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One of my favorite Zen koans goes as follows:

Two monks are preparing to wade across a river when a beautiful woman appears and
asks if they can carry her across. One of the monks immediately agrees and carries her as
they wade across. He puts her down, and the monks continue on their journey. After a
while the second monk asks: “Are you sure you should have done that?”” The first monk
replies: “I put her down when we were safely across; are you still carrying her?”

I was reminded of this koan by a comment of Meshekh Chokhmah to Devarim 29:16. Meshekh
Chokhmah there offers the following parable:

A man walked in the city with his son near a brothel. His son stood and gazed at the
brothel. Afterward the father left the son alone, saying to him: “My son — you must not sin
and stumble via the brothel that you passed”.

It seems reasonable to ask why the father was walking near the brothel himself, and for that matter,
why the father left the son alone. But Meshekh Chokhmabh is not interested in the parable to
illustrate a substantive point, but rather a literary/grammatical point. Devarim 29:16 reads “because
you know that which we stayed in the Land of Egypt, and that which we passed through
the midst of the nations which you passed through”. Meshekh Chokhmah uses the parable to
explain the shift from we to you.

Mosheh indicated to the Jews: “You have passed near nations with disgusting practices” —
because they stumbled in Sheeteem and were trapped in their net and sacrificed to their



idols and ytzmdu to Baal Peor, but it would be inappropriate to relate this of Mosheh and
the other exalted people, rather the word “passed by” is used here homonymously.
However, the parable appears to explain only why Mosheh said “you passed” when he had been there
himself; it can to explain why it was necessary to say “we passed” first, and then shift to “you passed”.
The literary temptation is to interpret the avar differently each time, to understand one as meaning
“passed” but the other as “transgressed”. It may be that Meshekh Chokhmah intends to translate the
verse “and that which we passed through the midst of the nations where you transgressed.”
However, once we allow plays on words, it seems necessary to note that avar appears in verse 10 as
well, most likely in the sense of “entering into” a covenant (as Avraham entered into the Covenant
Between the Pieces by passing through amidst them?”. Is this third use meaningfully connected to our
verse?

| suggest that, in contrast to the father of the parable, Mosheh does not make an absolute distinction,
but rather acknowledges some responsibility for having brought the Jews’ near the ‘brothel’ — the two
uses of avar in our verse are not entirely homonymous. Shepherds cannot ultimately be responsible
for the choices their flocks make, but they can be responsible for the choices their flocks face.

This reading is in a real sense diametrically opposed to that of Meshekh Chokhmah, arguing that the
word avar here is used to point out that the elite cannot see themselves as entirely separate from the
rest of the community. And in verse 10, Mosheh calls the entire community to over into the covenant
to emphasize that the elite cannot form a separate society — where the watercarriers are over, the
elite are over as well, and if one group transgresses rather than merely passing through, everyone else
transgresses as well.

Now modernity has an often pejorative term for the attempt to regulate the choices other people face
— ‘paternalism’, and Judaism understands well that character development requires the experience of
making difficult choices. On the other hand, “do not place a stumbling block before the blind”
halakhically prohibits placing, and perhaps even leaving, others in the way of temptation.

The proper balance between these imperatives is heavily affected by overall social circumstances.
Differing intuitions about that balance may lie at the heart of some key divisions within contemporary
Orthodoxy.

My bias is generally toward the expansion of autonomy. But | and we should make certain that a pro-
autonomy stance does not degenerate into an abdication of areivut, of the universal Jewish
responsibility for each other’s ethical, moral and religious condition. !mimnxi ninn

Shabbat Shalom
Aryeh Klapper
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