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Hebrew texts from Bar llan Responsa version 24. Links go to texts on Sefaria (which may
vary from the texts here). Translations my own. Video of a class on this topic as well as
this source sheet can be accessed here. A somewhat related d'var Torah, Kedoshim:
Why We Need to Criticize Our Allies is available here.

Introduction

Leviticus 19:17 - 1 7109 L' 719 XK'

INOD 1'7Y XYNNT) A0y NX DDIR NRIN 2272 'DXTNIK KIYNNY

Do not hate your fellow (lit. brother) in your heart, admonish your fellow and do not
bear iniquity on his account.
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(7) One who chastises a scoffer gets abuse as does one who admonishes an evildoer
for his blemishes.
(8) Do not admonish the scoffer lest he hate you, admonish a wise person and he
will love you.

Friends and Enemies
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Admonish your fellow — It is possible to think that the verse means that if you know
that the wrongdoer doesn’t hate you, admonish him, but otherwise do not admonish
him. Therefore, the teaching states nin nain (lit. “admonish you shall admonish”, Lev.
9:17) your fellow, the double language implying that it applies to friend and foe alike. An
alternative understanding (lit. “item”): “your fellow,” (which begins with the letters ny)
means a person who is with you (Hebrew Jny) in mitzvot is the person you admonish,
but you don’t admonish an evildoer who hates you, as is stated (Proverbs 9:7) “One
who chastises a scoffer gets abuse.”

1 This text is from the Meir Ish Shalom edition which is on my Bar llan Responsa CD. The same text on

Sefaria only presents the interpretation that exempts one from admonishing an enemy:
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Why might it be appropriate not to admonish one’s enemies?

e To avoid backlash?

e Because admonitions of enemies is not likely to be effective? If this is part of the
consideration, the disagreement between the opinion that says n'>in nain includes
enemies and the opinion that says that n'in n>in does not include enemies
dovetails with the tension in the sources in the next section.

Likelihood of Success
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Rabbi lla’a said in the name of Rabbi Elazar son of Rabbi Shimon: Just as it is
incumbent on a person to say a thing that will be heard, so, too, it is incumbent on
aperson to not say athing that will not be heard. Rabbi Aba said: Itis an obligation,
as it is stated (Proverbs 9:7): “Do not admonish the scoffer lest he hate you,
admonish a wise person and he will love you.”
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Rava bar Rav Hanin said to Abaye: It is stated in the Mishnah: “We do not clap, nor
do we strike, indicating striking the chest or possibly the thigh, nor do we stomp on Yom
Tov, because it creates sounds,” but nowadays we see that people do thusly and the
sages do not say anything to them, which must indicate that such activities are
permitted. Abaye said to him, i.e. to Rava Hanin: ... Leave Israel alone, better they
should be unwitting in their transgression and not be intentional, i.e. these activities
are in fact forbidden, but the sages do not protest the violations of these rules because
they know they will not be listened to.

Why not say something even if it might be futile?
e So as not to make the violator more culpable?
e So as not to diminish your ability to influence a person/people in situations where
they might listen (i.e. don’t habituate people to ignoring you)?

Note the calculus might be a bit different here, as the misdeeds contemplated here might
be more out of ignorance than in other situations where admonition might be appropriate.
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From where do we know that one who sees something untoward about his friend is
obligated to admonish him? As it says: n*>in ndia (lit. “admonish you shall admonish”,
Lev. 9:17). If he admonished his friend and the friend did not accept the criticism, from
where do we know that he should go back and admonish his friend once again? The
teaching states n»in ndin the double language suggesting admonition in any case. ...
Up to what point is one expected to admonish? Rav said: up to the point of striking,
i.e. until the one being admonished strikes the person doing the admonishing. Shmuel
says: up to cursing, i.e. until the one being admonished curses the person doing the
admonishing. Rabbi Yohanan says: up to reprimand, i.e. until the one being
admonished curses the person doing the admonishing. This disagreement among Rav,
Shmuel, and Rabbi Yohanan is like the dispute among Tanaim, i.e. the rabbis
contemporary to the Mishnah, Rabbi Eliezer says: up to striking, Rabbi Joshuah says:
up to cursing, Ben Azai says up to reprimand.

This text seems to suggest that admonition should be engaged in even if it is fairly unlikely
to succeed. This obligation is limited by the potential for backlash, which is similar to one
of the reasons we saw above regarding not admonishing an enemy.

Not Ritba and Rav Moshe Isserles (among others) suggest that the rule in Yevamot 65a
that one need/should not issue criticism (at least more than once) that will not be accepted
applies only to criticizing a group of people but not to criticizing an individual.? In the
Mosad Harav Kook printing of Ritba’s commentary, |'no' nnx 7891 a1n has a lengthy
footnote (188) offering different perspectives on this.

2 In the Mosad Harav Kook printing of Ritba’s commentary, |'no' nnx 7891 210 has a lengthy footnote (188)
offering different perspectives on this.
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Rav, Rabbi Haninah, Rabbi Yohanan, and Rav Haviva taught (in all of Order Moed,
whenever this set of sages is mentioned switch out Rabbi Yohanan and add Rabbi
Yonatan): Anyone who can protest the sinful conduct of the people of his house and
does not protest is made responsible for his household, anyone who can protest the
sinful conduct of the people of his city and fails to do so is made responsible for the
people of his city, anyone who can protest the sinful conduct of the entire world and
fails to do so is made responsible for the entire world.

| assume the term “protest” here means an ability to protest effectively, as | would think
that a person is always capable of protesting at least ineffectively, and if that were the
meaning of the term, the text could simply say “Anyone who fails to protest the conduct
of ...”. Therefore, this part of the text implies that one is only held responsible for one’s
silence if speaking up might have had an effect and probably implies that one need not

protest if the protest would be ineffective. However, the Talmud states a few lines down:
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Rabbi Zeira said to Rabbi Simon: Let the Master admonish the people of the house
of the Exilarch (the text does not specify what the people of the house of the Exilarch
were doing wrong). Rabi Simon said to him, i.e. to Rabbi Zeira, they would not accept
it from me i.e. heed my criticism. Rabbi Zeira said to him, i.e. to Rabbi Simon, even
though they would not accept the criticism, let the Master admonish them, For Rabbi
Ahah son of Rabbi Haninah taught: No positive decision left the mouth of the
Blessed Holy One that God retracted and made it a negative decision except for this
matter ... where God decided to protect certain people from destruction and ... the
attribute of justice said before the Blessed Holy One: Master of the Universe, what
is the difference between these, i.e. those condemned to death, and these, i.e. those
who would be protected? God said to her, i.e. to the attribute of justice: these are
completely righteous people and these are completely wicked people. The attribute
of justice said before God: Master of the Universe: They could have protested and
did not protest. God said to her, i.e. to the attribute of justice, it is revealed and known
before me that had the righteous people protested to them, i.e. to the wicked people,
the wicked people would not have accepted the criticism from them, i.e. from the
righteous people. The attribute of justice said before Him, i.e. before God: Master of
the Universe: if this was revealed to you that the admonition of the righteous people
would not be effective, was it revealed to them that their admonition would not be
effective?

Does this text call into question whether one can ever decide that admonition will not be
effective?
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Even though they would not accept the criticism, let the Master admonish them —
That is, Rabbi Zeira argues to Rabbi Simon that one should issue admonishment when
it is doubtful whether they will accept the admonition, as is said in the adjacent text,
“was it revealed to them that their admonition would not be effective?” but where it is
certain they will not accept the admonition, “leave them alone ... better they should
be unwitting in their transgression and not be intentional,” as is stated in chapter
“One Who Brings Jugs of Wine” (Betzah page 30a and there) and in chapter
“Borrows” (below, i.e. Tractate Shabbat page 148b) regarding adding time to the
Yom Kippur fast.

Does Tosafot’s interpretation really hold up? Isn’t the point of W22 m pn% that human
beings can never be so certain? Or am | reading in? Otherwise, perhaps the distinction
in Dn%? mn is that people are acting out of pure ignorance. Or, maybe the texts don’t
entirely agree.

Considerations For Public Admonition

Babylonian Talmud Arakhin 16b - 2 Tmy T0 9T |'>2y Ndon 722 TIN'N
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It is possible to think that one should admonish a person even if his face changes, i.e.

changes color as a result of embarrassment, c.f. below texts, therefore, the teaching
states “do not bear iniquity on his account.”
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It is possible to think that a person should admonish someone even if you admonish

him and his face changes, therefore, the teaching states “do not bear iniquity on
his account.”

Rashi on Leviticus 19:17 - 7' 2109 V' P19 D'YITZ NYI9 X'l "wn
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And do not bear iniquity on his account — do not whiten his face, i.e. embarrass the
person in public.
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A tanna, i.e. one who was trained to memorize and recite teachings from the era of the

Mishnah, taught before Rav Nahman son of Yitzhak: Anyone who whitens the face,

of his fellow, i.e. embarrasses his fellow, in public, is as if he spills blood. Rav

Nahman said to him, i.e. to the tanna: You have spoken well, for we see that when a

person is embarrassed the red color of the person’s face leaves and a white color
arrives.
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inic Perspectives on When Not to Criticize

A Jeopardy Clue (Show #9080 - Friday, April 12, 2024)3

FROM THE LATIN FOR
"DEATH",

IT CAN INDEED MEAN

TO RENDER NECROTIC

BAT IT'S MORE
ASSOCIATED AS A WORD
MEANING TO EMBARRASS

Response: What is mortify?

3 https://www.j-archive.com/showgame.php?game id=8886
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Due to Kamtza and Bar Kamtza Jerusalem was destroyed. A certain person whose
friend was Kamtza and enemy was Bar Kamtza made a feast. He told his servant:
Go bring Kamtza to me. The servant went and brought him Bar Kamtza. The host
saw that Bar Kamtza was sitting at the feast and said to him, i.e. to Bar Kamtza: Now,
that person, is the enemy of that person, i.e. you and | are enemies, what do you
want here, i.e. why are you here? Get up and leave. Bar Kamtza said to him: Since |
came, i.e. | am already here, leave me, i.e. let me stay and | will pay you the cost of
what | eat and drink (56a). The host said to him, i.e. to Bar Kamtza, No. Bar Kamtza
said to him: let me stay and | will pay you the cost of half of the feast. The host said
to him, i.e. to Bar Kamtza, No. Bar Kamtza said to him: let me stay and | will pay you
the cost of the entire feast. The host said to him, i.e. to Bar Kamtza, No. The host
took him by the hand and stood him up and removed him. Bar Kamtza said: Since
the rabbis were sitting there and did not protest to him, i.e. did not complain to the
host about the host’s actions, learn (lit. hear) from it that the host’'s behavior was
pleasing to them, i.e. to the rabbis. | will go inform# against them at the palace (Bar
Kamtza then sets a plot into action that results in the destruction of Jerusalem by Rome).

There is an understandable reticence to providing corrective criticism in public so as to
avoid embarrassing a person. However, when a person takes actions in public
(especially, although I would argue not exclusively, actions that hurt others), speaking out
publicly may be necessary to avoid leaving the impression that one views such actions
as acceptable. On the other hand, speaking out publicly does require extreme care so
as to avoid unnecessary embarrassment (especially if the wrongdoer is at least somewhat
innocent).

4 Translated per Jastrow dictionary, which explains the literal meaning of the phrase x¥1ip 102 715'x as “to
eat (the bread of) destruction, eat the informer’s bread, hence to inform against.”
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It is taught in a baraita Rabbi Tarfon said: | would be shocked if in this generation
there were a person who received admonition well, for if a person said to him, i.e. if
one person were to admonish another, saying, “remove the splinter from between your
eyes,” the person being admonished would say to him, i.e. to the person issuing the
corrective criticism, “remove the beam from between your eyes,” i.e. your sins are
greater (whataboutism at its finest!).® Rabbi Elazar ben Azaria said: | would be
shocked if in this generation there were a person who knew how to properly
admonish.

These issues highlight the importance of Torah study analyzing these issues. When
these situations arise, it is often at the spur of the moment. Advanced study puts us in
the best place to hopefully make the best and most nuanced choices as to how to act in
that moment. In the merit of our study of these issues, may God inspire us with the
wisdom and compassion to speak out when we should, to hold our tongues when we
must, and to help guide ourselves and others toward fulfilling God'’s will.

5 Thank you to my teacher, Rabbi Ronald Price for emphasizing the importance of this text when | sent out
an early version of this source sheet to my colleagues in Morashah, the rabbinic fellowship of UTJ.

6 The similarity between this metaphor and one found in Matthew 7:4-5 caught the eye of my colleague
Rabbi Steve Golden (the pun is his as well). Similarly, Google also pointed me to Luke 6:41-42.
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https://utj.org/viewpoints/videos/bite-your-tongue-rabbinic-perspectives-on-when-not-to-criticize
https://www.sefaria.org/Arakhin.16b.6?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%207&version=KJV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke%206%3A41-43&version=NABRE

