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Are human beings good or bad?  When we sin is it a deviation from our innate character?  Or is 
it just the opposite?  Are we actually fundamentally prone to sin and it is only through 
enormous spiritual effort that we can overcome our natural inclination to sin? 
 
We can see an answer to this question at the very beginning of the Torah. 
 
At the very beginning of the creation of the world, Hashem gives Adam only one negative 
commandment.  This negative commandment gives us insight into the nature of humanity.  
Says the Torah: 
 
“And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, ‘Of every tree of the garden you are free to 
eat; but as for the tree of knowledge of good and bad, you must not eat of it; for as soon as you 
eat of it, you shall die’” (2:16-17). 
 
We know how this commandment ended.  Adam and Eve failed miserably.  The ate from the 
‘tree of knowledge of good and bad,’ and were thus banished from the Garden of Eden. 
 
Some might claim that this proves that we all have a fundamental inclination to do the wrong 
thing.  After all, our ancestors only had one negative commandment and they were unable to 
refrain from violating this commandment. 
 
However, based upon a Talmudic principle we can prove that just the opposite is true.  The 
reason why the Torah commands us not to do something is only because the Torah believes 
that human beings are fundamentally good and the likelihood and expectation is that we will 
not succumb to sin.  Adam and Eve’s sin was not because of their pre-disposed nature but 
rather because they violated their true nature.    
 
In this week’s daf yomi we learned about the principle called, mutav sheyehiyu shoggegin ve’al 
yehiyu mazidin, it is better to allow someone to sin accidentally, rather than purposely. 
 
The Talmud states: 
 
Rava bar Rav Ḥanin said to Abaye: We learned in a mishna: The Rabbis decreed that one may 
not clap, nor strike a hand on his thigh, nor dance on a Festival, lest he come to repair musical 
instruments. But nowadays we see that women do so, and yet we do not say anything to them. 
8He said to him: And according to your reasoning, how do you explain that which Rava said: A 
person should not sit at the entrance to an alleyway, next to the side post that has been placed 
at the edge of an alleyway in order for it to be considered a private domain, as perhaps an 
object will roll away from him and he will come to carry it four cubits in the public domain, 
thereby transgressing a biblical prohibition? But don’t these women take their jugs, and go, and 



sit at the entrance to an alleyway, and we do not say anything to them? 9Rather, the accepted 
principle is: Leave the Jews alone; it is better that they be unwitting sinners and not be 
intentional sinners. If people engage in a certain behavior that cannot be corrected, it is better 
not to reprove them, as they are likely to continue regardless of the reproof, and then they will 
be sinning intentionally. It is therefore preferable for them to be unaware that they are violating 
a prohibition and remain merely unwitting sinners. Here, too, with regard to clapping and 
dancing, leave the Jews alone; it is better that they be unwitting sinners and not be intentional 
sinners. The Gemara comments: There were those who understood that this principle applies 
only to rabbinic prohibitions but not to Torah prohibitions, with regard to which the 
transgressors must be reprimanded. However, this is not so; it is no different whether the 
prohibition is by Torah law or whether it is by rabbinic law, we do not say anything to them. For 
example, on the eve of Yom Kippur, there is an obligation that one begin the fast while it is still 
day, before sunset, as the extension of Yom Kippur. During this time, one must observe all the 
halakhot. This mitzva of extending Yom Kippur is by Torah law, and yet people eat and drink 
until darkness falls but we do not say anything to them, as we know they will pay no attention 
(Beitzah, 30a). 
 
The basic principle of this Talmudic teaching is that if a rabbi, teacher, family member, or loving 
friend, sees someone violating a Jewish law and knows that it will be fruitless to out the 
person’s sinful ways as such remarks will be ignored, then that the person should be quiet and 
not teach the correct way to observe the law.  Better to let the person sin unwittingly than 
intentionally. 
 
Indeed, Rambam rules that this is the actual law.  Do not tell someone not to do something if 
one knows that the person will not listen.  He applies this principle to the prohibition against 
eating in the moments before the fast of Yom Kippur begins.  According to Torah law a person is 
not only obligated to fast on Yom Kippur, but is also required to add on to the fast several 
minutes prior to Yom Kippur. The Talmud states that some women were not careful about this 
law and continued to eat right up until the fast actually began. The Talmud says not to remind 
these women that they are sinning and Rambam codifies this law: 
 
“If women continue eating and drinking until nightfall, because they fail to know the rule about 
adding part of the weekday to the holyday, we should not protest against their action, lest they 
come to do so willfully; for it is impossible to assign a policeman to each homestead in order to 
caution its womenfolk. Hence, leave them alone. It is better to let them act unwittingly rather 
than willfully. The same applies to all similar cases” (Shevitat Issur, 1:7). 
 
This is a powerful principle of law that applies even to biblical laws.  Do not tell someone to do 
something that they are not capable of doing.   
 
If we apply that principle to the words of the Torah we see that the Torah would not command 
us not to do something that we are incapable of listening to.  From the fact that the Torah tells 
Adam not to eat from the tree, it shows that the Torah thinks Adam is fundamentally good and 



is capable of living life without sinning.  Thus, we humans as descendants of Adam are also 
fundamentally good and capable of living life without sin. 
 
Of course, being fundamentally good by itself is not enough to prevent sin.  We are all too 
human and we can err and stray from our true nature.  Therefore, we need the light of the 
Torah to be our guide in life. 
 
The story is told that after the death Rav Uri Strelisker one of his chasidim came to the holy 
Rebbe, Rav Bunam.  Rav Bunam asked the chasid to explain the approach of Rav Uri to life.  The 
chasid explained that Rav Uri taught his chasidim to work on the trait of humility.  For example, 
he would instruct a rich chasid to humble himself by drawing water from a well and carrying it 
to his house—a menial task that he never would have ordinarily done.   
 
In response, Rav Bunam told the chasid, “My way is different; I will explain it to you by a 
mashal.  Three men were convicted of a crime and placed in a dark dungeon.  Two of them 
were highly intelligent and the third was a boor.  When food was lowered into the dark, the 
boor did not know how to take his food.  He would usually end up breaking his plate or cutting 
himself with a knife.  The two men tried to teach him what to do, but each day the food was 
delivered in a different arrangement so he could never catch on to the proper way to act.  One 
of the prisoners then said, “Instead of teaching him how to hold the plate or use the knife, let 
us try a different approach.  So they dug a hole in the wall to allow some light into the dungeon 
and the prisoner was then able to eat without hurting himself.”    
 
Said the rebbe: “The Torah is the light of our life.  We are all fundamentally good, but we need 
the light of the Torah to guide us and help us reach our potential.”   
 
 
   


