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The Divine Twin: Deut 21 
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Deut 21,22: If a man commits a sin for which he is sentenced to death, 
and he is put to death, you shall [then] hang him on a pole. 

 

ת ְוָתִל֥יָת אֹ֖תֹו ַעל־ֵעֽץכב  ֶות ְוהּוָמ֑ ְטא ִמְׁשַּפט־ָמ֖ יׁש ֵח֛ ְוִכי־ִיְֽהֶי֣ה ְבִא֗ : 

 

23: But you shall not leave his body on the pole overnight. Rather, you 
shall bury him on that [same] day, for a hanging [human corpse] is a 
blasphemy of God, and you shall not defile your land, which the Lord, 
your God, is giving you as an inheritance. 

 

ים ָּת֑לּוי ְוֹ֤לא כג  ּנּ֙ו ַּבּ֣יֹום ַה֔הּוא ִּכֽי־ִקְלַל֥ת ֱאֹלִה֖ ץ ִּכֽי־ָק֤בֹור ִּתְקְּבֶר֨ ין נְִבָל֜תֹו ַעל־ָהֵע֗ ְתַטֵּמ֙א ֹֽלא־ָתִל֨
ְתָ֔ך ֲאֶׁשר֙  ן ְלָ֖ך ַנֲֽחָלֽה ֶאת־ַאְדָמ֣ יָך נֵֹת֥ ה ֱאֹלֶה֔ יְהָֹו֣ : 
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Rashi comments:  

For a hanging [human corpse] is a 
blasphemy of God: Heb. ִקְלַלת אֹלִהים. This 
is a degradation of the [Divine] King in 
Whose image Man is created, and the 
Israelites are God’s children. This is 
comparable to two identical twin brothers. 
One [of them] became king, while the 
other was arrested for robbery and hanged. 
Whoever saw him [the second brother, 
suspended on the gallows], would 
say,“The king is hanging!” [Therefore, the 
king ordered, and they removed him 
(Reggio ed.).] - [Sanh. 46b] Wherever [the 
term] ְקָלָלה appears in Scripture, it means 
treating lightly (ָהֵקל) and degrading. For 
example,“[And behold, you have with you 
Shimei the son of Gera…] and he cursed 
me with a severe curse ( ְוהּוא ִקְלַלנִי ְקָלָלה
-See II Sam. 16:5] - .(I Kings 2:8) ”(נְִמֶרֶצת
13] 

  

זלזולו של  כי קללת אלהים תלוי:
מלך הוא, שאדם עשוי בדמות 
דיוקנו וישראל הם בניו. משל 
לשני אחים תאומים שהיו דומין 
זה לזה, אחד נעשה מלך, ואחד 
נתפס ללסטיות ונתלה, כל הרואה 
אותו אומר המלך תלוי. כל קללה 

לזול, כמו שבמקרא לשון הקל וז
(מלכים א' ב, ח) והוא קללני 

 קללה נמרצת:

 

He	cites	a	Parable	(Mashal)	as	follows:	

This is comparable to two identical twin brothers. One [of them] became 
king, while the other was arrested for robbery and hanged. Whoever saw 
him [the second brother, suspended on the gallows], would say,“The king 
is hanging!” [Therefore, the king ordered, and they removed him (Reggio 
ed.).] - [Sanh. 46b]. 
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The Talmud discusses as follows: 

 
דומה כלומר מפני מה זה תלוי מפני שבירך כו': תניא אומר ר"מ משלו משל למה הדבר 

לשני אחים תאומים בעיר אחת אחד מינוהו מלך ואחד יצא לליסטיות צוה המלך ותלאוהו 
 כל הרואה אותו אומר המלך תלוי צוה המלך והורידוהו:

§ The mishna teaches: That is to say: Were the dead man’s corpse to remain 
hanging, reminding everyone of his transgression, people would ask: For what 
reason was this one hung? They would be answered: Because he 
blessed God, a euphemism for blasphemy, and the name of Heaven would be 
desecrated.  

It is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Meir says: The Sages told a parable: 
To what is this matter comparable? It is comparable to two 
brothers who were twins and lived in the same city. One was 
appointed king, while the other went out to engage in banditry. The 
king commanded that his brother be punished, and they hanged his twin 
brother for his crimes. Anyone who sawthe bandit hanging would say: 
The king was hanged. The king, therefore, commanded that his brother 
be taken down, and they took the bandit down.Similarly, people are created 
in God’s image, and therefore God is disgraced when a corpse is hung for a 
transgression that the person has committed. 

אמר ר' מאיר כו': מאי משמע אמר אביי כמאן דאמר קל לית אמר ליה רבא א"כ כבד עלי 
 ראשי כבד עלי זרועי מיבעי ליה אלא אמר רבא כמאן דאמר קיל לי עלמא

The mishna teaches that Rabbi Meir said that the phrase “For he that is hung 
is a curse [kilelat] of God” should be understood as follows: When a man suffers 
in the wake of his sin, the Divine Presence says: I am distressed [kallani] about 
My head, I am distressed about My arm.  

The Gemara asks: From where is this inferred? How does Rabbi Meir 
understand the word kilelat? Abaye says: When a man is hung after he is put 
to death, God is like one who said: I am not light [kal leit], meaning: My 
head is heavy for Me, My arm is heavy for Me. God is in distress when He has 
to administer punishment. Rava said to him: If so, he should have said 
explicitly: My head is heavy for Me, My arm is heavy for Me. Rather, 
Rava said: When a man is hung after he is put to death, God is like one who 
said: The world is light for me [kil li alma],meaning: I am light, and 
therefore the world is heavy for Me, and I am in distress. 
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האי מיבעי ליה לגופה א"כ נימא קרא מקלל מאי קללת ואימא כוליה להכי הוא דאתא א"כ 
 נימא קרא קלת מאי קללת ש"מ תרתי:

The Gemara asks: This word “kilelat” is needed for what it itself teaches, 
namely that a blasphemer is hung after he has been stoned. How, then, can it 
be interpreted as alluding to God’s distress at the death of a transgressor? The 
Gemara answers: If so, the verse should have stated: One who curses 
[mekallel]. What is the meaning of kilelat? It serves to teach the statement 
taught by Rabbi Meir. 

 The Gemara asks: If so, say perhaps that the entire verse comes for 
this purpose, to underscore the dignity of the transgressor, who was created in 
God’s image, and not to teach the halakha governing a blasphemer. The Gemara 
responds: If so, the verse should have stated: Lightness [kilat]. 
What is the meaning of kilelat? Conclude two conclusions from 
it: Conclude that the blasphemer is hung after he has been stoned, and conclude 
that God is distressed at the death of a transgressor. 

 

Commentators: 

 

(a) RASHI on the verse (Devarim 21:23) explains that it is a disgrace for the King 
when a person's corpse is left to hang. A person is made in His image, and the Jewish 
people are His children. Rashi apparently understands that the parable of the 
identical twins expresses the special relationship which Hash-m has with the Jewish 
people. When a Jew is hanging, it is as if the image of Hash-m is hanging. In order 
to prevent this disgrace, Beis Din is commanded not leave the person hanging. 

 

(b) The RAMBAN on the verse argues that the parable of the twins does not refer to 
the unique relationship between Hash-m and the Jewish people. The Ramban writes 
that when Yehoshua commanded that the executed kings of Canaan be taken down 
and buried (Yehoshua 10:27), he might have done so because of this parable of the 
two brothers. This clearly implies that the parable applies to Nochrim as well. 
Although the Ramban rejects Rashi's explanation, he says that the true explanation 
is a secret ("Sod," which he does not divulge). 
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(c) The MAHARSHA here asks that the Ramban raises a strong question on Rashi's 
explanation. If Yehoshua ordered that the kings of Canaan be buried and not left to 
hang, clearly the parable applies to all people and not only to Jews. 

The Maharsha answers that there are two prohibitions against leaving a dead person 
hanging longer than necessary: "Lo Salin" and "v'Lo Setamei Es Admascha" -- "and 
you should not defile your land" (ibid.). Rashi understands that the problem of "Lo 
Salin" is that when a Jew, whom Rebbi Meir's parable considers a "twin brother" of 
Hash-m, is hanging, it is a disgrace to the King. However, the verse of "v'Lo Setamei 
Es Admascha" prohibits leaving a dead person hanging specifically in Eretz Yisrael. 
Rashi agrees that *any* dead person, even a Nochri, is included in the prohibition 
against defiling Eretz Yisrael. 

 

(d)  The BEN YEHOYADA suggests a different explanation for this parable. He 
explains that the twins refer to the Neshamah and the body. Just as the physical body 
has 248 limbs and 365 sinews, the Neshamah has corresponding spiritual 
characteristics, and thus they are called twins. The Neshamah is referred to as the 
king, and the body is referred to as the thief. The Ben Yehoyada apparently means 
that the prolonged hanging of the body disgraces the Neshamah, and it therefore is 
prohibited. (Y. MONTROSE) 

 

 

What has the Talmud and the midrash cited by Rashi, added to the story 
line? 

Until now it was merely a reference to the Creator and the created human 
being, the latter made in the divine image, and the dishonor or 
embarrassment of the “deyukno” this image, this icon dangling on a tree 
that might devalue the exalted origins of mankind, created in the image of 
God, that caused the imperative to remove the body from the pole. 
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But the Aggadic story of the twins stretches this notion much further. The 
king’s motive to hang the villain was a deterrent, most likely, whereas in 
fact the people, seeing the body hanging, exclaim “there hangs the king! 
the king is dead!” So (in the Talmudic version) he orders his twin 
brother’s body removed from the pole. The effect of hanging was the 
opposite of deterrence, it caused the impression that the king himself was 
dead as well as his authority.  

Whereas the literal meaning of the law of limited hanging, suggests that 
it was inappropriate after a while, since there is a value and inherent 
quality of the human form beyond what it deserves legally and despite its 
human record of villainy, which must be honored and preserved, the form, 
the tzelem elokim, the divine image, which is desecrated by excessive 
hanging and consequently the corpse is to be buried with dignity. 

What has this added story of the king and his villain twin caused this legal 
sensitivity to the imago dei? It has actually deconstructed the formal, legal 
and theological substrate that underlying the law itself. 

The the Talmud’s agaddic narrative stretches this vertical hierarchical axis 
of divine/human imaging to a horizontal twin axis. A set of twins, looking 
identical, yet one a villain and one the king. Two polar opposites, of good 
and bad, high and low, rich and poor, class and classless. Yet on the 
outside one mistaken for the other since they are identical.  

The theological impact of this hermeneutic move is to shift the whole 
implication (nimshal)from embarrassment for the creator to a threat to the 
king, his people seeing him apparently dangling from the pole, now think 
he is dead and with that his authority in the kingdom. It is the threat to his 
authority that now motivates him to order the removal of his twin brother 
from the pole. The psychological move is one from embarrassment for the 
human form so degraded from its divine image to one of threat to power 
and authority. 

Is there a coded protest in this move?  
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As the image of human beings swinging from gallows haunts our cultural 
memory in the last century, from the NAZI propaganda machine in 
occupied villages, using it as a form of population terror and control, to 
the concentration camps where the deterrent effect of having multiple 
bodies swinging from the gallows, a macabre show, further dehumanizing 
the inmates, one cannot but imagine the reference to the midrash above. 
What has been desecrated? Mankind has lost its soul for sure, but where 
is the king ordering the removal of the mas of humanity hanging from the 
gallows? And what was their crime? The Midrash screams at me. 

 

Elie Wiesel put it bluntly in his first novel “Night” 

In chapter 4 of Night, Elie remembers the night of this hanging, as one 
that had the most profound effect on him. The horrors of living in a 
concentration camp weigh heavily on Elie for many years to come, and 
this one particular event haunts him tremendously.  

Elie and the other prisoners have such a hard time with this hanging, 
because a young boy was hung that night. There were three people that 
were hung and one was a young boy, who was accused of being involved 
in resistance activities. The young boy didn't weigh hardly anything. 
When two of the other men are hung, they die almost instantly. When the 
young boy is hung, he struggles at the end of the rope. His weight doesn't 
allow him to have to gift of a quick death, instead, he has to struggle for 
his life only to lose it in the end. Elie and the other prisoners can only 
stand and watch in horror. They can't do anything to help the poor boy, so 
they can only stand and be witnesses to the inhumane treatment of these 
men and young boy. 
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Behind me, I heard the same man asking: "Where is God now?" And I 
heard a voice within me answer him: "Where is He? Here He is. He is 
hanging here on this gallows" 

Wiesel struggles throughout the entire book with his relationship with 
God, but in this moment, he can clearly see that God is right there with 
them. He may not realize it, but he is right, God is right there with them 
all, swinging from the gallows. In a reversal of the midrashic story if the 
twin is hanging from the gallows, the brother is literally hanging there too. 
There is no royal decree to remove the body, no vox ex machina, just the 
silent stares of the masses in formation commanded by the German to 
watch. 

Another story, of the Gerer Rebbe, the Beis Yisroel comes to mind... 

He once asked Rabbi Lau's older brother who had nurtured him during 
the concentration camp the following questions..."were you there?" yes 
replied Lau 

"were by the crematoria?"  yes, replied Lau 

"did you see the smoke?" yes replied Lau 

"did you see the heilige Bashefer go up in the smoke?" Lau was silent. 

The Chassidic way of reading this is, God is everywhere, so you must see 
Him even in the concentration camps, even by the crematoria even in the 
smoke. For “let atar panui minei” There is no place devoid of Him.1 

My heretical way of reading is: “did you not see God go up in the smoke?” 
meaning, did you not see Him with those heilige kinderlach who met their 
death so horrifically? did you not see him WITH THEM in the smoke? 

																																																													
1 See my essay on Likutei Mehoran I: 64 regarding the Tzmitzum and pantheism 
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“Because, if you didn't, what use is there for that type of God.? . He is 
merely the tyrant/king/twin of the story (Mashal) above...worried more 
about His own reputation and authority than the brother’s corpse dangling. 

Who ministers to us from above and allows a Hitler to do this to us? Such 
a Litvisher God I have no use for...only a myth that embides the notion of 
the suffering Schechina who dies alongside us..."anochi imecha 
batzara"...even in this tzara...even dying with us.... yes, this type of God 
I can worship! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	


