Jewish Tribune – Ki Seitzei
Practise What You Preach

Amongst the many mitzvos listed in this week’s parsha is coming to the help of another Jew whose his animal has fallen because of its burden. 

לֹא תִרְאֶה אֶת חֲמוֹר אָחִיךָ אוֹ שׁוֹרוֹ נֹפְלִים בַּדֶּרֶךְ וְהִתְעַלַּמְתָּ מֵהֶם הָקֵם תָּקִים עִמּוֹ
You shall not see your brother's donkey or his ox fallen (under its load) on the road, and ignore them. (Rather,) you shall pick it up with him (Devorim 22,4)

Similar language is used in a similar but different mitzva in parshas Mishpotim:
כִּי תִרְאֶה חֲמוֹר שֹׂנַאֲךָ רֹבֵץ תַּחַת מַשָּׂאוֹ ... עָזֹב תַּעֲזֹב עִמּוֹ
If you see your enemy's donkey lying under its burden … you shall surely help along with him. (Shemos 23,5)

In “Judaism’s Life Changing Ideas”, Rabbi Jonathan Sacks writes about a cruel social science experiment conducted in the early 1970s. Known as the “Good Samaritan” test, it was conducted by two Princeton social psychologists and was based on the parable of how two people, failed to stop and help a traveller by the wayside, who had been attacked and robbed, while a Samaritan did come to his help.

The psychologists recruited students from the Princeton Theological Seminary and told them that they were to prepare a talk about being a minister. Half were given no more instructions than that. The other half were told to construct the talk around the Good Samaritan parable. 

The theology students were then told to go and deliver the talk in a nearby building where an audience was waiting. Some were told they were late, others were told that if they left now they would be on time, and a third group that there was no need to hurry. 

Unbeknown to the students, the researchers had positioned, directly on the students’ route, an actor playing the part of a victim, slumped in a doorway, moaning and coughing – replicating the situation in the Good Samaritan parable.       

As Rabbi Sacks writes, you can probably guess the rest. Preparing a talk on the Good Samaritan had no influence whatever on whether the student actually stopped to help the victim. 

What made the difference whether the student had been told he was late, or that there was no hurry. On several occasions, a student about to deliver a talk on the Good Samaritan literally stepped over the victim as he hurried on his way. 

What conclusions can we draw from this experiment? 
That everything depends on time and conflicting duties? Should we judge the students favourably and be דן לכף זכות, to say that they may well have wanted to stop and help, but were reluctant to keep a whole crowd waiting? Perhaps they felt that their duty to the many overrode their duty to the one. 

I think the obvious conclusion we arrive at is that many fail to practise what they preach. As the Gemoro in Yevamos (63b) tells us, that the Chachomim said to one person:

יֵשׁ נָאֶה דּוֹרֵשׁ וְנָאֶה מְקַיֵּים, נָאֶה מְקַיֵּים וְאֵין נָאֶה דּוֹרֵשׁ
There are some who preach well and practise well, and there are some who practise well but do not preach well 
וְאַתָּה נָאֶה דּוֹרֵשׁ, וְאֵין נָאֶה מְקַיֵּים
But you preach well but do not practise it!

And perhaps that is exactly what our parsha is telling us. The precise wording used in the possuk is revealing.
לֹא תִרְאֶה ... וְהִתְעַלַּמְתָּ
You shall not see … and ignore
כִּי תִרְאֶה ... עָזֹב תַּעֲזֹב עִמּוֹ
If you see … you shall surely help
Essentially it is telling us to slow down when you see someone in need. Whatever the time pressure, don’t walk by.  

On the face of it, one small detail in a parsha full of miscellaneous commandments. But really, as Rabbi Sacks notes, it is a life changing idea. Think of a moment when you needed help, and a friend or stranger came to your assistance. Can you remember such occasions? They linger in the mind forever, and whenever you think of them, you feel a warm glow, as if to say, the world is not such a bad place after all. Never be in too much of a rush to stop and come to the aid of someone in need of help. Rarely if ever will you better invest your time. It may take a moment, but its effect may last a lifetime. 
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