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Mo mant Lamm

HUMILTY AND FRIDE: THE MIDDLE WAY

(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 “®o4a, but p3°y--not admonish but

analyze, not preach but comprehend, not lecture but "hyw,

¢) I have long been fascinated by the o"am=n's theory of el
neyxman which he elaborates first in his whahtbha) oREnn nanw

(25w wna-awmn and later in his nayw naa%n, Recently, I have Dbeen
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, maxa and oya. For now, we shall dwell on

mhayY nama and try to understand them per se and then apply

them, if possible, to our own situation.

2. Maimonides' Theory of 'n 9av——n>yxmwn 970 and the two  excep-
tions (oyah mama) ., .. .. The case of Moses/Aaron/Miriam: nwa wwxnn
ARt "B By tws ot Fom Shws Yy, and later, in a'"e nhax,

AmTT WK NAENY RAN PHw ST TN TO9Rm Ymam faat wese potar an




3. My Four Questions on o"amn:

a) is it true? Does the navow of Moses imply that he was an

yara ny? Is navbw-ntvay supposed to conflict with nmx?

b) 1is it psychologically desireable? One need not applaud

the efforts of of second-rate psychologists who take it as their
professional mission to turn people with injured psyches 1into
accomplished narcissists who then terrorize all their relatives
and friends with their new-found egos, in order to appreciate
that the cumulative wisdom of psychological inquiry has vyeilded
the valid insight that in order to function properly, a person
must have a strong sense of self and a feeling of self-worth.
To put it personally: As parents, do we desire to raise our
children with a feeling of extreme lowliness, crushing inferiori-
ty, and an exceedingly weak self-image?

c) what of amhhaa mxhs nxw bapm o x®"y =M% a0 abtas 'aa

s ..MMy w9 oSne ow a'aEn bw

d) How can o"amn explain the apparent absurdity of ‘'m=ah haws
w7 omany  aoat 'a oash o anx sxon neath ahay Foa ot nmws DSt 9ho

WAIm mI9RS Sty Tanttn?

4. Permit me to present an alternate view to that of Maimonides
(based on conversation w my late, dear friend, Wm Frank on the
difference between nv1y and na¥vw, Thus, nhay is not merely the

middle way between the extremes of ni%Bw and nwwa, but something

entirely different, a quality that speaks not of self-definition




and self-worth, which are the stuff of the nywa-nY%?bw axis, but

rather of an attitude towards others in which one is willing to
bear insult and villification in silence without rising to his
own defense. It is best to translate the terms into English to
get the flavor of the distinction between them: n"%ow is humili-
ty, and nhay is meekness... Another way of putting it: ma%ow is

Ymxy? ohax 3va, and mtay is atant bt yta, ..

According to this analysis, nmvay or meekness not only does not
presuppose the Kkind of weak self-image implied by n?ow, it
demands a strong and realistic sense of self--something midway
between navow and nawa, Thus, Moses could not have contained
himself in the face of his siblings' criticisms 1in this most
exemplary demonstration of nmv3y had he not possessed a healthy
self-image. A nYn %ow  probably could not have contained

himself...

5. Thus, according to this alternate view of na%bwh nhay we have

satisfactorily answered our ni-=wiy 9B on o"ama:

a) is true, real... no conflict between nhay and nmax,

b) is psychologically healthy

c) w=aIam xo"xn makes sense...one's self-characterization as
meek 1is not an absurdity, as would be one's self-definition as
humble.

d) G-d's mavtay similarly makes good sense, especially in

context...




6. Question: can't so easily argue with Maimonides without proper

sources. Are there any? Certainly!

x y"axn apparently agrees with Maimonides. Thus: wFa mvw
(a—a> 9a9ma) a2he %y na%h2 which is paraphrased by ("amn (ad |

loc.) to mean %%2 nrym Ry nman<e x%Fh, thus agreeing with o"amn,

*  However, j1"amn offers a diiferent interpretation which
completely accords with the alternative definitions we have been
proposing: Sy may® &% xh0 7D anhanhay nhaya A% xay own o Shanh

Awm B avapa qe tqwmshsm (na kan ,ohooa (5awn) ... yTt obe e oRhyr o ava

DwHAY  Day =259 FaDw Antantay avoTv o aasn Sy aws whaow ®PR .. .09 90ad
9% wmayp., Thus, according to Ramban, Y3y refers not to n%hY3a nwya
but to %ao, bearing his insult in silence and not reacting on his

own behalf.

* =%pe (gd loc.) defines 11y as: 77aoh Yow, i.e., a combina-

tion of both!

7. Earlier sources: Tannailtlc--n=mm= =05,

While Maimonides has proof text in nia® wwx dDw=Y% =29, in same |
chapter (4) of nyax, we read a different opinion, that of a9
99mm, which yields a view identical to that we acribed to j"amn
rather than o"amn. That reads: ba= %3 =2a1ba maa Yobw =5hh, 1.e., |
one should appear as “ow before or in relation to other people.
Thus, there must be no mwwa, but neither must there be self- |

denigration. R. Meir's formula yields--mnhay,



8. Later sources-- conform with either o"amn or j"amn, General
Cohm literature of course takes more austere view, which is to be
expected of a didactic approach. However, in Hasidic literature
we find greater sympathy for the 3"amn's view (although it is not
attributed to him by name). Reason: Jews in that period already
felt inferior, abandoned, inadegquate.. and moral task of leader-
ship was to elevate sense of self-worth. Thus, as example of a
later master, R. Zadok Hakohen of Lublin: in his wnYm ,pFp=5xn nphx
A", we detect an ambivalence on the matter of pride or nmawwa:r it

is, of course, sinful--but not altogether...

Ly OwAatEa o nwmons oa o naxta My avtoan nbhnnat yhn whhww hvmo o men
naxean My R oRwaaEe banTs ohawh o oyerant 2"s neeat ... naertan vhae
neona ®YOw v TRYYaY ... 'momast o ha paw taawmay hab%» amantw
AWYI NORTA NN ... 09700 S9N otwys vhyTEa FONo. .. navowh
naxa gra 'a (ax ovrean) 'aaw 2Mwhs naxta fwhabe 1Y owhart haohne
NY%E~IbaY NARTaT wHha% nathat gthax atnhtma pats oaws 319h 'han wab

12 avmt o whara m'"s o Fn o anatbhw avon,

R. Zadok's dichotomy between navm=in and wha% is evoked, in this
case, for homiletical reasons (wa% mnaxa), but its message 1is
clear: pride 1is both good and evil, and while in his heart of
hearts man must be humble, his pride must be used, not crushed...
Hence, a view of this sort articulates far more readily with the

view of 3"am44h 9w "an than thatg of n"amay bowyy wan,




9. In order to better understand this view of nmhay as meekness,

and not as requiring the extreme of nyisbw, we must turn again to
the personality of Moses who serves throughout our tradition as
the paradigm of naavaiy, and see how the Torah describes him and

how others have interpreted those passages.

In the Korah rebellion, a series of charges, not all explicit,
were levelled at Moses. Moses' reaction: nmwm yPaw@h-- and not
more. According to Rabbis, w@'x nwma smvwn! I submit that  had
Moses been a rmat %bw, as Maimonides describes him, he would have
failed to react not only to the personal calumny, but to the
rebellion against authority as well. He could and would not have
risked having his assertion of leadership mistaken for pride and
personal self-interest. Only if we see Moses as an iy as  jp"amn
decribes him, 1.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 18 why, despite his refusal to offer a defense of his own

person, he does not hesitate to upbraid the rebels: yath o AyFaa

DO% 9t.. . 7R avhaEnt whahaEn et A% s nr 'h
sea9% 720 hGymw  ...79% 2230, Such courageous leadership 1s 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 mvay Jnaeow,
and nwma, let me add that the o"am9n's theory of 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 j("amn's



view for that of the o"amn, the latter's general philosophy of
character still holds. Hence, it 1s possible to maintain the
fundamental Maimonidean approach to the Middle Way and vyet opt
for an alternative way to his view of =mhvay, For the reasons
adumbrated earlier, that is the position that I believe ought
seriously be considered, because it accords with both the in-
sights 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, 1 have attempted to demon-
strate that Maimonides' Middle Way, which he calls the '=m =947,
applies not only to individual character but to collective char-
acter and therefore to the nature of communal policy. I have
suggested that the o"amn's thought yields what I call "Modera-
tionism,"” that 1s, moderation as a policy and not only as an
attribute of personality. I believe that, likewise, we can en-
deavor to extrapolate from the j3"amn's view of n~vay  (located
within the nexus of the Maimonidean theory of mnhya) to contempo-
rary matters. Whether this will elicit your consent as a proper
extrapolation or whether you will dismiss it as mere whn depends

on whether or not you will agree with my conclusions...



12. n1v21y according to both positions remains a prerequisite for
communal as well as individual moral health and proper character.
At the very least, both sides to this argument will agree, Y m2

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 an
attitude betrays the kind of collective nhwa that 1s no more

attractive for a community than it is for an individual.

At the same time, according to R.Meir and Ramban, nhay does not
lead to the extreme of nav¥ow, 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 of the R.C.A., and those related groups who share the same
weltanschauung, nhay requires of us that we undertake a psycho-
logically mature acceptance of realities, 1including our own
sometimes vexatious predicament, and without either the extremes

of ma%ow or mama, proceed with the determination to succeed.

The RCA--and the whole Orthodox rabbinate--is confronted by a
number of difficult and distressing, but not desperate, problems.

Among them: 7



* fewer major pulpits as shtibelech take their toll;
* the flight of more learned and observant graduates of

yveshivot to special yeshiva-type o-i=am and away from our larger

and more formal synagogues--and hence a loss of our most learned

and committed segment and a breach between ordinary laymen and
this self-segregating elite;

* in many synagogues, as higher halakhic standards are more
seriously enforced, the attrition of the semi- or non-observant

constitutency (the so-called "non-observant Orthodox") to either

non-Orthodox communities or general oblivion, and the conseqguent
absence of a pool of youngsters for us to work on to bring them
into yeshivot; |

* in other of our communities, the dreadful loss of prestige
of Orthodoxy as the result of a concentrated campaign of "Ortho-
dox-bashing” by anti-Orthodox movements--a campaign which only
appears to have abated but which is still very powerful, and
which we sometimes seem to invite with suicidal abandon;

* the shift in power in the wider community from synagogues
(and hence the rabbinate) towards the Federations and the big
givers and secularists;

* the paucity of of young men of talent and commitment and

personality entering the pulpit rabbinate; and so on.

In all these cases, a naivow-type defeatism will prove self-
fulfilling. If such na%ow will be our approach, the rest of the

Mishnah will 9"n follow: to paraghrase it--nmh nhaaan napnw,




Moreover, the kind of moderationism that we stand for often

lends itself to such navvbw-defeatism, and we must avoid it and i
give battle to it, even as some of our ideologically related
predecessors—--such as the early Mizrachi leaders--did 1in their

time. Thus, to cite but two examples:

* R, VYitchak Nissenbaum (1899) : o= St DYaatxh hamar
Aanay ptxbn h2avRY OvR03% Y2k 3R . 3SDRY whobn 1ta norxsa (ovhtne=)

(274 4%%2a yo %mn) nhravrexaw Shx aeyo Sy =0 hanhanaw nne nae By,

* R, Meir Bar-Ilan: —— ovyai—"n%an axma D xrxm) O 9 n0%sn Yanas

naneYha o thw 3va Tanyv.,

Their "yoayar" about their situation, which sounds so very contem-
porary, is applicable to anyone, such as the R.C.A., who keeps to
the '& 999 in both the substance of its ideology and the manner
of its presentation. The way of moderation, the ' 77, is always
open to attack from the extremes. And our response must be meas-
ured and mature, firm but polite, arguing courageously on the
level of ideas but not responding to personal innuendoes and
villification--for this is the way of mYay, taught to us by wn

9130 as interpreted by tvwm <ot oand jMann.,

13. The way of nhvay, as opposed to both navsbw and na=a, ought
thus to express itself in our collective response to criticism of
our fundamental policies. Excessive pride would lead us to dis-
dain such criticism and dismiss it. Extreme humility would con-

demn wus either to cower and submit with nothing more than a



whimper or, as often happens, to react unthinkingly, emotionally,
and belligerently. Neither of these is the way of dignity, the
way of '=m 9, Communal or organizational nhay 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 the approach of the RCA and all the
rest of us who identify with this o%h2yh nbpwn, However, we some-
times slip in one direction or another and have to remind our-

selves of the virtue of mnav=ay on the larger scene.

Often, we are deflected from a spirited defense of any position
we consider significant because, we are told, we must shun con-
troversy. nFpavnm, we are warned, can only increase the disunity

in our ranks.

All of us deplore disunity, but we should not be so certain that
nFabrs necessarily leads to disunity. The Mishnah ( ~A"e  nhax)
teaches us that w"w% Havxwh D@ Foas ABYD Dvew owh =N npabhe $o
o= Fnna? oYt 3=, The Mishnah exemplifies this by referring to
w"any a'a npathm as being w'ww, and that of Korah against Moses as

w"w> mawx, Now, his Mishnah is rather enigmatic: if controversies



are for the sake of Heaven, then one would expect that they be re-

solved and yield to peace and unity, not that they endure.

But that 1is not so. The Mishnah means what it says 1literally.

Such is the marvelous comment of Rabbenu Yonah:

qasa anmth Tnk Nata aEatnht patha LJnEpathma aattErnt obhaytew favhon
RPN LTy WP .0ORvth tmt o pnivata quman ,DhtyE o nathat onphabtnn o Lane
7O o.bRhpnat hBhb 9te w'wh matmwy .0R% 9DYDYT Dvth nhawh ot aan

LPPYF W NEYRmD Anamt Dwh mnth Dot mahwNean npathea,

Controversy is neither good nor bad; all depends on motivation. A
Ahma Sya will indulge in it in the manner of anayh mnyF;  a Zow
raa will back off and resign. An vy will enter the fray ow'?
n'=w-~-which means that such controversy does not contradict unity
or peacefulness, that it is creative and productive and construc-

tive.

14. All that I have said so far is simply a rather lengthy way of
congratulating Rabbi Mark Angel and his new administration. May
these thoughts concerning mnha-=ay and 'n 999 and ovsw  ow% npanm
be his and their legacy to the future of the RCA, of American
Orthodox Jewry, and of the Torah community throughout the world
as they marshall their considerable talents, wisdom, experience,

and dedication to the sublime cause of A Twmmh A0an Began’y,




