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Framing the Issue:
God’s Will, Our Relationships, Introduction

Rabbi Ethan Tucker - tucker@hadar.org
Fall Lecture Series 2019
I. God’s Will and the Torah Is Supreme
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Exodus 32:25-29

Moses saw that the people were out of control—since Aaron had let them get out of
control—so that they were a menace to any who might oppose them. Moses stood up in the
gate of the camp and said, “Whoever is for the LORD, come here!” And all the Levites rallied to
him. He said to them, “Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel: Each of you put sword on thigh,
go back and forth from gate to gate throughout the camp, and slay brother, neighbor, and
kin.” The Levites did as Moses had bidden; and some three thousand of the people fell that
day. And Moses said, “Dedicate yourselves to the LORD this day—for each of you has been
against son and brother—that He may bestow a blessing upon you today.”
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Devarim 13:7-12

If your brother, your own mother’s son, or your son or daughter, or the wife of your bosom, or
your closest friend entices you in secret, saying, “Come let us worship other gods”—whom
neither you nor your fathers have experienced—from among the gods of the peoples around
you, either near to you or distant, anywhere from one end of the earth to the other: do not
assent or give heed to him. Show him no pity or compassion, and do not shield him; but take
his life. Let your hand be the first against him to put him to death, and the hand of the rest of
the people thereafter. Stone him to death, for he sought to make you stray from the LORD
your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. Thus all
Israel will hear and be afraid, and such evil things will not be done again in your midst.
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Mishnah Bava Metzia 2:11

...[If a person must choose between returning] their father’s lost object and their teacher’s
lost object, their teacher’s takes precedence, for their father brought them to this world, while
their teacher, who taught them wisdom, brought them to the life of the world to come. But if
their father is a scholar, then the father’s takes precedence...

Il. Relationships Are the Ground of All Religion
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Devarim 32:7
...Ask your father and he will tell you, your elders and they will speak to you.
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Shemot 20:12
Honor your father and your mother, that you may long endure on the land that the LORD your
God is assigning to you.
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Talmud Bavli Sanhedrin 22a

Rabbi Eliezer says: Concerning anyone who divorces his first wife, even the altar sheds tears
about him, as it is stated: “And further, this you should do: Cover the altar of the Lord with
tears, with weeping and sighing, from His no longer showing regard to the offering, nor
receiving it with goodwill from your hand” (Malachi 2:13), and it is written: “Yet you say: Why?
Because the Lord has been witness between you and the wife of your youth, against whom
you have dealt treacherously, though she is your companion and the wife of your covenant”
(Malachi 2:14).
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Il Melakhim 5:17-19

And Naaman said, “Then at least let your servant be given two mule-loads of earth; for your
servant will never again offer up burnt offering or sacrifice to any god, except the LORD. But
may the LORD pardon your servant for this: When my master enters the temple of Rimmon to
bow low in worship there, and he is leaning on my arm so that | must bow low in the temple
of Rimmon—when | bow low in the temple of Rimmon, may the LORD pardon your servantin
this.” And he said to him, “Go in peace.”
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R. Shimshon Raphael Hirsch on Devarim 13:7

“If you brother entices you...” The Torah emphasizes that closest relationships here: those of
blood relation, marriage and friendship, and thereby instructs us that it endorses their
influence on a person’s soul and accords this influence great weight. It is specifically because
of this that the Torah wishes to ensure faithfulness to God in the face of these powerful and
worthy relationships.

Michael Wyschogrod, The Body of Faith, 67

By electing the seed of Abraham, God creates a people that is in his service in the totality of its
human being and not just in its moral and spiritual existence. The domain of the family, the
most fundamental and intimate human association, is thereby sanctified, so that obedience
to God does not require hate of father and mother. [Cf. Luke 14:26]
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Filial Loyalty and Divine Commands:
God’s Will, Our Relationships, Part 1

Rabbi Ethan Tucker - tucker@hadar.org

Fall Lecture Series 2019

I. Returning a Lost Object
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Exodus 23:4-5

* When you encounter your enemy’s ox or donkey wandering, return, return it to him. > When
you see the donkey of your enemy lying under its burden and would refrain from raising it,
you must nevertheless raise it with him.

T:1D 'RNI' M1 [IYNY AT XN'7'On
YN ITNN 78 KRR 17 MR 179X 710 (27 D ') X NIREAR DX T2 'KIY 7700 112'wn awn
J1'wnawn 7"n onY

Mekhilta deRabbi Shimon b. Yohai on Shemot 23:4

“Return, return it.” Given that the Torah says, “Honor your father and mother,” could it be that
if one’s father or mother said, “Don’t return it!” one would listen to them? Scripture says,
“return, return it.”
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Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishmael Mishpatim, Massekhta de-khaspa, Parashah 20

“And you shall refrain from helping him.” Sometimes you refrain and sometimes you help.
How so?...If the lost object was in a graveyard, then do not defile yourself. If your father told
you to defile yourself, could it be that you should, because a positive commandment
generally displaces a negative commandment? Therefore, it says: “And you shall refrain from
helping.” Sometimes you refrain and sometimes you do not refrain. If your father told you
not to help a person unload his animal or not to return his lost object, you do not listen to
him, because you and your father are both obligated in mitzvot.
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Talmud Bavli Bava Metzia 32a

MISHNAH:...If [the object] was lost in a graveyard and a priest found it, he may not become
impure to return it. If his father said to him: Become impure; or in a case where one was
obligated to return the animal and his father said to him: Do not return it, he may not listen
to his father.

GEMARA:...The Sages taught: From where is it derived that if a priest’s father said to him:
Become impure, or that if one’s father said to him: Do not return a lost item that you found;
he should not listen to him? Itis derived from the verse, as it is stated: “Every man shall
fear his mother and his father, and you shall observe My Shabbatot; | am the Lord”
(Leviticus 19:3). You are all obligated in My honor. The Gemara infers: The reason that a
priest must not obey his father’s command to become impure is because the Merciful One
writes: “You shall observe My Shabbatot; | am the Lord”; but if it were not so, | would say
that the child must obey him. The Gemara asks: But why? This obligation to obey a parent
is a positive mitzvah, as it is written: “Honor your father and your mother” (Exodus 20:12),
and that obligation of a priest to refrain from becoming impure is both a prohibition: “To the
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dead among his people he shall not defile himself” (Leviticus 21:1), and a positive mitzvah:
“You shall be holy” (Leviticus 19:2); and the principle is that a positive mitzvah does not
come and override a prohibition and a positive mitzvah. The Gemara answers that the
derivation from “You shall observe My Shabbatot; | am the Lord” was necessary, as it might
enter your mind to say: Since honoring one’s father and mother is equated to the honor
of the Omnipresent, as it is stated here: “Honor your father and your mother” (Exodus
20:12), and it is stated elsewhere: “Honor the Lord with your wealth” (Proverbs 3:9),
therefore, one might have thought that the priest must obey his father’s command to
become impure. Therefore the Torah teaches us that the priest is commanded not to listen
to him.

Il. Expanding (and Limiting) the Principle
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Rambam, Laws of Rebels 6:12

When a person’s father tells him to violate the words of the Torah - whether he tells him to
transgress a negative commandment or not to fulfill a positive commandment, even if all that
is involved is a point of Rabbinic Law—he should not listen to him, as it says, ‘A person must
fear his mother and his father and keep My Sabbaths.’ You are all are obligated to honor me.
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Rambam, Laws of Lost Objects 11:19

If a person sees a lost object, and his father tells him, “Do not return it,” he should return it
instead of obeying his father. For by obeying his father and fulfilling the positive
commandment, “Honor your father,” Exodus 20:12, he nullifies the positive commandment,
“And you shall certainly return it,” and transgresses the negative commandment, “You may
notignore it.”
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Responsa Mikhtam LeDavid YD #33 (R. David Pardo, Italy/Balkans/Eretz Yisrael, 18th c.)
..You should know that the idea that the phrase “If his father told him to defile himself” is
referring to a case when his father asks him to bring him something was already the preferred
interpretation of early authorities like the Rashba and the Ritva...They said that [the text is
coming to clarify that you do not listen to your father when he tells you to defile yourself in
order to engage with honoring him [through some physical act of honor.] In that sort of case,
one might have thought that one should listen to one’s father. But if your father just told you
to defile yourself or not to return the lost object for no reason at all, obviously you would not
listen to him, since then you are not fulfilling any mitzvah at all!...

In the Laws of Lost Objects...Rambam writes that [in a case where one’s father orders her not
to return the lost object, she should not agree to this, because if she did agree, it would turn
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out that at the moment she was fulfilling the positive commandment of honoring one’s
father, she would be failing to fulfill the obligation to return a lost object and violating the
prohibition on hiding from the obligation to return it.

[What Rambam writes here] is very difficult. First, this is against the conclusion of the
gemara. After the gemara entertains the notion that we could resolve a case like this by
saying that a simple positive commandment [like honoring one’s parents] cannot outweigh
an action that violates both a positive and a negative commandment [like not returning a lost
object], it rejects this. It says that we might have thought that you always listen to your
parents because they are compared to God; we only overrule parents because of the idea that
“l am the Lord”—you are all obligated to honor me. But according to Rambam’s reasoning
here, you would go ahead and conclude that only in a case like returning a lost object, which
happens to have the dimensions of a positive and negative commandment, does one not
listen to a parent. But generally, if a parent orders a child to violate a simple negative
commandment, one should obey, because a positive commandment supersedes a negative
one! But this does not accord with the gemara’s [final] reasoning.

But not only does Rambam seem to contradict the Talmud’s conclusion, it seems that he
contradicts himself! In the Laws of Rebels, he rights that if your father tells you to violate
something in the Torah, whether a positive or a negative commandment, even if it is merely a
rabbinic law, you do not listen to him, for it says... “You are all obligated to honor me.”

I saw that Me’il Shmuel #69 (R. Hayyim Shmuel Florentin, Thessaloniki, 18th c.) noticed all of
this and explained that the Rambam must have read the gemara as saying that, were it not
for the verse “l am the Lord”, | would have thought that the positive commandment to honor
one’s parents supersedes even a positive and negative commandment since parents are
compared to God. But the verse comes to disabuse us of that idea—the honor of parents is
never equal to that of God which is always superior. We then revert to the normal rule: a
positive commandment does not supersede a combined positive and negative
commandment. That means that the true reason one does not listen to one’s father when he
says not to return a lost object is because a positive commandment cannot supersede a
combined positive and negative commandment...And as far as the seeming internal
contradiction in the Rambam, Me’il Shmuel explained that the Laws of Lost Objects is dealing
with a case where your father tells you not to return the lost object in order to honor him by
doing something else for him...and therefore, indeed, if your father told you to violate a mere
negative commandment in order to honor him by doing something for him, you would listen
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to him, for a positive commandment supersedes a negative commandment! But the Laws of
Rebels is dealing with a case where your father told you to violate something in the Torah for
no real reason...in that case, there is no mitzvah being fulfilled, which he justifies with the
reason “l am the Lord”...

With all due respect, what he says doesn’t make sense at all. His proposed reading of the
Talmud doesn’t get off the ground, since once the Talmud invokes the verse “l am the Lord” to
say that the honor of heaven takes precedence because “you are all obligated to honor me”,
then what need is there to revert to the prior rule?...Once the verse establishes that “you are
all obligated to honor me” then one should not listen to one’s parent to override even a
rabbinic prohibition, since one’s parent is also obligated to observe that prohibition, thus
rendering honoring one’s parent in the context of such a commandment meaningless...And
therefore, | say about [Me’il Shmuel’s] innovative idea that if your parent told you to violate a
simple negative Biblical commandment you should do so, “not so, my father,” no rabbinic
decisor ever wrote such a thing...

Moreover, Me’il Shmuel’s claim that Rambam, in the Laws of Rebels, is discussing a case
where the father requests a transgression for no reason at all...this is also wrong, with all due
respect. If there is no mitzvah of honoring the father at all...then | don’t need a verse [to
teach me not to listen to my father]; there is no mitzvah in play and there is a transgression in
play, what does it matter how minor the transgression? What kind of idiot would entertain
the notion that one should commit a transgression when there is no mitzvah in play?
Everything Me’il Shmuel says is extremely surprising to me...

Rather, in my humble opinion...Rambam in the Laws of Lost Objects is dealing with a case
where a person has to choose between returning a lost object and honoring his father—by
giving him something to drink, for instance—but there are others available to return the lost
object. [Normally,] we say that a person should honor one’s parent when doing so competes
with another positive mitzvah as long as there are others who can perform that other
mitzvah...Rambam clarifies that one should nonetheless not listen to one’s parent in the case
where the other mitzvah is returning a lost object, since not returning it involves not only the
failure to perform a positive mitzvah by the violation of a prohibition as well...
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