TAKING RESPONSIBILTY

Sechar V’Onesh

e learned in the two Morasha classes on free will that this principle lies at the

foundation of Judaism. When God created man He granted him the ability to
freely choose between good and evil, truth and falsehood, right and wrong. In this
class, we will discuss the most basic corollary of free will: taking responsibility.

Taking responsibility extends beyond ourselves to incorporate our families, our
nation, humanity, and the entire universe, applying to both the physical and spiritual

realms.

Accountability for our decisions is the natural outgrowth of taking responsibility. The
system of reward and punishment serves as a powerful reminder of the consequences
of the responsibility we have to use our free will in the correct way.

This class will examine the following ideas:

~

~

~

What responsibilities do we, as Jews, have to the world?

What responsibilities do we, as Jews, have to one another?

How does Judiasm view someone who shirks his responsibilities?
Are we accountable for our actions?

Does a Jewish leader have more responsibility than ordinary people?
How does the system of reward and punishment help us to live up to
our potential?

Class Outline

Section I:

Section 1I:

Section III:

Section IV:

Section V:

Section VI:

Responsibility for the Physical World
Responsibility for the Spiritual World
Irresponsibility of the Wicked
Responsibility of Israel for One Another
Special Responsibility of Leaders

Reward and Punishment
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TAKING RESPONSIBILITY

SECTION I: RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE PHYSICAL WORLD

Judaism teaches us to assume responsibility for our selves, our families, our environment, and our future.

1. Shemot (Exodus) 20:13 — Principles of responsibility.

You shall not kill; you shall not commit adultery; T 993 YR RS0 RS ANIN KD .80 KD
you shall not steal; you shall not bear false witness R,

against your fellow.

2. Kohelet (Ecclesiastes) Rabbah 7:19 — Responsibility for the environment.

“Observe God’s doing! For who can straighten what TP 101 NI DTN IR 77apT R Tpwa
He has twisted?” When God created Adam, He took DRI 7DD WP FINT D ORI 1TV IR 55 Sy

h?g ;nd ilow‘fg }?im ’i% tﬁeﬁeﬁs of t{le Gardend 11 RTD T2 IRT T 531 17 PR
of Eden. He told him: “Behold how pleasant an soalons , X
beautiful and excellent are My deeds — and all that R SR 2 T
[ have created, I have created for you. Beware, that
you should not ruin and destroy My world.”

3. Devarim (Deuteronomy) 20:19 — Preserving the trees.

When you besiege a city for many days to wage NO mwond by ordmd D039 DY VY DX NEA 0D
war against it to seize it, do not destroy its trees by IINT DINRD BB 2D 3 YOY MG XY IR T
swinging an axe against them, for from it you will o0 8D

eat, and you shall not cut it down.

4. Sefer HaChinuch 529 — The virtuous do not waste anything.

The way of the virtuous and the righteous is to love DHW DOIMN TP WIR DTOMT 77T
peace, to rejoice in the well-being of others, and to K5, 7N0% IR D372 A1 03 DTN
draw them closer to Torah. Furthermore, they will 553 Dby 930,05 5T 5 13 1EN 1IN

not waste even a single grain of mustard, and will
be distressed by every loss and destruction that they
see, and whenever possible will do their utmost to
save whatever they can from being destroyed.

937 59198 891500 ORI INPY ST NTAN
Ralgilo il Bakinii7ata)

5. Talmud Bavli (Babylonian Talmud), Shabbat 140b — Preserving oneself takes priority.

Rav Papa taught, “Someone who is able to drink SO RIDW 1Y MWONT IR R ROD 37 IHN)
beer, yet drinks wine, transgresses the prohibition 59 N R IRDY FPFER 53 DN 921 RIOA
of ‘You shall not cause unnecessary waste [ba’al 7Y NOWT TP

tashchit].” But this is not correct, since preserving
ones physical state takes precedence.
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[Le., one should not seek environmental economy
— drinking cheap beer rather than expensive wine

— at the expense of one’s physical health. Otherwise,
however, one must seek the greatest economy vis-a-
vis the environment. |

6. Shemot 21:10 — Responsibility for one’s wife.

He may not diminish her [his wifes] food, her P NS T MDD SINY
clothing, or marital relationships.

7. Talmud Bavli, Chulin 91a — Responsibility for one’s property.

“Yaakov (Jacob) remained alone.” Rabbi Elazar PO 5P PRI WYON 237 IR 1735 3PV I
taught that he remained in order to retrieve small o
vessels [that had been left behind].

8. Midrash Tanchuma, Kedoshim 7 — Responsibility for the future.

God told Israel, “Even though you find [the Land] TN NSO D'YN SRS 177300 DD TN
full of goodness, do not say, ‘We will dwell and T NON Y13 KDY 33 190K RS 21 53 NN
will not plant,’ rather, be diligent to plant, as it is DS HINE Y 55 RPN TN MY P

written, ‘You shall plant all fruit trees.” Just as you
entered, and found the Land full of vegetation
that others planted, so you should plant for your
childrens sake ...” It is told of King Adrianus ...

DN AN DN W03 7103 DONSI DRDIY
NSY... ToOT DWITIND TWYD D235 DY
5 9N, DIND SW TS YO P TN 3P

that he saw an elderly man planting a fig tree. The 12 TN, DIIND PP I P IIN DTN
king asked him, “You are old, why are you toiling NPOD DN TPINT IO DN P91 03 TR0 NN
for others?” The man answered him, “My Lord the 2331598 IRD DRI TI303

King, I am planting — if I will merit it, I will live and
eat the fruit; and if not, my sons will eat them.”

SECTION II: RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE SPIRITUAL WORLD

In addition to the responsibility that man bears for his own physical well-being and that of his surroundings,
he is commanded to ensure the spiritual well-being of the world. On the simplest level, this is achieved
through the learning and dissemination of Torah so that man knows the instructions by which he is
supposed to live.

The world was created in a way that left it flawed, and man has the opportunity and responsibility to rectify
it and bring it to its completed form. The performance of mitzvot helps to achieve this, while sin distances
us from this goal. We have been given free will to enable us to fulfill our responsibility to build the world’s
spiritual core.
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1. Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 245 — Responsibility for spiritual well-being of oneself and
one’s family.

It is a positive commandment to teach one’s child N5 DNY 77997 133 1IN 7005 RN DY Twy msn
Torah; if a person father did not teach him, he APRYS TS 37 PAR 115

must teach himself.

2. Talmud Bavli, Kiddushin 40b — Spiritual responsibility for the world.

A person should always regard himself as though IO PIM M PR IOND DIY DTN IR OO
he were exactly balanced between merit and guilt 93P M5 AS5 MRY DT PRUN TN RS Ty
—if he does one good deed, he tips the scales to 55 ... T ASS WY PN I3 15 NN IIN Y

the side of merit; if he performs one sin he tips the

scales to the side of guilt ... Because the world is by b " ,
judged according to the majority [of its citizens] ST o2 SIS SR VRS ST TS

and the individual is judged according to the MISY AN PUIOT 12 W AN TP3Y 129 M2t a2Y

majority [of his deeds], if a person does one good 1127555 02w 5 Ny
deed, fortunate is he, for he has determined that

both he and the entire world will be judged to be

meritorious; and if he performs one sin, woe unto

him, for he has determined that both he and the

entire world will be judged to be guilty.

WY 1317 IR P T 2 IR T 00w

3. Talmud Bavli, Pesachim 68b — The Torah grants continued existence to the world.

Without the Torah, the heavens and the earth N5 DN BRI PINT DY 1PN KD 70 NOBMN

WOUld not eXiSt, asitis Wﬁtten, “If My covenant Rigtalivs Nb Vﬁz‘ﬂ oMY z-npn n$7$1 [nyaitRielinin]
with the night and with the day would not be; had 1

not set up the laws of heaven and earth.”

4. Rabbi Chaim of Volozhin, Nefesh HaChaim 1:3 — Responsibility for higher worlds.

God created man, and appointed him to rule over MM M2 *29 5y WS DINT N ' NI R
myriad powers and countless spiritual worlds. He 93T RIT KPR 1773 DI .IO0D PR MNIN
entrusted them to man, that he should lead and PIITI LY TIBA I0 53 Oy DMK P

direct them by means of his deeds, words, and

thoughts, and by all of his actions, whether good . N , , X - o
or bad. For through man5 positive deeds, words SRS EUS NI BRI 2 22 2 )

and thoughts, he strengthens the spiritual power of DOWYTPI DINOY MW MID 33 112 1
elevated holy worlds, and gives them sanctity and SINY TR D3 0N
spiritual light.

70772 IR L 2W0R 377 PN 370 D . )
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SECTION III: IRRESPONSIBILITY OF THE WICKED

In contrast to the responsibility that the righteous take upon themselves, the wicked shirk all responsibility
off their shoulders. To the great detriment of humanity, the world, and — ultimately — their own selves, they
think only of their own worldly pleasure and gain. God does not allow the world to be destroyed by the
evil of the wicked — He will not bring another Great Flood — yet, the wicked will pay the penalty for their
deeds.

1.

Yeshayahu (Isaiah) 22:23 — The attitude of the irresponsible man.

Eat and drink, for tomorrow we will die. N33 90 99 g0 DON

Talmud Bavli, Avodah Zarah 54b — The enduring world.
The world continues to function in its normal NS PRy ﬁpbpw DOV 379 13D OO

manner; the wicked, who caused ruin, are destined Kiam!
to give judgment in the future.

Sefer HaChinuch 529 — The consequence of evil.

Not so the wicked, brothers of destruction, who are NNMYE DAY PR S DIPAN DY 10 KDY
content with the demise of the world. They destroy PITID FI2 TTIO DINY TTH3, 00D T Dbu}
themselves: “A person is dealt with in the same N

manner that he acts.”

Bereishit (Genesis) Rabbah 33:1 — Good is stronger than evil.

Just as these mountains are sown and give rise to S5 omRYD 0 M DR DY 1555 0 T
fruit, so the deeds of the righteous bear fruit, as 99 DR VIR (3 PYR?) TN M D DpE
it is written, “Tell the righteous that it is good, for JMYMOD PN T3 95M 15 PR I DR S5 A1
they shall eat the fruit of their deeds” (Yeshayahu 21 7 YD N Q) T TEn DY S

3:10). And just as this chasm has no bottom, so the , , , 3 b
suffering of the wicked is bottomless, as it is written, e EiEN S DR VS AN ST R
VI INYD PRAY PR YD PRy ooy b

“But woe to the wicked who does evil, for the
recompense of his hands will be dealt to him” (Ibid. DAWA NN PP
11). Just as this chasm is not sown, and does not

bear fruit, so the deeds of the wicked do not bear

fruit — for if they would do so, they would destroy

the world.
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SECTION IV: RESPONSIBILITY OF ISRAEL FOR ONE
ANOTHER

A special unity binds together the members of the Jewish nation. At Mount Sinai, when the nation gathered to
receive the Torah, the people are described as being “As one man, with one heart.” This unity, in which every
individual of the nation is considered to be an individual limb of a single body, obligates us with a special
responsibility: To care for our fellow, just as we care for our own selves.

The most basic expressions of this responsibility are the acts of charity and kindness that we are commanded to
perform. On a deeper level, our fellow’ spiritual concern must be our own concern — anothers sin should be as
disturbing and distressing to us as our own, and we must seek to rectify it, in whatever way possible. One who
does not appreciate this special responsibility, neglects a fundamental principle of the Torah.

1. Talmud Bavli, Shavuot 39a — Communal responsibility.

All Jews are responsible for one another. IR D029y SN 5

2. Bereishit Rabbah 24:7 — Love your neighbor.

Rabbi Akiva taught: “Love your neighbor as 5973 555 7%, 71 b N3N, XY %37 TN
yourself.” This is a great principle of the Torah. =

3. Rambam (Maimonides), Book of Mitzvot, Mitzvat Asei 205 — Caring about others.

This is the commandment to rebuke someone who NI T8 1IN RO M I8 N

sins, or is about to sin, and prevent him from doing 135 %N PRI I TONDI W YN 13095

so with words and reproof. And one should not say, 03T KU ONY NDAN KD I8 30 TAN TN
“I'myself will not sin, so if someone else does, why MR IO I PD-N O W

should I care what judgment he will receive from
God?” for this is the diametric opposite of the Torah.

4. Vayikra (Leviticus) Rabbah 5:6 — The nation of Israel is like one body.

“Israel is a scattered sheep” (Yeshayahu 50). Israel is S T TS SN DWmI ORI S0 Y

compared to a sheep. Just as when one of the limbs 75 P PIIN 531 PIING NI I WNT 5y T
of a sheep is hurt all of its limbs feel the pain, so too LI 1O RO 17D TN SN 1
when one individual within Israel sins, all of the

Jewish people feel it.
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SECTION V: SPECIAL RESPONSIBILITY OF LEADERS

The greater the level reached by a particular individual, the greater is his range of responsibility. Whereas an
ordinary person has little direct influence over the entire nation, a king (or any other head of state) has obvious
influence over all of his subjects, and his responsibility is therefore much greater.

From a Torah perspective, the leaders of the generation are its spiritual leaders, i.e. the Torah scholars, whose
rulings are followed by the people. The greater the responsibility of a particular individual, the greater the
Divine assistance he receives in order to meet the challenge of his responsibility.

1. Talmud Bavli, Mo’ed Katan 6a — Extended responsibility of the Torah scholar.

A Torah scholar who lives in the town — all N1 5N RODT DM 5O NI NDNT 13290 NN
matters pertaining to the town are placed upon his

shoulders.

2. 1Ibid., 5a — Responsibility of the city elders for a case of murder.

The elders of that town [in which a murdered TDIY DIPHA DN T NN PIMY VYT MNP

person was found] wash their hand with water in 19099 555 D5 DN Tope Nb 197 DN rb}y bw

“Our hands did not spill this blood, and our eyes -
did not see.” Would we think that the elders of the N2 (1 X22) YII00T W 9 N2 KO NN 11
LG5 RD2) 1M PN

Beit Din are killers? Rather, [by saying this they
mean] that he did not come to them (for food) and
they rejected him, nor did they see him and just
leave him (without an escort).

3. Avodas HaKodesh 3:4 — Jewish leaders were shepherds.

“Moshe (Moses) and David, of blessed memory.” 9D 127 MW TN 1N 930,77 T
The Midrash relates that David was tested with I AN T TN INSI INED TITO 72,2

sheep to see if he was suitable [to be a leader], and PPV P55 5511 INSD KON 7357 BRA NS
[God] found him to be a worthy shepherd. And

Yy 5
God also tested Moshe with sheep. This was to see A
whether they were able to shepherd Israel, God’s
sheep ...
4. Mishlei (Proverbs) 21:1 — The heart of kings.
Like streams of water is the heart of a king in the 3 pore WK 55 5y 1 1 o 25 o vsbe

hand of God, wherever He wishes, so He directs it.
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SECTION VI: REWARD AND PUNISHMENT

As mentioned in the Overview, accountability is a simple consequence of responsibility: Above every position of
responsibility looms the reality of accountability. Fittingly, as responsibility grows, so does accountability. God is
more exacting with individuals who have greater responsibility than with those who have less.

All governments and social orders have systems of reward and punishment that help preserve the principles of
justice and motivate people to uphold the ideals that the society values. According to the Torah, however, the
concept of reward and punishment extends far beyond the idea of deterrents and incentives. Choosing good earns
one eternal reward, whereas evil is punished — not as a punishment per se, but in order to cleanse the evildoer of
his iniquity. This system ensures that man will benefit in the next, eternal, world by receiving reward for his good
deeds, and retribution/cleansing for his wrong-doings.

On a still deeper level, reward and punishment are a direct consequence of the deed itself. In a spiritual sense,
every good deed makes a real, positive impact on the world, which itself is the reward for the deed, as the Talmud
states, “The reward for a mitzvah is a mitzvah.”

1. Rambam, The Thirteen Principles of Faith, Principle 11 — Reward and punishment.

I believe, with complete faith, that the Creator, 5103 1 T2 RN DY TINOND POND NN
blessed is His Name, rewards those who observe SPIISH MY LIV PIISH MRS
His commandments, and punishes those who

violate His commandments.

2. Talmud Bavli, Bava Kama 50a — God overlooks nothing.

Anyone who says that God overlooks, his life is WY 1N 17300 NN 55
overlooked.

3. Talmud Bavli, Kiddushin 39b — Reward is reserved for the World to Come.

There is no reward for mitzvot in this world. [It is NS R1DOY N NS W
reserved for the eternal World to Come.]

4. Mishnah, Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers) 5:22 — The more we input, the more we receive.

The reward is proportional to the difficulty [of NN RIY8 010
performing the mitzvah].

5. Talmud Bavli, Yevamot 121b — God is more exacting with those who are closer.

God is exacting with those close to Him to the AW OIND Y0 OY PTRTH RN
degree of a hairsbreadth.
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6. Ramchal(Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto), Adir Bamarom — Punishment in the Afterlife is a
natural consequence of sin.

The purity of the soul is achieved either through AN T OY IN D3 0T 5V IN N T A
Gehinnom, or by means Of repentance. ThlS is ST TNY NYHN ,H’J’Tb byrx NI} bD NI

bgcause each type of thing is attracted to its own ST S DR NI T D3aa AT
kind. Therefore, the soul needs to descend into ——

Gehinnom, so that the filth of evil should depart
from it, and it is then able to cling to its [holy]
source.

7. Ramchal, Kinas Hashem Tzevakos — The mitzvah and its reward are one and the same.

From the depth of His wisdom, God enacted a TR ,NDDI 13T IRYD I TR0 NS PWD
true wonder, by which it will be known that it is a 551 N5 I NI DOEON TEPID TP D YT

Di"ilrclf CLeed’ _Whic}? nocfther Cgulddperfo_”;“ The WINPT VT M, AN, TIPS H5s iy
world, the mitzvan, and reward an punlS ment o an a1 e Nb TN ,NL‘] TmN ]’J}J b)ﬂ _

— all are one, unified matter, indivisible from
TN TINED P9 NOXIIT NO¥IT RO NI TV

one another ... Thus, it emerges that the Creator
created these as a single unified entity, and not as T2 PR 20 DEWIR D, MY AP N

several distinct entities, because it is the hallmark JTIDM PN DN 127
of wisdom to refrain from multiplicity wherever
possible.
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