Parshas Nosso
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This week’s haftorah tells us the story of how a malach informed Manoach and his wife about the birth of
Shimshon. The malach told Manoach’s wife that she will have a son who will save Klal Yisroel, and that
this son should be a nazir. She relayed the information to her husband Manoach, who davened that the
malach should return. The malach subsequently reappeared to Manoach’s wife, who hurried to tell her
husband. The possuk (Shoftim 13:11) then states that Manoach followed his wife to meet the angel – וילך
מנוח אחרי אשתו.
The Gemara Brachos (61a) tells us that Rav Nachman deduced from this possuk that Manoach was an ‘am
ha’aretz’ (unlearned), as he was not aware of the halacha that a person should not walk behind his wife.
As Rashi explains, doing so is considered a ‘genai’ (degrading). The Gemara responds that this is not
necessarily the case, as the possuk could be interpreted to mean that Manoach followed her advice, rather
than that he physically walked behind her.1
The Gemara concludes that a person should not walk behind his wife and should certainly take care not
to walk behind another woman in the street. The Rambam and Shulchan Aruch both quote this halacha
that one should not follow a woman in the street.2 The Achronim ask why the Rambam and Shulchan
Aruch omit the injunction to avoid doing so even with one’s own wife. They explain that the restriction
not to walk behind one’s own wife applies specifically to talmidei chachomim, as it is a genai for them to
follow any woman. Rav Nachman therefore concluded that Manoach, who did walk behind his wife, was
undoubtedly an am ha’aretz. Because this restriction applies specifically to talmidei chachomim and not
to all people, the Rambam and Shulchan Aruch omitted it. However, the restriction not to walk behind a
woman who is not one’s wife applies to all men and is therefore codified in halacha.3
Regarding this prohibition to avoid walking behind a woman in the street, the mefarshim debate what
distance should be maintained. The Ariza”l and others maintain that the restriction is limited to walking
within her daled amos, although the Radvaz is more stringent.4 Even accepting the more lenient opinion,
it would seem that a person has to take care not to follow a woman in the street within her daled amos.
Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach zt”l once met Rav Eliezer Yehuda Waldenberg zt”l, author of Teshuvos Tzitz
Eliezer. Rav Shlomo Zalman asked him whether this restriction applies when entering a bus. For example,
if the wife of an odom gadol is waiting to get onto a bus, should a person honor her by inviting her to
enter before him or should he avoid doing so due to the concern that he will be following behind her when
he enters the bus? The two of them discussed the question but did not reach a firm conclusion.
The Tzitz Eliezer subsequently wrote a letter to Rav Shlomo Zalman informing him that he found a heter
for this in one of the early achronim.5 The sefer Leket Yosher is a record of the minhagim and pesakim of
Rav Yisroel Isserlin (1390-1460), author of the Teshuvos Terumos Hadeshen, written by one of his
talmidim. The Leket Yosher quotes his rebbi as having said that it is permitted to walk behind the wife of
a chaver (i.e. a talmid chochom) nowadays, because we are no longer as restricted regarding following a
woman.6
The Tzitz Eliezer asks why the Leket Yosher permits this specifically with the wife of a chaver. If the
prohibition no longer applies, it should be permitted with every woman. He answers that the Leket Yosher

was presumably discussing a situation where a person wanted to show honor to the wife of a chaver by
allowing her to go in front of him, similar to our question regarding boarding a bus. The Tzitz Eliezer
explains further that in the days of Chazal women generally stayed home, and it was uncommon for a
woman to walk around outside. For this reason, following a woman in the street may have led a man to
hirhur aveira. However, in the time of the Leket Yosher, and certainly in our times, it is common for
women to be outside and there is less of a likelihood of hirhur. For this reason, the Leket Yosher quoted
the Terumos Hadeshen as permitting walking behind a woman in the street if necessary.
Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach responded that he is in agreement with this heter. However, he explained
the psak of the Leket Yosher slightly differently. Rav Shlomo Zalman explained that in the days of Chazal
when there were fewer woman in the street, it was easily possible to avoid walking behind them.
However, in the time of the Leket Yosher, and certainly nowadays where there are many women in the
street, if a person steps aside to avoid standing behind one woman he will probably find himself behind
another woman. As it is difficult to avoid, then at least in a situation where it would be considered to be
bad manners to go before her, one may follow after her.7
While there may be leniencies nowadays, this halacha did apply in the time of Manoach. Rav Nachman
therefore concluded that Monach was an am ha’aretz, as Rav Nachman understood the possuk to mean
that Monoach literally followed his wife. However, this is difficult to understand, as Chazal elsewhere
describe Manoach as a great person. The Midrash Rabbah (Bamidbar Rabbah 10:5) in this week’s parsha
is doreish the possuk
(ב,“ – ויהי איש אחד מצרעה ממשפחת הדני ושמו מנוח )שופטים יגAnd there was (va’yehi) a man from Tzorah,
from the family of Dan, and his name was Manoach”.
The Midrash says that Manoach was equal in greatness to thirty-one tzaddikim, which is the gematria of
the word va’yehi. The Midrash adds that the phrase “and his name was Manoach” also indicates that he
was a tzaddik, as the possuk would otherwise have stated “and Manoach was his name”, as is the
convention in Tenach when naming tzaddikim and reshoim. Furthermore, the Gr”a quotes the Zohar as
stating that Manoach was a gadol hador.8 How then could Rav Nachman call him an am ha’aretz?
Rav Dessler addresses this question. He quotes the Mishna in Avos (2:5) which states that an am ha’aretz
cannot be a chossid. Rabbeinu Yonah explains that an am ha’aretz cannot be chossid but could be a
tzaddik. He may be a tzaddik who fully keeps the Torah and keeps everything that he is commanded to
do. However, only a talmid chochom is able use his chochmas hatorah to attain the lofty madreiga of a
chossid who acts lifnim mi’shuras hadin. Based on this, Rav Dessler writes that Manoach was both an am
ha’aretz and a tzaddik, and the two are not contradictory.9
The Alter of Slabodka offers a different answer. Immediately before the Gemara in Brachos discusses
Manoach, the Gemara discusses Odom and Chava. The Gemara brings an opinion that Odom and Chava
were created דו פרצופין, which means that the two of them were connected together, Odom on one side
and Chava on the other. The Gemara asks that, if so, which one of them followed the other when they
walked? The Gemara answers that it reasonable that Odom walked first, as we have learnt that it is a
genai for a man to follow a woman. This occurred before the sin of the eitz ha’daas, and at a time when
there was no-one else in the world. Nevertheless, the Gemara feels that since Chava was created to be
an eizer to Odom it would not be derech eretz for her to go first and him to follow.
The Alter of Slabodka writes that, apart from the chochma of Torah, there is a second type of chochma.
This is the chochma of the briyah, which is the chochma of the structure and order of the world and the

derech ha’eretz that Hashem imbued the world with. Derech Eretz is kodma la’Torah, and this
ה' בחכמה יסד )fundamental chochma is what Shlomo HaMelech had in mind when he wrote (Mishlei 3:19
, “Hashem established the earth with chochma”. Since logic dictates that the structure and order ofארץ
the world is such that the man should lead and the woman should follow, if Manoach was not aware of
this then he was deficient in this chochma, the chochma of the briyah. This shortcoming was sufficient
for Chazal to call him an am ha’aretz in this chochma.10
It is fitting that the Alter of Slabodka gave this answer, as this concept was an integral part of the toras
hamussar of Slabodka. A person has to be a sholeim not only in Torah but also in chochmas ha’briyah and
derech eretz.
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