (Cant. R. , Romm, p. 7a) 

Furthermor e , book-learning was not consider ed as sufficient. Actions 

were t hought t o speak louder than th e words on t he printed page. More

over, one's deeds shoulr~ m-i£ie from one 's clear knowledge of tradition. 

According t o the Mid r ash: 

n 1Ye shall diliv,ently guard t hese com.rnandments to do 

then1 (Deut. 6:17 ; 11: 22) . Lest a man might suppose, 

if he guard the ...- crds of the Law, he can sit quiet 

and need not do them, it says : 1To do them. 1 If a man 

learns the words of the Torah , he has fulfilled one 

command, if h e l earns and guards then, he has fulfilled 

two; if he learns and guards and does them, 1here is 

no one greater tt1an he" ( ~fr e Deut. 84b) . 
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Education of one I s children played a daninan t r ole in the value 

system of t he f amily. 

Children a r e Beloved of God 

Just as God , the Creator of the world, places the va lue of 

children high in His Celestial Value systEm, so too should man, i n his . 

"R. Judah said : 1 See how beloved the little children 

are before God . When the San hedrin went into capt ivity, 

the Shechinah went not with them; the watchers of t he 

priests went i nto ca pt i vity ; the Shechinah went not with 

them. But when the little children went into captivity, 

the .:ihech inah went wi. th them. ' For it s a ys in Lamen ta

tions 1 , 5: ' Her children are gone into captivity, 1 and 

immediately after (I , 6) : 1 From Zion he r splendour is 

departed . 1 11 ( The I splendour I is interpreted to be God . ) 

(La111 . R. I , 33, on I , o . ) 

Childr en occupy a pl.a:::~ of s ·1pr ane :importance in the world of the r ab

bis . One need mly peruse the pages of r abbinic ll terature , and he 

will CCJ!le away from his confron tation with the harvest of a healthy 

r es~ct fo r the. value of children . The rabbis saw in youngsters the 

promise of Judaism; s future . They recognized in the young lad a 

quality of wondennent and awe wh en he came face to f ace with God I s 

creation . Show a young s ummer camper a worm or a grasshopper in the 

great out doors , and you mi~t a s well have l;i ven the rainbow to him. 

'fhis quality the rabbis des i red to make applicable i n appr opria te pro

portion t o the adult wor ld . A sense of r espect, an inclination to

wards obedience, the warmth of an overnowing heart , these qualities 
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which the rabbis noticed in children, they sought to preserve for the 

adult , who would enter a wo rld of confusi,:m and frustration . 

Parenthood 

The ciities of parenthood were looked upon by tile rabbis as 

man ' s na tural, God-gi VED responsibilities on ear th. Parents were the 

protectors and guar dians of they wh o were 0od 1 s guarantor s . The bless

ing c,f having a child brought with it the obligati on to raise that 

child in certain prescribed ways. A 111.ethodology of approach to life 

was the parent' s task to impart to the child. Sacr ed was the du.ty ot 

parenthood. Holy was the child gi~en to the par ent to shape and to 

mold for the world . Now, we are all aware of what mode rn child psy

c hologists and sociologists tell us . They note the i11portance of the 

home and the crucial role of parents in the shaping of children's 

lives and pe r sonalities. The rabbis did not have all the findings of 

modern science at their disposal. Nevertheless, wha t they have to say 

atout parenthood is applicable '!Ven today . 

It is a parent's joy to s€e his child imitate his example . 

Moreover, a child feels fulfillment when he can live as would make 

his parent pr oud. "Happy is the son who can fill the place 1uade va

cant by his fatb~11 (Pesilcta Zutarta, Bereshit, 26). We have the say

in es in English , or American cu 1 ture t "From the mouths of babes oft

times cane gelll5 11 and 11 • • • by thy children thou.wilt be taught . " In 

rabbinic liter ature we note~ "The pr overb runs : He who is descended 

from tbee often teaches the e" (Yebamo t , 63) . 

The communication that ensues between par ent and child iB 

significant,. What is said anti bow it is spoken are 111ost i.lllportant in 
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the upbringing of children. Also, a parent' s effectiveness is, in 

part, in his ability to understand his child fully in the remarks 

that he makes. Host of the communication is accomplished in tbe form 

of the spoken word. Thus, dialogue in family discourse and relation

ships is supremely important. One must lis ten well , as well as verb

ally instruct. "When does a child becane especially dear to his 

father'? Hhen he begins to talk" (Tanhuma, Tetzaweh). One does for 

his children with out any thought of personal gain. "As ro.y fathers 

planted fo r me , so do I plant for my children" (Taanit, 23), In 

reciprocation for wha t his own parents did for hi.m, a new parent 

performs unselfishly the manifold chores of parenthood for his own 

child. A ne ver-ending cycle is thus created in the stream of Jewish 

life. The value system is promulgated. 

Alt.hough God blesses man with children, he is not immediately 

to be invested and honored with the title 11 fath er." He must earn it. 

by the sweat cf hie; !-row . Parenthood is not to be a title worn only 

as a status symbol. Children do not come to one solely to bring him 

recognition . "He who brings up the child is to be called its father, 

not he who gave him birth" (Shemot Ra.bbah, h6, 5) . This teaching 

might be found me aningfu l by those parents who must adopt children . 

We have all heard the expression, "The h;md that spares the 

rod, spoils the child." The rabbis said: 11He who rebukes n ot his son 

leads him into delinquency'' {Shemot Rabbah, l). I n this age parents 

are often reluc tant to set firm limits f ar their children . 'fhey are, 

in a sense, afraid to set up strict rules and regulations to govern 

ttieir children 's young, exper imenting , discovering , and searching 
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lives. Actually, children really feel more secure and realize more 

easily their identity whai parents exercise appropr iate and thought

ful discipline. Moses was seldom reluctant to act a s God ' s rod of 

chastisemen t to the Israelites . In order to make them a civilized, 

sophisticated people, God had to set certain standards for the newly

f r eed Jewish peopl e . 'l'he experience in the wilderness was preparatory 

to the conf r cn ta.ti on which they had with the covenantal value system 

at Mount Sinai . Personal values for group l i ving were revealed at 

3inai , and rebuke and valid cr iticism followed the rigid legislation. 

Thr oughout the Bible , God is the parent-figure for the maturil'lg and 

adolescent Jewish people. The rabbis later carried this realization 

further as t hey- advised the parents of -r,heir generation . Absence of 

enforced values leads to an absence of mor ality in the young people 

of a generation . Adult anarchy follows such a situati on . Then a 

total society may c ollapse. 

Men and women are born with cer tain natural instincts , one of 

which is that cf partnthood. I n order to fulfill oneself as a human 

beine, accor dini to the r abbis, one needs to know par enthood . "A man 

is not a complete man if he has no son and daughter" ( Raia Mehernna, 

iii, Jua) . Often it is that the way a child behaves reflects or1 t he 

quality of his parents. The kind of family from which a young man 

or woman comes can often be detected in his over t behavior . "Fathers 

arP. often respected because of the merit of their sons" (Tanhuma 

W~yikra, S) . Sound µ;ychology is expressed by the rabbis as they 

advise: "Show no par tiality am ong yu1r sons . Treat all of them 

alike11 {Shabbat, 10) . 
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A father ' s obligations to his children were precisel.y stated 

by the rabbis . Each duty carried with it its Ol.71 ramifications and 

connotatioos . One can derive much as he reads: "The father' s obli

gations to his son are: he must circumcize him, redeem him, teach 

hirn Torah , teach him a trade, and help hirn secure a wife - some say 

also, t,o teach him to swim" (Tosefta Kiddushin, 1 , 11) . Religion 

and a way of life , coupled with a personal value system, are herein 

inseparable. The parental duty is obvious. 

"The strength of the Jewish family rested on three 

r eli gious principles: (1) tne responsibility of the 

father to teach his children , boys more intensively 

than girls, the moral laws of the Torah; (2) the con

stant awareness of the father that while under the 

laws of man he had no l egal responsibility for the 

actions of his childr en , under the laws of heaven, 

as the head of the family, he was f ully responsible 

for the actions of his children. In other words, 

what the king is to the nation, the head of the com

munity to the community, parents ar e to the family; 

( 3) the r eligious belief that the duty of honoring 

parents is equivalent t o the duty of hono~ing God . 

This, above all meant that children, r egardless of 

their age, owed obedience to their pa1·ents whenever 

such obedience did not contravene the moral and re

ligious obligations which fall upon every individua1.
111

' 



,-

70 

It should be remembered that the duty of teaching a child Torah is 

not to be compared with the modern concept of giving a child an 

••education." It r ather emphasized the fact that a parent should 

instruct the child in the moral and spir i w al way of life. This 

suggested teaching not only moral theory bu t also the significance 

of practice . 

"Rabbi Nehorai said: 1 I would set asi de all the 

crafts in the world and t each my son naught save 

the Law, for a man enjoys the reward ther eof in 

this wo rld and its worth remains f or the world to 

come • •• for it ~ r ds him from all evil while he is 

young and in old age it grants him secur.i ty and 

hope .'" (Kiddushin 4_, 11) 

The parent's abil ity to instil l in his child a love for Torah , a l ove 

and dedication to a personal value system, final l y determines the 

moral conduct of" the child . The rabbis had no patience with an i g 

norant man or an uncul ti vatec· man , an am ha- a r etz. The disci pline 

of Torah, which a parent was to teach the child, l ed t o moral and 

ethical pr actice . "Rabbi Nathan ben J oseph said: 'Who i s an ~ ha

aretz? Whoever has children and does not rais e th€!TI in the study of 

Torah. 111 (Ber akot 47b) . A parent was a fai l u re if he neglected i n

culcat ing in his child a personal value system. 

The rabbis thought that parents wer e morally responsibl e for 

the conduct of their children . In the eyes of God, they felt , parents 

could be hel d culpable for the behavior of thei r offspring. "Whoever 

is able to protest against and thus prevent the misdeeds of the peopl e 
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of his own home and does not do so , is punished for the deeds of the 

members of his family" (Shabbat Sub) . It is man's duty to respond 

to the misdemeanors of the members of his househol d . Silence, or 

taking a step backward, is no virtue . Passivity is condemned. A 

parent is to be ever-active i n his r ol e . One should n ot permit his 

child t o fal l into mischie f or a misdeed without protesting against 

his a ctions. If a parent does not protest a gainst lack of decency 

and ethics anong me ni:>ers of his household, be is he l d to have caused 

his own children to sin (Hilkot Teshubah L,1). Ethically and morally, 

a child is always cons i dered to be under the control of his parents; 

therefore, if one does not check his children's immoral acticris, he 

is a s responsible as if he had directzy caused his son to sin. 

What Childhood Owes Par enthood 

One need but l ook at the Ten Commandments , and he will an

ticipate what the rabbis taught about honor and respect due to parents 

by children. It shc>uld be noted at the outset that tbe r abbis did 

not think that sons and daughters should honor mothers and fathers 

in an unconditional, unlimited manne r, if t hese parents were unethic-

al, or :iJTi.mor al in their own living . One might temper his respect 

f or parents only when they knowingly and deE.berately br oke moral or 

ethical laws. At all ot h e r times , affection and esteem given t o 

parents was second only to that shown to God. Mor eover, God r egarded 

it as honor paict to Him, when a child honored his parent . Through 

the l ove of one ' s parent, might one l earn the love of God. A man and 

woman wer e partners with God in the work of Cr eation , when , together, 
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they brought forth a child. The offspring owed their lives to parents 

and God, the debt to be paid in the form of honor and respect. From 

whom life comes, to him, honor is due. 

"A son should lighten the burden of his father and place billt

self in accord with his will" (Raia Meherona, iv, 215b). 1'lfhether thou 

has wealth or not, honor thy parents" (Y. Peah, 1, 1). "When a son 

respects his parents, God accounts it as if the son respected God as 

well; but, when a son vexes his parents, God saith: •I cannot abide 

thee. 1 11 (Kiddushin, 30) . "A ntan honors his mother more than his 

father; therefore, God has pl.aced the father first in the commandment 

to honor. A man fears his father more than his mother; therefore, 

the mother is placed first in the commandment to fear" (Kiddusbin, 

30, 31). "Honor thy father and thy mother, even as thou honorest 

God; for all three have been partners in thy creation" (Zohar, iii, 

93a) • The debt of gratitude to a parent, and to God, is great. Life 

is the supreme blessing. We owe our very existence to our parents. 

Therefore, our relatiouship towards them, according to the rabbis, 

should bespeak a sense of dedicatioo and reverence. Now, look again 

at that list of current family problems that appears at the beginning 

of this chapter. 

Brothers and Sisters 

A brief word needs to be said vi.th regard to brothers and 

sisters. Herein we shall not take the time to go into the matter or 

sibling rivalries. Rather, we would note the importance of the people 

who occupy these roles in family living. Equal respect and love is 

due then. Interestingly, the rabbis comment: •Honor thy father and 
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thy mother - including, also, thine older broth er'' (Ketubot, 10.J). 

There appears to have been a healthy regard for one's elders through

out rabbinic literature. An older b r other or sister usually was es

pecially respected; for, so often, this relative aided the parents 

in child-rearing . Also, older brothers and sisters participated in 

supporting the family. Sons often w r ked with their fathers. And 

older sisters assisted mothers in household chores. They achieved, 

through thei r efforts, a respec~ed status in the family structure. 

It was the obligation of brothers and sisters to help each 

other in the business of life. Having gr own up together, partaking 

of the same food, living under the same roof, being bom of the same 

parents , conscious of each other 1 s ,-1elfare, brothers and sisters were 

considered certainly close . Their knowledge of one another was in

timate and even private. Often onfy a glance or the wink of an eye 

told all. Words were not always necessary as communication between 

brothers. There exists an invisible telephone or telegraph hne be

tween or among siblings . Sensitivity for one another is keen . A 

brother or sister is usually one 1 s first friend or pal. The art of 

I getting along with someone of one s own age can be learned from such 

a relation. Man first learns the art of sharing, when he lives in 

the household that boasts more than one child. The human being is 

better prepared for society in general when he can master the problems 

of the society of his home . Brothers and sisters teach this lesson 

to one another. 

The Med 

Most of you have grandparents who are yet alive. Be thanlcful 

for that blessing. Rabbinic Judaism gave special honor and respect 
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to the elders. Coupled with this was the honor due a teacher by his 

pupil or disciple. This type of honor was canparable because i t was 

a respect paid to one who was schooled more in life than was his 

younger colleague or relative. The aged person in the family shared 

in t~ same type of honor lavished upon a sage or teacher. Respect 

for age was likened to respect for learning. To have lived l ong, was 

to have known and experienced much. To have studied much, to have 

acquired much wisdan, was to have aged oneself beyond one's ye ars by 

reason of one• s educational prowess. Younger men and women and stu

dents noted this by the respect which tbey demonstrated in word and 

deed. 

The aged, like the learned, have attained a supreme sensitiv

ity to all of life. They are keenly aware of all that has gone before. 

What life has dealt them has made the i r senses all the more alert and 

acute . A learned man accanplishes this through the vehicle of his 

studies. Sensitivity to life, to know what life i s all about, comes 

th.rough years of experience in this endeavor , and through wudan. 

"Even the chirping of a bird awakens the aged" ( Shabbat, 152) . 11 How 

welcome is old age! The a~ed a re beloved by God 11 ( Shemot Rabbah, 5, 

12) . And if God treasures the aged, all the more so should man cherish 

their presence, 

It was a religious obligation, if we take the rabbis seriously, 

to honor the aged . "Rabbi Joshua ben Levi said: 1 Honor and respect 

the aged and saintly scholar, whose physical powers are broken, equally 

with the young and vigorous one; for t.he br oken Tablets of Stone no 

less than the whole ones, had a place in the Ark of the Covenant 111 

(Berakot, 8b), (})e vio has endured lif-e1 s battles, and has survived, 

-
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merits the honor and respect due a hoary head. 

Renection 

Le t us reflect pensively. what have we been t rying t o say? 

Onc e again, let us glance f or a momen t a t. t he list of problem areas 

posed a s a r esult of the parents meeting . Wer e the rabbis in t h eir 

"ant i quity 11 so very far " off"? Perb&P6 , the rabbis we r e not made all 

the wiser through present-day scienti fic findings . Ye t, s omehow they 

.~eem t o speak and t each and write with s pecific r e ference to what has 

occurred in our own lifetimes in the twentieth century. Their ob

s e rvat i ons , i t will be granted , arise frar. a long-ago and o ften-for

gotten t i me-place context. They spoke in an ancient milieu. How

ever, rabbi nic vi sdan has no cobwebs i f approached with si ncere, 

thoughtful r egard . 

The individual man is most fully realized as he finds himself 

and envisions himsel f amidst the dynamics and d rama of f amily l iving. 

The person i s shaped and molded by What he i:ees in his ovn household . 

Bis natural endowments and t alents find outl ets or are frustrated in 

this unique group sett i ng . Man first learns to deal wi t h another man 

in the f amil y. Man fi r st learns what love is i n the family. Man com

pletes himself in family relationships. Sacred i s the bood of family 

life . Holy i s its purpose . Nobl e is its cause. Just is i ts exi stence . 

Human dignity and wor t h and si gnificance are exalt ed by r abbinic Ju

dais m when it comm en ts on the family. Man canes f ace to f ace with 

life and with what h e really i s as a human being when he discovers 

himself in family ties and associati ons . Often, when God seems 111ost 

evasive, He may b e found in the Jewish home. 

--------------------



CHAPrER V 

THE GARDEN 
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Chapter V 

The Garden 

"Our masters have taught: 'When I srael is sunk in sorrow, if one of 
Israel shou.ld separate from them, the two ministering angels that 
accompany every man come and place thei r hands on his head and says 
"So and so has separated from the c011111unity; l et him not see tbe 
consolat.:i. on of the co11111uni ty." 111 ( Taani t 11.a) 

"Rabbi Yohanan saidt 1 Every di s tress that Israel and the nations of 
the world share is a distress indeed . Every distress that is Israel ' s 
alone is n o distress' 11 (Deut. Rabbah II, 14) . 

"Thus said the Holy One, blessed be he, to Israel: 1My children, have 
I allowed you to lack? What do I seek of you? All I ask is that 
you l ove one another, and honor one anoth er, and respect one anot her, 
and l et there be found in you neither transgression nor theft nor 
any ugly thing; so that you never become tainted; as it is said: "It 
hath been told thee, 0 man, ...tiat is good ••• and to walk hulli>ly vith 
thy God (Micah 6t8),'' - do not read: ''Walk humbly with thy God, " 
but rather: ''Walk humbly, and thy God wiU be w1 th the;'1 as lcmg as 
you are with him in humility, he will be with you in humility"' 
(Seder Eliyahu Rabbah XXVI). 

'1How does a man find his Father who is in heaven? He finds him by 
good deeds, and study of the Torah. And the Hol y One, blessed be 
he finds nan through love, through brotherhood, through r espect, 
thr ough companionship, through truth, through peace, t hrough bending 
the lmee, thDough humility, thrc-.!gh studious session, through com
merce l essened, through t he service of the masters, through the dis
cussion of students, through a goori heart, thr ough decency, through 
No t hat is really No, through Yes that is really Yes" (Seder Eliyahu 
Rabbah XXIII) . 

After the Greenhouse 

After the greenhouse, what? What comes next? The young seed

lings must be t ransplanted to the great outdoors, to ~he garden. What 

was nurtured and made ready in the controlled envi rorunent of t .he tesn

perate greenhouse, must now seek its existence and ''livelihood" in the 

exposed, weath ered aunosphere of the social unrusht "Society. " "Others. '' 

"Co!llfflunity ." "Social Consciousness. " "Sharing. 11 "Humility. " "Compassion." 

"Meeting.'' "Being together with . 11 These words sugges t someth:iJ'lg im

portant. 
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Man has been molded and shaped, prepared and matured in the 

pr otective situation of family life. His parents have taught and 

loved him. He has discovered his personality. But now, he must 

learn to swim for himself by plunging dramatically into the sea of 

life . The confines of his ned~ling nest are no longer suitable for 

the kind of life which he desires for himself. Hore and more, he 

realize s his native need for others . He wants to be with people. He 

wants to work '-'1th them. He desires to share wi.th them. He seeks to 

improve hi.Jllself in conjunction with them. Life beccmes incr easingly 

social. Society assumes a highly- regarded significance. The COil• 

muni ty of Jews is s OJDething felt , sensed, and realized. Tile co.mnity 

of "the various 11 is dear and precious. The vorl.d of people is sane

thing to cherish . All real living becomes meeting. All meaningful 

existence occur s when I truly know and care for you, and when yoo are 

conce rned for me . Hatr ed c eases to ma Ice sense. Jeal ousy seems illogic

al . Envy is out of place. Cruelty is anachrmistic . Racia l strife 

is incongruous. 

The liter ary world of the rabbis is replete with refer ences 

to the world of others. It constantly speaks of social obligation 

and social responsibility. 'fhe rabbis composed law after l aw which 

sought to demonstrate the high regard which man was expected to t.xer

cise with his fellow man. The ccnmunity of I srael took on an added 

brilliance . Duty to one's neighbor was of paramount importance. The 

r abbis noted that God gave the world to .man to do with as he would. 

However, according to the rabbis , it was up to man to compl et e or to 
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carry on the wor k of Creation thrrugh effective and healthful reu.taons 

with those other men a r ound him. Nothing in life was alien to an en

actlnent of rabbinical._ legisla tive power. Business, crime, taxes, co111-

merce , prl.de, humility, the common virtue s of human decency, weights, 

balances, and just !'leasures , charity and righ t.eousness, all assumed 

a prized r ole in the life of the indhrj_dual man as he came face to 

face with and 11 life- to-life" with other individual men . 

mankind as a whole, every man , these the rabbis valued. 

commented again and again . 

Life is t.o be Shared 

The group, 

And they 

It was the rabbis' opinion and convicti on that "All Israelites 

are mutually accountable t o each other" (Shebuot , 39a). Each man, 

when he is born , receives the obligation to serve other men . Every 

Jew, every individual, is responsible for the welfare of the res t of man-

kind. It is the nat.iral duty- of all who live to act and perform so 

that the welfare of others is prom')tJ>d. Mankind i s the ch erished pos

session of God, the deares,. aspect o f His Creation . I r one would be 

religious , h e would serve his fellow man . 

would choose the thoughtfully social life . 

If one wruld be pious, he 

If one would be ethical, 

he would be humble and decent before other ren. That is not to say 

that the individual is wtl.mportant . £.very man i s important . Han 

should guard himself well . But even as he recognizes his own worth , 

man should become aware of the other man's worth. Life is made up of 

a mutuall.y shared give- and- take interchange among all people. That 

which flows between ma.n and man is s acred. The communicatioo lines 
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may be verbal or emotional, with eye or with ear, but -they are "holy." 

The highest kind of charity is the giving of oneself. The 

noblest type of human response is the willingly-given human deed or 

hWll!l.ll heart. The most perfect fvrm of r eligion is in the genuine 

human association. When I give par t of myself to you in business or 

in pla y , in love or in f riendship, in study or in dialogue , and when 

I recejve in return from you , in l ike proportion and degree, when we 

mutually esteem a nd value what happens between us, when our thought

fulness makes us selfl ess, then God is truly brought down to earth; 

and human existence is truly s anctified. This is the highest kind o f 

religion. To be religious , one needs people. To be religious, one's 

dealings with mankind must reflect the highest forms of human piety. 

The sacred worth of each human being becomes magnified in the COIIUIIUD

ity. Society, the social i nter play between and among men , is as fine 

gold . 

The Gar den 

What is the gar den? It is the great outdoor s. It is the com

munity. It is society. I t is fellowship. It is association . It is 

relationships with other people . It is in meeting. The garden of 

one I s life is in the sweetness that derives f r om living with other 

people. But special care needs to be taken of the seedlings which 

have been recently placed in the garden. 

Cons id er the garden. How does it grow? 'What for ces in nature 

guarantee or control its existence? What does the sun do? Of what 

value is the rain? Ho,., does a ricb, fertile soil hel p? Can fertilit

ers b e of any benefit? What is the gardener• s role? 

·"""'e=-----------------=======---
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Admittedly, we are being a bit poetic, but now compaz\_ all this, 

compare what your answers were to the above questions, to the matter 

of the community, of society . What do you get? What do you make of 

it? Is there a parallel? 

Furthermore, before we advance any further, glance back at the 

quotations which introduced this chapter. How do t hey fit in? Can 

these rabbinic teachings add anything worthwhile to our discussio~ 

What man is, what man has becane in the family, what he has 

learned in the home , now detennines what he will do as he goes forth. 

His adult life among other people is, we suggest , partly predetermined 

by his experiences in the greenhouse. l!is family members and their 

specific roles were crucial in helping him create for himself some 

Views of the world around hi.ro. But na., he is on his own. What tool s 

will he need for the job? What perspective should he have? What tet,

dencies of heart and mind should direct his cause? The community is 

now his world. 

What does Rabbinic Judaism Say? 

The rabbis suggest that "justice" in its positive, social sense, 

with 1 ts forceful demand t.o be translated into action, is the first 

element of what we are summoned and burdened with to offer to our 

fellow-man. To this requirement, the rabbis innnediately add love 

towards our f ellow-man. This requisite does not only apply externally. 

Vhat goes f ran hand to hand is not the only area of application. The 

aid that goes from heart to heart, that our fellow human beings need 

and desire, is also a primary area of concern. Hwnan empathy, a fel

lov--feeling, more than sympathy, is an implied teaching of the rabbis. 



81 

Every other person should r eceive f r om us his due. His heart 

nrust r eceive f r om us its own due. According to a teaching of the 

Talmud, "Justice has value 011:v in so far as there is love in it." 

'In.is kind of love is c alled the "beginning and the end of the Torah." 

As the Talmud instructs : "Justice can be shown only to the living, 

but love to both the li v:in g and the dead • Justice can be shown only 

t.o the poor, but love to both rich and poor. Justice can be shown 

only by means of wha t we have, love by what we have and by what we 

are. Justice md love outweigh all the commancments in the Bible." 

Judaism speaks of the gr eat social task. There is present in 

rabbinic literatur e the noti ai that hwnan society is a ccmmuni ty per

vaded by human duties, a moral association, 11chock-full" of ethical 

expectations. The great soci al or der was comprised of thP. great Colll

munity or family of mn. 

The social characteristic is consequently an e ssential part of 

r eligion . To the r abbinic mind, there can be no religion without ou_r 

fellow man. There is no tr\.lf'. religion in fleeing f r om the world, or 

in separating cneself f r om the community . The r abbis of the Talmud 

and l-\idrash have thus stated that this awareness of our fellow huaan 

beings is the "essence of the Tor ah." Fran this recognition of our 

brethren, everything else nows . The good man can be proper ly de

scribed only by the words 1
' just" and 11 loving, " both of which involve 

social relationships . 

1be rabbis spoke of a special kind of love. This type of love 

toward other s was exi:ressed in sincerity aid in franlmess. Unashamedly 

should man oodeavor to devote his aoticms and bis causes in areas which 

would give him opportunities to emote , to express, true bwaan love. 
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Love could not only be expressed in words or thoughts, but also in 

deeds. A methodology of approach to life should bespeak human love. 

We are not only to speak the truth, to speak love, to speak concern, 

but also to offer it to our fellow men, to help him to perform the 

good and l ead him in the right way, that he, in tum, might do like

-wise for other men. 11Love men and bring them into touch with the 

Torah," with a system of values, is a further swmnons prepared by the 

rabbis. Men had an obligation to one anot her to check each other, to 

promote the common good. Personal values, moral and ethical responsi

bility, was the cmcem of each man with r egard to the cormnunity . 

Checks and Balances 

The requirement, say the rabbis, to love one ' s fellow creatures 

becomes the duty of caring fo r his soul. This is an established part 

of human duty. This would bring to mind the great moral responsi

bility that lies behind the notion of the community. The fellow man' s 

sin or wrong doing, or straying from the right way, may become as one' s 

own. What tre other man d0es or commit:; is , in fact , m_y responsi

bility. This again is part of Judaism's system of checks and balances . 

In the government of the United States of America, one branch checks 

the workings of another. The Executive b ranch of the government (the 

Presidency) is checked by the Legislative, the Legislative by the 

Judicial, and so on down the line. In Jewish life, each Jew checks 

the functions of the next. Every man is indeed his brother's keeper. 

Your life is as dear as my own. The Talmud recites: "Ye are all 

sureties, one for another." Human society, as conceived by the rabbis 

is a moral suretyship . To live ,.,i th one another means to lead each 

other on the path to God, the path which reflects a personal value sys

tem. 
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From the first, as one confronts the vast body of rabbinic 

literature, one must recall that the human being was conside r ed as 

being cr eated in the i m ge of God . This teaching lies at the basis 

of all the rabbinic teachings concerning the community. Because men 

are formed in the image of the uei ty, they must keep that knowledge 

always in mind i n their relationships with one another. The purpose 

of Cr eation was to gi.ve man an opportunity to glorify the Creator. 

Life lllU8t t herefore be understood a.nd led i n that light and with that 

insight. 

Man is not alone i n the view of the rabbis. Man was destined 

to live as a ~mber of a gr eater and more complex soci ety. H.e is a 

unit in the total body of hwnanity . By virtue of this fact, many 

duties are therefore i mposed directly upon him. Ris conduct affects 

his neighbors as their caiduct wdeed affects him. Man should coose

quently adopt a proper atti rude with regard to t he :::ornmuni ty. I ndeed 

the spirit of indepmdence is a kind of virtue in man; but it must 

not b e carried to the e xtreme of believing that the individual can 

di sassociate himself f rOIII his fellow men. Harmful class pride should 

be avoided as one occupies his time in however ex.al ted a s ocial or 

p rofessional status. An isolated lif e i s not even worth living, and 

there i s a certain desi rabi lity in comradeship. "People s ay, either 

companionship or deat h" ( 'f aanit, 23) . The greatest treasure a mm 

can acquire for himself i s the respect of his fell.ow men. To be popa

lar with one• s associates was considered as a characteristic vh:ich 

earned God I s f avor. The gift of a " good namea was tbe most prised 

after death . It insured one•s immortality . 
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Labor 

It was recognized as man I s duty to work, not just for his food 

and shelter, but a lso oo contribute his part to the maintaining of 

the society of which he was an integral part. The dignity of labor 

is referred to throughout rabbinic literature . 11Work is more beloved 

than -the merit of the fathers" (Bereshit Rabbah, 74, 12). 11He who 

produces for the perpetuaticn of the world shares in a Divine wo?'k4' 

(Schechter ed. Abot de-R. Nathan, version 2, chap. 21, P• 22b) . Fur

thermore, the relati.onship between employer and enployee is definitely 

defined by the Tal.Jllud, and the responsibilities of each are ve.,,, 

clearly presented . The enployer should be cm.siderate towards the 

men wrking for him and not insist on strict justice should an acci

tient occur. The employee ahoold honestly and sincerely give of his 

time and his energy in retum for the just wages which his employer 

is supposed to give to him. 11A. man should pray for the welfare of him 

who gives tum employment11 ( Tanbuma, Wayyesheb, 13). 

Peace 

For life oo be worthwhile and ethical, there had to be a certain 

stability and happiness within the community, based on lasting peace. 

In the void of peace there cannot be prosperity nor well-being. Quar

relling is harniful and terribly consequential. Injustice ruins the 

happiness of the coT1111uni ty, and the qualifications which a judge ahoold 

possess are set very high. 11 'Seek peace and pursue it, 1 nanely, seek 

it in your own place and pursue it in another" (Y. Peah, 1,1). "Peace 

i;s equal to all else" (Sifra Bebukotai). "Great is peacet Peace is 

tbe name of God" (Benri.dbar Rabbah, 11, 18) . "Great is peacel The 
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world cannot conduct itself except with peace" (Bemidbar Rabbah, 21,1) . 

The well-being , the stability of society is a requirement to be reck

oned with in all of Jewish life. 

Humility 

Brotherly love, as embodied in the commandment, "Thou shalt 

love thy neighbor as thyself," was at the heart of the matter of rab

binic ethics as they regard the community of mankind, in particular. 

I n addition to the c ommand to love, there is the command not to hate. 

Humi.li ty was considered the greatest of all the virtues. Meekness 

was thought to be favored by God. Severe condemnation accanpanies 

the haughty and the arrogant . ,,,amings are given against vain pride . 

It was obvious that among the features which distinguish the moral 

life is the desire to be as helpful as pos sible to one ' s fellow men. 

The key to the p r oblem of the notion of the community is the manner 

in which one approaches the community . 

Charity 

Charity in the Taln:ud falls int.o two categories: al.msgiving, 

which is termed Tzedakah, and gemi.lth chasadi.m, giving of loving acts 

and kind deeds . This refers to all those kindly deeds which allevi

ate the burdens of the afflicted and which sweeten human relationships . 

Mention is made in rabbinic literature of the special treatment neces

sary to be accorded to the wayfarer. Hospitality to the needy stranger 

is enphasized. The praiseworthiness of caring for orphans is enlight

ening and far- reaching . Visiting the sick is an aspect of benevolence. 

And highest of all is benevol ence performed far the dead. 
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The r abbis say: 11 Great is charity. It uplifts the soul" 

(Eliyahu Zuta, 1) . The sages of old well realized that it was not 

merely the giving of one 1 s own sustenance or livelihood, one ' s earn

ings, that transformed the religious man. Rather, they t aught that 

it was the giving of one self that evoked true charity. Doing and 

living that others might do and live was genuine charity. Moreover, 

this k:ind of charity was instrumental in helping man to improve him

self . He becare a better man as a result of having perfonned in a 

charitable manner. "He who does charity and justice is as if he had 

filled the whole world wi th k:indness" (Sukkah , u9). "A man may give 

liberally, and yet because he gives unlovingly and wounds the heart 

of the poor, his gift is in vain, for it has lost the attribute of 

charity; a man may give little, but because his heart goes with it 

his deed and himself are blessed" (Baba Batra, 9b) . Such acts that 

would benefit all of man kind, uncondi. tional ly, non- partially, were 

those acts valued by the rabbis . 11 Charity knows neither race nor 

creed11 (Git tin , 61a) • 

Kindness 

In the rabbinic conception of the community was the thought 

that men should be kind to one another. "Deeds of loving-k:indness 

are greater than charity" (Sukkah, L9) . Man is composed of more than 

physical instincts and mental gifts . H:is emotions play a major role 

in his overall approach to life. Kindness is the way of the heart as 

one faces his fellow man . Kindness is the voice of the heart as a 

man becanes part of the community. Kindness shapes the deed and molds 

the action. Kindness directs the effort and manipulates the cause. 
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Kindness is the voice of a consciousness of the other man' s vorUJ,And 

dignity. Kindness evolves from the deeply- sea ted divine spark within 

each and every human being. " I s raelites are enjoined to dea l lc:i.ndly 

wit h every on e they encounter" (Mid rash Tehillim, 52 , 6) . Kindness 

knows n o bounds . Its effect is dr amatical ly f ar-reaching. I t can 

preser ve a family, a community , a nation. The legality of Judaism 

may be mastered if one is kind . "Deeds of kindness a re equal in 

weight to all the commandments" (Y . Peah, 1 , 1) . "The beginning and 

the end of Torah is the perfonnancP of loving- kindness" (Sotah, lha) . 

To deny another man the suprene blessing of kindness is to deny God, 

to becane i rreligious . • He who does not perf orm deeds of loving

kindness is as on e who has nc God" ( Abodah Zar ah, 17b) . Kindness 

implies that a man is actually dedicated to all of mankind . Rich or 

poor , small or great, no man is foreign to its beneficent effects . 

"If ther e is a saving virtue , it is the loving service of men . I t 

saves society, fo r it i s one of the pillars of the world 11 (Abot, 1 , 2) . 

In Business 

A vi rtue which should outline the moral life is integrity in 

business dealings , and the whole of rabbinic literature attached much 

importance to it. The disastrous consequence of dishonesty in the 

life of the community is taught . Strict laws are laid down i n the 

Tallllud for the r egulation of the business world . The hannony and ac

cord which should exist in the comrnuni ty can be disturbed occasionally 

by diff erences between pers ons . Then, it should be the desir e of all 

men to try to aid all quarr els and r estore peaceful human r elationships. 

Wi th per haps tongue in cheek the rabbis said: "It is the custom of 
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merchan ts to display t heir worst merchandise fi r s t" ( Tanhuma She lab, 6 ) . 

How well they knew human nature1 They certainly were n ot. confined to 

the House of Study. Wor ldly they were; the mundane was part of their 

co11111on lmowledge. "He pe rfonned n o evil a gainst his f e llow man, 

namel y he began n o compet i t ive ent erpri se or trade wher e the r e was 

no demand fo r it" (Makkot , 24) . qRabbi Judah ben Ill ai declared t ha t 

a shopkeeper should not give to ch i l dr en-cust omers sweetmeat s to at

t r act their pat rma ee . The other Rabbis p e rmi tted this , -since the 

roorchan t does n ot pr event his competitor from doing likm.'"i s e . He 

also dec l ared that a shopkeeper should n ot cut pr ices. The ot hers 

decl:lred: The public owes him gr ateful r anenbr ance, since t his will 

pr event high prices on food- s t uffs , and wil l also wor k against t he 

practice of holding goods bac k for a higher market" (Baba Metzia, Ii, 

12 , lhshnah) . 

Soci al Justice 

The pursuit of t he good life through law an d ethi cs leads to 

true h appiness . J udaism, a s taught by the rabbis, he r ein dictates 

t hat s oci e ty must be founded en the principl es of humanism and social 

justice . Societ y was made for man, and not man f or soci ety. The 

conflic t b e tween what ou ght t o be and what is expedient i n soci ety 

leads to a separation between et hics and polit ics and cr eates a dual 

s tandard of morality. Judaism suggests that a ll of the c i tizens of 

humanity have one father, and one God c r eated t hem a ll. 

Man ba.s a r esponsibilit y t o a ll of soci e ty. Whether i t be in 

the a"a of poverty or in that of r a ce relat ions, man has an obligation 
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to help create a better world "for a better tomorrow." The Messianic 

Age on earth will occur when all of the evils and ills of society are 

banished. When hunger is no more , when all have equal opportunities , 

when education is free for all and available to all, when the govern

ment of the democracy is of, by, and for the people , when cancer is 

hietorica l, th en shall society experience perfection . All of mankind 

parti cipates in the ongoing work and challenge of the perfectability 

of hUJllal'l society. The human condition is the pr oblem of everyman. 

Social justice is a religious precept of the faithful Jew. Social 

justice is not a product of the twentieth century, but r ather it is 

a r esult of the persistent teaching of the n.bbis. Social justice, 

for the rabbis, was not a banner to wave, but a religious canmand to 

fulfill . Without it, the wor ld c ould not possibly endure. With it , 

the world could hasten the Messianic Era. "The world is well conducted 

by two spinning wheels: one that spins justice , and the other that 

spins mercy" ( Zohar, iv, 259b) . 

In order that Judaism and the Jews might attain their great aim 

of the perfection of ran, they had to formul.'lte high ideals and noble 

principles that would be followed by endeavors i n their practical ap

plication in daily life. The legislators and thP. teachers or the law 

set themselves the task of making the prophetic ideals Teal, by apply

ing the noble principles taught by the pr ophets to the actual c onditions 

of life. The rabbis tried to lead men to a realization of their Mes

sianic visions and ideals by t r aining them in the exercise of such good 

deeds as are expressive of high ideals. The end was tbat man should 

know and practice the ways of the Lor d and thereby bring himself closer 
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t o and make himself a kin with Di vine Holiness. The belie f in t he 

s acredness of the hwu.n p ersonality de f jn es 1112n' s relat i on t o soci et y 

as a whol e . Each individual i n Jewish lif e mus t share in t h e respon

s i bi lities of the soci al order. 

The rabbis ' opinion was t hat a righteous inhabitant of a city 

extends his me rit to t he entir e city. One per sco c ould influence a 

total s ociet y (Sanhedrin Illa) . They also r easoned that i t was 

unethical and moral ly wrong for a man to live in a moral ly and ethi c

ally c or rupt situat.:. on. 

Public Consciousness 

The conmruni ty of Israel i s a coll'l!luni ty, a gathering , an assem

b1age of fellow-worshippers dedicated to the service of God . Service 

o~ God manifes t s i tseU in s ervice to t he canmuni ty. Public conscious

ness and concern p roceeds from t be sanctuary of prayer to the structure 

or soci e ty. Thus , a b a sic principle in JudaiSIII, and one of the main 

motives f or t he observance o r the Lav, i s man's continuous striving 

to achieve Kedushah, a s t a t e of holiness. The characteristic feature 

ot Judaism which asserts that 1T1an, vi th all of hi s l.irlli tations and 

faults , can ha llow God , and that God demands of man that he be ready 

t o hallow His Name , i s known in rabb inic literature a s "Kiddush ha

Sbem."16 Man is able to hallow tbe Name of God eith er by perfonning 

an unusual act, one 'Wh i ch is not necessaril y required of hi.J'II, or through 

an extraordinary demonstration of his devotion t o God. 

"Hillul ha-Shem," oo the other hand, is tb.e profanatioo o r the 

deeecration ar the N11111e of God. It is ■anitest in society through 

ilnds, large or •all, which demean His Iaage. Both of the se rabbinic 
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terms refer, i n their greatest significance, to public acts, acts per

fonned by an individual either with the community or in the presence 

of the c anmunity. Certain religious _ acts in Jewish life require an 

"Adah, 11 a community in order that they may be carried out in public . 

A religious community is referred to as a "Tzibbur. 11 You have all 

heard of the "Minyan, " or quorum, which is needed in order to recite 

certain Hebrew prayer s of the prescribed ritual in Orthodox Jevish 

life. These various terms are part of a nomenclature system t hat con

notes the conce rn of the rabbis for the cOIIDlluni ty. °When ten men pray 

together, the Shechinah (Divine Presence) is with them" (Berakot 6a) . 

The whole matter of public worship, as a congregation, family services, 

and the like, bespeak t he concern of the Jew that r eflects "other 

peoplehood . 11 

In the conception of the rabbis the re were two types of me n who 

chose not to be part of the community. One type decided to canpletely 

disregard the fact that he was part of a greater whole . He led a 

hermit type of existence. Being alone was his watchword . However, 

the other type of man, although he acted as part of the community a t 

lar g e , demonstrated by his deeds (or by his lack of deeds) that he had 

separated himself from the ways and t he teachings and the value sys

tem of the Jewish co11111unity. It was this same man who decr ied any 

personal value system in his Olfn life. He lived and l e t live and 

existed on animal instinct and desire only. Bis life was lwly. 

The well being of the entire world is dependent upon the actions 

and the choice of one man. IMbat be does veri~bly aat.ters. Ole mus.t 

weigh his daily actions as they bear upon his neighbor. 
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11 A man should always regard himself as if he were half 

virtuous aid half guilty. If he fulfills one command

ment, happy is his lot , for he presses down by his 

action the scale of merit in his favor. If he cormrl. ts 

a t ransgression, woe is to him, for he presses dm.n by 

his action the scale of guilt against him. Concerning 

such an instance it is written, (And one sinner de

stroyeth much good' (Ecc. 9:18). Simon ben Eliezer 

says: Because the individual is judged in accordance 

with the majori. ty of his acticns, therefor~, should a 

man always regard himself as half virtuous and half 

guilty. If he fulfills one cofflll\andment happy is his 

lot, for he presses down the scale of merit in his 

favor and in favor of the entire world. If be commits 

one transgressi on, woe is it to him, because by his 

action he presses down the scale of guilt agai.~st h:iJD

self and against the e~t.ire world. Concerning such an 

instance it is written, 1 And one sinner destroyeth 

much good . 1 Because of one single sin which he commits, 

he destroys much good for himself and for the entire 

world" (Tosefta Kiddushin, 1, 11) . 

Thie concem for and with other people could be uniqu"lY de111on

strated in the bmd of friendship. Friendship was looked upon bJ' the 

rabbis as a sacred hwnan involvE!llent. The dearest and sweetest parts 

of life could be shared by friends. The pri.Jnary virbles of human 
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decency Jllight be best expressed in fri endship. All that a man was he 

could be with his friend. The noblest aspects of the hW!lan personality 

wer e the controlling agents in a tnie friendship. I n anyone• s per

sonal value syst em, friendship is of noteworthy impor tance . 

Friendship was even amazing in its effects . It was noble in 

its purpose and meaningful in its effect. "Who is the bravest hero? 

He who tums his enemy into a friend11 (Abot de- R. Nathan1 23). one 

of t he most difficult things in life to acquire is a genuine friend. 

Many people spend lifetimes not knowing the joys of canpanionship. 

"l t is easy to acquir e an enemy, rut difficult to acquire a friend" 

(Yalkut Shimeoni on Pent. , 8L5). One might find it possible to illl

prove himself in association with another . He might indeed l earn from 

his friend . His own exi stence would be thereby enhanced. "Ascend a 

step and choose thy f riend" (Yebamot, LJ) . People, to really live, 

need others 11ith whom they may share their most personal manents. 

"Get thee a companion, one to whom you can tell your secr e ts" ( Abot, 

L) . 

For Judaism to actually be Judaism, it requires society for its 

f ruition. Judaism needs people . The individual man cannot express 

the totality of Judaism. All that Judaism is and all that Judaism 

might become is r ealizable only in the cootext of the community . S o

ciety is the structural f ramework t hat holds together and supports 

the fine architecture of rabbinic teaching. The rabbis spoke for a 

generation of society of their tillle, but the CCl'llllluni ty of the future 

can be their heir s . Applicable are their suggestions. Fine is their 

value system. Messianic is their per spective. "If one tun in a 
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society is removed , it falls apar t, as if a stooe were removed f r om 

a heap" (Ber eshit Rabbah, 100, 7) . 
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CHAPI'ER VI 

STERLING SILVER 

•To deceive with words or abuse with th~ tongue is a greater offense 

tban to cheat in aatters of money• (Baba Metzia, 58) . 

"He who walks in straight paths honors Ood11 (Bemidbar Rabbah, 8, J). 

11Hypocrit,es are e xcluded fr0111 t he presence of God" (Sotah, 42a). 

"Truth is heavy; therefor e few wear i t" (Midrash Samuel on Abot, 4) . 

Kave you ever n oticed a fine piece of genuine sterling silver? 

Pemaps you observed sterling silver when your mothe r polished her 

"best silver" in preparation for the holidays . $otice (in your 111emory) 

how very impressive it was. It s hone bright ly, its brilliance seeming 

to come from deep within. As your mother worked at the task of polish

i ng , Elllploying ample 11 elbow grease , 11 the sterling silver continued to 

acquire added luster. The more she worked with t he polish and the 

cloth, the more was its inherent beauty enhanced . Perhaps , you heard 

your mothe r canplain t "How easily this becomes t arnishedl For, too 

s oon,I shall need to polish it once more." 'l'he Jewish v0111en of 

several generations ago used to engage in the tas k of polishing their 

silver and other objects of finery each week in preparation for Sab

bath use. I t was a constantly r ecurring task, but one from vhicb these 

proud wcnen took great pleasure and satisfaction . Silver was valued 

as a precious possession. Exceedingly great care was expended in its 

maintenance. 
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Sterling silverL Something pr ecious . A jewel in metal pro

ducts. It reminds the observer of one of the most precious of human 

values. Something amidst the personal value system of the Jew stands 

rut from all of the rest. Rabbinic literature speaks of it with cer

tain emphasis . It is that special something without which n o human 

being can improve himself. I t is that value which, when used habitu

ally, enhances all other aspects of human existence. From i ts depths 

all things now. All that is fine, decent, and good in human nature 

derives frOIII its essence. That whicn may make man but little lower 

than the angels is that value, that intangible characteristic of man 

called "truth. 11 Truth! 

And "truth" implies other values which are closely allied with 

it. "Truth" speaks of the finer side of mankind . "Truth" suggests 

i ntegri ty. It describes purity, a moral soundness and an ethical up

rightness. It tells of the unimpair ed state of man. It whispers of 

honesty. For truth is part of the necessary equipment , part of the 

"tools of the trade, 11 which m&Ii uses in order that he might sanctify 

each huJllan relationship. 

"Truth" speaks of human sincerity and straightforwardness. 

When truth is an essential ingredient in the variable recipe that con

stitutes man, man finds it i mpossible to lie , to deceive, to use trick

ery, to use falsehood, to slander, to desecrate human relationships. 

Whm man is sincere, he i s free from bypocrisy. Man becomes real or 

genuine. A man of truth endeavors to realize to the greatest and 

highest degree his natural potential. Human character is ennobled. 
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Truth in Rabbinic Literature 

The rabbis spoke of truth in many situations. In many contexts 

did they find truth applicable. lfhen the rabbis sought to add dignity 

to human life, they spoke of truth. When the rabbis endeavored to 

evoke from man his noblest response, they advocated truth in all of 

i ts various manifestati.cns. We must recall, with reference to this 

discussion, that the rabbis caiceived of man as having been created 

11 in the illlage of God . 11 They noted that within each and every human 

being there glowed a divine spark. Every human being was therefore a 

participant in divinity. l veryone shared in t he universal endowment 

of "scmething di n.ne. 11 There was thought to be part-of-what-God-was 

wi. thin each mortal. Every human being embodied individual worth for 

this reason. Moreover, because the godly was part of man, man had the 

obligation to react to life and t o his fellows in such a way as to re

flec t his lmowledge and his awareness of these factors. 

Let us look with some emphasis at ttie quot;aticns from rabbinic 

literature which appear at the beginning c.if this chapter. "To deceive 

with words or abuse with the tongue is a greater offense than to cheat 

in matters of money" (Baba Metzia, 58) . The rabbis speak with concern 

and apprehensia, about t he matters of cheating and misleading i n human 

affairs . They discuss at length business ethics and business prac

tices. Full well they knew the tendencies and inclinations of hUJftan 

nature . For personal gain a man might indeed be dr.11wn to cheat or 

mislead his neighbor . From the world of business and the context of 

the merchmit and the tradesman, the rabbis metaphor ically dealt vi th 

the numerous problems inherent in routine human relationships. From 
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these specific areas, they extracted principl es of human conduct that 

were applicable i n other realms. For example, that it was unworthy 

of 11an to cheat or misl ead in every-day ethics became the guide of 

the good 11&n. One could cheat another in other endeavors aside from 

business . 

Qne1 s Word 

One• s word was a moral commit111ent . That which man spoke vas 

sacred evidence of his internal commit!'llents . When men used huJlla.n 

speech and discourse to transact business or to conmmicate promises, 

these exchanges between man and man became sacred interplay. The con

nection thus effected between a man ah:3 his fel low was to be upheld 

and e ven sanctified by the weight which was attached to i t in one's 

own thinking. 11 A bargain made by words only i s not binding , but the 

Sages say-a The learned are not content ·with a man who nullifies his 

words . God will exact retribution f rOII\ a m.an who does not hold fast 

to hi s word" (Tosefta Baba Met::ir. , 3, lh). Human speech was the ve

hicle by whi ch one ' s neighbor or partner could obtain entrance into 

his associate I s be art and mind . To obstruct the lines of expression 

between the heart and the mind and subsequent vocal expr ession was to 

tam per with t he "holy." 

Are you able to value the word of your friends? Can you trust 

the promises of your family member s? Are truth and fairne~s and 

honesty significant parts of your household? Or do you find it an 

easy task to cheat and mislead others . What about school exams? Does 

it bother you to chea~ Does it disturb you to II steal" part of your 

fellow- student ' s lmowledge? Rabbinic value systems herein play an 

important role as we look upon our own lives as they reflect our own 

T 
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value systems. 11 He who walks in straight paths honors God" (Bemidbar 

Rabbah, 8, 3) . When one follows the demands of his moral conscience, 

when his life reflects decency in human conduct, ti'.is man hallows the 

name of God. 

It is difficult indeed to wear the badge of "truth." To govern 

one' s life by the r igorous requirements imposed by truth is to assume 

a heavy yoke. Often, and most usually we might add, it is easier to 

choose another road. Why study for the final examination? Wouldn ' t 

it b e easier to c opy from your neighbor's paper? \fhy return the addi

tional "change , 11 whi ch the cashier at the grocery store mistakenly 

handed to you? Wouldn't it be easier to keep the "extra" money in 

your own pocket? Besides, you could use it to go to the movies ~ The 

rabbis, perhaps , were not faced wi.th these same dilemmas. Our twen

tieth century problems did not confront their learned minds. But 'lo.'tiat 

they taught is n o less valuable for us today. 1'Truth is heavy; there

fore few wear it" (Midrasn Samu:::~ on Abot, L). I would rather have 

some sterling silver th ... n t.,ons of cheap metal. I would rather be able 

to look at myself in the mirror without 0 batt.ing an eye, 11 than possess 

all of the worlci ' s fortunes . 

Lies der.y truth . It i s as simple as that . -'hen one lies, he 

denies the possibility of truth. When one lies, be changes reality. 

When one lies, he prohibits the real and the actual from being known. 

When one lies, he murders the genuine. And vi.th each lie, m.an destroys 

a little bit more of that di vine spark w1 thin himself. Habitual liars 

can put out this little flame al together. Liars wear costumes in 
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daily living . one never knows what they really look like. Their dis

guises hide their real. selves. Their false wor ds binder opti.mWII human 

relaticnships. 

I remember the tale of the lad who criedt "Helpl Helpl 1'111 

drowningl" He yelled this warning p ractically every time that he 

went swimming. He did so as a practical joke, fo r he enjoyed seeing 

the people on the beach run to his r escue . When they jumped into the 

water , he would laugh with sure delight. However, at one such occur

rence, he actually was being pulled unde r the water by a swift under

tow. Indeed, t his time be was gasping for a bit of oxygen. However, 

the onlookers on the seashore vere wise to him, they thought; "They 

lcnew his tricks, 11 they thought to themselves. 'Ibis time they did not 

run to his aid. His lying became his destruction. "This is the pen

alty for the liars even when he tells the truth, no one believes him" 

(Sanhedrin, 89b) . 

Now, not all lying goes t o -th.is extreme. Bu t it can be as de

structive of hWllan character and of human relationships . When one lies 

to another, he in e ffect says that be does not really value his vort.b 

as another hum.an being. When one prevaricates, he denies the godly 

vi thin himself am within the otber man . When one lies, he cheapens 

human r elationships. Lying de_feats the goal of human conduct and 

soils the potential purity of human existence . Sterling silver, l eft 

unattended, becomes tarnished. Its once-lmown brilliance and luster 

are hidden by the acCU111Ulated filth. If truth is not u sed in cait.ra

distinction to falsehood and deception, tben the lust.er of humanity 

aanifests a blemish that impairs its true beauty. Human be.ing,a beccae 
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scarred by the morally f oul matter which they themselves promote. 

When there i s a lack of truth and hcnesty among men, then moral 

dee~ ensues. Truth can strengthen what takes place between man and 

man. Deceit and verbal t rickery can undermi.n e a ll human relationships . 

The t JUth of men, valuable as it is, is l ost through the habitual W1e 

of fou l play. Falsehood 1.n a househol d can leao to the corruption of 

the M:!lllbers and their various relationships . When a mother lies to a 

child, she teaches him to lie. When a father does not keep his prom

ise to his son, he instructs him t o employ deception in his later 

adul t life. 111'ben brothers and s i sters li~ to one another, t.heir sub

sequent friendships in the "greater spheres of huaan existence" are 

torn to shreds by their own doing. Suspicion reigns supreme and hwnan 

associations crumble . Marriages cannot. survive wben lying and decep

tion inter rupt their preci ous lines of communication . 

All hwnan relations hips and interchange are based on good, sound 

communication. Human fai tqand truth a re l earned ther e fr0111. But when 

the absence of truth becomes acutely demonsi.r!!:'etJ, c:ne is eternal ly 

suspect. His every actioo, his every word, his ever,y behavior pattern 

is h el d up to the test of strict scrutiny. Men learn to become sus

picious of one another. They find t ha t they cannot trust each other. 

What is l eft! Veritably nothing. 

It is a contradiction to love to lie. The two cannot exist side 

by side. If one lies, he i n effect denies love. In one' s marriage , 

lying shakes the very foundati on of t his loving r e latic:nship. Friend

s hi.p topples whm friends coo t radict their assooia tioo vi th false play . 

If one loves hwnanicy, only troth in all of its cmnotations md appli-

' 
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cations can be effective. If one loves himself, if one esteems his 

own worth as an individual, t hen truth is his only possible guide . 

In the famous story of "Snow Whi. te and the Seven Dwarfs, 11 when the 

wicked queen inquires: "Mirror, mirror, on the wall • • • '' she finds that 

she can no longer tolerate herself. Her mirrored image bespeaks her 

own lack of decency. What, she sees is n ot physical ugliness, but 

rather , ethical corruption. As a result, she loses patience with 

even her self. Her self-disgust l eads her to gnaw away at the good

ness of others . 

Thus, according to rabbinic tradition, it wruld seem that one 

had better guide well what his mouth utters. He should exercise dis

cretion when he ut ters the language of human discourse. The rabbis 

taught: "Let thy ears hear I what thy mouth speaketh" (Y. Ber akot, 2, 

L). The rabbis • opinion was that the way to uod and His ways was 

through truth . Falsehood upset the trip to righteousness. "There is 

no salvation in falsehood" (Ruth Rabbah, S 1 13) . Although the rabbis 

spoke for their generation, they spe1?.k to us now in the age of confused 

value systems . Hundreds of yea.rs age they said: "Nowadays falsehood 

stands erect and truth lies prostrat e on the ground" (Zohar, ii, 188) . 

Out of the milieu of their own time and place, from the environmental 

conditions of the rabbis, came this startlingly vivid declaratiool 

Just pick up any newspaper in rur "nowadays"; notice the newsworthy 

incidents that would not have occurred were truth not "prostrate on 

the gr ound." 

One who engaged in the business of lying was excluded f r an the 

presence of God . A man who lacked integrity did not deser ve the bless

ings of God . "No man should talk one way with his lips and think an-

I 
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other way in his heart" (Baba Metzia, 49). 11A liar is excl uded from 

the presence of the Shechinah11 ( Sotah, 42a) . Honesty was the key to 

effective human intercourse . "Rabbi Jose ben Judah said: 1 Let your 

"Yes" be honest and your "No'' be honest . 1 11 (Baba Metzia, 49a). A 

human being might be tempted to speak when he should refrain from 

speaking. Men often like to 11 hear themselves talk. 11 This manner of 

self-indulgance can lead to false speech. "Teach thy tongue to sa;y: 

1 1 do not know, 1 lest thou invent something and be trapped• (Berakot, 

4a). One can be imprisoned and caifined by lti.s own ill-will in lies. 

Truth can be used as a preventative. These days we find that 

11Edical doctors practice preventive medicine. They seek to k-eep a 

persai in a healthy state or condition in o.rde.r that he does not be

cane ill. They hope to keep the body in a healthful condition so that 

if disease is contracted, then, perhaps, i t will be a milder f orm; and 

the body will be able to def end itself against the malady all the more 

effectively. Even dentists are practicing preventive dentistry. They 

hope to prevent cavities before they start. Diligence and faithful

ness are requisites in these rea111ls that they may be successful . 

Truth may act in a sind.lar way . Truth may ser ve as a deterrent in 

moral and ethical affairs: 

A young man came into the presence of Simeon ben Shetah and 

said: •I find it difficult to control my evil inclinations. What 

shall I do?" 

Simeon r eplied: "Swear to me that you will always tell the 

truth. Thus you will be cured." The youth uttered the vow, but won

de r ed at the lightness of Simeon's injunction . 

I 
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Once, however, he entered a neighbor's home in her absence and 

stole her valuables . A few manents later he bethought himself: •If 

all the neighbors are questioned, I will be included, and I swore to 

tell the truth. 11 He hastened to restore the stolen goods, and then 

appreciated the wisdom of Simeon I s counsel (Midrash ha-Katzer in Rab 

Pealim) . 

Truth is of God 

When the rabbis spoke of "truth, .. they valued it as if it were 

fine silver. Finer than gold and treasure was "truth." "The seal of 

God is truth" (Shabbat, 55) . A man is known by his •seal." Man's 

character is manifest in his behavior, in his ways. God• s ways are 

those of truth. lfhen He stamps Creation, He does so with the insignia 

of "truth." •Everything has b een creat ed by .sod, except falsehood" 

nEliyabu Zuta, J). Falsehood is of man. Truth is of God. 

HyPOCrie:y 

Much criticism was expr essed by the rabbis when they came to 

the matter of hypocrisy. To them, hypocrisy was part of man's lover 

nature. When man I s evil inclination overtook hi m, hypocrisy was one 

of the results. When ooe "makes believe ," when one pre tends to be 

what he is not, when one i s first of all not honest with himself, whe n 

one attempts t o deceive all the rest of the world, when one feigns to 

be that whi ch he certainly i s not, he i s dipping into the brev of hypoc

r i sy. The rabbis had little patience with this practice . Most people 

t oday seem to feel the same way. " It i s forbidden to deceive anyone, 

Israelite or Gentile" (Hullin, 94a). "Hypocrites are excluded !ran 

the presence of God" (Sotah, 42a). 

I 
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Consider the problem of "keeping up with the Jcnesea;" What 

does this mean? It suggests that one is trying to be something otbeJ, 

than hi.Jllself. "The grass is greener" elsewhere . One is not satis

fied with himself. So he t r eads t h e path of the hypocrite, in hie 

search for a "better'' identity. He uses other people as one would 

manipulate objects in a game . The hypocrite has stepped out of bis 

true shoe.'> , and he runs bar efoot down a pebbled path. "'an of 1ll

tegri ty is one who is the s ame on the inside and cu tside. When the 

external appearance is differ ent from the internal feeling, the re

sulting hunan being lacks any integrity. He is as tarnished sil ..-er. 

To be something truly and completely is to have i ntegrity. To s tand 

fo r sanething with devotion is to have integrity. To incline one's 

heart and soul and might with dedication is to be virtuous. To be a 

Jew, according to the rabbis, one must possess integrity of being. 

Sincerity 

People everywhere seem to consider as precious that quality 

called 11 sincerity. " Sincerity is certainly part of the per sonal va l ue 

system of the rabbis. It was one of the essential ingr edients of the 

"good Jev. 11 Sincerity played an important r ole in all phases of human 

life . In worship, in family relatioos, in friendship , in prayer, in 

business , in love, in work, in devotioo , in all of these, sincerity 

was of crucial significance. 

When sanecoe speak.s to you, can' t you tell whether or not be 

is sincere'! When someone professes Iris concern for your welfare, can't 

you discern whether or not he is sincere? Sincerity is the knot that 
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ties securely those things in human life which men hold aa dear . Sin

cerity is the lock that closes the door to evil wa,ys. If one is sin

cere, he is most truly himself. itlen one is sincere, he is without 

anxiety. When one lacks sincerity, he is always beset with apprehen

sion that someone will find him out. He worries that others may know 

him for what he really is. He is Sl spicious even of himself. Insin

cerity is like a disease that destroys from within. It eats away at 

the heart of the man wi o possesses it. 

Even in :ir~er, the necessary emotion or feeling is inward sin

cerity. "It is not external rites that win forgiveness, but inward 

sincerity" {Taanit, 16a}. The pompous Jew vho proclaims his piety to 

all the world in the form of ritual and ceremony is not the Jew who 

wins divine favor . Outward acts must be signs of inner oonvictions. 

wbat one does publicly must truly reflect what one thinks and feels 

inwardly, Man must be total and complete in this respect. God knows 

the pr~ ers and the imaginings of the heart as well as the words of the 

mouth . "It matters not whether• man gives little or much, if only his 

heart goes out with it to his Father in Heaven" (Berakot, 17a). "The 

essence of goodness is good intent" (Megilleh, 20a). Sincerity, hon

esty, strict integrity and truthfulness are often praised by the rabbis . 

Their teachings reflect actual life. Their instruction is comfortable 

in any time III d place. The rabbis might have been talking about justice 

or truth in oaths, or justice in law courts of their ara; but they were 

also talking about what .rould happen in the future development .of aan

kind. 
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The Rabbis and Posterity 

The rabbis spoke of just weights and balances and just measures. 

They dictated the qu.alities necessary l'or the judge. They enacted law 

upon law to guarantee justice between man and man. They dealt with dam

ages to property, and law suits . The world was real for them. They were 

not religiously aloof. Their religion was for the world of the actual . 

Religion was a way of life; they merely developed a complex value sys

tem to govern and direct it. Their perspective was far-reaching, as 

though they could see into the distant future . Their value system has 

influenced and shaped the development of Western civilizati on. 

Justice and truth, for the rabbis, are the fundamental virtues 

on which human society is based. Justice and truth affect the matter 

of fair dealing between man and man. Justice and truth both affect the 

public scheme of things. The function of the community is to define and 

enforce the duties and the rights of the individual members of society . 

Finally, justice and truth deal with human character traits, a.d par

ticularly, that trait called "Tighteoneness," Nowhere is the endeavor 

to develop the highest prir.ciples of law in ordinances and regulations 

more noticeable than in the realm of judicial pr ocedure . Specific rul

i ngs involved witnesses and the testimonies which they gave. 

According to the rabbis, the responsibility to speak the truth is 

obligatory, md thus emphasized in the warning against false witnesses. 

Starting slander, or continuing the tale of slander is stri~tly ad

monished; for these are cases wherein a falsehood obviously injures 

another man, either in his material interest or his reputation. Rab

binic literature is rich with sayings that reflect this common concern. 
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R. Simeon ben Gamaliel said: "The world stands fast on three things, 

on ju.stice, on truth, and on peace'' {Abot, l, 18 ). "Four classes are 

excluded from the presence of the Shechinah: scoffers, hypocr ites, 

liars, and retailers of slander'' (Sotah 42a) . In the rabbis' point 

of view, to deceive another is & kind of theft , and this "stealing a 

man's thought" is t he first of seven kinds of theft, and is considered 

as gr~ve as all the rest together (Tos . Baba Kamrna 7, 8) . 

we shall conclude our discussi on of "truth" with a specific 

reference to Rabbinic literature. One must recall that truth is of 

God. Truth, it should be remembered, is termed the seal of God. 

Since a seal usually carried the name of its owner, ingenuity was 

used in order to discover a name of God in this inscription (of the 

Hebrew word, "emet" ) . The rabbis took the letters as shorthand, tbe 

initials of thr ee words, "Elohim," "Melch, " and "Tamid," and explained: 

"tivin~ God and eternal king" (Jer . 10 , 10). R. Simeon ben Lakish had 

a clever interpretation: "Alef is ~h~ Jir st letter of the alphabet, 

Mem is the middle letter, and Tav: is the last; that is to say, ' 1 the 

Lord am first,' for I did not take over the rule from another ; ' and 

beside me there is no god, 1 for I have no partner; ' and with the last 

I 8JT1 He, 1 for I shall not hand it over to another" (Saihedrin 18a ). 

God is t he first and the las·t . ''Truth" tells of His greatness. To be 

true is to be of God. To exercise truth is to be godly. To be truth

ful is to sanctify h'1l112n existence. To be a Jew, one employs t he art 

of t ruth as a prized possession in his perso.nal value system. I f we 

would be "a kingdom of pr iests and a holy people, 1t then truth would be 

part of our motto. 
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Chapter VII 

Personal Values and Man's Potential. 

"Remember three things, 1f thou wouldst not sin -- the all-seeing 

Eye, the all-hearing Ear, the Recording Hand" (Abot, 2, l). 

"A transgression hardens the heart" {Yoma, 39) . 

"Not sackcloth and fasting avail, b ut repentance md good deeds" 

(Ta.anit, 16). 

3ackground 

Throughout our discussion, we have been referring to a proposed 

personal value system for man. Our investigation has taken 118 well 

into the treasure house that is Rabbinic literature. We have found 

that the rabbi s were magnificently aware of the inner workings of man. 

Although psychology and the findings of modern science were not at 

their disposal, they were able to achieve significant results in their 

intellectual gymnastics. They struggled stubbornly vith the real pr,,b_ 

lems of mankind. The consequences of their self-imposed search were 

peculiarly relevant to their own time and place as well as to our own 

environmental and societal situation. The rabbis thought: 1f 118D is 

what he is {and their conception of man was clear and precise}, and if 

God is what Re in fact is {and their religious and theological Tien 

were precisely expressed), then it "ould seem only logical md natural. 

for such- and-such t o be the ease, and thus-and-so to be the law (and, 

as we well know, their outpourings of a legal. and regulatory nature were 
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profuse, specific, and complex) . The Torah, for the rabbis, was a 

way of life, a philosophy of man, a methodology of approach to the 

world of being or existence. The Torah suggested a rich personal 

value system for man, to guide him, to help him to live effectively. 

The Torah expressed a code of ethics, a mode of conduct, the results 

of which would guarantee for each and every man the best possible form 

of existence and the highest degree of satfafaction in living. The 

Torah influenced man to be inclined in certain directions, that his 

natural tendencies might lead hi.min worthy channels. Rabbinic litera

ture, as it manifested the art and skill of the rabbis, dealt with 

these aspects of the Torah. 

i.lhat the rabbis produced was legislation . ~lhat the rabbis created 

was a theological system, although it does not present itself in any 

exact manner. ill.at the rabbis bequeathed to the world of mankind was 

a personal value systea that was based or founded upon religious con

ceptions . Their discrete knowledge of human nature and their sincere 

approach to their religious heritage sru.ped the resulting literary 

handiwork. God, as the llmighty, had created His beloved creature, 

man, in His own image, that man might carry on the work of Creation, 

and thereby glorify the Creator. Man was therefore a potentially holy

being; he had an inherent capacity for greatness. His in fact was the 

task to usher in the "Messianic Age" on earth. By fulfilling the per

sonal value system set down in the Torah, and later interpreted by the 

rabbis, man might indeed cause this long-awaited era to beccme a reality. 

Actually, no winged angel would come down to the earth to aake the 

world "hunky-dory." Only man, working as a partner or God, could 

really bring this expectation to !ruitioh. Thie va1,tbe s 1gnif'1cant 
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potential of man. This was his goal; this was his task. 

Man could make of himself an improved being . As a being inspired 

by the Creator, he could perfect himself . Of necessity, he had to 

recognize and deal vi th the divine spark within himself and within his 

fellow man. He had to use all the natural endowments which were his 

equipment for the work before him. His job was to sanctify life and 

all of human existence. No real endeavor was to be alien t o the impact 

of this approach. The world was to feel the effects dramatically of 

his having been there. That he was on earth was meaningful. His life 

had purpose and meaning. His responsibility was but to realize his 

crucial. role. Rabbinic literature provided him with the psrsonal. val.ue 

system as a guide which would lead him on a route that would insure his 

success. Rabbinic literature was the map of the Jew as he set out into 

the business of just plain living. To live according to this value 

system was the goal of rel i gion. To adopt for onself this personal 

value system was the highest and n~blcst form of piety. 

But Man has a Problem 

Man has a problem intrinsic. He is not a perfect being. He has 

what we call "human frailties ." His being has weaknesses in it. Only 

God is the truly perfect ideal of all being. Man must deal. with these 

which are his own peculiar faults . He can deal with them, but it mu.st 

be his own decision to do so. 

Man has free will. He is a free being. No one is pulling the 

strings upstairs. He is not the manipulated and controlled puppet of 

Creation. But rather, man is himself a creative being. Be can effect 

change, even in himself. His °"° personal metamorphosis can be his 01ffl 
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doing. He is the pilot of his ship. He is the one who can call the 

"plays." Man is an independent and resourceful aspect of God's Crea

tion. His attitude makes the important difference . The tendencies of 

his heart and mind define the role he will assume. His attitude toward 

hill\self, his attitude toward others, his attitude towards his work, his 

attitude towards God, and his attitude toward the personal. value system 

that unites ~u of tbese determine the success that he ldll know in his 

endeavor to deal properly with •his problem." 

The "Yezer Toy• 

We must remember that man is a complex being. He is composed of 

many differing, and often opposing, aspects or characteristics. Human 

nature is an eternal puzzlement. From the rabbis we learn that man is 

in possession of a finer side. He has, as part of his God- given make

up, a good or noble inclination. The rabbis called this the ~ Tov, 

the good inclination. It was this nside" of man that accounted for his 

noble deeds. It was this tendency of ~an that motivated him in "re

ligious," "pious," or "virtuous" directions. It was this bent of man 

that led him to what was divine. It was this proclivity of man that 

predisposed him to adopt a personal value system for himself. This 

tendency that was man's partook of divinity. It kindled and even main

tained the divine spark that burned eternally ever within man. lt was 

that magnetic pole that drew him closer aid closer to human perfection. 

The Yezer Tov and the Torah could be partners in this sense. 

Man vas a partner with God. The Creator and the Created vere 

wedded in mutual love and concern and self-sacrifice. The relationship 

between God and the Jew was always compared to the relationship known 



lJ3 

by a man and his beloved, the association into which the bride and the 

bridegroom entered. The wiion was an effective one, for it could be 

the cause of "greater things to come." What God had started and set 

in motion, as it were, was man's obligation to continue to carry on 

to fulfillment. The Divine and the ffimage of the divine" had an im

portant task to accomplish. Their partnership was the primary mot-i.va

tion. The covenant into which they entered at the foot of Mount Sinai 

s o very long ago was a covenant for all time and all places. It was a 

binding agreement that would influence generations of men to come. 

This covenantal relationship, between God and the Jew, this eternal 

partnership, this union of divinity, was the world's hope for tomorrow. 

The Yezer Tov was the "marriage ring11 that sealed this commitment. 

The "Yezer Harah" 

However, man also had another side to his being. Another aspect 

of his nature also had power in him. It coulci motivate him or influ

ence him in a variety of ways. I ts nam1! was the ~ Ha-ah," the 

evil or unworthy inclination of the human being. It was this disposi

tion of .mankind that brought evil and something cal.led •sin" into the 

world. This internal feeling or force within man could bring about 

drastic results. It could cause man to abandon all that was good or 

fine or noble in life . The "Yezer Harsh" was the source of mai•s weak-----
ness and frailty. It could enter into his judgment in such a dramatic 

way as to cause him to suspend or relinquish his personal value system. 

It was that side of man I s nature that led him to immorality; an absence 

or lack of ethics was its 11calling card." However, it also made pos
sible a certain amount of creativity and engendered ltfin.ar things• if 
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it were tempered vi.th wisdom and restraint. 

Soathing in man made billl want to rebel against God, against 

his fellow man, and against even his better self. Something in man 

sought to defeat the power of the "Yezer Tov,• which was his al.BO. 

The questionable "Yezer• of man was something unreliable, and was re

sponsible for the Jew who might go astray. The activity of the weaker 

side of man is summed up by R. Siaon b. Lakish, who said, •satan md 

the.Yesv' and the Angel of Death are one" (Baba Batra, 16a). It was 

the aasignaent of this •Yeser" to seduce and to tampt. It bad an in

sulting and an insinuating wq, appearing first to the man as a aodest 

traveller, then as Q welcome guest, and ending in exacting obedience as 

the master of the house {Sukkah, S2a). This •character• shoved hilll

self also llOl'e as an effeminate being vi.th no capacity for doing harm, 

but afterwards overllbelms vi.th masculine strength (Genesis Rabbah, 22, 

6). The snares in llhich this "Yezer" traps man are at first sight 

as insignificant and vain as the thin thread of a cobweb, but becClll8 

al.l too soon the size of a rope, t'hue macing it impossible for man to 

free biJISelf from it (Genesis Rabbah, 22,6). The man llho is most ex

posed to the attraction of the~~• is the vain one. 

Idolatry and Adultery 

Two areas of concern are most ilµ'luenced by the "!!!!!: Harab. • 

This lesser tendency of mankind leads him to act or misconduct himselt 

in the vicissitudes of two primary realms. These are composed of the 

passions or "idolatry" and "adultery.• Sin and immorality vere part ot 

both. In the primary sense, idolatry referred to the worship or idola, 
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devotion to foreign, unauthentic gods. Idolatr y implied that man com

mitted himself to vain obligations and mistaken value systems . Idol

atry, by deduction, suggested that man al.lied himself with vain en

deavors or concerns. An uncontrolled or unchecked desire for personal 

material gain, an unrestrained ru.sh towards r i ches, a value system that 

was commanded by wealth- accumulation alone, these were all forms of 

idolatry. 1.'nen ~an found it i mpossible to observe and live by the 

11golden mean11 , when he could no longer contr ol his animalistic passi ons 

and desires , when the material and the short- range preempted the spirit

ual and the long- range, these were matters of idolatry. 1-ben one wor

shipped the ineffe~tual and t he inconsequential, he was idolatrous. 

"Adultery," in the primary sense suggested that man was unfaith

ful to his betrothed . J. man who was not totally committed to his wife 

was adulter ous . One who was unfaithful to God was a man of adultery. 

A man who could not be regarded with t rust in human relationships was 

an advocate of adultery , \men a man busied himself ;,'i th the corruption 

of human nature , and when he enc.eavored to destroy human dignity, and 

when human wor th was not held as important in his value s ystem, and 

when purity of intention and purity of purpose were unknown in bis 

manner of living, this man was he who tread the crooked and narrow 

path of adulter y . This lower inclinati on of the human being was the 

wor k of the "Yezer Harah. " 

A Matter of the Heart 

Where are both of these tendencfas of man t o bf! found? What 

pert of his physical structure houses these opposing force s. Where is 

the battlegr ound upon which these two enemies fight? According to the 
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rabbis, t,he seat both of the Evil and the Good inclination is in the 

heart, ~he organ to which all the manifestations of renson and emotion 

are ascribed in Rabbin1c literature. In Ecclesiastes Rabbah I, 16: 

"l'he heart sees, the heart hears, the heart speaks, the heart walks, 

the heart falls, the heart stops, the heart ~ejoices, the heart weeps, 

the heart i s comforted, the heart grieves, the heart is hardened, the 

heart faints , the heart mourns, the heart is frightened, the heart 

breaks, the heart is tried, the heart rebels, the heart invents, the 

heart suspects, the heart whispers, the heart thinks, the heart de

sires, the heart commits adultery, the heart is refreshed, the heart 

is stolen, the heart is humbled, the h~artis persuaded, the heart goes 

astray, the heart is troubled, the heart is awake, the heart loves, 

the heart hates , the heart i s jealous, the heart is searched, the heart 

is torn •• 11 The heart is not in itself corrupt. But when man succumbs 

to the "Yezer Harah," his heart is pulled in a terribly dynamic way; 

and its potential purity is soiled. 

What Man Can Do 

However, it Ill\lst be noted at this particular j.mcture that the 

"Yezer Harah" is not all "bad , 11 It is responsible for the inherent 

possibilities of creativity within man. It bespeaks certain passions 

in man without which neither tbe propagation of the species nor the 

building up of the proper kind oI civilization would be possible. The 

passions which the "Yezer Harah" controls an~ dolll.inates only become 

evil when man makes 111proper use or them. In the !inal analyais, it 

is man, and onJ.y 11&11, vho is the dete1"Jll1 o1ng factor or necessary agent 

in the workings-out of both of these natural. tendencies. Kan has the 
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power in his own hands, and it is only by man 1s own neglect and weak.

bess t hat the Evil inclination gains the strength necessary to dictate 

and thus defeat him. Man has the power to resist the temptations 

brought forth by this side of his nature, and he can even turn their 

services to good purpose and f ine objectives . It is a matter of choice 

and personal decision, tLe lesser man choosing the~ Harab," and 

the finer b'U?l".an being pr eferring the 11Yezer Tov." The righteous man 

is he who finally controls both of his inclinations. Advice is given 

to man by the rabbis that he should prove himself higher and above bis 

own capacity for sin, and not allow hi.!Ttself to become its slave. 

Furthermore, the rabbis counsel man to stir up his nobler nature 

to do battle against his lower instinctual desires . It is man's task 

to assist the Good inclination and save him f r om his enemy. Man should 

also make the eff ort to establish the lti.ngdom of the Good inclination 

over the Evil inclination (Genesis Rabbah, 22, 6; Ber., Sa;LeviticUB 

Rabbah, 34, 1) . The weapons to be u.eed in th!s battle-like engagement 

against the Evil inclination are prinll.rily Torsh, a sound personal value 

system, and good deed.s or deeds and wor ks of lovingkindness . The Torah, 

a sterling- silver-like value system, is considered as the best r emedy 

and antidote for the Evil inclination of man. However, the Torah by 

itself is not sufficient to defeat this lower tendency. The victory 

in the end comes wi th the help and support of God, in the eternal pai,t

nership that exists at all times and at allpl aces between man and God. 

Man ' s conscience and his conscientiousness are awakened md inspired by 

the goodness of God. God -talks to man" through the inner voice, the 

still small voice within him. The small divine flame inside the human 

being still glows because of God 's blessing. 

I 
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Sin 

Let us remember 'What man is • Let us recall j ust exactly who 

man is. Also, let us consider, in our recollection, of what t E11dencies 

man is composed. Finally, let us reflect on man ' s relation to his 

Creator. What happens if things get fouled up? \!hat happens when man 

does not abide by the demands of his conscience and when man forgets 

his partnership agreenent with God? What occurs when the Evil inclina

tion overpowers the man in whom it resides ? What does man do as a 

result of his for getfulness and neglect? He sins. 

What i s sin? There are many synonyms for "sin." Consider such 

words as "transgression," ''offense," "misdemeanor," nfoul play," or 

"violation. " What do they all suggest? 

According to the rabbinic view of this matter, "sin" manif es ts 

a backsliding, a going away f rom, a becoming far distant from the de

mands and requirements imposed on man by God. "Sin" suggests an aban

doning of morality and ethics . "Sin" impli es an "I-don ' t-care" atti

tude in life. "Si.n 1t speaks a:iout. tho problem of man's "missing the 

mark" or "falling short of the bull ' s eye of the target . 11 "Sin" points 

out the f act that man has yielded his finer nature to his lesser incli

nation. "Sin" means t hat man bas done away with any use of a personal 

value system in life . "Sinn explains the vays in which man bu violated 

the commandments of the Torah. "Sin'' is against God. 

When a man sins, he denies his belief in God. When a man sins, 

he des troys the divinity of life . 111:len a man sins, he liquidates the 

partnership which he shares with God. A man's sin denies God. A man 1 s 

sin prevents God f rom entering his life. A man's s i n prohibits meaning 

and then purpose from being realized aid actualized in a man's living. 
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nsin" means that there is a gap or a hol e somewhere in a man 1s exist

ence . But most of all, "sinn violates the " i.mage 11 which a an should 

have of himself. 

Now, you can all classify, if you so desire, s ins of various 

types , s izes, m d degrees . If you wish, you may l i s t for yourself the 

kinds of sin that exist in human endeavor. Remember, though, that ac

cording to the r abbis, a man sinnediri.mari l.y in one of tw major areas, 

• idolat ry" or 11adultery. n Of course, the shedding of human blood vas 

one of t he major types of sin, for it meant that one completely destroyed 

the sacred "image" of God . But even "murder, 11 as such, could ari se f r om 

a sin of " idolatry" or "adultery . 11 No matter what your conclusions are, 

you should bear 1n mind that what ever the sin is, i t i s a violation 

against God. Whenever and wherever a man sins, he does not correctly 

fulfill a demand of Torah. Thus, i t might be s a id, t h at "1enner a 

man sins, be nel"lects the observance or use of any one of the essentiti. 

ingredients of his persone.l value system. For the rabbi s, "sin" was 

a direct violation made by man of the ter ms of his contract ual agree 

ment with God . 

We find f r om our study of Rabbinic liter ature that "sin11 can be 

explained as disobedience. It may be l ooked upon as def iance and re

bellion against God . Even when a man sins against his f ellow man, be 

thereby rebels against God . Whether it can be classifi ed under the 

artificial headings of "idolatry, " "adult ery, " "the shedding of blood,• 

or just "common theft , 11 it still may b·e conceived of as r ebellion 

against God. Rebellion against God is rebelli on against a personal 

value s ystem. For the cause of interest, you might t ry to l i s t the 

various types of sin that come to your mind which c 

the above suggested b•HDlfl• 
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~in" is a complex and intricate problem. The three cardinal 

sins, as well as blasphemy and slander, are called the evil things 

(Sifre 120b). An impure thought is also described as evil (IUddah, 13b). 

Whatever the manner of sinning, all cause a separation between man and 

God. Sin, as an act of r ebellion, denies the f undamental root of enst

ence; that is, God. "Sin" excludes God am what He means from the 

world. The contamination of humanity i s the consequence of •sin." 

"Sin" is a symptom of corruption and decay in the spiritual condition 

of man. Moral filth and ethical collapse are the products f:£ •sin." 

Man is denied his "image" by the effects of "sin." "Sin" is also de

scr ibed in Rabbinic literature as folly. They who know not God, they 

lilo possess no sound value system to which they dedicatedly adhere, are 

known as "fools" (Agadath Shir Hashirim, p . 90). By the act of sinning, 

man becomes a "fool" (Targum to I Kings 8, 47). 

The effects and consequences of "sin" are far reaching, nen as 

they are profound. They are like an earthquake which shakes and then 

topples the very structure of the Universe of mankind. •Sin" seems to 

have a blighting effect upon t he '-'!\!':id; the righteous even suffer from 

its influence. That which is a sin can be collllllitted with intent or 

without. It can be intentional and premeditated, or can be done "by 

accident.• "Sin11 suggest s that man bas been careless and thoughtless. 

But a casual carelessness can lead to serious results. "Men need not 

feel distressed on account of an unintentional s in, except for the 

reason that a door to sin is thus opened to tbe11, leading both to more 

llllintentional and even intentional sins" ('!'an. B, 3, 8b). 
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"Sin" can destroy the individual man from within 111d from without. 

It can eat away at his potential goodness. It can hamper his talent 

and skill. •sin" can impede man' s relationships with his fellow man. 

It can cause the structure of the family to collapse. The sacred lines 

of communication within the family can be torn to bits by "sin." The 

community, the members of which give in to the temptations of "sin," 

can not long endure. Societies that permit •sin" fall quickly into 

oblivion. And the sterling silver of "truth" is forever tarnished 

when it is blemished by the ravages of "sin." Life is ruined, sanc

tification cannot take place, what is holy is desecrated, when •sin" 

reigns with force . 

Personal Values and Man's Potential 

Io Rabbinic Judaism, the sinner, the fool , the man who has "for

gotten," all may have a "second chance." The road that leads to •sin" 

i s not looked upon as a permanent thorough.fare. It has many erlts and 

11clover leaves" just like on a modern expressway. Man may choose to 

leave the particular route on whfon he L:: progressing and find another 

way. He may "return" to his former state of goodness and potential 

righteousness. Man may turn around and take a better look at himseli. 

He may seek to improve or mend his methodology of approach to life. 

His philosophy may be revanJ>ed if he: so desires. His value system mq 

be renovated in his effort to "return" to God. Rabbinic Judaism spealcs 

magnificently of this native possibility of man, that he may return. 

He may change. He may undergo metamorphosis. 

Rabbinic Judaism presents to man the cpportunity for self-improve

ment and individual-betterment. Rabbinic literature is rich with refer-



.. 

122 

ences of this sort. The rabbis always held out to man the possibility 

of ~eturn." They called 1 t "repentance." "Repentance, u for the 

rabbis, meant a itreturn to God." It spoke of a resU111ption of the on

going task of human perfectability. "Repentance" implied that man 

took a new look at himself and at bis personal value system. It sug

gested that man regretted his actions and methodologies of the past. 

Man's potential for change and self-impr0vement was glorified by the 

belief in "repentance." "Teshuvah• is the term the rabbis used VJ.en 

they spoke about man's native potential. A personal value system was 

instrumental in effecting "teshuvah. " With it a man could return to 

God. With it man could renew his partnership. With it man could exalt 

human existence. With it man could hasten the arrival of the Messianic 

Era. 

"Repentance" was a gift of the divine. It was a supreme blessing. 

God not only created "repentance, 11 but also be continues to teach man 

in the ways of true repentance. The rabbis instructed that repentance 

is the path-to-travel that God indicates for the sinner (Jer. Makkoth, 

31d) . Man i s encouraged by the rabols to repent . the encouragement of 

mankind to "return" is so great that the "door" is opened even when 

this repentance is not entirely the e.xpression of real remorse or regret , 

having been brought about only by pressure of various sorts. 

It was the opinion of the rabbis that nothing should be done to 

frustrate or discourage the penitent, and everything and mything should 

be done to aid him and to influence him to repent. Continuing friendly 

relations were maintained with sinners in the hope that this type of 

interchange with ''good" men would cause them to experience shame and 
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thus change their ways for the 11 better. 11 The gateways to repentance, 

to change, are always open. Man's inherent potential is ever before 

him, and is held up to him as an incentive to conduct. Repentance 

is initiated in a man's thought, in his philosophy of approach to life; 

then it is conspicuous in his behavioral actions. One's personal value 

system, based on a commitment to God, founded on a recognition of man's 

worth and dignity, motivated by a desire to sanctify life, was the 

prime mover to repentance. Man's best and greatest potential could be 

realized by a fulfillment of this personal value system. This was the 

highest type of religion. 

The essential part of repentance is the abandonment of evil deeds 

and evil intentions. It necessitates a radical (fundamental, root) 

change of conduct and motive. The basically moral nature of repentance 

is exemplified by the "nine norms" of repentance which are found in 

the nine exhortations God utters in Isaiah I, 16: "Wash you, make you 

pure, remove the evil of ·your misdeeds from before my eyes, ceaae doing 

evil, learn to do well, seek after justice, relieve the oppressed, do 

j ustice to the orphan, take up the cause of the widow.• Repentance 

meant that man made it •good• between his fellow man 8'ld himself, and 

both before God . If a man sinned onl y against God, he could acknowledge 

or confess his sins privately to God. However, if a man sinned against 

his fellow man, it became i ncumbent upon him to confess his sins to his 

fellow man. If a man sinned against hi s fellow man in public, he had 

to confess his sins to his fellow man in public. He who stole had t~ 

malce r-eatitution or repayment. First, one had to turn from the evil of' 

his ways, then be had to •make good" his lliede11eanor, and finall:,, ht 
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had the obligation to completely change his ways. Repentance required 

great things of mankind. Humanity coulrl be sanctified through repent-

ance. 

The important thing to remember about repentance is what man must 

do to fully achieve it. It does not involve merely a change of heart 

or mind, although this is an essential part of it. But it also involves 

human interchange and interplay. What happens between man and man is 

crucial in this context. When man denies dignity to his fellow man, 

vhen a family is corrupted by the violence of sin, when friends inter

rupt their natural relationship because of wrong-doing , when tne op

pressed and the afflicted are forsaken by the blessed, -when social 

justice is only an intellectual ideal, when business practice involves 

deceit and trickery, when academics partake of the lower instincts of 

man, when society is blemished by foul play, when all these things occur, 

then man must "make good" to man. Man must confess and acknowledge his 

guilt. Man must tell of his error . Man must publish his weakness. 

Then rnan must turn f rom the tendency that led him in faulty ways. And 

he must find the straight path "for His Name's sake," to glorify God. 

God 1s "imagen is preserved in man only when he realizes hi s potential. 

Diligent adherence to a personal value system promotes and evokes the 

beneficial consequences of true repentance . Man then becomes, in effect, 

godly. His endeavors become "holy." Life is held as sacred. When 

this happens, the Messianic Age has arrived. God's Greation has found 

its end result. 

Sin and Repentance in Rabbinic Literature 

Rabbinic literature is rich with sayings and teachings that refer 

to the matters at hand. The rabbis were evidently deeply concerned with 
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human sL, and man's repentance. The hope for the future resided in 

the return to God. It should be rememberec that the Evil inclination 

plays an important role in leading man to sin. "This is the device of 

the evil Yezer: Today it says, 1Do t his '; tomorrow •Do that,' till at 

last it says, 'Worship an idol,' and the man goes and does it" (Sab. 

105b) . ''It. Yanni said: He who hearkens to his evil Yezer is as if he 

practiced idolatry; for it is said, 'There shall be no strange God 

within thee; thou shalt not worship any foreign God. '• (Nedari.Ja, II). 

"The words of the Law are likened to a medicine of life. Like a 

king who inflicted a big wound upon his· son, and he put a plaster upon 

his wound. He said, 'My son, so long as this plaster is on your wound, 

eat and drink what you like, and wash in cold or warm water, and you 

will suffer no harm. But if you remove it, you will get a bad boil. 1 

So God says to the Israelites, 'I created within you the evil Yezer, 

but 1 created the Law as a drug. As long as you occupy yourselves with 

the Law, the Yezer will not rule over you. But if you do not occupy 

yourselves with the Torah, then you will be delivered into the power of 

the Yezer, and all its activity will be against you" (Kiddushin 30b). 

The Torah, a sound personal value system, could overwhelm the inclina

tions of man t hat might lead hil!I to self- defeat. 

According to the rabbis, God is compassionate. He is tender. 

The sinner is aided by God at every j uncture in order that he might more 

easily realize his potential. God's attribute of lovingkindness is em

phasized more than His attribute of justice. The basic tender mercy of 

God, the desire to bring back the sinner, to forgive the mistaken man, 

are evident in Rabbinic teaching. "As soiled garments can be cleansed, 



126 

s o the Israelites, albeit they sin, can return by repentance unto the 

Lord'' (Exodus Rab bah, Seshal.lah, XXIII, 10). "These are 1118D 'a inter

cessors: repentance and good deeds" (Sab. 32a). These aid man in bis 

endeavor to better himself and his fellow man. 

"It is written, 'Good and upright is the Lord, therefore He vill 

instruct sinners in the way. 1 They asked Wisdom, 1illat shall be the 

punishment of the sinner? ' Wisdom answered, 'Evil pursues sinners. • 

They asked Prophecy. It replied, 'The soul that sins shall die.' They 

aske<.i. the Law. It replied, 'Let him bring a sacrifice. 1 They asked 

God, and He replied, 'Let him repent, and obtain his atone~nt . My 

children, what do I ask of you? Seek me and Live. 1 " (Pes. K. nv, 

158b). God desires only that man turn from his wickedness that he 

may live to know the ways and wonders of God. No matter how severe 

the sin, no matter how great the transgression, God encourages the sin

ner, on oehalf of their partnership. "A king bad a son who had gone 

astray f r om his father a journey of a hundred ~s; his friends said 

to him, 'Return to your father'; he said, 'I cannot. • Then bis father 

sent to say , ' Return as far as you can, and! will come to you the 

rest of the way. ' So God s ays, 'Return to me, and I will return to 

you '" (Pes. R. 184b) . 

If man wrongs his neighbor, he must effect reconciliation with 

him properly. The injured party must be sought and confronted so that 

an apology may be given. Confession must be made. "R,. El.azar said: 

If a man treats his fellow with contempt in public, and afterwards Neks 

t o be reconciled with him, the other says, 1You treated me contemptu

ously in public, and no-w you want to be reconciled with me between our-



127 

selves. Go and bring the men before whom you treated me contemptuously; 

then I will be -reconciled with you.' But God does not act thus. A man 

stands and reviles and blasphemes Him in the open street, and God says, 

'Repent between ourselves, and I will receive you•• {Pes. K. 163b). 

Man's piety or righteousness does not exempt hilll from a~. The 

nobler his personality, the more is expected of biJII. "Tbe greater the 

personality, the more severel,y will God call him to account for the 

smallest trespass, for God desires to be sanctified by His righteous 

ones" (YebaJ110t, 12lb). One sin begets another. Sinning may be babit-

forming. •Keep far from a mi.nor sin lest it cause tbee to commit a 

greater" (Abot de R. Nathan, 2) . One must control bis natural passions. 

"He who has had an opportunity to offend, and refrained, bas accom

plished a great Mitzvah• (Shir ha-Shirim Rabbah, 4) . One slowly but 

surely becomes adapted to the habit of einning. He graduall.y assumes 

a callousness . "A transgression hardens the heart" (Yoma, 39). 

Repeated sins cause man to let dovn his defense mechanisllS. His 

personal value system is deteriorated by sin. '"When a man conmits the 

same offense twice, it seems to hil1l al.ready permissible• (Yoma 66). At 

the start, sin may seem harmless or inconsequential, But it.eeffects 

soon overtake man, and he is helpless. "Rabbi Akiba s aidt 1At the be

ginning, sin is like a thread of a spider's web; but in the eDi, it 

becomes like the cable of a ship'" (Bereshit Rabbah, 22, 6). The To~ah 

can help man to alleviate the harm!ul effects of sin. Man's potential 

for bettennent aids him in this regard. "Many of the wicked 1n ~srael 

drew near to the l earning of Torah, and, as a consequence, became pious 

and good" (Abot de R. Nathan, 2) . 

] 
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\Dlat goes on in man's heart may help him to overcome his Evil 

inclinations a:id dubious enterprises . "A twinge of conscience in 

man•s heart is better than all the floggings he may receive• (Bera

kot, 7) • .1 fine, sterling personal value system can grow on man so 

that his heart, his conscience, may be conditioned and predisposed to 

a certain mode of conduct . Repentanl!e should always be an ongoing in

volvement . The philosophy of repentance can act as a preventive . 

"Rabbi Kliazer ben Hyrcanus said: 'Repent one day before thy death. 1 

His Disciples asked him: ' Row is it possible for a me.n to repent one 

day before his death, since he does not know on what dq he shall die?' 

He replied: 1So 111\lch the more reason is there that be should repent 

every day les t he die the next day. Thus will all his days be peni

tential ones 1ff (Abot de-Rabbi Nathan, chapter 15) . 

Repentance can bring 1n its "tracks" true goodness . Life can be 

enhanced by its beneficial after-effects. "Rabbi Heir said: •Great is 

repentance, because for the sake of one who truly repents, the whole 

world is pardoned; as it is written: I ·,,ill heal t heir backsliding; I 

will love tbern freely, for Mine anger is turned away f r om him. It is 

not said: from them, but fl-om hi.n, 1 " (Yoma, 86b ) . God desires sincerity 

and truth in repentance. A personal value system that leads and di

rects to proper conduct and behavior is the end result of effective 

repentance. This is true piety and religiosity. Outer forms and ex

ternal ceremonial pomp do not insure the desired consequence. "Not 

sackcloth and fasting avail, but repentance and good deeds" (Taanit, 

16) . Repentance involves a co!IJ>lete change. It is a decisi-rely active 

step taken on the part of man. "If a man repents of bis evil deeds , 
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and then returns to the s am.e deeds, he bas not truli repented •(Pe

silcta Rabbati, L4) . 

The rabbis were realistic about man . They were aware of his 

often confusing nature . They taught: "God knew that man would be 

prone to sin, and He therefore created Repentance before He made 

man" (Otzar Jotidrashim, 494) . Repentance is ever available -to man. 

Man has only to have a change of heart. His attitude can indeed make 

the difference. "The g ates of petit ion are sometimes closed; but the 

g&tes of r epentance are always open• (Ber shit Rabbah, 21, 6) . One 

must be sincere and honest as he approaches God. Thus , he will then 

approach his fellow man with the same attitude. "Sincere repentance 

r eaches up to the very seat of God; upon it rests the welfare of t he 

world" (Toma 86a), Through complete, successful repentance, man's 

greatest potential can be realized. What he can make of himself, what 

he can become, the sanct ified nature which he can assume, al..l these 

can come through the power of repentance. Repentance is the key to 

the "good" life, to true religious bP.hF..7ior, ·•Repentance makes man a 

new creature; hitherto, dead through sin, he is fashioned afresh" 

(llidrash Tehill:illl, 18). Man renews the divinity wi. thin himself by this 

means . He guarantees the nobility of life. Life' s higher purpose is 

then actualized through his effor t s . The 19:image" of God is then con

secr ated for all mankind . The Messianic Era looms ahead. 

A Final Word 

Man 1s a sacred creature. He is divinely created. All men are 

equal in this r egard, God is the Creator of all, -who presents to man- _ 
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kind opportunities for human fulfillment in living. Life takes on 

meaning and purpose if viewed with the perspective of the Rabbis. 

They were vise scholars and great teachers and pious psychologists . 

The rabbi.Ieic view or man, if made applicable in one's own life, can 

insure spiritual prosperity for all of mankind. Man has great poten-. 
tial, if only he will actively choose to realize and activate it. The 

work of Creation can be satisfied through man, as he endelJVOrs, through 

the sanctification of mankind, to bring about what may be only Messi

anic in expectation. Hope looms ahead for him. The future may be 

dramatically changed by his handiwork, God guides and bestows. Mm 

guards and gives of himself. A rabbinically-inclined personal value 

system insures. Judaism becomes real and actual and wonderfully modernl 
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