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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 3: 59 - ARVUT & RESPONSIBILITY FOR OTHER JEWS
OU ISRAEL/BEIT KNESSET HANASI - SUMMER 2026

A] THE COVENANT OF ARVUT - MUTUAL RESPONSIBILITY
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When the Jews stood on the Plains of Moav, Moshe informed them that they would need to enter into a new covenant with
God through which they assume responsibility for the sins of all fellow Jews, but apparently only for those things which
are out in the open. God would address hidden matters.
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This brit actually began at the recommitment ceremony with the ‘berachot and kelalot’ at Har Grizim and Har Eval.
There we entered into a brit arvut - mutual responsibility for other Jews in so far as we are aware of their sins and
mitzvot.
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The Maharal explains that the entry into Eretz Yisrael united the Jewish people and made each a guarantor for the other.
Elsewheré', the Maharal compares the Jewish people to water and Eretz Yisrael as the vessel - the kli kibul - which
unites the water into one shape.

1. See Gevurot Hashem 19.
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B] ARVUT TESTED - YERICHO AND AI
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In the battle for Yericho, Bnei Yisrael encircled the town and God brought down the the walls through the blowing of the
shofarot and the battle cries of the Israelite army. It is possible that the army then engaged in hand to hand combat to
capture the city’. Yehoshua declared all the spoils of the city to be cherem and to go the Mishkan and not the individual

fighters.
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Achan took from the spoils and brought God’s anger onto the entire nation and when they complacently attacked Ai with
a small army, Bnei Yisrael were soundly beaten. This burst their bubble and ended their false ‘conceptia’ of how to deal
with their enemies. ALL the nation had sinned, even though only Achan had taken the spoils from Yericho.

* Even though other people did not actually take the spoils. They contributed to an environment in which Achan could act in this way3.
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Achan was executed for his sin and the verse adds that ‘they’ were also stoned.
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Rashi, based on Chazal, explains that the spoils he had taken, including the animals, were destroyed.
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The Metzudat David understands that Achan’s wife and children were also killed, and a note is inserted in the
commentary (by whom?) that this may be because they knew his actions but did not do anything about them.

2. Rav Boaz Mori proposes this as the meaning of 'V:r;g V)N, although this explanation is not mentioned in other commentaries.

3. Rav Mori suggests that many people felt entitled to the spoils, even though only Achan took them. The people also felt a sense of complacency and invulnerability after their
hard-fought victory at Yericho. Sometimes, even though a few individuals may sin and act disgracefully, the silent majority in society creates a pervasive atmosphere which,
although not approving of the bad behavior, nevertheless fails to condemn it and thereby facilitates it taking place. See https://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/775552.
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Achan was in fact a repeat offender and had also sinned in this way during the life of Moshe but Bnei Yisrael only
became collectively responsible for his actions once they had entered Eretz Yisrael. As seen above, Rabbi Nechemia
understands that this responsibility is only for actions that we know about and not for entirely private ones. But Rabbi
Yehuda rules that even the ‘nistarot’ - private actions behind closed doors - are the responsibility of the klal!
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The Meiri explains that, according to the view that we are even responsible for hidden matters, the leadership of the
community needs to be PROACTIVE in solving problems in the community as they are developing privately and not wait
until the issue explodes or to ‘kick the can down the road.” On the other hand, the leadership must also take care that
they are not actually making things worse by imposing unreasonable demands on the community.

B] THE MAGNITUDE OF ARVUT
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The brit of arvut works such that each of the 613 mitzvot is backed up by a brit of 48 x 603,550. (Total package: 613 x 48
X 603,550 = 17,758,855,200.) According to the final view in the Gemara, each Jew is not only responsible for the mitzvot
of other Jews but also for their obligation of arvut for other Jews!! So, for example, A is not really fulfilling the mitzva of
making kiddush if B has not made kiddush. And even if B has made kiddush, if C has not made kiddush, A has not fully
performed the mitzva of kiddush if B could influence C to make kiddush!!

* Consider also that each word of Torah learning is a separate Torah mitzva. If a person says 200 words a minute, that means that in
one hour of learning a person achieves 353,088,000 zechuyot (48x613x200x60). If 1000 people in a Beit Midrash are learning full
time (say 3500 hours a year) that makes 1,235,808,000,000,000 (over one quadrillion) zechuyot per year from that Beit Midrash
alone!)

* The same will be true of the millions of acts of small and large chesed and other mitzvot done in the Jewish community. Their zechut
is immense.
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* This also emphasizes our responsibility not only to call out problematic behavior in the Jewish people but to do whatever we can to fix
it. Consider three levels of response:
- rejection of people or communities who act badly. This is Sinat Chinam - rejection or hatred of the person and not
their behavior.
- rejection of the behavior but love of the people. This may be justified, but only if the actions were meizid - purposeful?.
- accepting our responsibility to do what we can to fix it (arvut) and to empower those in their own communities to fix it (arvut
d’arvut).

C] IS ARVUT AN INDEPENDENT MITZVA?
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The 3rd introductory principle (‘Shoresh’) in the Rambam’s Sefer Hamitzvot is that he will not count in the 613 any
command relating to a specific historical act which was not ongoing throughout the generations. If these were included
there would three hundred extra mitzvot over and above the 613! On that basis, he does not count the giving of the
berachot and kelalot at Har Grizim and Har Eval. The Rambam also critiques the Behag for including some of these.
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The Ramban defends the Behag who includes the brit at Har Eval and Har Grizim in the Taryag, since this does have
ongoing implications for the Jewish people through the generations, unlike the specific commandments given to the
people to enable them to leave Mitzrayim.
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Rav Sa’adia Gaon also counts the berachot and klallot in the Taryag.
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R. Yerucham Fishel Perlow explains that R. Sa’adia included them because of the ongoing concept of arvut which applies
for all generations.
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R. Perlow also asks why R. Sa’adia counts this as one of the mitzvot incumbent on the klal, rather than a regular positive
or negative mitzva on the individual. Rav Binyamin Tabory’ suggests that this goes to the essence of arvut as a
communal mitzva which expresses the oneness of klal Yisrael.

4. We have seen in previous shiurim that the Chazon Ish considers all sins today to be shogeg on the basis that the people have not received proper tochacha since no one is able to
give it effectively!
5. https://etzion.org.il/en/halakha/studies-halakha/philosophy-halakha/ ki-tavo-arvut-mutual-responsibility
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* Note that some mefarshim understand that the concept of arvut is expressed as an independent mitzva through the mitzva of
tochachas and/or through elements of the mitzva of lifnei iver.

* Another debate in the lomdus of arvut is whether it is an independent mitzva (klali) or a sub-set within each other mitzva (prati). A
parallel discussion also relates to the mitzva of lifnei iver’.

D] IMPLICATIONS FOR MITZVOT - 'HAYATZA MOTZI'
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The issue of arvut is not simply an idea in mussar but has every-day halachic implications. Even if a Jew has done a
mitzva, he can be motzei another Jew who has not yet done the mitzva. Why? Because if another Jew has not yet done
the mitzva and I can help them to do it, then I have still not done the mitzva properly.
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The Gemara rules that, when it comes to bircat hamazon, a person can only be motzi someone else when they have also
eaten at least a kezayit.
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Tosafot explain that, in principle, even a person who had not eaten at all could bentch for someone else who had, due to
the din of arvut. A child, who is always exempt on a Torah level but obligated on a rabbinic level, cannot be motzi an
adult who had eaten fully’. An adult, who could in principle be obligated on a Torah level, could theoretically be motzi
someone (through arvut) even without eating their own bread. However, Chazal required that they eat something so that
they can say ‘she’achalnu mishelo’.
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The Gemara rules that women may not be obligated min haTorah in bircat hamazon since they did not receive an
independent part of Eretz Yisrael. The are certainly obligated rabbinically but cannot be motzi a man who ate to
satiation and is obligated on a Torah level.

6. See Shiur 57 on Tochacha and also Shiur 58 on Lifnei Iver and the extra rabbinic level of mesaye /'vedei ovrei avreia. See R. Elchanan Wasserman Kovetz Shiurim Beitza #67 on the
connection between arvut and tochacha.
7. There are a number of important implications to the distinction, such as mitzvot which a person is not obligated in, or mitzvot which attract a certain penalty, such as execution.
8. Whether a child could be motzi an adult who has only eaten a kezayit, and is therefore also obligated on a rabbinic level, may depend on how one understands the rabbinic
obligation of chinuch. Does it place a rabbinic obligation on the child to do the mitzva or on the parents to ensure that the child is educated to do the mitzva?
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The Rosh asks why a woman with a rabbinic obligation cannot still be motzi a man with a Torah obligation under the din
of arvut, as we saw above. He responds with a_famous line that, in his view, women are not included in arvut!

* Why would women not be included in arvut at all? They are also explicitly mentioned as been present at the brit arvut?! Many
commentators address this question at length and in depth. Some understand that the Rosh only says this for mitzvot that women are,
in principle, less obligated than men.
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Women are fully obligated min haTorah to make kiddush and can therefore be motzi men. However, as we saw, there is
a debate in the Rishonim as to whether women are included in the principle of arvut. The test in this halacha will be
whether a woman who has already made kiddush can be motzei a man who has not'’?
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The Mishna Berura rules that women are fully included in arvut (for mitzvot in which they are obligated).
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However,in the Sha’ar Hatziun he notes that this is a significant debate and there are other opinions who disagree.
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The Magen Avraham rules that if you have just enough oil to light Chanuka candles lemehadrin and someone else has no
o0il, you should downgrade your mitzva to a basic level and enable the other person to do the mitzva!

9. On the other hand, the children are also mentioned and they are not directly obligated, so maybe the presence of the women was to augment the occasion but they were not
included in the brit. On the other hand, the brit is expressed to include the entire nation, including even those born in the future.

10. Classically, this is a debate between the R. Yechezkel Landau (Node BeYehuda) and R. Akiva Eiger. The central question is how a husband can make kiddush for his wife on Friday
night when he has only a rabbinic obligation to make kiddush on a cup of wine (having satisfied his Torah mitzva in shul during davening which includes a basic formula of kiddush -
‘mekadesh haShabbat’), while his wife (assuming she did not daven) still has a Torah obligation. In the Degul Mervava, R. Landau explains the Rosh to mean that women are NOT
included in arvut generally so she is not responsible for him. However, men ARE included in arvut so he is responsible for her. R. Akiva Eiger understands the Rosh to be simply
stating that women are not included in arvut for those mitzvot in which they do not, or may not, have a Torah obligation, such as the case of bentching that the Rosh is discussing.
But women ARE included in arvut for mitzvot in which they are obligated, such as kiddush. Other answers to the kiddush conundrum include: (i) that the husband did not fulfil his
Torah mitzva in davening since, for Torah mitzvot, we ruled that mitzvot require specific kavana and his intent was only for davening; or (i) that for the wife to simply say Shabbat
Shalom to someone is enough to fulfil her obligation on a Torah level.
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