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Relations with the Non-Orthodox Unit  12 

Talmud Should a distinction be made between dealing with atheistic as opposed to non-Orthodox 

groups?1 

  2טז פרק שבת מסכת( וילנא) ירושלמי תלמוד
  :טרפון ר"א 

 . ואזכרותיהן הן שורפן שאני ,לביתי יבואו שאם ,בניי את אקפח 

 . מינין של בתיהן לתוך נמלט ואיני ז"ע של בתיהן לתוך נמלט שאני 3,אחריי רודף הרודף יהיה שאם 

 . בו וכופרין אותו מכירין אינן ם"שעכו  

 . בו וכופרין אותו מכירין המינין אבל  

 4."'וגו אשנא' ה משנאיך הלא" )כא:קלט תהילים( דוד אמר ועליהן   

                                                           
1 In fn. 32 of R. Lichtenstein’s, Z”L, essay, “Beyond the Pale? Contemporary Relations with Non-Orthodox Jews” 
http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/749581/Rabbi_Dr-
_Aharon_Lichtenstein/Beyond_the_Pale?_Reflections_Regarding_Contemporary_Relations_with_Non-
Orthodox_Jews (upon which these learning units are based) he notes a public disagreement he had with Prof. 
Natan Rottenstreich (“Secularism and Religion in Israel” Judaism 15:3, 1966, pp. 273-83; R. Aharon Lichtenstein 
“Religion and State: The Case for Interaction” Judaism 15:4, 1966, pp. 410-1.) In this essay, R. Lichtenstein quotes 
Rottenstreich as asserting that Halachic Judaism believes, “better an atheist that a non-Orthodox Jew.” R. Aharon 
roundly rejects such a claim, although in fn. 43 of that article, R. Lichtenstein writes, “One should not be misled by 
R. Tarfon’s statement (Yerushalmi Shabbat 16:1)…” For this reason, we will consider that passage in the Gemora, 
and I cite at the end of the unit in fn. 9 the distinction that R. Aharon draws between that Talmudic passage and 
the question at hand.  
2 Additional detail is supplied in the Bavli version of this passage, with the significant difference for our immediate 
purposes being that the verse in Tehillim 126:29 is attributed to R. Yishmael, rather than R. Tarfon, in effect 
disconnecting the reason of “hatred” of HaShem, as it were, from the category of heretics according to the latter: 

Shabbat  116a 
It was stated in the text: “The blank spaces and the Books of the heretics, we may not save them from a 
 fire.”  
 R. Yose said: “On weekdays one must cut out the Divine Names which they contain, bury 

 them,  and burn the rest.”  
 R. Tarfon said: “May I bury my son if I would not burn them together with their Divine Names if 

 they came to my hand. For even if one pursued me to slay me, or a (poisonous) snake 
 pursued me to bite me, I would enter a heathen Temple (for refuge) but not the houses 
 of these (people—the heretics), for the latter know (of God) yet deny (Him)], whereas 
 the former are ignorant and deny (Him), and of them the Writ saith, (Yeshayahu 57:8) 
 “And behind the  doors and the posts hast thou set up thy memorial” (in effect self-
 consciously and proactively placing God “out of sight”.) 

 R. Yishmael said: “(One can reason) a minori: If in order to make peace between man and wife (in 
 the context of the Sota ritual) the Tora decreed, ‘Let my Name, Written in Sanctity, be 
 blotted out in water’, these, who stir up jealousy, enmity, and wrath between Israel and 
 their Father in Heaven, how much more so; and of them David said, (Tehillim 126:29) 
 ‘Do not I hate them, O Lord, that hate Thee? And am I not grieved with those that rise 
 up against Thee? I hate them with perfect hatred: I count them mine enemies.”  

 And just as we may not rescue them from a fire, so may we not rescue them from a collapse (of 
 debris) or from water or from anything that may destroy them. 

3 As in Mishna Sanhedrin 8:7 : 
 And these are the categories where one can save an intended victim by killing the pursuer: One who is 
 running after another in order to kill him whether the intended victim is a man or a woman… 

   ק"רד4 

http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/749581/Rabbi_Dr-_Aharon_Lichtenstein/Beyond_the_Pale?_Reflections_Regarding_Contemporary_Relations_with_Non-Orthodox_Jews
http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/749581/Rabbi_Dr-_Aharon_Lichtenstein/Beyond_the_Pale?_Reflections_Regarding_Contemporary_Relations_with_Non-Orthodox_Jews
http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/749581/Rabbi_Dr-_Aharon_Lichtenstein/Beyond_the_Pale?_Reflections_Regarding_Contemporary_Relations_with_Non-Orthodox_Jews
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   5העדה קרבן
 :כריתה לשון אקפח כן אינו אם בניו את שיקפח לישבע ט"ר של דרכו היה כך ".בני את אקפח"
 6:אבותיהם למדום וכך גדלו בכך שהרי ".בו וכופרין אותו מכירין אינן ם"שעכו"
 כ"משא נגדו ומתקוממין שנאה מחמת עושין הם בו ומורדין אותו שמכירין שאלו ".אשנא' ה משנאיך הלא"

 :אותו מכירין שאין הטועים 
 

Talmud Yerushalmi, Shabbat Chapt 16 Halacha 1 
Said R. Tarfon: “I would cut off my children (an expression reflecting deep concern and commitment to 

the idea about to be expressed), if I (did not) burn them as well as the Names of God 

within them (referencing books written by heretics.) 

 (Furthermore) if a pursuer were pursuing me (to kill me), I would escaped into the home 

of an idolater but I would not escape into the home of a heretic,  

   because idolaters do not recognize Him and deny His Existence, 

   but heretics recognize Him and deny His Existence,  

   and concerning them (the heretics) David said,  

    (Tehillim 139:21) ‘Do not I hate them, O Lord, that hate Thee? And do  

   not I strive with those that rise up against Thee?’” 

 

                                                           
, הזה הפסוק נאמר המינין על כי( קטז שבת) ל"רז ופירשו. כמנהג שונות במלות בענין כפול הפסוק, משנאיך הלוא( כא)

   ...וכופרים שמכירים
   ם"מלבי

 האוהב סימן וזה, אתקוטט, להכעיס ועושים ותךקאל להכחיש המתקוממים שהם, ובמתקוממיך אשנא' ה משנאיך הלא( כא)
 :שונאיו הם כאלו אוהבו שונאי את ששונא

RaDaK 
s.v. HaLo Mesanecha 
The verse doubles an idea with different words (i.e., “Mesanecha” = “U’BeMitkommecha”), as is customary (for 
 verses in TaNaCh in general and Tehillim in particular).  
And the Rabbis interpreted it (Shabbat 116a) that this verse refers to the heretics, who recognize and deny… 

MaLBIM 
s.v. HaLo Mesanecha HaShem Esneh U’BeMitkommecha 
They are the ones that rise up to deny Your Godliness, and they do it to be spiteful/lit. inspire Anger, to cause 
dispute. And this is an indicator of one who loves (!), because he hates the ones who hate his beloved, as if they 
hate him. 
5 Rabbi David Mireles, author of Korban Ha'eidah on Talmud Yerushalmi (1762 CE which is 5522 -  תקכב- See more 

at: http://www.yeshshem.com/hilulahsivan.htm#sthash.nrqniBzI.dpuf  
6 This is parallel to what RaMBaM states regarding the Karaites: 

RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Mamrim 3:3 
To whom does the above apply? To a person who denied the Oral Law consciously, according to his 
perception of things. He follows after his frivolous thoughts and his capricious heart and denies the Oral 
Law first, as did Tzadok and Beitus and those who erred in following them. The children of these errant 
people and their grandchildren whose parents led them away and they were born among these Karaities 
and raised according to their conception, they are considered as children captured and raised by them. 
Such a child may not be eager to follow the path of Mitzvot, for it is as if he was compelled not to. Even if 
later, he hears that he is Jewish and saw Jews and their faith, he is still considered as one who was 
compelled against observance, for he was raised according to their mistaken path. This applies to those 
who we mentioned who follow the erroneous Karaite path of their ancestors. Therefore it is appropriate 
to motivate them to repent and draw them to the power of the Torah with words of peace. 
 

http://www.yeshshem.com/hilulahsivan.htm#sthash.nrqniBzI.dpuf
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Korban HaEida7  

s.v. Ekapach Et Banai 

This was the way of R. Tarfon to swear that he would cut off his children if what he said were 

not so. “Ekapach” is a synonym for “cutting off.” 

s.v. SheAKUM Einan Makirin Oto VeKofrin Bo 

For behold this is how they were raised and this is what those who came before them taught 

them.8 

s.v. HaLo Mesanecha HaShem Esneh. 

Regarding these that recognize Him and rebel against Him, they do this as a result of hatred and 

therefore rise up against Him, which is not the case of those who err and don’t 

recognized Him (in the first place).  

  

Questions for thought and discussion:  

              1.    Even if R. Lichtenstein in the end rejects applying the passage in the Tractate Shabbat to 

contemporary Jews who take issue with Orthodox belief and practice,9 why does he even 

bring it up—what is the “Hava Amina” that such categories would have relevance?  

2.    Why is it significant that whereas the Yerushalmi connects R. Tarfon with the verse in 

Tehillim 126, the Bavli does not? How does this effect the conceptualization of “heretics” 

according to R. Tarfon?  

3.    What is suggested by the distinction made by Korban HaEida between the reasons why 

some are idolaters and others atheists? Why couldn’t in both cases blame be placed upon 

parents, teachers and religious leaders rather than the individuals themselves?  

 

Practical applications of the source: 

1.   The Tanna of the Mishna, as well as R. Yose, R. Tarfon and R. Yishmael, all seem very driven 

to demonstrate categorically, albeit to different extents, the overt rejection of religious 

beliefs contrary to their own. While recent circumstances have demonstrated that for some 

in other ideological camps, such ideas drive them similarly to horrible extremes, expressing 

and acting out their rejection not only towards objects and institutions associated with 

                                                           
7 See fn. 5.  
8 See fn. 6.  
9 R. Lichtenstein writes in the footnote to the article in response to Professor Rottenstreich, in which he brings up 
the passage from the Yerushalmi: 

As the text specifies, the distinction is not between two degrees of remoteness from God, but two types 
of motivation, one conscious rebellion and the other unwitting rejection. Wherever because of different 
circumstances than R. Tarfon’s, the distinction in motivation does not exist, the statement would not 
apply.  

In the article “Beyond the Pale? Contemporary Relations with Non-Orthodox Jews”, pp. 149-50, R. Lichtenstein 
writes the following during the course of weighing and discussing the alternatives that present themselves:  

…As I have had occasion to stress in various contexts, non-Orthodox movements often provide a modicum 
of religious guidance, of access to Jewish knowledge and values, of spiritual direction and content. 
Moreover, they provide it for many beyond our own pale and reach. In such situations the contributions 
to Jewish life is real and meaningful. Can anyone assert, as our critics claim we hold, that it makes no 
difference whether one is an atheist or a Reform Jew? Worse still, some insist upon ascribing to us a 
preference for the former. But can any responsible Orthodox Jew, genuinely and responsibly concerned 
about either national viability or spiritual vigor, confirm this charge? And were he confronted with such a 
choice with respect to a son or daughter, is it conceivable that he would opt for atheism?... 
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certain people, but on the people themselves, in the Modern Orthodox community, if 

anything, there is a lack of passion and zeal, not only towards those who markedly differ 

from us, but even vis-à-vis our own practices and beliefs. How might a better middle ground 

with respect to such matters be forged, for ourselves, our families, our communities?  

2.    RaMBaM, cited in fn. 6, invokes the concept of “Tinok SheNishba” (a child who has been 

captured, removed from his family and community, and therefore never had the 

opportunity to observe or learn the proper way to practice Judaism) as applying to the 

majority of Karaites. Couldn’t such a concept apply not only to those who never were 

brought up religiously, but even those who might have been but had a negative experience 

due to all sorts of circumstances and factors beyond their control. How might such an idea 

be broadly applied, but not so broadly that everything becomes a matter of relativism and 

subjectivity? 


