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Fear of Heaven Unit 9  

RaMBaM, Tora More on combatting bad influences. 

 א הלכה ו פרק דעות הלכות ם"רמב
  ובמעשיו בדעותיו נמשך להיות אדם של ברייתו דרך

 ,מדינתו אנשי כמנהג ונוהג וחביריו ריעיו אחר
 אצל ולישב לצדיקים להתחבר אדם צריך לפיכך 

 , ממעשיהם שילמוד כדי תמיד החכמים
 ילמוד שלא כדי בחשך ההולכים הרשעים מן ויתרחק

 , ממעשיהם
 את הולך" (כ:משלי יג) :אומר ששלמה הוא

  ",ירוע כסילים ורועה ,יחכם חכמים 
 

  "',וגו האיש אשרי" (א:הילים את) :ואומר
 

 אנשיה ואין רעים שמנהגותיה במדינה היה אם וכן
 שאנשיה למקום ילך ,ישרה בדרך הולכים
 , טובים בדרך ונוהגים צדיקים

 שמועתן ושומע יודעם שהוא המדינות כל היו ואם
 שאינו או, זמנינו כמו טובה לא בדרך נוהגים

 או הגייסות מפני טובים למדינה ללכת יכול
  יחידי לבדו ישב ,החולי מפני

 
 ",וידום בדד ישב" (כח:יכה גא) :שנאמר כענין

 לישב אותו מניחים שאין ,וחטאים רעים היו ואם 
 ונוהג עמהן נתערב כן אם אלא במדינה
 ולחוחים למערות יצא ,הרע במנהגם

  םחטאי בדרך עצמו ינהיג ואל, ולמדברות
 

RamBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot De’ot 6:1 
It is natural for a man's character and actions to be influenced by his friends and 

associates and for him to follow the local norms of behavior.  
Therefore, he should associate with the righteous and be constantly in the 

company of the wise, so as to learn from their deeds.  
Conversely, he should keep away from the wicked who walk in darkness, so as 

not to learn from their deeds. 
This is (implied by) Shlomo's statement (Mishlei 13:20): "He who walks 

with the wise will become wise, while one who associates with fools 
will suffer."  

Similarly, (Tehillim 1:1) states: "Happy is the man who has not followed 
the advice of the wicked." 

A person who lives in a place where the norms of behavior are evil and the 
inhabitants do not follow the straight path should move to a place where 
the people are righteous and follow the ways of the good. 

If all the places with which he is familiar and of which he hears reports follow 
improper paths, as in our times, or if he is unable to move to a place 
where the patterns of behavior are proper, because of (the presence of) 
bands of raiding troops, or for health reasons, he should remain alone in 
seclusion  
as (Eicha 3:28) states: "Let him sit alone and be silent." 

If they are wicked and sinful and do not allow him to reside there unless he 
mingle with them and follow their evil behavior, he should go out to 
caves, thickets, and deserts (rather than) follow the paths of sinners  
as (Yirmiyahu 9:1) states: "Who will give me a lodging place for wayfarers, 
in the desert."2 

                                                           
2 See fn. 1.  

http://www.chabad.org/16006#v1
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 במדבר יתנני מי" (א:ירמי' ט) :שנאמר כענין
 1".אורחים מלון

 

 ג הלכה ב פרק זרה עבודה הלכות ם"רמב
 אחר יפנה שלא והוא ,הן אחד בענין האלו הלאוין וכל

  .כוכבים עבודת

RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Avoda Zora 2:3 
All these prohibitions have one common thrust: that one should not pay 

attention to idol worship.  

                                                           
1 RaMBaM did not only preach such an idea; to a great extent he lived it in his personal life. This can be seen from 
biographical information about his peregrinations from place to place throughout the Middle East over the course 
of his lifetime:  

 … A Berber dynasty, the Almohads, conquered Córdoba in 1148, and abolished the dhimma status (i.e., 
state protection of life and wealth) in some of their territories. The loss of this protected status 
threatened the Jewish and Christian communities with conversion to Islam, death, or exile.  The historical 
records of abuses against Jews in the immediate post-1148 period are subject to different interpretations. 
Many Jews were forced to convert, but due to suspicion by the authorities of fake conversions, the new 
converts had to wear identifying clothing that set them apart and made them subject to public scrutiny.   
Maimonides's family, along with most other Jews, chose exile. Some say, though, that it is likely that 
Maimonides feigned a conversion to Islam before escaping.  This forced conversion was ruled legally 
invalid under Islamic law when brought up by a rival in Egypt.  For the next ten years, Maimonides moved 
about in southern Spain, eventually settling in Fes in Morocco. During this time, he composed his 
acclaimed commentary on the Mishnah in the years 1166–1168.  Following this sojourn in Morocco, 
together with two sons, he sojourned in the Holy Land, before settling in Fustat, Egypt around 1168. 
While in Cairo, he studied in a yeshiva attached to a small synagogue (which now bears his name).[27] In 
the Holy Land, he prayed at the Temple Mount. He wrote that this day of visiting the Temple Mount was a 
day of holiness for him and his descendants.  
Maimonides shortly thereafter was instrumental in helping rescue Jews taken captive during the Christian 
King Amalric's siege of the Egyptian town of Bilbays. He sent five letters to the Jewish communities of 
Lower Egypt asking them to pool money together to pay the ransom. The money was collected and then 
given to two judges sent to Palestine to negotiate with the Crusaders. The captives were eventually 
released.  Following this triumph, the Maimonides family, hoping to increase their wealth, gave their 
savings to his brother, the youngest son David ben Maimon, a merchant. Maimonides directed his brother 
to procure goods only at the Sudanese port of ‘Aydhab. After a long arduous trip through the desert, 
however, David was unimpressed by the goods on offer there. Against his brother's wishes, David 
boarded a ship for India, since great wealth was to be found in the East. Before he could reach his 
destination, David drowned at sea sometime between 1169–1170. The death of his brother caused 
Maimonides to become sick with grief. In a letter (discovered later in the Cairo Geniza), he wrote: 

The greatest misfortune that has befallen me during my entire life—worse than anything else—
was the demise of the saint, may his memory be blessed, who drowned in the Indian sea, 
carrying much money belonging to me, him, and to others, and left with me a little daughter and 
a widow. On the day I received that terrible news I fell ill and remained in bed for about a year, 
suffering from a sore boil, fever, and depression, and was almost given up. About eight years 
have passed, but I am still mourning and unable to accept consolation. And how should I console 
myself? He grew up on my knees, he was my brother, [and] he was my student.  

Around 1171, Maimonides was appointed the Nagid of the Egyptian Jewish community.] Arabist S.D. 
Goitein believes the leadership he displayed during the ransoming of the Crusader captives led to this 
appointment. With the loss of the family funds tied up in David's business venture, Maimonides assumed 
the vocation of physician, for which he was to become famous. He had trained in medicine in both 
Córdoba and in Fes. Gaining widespread recognition, he was appointed court physician to the Grand Vizier 
Al Qadi al Fadil, then to Sultan Saladin, after whose death he remained a physician to the royal family… 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maimonides  
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 הרי ,מעשה בו עושה שהוא בדרך אחריה הנפנה וכל
 , לוקה זה

 אחריה להפנות שאסור הוא בלבד כוכבים עבודת לאו
 לו גורם שהוא מחשבה כל אלא ,במחשבה

  .התורה מעיקרי עיקר לעקור לאדם
 

 דעתנו נסיח ולא ,לבנו על להעלותה שלא אנו מוזהרין
 , הלב הרהורי אחר ונמשך ונחשוב ,לכך

 
 יכולין הדעות כל ולא ,קצרה אדם של שדעתו מפני

 , בוריו על האמת להשיג
 מחריב נמצא ,לבו מחשבות אחר אדם כל ימשך ואם

  .דעתו קוצר לפי העולם את
 

  ,כוכבים עבודת אחר יתור פעמים ?כיצד
  שמא הוא שמא הבורא ביחוד יחשוב ופעמים

 , אינו
 

 , לאחור ומה לפנים מה למטה ומה למעלה מה
 

 , אינה היא שמא אמת היא שמא בנבואה ופעמים
 

 שמא השמים מן היא שמא בתורה ופעמים
 , אינה 

 
 על האמת שידע עד ,בהן שידין המדות יודע ואינו

 , מינות לידי יוצא ונמצא ,בוריו
 

 (לט:במדבר טו) :בה ונאמר תורה הזהירה זה ענין ועל
 אשר עיניכם ואחרי לבבכם אחרי תתורו ולא"

  ",זונים אתם
 ,הקצרה דעתו אחר מכם אחד כל ימשך לא כלומר

 , האמת משגת שמחשבתו וידמה
 

 ואחרי" ;מינות זו --"לבבכם אחרי" :חכמים אמרו כך
 , זנות זו --"עיניכם

 העולם מן לטרדו לאדם גורם שהוא פי על אף זה ולאו
 .מלקות בו אין הבא

Whoever performs a deed that reflects his concern with (idol worship) receives 
lashes (as punishment). 

The worship of false gods is not the only subject to which we are forbidden to  
pay attention; rather, we are warned not to consider any thought which 
will cause us to uproot one of the fundamentals of the Torah.  

We should not turn our minds to these matters, think about them, or be drawn 
after the thoughts of our hearts. 

 

In general, people have limited powers of understanding, and not all minds are 
capable of appreciating the truth in its fullness.  

(Accordingly,) were a person to follow the thoughts of his heart, it is possible 
that he would destroy the world because of his limited understanding. 

 
What is implied? There are times when a person will stray after star worship, 

and times when he will wonder about God's oneness: Perhaps He is one, 
 perhaps He is not?  

 
(He might also wonder:) What exists above, (in the heavenly realms)?  

 
What exists below (them)? What was before time? What will be 
after time?  

Similarly, (one might wonder about) prophecy: Perhaps it is true, perhaps 
it is not?  

And (one may also wonder) about the Tora: Perhaps it emanates from 
God, perhaps it does not? 

 
Since he may not know the guidelines with which to evaluate (ideas that will  

lead him) to the truth in its fullness, he may come to heresy.  
 
The Tora has warned about this matter, saying (BaMidbar 15:39): "Do not stray 

after your hearts and eyes, which have led you to immorality"  
- i.e., each one of you should not follow his limited powers of understanding 

and think that he has comprehended the truth. 
 
Our Sages (interpreted this warning): "After your hearts"--this refers to heresy; 

"after your eyes," this refers to immorality.  
This prohibition - though (severe,) causing a person to be prevented (from 

attaining a portion) in the world to come - is not punishable by lashes. 

 

Questions for thought and discussion: 

1.  In order for a person to be avoid being negatively influenced by those who surround him, he 

has to be able to recognize their bad influence. However, if the influence is subtle and gradual 

over a long period of time, it will be difficult to perceive. If a person might come to make errors 

about matters of faith, as is illustrated in the source from Hilchot Avoda Zora, will he necessarily 

be able to exercise the judgment necessary to avoid social influences from without? Discuss.  
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2. Are the RaMBaM’s recommendations regarding relocating even “far off the grid” realistic when 

a person has to be concerned about earning a living, supporting his family, paying day school 

tuition, contributing to the community, etc.?  How is he to tell when the compromises he makes 

are part of reality and when they are corrupting him and those who depend upon him?  

3. When RaMBaM states that we should not even think about anything that could lead to a 

negation of Jewish beliefs, does that mean humanities (as opposed to vocational, or focusing on 

science and math subject matter) secular education is not acceptable? How can a person assure 

that he not be unduly influenced by reading and studying those who profess antipathy to 

religion in general and Judaism in particular?  

4. Is RaMBaM implying that a person must not pursue philosophical ideas since they have the 

potential to alienate him from traditional Jewish belief? But wasn’t RaMBaM himself familiar 

with all sorts of philosophies and religions? Does this demonstrate that some of the tenets of 

Modern Orthodoxy—a strong secular education and participation within secular culture and 

society would be discouraged according to RaMBaM? Discuss. 

Practical applications of the sources:  

1. Must a person reject at least some of the assumptions that RaMBaM declares in the above 

sources, or is there a way to parse them so that they can be adhered to as part of our present 

lifestyles? 


