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A Commentary for the Ages: Leviticus CV
S o7

It was meant to raise us higher and higher. This it does by serving as our
critic, by focusing the spotlight of atfention on the distance between
the ideal and the real, by revealing to us our imperfections and thus
urging us to strive for the pérfict,

Moses and Balaam were both prophets. They lived at the same
time and preached to the same people of Israel. Moses was incisive,
merciless in his criticism of his people, and caused them great unhap-
piness by making them painfully aware of their inadequacy. Balaam,
the gentile prophet, spoke only kind words to them. He hailed them,
complimented them, blessed them, flattered them - while Moses
berated them as stubborn and corrupt. And it was Balaam who greeted
them with “mq tovi,” “How goodly are your tents, O Jacob® (Num-
bers 24:5). Yet it is Moses who is the archetype of the nayi ha emet, the
true prophet, while Balaam is the nayi hasheker, the prophet of false-
hood. Moses, who criticized, is truly a prophet; Balaam, who did not,
is merely a soothsayer - literally, he said soothing things calculated to
put his happy listeners into moral slumber and spiritual stupor. At the
time that Moses spoke our ancestors may have felt scandalized by his
irritating remarks. Yet the judgment of history was reverence for the
prophet and critic, and utter condemnation for the soothsayer and pro.
pagandist. Moses made of us a holy people. Balaam almost pushed us
over the threshold of depraved imm orality with the daughters of Moah,

What Moses was to his generation, the Torah of Moses must
be to every generation, including, especially, our own. When religion
begm;_uz_‘_______ soothe us, and sanc-

tii_'g:r__uur status quo, it is no longer religion; it is then mere y a sha
tl%t is Balaam's trademark. It is when
religion fails to criticize that it deserves to be criticized itself — just as

Balaam who should have criticized and did not was himself the object
of criticism by his donkey.

annoying, even irritati ertections age hidden behind a
W:r_l_uf_il_l_EE‘u_t‘)_lis platitudes, then the voice of Torah has been silenced.
The great Talmudic teacher Abaye once mmmm

ifa rabbi is very much liked by the townspeople it is often not so much
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because of his superiority but because of the fact that he tactfully
refrains from every kind of criticism!

When we insist, time and again, that Orthodoxy today must not
be silent, we do not mean merely that it avail itself of every channel
of publicity just to mimic others and, so to speak, jump on the orga-
nizational bandwagon of other groups. Cooperate we must; but in al|
matters we must, on the basis of our Torah ideals, be critical and expose
that which is non-Jewish and anti-Jewish. Whether it be a question of
federal aid to Jewish day schools or a problem of synagogue architec-
ture or a matter of kosher or non-kosher meals at the affairs of Jewish
organizations, we must never be afraid to be respectfully critical. “Thou
shalt surely rebuke thy neighbor.” As long as we regard our fellow Jew
as our “neighbor,” we must not abstain from the mitzva of criticism.

What is true for religion is true for democracy. A democracy can-
not survive if there is no right of criticism. ‘The freedom to criticize the

government is what determines whether the government is a democ-
racy or a dictatorship. The difference between a good democracy and
a poor one is the extent to which the citizens avail themselves of this
right. No nation, society, or people can live on a high moral plane if
criticism is either absent or suppressed. That is why we American Jews
should not consider it an act of treachery when one of us is critical of
the State of Israel, provided it is done in the proper spirit. Nor should
we be hypersensitive to some of the very justified criticism leveled at
American Jewry by our Israeli brothers. The Rabbis rightly declared
(Shabbat 1gb) that Jerusalem was destroyed because its citizens failed
to exercise their duty to criticize one another.

Our Rabbis even ventured the idea that criticism has a place in
domestic life. “A love which does not contain the element of criticism
is not really love” (Genesis Rabba 54:3). A love between husband and
wife in which there is no recognition of each other’s faults is static and
must soon fade away. Wheg love is not blind but critical, when there is_
an attempt, in the spirit of love, to improve each other, then that love is
dynami; it leads to growth and development. -

~But of course this is a tall order. The practice of criticism, in the
spirit the Torah means it, is a most difficult art. It is so painful to be
criticized, even for small things, especially when we realize that the

e
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reproach is justified. And it is even maore difficult to reprove a friend in
the proper manner, so that | cause him the least anguish and am most
assured that the criticism will have a successful resyls - the correction
of the mistake. How interesting that in an age [ar richer in greatness
and nobility than ouss, the sainted Rabbi Tarphon remarked, “1 wonder
if there is anyone left in this generation who knows how to take criti-
cism” - and Rabbi Alazar ben Azaniah answered, *I would be more sur-
prised to find someone lef i this generation who knows how to five
criticism” (Araklin 16b). If MY purpose in criticizing you is only that
I seem hiﬂ.;nr n comparison, that | m:ii.-.'l'rmlfy needle you, then | am
captious, not critical; then my remarks ire a sin, not 3 mitzva; for then
I do not abserve " Yoy shall surely rebuke,” by rather commit the sin
of msulting another human being (Avot 3:0). “True criticism, said the
philosopher poet Yehud, halevi (Kuzari 5:30), is such that you must
reprove with intent to improve - in other wonds, tesium, repentance,
or religious and moral growth, must be the goal of criticism. And this
noble aim of “Thow shalt surely rebuke™ can be achicwed only if it s
BWvenan a spinit of profoynd Friendshap, in lowve, in loyalty; the object of
the reprool must be “thy neighbor,” your dear Iriend, and you must Bive
it so that he remains your friend. “The Talvinud { Scandredein wih) nuin-
tains that Jerobam, the idu:-l-mrrshiplung king who sphit Jewry into twe
nations, was rewarded with the crown because he had the COUrage Lo
criticize King Solomoi, And why was he ultimately punished? Because
he reproached him publicly and thereby embarrassed him P Gireat is the
man who can deoepl criticism. Greater ¥et is he whao uduu‘;l:-::ﬁ?'lul
greatest of all is he who knows how to administer it in 4 spirit of hove
and sensitivity, without Causing pain and chagrin. :

One last point, the most Hnportant, remains to be made. Until
how we have spoken of the criticism of others. Yet this is only the pre
lude to the most difficyls Al = cniticism of one’s sell. How does one go
about reproaching himself? 'Ihé;:&‘_il Ba'al Shem Toy taught that you
arrive at sell-crilicism through your criticism of others. That is how he
explains the well known mishng (Avot 4:1) that * Whe is wise? He who
learns from every man” When you look into a mirror, the Bal Shem
tells us, you see all your own filts and deficiencies - the shape of your
nuse, the complexion of your skin, the size of your teeth. So when you

o
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look at your fellow man and notice his faults, treat h_:mﬁ a F‘n_i::nr, and
recognize in him your own faults. For it is a part of human nature that
you see only those defects in a friend which you yourself posses to a
greater or lesser degree. He who has a slight tendency to d_lqur‘l from
the truth will be quick to detect the same characteristic in another.
‘The same holds true for the inclination to take that which belongs to
another, or iuu':mr.llily, or bragging, or any other vice. Qur own faults
sensitize us to them in others. The wise man is | t]"u_:__pegx!.u_:q_whu learns
from every other man - who sees hv:L?: Ii;ilin_gs_ :.Ed I_HQ_I:I_ Enuws e has
them himself and proceeds to correct them. He holds up the ;_lersunal-
ity of his friend as a mirror of his own. Criticism of ur.hfrs,_ if under-
taken in the Torah spirit, leads to self-criticism. Perhaps that is wlw’thf
Torah uses the double verl, for greater em phasis - not only ::'luf!:i_ﬁtfl,
criticism of others, but “tekhiah,” reproach of yourself, Interestingly, the
word “hokheiih” s from the same oot as the word " vk ah,” a debate or
dialogue. For when | enticize my friend, even ifhe does not say a wcl::d,
he s the mirvor of my own faults, and | am automatically, through him,
criticiring mysell *Hokltei i tolhiah” is a two- way streel,
We Jews have had this quality of self-criticism in abundance, .il
i evident in our national sense of humor, so often turned mwards. It is
evident in the writings of our prophets, who stung us with their pointed
barbs. 1t is evident in the thorough way in which the Talmud eXPOSes
the least error of 4 Moses or a David. It is evident in the remarkable
lact that, after having been driven out of our homeland by pwplt no
better than us - probably far worse - we say in our holiday prayers “we
deserved it”™ — “umipner hata'ein galinte meiartzeing” “and because of
sins we were exiled from our land
K "Who shall ascend the mountain of the Lord, and who shall
stand in His holy place? He who has clean hands and a pure heart; w.hc-
has not taken My name in vain nor sworn deceitfully. He shall. receive
2 blessing from the Lord and righteousness from the God of his salva-
ion” ( Psalms 24:3-5).
i {Huw ;m-*h;msll.»; cleaned and hearts purified? With the soap of
criticism and the scouring powder of self. criticism.
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