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We Jews who live in T2 find ourselves in the middle of the secular holiday season.
Although we feel little or no ties to these celebrations, we certainly are affected by the spirit of
the time. It is imperative that we realize that we are Hashem’s LT a1 02N> N2nN, and
that we were chosen from all of the nations in the world to live lives of nenTp. Thus, our NN
separates us from the general population and gives us M¥n that we use to come close to
N"2pn. Included in those M¥N, is a particular MO'X that we not follow in the ‘laws/customs of
the non-Jews’. This Mm¥n is known as D™DV MpIN. The parameters of this MYN are generally
difficult to define and often misunderstood. Thus it is imperative that given our current place in
society we attempt to delineate both the letter and spirit of this law. What follows is merely a
brief introduction to the mxn of D™Dy Mpn.

Sources for the M1O'X

The NN has two places, both in X" 190 where it mentions this m¥n. In N P9
2 P10DIts says: * "IN WX VID YIX NPYNDI VYN XD N2 DDA WX DMI¥A YIX NYYND
1D5N X DN'NPNNIYYN XS NN DDNX X'2n”. The NN warns us not to imitate the actions
of Egypt from where we have just come and from Canaan where we are going. It then adds
this MOX telling us not to follow their ‘laws’. Later in N2 P109 D P19 the NN says: 125N X7
D2 YPX1 Y NOX DD NN D 02191 NYwnN "X /X AN NpN2. Do not follow in the ‘laws’ of
the nation whom I am sending from before you, because all who do this, I will be disgusted
with them. The problem with understanding these sources is that the N doesn't tell us what
DN are included. Obviously both Jew and non-Jew share many common everyday practices
and require many of the same basic necessities. Thus we must look to the N9 Syaw NN to
find a definition for what is a p1n and what is a harmless practice.

Defining a pin

The X2 has two similar discussions in defining what constitutes D™Dy MpN. In
:21 MTNID, the NN has a discussion concerning the proper manner to issue the penalty of
21N, The 0'DN suggest that it should be done in the same way as the secular government,
and NN 2N objects. The XN2 explains that the basis for his argument is that copying the
secular method of execution would constitute an Nn"ay of D™Dy M1N. The D'NON respond
that since 20 is already mentioned in the NN, we are not copying the DA in our practice.
They offer proof from a XN that explains that it is permissible to burn the possessions of a
Jewish king at his funeral. (It was a common practice to destroy the possessions of the king in
order that no one should ever use them again. This was a method of honoring the king.) The
X2 explains that this certainly should have been prohibited due to the MO'X of D™DV NpPIN
(referred to here as "MXM D7), but since there is a source for this practice is found in the
(N:T5 1) X1y, it is not MOX. The XNA uses the phrase: 11N Xp 1NN IXD- we are
not learning it from them. Thus it seems clear from this X2 that only those practices that are
learned from the 02 are forbidden, but if we can find a source for it in our own history, we can
continue to follow our own practices and pay no attention to what others are doing.



The second time this MmynN is discussed is in .X* Nt NTAY NDOON. The XA discusses
this same N2 of burning the king’s objects but concludes that it is permissible for a
completely different reason. The XN here writes: NN XOX NN 1XY NO"W- burning is
not a ‘law’ rather it is merely a way of showing respect. Therefore it is not subject to the laws of
D™Dy MpIN. These two sources are in obvious contradiction. The first Xn2 seems to
acknowledge that this practice is indeed a 1N that would have been prohibited had it not been
found that we ourselves conceived of such a custom, while the second states clearly that the
practice itself is permissible. In other words, one X2 ignores the nature of the custom and
only concentrates on who invented it, and the other analyzes the practice itself.

moDIN (XOX N"T D '"NI0 X1 N"T D 1"V) addresses this problem and explains that
there are two levels of violation. The first is a true act of idol worship which would be prohibited
for a Jew to perform even if a similar act had also been found in the nTN. The second is a
simple custom that the OM2 have taken upon themselves which Jews want to copy. In this case,
it is MOX to copy them, but if there is a source in our heritage for such a NaNaN, it is "N for
Jews to so it as well. Simply put, the X2 in TN takes for granted that N9 is not a
true form of idol worship, and permits it since it is found in the X221, whereas the X2 in
NI N2V assumes that one knows that N9 is not being copied from the non-Jews and
merely seeks to prove that it is not an idolatrous practice.

The 1" ("N T2 21 N NMAY) explains these M2 differently. In his opinion, the
only time one violates D"1DY Mp1N is when he actually performs an act that is based in idolatry.
However, many practices and customs find their roots in N1r N2y, but have been adapted by
the masses. Thus, one must avoid adopting any customs and practices to which he does not
know the reason, because he must be afraid that they began as idolatry. Thus, each X2 is
explaining the practice of N9 in its own way. 1"TND explains that N9 is found in the
X1 and is obviously not an idolatrous practice, and the 'ma in NAr NMAY is teaching that since
we know the reason for N9/, we need not refrain from doing it. This is referred to as a anIn
DYL 12 p'w-a practice for which the reason is known and is therefore not subject to any
OMID'X.

A third opinion in D'QIXN is that of the Pp™ NN (N9 MY :N"/). He writes in a
NN that the MO~ of D™MDY NPIN is limited to two types of practices. The first is, as the 1"
writes, @ 2NN whose reason is unknown. These practices are not prohibited out of fear that
they stem from N1r NMAYy, rather because in performing such actions, a Jew can offer no other
explanation other than that he is imitating the non-Jewish practice. Thus, in the p"nn’s
opinion, the main MDOX is to imitate OM2 in ways that aren't practically beneficent to ones-self.
The second type of MOX is performing immodest acts that one has seen practiced in non-
Jewish circles. He learns this from the TN (VD XPD'O NXY NPND M9YD) that states that one
should not look at OMa who dress and act in an immoral and immodest way, so to I will do the
same. This particular category is difficult to define and the p™1nn leaves the responsibility for
maintaining the high Jewish standards of My ¥ up to the communities in which the Jews live.
The p"™NnN does stress that there is no particular obligation to be openly ‘different’ than 02,
merely we are required to live by our holy NnMN’s morals and ethics, and not to imitate non-
Jewish practices.



This approach is opposed directly by the D"2n". According to his understanding ( Mm25n
X:X' 0™MDY) of this M¥N, one is commanded to be different from D12 in his ‘dress and his
actions just as he is different in his mindset’. (It is interesting to note that the D"2n" takes for
granted that Jew’s mentality is inherently different from his non-Jewish counterpart’s.) This
D"aM is cited verbatim in the 7y N2 (X:Nyp T"1) who explains that one should not have
his hair or clothing styled in a manner unique to a non-Jew, and should even refrain from
building structures that have a specific non-Jewish appeal. The X"n1 adds on the ideas of the
1" and p™1Nn, that if one sees a non-Jewish practice that is both reasonable and practical, he
need not refrain from doing it due to its lack of a Jewish origin. Rather the only types of
behavior which are prohibited are those whose reason is unknown and therefore constitute an
outright imitation of non-Jewish behavior for its own sake. In addition, as mentioned, one must
refrain from practices that abandon the NnMN’s code of My ¥ regardless of how rampant these
rituals may be among our Gentile neighbors.

There are literally hundreds of practical mH Xy that stem from this MO, many of
which affect our daily lives. Among them include: wearing secular styled clothing, males
covering their heads with a yarmulke, imitating popular hairstyles, celebrating secular holidays,
giving secular names etc. This essay is merely an introduction to the basic premises and
definitions of the myn. Regardless of the technical application of the MOX itself, it is clear that
the NN is demanding from us that we maintain a higher code of moral behavior than that
which we see practiced around us, and that we embrace our status as the "n21n Dy. It is
through this type of ‘Jewish pride’ that we set ourselves apart and strive to be an D1a% ix.



