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פרשת

כי תצא   

In Parshas Ki Setze, one of the first 
things we encounter is the halacha of 
the “ben sorer u'moreh,” the wayward 
son. This mitzvah could be to the 
untrained, a shocking and merciless 
type of mitzvah. We are told in the 
Torah: “If a man will have a wayward 
and rebellious son, who does not listen 
to the voice of his father or to the voice 
of his mother, and they punish him, but 
he still does not listen to them, then 
his father and mother shall grab him 
and take him out to the elders of his 
city and the gate of his place. They 
shall say to the elders of the city: this 
son of ours is wayward and rebellious 
– he does not listen to our voice, he 
is a glutton and a drunkard. Then all 
the men of the city shall stone him with 
stones and he shall die, and you shall 
destroy the evil from your midst, and 
all Yisrael shall hear and they shall 
fear,” (21:18-21). This truly sounds quite 
disturbing. After all, many of us have 
to deal with difficult children, even 
rebellious children. None of us would 
ever dream of having our children 
publicly executed, no matter how bad 
they are! What then are we to make of 
this truly unusual mitzvah?

We see Chazal themselves were 
quite troubled by this mitzvah and the 
Talmudical exegesis of the wayward 
son makes it contingent on a series 
of conditions which are almost 
impossible to all be true: “A wayward 
son is not liable to punishment 
until he steals and eats a Tareimar 
(approximately eight ounces) of meat 
and a Log (approximately 20 ounces) 
of wine,” (Sanhedrin 71a). Furthermore, 
we are told that he must consume that 
quantity of meat in a single mouthful 
(Tosefta Sanhedrin 11), which is almost 
physically impossible, and drink that 
quantity of wine in one motion without 
stopping. Therefore, the Gemara 
tells us that at least according to one 
opinion, there never was and never 

will be a Ben Sorer U'Moreh. If so, 
why did the Torah command such a 
halacha? For us to learn it and receive 
reward.

Be that as it may, the mitzvah is still 
quite disturbing. The Gemara also 
explains the reasoning behind it: “A 
wayward son is killed because of 
his end. The Torah understood his 
thinking, that in the end he will spend 
all his father's money, and will desire 
to continue his habit, and will not have 
money, so he will stand at a crossroads 
and rob people. The Torah says: Let 
him die as an innocent person, and not 
die as a guilty person.”

I once heard an amazing insight about 
the Ben Sorer U'Moreh in the name 
of the Chasam Sofer. The Chasam 
Sofer brings down a halacha that 
the Ben Sorer U'Moreh is only killed 
if his parents want to follow through 
with it. If they forgive him, then he 
does not have to be killed. However, 
the Chasam Sofer asks, this presents 
a huge problem. If the whole reason 
for killing him is, as the Gemara says, 
that if we do not kill him, he will grow 
up to be a dangerous individual who 
will put others' lives at stake, then how 
can we say that the parents have the 
right to forgive him and allow him to 
forgo the death penalty? His answer 
is incredible, to say the least. He tells 
us, that the wayward son is someone 
who has spiraled into a gluttonous, 
self-centered, hedonistic lifestyle. 
He is quite aware that the Jewish 
people look down upon him, and 
thus he conducts himself accordingly. 
When the Torah tells us that his end 
will be to become a highway robber 
who murders others for money, this 
is because of how he is shunned and 
looked down upon by others. It is a 
self-fulfilling prophecy. He knows that 
others think he is a lowlife, and thus he 
continues to grow in his lowlifeness, 
fitting the part perfectly. However, if 

his parents forgive him, if they show 
him that they love and care about 
him, if they do not reject him despite 
his having sunk to the depths, that 
encouragement, that support, that 
love and caring that they show him 
will be enough to turn him around, to 
prevent him from sinking that far.

Unfortunately, it is too often that we 
see around us Jews from frum families 
who are slipping away. It is a slow 
process and we see the deterioration 
happening with our own eyes. Many 
times people (and even the parents of 
such individuals) shun them and want 
to have nothing to do with them. I have 
heard of cases where the parents 
threw the wayward child out of their 
house. The Torah tells us this is not the 
way. Although each situation must be 
judged individually, and perhaps there 
may be situation where the wayward 
child, if old enough and independent, 
is better off living separately, (for 
example if there is fear he will affect 
the younger children), the main thing 
the parents must do is show love 
and caring for their son, show them 
that they forgive them and love them 
despite the rut they have sunken to. 
Many people who went off completely 
cited their parents lack of love and 
support for them as the reason they 
went off. Others who were off and 
returned have said it was only their 
parents' love that brought them back.

While parents are often the most 
relevant in this regard, this is by no 
means limited to parents. It means 
rebbeim and rabbis in shul, and it 
means other congregants, like me and 
you. Never give up on the fallen soul. 
Give them a smile and show them 
some kindheartedness. Just because 
they have fallen does not make them 
no longer part of Klal Yisrael. They are 
our fellow Jews, and we must continue 
to show them our love.

REACH OUT TO OTHERS

“LOVE AND FORGIVENESS FROM HIS PARENTS IS THE ONLY THING THAT CAN 
TURN A WAYWARD SON BACK ON THE STRAIGHT PATH.”


