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Mayanot has two major objectives. The first
objective is to teach Torah. The learning of 
Torah itself is the greatest positive in the 
author's pantheon of values. But Mayanot 
has a second objective as well. From a 
Jewish point of view, there is no greater 
problem in the modern world than the lack 
of mutual esteem between Orthodox and 
secular Jews. This disharmony, which 
wreaks havoc on Jewish unity, is mainly 
attributable to the fact that Orthodox Jews 
are seen as being primitive and prejudiced. 
This perception in turn is caused by the fact
that many Torah concepts are poorly 
understood by non-religious Jews.

Most of the information required to 
appreciate the Torah view of life is recorded
in heavy tomes written in Aramaic and 
ancient Hebrew, often in unfamiliar 'Rashi' 
script. These books are closed to anyone 

lacking the sort of solid Torah education 
that requires many years of intense study to
acquire.

On the other hand, many of those who are 
fortunate enough to have this sort of Torah 
education under their belts do not have the 
tools to express their understanding of 
Torah in language that secular Jews can 
relate to. Mayanot aims to bridge this 
communication gap. The aim is not to 
'convert' secular Jews to Orthodoxy but to 
increase 'ahavat yisroel', the mutual esteem
and respect between fellow Jews.

THE IMPORTANCE OF 
COMMUNICATION BRIDGES

This task is especially important regarding 
certain topics. Among the most important of
these topics is the role of women in 
Orthodox Judaism. There is no more 
burning social issue in the world of today 
than the issue of women's rights. Why are 
men and women separated in Orthodox 
synagogues? Why don't women have the 
same obligation to learn Torah as men? 
Why aren't there women Rabbis in 
Orthodox congregations, or women judges 
on Orthodox courts? How can secular Jews
relate to Orthodox Jews with tolerance and 
esteem when they seem chauvinistic?

In this essay, we hope to explore and 
express the Orthodox outlook on the status 
of women in modern day concepts. We 
hope to be able to demonstrate that the 
Torah, as it has been traditionally taught for 
thousands of years, does not discriminate 
against women and does not regard them 
as second class Jews; the perception of 
discrimination is based on a fundamental 
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difference in the perception of the role of 
mitzvot.

FACTORS GOVERNING THE 
ASSIGNMENT OF SPIRITUAL 
RESPONSIBILITIES

Let us begin by examining the problems 
that need to be tackled in the context of 
organizing social life from an Orthodox 
standpoint in the areas of Torah learning 
and public prayer, the mitzvot that are at the
heart of the gender issue.

From the Orthodox standpoint, the major 
consideration in deciding whom to charge 
with the responsibility for carrying out these 
mitzvot is practicality. In the Orthodox view 
of the world, these mitzvot are 
indispensable in a way that other mitzvot 
are not. The second Mishna in Pirke Avot 
teaches that the world stands on three 
things: the learning of Torah, the 
performance of Avodah or service of God, 
and on the practice of benevolent deeds. 
Torah learning needs no definition. Avodah 
according to rabbinic tradition means the 
public prayers that serve as the substitute 
for the original Temple service; the offering 
of the public sacrifices listed in the Torah. 
(Talmud, Brachot, 36b)

The Mishna teaches that the learning of 
Torah and public prayer are both necessary
for the continuance/renewal of the world. If 
either of these activities would cease even 
temporarily, the world would stop 
functioning instantaneously.

SPIRITUAL NECESSITIES

Let us first see if we can appreciate how an 
Orthodox Jew relates to this information. 
The basic axiom of Orthodox Judaism is 
that life is focused on developing a 
relationship with God. But how can we 
develop such a relationship? Where is 
God? What do we know of Him? The 
answer: everything we know about God is 
in the Torah. From the Orthodox point of 
view, the mitzvah of learning Torah has two 
aspects. One aspect is related to the 
performance of the commandments; you 
cannot carry out God's commandments 
unless you know what they are and how to 
perform them; this is not the aspect of 
Torah learning that the Mishna defines as 
being crucial to the continuance of creation.

The Torah is also a record of God's 
judgments, attitudes and beliefs towards 
everything under the sun. Just as when you
spend thousands of hours in conversation 
with someone about his thoughts and 
attitudes regarding every possible aspect of
life you get to know that person extremely 
well, we are commanded to spend the 
same sort of quality time with God by 
learning His vast Torah. When we learn 
Torah we are getting to know Him, an 
essential aspect of living with Him.

RELATING TO GOD AS A PERSON

The idea of relating to God is not self-
explanatory. It implies far more than the 
belief that God is behind everything that 
happens to us; He can shower us with His 
bounty or make our lives miserable. If a 
person relates to God in terms of this 
controlling aspect, He cannot establish the 
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type of relationship with God that the 
Mishna considers necessary for the 
maintenance of the world. We are not being
instructed to form an employee-employer 
bond; I don't necessarily relate to my boss 
as a person. I need to understand his vision
of my role and my job to avoid clashing with
management and to ensure that I know how
to go about winning bonuses. Beyond that, I
may have no interest in my boss 
whatsoever.

The message of the Mishna is the following:
unless we take an interest in developing a 
relationship with God as a person, so to 
speak, the world cannot continue. Torah 
learning is a crucial task. Insuring that it is 
actually done by far outweighs any 
consideration of who is going to do it.

PUBLIC PRAYER AS AN 'ENABLER'

The same is true for prayer. Prayer is the 
'prime mover' in the Orthodox view of the 
world. God gave man free will. This grant 
limits Him; any interference in our lives 
when such interference is not specifically 
requested constitutes a breach of the grant 
of free will. By God's own rules, He can only
enter our lives to help us if we ask Him. 
This is true not only regarding our lives as 
individuals but also applies to man's world 
in general. Granting man free will means 
giving him jurisdiction over his world. As for 
the Heavens, the Heavens belong to God, 
but He gave the earth to mankind. (Psalms,
115,16)

If the Jewish people doesn't turn to God as 
a public body and request His assistance, 
He cannot help us. We often require God's 
assistance desperately to keep us going. 

We cannot afford not to pray to God as a 
people. As in the case of Torah study, the 
primary consideration in selecting the 
proper candidate to burden with the 
responsibility of prayer is practical. Far 
more important than who does the praying 
is the need to get it done.

THE PROBLEM OF GETTING PEOPLE 
TO FILL NECESSARY JOBS

It's a funny thing about necessary jobs. The
physical ones all get filled because we, as a
society, offer enough rewards in terms of 
honor and money to ensure their 
performance. We never have to worry 
about having enough doctors even though 
it's tough to make it through medical school.
The same cannot be said for jobs that are 
only spiritually necessary.

For example, most people would readily 
agree that quality time spent with parents is
a spiritual necessity of growing children. 
There is almost universal consensus about 
the fact that we are failing in this area as a 
society. There are horrendous statistics 
regarding the number of hours young 
children spend watching television per 
week, often entirely unattended. There is a 
consensus that this sort of neglect by 
parents leaves deep emotional scars on a 
child and robs him of the self-esteem he 
needs to achieve great things.

Instead of training psychologists and 
psychiatrists to deal with the trauma caused
by childhood neglect, we need to invest 
more time as a society in bonding with the 
next generation. Yet people spend less and 
less quality time with their children and we 
are training ever-increasing numbers of 
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psychologists. In fact, people are getting 
married later and later and putting off 
forming deep emotional commitments and 
child-bearing altogether in increasing 
numbers in the modern world. Most people 
would agree that parenting and child 
rearing are essential spiritual tasks in any 
flourishing society, and that our society is 
doing less in this area as time goes on. 
There is no honor or money to be won in 
the fulfillment of these tasks and therefore 
they simply don't get done.

CHILD REARING AS THE PERFECT 
ILLUSTRATION

Child rearing is the perfect illustration of the
point we are trying to make. The third 
spiritual task presented by the Mishna as 
necessary to maintain the world is the 
practice of benevolence and good works. 
The bearing of children and the investment 
of the quality time and energy in their 
development required to insure that they 
grow into happy, secure human beings 
capable of carrying the torch passed down 
from Abraham for another generation is 
regarded by Judaism as the bedrock of this 
third criterion of benevolence and good 
works mentioned by the Mishna.

Judaism teaches that the only way to 
develop the character trait of benevolence 
is to actually give of yourself to others. The 
giving of oneself to family is the most basic 
benevolent endeavor in an average human 
being's life. The things we do to fulfill our 
commitment to the happiness of a spouse 
and the activities we undertake for the sake
of our children are important spiritual works.
Without these outlets, which are not only 
important acts of benevolence in 

themselves, but which also foster the 
growth of the trait of benevolence in 
general, we grow selfish and self-centered 
and become spiritually stunted.

This final example of the Mishna offers the 
advantage of broad consensus; most 
people are ready to agree that the practice 
of benevolence is a social necessity. We 
are therefore led to the depressing 
conclusion that our world cannot last very 
long. Devotion to family, the foundation on 
which the practice of social benevolence is 
erected, is losing its appeal. Judging by 
modern society's experience with the 
practice of benevolence, we can only 
conclude that if these crucial spiritual tasks 
listed in the Mishna were left to the people 
who felt inspired to do them, the world 
would rapidly come to an end.

The problem is clear. It is easy to insure the
availability of the physical inputs that are 
necessary for life, but the adequate supply 
of necessary spiritual inputs is difficult 
indeed to arrange. Spiritual tasks never 
offer immediate payoff and are often 
unexciting to boot. There isn't much 
fulfillment to be found in changing diapers 
or pushing strollers, although both are 
supreme expressions of benevolence. The 
accomplishment of spiritual tasks is 
dependent on the availability of spiritually 
sensitive individuals and they are not 
naturally abundant.

HOW WOULD WE GO ABOUT IT?

Let us accept the Orthodox view for the 
sake of argument that both Torah 
learning/knowledge and public prayer are 
necessary for the continuance of the world. 
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Let us also be presumptuous and place 
ourselves in God's shoes. We need to 
secure the continuance of the world by 
assuring that there will always be Torah 
learning, public prayer and benevolence in 
sufficient amounts to keep the world 
functioning. The only tool we have at our 
disposal is the ability to issue commands. 
How would we go about insuring the steady
supply of the Torah learning, public prayer 
and practice of benevolence needed to 
maintain existence?

If we simply informed humanity about the 
necessity of filling these tasks and left their 
performance up to those who felt inspired to
do them, we can see what would happen. 
None of us would bet very heavily on the 
future of a world whose continued existence
was dependent on feelings of inspiration. 
Clearly, we would be forced to assign these
tasks to people as a duty, a responsibility.

There is a problem with this. The people we
assign to perform these spiritual tasks need
to survive in the physical world in addition 
to carrying out their spiritual responsibilities.
Public prayer is a scheduled activity. You 
have to do it pretty much at the same time 
and at the same place every day. Learning 
Torah has the very opposite problem 
attached to it -- it is too all-embracing. In 
order to be able to devote sufficient time to 
learning, the person who is burdened with 
the task must be released from having to do
all sorts of activities that are necessary for 
physical survival.

THE JEWISH COUPLE

Orthodox Judaism teaches that a human 
couple is a single spiritual entity. Males and 
females were created as a single spiritual 
unit. The Hebrew word for male is Ish, spelt
aleph, yud, shin, and the word for female is 
Isha, spelt aleph, shin, heh. The yud in the 
male and the heh in the female combine to 
form the holy name Yah, the name with 
which God created the world. The Torah 
teaches that this world was created with the
letter heh, while the next world was created 
with the letter yud. When you add these 
letters to the male and female, they 
embrace the entirety of creation between 
them and form a single image of the 
Creator. If you subtract these letters from 
the male and female you get the Hebrew 
word 'aish', meaning fire, symbolizing 
purposeless consumption.

Men and women are equally competent at 
everything. They are actually a single 
spiritual entity that was split into two so as 
to be able to carry out the spiritual tasks 
necessary for survival between them! Their 
very existence as a pair reflects the Divine 
strategy concerning the division of spiritual 
labor. Bear in mind that we are still in God's
shoes in the midst of our thought 
experiment. How would we divide the 
responsibilities for the spiritual tasks 
mentioned in the Mishna between males 
and females?

SOLUTIONS

Because of practical constraints, we could 
not assign all the tasks to both men and 
women. Whoever is assigned prayer must 
be in a position that he or she can fit it into 
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their schedule in a consistent way. Whoever
is assigned Torah learning must be 
released from so many practical tasks that 
life would be practically impossible if both 
males and females were burdened with it. 
We must also worry about maintaining a 
sufficient level of benevolence. We must 
make a selection that will work through all 
of history in all possible prevailing 
conditions. We are not going to change the 
orders in mid-stream.

Constrained by these considerations, God 
selected men to pray and learn Torah, and 
selected women to provide the backbone of
the spiritual practice of benevolence. The 
only alternative choice was to do it the 
opposite way around. To place the 
obligations on both men and women was 
not an option.

ANOTHER MINDSET

Our Rabbis taught: 'Mitzvot were not given 
to us to enjoy.' (Rosh Hashana 28a) Rashi 
adds: they were given to us as a yoke on 
our necks. This seems anomalous at first 
glance. How can the same rabbis who 
teach that the spiritual joy to be found in the
performance of mitzvot is the supreme 
human experience simultaneously maintain 
that we are not supposed to enjoy their 
performance at all?

The answer: Their statement about yokes 
was made to teach us the proper way to 
relate to mitzvoth -- through the paradigm of
jobs. The best jobs are the ones we enjoy; 
but we do our jobs because we must work. 
The fact that we enjoy them is a side 
benefit and is not the determinant of our 
decision to work. We work because we 

must; the sense of fulfillment we obtain 
from doing our jobs is secondary. Just as 
jobs are indispensable to life, and work can 
be described as a yoke around one's neck 
even when it is enjoyable, the same is true 
of mitzvot.

REALITY REVERSAL

In essence, the Orthodox view of spirituality
is the very reverse of the secular. Instead of
regarding the spiritual dimension of life as 
an addition that helps to enrich our physical
lives, the Torah regards life as being 
essentially spiritual. We must reluctantly 
add a physical dimension to our lives 
because we inhabit the physical world, but 
reality is fundamentally spiritual, and it is 
the spiritual phenomena of life that are 
dominated by considerations of pure 
necessity. The distribution of spiritual labor 
is governed by utilitarian considerations 
whereas the distribution of spiritual honors 
and opportunities for spiritual self-fulfillment
are purely secondary considerations.

The accusation of chauvinism brings to 
mind Disraeli's response to an anti-Semitic 
comment directed to him by a Christian 
colleague. He is reputed to have replied, 
"When the honorable gentleman's 
ancestors were still swinging from trees 
painted a solid blue, my ancestors served 
as high priests in the Temple erected to 
serve the One God."

SO DIRTY A POT TO MALIGN SO CLEAN
A KETTLE

When the rest of the world treated women 
as little more than chattels, rabbinic law 
already recognized the equal right of 
women to own property, and extended the 
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Jewish woman the full modern safety net of 
alimony and child support. Rabbinic law has
always recognized a woman's right to 
divorce, and Rabbinic courts are enjoined 
to compel any husband to divorce the wife if
she so desires. [The Agunah problem is a 
result of the lack of Rabbinic power as we 
pointed out in last year's essay on Sotah.

Spiritual honors are not bestowed on 
individuals but pertain to couples. The wife 
of the Torah scholar shares his status, and 
she is considered more important than the 
ignorant male high priest. If there is a 
choice to be made between returning his 
lost article or hers, she has priority. In 
allocating public funds for the redemption of
captives, all females take precedence over 
all males.

Flirtation or the sexual exploitation of 
women is absolutely abhorrent in the eyes 
of Torah law. Men and women exist in 
separate social worlds and only mix in the 
context of family, and in this context, the 
Jewish woman has always reigned 
supreme. I am confident that all my readers
who were raised in Jewish homes are fully 
cognizant of this. The stereotypical Jewish 
mother is the source of all Jewish 
greatness, as all Jews know full well from 
their own childhood experience. The culture
of the Jewish family is the Jewish woman's 
creation.

THE RECOGNITION OF THE WOMAN'S 
LEADERSHIP ROLE

The Torah gives full recognition to the 
Jewish woman's leadership role in the 
mitzvah to honor one's parents. It is written,
Honor your father and mother, (Exodus 

20,12) but it is also written, Every man, your
mother and father shall you fear (Vayikra 
19,3). The Talmud (Kidushin 30b) remarks 
on the difference of placement in the 
verses; the Torah knows that children honor
their mothers more than their fathers since 
it is their mothers who provide them with 
their spiritual base. Therefore the father is 
given priority of place in the mitzvah to 
honor because it is he who needs the 
added support. When it comes to fear, the 
situation is reversed; the father is the 
remote Torah teacher while the mother is 
the source of love, therefore the mother 
needs more support and is given priority of 
placement.

The secular perception of discrimination 
against women is based on inequality of 
spiritual opportunities in a world where 
spirituality offers self-expression and self-
fulfillment rather than existing as an 
existential necessity. The Torah division of 
labor can be easily understood as prejudice
free if we remember the spiritual tripod that 
supports the world.

Avoiding Embezzlement

The major thrust of Parashat Naso is the 
initialization of the Temple, particularly the 
consecration offerings brought by the 
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leaders of each tribe. After an opening 
section that deals with the stewards of the 
Temple service, but just before getting into 
the main topic of discussion, a few 
seemingly "random" laws are transmitted. 
The first is a cluster of laws regarding 
misappropriation of Temple property. The 
relevance to the main topic of discussion is 
relatively straightforward: The sparkling 
new Temple poses new ethical challenges 
and concerns. Therefore, this is a fitting 
opportunity for the Torah to teach us that 
misuse of Temple property, me'illa (literally, 
embezzlement), is a punishable offence.

However, before returning to the main issue
at hand - the consecration of the Temple - 
the Torah transmits three additional laws 
whose connection to the parashah's main 
theme seems far more tenuous: the 
instance of the wife suspected of infidelity 
(sotah), the nazir, and the priestly 
blessings.

The logical flow to the case of sotah 
appears, at first glance, to be based on a 
linguistic connection: The word me'illa, used
to describe embezzlement of Temple 
resources, is also used to describe the 
wife's suspected infidelity. In today's world, 
where the "sanctity" of marriage is often 
ignored, the Torah's choice of words gives 
us pause. By creating this linguistic 
connection, the Torah creates a parallel 
between these cases, pointing out with a 
single word that both embezzlement from 
the Temple and marital infidelity involve the 
misuse of something holy. In both cases, a 
type of sanctity is violated. Infidelity is thus 
seen not merely as a transgression against 
a particular spouse; it tramples upon 

something sacred. This attitude is reflected 
in the Hebrew word for marriage, kiddushin:
Marriage is a holy institution. It creates a 
state of holiness. In such a worldview, an 
"open marriage" is not an option. The state 
of holiness, the sanctity of each marriage, is
unique and exclusive.

The case of the sotah is quite specific in its 
circumstances: A husband suspects that his
wife has an inappropriate relationship with a
particular man, and asks her not to put 
herself into a compromising situation with 
that particular man. Ignoring his request, 
the wife secludes herself with the person in 
question. Clearly, this marriage is 
dysfunctional. At the very least, the 
husband is suspicious and jealous, and the 
wife is insensitive to his concerns and 
makes poor choices that fuel those 
suspicions. This deteriorating situation is 
taken to the Temple, and not to the courts; 
this is, after all, a question of possible 
me'illa. Something sacred may well have 
been violated. Therefore, in a ceremony 
fraught with symbolism, this very Torah 
passage - including the Name of God - is 
destroyed, dissolved in liquid, and ingested 
by the suspect woman. Apparently, the 
antidote to the violation of holiness is, 
literally, a dose of additional holiness. The 
case is considered so extreme that it calls 
for destroying the words of the Torah, and 
the Name of God. This is no trifling matter. 
The destruction of the sacred text reflects 
the diminution of holiness that it addresses, 
for if the sanctity of marriage is brought into 
question, the sanctity of God's Name 
suffers as well. An affront to one type of 
holiness is an affront to both types of 
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holiness.

If, in fact, the woman was unfaithful, if 
through her infidelity she shattered 
something holy, her body will not be 
capable of ingesting the holy words. If, 
however, she is innocent, the dose of 
additional holiness will prove her innocence
and carry her to new heights.

In this light, the other seemingly-disjointed 
commandments seem far more germane to 
the discussion. The nazir is a "regular" 
person who takes upon himself more 
holiness, voluntarily taking on a quasi-
kohen status. In allowing this self-
deprivation and self-definition, the Torah 
recognizes that even in the world of the 
mundane, individuals may occasionally feel 
the need to elevate their own personal level
of holiness. The passage that immediately 
follows that of the nazir is the text of the 
priestly blessing, birkat kohanim, the 
conduit through which holiness is 
transmitted to the masses.

The Temple is the epicenter of holiness in 
the world. However, Judaism is designed to
bring holiness into our everyday lives. 
Holiness is not the exclusive property of the
Temple or of the kohanim who serve in the 
Temple. The challenge is to bring holiness 
into our marriages, our homes, our lives. 
We are required to conduct ourselves, and 
our business and personal relationships, 
with a constant eye toward holiness. When 
holiness is ignored or, even worse, 
banished from our personal lives, the 
individual must undergo a spiritual 
adjustment, represented by the nazir state. 
On the national level, the kohanim play a 

dual role: They serve as representatives of 
the people in the Temple service, but at the 
same time they transmit the holiness of the 
Temple and spread it throughout the land, 
by teaching Torah and also by allowing the 
holy blessings to flow through their fingers 
to touch the lives of each and every 
member of society.

Sages and Saints

As mentioned in a previous Covenant and 
Conversation, there was an ongoing debate
between the sages as to whether the 
nazirite - whose laws are outlined in today's
parsha - was to be praised or not. Recall 
that the nazirite was someone who 
voluntarily, usually for a specified period, 
undertook a special form of holiness. This 
meant that he was forbidden to consume 
wine or any grape products, to have a 
haircut and to defile himself by contact with 
the dead.

Naziriteship was essentially a renunciation 
of desire. Why someone would choose to 
do this is not clear. It may be that wanted to
protect himself against drunkenness or to 
cure himself of alcoholism. It could be that 
he wanted to experience a higher form of 
holiness. Forbidden as he was to have 
contact with the dead, even for a close 
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relative, he was in this respect in the same 
position as the High Priest. Becoming a 
nazirite was one way in which a non-cohen 
could adopt cohen-like behaviour. Some 
sages argued that the juxtaposition of the 
law of the nazirite with that of the sotah, the
woman suspected of adultery, hinted at the 
fact that there were people who became 
nazirites to protect themselves from sexual 
immorality. Alcohol suppresses inhibitions 
and increases sexual desire.

Be that as it may, there were mixed views 
on whether it was a good thing or a bad one
to become a nazirite. On the one hand the 
Torah calls him "holy to G-d" (Num. 6:8). On
the other, at the completion of his period of 
abstinence, he is commanded to bring a sin
offering (Num. 6:13-14). From this, Rabbi 
Eliezer Hakappar Berebi, drew the following
inference:

What is the meaning of the 
phrase (Num. 6:11), and make 
atonement for him, because he 
sinned against the soul (usually 
translated as "by coming into 
contact with the dead"). Against 
which soul did he sin? We must 
conclude that it refers to denying 
himself the enjoyment of wine. 
From this we may infer that if 
one who denies himself the 
enjoyment of wine is called a 
sinner, all the more so one who 
denies himself the enjoyment of 
other pleasures of life. It follows 
that one who keeps fasting is 
called a sinner. (Taanit 11a; 
Nedarim 10a)

Clearly R. Eliezer Hakappar is engaging in 
a polemic against asceticism in Jewish life. 

We do not know which groups he may have
had in mind. Many of the early Christians 
were ascetics. So in some respects were 
the members of the Qumran sect known to 
us through the Dead Sea Scrolls. Holy 
people in many faiths have chosen, in 
pursuit of spiritual purity, to withdraw from 
the world, its pleasures and temptations, 
fasting, afflicting themselves and living in 
caves, retreats or monasteries.

In the Middle Ages there were Jews who 
adopted self-denying practices - among 
them the Hassidei Ashkenaz, the Pietists of 
Northern Europe, as well as many Jews in 
Islamic lands. It is hard not to see in these 
patterns of behaviour at least some 
influence from the non-Jewish environment.
The Hassidei Ashkenaz who flourished 
during the time of the Crusades lived 
among deeply pious, self-mortifying 
Christians. Their southern counterparts 
would have been familiar with Sufism, the 
mystical movement in Islam.

The ambivalence of Jews toward the life of 
self-denial may therefore lie in the suspicion
that it entered Judaism from the outside. 
There were movements in the first centuries
of the common Era in both the West 
(Greece) and the East (Iran) that saw the 
physical world as a place of corruption and 
strife. They were dualists, holding that the 
true God was not the creator of the 
universe and could not be reached within 
the universe. The physical world was the 
work of a lesser, and evil, deity. Hence 
holiness means withdrawing from the 
physical world, its pleasures, appetites and 
desires. The two best known movements to
hold this view were Gnosticism in the West 
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and Manichaeism in the East. So at least 
some of the negative evaluation of the 
nazirite may have been driven by a desire 
to discourage Jews from imitating non-
Jewish tendencies in Christianity and Islam.

What is remarkable however is the position 
of Maimonides, who holds both views, 
positive and negative. In Hilkhot Deot, the 
Laws of Ethical Character, Maimonides 
adopts the negative position of R. Eliezer 
Hakappar: "A person may say: 'Desire, 
honour and the like are bad paths to follow 
and remove a person from the world, 
therefore I will completely separate myself 
from them and go to the other extreme.' As 
a result, he does not eat meat or drink wine 
or take a wife or live in a decent house or 
wear decent clothing . . . This too is bad, 
and it is forbidden to choose this way." 
(Hilkhot Deot 3:1)

Yet in the same book, the Mishneh Torah, 
he writes: "Whoever vows to God [to 
become a nazirite] by way of holiness, does
well and is praiseworthy . . . Indeed 
Scripture considers him the equal of a 
prophet" (Hilkhot Nezirut 10:14). How does 
any writer come to adopt so self-
contradictory a position - let alone one as 
resolutely logical as Maimonides?

The answer is profound. According to 
Maimonides, there is not one model of the 
virtuous life, but two. He calls them 
respectively the way of the saint (Hassid) 
and the sage (Hakham).

The saint is a person of extremes. 
Maimonides defines hessed as extreme 
behaviour -- good behaviour, to be sure, but
conduct in excess of what strict justice 

requires (Guide for the Perplexed III, 52). 
So, for example, "If one avoids haughtiness
to the utmost extent and becomes 
exceedingly humble, he is termed a saint 
(hassid)" (Hilkhot Deot 1:5).

The sage is a completely different kind of 
person. He follows the "golden mean", the 
"middle way" of moderation and balance. 
He or she avoids the extremes of cowardice
on the one hand, recklessness on the other,
and thus acquires the virtue of courage. 
The sage avoids both miserliness and 
renunciation of wealth, hoarding or giving 
away all he has, and thus becomes neither 
stingy nor foolhardy but generous. He or 
she knows the twin dangers of too much 
and too little - excess and deficiency. The 
sage weighs conflicting pressures and 
avoids extremes.

These are not just two types of person but 
two ways of understanding the moral life 
itself. Is the aim of morality to achieve 
personal perfection? Or is it to create 
gracious relationships and a decent, just, 
compassionate society? The intuitive 
answer of most people would be to say: 
both. That is what makes Maimonides so 
acute a thinker. He realises that you can't 
have both - that they are in fact different 
enterprises.

A saint may give all his money away to the 
poor. But what about the members of the 
saint's own family? A saint may refuse to 
fight in battle. But what about the saint's 
fellow citizens? A saint may forgive all 
crimes committed against him. But what 
about the rule of law, and justice? Saints 
are supremely virtuous people, considered 
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as individuals. But you cannot build a 
society out of saints alone. Indeed, saints 
are not really interested in society. They 
have chosen a different, lonely, self-
segregating path. They are seeking 
personal salvation rather than collective 
redemption.

It is this deep insight that led Maimonides to
his seemingly contradictory evaluations of 
the nazirite. The nazirite has chosen, at 
least for a period, to adopt a life of extreme 
self-denial. He is a saint, a hassid. He has 
adopted the path of personal perfection. 
That is noble, commendable, a high ideal.

But it is not the way of the sage - and you 
need sages if you seek to perfect society. 
The reason the sage is not an extremist is 
because he or she realises that there are 
other people at stake. There are the 
members of one's own family; the others 
within one's own community; there are 
colleagues at work; there is a country to 
defend and a nation to help build. The sage
knows it is dangerous, even morally self-
indulgent, to leave all these commitments 
behind to pursue a life of solitary virtue. For 
we are called on by God to live in the world,
not escape from it; in society not seclusion; 
to strive to create a balance among the 
conflicting pressures on us, not to focus on 
some while neglecting the others. Hence, 
while from a personal perspective the 
nazirite is a saint, from a societal 
perspective he is, at least figuratively, a 
"sinner" who has to be bring an atonement 
offering.

Judaism makes room for individuals to 
escape from the temptations of the world. 

The supreme example is the nazirite. But 
this is an exception, not the norm. To be a 
chakham, a sage, is to have the courage to 
engage with the world, despite all the 
spiritual risks, and to help bring a fragment 
of the Divine presence into the shared 
spaces of our collective life.

The Sotah’s Husband

“Speak to the Children of Israel 
and say to them: Any man (ish 
ish) whose wife shall go astray 
and commit treachery against 
him…” Bamidbar: 5:12

In the Torah portion, the Torah outlines the 
mitzvah of the Sotah, whereby a married 
woman was secluded with another man 
after having been warned by her husband 

not to do so.1 In the beginning of the 
section, when the Torah describes the man,
it repeats the word ‘ish’(man) twice. The 
Midrash makes a number of observations 
about this verse and the seemingly 
unnecessary repetition. One of these is that
the Midrash says on this verse that a 
person should be easygoing (vatran) in his 
household – for example, if wine spills, he 
should not be overly strict about it on his 
wife. The obvious question arises, as to 
why the Torah chose to make this advice on
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this seemingly totally unrelated verse.

Rabbi Yissachar Frand suggests that the 
Midrash is prompted by the Torah’s unusual
use of the terminology "ish ish" to describe 
the husband in this situation. He explains 
that the word ‘ish’ indicates ‘male’ character
traits of strength and assertiveness – the 
double usage implies that the husband was 
perhaps too assertive or too overbearing in 
how he ran his house, and unforgiving of 
mistakes that his wife would inevitably 
make. As a result of his domineering 
nature, his wife was tempted to go astray in
order to be treated in a gentler fashion. Of 
course, this is not to exonerate the woman 
from her sinful behavior, and even if the 
husband is abusive, this certainly does not 
justify adultery or even secluding herself 
with another man, but the Midrash is 
pointing out that such things do not happen 
in a vacuum. Her actions may well be a 
culmination of a problematic relationship 
that started with smaller things, such as the 
husband shouting at her for spilling wine. 
Hence, the Midrash derives from here that 
a man should be very careful to not be too 
controlling and overpowering, as that may 
drive away his wife.

The idea that being overly controlling or 
domineering is damaging is not restricted to
marriage, rather applies to all kinds of 
relationships. One area where it is 
particularly relevant is parenting. Parents 
have a natural power advantage over their 
children, in that they are bigger, stronger, 
more intelligent, and have control over all 
aspects of the family’s life. As a result, it is 
very easy for a parent to dominate his child 
and force him to do what the father (or 

mother) wants the child to do, through 
threats or other forms of coercion. However,
while the parent will normally win the ‘battle’
of getting his child to do his will in that 
specific situation, the long-term effect of 
habitually acting in this way can be very 
negative.

One parenting expert points out that a 
parent can generally get his child to do 
what he wants at a young age, but once the
child gets older, there will reach a point 
where the parent will not be able to force 
his child to act the way he wants him to, 
and at that point, there is the serious risk 
that the child will want to break free of the 
pressure and will act in ways that are very 
much against the parents’ will, and the 
parents will be helpless to prevent them. 
The only way to be able to influence the 
children at this point in their lives is by 
developing a positive relationship with them
when they are young, so that when they get
older, they will want, of their own volition to 
do their parent’s will, because of their loving
relationship.

The following story demonstrates the 
possible disastrous consequences of 
forcing a child in the spiritual realm. 
Renowned educator, Rabbi Yechiel 
Yaakovsen describes an instance involving 
a boy who had totally rejected religion. 
When the father was told that the boy did 
not even pray, the father expressed his 
astonishment: “I put so much into my son’s 
praying…I was always careful that he 
should come with me to minyan and sit next
to me. During the prayers I didn’t even 
allow myself the luxury of concentrating on 
my own prayers, for I kept my eye 
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constantly on my son. I made sure that he 
was following the place in his siddur and if 
he would start daydreaming, I would 
immediately step in to make sure that he 
would get right back to praying.”

When the boy was asked about his 
rejection of prayer he answered: “There’s 
nothing that I hate so much as praying. I’ve 
waited years for the day when I would be 
old enough to be able to stop praying. Just 
walking into the shul building gives me a 
bad feeling. I think it’s because my father 
was so hard on me about praying that it 

became such an unbearable burden…”2

This father was able to force his child to 
pray at a young age, but instead of giving 
the child a positive attitude towards prayer, 
all he managed to do was to create such a 
resentment in the boy that when he was old
enough, he immediately broke away from 
his father’s coercion.

Even though this lesson is particularly 
relevant to parenting and marriage, it 
seems that it also arises in every day 
relationships and conversations. Some 
people may have stronger personalities and
can tend to dominate others into 
submission in disagreements or debates. 
However, the weaker party often does not 
genuinely agree with the other party, rather 
he feels bullied into capitulation, and in the 
long-term this can lead to resentment.

We have learnt that the controlling or 
domineering behaviour of the man can 
begin the chain of events that results in his 
wife’s sinning. The Midrash teaches us that 
the way to rectify such negative 
consequences is to be forgiving and soft. In

this way one builds a relationship on 
foundations of love and trust rather than 
fear.

1. Bamidbar, Chapter 5.
2. Chinuch in Turbulent Times, Rabbi Dov Brezak, p.42.

14


	THE IMPORTANCE OF COMMUNICATION BRIDGES
	FACTORS GOVERNING THE ASSIGNMENT OF SPIRITUAL RESPONSIBILITIES
	SPIRITUAL NECESSITIES
	RELATING TO GOD AS A PERSON
	PUBLIC PRAYER AS AN 'ENABLER'
	THE PROBLEM OF GETTING PEOPLE TO FILL NECESSARY JOBS
	CHILD REARING AS THE PERFECT ILLUSTRATION
	HOW WOULD WE GO ABOUT IT?
	THE JEWISH COUPLE
	SOLUTIONS
	ANOTHER MINDSET
	REALITY REVERSAL
	SO DIRTY A POT TO MALIGN SO CLEAN A KETTLE
	THE RECOGNITION OF THE WOMAN'S LEADERSHIP ROLE

