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Chapter XXIX: Acharei Mot (Lev. 16:1-18:30)

Essay 5. Seeing, desire, and spiritual harm
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Gemara, chapter 9 of tractate Berachot:

The Rabbis taught: one who passes coins to a woman from his hand to
her hand, or from her hand to his hand, in order to look at her—even if he
received Torah from Sinai like Moshe our teacher, may he rest in peace, as it
is written, “From His right hand a fiery law for them”'—he will not be cleared
from the judgment of Gehinnom, as it is stated, “Hand to hand, the wicked
shall not go unpunished.”” What is “shall not go unpunished”? He shall not be
cleared from the judgment of Gehinnom.

- Berachot 61a ?
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It is necessary to analyze what is the severity of gazing with the eye. In passing, the
matter of the evil eye will be explained, and why blessing rests only upon that which is hidden
from the eye, as the [rabbis] of blessed memory explained on the verse, “The L-rd will
command the blessing with you in your storehouses.” There is also what Rav said in
chapter 9 of tractate Bava Metzia (107b), “Ninety-nine [die] by the evil eye and one by natural
causes.” It is difficult to understand how the eye has such power to cause people to die before
their time.

: English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com

! Deut. 33:2.

2 Prov. 11:21.

3 See also Eruvin 18b. The quotation from Deut. 33:2 does not appear in the passage in either Berachot or Eruvin.

4 Deut. 28:8. Bava Metzia 42a and Ta’anit 8b cite this teaching from Rabbi Yitzchak and the school of Rabbi
Yishmael.
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This will be understood from what we say in chapter 7 of tractate Sanhedrin (54a):
One who has relations with a male, or with an animal, and a woman who brings an animal
upon herself, etc.: Even if a person sinned, how did the animal sin? Rather, since it brought
a stumbling block to a person through it, the verse said it shall be stoned.

It is stated there in the Gemara (page 55a) that even regarding “trees, where there is
no great shame [on the part of the idolators], [nevertheless] the Torah said: destroy, burn, and
annihilate [the trees],” since there is in them the element of causing a stumbling block.

P71 9 727D DTN NRIY 137 223 AR RPN 29N 77N 7K 070 N2Y2 QY 7RI 727 XA D007 R

P 27 19981 ,AT ATIYT Y MINAY 11 7327 XPX A7pR NX2 X2 9IWN DY nipRT g ,ne2) At novina
JDOYE? 0K 79p0

We thus learn that not only regarding an animal, which is a living creature, did the
Torah say it shall be stoned, but even anything through which a stumbling block came to a
person—its law is destruction, burning, and annihilation. For behold, the trees devoted to
idolatry only brought a stumbling block, in practice, to the Bnei Noach, who were warned
against idolatry. That is, they were primarily part of the non-Jewish idolatrous environment, and
weren’t really a point of failure for Israel. Nevertheless, they are called a stumbling block and
are fit for destruction.
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All the more so, if any stumbling block comes to Israel, certainly that thing which
causes the stumbling block should be destroyed. Anyone who sees some pleasing thing
belonging to his fellow—whether a child, or some profit, or a fine house, or wealth and
honor—such that he covets it, and that desire enters his heart, that he too longs for such a
thing, and he transgresses the prohibition of “You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife. And
you shall not crave your fellow’s house, his field, his servant,”” etc., which is a severe
commandment, being the seal and conclusion of the Ten Commandments. That is, the very act
of seeing generates desire, which becomes a prohibition, and thus the object becomes a cause of
stumbling.

S Ex. 20:17.
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Therefore, that thing over which the eye has ruled and which has been coveted is
considered as something through which a stumbling block has come to a person, and its law
is like the trees of an devoted to idolatry. For this reason, it is not fitting that blessing should
rest upon it, but on the contrary, it is fitting for a curse. Therefore, blessing rests only upon
that which is hidden from the eye specifically.
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So too we say in chapter 3 of Bava Batra:

“And Balaam lifted his eyes and saw Israel dwelling according to its
tribes.”® [This led him to say, “How fair are your tents, O Jacob.”’] What did he
see? He saw that their doorways were not aligned one opposite another. He
said: these are worthy that the Divine Presence should rest upon them [and
that blessing should come upon them].

- Bava Batra 60a
For had their doorways been aligned, they would look into one another with harmful sight,
and then he would have found an opening to curse them, Heaven forbid.
The essence of the harm is that since one sees all his deeds and knows all his affairs,
perhaps he will become jealous and covet that good, and cause his fellow’s affairs to be lost,
since through them a stumbling block has come to him, as we have said.

1292 X2n mRT I0R OR RIT MIOONRT KPR ARYY 7¥N D72 7708 PR ONITY 0°7270 IRY 222 RPYT 7 29)
,"02°°Y IR) 02227 PR 1MNNTRPY" 207,730 MBR K7 IRIT NIPON DOWI2 NIPINDTT IV DI L,IT0T
SPYDIR P XY 030 RP) D0V 2002 %Y Rpony Tin

All this applies specifically to all other matters where seeing is not inherently
prohibited, but the prohibition is if after seeing, desire enters his heart. However, in the
matter of gazing at women, the very beginning of the seeing is a severe prohibition, as it is
written, “And you shall not stray after your hearts and after your eyes.”® Moreover, he defiles
himself with evil thoughts and incites the evil inclination upon himself.

% Ex. 24:2.
7 Ex. 24:5.
8 Num. 15:39.
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In chapter 5 of Bava Kamma [page 47a] we say:

If one brought his produce into the courtyard of a homeowner without
permission, and the homeowner’s animal ate them, [the homeowner is] exempt
[for the loss caused to the owner of the product].

If [the animal] was injured by them, the produce owner is liable [to the
homeowner for the damage to the animal].

- Mishnah Bava Kamma 5:2, Bava Kamma 47a
The Gemara clarifies that the Mishnah is discussing a case where the animal was injured by
slipping on the produce.’ But in a case where the animal is harmed by eating the food, “[the
produce owner] is exempt. What is the reason? It should not have eaten the produce.”!’
The Tosafot wrote that the reason is that “since it intentionally brings upon himself
something that harms him, it is not fitting for [the produce owner] to be liable for it.”!!
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So too in our case, it’s initially called negligence, for he set his eyes upon her to see
her. In the end, it is also negligence, for he passes coins from his hand to her hand in order to
look at her. It would be proper that all the punishment be his, and that this woman should
have no punishment at all, for he should not have looked.
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However, since it is impossible that she receive no benefit at all from the fact that he
sees and looks at her, therefore she too is fit for some punishment, since she passively
contributes by allowing herself to be seen. Since in truth he caused this punishment to come
upon her through his negligence, he will not be cleared from the judgment of Gehinnom, for
anyone through whom his fellow is punished is not admitted into the domain of the Holy
One, Blessed be He.'?

® Bava Kamma 47b.

10 Bava Kamma 47a.

11 Tosafot on Bava Kamma 47b.
12 Shabbat 149b.



A0, N2Y2 RO XOTT 2 Mg NPT W7 0P M '3 P79 Dyn nopna 1mRT Rp 12 A7 0T ’5’;&
ANIRT? 07 X7 ANPIZY OX A2 MR ORI XD A2 MR LA RINIR 1700 RPY K¥IID 2272 70T R XII9
017 20T VRN A7 M 191 ,0TN 33 T2 W2 98] Y7 "IN KPP RDWER Kp *DI 7 WX 7RI K7

2"V .00 KD P02 DYT K723 MRPT DWW 710 WD AR N2

According to this approach, we can understand what we say in tractate Ta’anit,
chapter 3:

Rabbi Yosei of Yukrat had a certain daughter of great beauty. A certain
man saw her while he was piercing a hole in the hedge around his property, and
looking at her. He said to him: What is this? He said to him: My teacher, if I
have not merited to take her [in marriage], shall I not merit at least to see her?
He said to her: my daughter, you are causing distress to people; return to your
dust, and let not people stumble [into sin] because of you.

- Ta’anit 24a
And so it was. This raises the moral question of whether preventing sin justifies causing harm.
It is stated there that Rabbi Yosei bar Avin separated from [Rabbi Yosei of Yukrat],
because he said: “a man who has no compassion on his daughter; how could he have
compassion on me?”!3
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It is difficult to understand this: In what do they disagree, and what is the reason of
Rabbi Yosei bar Avin, who separated from him?

According to what we have written, it is well understood: since that man sinned
against himself and did the prohibition of going after her to see her for his own pleasure, it
is not fitting to give her such great punishment, for he alone brought the harm upon himself,
as we say, “it should not have eaten.” For this reason he separated from him.

But Rabbi Yosei of Yukrat holds that she too was negligent, since when she saw that
this man was pursuing to look at her in that place, she should have withdrawn herself into
the house.

13 Ta’anit 24a.
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Alternatively, in another way, as we say at the end of chapter 8 of Sanhedrin:

Regarding that man who set his eyes upon a certain woman and conceived
a lust in his heart to the point that he became deathly ill. They came and asked
doctors [what was to be done with him]. They said: He will have no cure until she
engages in sexual intercourse [with him]. The Sages said: Let him die, and she may
not engage in sexual intercourse with him. [The doctors said:] She should [at least]
stand naked before him. [ The Sages said:] Let him die, and she may not stand naked
before him. [The doctors said]: She should [at least] converse with him behind a
fence. [The Sages insisted:] Let him die, and she may not converse with him
behind a fence.

Rabbi Ya’akov bar Idi and Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani disagree about [the
reason]. One says: She was a married woman, and one says: She was unmarried.
Granted, according to the one who says she was a married woman, [they ruled]
properly [since any intimacy would be a severe violation of halacha]. But
according to the one who says she was unmarried, what is all this [reasoning]?

Rav Pappa says: This is due to [the potential] family blemish [i.e., harm to
the family name, as it is not permitted to bring disgrace to the entire family in order
to save the lovesick man].

- Sanhedrin 75a
So too here there in the case of the daughter of Rabbi Yosei of Yukrat is the matter of blemish

to the family. What is the reasoning of Rabbi Yosei bar Avin to oppose his decision? Was her
father not [justified] in the judgment of death, analogous to the trees regarding which the
Torah said: destroy, burn, and annihilate?
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It may be said that we say there in chapter 7 of Sanhedrin (page 55a):

Rava says [there is a distinction between an animal that was worshipped
and an animal used for bestiality]: The Torah states that [because the] animal
enjoyed the transgression, it must be killed. [This is not the case with an animal
that was worshipped.]

But [regarding] trees [devoted for idolatry], which do not enjoy the
transgression, the Torah [still] says: Destroy, burn, and demolish? [The answer



is that] we are speaking of living animals, and the Merciful One has pity on
them. [Thus, an animal is killed only if it enjoyed the transgression. ]

- Sanhedrin 55a
Rashi explained that the Merciful One had compassion upon them, in that He required for
them a court of twenty-three and the testimony of witnesses.
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It is proven from here that living creatures, even though a stumbling block came
through them to a person, are not killed except by a court and witnesses, because the Merciful
One had compassion upon them. All the more so, the daughter of Rabbi Yosei of Yukrat—he
should not have put her to death without a court and witnesses until she committed a
transgression that would obligate her to capital punishment. Now that he put her to death,
one must say that he does not hold like the reasoning of Rava that the Merciful One had
compassion upon living creatures. For this reason, it was precise to say: “a man who has no
compassion on his daughter, how could he have compassion on me?”
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