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By Rav Mordechai Elon (edited and translated by his students)  

 

Vows – good or bad? 
  

Our parsha begins with the laws of vows and then 

tells us about the fulfilment of the commandment 

we were given two weeks ago “to take revenge of 

the Midianites”. Our first question will be why are 

these laws here, in the middle of  the war against 

Midian? 

Furthermore, When a person makes a vow, he is 

forbidding for himself something that the Torah 

allows for his own personal reasons. If the person 

who made the vow turns to a “Chacham” and asks 

to be released from the vow, the Chacham can 

release him. The Torah differentiates between a 

chacham who releases a vow, and a father who can 

annul his daughter’s vow. 

We must ask how can a chacham allow something 

that has been forbidden. If a person’s words have 

meaning and influence, how can someone external 

cancel and allow a prohibition he has taken upon 

himself? 

The answer to these questions is connected to an 

apparent contradiction in the words of our rabbis. 

On one side they praise vow making and tell us 

 vows are a fence helping self  "נדרים סייג לפרישות

control" . In other words, they are a positive step. 

On the other hand, they express anger over vow 

makers 

“Is it not enough that the Torah has forbidden 

things, that you wish to add more”? 

This is a much deeper expression than it seems. 

They are not just saying “What an idiot you are for 

adding on more prohibitions!” , the question is if 

the Torah has allowed something, than it may and 

must be used  and raised to a level of holiness, so 

how can you forbid it? If the Torah allows us to 

drink wine, then it may be used for a Seudat 

mitzva, and as an aid to celebrate the mitzvot. 

Chassidut gives us a deep explanation. The answer 

is not seeing the two expressions of chazal as 

contradicting themselves; they are talk about two 

levels of human behavior. Someone on a low 

spiritual level needs vows, to limit his urges and to 

stop him from falling into the mundaneness of this 

world. It is true that our task to raise the world up, 

to make holy meat and wine etc. This is of course 

true, but let us  be honest, we know ourselves, and 

we know we need external help limiting ourselves 

with things that may be allowed ,but can be 

addictive. For this reason, it is right for someone to 

limit themselves with things that the Torah has not 

forbidden. 

On the other hand, there are people who are on a 

much higher spiritual level in God’s service, and the 

light of His holiness lights their soul. These people 

must light up the world, to raise mundane things 

into the world of holiness. For this reason, they 

must not distance themselves from the mundane 

things of this world. 

This is the deep understanding of Chazal’s anger 

against the vow maker. He should be working with 

the world, to cleanse it and make it a place of 

holiness. 

We asked at the beginning of the shiur about the 

chacham who can release vows. The chacham is 

already at a high spiritual level, he has no need or 

place for vows. He has the ability to raise up 

someone on a lower spiritual level, and so release 
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him from  his vow. When a Jew is on a low spiritual 

level, he turns to a chacham to raise him up, and to 

show him there is no need for vows. 

This means that the aim of a vow is its annullment. 

There is no need to stay in the framework of vows. 

Vows are just the first low framework, that where 

given to man in order for him to raise himself from 

them. The chacham allows the vow, and so allows 

the vow maker to deal with this world to use it for 

holiness. 

We can now understand in a new light the tension 

in almost every house – between husband and wife 

or a father and daughter regarding the relationship 

with reality . There are certain fields that cause us 

to fall so low into the mundaneness of this world, 

but these same fields are able to raise our homes, 

our families and our lives in holiness. 

This explains why the laws of vows is at the end of 

the book of Bamidbar, just before the law with 

Midyan. Just before we begin the battle against the 

immorality and disgusting idol worship of Baal 

Peor, we come and say, “If only we could raise the 

lowest and dirtiest things into the world of 

holiness”. We know exactly who the daughters of 

Midian are and what they can cause. We also know 

how to limit ourselves and how to aim to annul 

these limits, to return to our aim in this world - to 

build a house for God in this lower world and to 

purify this it, even things that look in our eyes to be 

the lowest and dirtiest possible.    


