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For the sin we have committed before You by the Desecration of the Name
Rabbi Josh Levy, Yom Kippur 5782

The commandment

Leviticus 22:32-33
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You shall not desecrate My holy name, that | may be sanctified among the Israelites — | the Eternal who
sanctifies you. Who brought you out of the land of Egypt to be your God. | the Eternal.

Maimonides, Sefer Ha-Mitzvot, Negative Commandment 63
“The Book of Commandments”, Moses ben Maimon (1138-1204).
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That we are forbidden to desecrate the Divine Name...
And this sin has three kinds- two that apply widely, and one which is for certain individuals.

The first applies to everyone: that anyone in a time of persecution, of whom it is demanded that they transgress
one of the commandments, and the intention of the persecutor is that they should be made to transgress,
whether it is one of the lesser commandments or one of the graver ones; or anyone, even not at a time of
persecution, of whom it is demanded that they transgress the prohibitions on idolatry, sexual misconduct or
shedding blood; they are obliged to forego their lives and be killed rather than transgress...
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The second kind, which also applies to everybody, is when someone transgresses not because of desire or

benefit, but rather as an act of rebelliousness or to throw off the yoke of the Sovereignty of Heaven. Behold this
one also desecrates [God's name].
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The kind that is for certain individuals is when someone known for virtue and goodness does an action that
appears like a transgression in the eyes of others.

It is not appropriate for someone who should be honoured to do an action like this, even though the action is
permissible. Behold, this is a desecration of the Divine Name.




Sforno on Leviticus 22:32
Ovadia ben Jacob Sforno - ltalian rabbi and biblical commentator (1475-1550)
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YOU SHALL NOT DESECRATE MY HOLY NAME (Leviticus 22:32)
Since you have seen the perfection of My works, you are the ones who are sanctified to walk in my ways, do not
desecrate My name with acts of deviance and shame.

This is the idea of the verse WHEN THEY CAME TO THOSE NATIONS, THEY CAUSED MY HOLY NAME TO BE DESECRATED [IN
THAT IT WAS SAID OF THEM, “THESE ARE THE PEOPLE OF THE ETERNAL, YET THEY HAD TO LEAVE GOD’S LAND] (Ezekiel 36:20)

An example of Hillul Ha-Shem and personal behaviour

Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 86a
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One who bears the sin of desecration of the Divine Name, repentance has no power to suspend punishment,
nor does Yom Kippur have the power to atone, nor does suffering have power to absolve.

Rather, all these suspend punishment, and death absolves him, as it is stated: AND THE ETERNAL GOD OF HOSTS
REVEALED THIS TO MY EARS: THIS INIQUITY SHALL NOT BE ATONED FOR YOU UNTIL YOU DIE (Isaiah 22:14).
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What is desecration of the Divine Name?
Rav said: For example, if someone like me were to take meat from a butcher and not give money promptly.
Abaye said: They taught this only in a place where they do not demand payment, but in a place where they will
ask [later], we have nothing against it.
Ravina said: The city of Mechasya is a place where they ask.

When Abaye bought meat from two partners, he would give one zuz to this one and one zuz to this one. After,
he would bring them together and perform the calculation.

Rabbi Yochanan said: For example, when someone like me walks four cubits without Torah and without Tefillin.
Yitzchak from the school of Rabbi Yannai said: Any case when someone’s friends are embarrassed on account
of their reputation, this is a desecration of the Divine Name.

Rav Nachman bar Yitzchak said: For example, when people say about someone: May his Master forgive that
person [alternative reading: His Master allows him to do such].
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Abaye said: This agrees with what was taught in a baraita: AND YOU SHALL LOVE THE ETERNAL YOUR GOD
(Deuteronomy 6:5) means that the name of Heaven should become beloved through you.

One should read Torah, and learn Mishnah, and serve Torah scholars, and be pleasant with people in business
transactions.
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What do people say about such a person? Fortunate is their parent who taught them Torah, fortunate is their
teacher who taught them Torah; woe to people who have not studied Torah. So-and-so, who taught them
Torah, see how pleasant are their ways, how proper are their deeds. The verse states about them You ARE My
SERVANT, ISRAEL, IN WHOM | WILL BE GLORIFIED (Isaiah 49:3).
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But one who reads Torah, and learns Mishnah, and serves Torah scholars, but his business practices are not
conducted faithfully, and who does not speak pleasantly with others, what do people say about him? Woe to so-
and-so who studied Torah, woe to their parent who taught them Torah, woe to their teacher who taught them
Torah. So-and-so who studied Torah, see how destructive are their deeds, and how ugly are their ways. About
them the verse states: IT WAS SAID OF THEM, “THESE ARE THE PEOPLE OF THE ETERNAL, YET THEY HAD TO LEAVE GOD'S
LAND] (Ezekiel 36:20)

An example of Hillul Ha-Shem and the development of halakhah

Tosefta Avodah Zarah 8:5
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With respect to robbery: If one stole, or robbed, and similarly in the case of a beautiful captive, and in the case

of similar offences: A gentile to a gentile or a gentile to an Israelite is forbidden. An Israelite to a gentile is
permitted.

Jerusalem Talmud, Bava Kamma 4:3
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It happened that the government sent two officials to learn Torah from Rabban Gamliel. They learned from him
Scripture, Mishnah, Midrash, halachah and aggadah. In the end they said to him, “All of your Torah is fine and
praiseworthy, except for two things which you say: That an Israelite woman may not act as a midwife for a
gentile woman, yet a gentile woman may act as a midwife for an Israelite woman; an Israelite woman may not
nurse [the child of] a gentile woman, yet a gentile woman may nurse [the child of] an Israelite woman with her
permission. And that the stolen item of an Israelite is forbidden but the stolen item of a gentile is permitted.

At that moment, Rabban Gamliel decreed regarding the item stolen from a gentile that it be prohibited
because of the profanation of the Divine Name.

An ox of an Israelite which butted the ox of a gentile [the owner is] exempt - concerning this thing [which is also
problematic] we will not inform the government.

Even so, they had not even reached the ladder of Tyre when they had forgotten everything.




What avoiding Hillul Ha-Shem demands of us - an example

Jerusalem Talmud, Bava Metzia 2:5
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Shimon ben Shetach was a dealer in flax. His students said to him: ‘Master, leave it behind and we will buy you
a donkey and you won't need to work so much’. They bought him a donkey from a Syrian. It had a jewel
hanging from it.

They came to him and said to him, ‘From now on you won'’t have to work again.” He said to them, “Why?” They
said to him “We bought you a donkey from a Syrian and it had a jewel hanging from it”

He said to them, “Did the owner know?” They said to him, “No.”

He said to them, “Go and return it.”

But didn’t Rav Huna Bibi bar Gozlon say in the name of Rav, that they responded before Rabbi, that even
according to one who says an item stolen from a non-Jew is prohibited, all agree that an item lost by a non-Jew
is permitted [to be kept]

What, do you think Shimon ben Shetach is a barbarian?

Shimon ben Shetach wished to hear ‘Blessed be the God of the Jews’ more than all the profit in this world!

The Power of the Concept

Eugene Borowitz

Hillul Hashem: A Universal Rubric in the Halakhah (1985)
Rabbi Professor Eugene Borowitz (1926-2016), Professor of Jewish Religious Thought, Hebrew Union College

The heinousness of the sacrilege derives as much from what the act says about God to others as from its
intrinsic profanity... Acts which imply that there is no God or which as good as do the same by testifying falsely

to God’s nature or commands, profane God’s “name”, that is, our understanding of God or, equally, God’s
reputation.

The rabbis prohibit certain acts to Jews, not because the Torah proscribes them, but because of what doing
them might lead gentiles to think or say. In such cases, potential gentle opinion leads to a change in the “prior”
contours of Jewish duty.

The concept of Hillul Hashem has extraordinary power. When properly invoked, it can, so to speak, change the
contours of Jewish duty. It does so by overriding a previous permission granted by the Torah and negating it,
thus determining duty anew.

Are there current Jewish practices or behaviours permitted by Torah that currently constitute a chillul hashem
and that should be reconsidered on that basis?




A modern, practical example

Elliot N. Dorff

Matters of Life and Death : A Jewish Approach to Modern Medical Ethics (2003) p229-230
Rabbi Professor Elliot N Dorff (1943-) Professor of Jewish Theology, American Jewish University

Jews are commanded to sanctify God’s name... [this] requires that Jews behave in such a way that non-Jews
(and other Jews, for that matter) will see their actions as a blessing. Conversely, desecrating God’s reputation
(hillul ha-shem) by acting in such a way that Jews and Judaism are defamed is to be avoided.

Since there is definitely a shortage of organs for transplantation, the willingness of Jews to donate their organs
in proportion to their numbers in the population is a clear test in the eyes of non-Jews as to the character of
Jews and Judaism. Unfortunately, not nearly as many Jews have donated organs have benefited from them,
and this imbalance has already caused considerable hillul ha-shem.

Our obligation to avoid a hillul ha-shem constitutes yet another reason for Jews to donate their organs for
transplantation.

The (Potential) Dark Side of Hillul Ha-Shem

Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin 40a
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Rabbi Abbahu says in the name of Rabbi Chanina: It is better that a person transgress in secret and not
desecrate the Name of Heaven in public, as it is stated: AS FOR YOU, HOUSE OF ISRAEL, SO SAYS THE ETERNAL GOD:

EVERYONE SHOULD GO AND SERVE THEIR IDOLS, SINCE YOU DO NOT LISTENTO ME, BUT MY SACRED NAME YOU SHALL NOT
DESECRATE (Ezekiel 20:39).
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Rabbi Ilai the Elder says: If a person sees that their evil inclination is overwhelming them, they should go to a

place where they are not recognised, clothed in black, and covered in black, and they should do as their heart
desires, but they should not desecrate the name of Heaven in public.




