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Briefly from Israel — I hope to write about my experience of the year-in-Israel programs soon.

Among the most famous “mekorot”, or sources, in contemporary Orthodoxy is a statement of R.
Yeshayah Karelitz, known as the Chazon Ish, that vacates a Talmudic statement that at least certain
classes of transgressors should be “lowered into pits and not raised out of them. Chazon Ish is generally
cited as saying that contemporary transgressors are “infants captured by Gentiles” and therefore not
responsible for their sins.

This citation, however, is inaccurate, and likely represents a conflation with statements by other rabbis on
the same theme. Chazon Ish actually makes a more radical claim. He asserts that the Talmudic
statement applied only in times when Divine Providence was so evident that no one could honestly fail to
realize that their sins put the entire community in danger of Divine punishment, such that a transgressor
of ritual commandments was in fact threatening the lives of other humans. In other times, such as our
own, the attempt to impose religious rules comes across as tyranny rather than as a public safety
measure, and is therefore counterproductive and should not be done.

Chazon Ish is also often cited as a radically original idea, albeit with a result that seems intuitively
compelling to many of us. What | want to note this week is that his position is to some degree anticipated
by R. Meir Simchah of Dvinsk in his Meshekh Chokhmah. Meshekh Chokhmah argues that the Jewish
acceptance of Torah came in two stages. First they accepted all the rationally compelling mitzvoth — this
occurred without a covenant. They then accepted the entire structure of Torah after they entered into a
covenant, because absent a covenant, which makes each Jew a guarantor of each other Jew’'s behavior,
“it would be inappropriate for one person to be involved in another person’s relationship with his Creator”.
In other words, Meshekh Chokhmah anticipated Chazon Ish’s notion that freedom from religious coercion
is a default position that can only be overcome by compelling communal interest.

It seems to me that “parallel evolution” of Jewish ideas within the tradition is often compelling evidence
that those ideas are organic to the tradition even when highly creative.

On the other hand, this position may prove too much — perhaps there should be a basis for communal
regulation other than pragmatic self-interest, just as we wish individuals to self-regulate lishmoh.

Shabbat shalom,

Aryeh Klapper
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