
Let's begin with a definition of a term: ּהחָכָוֹת -tokhaha is a 
rebuke. The obligation to rebuke one's fellow is found here:  

 וילָעָ אשָּׂתִ אֹלוְ 2תֶימִעֲ תאֶ חַיכִוֹתּ חַכֵוֹה 2בֶבָלְבִּ 2יחִאָ תאֶ אנָשְׂתִ אֹל
  )זי:טי ארקיו( .אטְחֵ

You are not to hate your brother in your heart; rebuke, 
yes, rebuke your fellow, that you not bear sin because of 
him! (Lev. 19:17) 
Without going into the issues too deeply, what Leviticus is 
saying is that if you are upset with someone and have 
something to say to that person to get it off your chest, by 
all means say it, but don't be sinful. Rashi adds some clarity:   

 .םיבִּרַבָּ וינָפָּ תאֶ ןיבִּלְתַ אֹל
Do not embarrass the person in public. 
Thus, when you rebuke someone, you must still take pains 
to be compassionate. Here is another source on the subject:  

  )בי:ג ילשמ( .הצֶרְיִ ןבֵּ תאֶ באָכְוּ חיכִוֹי ׳ה בהַאֱיֶ רשֶׁאֲ תאֶ יכִּ
For whom the LORD loves, He rebukes, As a father the 
son whom he favors. (Proverbs 3:12) 
Is love, a prerequisite for a rebuke? This seems counter-
intuitive. On the one hand, a rebuke is a very stern form of 
communication. We would think that only people who hate 
us want to rebuke us. But once we understand that the aim 
of a proper rebuke is to mend a relationship, then a proper 
rebuke davka makes sense. To rebuke someone without 
caring about the relationship is simply another form of 
bullying. But a proper rebuke honors the other's vulner-
ability and their willingness to mend the relationship. 
When Moses reviews Israel's history in the beginning of the 
book of D'varim, he is, in part, rebuking Israel. The rabbis 
were attentive to this and because they understood the word 

םירִבָדְּהַ  to mean the rebukes (and not simply the things or 
the statements of Moses) they interpreted the opening 
words of the book, ַםירִבָדְּה הלֶּאֵ  -Eleh ha-dvarim to mean, 
These are the rebukes that Moses spoke.      The midrash:  

 ירֵבְדִּ וּיהָשֶׁ דמֵּלַמְ ?השֶׁמֹ רבֶּדִּ רשֶׁאֲ םירִבָדְּהַ הלֶּאֵ רמַוֹל דוּמלְתַּ המַ
 )ב:א םירבד ירפס( .תוֹחכָוֹתּ

What is the intent of the Torah's words, eleh hadvarim, 
these are the words that Moses spoke? This teaches us 
that these words were words of rebuke. (Sifrei Devarim 1:2) 
Why does the Torah have to say, These are the words that 
Moses spoke, when we know that Moses basically spoke 
the entire Torah?! Why does the Torah specify, davka here, 
that these are the words that Moses spoke? The answer is 
because these words, eleh hadvarim - are not just ordinary 
words. These words are words of rebuke. And if you read 
the book of Deuteronomy closely, you will see that there 
are many words of rebuke. Including this one in Chapter 1:  

 )בי:א ׳בד(  .םכֶבְירִוְ םכֶאֲשַּׂמַוּ םכֶחֲרְטׇ ידִּבַלְ אשָּׂאֶ הכָיאֵ 
How can I carry, I alone, your load, your burden, your 
quarreling? (Deut. 1:12) 

 
1 Not a di(icult conclusion since he lent out his prophetic 
services to curse Israel, and because later he tried to entice 

And this one also in Chapter 1: 
 )וכ:א(  .םכֶיהOֵאֱ ׳ה יפִּ תאֶ וּרמְתַּוַ תOעֲלַ םתֶיבִאֲ אֹלוְ 

Yet you were not willing to go up; you rebelled against 
the order of the Lord your God. (1:26). 
Enter Rabbi Aha son of Rabbi Hanina with a midrash:  

 תוֹחכָוֹתּהַ וּיהָ תוֹיוּארְ :אנָינִחֲ יבִּרַבְּ אחָאֲ יבִּרַ רמַאָ .םירִבָדְּהַ הלֶּאֵ
 וּיהָ ,םעָלְבִּ םחָיכִוֹה וּלּאִ אלָּאֶ .השֶׁמ יפִּמִ תוֹכרָבְּהַוְ ,םעָלְבִּ יפִּמִ רמַוֹל
 תוֹמּאֻ וּיהָ ,השֶׁמ םכָרְבֵּ וּלּאִוְ ."וּנחֵיכִוֹמ אנֵוֹשׂ" :םירִמְוֹא לאֵרָשְׂיִ
 ןחָיכִוֹי אוּה Vוּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ רמַאָ ".ןכָרְבֵּ ןבָהֲוֹא" :םירִמְוֹא םלָוֹעהָ
 תוֹכרָבְּהַ וּררְבָּתְיִּשֶׁ ידֵכְּ ,םאָנְוֹשֹּׂשֶׁ םעָלְבִּ ןכָרְבָיוִ ,ןבָהֲוֹאשֶׁ השֶׁמ
 )ד:א הבר םירבד( .לאֵרָשְׂיִ דיַבְּ תוֹחכָוֹתּהַוְ

Eleh ha'dvarim. These are the words (i.e. the rebukes) 
that Moses spoke to all of Israel. R. Aha son of R. 
Hanina said: It would have been more fitting if Bil'am 
had rebuked Israel (rather than Moses). And it would 
have been more fitting if Moses had blessed Israel 
(rather than Bil'am). However, if Bil'am had rebuked 
Israel, Israel would have claimed: "Someone who hates 
us is rebuking us!" And if Moses would have blessed 
them, the nations of the world would have claimed: 
"Someone who loves them has blessed them!" 
Therefore, God said: Let Moses be the one to rebuke 
them because (davka!) he loves them! And let Bil'am 
bless them because (davka!) he hates them! In that way 
it will be clear and beyond reproach that Israel deserves 
these blessings and curses. (Devarim Rabbah 1:4)  
Explanation: According to R. Aha, we generally expect 
someone who hates us to rebuke us and someone who loves 
us to bless us. But what took place was the opposite. Bil'am, 
who hated Israel1, should have appropriately been the one 
to rebuke Israel, but he ended up blessing Israel! And 
Moses, who loved his people, should have appropriately 
blessed Israel, and instead he ended up rebuking Israel! And 
davka, because the natural dispositions of Bil'am and 
Moses were opposite to their messages, their respective 
blessings and rebukes had much more weight to them. 
Davka is, davka, a hard word to translate. The closest we 
can get in English is "especially" in the sense of where what 
is being described is generally opposite to what is expected. 
But that translation davka lacks the urgency, directness, and 
irony of the original Aramaic.  R. Aha is offering us a davka 
argument. Blessings from someone who is hateful, or 
rebukes from someone who is loving davka carry more 
weight. The Talmud is filled with davka examples. 
Honoring and Revering Parents. In the 5th command-
ment, Honor your father and mother, (Exod. 20:11) father 
precedes mother. But elsewhere, when we are commanded 
to revere our parents, A person—his mother and his father 
you are to revere (Lev. 19:3) mother precedes father.  
The talmud deals with that in a davka argument.  

Israel to idolatry and immoral sexual behavior (Num. 25:1-3). 
Not a friend.  
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 וֹמּאִ תאֶ דבֵּכַמְ ןבֵּשֶׁ םלָוֹעהָ היָהָוְ רמַאָשֶׁ ימִ ינֵפְלִ עַוּדיָוְ יוּלגָּ :רמֵוֹא יבִּרַ
 אוּה Eוּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ םידִּקְהִ Eכָיפִלְ .םירִבָדְבִּ וֹתּלְדַּשַׁמְּשֶׁ ינֵפְּמִ ,ויבִאָמֵ רתֵוֹי
 ןבֵּהַשֶׁ םלָוֹעהָ היָהָוְ רמַאָשֶׁ ימִ ינֵפְלִ עַוּדיָוְ יוּלגָוְ .םאֵ דוּבּיכִלְ באָ דוּבּיכִּ
 שׁוֹדקָּהַ םידִּקְהִ Eכָיפִלְ ,הרָוֹתּ וֹדמְּלַמְּשֶׁ ינֵפְּמִ ,וֹמּאִמֵ רתֵוֹי ויבִאָמֵ ארֵייָתְמִ
 ).אל ןישודיק( .באָהָ ארָוֹמלְ םאֵהָ ארָוֹמ אוּה Eוּרבָּ

Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi says: It is revealed and known before 
the One Who spoke and the world came into being that a 
son honors his mother more than he honors his father, 
because she persuades him with many statements of 
encouragement and does not treat him harshly. Therefore, 
in the mitzva of: “Honor your father and your mother” God 
preceded the mention of the honor due one’s father before 
mentioning the honor due one’s mother. Similarly, it is 
revealed and known before the One Who spoke and the 
world came into being that a son fears his father more than 
his mother, because his father teaches him Torah, and 
consequently he is strict with him. Therefore, in the verse: 
“A man shall fear his mother and his father”, the God 
preceded the mention of fear of the mother before the 
mention of fear of the father. (Kiddushin 31a) 
In other words: In the worldview of R. Yehuda HaNassi 
mothers are generally loving and compassionate while fathers 
are stern disciplinarians. One's natural tendency would be to 
honor the loving and compassionate parent, the mother, and 
revere the stern disciplinarian, the father. It precisely because 
of that, that the Torah davka reverses the order in both of those 
commandments. Honor, davka, your father and mother (in 
davka that order) - because you naturally fear your father more 
than your mother. Revere davka, your mother and father (in 
davka that order) - because you tend to honor your mother more 
than your father. Hillel and Shammai. Hillel is kind and 
patient.  Shammai is strict and uncompromising. This 
characterization is based on well-known stories, like the story 
of the proselyte who comes before both of them wanting to 
convert to Judaism on condition that they teach him the Torah 
while standing on one foot. Shammai rejects him, while Hillel 
accepts him saying:  What is hateful to you do not do unto your 
neighbor. That is the Torah, the rest is commentary. Go and 
learn. But it shouldn't surprise us that there are examples of 
Shammai, davka Shammai (!), being gracious and Hillel, davka 
Hillel (!), being caustic and critical. Here is one of Shammai's 
most famous sayings:  

 )וט:א תובא( :תוֹפיָ םינִפָּ רבֶסֵבְּ םדָאָהָ לכָּ תאֶ לבֵּקַמְ יוֵהֱוֶ
Receive all people with a pleasant countenance. (Avot 1:15) 
Hardly what one would expect to hear from a strict old coot. 
And in one instance, Hillel lost his temper and rebuked his 
colleagues. After examining the laws of the Passover sacrifice 
for an entire day, and faced with what he thought were lazy 
questions, he blasted them with the following jewel:  

 התָיְהָשֶׁ תוּלצְעַ — םכֶילֵעֲ אישִׂנָ היֶהְאֶוְ לבֶבָּמִ הלֶעְאֶשֶׁ םכֶלָ םרַגָּ ימִ
 ).וס םיחספ( ...םכֶבָּ

What caused this to happen to you, that I should come up 
from Babylonia and become Nasi over you? It was the 
laziness in you...2 (Pesachim 66a) 

 
2 He is referring to the fact that his colleagues Eretz Yisrael 
did not know the obvious answers to their questions 

Davka, because Hillel is always perceived to be patient and 
compassionate, his rebuke carried so much more weight. We 
could all, davka, bring our own examples of this type of 
argument. Here are just a few: Nixon Goes to China. Richard 
Nixon had been a lifelong Cold Warrior. It was davka Nixon 
who could pull that off because of his fierce anti-communism. 

 
Begin and Sadat. Prior to being elected in 1977, Begin had 
spent 30 years as an opposition leader in Israel's governments. 
His unwavering territorial maximalism of gave him tremen-
dous credibility among the right wing the Israeli electorate. 
And yet, it was davka Begin, who argued compellingly for 
Israel to cede the Sinai Peninsula for the sake of peace. Ariel 
Sharon and the Unilateral Disengagement from Gaza. This 
August marks 20 years since Israel's disengagement from 
Gaza. Sharon, a hero of the Yom Kippur War, had long 
established himself as a tough politician and as an architect of 
Israel's settlement policy. But at heart, he was a pragmatist. He 
saw Israel's presence in Gaza as unsustainable. It was davka 
Sharon, who could make the case for disengagement. In each 
of these cases the person we would least likely expect ends 
up being the one, davka, to create lasting impact.   
(We could come up with more: Lincoln, davka the cautious 
moderate whose moral clarity resulted in the Emancipation 
Proclamation; FDR, davka a product of great wealth and 
privilege who promulgated the New Deal; Lyndon Johnson, 
davka, raised in segregation and the Civil Rights Act of 1964. 
Bob Dylan, davka, the ultimate symbol of folk music, who 
leveraged his credibility and "went electric" for the sake of his 
artistic integrity.)           Back to R. Aha. Rabbi Aha's 
interpretation is not a frivolous exercise in comparing Moses 
and Bil'am. Rather, it opens us up to a larger question of who 
has credibility, and davka, the essence of integrity, authen-
ticity, altruism and moral courage. Moses, the devoted leader 
of Israel is the one from whom we would expect blessings, not 
rebukes. But it is davka, because of his integrity and 
steadfastness, that his ּהחָכָוֹת -tokhaha carries tremendous 
weight. Because these rebukes were part of his last words to 
Israel, they were delivered with the intent to inspire the soul, 
and not to crush it. To build up, not to take down. His ּהחָכָוֹת -
tokhaha emanating from a place of honesty and truth, was not 
an expression of anger but davka, an expression of love and 
devotion to Israel.                   Shabbat Shalom! 
 

because they were not attentive to their masters Shemaya 
and Avtalyon. Hillel rebukes them because of their laziness.  

As we mark 666 days, we pray for the return of the hostages, and an end to the war, and an alleviation of the 
terrible humanitarian crisis.  May God comfort the bereaved, protect the IDF, and heal the wounded.  

 


