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Admonishing without destroying1 

 

 

A young couple become parents.  They begin to imagine all the positive and uplifting 

interactions they will have with their children.  Admonishing and criticizing children is most 

likely not part of this blissful scene.  Unfortunately, the reality of life and the chinuch obligations 

of parents soon intrude and require parents, on occasion, to correct, reprimand and admonish 

(i.e., give “tochacha” to) their children.  However, when they try to implement these measures, 

they often find their efforts to be ineffective at best or counterproductive at worse.  Yet it is clear 

that we are halachically obligated at times to admonish our fellow man and to guide and correct 

our children. 

 

 This article will explore how chazal look at the issue of reprimanding and admonishing - 

particularly regarding chinuch - and their advice on how to maximize its positive impact and 

minimize the likelihood of it backfiring.2  

 

In the good old days 

 

 When contemporary mechanchim or therapists discuss the importance of admonishing 

with sensitivity, people often roll their eyes.  In their minds this concern is purely a result of the 

pathetic level of pampering that today's “spoiled” children enjoy.  In the good old days, they 

claim, you could yell at and even humiliate children and it would only make them better (or at 

least the damage wouldn't be readily apparent!)  Is the need to be cautious when reprimanding 

primarily a result of the weakness of today's generation?   

 

  It surprises some people to learn that this sensitivity for the emotional reaction of the 

rebuked has a very long history.  In fact, it “concerned” Hashem when he admonished Aharon 

 
1 Based on a presentation to parents at the Garden View Estates in Loch Sheldrake, NY, Summer 2016.  I thank my 

son R' Eliyohu Meir for his considerable input for this article. 
2 Most dictionaries distinguish between "admonishing" and "reprimanding" thus: "Admonishing" is gentle or 

friendly reproof or criticism; counseling against fault or oversight; warning, while "reprimanding" is a severe, 

formal or official reproof; rebuke, private or public. In the context of chinuch the former is almost always more 

effective than the latter. See footnote below from the ש"ת הריב"שו  where he distinguishes between הוכחה (perhaps 

comparable to "admonishing") and תוכחה (perhaps comparable to "reprimanding").      
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and Miriam for speaking ill of Moshe Rabbeinu!  Rashi says that Hashem “requested” of them to 

listen.  The Sifsei Chachomim notes that if Hashem would have spoken angrily, He wouldn't 

have been heard!!  This by people of the exalted level of Aharon and Miriam being spoken to by 

Hashem Himself!!1  Yet some make fun when told that we shouldn't speak harshly to children! 

 

 While it is clear from chazal that there has been a steady deterioration over the 

generations in people's ability to productively tolerate rebuke,2 nonetheless, it is also clear that it 

was always the case that one had to exercise caution and good judgment when admonishing.  It is 

also clear that regardless of whether there has or hasn't been major changes in recent generations 

in children's ability to productively make use of rebuke, we have to make chinuch decisions 

based on current realities.    

 

 Rav Shlomo Wolbe makes this point in a letter of haskamah to the sefer Nefesh 

Hayeshiva where he praises the author for being sensitive to the emotional vulnerabilities of 

contemporary children.  “Were previous generations [emotionally] healthier?” asks Rav Wolbe.  

“We don’t really know” he answers, but we do know that in our times we have to be very 

sensitive to these vulnerabilities.3 

 

 

Admonishing ourselves 

 

 The importance of admonishing with wisdom applies equally when admonishing others 

or admonishing ourselves.  Rav Yitzchok Hutner states that the gemara's statement that there 

wasn't anyone in that generation who was capable of admonishing (giving tochacha) in a 

respectful (and thus effective) manner could equally be applied to charata (regret) - which is, in 

essence, tochacha directed at the self.4 

 

 

When parents admonish 

 

 In addition to the general imperative to admonish in a matter that is respectful and 

effective, parents need to be especially cognizant of the impact of their admonishment on their 

overall relationship with their child.  Since the transmission of our mesorah is primarily 

dependent on the parent-child relationship, it would be foolhardy to thoughtlessly undermine this 

relationship.   

 
: כלומר אע"פ שחרה בם אף ה' מ"מ דבר עמהם בנחת. שאלו חכמיםשפתי בהעלתך יב:ו "שמעו נא דברי". רש"י: אין נא אלא לשון בקשה.  1

 היה דבריו בכעס לא היו דבריו נשמעים. וללמוד קל וחומר לבשר ודם שיהיו דבריו בנחת.  
2 See my article (at www.DrSorotzkin.com) "Corporal punishment: Have the times changed?" for numerous sources.  

)הרב יעקב ב. פרידמן, עמ' ל'(: )מתוך דברי הסכמה של רבי שלמה וולבה( הן הוא הכיר את דורנו... חדר לתוך נבכי   נפש הישיבהספר   3

 נו בדעת ובכח... האם דורות קדומים היו בריאים יותר? לא נדע... לבטיו, ידע את העניות של
קבלה בידינו מרבותינו שבמשך הדורות בהפועל ממש דתשובה  תשל"ד(:  –)עמ' שלט, עשי"ת  ספר רשימות לבהובא ב הפחד יצחקבעל   4

נוי ביניהן יותר ניכרת....   והמקור לקבלה נעשית חרטה יותר חלש לעומת קבלה להבא הנעשית יותר חזק.  ובמשך הדורות נמי הדגשת השי

  זאת היא הגמ' ערכין )טז:( אמר ראב"ע תמיהני אני אם יש בדור הזה שיודע להוכיח.  ופירש"י דרך כבוד שלא יהו פניו משתנין ע"כ. ... פי'

היא תוכחת האדם לעצמו.   ובאמת כן נמי בחרטת האדם עצמו, דכל חרטה באופן שלא להחליש יותר מדאי דעתו של מי שמוכיחין לו.

ואדרבה,   והיה המימרא יכול להיות תמיהני אני אם יש בדור הזה שיודע להתחרט.  פי' בלי להחליש דעת עצמו יותר מדאי עד כדי מורך הלב.

בלה שבמשך הדורות חרטה היא דוקא מתוך תקיפות הדעת, ... ומי שאינו יודע להתחרט, אינו יודע להוכיח לשני נמי. ... וסוגיין היא מקור הק

 נעשית חרטה יותר חלש, שבמשך הדורות וירידתן נעשית כל תקיפות הדעת יותר חלש. 
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 HaRav Shmuel Yaakov Weinberg emphasized this point in a powerful message to 

mechanchim at a Torah Umesorah Convention:   

 

“Listen to me carefully please.  We are living in an age where the most important thing 

we as parents have going for us is the personal contact and caring we have with our 

children.  We no longer have any other method of discipline… [If you] send them out … 

you are hurting yourself worse than you are hurting them… Since the greatest effect we 

have on our children is through our personal relationship with them, the first and most 

important thing that a mother and father must do for that relationship is to win their 

affection, loyalty, and care.  And you cannot do anything that in any way diminishes that 

feeling of affection, loyalty and care.  You must give that first and greatest priority of 

all.”1 

 

 Likewise, Maran HaRav Shach states that “the underlying purpose of the mitzvah of 

kibud av v’eim is to ensure the transmission of the mesorah from generation to generation, since 

our mesorah is dependent on children valuing the teachings from those from the previous 

generations. If children become alienated from their parents then the next step is for them to 

become alienated from their teachings and thus break the chains of the mesorah.”2   Needless to 

say, it is therefore incumbent on the parents not to behave toward their children in a manner that 

would make it almost inevitable that they will become alienated from their parents.  This point is 

also emphasized by the Sefer Chassidim [see footnote].3   

 

 HaRav Shach also emphasized that: 

  

one of the most important tasks of parents is to provide their children with a warm, loving 

and emotionally supportive home.  With this foundation children are able to develop the 

internal fortitude to resist outside negative influences.  Parents who do not do this are 

destroying, with their own hands, the soul of their children….  All parents are required to 

do is to provide their children with warmth and love together with setting a positive 

personal example.  Today, parents are afraid of giving children love. They don’t 

understand that this is the most important factor in being mechanech children; to provide 

them with a lot of warmth and love!!4   

 

 
1 Chinuch Insights from the Rosh HaYeshiva – Transcripts from Q & A sessions at the Torah Umesorah 

Conventions, Edited by Doniel Frank (pp. 2-3), 
, עמ' שצה'(:  ...מה שאמרו הקדמונים כי יסוד מצוות מ שך"הגראממרן ' עובדות וכו, ח"תשס הרב אשר ברגמן,)" הישיבהאורחות ספר "  2

כאו"א הינו על מנת לשמר את מסורת התורה והאמונה מדור לדור, שהרי כל אמונתנו ותורתנו מתבססת על ההערכה וההשמעות לדורות 

 השלב הבא הוא לנתק את שרשרת הדורות לחלוטין. הקדמונים. אם מתנכרים להורים... הרי ש
שהאב והאם בכלל תיראו, שלא יכעיסו  -כתיב איש אמו ואביו תיראו לשון רבים ולא כתיב תירא לשון יחיד  :(ה''סימן תקס) ספר חסידים  3

 .את הבן כל כך עד שלא יוכל להתאפק וימרוד בהם
רטו'(: סיפר רבינו כי אחד מתפקידיהם היותר -'ריג' עמ מ שך"הגראממרן ' עובדות וכוה, "תשס -הרב אשר ברגמן ( "אורחות הבית"ספר   4

וזאת על מנת שבסיס זה יאפשר להם למצוא בתוכם פנימה את , סביבה תומכת, הינו להעניק לבניהם בית חם ואוהב –נכבדים של האב והאם 

הרי הם גורמים בידיים   -רבינו אומר ' הי -הורים אשר אינם עושים כן . השוניםהכוחות הנדרשים לשם ההתעלות וההתגברות על המפריעים 

כאשר נשאל על ידי אחד ממקורביו מה כדאי ללמד ....  הרי שבשלב מאוחר יותר -אם לא בטווח הקרוב , לאבד את נפשם של בניהם ובנותיהם

!!  מספיק מה שמלמדים בחיידר!! אין ללמד אותו מאומה: "ינו והשיבנענה רב –' ב-'לאחר שלימדוהו כבר את אותיות הא, את בנו בן שנתיים

מפחדים לתת לילדים  –היום : "וחזר שוב, סיכם רבינו –...." עם דוגמא אישית –על ההורים מוטל רק להעניק לילדם הרבה חום ואהבה 

 !!"...אהבהלהעניק להם הרבה חום ו: ואין מבינים כי זהו הדבר החשוב ביותר לחינוך הילדים, אהבה
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 Interestingly, a recently published report by a distinguished scholar on a major study on 

the transmission of faith from one generation to the next came to the same conclusion.  For 

almost four decades, Vern Bengtson and his colleagues have been conducting the largest-ever 

study of religion and family across generations. They have followed more than 350 families 

composed of more than 3,500 individuals whose lives span more than a century--the oldest was 

born in 1881, the youngest in 1988--to find out how religion is, or is not, passed down from one 

generation to the next.  They found that despite enormous changes in American society, a child is 

actually more likely to remain within the fold than leave it. And while outside forces do play a 

role, the crucial factor in whether a child keeps the faith is the presence of a strong family bond. 

Parents who take their faith seriously and interact with their children during their formative years 

in a warm, affirming and respectful manner are more likely to pass on their religious tradition, 

beliefs, and practices.1 

 

 Some parents may react to Rav Shach's statement incredulously: “Perhaps it was true 

years ago that parents were afraid to love their children, but today's children receive too much 

love, they have it too good!” they exclaim.  “They are spoiled!”2  However when they give 

examples of the “too much love” that the children received, it is most often related to “things” 

(toys, clothes etc.) they give children, and not to love, attention, respect, or sensitivity to their 

emotional needs.  In fact, to truly spoil children, you need to both give them too much of what 

they don't need (e.g., expensive toys) and too little of what they do need (e.g., love and 

attention).  I once saw a wise quote: “Too much love never spoils a child.  Children become 

spoiled when we substitute presents for presence.”3  Some parents consider being 

inappropriately over-indulgent and even disengaged as examples of being “too good” to children.  

This is, of course, not the case at all.   

 

 Rav Matisyahu Salomon recently made it clear that this hesitancy to be loving of one's 

children can still be a challenge in today's day and age.  He stated: 

 

Perhaps the following statement will shock people, but the reality is that nowadays, many 

parents don't love their children, and many others don't do enough to convey that love to 

their children.4 

 

One of the things that I began to realize when I started to study the subject [of struggling 

teens] was that so many people are not capable of loving.  They don't know what love is; 

it's not something you can speak to people about.  To them love is like a vort of the 

baalei mussar, about the man who says, “I love fish,” and then cuts it up and eats it.  

That's how far their love is capable of going.5 

 

 

 

 
1  Families and Faith: How Religion is Passed Down across Generations. (2013) by Vern L. Bengtson. 
2 Alfie Kohn documents in his book "The Myth of the Spoiled Child" (2016) how every new generation of parents 

for hundreds of years have complained that "today's kids are so spoiled, unlike the kids in our days." 
3 Anthony Witham. 
4 With Cords of Love: Reaching the Struggling Teen: Based on the Teachings & Guidance of Harav Mattisyahu 

Salomon shlit"a, by Ezriel Tauber (2016), p. 99.   
5 Hamodia's Inyan Magazine “Indestructible Cords." Vol. XIX No. 943, 1/11/17 - pp. 16-23 (p. 20).   
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When teachers and leaders rebuke 

 

 The concern that rebuke may undermine the teacher-disciple relationship, or the parent-

child relationship is found by both Yaakov Avinu and by Moshe Rabbeinu.      

 

 Rashi tells us that Moshe Rabbeinu waited until shortly before he died to admonish Klal 

Yisroel because he was concerned with a negative reaction.  Rashi explains that he learned this 

concern from Yaakov who refrained from admonishing his children until shortly before his death 

because he was concerned that his children would rebel and join up with Eisov.  Likewise, 

Tosfos Ri Hazokein asserts that when parents are relentlessly punitive with their children they 

“inflame their children's yetzer horah and cause them to sin.”1  If Yaakov Avinu and Moshe 

Rabbeinu were concerned that their admonitions may backfire how can we feel that we can 

admonish with impunity?!   

 

 

Does the underlying motivation of the admonisher matter? 

 

 I had always wondered how waiting to admonish until shortly before their death 

alleviated Yaakov and Moshe's concern of a negative reaction?  Why would this timing make it 

less likely for the admonished to feel rejected, hurt and insulted, feelings that could cause them 

to rebel?     

 Then I saw an amazing insight from the Ben Ish Chai that may help us understand 

Rashi.  The posuk tells us that Hashem chastises us “like a man disciplines his son.”  Asks the 

Ben Ish Chai; why doesn't it say “like a father disciplines his son”?  Why does it state; “like a 

man disciplines his son?”  After all, we are talking about a father and son.  He answers that 

when a father disciplines his son there may very well be a selfish motivation in addition to the 

father's concern for his son’s well-being.  Perhaps he's embarrassed by his son’s misbehavior.  

When the posuk uses the term “man” it means someone who took a homeless child off the street 

and he is trying to educate him.  In this situation whatever misbehaviors the child exhibits 

wouldn't reflect on the father.  Therefore, such a person disciplines without any selfish 

motivation.  Likewise, explains the Ben Ish Chai, when Hashem disciplines us there is only His 

concern for us.2    

 

 
למיתה. אמר, ראובן  ניו אלא סמוךממי למד, מיעקב שלא הוכיח את ב מלמד שלא הוכיחן אלא סמוך למיתה.דברים א:ג, ד"ה נאמר:  רש"י  1

   בני, אני אומר לך מפני מה לא הוכחתיך כל השנים הללו, כדי שלא תניחני ותלך ותדבק בעשו אחי.
, וגורם לו ומטיל בו יצר הרע)קידושין ל.(: אב המכה את בנו עובר ב"לפני עור לא תתן מכשול", היינו דוקא במכה והולך, תוס' ר"י הזקן 

 [. 569רבי יצחק זילברשטיין, ח"א עמ'  מאתשיעורי תורה לרופאים להחטיאו.  ]וראה גם בספר 
יש אב ממש , ד"ונראה לי בס?  את בנו אבוה ליה למימר כאשר ייסר ה, קשה": כי כאשר ייסר איש את בנו, "ה:דברים ח, חי עה"ת שבן אי  2

כי איש דעלמא המיסר , ויש הפרש ביניהם, ולכך נחשב זה בנו, ורק גדל את הבן הזה ופרנסו, אלא הוא איש דעלמא.  ויש אינו אב ממש, שילדו

שאם , וגם לטובת עצמו, הוא מיסרו לטובת הבן, המיסר את בנו, אבל אב ממש, אינו מיסרו אלא לטובת הבן, שהוא נחשב בנו, את הילד שגדל

אין נוגע , שאם חטאת", אלקיך מיסרך' בנו ה-את אישכי כאשר ייסר , לבבך-וידעת עם: "וזהו שאמר ...הבן רע מעללים אז החרפה תהיה לאביו

 ....  לו חרפת חטאיך אליו

Likewise, Rav Matisyahu Salomon states:  A struggling child ... needs to be convinced that his parents' desire for 

him to improve is motivated by pure consideration of what's best for him, not by their shame of how he is viewed in 

the public eye [With Cords of Love, p. 134]. 
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 This insight can perhaps shed light on why waiting to admonish until shortly before 

their death made Yaakov and Moshe feel that their admonishing would be better received.  

Perhaps the admonished would be less suspicious that their admonisher is motivated by selfish 

motivations when they are about to die.    

 

 The importance of the motivation of the mechanech is emphasized by Rav Matisyahu 

Solomon:1  

 

Unlike in our relationship with the Ribono Shel Olam [where there is a value to doing a 

mitzvah for an extrinsic motivation], our efforts in chinuch have no value without the 

proper motives and intentions… shelo lishmah has no value in chinuch [i.e., when the 

parent is motivated by his own needs].  In fact, it is destructive….     

 

When a parent demands a certain behavior from his child… not because it serves the 

interest of the child but because it serves the parent’s own interests, that is not chinuch.  It 

will not succeed… When a child senses that his parent is demanding something from him 

because it suits the parent, he may very well feel used and exploited, he will be upset and 

angry.… People ask their children to show off in front of friends… how much Mishnayos 

[they’ve] learned… The child recognizes right away that the parent is doing it for his own 

glory. The parent, of course, may tell himself that he is doing it for chinuch…. But more 

often than not, he is only showing off his child because it brings him reflected glory… He 

may not know it, but his child does, and he is not happy about how he is being used…. 

 

The primary purpose of having children is not to have nachas from them but rather 

to help them lead the kind of life that will culminate in their holy neshamos entering 

Olam Haba… The chinuch of a child is not an investment that is supposed to bear fruit 

for the parent.2          

 

Rav Matisyahu Salomon relates this to the posuk we are discussing:   

 

The Torah tells us, “And you will know in your heart that just as a man disciplines his 

son so does Hashem discipline you.”  What does this mean?  It certainly doesn’t mean the 

way some fathers discipline their children, with anger, negativity, [and] vengefulness.  

We would be in deep trouble if that’s what it meant.  No, the Ribono Shel Olam 

disciplines us as a loving father disciplines his child.3           

 

 The degree to which the motivation of the one administrating discipline impacts on its 

effectiveness can be learned from a halacha regarding the shliach beis din who administered 

molkos. The gemara rules that the officer of the court who administers lashes needs to be wise 

and weak.4  Now we can understand why it's important that he not be so strong so as not to inflict 

 
1 With Hearts Full of Love, ArtScroll, 2009, pp. 45-47. 
2 Perhaps the explanation for this distinction is that in avodas Hashem since ultimately it really is for our own 

benefit, it’s not so terrible if we initially do it shelo lishmah – in contrast to chinuch where it’s crucial that children 

feel that our expectations from them are solely for their benefit. 
3 Ibid. pp. 39-40. 

 יתר בדעה וחסר בכח".רמב"ם הל' סנהדרין )טז:ט( "  4
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too much damage. But why does he need to be wise?  Administering lashes doesn't seem to be a 

task that requires a great deal of wisdom!    

 Rav Yitzchok Kirzner answers that wisdom is required to properly understand the Torah's 

attitude toward punishment [e.g., that it isn't revenge; rather it's for the benefit of the 

transgressor].  “Apparently that difference in attitude is conveyed in the lashes themselves - a 

certain energy flows from the whip to the recipient's back.  He can discern the difference 

between lashes of love and correction and those of destruction and rejection.”  Apparently, if the 

person receiving malkos perceives (nonverbally!) a distorted view of the Torah's understanding 

of discipline then it undermines its effectiveness.1  

 

 

Admonishing effectively  

 

 Should these concerns regarding the possible negative impact of admonition lead us to 

the conclusion that we should avoid admonishing our children, students and ourselves at all 

costs?  Certainly not.  Rather one needs to be aware of those factors that chazal teach us make 

admonishment more effective.     

 

 

Consider your own contribution to the problem 

 

 Before admonishing, it is crucial that admonishers honestly consider and reflect upon 

their own contribution to the problem.  Besides the unfairness in laying the complete blame on 

the admonished if the admonisher contributed to the problem, it also causes understandable 

resentment and anger.  Consider a father who is a major talker in shul who admonishes his son 

for speaking in shul.  Or the older teen I knew who on occasion would oversleep and daven at 

home.  His father would reprimand him severely.  The comical part was that the father usually 

did this while he himself was davening at home in his talis and tefilin.  This father was self-

employed and had no time pressure to be at work early yet rarely went to shul weekday 

mornings. 

 

  

Or consider the following confession related by the secular father of a 9-year-old girl.  

His daughter's room was painted while she was in school without anyone telling her about it 

beforehand.  When she came home and saw her messy room, she exclaimed:  “What the hell is 

going on here!?”  To which her father angrily retorted:  “Who the hell taught you to speak that 

way!?”  

 

 This point, that the admonisher needs to consider his own contribution to the problem 

being addressed, was made by the author of Chovas Hatalmidim in a talk to melamdim: “We 

 
1 Making Sense of Suffering, ArtScroll 2002, p. 64, fn. 
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tend to look down at our troubled youth as if only they are responsible and we are blameless.  

We should also feel pained and distressed over own our negligence.  Only then can we find 

solutions.”1   

 

 Likewise, when Dovid Hamelech’s son Adoniyah rebelled against him, the posuk notes 

that Dovid “never saddened him by saying ‘Why do you do this’?”  The Maharal asks, why 

indeed did Dovid fail to admonish his son when he observed him acting inappropriately?  The 

Maharal gives an amazing explanation based on the Ralbag.  Dovid attributed the rebelliousness 

of his sons to the fact that their mother was a captive woman (יפת תואר) .  Even though chazal 

explain that Dovid took a captive woman leshem shomayim in an effort to save Klal Yisroel from 

war, nonetheless since chazal teach us that taking a captive women will lead to having a 

rebellious son, Dovid felt that if he admonished his son: “Why did you do this”? his son would 

answer: “Because you took a captive woman.”2  

 

 Likewise, Rav Dovid Feinstein explained in his Chumash shiur that the reason why a 

captive woman ends up being a despised wife is because she reminds her husband of his 

weakness.  Instead of taking responsibility for his actions he turns his anger against his wife and 

then against his child [who understandably becomes rebellious as a result.]3   

 

 

 

Admonishment is only effective in the context of a positive relationship 

 

 For admonishment to prompt self-reflection rather than anger and resentment it needs to 

occur in the context of a warm and loving relationship.  As I quoted above from Rav Yitzchok 

Kirzner regarding punishment, the recipient of the punishment can feel the motivations of the 

punisher.  If the motivation is anger or revenge, then it won’t achieve its intended goal.   

 

 The Chofetz Chaim points out that when Yitzchok Avinu wanted to warn Yaakov not to 

take a wife from the daughters of Canaan, he was careful to first bentch him.  “Take a look,” says 

the Chofetz Chaim: 

 
כאילו רק הם האשמים בדבר ואנו לגמרי ' בכלל רגילים אנו להביט על בני הנוער כו: "יח עם מלמדים" בתחילת ספר חובת התלמידים"ש   1

' ]רב תודות לבני החשוב ר ' "ורק אז נוכל לחפש עצה מה לתקן ולעשות וכו.  עלינו להרגיש כאב ודאגת הלב גם על התרשלותנו'. נקיים וכו

 שמשך את תשומת לבי למראה מקום הזה[. אליהו מאיר עמו"ש
מימיו לאמר [ את אדוניה]ולא עצבו אביו (:  ו:א' מלכים א) הפטרת חיי שרה( ו"תשס, רב מרדכי הומינר)ת "עה מַלכוּתי חינוך הובא בספר  2

והנה בכה דוד בזה : ל"וז ג"הרלבוהדבר מתורץ לפי מה שכתב ... למה באמת דוד המלך לא עצבו מימיו ל"המהרשואל : ?מדוע ככה עשית

כי  , היות שהוא סבר שהוא אשם, ל"מסביר המהר.  לפי שהיה יודע כי עוונותיו סבבו זה[ א:יט ' שמואל ב] האופן הנפלא על מיתת אבשלום 

.  שיצא ממנו בן סורר ומורה... לומר לך שסופו, ל למה נסמכה פרשת יפת תואר לפרשת בן סורר ומורה"ואמרו חז, התחתן עם יפת תואר

אבל בכל זאת התוצאה היתה שיצאו ממנו , כי היא היתה בת של אחד ממלכי אומות העולם, שלא ילחמו אתו, פ שדוד התכוון לשם שמים"ואע

מדוע כך  , אם היה מעציבו, דודשכך היה אומר אדוניהו ל –' ל על הפסוק ולא עצבו אביו וכו"וזהו שפרשו חז. בנים כמו אדוניהו ואבשלום

, וראה גם בספר אוצר הסיפורים. זה לא ביקורת על דוד" ולא עצבו"ולפי זה יתכן ש.... ]על שלקח אשת יפת תואר[ היה אדוניהו עונה? ]עשית

 .[.ר מבעלז"מהאדמו' כז' עמ
 .כא:כי תצא כא' ראה גם באלשיך פר  3
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Yaakov Avinu is a person of lofty caliber.  His father wants to guide him and tell him 

from where to choose a wife.  What would we do?  We would simply call in our child 

and command him.  But this is not what Yitzchok did.  He called in his son and blessed 

him!  First and foremost, he heaped blessings upon him.  Yaakov was overwhelmed with 

emotion and filled with gratitude.  Then, and only then did Yitzchok instruct him.  And 

even that not in a harsh manner, but rather softly and gently....  How foolish are those 

parents who aren't of the caliber of Yitzchok Avinu, and their child isn't like Yaakov 

Avinu, yet they heavy-handedly command their child in harsh tone, and usually 

accomplish the opposite of their intentions.1        

 

Parental attitudes are particularly important when discipline is indeed called for.  As 

Gabor Maté put it regarding an attention starved child: 

 

The parent has to be able to say a kind but firm no whenever he is unable to meet the 

child's incessant demands for attention.  “I am just not up to doing that now,” he may tell 

the child…  The statement is about the parent and does not express a judgment either 

about the child or about the particular activity in question.  The operative word here is 

kindness.  The problem is often not the parent’s legitimate refusal per se but the 

punishing irritability with which the message is delivered [p. 174].2  Keep in mind that 

“rapport and limit setting go hand in hand,” Stanley Greenspan3 advises.  “As you 

increase limit setting, you need to increase empathy [p. 207].”   

 

 

Overly harsh admonition induces paralyzing fear rather than improvement  

 

 The delicate balance crucial for effective admonishment is highlighted by Moshe 

Rabbeinu's efforts to console Klal Yisroel after they turned pale in reaction to hearing the curses 

enumerated in Parshas Bechukosi.  Moshe reassures them: “Although you have caused much 

anger to Hashem, nevertheless He didn't destroy you.” Asks Rav Leib Chasman, the mashgiach 

of Chevron:  Wasn't the purpose of the curses to instill fear? Why would Moshe want to diminish 

the fear?  

 

 Rav Chasman explains that the purpose of the curses is to induce Klal Yisroel to 

appreciate the serious consequences of violating the Torah.  If they become paralyzed with fear, 

these efforts will backfire.  Therefore, he strove for a delicate balance of trepidation and 

 
"ויקרא יצחק אל יעקב ויברך אתו, ויצוהו ויאמר לו לא תקח אשה מבנות כנען": הביטו וראו.  יעקב אבינו )תולדות כח:א( חפץ חיים עה"ת   1

 ךאיש תם, יושב אהלים.  יצחק אבינו מבקש להדריכו ולומר לו, מהיכן יקח אשה.  מה עליו לעשות, מה היינו אנו עושים? קוראים, ומצווים.  א

ו, וברכו!  בראש ובראשונה הרעיף ברכות על ראשו, וכמה התרגש יעקב אבינו, וכמה הכיר טובה.  ואז,  לא כן עשה יצחק אבינו.  הוא קרא לבנ

רק אז, ציווהו.  ולא בדיבור קשה אלא באמירה רכה )רש"י בהעלותך יב:א(, כאומר: עשה נא עמדי חסד, ואל תקח אשה מבנות כנען...   מה 

אינם כיעקב אבינו, והם מנחיתים על בניהם ציוויים בלשון קשה ובוטה, ומשיגים לרוב  נואלנו אותם הורים שאינם כיצחק אבינו, ובניהם

 תוצאות הפוחות. 
2 Scattered: How ADD originates and what you can do about it, (1999). 
3 A leading American developmental psychiatrist.  
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reassurance.1  Rav Dessler makes a similar point, that strong feelings of shame resulting from the 

awareness of violating one's internal standards can be a powerful incentive for teshuva.  

However, cautions Rav Dessler, it can also trigger a rebellious reaction “in an effort to quell the 

voice of the conscience by force.”2  

 

 Rav Henoch Lebowitz, the late Rosh Hayeshiva of Yeshiva Chofetz Chaim makes this 

point specifically regarding admonishing:   

 

When we admonish someone, we need to first introduce our comments with words of 

encouragement so that the target of our admonishment does not feel that the situation is 

hopeless.  If he despairs, not only will our admonishment not be effective, it is likely to 

actually cause the admonished to increase his improper behavior.3     

 

 The far-reaching consequences of admonishment tainted by even a minute amount of 

personal, non-chinuch related feelings can be learned from an astonishing chazal that is also 

discussed by Rav Henoch Lebowitz.  During the Tisha B'Av Kinnos we read the horrific story of 

how the navi Zechariah rebuked Klal Yisrael in the bais hamikdash only to have them stone him 

to death in the bais hamikdash!  What is perhaps more shocking than this horrific deed is that 

chazal attribute part of the blame to Zechariah himself!  Chazal tells us that he spoke down to the 

people with an attitude of superiority and this triggered their violent reaction!  Rav Lebowitz 

asserts that since a person can't achieve the status of a navi unless he perfected his middos, we 

must assume that this feeling of superiority was very minimal, but because of his greatness, 

Zechariah is held to an exacting standard and therefore is held partly responsible for his own 

murder.4    

 

 It is instructive to contemplate the sensitivity of people to being rebuked. Zechariah 

rebuked Klal Yisroel - as he was instructed to do so by Hashem - with a miniscule degree of a 

superior attitude and this touched off a horrific reaction.  Parents who rebuke harshly will often 

reject concerns of possible negative consequences with the reassurance: “My son knows I only 

want what's best for him!”  Yet, surely no one suspected that Zechariah didn't want the best for 

 
למה נסמכה פרשת אתם נצבים לקללות, לפי ששמעו ישראל מאה   דרש אגדה,ומ: )פס' יב( ש"יר)נצבים כט:ט( "אתם נצבים היום כולכם".   1

קללות חסר שתים, חוץ ממ"ט שבתורת כהנים, הוריקו פניהם ואמרו מי יוכל לעמוד באלו, התחיל משה לפייסם אתם נצבים היום, הרבה 

)מובא בספר פנינים משלחן גבוה(:   מה ביקש משה  בי ליב חסמןר הקשה הכעסתם למקום ולא עשה אתכם כלייה והרי אתם קיימים לפניו:

בפיוסם, הלא הקללות ניתנו על מנת שימנעו מחטוא, ומה כאן מקום לפיסם שהקללות לא יתבצעו כלל? אלא כיון שכל מטרת הקללות הי' 

עלו והשיגו מטרתן, ועכשיו אין להתעסק עמהן. שייראו, הרי כיון שהוריקו פניהם שוב אין צורך בקללות גופן.... ]דהיינו משום שהקללות פ

 ועי' כאן בספר כוכבי אור מכת"י.[
: בושה באה מהרגשת סתירות פנימיות, ויש בה כח גדול להביא את האדם לידי תשובה. אבל מצד אחר, יכול  263ח"ד עמ' מכתב מאליהו   2

ד יכולה להביאו למרוד נגד בוראו לגמרי ח"ו, כדי להשקיט בכח את האדם לבוא על ידה לידי עזות וחוצפה, כי הרגשת הסתירה באופן חזק מא

 קול המצפון.
כאשר אנו נותנים תוכחה לאחר, עלינו להקדים לתוכחה דברי חיזוק, שלא יחשוב מקבל התוכחה  )דברים א:א בא"ד(:ספר חידושי הלב:   3

 התוכחה, ולהיפך עלולה התוכחה לגרום לו להוסיף רשעה על רשעתו. שאין לו תקנה ויבוא לידי ייאוש, כי אחרת לא יעזרו דברי 
ויעמד מעל )מקץ מב:כז(: ... ויעויין במדרש )קהלת רבה, י:ד( וז''ל:  "ורוח אלקים לבשה את זכריה בן יהוידע הכהן  ספר חידושי הלב  4

מכל העם, חתן המלך וכהן ונביא ודיין, התחיל מדבר  )דברי הימים ב, פרק כד(. וכי מעל ראשי העם הי' הולך, אלא שראה עצמו גדול לעם

עם גדולות ואומר להם )שם( למה אתם עוברים את מצות ה' ולא תצליחו וגו' מיד ויקשרו עליו וירגמו אותו אבן במצות המלך'' וכו'.  ראינו, שה

הו.  ויש להבחין כיצד נודע לעם שזכרי' מתגאה הבחין, שזכרי' נתגאה עליהם, לפיכך לא קיבלו את תוכחתו ולא עוד אלא שעמדו עליו והרגו

עליהם, והרי זכרי' הנביא הי' רק משמיע את דברי נבואתו כפי ששמעם מאת הקב''ה, ובודאי שלא הוסיף עליהם כלום?  וגם פה עלינו להסיק 

י מדובר בנביא[, עם כל זאת, הי'  שהעם הבחין מאופן דיבורו, שזכרי' מתגאה עליהם. ואם שפשוט שהיתה שם רק דקות זעירה של גאוה ]שהר

אפשר לעם להבחין ולהרגיש את זאת באופן דבורו של זכרי'.  מוכח מכל זה שאפשר להשומע לחדור בתוך נבכי לבבו עמוק של המדבר ולהכיר 

 את רגשי ורחשי לבבו. 
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Klal Yisroel!  Yet that wasn't sufficient to diminish the harmful impact of his deficient rebuke.  

How much more must we - who are light years distant from the level of Zechariah - need to take 

appropriate precautions not to rebuke in a counterproductive manner. 

 

 

Being don l'kaf zechus even while reprimanding 

 

 We will now discuss another aspect regarding the internal attitude required for effective 

reprimanding: that of being don l'kaf zechus even while reprimanding.  It is important to 

emphasize that this attitude needs to be genuinely felt and not contrived as a psychological 

“trick.”1   

 

 We undermine the effectiveness of a reprimand when we attribute malicious intent and/or 

general depravity to the offender rather than limiting our criticism to the specific issue or 

behavior under discussion.  For one thing, over-generalizations are hardly ever accurate.  

Second, we can never prove a person's motivations so why even go there?  I once read wise 

advice from an educator: to always assume the best possible motivation consistent with the facts.  

There is no reason to assume that the imperative to be don l'kaf zechus (judging other's 

favorably) doesn't also apply to children and students.   

 

 Rav Dessler emphasizes that we should judge the offense while refraining from being 

judgmental of the offender by being don l'kaf zechus.2   This distinction is unfortunately lost on 

many well-meaning people.  They may have the admirable trait of avoiding being judgmental of 

others.  However, they mistakenly assume that this means that they also need to avoid making 

judgments.  This makes it difficult to declare even the most immoral act as “wrong” because 

this may offend those who indulge in that behavior.  This, of course, undermines community 

standards.  As a backlash, those who appropriately worry about deteriorating standards insist on 

condemning both the offense and the offender.  How much better off we would be if we 

embraced Rav Dessler's concept of condemning the offense while judging the offender favorably 

(by considering possible mitigating circumstances, as elaborated on by Rav Lebowitz below).    

  

 Rav Henoch Lebowitz applies the imperative of being don l'kaf zechus to chinuch.  The 

purpose of a reprimand is to improve and correct the one being reprimanded.  It is therefore 

imperative to frame the reprimand in a manner that increases the likelihood that the person will 

be able to accept the message without becoming overly defensive.  He brings evidence for this 

from a mishnah in Sotah that describes how beis din makes a supreme effort to get the sotah to 

confess, so as to preclude the need to erase Hashem's name for the sotah water.  Beis din does 

this by providing the accused with possible mitigating factors that may lessen the gravity of her 

act.  Perhaps it happened under the influence of alcohol, or that of bad friends, it is suggested to 

 
שיכול , ועוד יותר צריך המחנך להאמין בחניך'(:  מג' ב עמ"ח)מאת הרב יעקב מרדכי גרינוואלד  "עצות והדרכות"ראה ספר  כעין זה  1

ואף אם יחזור המחנך פעמים רבות בפיו מן  , כי החניך יכול להרגיש באמת מה שבלב המחנך.  ללמוד ולהצליח להוציא כוחותיו מכח אל הפועל

שהרי כל תכלית החינוך שלנו  .  ניךלא יועיל כלום לבנות את הח, אם לא יהיו פיו ולבו שוים, השפה ולחוץ שיש לו בטחון בתלמידו או בבנו

 ".והאמת הוא מיסודי הנפש, "הוא שיתקשר נפש המחנך בנפש החניך
... על מצב הפועל אין להרהר או לחשוד ומוכרחים אנחנו להכריע לכף זכות עד מקום שיד היכולת מגעת.  :318ח"ד עמ' מכתב מאליהו   2

מחוייבים אנחנו בהם" )הכוונה, ]ממשיך המכתב מאליהו[ כי בודאי צריך להיות דן לכף לעומת זה הבקורת על הפעולה לא די שהורשתה אך גם 

זכות את כל אדם, אכן אין לדון לכף זכות את המעשה הרע. אדרבא, צריך לבקרה ולברר לעצמינו את פחיתותה וגנותה(.  ]וכעין זה בגמ' 

 .[חוטאים? חטאים כתיב , מי כתיב"יתמו חטאים" (תהלים ק"ד)משום דכתיב:  -. ברכות דף י
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her.  She is even told that there have been great people who have sinned and confessed.  All this 

in order to make it easier for her to confess.  Asks Rav Lebowitz, why are we minimizing the 

severity of her act?  Shouldn't we rather emphasize the depravity of her behavior so that she 

should regret what she did?  The answer, explains Rav Lebowitz, is that the more shame she 

feels the more difficult it would be for her to admit to what she did.  It is precisely by reducing 

the level of shame that we make it possible for her to confess.  

 

 While the Mishnah is Sotah is focusing on the approach to use in order to encourage the 

sotah to confess, Rav Lebowitz extends this lesson to every mechanech.  A mechanech needs to 

cultivate a type of relationship with his talmidim where they will be honest with him so that he 

can guide them on the proper path.  In order to accomplish this he also needs to show them that 

he understands that many external factors can make a person more susceptible to sin, that many 

other fine people have also sinned in a similar manner and that he doesn't condemn him for 

slipping.1   

 

 It is noteworthy that the attitude Rav Lebowitz is recommending is roundly condemned 

by some parents and teachers as providing “excuses” for improper behavior.  This is because 

they are acutely aware of the real danger of lowering standards by being too lenient but are 

oblivious to the harm that harsh criticism can inflict on the goals of chinuch.  As elaborated upon 

above, when harsh admonition undermines the admonished person's sense of self or his 

relationship with the admonisher, it defeats the very purpose of the admonition.    

 

 Rav Matisyahu Salomon focuses on the language of chazal - אבות א:ו( והוי דן את כל האדם( 

 And judge every person (literally: ‘the whole person’) favorably.”  Looking at the“ – לכף זכות

challenging child as a whole person, explains the mashgiach, “allows us to view the child in a 

positive light, by remembering the pure, innocent child he once was and identifying the external 

factors that have brought him to this state.”2 .  It is also interesting to note that the obligation to 

judge favorably is learned from "תשפוט עמתך"  בצדק  i.e., the obligation to be just and not from an 

obligation to do chesed.3 

 

 

Avoiding giving guidance 

 

 Rabbi Yissocher Frand relates an amazing chinuch insight from Rav Motel Katz, late 

Rosh HaYeshivah in Telshe Yeshiva, regarding the parsha of the meraglim: 

 
היו מעלין אותה לבית דין הגדול  ". זסוטה  משנהוב. "והעמיד הכהן את האשה"( י:נשא ה(: )רבי הענאך לייבאוויטש)חידושי הלב   1

הרבה  ם ומאיימין עליה כדרך שמאיימין על עדי נפשות ואומרים לה בתי הרבה יין עושה הרבה שחוק עושה הרבה ילדות עושה ישבירושל

שכנים הרעים עושים עשי לשמו הגדול שנכתב בקדושה שלא ימחה על המים ואומרים לפניה דברים שאינה כדאי לשומען היא וכל משפחת בית 

' אלא כדי שתודה על קלקולה כדאמרי םאינה ראויה לה שאומר לפניה דברי הודאות צדיקים הראשוני" :שאינה כדאי לשומען :י"רש  : "אביה

גם אומרים לה שהיו ... אולי היין גרם, הרי שבית דין אומרים לסוטה שיש הרבה דברים שאולי בגללם היא חטאה:  "הודה ולא בושלקמן יהודה 

שאדרבה , ולכאורה היה נראה להיפך, הרי ממעטים הם בזה את חומר החטא, וקשה למה אומרים לה כן.  הרבה צדיקים שחטאו והודו על חטאם

ואף שכבר . ל שהם עושים כן כדי לעודדה להתודות"וצ? כדי שהסוטה תתחרט על מעשיה הרעים ותשוב עליהם יש להדגיש את חומר החטא

להראות  , ל למעט את בושתה"על כן השתדלו חז. כ מחמת רוב הבושה לא היתה מתודה"אעפ, איימו עליה שאם לא תתודה תמות מיתה משונה

שאם , ומסתבר שכך גם צריך לנהוג הרב עם תלמידו.    כדי שתתודה, ו אותה לחטאלאשה שהם מבינים שהיו הרבה גורמים חיצוניים שדחפ

עליו להראות לתלמיד שהוא מבין , כדי שיוכל הרב להדריכו בדרך הנכונה, רוצה הרב שהתלמיד יפתח את לבו ויספר לו את בעיותיו האישיות

 .חטאו כמותו ושאינו מגנה אותו על מעשיושהרבה אחרים , שהיו הרבה גורמים חיצוניים שדחפו אותו לחטוא
2 With Cords of Love, pp. 240-241.   

 .[ שבועות ל]הוי דן את חבירך לכף זכות : י"רש -תשפט עמיתך  בצדק (טו:יט )קדושים   3
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“Sometimes,” Rav Motel writes, “‘Educating’ requires ‘not educating.’”  Sometimes a 

parent or teacher must not react. Even though the situation really demands that something 

be said – sometimes it is counter-productive to react.  This idea is really from the 

Gemara: “Just as it is a Mitzvah to say something (rebuke) which will be heard and 

accepted, so too it is a Mitzvah to not say something which will not be heard and 

accepted” [Yevamos 65b]. 

 

Rav Motel explained that this principle is illustrated in Parshas Shlach.  The pasuk 

[verse] says, “Shlach lecha” – send out for yourself [Bamidbar 13:2].  Rashi explains 

that Moshe was instructed to send out the spies “for your own sake”.  In effect Hashem 

was telling Moshe, “I know that no good will come of this.  Spies are not necessary; they 

will ruin things; they really should never be sent out… But if you want to send – then you 

go ahead and send them to satisfy your needs.” 

 

Rav Motel asks, if it was so clear that this was not the way to proceed and that the 

mission had all the markings of a disaster, then why didn’t Hashem say straight out “Do 

not send the spies!”?  Forget the people’s clamoring and yelling that they do want spies; 

if it was clear to Hashem that it was a bad idea then He should have forbidden them from 

sending out spies!  He could have told the people, “Sorry. I am Hashem. I know better!” 

 

The answer, says Rav Motel, is that the people were not on the spiritual level where they 

were ready to hear that.  It would not have helped.  Moshe could have given the people 

that message from Hashem, but they were not spiritually sophisticated enough to 

appreciate the message.  They would have countered, “What do you mean that we are not 

sending spies?   Everyone knows that the way to conquer a country is by sending spies 

and gathering intelligence!”1  Under such circumstances, there was no other choice but to 

let them have their way.  Objections would fall on deaf ears. 

 

Anyone who has a child who is older than a toddler and certainly anyone who has 

adolescents or older children will understand this concept.  Often, we as parents know 

what is good and what is right, but we know that our children will not listen to us.  

Sometimes, as difficult as this is for a parent, we must simply keep quiet.  We can ... 

suggest ... but in the final analysis, our children have to make the decision themselves.  It 

sometimes just does not help to say anything.   This was the situation with the meraglim. 

The ‘right’ thing to do would have been to tell the Klal Yisroel ‘No Spies’!  But that 

approach would not have worked.2  

 
1 They are then likely to ascribe other motivations to Moshe's refusal to spend spies.  Perhaps he doesn't care if they 

get killed attempting to conquer Eretz Yisroel. 
מצוה לך, אם תרצה שלח... וקשה לדעתך, אני איני רש"י: )שלח יג:א( שלח לך אנשים: )רבי חיים מרדכי קטץ(:  ספר באר מחוקק  2

להבין... ]דהא[ ברש"י )דברים א:כב( ותקרבון אלי כולכם כתוב בערבוביא... ילדים דוחפים את הזקנים... הרי מאופן רצונם ובקשתם היה 

מלמדת אותנו ש...  נראה בעליל... שלא היה יוצא מהשליחות טוב... וא"כ למה לא עכב ה' את משה מלשלוח אותם...   ונראה לבאר, שהתורה 

לפעמים לא ניתנה האפשרות למנוע את הציבור או היחיד מלעשות איזה מעשה, אף שמורגש החסרון בו, מאחר שאפשר להרגיש בעליל שלא  

יקבלו את התוכחה מאיזה טעם שיהיה. ואם יעכבם יתכן שיועיל להיפך. ולכן מדרכי החינוך הוא, שלא למנוע ממנו ביצוע הדבר עד שיכירו 

צמם את טעותם. ועל זה נאמר )יבמות סה:( כשם שמצוה לומר דבר הנשמע כך מצוה שלא לומר דבר שאינו נשמע.      לפי זה יבואר היטב מע

למה לא עכב ה' את שילוח המרגלים. שהרי עצם שילוח מרגלים דבר רגיל וטבעי הוא... אולם מאופן תביעתם... מוכח שתביעתם נבעה משורש 

אשר מחמתה באמת צריכים למנוע שילוח המרגלים. כי התוצאות לא יהיו טובות, ויגרם נזק רב על ידי שליחותם. אולם  רע וממקור מושחת,
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 Rabbi Frand then relates the story that prompted this vort from Rav Motel Katz:1   

 

The incident that Rav Motel related (in his writings) occurred at the Telshe Yeshiva in 

Cleveland (presumably sometime in the 1950s). The incident, which was an applied 

example of the above lesson, was as follows:  “I was asked by the students of the Yeshiva 

to permit them to daven Ma'ariv early.  They requested that the established schedule of 

the Yeshiva be changed for the evening... so that they could listen on the radio to the 

Championship Prize Fight in New York to hear who wins.”  ...  Rav Motel explained: “I 

knew full well that it was inappropriate to change the time of Ma'ariv and the Yeshiva's 

schedule for a Heavyweight Prize Fight between people who are trained to hurt and injure 

one another.”   But what did this great product of Lithuanian Yeshivas -- this product of 

Telshe in Europe -- decide to do? What did Rav Motel respond to the request to daven 

Ma'ariv early so they could listen to the fight on the radio?  “I could not stop them and 

prohibit them from doing this.  I knew that this was not the time to say no.  Famous and 

respected people come from all over the country to be present at a Heavyweight 

Championship Fight, to get ringside seats.  A thousand people come from all parts of the 

country!  This prizefight was viewed by the masses as an event of major proportions!  It 

is difficult to forbid it.  I could not say no because they would not know where I was 

coming from and they would not understand my reasoning.”    

 

The majority of students in the Telshe yeshiva in the 1940s and 1950s came from public 

schools.  They came to Telshe from small isolated communities.  High level Torah study 

was just beginning to take root in America.  They had not achieved the spiritual level 

whereby they could understand the idea that watching two people hitting each other in a 

boxing ring is a foolish pastime.  To get up in the Yeshiva and castigate such activity as 

stupidity and nonsense would fall on deaf ears.   Rav Motel could not consider what his 

teachers in Europe would think about changing the time of Ma'ariv to accommodate such 

an event, because he knew that his students were not at the level of his teachers’ students.  

His students at that time were not ready to fully appreciate priorities based on Torah 

values.   

 

That is Chinuch: Knowing when to say and when not to say -- knowing one’s children 

and one's students and knowing the time and the mentality prevalent in the era in which 

one is teaching.  That is Chinuch!  In the great Yeshiva of Telshe, ‘Chinuch’ in that 

 
מכיון שכולם לא היו במדרגה להבין תוכו של הענין, לא עכב השם יתברך שילוח המרגלים. כי אם יאסור עליהם, וימנע אותם, יעשה עליהם 

 אמר הקב"ה אם מעכב אני עליהם הם אומרים על שאינה טובה לא הראה אותה לנו:ז(: "מדבר רבה טז)ברושם רע ויאמרו כמו שכתוב במדרש 

וכו' ".  לכן אמר לו הקב"ה שלח לך לדעתך, לרצונך: היות שדעתם ורצונם על כך, לא יבינו בכלל סבת ההתעכבות, ולכן אין למנוע שילוח 

ככה רואים אנו גם בהנהגת והנהלת הישיבה. לפעמים מבקשים ושואלים רשות על המרגלים, עד שיכירו בני ישראל בעצמם את טעותם.  

דברים ... שאין ראויים לעשותם... אלא שלא ניתן להאמר, מאחר שעדיין לא הגיעו החניכים להבין למה רוצים שימנעו ממנה. ]ובגלל חוסר 

ניתן להתיר לאדם לנהוג בגדר "בדרך שאדם רוצה ללכת מוליכין  הבנתם יש לחשוש שיגרם נזק ליחסים בין הרב והתלמיד[....       לפעמים

אותו", מאחר שע"י מכשולו יבין עוותתו, וישכיל להיטיב ולתקן דרכו.... דרכי החינוך מסובכים הם, ואינם כמסמרות נטועים. שונים הם 

 הדרכים והאמצעים אשר יש לנקוט בזמנים מן הזמנים...
1 Rabbi Frand writes the following regarding this upcoming story: “Rabbi Abba Spero from Cleveland told me an 

incident involving Rav Motel Katz.  When I told him that I could not believe that the incident occurred, he 

responded that he had documentary proof of the incident.  He sent me a copy of the incident described by Rav Motel 

himself in his own collected writings. I received permission from the son of Rav Motel, Rav Yakov Velvel Katz, to 

publicly relate this incident...” 
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situation was to schedule Ma’ariv early so that the students could listen to a prizefight on 

the radio.  I would not have believed this story if I had not seen it written by Rav Motel 

himself. This is a great tribute to the pedagogic wisdom of Rav Motel Katz, zt”l. It is a 

tremendous insight into the meaning of being an educator or a father or a Rebbi or a Rosh 

Yeshiva. Sometimes it is necessary to say “Yes.”  But sometimes it is just necessary to 

not say anything at all!1  

 

 

Not admonishing can be experienced as neglect 

 

 Parents and educators who are sensitive to the damage that admonishment can inflict may 

be tempted to avoid it altogether – “to play it safe.”  This approach, however, causes its own 

damage.  Rabbeinu Bachya emphasizes that children whose parents and teachers never 

reprimand them are likely to feel that their parents and teachers either don't care about them or 

gave up hope on them.  This is besides depriving them of necessary and helpful guidance.  At the 

same time Rabbeinu Bachya stresses the imperative to admonish with a soft touch.  He compares 

proper admonishment to dripping water – “gentle and soft” - which, over time, can even 

penetrate a stone. So too, small and consistent dosages of softly spoken tochacha can penetrate 

even a “stone heart.”2 

 

Finding the proper balance 

 

 The challenge of finding the proper balance isn't limited to deciding how strongly to 

admonish, when to admonish and when to look away.  It is also a challenge in the broader 

context of when to discipline and when to be more lenient.  Rav Yisroel Salanter illustrated this 

delicate balance with the following parable:  A person is carrying a bird in his hands.  If he 

loosens his hands too much the bird will escape.  However, if in his zeal to guard the bird he 

holds it too tight he will suffocate it.3  

 

 This balance is especially challenging when dealing with “at risk” children.  This issue 

was recently addressed in a conversation the author of the book “With Cords of Love: Reaching 

the Struggling Teen” cited above and an Inyan editor had with Rav Matisyahu Salomon.4  The 

author, Rabbi Ezriel Tauber, has been working with teens for many years under the direction of 

the Mashgiach.  The following are some excerpts from the conversation that relate to our 

discussion:  

 
1 www.torah.org/learning/ravfrand/5761/shlach.html 

... על כן ראוי לו בעודו נער שישמור דברי התוכחת, ועם זה יקנה לנפשו תועלת רבה וזכות גדול, והוא    (:הקדמה פר' שמות) רבינו בחיי  2

שאמר דוד ע"ה "במה יזכה נער" וגו' )תהלים קיט:ט(, ומפני זה יזהיר שלמה תמיד להוכיח את הנער בשבט מוסר, הוא שאמר "אולת קשורה 

מוסר ירחיקנה ממנו" )משלי כב:טו(, יאמר אפילו כשתהיה האולת דבקה בלב הנער וקשורה שם בשכבר הורגל בה ימים רבים, בלב נער שבט 

כי דבור המוכיח רך  ויכנס בלבו התוכחת,  יוכיחנו מעט מעטאל תתיאש ותאמר אין לו תקנה כי מאחר שהוא נער שבט מוסר ירחיקנה ממנו, 

, כאשר תראה בטפת המים שהיא רכה ונוחה, ועם השקידה תקוב חור באבן הקשה. ואם נתיאש ממנו חועם השקידה יעשה רושם בלב הנוכ

י. ס. שהביא  -]רב תודות ל  " ...חושך שבטו שונא בנו ואוהבו שחרו מוסרולא השתדל בתוכחתו הנה זה שונאו, והוא שאמר שלמה ע"ה "

 מקור זה לידיעתי[.  
ואת איזון זה בחינוכו של החניך, המשיל הגר"י סלנטר '(: גפ' ב עמ"ח)רב יעקב מרדכי גרינוואלד מאת ה "עצות והדרכות"ספר מובא ב  3

זצ"ל לציפור האחוזה בכפו של האדם השומר אותה, שאם יפתח ידיו יותר מדי אז תפרח הציפור ותאבד, אבל גם אם מחמת רצונו לשמרה היטב 

  ור ובודאי תאבד.יחזיקנה מאד, ויסגור ידיו עליה בכח, אז תיחנק הצפ
4  Hamodia's Inyan Magazine “Indestructible Cords.” Vol. XIX No. 943, 1/11/17 - pp. 16-23.   
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Inyan: The Mashgiach makes a very clear point against unbounded permissiveness, but 

at the same time he says there is a place for looking the other way and not acknowledging 

or responding to everything that a child might be doing, even if it is against the Torah, 

R"L.  It's a very fine line between when there is an obligation to give rebuke and went to 

look away.  A parent must have seichel [intelligence] to know when to take which 

approach. 

Mashgiach: If a person doesn't have the seichel, then the Ribono shel Olam will give him 

the heart to feel when is the right time for which approach. Tefillah in this situation is 

critical…  

 

Author: This is a big part of what the Mashgiach wants the show.  You don't always 

have to say “yes.”  If you say “no,” but show real love for the child when you do it, it 

could be even more effective than just giving in... 

Mashgiach: ... Even if a child does something he's not supposed to, you don't have to 

take nekamah [revenge].  Even if you have to respond or discipline, make sure the words 

that you say aren't a way of getting back at the child… It's very important for parents to 

learn that.... 

 

 

Summary 

 

 There is a mitzvah of tochacha and without it we cannot guide our children and students.  

However, there are forms of tochacha that are prohibited, and there are forms that are 

ineffective.  When being mochiach one must do so properly.  This includes both manner and 

motivation.  One must also bear in mind that losing the relationship through ineffective tochacha 

means losing the very basis of effective tochacha. 

 

 

[Posted March 2017. Updated June 2020]   


