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The passage that we read this morning describes a ceremony Moses directed the 
children of Israel to perform: [describe blessings/curses ceremony]. 
 
This passage in Ki Tavo resembles an even more bracing list of curses pronounced by 
God at the end of Leviticus (in parsha Bechukotai, Lev. 26). A number of practices have 
emerged in relation to the reading of these two passages…things like reading the 
passage in an undertone, calling up the person making an aliyah anonymously instead 
of by name, and even an aversion to receiving this aliyah (lest it precipitate some 
personal misfortune). 
 
Our Sages called these passages “the tochacha,” usually translated the rebuke. Rabbi 
Zave Brudman explains, however, that the actual meaning is “to provide proof”: 
 

The purpose of tochacha is as a prerequisite to teshuva  – return to God and to 
self. In order for a person to return, he must first acknowledge that he was lost. 
But human beings have a propensity to deny their faults, So tochacha is like 
holding up a mirror, providing irrefutable proof of self. And that, ultimately, is the 
only effective rebuke.  2

 
Tradition teaches us that there are two categories of mitzvah: mitzvot that are bein 
adam lamakom -- between a person and G-d -- and bein adam l’chavero -- between a 
person and his friend. Being that it’s Elul and the season leading up to the high holy 
days, today I want to use the occasion of our reading the tochacha from Hashem to 
Israel to reflect on a different sort of tochacha, a different kind of rebuke -- the kind that 
happens between people. This kind of rebuke is actually regarded as a mitzvah in our 
tradition (at least under certain circumstances). 
 
Now I’m imagining a couple responses to this idea of rebuking others as a mitzvah. 
Some of us may be like: “oh no….I really don’t like that.” Some others of us might be 
like: “Yes, I think things would be better if more of us put this into practice.” Maybe we’re 
even like: “I love confrontations! Nothing like a hearty rebuke when the situation calls for 
it.”  
 

2 See https://www.aish.com/jl/b/chumash/Chumash-Themes-22-Tochacha-and-Teshuva.html 
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(If that last description actually fits you, I am mostly curious about your success rate. 
Are you actually winning people over, or are they simply tolerating you...or blowing you 
off?) 
 
It shouldn’t surprise us if we have various responses to the idea of confrontation. 
Contemporary researchers on conflict tell us there are at least seven conflict 
management styles, each of which may be more or less appropriate depending on the 
circumstance: persuading, compelling, avoiding, accommodating, collaborating, 
negotiating, and supporting. Most people gravitate towards some combination of these 
strategies; a particular individual’s predilections are related to their personality and life 
experiences and could be described as their “conflict management style.” However, our 
predilections can also be changed, especially as we gain experience and learn the 
wisdom of some approaches over others. So my hope in focusing on this mitzvah today 
is that it help us all to improve a little bit in this season of teshuvah. Perhaps the 
conflict-avoidant among us will be encouraged to be a little more bold...while the more 
forceful among us might be encouraged to find ways to ensure their correctives are 
actually heard. 
 
So: most halachic authorities locate the mitzvah of tochacha in Leviticus 19.17 : 
 

You are not to hate your brother in your heart. Instead, you are to firmly rebuke 

your neighbor, and not bear sin because of him. (TLV) 

The early Messianic Jewish community also practiced a form of tochachah, as 
evidenced in passages like: 
 

James 5:19-20 (TLV) 

My brothers and sisters, if any among you strays from the truth and someone 

turns him back, let him know that the one who turns a sinner from the error of 

his way shall save a soul from death and cover a multitude of sins. 

1 John 5:16 (TLV) 

If anyone sees his brother committing a sin not leading to death, he should ask, 

and God will give life to those who commit sin not leading to death. There is a 

sin leading to death—I am not saying you should ask about that. 

Matthew 18:15 (NIV) 

If your brother or sister sins [against you],*  go and point out their fault, just 

between the two of you. If they listen to you, you have won them over. 

* [against you is actually a textual variant; c.f. the C. Michael Patton below] 
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A representative summary of the consensus on this mitzvah can be found in Shulchan 
Arukh , a 16th century law code which became foundational for future generations of 
observant Jews: 
 

If you see someone committing a sin or following a wrongful course, it is a 
mitzvah to bring him back to the good path and make him aware that he is acting 
sinfully by committing his wrongful deeds, for it is said: "You must admonish your 
neighbor." And when you admonish someone, whether it concerns his personal 
relationships, or something that concerns his relationship with God, you should 
admonish him in privately. speaking to him gently with soothing words, letting him 
know that you are speaking to him only for his own good, to help him merit the 
life of the World to Come. Anyone who has the opportunity to protest [against a 
sinful act] and does not speak out in protest, will be held responsible for that very 
sin, because he could have protested. 

 
So this is basically a “if you see something, say something” policy. Sounds pretty 
straightforward, right? The Rambam called this a biblical mitzvah (e.g. not something 
added but straight from the Torah).  
 
But the halachic tradition gives some additional qualifications : 3

 
● One may only rebuke if he thinks that if his friend will listen. If he knows that he 

won’t listen, it is forbidden for him to rebuke him. [The rationale is that if the friend 
won’t listen, you’ve only succeeded in converting an unintentional sin to an 
intentional sin...or hardening his heart further.] 

● Just as one is commanded to speak when it will be heard, so too one is 
commanded (or it is an obligation even) to not speak when one will not be heard. 

● If one sees a person sin unintentionally and knows that he will not heed rebuke, if 
the sin isn’t explicit in the Torah, one shouldn’t rebuke that person. Some say 
one should rebuke a person only if he is familiar with him. 

● The mitzvah of rebuke does not apply to a person who has rejected the yoke of 
Torah or violates Shabbat in public. 

 
So really, the mitzvah of tochacha pertains to fellow Jews within an observant 
community who are either intentionally behaving improperly OR are unintentionally 

3 This summary of Kitzur Shulchan Arukh is taken from 
https://www.halachipedia.com/index.php?title=Mitzvah_of_Rebuke  , which also adds that “Just like any 
halachic inquiry should be brought to a qualified posek, questions regarding this mitzvah should certainly 
be brought to a qualified posek.” 
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violating a biblical command.  A contemporary rabbinic court in Israel summarizes it this 
way:  
 

 “Classic tochacha is done to change the mind of one who sinned knowingly. 
Although the mitzva  exists nowadays, most authorities assume that it can be 
accomplished satisfactorily only by those who people who are uniquely qualified 
or those with special relationships (e.g., spouses, parent-child, teacher-student) 
(see Amud Hay’mini, siman  10). [It is often better to] concentrate on the related 
mitzva  of afrushei mei’issura (keeping a counterpart from sinning) by informing 
someone that he is sinning unintentionally. The S’dei Chemed (vol. VII, pg. 318) 
demonstrates that afrushei mei’issura is actually derived from the pasuk of 
tochacha.”  4

 
 
The same article acknowledges what is at stake with the possibility of a negative 
backlash: 

In a landmark teshuva  (Minchat Shlomo 35), Rav S.Z. Orbach [Israeli Rabbi 
Shlomo Zalman Auerbach ] argues that one may even create a situation whereby 5

his counterpart will sin (ostensibly violating lifnei iver, placing a spiritual stumbling 
block), if failure to do so would cause that person to deteriorate further, such as 
in hatred of Torah and its adherents. Certainly then, one can refrain from butting 
in when information is likely to cause significantly negative results in addition to 
probably not helping. We use some variation of this concept often in our 
interactions with the non-observant and those with inconsistent observance. 
Honestly, it is not always clear when our silence is due to prudence and when we 
tend to avoid uncomfortable conversations.  6

 
  

4 
https://eretzhemdah.org/newsletterArticle.asp?lang=en&pageid=48&cat=7&newsletter=600&article=2213 
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shlomo_Zalman_Auerbach 
6 The previously-quoted article, 
https://eretzhemdah.org/newsletterArticle.asp?lang=en&pageid=48&cat=7&newsletter=600&article=2213 
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I came across an interesting discussion of this mitzvah in an online forum from a 
website called YeshivaWorld.  See what you think of these comments: 7

 
I never give Tochacha. 
The times I did so in the past have been disastrous and I always felt terrible 
about it afterwards. 
No one listens to me anyway. 
I don’t hold myself to be better than anyone that I’m worthy to give Tochacah. 
I don’t reach out to people to be friendly – so I’m going to reach out to them to 
rebuke them? 
I find it difficult to correct people [even] on matters where I’m 100% that I’m right 
and involve no question of moral standing; so I’m certainly going to find it all the 
more difficult to correct people in areas where I am not 100% certain of my 
correctness and that involve a moral standing. 

 
Another commenter advised would-be correctors in the following way: 

 
Just don’t come off holier than thou, if you find yourself eager to give tochacha 
your probably the wrong person to do so. 

 
The Bible’s wisdom tradition gives us a frank look at these tensions: 
 

Proverbs 9:8-9  (TLV) 

Whoever corrects a scoffer is asking for insult. 

Whoever reproves a wicked man gets abuse. 

Do not correct a scoffer or he will hate you. 

Rebuke a wise man and he will love you. 

Instruct a wise man and he will be wiser still. 

Teach a righteous man and he will increase in learning. 

Proverbs 25:12  (TLV) 

Like a gold earring or a gold ornament 

   is a wise reproof to a receptive ear. 

Proverbs 15:31-32  (TLV) 

One whose ear heeds 

    a life-giving reproof dwells among the wise. 

Whoever avoids correction despises himself, 

    but whoever heeds reproof acquires understanding. 

7 https://www.theyeshivaworld.com/coffeeroom/topic/the-requirement-for-everyone-to-give-tochachah 
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Subsequent Jewish tradition also recognizes this tension. Alan Morinis, a key Jewish 
leader in the modern resurgence of mussar as a spiritual practice, writes: 
 

Our rabbis were realists and they recognized that giving negative feedback is 
actually a very dicey proposition. Rabbi Tarfon observed (Erchin 16b) , “I doubt 
if there is anyone in this generation who is fit to rebuke others.” 
 
There is a parallel problem in people’s difficulty in hearing rebuke. Rabbi Eleazar 
ben Azariah responded to Rabbi Tarfon by saying, “I doubt if there is anyone 
in this generation who is able to receive rebuke.” 
 

The Israeli rabbinical court article I’ve been quoting recommended this: 
 

It is important to consider that it is not always a choice of whether someone’s 
mistake should be corrected but when, how, and by whom it should be done. 
Consider the following application (found in Rashi to Devarim 1:3). Yaakov, 
Moshe, Yehoshua, and Shmuel all waited until close to their deaths to strongly 
rebuke their constituencies out of fear that earlier rebuke might have caused the 
recipients to have change their allegiances in favor of a path of evil. Similarly, a 
new rabbi may see many things that he knows his community needs to change. 
Instead of raising all issues at once and failing, he waits for a (hopefully) 
opportune time to deal with each (or some) of them.  8

 
Some other voices from our rabbinic tradition offer relevant pointers: 
 

B. Talmud, Hullin 89a 
The world exists because of those who restrain themselves in a moment of 
argument. 
 
B. Talmud, Bava Metsia 58b 
One who embarrasses another in public is like a spiller of blood. 

 
And o n receiving tochacha:  
 

B. Talmud, Pirkei Avot (Sayings of the Fathers) 4:1 
Ben Zoma would say: Who is wise? One who learns from every man. As it is 
written: "From all my teachers I have grown wise, for Your testimonials are my 
meditation." 

8 The previously-quoted article, 
https://eretzhemdah.org/newsletterArticle.asp?lang=en&pageid=48&cat=7&newsletter=600&article=2213 
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Alan Morinis offered his reflections in the context of a discussion of our obligations with 
regard to contemporary political discourse. Do we prize truth above all? If we are 
unlikely to be heard in a particular discussion, is it better to say nothing at all? Morinis 
writes: 
 

While Jewish law is unequivocal about our obligation to speak up when others 
are doing wrong, there is awareness of the need to do so skillfully. Rabbi Moshe 
Chaim Luzzatto, whose 18th century book Mesilat Yesharim / Path of the Just is 
a pillar of the Mussar tradition, writes: 

How often does a person rebuke sinners at the wrong 
time, or in the wrong place, so that they pay no attention to 
what is said! The one who rebukes is thus the cause of 
their becoming more confirmed in their wickedness, and of 
their desecrating the name of God by adding rebellion to 
sin. 

Rabbi Luzzatto goes on to say that if you know that your rebuke will be 
ineffective, your higher obligation is to remain silent. And Rabbi Chaim of 
Volozhin rules that if the only way a person is capable of giving rebuke is with 
anger, then that person is relieved of the obligation to rebuke. 

There are many other rabbinic rulings that limit or qualify the obligation to rebuke, 
or provide reasons to forgo rebuke. But we need to be very careful not to excuse 
ourselves from this obligation too quickly or easily. The general tendency is to be 
lenient and accepting of others’ speech. It’s an issue of free speech, isn’t it? Yet 
despite how difficult it is to do effectively, and the risks and even the likelihood of 
failure sometimes, the commandment to rebuke still stands, and we are 
obligated. 

Defending truth falls under the obligation to rebuke. When falsehood is being 
used to disadvantage, if not outright hurt, other people, we are individually 
obligated to be vocal in defense of truth. The challenge our ancestors and our 
tradition have handed to us is to find ways to be intelligent, sensitive and creative 
in giving rebuke so it will be heard and have effect. Only wise and thoughtful 
words spoken without anger, patiently, and with genuine compassion have the 
potential to open hearts and to direct people away from wrongdoing.  9

9 https://mussarinstitute.org/Yashar/2017-02/mussar_lens.php 
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As I was preparing this sermon, I was reminded of the experience of someone I know 
who attended a large church not too far from here that I noticed had a culture of 
tochachah. They called it “bringing observations.” Someone would come to another 
person and say “Can I share some observations with you?” and these observations 
were really concerns about their behavior. At the time I thought it was kind of odd; I 
wasn’t sure whether it was so healthy to have everyone walking around side-sniping 
each other’s behavior. So I was thinking about this and thinking about our 
community...asking myself how do we practice this well with each other and the people 
in our lives. So I asked this person, “Do you look back on this positively or 
negatively...or with a mixture of both?” And he said, “It’s hard to say...a lot of times the 
thing that someone was bringing to him was pretty subjective…” (not a clear violation of 
a “biblical mitzvah,” to use our language, but something where someone else had an 
issue, this is hard to negotiate, and maybe it was like, “ok, I see what you’re saying, 
and...I’ll think about it...I’ll take that away and pray about it.” And he said sometimes 
there were issues with authority figures who encroached on people’s right to make 
major life decision by asking leading questions like “Are you sure that’s what God is 
calling you to do?” which created a pressure to really doubt yourself. This doesn’t sound 
to me like the sort of ethical, open, contending-but-loving community that represents the 
best of our Jewish tradition. And so I’m not sure I want to charge head-long into a 
culture of sharing observations.  
 
I do think this is really relevant in this social media age. The idea of being responsible if 
you see someone dishonoring God...the idea of “if you see something, say something” 
and how that looks...but I also think that’s hard to walk out. 
 
I also have been reflecting on what it means that God practice tochachah with Israel. If 
we are trying to walk in God’s ways then perhaps God is the model that we should be 
learning from. And while I’m not going to try to summarize the entire prophetic tradition 
in a few words, there is that back and forth, and with the tochachah passages that we 
read, God establishes a parallel method of communication besides the directness of the 
prophet that says, “The circumstances and things that happen to you...the safeguards 
that were in place that are suddenly not in place...are another way for you, my covenant 
people, to know whether you’re in line or you’re going astray. 
 
And at the same time, I’m asking myself, how is God’s tochachah different from our 
tochachot with each other? And how can we honor God in the way we practice 
confrontation. 
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My prayer in this high holy day season is that we be given “eyes to see and ears to 
hear,”as it says in the parsha...that we would walk that path of blessing...that we would 
rejoice in our obedience to the Torah...like the parsha says, that we were punished 
because we failed to rejoice. That we would be bolder when we need to be bolder...that 
we would learn to be restrained when we need to be restrained. That we would learn to 
recognize in ourselves the welling up of anger and learn better how to respond in those 
moments. And that we would all walk that Ets chaiyim hi  path. Shabbat shalom. 
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