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THE SEVERITY OF OPPRESSING THE DOWNTRODDEN

Chapter 22
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23) My anger will blaze [against you] and I shall kill you by the sword, . .
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Consider the following questions:

1. What is the connection between verses 19 and 20?

2. What is the connection between the law about not oppressing foreigners (verse 20) and the law
about not causing pain to widows and orphans (verse 21)?

3. Why are all the verbs in verse 22 doubled: cause, cause him pain (nayn ny), cries out, cries out (pyy
pYY’) and | will hear, will hear (YpYy yhy)?

4. The words ‘If you cause, cause him pain” seem redundant. Since verse 21 had said, Do not cause pain
to any widow or orphan, verse 22 could have just continued, “Because if they cry out..”

5. Having told us (verse 23), “I shall kill you by the sword,” we already know that “your wives will be widows
and your children will be orphans.” If so, what are these words coming to add?

Verse 20 states the prohibition of oppressing a convert using words. The connection to the preceding verse
is as follows: Having just learned about the terrible sin of serving false gods, a person might think that it is
permitted to denigrate a convert to Judaism by telling him, for example, “Not so long ago, you worshipped
idols.” Therefore, Hashem tells us, “Do not oppress a convert with words, and also make sure that you do not
cause him distress in any way. After all, you were once in the land of Egypt where you served idols, and you
also become converts to Me. Did | hold your idolatry against you? Did | refrain from giving you My holy Torah?
Just as | did not hold it against you, so too you must not hold it against the convert. Someone who converts



is considered a brand-new being” (Yevamos 22a). [This answers Question 1.]

Verse 21then states the prohibition of causing pain to a widow or an orphan. Having warned us regarding
the convert that we are not to remind him of his past evil, because it will cause him distress, the Torah
now warns us regarding the widow or orphan that we are even forbidden to do anything that will cause
them to suffer by reminding them of the previous good they had enjoyed when their husband/father
had been alive. If you oppress them, they will think to themselves, “Now this person is able to persecute
me and threaten me, but if my husband/father were still alive, he would certainly have protected me.
Alas! My loss is so hard to bear.” [This answers Question 2.]

But why did the Torah single out the prohibition of causing pain only to a widow and orphan? Surely it is
forbidden to cause pain to anyone! The Torah therefore elaborates in the next verse why God singled
them out: “If you cause, cause him pain (ng)glj my).” The double expression here (which would usually
be translated as emphatic language, as in “surely cause [him pain]’) is coming to tell us that if you
oppress a widow or an orphan you cause them double pain: (a) The pain that any oppressed person
would feel; and (b) the extra pain caused by being reminded of their terrible loss, as mentioned above.
[This answers Question 4.] So too, if the widow or orphan cries out, cries out (p)_)g? p'v:g) to Hashem, it will
be a double cry of pain: one cry due to the oppression itself and the second in misery over the loss of her
husband, because, she would cry, “If only my husband were here, this person would dare not oppress
me. Hashem, why did You take his life? Did he sin more than my evil oppressor?!” The orphan will cry out
to Hashem in a similar way, bemoaning the loss of his father. The verse concludes, ‘| [Hashem] will hear,
will hear (ynwy yhw) their cry — I will hear both of their cries: their cry for help from the actual oppression
and their cry of anguish at being reminded of their terrible loss.” [This answers Question 3.]

For the sin of oppressing them, God declares that He will have the oppressor killed (verse 23). This
punishment is also meted out even if the victims are not specifically widows or orphans, as it says: Do
not steal from a poor person because he is poor [and has no protectors].. because Hashem will take up
their cause and take away the life of their oppressors (Mishlei 22:22-23). For the sin of reminding a widow
of the death of her husband after she had already forgotten the pain of her loss, our verse continues,
your wives will be widows. This means that they remain “‘widows” forever, i.e, they will never be able to
remarry. And for the sin of reminding the orphans of their orphaned status, the verse ends, your children
will be orphans — i.e, the oppressors’ children will be permanently reminded of their orphaned status
because they will not be allowed to divide up their father’'s inheritance and will remain poor as a result.
Both punishments will thus be middah k'neged middah. [This answers Question 5.]
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