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Halacha and Philosophy — two fields that seemingly have little to do with each other, yet,
as I have argued more than once from this pulpit, nothing could be further from the
truth. Today I would like to bring another example of the symbiotic relationship
between halacha and philosophy.

~ Halachic Question ~

There is an interesting halachic question regarding the placement of Sukkah walls. Being
that we are in the days before Sukkot when people are building their Sukkot, I thought
this issue appropriate for discussion. So the HH raises a seemingly strange question: Do
we have to put the sukkah walls (krashim I’kirot) in the same place every year? That is,
whichever boards (krashim) that were used for the wall on the north side must be on the
north side every year, and similarly for all the other sides. The question arises from a
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~ Philosophy ~

Now, before we get to the answer, I would like to ask a philosophical question: since
when do inanimate objects have moral status? It says here that the boards “merited”
(zachu) to a status which must be honored. Where do we get the idea that a piece of
wood has a status that must be honored? Is it just a gezeirat hakatuv (a decree of the text
without reason) or is there an ethic underlying this halacha?

I would like to propose that indeed there is an ethic and it is that of honor in general.
The Mishna famously teaches:
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This aphorism is well known, but not well practiced. We all understand the importance
of honoring others but we don’t find it so easy to do in practice. Accordingly, Judaism
attempts to inculcate this trait (midda) by having us honor even the inanimate.

e We kiss a siddur, a sefer Torah, the parochet

e We cover the halla to make the blessing over the wine — not to “embarrass it”

e The Cohanim are to walk up the mizbeach in small steps, not to disgrace the
stones.

e Moshe did not inflict the plague on the sand out of hakarat hatov (Midrash) — R.
Dessler explains that while the human mind (hatevuna) understands that the
inanimate object feels no disgrace (the sand was not “nifga” by Moshe hitting it),
the human emotion (regesh) still feels something when it strikes an object
(Moshe feels he is pogea). And so too in reverse — we feel honor to that which
we honor.

Interestingly, this is exactly what Kant said about animals (which were like inanimate
objects that move for him and those of his time): “he who is cruel to animals becomes
hard also in his dealings with men.”

So it is not about the inanimate object, it is about us! We inculcate feelings and character
traits (middot) through our actions — even with inanimate objects.

With this philosophical introduction, let us return to our halachic question about sukkot
walls.

~ Halacha ~

The HH brings the Kaf Hahaim who learns from the honor given to the mishkan walls
that indeed, we must apply the same honor to sukkah walls and build each wall in its
same place every year! He also says that this is why we have an atara on a tallit — to mark
the top of the tallit so we always honor the front tzitziot to be in the front.
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As a final “out”, HH says that one could make a “tenai” (condition) that one is not fixing

any side to always be on one side and thus it is OK for sukkah walls to be moved around.
Y95 DY Y92 NIN DDWD DY 1INYY RY NIV DIWIPNIY WURIN 7PDY MINNY NOIDY NIXIN
NIN VNN NY 1DWNIY NN .DOWAPN ITO DY TOPND TIVN NOW ININD DWNT I 0TV
MWYD PTY 7YV D) 199 .NYXNNID PNAS VAP DY NWITPN NN DTN DN INT NI ,NTD
WYTPN DTN NI WY OININ MYUYD NI NIVY

That said, RO explains that the “ikar hadin” is that one need not be strict about this since
the walls of the Sukkah are tashmishei mitzvah (as opposed to the mishkan walls which
are tashmishei kedusha). And though tzitzit are also tashmishei mitzvah, the Ari was not
makpid about them (as brought in the MB).

In conclusion, we have seen that there is an ethic of honoring inanimate objects —
certainly with explicit kedusha, and according to some, even to tashmishei kedusha. The
reason, however, is not for the sake of the inanimate object, for us “animate objects” —
that we learn to honor each other.

Shabbat Shalom.

© Mois Navon 3 www.DivreiNavon.com



http://www.divreinavon.com/

