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The Necessity of FearSESSION 1

Proverbs 28:14

Happy is the man who is fearful always,  
But he who hardens his heart falls into misfortune.

משלי כח:יד

יד  ד ָּתִמ֑ ָדם ְמַפֵח֣ י ָא֭  ַאְׁשֵר֣
ה׃ ּ֗בֹו ִיּ֥פֹול ְּבָרָעֽ ה ִל֝ ּוַמְקֶׁש֥

The days of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are days that are filled with fear.  Over and over again in the 
liturgy, we find the root י–ר–א, meaning to be in awe or fear.  In the prayer Unetane Tokef, one of the 
central prayers of the Musaf liturgy on both Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, we tremble before God and 
acknowledge the awesome power and fear-instilling nature of these days that determine our fate for the 
coming year.  We even call these days Yamim Nora’im, the days of awe or fear. 

But, as we cultivate this stance of trembling before God, fearful of God’s awesome power and what the 
year may bring, we are challenged to reflect on the place of fear in our lives.  Is cultivating a posture of fear 
helpful?  Is it harmful?  What is the correct place of fear in our lives?

Before you begin learning, take a moment with your havruta to reflect on the place of fear in your life:

1. Can you think of a time when fear stopped you from doing something you wanted to do?  How do you feel 
about that decision retrospectively?

2. Can you think of a time when fear protected you from doing harm to yourself or someone else?

3. What role does fear play in your life and in your decision-making?  How do you feel about the role fear 
plays in your life?

In our first session, we’ll begin with sources that teach about the necessity of fear and the ways in which it 
keeps us safe and secure.

Take a look at the first source that serves as the basis for this course from The Book of Proverbs.  

SOURCE #1 
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Proverbs teaches quite explicitly and simply that fear is an important and necessary factor for one’s 
personal happiness.  

https://www.sefaria.org/Proverbs.28.14?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
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1. What do you see as the relationship between fear and happiness?  In what way 
might fear lead to happiness?  Are you surprised to find this equation between 
fear and happiness?  Why or why not? 

2. Why do you think Proverbs advises us to be afraid always?  Should we really 
always be afraid?  Of what do you imagine Proverbs advises us to be afraid?

3. What is the relationship between the first part of the verse–the admonition 
that we should be fearful always and the second part–that one who hardens 
their heart will fall into misfortune?  What does being fearful have to do with 
hardening one’s heart? 

In our second text, Rabbi Levi ben Gershon offers a commentary on our verse above 
and helps explain the relationship between the first and second parts of the verse.

 Zedekiah 
Zedekiah, installed 
as king by 
Nebechudnezzar, 
later rebelled against 
Babylonian rule.

 Ralbag 
Rabbi Levi ben 
Gershon (1288-1344) 
was a 14th century 
French Torah scholar, 
mathematician, and 
doctor best known 
for his Biblical 
commentary and 
philosophical works.

Rabbi Levi ben Gershon (Ralbag ), 
Commentary to Proverbs 28:14

Happy is the man who is fearful always 
of someone whom it is fitting to fear.  
For this is the reason for making oneself 
wise by taking appropriate counsel to 
save oneself from the evil of one whom 
he fears.  However, one who hardens 
his heart and gives to God (i.e. ignores) 
the things which are fitting to fear, he 
falls into misfortune.  For don’t you see 
that hardness of heart destroyed the two 
temples!?  If Zedekiah  hadn’t hardened 
his heart and [instead] placed his neck 
under the yoke of the King of Babylon, 
we would not have been exiled from 
our land then. And so too regarding the 
Second Temple, they didn’t surrender to 
another empire and put their necks under 
their yoke.

 רבי לוי בן גרשום )רלב׳׳ג( על
משלי כח:יד

אשרי אדם מפחד תמיד למי 
שראוי לפחד ממנו כי זה סבה 
אל שיתחכם בלקיחת העצה 
ההוגנת להמלט מהרע אשר 
הוא מפחד ממנו ואולם מי 

שהוא מקשה לבו ושם לאל 
הדברים שראוי לפחד מהם 
הוא יפול ברעה הלא תראה 

כי הקשא' הלב החריבה ב''ה 
הראשון והשני וזה שאם לא 
היה צדקיה מקשה לבו והיה 
משים צוארו תחת עול מלך 

בבל לא גלינו מארצנו אז וכן 
הענין בבית ב' לא היו נכנעין 
למלכות אחרת ונותנין צוארם 

תחת עולם
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Questions from R. Avi Strausberg 
1. According to Rabbi Gershon, what is the relationship between fear and hardening one’s heart?  What do 

you think of the way he connects the first and second part of the verse?

2. Of what does Rabbi Gershon advise us to be afraid?  How is this similar or different to the way you initially 
read the verse?

3. According to Rabbi Gershon, what’s the relationship between fear and wisdom?    

4. Zedekiah was a ruler of Judah in the 6th century BCE whose reign ended with the Babylonian destruction 
of Jerusalem and the Jewish people’s exile to Babylon.  Rabbi Gershon teaches that were it not for 
Zedekiah’s stubbornness and refusal to submit to the King of Babylon, the Jewish people would never 
have been exiled from their land. What is Rabbi Gershon teaching about fear by bringing this historical 
case as an example?  How might fear have helped Zedekiah and saved the Jewish people? 

We turn now to our final text from the Talmud from Massekhet Ta'anit.  In the text below, Rav Huna finds 
himself in a difficult situation.  He has a lot of wine that he wants to move out of a house that’s in danger of 
near collapse.  In order to move the wine, he relies on the merit of Rav Adda bar Ahava, and the surety that 
God will protect him because of his merit, to allow them both to enter and exit the house, with the wine 
safely at hand.

Take a look at the text below.  Where does fear factor into this text?  What do you make of Rav Huna’s 
actions?  

Talmud Bavli Ta'anit 20b

Rav Huna had a certain quantity of wine in a certain 
dilapidated house and he wanted to move it. He brought 
Rav Adda bar Ahava to there and he dragged out a 
discussion with him concerning a matter of halakhah until 
they had removed it. As soon as they exited, the building 
collapsed. Rav Adda bar Ahava realized and became angry.

Rav Adda bar Ahava holds in accordance with this 
statement, as Rabbi Yannai said: A person should never 
stand in a place of danger and say: A miracle will be 
performed for me, and I will escape unharmed, lest a 
miracle is not performed for him. And if you say that a 

תלמוד בבלי מסכת תענית כ:

ַרב הּוָנא ֲהָוה ֵליּה ָההּוא ַחְמָרא 
ְּבָההּוא ֵּביָתא ְרִעיָעא, ּוְבָעא 

ְלַפּנֹוֵייּה. ַעְּייֵליּה ְלַרב ַאָּדא ַּבר 
ַאֲהָבה ְלָהָתם, ַמְׁשֵכיּה ִּבְׁשַמְעָּתא 

ַעד ְּדַפְּנֵייּה. ָּבַתר ִּדְנַפק ְנַפל ֵּביָתא. 
ַאְרֵּגיׁש ַרב ַאָּדא ַּבר ַאֲהָבה, ִאיְּקַפד.

ָסַבר ַלּה ִּכי ָהא ְּדָאַמר ַרִּבי ַיַּנאי: 
ְלעֹוָלם ַאל ַיֲעמֹוד ָאָדם ְּבָמקֹום 

ַסָּכָנה ְוֹיאַמר: עֹוִׂשין ִלי ֵנס, ֶׁשָּמא 
ֵאין עֹוִׂשין לֹו ֵנס. ְוִאם ִּתיְמֵצי 

לֹוַמר עֹוִׂשין לֹו ֵנס — ְמַנִּכין לֹו 
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miracle will be performed for him, they will deduct it from 
his merits. Rav Hanan said: What is the verse that alludes 
to this idea? As it is written: “I have become small from all 
the mercies and all the truth that You have showed Your 
servant” (Genesis 32:11 ). 

ִמְּזִכּיֹוָתיו. ָאַמר ַרב ָחָנן: ַמאי ְקָרא 
— ִּדְכִתיב: ״ָקֹטְנִּתי ִמֹּכל ַהֲחָסִדים 

ּוִמכל ָהֱאֶמת״.

Questions from R. Avi Strausberg 
1. Why do you think Rav Adda bar Ahava gets angry with Rav Huna when the building collapses?  What do 

you think about Rav Huna’s actions?  

2. What is the relationship between fear and anger?  How have you experienced them together in your own 
life?

3. What does this story teach about fear?  What role should we allow fear to play in our lives?  

This story teaches that a person should not only not rely on miracles to save them from danger; even if a 
person is sure that they will be miraculously saved, they should still not place themselves in danger because 
the performance of that miracle will be deducted from their merits.

4. How might you apply this teaching to your own life?  How might we understand this text beyond a 
theology of direct intervention and divine salvation through miracles?  

5. Have you or has someone else you know placed themselves in danger and assumed that they would 
emerge unharmed?  How does this text speak to that experience?  Are there times in which it’s necessary 
to place ourselves in a position of danger?
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