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Seeing God and Judaism through the Eyes of Others: 

Rabbi Yaakov Bieler 
Parashat VaEtchanan, 5773 

 
Kiddush HaShem and avoiding its converse as major religious vectors in Judaism. 

Being concerned about what other nations think, and trying to win favor in the eyes of 
non-Jews, is clearly a double-edged sword. 

 
 On the one hand, in order to fulfill the imperative to sanctify God's Name—Kiddush 

HaShem (VaYikra 22:32)1—and avoid the converse—Chillul  HaShem, assessments will have to 
be made regarding the impact of Jewish actions upon members of the nations of the world. If 
Jews are to serve as "a light unto the nations" (Yeshayahu 42:6),2 then they will have to be self-
conscious with regard to how they can most effectively positively influence others. Both 
Avraham (Beraishit 18:25)3 and Moshe (Shemot 32:12;4 BaMidbar 14:13-16)5 emphasize the 
necessity for God Himself to be concerned with the manner in which His Actions in general, and 
those relating to the Jewish people in particular, will be understood by adherents of other 
faiths.6  HaShem Himself Explains His “Intention” in Redeeming the Jews from Egypt via overt 
miracles was in order to not only impress the Egyptians, (Shemot 7:5) “And the Egyptians shall 
know that I am the LORD, when I Stretch forth My Hand upon Egypt, and bring out the children 
of Israel from among them,”  but the inhabitants of neighboring countries as well (Ibid. 15:14-6) 

                                                           
1
 And ye shall not profane My Holy Name; but I will be Hallowed among the children of Israel: I am the 

LORD Who Hallow you,  
2
 I the LORD have Called thee in righteousness, and have Taken hold of thy hand, and Kept thee, and Set 

thee for a covenant of the people, for a light of the nations.  
3
 That be far from Thee to Do after this manner, to Slay the righteous with the wicked, that so the 

righteous should be as the wicked; that be far from Thee; shall not the Judge of all the earth Do Justly?'  
4
 Wherefore should the Egyptians speak, saying: For evil did He Bring them forth, to Slay them in the 

mountains, and to Consume them from the face of the earth? Turn from Thy fierce Wrath, and Repent of 
this evil against Thy People.  
5
 And Moses said unto the LORD: 'When the Egyptians shall hear--for Thou Broughtest up this people in 

Thy Might from among them-- they will say to the inhabitants of this land, who have heard that Thou 
LORD Art in the midst of this people; inasmuch as Thou LORD Art seen face to face, and Thy Cloud 
Standeth over them, and Thou Goest before them, in a pillar of cloud by day, and in a pillar of fire by 
night; now if Thou shalt Kill this people as one man, then the nations which have heard the fame of Thee 
will speak, saying: Because the LORD was not Able to Bring this people into the land which He Swore unto 
them, therefore He hath Slain them in the wilderness.   
6
 Manifestations of this sentiment in our liturgy comes at the end of the Silent Devotion:  

…Do it (Deliver the Jewish people and Answer my prayers) for the sake of Your Name;  
Do it for the sake of Your Right Hand;  
Do it for the sake of Your Torah; 
Do it for the sake of Your Holiness… 

as well as the prayer recited on fast days and during Selichot according to Ashkenazic tradition, “Avinu 
Malekeinu”: 

…Our Father, our King, Act for Your Sake, if not for our sake. 
Our Father, our King, Act for Your Sake, and Save us. 
Our Father, our King, Act for the Sake of Your abundant Compassion. 
Our Father, our King, Act for the Sake of Your Great, Mighty and Awesome Name that is 

proclaimed upon us… 
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“The peoples have heard, they tremble; pangs have taken hold on the inhabitants of Philistia. 
Then were the chiefs of Edom affrighted; the mighty men of Moab, trembling taketh hold upon 
them; all the inhabitants of Canaan are melted away. Terror and dread falleth upon them; by 
the greatness of Thine Arm they are as still as a stone; till Thy People pass over, O LORD, till the 
people pass over that Thou hast Gotten.”   

 
Will people sacrifice what they stand for in order to make a favorable impression upon others? 

However, inordinate concern for what others think of the Jewish people to the point 
where we become prepared to compromise, modify, and even abandon aspects of our Jewish 
distinctiveness, can hardly be viewed in a positive light. In VaYikra 18:3,7 the Tora clearly adjoins 
Jews from emulating not only the religions of others, but even their social mores. Maimonides 
codifies this commandment in terms of hairstyles and types of clothing, among other things 
(Mishna Tora, Hilchot Avodat Kochavim, 11:1).8  The prophet Shmuel's consternation over the 
people's request for a king was at least in part due to their expressed desire to be "like all the 
nations" (I Shmuel 8:5.)9 One could even argue that one of the metaobjectives of the 
commandments given to the Jewish people is to make them distinct from everyone else, as 
suggested in VaYikra 20:26, "and I will Separate you from all the nations to be unto Me."10 11 

                                                           
7
 After the doings of the land of Egypt, wherein ye dwelt, shall ye not do; and after the doings of the land 

of Canaan, whither I bring you, shall ye not do; neither shall ye walk in their statutes.  
RaShI d.h. U’BeChukotaihem Lo Teileichu 
…These are their customs/mores, things that are indelibly part of them, like their theaters and 
stadiums… 

8
 We may not follow the statutes of the idolaters or resemble them in their [style] of dress, coiffure, or 

the like, as [Leviticus 20:23] states: "Do not follow the statutes of the nation [that I am driving out before 
you]," as [Leviticus 18:3] states: "Do not follow their statutes," and as [Deuteronomy 12:30] states: "Be 
careful, lest you inquire after them." 
[All these verses] share a single theme: they warn us not to try to resemble [the gentiles]. Instead, the 
Jews should be separate from them and distinct in their dress and in their deeds, as they are in their 
ideals and character traits. In this context, [Leviticus 20:26] states: "I have Separated you from the nations 
[to be Mine]." [Thus,] one may not wear a garment which is unique to them or grow the tresses of our 
hair as they do. We may not shave our heads from the sides and leave hair in the center as they do. This is 
called a blorit. We may not shave the hair on the front of our faces from ear to ear and leave a growth at 
the back of our heads as they do. We may not build Temples in order that many people may enter as they 
do. Whoever performs one of the above or a deed of this nature is [liable for] lashes. 
  http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/912370/jewish/Chapter-Eleven.htm  
9
 And they said unto him: 'Behold, thou art old, and thy sons walk not in thy ways; now make us a king to 

judge us like all the nations.'  
10

 While the separation of Israel from other nations is a recurrent theme in Judaism, one could take a step 
back and say that this is only one type of separation among many others, as reflected in the Talmudic 
discussion regarding the text of the ritual of “Havdala” (Separation): 

Pesachim 104b 
R. Joshua b. Levi said: he who recites Havdala must recite [formulas] in the nature of the 
distinctions mentioned in the Torah.  An objection is raised: What is the order of the distinctions 
[recited in the Havdala]? He recites, ‘Who makest a distinction between 1) holy and profane, 
between 2) light and darkness, between 3) Israel and the nations, between 4) the seventh day 
and the six working days, between 5) unclean and clean, between 6) the sea and dry land, 
between 7) the upper waters and the nether waters, between 8) Priests, Levites and Israelites’; 
and the concludes with the order of Creation.  Others say, with ‘he who formed the Creation.’ R. 
Yose b. R. Yeuda said: He concludes, ‘Who Sanctifiest Israel.’ Now if this is correct, surely no 
distinction is mentioned [in the Torah] between the sea and the dry land? — Delete ‘between 

http://www.chabad.org/9921#v23
http://www.chabad.org/9919#v3
http://www.chabad.org/9976#v30
http://www.chabad.org/9921#v26
http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/912370/jewish/Chapter-Eleven.htm
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Consequently, while we aspire to having the ethics and morality of Judaism serve as a 
model for emulation by others, at the same time we must be nonplussed by what they may 
think and say of our ritual observances. The Talmud and the Midrash are replete with examples 
of non-Jews challenging the validity and relevance of various commandments, particularly 
Chukim--(RaShI on Beraishit 26:5 "Matters that the evil inclination and the nations of the world 
question, such as the avoidance of consuming pork and the prohibition against wearing mixtures 
of linen and wool...").12  Jews are expected to courageously practice their religion, not only in 
the face of disrespect and derision, but even under the threat of death—see  Berachot 61b,13  
Shabbat 49a,14 and Sanhedrin 74a-b.15 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
the sea and the dry land’ from this. If so, [you must] also [delete] ‘between the seventh day and 
the six working days’? — That corresponds to the conclusion, Then there is one less’ so there are 
not seven?  --I will tell you: [who made a distinction between] Priests, Levites and Israelites is two 
formulas. between Levites and Israelites [is one], as it is written, “At that time the Lord Made 
Distinct the tribe of Levi.”  Between Priests and Levites [is another], as It is written, “The sons of 
Amram: Aharon and Moshe; and Aharon was made distinct that he should be sanctified as most 
holy.” 

11   RaShI d.h. VaAvdil Etchem Min HaAmim, etc. (based upon the Siphre) 

“I am the Lord, your God, Who has divided you from the nations.” 
If you are separated from them, then you are Mine; but if not, you belong to Nevuchadnezzar 
(the Babylonian King)* and his colleagues. R. Elazar ben Azarya says: From where is it learned 
that a person should not say, “I am disgusted by pork, I have no desire to wear mixtures of wool 
and linen,” but rather one should say, “I really want to do these things, but what can I do? My 
Father in Heaven has decreed upon me (that I not do them.)” The Torah teaches “And I will 
separate you from the nations to be Mine”, that your separation from them should be for My 
Sake, one should separate himself from prohibited activity and accept upon himself the yoke of 
the Kingdom of Heaven. 

*  The “non-sequitor” nature of invoking this particular king might be the result of censors who did not wish 
there to be a reference to contemporary non-Jews with whom the Jews were interacting, and therefore a 
name was chosen from the distant past of Jewish history. 

12
 See RaMBaN’s comprehensive discussion of identifying reasons for Commandments, even those that 

could be categorized as Chukim, in his commentary on Devarim 22:6. 
13

 Our Rabbis taught: Once the wicked Government issued a decree forbidding the Jews to study and 
practice the Torah. Pappus b. Yehuda came and found R. Akiva publicly bringing gatherings together and 
occupying himself with the Torah. He said to him: Akiva, are you not afraid of the Government? He 
replied: I will explain to you with a parable. A fox was once walking alongside of a river, and he saw fishes 
going in swarms from one place to another. He said to them: From what are you fleeing? They replied: 
From the nets cast for us by men. He said to them: Would you like to come up on to the dry land so that 
you and I can live together in the way that my ancestors lived with your ancestors? They replied: Art thou 
the one that they call the cleverest of animals? Thou art not clever but foolish. If we are afraid in the 
element in which we live, how much more in the element in which we would die! So it is with us. If such is 
our condition when we sit and study the Torah, of which it is written, For that is thy life and the length of 
thy days,   if we go and neglect it how much worse off we shall be! It is related that soon afterwards R. 
Akiva was arrested and thrown into prison, and Pappus b. Yehuda  was also arrested and imprisoned next 
to him. He said to him: Pappus, who brought you here? He replied: Happy are you, R. Akiva, that you have 
been seized for busying yourself with the Torah! Alas for Pappus who has been seized for busying himself 
with idle things! When R. Akiva was taken out for execution, it was the hour for the recital of the Shema', 
and while they combed his flesh with iron combs, he was accepting upon himself the kingship of heaven.   
His disciples said to him: Our teacher, even to this point? He said to them: All my days I have been 
troubled by this verse, 'with all thy soul', [which I interpret,] 'even if He Takes thy soul'. I said: When shall I 
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Can Jewish ritual win admiration rather than mockery? 
It is therefore curious to reflect upon a section of this week's Parasha, Devarim 4:6, in 

which a perspective is presented, one which suggests that the practice specifically of Chukim will 
win admiration rather than derision for the Jews:    

 
You will observe and perform because it (the Tora by means of its 
commandments) comprises your wisdom and your understanding in the eyes of 
the nations, who will hear about all of these Chukim (commandments whose 
rationales are obscure, at best), and will say as a result, 'Surely this is a wise and 
understanding nation.'"  
 
RaMBaN explains this verse in light of the ones that immediately follow (Ibid., 7-8), and 

states that the observance of Tora laws causes non-Jews, including anti-Semites (!), to praise the 
Jews due to their being perceived as "close to God" and engaging in practices that are righteous, 
just, and good in terms of creating social and governmental order.16  

 
Chukim, particularly those associated with the Temple service, could make a positive 
impression because them suggest more than other Mitzvot, a “closeness to God”. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
have the opportunity of   fulfilling this? Now that I have the opportunity shall I not fulfil it? He prolonged 
the word “Echad” until he expired while saying it. A bath kol  went forth and proclaimed: Happy art thou, 
Akiva, that thy soul has departed with the word “Echad”! The Ministering Angels said before the Holy 
One, Blessed be He: Such Torah, and such a reward? [He should have been] from them that die by Thy 
Hand, O Lord.   He replied to them: Their portion is in life.   A bath kol went forth and proclaimed, Happy 
art thou, R. Akiva, that thou art destined for the life of the world to come. 
14

 R. Jannai said: Tefillin demand a pure body, like Elisha, the man of wings. What does this mean? — 
Abaye said: That one must not pass wind while wearing them; Raba said: That one must not sleep in 
them.  And why is he called the man of wings'? Because the wicked Roman government once proclaimed 
a decree against Israel that whoever donned tefillin should have his brains pierced through;  yet Elisha put 
them on and went out into the streets. [When] a quaestor saw him, he fled before him, whereupon he 
gave pursuit. As he overtook him he [Elisha] removed them from his head and held them in his hand. 
'What is that in your hand?' he demanded. 'The wings of a dove,' was his reply. He stretched out his hand 
and lo! they were the wings of a dove. Therefore he is called 'Elisha the man of the wings'. And why the 
wings of a dove rather than that of other birds? Because the Congregation of Israel is likened to a dove, as 
it is said, as the wings of a dove covered with silver:  just as a dove is protected by its wings, so is Israel 
protected by the precepts.  
15

 R. Yochanan said in the name of R. Shimeon b. Yehotzadak: By a majority vote, it was resolved in the 
upper chambers of the house of Nithza in Lydda that in every [other] law of the Torah, if a man is 
commanded: 'Transgress and suffer not death' he may transgress and not suffer death, excepting idolatry, 
incest, [which includes adultery] and murder… 
When R. Dimi came,  he said: This was taught only if there is no royal decree (persecuting Jews for 
practicing their religion),   but if there is a royal decree, one must incur martyrdom rather than transgress 
even a minor precept. When Ravin came, he said in R. Yochanan's name: Even without a royal decree, it 
was only permitted in private; but in public one must be martyred even for a minor precept rather than 
violate it. What is meant by a 'minor precept'? — Raba son of R. Yitzchak said in Rav's name: Even to 
change one's shoe strap.  And how many make it public? — R. Yaakov said in R. Yochanan's name: The 
minimum for publicity is ten. 
16

 One wonders to what extent is RaMBaN’s interpretation informed by the religious climate of the 
medieval period when all peoples took their religions seriously, in contrast to contemporary modernity, 
following the advent of the Enlightenment and the scientific age, where religion, particularly by educated 
Westerners, is not held in particularly high esteem. 
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R. Yaakov Zvi Mecklenberg, in HaKetav VeHaKabbala, posits that it is not lost upon 
outside observers, i.e., the nations of the world, that when a Jew is engaged in observing a Chok, 
he is on a higher spiritual level and consequently closer to God, than when he fulfills a Mishpat. 
The commentator claims that the spirituality of the Jewish people is not attributable to its 
observance of logical practices designed to advance justice and fairness, since all nations per 
force enact some sort of logical, reasonable social contract in order that its citizenry will be able 
to interact in a civil manner. But when a people has distinguished itself in general, and part of 
the lifestyle associated with it are behaviors precipitated by ostensibly illogical rules that could 
only have been revealed via some sort of supernatural event, such religious activities attract 
attention and curiosity. 

R. Mecklenberg states that it is specifically the Chukim associated with the Temple 
service,  that serve as the most influential criteria for determining the people's closeness to God. 
When the construction of first the Tabernacle and then the Temple was carried out precisely 
and the sacrifices associated with those structures carefully offered, first a Divine Cloud covered 
the Tabernacle, (Shemot 40:34)17 followed by a Divine Fire descending to ignite the wood on the 
holy altar (VaYikra 9:24),18  numerous miracles were observed to take place by great numbers of 
people (Avot 5:5),19 prophecy took place (e.g., VaYikra 1:1) , Jews were successful in their wars, 
and they resided in the land of Israel continuously for hundreds of years. It was only when the 
Temple cult was interrupted and finally totally discontinued, resulting in the cessation of 
miracles and prophecy, that the Jews suffered military defeats and were exiled from their land. 
Whereas the commandments of Bein Adam LeChaveiro (between man and man) remain 
constant wherever Jews may find themselves, it is specifically the observance of the Chukim in 
general, and the Temple service in particular, that the nations of the world account for the 
apparent closeness of the Jews to God.  

 
Chukim are perceived as having significance in light of the other Mitzvot whose benefits are 
readily apparent. 

Rabbeinu Bachayai, a student of RaMBaN, suggests an alternate interpretation that not 
only provides an insight into the mentality of the outsider looking in upon Jewish practice, but 
also offers an approach that can prove helpful to Jews themselves who are often confounded by 
some of the practices that they are commanded to perform. The commentator asserts that 
when non-Jews observe the many precepts comprising Judaism that do make sense and reflect 
a high level of justice and propriety, they will be led to conclude that even the more esoteric 
ritual behaviors must also have underlying them high-minded and socially redeeming 
assumptions and principles, despite the fact that these fundamentals are not readily 
comprehendible. If the outsider is prepared to attribute to Chukim importance, in light of the 

                                                           
17

 Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the Glory of the LORD Filled the tabernacle.  
18

 And there came forth fire from before the LORD, and consumed upon the altar the burnt-
offering and the fat; and when all the people saw it, they shouted, and fell on their faces. 
19

 Ten miracles were performed for our forefathers in the Holy Temple: No woman ever miscarried 
because of the smell of the holy meat. The holy meat never spoiled. Never was a fly seen in the 
slaughterhouse. Never did the High Priest have an accidental seminal discharge on Yom Kippur. The rains 
did not extinguish the wood-fire burning upon the altar. The wind did not prevail over the column of 
smoke [rising from the altar]. No disqualifying problem was ever discovered in the Omer offering, the Two 
Loaves or the Showbread. They stood crowded but had ample space in which to prostrate themselves. 
Never did a snake or scorpion cause injury in Jerusalem. And no man ever said to his fellow "My lodging in 
Jerusalem is too cramped for me." 



6 
 

more apparent logic and sensibility of Mishpatim, we insiders should be prepared to do the 
same.  

 
Conclusion. 

Not only should we attempt to achieve the dictum of Rabbi Gamliel, son of R. Yehuda 
HaNasi, to the effect that we should not judge others until we are in the identical situation in 
which they find themselves (Avot 2:4), but sometimes being able to assume the perspective of 
others vis-à-vis ourselves will also provide fresh insights into our own practices and traditions. 
Perhaps traditional Jews themselves are too caught up in the observance of the many details of 
their tradition for them to properly perceive the type of overview that outsiders may be able to 
achieve. Just as Yitro, despite only receiving a second-hand account, grasped the awesome 
implications of the Exodus from Egypt, leading to his blessing God in contrast to the Jews who 
failed to do so, (Shemot 18:9-10),20 so too perhaps the Yitro's of the world, at least on a certain 
level, can appreciate the significance of Mitzvot better than those caught up in their daily 
performance. 
 

                                                           
20

 And Yitro rejoiced for all the goodness which the LORD had done to Israel, in that He had delivered 
them out of the hand of the Egyptians. And Yitro said: 'Blessed be the LORD, Who hath Delivered you out 
of the hand of the Egyptians, and out of the hand of Pharaoh; Who hath Delivered the people from under 
the hand of the Egyptians.   


