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In looking anew at the Ten Commandments, I especially want to focus this morning, on the commandment of Lo Tachmod, Do not envy. 

How is it possible not to be envious?  After all, it is one of the most basic traits, known to humanity.  For example, look at the Kibbutz movement.  One of its founding principles was that it would be a society with no envy at all.  Any one who has spent any time on a kibbutz now knows that such a dream was never fulfilled.  

The Ibn Ezra suggests that the prohibition against being envious can be understood through a parable of a simple villager who fell in love with a King’s daughter.  It’s not possible for the villager not to be envious of the princess and to desire to marry her.  Yet, the Ibn Ezra argues that this prohibition teaches us that we must realize that we are each given a certain fate in life, and we should not attempt to change the fate.  The villager should accept the fact that he cannot marry the princess, and he should not waste his time being envious.

I find this approach of the Ibn Ezra very difficult to understand.  Indeed, the drive to move forward in life is what gives us the chance to accomplish creative and wonderful things.  What’s so terrible about the villager desiring to pick himself up and marry a princess?  

(In fact, this explanation of envy has been severely criticized by Marxists and Max Weber, who contend that it is often just a ploy, by religionists to justify unequal social positions.  As Weber writes, “In almost every ethical form of religion, the privileged classes and the priest who serves them see the individual’s positively or negatively privileged position as in some way religiously deserved, and only the forms of legitimizing the fortune positions change.”  (Cited in Helmut Schoeck, Envy a Theory of Social Behavior, 159.)

Secondly, throughout the Torah, Hashem is called a “Jealous God.”  If we are supposed to emulate God, then what is so bad about showing a little jealousy, which in the end will cause us to accomplish greater things in life?

Perhaps Ibn Ezra’s parable needs to be understood differently.  The problem is not that the villager wants to change his fate in life.  The problem is that the villager is allowing someone else’s values to control his life.  Rather than spending his energy on creating and driving for what he deems important, he focuses on values of the princess.  Maybe that’s the envy that the Torah prohibits: An envy that causes us to lose value of what is truly important to us and focus only on the value systems created by others.

