Lesson 9 — Mizmor 15: The Importance of Ethics

Goal:
For students to think about the relative value of Mizvot ©1pn5 01X 2 and Y12 DTN P2
and appreciate the perspective presented in this Mizmor.

Activity:

1. Background

Are some Mizvot more important than others? If so, which are the most important? Make
a list on one half of the board of the eleven most popular responses.

2. Performance

This Mizmor is structured as a question and answer. We can guess that it was also meant
to be performed as a call and response (antiphonic). Have one students or one half of the
class recite Pasuk 1 and then another student or the other half of the class respond with
Pesukim 2-5.

3. Textual Notes
Have individual students read each Pasuk, explain it, and look for parallelism or other
poetic devices. Make sure to bring out the following points:
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Notice parallelism, »=>n, M»=)ow>, TonNN1=TwTP» 9n2. The second half intensifies the
first. 79» means to sojourn, to live temporarily. yo¥> means to dwell and connotes more
permanence. 9NN is a tent meant for temporary nomadic living while 7¢7p 90 refers to
the Beit Mikdash which is built on a mountain and is a permanent structure. What might
be an appropriate setting for this question? Who would ask it of whom? When pilgrims
come to the Beit Mikdash on holidays, the Leviim at the gates might recite this Mizmor
to remind those entering that they come to a holy place and must be worthy of entering.
Even if the Mimzor originated in a pilgrimage ceremony, it may also have figurative
meaning — who can live with a sense of holiness and sanctity, feeling comfortable that he
fulfills what Hashem wants of him. Radak thinks it refers to the heavenly sanctuary and
asks who will merit the world to come.
12292 NN I2T) PINOYN DN TN ()
To walk in perfection means to live without blame by never doing evil. P78 Yy¥s connotes
more active doing of good deeds. What does it mean to speak truth “in his heart”? As
opposed to the liar who is 252 TnN) 192 7NN — thinking one thing and saying another, the
honest person says what is in his heart (meaning mind). Notice that the three verbs 75,
oya, and 927, can also be read as nouns — a walker in perfection, a do-gooder, a speaker of
truth. These traits are not simply actions one sometimes does but rather must be part of
one’s personality.
1297 DY RW) KD N9 DY NWYND  DUIDYOIND ()
The previous Pasuk listed three positive traits. This Pasuk lists three things the good
person does not do. Y37 means to slander. It uses the same root as the word for “leg”
because it implies one who walks from place to place collecting and spreading gossip. He
also does not harm his friend or cause embarrassment to his relative. Does this mean one
may harm and embarrass an enemy or a stranger? No. It just uses the most common
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example since we interact most with our friends and family. yny9 can also mean fellow
and 29 can mean those around him.
£ N YINT ¥2Y) T3 TRV N oM PYYI M (1)

A good person must not only do good but also associate with good people. He despises
the N1y — the contemptible person but gives honor to the God-fearing person. If one
honors a bad person then he will become corrupt also, as the Gemara says: : »aN 90N

WOYY 0 PITEY 20, 1IWY NN YWY MR (1) N9ID). Even when he swears to his own
detriment, he does not retract but fulfills the oath.

(0217 VI XD NINNYY NP2 NDOPIDY TNV TYIZ M) N 1902 (M)

Next, we find two traits relating to money. The good person does not lend money with
interest or take bribes against the innocent. Notice parallelism between ym and np5. Also,
the order of words is different in each phrase such that the two negative words 7v) and
7nv are back to back in the middle. For homework, or as an in-class assignment, ask
students to find Pesukim in the Torah which prohibit these two actions. What is so bad
about charging interest? In an agricultural economy it was usually the poor farmer to
needed a loan to buy seed and equipment in order to grow a good crop. By charging
interest to a poor person, one only deepens his poverty. In today’s economy, even rich
people will take a mortgage when their other assets are not liquid which is why the
Rabbis instituted a Heter Iska for such cases.
The last phrase sums up that one who does all of these things will never fall. This
intensifies the permanence of the reward mentioned in the first Pasuk.

4. How many character traits are listed here? Eleven. What do they have in common?
How do they compare to the list of most important Mizvot we made at the beginning of
class? These are all ethical requirements —y1>2an> 07X 2. Some of the pilgrims bringing
sacrifices may have believed that they could steal, cheat, and lie at home and then repent
for them by bringing a sacrifice. The Mizmor reminds them, and us, that such rituals are
only effective if they actually make us better people, not if they are done mechanically.

5. Read this famous Midrash together and discuss its meaning. The continuation of the
Midrash is also very interesting if you have time.
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From 613 to 11

2 TINY 32 N7 NIDR NooR v933 TN

PIND YN DOWYY MIND WOU ,NWND 19 170N NINND NIYY YO MIND WY DONDNY 1Y wIT
PNAPOND INMND 2T N LDTR HY PIDN TN YWY NNNYI DIYIINRI DINNDY ,NNNN NI 1IN
T2 O KOYINN N D TN NIND TPY RVNDMN NNIN ,NWNN DY N M 7N ('Y 0137)
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R. Simlai when preaching said: Six hundred and thirteen precepts were communicated to
Moses, three hundred and sixty-five negative precepts, corresponding to the number of
solar days [in the year], and two hundred and forty-eight positive precepts, corresponding
to the number of the members of man's body. Said R. Hamnuna: What is the text for this?
It is, “Moses commanded us torah, an inheritance of the congregation of Jacob.” ‘Torah’
being in letter-value, equal to six hundred and eleven, ‘I am’ and ‘Thou shall have no
[other Gods]’ [not being reckoned, because] we heard from the mouth of the Might
[Divine].

David came and reduced them to eleven [principles], as it is written, A Psalm of David.
Lord, who shall sojourn in Thy tabernacle? Who shall dwell in Thy holy mountain? — [i]
He that walketh uprightly, and [ii] worketh righteousness, and [iii] speaketh truth in his
heart; that [iv] hath no slander upon his tongue, [v] nor doeth evil to his fellow, [vi] nor
taketh up a reproach against his neighbour, [vii] in whose eyes a vile person is despised,
but [viii] he honoureth them that fear the Lord, [ix] He sweareth to his own hurt and
changeth not, [x] He putteth not out his money on interest, [xi] nor taketh a bribe against
the innocent. He that doeth these things shall never be moved.

L9 - Eleven Commandments - Source Sheet.doc

What does it mean that all 613 commandments can be summed up in these eleven? The
purpose of all the commandments, even the ritual ones 2¥pn? DR 13, are intended to
make one more aware of God’s presence, more sensitive to the world around him, and
therefore more motivated and capable of helping others.
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