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Judaism and the Ethic of Protest
Sources Compiled by Rabbi Garth Silberstein

1. Genesis 18:20-25
(20) Then the LORD said, “The outrage of Sodom 
and Gomorrah is so great, and their sin so grave! 
(21) I will go down to see whether they have acted 
altogether according to the outcry that has reached 
Me; if not, I will take note.” (22) The men went on 
from there to Sodom, while Abraham remained 
standing before the LORD. (23) Abraham came 
forward and said, “Will You sweep away the 
innocent along with the guilty? (24) What if there 
should be fifty innocent within the city; will You 
then wipe out the place and not forgive it for the 
sake of the innocent fifty who are in it? (25) Far be 
it from You to do such a thing, to bring death upon 
the innocent as well as the guilty, so that innocent 
and guilty fare alike. Far be it from You! Shall not 
the Judge of all the earth deal justly?”

בראשית יח:כ-כה
ּבה ה כּי־ּר֑ ם וֲַעמֹּר֖ ֹ֥ ת ְסד ֹ֣אֶמר ה' זֲַעַק֛ (כ) וַי
ֹֽד׃ (כא) ֵאֲֽרּדה־נּ֣א ה ְמא ם ּכ֣י ּכְבּד֖ ּטאּת֔ וְַח֨

ה י ּע֣שו ׀ ּכּל֑ ָה ֵאַל֖ ה ַהּב֣֥ ה ַהְכַצֲעּקּת֛ וְֶאְרֶא֔
וְּאם־֖לא ֵאּדּֽעה׃ (כב) וַיְּפ֤נו ּמּש֣֙ם ּהֲֽאנּּש֔ים
י ה' ד לְּפֵנ֥ נו עֵֹמ֖ ם עוֶד֥ ְבּרּה֔ ּמה וְַא֨ ֹ֑ וַיֵלְ֖כו ְסד

ף ּתְסֶפ֣ה ר ַהַא֣ ם וַיֹאַמ֑ (כג) וַיּגַ֣ש ְַבּרּה֖
י יֵ֛ש ֲחּמּש֣֔ים ַצּד֣יק ּעם־ּרּשֽ֔ע׃ (כד) אוַל֥

ף ּתְסֶפ֙ה וְלא־ּתּש֣֣א יר ַהַא֤ ם ְב֣תוך ּהּע֑ ַצּדיּק֖
ם ֲאֶש֔ר ַען ֲחּמּש֣֔ים ַהַצּדיּק֖ לַּמ֔קום לְַמ֛

ר ֹ֣ת ׀ ַכּדּב֣ לּה לְ֜ך ֵמֲעש ְבּקְרּב֣ה׃ (כה) ּחלּ֨
ית ַצּדי֙ק ּעם־ּרּש֔ע וְּהיּ֥ה ַכַצּד֣יק ַהזֶ֣ה לְּהּמ֤
ֶרץ ֥לא לּה לּ֣ך ֲהשֵֹפ֙ט ּכל־ּהּא֔ ּכּרּש֔ע ּחּל֣

יֲַעֶש֣ה ּמְשּפ֣ט׃

2. Bereishit (Genesis) 21:22-30
(22) At that time Abimelech and Phicol, chief of his 
troops, said to Abraham, “God is with you in 
everything that you do. (23) Therefore swear to me 
here by God that you will not deal falsely with me 
or with my kith and kin, but will deal with me and 
with the land in which you have sojourned as 
loyally as I have dealt with you.” (24) And 
Abraham said, “I swear it.” (25) Then Abraham 
reproached Abimelech for the well of water which 
the servants of Abimelech had seized. (26) But 
Abimelech said, “I do not know who did this; you 
did not tell me, nor have I heard of it until today.” 
(27) Abraham took sheep and oxen and gave them 
to Abimelech, and the two of them made a pact. 
(28) Abraham then set seven ewes of the flock by 
themselves, (29) and Abimelech said to Abraham, 
“What mean these seven ewes which you have set 
apart?” (30) He replied, “You are to accept these 
seven ewes from me as proof that I dug this well.”

בראשית כ״א:כ״ב-ל׳
לֶך ֹ֣אֶמר ֲאּביֶמ֗ וא וַי ת ַהּה֔ (כב) וַֽיְּה֙י ּבֵע֣

ים ר ֱאלּק֣ ֹ֑ ם לֵאמ וּפיכֹל֙ ַשר־ְצּב֔או ֶאל־ְַבּרּה֖
ל ֲאֶשר־ַּת֣ה עֶֹשֽ֣ה׃ (כג) וְַעּת֣ה ֹ֥ ּעְמ֔ך ְבכ
י ר לּ֔ ֹ֣ נּה ּאם־ּתְשק ּהּשְ֣֔בּעה לּ֣י ֵבֽאלּקי֙ם ֵה֔

ֶסד ֲאֶשר־ּעּש֣יּתי ּעְמ֙ך י ולְנְֶכּד֣י ַכֶח֜ ולְנּיּנ֖
ֶרץ ֲאֶשר־גְַ֣רּתה ּב֣ה׃ י וְּעם־ּהּא֖ ַתֲעֶש֣ה ּעּמּד֔

י ּאּשֵ֣בַֽע׃ (כה) ם ָנֹּכ֖ ֹ֣אֶמ֙ר ְַבּרּה֔ (כד) וַי
ר לֶך ַעל־אֹדו֙ת ְבֵא֣ ם ֶאת־ֲאּביֶמ֑ ַח ְַבּרּה֖ וְהוּכ֥
ֹ֣אֶמר י ֲאּביֶמֽלֶך׃ (כו) וַי ַהַמ֣יּם ֲאֶש֔ר גּזְ֖לו ַעְבֵד֥

ר י ּעּש֣ה ֶאת־ַהּדּב֣ ְעּתי ּמ֥ לֶך ֣לא יַּד֔ ֲאּביֶמ֔
י ֥לא ם ָנֹּכ֛ ַהזֶ֣ה וְגַם־ַּת֣ה לא־ּהגְַ֣דּת לּ֣י וְַג֧

אן ֹ֣ ְעּתי ּבלְּת֣י ַהיֽום׃ (כז) וַיַּק֣ח ְַבּרּה֙ם צ ּשַמ֖
ם ְבּרֽית׃ לֶך וַיְּכְר֥תו ְשנֵיֶה֖ ר וַיֵּת֣ן לֲַאּביֶמ֑ וּבּק֔
ֹ֣אן ֹ֣ת ַהצ ם ֶאת־ֶשַ֔בע ּכְבש (כח) וַיֵַצ֣ב ְַבּרּה֗
ם לֶך ֶאל־ְַבּרּה֑ ֹ֣אֶמר ֲאּביֶמ֖ לְַבְדֶהֽן׃ (כט) וַי
לֶה ֲאֶש֔ר ּהַצְ֣בּת נּה ֶשַ֔בע ְכּבשֹ֙ת ּהֵא֔ ה ֵה֗ ּמ֣

ֹ֣ת ֹ֣אֶמר כּ֣י ֶאת־ֶשַ֔בע ְכּבש לְַבּד֣נּה׃ (ל) וַי
ה ּכ֣י י ַבֲעבו֙ר ּתְ֣היֶה־לּ֣י לְֵעּד֔ ּתַק֣ח ּמיּּד֑

ֹ֣את׃ ר ַהז ְרּתי ֶאת־ַהְבֵא֥ ּחַפ֖
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3. Vayikra (Leviticus) 19:16-18
(16) Do not go about as a talebearer among your 
people. Do not stand over the blood of your fellow:
I am the LORD. (17) You shall not hate your 
brother in your heart. Reprove your kinsman, and 
do not incur guilt because of him. (18) You shall not
take vengeance or bear a grudge against your 
countrymen. Love your fellow as yourself: I am the
LORD.

ויקרא י״ט:ט״ז-י״ח
ד ַעל־ ֹ֖ ך ּרּכיל֙ ְבַעֶמ֣יך ֥לא ַתֲעמ (טז) לא־ֵתֵל֤
יך י ה'׃ (יז) לֽא־ּתְשּנ֥א ֶאת־ָּח֖ ך ֲאּנ֖ ַד֣ם ֵרֶע֑

ך וְלא־ּתּש֣֣א יַח֙ ֶאת־ֲעּמיֶת֔ ַח תוּכ֙ ך הוֵכ֤ ּבלְּבֶב֑
יו ֵחְֽטא׃ (יח) לֽא־ּתקֹ֣ם וְלֽא־ּתטֹ֙ר ֶאת־ ּעּל֖

י ה'׃ י ַעֶמ֣ך וְּאַֽהְבּת֣ לְֵרֲע֖ך ּכ֑מוך ֲאּנ֖ ְבֵנ֣

4. Talmud Bavli Shabbat 54b (trans. R' Adin Steinsaltz)
The mishna relates that the cow of Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya 
would go out on Shabbat with a strap between its horns, contrary 
to the will of the Sages. The Gemara asks: Did Rabbi Elazar ben 
Azarya have only one cow? Didn’t Rav say, and some say that 
Rav Yehuda said that Rav said: Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya 
would tithe from his herds 12,000 calves each and every 
year? There were 120, 000 calves born in his herds annually. 
There is no way, then, to speak of the cow of Rabbi Elazar ben 
Azarya. The Gemara answers: It was taught in the Tosefta: The 
cow was not his; rather, it was his neighbor’s. And because he
did not protest her conduct and tell her that doing so is 
prohibited the cow was called by his name to his discredit, as if 
it were his. 

תלמוד בבלי שבת נד:
פרתו של רבי אלעזר בן

עזריה: וחדא פרה הויא ליה
והא אמר רב ואמרי לה אמר

רב יהודה אמר רב תריסר
אלפי עגלי הוה מעשר רבי

אלעזר בן עזריה מעדריה כל
שתא ושתא תנא לא שלו

היתה אלא של שכינתו היתה
ומתוך שלא מיחה בה

נקראת על שמו

5. Ibid
It was related that Rav, and Rabbi Ḥanina, and Rabbi 
Yoḥanan, and Rav Ḥaviva taught the statement cited below. 
The Gemara comments: Throughout the order of Moed, 
wherever this pair of Sages is mentioned, exchange Rabbi 
Yoḥanan and insert Rabbi Yonatan in his place. In any event, 
they said: Anyone who had the capability to effectively protest 
the sinful conduct of the members of his household and did not
protest, he himself is apprehended for the sins of the members
of his household and punished. If he is in a position to protest 
the sinful conduct of the people of his town, and he fails to do 
so, he is apprehended for the sins of the people of his town. If 
he is in a position to protest the sinful conduct of the whole 
world, and he fails to do so, he is apprehended for the sins of 
the whole world. 

שם
רב ורבי חנינא ור' יוחנן ורב
חביבא מתנו בכוליה דסדר
מועד כל כי האי זוגא חלופי

רבי יוחנן ומעייל רבי יונתן כל
מי שאפשר למחות לאנשי
ביתו ולא מיחה נתפס על

אנשי ביתו באנשי עירו נתפס
על אנשי עירו בכל העולם
כולו נתפס על כל העולם

כולו 
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6. Ibid 55a
With regard to the issue of reprimand, it was related that Rabbi 
Zeira said to Rabbi Simon: Let the Master reprimand the 
members of the house of the Exilarch, as Rabbi Simon had 
some influence over them. Rabbi Simon said to him: They will 
not accept reprimand from me. Rabbi Zeira said to him: Let 
my master reprimand them even if they do not accept it. As 
Rabbi Aḥa, son of Rabbi Ḥanina, said: Never did a promise 
manifesting a good attribute emerge from the mouth of the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, and He later retracted it and 
rendered it evil, except with regard to this matter, as it is 
written: “And the Lord said to him: Go through the midst of 
the city, through the midst of Jerusalem, and set a mark [tav] 
upon the foreheads of the men that sigh and that cry on 
account of all the abominations that are done in her midst” 
(Ezekiel 9:4).  The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to the angel 
Gabriel: Go and inscribe a tav of ink on the foreheads of the 
righteous as a sign so that the angels of destruction will not 
have dominion over them. And inscribe a tav of blood on the 
foreheads of the wicked as a sign so that the angels of 
destruction will have dominion over them. The attribute of 
justice said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the
Universe, how are these different from those? He said to that 
attribute: These are full-fledged righteous people and those are
full-fledged wicked people. The attribute of justice said to Him:
Master of the Universe, it was in the hands of the righteous to 
protest the conduct of the wicked, and they did not protest. 
The Holy One, Blessed be He, retracted His promise to protect 
the righteous and decided that those who failed to protest would 
also be punished. 

שם נה.
א"ל ר' זירא לר' סימון

לוכחינהו מר להני דבי ריש
גלותא א"ל לא מקבלי מינאי

א"ל אע"ג דלא מקבלי
לוכחינהו מר דא"ר אחא בר'
חנינא מעולם לא יצתה מדה

טובה מפי הקב"ה וחזר בה
לרעה חוץ מדבר זה דכתיב

(יחזקאל ט, ד) ויאמר ה' אליו
עבור בתוך העיר בתוך
ירושלים והתוית תיו על

מצחות האנשים הנאנחים
והנאנקים על כל התועבות

הנעשות בתוכה וגו' 
א"ל הקב"ה לגבריאל לך

ורשום על מצחן של צדיקים
תיו של דיו שלא ישלטו בהם
מלאכי חבלה ועל מצחם של

רשעים תיו של דם כדי
שישלטו בהן מלאכי חבלה

אמרה מדת הדין לפני
הקב"ה רבש"ע מה נשתנו
אלו מאלו אמר לה הללו

צדיקים גמורים והללו רשעים
גמורים אמרה לפניו רבש"ע
היה בידם למחות ולא מיחו

אמר לה גלוי וידוע לפני
שאם מיחו בהם לא יקבלו
מהם (אמר) לפניו רבש"ע

אם לפניך גלוי להם מי גלוי
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7. Talmud Bavli Sotah 11a
Rabbi Ḥiyya bar Abba says that Rabbi Simai says: Three 
noteworthy people were consulted by Pharaoh in that counsel 
where Pharaoh questioned what should be done with the Jewish 
people. They were Balaam, and Job, and Yitro. Rabbi Ḥiyya 
bar Abba teaches what occurred to each of them: Balaam, who 
advised Pharaoh to kill all sons born to the Jewish people, was 
punished by being killed in the war with Midian (see Numbers 
31:8). Job, who was silent and neither advised nor protested, 
was punished by suffering, as detailed in the eponymous book 
in the Bible. Yitro, who ran away as a sign of protest, merited 
that some of his children’s children sat in the Sanhedrin in the 
Chamber of Hewn Stone, as it is stated: “And the families of 
scribes who dwelt at Jabez, Tirathites, Shimeathites, and 
Sucathites, these were the Kenites who descended from 
Hammath, the father of the house of Rechab” (I Chronicles 
2:55). And it is written: “The children of the Kenite, Moses’ 
father-in-law” (Judges 1:16). This teaches that the Kenites, 
descendants of Yitro, the father-in-law of Moses, dwelt at Jabez 
[Yabetz], referring to the place where the Jewish people go for 
advice [eitza], i.e., the Chamber of Hewn Stone. 

תלמוד בבלי סוטה יא.
א"ר חייא בר אבא א"ר סימאי

שלשה היו באותה עצה
בלעםבלעם ואיוב ויתרו  

שיעץ נהרג איוב ששתק נידון
ביסורין יתרו שברח זכו מבני

בניו שישבו בלשכת הגזית
שנאמר (דברי הימים א ב,

נה) ומשפחות סופרים יושבי
יעבץ תרעתים שמעתים

סוכתים המה הקנים הבאים
מחמת אבי בית רכב וכתיב

(שופטים א, טז) ובני קיני
חתן משה וגו'

8. From Spiritual Activism by Rabbi Avi Weiss
A Parable: In the kingdom of Solomon there once lived a two-headed man.  Upon the death of his 
father, the man became embroiled in a bitter dispute with his brothers and sisters over the 
inheritance.  “Since I have two heads,” he claimed, “I deserve twice as much of the money as the 
rest of you.”  “Perhaps you have two heads,” his siblings responded, “but you have just one body. 
Therefore, you deserver only one share.”  The case was brought before King Solomon, the wisest 
of the wise.  His response was characteristically enlightening.
“Pour boiling water over one of the man's two heads,” said King Solomon.  “If the second head 
screams in pain, then we will know he is one person.  If not, then we have determined that the 
two-headed person is in fact two separate, independent individuals.” 
So, too, with the Jewish people; so, to with all of humankind.  If there is a member of our family 
anywhere in the world in pain—if boiling water is being poured over his or her head—and if we 
feel that pain as if it were our own heads being scalded, then we will have proven that we are one 
people.  But if we do not scream out in agony, then we will have shown we are nothing more than
a divergent and disconnected group of individuals.

Questions to consider:
• Is it important to protest an action even if we believe our protests cannot influence the behavior 

we are protesting?

• What are the goals of protesting? Who is the “audience”?

• Is there a difference between protest and rebuke?
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