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Chapter LIX: Kohelet (Ecclesiastes)

Essay 18. Dangerous activities
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“He who quarries stones will be hurt by them; he who splits wood will be endangered
by it.”! This can be understood in light of what is said in Bava Kamma, chapter 5:

The Sages taught: A person should not throw stones from his property into
the public domain. There was an incident where a man was throwing stones
from his property into the public domain, and a certain pious man found him.
[The pious man] said to him: Lowlife, why are you throwing stones from
property that is not yours into your property? [The man] mocked [the pious
man] [as he did not understand what he meant, as the property from which he was
throwing stones was his].

Days later, he was forced to sell his field [from which he had thrown the
stones]. And he was walking in the same public domain [into which he had
thrown them], and he stumbled on those same stones. He said: That pious man
spoke well to me [when he said]: Why are you throwing stones from property
that is not yours into your own property. [L.e., one’s ownership of property may
only be temporary, but he’ll always be able to use the public domain.]

- Bava Kamma 50b
Regarding this, the verse states “He who quarries stones will be hurt by them,” this is the
fool who threw stones from his property to the public domain, “he will be hurt by them,”
because he will stumble over them.

’ English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://zstorah.com
"'Eccl. 10:9.
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It is known what the [rabbis] of blessed memory said about the verse, “When someone
opens a pit, or when someone digs a pit and does not cover it, and an ox or a donkey falls into
it,”? the person is liable only when the damage is to “an ox, but not a person, or a donkey, but
not vessels.”’ If so, it is one who throws stones, which is considered a primary category of the
forbidden action of digging a pit in a public domain, or alternatively who places stones from his
property into the public domain, which is considered a subcategory of digging a pit in the
public domain, is able to be harmed by them, which is that an ox or donkey falls and he will
be liable to pay damages. Because of this, [the verse] specifically used the language “will be
hurt,” since it refers to liability for damages.

However, regarding “he who splits wood will be endangered by it,” [the verse] used
the term “endangered,” because if the iron axehead flies off the handle, G-d forbid, it could
cause great danger, even if it was unintentional. If such a thing were to happen and kill someone,
and if he is found outside a city of refuge, then if an avenger of blood of the decedent finds him,
he could kill him.
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In this way, we can understand the verse, “He who digs a pit will fall in it, and whoever

rolls a stone, it will roll back on him.”* As we learned in a Mishnah in the first chapter of Bava
Kamma, “[In any case in which] I facilitated part of the damage [caused], I am liable for
payments [of restitution] for the damage, as [if | were the] one who facilitated the entire
damage.” Rabbi Ovadiah from Bartenura explains that this is like one who digs a pit nine
handbreadths deep, and another comes and completes it to ten handbreadths. Even though the
second person only caused part of the damage, he is liable as if he caused the entire damage.

2 Ex. 21:33.

3 Bava Kamma 28b.

4 Prov. 26:27.

> Bava Kamma 1:2; Bava Kamma 9b.



This is the meaning of “he who digs a pit,” referring to one who digs a pit,’ “will fall into it,”
as if to say that he will be liable for paying for the damage. This is not just referring to one
who digs the entire pit, but even one “who rolls a stone,” i.c., who completes it to ten
handbreadths is liable, and this is the meaning of “it will roll back on him,” and not to the first
person who dug the pit.

Alternatively, a stone placed in the public domain is considered a subcategory of the
law of a pit.” Therefore, [the verse] said: “he who digs a pit,” which refers to the primary
category of the law of a pit, or “whoever rolls a stone,” which refers to its subcategory, “it
will roll back on him,” whether one is liable for violating the primary category or subcategory of
causing damage by digging a pit, he will be liable for the damages.
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% The language of Prov. 26:27, "now=175", could mean “one who plots destruction,” but the translation “who digs
a pit” is widely cited.
7 Bava Kamma 3a.



