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1. Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin 74a

R. Yochanan said in the name of R. Shimon b. Yehotzadak: “It was decided by majority vote in the upper
chambers of the house of Nitzah in Lod: ‘Every transgression in the Torah, if they say to a person, transgress
and you will not be killed, he should not transgress and not be killed, except for idolatry, sexual immorality,

and murder.”’

I. Judah and Tamar
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2. Genesis 38:24-26
**About three months later, Judah was told, “Your daughter-in-law Tamar has played the harlot; in fact, she is
with child by harlotry.”

“Bring her out,” said Judah, “and let her be burned.”
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»As she was being brought out, she sent this message to her father-in-law: “I am with child by the man to
whom these belong.”

And she added, “Examine these: whose seal and cord and staff are theser”

*Judah recognized them, and said, “She is more in the right than I, inasmuch as I did not give her to my son

Shelah.” And he was not intimate with her again.
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3. Babylonian Talmud Bava Metzia 59a

Mar Zutra b. Tobiah said in Rav’s name—others state, R. Chana b. Bizna said in the name of Shimon the
pious—others again state, R. Yochanan said on the authority of R. Shimon b. Yochai: “It is preferable for a
person to throw himself into a fiery furnace rather than publicly humiliate his neighbor. How do we know
this? From Tamar, for it is written, ‘As she was being brought out, she sent this message to her father-in-

2>

law.

Question for Discussion:

Reading this dramatic statement— “1t is preferable for a person to throw himself into a fiery furnace rather than publicly
humiliate his neighbor"—does this seem like a statement of law or of hyperbole-inspiration? L'y to construct arguments for both
approaches.
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4. Rif, Bava Metzia 59a
R. Chisda b. Tuvyah said in Rav’s name: “It is preferable for a person to throw himself into a fiery furnace
rather than publicly humiliate his neighbor.” How do we know this? From Tamar, for it is written, “As she

was being brought out...”
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5. Tosafot Sotah 10b, beginning “It is preferable...”

“It is preferable for a person to hurl himself into a fiery furnace”—As it says in Bava Metzia: “All of those
who descend to Gebenna eventually return, except for three—and one of them is the one who publicly
humiliates his neighbor” (BM 58b). And it says, “It is preferable for a person to cohabit with a woman who
may be married rather than publicly humiliate his neighbor. How do we know this? From David” (BM 59a).
It seems that the reason humiliating another is not mentioned among the three cardinal sins—idolatry, sexual
immorality, and murder—is that the prohibition on humiliating another is not explicitly mentioned in the

Torah, and the list only includes those explicitly mentioned.
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6. R. Yonah, Sha’arei Teshuvah, Third Gate 139
Humiliation has shades of murder, because a person's face goes white and its redness disappears, and this is
similar to murder; this is indeed what our Sages taught (BM 58b). Also, humiliation is more bitter than death,
which is why our Sages of Blessed Memory taught: “It is preferable for a person to hurl himself into a fiery
furnace rather than publicly humiliate his neighbor.” They didn’t say that about other grave sins, but they did
compare the shades of murder to murder; just as they said, “A person should be killed rather than commit
murder” (Sanhedrin 74a), so similarly they said that a person should hurl himself into a fiery furnace rather
than publicly humiliate his neighbor. And they learned this from the story of Tamar... even though they
took her out to be burned, she didn’t reveal that she was pregnant by Yehudah, so as not to humiliate him.
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7. Me’iri Berakhot 43b
A person should always be careful not to humiliate his neighbor. Speaking hyperbolically, they said: “It is
preferable for a person to hurl himself into a fiery furnace rather than publicly humiliate his neighbor. How

do we know this? From Tamar.”

Question for Discussion:
What do yon think motivates these three major medieval sages—rthe Rif, the Tosafot, and R. Y onal—to insist that the

statement in question is law rather than bhyperbole? Why do you think Me'iri dissents?

II. Joseph and His Brothers
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8. Genesis 48:1-3

1Joseph could no longer control himself before all his attendants, and he cried out, “Have everyone withdraw
from me!” So there was no one else about when Joseph made himself known to his brothers. *His sobs were
so loud that the Egyptians could hear, and so the news reached Pharaoh’s palace. *Joseph said to his brothers,
“I am Joseph. Is my father still alive?” But his brothers could not answer him, so dumbfounded were they

on account of him.
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9. Genesis Rabbah 93:9

“Joseph could no longer control himself” (Genesis 48:1). R. Chama b. Chanina said: “Joseph did not act
appropriately, because if one of his brothers had kicked him, he would have been killed.” R. Shmuel b.
Nachman said: “He acted correctly and appropriately—Joseph knew that they were righteous, and reasoned,

‘God forbid—my brothers are not to be suspected of murder!””’
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10. Midrash Tanchuma Parashat Vayigash 6

“Joseph was no longer able to control himself.” Rabbi Shmuel b. Nachman said: “Joseph put himself in
grave danger, because if his brothers had killed him, no one would have known whom to blame. So why did
he say, ‘Have everyone withdraw from me?’ This is what Joseph thought: ‘Better that I be killed than that I

humiliate my brothers in front of the Egyptians.”

Questions for discussion:

How do the two comments attributed to R. Shmuel b. Nachman differ? What lesson wonld each one want to teach?
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11. Babylonian Talmud Bava Metzia 58b
A tanna recited before R. Nachman b. Yitzchak: “He who publicly humiliates his neighbor is as though he
shed blood.” Whereupon he remarked to him, “You say well, because I have seen it, the ruddiness departing

and paleness supervening.”

Abaye asked R. Dimi: “What do people [most]| carefully avoid in the West [Land of Israel]?”

He replied: “Humiliating others. For R. Chanina said: ‘All descend to Gebenna, excepting three.”
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“All”—can you really think so! But say thus: All who descend into Gebenna [subsequently] reascend,
excepting three, who descend but do not reascend, namely, one who commits adultery with a married woman,

publicly humiliates his neighbor, or calls his neighbor by a bad nickname.
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12. R. Jacob Joshua Falk Penei Yehoshua to Bava Metzia 59a
... Itis simple and obvious that this sin is more serious than all the others, since one who commits it has no

share in the world to come.
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13. R. Eliyahu HaKohen Melzmir, Midrash Eliyahu chapter 8

Our predecessors of blessed memory were extremely careful with this prohibition (of humiliating another), to
the point that they included it in the list of transgressions for which one descends into hell but does not
return. Know that the severity of this transgression is such that it is worse than murdering someone, because

murder takes place once and all at once, but the humiliator kills the humiliated slowly, slowly, and the latter
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stands humiliated... And more, when the person who has been humiliated sees the people who were witness
to his humiliation, he is humiliated all over again, and his blood is spilled repeatedly. When you murder

someone, you kill them once, but when you humiliate them, you kill them over and over again.

III. Honoring Others and Honoring God
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14. Mishnah Avot 4:1
Who is honored? One who honors human beings, as it says, “I [God] honor those who honor Me” (I Samuel

2:30).

Questions for discussion:
How does the verse quoted support the principle enunciated? Is there any significance to the fact that the proof text for the

importance of honoring people is a verse about honoring God?
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15. Rabbi Abraham Noah Paley, z.1., The Manners of the Life of Torah

The coronation of one's maker and the coronation of one's fellow

Let us observe how great is the obligation of the acceptance of the yoke of the kingdom of Heaven. Rabbi
Akiva, when his flesh was combed with iron combs, read the Shema and accepted the yoke of heaven. We

find therefore that the greater and more terrible sufferings such as those of Rabbi Akiva do not exempt us

from accepting the yoke of heaven, for the commandment of accepting the kingdom of heaven is

immeasurably greater than that.

The Magen Avraham comments (OH 63) that it is forbidden—even for a mzfzpah—to hint with our eyes
during the Shema, since we may not interrupt it; but even so we see that it is permitted to interrupt the Shemwa
in order to return a greeting for the honor of another, as the Mishnah says (cited in Bavli Berakhot 13): “And
he may reply for the honor, etc.” This was said regarding the dignity of another, for human are beloved for
having been created in the image of God and all the more so Israel, “beloved are Israel who are called the
children of the Omnipresent,” etc., and all the more so for a sage or one's own teacher. And why is it that for
another commandment we may not even interrupt the Sheza with a hint, but for the mitzvah of respecting
another we may interrupt? It must mean that the commandment of “Love thy neighbor as thyself,” is the

image of the mitzvah of “Love the Lord thy God,” and both are one.

And so we learn that even when we are in the midst of the greater kind of distractions, we must maintain the
dignity of others. For this is the acceptance of the yoke of the kingdom of heaven, to coronate our peers and
reply to their greetings out of respect for them. Thus, “coronating another” means to literally respect them
like a king, and not just any king, but the King of the kings of kings, the Holy one, blessed be He. Thus the
Rabbis combined the commands “coronate your creator morning and night,” and “coronate your peer over
yourself,” for both are one and the same, and we cannot fulfill one without the other, for when we are lacking

in the commandment of coronating others, so we are lacking in the commandment of coronating our Maker.
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