
Unit: 

 Tochecha 
The Art of Rebuke 

 

1. Topic overview 

The opening unit on Tarbut HaMachloket focused on general issues involved in 

creating a pluralistic, transdenominational culture of respect.  This set the 

groundwork for the rest of this curriculum: case studies relating to Tarbut 

HaMachloket.  Students will be applying the theoretical knowledge gained thus far 

to more practical cases affecting our students1. 

 

2. Opening the unit 

Consider doing one or more pre-thinking exercises to open up this unit on 

Tochecha.  One route is to give students made-up situations to respond to.  For 

example:  

 

• There’s this one student in class who is the most annoying person you have 

ever met.  All he does is bother you.  You don’t want him around you anymore.  

Do you say anything?  What do you say, how do you say it?  When?  Why 

would you say something?  How do you think he’ll react? 

• Your friends come up to you and say that you dress really badly.  They say 

they’re a little embarrassed hanging out with you because of the way you 

dress.  Should they have said something?  How would you react? 

 

Obviously these can be seen as “petty” situations.  But to the lives of teenagers, 

these are very important situations in which they must think of whether and how 

they should give/receive rebuke: dress, and social situations.   

 

You could also get your students to come up with real situations from their  own 

lives.   They are sure to have many situations.  Depending on the maturity level of 

the class, you could even have the students act out these scenarios and come up 

                                                 
1
 Some teachers have found that teaching the case studies before the more theoretical first unit on Tarbut 

HaMachloket works better. 



with alternate endings.  You can also show clips from movies or television shows and 

base discussions around them. 

 

Regardless of the method, the students should have an open, uncritical initial 

discussion on this subject.  The teacher should facilitate discussion in such a way 

that the following questions are discussed: When and why is it a person’s 

responsibility to rebuke?  Is it appropriate to scold someone for wrong behavior?  

To alert someone to an erroneous assumption?  What happens if you say something, 

but the person ignores you?  How hard do you have to try to get the person to 

listen to you?  What happens when rebuking embarrasses the person?  Or if the 

person gets very offended?  “Who am I to criticize…I’m not perfect!”  How should 
you rebuke?  How should you receive rebuke?  Is self-criticism desirable?  Can we 
rebuke God?  Does God rebuke us?  And so on.2 

 

Maybe ask the students to record their thoughts in a journal, and see if they 

change their minds by the end of the unit.  Pump the students up, get them 

agitated and bothered by the topic!  Where there is cognitive dissonance in the 

classroom there is likely to be a greater interest in the subject matter and a 

greater appreciation of the material studied. 

 

3. The original source to rebuke 

Text 1, Vayikra 19:17 

 

 : לא תשנא את אחיך בלבבך הוכח תוכיח את עמיתך ולא תשא עליו חטא

 

Do not hate your brother in your heart, you shall surely rebuke your neighbor, and 

incur no sin because of this person. 

 

Before actually tackling this text, the students should be aware of its context in 

Sefer Vayikra.  It appears in the “Holiness Code” section of Vayikra, the section of 

Torah that is famous for many of the moral imperatives of Judaism such as loving 

your neighbor as yourself and not placing a stumbling block in front of the blind.   

The students should be encouraged to find this text in their Chumashim.  Text 1 is 

the foundation of all discussions in Judaism on the topic of rebuke.  

 

                                                 
2
 In teaching about Tochecha, sometimes students get confused about what “rebuke” actually means.  Be sure to 

spend time making sure they understand the definition—it’s probably a word that is not in some student’s 

vocabulary.  Be sure that it is crystal clear that the students understand the basic definition of “Tochecha”. 



You might want to give the students only the Hebrew, and have them try to 

translate it, perhaps with a lexicon if need be.  The complexity of this verse will 

come out much better in the original, and in trying to translate it.  You could create 

a chevruta guide for it.  How many separate commandments does the verse 

contain?  What is the connection between each of the parts?  What does it mean 

to hate “in your heart”?  Why would a person “incur sin” because of the person?  

Why is the command to rebuke so strongly stated?  Who is considered one’s 

“brother”?  Why does the word change in the next line?   Is there any relation to 

this verse and the verses before and after it?  What questions are still left 

unanswered by this command? 

 

Is it at all counterintuitive that the Torah would command one to rebuke?    In 

today’s American society, it’s not very politically correct or socially acceptable to 

rebuke others.  But not only is there an explicit command to rebuke, but other 

places in Jewish literature also make rebuking a very positive characteristic in a 

person.  As you read the following, think about what reasons are suggested for a 

person to rebuke. 

 

4. The pros and cons of rebuking 

Text 2, Talmud Bavli, Masechet Tamid 28a 
 

 נחת רוח באה -שכל זמן שתוכחות בעולם , האדם יאהב את התוכחות...: רבי אומר, תניא
+ ד"משלי כ +שנאמר, ורעה מסתלקת מן העולם, טובה וברכה באין לעולם, לעולם

כל המוכיח את חבירו לשם שמים : יונתן' ר ראמ...ולמוכיחים ינעם ועליהם תבא ברכת טוב
ולא עוד אלא , מוכיח אדם אחרי+ ח"משלי כ+שנאמר ,  זוכה לחלקו של הקדוש ברוך הוא-

 . חן ימצא ממחליק לשון+ ח"משלי כ+שנאמר , שמושכין עליו חוט של חסד
 

Rebbi Yehuda HaNasi says: “…A person should love rebuke since as long as there is 

rebuke in the world, ease of mind comes to the world, good and blessing come to 

the world, and evil departs from it, as it says, ‘Those who rebuke find favor, and a 

good blessing falls upon them’ (Proverbs 24:25)…Rabbi Yonatan said: “Whoever 

reproves their neighbor without any ulterior motives3 is worthy of a portion of the 

Holy One Blessed be He, as it says, ‘One that rebukes another finds favor with Me.’  

And not only that, God draws over that person a cloth of love’ (Proverbs 28:23).    

 

Do you think the Rabbis from Text 2 really believe that all those benefits can 

come from rebuke?  If the Rabbis are using hyperbole (exaggeration), why are 

                                                 
3
 Literally, l’shem shamayim: for the name/sake of Heaven/God 



they doing so?  Do you believe people are rewarded by God for rebuking? Why 

might it be better to favor rebuke over flattery?  Do you think that the Torah’s 

views on rebuking are unrealistic in the American society in which we live today? 

 

The text from Tamid brings up the notion of one’s motives in rebuking. This recalls 

what we learned previously in the 10th grade curriculum—Judaism traditionally 

looks positively upon arguing “l’shem shamayim” as opposed to for selfish motives.  

This would be a good time to make the connections between the previous units and 

this one.  When it comes to rebuking another person, what type of motives are 

negative, and what are positive?  Sometimes, we might rebuke someone because we 

simply don’t like that person and we want to hurt them.  But perhaps if we are 

rebuking that person because we want to help them out, that might be a positive 

motive.  The rabbis say to examine our motives before expressing rebuke.  In 

other words, “think before you speak!”   

 

Text 3, Bereshit Raba 54:3 

 
From the genre of Midrash Agadah, those commentaries dealing mainly with the stories in 

Tanach and having some sort of moral teaching. 
 

אמר ריש לקיש תוכחה , רבי יוסי בר חנינא דאמר כל אהבה שאין עמה תוכחה אינה אהבה
  מביאה לידי שלום

 

Rabbi Yosi ben Chanina said: “A love without reproof is no love.”  Resh Lakish said: 

“Reproof leads to peace; a peace where there has been no reproof is no peace.”   

 

Why should true love require reproof?  You could ask the students if any of their 

relationships (with parents, siblings, friends, etc.) involve healthy criticism.  What 

does that type of criticism look like?  Why would healthy criticism be something 

that enhances (completes, according to the rabbis) a loving relationship?  In order 
to rebuke someone you love, you need to be honest.  While honesty is an important 

characteristic in a relationship, does honesty always entail willingness to rebuke?  

How much honesty is needed in a healthy, loving relationship?  Are there times 

when friends and those who love each other should refrain from being honest?4 
 

Why can there be no peace without reproof?  You might want to take a look at the 

conflict between Avimelech and Avraham to analyze this question: 

                                                 
4
 Arachin 16b refers to the tension between honesty and modesty as well.   



 

Text 4, Bereshit 21:25-26 

 

ויאמר אבימלך : והוכח אברהם את אבימלך על אדות באר המים אשר גזלו עבדי אבימלך
 :לא ידעתי מי עשה את הדבר הזה וגם אתה לא הגדת לי וגם אנכי לא שמעתי בלתי היום

  

Then Avraham rebuked Avimelech for the well of water which the servants of 

Avimelech had seized.  But Avimelech said, “I do not know who did this; you did not 

tell me, nor have I heard of it until today.” 

 

Avraham and Avimelech have a land dispute.  Here, Avraham tries to prove to 

Avimelech that he indeed dug certain wells, which means that Avimelech’s servants 

had no right to seize them.  After this confrontation, the two leaders conclude a 

pact which allows for peaceful coexistence in the land of the Philistines.  

 

Why did Avraham rebuke Avimelech?  Why was the rebuke necessary as a 

prerequisite for the ensuing peace between the two?  Perhaps you could make a 

connection to the conflict between the Palestinians and Israelis.  The fact that the 

two parties historically could not sit at a table and rebuke each other in a healthy 

manner meant that they could never really talk openly with each other.  There was 

no honesty—only suspicion.  So perhaps when two parties can rebuke each other, 

that implies that they are honest with each other, can listen to each other, and 

respect each other.   

 

Slowly but surely, students should see how rebuking can actually be a positive 

characteristic in a person, when it is done in the right way.  This, after all, is the 
main point of this unit: to teach students how to talk to each other in open, honest, 

respectful ways.   

 

5. Parent-child rebuke 

Text 5, Sefer Shmuel I 20:30-34 
 

 ויחר אף שאול ביהונתן ויאמר לו בן נעות המרדות הלוא ידעתי כי בחר אתה לבן ישי )ל(
 כי כל הימים אשר בן ישי חי על האדמה לא תכון אתה )לא( :לבשתך ולבשת ערות אמך

 ויען יהונתן את שאול אביו ויאמר )לב( ס: ומלכותך ועתה שלח וקח אתו אלי כי בן מות הוא
 ויטל שאול את החנית עליו להכתו וידע יהונתן כי כלה היא )לג( :אליו למה יומת מה עשה

 ויקם יהונתן מעם השלחן בחרי אף ולא אכל ביום החדש )לד( ס: מעם אביו להמית את דוד
 ס: השני לחם כי נעצב אל דוד כי הכלמו אביו

 



Shaul flew into a rage against his son Yonatan. ‘You son of a perverse rebellious 

woman!’ he shouted.  ‘I know that you side with David to your own shame, and the 

shame of your mother’s nakedness.  For as long as David lives, neither you nor your 

kingdom will be secure!  Now then, have him brought to me, because he is marked 

for death.’  But Yonatan spoke up and said to his father, ‘Why should he be put to 

death?  What has he done?’ At that, Shaul threw his spear at Yonatan to strike 

him down, and Yonatan realized that his father Shaul was determined to kill David.  

Yonatan rose from the table angry; he did not eat any food that second day of the 

month, because he was so sad about David, and because his father had humiliated 

him. 

 

Here, King Shaul rebukes his son Yonatan for his loyalty toward David, Shaul’s 

apparent rival.5  What is the tone of Shaul’s rebuke of his son?  Does this type of 

rebuke fall within the parameters of an acceptable, desirable kind of rebuke?  

Should there be different standards for the appropriateness of rebuke between 

family members versus between non-related people? 

 

Your students will surely have stories of how their parents treated them “unfairly”.  

Why?  Was their parent’s rebuke appropriate?6 When is it appropriate to yell at a 

child, if ever?  Are the rules different when a parent disciplines a child versus 

when a friend rebukes a friend?  Or when a teacher rebukes a student?7  Is it okay 

for students to rebuke teachers, and children to rebuke parents?8     

 

Text 6, Bereshit 18:23 
 

 : ויגש אברהם ויאמר האף תספה צדיק עם רשע

 

Avraham came forward and said to God, “Will You sweep away the innocent along 

with the guilty?”  

 

                                                 
5
 See Arachin 16b for more discussion on this passage from Sefer Shmuel.   

6
 There will be a specific unit in this curriculum on parent-child relations, so you should note delve deeply into this 

subject just yet.  It’s more of a preview of what’s to come. 
7
 See Bava Metzia 37a—it is permissible to rebuke a teacher.  See Sanhedrin 19a, a citizen being permitted to 

rebuke even the King. 
8
 Feel free to include other examples of rebuke.  For example you could teach Moshe rebuking the Jewish people—

see Midrash Sifri Piska 2. 



Briefly review this story.  What’s important from the story is that Avraham 

rebukes God and God seemingly accepts the rebuke.  God, after some negotiation, 

agrees not to destroy the city if ten innocent people are found there. 

 

Was it appropriate for Avraham to rebuke God?  Was he obliged to?  At what time, 

if any, might it be appropriate to rebuke God?  Is it ever inappropriate to rebuke 

God?  The teacher could refer to the 9th grade Tefilla curriculum, Kavanah #1, 

which describes a “legitimate” form of prayer which was called “protest prayer”.  

This type of prayer involves rebuking God. 

 

6. How and when to rebuke 

Text 7, Sifra 89a-89b 

 
From the genre of Midrash Halacha, those midrashim dealing mainly with laws, organized 

according to their appearance in the Chumash. 
 

יכול , תלמוד לומר הוכיח תוכיח, מנין שאם הוכחתו ארבעה וחמשה פעמים חזור והוכיח
טרפון ' אמר ר) ט. (למוד לומר ולא תשא עליו חטאאת מוכיחו ופניו משתנות ת' אפי

אמר רבי אלעזר בן עזריה העבודה אם יש בדור , העבודה אם יש בדור הזה יכול להוכיח
 ע העבודה אם יש בדור הזה יודע היאך מוכיחים  "אמר ר, הזה יכול לקבל תוכחת

 

How do we know that if a person has rebuked a neighbor four and five times 

[without succeeding in turning the neighbor from sin], that person should continue 

to rebuke [the neighbor]?  Because it says: “You shall surely rebuke the other.”  

One might infer that the reproof should be carried so far as to change a person’s 

face with shame.  But it says, “You shall not bring guilt upon the other.”  Rabbi 

Tarfon said: “In this generation there is no one capable of rebuking [because 

everyone is a sinner].” Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah said: “In this generation there is 

no one capable of receiving rebuke.”  Rabbi Akiva said: “In this generation there is 

no one who knows how rebuke ought to be worded.”   

 

Perhaps the most important thing to consider in rebuking another person is never 

to embarrass them (“You shall not bring guilt upon the other”).   I was once in a 

public lecture by a famous rabbi in which one of the students in the lecture fell 

asleep, right in front of the rabbi.  The rabbi was insulted, woke up the student 

(who was an adult, grown man) in front of the entire class, and said something like, 

“What, I’m boring you?”  While the rabbi himself was obviously insulted, there was 

no doubt that the student was embarrassed at the public rebuke. At the end of 

the lecture, during the open question-and-answer session with the rabbi, another 



student said to the rabbi in front of all the students, “Rabbi, I hope you won’t be 

offended if I rebuke you (and he cited the biblical verse from Vayikra 19:17), but I 

think it was inappropriate for you to have embarrassed my friend in front of the 

entire group like that.”  Initially, the rabbi was very taken aback at this criticism, 

and defended why he did it.  But very quickly, the rabbi apologized profusely at the 

thought of having embarrassed someone, especially in public.  He asked for 

forgiveness in front of the whole group.   

 

Afterwards, we all thought it was unclear what should have happened during that 

lecture.  Was it appropriate for the rabbi to have publicly rebuked his student for 

sleeping in front of him during a lecture?  Was it wrong for him to have 

embarrassed his student in public?  Probably it was.  How should the rabbi have 
rebuked his student, if at all?  Should the student’s friend have rebuked the rabbi 

like he did?  Did it embarrass the rabbi (it did, at least initially)?  Did it embarrass 

his friend even more (it did, in fact)?  How should the rabbi have reacted to the 

rebuke?  He actually was the model of how to accept rebuke—he accepted it 

graciously and apologetically, and vowed to try not to do it again.   

 

According to Text 2 (Tamid 28a), the results of rebuke are ease of mind, good 

blessing, and departing evil.  In Text 7, it says that no one is truly capable of giving 

rebuke.  How can these two texts be reconciled, if at all?  One might say that once 

upon a time, people were able to rebuke but they no longer can.  Or one might say 

that there are simply two conflicting opinions about our obligation to rebuke.  Why 

might it be important to preserve conflicting texts in our tradition, embracing 

them both?  This question is an important one to touch on, especially after what 

the students learned previously in this curriculum. 

 

Do you agree with the three rabbi’s opinions in Text 7 above?  Do you agree that no 

one knows how to give rebuke or word it appropriately, or knows how to accept 

rebuke?  If so, should one simply refrain from rebuking at all?  Do you agree that 

if your rebuke is initially not accepted, you should continue to rebuke even up to 

four or five times?9  What is the purpose of continually rebuking—is it appropriate 

or desirable?  Is it realistic?  What are some reasons why we should not rebuke 
these days?  There are others who have said we should not rebuke nowadays: 

                                                 
9
 There are other texts which can be used which cover much the same material as the texts chosen in this curriculum.  

For example, Talmud Bavli Shabbat 54a and b cover topics such as rebuking people who you know won’t accept it, 

your obligation to rebuke in general, etc.  See also Shabbat 55a, Shabbat 148b, and Brachot 20a, with Rashi and 

Tosafot. Perhaps in a more advanced, skills-oriented class one can learn these sugiyot and commentators, but rest 

assured that almost all of the content that is found in those sugiyot is covered in this curriculum. 



 

Text 8, Mesilat Yesharim, by Moshe Chayim Luzzato (Ramchal), Ch. 20 

 
Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto (1707-1746), also known as the RaMCHaL after his initials, is 

best known for his classical work on piety, Mesilat Yesharim (Path of the Just) 

 

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 rebuker 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.  In a case of this kind, it is the part of 

saintliness to remain silent.  “As it is our duty to reprove when we are likely to be 

heeded”, say our sages, “so is it our duty to withhold from reproof when we are not 

likely to be heeded.” (Yevamot 65)10   

 

What are the Ramchal’s reasons for not rebuking even though we are commanded 
to?  Do you agree with him?  Or do you agree with the previous text (Text 7) that 

even if your rebuke isn’t heeded, you should keep trying and trying until you 

succeed?  Are there certain situations in which a person should sometimes follow 

Sifra’s advice to rebuke even if you aren’t heeded, and other times follow the 

Ramchal’s advice?  What are those situations?     

 

Text 9, Seder ha-Dorot ha-Chadash, p. 59, the Baal Shem Tov11 

 
The Baal Shem Tov (c.1698-1760) was the Jewish founder of Chasidism, born in Ukraine. 

 

A great teaching which the Baal Shem Tov planted for us is that if you see another 

person doing something ugly, meditate on the presence of that same ugliness in 

ourselves.  And know that it is one of God’s mercies that God brought this sight 

before your eyes in order to remind you of that fault in you, so as to bring you 

back in repentance…For if you saw someone desecrating Shabbat, or desecrating 

God’s name some other way, you should examine your own deeds and you will 

certainly find among them desecration of the Shabbat and cursing God’s name.  Or 

if you heard some profanity or obscene language, you should consider your own 

impudence, and when you failed to conduct yourself modestly.  If you heard some 

                                                 
10
 As found in “Teaching Jewish Values”.  Translated by Mordechai Kaplan, JPS 1966, p. 370. 

11
 As paraphrased from “Jewish Spiritual Practices” by Yitzchak Buxbaum, p. 305, found in “Teaching Jewish 

Values”. 



skeptical or atheistic talk from someone, then you should work to strengthen your 

faith and trust in God.   

 

The Baal Shem Tov in Text 9 offers a contrasting view to that of the Ramchal in 

Text 8.  Rather than weighing the faults of other people, he suggests that you look 
more closely at your own self.  This corresponds to a theory in modern psychology 
of projection. Sometimes, when we judge others about a particular character fault, 

we might actually be subconsciously critiquing a character fault of our own!  Since 
we’re uncomfortable doing a self-critique because it hurts too much, yet at the 

same time we don’t like that aspect of ourselves, we “project” that unwanted 

character trait onto another individual and critique the other person—which is a 

much more comfortable thing to do, obviously.  What the Baal Shem Tov is asking 

us to do is to be aware that we might subconsciously do this, and to focus our 

critique inward instead.  
 

Text 10, Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Dayot, Chapters 6:6-9 
 

 הלכה ו
שלום את אמנון כשיחטא איש לאיש לא ישטמנו וישתוק כמו שנאמר ברשעים ולא דבר אב

אלא מצוה עליו להודיעו ולומר לו למה , מאומה למרע ועד טוב כי שנא אבשלום את אמנון
ואם חזר , שנאמר הוכח תוכיח את עמיתך, עשית לי כך וכך ולמה חטאת לי בדבר פלוני

ולא יהא המוחל אכזרי שנאמר ויתפלל אברהם אל , ובקש ממנו למחול לו צריך למחול
 . האלהים

 
 הלכה ז

הרואה חבירו שחטא או שהלך בדרך לא טובה מצוה להחזירו למוטב ולהודיעו שהוא 
המוכיח את חבירו בין , חוטא על עצמו במעשיו הרעים שנאמר הוכח תוכיח את עמיתך

וידבר , צריך להוכיחו בינו לבין עצמו, בין בדברים שבינו לבין המקום, בדברים שבינו לבינו
אם , שאינו אומר לו אלא לטובתו להביאו לחיי העולם הבאלו בנחת ובלשון רכה ויודיעו 

וכן תמיד חייב אדם להוכיחו עד , קיבל ממנו מוטב ואם לאו יוכיחנו פעם שניה ושלישית
וכל שאפשר בידו למחות ואינו מוחה הוא נתפש בעון , שיכהו החוטא ויאמר לו איני שומע

 . אלו כיון שאפשר לו למחות בהם
 

 הלכה ח
כך , בירו תחלה לא ידבר לו קשות עד שיכלימנו שנאמר ולא תשא עליו חטאהמוכיח את ח

מכאן שאסור , ל ולא תשא עליו חטא"אמרו חכמים יכול אתה מוכיחו ופניו משתנות ת
   בין קטן בין גדול...לאדם להכלים את ישראל וכל שכן ברבים

 
 הלכה ט



י שהיה החוטא הדיוט מי שחטא עליו חבירו ולא רצה להוכיחו ולא לדבר לו כלום מפנ
ומחל לו בלבו ולא שטמו ולא הוכיחו הרי זו מדת , או שהיתה דעתו משובשת, ביותר

 . חסידות לא הקפידה תורה אלא על המשטמה
 

6--When a person sins against another, the injured party should not hate the 

offender in deep silence…But it is that person’s duty to inform the offender and 

say, “Why did you do this to me?  Why did you sin against me in this matter?”  

Therefore it is said, “You shall surely rebuke your neighbor” (Leviticus 19:17).  If 

the offender repents and pleads for forgiveness, the offender should be forgiven.  

The forgiver should not be unyielding, as it is said, “And Avraham prayed unto God 

(for Avimelech)” (Genesis 20:17). 

 

7--If one observes that another committed a sin or walks in a way that is not good, 

it is the person’s duty to bring the erring one back to the right path and point out 

that he/she is wronging him/herself by this evil course, as it is said, “You shall 

surely rebuke your neighbor”.  One who rebukes another, whether for offenses 

against the one who rebukes him/herself or for sins against God, should administer 

the rebuke in private, speak to the offender gently and tenderly, and point out 

that the rebuke is offered for the wrongdoer’s own good, to secure for the other a 

life in the World to Come.  If the person accepts the rebuke, well and good.  If 

not, the person should be rebuked a second, and third time.  And so one is bound to 

continue the admonitions, until the sinner assaults the admonisher and says, “I 

refuse to listen.”  Whoever is in a position to prevent wrongdoing and does not do 

so is responsible for the iniquity of all the wrongdoers whom that person might 

have restrained.  

 

8—One who rebukes his fellow, the first time he must not speak harshly and 

humiliate him, as it is said: “Do not bear guilt because of him”.  Thus said our 

Sages: “Can it be that you rebuke him until his face becomes white?”  Thus it says 

“Do not bear guilt because of him.”  From here we learn that no person may 

humiliate any Jew, even more so in public…whether of low or high social status…  

 

9—Someone who has been wronged by his fellow and doesn’t want to rebuke him 

nor say anything to him, because the sinner is exceedingly common or not right in 

his mind—and the person forgave him in his heart and didn’t bear any ill feelings, 

and didn’t rebuke him—this is an act of special piety. For the Torah is only 

concerned about ill feelings. 

 



One thing the teacher can do is to have the students do a “scavenger hunt” to find 

the sources the Rambam used in creating his halachot.  You could, for example, put 

all of the sources from this unit around the room or school, and have the kids find 

and match the sources to the halachot of the Rambam.   What did the Rambam add 

that wasn’t in the sources we learned?  How did he take contradictory sources and 

resolve them?  Which sources did he discard, which did he emphasize?  Why? 

 

One thing you could emphasize from this Rambam is the notion of standing up for 

people in need, and standing up against injustice (see Halacha 7).  Students should 

learn to take a stand.  This would be a good time to bring in the story of David and 

Natan (Text 11).  David has just killed Uriah in order to steal away Batsheva.  It 

might be a good idea to read that chapter as well.  You’ll need to spend time 

explaining the meaning of the analogy from Text 11. 

 

Text 11, Sefer Shmuel II 12:1-7 
 

 וישלח ידוד את נתן אל דוד ויבא אליו ויאמר לו שני אנשים היו בעיר אחת אחד עשיר )א(
 ולרש אין כל כי אם כבשה אחת )ג( : לעשיר היה צאן ובקר הרבה מאד)ב( :ואחד ראש

ו תאכל ומכסו תשתה ובחיקו תשכב קטנה אשר קנה ויחיה ותגדל עמו ועם בניו יחדו מפת
 ויבא הלך לאיש העשיר ויחמל לקחת מצאנו ומבקרו לעשות לארח הבא )ד( :ותהי לו כבת

 ויחר אף דוד באיש מאד )ה( :לו ויקח את כבשת האיש הראש ויעשה לאיש הבא אליו
 ואת הכבשה ישלם ארבעתים עקב )ו( :ויאמר אל נתן חי ידוד כי בן מות האיש העשה זאת

 ויאמר נתן אל דוד אתה האיש כה אמר )ז( :שר עשה את הדבר הזה ועל אשר לא חמלא
 ויאמר דוד )יג( :ידוד אלהי ישראל אנכי משחתיך למלך על ישראל ואנכי הצלתיך מיד שאול

 אל נתן חטאתי לידוד  

 

But the Lord was displeased with what David had done, and the Lord sent Natan to 

David.  He came to him and said, “There were two men in the same city, one rich 

and one poor.  The rich man had very large flocks and herds, but the poor man had 

only one little ewe lamb that he had bought.  He tended it and it grew up together 

with him and his children; it used to share his morsel of bread, drink from his cup, 

and nestle in his bosom; it was like a daughter to him.  One day, a traveler came to 

the rich man, but he was loath to take anything from his own flocks or herds to 

prepare a meal for the guest who had come to him; so he took the poor man’s lamb 

and prepared it for the man who had come to him.”  David flew into a rage against 

the man, and said to Natan, “As the Lord lives, the man who did this deserves to 

die!  He shall pay for the lamb four times over, because he did such a thing and 

showed no pity.”  And Natan said to David, “You are that man!”…David said to 
Natan, “I stand guilty before God!” 



 

Natan could be a powerful role model—he is a model of someone who stands up for 

justice at moments of moral trespass.  Jews have an obligation not to remain silent 

in the face of wrongdoing.  This notion also is in keeping with what was learned 

previously about “kol yisrael aravim zeh b’zeh”—the notion that we are all mutually 

responsible for one another, and we need to look out for each other.  This concept 

even extends to rebuking one another if it means that it will make the world a 

better place.  It’s remarkable that a prophet (Natan) is able to denounce the king, 

and that the king acknowledges his sin and repents.  The Rambam implies that had 

Natan not rebuked David, he would have been responsible for David’s future sins he 
could have prevented—this is a concept which should be explored. The story of 

Natan and David is an excellent model of giving and accepting rebuke. 

 

Other ideas which emerge from the Rambam in Text 10 are that Tochecha should 

always happen in private because of the possibility of publicly embarrassing the 

person.  And finally, the Rambam notes that we should only rebuke if one has ill 

feelings towards a person.  If you have no ill feelings towards a person and 

completely forgive him, and that person likely won’t accept the rebuke or change 

his ways anyway, there’s no need to rebuke him.   

 

7. Final Project 

One thing you could do is to invite your students to think of ways that this unit on 

Tochecha could be applied to our school.  For example, other schools (not just 

public schools, but many Jewish day schools and other private schools as well) have 

peer mediation programs.  The following article describes such a program: 

 

PEER MEDIATION AND OTHER STRATEGIES FOR STRENGTHENING SOCIAL 

RELATIONSHIPS 

(From Rethinking Upper School: Best Practice in Teaching, Learning, and 
Leadership by Daniels, Marilyn, and Zemelman) 

 

Nicholas (mediator): We want to thank you for coming to peer mediation.  As you 

know, this is voluntary. 

Steve (second mediator): I’m Steve and this is Nicholas.  And you are…? 

Itanzia (disputant): I’m Itanzia. 

Jeanette (second disputant): I’m Jeannette. 

Steve: We need each of you to agree to several rules.  First, this is confidential. 

Do you both agree? 



Itanzia and Jeanette: Yes. 

Steve: No interrupting while the other is talking, and no put-downs. Do you agree? 

Itanzia: OK. 

Jeanette: All right. 

Steve: Each of you must try to be truthful and agree that you want to settle this 

argument. Do you agree? 

Jeanette: Yeah. 

Itanzia: I guess so. 

Nicholas: Itanzia, would you like to tell us the problem? 

Itanzia: She tryin’ to take my boyfriend because I made the team and she didn’t! 

Steve: Jeanette, you tell us your side of the story. 

Jeanette: Well, its not even like that, that I’m trying to steal her boyfriend.  It’s 

not like I want him anyway. 

Itanzia: In the letter I found, that she wrote, how about how she loved him and all 

this! 

Nicholas: OK, could you tell us how that made you feel? 

Itanzia: Mad! Angry, upset, want to bear her up!... 

 

Four experienced peer mediators are role playing the resolution of a dispute for 

the rest of their team at Best Practice Upper School. After dozens of such 

problems they know just how to portray fellow teenagers with an attitude. When 

our school first opened, we imagined that a smaller setting where teachers knew all 

the kids would automatically be safer and more peaceful. Wrong. Some of our kids 

grew up with the customs of the street, learning only one way to preserve 

themselves. So we were horrified when a few physical fights broke out in the halls 

during those first few months. How could this be happening? What could we do 

about it? The school would need to actively promote a more civil life. We happened 

upon Judith Ferrara's thorough and lively book Peer Mediation: Finding a Way to 
Care, and we knew immediately what we had to do.  
 

Peer mediation is usually sorely misunderstood by those unacquainted with it. 

Almost every news reporter who describes our program calls it a student "court" 

where good students mete out punishments to the troublemakers. But it's far more 

powerful and educational than that. Instead, student mediators learn to elicit 

disputants' views of the events, issues and feelings voluntary and confidential. 

Even teacher-sponsors are not permitted to listen in, though an adult is always 

close by to ensure safety. The mediators reflect the full range of the school's 

social groupings so they aren't perceived as elite goodie-goodies. And they are 



extensively trained to be good listeners, to respond neutrally, and to facilitate the 

disputants' own initiatives instead of proposing solutions themselves. 

 

Peer mediation is one of the essential first ingredients for a positive school 

climate, because conflict simmers just below the surface in most Upper Schools. 

Students often keep it out of sight of the adults, while the grown-ups either avoid 

dealing with it or try to suppress it with rules and punishments. In seemingly safe 

suburban schools, it quietly distracts some kids. In urban settings, it can cause 

students to skip classes or even drop out of school just to avoid getting hurt. All 

too often, punishments meted out by assistant principals only encourage students 

to intercept the notices mailed home or to save their fights for after school, when 

they are more likely to end in serious violence. Yet the Conflict Resolution 

Education Network estimates that of the 86,000 public schools in the United 

States, about 8,500 or fewer than 10 percent have conflict resolution programs of 

some kind. In our experience, the percentage is far lower for Upper Schools.   

 

A successful peer-mediation program requires a carefully designed organizational 

structure.  Mediators must include students from many different groups, not just 

the star performers in the school.  They must be thoroughly trained--Best Practice 

uses a two-day training program based on a manual obtained from the National 

Resource Center for Youth Mediation.  Mediation request forms must be readily 

available throughout the school, and quickly funneled to a faculty sponsor who can 

locate the disputants and a pair of mediators for a timely mediation session.  At 

first, at Best Practice, mediators served duty during lunch and advisory every day.  

But we found that to avoid confrontations between periods after school, mediation 

sessions must occur more promptly.  And so mediators take turns being on call, 

absenting themselves from classes when needed.  With a large enough team, no one 

mediator experiences major disruption in his or her schedule.  Such fine-tuning of 

the program consistently continues. 

 

Because the solutions worked out in mediation are about settling the conflict 

rather than the punishing perpetrators, disagreements tend to stay settled, 

instead of spiraling into later retaliation.  Mediation enacts respect for the 

students who come to settle their conflicts (even when, as is often the case, the 

mediators view the issues at petty or trivial).  And the behaviors required on both 

sides of the mediation table involve lifelong skills that kids will need in order to be 

successful family members, community leaders, managers, and workers.  Thus, peer 

mediation gradually helps a school develop more civil, respectful behavior.  Even 



teachers at Best Practice have begun to employ their own modified version of the 

process for conflicts among themselves.  It’s not lost on anyone at the school that 

those taking responsibility for students are the students.  And of course the 

mediators learn the most, as they become more skilled, sophisticated questioners 

and facilitators.  The high point of the year occurs when the experienced 

mediators interview new candidates for the job and then, as teachers, conduct two 

days of training for the new recruits. 

 

Changes in a school do not happen overnight, however, and are unlikely to result 

from peer mediation alone.  Resistance to this constructive strategy is deep in our 

society.  The court system presents a much more oppositional and punishment-

oriented approach to settling issues.  Many teenagers do not trust the mediation 

process and view it as a weak alternative to physical fighting, particularly if 

survival outside of school in a difficult neighborhood calls for maintaining a tough 

“face”.  Our mediators must conduct repeated campaigns to educate students and 

teachers about the program.  They struggle to retain their own sense of purpose in 

an atmosphere where their way is sometimes belittled.  We have to keep reminding 

them that many students are secretly relieved to have an alternative for settling a 

small conflict or disentangling a deeper misunderstanding before it lurches out of 

control. 

 

Teachers, administrators, and students in a good Upper Schoolmust therefore 

constantly look for other ways to reduce labeling, misunderstanding, and 

discrimination.  At Best Practice, we’re now searching for a high-quality conflict-

resolution curriculum to use in advisories.  And in the classroom, teachers watch 

for opportunities to explore issues of discrimination and community in literature 

and social studies, linking content with the social concerns in our own school. 

 

What aspects of Tochecha are employed in the program from above?  What are 

the specific principles or considerations used in this program that we learned 

about from the Tochecha sources?  Maybe one assignment you could give is to have 

the student “footnote” this article.  Every time they come across an idea from the 

article that we studied, they should put a footnote after that sentence or 

paragraph which corresponds to a text that we learned.   

 

But this should be more than just a theoretical exercise.  Do they think such a 

program could be implemented here at this school?  How so?  Is there a need for 

it?  Would it be accepted?  Perhaps consider inviting the school psychologist, or 



the principal, to address the issue to the class.  Or invite a representative of a 

school with an existing successful peer mediation program.  Can your students 

spearhead the effort to create a peer mediation program?  Maybe in a modified 

format? 

 

This is just one idea of how to make the Tochecha unit come alive in a practical, 

relevant and realistic way.   

 

Another final project you could do is to read the following article by Chana 

Schoenberger.  In it, she faced situations in which she needed to rebuke people.  

Sometimes she did and sometimes she didn’t. 

 

                              Text 12, Getting to Know about You and Me 

Chana Schoenberger, Newsweek, September 20, 1993 

 

As a religious holiday approaches, students at my Upper Schoolwho will be 

celebrating the holiday prepare a presentation on it for an assembly. The Diversity 

Committee, which sponsors the assemblies to increase religious awareness, asked 

me last spring if I would help with the presentation on Passover, the Jewish holiday 

that commemorates the Exodus from Egypt. I was too busy with other things, and 

I never got around to helping. I didn’t realize then how important those 

presentations really are, or I definitely would have done something.  

 

This summer I was one of the 20 teens who spent five weeks at the University of 

Wisconsin at Superior studying acid rain with a National Science Foundation Young 

Scholars program. With such a small group in such a small town, we soon became 

close friends and had a good deal of fun together. We learned about the science of 

acid rain, went on field trips, found the best and cheapest restaurants in Superior 

and ate in them frequently to escape the lousy cafeteria food. We were a happy, 

bonded group.  

 

Represented among us were eight religions: Jewish, Roman Catholic, Muslim, Hindu, 

Methodist, Mormon, Jehovah’s Witness and Lutheran. It was amazing given the 

variety of backgrounds to see the ignorance of some of the smartest young 

scholars on the subject of other religions.  

 

On the first day one girl mentioned that she had nine brothers and sisters. “Oh, 

are you Mormon?” asked another girl who I knew was a Mormon herself. The first 



girl, shocked, replied “No I dress normal!” She thought Mormon was the same as 

Mennonite and the only thing she knew about either religion was that Mennonites 

don’t, in her opinion, “dress normal.”  

 

My friends, ever curious about Judaism, asked me about everything from our basic 

theology to food preferences. “How come, if Jesus was a Jew, Jews aren’t 

Christian?” my Catholic roommate asked me in all seriousness. Brought up in a small 

Wisconsin town, she had never met a Jew before nor had she met people from 

most other “strange” religions (anything but Catholic or mainstream Protestant). 

Many of the other kids were the same way.  

 

“Do you still practice animal sacrifices?” a girl from a small town in Minnesota 

asked me once. I said no, laughed, and pointed out that this was the twentieth 

century, but she had been absolutely serious. The only Jews she knew were the 

ones from the Bible.  

 

Nobody was deliberately rude or anti-Semitic, but I got the feeling that I was 

representing the entire Jewish people.   

 

The most awful thing for me, however, was not the benign ignorance of my friends.  

Our biology professor had taken us on a field trip to the EPA field site where he 

worked, and he was telling us abut the project he was working on.  He said that 

they had to make sure the EPA got its money’s worth from the study – he “wouldn’t 

want them to get Jewed”. 

 

I was astounded.  The professor had a doctorate, various other degrees and 

seemed to be a very intelligent man.  He apparently had no idea that he had just 

made an anti-Semitic remark.  The other Jewish girl in the group and I debated 

whether or not to say something to him about it, and although we agreed we would, 

neither of us ever did.  Personally, it made me feel uncomfortable.  For a Upper 

Schoolstudent to tell a professor who taught her class that he was a bigot seemed 

out of place to me, even if he was one. 

 

What scares me about that experience, in fact about my whole visit to Wisconsin, 

was that I never met a really vicious anti-Semite or a malignantly prejudiced 

person.  Many of the people I met had been brought up to think that Jews (or 

Mormons or any other religion that’s not mainstream Christian) were different and 

that difference was not good. 



 

Difference, in America, is supposed to be good.  We are expected – at least, I 

always thought we were expected – to respect each others’ traditions.  Respect 

requires some knowledge about people’s backgrounds.  Singing Christmas carols as a 

kid in school did not make me Christian, but it taught me to appreciate beautiful 

music and someone else’s holiday.  It’s not necessary or desirable for all ethnic 

groups in America to assimilate into one traditionless mass.  Rather, we all need to 

learn about other cultures so that we can understand one another and not feel 

threatened by others. 

 

In the little multicultural universe that I live in, it’s safe not to worry about 

explaining the story of Passover because if people don’t hear it from me, they’ll 

hear it some other way.  Now I realize that’s not true everywhere. 

 

Ignorance was the problem I faced this summer.  By itself, ignorance is not always 

a problem, but it leads to misunderstandings, prejudice and hatred.  Many of 

today’s problems involve hatred.  If there weren’t so much ignorance about other 

people’s backgrounds, would people still hate each other as badly as they do now?  

Maybe so, but at least that hatred would be based on facts and not flawed beliefs. 

 

I’m now back at school and I plan to apply for the Diversity Committee. I’m going to 

get up and tell the whole school about my religion and the tradition I’m proud of.  I 

see now how important it is to celebrate your heritage and to educate others about 

it.  I can no longer take for granted that everyone knows about my religion, or that 

I know about theirs.  People who are suspicious when they find out I’m Jewish 

usually don’t know much about Judaism.  I would much prefer them to hate or 

distrust me because of something I’ve done instead of them hating me on the basis 

of prejudice. 
 

One thing you could focus on is how she dealt with her professor’s anti-Semitic 

remarks.  What would your students have said if they were in the same situation?  

It might be better to wait until the students learn the upcoming “Judaism and non-

Jews” unit before reading this article, especially the discussion about 

multiculturalism.   

 

At some point in this curriculum, you should challenge the students to create a 

Diversity Committee of their own which could be part of the “Tarbut HaMachloket 

club” described previously.  It could meet on a regular basis, bring in guest 



speakers, lead Town Meetings, increase awareness to the school population, create 

discussion forums with other schools (non-Jewish, or other Jewish denominations), 

and so on.  Have your students write the charter for this committee.  Have them 

use the sources learned in this curriculum as the basis for their charter.  Invite 

other successful Diversity Committees from other schools to come speak about 

what works, what doesn’t. 

 

You could also give the students the assignment of scouring the media for what 

type of rebuke they can find.  Look for articles which describe rebuke someone has 

received, articles which use a rebuking tone, editorials, quotes from political 

leaders, and so on.  Is it fair for the media to rebuke?  Should the media have 

special privileges to rebuke? 

 

You could give the students the assignment of keeping a journal of “self-rebuke” 

for the duration of this unit.  Spend a few minutes every night thinking about your 

day.  Is there a pattern in your self-rebuke?  How can your self-rebuke improve 

the way you act?  Or does it lead to anger or stubbornness?  Is your self-rebuke 

constructive, or does it involve more negative emotions like self-pity.  You could 

make connections to the Al Chet of Yom Kippur.  What type of rebuke is portrayed 

in the Al Chet?  

 

Another final project could be to have your students write their own Hilchot 

Tochecha, Laws of Rebuke, like the Rambam did.  Have them be as specific as 

possible.  Have them use examples to illustrate their laws.  Have them refer to the 

sources in their laws.  

 

8. Supplement: Lashon Hara 

You may want to supplement your lessons on Tochecha with some lessons on Lashon 

Hara.  The two are obviously related topics.  Rather than writing a complete 

curriculum on Lashon Hara, what follows is one way of teaching Lashon Hara in the 

form of a chevruta guide.  If you do teach Lashon Hara, spend only one or two 

classes on it so that the rest of this curriculum is given appropriate attention due 

to time constraints.   
 

Chevruta Guide 

In chevruta (learning pairs), read the following sources.  You will find guide 
questions beneath each source.  We will then come back together as a community 

to discuss. 
 



Note: The term “gossip”, according to our Sages, takes three main forms: gossiping about 
true things with a less-than-kind intent (rechilut); speaking disparagingly about someone 
even though it’s true (lashon hara); and lying and slandering (motzi shem rah).  There are 
other categories, but they don’t concern us here.  Typically, when we speak of “lashon 
hara” or “gossip”, it’s an inclusive phrase referring to all of the above categories. 

 

Text 1, Rambam, Hilchot Deot 7:1-2 

 

 
פ שאין לוקין על דבר "ואע, ר בלא תעשה שנאמר לא תלך רכיל בעמיךהמרגל בחבירו עוב

 זה עון גדול הוא וגורם להרוג נפשות רבות מישראל 
 

עבודת , אמרו חכמים שלש עבירות נפרעין מן האדם בעולם הזה ואין לו חלק לעולם הבא
…כוכבים וגילוי עריות ושפיכות דמים ולשון הרע כנגד כולם שה לשון  ועוד אמרו חכמים של

.והמקבלו יותר מן האומרו, וזה שאומר עליו, והמקבלו, האומרו: הרע הורגת  

 

Whoever speaks gossip about his neighbor transgresses the commandment of “You 

should not be a gossipmonger among your people”…It is a great sin, and causes 

death to a countless number of Jewish souls. 

 

The Rabbis said three sins are punished in this world and the sinner loses his place 

in the World to Come: Idolatry, Incest, and Bloodshed.  And Lashon Hara is 

equivalent to all of them…And furthermore the Rabbis said that Lashon Hara kills 

three people: the speaker, the receiver, and the one spoken about, and the 

receiver more than the speaker.   

How do you think gossip can kill?!  Also, why would the receiver “be killed” more 
than the speaker or the one spoken about? 

 

Text 2, Rambam, Hilchot Deot 7:4 

 

או שיאמר , כיצד מי יאמר לפלוני שיהיה כמות שהוא עתה, ויש דברים שהן אבק לשון הרע
וכל המספר , שתקו מפלוני איני רוצה להודיע מה אירע ומה היה וכיוצא בדברים האלו

וכן …בטובת חבירו בפני שונאיו הרי זה אבק לשון הרע שזה גורם להם שיספרו בגנותו
ון הרע דרך רמאות והוא שיספר לתומו כאילו אינו יודע שדבר זה שדבר לשון המספר לש

 . הרע הוא אלא כשממחין בו אומר איני יודע שדבר זה לשון הרע או שאלו מעשיו של פלוני
 

And there are statements which are called Avak Lashon Hara.  What is this?  If 
one says: “You should stay like you are now,” or he says, “Don’t ask me about him, I 

don’t want to say what happened”…Anyone who praises his friend in front of those 



that hate him has spoken “avak lashon hara”, since this causes them to speak 

negatively of him…And also anyone who speaks lashon hara through joking and 

frivolity, even if he did not mean it maliciously…And also anyone who speaks 

speciously—that he pretends that he did not know that it was loshon hara. 

Why do you think lashon hara, even if it’s just joking around, is bad?  Do you agree? 
Why or why not? 

 

Text 3, A Hasidic Tale 

 

A man went through his community slandering the rabbi.  One day, feeling 

remorseful, he begged the rabbi for forgiveness, and indicated that he was 

willing to do anything to make things better.  The rabbi told him to take 

several feather pillows, cut them open, and scatter the feathers to the 

winds.  The man did so, and returned to notify the rabbi that he had fulfilled 

his request.  He was then told, “Now, go and gather all of the feathers.” 

 The man protested.  “But that’s impossible!” 

 The rabbi said, “Of course it is. And though you may sincerely regret 

the evil you have done and truly desire to correct it, it is as impossible to 

repair the damage done by your words as it will be to recover the feathers.” 

 

(This sentiment is also found in the Gemara, Arechin 15b: “What’s the tikun 
(way to fix) lashon hara?  There is no tikun…”) 
Do you agree that there’s no way to mend the damage caused by lashon hara? Why 

or why not? 
 

Text 4, Chofetz Chayim, Shmirat Halashon 

 

“…if a man sees that his fellow is guilty of misconduct, given to pride or 

anger or is neglectful of Torah study, he should apprise his son or disciples 

of these and warn them not to associate with him, so as not to be influenced 

by his ways.  For the real concern of the Torah in forbidding evil talk, even 

when true, was the evil intent involved in wishing to disgrace our fellow and 

enjoy his discomfiture. But where the intention is to save our fellow beings 

from bad influences, it is plain that it is permissible and even obligatory.  

But, in these circumstances, it would seem that it is necessary for the 

speaker to explain the reasons for speaking ill of his fellow, so that the 

listener should not be misled into going too far or into being astonished at 

his apparently inconsistent behavior, sometimes asserting that it is even 



forbidden to tell the truth about someone else’s conducts…whereas now he 

himself is guilty of talking about someone else.” 

Do you agree with the Chafetz Chayim  that sometimes, lashon hara is beneficial, 
even necessary?  Why or why not? 

 

Discussion: 
On a recent episode of The West Wing, one of the presidential candidates had a 
wife who was hospitalized for depression.  The candidate did not disclose this 

information, most likely to protect his wife.  When the other presidential 

candidates found out about this very sensitive and private information, they faced 

the ethical dilemma of whether to make it known to the public.  Is it Lashon Hara 

to do this?  Or is this the type of information which is appropriate to tell others 

about?  What are your considerations? What would you do?  Back up your answer 

using sources we have learned. 

 

 

The following sources were instrumental in helping me formulate the design of this 

unit: a curricular unit from Milken Community Upper School, the book “Teaching 

Jewish Virtues”, and a choveret on Tochecha compiled by David Dishon and Chana 

Safrai of the Hartman Institute. 



 


