


present, I have the ability to refuse 
his offer, and furthermore, my 
parents oppose this match. However 
it occurred to me that if I were to 
do so, I would be sinning given that 
I might be able to help him to live 
a religious life, just as Yakov was 
punished for hiding Dinah. Please 
can you tell me what I should do?’
In his response, Rabbi Halevy cites 
Rambam’s Hilchot Deot (6:1) who 
writes: ‘The nature of man is to be 
pulled by his temperaments and 
actions after his friends, and to 
accustom himself to the customs of 

the people of his country. Therefore, 
one has to associate with righteous 
people and to sit always amongst 
learned people, so that one will 
learn from their actions. One should 
distance oneself from wicked people, 
who go in darkness, so that one will 
not learn from their actions.’
Based on the Rambam, Rabbi Halevy 
concurred with the sentiments of 
the girl’s parents, and then cited 
the teaching from the Gemara 
(Pesachim 49a and codified in 
Shulchan Aruch Even HaEzer 2:8) 
that ‘a person should be prepared 
to sell all their possessions so that 
they can marry their daughter to a 
Talmid Chacham’. 
Clearly, this ruling appears to be 
contrary to the spirit of the Midrash 
that Rashi cited. Accordingly, 
Rabbi Halevy quotes the Talmud 
Yerushalmi (Peah 2:4) that ‘we 

‘I only want my child to mix with the 
frum crowd!’
Comments such as this are often 
e x p r e s s e d  by  p a r e n t s  w h e n 
considering the choices they make 
for their children, such as the schools 
they attend or the friends they 
socialise with. Not only do I fully 
understand why parents express 
such opinions; I also share the same 
sentiment as a parent. 
At the same time, I also disagree; 
and the basis for my disagreement 
can be found in parshat Vayishlach.
In our sedra we read about the 
encounter between Yakov and 
Esav following thirty four years of 
separation.  In considering the likely 
dynamics and possible outcomes of 
this moment, Yakov became nervous 
and sought to protect his wives and 
children. Accordingly, he took ‘his 
two wives, his two handmaids and 
his eleven sons and crossed the ford 
of the Yabbok.’ (Bereishit 32:23)
Rashi, citing the Midrash Rabbah 
(75:9), raises the question of the 
whereabouts of Yakov’s twelfth 
child, his daughter Dinah. He answers 
that Yakov put Dinah into a locked 
chest so that Esav should not see her 
(and wish to take her as a wife). 
This insight appears to confirm the 
sentiments of parents who wish 
to distance their children from 
the wrong crowd. However, the 
Midrash does not end there. It then 
adds that as a result of this choice - 

which frustrated the possibility of 
Esav improving his ways due to the 
positive influence of Dinah - Yakov 
was punished. 

This conclusion is both perplexing 
vis-à-vis our general attitude towards 
the righteousness of Yakov and 
wickedness of Esav, as well as vis-
à-vis the endeavours of parents to 
protect their children from others 
who may be a negative influence 
on them. Are we truly expected 
to play Russian roulette with our 
children’s spiritual future to provide 
the possibility that they be a positive 
influence on others?

To answer this let us consider a 
fascinating responsum of Rabbi 
Chayim David Halevy (1924-1998) 
where he analyses how applicable 
this lesson is when considering a 
prospective marriage partner (Asseh 
Lecha Rav 1:62). 

Rabbi Halevy was asked: ‘I am a 
religious girl and come from a 
religious family. I work in a Bank 
and through my profession I have 
become very fond of a man who is 
a frequent visitor of the Bank. He is 
a lovely man, but he is not religious. 
Recently we have had a number of 
serious conversations, and he has 
asked me to marry him. When I 
mentioned to him that we have very 
different religious outlooks and that 
this can affect our future together, 
he promised me that he will try his 
best to adopt religious practices. At 

do not regard the Aggadah as 
authoritative’ and therefore, given 
that there is a conflict between the 
Aggadah (non-legal teachings) and 
the Halacha (the legal teachings), in 
this matter we follow the latter. The 
implication being that the Midrash 
is certainly trying to teach us an 
important lesson, but it is not giving 
halachic guidance. 
This may be so, but the Midrash 
did explain that it was due to this 
incident that Yakov was punished. 
Why was Yakov punished if he did 
the right thing?

To answer this, Rabbi Halevy cites 
the opinion of Rabbi Simcha Zissel 
of Kelm (1824-1898) who explains 
that although Yakov’s actions were 
technically and legally justified, 
he closed and locked Dinah’s box 
too quickly and with more force 
than was necessary.  In the words 
of Rabbi Chaim Shmuelevitz, he 
should have instead released a 
‘krechtz - groan’ as an expression 
of the feelings of sadness that he 
was forced to withhold his daughter 
from his brother.
Returning to our theme of the 
choices parents make, I often hear 
the sound of locked boxes, where 
parents are quick to maintain 
distance between their children 
and others. However, I rarely hear 
the ‘krechtz’ that should accompany 
such action. Such choices may be 
necessary, but they should pain us. 
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one has to associate with righteous people and  
to sit always amongst learned people, so that one  

will learn from their actions


