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Rabbi Michael Balinsky

Leviticus 19: 14. You shall not curse a deaf person. You shall not place a stumbling block before a
blind person, and you shall fear your God. I am the Lord.

The Sefat Ewmet in this teaching expands upon Rashi’s explanation of the connection between the
possibility of taking advantage of someone and the requirement the Torah makes to fear God. Why
is the fear of God connected directly to these mztzvof? Rashi sees the admonition to fear God here as
a reminder to the person that all is known, if not to others, but certainly to God. Fear of God will
help insure a deep sense of honesty and integrity within the individual and a wholeness which guides
his interactions with others. It is not enough for the Torah to prohibit placing a stumbling block
before the blind. In these areas of interaction with others, which involve more than actions but also
perceptions, the additional imperative of fearing God is needed to insure proper behavior.

Professor Zev Harvey summarizes this well:

In Bava Metzia 58b, Rabbi Judah explains that all these cases are instances of "something
relegated to the heart" (davar ha-masur la-lev), that is, something that cannot be known by
observers. For example, one must not pretend to be interested in buying something one
does not have the money to buy (a violation of Leviticus 25:17). Again, one must not advise
someone to sell his good field and buy a jackass, and then purchase his field as soon as he
has sold it (a violation of Leviticus 19:14).

The biblical phrase "and thou shalt fear thy God" is used, thus, in situations in which one is
able to do something unethical without it being known to other human beings. The one who
pretended interest in buying what he had no money to buy can claim that at the time he
thought he had the money; and the one who gave the bad advice about the field and the
jackass can claim that at the time he thought it was good advice. In these situations, the
unethical deed is not knowable to other human beings, but is known only to God, who
knows all thoughts. In such cases where the fear of human beings cannot prevent one from
doing the unethical deed, only the fear of God can do so. "The fear of God" ("and thou
shalt fear thy God") in these Levitical texts is thus a fundamental ethical principle, and seems
to be a conceptual forerunner of the Rabbinic concept of yirat shamayim. One Rabbinic text
that echoes this ethical principle is found in Tanna de-bei Eliyahu, 23 and recited daily in the
morning prayers priot to Pesukei de-Zimrah: "Let a person always be a fearer of God [yerei
shamayim] in secret, assent to the truth, and speak the truth in his heart:' Yirat ShamayimThe
Awe Reverence and Fear of God.

Rashi on Leviticus 19:14
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You shall not place a stumbling block before a blind person: Before a person who is “blind”
regarding a matter, you shall not give advice that is improper for him. [For instance,] do not say to
someone: “Sell your field and buy a donkey [with the proceeds|” while [in truth,] you plan to cheat




him since you yourself will take it from him [by lending him money and taking the donkey as
collateral. He will not be able to take the field because a previous creditor has a lien on it.] - [Torath
Kobhanim 19:34]
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and you shall fear your God: [Why is this mentioned here?] Because this matter [of misadvising
someone] is not discernible by people, whether this person had good or evil intentions, and he can
avold [being recriminated by his victim afterwards] by saying, “I meant welll”” Therefore, concerning
this, it says, “and you shall fear your God,” Who knows your thoughts! Likewise, concerning
anything known to the one who does it, but to which no one else is privy, Scripture says, “and you
shall fear your God.” - [Torath Kohanim 19:34]
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Rashi writes that likewise, concerning anything hamoser lilibo shel adam, known to the
one who does it, but to which no one else is privy, Scripture says, “and you shall fear
your God.” It appears clearly that through fear of God one is able to fulfill and
observe those commandments to which only the person is privy. We can also say
that when we observe these commandments which depend upon personal integrity,
something relegated to the heart, we are merited to achieve fear of God. For any
mitzvah requiring an action is a #&&un for a human action. Similarly, mztzvet
dependant on something relegated to the heart act as a #&k&un for the human heart.

I similarly heard from my grandfather that the command Leviticus 25:17: You shall
not therefore defraud one another; but you shall fear your God; for I am the Lord
your God. This prohibition not to defraud someone includes not wounding
someone’s feelings, ona’at devarim. By being careful in not wounding someone you
merit fear of God.

In truth both interpretations are true according to the teaching that the reward of
doing a mitzvah is a mitzvah. Surely through a deepening of one’s fear of God you can
better fulfill those mitzvot relegated to the heart and therefore the reward for the

mitzvah of fear is in order that you can fulfill the mitzvah even better. ..
Translation Rabbi Michael Balinsky




However, the Sefat Emet is not satisfied with Rashi’s explanation . In other places in the Torah, fear
of God is seen as an end in itself. It is an independent mitzvah and an ideal state of religious
consciousness. The Sefar Emet posits a second approach, that having proper fear of God is not
necessarily the beginning point or a pre- condition or an ethical principle, but the end goal of
someone who behaves with wholeness. It is a spiritual consciousness achieved through the move
towards wholeness, honesty and integrity and it is not a necessary condition to create wholeness and
integrity. How I engage others through my actions and relationship to them will improve and grow
my consciousness and fear of God.

He accepts that both explanations are correct and true. One is then left with a spiral that deeply links
our relationship with others as a crucial dimension of our religious growth which then continues to
inform our relationship with others. Fear of God is a reminder how to behave and a spiritual goal
for which to strive. Ethics and spiritual growth merge.




