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Genesis 18:8
He took butter and milk, and the calf which he had made;
he placed it before them;
(He was standing over them under the tree)
They ate.

Heart of Gold, the improbable spaceship in Douglas Adams’ five-volume “Hitchhiker’s’ Trilogy”,
produces a liquid that is “almost, but not entirely, unlike tea”. Somehow this line comes to mind when |
think about the concept that human beings are created “b’tzelem Elokim” in conjunction with
Rambam'’s claim that no analogy between G-d and human beings is viable. Rambam translates Elokim
differently, but for most of us tzelem must mean “almost but not entirely unlike”.

Rambam nonetheless champions the obligation of human beings to be like G-d, “lehidamot lo
kemah she’efshar”. Why does this not require a viable analogy? We imitate His actions, and the
character attributes that His actions would reflect in a human being, without claiming that we genuinely
resemble Him.

The problem is that this imitation is selective — we emulate those Divine actions that reflect
compassion, but not those that reflect cruelty; we imitate His healing of the sick but not His making
them sick in the first place. The analogy between human and Divine continually fails, and yet we cannot
help making it. This week I'd like to play that issue out through an analysis of the dynamics of dignity.

A sugya on Kiddushin 32b begins by citing Rav Ashi as follows:
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Even according to the side of the argument that holds that if a Rav forgoes kavod -
others may treat him without the kavod due a rav,
if a nasi forgoes kavod -
others may not treat him without the kavod due a rav.
The sugya then cites a beraita to attack this statement, and concludes that its initial version was
incorrect. The emended version reads as follows:
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Even according to the side of the argument that holds that if a nasi forgoes kavod -
others may treat him without the kavod due a nasi,
if a melekh forgoes kavod -
others may not treat him without the kavod due a melekh..
The difference between the two versions of Rav Ashi is whether a position exists that holds that a nasi
may effectively forgo kavod, and it follows that the beraita cited to attack the initial position must
contain such a position. Here is the beraita:
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A story of Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Yehoshua, and Rabbi Tzadok
who were reclining at the wedding feast of Rabban Gamliel’s son
and Rabban Gamliel was standing over them serving drinks.
He gave the cup to Rabbi Eliezer, who did not take it; to Rabbi Yehoshua, who took it.
Rabbi Eliezer said to him:
What is this, Yehoshua — we sit, and Rabban Gamliel stands over us serving drinks!?
He replied:
We have found one greater than he who served!
Avraham Avinu was the Great Man of his generation
yet Scripture writes regarding him “He stood over them”!
And lest you say: They seemed to him to be angels —
No, they appeared to him to be itinerant merchants.
So why should we not sit while Rabban Gamliel stands over us serving drinks?!
Rabbi Tzadok said to them:
How long will you abandon the kavod of the Omnipresent and engage with human kavod?!
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The Holy Blessed One blows winds, raises clouds, drops rain, and causes the earth to sprout
and sets the table before each and every one
So why should we not sit while Rabban Gamliel stands over us serving drinks?!

In the context of this sugya®, the conversation between the rabbis is understood as purely legal.
Rabbi Eliezer, by refusing the cup, enacts the position that the nasi Rabban Gamliel cannot effectively
forgo his kavod, whereas Rabban Gamliel (by offering the cup), Rabbi Yehoshua (by accepting the cup),
and Rabbi Tzadok (by defending Rabbi Yehoshua) enact the position that a nasi can effectively forgo his
kavod.

Rabbi Yehoshua’s argument rests on an analogy between Avraham Avinu and Rabban Gamliel.
In formal terms, he argues that if a gadol hador can effectively forgo his honor, so too can a nasi (and
see also Genesis 23:6, where Avraham is called nasi). Rabbi Tzadok’s argument, however, rests on an
analogy between Hashem and Rabban Gamliel, and this analogy is obviously flawed in many ways. For
example —human beings cannot eat without accepting His service. Would Rabbi Eliezer refuse a drink
from Rabban Gamliel even at the cost of dying of thirst?

Rabbi Tzadok’s argument also leads in a direction that our sugya cannot abide. The same
analogy can presumably be made between Hashem and kings; if Hashem can effectively forgo his honor,
so too can kings. But this contradicts the revised version of Rav Ashi, which asserts that there is
universal agreement that kings cannot effectively forgo their honor!?

Maharsha, Arukh Laner, and Rav Ovadiah Yosef — | assume many others as well — all offer
rationales as to why Hashem’s capacity to forgive His honor does not demonstrate that a king can do so
as well. In other words, they each break the analogy between Divine and human. But these arguments,
however correct on their own terms, cannot explain our sugya, because our sugya depends on that
analogy holding with regard to the nasi! Saying that the honor of a nasi differs from the honor of a king
is no help, as the issue with regard to a nasi is precisely whether he is legally comparable to a king, and
therefore Rabbi Tzadok’s argument cannot effectively distinguish between them. It is quite odd to find a
Rabbi claiming that G-d is not comparable to a melekh, despite all the references to Him as melekh in
our liturgy, and yet that He is comparable to a lesser official.

An anomaly within the beraita, quite apart from its role in our sugya, is that Rabbi Tzadok
presents himself as critiquing both Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua for prioritizing human kavod over
Divine kavod, even though the substance of his argument supports Rabbi Yehoshua’s conclusion. He
must therefore be critiquing Rabbi Yehoshua’s argument, not his action. What is the critique?

1 The story in its own terms should likely be understood very differently. Rabban Gamliel may offer the drink
as a gesture that he fully expects must and will be turned down; Rabbi Yehoshua may respond defensively
rather than halakhically; and Rabbi Tzadok may be trying to mediate rather than offer a formal defense of
Rabbi Yehoshua. In my play about the relationship among these rabbis, I assume that this interaction takes
place soon after Rabban Gamliel’s inauguration; that the choice of a young Rabban Gamliel was controversial,
and seen as motivated by heredity rather than ability; and that Rabbi Yehoshua may not have understood that
Rabban Gamliel was making a gesture, perhaps because he generally moved in less genteel social circles
outside the beit midrash. But even without narrative assumptions, one might argue that the rabbis disputed
whether it was a violation o kavod to accept drinks, rather than about whether a nasic can effectively forgo
kavod.
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| suggest that Rabbi Tzadok feels that all discussions of kavod must take place in the realization
that human beings have kavod only insofar as the analogy to the Divine holds; as the Rav argues in
Lonely Man of Faith, all human dignity is a product of Chapter One of Genesis, where human beings are
created b’tzelem Elokim. To insist on one’s kavod is to insist on the analogy; to forgo one’s kavod is to
recognize its weakness, which the Rav there sees as the fundamental stance of Adam in Chapters 2 and
3.

Rabbi Tzadok correctly intuits that Rabbi Yehoshua is arguing less for Rabban Gamliel’s right to
forgo his kavod, and more for his own right to be treated by Rabban Gamliel as an equal. If Avraham
Avinu served mere itinerant merchants, surely Rabban Gamliel can serve us!? In Mekhilkta and Sifra’s
version of the story Rabbi Yehoshua makes the kal vachomer explicitly: If Avraham served apparent
idolaters, surely Rabban Gamliel can serve us, who are engaged intensely in Torah!?

Rabbi Tzadok recognizes that that all dignity distinctions among human beings are artificial, and
therefore arguing from Divine to human is never logically compelling, and a demand for unequal kavod
can never survive philosophical scrutiny. But it is not only Rabbi Eliezer who erroneously assumes that
the nasi has an inherent kavod rather than one created by specific social constructions; by arguing that if
Avraham could forgo his kavod, so too Rabban Gamliel, Rabbi Yehoshua makes the same error.

Ultimately, kavod beyond the generic kavod due every human being can safely be demanded
only by those who are fully conscious that they do not deserve it.

Shabbat shalom
Aryeh Klapper
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