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If He Saw or Knew:
Social Protest and Responsibility in the Jewish Tradition

Biblical Sources:

Vayikra 5:1 R 77 P10 R
If a person will sin: If he accepted a demand IR TY XN INOX 1P nyn1 XVNN "D YoM
for an oath, and he is a witness—either he 1MV X1 1T X1 OX VT IX DX

saw or he knew—if he does not testify, he is
subject to guilt.

Kohelet 5:7 770D N
If you see in a province oppression of the  Sx N1 NxIN PTY LOWN ST WD PYY DX
poor and suppression of right and justice, D'NAN AW D23 Yyn D22 D yONN Yy Annn
don't wonder at the fact; for one high official DOHY:
is protected by a higher one, and both of them

by still higher ones.

Esther 4:14 7 P90 NeN
On the contrary, if you keep silent in this N2¥N1 N1 DX N2 "&NN 2NN DX *D
crisis, relief and deliverance will come to the 72X N1 DX NKX DipAn DM Tiny?
Jews from another quarter, while you and N1D%AY NYAN NXID NY? DX YT "M 1TaRN:

your father's house will perish. And who
knows, perhaps you have attained to royal
position for just such a crisis.
* In which ways do ideas of protest appear in the Bible?
* How do you understand the text from Kohelet? What can we learn from the author’s
view of authority? How can that translate into personal responsibility?



Rabbinic Sources, Part 1:

Midrash Tanhuma, Mishpatim 2

If a person of learning participates in public ~ Tnyn ,nkiy xINw VOWNA ,NIIN YW NN
affairs and serves as judge or arbiter, he gives ..YIXD NX
stability to the land... N2YXNW T NNINND iNY¥y DTX D'WnN DX
But if he sits in his home and Says to himself, nn? T12YN NNiva '\'? NN Nix) nhMan nTrn-n
“What have the affairs of society to do with ];?y DiSw ?0?1? Vm?'? " ﬂl'j 20N 1T 15
me?... Why should I trouble myself with the
people’s voices of protest? Let my soul dwell
in peace!”—if he does this, he overthrows the
world.

D?ivn NX 2NN N1 0 o).

Shemot Rabbah 27:9

As long as one is but an ordinary scholar, he M8 1Y NOOX XY 1N DTXY 0NN DD
has no concern with the congregation and is  n*50 Y011 X2 DTX NINNI MDY Py 1K)
not punished [for its lapses], but as soon as he 13742 "5 noIN XY PP "IN "N2I0Y XY KD
is appointed head and dons the cloak [of 2"2yn DX DX DX 19V 128N N0 YD KX
leadership], he must no longer say: ‘Ilive for 1127 fAnnn x5 NPy 121V 18 117N by 8
my own benefit, I care not about the DX "12 NANE PPN NI, 1Y Iyl KN
congregation,” but the whole burden of the "92 15 NYPA 1Oy 21y ANK ;YA N
community is on his shoulders. If he sees a a1 ,nTS JAYY NDI9A ANK A"ap 15 0K

man in fferin nother, or
an caus . g sulfering to a > 5"X NN IR NN IX DT 1NNY DN1DN XN
transgressing, and does not prevent him, then "
IX NNY¥1 IX NPT DYTNIY NNXY IR N"Apn

he is held punishable.

MNY).
P’sikta D’Rav Kahana 12:6
“You are my witnesses, and I am God” N1" 12 'ynw M N 5K X D OxRY MY DNXD
(Isaiah 43:12) Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai DNX 'K DX1,9X "X ,'N DX] Ty DNX DX
taught, “Only when you are my witnesses, | N IR TR 91070 Ty

am God, but when you are not my witnesses,
itis as if [ am not God.”
 The rabbis draw clear distinctions between leaders and others. How do you define
who is a leader? Is a leader chosen, or can s/he be self-appointed?
* What do you make of R. Shimon’s statement? How does God fit into our vision of
global responsibility?

BT Shabbat 54b

Everyone who can protest the sin of his - NN X911 WIRD MNnY TwWoOKRY " 9O
household and does not, is responsible for the Sy pona - 17y "“waxa N2 “wax Yy oom
people of his household. For the people of his 55 5y pona - 1912 DYV Y2 1Y War
city, he is responsible for the people of his 1515 0Yn.

city. For the whole world, he is responsible

for the whole world.



BT Kiddushin 56 b

It is not the mouse who steals, but the hole
steals! Yet but for the mouse, what harm is
done by the hole! — It is seems rather that
where the transgression lies, there we impose
a penalty.

BT Sanhedrin 73a
How do we know that if a person sees
another person drowning, mauled by beasts,
or attacked by robbers, s/he is bound to save
him? From the verse, “You shall not stand
idly by the blood of your neighbor!”
(Leviticus 19:16).

» What is the distinction drawn between

with these distinctions?

27N
X120V XD "X1222 XN XYX 222 X12DY XD
XDXT XD'N YD X12N0N Tayp *Rn XN
12°02j? DNN XMNDX:

X TNy Ay 97 ™70 NO0N 512 TINbn
NI 12005 17°2N K TN 7N 20 1N

X2 +0" XIpM+ 1M TINON - w912 157805
V1 DT DY Tnyn.

active and passive offenders? Do you agree

* How do we judge in which communities our voices will be heard? Are there ways to
gather our voices together to expand our influence?

Rabbinic Sources, Part 2:

Rashi on Deuteronomy 22:1

And ignore them - conquering his eyes as if
he does not see it/him.

You shall not see, and ignore - The plain
meaning here is that you shall not notice only
in order to ignore.

Rambam, Laws of Temperament 6:7

If you see that someone committed a sin or
walks in a way that is not good, it is your
responsibility to bring the mistaken one back
to the right path and point out that he is doing
wrong to himself by this evil course, as it is
said, “You must surely condemn your
neighbor” (Lev. 19:17). One who condemns
another, whether for offenses against
people or for sins against God, should scold
in private, speak to the offender gently and
tenderly, and point out that the criticism is
offered for the person’s own good, to secure
life in the World to Come. If the person
accepts the rebuke, well and good. If not, the
person should be rebuked a second, and a third
time. And so one is obligated to continue the
critiques, until the sinner attacks the
rebuker and says, “I refuse to listen.”

25 P9p 22T Y''wn

X 1R 1OKD Y »21D - NNOYNN:
MNIX NXIN XY - NNYYNM ,NRN XD
101D 1NT , 1NN DOYNNY.

N210 X2 1T 2N IR XLUNY 17PN XN
2V RLIN XN 1Y TIN21 201N 1N ThNY MYN
NX NDIN N2 NXIY DYIN 1'wyN1 N8y
"2 17"2N DX NN L(T:0Y Xp™M) Ny
1"2% 1Ay 02T "2 10 1Ay DT
1 72T ,1N8Y "2 112NN Y ,mpnn
NOX 1D IMIX 1KY 1Y TIM DD Y21 NN
52p DX ,X2N 0DYIYN MNY IX"aNY 1IN0
N"MY DY 12N"D1" IXY OX1 20N 1NN

TV IND1NY DTX 2N TN 101 ,Nrhen
AWOKXY HD1,ynmiy M1°K 19 INXRM XLINN DY
19X 7IV2 wON1 X1 NN 1K M 112
DN2 NMNNY 15 TWORY .



Whoever is in a position to prevent
wrongdoing and does not do so is
responsible for the sins of all the
wrongdoers whom that person might have
stopped.
* What is our role in protesting? What values to do we have to take into account when
we do it?
» Are we obligated to consider the feelings of the person who we rebuke?
* Do you agree with the Rambam that we have to protest over and over? How much is
too much?

Contemporary Perspectives:

“Why We Went,” A statement from Prison from rabbis and Jewish lay leaders, St.
Augustine, Florida, 1964

We came because we could not stand idly by our brother’s blood. We had done that too
many times before. We have been vocal in our exhortation of others but the idleness of our
hands too often revealed an inner silence...we came as Jews who remember the millions of
faceless people who stood quietly, watching the smoke rise from Hitler’s crematoria. We
came because we know that second only to silence, the greatest danger to man is loss of
faith in man’s capacity to act.

Abraham Joshua Heschel, “A Prayer for Peace,” 1971

O Lord, we confess our sins, we are ashamed of the inadequacy of our anguish, of how
faint and slight is our mercy. We are a generation that has lost its capacity for outrage. We
must continue to remind ourselves that in a free society all are involved in what some are
doing. Some are guilty, all are responsible.

* How do Heschel and the St. Augustine leaders explain the Jewish obligation to
protest? Is there overlap with earlier sources, or are they operating according to a
different framework?

» How do these thinkers translate this mandate into practical action?

* What are our modern-day equivalents of the civil rights movement?



