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Keeping Our Humanity in a Cultured Society

“Do not do as the actions of (the inhabitants of) the land of Egypt in which you dwelled, and refrain from committing the deeds of the (inhabitants of) the land of Cana’an (i.e., Israel) into which I am bringing you, and do not follow in the ways of their statutes. My laws shall you do and My statutes you shall observe, to go in them – I am G-d, your L-rd” (Leviticus 18:3-4).

Do not do as the actions of (the inhabitants of) the land of Egypt… – This is to infer that the Egyptians’ and Cana’anites’ behavior was the worst of all the nations (Rashi, citing Sifra 18:138).

T

he people of Egypt and Cana'an, the Sages tell us, endorsed idol worship, adultery, murder and homosexuality (1). As G-d’s chosen people, the Jews were cautioned against emulating these immoral ways. Furthermore, our continued existence in the land of Israel was made conditional to us distancing ourselves from such conduct. “For all of these abominations were perpetrated by the people of the land that lays before you, and they defiled the land. Do not (cause) the land to eject you by defiling it” (2).


In His admonition to the nation, however, G-d finished off with words of guidance that the people adhere to His laws, as though to say that only through commitment to the Torah will we be guarded from following those nations’ abominable ways. Why were these concluding remarks necessary at this point? Weren’t the actions of the Egyptians and Cana’anites sufficiently reprehensible that we could have steered clear of them without the Torah?


Let us not be mistaken as to the identity of the Egyptian and Cana’anite peoples. Although they were truly immoral, it was not due to their lack of culture and modernity. “Do not follow in the ways of their statutes,” is interpreted by the Sages as referring to their theaters and stadiums (3), indicating these early societies’ appreciation for the arts. Furthermore, the Ancient Egyptians for their part were expert builders, as the pyramids bear testimony. Through the Egyptians’ highly advanced form of written communication, hieroglyphics, archeologists have revealed a very rich culture as well.


And, yet, these people were terribly immoral. In truth, the same puzzling reality raised its ugly head in more recent times during the Holocaust. The Germans were certainly from the most cultured nations, with a passion for music, literature and other liberal arts. And, yet, they too committed the most hideous of crimes. 

Our surprise is really based on a false premise, and reinforced with a misnomer. We are led to believe that culture and the arts raise humans above the level of animals, for these are talents that only Man can perform and appreciate. Indeed, the study of these skills is called the “Humanities.” When fully acculturated, the theory goes, Man becomes elevated above his animalistic tendencies of self-gratification, and more sensitive to justice and kindness (4). 

Unfortunately, however, this is obviously not the case. True, appreciation for the “Humanities” is a uniquely human quality. Essentially, though, this characteristic does not qualify a person as more human, only as a more sophisticated animal, ever devoted to the stimuli of his physical senses. Consequently, one is not protected from immorality through inculcation of what society has termed the “Humanities.” In fact, the liberal arts have widely been used throughout history to exploit the human body and depict acts of indecency.

When G-d counseled us against following the decadent ways of the Ancient Egyptians and Cana’anites, He did not just leave us to our own devices to avoid their conduct. Rather, G-d gave us a truly “human” vision: the selfless values of the Torah. 

Through dedication to the Torah and its mitzvahs, it is possible to be imbued with a G-dliness that is unique to the human race. With the proper study and application of the Torah’s sublime value system, we can become sensitized to justice and kindness in a way feasible only by Man.

A Torah-observant couple once learned this lesson from a most unexpected source.

This couple had a child born to them prematurely, weighing just over two pounds at birth. Miraculously, the boy made it through the critical first few months and was well on his was to survival. The doctors said, however, he would always be short.

As the boy grew older, he became accustomed to the reality that he was considerably shorter than he peers, and even his younger siblings. Nevertheless, his parents were always on the lookout for a new medical breakthrough that might possibly stimulate their child’s growth.


In 1985, just such a growth hormone was introduced. Debate raged though concerning its effectiveness, and, more importantly, over its possible long-term side effects. The boy’s parents felt confused, and sought the opinion of a highly respected endocrinologist.


At the office, the boy was subjected to a series of tests and the doctor discussed her findings with the parents. Still apprehensive about administering the new hormone to his son, the boy’s father asked the doctor straightforwardly, “Please, tell me, not as a doctor, but as a parent, would you give this drug if he were your child?”


The doctor suddenly covered her face with her hands, remaining motionless for a few moments. When she recovered, the doctor, whose eyes were now filled with tears, responded softly. “Rabbi, there is a great difference between me and you. I come from a ‘Scarsdale’ society. For me, external appearance is everything. I would have no choice but to give it. You, however, come from a people to whom internal values and spiritual goals are the focus. For such people, it’s not worth the risk” (5).                

--------------------------

(1) Sifra 18:138. (2) Lev. 18:27-28. Although the verse only mentions the people of Cana’an, the Sages in the previously quoted source equate the Egyptians’ practices with those of the Cana’anites. (3) Sifra 18:139. (4) Rabbi Aaron Feldman, dean of Ner Israel Rabbinical College, Baltimore, MD, in an article entitled, “Inhuman ‘Humanities’.” (5) See “Inside Out,” in Rabbi P. Krohn’s Footsteps of the Maggid, p.250-253.
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