
1 
 

“Sticks and Stones…” 

 
R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashiot Acharei-Mot Kedoshim 5775 

 

The uniqueness of Parashat Kedoshim. 

 I find myself continually intrigued by much of the contents of the second of the Parashiot that 

were read today, Parashat Kedoshim. Not only is it said that one can find an iteration of the Ten 

Commandments within the Parasha, albeit in a different order than the way they appear in Yitro and 

VaEtchanan,1 but there are many unique Mitzvot to which one’s attention is inevitably drawn.  

 

A verse that demands being sensitive to the handicapped. 

 To my mind, VaYikra 19:14 is such a verse containing two directives that essentially share a 

common theme: 

  

VaYikra 19:14 

 You shall not curse the deaf, nor put a stumbling-block before the blind, but you shall fear your 

God: I Am the Lord. 

 

                                                           
1  

 (ה' )דריםכ'  שמות ויקרא י"ט

ְפנו  ( ד) ם... ַאל־תִּ ילִִּ֔ ֱאלִּ ָ֣ י  ( ג - ב)  ֶאל־ה  ִ֖ ֹנכִּ ָֽ ָ֣ק א  ר ֱאֹלקיָך ְיֹקו  יָך ֲאֶשֶׁ֧ ִ֛ ֶרץ הֹוֵצאתִּ ם ֵמֶאֶ֥ יִּ ְצַרִ֖  מִּ
ֵֶּ֥֥֣ית ֵבָ֣ ֵּ֥֣ים מִּ ָֽ דִּ  א ֲעב  ָֽ ָֹ֣ ֵָּֽ֥֣ה־ְלָךִ֛   ל ְהֶיֶ֥ ים יִּ ִֶ֥֥֨ ים ֱאֹלהִּ ִ֖֜ ִ֖ י ֲאֵחרִּ ָָֽֽ֗ נ   :ַעל־פ 

ה ֵוָֽאֹלֵהי   )ד(... א ַמֵסכ ִ֔ ֶֹ֥ ו ל ֶכ ם... ַתֲעשִ֖ א( ד)  ל  ָֽ ָֹ֣ ֶ֥  ל ה־ְלָךָ֣ ֲעֶשִ֥֨ ֶסל׀ ַתָֽ ה ֶפִָ֣֥֨ ִ֔ ל־ְתמונ   ֵּ֥֣ר ְוכ  ם׀ ֲאֶשָ֣  יִּ ַמִָ֣֥֨ ַעל ַבש  ִ֔ ַמ   מִּ
ר   ֲאֶשֶ֥ ֶרץ ַוָֽ ִִ֥֖֨ א  ַחת ב  ת  ִ֖֜ ֵּ֥֣ר מִּ ֶ֥ ם׀ ַוֲאֶשָ֣ ִֵּ֖֥֣יִּ ֵֶַּ֥֥֣חת ַבַמָ֣ ַתָ֣ ֶרץ מִּ ָָֽֽ֗ א  א־( ה) :ל  ָֹֽ ל
ְשתַ  ֵֶּ֥֥֣התִּ ם   ֲחֶוָ֣ ֶהִ֖ א ל  ָֹ֣ ֒ם... ְול ְבֵד  ע   ת 

ו( יב) ְבעֶ֥ ש  א־תִּ ָֹֽ י ְול ִ֖ ְשמִּ ֶקר... בִּ א( ז) ַלש   ֶֹ֥ א ל ִ֛ ש  ֶ֥ק תִּ ם־ְיֹקו  ְוא... ֱאֹלקיָך ֶאת־ֵשָֽ  ַלש  
י)ג(... רו... ְוֶאת־ַשְבֹתַתִ֖ ְשֹמ   תִּ

י( ל) רו ֶאת־ַשְבֹתַתָ֣ ְשֹמִ֔ י תִּ ִ֖ שִּ ְקד  או ומִּ יר   י תִּ ִ֖ ָֽק ֲאנִּ  :ְיֹקו 
ֹור  ( ח) כִ֛ ֹום ז  ת ֶאת־יִֶ֥֥֨ ִִ֖֖֜ ֹו ַהַשב  ֵֶּ֥֣שת( ט) :ְלַקְדשָָֽֽ֗ ים   ֵשָ֣  ָ֣ ד   י מִּ ֲעֹבִ֔  ַתָֽ

ֵּ֥֣ית   ִ֖ ָ֣ שִּ ָך֒  ְוע  ל־ְמַלאְכֶתָֽ ֹום  ( י) :כ  י ְוי  ִ֖֜ יעִִּ֔ ִֵּ֖֥֣ת׀ ַהְשבִּ ָ֣ ָ֣ק ַשב   ֱאֹלקיָך ַליֹקו 
ה א־ַתֲעֶשִָ֣֥֨ ָֽ ָֹ֣ ה ל ִ֖֜ אכ   ל־ְמל  ה׀ כ  ָ֣ ָך ַאת  ֶתָֽ֗ בִּ ־וּ֠ ָֽ ְנָךָ֣ ְתָך ִ֖֜  ַעְבְדָך ִ֥֨  ובִּ ָֽ  ַוֲאמ 
ָך ִ֔ ר ְוֵגְרָךִִ֖֥֨  וְבֶהְמֶתָֽ֗ יָך ֲאֶשָ֣ ִ֔ ֶרָֽ ְשע  י( יא) :בִּ ָ֣ ים   כִּ ֶשת־י מִּ ה ֵשָֽ ש ִ֥֨ ק ע   ְיֹקו ִ֖֜

ם יִּ ַמָ֣ ֶרץ ֶאת־ַהש  א ָֽ֗ ם   ְוֶאת־ה  ם ֶאת־ַהי  ל־ֲאֶשר־ב ִ֔ ִַ֖נח ְוֶאת־כ   ַוי 
ֹום י ַביָ֣ יעִּ  ן ַהְשבִּ ְך ַעל־ֵכָֽ֗ ִ֛ק ֵבַרֶׁ֧ ֹום ְיֹקו  ת ֶאת־יֶ֥ ִ֖ הו ַהַשב  ְַֽיַקְדֵשָֽ  :ַוָֽ

יש( ג) ָ֣ ֹו אִּ מ  יו   אִּ בִּ או... ְוא  ִ֔ יר  ד( יב) תִּ יָך ַכֵבֶ֥ ִ֖ בִּ ָך... ֶאת־א  ֶמ   ְוֶאת־אִּ
 ֶֹ֥ ד א)טז(...ל ם ַתֲעֹמִ֖ ָך... ַעל־ַדָ֣ א( יג) ֵרֶע  ֶ֥ ִֹ֖ ֵָּֽ֥֣ח... ל ִ֖ ְרצ     תִּ

יש( )כ אִּ ב ְוּ֠ ְשַכִ֥֨ י־יִּ ָֽ ה כִּ ש ִ֖֜ ַרע ֶאת־אִּ ְכַבת־ֶזָֽ֗ וא שִּ ה   ְוהִּ  ְפח  ֶפת שִּ  ֶנֱחֶרָ֣
יש ְפֵדה   ְלאִִּ֔ א ְוה  ָֹ֣ ה ל ת  ְפד ִ֔ ֹו נִּ ה אֶ֥ ִ֖ א ֻחְפש  ָֹ֣ ּה ל ַתן־ל   ֶרת נִּ ֹקֶׁ֧ ְהֶיִ֛ה בִּ  תִּ

א ֶֹ֥ ו ל א יוְמתִ֖ ֶֹ֥ י־ל ה כִּ ש  ָֽ יא( כא) :ֻחפ  מֹו   ְוֵהבִּ  ק ֶאת־ֲאש  יֹקו ִ֔ ֶאל־ ַלָֽ
ַתח ֶהל ֶפִ֖ ד ֹאָ֣ יל מֹוֵע  ם ֵאִ֖ ָֽ ש  ֶפר  ( כב) :א  יו ְוכִּ ל ִ֥֨ ן ע  יל ַהֹכֵהִ֖֜  ְבֵא 

ם   ש  א  ָֽ ְפֵנָ֣י ה  ק לִּ ֹו ְיֹקו ִ֔ אתִ֖ ר ַעל־ַחט  א ֲאֶשָ֣ ט   ח ח  ְסַלָ֣ ֹו ְונִּ ֹו לִ֔ אתִ֖  ֵמַחט 
ר א ֲאֶשֶ֥ ָֽ ט   :ח 

א ... ִ֖ ָֹ֣ ֵָּֽ֥֣ף... ל ְנא    תִּ

א( יא) ִֹ֖ בו... ל ְגֹנ  א תִּ ִ֖ ָֹ֣ ב... ...ל ְגֹנִָֽ֔    תִּ
ו... )יא( ו ְולֹא־ְתַכֲחשֶ֥ א־ְתַשְקרִ֖ ָֹֽ יש ְול ֶ֥ ֹו אִּ יתָֽ א־ַתֲעֶנֶ֥ה ַבֲעמִּ ָֹֽ ד ְבֵרֲעָךִ֖  ...ל ֶקר ֵעֶ֥ ָֽ  :ש 

ו( לה) ֶול לֹא־ַתֲעשֶ֥ ִ֖ ט ע  ְשפ   ה ַבמִּ ד ָּ֕ ל ַבמִּ ִ֖ ְשק  ה ַבמִּ ָֽ ( לו) :וַבְמשור 
אְזֵני ֶֹׁ֧ ֶדק מ ֶדק ֶצָ֣ יַפת ַאְבֵני־ֶצָֽ֗ ֶדק ֵאֶ֥ ין ֶצִ֛ ֶ֥ ֶדק ְוהִּ ֶכ ם ְהֶיָ֣היִּ  ֶצִ֖ י   ל  ֲאנִּ
ָ֣ק ם ְיֹקו  קיֶכִ֔ י ֱאֹלָֽ אתִּ ֶרץ ֶאְתֶכִ֖ם ֲאֶשר־הֹוֵצֶ֥ ם ֵמֶאֶ֥ יִּ ָֽ ְצר   :מִּ

א( יד) ֶֹ֥ ד ל ית ַתְחֹמִ֖ ָך ֵבָ֣ ד ס ֵרֶע  א־ַתְחֹמֹ֞ ָֹֽ ֶשת ל ָך ֵאָ֣ ֹו ֵרֶעָֽ֗  ְוַעְבד 
תֹו   ֹו ַוֲאמ  ֹו ְושֹורָ֣ ל ַוֲחֹמרִ֔ ר ְוֹכִ֖ ָך ֲאֶשֶ֥  :ְלֵרֶעָֽ
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The Tora assumes that we will draw a Kal VeChomer (reasoning from a lesser case to a greater 

one)2 from these examples: If it is prohibited to curse someone who most probably never hears what 

has been said, or trip someone who will most likely never realize that something malicious has been 

done to him, attributing his stumble to his own clumsiness, then it is all the more terrible when the 

victim can hear and see, and therefore knows full well who has victimized him.  

 

Considering an instance where an individual is “cognitively handicapped.” 

The two cases in VaYikra 19:14 parallel a similar classical situation discussed in the Talmud: 

 

Bava Kamma 86b 

R. Abba b. Memel asked: What would be the law where he humiliated a person who was 

asleep but who died (before waking)?  — What is the principle involved in this 

query?  — Said R. Zevid: The principle involved is this: (Is “Degradation”3 paid) because 

of the experienced humiliation, and as in this case he died before waking and was never 

insulted (no payment should thus be made), or is it perhaps on account of the (public) 

disgrace, and as there was here disgrace (payment should be made to the heirs)?...4 

 

With regard to the deaf and blind individuals, while it is possible that each will never discover 

who their antagonist is, nevertheless, there is public disgrace of an individual Created in the 

Image of God,5 independent of their sensibilities.  

 

Extending the principle of VaYikra 19:14 to another specifically verbal transgression. 

The idea that a stealth attack on someone, trying to catch him unawares when doing harm to 

him, which effectively the two examples in v. 14 constitute, can be expanded to include other 

transgressions where the perpetrator wishes to keep the victim in the dark regarding what he is doing. 

                                                           
2 One of the hermeneutic/interpretive principles of R. Yishmael. See for e.g., Koren Siddur, p. 55. 
3 Mishna Bava Kamma 83b 

One who injures a fellow man becomes liable to him for five items: For depreciation, for pain, for healing, 
for loss of time and for degradation…  

4 RaMBaM codifies this case as follows: 
Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Chovel U'Mazik 3:3 
One who humiliates someone while they are asleep, must pay Degradation. And if the victim dies without 
waking up, never sensing that he has been humiliated by another, the payment for Degradation cannot be 
collected (by the Beit Din as the result of a trial) from the perpetrator. And if the heirs of the victim on 
their own take from the property of the perpetrator an amount exactly corresponding to the Degradation 
that was owed, the property is not recovered from them. 

RaMBaM advocates a middle position, i.e., if the victim never consciously realizes that he has been the subject of a 

humiliating action, there is insufficient objective evidence of humiliation—perhaps upon waking he would have 

laughed the whole thing off—to justify holding the perpetrator legally accountable in the Beit Din Shel Mata (the 

this-worldly court). However, sufficient offense has been given to allow an extra-legal recovery of the amount 

determined for Degradation by the heirs of the victim, to whom the obligation passes, with the death of the victim. 

(See Bava Kamma 27b for a discussion of when and where the victim, or his heirs, can take the law into their own 

hands.)  
5 Beraishit 1:27 

And God Created man in His Own Image, in the Image of God Created He him; male and female Created 
He them. 
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In addition to cursing an unsuspecting victim, it would be equally reprehensible to speak negatively, i.e., 

the various forms of Lashon HaRa,6 about someone who is figuratively “deaf” since they are not present 

at the time of the attack. Such surreptitious malfeasance is considered so terrible, that the Rabbis7 

contend that it is deserving even of a “curse”, something reserved for very reprehensible offenses:8  

 

Devarim 27:24 

Cursed be he that smites his neighbor in secret. And all the people shall say: Amen. 

 RaShI, d.h. Makeh Reieihu BaSeter 

 This is a reference to speaking Lashon HaRa (not in the presence of the victim) 

about him.9 10 

                                                           
6 E.g., Rechilut—an individual goes from person to person gathering and spreading gossip. 
           Motzee Shem Ra—an individual disseminates falsehoods about another. 
           Lashon HaRa—an individual tells true things about another that places him in a negative light.  
7 It would appear that the simple meaning of “that smites” in Devarim 27:24 could be attributed to a physical as 
opposed to a verbal attack, comparable to causing someone to trip as in the case of VaYikra 19:14. Hence the 
conclusion that something like Lashon HaRa in this case is a specifically Rabbinic interpretation. 
8 The complete list of curses in Devarim 27 includes the following:  

15 Cursed be the man that makes a graven or molten image, an abomination unto the Lord, the work of 
the hands of the craftsman, and setts it up in secret. (Idolatry) And all the people shall answer and say: 
Amen. 16 Cursed be he that dishonors his father or his mother. (Respecting parents) And all the people 
shall say: Amen. 17 Cursed be he that removes his neighbor's landmark. (Thievery) And all the people shall 
say: Amen. 18 Cursed be he that makes the blind to go astray in the way. (Parallal to VaYikra 19:14) And 
all the people shall say: Amen. 19 Cursed be he that perverts the justice due to the stranger, fatherless, 
and widow. (Oppresses the powerless.) And all the people shall say: Amen. 20 Cursed be he that lies with 
his father's wife; because he has uncovered his father's skirt. (Sexual immorality) And all the people shall 
say: Amen. 21 Cursed be he that lies with any manner of beast. (Sexual immorality) And all the people 
shall say: Amen. 22 Cursed be he that lies with his sister, the daughter of his father, or the daughter of his 
mother. (Sexual immorality) And all the people shall say: Amen. 23 Cursed be he that lies with his mother-
in-law. (Sexual immorality) And all the people shall say: Amen. 24 Cursed be he that smites his neighbor 
in secret. (Lashon HaRa) And all the people shall say: Amen. 25 Cursed be he that takes a bribe to slay an 
innocent person. (Acts as a “hitman” and murders) And all the people shall say: Amen. 26 Cursed be he 
that confirms not the words of this law to do them. (Refuses to accept the “yoke of Heaven”) And all the 
people shall say: Amen.'  

V.’s 15-7, 20-3, 25 are all parallels to prohibitions included within the Ten Commandments. The common 
denominator in these instances is that these transgressions are assumed to take place secretively.  
9 The Chafetz Chaim comments:  

If the perpetrator is very careful to tell negative things about another in secret, and is insistent that his 
actions should not be revealed to the victim, this is prohibited and because of this he makes himself 
susceptible to a curse, as it is written in Devarim 27:24.   

  (Sefer Chafetz Chaim, Mekor Chaim Kellal 3, Se’if 1, R. Menachem Mendel Yosef Zaks, New York,  
  5704, p. 67) 
10 The basis for RaShI’s interpretation of Devarim 27:24 is in dispute. Avraham Berliner (RaShI Al HaTora, Koifman, 
Frankfurt, 5665, p. 401) suggests that RaShI was reflecting a comment in Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer, Chapt. 53: 

  נג פרק אליעזר דרבי פרקי
ין כ ל ם ַהַמְלשִּ ד  ם ֵחֶלק לֹו ֵאין[ הרע לשון המספר כל: א"נ] ַבֵסֶתר א  עֹול  א ל  יְמל  [ ה, קא תהלים] ֶשֶנֱאַמר, ַהב   אֹותֹו ֵרֵעהו ַבֵסֶתר ְשנִּ

ית תוב. ַאְצמִּ ד ְוכ  רור אֹוֵמר ֶאח  ֶתר ֵרֵעהו ַמֵכה א   ..[.כד, כז דברים] ַבס 

Chaim Chavel (Peirush RaShI Al HaTora, Mosad HaRav Kook, Yerushalayim, 5742, p. 577) proposes that RaShI’s 
interpretation derives from Targum Yonatan on the verse: 

  כד פסוק כז פרק דברים תורה - ליונתן המיוחס תרגום
יט( כד) ְמֵחי לִּ יַשן ַחְבֵריּה ְדיִּ ֵאי ְבלִּ ית  א ְתלִּ א כוְלהֹון ַעְנַיין ֲהוֹון ְבטוְמר  ין ַכֲחד  ְמרִּ ֵמן ְוא   :א 



4 
 

 

Why is there a need for the Tora to prohibit such blatant instances of insensitivity and even 

cruelty? 

  

I think that we all would like to believe that normal individuals should not have to be reminded,  

let alone explicitly warned with a Mitzvat Lo Ta’aseh (a negative Commandment), about not taking 

advantage of the literal or figurative handicapped, in this case the deaf and the blind and their like. And 

yet RaMBaN, echoed by Rabbeinu Bachya, notes:  

 

…The Tora is warning about a common instance, because a person curses the deaf and trips the 

blind, because he is unafraid of them, for they will not know or understand (what has been done 

to them)…  

  

R. David Tzvi Hoffmann11 strikes a similar chord regarding Parashat Kedoshim’s charge for everyone to 

respect the elderly: 

 

VaYikra 19:32 

You shall rise up before the hoary head, and honor the face of the old man, and you 

shall fear your God: I Am the Lord. 

 

  d.h. VeYareita VeChulai 

Since it is the nature of the young to disparage elders, and the old people are too weak 

to seek retribution for their disparagement, therefore the Tora emphasizes the negative 

Commandment by stating (at the end of the verse) “And you shall fear your God.” 

  

It is as if the Tora demands by means of VaYikra 19:14 and 32, that man overcome his “Darwinian” 

tendency to follow “the Law of the Jungle”, in the Talmud’s words, “Kol D’Alim Gevar”,12 and protect 

                                                           
Lashon HaRa is referred to as “the language of three” because the Talmud in Erchin 15b describes how this sin 
destroys the one speaking, the one listening and the one about whom they are talking.  
11 Sefer VaYikra, vol. 2, Mosad HaRav Kook, Yerushalayim, p. 47. 
12 See for e.g., Gittin 60b; Bava Batra 34b. 
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those least capable of protecting themselves, an attitude that the likes of Friedrich Neitzche13 and Ayn 

Rand14 deeply resented about religion.  

                                                           
13 Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche (/ˈniːtʃə/ or /ˈniːtʃi/; German: [ˈfʁiːdʁɪç ˈvɪlhɛlm ˈniːt͡sʃə]; 15 October 1844 – 25 
August 1900) was a German philosopher, cultural critic, poet, composer and Latin and Greek scholar. He wrote 
several critical texts on religion, morality, contemporary culture, philosophy and science, displaying a fondness for 
metaphor and irony… 
In Beyond Good And Evil and On the Genealogy of Morality, Nietzsche's genealogical account of the development 
of modern moral systems occupies central place. For Nietzsche, a fundamental shift took place during human 
history from thinking in terms of "good" and "bad" toward "good" and "evil". The initial form of morality was set 
by a warrior aristocracy and other ruling castes of ancient civilizations. Aristocratic values of "good" and "bad" 
coincided with and reflected their relationship to lower castes such as slaves. Nietzsche presents this "master 
morality" as the original system of morality—perhaps best associated with Homeric Greece. To be "good" was to 
be happy and to have the things related to happiness: wealth, strength, health, power, etc. To be "bad" was to be 
like the slaves over which the aristocracy ruled, poor, weak, sick, pathetic—an object of pity or disgust rather than 
hatred. "Slave morality" comes about as a reaction to master-morality. Here, value emerges from the contrast 
between good and evil: good being associated with other-worldliness, charity, piety, restraint, meekness, and 
submission; and evil seen as worldly, cruel, selfish, wealthy, and aggressive. Nietzsche sees slave morality as 
pessimistic and fearful, values for them serving only to ease the existence for those who suffer from the very same 
thing. He associates slave-morality with the Jewish and Christian traditions, in a way that slave-morality is born out 
of the resentment of slaves. Nietzsche argued that the idea of equality allowed slaves to overcome their own 
condition without hating themselves. And by denying the inherent inequality of people (such as success, strength, 
beauty or intelligence), slaves acquired a method of escape, namely by generating new values on the basis of 
rejecting something that was seen as a perceived source of frustration. It was used to overcome the slave's own 
sense of inferiority before the (better-off) masters. It does so by making out slave weakness to be a matter of 
choice, by, e.g., relabeling it as "meekness." The "good man" of master morality is precisely the "evil man" of slave 
morality, while the "bad man" is recast as the "good man." Nietzsche sees the slave-morality as a source of the 
nihilism that has overtaken Europe. Modern Europe and Christianity exist in a hypocritical state due to a tension 
between master and slave morality, both values contradictorily determining, to varying degrees, the values of 
most Europeans (who are motley). Nietzsche calls for exceptional people to no longer be ashamed of their 
uniqueness in the face of a supposed morality-for-all, which he deems to be harmful to the flourishing of 
exceptional people. He cautions, however, that morality, per se, is not bad; it is good for the masses, and should be 
left to them. Exceptional people, on the other hand, should follow their own "inner law." A favorite motto of 
Nietzsche, taken from Pindar, reads: "Become what you are."…  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friedrich_Nietzsche  
14 Ayn Rand (/ˈaɪn ˈrænd/; born Alisa Zinov'yevna Rosenbaum; February 2 [O.S. January 20] 1905 – March 6, 1982) 

was a Russian-American novelist, philosopher, playwright, and screenwriter. She is known for her two best-selling 
novels, The Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged, and for developing a philosophical system she called Objectivism. 
Born and educated in Russia, Rand moved to the United States in 1926. She had a play produced on Broadway in 
1935–1936. After two early novels that were initially unsuccessful in America, she achieved fame with her 1943 
novel, The Fountainhead. In 1957, she published her best-known work, the novel Atlas Shrugged. Afterward, she 
turned to non-fiction to promote her philosophy, publishing her own magazines and releasing several collections 
of essays until her death in 1982. Rand advocated reason as the only means of acquiring knowledge and rejected 
faith and religion. She supported rational and ethical egoism, and rejected altruism. In politics, she condemned the 
initiation of force as immoral and opposed collectivism and statism as well as anarchism, instead supporting 
laissez-faire capitalism, which she defined as the system based on recognizing individual rights. In art, Rand 
promoted romantic realism. She was sharply critical of most philosophers and philosophical traditions known to 
her, except for some Aristotelians and classical liberals…  
In ethics, Rand argued for rational and ethical egoism (rational self-interest), as the guiding moral principle. She 
said the individual should "exist for his own sake, neither sacrificing himself to others nor sacrificing others to 
himself."  She referred to egoism as "the virtue of selfishness" in her book of that title,  in which she presented her 
solution to the is-ought problem by describing a meta-ethical theory that based morality in the needs of "man's 
survival qua man". She condemned ethical altruism as incompatible with the requirements of human life and 
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A disconcerting thought. 

RaMBaN’s presumption regarding the contents of VaYikra 19:14, namely, that at least some 

human beings will act terribly and insensitively as long as they feel they can get away with it, as in the 

cases of the Cheresh (the deaf) and the Iveir (the blind), because the victim will either be unaware or 

unable to do anything about their antagonists’ attacks upon them, is disturbing to say the least. And I 

would additionally ask: “Would the person who perversely wishes to take out his hostility on such 

unfortunate individuals, be discouraged from doing so just because the Tora prohibits it?” Is the Tora 

then “preaching to the choir,” i.e., the only ones who will be compliant with the Tora’s directive will be 

those who were never tempted to attack the weak and defenseless in the first place, so to speak? 

 

Cursing people is not typically confined to only those of whom someone can take advantage. 

Concerning the initial portion of the verse, “Do not curse the deaf,”15 RaMBaN notes an earlier 

biblical verse where cursing another person is prohibited: 

 

Shemot 22:27 

You shall not curse Jewish judges,16 nor curse a ruler of your people.  

 

RaMBaN cites Sanhedrin 66a that associates these two verses from Shemot and VaYikra with 

one another, and states that the verses delineate the endpoints of the range of people whom the Tora 

wishes never to be harmed by either word or deed: 

 

…The text warns concerning the most distinguished among the people, i.e., the judge 

and the ruler…and then it returns to the subject and warns concerning the most 

unfortunate among the people, i.e., the deaf. And from the combination of both, a 

                                                           
happiness, and held that the initiation of force was evil and irrational, writing in Atlas Shrugged that "Force and 
mind are opposites." … http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ayn_Rand  
15 My essay for this Shabbat deals with the second clause, “And do not place a stumbling-block before the blind”—
see https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2015/04/kedoshim-5775-looking-out-for-the-next-guy.pdf .  
16 Although the term used in the text is “Elohim”, it does not necessarily address blasphemy in this instance, since 
that type of speech is prohibited elsewhere (the implication of the story appearing in VaYikra 24:10-16 

10 And the son of an Israelitish woman, whose father was an Egyptian, went out among the children of 
Israel; and the son of the Israelitish woman and a man of Israel strove together in the camp. 11 And the 
son of the Israelitish woman blasphemed the Name, and cursed; and they brought him unto Moshe. And 
his mother's name was Shelomit, the daughter of Divri, of the tribe of Dan. 12 And they put him in ward, 
that it might be declared unto them at the Mouth of the Lord. {P} 13 And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe, 
saying: 14 “Bring forth him that hath cursed without the camp; and let all that heard him lay their hands 
upon his head, and let all the congregation stone him. 15 And you shall speak unto the children of Israel, 
saying: ‘Whosoever curses his God shall bear his sin. 16 And he that blasphemes the Name of the Lord, he 
shall surely be put to death; all the congregation shall certainly stone him; as well the stranger, as the 
home-born, when he blasphemes the Name, shall be put to death.’”  

but rather verbally attacking Jewish judges making decisions based upon the Tora tradition, referred to as “Elohim” 
because of their power (“El”= power), and because they apply God’s Law to the this-worldly situations that come 
before them.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Initiation_of_force
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ayn_Rand
https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2015/04/kedoshim-5775-looking-out-for-the-next-guy.pdf
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“Binyan Av”17 is constructed applying to the rest of the people. Because from the most 

important to the least important, all are included within the rubric of this warning. 

  

So now, in addition to utilizing a Kal Vechomer—deducing a rule from the case of Cheiresh and applying 

it to someone with all of his faculties--we are also applying the hermeneutic device Binyan Av, and 

assembling a general construct by recognizing the commonality shared by a series of specific examples.  

 

Why judicial and political leaders are also often the targets of anger and disrespect. 

If RaMBaN’s contention is correct, i.e., that the reason why someone like a Cheiresh is a typical 

target of verbal abuse is because of his powerlessness, it seems counterintuitive that people like judges 

and political rulers, individuals endowed with great amounts of power, should also be subjected to  such 

treatment.  However, even if the rule of law is considered basic to any social contract governing civilized 

society—Dinim (establishing law courts) after all is one of the seven Noachide Commandments—that 

apparently doesn’t protect the judge or the lawmaker from being made the target of salacious 

comments and attacks by those for whom a particular decision or law does not work out favorably, or 

even those of a more libertarian orientation, who simply don’t wish to be regulated by any law 

whatsoever.  RaMBaN accounts for the need for Shemot 22:27 as follows: 

 

Since it is typical for people to curse them, within their inner rooms (apparently self-

interest and cowardice predicates that the people do their cursing secretly when it 

comes to judges and politicians, while those who are powerless are humiliated out in 

the open) when after being judged (by either the judge or the ruler), they emerge 

having been found guilty. 

  

All this leads to the commentator’s final conclusion regarding the cursing of powerful political and 

judicial leaders:  

 

And with respect to the cursing of the ruler and the judge, there are manifold problems, 

because the masses in their foolishness, hate them and fulminate to rise up against 

them, while they (the rulers and judges), by means of their application of justice, cause 

the world to continue to exist in a stable manner.  

  
 RaMBaN is in effect echoing the statement at the end of the first chapter of Avot (1:18):  

 

Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says: The world exists because of three things: Judgment, 

Truth and Peace, as it is said, (Zecharya 8:16) “These are the things that ye shall do: 

Speak ye every man the truth with his neighbor; execute the judgment of truth and 

peace in your gates.” 
 

                                                           
17 A Binyan Av is a rule derived from a verse (or from two verses) that is applied to all cases that are similar to the 

one in the verse. An example: The permission to prepare food on Yom Tov was only stated in regards to Pesach 
(Shemot 12:16). From a Binyan Av, we apply this rule to all similar days, i.e., Succot, Shavuot, etc… 
https://www.ou.org/torah/gemara/the-13-rules-of-rabbi-yishmael/methodology3/  
 

https://www.ou.org/torah/gemara/the-13-rules-of-rabbi-yishmael/methodology3/
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with the Tanna’s proof-text focusing specifically upon  rendering judgments: 

 

 :בשעריכם שפטו שלום ומשפט אמת...( :טזח זכריה) שנאמר
  

In other words, only by means of exercising and applying Din (judgment), can Emet (truth) and Shalom 

(peace) be achieved.  

 

Just because a disgruntled individual complains, or even curses, why should we take such utterances 

seriously in light of the irresponsible and improper behavior of the curs-er? 

 But one can ask: When it comes to matters like cursing both the weak and the powerful,  

why don’t we simply invoke the common refrain that seems to have first appeared  in  the periodical, 

The Christian Recorder, in March 1862:  

 

Sticks and stones will break my bones, but words will never harm me.18 
 

Different perspectives allow us to appreciate the significance of a “curse.” 
a. The Victim 

 Unfortunately, in an age when we have become intensely sensitized to domestic violence and 

bullying, even when it takes only verbal form, the following poem by Ruby Redfort, a character invented 

by the children’s author Lauren Child, 19 offers a contemporary counter-argument, that solidly supports 

the Tora’s approach:  

 

Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can also hurt me. 
Stones and sticks break only skin, while words are ghosts that haunt me. 
Slant and curved the word-swords fall, it pierces and sticks inside me. 
Bats and bricks may ache through bones, but words can mortify me. 
Pain from words has left its' scar, on mind and heart that's tender. 
Cuts and bruises have not healed, it's words that I remember.20  
 

Ruby’s poem focusses upon the victim, who is forever changed for the worse when the object of 

derision and hostility.  

b. The spiritual effect of uttering a negative word upon the one who gives voice to them. 

                                                           
18 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sticks_and_Stones_%28nursery_rhyme%29  
19 Occupation: Lauren Child, multi-million-copy bestselling author, illustrator, TV producer, and “starer out of the 

window.” Described by The Independent as “so good it’s exhilarating”, Lauren Child first introduced the character 
of Ruby Redfort in her three award-winning CLARICE BEAN novels (Utterly Me, Clarice Bean, Clarice Bean Spells 
Trouble and Clarice Bean Don’t Look Now). Since then she has been inundated with letters from fans asking for the 
Ruby Redfort series… Lauren is also the author of the phenomenally successful CHARLIE AND LOLA books, as well 
as Associate Producer on the TV show of the same name. Her books have been translated into dozens of languages 
around the world and she has won many prizes, including the Smarties Prize (four times), the Kate Greenaway 
Medal and the Red House Children’s Book Award. http://rubyredfort.com/about-author/  
20 Ruby Redfort  http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/sticks-and-stones-10/  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sticks_and_Stones_%28nursery_rhyme%29
http://rubyredfort.com/about-author/
http://www.poemhunter.com/ruby-redfort/poems/
http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/sticks-and-stones-10/
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The commentator Racanati,21 cites a passage in the Zohar in the name of R. Chiya, in which 
words, once articulated, literally take on spiritual lives of their own, and can subsequently endanger the 
one who has said them: 

 
Zohar III 85a22  
Come and see: Whoever curses his fellow in his presence, humiliating him, it is as though he has 
spilled his blood, as we have established.   
This verse, however, refers to when one’s fellow is not with him (figuratively “deaf”) and he 
curses him. As a result, that word “ascends.” There is not a single word issuing from one’s 
mouth that lacks a voice. This voice ascends and is joined by many quaestors (accusers), until it 
rises and arouses the place of the Great Abyss (the home of demons), as has been established. 
How many are aroused against that person! Woe to one whose mouth issues an evil word, as 
has been established.23  

 

c. A reflection of the moral condition of the curs-er. 
Instead of resorting to a metaphysical explanation regarding the potency of a curse, RaMBaM 

suggests that the negativity reflects a moral shortcoming on the part of the one uttering the curse: 
 
Sefer HaMitzvot, Negative Commandment #317 
…Because the Tora was not only concerned about the welfare of the individual being 
cursed, but also attempts to protect the curs-er (in effect from himself!), by warning 
that he not devote himself to exacting revenge and accustoming himself to losing his 
temper… 

  
It is interesting to consider how, according to RaMBaM, Negative Commandments may not only attempt 

to control reprehensible behavior and thereby eliminate such actions from destroying the fabric of 

society, but also to have a positive impact upon the one who restrains himself from doing such things, 

by enlightening him about what he must work on in order to improve his character and personality. 

Conclusion.  

 Parashat Kedoshim is replete with Commandments that represent the essence of Jewish life and 

observance. While some of the Mitzvot therein may be deemed more central than others, the analysis 

that we have applied to VaYikra 19:14 can be similarly utilized to explore many of the other Parasha’s 

verses, particularly in chapter 19, and efforts to that end are to be encouraged.  

 

  

 

                                                           
21 Menahem ben Benjamin Recanati (1250-1310) (Hebrew: מנחם בן בנימין ריקנטי) was an Italian rabbi who 
flourished at the close of the thirteenth century and in the early part of the fourteenth. He was devoted the chief 
part of his writings to the Kabbala… http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Menahem_Recanati  
22 The Pritzker Edition, Trans. Daniel Matt, vol. VIII pp. 31-2, Stanford U. Press, 2014. 
23 The image that comes to mind is the device used in the 1990 film “Ghost,” starring Patrick Swayze and Demi 
Moore. When an evil-does dies, black forms come to surround him and carry him away to wherever evil-doers end 
up.  
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