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Towards the very beginning of Parshat Matot, the first of this week’s double Parshiot, we read (BaMidbar 30:3) that an individual who has made a verbal commitment to either do or not do something, should be careful to fulfill what s/he has promised. “…Lo Yachel Devaro; KeChol HaYotzeh MiPiv Ya’aseh” (s/he must not make his/her words empty; in accordance with all that emanates from his/her mouth, s/he must do.) The spirit of the law in the Written Tradition appears incontrovertible: we are to feel a responsibility to adhere to what we commit ourselves to do, even if such a commitment was entered into in no more than verbal form (as opposed to the executing of a document or a pronouncement before witnesses, etc.) Certainly, if a deliberate attempt is made to deceive, and from the outset, the one uttering the promise never had any intention of fulfilling it, prohibitions against lying, and “Geneivat Da’at” (stealing one’s mind, i.e., causing another to develop a patently false impression) come into play. But the Biblical text in this case would appear to deal with even a situation where the original intent was admirable and accompanied by a desire to make good on the commitment, yet the promise went unfulfilled for one reason or another, resulting in a violation of the Tora’s proscription. The Mishna in Bava Metzia 4:2, regarding someone who goes back on a particular type of business deal that had previously been verbally agreed to, says that while the individual changing his mind cannot be forced to adhere to the original agreement, nevertheless, about him/her the following applies: “Mi ShePara MaiAnshai Dor HaMabul (Beraishit 6:7 ff.) VeDor HaHaflaga (Ibid., 11:1 ff.), Huh Atid LeHipara MiMi SheAino Omeid BeDiburo” (He who punished the members of the generation of the flood and the generation of the Dispersion, will similarly in the future punish s/he that does not stand by his/her word), suggesting that at least on a moral level, this is a reprehensible action.


However, when one continues to read the Parsha (BaMidbar 30:4-16), one finds that the Tora has made provisions for how certain verbal commitments made by a woman can be annulled either by her father or husband. The Oral Tradition furthermore states that both men and women can extract themselves from their verbal commitments by means of She’eilat Chacham (an inquiry of a scholar), and a biblical source for the efficacy of such a practice is to be found in the very verse that appeared to demand compliance with what one has promised: (Talmud Yerushalmi, Chagiga 1:8) It is written, (BaMidbar 30:2) “And Moshe spoke to the heads of the tribes, to the Jewish people…” (this is an atypical construction since usually the Tora states that Moshe speaks to the Jewish people, without specifically mentioning the heads of the tribes). This topic (honoring vows and oaths) was made dependent upon the heads of the tribes, that they should exempt the people from their vows. R. Yehuda in the name of Shmuel said, (Ibid., v. 3) “And s/he must  not make his/her words empty”—(implying) that another can make his/her words empty. And who is such a person? A scholar who can exempt him/her from a vow. 

Formulaic exemption from vows is engaged in prior to the Days of Awe, and the Kol Nidrei prayer on the eve of Yom HaKippurim is also a form of asking to have one’s commitments made null and void. If we are to be judged during the the Ten Days of Repentence for what we have and have not done, does it make sense to already acknowledge that there were promises unkept, and rather than now making good on them, in the spirit of better late than never, is it appropriate to simply ask to be excused from keeping them? While it could be argued that since one cannot do this him/herself, but rather has to seek out an expert who will explore the issue in order to determine whether or not there is a basis for leniency, thus making the process difficult, nevertheless, why undercut a Tora principle that appears to be normative, and intuitively would seem to be expected of individuals who take their religion as well as their personal credibility and reputations seriously? 


Perhaps what is being suggested by the “realistic” rather than “idealistic” approach of Jewish tradition to the issue of vows and oaths, is that whereas we may like to think that we are in control of our lives and our behavior from day to day, hour to hour, and minute to minute, in truth this is hardly the case. We simply have no guarantees that what has happened yesterday and even for a series of yesterdays, will happen tomorrow. Fulfilling a promise is premised upon a certain stasis whereby I can accurately predict my whereabouts, the state of my resources, the state of my health, the state of the my immediate surroundings, the condition of my family members and friends, what is happening throughout the world at some future point in time, and this is simply not possible. Such a perception is obvious when living during times of extreme stress and tension—Jews living during times of persecutions, e.g., while the Temples were being destroyed, when the Crusaders were marching through northern Europe, or during the Holocaust, to name just a few difficult periods in our history, recognized very graphically that their situations and ability to simply survive, let alone keep promises, was very much at the mercy of the whims of others and inconsistent circumstance. While promises may be made in order to demonstrate seriousness of purpose and readiness to undertake something that is difficult and even unnatural, the presumption that we will be able to do what we set out to do, is subtly challenged by the arrangement for escape clauses within Jewish tradition. 


It is nevertheless important to state that while one might be better off never making verbal commitments, and thereby never resorting to attempting to dissolve them when they prove impossible to fulfill—see Kohelet 5:4, it is BeDiAvad, aposteori, to not try to actually fulfill what you have promised. While the means for extracting oneself exists, to glibly resort to such means on a regular basis, would then potentially result in the individual becoming used to engaging in deceitful behavior, where knowledge of the existing “cure”, renders the original verbal commitment moot in the mind of the one promising, from the very outset. As in so many aspects of Judaism, finding the middle road, the Shvil HaZahav, with regard to how to approach one’s verbal commitments becomes extraordinarily important in order to maintain one’s spiritual authenticity and integrity.

