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A Difficult Aggadeta
When David dug the foundation of the Holy Temple, the waters of
the deep began to overflow. They were on the verge of flooding
the world. David said, “What is the law as far as writing the Name
of God on a shard of pottery and casting it into the deep so that it
should remain in its place?” Nobody said anything to him. He then
said, “May anyone who knows the answer to this question and does
not tell me, be strangled by his throat.”
Achitofel reasoned to himself as follows: “If the Torah says for the
sake of making peace between husband and wife, ‘My Name that
was written in sanctity should be erased by water,’1 does it not
stand to reason that such erasure should be permitted for the sake
of the whole world?”
Achitofel then told David that erasing the Name was permitted
under the circumstances. David wrote the Name on a shard of pottery and cast it into the deep. Its waters subsided and stood in their
place. (Makkos 11a)2
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The reference is to the law of the sotah, a married woman suspected of adultery
for having secluded herself with a man other than her husband after having
been warned not to. The process by which her innocence or guilt is determined includes scraping the text of a Biblical passage that includes the Name
of God off the parchment on which it is written into some water. The sotah
drinks the water. If she is guilty, she miraculously dies. If she survives, it is
clear that she is innocent of the suspicions against her, and harmony is thus restored between her and her husband. The Torah assures her that if she is innocent, she will be blessed with a child.
A different version of this incident appears in Sukkah 53a-b. Rashi’s comments
to the two versions contradict each other on a number of points, indicating
that he viewed the two versions as being in disagreement. Our comments here
apply only to the Gemara in Makkos.
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This story abounds with difficulties. We deal here with only three:
1) Had David not followed Achitofel’s instructions, the waters of the
deep would presumably have overflowed and flooded the world.
How could this have happened? Had God not promised Noach3
that He would never again destroy the world by flood?
2) Why was David in doubt as to whether it was permissible to erase
the Name in order to save the world? It is a well-established
principle in halachah that with a few exceptions, any prohibition—
including erasing the Holy Name—is suspended in a life-threatening
situation. Why was David unaware of this principle and why did
Achitofel not invoke it in arriving at his answer?
3) Why did God want to destroy the world at that time? The Gemara
does not mention any sin committed by David or the Children of
Israel that would warrant such a drastic punishment.
Rashi refers to a Yerushalmi4 which helps us with this last question.
The Yerushalmi says that while the foundations of the Holy Temple were
being excavated, David found a shard of earthenware that raised its
voice and said to him, “Do not move me from this spot for I am
holding down the waters of the deep ever since the day the Torah was
given, when the whole earth trembled.” David did not listen to it. He
picked it up, and the waters of the deep began to overflow.
This Yerushalmi indicates some wrongdoing on David’s part. When a
piece of earthenware calls out, it may rightly be assumed that it should
be heeded. But why should this error on David’s part render the entire
world worthy of destruction? Listening to a wondrous piece of pottery is
not one of the commandments of the Torah. How could even the
gravest sin of any individual hold such dire consequences for all
mankind?

David’s Error
To answer this question, let us focus on what it is that the shard of
earthenware told David. “Do not move me from this spot for I am
holding down the waters of the deep ever since the day the Torah was
given, when the whole earth trembled.”
These words are clearly an allusion to a gemara in Shabbos 88a:
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Bereishis 9:15.
Sanhedrin 10:2.

