The Center for Modern Torah Leadership

“For the ways of Hashem are straight, and the righteous will walk in them, but the posh’im will
blunder in them.”
Rabbinic literature regularly concedes that Torah study does not guarantee proper behavior or even
good character: “If he merits, it becomes an elixir of life for him; if he does not merit, it becomes an
elixir of death for him.” (See “Learning Torah is Like Taking Deadly Poison” audio and sourcesheet.) The
texts of the tradition cannot reliably defend themselves against corrupt interpreters, nor can they
redeem the interpreters’ corruption.
The conclusing verse of Haftarat Shuvah suggests that this is true not only of study, but of practice, that
the intrinsically straight Divine paths will somehow mislead anyone crooked who enters them. This
seems to be an antecedent for Ramban’s famous notion of the “naval birshut haTorah”, the one who
behaves disgustingly despite not violating any formal torah prohibitions.
But making that connection requires us to identify the “paths of Hashem” with the Law, so that one can
walk in them without truly following His Will, which extends beyond the Law. Talmud Nazir 23a
considers this possibility but seems to move beyond it, instead reading this verse as referring specifically
to cases where the “path of Hashem” goes not only beyond the Law but even contradicts it. The
conversation takes place via a series of dueling and sometime shocking parables, as follows:
Said Rabbah Bar Bar Channah said Rabbi Yochanan:
“What is the meaning of “For the ways of Hashem are straight, and the righteous will walk in
them, but the posh’im will blunder in them”?
A parable:
Two men who roasted their Paschal lambs.
one ate it with intent to fulfill the mitzvah,
but one ate it with intent to overeat;
the one who ate it for mitzvah-sake — “and the righteous will walk in them”,
but the one who ate it for gluttony-sake — “but the posh’im will blunder in them”.
Resh Lakish said to him:
You call such a one a rasha?! Granted that he did not do a choice mitzvah, he nevertheless ate a
Paschal lamb!? Rather,
A parable:
Two men, each having their wife and their sister with them;
this one found his wife (in his bed)
but this one found his sister (in his bed)
the one who found his wife - “and the righteous will walk in them”,
while the one who found his sister - “but the posh’im will blunder in them”.
How is that comparable?! We spoke of one path, but here there are two paths!? Rather
A parable:
Lot together with his two daughters.
They intended (their incest) for mitzvah-sake - “and the righteous will walk in them”,
He, who intended simply to sin - “but the posh’im will blunder in them”.
Perhaps he also intended for mitzvah-sake?!
Said Rabbi Yochanan . . .
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The first parable assumes that the Divine Path is the law, here the obligation to eat a Paschal lamb. Resh
Lakish, however, cannot understand how one can see fulfillment of the law as a blunder. (Tosafot note that
actually gluttonous eating may not fulfill the law, and accordingly offer distinctions, but laaniyut daati Resh Lakish deals only
with intent, not actuality.) The first alternative parable offered, however, seems bizarre and off-topic — the
posheia is caused to commit a sin by doing something never intended — thus the person is not in any
way following the Divine path. The second alternative moves to a case in which the law is being
deliberately violated, but for a worthwhile cause — here the conclusion is that the Divine path in fact
sometimes contradicts the Law, but that the posh’im will blunder when they follow it against the Law
since they will not have pure intentions, and thus will be justified neither by form nor by the intent of
their action. (This seems to me likely the basis of Netziv's understanding of aveirah lishmoh). Meiri, relating back to
the previous phrase in our verse, suggests that “posh’im” will always perform the law by rote
rather than out of understanding, and accordingly their violations of the law cannot be
attributed to a realization that the purposes of the law are here better accomplished in the
breach.

Read this way in Biblical context, the last line of the haftorah — and of Sefer Hosheia — suggests
that repentance can happen in two ways — either by accepting ourselves as so flawed that our
only behavioral option is complete obedience to law, or else by improving ourselves to the
point that we can violate the law when necessary in perfect submission to the true Divine Will.
My sense, in our day, is that those who declare themselves capable of following Divine Will
against Halakhah turn out to be radically deficient in self-awareness, with tragic consequences.
But the recognition that the law is more binding than ever in our day, that we legitimately have
less room than in the past for the ad hoc exception or civil disobedience, should drive us to
redouble our efforts to minimize the gap between Will and Law. To the extent that the
Orthodox community has instead sought to deny that Will has any meaning other than Law, i.e
to deny that currently dominant halakhic interpretations are legitimately subject to practical
and ethical critique, repentance is urgently necessary.

Shabbat shalom

Aryeh Klapper
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