When the Halakhic World Stops Turning:

Rav Goren and the Curious Case of Met Mitzvah
Rabbi Yosie Levine
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A meit mitzvah is a case of an abandoned corpse found Ty o T e a1
in a city of gentiles or on the road in which there isno 273 5w Y2 IR 772 WXAW 177 7% N7
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the town to find others to perform the burial. He must 711 173 379 R 19°DR L1027 1xYa
defile himself and bury the body. Even if he is a high 312 DR 21171 170D 1IN 721 1799K)
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the paschal lamb or perform circumcision on his son. If % 21w oM QMR KNP DA DR RXAIY
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Just as a Kohen defiles himself upon the loss of close relatives, 7w 'S 7" avw YaaR 4
so must he defile himself to attend to an abandoned corpse. RV T2 022177 RNLAY QWD
Even if he is a high priest and a nazir on his way to slaughter a 77121 23 KT ORY XN NN
paschal lamb and circumcise his son, should he discover an NR 2191 1709 DR VI Tom
unburied body he must defile himself [and attend to it 2 Rvn M DR RYAY N2
forthwith].
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Burying an abandoned corpse takes precedence over the study ST W QTR NN 'AN 6
of Torah; over the Temple service; and over the reading of the 772921 7730 70 a7Ip Mxn N
Megillah. It overrides [prohibitions of] Tumah relating to a TIDT ARMIY AT 7223 RPN
Kohen or a nazir [and comes before] the paschal lamb or 727 1°%1 R 79991 1109Y I
circumcision. In the entirety of the Torah, we do not find 1212 700 99217 oM

anything in the Troah that takes precedence over it.
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For he that is hanged is a o>79x n?%p — i.e., a AD:RD @27 "'wn 12
degradation of the Divine King, for man is made in LRI 771 W 99T — "N R YR
His image and the Israelites are His children. A QW L1712 07 DRIWN IPT MNTI WY DIRY
parable: It may be compared to the case of two twin TR LT AT PN 1AW 2ONIRN DMK MO
brothers who very closely resembled each other: 95,7701 N1PV0YY 0ONI TNRY TN AWM
one became king and the other was arrested for 77799 92 .0190 7917 IR NI RN
robbery and was hanged. Whoever saw himonthe (11,2 'R 2°3%1) 112 ,2191 2P W5 Rpnaw
gallows thought that the king was hanged NXN1 99 C199p RIM

(Sanhedrin 46b).
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They asked: Is burial a function of [avoiding] disgrace
or is it a function of [affecting] atonement [for the
deceased]? In what case would it matter? For instance,
if the decedent indicated that he did not wish to be
buried. If burial is about disgrace, we may not listen to
him. But if it’s about atonement, here he has said that

he does not require it. What is the ruling?

It’s an unanswered question. Therefore, we
bury him. For it is a case of doubt concerning
a Torah prohibition. And even if his heirs
support his desire to remain unburied, we
extract money from them [to pay for the
burial] nonetheless. And even in a case where
there are no heirs and he says Do not bury me,
we do not listen him. For it represents an
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affront to every living being.

The prohibition against
desecrating a body is predicated
on the notion that doing so is a
disgrace to all living things. That
is to say, it is a disgrace to leave
a person created in the image of
God and gifted with reason and
understanding [whose role it is]
to steward and rule all creations
lying on the streets to rot and
decompose.... And there is no
distinction between gentile and
Jew or whether between one has
been condemned to death or not.
Nor is this dependent on the will
of the decedent himself or is the
approbation of his heirs required
— for no person can allow the
desecration of his body or his
image.
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When your brother falters... that s 79 7w A2 nwnn (RIHPNM) 720 RPN 16
what is intended by Blessed are those 27 HR 9°0Wwn WK (X1 0°770) 777 ,7°0R 7100 001 [A2 ,70] R

who have regard for the weak; TONAW AT MR PR °27 W3 PR 12 RAR 700 Avy o3
the Lord delivers them in times of 379 927 °1V9 UIND INIW T INKR VDR YT IR HY 20 X0
trouble.... R. Meir said it refers toone DX Y77 1 MY 19722W 77 2IMKR 1327 TR DR 2IPW 77T BN
whose inclination for good conquers TP2AW 1 93 RNT 27 MART AN DR IPAAW 77 MK RNT 20

its rival; Issi said it refers to one who 19 DK K117 277 7°2°MIR 1IN DOWWwn TR 17 2°NMID a9 DR
gives a coin to the pauper; R. Yohanan AR W 72721 DWW 279 AR PR OORY T DWW 19V
said it refers to one who buries an TMRT M7 "M 72 RART PAYT Y 10 PR O"DYR WO IR
abandoned corpse..... The pI’OOf for R. D’bﬂﬂ/ DW) 25097 Y7 % ’73] 29 N '[’57373127 ik ea ik Walizal
Yohanan’s position is the next verse:  =yymp 101w 71 KT S0°RT POYT BV Y W0 WMWY T (/R

they are counted among the SART 3T 1T NPT 5L 1 (/R 20nn/ aw) 2°na7 b
blessed in the land. PRI IR (/R 29N/ BW) 29057 TIND N 2P 7T
Blessed are those who have regard for the weak; R» 2%%nn 17
the LORD delivers them in times of trouble. TP iR oxang (R
The LORD protects and preserves them—they are 1P IR AY 012 979X P2 iR (2
counted among the blessed in the land— he does AN PRY PIRD WK 30 1 Py (3
not give them over to the desire of their foes. PR U1
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During the reign of David, there was a famine for three RD 7D 2 HRAw 22

successive years; so David sought the face of the LORD. MY D0 WOU 77 002 2y TR
The LORD said, “It is on account of Saul and his blood- ;7T °19-NX ,TIT WA ,maw nn
stained house; it is because he put the Gibeonites to n2-5%) 2IRY-28 ,77 MmN {0}
death.” %2 David brought the bones of Saul and his son -NR ,ORT-IYR DY 00070
Jonathan from there, and the bones of those who had been Ningy-nx agn v 2,009
killed and exposed were gathered up.... * They buried the ,IDOR?Y 5132 1031 NINZY-NXRY ,INY
bones of Saul and his son Jonathan in the tomb of Saul’s -NR 2PN T .DOYRING NINYY-NY
father Kish, at Zela in Benjamin, and did everything the T2 YN 112-10317) PIRY-Ningy
king commanded. After that, God answered prayer in SR 99, 1A WP 123 V783
behalf of the land. SR L PIRG 20K Y ST My

2

9:7 NwNaa 23
TIYIRT-TY 2K DPYR UK BT 7R 0wy I MmN

33 Do not pollute the land where you are. Bloodshed T9-39:5% "a7n2 24
pollutes the land,and atonement cannot be made for %2 ,72 DAR YR ,PINT-NR 19°300-K7) 27
the land on which blood has been shed, except by the ,190-89 PIRDY SYIIRG-NY AP KT ,070
blood of the one who shed it. ** Do not defile the 7% .i29% 0732 ,08-"3 ,A2-73Y WK 070
land where you live and where | dwell, for I, --72 0°2VP DR WK ,TINT-NR XHuD XD
the LoRD, dwell among the Israelites. ;2102 120 I WX
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Nowadays we’re not careful about this practice 7"ow 'o MuT by H'"wann winn 27
because we the land is not ours and we have no TIRT PRW 99D 7372 1777 PR RITRAW 7
authority to bury in any location. Even if we did, we OX A% 217 952 M2pH Mwn 1L PRI 1YY
would have to worry that our enemies would exhume D99V RAW W0 W awh MR NI
the body to pull off the cloths or otherwise despoil the X 15¥n 1732 LIWD? 270 INIX WX 1T
corpse. So we transport the body to a designated MNP N°a% IR P79 12 DY 0T own
cemetery. N
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It’s not appropriate to defile the land and bring a divine 25:85 29927 3""amn 29
curse to the holy land — for it is there [in the land] that [God] ~ n%%p 7am yaRa RpLIY MIRT PRI
commanded the blessing of life [to spring up] eternally.... MY QW 3 ,IWITRN IR O°9RN
According to the rabbis and you shall not defile the land is ....07W77 7Y 0°°1 70727 DX
not only a rationale — as if to say [do not leave a body nYT Y TNNTR DR RNPVD R
unburied] so that you do not defile the land. If that were the ~ X5w m2ava,72%2 ovv UrR 1M
case, [leaving a body unburied] would be permissible amn o 3"RY ,TNATR DR RHON
outside the land. Rather [the clause indicates] a second TITY O IR RIT DARLYORD %02
prohibition. One who leaves a hanging body overnight — or TIR2 N7 Y9IDR IR Yo onn
even one who leaves a corpse unburied in Israel — violates TXI72) 7YY PIRD Awa 2w
two prohibitions and one positive commandment while one RITW 70K WYN K9 7WYA PIRD
who does so outside the land violates [only] one prohibition SNWID WRD M0N0 1) T

and one positive commandment.
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One could say that the risk of rescuing the body of
King Saul was unusual and cannot be considered
representative since it is the king of Israel and the
damage is to the dignity of the people of Israel.
However, if such is the case, this reason exists to a
certain extent in regard every Israeli soldier who was
killed. If the body of an IDF soldier is not brought for
burial, it does harm to the people of Israel and its
state. But we do not find a halakhic source that draws
from these verses a practical conclusion about a
soldier who fell in battle. It is possible that there is no
obligation to take risks, but on the other hand, there
IS no prohibition against taking risks, and since this is
the king of Israel or the soldiers representing the
state, it’s possible that a judgment call could be made
to allow one to endanger himself [in such a
circumstance].
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