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Marah: Preparing for Kabbalas HaTorah

By: ASHER BENZION BUCHMAN

The Mitzvos of Marah

After leaving Egypt, while on the way to accepting the Torah at Har Sinai,
Israel is given some preparatory instruction at a place called Marah.
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There He made for them a statute and an ordinance.

Rashi, quoting a widrash found in Seder Olam Zuta, says this refers to
IR 71797 ,02w ,0°1°7 “Civil laws, Shabbos, and the red heifer.” Alterna-
tively, the Talmud Bavli (Sanbedrin 56b) lists the mitzvos as Naw ,0°1°7
2R 7120, with the mitzvah of honoring parents in place of the red heifer.
Since the Seder Olam Zuta is a somewhat obscure sefer, some later commen-
taries were unable to find Rashi’s source. Thus Rav Baruch Epstein in his
Torah Temimah commentary (ibid.) argues—apparently feeling that it
makes no sense that Israel would have been taught the most esoteric of
mitzvos at this early preparatory stage—that the original text was the ab-
breviated “R'2” and a scribal error converted it to “X'D” and this in turn
led to the error of MR 779 being substituted for 2R 7122.

However, a study of the Rabbinic texts! suggests that there are, in
fact, two distinct midrashic explanations, based on different verses in the
Torah. The first drash is based on the verse WOWM P, with 0°1°7 being the
almost literal meaning of VdW7 which is associated with rational, under-
standable laws directing the smooth functioning of society.2 On the other
hand, P11 refers to the esoteric laws of the Torah, and the prototype would,
of course, be MR 7179, the one mitzvah that even Shlomo HaMelech did
not understand.? This midrash contends that Israel was given a preview of
the mitzvos that they were later to accept before they were shown the
entire structure. We need not take literally that it was 21X 779 that was

1 The Mechilta on this verse brings other opinions as well, including the opinion
that the word i refers to N1, We will return to this later in the essay.

2 The Mechilta says it refers to M72n °1N MDIP T PO 21T,

3 Midrash Rabbah, Chukas, parashah 19.
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explained to them, but that the concept of P was introduced to them so
that their acceptance of the Torah could be a knowledgeable one. Shab-
bos, the third mitzvah, had certainly been taught to them before Matan
Torah since with the descent of the T that follows in the next chapter
(Shemos 16:1£f) they are warned of its laws and actually experience it. Thus,
Israel’s preparation for accepting the Torah consisted of their introduc-
tion to the just civil laws of the Torah (09Wn), its philosophical spiritual
commands (1), and their acceptance upon themselves to memorialize G-
d’s creation of the world on a weekly basis (n2w).

On the other hand, the Talmud* chooses 28 7123 as a preparatory
command, because the text of the Aseres HaDibros recorded in Sefer Deva-
rim—Dibros Acharonos—adds the phrase “as Hashem your L-rd com-
manded you” PR "1 T1¥ WK to this mitzvah, and this “as Hashem your
L-rd commanded you” is taken to refer to previously at Marah. Thus it is
the mitzvah of honoring parents rather than the esoteric 2°p11 that was
necessary to prepare Israel to accept the Torah. The words LdW2Y P17 to-
gether teach 0°1°7, and Shabbos is learned from the fact that Dibros Achar-
onos refers also to Shabbos as T'PPX ' 1% WK, This set of laws cannot
be viewed as a preview of the scope of the mitzvos that awaited Israel
since the esoteric °PN were not part of this introduction,’ so what exactly
is the significance of these three mitzvos? The Talmud (Sanbedrin 56b)
says that these three were added to the seven Noachide mitzvos that all
people were already bound by and thus it would appear that this addition
completed a grounding in fundamental principles that would prepare
them for the totality of the mitzvos.

Shabbos and Yetzias Mitzrayim

We should also note that by making the Dibros Acharonos the focus of this
drashah, the inclusion of Shabbos should be considered in a different light
from what we stated above. In Dibros Acharonos, Shabbos is presented as
“In memory of taking us out of Egypt” 0°1¥n nX*%*% 127 and therefore we
should interpret that the mitzvah that was taught at Marah was to com-
memorate Israel’s redemption from Egypt. Rambam in Moreh Nevuchim
(2:31) explains that here the Torah adds a second concept behind the
mitzvah of Shabbos. Shabbos is a celebration of our freedom. “The fact
that G-d has given us the law of the Sabbath and commanded us to keep
it is the consequence of our having been slaves; for then our work did not

4 And Mechilta
5 And although the Torah uses the word pf, it has a different connotation than
what is often found in the mzdrash.
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depend on our will, nor could we choose the time for it; and we could not
rest.” Our freedom from slavery gave us control of our time and our des-
tiny and we commemorate it by dedicating it to the remembrance of G-
d’s mercy and His purpose—a life centered on the spiritual and dedicated
to bringing the world to His knowledge. We can easily see why this mitz-
vah was given at this time. It serves as a bridge between Yerzias Mitzrayin
and Kabbalas Ha'Torah.

0°1°7 of Israel

Likewise, 0’17 would obviously be necessary to set up the Jewish society,
but with regard to the inclusion of this mitzvah we run into the problem
that Amora’im in the Talmud struggle with. 0°1°7 already existed among the
seven Noachide laws, so what did the Beraisa mean by adding 0°1°72 The
Gemara (Sanbedrin 56b) suggests several ways in which “Jewish laws” 177
2R are more exacting than those of Bre/ Noacl? but is somewhat vague
about its conclusion. I believe that Rambam in Hilchos Malveh v’Loveh and
in Hilchos Geneivah brings two other midrashim that were directed to an-
swering this question.

The Prohibition of N°2°7 and the Bond of Israel

With regard to Jews who involve themselves in any way with taking inter-
est (°2°7), Rambam relates a very strong condemnation.

DR OPIPR 112 990w 22TV 1YY TV 2MD3 A7 70,0720 0w anIon 9
PIPR 2 009100 JTAW—IRRY PAY P2 P22 aNvmY anen 9o 1
CIX . L. TWIR 17 1000 XP—T900 PR MARIW 00781 NROXCA 17901, ORI
V1D PIR-NY 027 NNP—DIXA YIRD L00NKR CNRYIT WK ,0PI9R 1
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Whoever writes a deed for N'2™, it is as if he had written and testified
before witnesses that he denies Hashens Elokei Yisrael and all who
lend and borrow with N°2°7 privately, are as if they had both denied
Hashem Elokei Yisrael and denied the Exodus from Egypt, for it is
written, “And you should not give your money at interest... I am

¢ Such as the requirement to have courts not only in every county but also in every
city.

7 'The Maggid Mishneh relates the intent here to denying nnawi—following Ram-
ban’s famous explanation (see his commentary at the end of Parashas Bo) with
regard to Yerzias Mitzrayim. According to Ramban, this is the significance of
Yetzias Mitzrayim.
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Hashem Elokeichem who took you out of the Land of Egypt to give
you the land of Canaan, to be your G-d.”

With regard to N°27 we find this term of P8 "X '172 7913 alongside
the concept of “denying the Exodus,” for with the words *2872> *pox
Moshe came to Pharaoh with the demand that he release His people so
that they become a new nation.

DR MY 2R OPOR LT IMR-TD YRR MR L IIIR) AW IR ,I0K)
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And afterwards, Moshe and Aharon came and said to Pharaoh: ‘So
says Hashem the L-rd of Israel, ‘Release my nation that they may
celebrate to Me in the desert.’

Moshe came to Pharaoh in the name of G-d who had chosen Israel
to live at a higher level of morality than other people. The prohibition of
2’1 binds Israel with an intricate set of financial laws that not only pro-
hibits taking interest, but limits the ways various business deals are to be
made. These laws are intended to see to it that the wealthy cannot take
undue advantage of their position of wealth and mandates that partner-
ships be made in such a way that both the rich and poor benefit. Some
claim that these laws are not practical in a modern society. But in fact they
certainly would have been considered an obstruction to commerce in Tal-
mudic times as well, yet the Rabbis vastly extended the Torah prohibition,
at a time when we can assume no other society would have contemplated
implementing the basic Torah prohibition itself. Israel is instructed to
form its own society, its own financial system based on its own laws. In
international commerce, in our dealings with gentiles N°27 is allowed, but
with our brothers, all sons of Yaakov (780 °12), it is forbidden. We are
meant to be partners, working toward a common goal of success. Bank-
ruptcy takeovers are a rare thing in the Jewish system of commerce.?

Not only is this relationship not mandated with foreigners, but ac-
cording to Rambam it is in fact prohibited. “It is a positive command to

8 And it was also the name used in the call to kill the brothers who had betrayed
their faith. , @7 W¥n 120 N2y ;157-2¥ ,1290-UPR M 2707 PR T mR-T5...
(12:2% MIAw) $27p-N% WORY IYI-NY TOR) PIR-NR-UOK 37,7002

®  In Hilchos Tzedakah, Rambam considers lending money the highest form of char-
ity. See also the opening three halachos of Hilchos Malveh v’ _oveh where the moral

imperative on the lender and borrower is explained.
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charge interest to a gentile.”10 This law is geared towards building a unique
society of brotherhood. We are not intended to have this relationship with
other nations. We do not believe in the “brotherhood of man,” but only
in brotherhood with those who share our beliefs, as Chazal speak of “your
brother in Torah and mitzvos” NNMXAI 77102 TN,

Denying Yetzias Mitzrayim

In addition, Rambam states that in the violation of the prohibition of
N7 there is also “Denial of the Exodus from Egypt” 0’787 NX>X2 77792,
What is this second element? Indeed the Torah makes clear, there was a
quid pro quo for the Redemption. This “deal” is explicit in the first of the
Aseres HaDibros: “1 am Hashem your G-d who took you out of the land
of Egypt” 0™%n yIRN TNRXIT WK TR2X 71 01X to which Chaza/ add an
explanation: “on the condition that you will declare my unity” nia Hy'!
177, the acceptance of G-d’s sovereignty 2°nw M27» 2. But the Tal-
mud notes that Yetzias Mitzrayim is given by the Torah as the reason for
other mitzvos as well.

,NYX0X 923 07 NRPYY ,N272 27182 NXVYY RIANT 2007 %7 7379 X271 0K
SW 79V PA 0°I%72 NINAAW RIT IR 7P MR MPPwR 0ERn DRY
<°7212> YA 72INW N YD TRV R VIR M52 DY FIRY 79187 102
TNW MM 9N YMPPWR 1ANW MR 12072 HRIW? oMk Mo {33}
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Rava said: “Why did the Torah write Yetgias Mitzrayim by N7,
Yetzias Mitzrayim by DX, Yetzias Mitzrayim by weights? The Holy
One Blessed Be He said: “I am the one who distinguished in Egypt
between a drop (of sperm) of a first-born to a drop that is not from
the first-born, I will be the one to exact payment from he who
charges N°2» through the use of a gentile, and from he who soaks
his weights in salt and from he who uses the 12°K X% extract on his
garment, claiming it is N72n.”

With regard to the mitzvah of N°¥°X we readily understand its rele-
vance, since its purpose is to remind us constantly of our contract with

10 In fact, Chazal forbade taking interest from gentiles unless absolutely necessary
for survival lest Jews become too close to their debtors and learn from their
practices. But borrowing from them is permitted. And falmidei chachamin who
are not considered vulnerable to being influenced by their gentile business asso-
ciates are permitted to take interest as well.

W See Sefer Hallitzvos, aseh 2, whete this midrash is brought.
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G-d and for us to declare its existence publicly by our dress. For this rea-
son we have three chapters in ¥nW12, first stating the fundamental of belief
in G-d, then our commitment to all the mitzvos, and then in the parashab
of M¥°¥, the grounds for these obligations is given— Yerzias Mitzrayim.3

With regard to n°2 as well, the above analysis makes clear the
uniqueness of this mitzvah which stands for the brotherhood demanded
of the new nation. To deny this concept of 0°2°7 is to deny the purpose of
our Redemption.

But why is weights M?pwn singled out? Also, what does the aggadah
mean to convey with its reference to G-d’s distinguishing the 7132 5w now?
With regard to the latter question, the thrust is certainly a demand for
scrupulous honesty that should be inspired by the realization that G-d is
omniscient and Israel’s judgment is not dependent on the perception of
man but on G-d’s knowledge. The fact that these practices are undetect-
able and in fact blameless in the eyes of man and prevailing society is not
relevant to the new nation who will be judged by Divine standards with
Divine knowledge.

Weights & Measures and Israel’s Purpose

A deeper look at the mitzvah of weights and measures will clarify this
concept:

LA NI 212 199V 7208w DpwniT 1A MN0N MPPWwna 11an? Ypwn X
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25Wn KPR 990 7w 22w 1PR—INA 01 PRI R TTINAY D DY AR
[A] .717WN2 2°°0 RIW 2191 ,a7 IR? O P17 PRI Dpwan IR 0700 17
OPW R TR OR — 777 3702V T2 A0 OV IR ORI QY 1M ReIT TR
1AW 027 DR NIV TI0R 191 .PIAY M Awvn K72 12w 1002
RITW 09 HY AR—(2:710 RIP™) "IN QY LM WaRIw Y PIRT XX
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12 And according to Rambam all are XN 0RT — see Hilchos Krias Shema 1.

B aRogs 11197 72 wow 010n L7970 IR PRIIP A7 NAMI NOXOX NIXR PRY 0D DY AR A
PN JNRY 017 DR 797N i R 0121 72992 077810 DROYY POTAY MR ;078N
RIPI7T RIT AT T0 2¥ MR DYUWID WW DR L(R:T0 0°127) " on 92 ,00en
ynw nRop.
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When a person weighs for a colleague using weights that are less than
the weights accepted by the people in that country, or he measures
using a measure that contains less than the measure used by people
in that country, he violates a negative commandment, as Leviticus
19:35 states: “Do not act deceitfully with regard to a judgment con-
cerning measures, weights and liquid measures.” Although a person
who measures with an inaccurate measure or weight is a thief, he is
not required to make a double payment of the stolen amount. All
that is necessary is to give the proper measure of the article that was
sold. Lashes are not given for the violation of this transgression, be-
cause the thief is obligated to make financial restitution ... Whether
a person deals with a Jew or a gentile, if he measures or weighs with
a measure that is lacking, he transgresses a negative commandment
and is obligated to return the difference. Similarly, it is forbidden to
deceive a gentile with regard to an account; instead, one must reckon
carefully with him, as Leviticus 25:50 states: “You should reckon
with his purchaser.” This applies with regard to a gentile who is un-
der your control; surely it applies to one who is not under your con-
trol. A person who performs such deceit is included among those
about whom Deuteronomy 25:16 says: “They are an abomination
unto G-d, all who do these things, all who act crookedly.” The pun-
ishment for the person who uses false measures is greater than the
punishment for licentious sexual behavior, for this is a sin between
a person and his colleague, and this is a sin between a person and G-
d. Whoever denies the mitzvah of just measures is considered as if
he denied the exodus from Egypt, which is the first of G-d’s com-
mandments. Conversely, one who accepts the mitzvah of just
measures is considered as if he acknowledges the exodus from
Egypt, which brought about all of G-d’s commandments.

Rambam refers here to 2°7¥7% NX*¥°2 9913 as he does by 1’27 but he
does not refer to PRI’ PR for here the motivation is not the bond of
nationhood that calls on us to act with special sensitivity to our brothers.

14 Romw" q7017 119277 ,0°0%A PORN OONK DRI 70 OKIN DY XIPR 9'Y O KDR X1901
2">2%72 A7 PYIY,AN02 WA TMAWN2 77990 w1 n'ha dyr LMoY anna.
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09w 22 N NPT 22 NY DRRY 17 07780 TIXD 0NN DNYIT WK ,02°E78 1O
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Here it is the fact that we have accepted G-d’s commandments that de-
mands we live by a higher moral standard. We may not have short
measures with either a Jew or a gentile, because “deceit” P is an “abom-
ination” 72aN. Like N2, this is a category, over and above that of the
Noachide laws, but this category must be practiced with all we deal with.

That M7pwn is not part of the seven Noachide mitzvos but a higher
standard, is clear from the fact that it is a condition of Yerzias Mitzrayim
—something new. Moreover, in the Se¢fer HaMitzvos'o and Mishneb Torah,'
Rambam defines this mitzvah as going to extremes to produce an abso-
lutely accurate measure, over and above what was commonly used before
Kabbalas HaTorah. Besides the prohibition of weighing fraudulently, there
is an additional aseh requiring that the measuring devices be exact and a
lav prohibiting the owning of inexact measures even if they are not being
used!s. Rambam devotes an entire chapter!® to the details included to the
associated /v and aseh.

The nations of the world generally worked with the principle of cavear
emptor, and if a seller gave poor measurements then buyers should avoid
him; but of the Jewish people higher standards were demanded. This ded-
ication to the highest standards of honesty, even with non-Jews, is the
responsibility?? we took for being freed by G-d’s mercy, that which hap-
pened to no other people.?!

Thus the °17 that were introduced at Marah are comprised of two
elements: a higher level of honesty when dealing with all people, best ex-
emplified by m?pwn; and a concept of brotherhood in business dealings
with our fellow Jews, exemplified by the prohibition of N°2>7.22

16 Sefer Hamitzwos, aseh 208, the term 3991 is used. And in /v 27 he derides the
common means used for measuring land.

17 The term 119° 719" is used.

18 Tap272.

19 Hilchos Geneivah, Perek 8.

20 Thus Rambam includes here in this Aalachah the prohibition against fooling a
gentile in business.

2l Thus the Torah emphasizes to us 17N PTX PTX.

22 Returning to the gemara in Bava Metgia, the M2 of Egypt, the most powerful
nation in the world, was rejected on the night of the gew/ah, in favor of 31131 °12
982, The law that X% cannot be made of 12°X K77 means that the obligation
to be a Jew transcends the superficial evaluations made by man. To the superfi-
cial observer, there is no difference, but the Torah laws are of a higher nature.
In n°2"7 one could look for loopholes by the use of a gentile middleman to
whom this is permitted, yet this also is prohibited. In measutes, even the inno-
cent storage and maintenance of weights in a way that will affect their accuracy
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Y vs. MR

But we should not leave this balachah without examining the meaning of
another difficult phrase. What does Rambam mean to convey when he
says “the punishment for measures is more severe than those of sexual
transgressions” NIY 2W JWNYN N> MR 2w w1 Twp? In fact, he states
elsewhere?? that the stringency of a prohibition can be discerned from the
punishment, and the only punishment for violating measures is the re-
quirement to pay back, while?* the Torah’s punishment for N1 is the
most stringent, N12.25 Let us look at Rambam’s source for this statement.

aNaT WTPOTIV ORA... NPIY HW WY N MR DWWy awp M2 "R
(:md ") 72WN2 WHR K7 RO 72IWN2 WX

Rav Levi says, the punishment for measures (wdos) is more severe
than those for arayos... In what way does it exceed it? [Arayos| is
subject to repentance while here [by #idos] it is not subject to repent-
ance.

According to Rashbam, the Talmud means that in M7 there cannot
be full feshuvah since the many customers swindled are not identifiable and
thus full restitution cannot be made, hence punishment is inescapable.
But according to Rambam, the intent of the Gemara is puzzling, as he
only relates the severity to the fact that it is a sin between man and man.
If the issue is “sins between man and man” 7’212 Q7R 7’2 as Rambam
says, then why not make this point by theft 7213? What specifically is the
relationship to M? And more importantly, how did Rambam get this
explanation from the Talmud’s statement 72Wn2 WOKR? What is the
meaning of equating the ability to repent with sins of man against his
neighbor?

In addition, Rambam tells us that “the sanctity of Israel” 28w nWTPR
is most closely related to MY, so why is it not a condition of NXX>
812726 The “Book of Holiness” TR 90 of Mishneh Torah is made up of
m™y and “forbidden foods” mMMOR M?X» and Rambam tells us that

is also prohibited. These mitzvos demonstrate that we are bound to act by a
deeper purpose—one that transcends the value system dictated by natural law.
See Rashi and Tosafos and the other commentaries on this s#gya. Many difficulties
exist with their interpretations.

2 Peirush HaMishnah, Avos, peref 2.

2+ Asis noted in the Talmudic passage that is Rambam’s source for this statement.

% With testimony and warning there is the death penalty.

26 In fact, one opinion cited in the Mechilta does interpret Pf in this way. But we
are dealing with a specific stream of Talmudic thought.
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these two elements are what makes Israel unique and constitutes our
TR,
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The Fifth Book: I will include in it all the mitzvos pertaining to for-
bidden sexual acts and those mitzvos pertaining to forbidden foods,
for in these two categories G-d sanctified us and separated us from
the nations. With N1y and MMOR M?5X1 — and with regard to both
of them it says “and I will separate you from the nations.” “By which
I have separated you from the nations.” And I called this book “The
Book of Holiness.”

In fact, N1 is the topic most closely identified with X NY7P in
line with the midrashic comment on “Be Holy” a0 2W17p “separate
yourself from N1y ”27 Also, the Torah refers to both falsifying M172 and
NV as abominations 72¥N, in the context of 2XM MAYIN from which
Israel is expected to distance itself.?8 29

The Punishment for Corrupt Measures

Thus we are faced with three questions. What is meant in saying that N1V
is less punished than M72? Why are MY not equally linked to Yerzias
Mitzrayim? What does Rambam mean in implying sins against man are not
subject to zeshuvah?

I believe the answer to this last question is the key to answering all
three and it is found in Hilchos Teshuvah (2:9). There, Rambam explains

27 As brought by Rashi on 170 2°w7p.

28 X910 L PINT LRDUA 5027307 R TINT CWIR WY 98T Naying 92 n¥ 03 12 Y 8N
Y2 YR 232 93 D .0°307 WK AT NN NP K2 AR DJXR0I 008 TIRT XOpD
any 27pn ,NWYI NiWDIT INTIN—TPRT NAVINT 9.
2V T2 10 R M PR W 9K TP AT PIRY 09w 138 W 713 23T
2 A 95 R Ay 92 ,7PYR ' nawin 03 10.97 103 PR 7w ,AnTING.

2 And Rambam refers to both theft 213 and N1"¥ as 2277 DX °5WIM7 0°127 but with
MY being the hardest thing for Israel to accept. X [I°] 17 - 2"oR M2 710 Y
:MITIORT NI NP T2 W92 KPR ,AVT 2177 SR XY A1 700 922 127 10
—222) NAWINA T MR 12201 192 ,NPIVA DY DRI MORIY VWA ,0700 1R
QTR YW WD N1 213,071 1R [0°] .mnawn poy by, rminown? a31a" Ry
INTAMAY 177 INRNA.
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that repentance before G-d does not suffice for sins committed against
man and one is required to obtain forgiveness 172’1 from the wronged
party. Yet this is not wholly sufficient to answer our question. If 72’1
suffices to undo the sin, the sin still should be called 721wn2 WwWaR30, Thus,
I believe Rambam has something further in mind with his statement in
Hilehos Geneivab.

This is what Rambam writes about murder, after explaining that when
we are certain one is guilty of murder but he is found innocent in court
based on a loophole, he is treated in such a way as to cause him to die in
a short period of time.

LA 21N OR RYR—I°7 NP2 M7 9221 IRWY 77 027 1YW PRy [0]
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This measure is not taken with regard to other crimes punishable by
execution by the court. If a defendant is liable for execution, he
should be executed. If he is not liable for execution, he should be
released. Although there are other sins that are more serious than
mutrder, they do not present as serious a danger to society as murder
does. Even idol worship—and needless to say, N> or the violation
of the Sabbath—are not considered as severe as murder. For these
sins involve man’s relationship with G-d, while murder also involves
man’s relationship with his fellow man. Whoever commits this sin is
an utterly wicked person. All the mitzvos that he performs through-
out his lifetime cannot outweigh this sin and save him from judg-
ment. Thus, Proverbs 28:17 states: “A man weighed down with life’s
blood will flee to the pit.”

This Rambam also needs explanation, despite the fact that murder has
the harshest of punishments—the death penalty—even without wit-
nesses, it is still not subject to N2 which Rambam says3! is the ultimate
punishment. What he means here is that its punishment in this world is

30 Moreover, see the end of the second perek of Hilchos Teshuvah where Rambam
says that if the offended person refuses to forgive after repeated apologies, then
one need not continue asking for forgiveness and the offended party now be-
comes the sinner.

31 Both in the 8% of 13 &karim and in the third perek of Hil. Teshuvab.
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more stringent than for any other sin, since the harm it causes in this
world is greater than that of any other transgression in that it threatens
the fabric of a civil society. Likewise, faulty measurements threaten the
tabric of the just society that Yeszias Mitzrayim set in motion. When Chazal
say T2IWNA IWOR RoW WY AWP it refers to the harm that society will suf-
fer—a punishment that is in fact inflicted upon all of society. What is set
in motion cannot be undone with the confession and repentance before
G-d of the person who has sinned, nor even by receiving forgiveness by
the person directly harmed. The harm to society is pervasive and irreversi-
ble.

The creation of a just society at the highest level was the central con-
dition for us being granted freedom. This was even more important to the
goals of the Torah than modest conduct M¥1¥. A society with a low level
of M¥1X of course lacks in XMW NWYTP, but without a high level of hon-
esty it cannot even begin the journey to perfection. Thus Rambam’s lan-
guage: “It is the beginning of the commandments” "X NN RAW—it is
foundational.

When we left the slavery of Egypt, we became the servants of G-d
' °72Y for G-d took us out of “the house of slavery” in order that we
become his servants. Rambam explains what this means in Hilchos Deos.

77 991 ,IRD IRD DY IR 1R DR L0000 Y700 W janmT 1jwn [3]
PIPT R ,10 1PPWI 0OIARD NN TN jNAWN2 %Y DY pIRTA L
X1 RDY ,193p KDY 27 KD OWY1 PR NPKRY OpPa OnT Imn Loy
73,770 IMIR 772°°0 ROW 21PN ,7100m1 PR 27272 1A% 27mA 12K
MR 137 TIND LT 2R 19 120001 ORI 7w RDY 12072 TIRYw
172.1°°12 222 TR 71X K91 ,1720 MIIAIR TIND 7% R Nm L 000m ;o
AW 1A KDY, 1AV 0 10TV 1A RDY,1PETIIN 10 7O—27 YW 1993
L0 RN IR N7 19V L1T2 RYDY IR 2OWYAT DI W RITW 2T

(31 M7 N1227) .(3:0n ¥PYR?) "IRDNR T2 WK LIRIW—ANR 272V

A Torah Sage [should conduct] his business dealings with honesty
and good faith. When [his] answer is “no,” he says “no”; when [his
answer| is “yes,” he says “yes.” He is stringent with himself in his
accounting, gives and yields to others when he buys from them, but
is not demanding [about what they owe him|. He pays for his pur-
chases immediately. He does not act as a guarantor, or accept objects
for deposit, or act as a debt collector for a lender. He accepts obli-
gations in matters of buying and selling for which the Torah does
not hold him liable, in order to uphold and not go back on his verbal
commitments. If others have obligations to him by law, he grants
them an extension and pardons them. He lends and bestows gifts.
He does not encroach upon another’s occupation, nor does he ever
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cause someone discomfort. The rule is that he should be among the
pursued and not the pursuers, among those who accept humiliation
but not among those who humiliate [others]. Whoever does all the
above and their like, of him [Isaiah 49:3] states: “And He said to me,
“You are My servant, Israel, through whom I will be glorified.’

The conditions of Yergias Mitzrayim are fulfilled with this person of
exceptional character and honesty. Israel is intended to influence the rest
of world3? and it is only through this model of honesty that their purpose
can be fulfilled.??

Honoring Parents

And lastly we come to the third prerequisite for Kabbalas HaTorah— hon-
oring parents OX) 2X T22. It is interesting and people have often noted,
that the classic cases in the Gemara3# for OXY 28 7123 are attributed to a
gentile, Dama ben Nethinah. The Gemara makes this point and says while
we find such diligence in it amongst the nations who are not commanded
in it, it is a fortiori 1" to Israel, who is commanded in it, that they must
prioritize respect for parents. The Gemara gives two cases to demonstrate
his respect to his parents.

TR {1} 77 IRTIRE 277 WAR DX AR 712D 1977 TV WHR DR HRY
2OWW2 TIDRY D°1AR D°M317 1A WP 1AW 1N 12 XTI NPPWRA 1PARD
W PRMWRIN NN 1 INO7 7701 R12% 2302 *ann K179 271 10 X120
177V 7AITR 799 12 3720w 10w 73R 101 DINRT 7awD 190X X9 PaR
717 92 07 Wpan PR ORW 092 PR Y17 072 AR 19X DRIW 37 10101
593w SNT0DIW 117 IMIR RIR 007 WP PIR PR XPX 07 171011 anX o2waw
D"™IRY VW NI T WY ANRA DKW M 21 R1IT K RAR 7120
QYD MR 7 27 ROX %I ... AW IR DR 00 AW N8R 173 1"IRT
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Rabi Eliezer was asked: How far does the honor of parents [extend]?
Said he, Go forth and see what a certain heathen, Dama son of Neth-
inah by name, did in Ashkelon. The Sages sought jewels for the ephod,
at a profit of six-hundred-thousand [gold denarii]. Rabi Kahana
taught: at a profit of eight-hundred-thousand—but as the key was
lying under his father’s pillow, he did not trouble him. The following

32 See the end of Mishneh Torab.

3 Rambam almost exclusively uses the term 1777 N7WM 02197 with regard to NN¥n
172177 OIXR 2.

3 It is a commonly repeated zor# that this comports with Esav having been so
exceptional in IR 7122.
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year the Holy One, blessed be He, gave him his reward. A red heifer
was born to him in his herd. When the Sages of Israel went to him
[to buy it], he said to them, ‘I know you, that [even] if I asked you
for all the money in the world you would pay me. But I ask of you
only the money which I lost through my father’s honor.” Now, Rabi
Chanina observed thereon, If one who is not commanded [to honor
his patrents|, yet does so, is thus [rewarded], how much more so one
who is commanded and does so!

When Rabi Dimi came, he said: He [Dama son of Nethinah| was
once wearing a gold embroidered silken cloak and sitting among Ro-
man nobles, when his mother came, tore it off from him, struck him
on the head, and spat in his face, yet he did not shame her.

In the latter story Dama ben Nethinah is dressed in gold and sitting
among the Roman nobles and his mother embarrasses him, tearing his
clothing; and in one version of the midrash, while doing this her headgear
falls and he stoops to pick it up and return it to her. In the first case his
father is sleeping on the keys of the cabinet where valuable stones that are
being sought for the jewel stones of the ¢phod are stored, and he refuses
to “trouble him.” According to the Yerushalmi,® his feet were on the
cabinet itself. The import of these sources regarding the stones is that the
father was guarding them.

Students of the Talmud who bind themselves to literal interpretations
of Aggadata are prone to miss Chazal’s point. In the latter story, as clothes
represent one’s identity, Chazal/ portray Dama ben Nethinah sitting with
the Romans, garbed in their modern dress in the melting pot of Rome.
His mother, objecting to his assimilation, tears off the clothes that were
meant to give him a new identity. He understands the value of tradition
and lifts her headdress, the most indicative garment of identity and that
which is most closely related to dignity, and returns it to her. The 12X
TR have the names of the tribes of Israel inscribed upon them—they
represent the identity of the twelve tribes that are meant to be sustained
for all time. Dama ben Nethinah’s father was guarding these valuable
stones lest someone try to use the accomplishment of his tradition for
their own advancement, lest they take what he feels is his heritage and
subdue it under another culture. Chazal praise him for his allegiance and
pride in his own tradition. A nation that has survived for centuries must
have merits that sustained it and if future generations continue to respect
them, the culture will survive and continue to contribute to the advance-
ment of society. And thus he is rewarded with his nation taking a part in

3 Quoted by Tosafos.
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the 717X 7179, the eventual purification 7770 that Israel will bring to the
world3. The Talmud says that if the nations of the world on their own
can understand the value of tradition, how much mote so Israel, who is
the nation of the 4vos and Moshe Rabbeinu.
The people of Israel prepared for Kabbalas HaTorah by studying the
importance of Freedom (Naw), Justice (2°2°7), and Tradition (28 7122).%7
R

3 This connection between the mitzvah of 71X 7179 and IR 7123 should not be
lost on us. The Seder Olam Rabbah chose TR 779 as the introductory mitzvah
because it represents the goal of the Torah, while the Talmud chose 28 7122
since it is the fundamental prerequisite to reaching this goal.

37 The quotes from Mishneh Torah are taken from the Mechon Mamre website, and
the translations from the Chabad.org website, sometimes modified. Translations
of the Talmud atre based on the Soncino translation and other translations are
my own.





