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HUMILTY--IS IT GOOD FOR THE JEWS? 

(Address at Convention of R.C.A. June 20, 1990 

1. Introduction: 

a) I didn't reveal title of talk (Humility) to Convention chairman because if I did, no one would come to 

listen... (When I mentioned this to layman earlier this week, his reaction: "Good, Rabbis could use a talk 

on that...") 

b) actually, I don't intend 101, but 11D --not admonish but analyze, not preach but comprehend, 
not lecture but NW. | 

c) I have long been fascinated by the Maimonides’ theory of N°-V8NXN 1777 hich he elaborates first in | 

his 0”717912 07779 13NW and later in his MT ‘77. Recently, I have been talking and writing about the 
relevance of his concepts for the contemporary communal concerns that increasingly occupy our 

attention. This evening, I hope to continue this exploration by focusing on one of the two exceptions to 
the Maimonidean rule of the Middle Way, namely, 02 and 7142. For now, we shall dwell on 7181 

10) and try to understand them per se and then apply them, if possible, to our own situation. 

2 . Maimonides' Theory of Humility: ... The case of Moses/Aaron/Miriam: 731 Tk WD NWN WRN 

NNTAN 79 2D WR DTW? and later (in T’9 112X) 117 79W NIN TIN TIN W1& 127 WR pu? "1 

N77 WX MpPnw. . 

My Four Questions on Maimonides: 

a) is it true? Does 1179W of Moses imply that he was an ignoramus? Is Humility supposed to conflict 

w Truth? 

b) is it psychologically desirable? One need not applaud the efforts of 2™ -rate psychologists ... 
professional mission to turn people w injured psychesaccomplished narcissists ... terrorize relatives/ 
w new-found egos, i-o apprect tht cumulative wisdom of psych’ ll inquiry has yielded valid insight that 
i-o t function properly, one must hv strong sense of self/feelg of self-worth.: As parents, do we desire to 

raise our ch w feeling of extreme lowliness/crushing inferiority/exceedingly weak self-image? 

c) what of] =INVNND XV ANY OW 1”APA 2H INN XVM ANNW DPN 73 NR") XR"? FT n?7an ‘nd ? 

d) How can Maimonides explain the apparent absurdity of XIN? JOV 12”X ,N1ID 1702 7271 NnwN :1910 Nd N17) 

VX XD7AT 1D NN X? ? 

4. Permit me to present an alternate view to that of Maimonides (based on conversation w my late, dear 
friend, Wm Frank 7”) on the difference between 11D and 1179W. Thus? 11) is not merely the middle 

way between the extremes of 1179W and 7144, but something entirely different, a quality that speaks 
not of self-definition-and self-worth, which are the stuff of the 71&81-179W axis, but rather of 
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his own defense. It is best to translate the terms into English to get the flavor of the distinction between 

_ them: 1179 is Aumility, and 11D is meekness... Another way of putting it: 1129W is MNV? OTR 172 and NV 

is IN? OTN 72... 

According to this analysis, 12D or meekness not only does not presuppose the kind of weak self-image implied 

by N179W, it demands a strong and realistic sense of self--something midway between 11179W and 1&2 . Thus, 
Moses could not have contained himself in the face of his siblings’ criticisms in this most exemplary 

demonstration of 11D had he not possessed a healthy self-image. A 117 79W probably could not have 
contained himself... 

5. Thus, according to this alternate view of 11]Ju 1179W we have satisfactorily answered our “4 Qs” on 
D’lan) . 

a) is true, real... no conflict between 11D and nn’ . 

b) is psychologically healthy 
c) &IX NIN makes sense ...one's self-characterization as meek is not an absurdity, as would be one's 

self-defin’n as humble. 
d) God’s 1130 similarly makes good sense, esp in context... 

6. Q: can’t so easily disagree w 0-101 w-o sources. Any? Certainly! 
IBN EZRA—Vn& 7D 171731 WP" X?W 

RAMBAN: compltly difft interp—agrees w our alterntv defnn: 11202 271 7D 13D" &? NIN 73 
1? IP DWN) DIV X71 720W MIND VIN ITN 7V NWN WAdW ...VT" OX YX 071? 

RASHI--defines 1) as }7101 79W 

7 . Earlier sources: Tannaitic—VWNNn 71. 

While Maimonides has proof text in 12° WX 017 "217 in same chapter (4) of N14, we read a different opinion, that of 

xn 771, which yields a view identical to that we acribed to Ramban rather than 0” . That reads: "]92 n1:79W 711 

DT 73, i.e., one should appear as 79W before or in relation to other people. Thus, there must be no 7142 , but neither 

must there be self-denigration. R. Meir's formula yields -1D . 

8. LATER SORCES—either w 0”201 or ]”101. Genl Musar=mr austere Maimonidean view—expected of didactic 

outlook. But in Has lit-greatr sympthy Ramban view. Reason: Js then already felt inferior/abandons/lowly/inadqt. Then, 

moral task Lp=encrg, lift sprts, grtr self-esteem. 

Thus, a later Zaddik, R. Zadok—ambivalnc on... 789So (in —783 (1"99 PT37 1778 both evil and holiness: X"8 NaXI) 

"wT MA WDD NIT AWITPS AID MWY Mw NR-- TIP a ow yd 199 ARAM NIT "YY PI TWIP TAIT OW? YT? 

JDP wradA o"y PT IMYW WDD NII NNT WTI NVA PAY NII PIW7 OPW 7D) ,"12) WI? Mw T79 ‘7 'NIW 

So, pride=both good and evil. While in his heart man must be humble, his pride must be used, not crushed.. This view 
articulates mr readily w ]"207) YX» 129 than w.O"2071 00°17 729 

9. .I-o better t undsrtnd this view of 7119 as meckness, must turn again to persnlty Moses—paradigm of : 719 

In Korah rebellion—all sorts charges vs Moses—even WX NWN3 17170N... His reaction: 7Wa yaw If had he been man of 

nya (as 0"209 would hv it), would hv faild t react not only to persnl calumny, but to rebellion itslf. Would nt hv risked 

havng his assertion of Ip mistaken for pride and personal self-interest. Only if we see Moses as an 11] as Ramban 

describes him, i.e., a moderate in self-image and meek towards others, could he have kept his peace at the personal 
assault and yet exercised authority assertively at the national challenge. That is why, despite his refusal to offer a defense 
of his own person, he does not hesitate to upbraid the rebels: 1778 IPN WITPA 1X11? WR NX ‘1 VIM 7712...Such 
courageous leadership is not characteristic of a man who has virtually no ego structure. Moses was the meekest man in 
the world--but he was not a wimp! 

10. Before concluding this theoretical analysis of 11D,179W and 7142 , let me add that the 0”1M ‘s theory of 
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humility as an exception to the rule of the Middle Way is not critical to his whole conception. In other words, if we 
substitute the Ramban’s view for that of the 0”201 , the latter's general philosophy of character still holds. Hence, it is 

possible to maintain the fundamental Maimonidean approach to the Middle Way and yet opt for an alternative way to 
his view of 11). For the reasons adumbrated earlier, that is the position that I believe ought seriously be considered, 

because it accords with both the insights of modern psychology and has respectable precedent in our agadic and 
exegetical sources. 

11. In the past couple of years I have been attempting to apply the Maimonidean model to contemporary matters. In 
talks to the R.C.A., the Rabbinic Alumni, the Educators Council, and forums overseas, as well as in Tradition, I have 

attempted to demonstrate that Maimonides’ Middle Way, which he calls the 1 717’’, 

applies not only to individual character but to collective character and therefore to the nature of communal policy. I 
have suggested that the 0”2N1 ‘s thought yields what I call "Moderationism," that is, moderation as a policy and not 
only as an attribute of personality. I believe that, likewise, we can endeavor to extrapolate from the Ramban’s view of 

11D (located within the nexus of the Maimonidean theory of VT) to contemporary matters. Whether this will elicit 
your consent as a proper extrapolation or whether you will dismiss it as mere W117 depends on whether or not you will 
agree with my conclusions... 

12. 71D , according to both positions remains a prerequisite for communal as well as individual moral health arid 
proper character. At the very least, both sides to this argument will agree, 1181 towards others is repugnant. 

In communal terms, this means that we must reject every form of triumphalism, even when we are “riding high”... 
Orthodoxy today is on the rise, but it cannot be so certain of its future that it can afford to crow about its final victory 
and assume that such triumph proves the rightness of our cause. Moreover, .such attitude betrays the kind of collective 
1&2 that is no more attractive for a community than it is for an individual. 

At the same time, according to R. Meir and Ramban , 111) does not lead to the extreme of N179W , and in communal 

terms no less than in the case of individual humans, that means that we must also abjure the weakness of defeatism! 

For us who share the same Weltanschauung 1\V requires of us that we undertake a psychologically mature 
acceptance of realities, including our own sometimes vexatious predicament, and without either the extreme of N179W 
or 7141, proceed with the determination to succeed. 

In all these cases, a 1179W -type defeatism will prove self-fulfilling. If such N179W will be our approach, the rest 
of the Mishnah will 1’”N follow: 107 WX Mpnw. 

13. The way of 1110 , as opposed to both n179W and 718 , ought thus to express itself in our collective response to 
criticism of our fundamental policies. Excessive pride would lead us to disdain such criticism and dismiss it. 
Extreme humility would condemn us either to cower and submit with nothing more than a whimper or, as so often 

happens, to react unthinkingly, emotionally, and belligerently. Neither of these is the way of dignity, the way of 
‘7 117. Communal or organizational 11) calls for us to confront criticism with meekness, and that means not to 

become overly excited when our motives are impugned or we are otherwise insulted; not to disparage the critic or 
dismiss his complaint without reflection; not to be intimidated into either submission or compromise of our 

principles or policies. It means thoughtful consideration and, when we feel we are right, firm and fearless but 
polite advocacy of our positions in the proper forums. 

By and large, this has been our approach, but we sometimes slip in one direction or another and have to remind 
ourselves of the virtue of 11) on the larger scene. 
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