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Be careful [in your dealings] with the ruling authorities, for they draw close to
someone only for their own needs. They seem like friends when it is in their own interest, but
they do not stand by a man in the hour of his distress.
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“A doubled and quadrupled”' warning of the Tanna is imposed upon us. But we need
to investigate, what is he coming to inform us by his lengthy language, more than what we
heard from Shemaiah, who preceded him, in short, “and do not attempt to draw near to the
ruling authority.”’
Also, what is the meaning of the language, “they do not stand by a man”? It should
have said, “they don’t befriend a man.”
Also, what is the meaning of “in the hour of his distress”? It should have said, “in the

hour of his need.”
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It appears that the intent of the Tanna was to inform us what the Maharik wrote, in
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question 3 of his sefer,” on one community that loaned money to a government official,

: English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com

! Pesach Haggadah, Magid, Dayenu: “How much more so is the good that is doubled and quadrupled that the
Omnipresent [bestowed] upon us . . .”

2 Pirkei Avot, Chapter 1, Mishnah 10.

3 Joseph Colon ben Solomon Trabotto (“Maharik”) (c. 1420-80), Italy’s foremost Talmudist of his era. The
reference is to his responsa, Teshuvot Maharik.




because he promised them to deduct the money from their taxes,* but in the end, he did not
want to reduce their taxes. Afterward, the official died, and his heirs were filled with mercy
for the community regarding the loan they had made to the official who had died, and they
deducted the money from their taxes.’

Between this going back of the official on his word and that reprieve given by his heirs,
a few storeowners who had initially participated in paying all the taxes and advancing the
loans lost their possessions. Now that they are empty-handed and they no longer have an
open store to pay tax, they enjoy nothing from the deduction from taxes that the heirs of the
official made for the community.
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Therefore, these individuals brought a claim against the community, that as they
assisted at the time of the loan, the law provides that they be assisted now by the benefit
resulting from that loan, namely, the reduction of the taxes enjoyed by the community.

The community claimed that at the time of the loan, the funds were already lost,
because the official used coercion to force the Jews to pay the taxes without any deduction,
as if they had not lent to him at all. If, as it happened, after the master’s death, the hearts of
his heirs were satisfied to reduce the taxes of the Jews, then the Jews who now were paying
taxes should benefit, like one who benefits from ownerless property. But that is not the case
for those Jews who have no tax to pay now, because they no longer have a store to create
taxable income.

The aforementioned rabbi, the Maharik, replied with strong arguments, that the law
was with the community. He held that it was obvious that the first owners had already
despaired of recovery before the official’s death, and it is not in their power now to say that
they hadn’t despaired, and he brought a proof to his words, and see there.

4 The text reads o°y1apa o°ona, “the fixed taxes.” The term “fixed tax” typically means a head tax, a set amount
imposed on each individual. However, in this context, it apparently means taxes set by the taxman based on a person’s
income, as opposed to funds voluntarily offered.

5 The Maharik does not identify the city or the year. He refers to the new ruler as a duchess.
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To allude to this risk, the Tanna said, “Be careful [in your dealings] with the ruling
authorities,” i.e., don’t believe in the promises of the official, and don’t lend to him based
upon his promise that he promises to do you good. Rather, just make every effort not to lend
to him, if he won’t initially do the good thing that he instead promises to do after a while.
Because “they draw close to someone only for their own needs,” and his promise is neither
an advantage nor a disadvantage, for this is their way: “They seem like friends when it is to
their own interest.”

Even if after some time his promise will be fulfilled, it is as one who benefits from
ownerless property. The claims of the first promise “do not stand by a man in the hour of his
distress,” as if to say, at the hour when he no longer benefits from the fulfillment of the
promise due to his distress. That is when he no longer has to pay a tax, because immediately
when they made the loan, the funds were considered lost, for the reason that “they draw close
to someone only for their own needs.”
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However, according to the Tanna’s words, it means that even if [the official] did not
go back on his word, and immediately after making the loan, some individuals suffered a drop
in their assets before the reduction of the tax began, they cannot make the claim against the
public. They can’t claim that just as they assisted with the outlay, so too they should be assisted
with the reduction, because as soon as they made the loan, they had already lost. As far as
how they would benefit from the reduction afterward, may Heaven have mercy upon them.

Even though in this hypothetical case the king paid them at the time that he said he
would, as he did not go back on his word at all, nevertheless, there is reason to say that
regardless, the community benefited from ownerless property, and there is no substance to
the claim of the individuals. For it is said there, one who rescues [an item] from a lion or bear,



this [item] belongs to him.° This is true even though it is sometimes possible to rescue things
from them, as it says in the ninth chapter of tractate Bava Metzia:

[Regarding] a shepherd who was herding [the animals of others], and he
left his flock and came to the town, and a wolf came and tore [an animal apart],
or a lion came and trampled an animal, we don’t say that had he been there he
would have rescued [it and therefore is liable due to his absence]. Rather, [the court]
estimates [with regard] to him: If he could [have] rescued [it had he been there],
[he is] liable. If not, [he is] exempt [from liability].

- Bava Metzia 106a
I.e., typically, the shepherd wouldn’t have been able to rescue the animal, so it’s considered as
though it is ownerless. If someone else did actually rescue it from the dangerous carnivore, the
animal will belong to the rescuer, rather than having to be returned to the shepherd. Hear from
this, that even though sometimes they are able to rescue, nevertheless, the one who rescues
an item from the lion and from the bear without any further qualification, [the rescued item]
is his, it belongs to the actual rescuer.

If [the Tanna] had only taught, “for they draw close to someone only for their own
needs,” he would have meant the king of Persia and Media, this was the lion and the bear.’
But to the contrary, these human rulers are even inferior to [the animals], that there in the case
of the animals, it’s possible to sometimes rescue with shepherds and sticks!® That is not the
case here, for who would have the nerve to say to [the human ruler], “what will you do?”
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We would hear from this analysis that even if [the official] would not go back on his
word, rather that [the store owners] would experience a reduction of their assets prior to the
reduction of the tax, the individuals would not be able to make a claim against the
community.

This is the opposite of what the Maharik wrote, that specifically because the king
initially went back on his word, because of this, the community benefitted from ownerless
property. If that were not so, according to our understanding of the Maharik, that [the official]
did not go back on his word, [the community] would not have benefitted from ownerless

property.

¢ Bava Metzia 24a: “Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar would say: [In the case of] one who rescues [a lost item] from a
lion, or from a bear, or from a cheetah, or from the tide of the sea, or from the flooding of a river; [and in the case of]
one who finds [a lost item] in a main thoroughfare or a large plaza, or in any place where the multitudes are found,
these [items belong] to him due to [the fact] that the owner despairs of their [recovery].”

7 Prov. 28:15: “A roaring lion and a prowling bear is a wicked man ruling a helpless people.” Rashi actually
identified the lion as the symbol for Babylon (Jer. 5:6), the bear as the symbol for Persia (Dan. 7:5), and the wolf as
the symbol of Media (Jer. 5:6).

8 Bava Metzia 93b.
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Therefore, the Tanah added, they seem like friends when it is to their own interest, even
though they draw close to someone only for their own needs. The law is not like a lion and
bear—for a lion and bear, they come with the intention of preying on prey as haters. But
these human rulers, to the contrary, are seen like friends. This is similar to what is said in the
tenth chapter of tractate Bava Kama, page 116:

Rav Safra was traveling in a caravan, [and] a certain lion [followed them],
accompanying them [along the way]. Every night, [the travelers] would send one
of their donkeys to [the lion], and [the lion] would eat [it]. When Rav Safra’s time
arrived [to feed the lion], he sent it [his] donkey but [it] did not eat it. Rav Safra
went ahead and acquired it [back as it was now ownerless property].

Rav Aaha of Difti said to Ravina: Why did he need to acquire it? [Wasn’t it
still his?] He made it ownerless [by sending it to the lion, but it was] made
ownerless [only] with the intention that the lion [would eat it]. It was not made
ownerless with the intention that everyone [else could acquire it. Accordingly,
no one else could have acquired the donkey. Ravina] said to him: Rav Safra did
so as an added precaution [i.c., lest someone else claim it, leading to a dispute].

- Bava Kama 116a
The Tosafists explain:

This [case] cannot be compared to [the ruling in Bava Metzia 24a], “If
someone saves [an animal] from a lion or from a bear, this [item] belongs to
him, because the owner has despaired [of its recovery].” Because there, certainly
the lion came to prey on prey, and the owner has despaired completely. But
here, the lion was a companion with them and was guarding their cattle from
wild beasts and robbers, in return for a donkey every night. It was possible that
sometimes he was satiated and would not eat the donkey. Consequently, they
were renouncing ownership [of the donkey] only on condition that the lion
would eat them, and in our case, it did not eat the donkey.

- Tosafot on Bava Kama 116a
Even the king appeared to be a friend, and from the outset despairing of recovery was not
relevant, for sometimes he did not have such a great need for funds.
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But with all this, these claims “do not stand by a man in the hour of his distress.” That
is, from the fact that it says “in the hour of his distress,” and doesn’t say “at his distress,” by
inference that this is a different hour being referenced. This is a different time, and it is not
the time and hour of the loan. What is an example? Such as he went back on his word in the
meantime, that then they became despairing of recovery, as the Maharik wrote, as above.
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Rather, one has to wonder about the Maharik: Why the rabbi didn’t make a different
claim against the individuals. That is, the king didn’t refund and repay these funds that they
lent to him; rather he reduced the tax for them, and this is the tax for everyone who has a
store, i.e., who has income. It is obvious and certain that this tax could also be greater
according to the size of his store, or smaller according to the value of his store, and certainly
not everyone will be repaid equally.

The answer is that initially, when they made the loan and they didn’t clarify otherwise
and they agreed between themselves, if so, they considered and agreed that if one of them
increased his store more than his friend prior to the completion of the deduction, that he
would merit it. This is the law for one whose assets decrease. With distress, it needs to be
said, that the path was that everyone who had a store, whether greater or smaller, would
collect equally. That is why the Maharik didn’t make this argument, but instead relied on the fact
that they had despaired of collection after the official broke his word.
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In this Mishnah, it doesn’t teach “he used to say,” which is the usual formula when a
new teaching of a previously-introduced Tanna appears, because this is actually one matter with
the preceding Mishnah. That is, initially, i.e., in Chapter II, Mishnah 2, [Rabban Gamliel] said,
“the merit of their forefathers sustains” those who are engaged with the community, that no
harm and loss should come to them. In this Mishnah, he wanted to announce that the way of
the kings of Persia and Media is to go back on their promise, and despite this, if those who
are engaged with the community are engaged for the sake of Heaven, then certainly the merit
of their fathers will assist them, that no loss will come to the community, and what the king
has promised them, he will do, and he won’t go back on his word.
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