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SUMMARY 

Fundamentals of Jewish Conflict Resolution offers an in-depth presentation of    

traditional Jewish approaches to interpersonal conflict resolution. It examines the 

underlying principles, prescriptive rules, and guidelines that are found in the Jewish 

tradition for the prevention, amelioration, and resolution of interpersonal conflicts, 

without the assistance of any type of third-party intermediary. Among the topics  

discussed are the obligations of pursuing peace and refraining from destructive    

conflict, Rabbinic perspectives on what constitutes constructive/destructive conflict, 

judging people favorably and countering negative judgmental biases, resolving  

conflict through dialogue, asking and granting forgiveness, and anger management. 

This work also includes detailed summaries of contemporary approaches to    

interpersonal conflict resolution, theories and research on apologies and forgiveness, 

and methods of anger management.  
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PRAISE                                                                       
 

 

 

“A superb study, informed by fastidious scholarship, of the key principles of 

conflict resolution in Jewish law and thought. I recommend it highly to all 

those seeking to bring peace to troubled relationships, within and beyond the 

Jewish community.” 

 
— Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks 

 

 

 

“A stimulating, integrative book. Kaminsky draws insightful connections               

between traditional Judaic teachings around peace and conflict, and                         

contemporary scholarship in the field of conflict resolution. By providing a 

side by side exploration of the core goals and concerns, practices and                         

processes, patterns of thought, and approach to emotion that characterize 

each of these two domains, Kaminsky helps to illuminate constructive ways 

forward in the face of interpersonal conflict. Informed by Kaminsky’s own   

experience as both a Rabbi and a trained mediator, this book offers a unique 

survey of Jewish teachings, as well as thought provoking recommendations 

for those of us in the field of conflict resolution.” 

 
— Peter T. Coleman, Professor of Psychology and Education, Director of the Morton 

Deutsch International Center for Cooperation and Conflict Resoltion (MD-ICCCR) at 

Teachers College, Columbia University 

 

 

 

“Howard Kaminsky has made a monumental contribution to the emerging 

field of religion and conflict resolution. It is no small achievement to delve 

into the depth and breadth of a 3000-year-old tradition and emerge with a 

coherent and path-breaking account of Judaism’s contribution to conflict                

resolution. He has mastered the legal and non-legal literature and given it 

persuasive form as a plausible system of intervention in conflict. This will 

help pioneer a new and necessary field, and also a new approach to the                     

practice of Jewish intervention in destructive conflict.” 

 
— Rabbi Dr. Marc Gopin, author of Between Eden and Armageddon: The                  

Future of World Religions, Violence and Peacemaking; James H. Laue Professor, Di-

rector CRDC, The School for Conflict Analysis and Resolution,  

George Mason University   
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Conflict resolution theorists, who have developed their paradigmatic 
models of conflict resolution based on Western cultural values and 
principles of social psychology, have expressed concern about the 
cultural specificity of their approaches. Their concern is that, in 
 developing their models of conflict resolution, they may have 
 overlooked alternative orientations and perspectives that offer 
 valuable contributions to conflict resolution theory and practice.1 
One of the clearest indications of this is that their models of conflict 
resolution often fail dismally in addressing the needs of religious 
communities whose ideologies and values differ significantly from 
those of Western culture. This realization has sparked a movement 
that has attempted to integrate conflict resolution theory and  religious 
ethics. Professor Marc Gopin of George Mason University, who is at 
the forefront of this movement, has forcefully argued that through an 
understanding of religious approaches to resolving conflict, conflict 
resolution theorists may not only formulate models of conflict 
 resolution that appeal to even the most traditionally  religious groups, 
they may also come to broaden their own perspectives and incorpo-
rate key missing ingredients in the work that they do.2

 1 See Morton Deutsch, introduction to The Handbook of Conflict Resolution: Theory and 
Practice, ed. Morton Deutsch and Peter T. Coleman (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 
2000), 16; and Peter T. Coleman, concluding overview to The Handbook of Conflict 
Resolution: Theory and Practice, ed. Morton Deutsch and Peter T. Coleman (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000), 595–97.

 2 Marc Gopin, Between Eden and Armageddon: The Future of World Religions, Violence, 
and Peacemaking (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 152–54, 167–95. See 
also S. Ayse Kadayifci-Orellana, “Ethno-Religious Conflicts: Exploring the Role of 
Religion in Conflict Resolution,” in The SAGE Handbook of Conflict Resolution, ed. 
Jacob Bercovitch, Victor Kremenyuk, and I. William Zartman (Los Angeles: Sage 

Preface
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xx

Gopin has specifically bemoaned the fact that there is as of yet 
no “serious investigation of Jewish tradition” that explicates “a 
Jewish philosophy of conflict resolution.”3 Even though there exists 
a diverse and impressive body of literature in Hebrew that offers 
in-depth analyses of specific aspects of the traditional Jewish approach 
towards promoting peace and resolving conflict, and there are even 
a number of more extensive works that cover multiple topics, there 
is currently no scholarly work that presents in English an in-depth, 
systematic study of the major components of traditional Judaism’s 
perspective on conflict resolution. This book will attempt to take a 
small first step in trying to fill this void by explicating a Jewish 
paradigm of interpersonal conflict resolution.

The Focal Topic 

Conflict resolution theorists, researchers, and practitioners differen-
tiate between and categorize conflicts in a variety of ways. One of the 
primary ways that they categorize conflicts is to classify them as 
being either “interpersonal” (a conflict that takes place between two 
people, e.g., a husband and wife; two friends, neighbors, or 
coworkers; or two total strangers who meet in the street, and so on) 
or as being “intergroup” (a conflict that takes place between any two 
groups, e.g., conflicts between religious factions; social, ethnic, or 
racial groups; management and labor, and so on). My focus in this 
work will be on interpersonal conflicts (although for certain chap-
ters one may find multiple  applications to intergroup conflicts as 
well).4 Specifically, I will focus on the common, everyday interpersonal 

Publications, 2009), 274–78; and Rachel Goldberg and Brian Blancke, “God in the 
Process: Is There a Place for Religion in Conflict Resolution?” Conflict Resolution 
Quarterly 28, no. 4 (2011): 386, 392.

 3 Gopin, Between Eden and Armageddon, 194–95. See also Gerald Steinberg, “Jewish 
Sources on Conflict Management: Realism and Human Nature,” in Conflict and 
Conflict Management in Jewish Sources, ed. Michal Rones (Ramat Gan, Israel: Program 
on Conflict Management and Negotiation, Bar-Ilan University, 2008), 10. 

 4 Social psychologists have highlighted an array of phenomena that interpersonal and 
intergroup conflicts share. For example, both levels of conflict may accurately be 
described in terms of their underlying motivations, misunderstandings between the 
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conflict, and I will attempt to present what I believe to be the 
 essential substance of traditional Jewish thought that relates to the 
prevention, amelioration, and resolution of such conflicts.5

It should be understood that all religious traditions have their 
own unique perspectives on peace and conflict.6 Judaism, with its 

parties, breakdowns in communication, parties’ tendencies to judge themselves favor-
ably and the other party negatively, abilities to restrain emotional responses, 
competencies to reconcile differences in a rational and judicious manner, and their 
capacities to forgive each other (see Morton Deutsch, The Resolution of Conflict: 
Constructive and Destructive Processes [New Haven: Yale University Press, 1973], 7; and 
Deutsch, Handbook of Conflict Resolution, 6–9). Despite the similarities, there are very 
significant differences that exist between the dynamics of interpersonal conflicts and 
those of intergroup conflicts. For example, in intergroup conflicts, the parties exhibit a 
greater degree of difficulty in empathizing with and taking the other party’s perspective, 
they act more irrationally and aggressively, and conflict escalates faster and to a higher 
degree than in interpersonal conflicts (see Amelie Mummendey and Sabine Otten, 
“Aggression: Interaction between Individuals and Social Groups,” in Aggression and 
Violence: Social Interactionist Perspectives, ed. Richard B. Felson and James T. Tedeschi 
[Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 1993], 145–67; and Joseph M. 
Mikolic, John C. Parker, and Dean G. Pruitt, “Escalation in Response to Persistent 
Annoyance: Groups Versus Individuals and Gender Effects,” Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, vol. 72, no. 1 [1997]: 151–63). Therefore, one would be well advised to 
not indiscriminately extrapolate from the interpersonal realm to that of the intergroup. 

 5 Even though a good percentage of what I will be discussing could very well be desig-
nated as “conflict prevention” or as “conflict management” (a term that is often used 
in relation to cases in which conflict cannot be totally resolved, but its destructive 
effects are ameliorated; see, for example, Berghof Foundation, ed., “Conflict 
Prevention, Management, Resolution,” in Berghof Glossary on Conflict Transformation 
[Berlin, Germany: Berghof Foundation, 2012], 18), I will be employing the termi-
nology “conflict resolution.” This reflects the standard usage of the term conflict 
resolution, which in many contexts encompasses the prevention and management of 
conflicts as well as their resolution (e.g., “conflict resolution” education teaches skills 
that are not only meant to resolve conflicts after they have developed but are also 
supposed to help prevent conflicts from developing and ameliorate the destructive 
effects of conflicts that cannot be resolved). For discussions of conflict terminology 
that lend support to the usage of the term conflict resolution as an umbrella term that 
encompasses the prevention, amelioration, and resolution of conflict, see Oliver 
Ramsbotham, Tom Woodhouse, Hugh Miall, Contemporary Conflict Resolution, 3rd 
ed. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2011), 9–10; Berghof Foundation, “Conflict Prevention, 
Management, Resolution,” 18; and Karin Aggestam, “Conflict Prevention: Old Wine 
in New Bottles?” International Peacekeeping 10, no. 1 (2003): 20. 

 6 For an overview of works on Jewish perspectives, see Daniel Roth, “Masoret Aharon 
Rodef Shalom ben Ish le-Ish ke-Model Rabani le-Fiyus” [The Tradition of Aaron Pursuer 
of Peace between People as a Rabbinic Model of Reconciliation] (PhD diss., Bar-Ilan 
University, 2012), 1–9. For examples of Christian perspectives, see Ronald G. Musto, 
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unique halakhic (see Glossary) emphasis on normative standards of 
behavior, has developed a sui generis set of principles and procedures 
for averting and responding to conflict. Within the vast corpus of 
traditional Jewish literature, there exists what may be viewed as 
various complex paradigms (conceptual and methodological 
models) of conflict resolution. Using the standard classifications of 
conflict resolution theorists, we may differentiate between Jewish 
paradigms of conflict resolution that relate to interpersonal conflicts 
and those that relate to intergroup conflicts, in which each indi-
vidual paradigm encompasses a set of underlying values, fundamental 
concepts, prescriptive rules, and guidelines for addressing its specific 
form of conflict. I intend to traverse the spectrum of traditional 
Jewish texts and cull from Scripture, Mishnah, Talmud, Midrash, 
halakhic and ethical literature to elucidate a Jewish paradigm of 
interpersonal conflict resolution. 

The Catholic Peace Tradition (New York: Peace Books, 2002); Ken Sende,  
The Peacemaker: A Biblical Guide to Resolving Personal Conflict (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Books, 2004); and Catherine Morris, “Conflict Transformation and 
Peacebuilding: A Selected Bibliography—Christian Perspectives on Conflict Transfor-
mation, Nonviolence and Reconciliation,” Peacemakers Trust, accessed November 
4, 2016, http://www.peacemakers.ca/bibliography/bib40christian.html. For Islamic 
perspectives, see Abdul Aziz Said, Nathan C. Funk, and Ayse S. Kadayifci, Peace and 
Conflict Resolution in Islam: Precept and Practice (Lanham, MD: University Press of 
America, 2001); Mohammed Abu-Nimer, Nonviolence and Peace Building in Islam: 
Theory and Practice (Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 2003); and Elias 
Jabbour, Sulha: Palestinian Traditional Peacemaking Process (Montreat, NC: House of 
Hope Publications, 1996). For Buddhist perspectives, John Ferguson, “Buddhism,” 
in War and Peace in the World’s Religions (NY: Oxford University Press, 1978); David 
W. Chappell, Buddhist Peacework (Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications, 1999); 
and Thich Nhat Hanh, Being Peace (Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 1987). For 
Hinduism, see Rajmohan Ghandi, “Hinduism and Peacebuilding,” in Religion and 
Peacebuilding, eds. Harold Coward and Gordon S. Smith (Albany: State University 
of New York Press, 2004), 45–68; and Dawn Hibbard, “Conflict Resolution and 
Hinduism,” accessed September 11, 2016, https://www.kettering.edu/news/
conflict-resolution-and-hinduism. Some good general works include Gopin, 
Between Eden and Armageddon; Harold Coward and Gordon S. Smith, eds., Religion 
and Peacebuilding (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2004); and R. Scott 
Appleby, The Ambivalence of the Sacred: Religion, Violence, and Reconciliation 
(Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2000).
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For the most part, I will not be addressing disputes that have 
escalated to the point that they would appropriately be adjudicated 
or handled through the traditional Jewish  judicial procedures (e.g., 
din Torah [a legal procedure based on the strict letter of the law] or 
pesharah [“compromise,” the parties agree to resolve their issues based 
on standards of equity, as perceived by a court or arbitral body]) and 
institutions (e.g., Jewish courts, arbitral bodies, or lay tribunals). Such 
disputes have their own unique sets of rules and guidelines in Jewish 
tradition, and thus rightly deserve a separate, extensive, and detailed 
analysis. I will be dealing with the types of commonplace interpersonal 
provocations,  arguments, and conflicts that every human being faces 
(for many people on a regular, or even daily, basis), which are the 
source of so much heartache and anguish, and when not dealt with 
properly all too often escalate and threaten to shatter people’s lives. 
The approaches to conflict resolution presented in this work (with a 
small number of exceptions) are meant to serve as ways in which two 
individuals who are involved in a conflict may potentially resolve their 
issues on their own without the assistance of any type of third party 
(see footnote).7 (This, however, does not mean to exclude the possible 
applicability or use of these approaches in the context of third-party 
interventions, e.g., counseling or mediation.)

The Choice and Organization of Subtopics 

In order to explain how this work is organized, I first have to 
explain why I chose to focus on specific subtopics and the research 
that lead up to this. In 1997, I enrolled in a doctoral program in 
religion and education at Teachers College, Columbia University. 
Teachers College is home to one of the premier centers of conflict 
resolution education and research—the International Center for 

 7 When actually dealing with real-life, potentially destructive conflict in one’s personal 
life, the reader will, hopefully, be able to recognize when he or she needs the assis-
tance of a third party. In such situations, I would strongly encourage the reader to 
seek whatever help he or she may need.
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Cooperation and Conflict Resolution (ICCCR).8 From the fall of 
1998 through the spring of 2001, I attended the ICCCR and 
studied the theoretical foundations of negotiation, mediation, 
and arbitration, took their practicums in conflict resolution, and 
under their auspices did internships in community mediation 
and school-based conflict resolution education. From 2001 
through 2004, I continued to do a considerable amount of 
independent research into conflict resolution curricula for my 
doctoral dissertation. Throughout this period, as part of my 
course work and doctoral research, I was exposed to a wide variety 
of models of interpersonal conflict resolution. As I was studying 
these models, I began to identify certain common denominators 
that they all seemed to share. I found five very broad and basic 
components9 that were present in veritably all models of 
interpersonal conflict resolution: (1) they all had certain 
fundamental, underlying values on which they were based; (2) they 
were also all based on certain fundamental, underlying theoretical 
concepts about conflict (which are closely related to, but 
distinguishable from, the first category of underlying values);  
(3) they all included certain practical behavioral guidelines and 
rules of conduct that the disputing parties should follow in the 
process of resolving their differences; (4) they all asked the parties 
to engage in certain internal cognitive processes; and (5) they all 
had an affective component, that is, they all at some point dealt 
with the constructive expression of emotions and addressed the 
issue of anger management.10 (It should be noted that these are 
not totally separate and discrete categories, and that there is some 
overlap between them.) The first two components together serve 

 8 The ICCCR was founded by—and between 1986 and 1998 ran under the direc-
torship of—Morton Deutsch, who for over fifty years was one of the leading 
figures in the field of conflict resolution. Peter T. Coleman, a renowned scholar 
and practitioner in the field, took over its directorship in 1998.

 9 There are a multitude of other common denominators that these models share. My 
emphasis here is on fundamental, overarching commonalities. 

10 For further elaboration on these five elements, see pp. 30–34. 

Free sampler. Copyrighted material. 



PrefaCe

xxv

as the foundation of any given model, and components three 
through five constitute the model’s applied behavioral, cognitive, 
and affective components. After identifying these five essential 
components, I proceeded with my research into the traditional 
Jewish perspective on these elements of interpersonal conflict 
resolution. 

Underlying Values and Concepts of Jewish Conflict Resolution. 
Having determined that any functional and effective model of 
interpersonal conflict resolution is invariably grounded in certain 
fundamental core values and theoretical concepts about conflict, the 
first thing I did in formulating what I believed to be a Jewish 
paradigm of interpersonal conflict resolution was to mine the 
traditional Jewish sources and search for comparable underlying 
values and concepts.11 Working with the premise that many of 
Judaism’s foundational values and concepts about conflict and 
conflict resolution were embodied within its “peace ethos” (i.e., its 
distinctive guiding values, beliefs, and attitudes that relate to peace, 
and conflict), I began to explore rabbinic perspectives on peace and 
conflict. The first step that I took in my research was to obtain and 
go through all the anthological compilations and major studies on 
Jewish perspectives on peace and conflict that I could find. I quickly 
discovered that there exist some very significant works on these 
topics.12 After studying these works, I still felt compelled to do my 

11 It should be understood that the underlying theoretical concepts of contemporary 
conflict resolution are “theoretical” in the sense that they constitute the theory 
behind its applied practices and procedures. Even though this definition is appli-
cable to traditional Jewish conflict resolution’s “theoretical” concepts, there are 
other connotations to the word “theory” that are not applicable. I will therefore 
generally avoid using the term theoretical when discussing Jewish conflict resolu-
tion’s underlying concepts. 

12 Some of the noteworthy works that discuss Jewish perspectives on peace and conflict 
include Marcus Wald, Shalom: Jewish Teaching on Peace (New York: Bloch Publishing 
Company, 1944); Joseph D. Epstein, Mitzvot ha-Shalom: The Commandments on 
Peace; A Guide to the Jewish Understanding of Peace and Harmony in Interpersonal and 
Communal Life in Light of Torah [in Hebrew] (Brooklyn: Torath HaAdam Institute 
Inc., 1987); Shmuel D. Eisenblatt, Ḥayim shel Shalom: Hilkhot Isure Mah . aloket 

Free sampler. Copyrighted material. 



PrefaCe

xxvi

own personal research. I therefore proceeded, starting from scratch, 
with basic searches of databases of rabbinic literature, using the 
search terms shalom, “peace,” and mah . aloket, “conflict.”13 After going 
through the painstaking process of looking up the original sources, 
figuring out what they were saying, and then attempting to analyze 
and categorize them, I sat down and formulated what I believed 
were classic rabbinic perspectives on peace and conflict. These would 
serve as the underlying values and primary concepts of the paradigm 
I was formulating. Salient highlights of the material that I compiled, 
analyzed, and categorized, in conjunction with what I gleaned from 
other works, are presented in Chapter 2, “Pursuing Peace and 
Refraining from Destructive Conflict.”

The sources that I treat in Chapter 2 encompass many but far from 
all of the underlying values and concepts of Jewish conflict resolution. 
I was well aware that there are many other sources and topics that deal 
with other basic values and concepts that directly relate to Jewish 
perspectives on conflict resolution and deserve my attention. One of 
these was clearly the mishnah in Pirke Avot (Chapters of the Fathers) that 
discusses the concept of “a dispute for the sake of Heaven,” which is 
one of the most well-known rabbinic sources that relates to conflict, 
and conflict resolution. In this mishnah, the Jewish sages established a 
basic typology of conflicts that sets forth standards by which one may 
identify and classify a conflict as being either constructive or destructive. 
The concepts set forth in this mishnah were subsequently expounded 
on by countless rabbinic scholars down through the centuries. I there-
fore decided that I would go through all of the major commentaries on 
Pirke Avot and search for exegetical motifs, or reoccurring expository 
themes, that relate to this mishnah and the concept of constructive/
destructive conflict. An analysis of this mishnah in Avot and  

(Jerusalem: n.p., 1989); and Avraham Meshi Zahav, Dover Shalom (Jerusalem: 
Shmuel Dov Eisenblatt, 1980). 

13 In the Taklitor ha-Torani (The Torah CD-ROM Library) (Jerusalem: Disc Book Systems 
Ltd, 1999), CD-ROM, ver. 7.5, which as I started off my research was the only data-
base of rabbinic literature that I had at my disposal, in talmudic literature alone (i.e., 
Tosefta, Jerusalem Talmud, Babylonian Talmud, and Minor Tractates), the word 
shalom appeared 1070 times and the word mah . aloket, “conflict,” appeared 705 times. 
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a presentation of prominent exegetical motifs, in conjunction with 
some of my own conclusions about traditional perspectives on 
constructive conflict based on this material, are presented in Chapter 3,  
“Rabbinic Perspectives on Constructive Conflict: A ‘Dispute for the Sake 
of Heaven.’” 

Behavioral Guidelines and Rules of Conduct. All models of inter-
personal conflict resolution contain certain behavioral guidelines 
and rules of conduct. The purpose of these guidelines and rules is to 
steer the disputing parties through the arduous process of resolving 
their issues in the most effective way possible, as perceived through 
the eyes of the formulators of the model, and in consonance with the 
model’s underlying values and theoretical concepts. In Judaism, 
prescriptive norms and standards of proper conduct for veritably all 
realms of life—whether personal, religious, or social—are embodied 
within Halakhah (Jewish law; see Glossary). It therefore follows that 
any type of serious exploration of Jewish ethics and principles of 
human duty logically necessitates an in-depth study of Halakhah (see 
footnote).14 The halakhot (laws) that govern interpersonal conflict 
encompass manifold normative elements, or guidelines and rules. 
According to the Talmud (Gittin 59b), “the entire Torah15 is for the 
sake of darkhe shalom (literally: “paths of peace,” i.e., promoting 

14 A succinct and eloquent explanation of the central role that in-depth halakhic anal-
yses play in defining an authentic Jewish ethic is offered by Eugene B. Borowitz, who 
writes that “Jewish teachers have long insisted that one finds the authoritative delin-
eation of Jewish duty in the halakhah (rabbinic law). If so any ethics that claims to 
be authentically ‘Jewish’ ought to validate itself by Jewish standards, that is, by 
serious attention to the dialectical working out of the halakhah over the centuries” 
(Eugene B. Borowitz, Exploring Jewish Ethics: Papers on Covenant Responsibility [Detroit: 
Wayne University Press, 1990], 33). In addition to this, observance of Halakhah has 
historically formed the foundation of the Jewish religious experience (see Abraham 
J. Heschel, “Religion and Law,” in Between God and Man: An Interpretation of Judaism, 
ed. Fritz A. Rothschild [New York: The Free Press, 1959], 155–61), and the halakhic 
value system was not subjected to the same “foreign” influences of other “Jewish” 
Weltanschauungen (see Joseph B. Soloveitchik, The Halakhic Mind: An Essay on Jewish 
Tradition and Modern Thought [New York: Seth Press, 1986], 100–102). 

15 This may be understood literally—that the goal of all 613 commandments is the 
perfection of the human being (see Genesis Rabbah 44:1), which in turn should ulti-
mately promote peaceful coexistence; see Joseph D. Epstein, Torat ha-Adam, vol. 2 
(New York: Balshon, 1977), 9. Alternatively, when the Talmud uses the expression 
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harmonious and peaceful coexistence between people),” the  
implication being that the 613 mitsvot (commandments)16 and count-
less rabbinic enactments form a complex system of laws that are 
supposed to work together in order to promote peaceful coexistence. 
The question that I had to deal with, first and foremost, was which 
mitsvot and halakhot are directly related to interpersonal conflict reso-
lution, which I would have to subsequently research in depth.17 
Further complicating matters was the fact that from a traditional 
perspective, beyond the halakhot, which take the form of established 
rules of conduct and are binding in nature, there exists an entirely 
separate area of behaviors, character traits, and virtues that either are 
not viewed as technically being mandatory or for which neither the 
Torah nor the Rabbis set down definitive rules regarding their appli-
cation. These elements have been traditionally categorized as midot 
h . asidut (pious character traits) and midot tovot (good, or desirable, 
character traits).18 Many of these (e.g., the traits of thinking before 
speaking, humility, remaining silent in the face of insults, patience, 
and so forth) seem to play an integral role in, and to a certain extent 
are inseparable from, the halakhot of interpersonal conflict 
resolution. 

“the whole Torah,” it may simply be referring to the majority of commandments 
(for a similar usage, see Rashi, Shabbat 31a, s.v. de-alakh sene). 

16 According to the Talmud, there are 613 biblical commandments in the Pentateuch; 
see Makkot 23b. 

17 I fondly recall the first time I met Rabbi Dr. Daniel Roth, who is the director of the 
Pardes Center for Judaism and Conflict Resolution. Rabbi Roth had contacted me and 
wanted to discuss my doctoral dissertation, “Traditional Jewish Perspectives on Peace 
and Interpersonal Conflict Resolution.” One of the first questions he asked me was, 
considering the multitude of topics that relate to interpersonal conflict resolution, 
how did I decide to focus on the specific subtopics that make up my dissertation. 

18 To be totally clear in regard to midot tovot, from a traditional Jewish perspective, 
good character traits are absolutely essential to one’s personal development as a 
human being and as a Jew. However, when it comes to the exact application or 
implementation of midot tovot, neither the Torah nor the Rabbis have established 
definitive binding rules that are applicable to all Jews in all circumstances (i.e., in all 
normal circumstances) in regard to these traits, as they have when it comes to 
halakhot (see Vidal Yom Tov of Tolosa, Magid Mishneh, in Mishneh Torah [Jerusalem: 
Shabse Frankel, 2002], Hilkhot Shekhenim 14:5; and see Elijah ben Solomon, Be’ur 
ha-Gera: Megilat Ester [Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 2010] 10:3, p. 142). 
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After surveying the pertinent literature, I decided to distinguish 
between normative halakhic obligations and the aforementioned 
midot, putting the primary emphasis on halakhic obligations. This 
decision was primarily based on the premise that the binding and 
definitive nature of halakhic obligations reflects Judaism’s view that 
these actions are essential, basic requirements that normally fall 
within the functional range of behavior of the average person (i.e., 
the average person is capable of performing them) and, as a general 
rule, they are applicable to the overwhelming majority of times, 
places, and situations. This is as opposed to those things that are 
nonobligatory in nature or are not formulated as established rules 
of conduct, which may be considered praiseworthy and actions that 
one should normally aspire to, but which the average person may 
often find excessively difficult to put into practice or may be highly 
variable in their applicability and implementation.19 

In deciding on which mitsvot and halakhot I would focus on,  
I utilized R. Shmuel Eisenblatt’s list of thirty-eight mitsvot that 
directly relate to conflict20 as my starting point. I proceeded to 
narrow my focus to those things that I perceived as being funda-
mental features of Judaism’s approach to the promotion of social 
harmony and peace, and constructive interpersonal conflict resolu-
tion. Going through R. Eisenblatt’s list of commandments, I first 
chose six mitsvot that I believed to play pivotal roles in the preven-
tion of destructive conflict and that serve major functions throughout 
the entire process of interpersonal conflict resolution. These include 
the foundational commandments that deal with love and hate 
(which embody some of the most basic interpersonal values and 
concepts of Judaism, and could therefore also arguably have been 
categorized as underlying values and concepts of Jewish conflict 
resolution), physical violence, and verbal abuse.21 The primary 

19 I also emphasized halakhic obligations because of certain practical pedagogical 
concerns; see pp. 458–59. See also above, footnote 14.  

20 Eisenblatt, Ḥayim shel Shalom, 17–56. 
21 In addition to these six mitsvot, and those that are discussed in the following 

 paragraphs in the text, interspersed throughout this work I will also touch on other 
fundamental commandments and laws that are highly pertinent to interpersonal 
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sources and pertinent normative obligations of these six mitsvot are 
elucidated in Chapter 4, “Basic Interpersonal Obligations and 
Prohibitions.”

By far the most basic and essential element of Jewish interper-
sonal conflict resolution (that does not require a third-party 
intervention), which in my mind is the centerpiece of the paradigm 
I present, is the halakhic obligation of tokhah . ah (literally “reproof”) 
for interpersonal offenses. Tokhah . ah for interpersonal offenses, which 
in halakhic literature is classified as a biblical commandment with 
definitive guidelines and rules, basically requires one to respond to 
an interpersonal provocation by going over to the person who 
committed the offense and discussing the matter with the offender 
in a respectful manner. Having extensively researched the primary 
and secondary sources that deal with this topic, I present the major 
highlights of my research in Chapter 6, “Tokhah . ah: Judaism’s Basic 
Approach to Resolving Interpersonal Conflict through Dialogue.” 

Viewing tokhah . ah as the primary halakhic response to an 
interpersonal provocation, that means to say, how one preferably 
should respond, the next logical element to explore would be how 
one should not respond. How according to Halakhah one should 
not respond could theoretically encompass a number of different 
mitsvot, but clearly two of the most prominent are the biblical 
 commandments against taking revenge and bearing a grudge. 
Aside from the all-important behavioral aspects of these prohibi-
tions in relation to conflict, the discussions in the traditional 
Jewish sources revolving around taking revenge and bearing a 
grudge also encompass what I believe to be an important cogni-
tive component. The traditional sources that discuss taking 
revenge and bearing a grudge are not only replete with  prescriptive 
standards of conduct that are  inherently behavioral in nature, they  

conflict (e.g., the prohibition of “holding on to a quarrel” [Sanhedrin 110a], which 
serves as the general prohibition against engaging in destructive conflict, and the 
commandment of ve-halakhta bi-drakhav, “And you shall walk in His ways” [Deut. 
28:9], which requires that one emulate God’s attributes of being compassionate, 
gracious, slow to anger, and so on). 
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also offer various reasons for these  injunctions. These explanations,  
which were offered by rabbinic authorities down through the 
ages, are not only of theoretical interest; they also provide ideas 
and concepts that, when thought about and contemplated, may 
assist in cognitively restructuring the way a person perceives and 
feels about an interpersonal  provocation. They may thereby 
incorporate a significant part of the requisite cognitive compo-
nent of interpersonal conflict resolution as well (see below, under 
“Cognitive Processes”). This is all to be elaborated on in Chapter 
7, “Retaliation and Resentment: Not Taking Revenge (Nekamah) 
and Not Bearing a Grudge (Netirah).”

The next topic that I felt was of vital importance and deserved 
an in-depth treatment was forgiveness—that is, the halakhic require-
ments of asking and granting forgiveness for interpersonal offenses. 
Aside from the empirical research that stresses the integral role of 
apologies and forgiveness in conflict resolution,22 there were other 
compelling reasons to focus on forgiveness. First, it was clear from 
the  traditional sources that forgiveness is an absolutely indispens-
able part of the reconciliation process, and, remarkably, there were 
relatively few in-depth halakhic studies on forgiveness. Even those 
few studies, as extremely valuable as they were, did not cover what I 
considered to be certain very basic concepts. Such disregard of a 
practical and fundamental requirement by contemporary authors 
was not only hard to fathom, but heightened the need for this topic 
to be researched and elucidated at length.23 My analysis of the 

22 For a sampling of this research, see the sources cited on pp. 401–2, nn. 264–72. 
23 For me, this called to mind something R. Aryeh Leib Poupko wrote in the name of 

his father, the “Ḥafets Ḥayim,” R. Israel Meir ha-Kohen (Kagan, 1838–1933):  
“[For my father] when it came to those commandments that people would show 
disrespect for, he would emphasize them to a greater extent. On a number of occa-
sions, he cited the words of the Sefer Ḥasidim [authored by R. Judah of Regensburg, 
1150–1217] that a mitzvah which people neglect, is comparable to a met mitsvah [an 
“abandoned corpse,” which according to Halakhah one is required to attend to and 
whose needs override other religious obligations], which gives it precedence over 
everything else.” Aryeh Leib ha-Kohen Poupko, Dugma mi-Darkhe Avi, in Kol Kitve 
Ḥafets Ḥayim ha-Shalem, vol. 3 (New York: Avraham Yitsḥak Friedman, n.d.), 
 subsection 67, p. 9.
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halakhot of asking and granting forgiveness for interpersonal offenses 
is presented in Chapter 8, “Apologies: The Asking and Granting of 
Forgiveness.”

Cognitive Processes. As I pointed out earlier, all full-fledged 
models of interpersonal conflict resolution contain behavioral, 
affective, and cognitive components. In other words, in addition 
to promoting certain ways of acting (the behavioral component) 
and certain ways of dealing with a person’s natural emotional 
responses to conflict (the affective component), they also ask the 
parties to engage in certain mental processes, and offer various 
things for the parties to think about and contemplate, that means 
to say, a cognitive component.24 All of these components, taken 
in conjunction with each other, are supposed to facilitate effective 
conflict resolution. From among the mitsvot that relate to conflict 
resolution, there is one that clearly stands out as being cognitive 
in nature—the commandment to judge others favorably. In order 
to adequately understand Judaism’s perspective on judging others 
favorably, one needs to be familiar with the halakhic guidelines 
of this mitzvah, and a number of related perspective-taking 
concepts (such as, “Do not judge your friend until you are in his 
place” [Avot 2:4]; kabdehu ve-ḥashdehu, “You should respect him 
and suspect him” [based on Kallah Rabbati, chap. 9]; and others). 
Chapter 5,25 “Judging People Favorably: Countering Negative 
Judgmental Biases,” will present an overview of the command-
ment, its requirements, and related concepts. 

24 See pp. 31, 297, and 450–51. 
25 The placement and order of the chapters in this work were based on a number of 

factors. One factor was that I wanted to follow the (logical) order in which the topics 
appear in the Pentateuch (i.e., the mitzvah of judging people favorably is based on 
Lev. 19:15, then there is the mitzvah of tokhah . ah, Lev. 19:17, and then the command-
ments regarding revenge and bearing a grudge, Lev. 19:18). Having Chapter 5 deal 
with judging people favorably, which begins the fourth section of the book, Basic 
Commandments and Laws of Interpersonal Conflict Resolution, also reflects the 
vital role that judging people favorably plays throughout the process of interper-
sonal conflict resolution, starting from even before one attempts to engage in 
dialogue with the other party. 
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The Affective Component—Anger Management. An essential part 
of any type of viable model of interpersonal conflict resolution is its 
system of anger management. In traditional Jewish sources, there 
exists a wealth of material that discusses the deleterious effects of 
anger and offers an array of strategies for controlling it. A number of 
contemporary authors have compiled some very impressive antholo-
gies on the topic of anger in traditional Jewish sources.26 In examining 
these works, I realized that the majority of the strategies and sugges-
tions for controlling anger that appear in them can be found in one 
form or another in the two seminal monographs on the topic of 
anger in traditional Jewish sources—R. Abraham Jelen’s Orekh 
Apayim, which was first published in 1906, and R. Moshe Levinson’s 
Ma’aneh Rakh, which was first published in 1911. Orekh Apayim and 
Ma’aneh Rakh were not only the first Jewish anthologies that specifi-
cally focused on anger, they also offered fully developed, detailed 
systems of anger  management. I therefore decided to analyze  
R. Jelen’s and R. Levinson’s works (which, for some reason, have 
never received the attention that they most assuredly deserve) and to 
highlight the major behavioral, cognitive, and affective elements for 
dealing with anger that they offer. In focusing on these works,  
I believe that I have been able to encapsulate most (if not all) of the 
principal approaches for controlling anger that appear in the tradi-
tional literature. This material is presented in Chapter 9, “Jewish 
Anger Management.” 

The First Chapter and the Conclusion. This book, which is a 
revised version of my doctoral dissertation, is based on approxi-
mately eight years of research into the modern theory and practice 
of conflict resolution and Jewish approaches to conflict resolution. 
In studying  contemporary conflict resolution and comparing it 
with traditional Jewish approaches, I became acutely aware of the 
fact that despite the many similarities between the two, there also 
exist fundamental differences between them, which I felt needed 
to be discussed. Therefore, as an introduction to this work, the first 

26 See p. 409, n. 4. 
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chapter presents an overview of the field of  contemporary conflict 
resolution. This chapter introduces many of the basic concepts of 
conflict resolution and will help facilitate comparisons and 
contrasts between  contemporary and Jewish approaches, which 
appear at the end of each chapter and are summarized in the 
conclusion.27 Also, in order to facilitate informed and accurate 
comparisons and contrasts between contemporary and Jewish 
approaches in relation to apologies, forgiveness, and anger manage-
ment, I have included relatively lengthy summaries of contemporary 
theories and research on apologies and forgiveness, and contem-
porary approaches to anger management at the end of the respective 
chapters that address these topics.

I believe that some fair warning is called for regarding the sections 
in which I compare and contrast contemporary approaches with the 
traditional Jewish approaches. Even though I have tried to present this 
interdisciplinary material in as clear and accessible a manner as possible, 
a good percentage of these sections consist of some highly involved 
discussions that may possibly confuse the average reader who is not 
familiar with the specific areas of contemporary conflict resolution that 
are discussed and the traditional Jewish literature that deals with 
interpersonal relations. For those who may be confused by, or are not 
interested in, these discussions, I have made sure to present these 
sections as stand-alone units that may be readily skipped without any 
serious loss in the understanding of the traditional Jewish approaches, 
which are the primary focus of this book.

My interest in contemporary conflict resolution and Jewish 
approaches to conflict resolution has stemmed from my desire to 
teach about conflict resolution, specifically those aspects that 
people can actually put to good use in real-life situations. As a 
result, throughout my research, I have always tried to focus on 

27 In studying contemporary conflict resolution and traditional Jewish approaches, 
one may find a remarkable amount of similarities and differences. I have attempted 
to highlight only a select number of elements that I believe to be of major import 
and are clearly discernible from the material I have researched.
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those elements that have real-world, practical applicability, and 
that could be used in curriculum development and teaching (see 
footnote).28 This is clearly reflected in this book. The first chapter’s 
overview of contemporary conflict resolution emphasizes school-
based conflict resolution education, which, as a general rule, 
focuses on interpersonal conflict resolution that does not 
necessitate the intervention of a third party; and in the conclusion, 
I touch on various issues that relate to conflict resolution 
education. 

The chapters of this book are divided into six sections: Part I—
Introductory Essay (Chapter 1); Part II—Foundational Values and 
Concepts (Chapters 2 and 3); Part III—Foundational Command-
ments and Laws (Chapter 4); Part IV—Basic Commandments and 
Laws of Interpersonal Conflict Resolution (Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8); 
Part V—The Affective Component—Anger Management (Chapter 9); 
and the Conclusion.

In engaging in a work such as this, one faces multiple analytical 
and expositional challenges. As with all types of research, 
fundamental questions of objectivity and accuracy must be raised. 
The interpretation of traditional Jewish texts is particularly 
susceptible to all sorts of distortions, fanciful assumptions, super ficial 
readings, inaccurate translations, judgmental bias, and so forth. 
When explicating any intricate and complex topic, one must 
constantly struggle with reductionist tendencies, search for clear 
and concise definitions, and conceptualize and present the subject 
matter in a coherent, systematic, and well-organized fashion. Even 
though it is my intention to do justice to the topics that I cover by 
providing clear and accurate explanations, I am quite aware of the 
difficulties in discerning the shortcomings of one’s own work, for 
“Who can discern [his own] errors” (Psalms 19:13). Therefore, if 
while reading through this work one comes across any mistakes,  

28 However, it should be self-evident that this book is not in any way meant to serve as 
a practical halakhic guide. 

Free sampler. Copyrighted material. 



PrefaCe

xxxvi

I would be indebted if the reader would inform me about them.  
I would also greatly appreciate any comments, feedback, and 
pertinent sources that relate to the subject matter that I discuss. I can 
be contacted at HGK10@aol.com. 

This work employs a system of Hebrew transliteration that is 
similar to the one used by the American Library Association and the 
Library of Congress (which can be used for searches in the OCLC 
WorldCat network of library catalogs).29 

29 For a simplified description of the system I have used, see Paul E. Maher, Hebraica 
Cataloging: A Guide to ALA/LC Romanization and Descriptive Cataloging (Washington, 
DC: Cataloging Distribution Service, Library of Congress, 1987), 71.
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Conflict resolution is an exceptionally broad and highly complex 
field. Conflict resolution scholars and professionals have devel-
oped an intricate and sophisticated network of theory, research, 
and practice that encompasses a remarkably diverse spectrum of 
views and orientations. To be able to fully grasp the nature of the 
field of conflict resolution, one has to be familiar with an enor-
mous amount of information that would go far beyond the scope 
of what could possibly be presented in this introductory essay. 
What I intend to do here is to present a basic overview of the field 
that will hopefully give the reader a rudimentary understanding 
of its fundamental concepts and will be useful for comparisons 
to Jewish approaches that will be discussed later on in this work. 
We will begin with a simple definition of the term “conflict reso-
lution” and by delineating the three major fields of study that are 
associated with it. 

Conflict Resolution: The Different Fields of Study 

There is considerable disagreement among conflict resolution theo-
rists, researchers, and practitioners about many of the basic definitions 
and concepts of conflict resolution, including what exactly is meant 
by the expression “conflict resolution.” The Encyclopedia of Conflict 

Contemporary Conflict 
Resolution: An Overview 
of the Field and the 
Core Components of Its 
Educational Programs

CHAPTER 1
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Resolution offers a definition of conflict resolution that understands it 
in the broadest possible terms:

The term conflict resolution is used broadly to refer to any 
process that is used to end a conflict or dispute in a peaceful 
way . . . Used in this way, conflict resolution refers to all 
 judicial processes and alternative dispute resolution tech-
niques—negotiation, mediation, arbitration—as well as 
consensus building, diplomacy, analytical problem solving, 
and peacemaking. In short, it involves all nonviolent means 
of solving interpersonal, intergroup, interorganizational, or 
international problems.1 

In contrast to this definition, there is a more nuanced one that appears 
in the scholarly literature, which differentiates between the fields of 
“peace studies” and “alternative dispute resolution,” each with its own 
unique orientation and emphasis, and conflict resolution, which 
incorporates elements from peace studies and alternative dispute 
resolution, but is considered a distinct field in and of itself. John 
Stephens, a professor at the University of North Carolina, offers a 
conceptual framework that may be very helpful in explaining all of this. 

Stephens suggests that we may conceive of the three fields—peace 
studies, alternative dispute resolution, and conflict resolution—as 
being spread across a continuum of “social change” and “system 
maintenance,” that is, whether they challenge and/or perpetuate 
certain values of the present social order:2

 1 Heidi Burgess and Guy M. Burgess, eds., Encyclopedia of Conflict Resolution (Santa 
Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 1997), s.v. “Conflict Resolution, Conflict Management, and 
Dispute Settlement.” 

 2 John B. Stephens, “‘Gender Conflict’: Connecting Feminist Theory and Conflict 
Resolution Theory and Practice,” in Conflict and Gender, ed. A. Taylor and J. Beinstein 
Miller (Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press, 1994), 217–35; cited in Peter T. Coleman and 
Morton Deutsch, “Introducing Cooperation and Conflict Resolution into Schools:  
A Systems Approach,” in Peace, Conflict and Violence: Peace Psychology for the 21st 
Century, ed. Daniel J. Christie, Richard V. Wagner, and Deborah Du Nann Winter 
(Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2001), 224–25.
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Rabbi Yose bar Ḥanina said, “Tokhaḥah brings to love . . . any 
love without tokhaḥah is not [true] love.” Resh Lakish said, 
“Tokhaḥah brings to peace . . . any peace without tokhaḥah is 
not [true] peace.”

Midrash, Genesis Rabbah 54:3

One of the most fundamental principles of conflict resolution is that 
when two parties find themselves embroiled in a conflict, the most 
desirable and efficacious way of resolving their issues is through some 
form of dialogue.1 This being the case, dialogue has become the central 
characteristic feature of contemporary conflict  resolution. According to 

 1 This is only a general rule for which there may be many possible exceptions; see 
Kenneth Thomas, “Conflict and Conflict Management,” in Handbook of Industrial and 
Organizational Psychology, ed. Marvin D. Dennette (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 
1983), 900–902, 913–16, 929; Kenneth W. Thomas and Ralph H. Kilmann, Thomas-
Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (Mountain View, CA: CPP, 2007), 11–16 (where they 
offer various scenarios in which avoidance, assertiveness, or accommodation would 
be called for); and Roger Fisher, William Ury, and Bruce Patton, Getting to Yes: 
Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In, 2nd ed. (New York: Penguin Books, 1991), 
164–65 (where they discuss cases in which it would make more sense not to negotiate 
but to rather choose one’s BATNA [Best Alternative to a Negotiated Agreement]). 

Tokhah . ah: Judaism’s Basic 
Approach to Resolving 
Interpersonal Conflict 
through Dialogue

Chapter 6
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rabbinic authorities, the resolution of an interpersonal issue through 
dialogue, without the involvement of an intermediary, is mandated by 
an explicit biblical commandment, known as tokhaḥah, “reproof.” 
Tokhaḥah may rightfully be designated as the centerpiece of the para-
digm of interpersonal conflict resolution that is being presented in this 
work, and will be elaborated on in this chapter.

The Hebrew word ּתֹוָכָחה (tokhaḥah)2 is often translated either as 
“reproof,” “rebuke,” or “admonition.”3 In rabbinic literature, the 
word is often used in reference to the biblical injunction of Leviticus 
 You shall“ ,(hokheaḥ tokhiaḥ et amitekha) הֹוֵכַח ּתֹוִכיַח ֶאת־ֲעִמיֶתָך ,19:17
surely reprove your friend.”4 This injunction, which is considered 
one of the 613 biblical commandments,5 is understood by halakhic 

 2 The word tokhaḥah is an alternative or “secondary” form of the word tokheḥah. See 
Abraham Even-Shoshan, ed., Ha-Milon he-Ḥadash, 8th ed. (Jerusalem: Kiryat Sefer, 
1977), s.v. “tokhaḥah”; and David Kimḥi, Sefer Mikhlol (Jerusalem: n.p., 1967), s.v. 
“to’alah,” 168b. 

 3 See Jacob Milgram, The Anchor Bible: Leviticus 17–22, A New Translation with Introduction 
and Commentary (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 1647–48; Ernst Jenni and Claus 
Westerman, eds., Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament, trans. Mark E. Biddle, 3 vols. 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1997), s.v. “ykh, to determine what is right”; 
G. Johannes Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren, eds., The Theological Dictionary of the 
Old Testament, 14 vols. (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdsmans, 1974–), vol. 6, s.v. 
“ykh”; and Ya’akov Levy, ed., The Oxford English-Hebrew/Hebrew-English Dictionary 
(n.p.: Kenerman Publishing, 1995), s.v. “tokhaḥah.” I have decided, as a general rule, 
to translate the word tokhaḥah as “reproof,” as opposed to other common translations, 
because the noun “reproof,” and the verb “reprove,” often carry the connotation of 
“gentle criticism” (The American Heritage College Thesaurus, s.v. “chastise”) or criticism 
“without harshness” (Merriam Webster’s Dictionary of Synonyms, s.v. “reprove”), which, 
as we shall see, are essential halakhic features of tokhaḥah. 

 4 For the various possible translations of the word amitekha, which I have translated as 
“your friend,” see Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, The Hebrew and Aramaic 
Lexicon of the Old Testament, trans. and ed. M. E. J. Richardson, study ed. (Leiden, The 
Netherlands: Brill, 2001), s.v. “amit”; and Botterweck and Ringgren, The Theological 
Dictionary of the Old Testament, vol. 11, s.v. “amît.” In translating the word amit as “friend,” 
I am following the Aramaic of Targum Onkelos (Targum Onkelos, in the standard Mikra’ot 
Gedolot, Lev. 19:17), and Ernest Klein, A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the 
Hebrew Language for Readers of English (New York: Collier Macmillan, 1987), s.v. “amit.” 

 5 See Shimon Kayara (alternatively, Yehudai ben Naḥman), Sefer Halakhot Gedolot, 3 
vols. (Jerusalem: Ḥevrat Mekitse Nirdamim, 1988), vol. 3, positive commandment 
65; Maimonides, Sefer ha-Mitsvot, (Jerusalem: Hotsa’at Shabse Frankel, 2001), posi-
tive commandment 205; Moses ben Jacob of Coucy, Sefer Mitsvot Gadol (Semag) 
(Israel: n.p.,1991), positive commandment 11; [Aaron?] ha-Levi of Barcelona, Sefer 

Free sampler. Copyrighted material. 



Tokhah . ah  Chapter 6 | PART IV

225

authorities as incorporating two distinct facets: (1) it establishes a 
requirement to admonish someone who has committed a sin (even 
if the sin does not directly affect the  individual on a personal level), 
and (2) it encompasses a  paradigmatic process for dealing with inter-
personal issues through respectful and sensitive communication. 

This chapter will attempt to elucidate those aspects of tokhaḥah that 
relate to interpersonal issues. After a basic explanation of the biblical 
source for the commandment, a detailed analysis of Maimonides’ 
halakhic rulings regarding tokhaḥah for interpersonal issues will be 
presented. This analysis will attempt to define  terminology, uncover 
sources, explain the logic behind the rulings, and offer interpretations 
of later authorities. Subsequent to this, there will be a brief discussion 
of the dialogic component of tokhaḥah. The chapter will conclude by 
comparing and contrasting a number of aspects of tokhaḥah with anal-
ogous components of contemporary conflict resolution.

The Biblical Source

The verse in Leviticus (19:17) states, “You shall not hate your brother 
in your heart; you shall surely reprove your friend, and you shall not 
bear sin because of him.” From antiquity, there have existed various 
exegetical approaches to explaining this verse.6 One approach found 
in rabbinic literature understands the verse as establishing an 
 obligation to rebuke someone when he or she has engaged in any 

ha-Ḥinukh (Netanya, Israel: Mifal Torat Ḥakhme Polin, 1988), commandment 239; 
Eliezer ben Samuel of Metz, Sefer Yere’im ha-Shalem (Israel: n.p., n.d.), siman 223 
(37); and in numerous other sources as well.

 6 See James L. Kugel, “On Hidden Hatred and Open Reproach: Early Exegesis of 
Leviticus 19:17,” Harvard Theological Review 80, no. 1 (1987): 43–61; Lawrence H. 
Schiffman, “Reproof as a Requisite for Punishment in the Law of the Dead Sea 
Scrolls,” in Jewish Law Association Studies II: The Jerusalem Conference Volume, ed. B. S. 
Jackson (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1986), 59–74; and Dennis C. Duling, “Matthew 
18:15–17: Conflict, Confrontation, and Conflict Resolution in a ‘Fictive Kin’ 
Association,” Society of Biblical Literature: Seminar Papers 37, no. 1 (1998): 253–95.
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type of improper behavior,7 or, in the words of the Talmud (Arakhin 
16b), when one perceives any sort of “unseemly thing in one’s friend.” 

Another approach to interpreting this verse, which seems to be 
less well known, understands it as offering a method for dealing 
with contentious interpersonal issues through dialogue. One of the 
earliest sources for this interpretation in classic rabbinic literature 
appears in the Midrash Tanna de-Ve Eliyahu.8 The Midrash cites the 
following explanation of the verse in the name of R. Eleazar ben 
Matya (second century ce): 

If there is some issue between you and him, speak to him 
[about it], and do not be one who has sinned through that 
person.9 

 7 See, Arakhin 16b, Bava Metsia 31a; see also Berakhot 31a–b, Yevamot 65b, Betsah 30a, 
Shevuot 39a, and Shabbat 55a.

 8 The Talmud refers to a two-part work known as Seder Eliyahu Rabbah and Seder 
Eliyahu Zuta (Ketubot 106a), which traditionally has been identified with the Midrash 
Tanna de-Ve Eliyahu; see Ḥayyim Joseph David Azulai, Shem ha-Gedolim (New York: 
Grossman Publishing House, 1960), ma’arekhet sefarim, s.v. “Seder Eliyahu Rabba.” 
Modern scholars have questioned this assertion. For a summary of the different 
views, see William G. Braude and Israel J. Kaplan’s introduction to Tanna debe 
Eliyahu: The Lore of the School of Elijah (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society 
of America, 1981), 3–12. 

 9 R. Eleazar ben Matya’s statement consists of three parts, each of which apparently 
corresponds to one of the three parts of the verse: (1) “If there is some issue between 
you and him” corresponds to “You shall not hate your brother in your heart”;  
(2) “speak to him [about it]” corresponds to “you shall surely reprove your friend”; 
(3) “and do not be one who has sinned through that person” corresponds to “and 
you shall not bear sin because of him.” Tanna de-Ve Eliyahu (Seder Eliyahu Rabah 
ve-Seder Eliyahu Zuta, ed. Meir Ish Shalom [Friedmann] [Vienna: Aḥiasaf, 1902]), 
chap. 18, p. 109; also cited in Yalkut Shemoni, Kedoshim, remez 613. It should be 
noted that many of the popular editions of Tanna de-Ve Eliyahu have a significantly 
different text than the one I have based my translation on (see, for example, Tana 
de-Ve Eliyahu: Seder Eliyahu Raba ve-Seder Eliyahu Zuta [Jerusalem: Eshkol, 1991], 
chap. 18, sec. 99; and the edition with a commentary by Ya’akov Meir Shechter, Tana 
de-Ve Eliyahu Raba ve-Zuta: Im Perush . . . Mishpat u-Tsedakah [Jerusalem: n.p., 1959], 
320). I have used Meir Ish Shalom’s edition of Tanna de-Ve Eliyahu, which is based 
on the oldest existing manuscript of Tanna de-Ve Eliyahu, and is considered to be one 
of the more reliable ones. It should also be noted that R. Zvi H. Weinberger and  
R. Baruch A. Heifetz (Sefer Limud le-Hilkhot ben Adam la-Ḥavero: Lo Tisna et Aḥikha 
be-Lvavekha [Safed, Israel: Makhon Torat ha-Adam le-Adam, 1995], 168) cite  
R. Benjamin Ze’ev Boskowitz (Sefer Seder Mishneh, vol. 1 [Jerusalem: Mosdot Ziv 
ha-Torah, 1991], 190), R. Menaḥem Krakovski (Avodat ha-Melekh [Jerusalem: Mossad 
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It appears that the Midrash is focusing on the verse’s tripartite 
 structure and is interpreting it as follows: “You shall not hate your 
brother in your heart, but instead you shall surely reprove your friend, 
and thereby you shall not bear sin because of him.”10 In other words, 
the verse is instructing one who feels that he has been mistreated by 
another—and is therefore experiencing feelings of hatred towards 
that person—to deal with the issue at hand by confronting the person 
and presenting his grievances, and thereby avoid sin.11 This verse is 
evidently understood in a similar fashion in The Wisdom of Ben Sira  
(c. early second century bce) and in the Testaments of the Twelve 
Patriarchs (composed between c. third century bce.–c. second century 
ce ).12 James Kugel has pointed out that virtually all modern critical 
commentaries have elucidated Leviticus 19:17 in a similar fashion.13 

As far as traditional Jewish commentators are concerned, there 
is a litany of biblical exegetes who offer similar explanations; this 
would include R. Samuel ben Meir (Rashbam, c. 1085–1174),  

Harav Kook, 1971], 57), and R. Elijah David Rabinowitz-Te’omim (Bene Binyamin, 
in the back of the standard printed editions of the Mishneh Torah, De’ot 6:6) who all 
clearly  understood the quote from Tanna de-Ve Eliyahu as I have translated it. 
However, R. Abraham Abele Gombiner, in his commentary on Yalkut Shemoni (Zayit 
Ra’anan [Jerusalem: Mekhon le-Hotsa’at Sefarim ve-Ḥeker Kitve Yad, 1971], 48a), 
interprets R. Eleazar ben Matya’s statement in a manner so that it is in accord with 
the alternative versions of Tanna de-Ve Eliyahu. 

10 See Kugel, “Hidden Hatred,” 45. 
11 There is a dispute among the commentators as to how to interpret the final clause, 

“you shall not bear sin because of him.” For some examples of different interpreta-
tions of this clause, see Naḥmanides, Perush ha-Ramban al ha-Torah, annotated by 
Charles B. Chavel (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1988), Lev. 19:17; Joseph Bekhor 
Shor, Perushe Rabi Yosef Bekhor Shor al ha-Torah (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 
1994), 213; and Hezekiah ben Manoah, Perush ha-Ḥazekuni al ha-Torah, annotated 
by Charles B. Chavel (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1989), 389 n. 48. Maimonides, 
in Sefer ha-Mitsvot, positive commandment 205 (together with negative command-
ment 303), interprets it to mean that one should not “entertain a sinful thought of 
him [the person who committed the offense]”; in the Mishneh Torah, De’ot 6:8, he 
quotes the interpretation of the Talmud in Arakhin 16b, which understands it as 
referring to a prohibition against embarrassing someone (see pp. 158–59 above).

12 Sir 19:13–17; T. Gad 6:1–7. See Kugel’s explanation of the passages in Ben Sira and 
the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs; Kugel, “Hidden Hatred,” 47–52.

13 Kugel, “Hidden Hatred,” 45. See also Milgram, The Anchor Bible: Leviticus, 1646–49; 
and Baruch J. Schwartz, “Selected Chapters of the Holiness Code: A Literary Study of 
Leviticus 17–19,” (Ph.D. thesis, Hebrew University, 1987), 145–46. 
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R. Joseph Bekhor Shor (twelfth century), Naḥmanides (Ramban, 
1194–1270), R. Jacob ben Asher (c. 1269–1340), R. Hezekiah ben 
Manoah (thirteenth century), R. Levi ben Gershom (Ralbag, 1288–
1344), R. Isaac Abravanel (1437–1508), R. Ḥayyim ben Attar 
(1696–1743), R. Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808–1888), R. Naphtali 
Zevi Judah Berlin (1817–1893), R. David Zevi Hoffmann (1843–
1921), and others.14 In addition to these biblical exegetes, preeminent 
halakhic authorities, such as R. Eliezer ben Samuel of Metz  
(c. 1115–c. 1198), R. Moses ben Jacob of Coucy (thirteenth century), 
the Sefer ha-Ḥinukh (The Book of Education, written c. 1258, tradition-
ally ascribed to R. Aaron ha-Levi of Barcelona, c. 1235–c. 1300),15 
and Maimonides (see next section), have also understood this 
passage to be the source for a biblical commandment that enjoins 
one to resolve interpersonal issues through verbal communication.

Maimonides on Tokhah . ah

Maimonides’ presentation of the laws of tokhaḥah for interpersonal 
issues serves as the primary normative halakhic source on this topic 
in rabbinic literature. In the first volume of the Mishneh Torah, in the 
sixth chapter of Sefer ha-Mada: Hilkhot De’ot (Book of Knowledge: Laws 
of Dispositions) subsections six through nine, Maimonides delineates 
the core halakhic components of tokhaḥah. 

14 Samuel ben Meir, Perush ha-Rashbam ha-Shalem (Breslau: Shlomo Shattlander, 1882), 
161; Joseph Bekhor Shor, Perushe Bekhor Shor, 213; Naḥmanides, Perush ha-Ramban, Lev. 
19:17; Jacob ben Asher, Perush ha-Tur ha-Arokh al ha-Torah (Jerusalem: Hotsa’at be-Ferush 
uve-Remez, 1964), 232; Hezekiah ben Manoah, Perush ha-Ḥazekuni, 389; Levi ben 
Gershom, Perushe ha-Torah le-Rabenu Levi ben Gershom, 5 vols., ed. Ya’akov Levi 
(Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1996–2000), vol. 3, 298; Isaac Abravanel, Perush al 
ha-Torah: Ḥibro Don Yitsḥak Abravanel, vol. 3 (Jerusalem: Bene Arabel, 1964), Lev. 19:17, 
p. 111; Ḥayyim ben Moses Attar, Or ha-Ḥayim, in the standard Mikra’ot Gedolot, Lev. 
19:17; Samson Raphael Hirsch, The Hirsch Chumash, 6 vols., trans. Daniel Haberman 
(Jerusalem: Feldheim, 2000–2009), Sefer Vayikra, vol. 2, 619–20; Naphtali Zevi Judah 
Berlin, Ha’amek Davar, vol. 3 (Jerusalem: Y. Kuperman, 2009), Lev. 19:17; and David 
Zevi Hoffmann, Sefer Va-Yikra Meforash [Das Buch Leviticus], vol. 2, trans. Tsevi Har 
Shefer (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1954), 35–36. 

15 Eliezer ben Samuel, Yere’im, siman 195 (39); Moses ben Jacob, Semag, negative 
commandment 5; and Ha-Levi, Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, commandment 239. 
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Hilkhot De’ot (Laws of Dispositions), Subsection 6:6

In De’ot 6:6, Maimonides begins16 his discussion of the laws of 
tokhaḥah by introducing the basic idea of reproof for interpersonal 
issues—when A commits a perceived offense against B, B should 
meet with A, ask for an explanation, and attempt to resolve the issue:

כשיחטא איש לאיש לא ישטמנו וישתוק כמו שנאמר ברשעים: "ולא דבר 
אבשלום את אמנון מאומה למרע ועד טוב כי שנא אבשלום את אמנון", אלא 

מצוה עליו להודיעו ולומר לו "למה עשית לי כך וכך? ולמה חטאת לי בדבר 
פלוני?" שנאמר: "הוכח תוכיח את עמיתך". ואם חזר ובקש ממנו למחול לו 
צריך למחול, ולא יהא המוחל אכזרי שנאמר: "ויתפלל אברהם אל האלקים וגו'".

When a man commits a transgression against a [fellow] 
man,17 he [the fellow man] should not hate18 him [the 

16 R. Meir ha-Kohen Kaplan (Mitsvat ha-Tokhaḥah [Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 
1951], 6–7), R. Joseph D. Epstein (Mitsvat ha-Etsah [New York: Torat ha-Adam, 1983], 
225 n. 1), and R. Mordekhai Shelomoh Movshovits (Shalme Mordekhai [Tel Aviv: Lipa 
Friedman, 1983], 72) have called attention to the fact that in the Mishneh Torah, 
Maimonides discusses tokhaḥah for interpersonal issues before discussing tokhaḥah for 
general sins, whereas in Maimonides’ Sefer ha-Mitsvot, the order is reversed. (See also 
Eleazar Azikri, Sefer Ḥaredim ha-Shalem [Jerusalem: n.p., 1990], 12:29.) 

17 The phrase “a man commits a transgression against a man” comes from 1 Samuel 
2:25. As to the question of what specific types of transgressions Maimonides meant 
to encompass with this phrase, see Orḥot Tsadikim ha-Shalem (Jerusalem: Feldheim, 
1988), Sha’ar ha-Sinah, p. 45, which, when paraphrasing Maimonides’ formulation 
of this halakhah, applies it to monetary losses, physical violence, embarrassing 
someone, spreading a slanderous report, and similar offenses that would breed 
hatred between people. It is noteworthy that Orḥot Tsadikim understands this 
halakhah as being relevant even to offenses for which a person may choose to 
initiate a judicial proceeding in a rabbinic court. This is certainly indicated by the 
wording of Maimonides. The implication would be that before one resorts to taking 
another person to court, one should first try to resolve the issue on one’s own 
through interpersonal tokhaḥah. The wordings of other rishonim who discuss this 
halakhah imply that this mitzvah encompasses an extremely broad spectrum of 
interpersonal issues. See, for example, Joseph Bekhor Shor, Perushe Bekhor Shor, 213, 
where he applies it to cases in which someone does something “she-kasheh be-enekha” 
(which can be translated as, “that upsets you”); and Naḥmanides, Perush ha-Ramban, 
Lev. 19:17, where he applies it to cases of “ba-asoto lekha she-lo ki-rtsonekha” (in 
which someone “does something to you contrary to your will”). Cf. the view of  
R. Dov Berish Gottlieb cited in Chapter 7, pp. 291–92 n. 85. 

18 Alternatively, “bear a grudge against.”
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offender] and keep silent, which would be similar to that 
which is stated regarding  iniquitous19 individuals: “And 
Absalom did not speak with Amnon, neither good nor bad, 
because Absalom hated Amnon” (2 Sam 13:22);20 rather, 
there is a mitzvah incumbent upon him to inform him 
[the one who committed the transgression] and say to 
him, “Why did you do such and such to me?”21 and, “For 
what reason did you commit a transgression against me 
in regard to the specified matter?” as it is stated: “You 
shall surely reprove your friend.”22 If he responds and asks 
that he should be forgiven, it is necessary to forgive [him]; 
and the forgiver should not be cruel, as it is stated: “And 
Abraham prayed unto God [i.e., for Abimelech, who had 
wronged him] . . .” (Gen 20:17).

In this subsection, Maimonides presents tokhaḥah as the Torah’s 
basic method for dealing with hatred. Tokhaḥah apparently serves as a 
means of bringing to the fore the negative feelings and thoughts that 
one has towards an interpersonal offender, which in turn prevents 
those feelings and thoughts from festering, and forestalls the devel-
opment of open aggression. This understanding of tokhaḥah parallels 
Maimonides’ portrayal of this mitzvah in his Sefer ha-Mitsvot:

19 Alternatively, “wicked” or “evil.”
20 R. Kaplan discusses the significance of mentioning the incident of Absalom and 

Amnon; see Kaplan, Mitsvat ha-Tokhaḥah, 7. Cf. Ephraim Ardit, Mateh Efrayim 
(Thessaloniki: Mordekhai Naḥman u-Mishnehu David Yisraelig’ah, 1771), 5b–6a; 
and Krakovski, Avodat ha-Melekh, De’ot 6:6. 

21 In his restatement of this halakhah, R. Eleazar Azikri applies it not only to the indi-
vidual against whom the offense was personally committed, but also “li-krovo,” 
which is literally translated as “to someone who is close to him,” and is often used 
idiomatically to refer to a relative. See Azikri, Ḥaredim, 12:29.

22 It is worth noting that this halakhah is cited by many later halakhic authorities: for 
example, Abraham Abele Gombiner, Magen Avraham, in the standard printed edition of 
the Shulḥan Arukh, Oraḥ Ḥayim 156: 4; Shneur Zalman of Lyady, Shulḥan Arukh: Oraḥ 
Ḥayim, vol. 1 (Brooklyn: Kehot, 1968), 156:6; Solomon Ganzfried, Kitsur Shulḥan Arukh 
ha-Shalem (Vilna: Rozenkrants and Shriftzetser, n.d.), siman 29:13; Jehiel Michal Epstein, 
Arukh ha-Shulḥan (n.p., n.d.), Oraḥ Ḥayim 156:8; Israel Meir ha-Kohen, Mishnah Berurah 
(Zikhron Ya’akov: Merkaz le-Ḥinukh Torani, 1975), 156:4 (who cites the wording of 
Maimonides in the Sefer ha-Mitsvot); as well as in many other sources.
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Included in this commandment is that we should reprove 
one another23 when one of us commits a wrong against 
another, and not bear a grudge against nor entertain a sinful 
thought of the person. Instead, we are commanded to 
verbally reprove him until24 there is no remnant [of ill will] 
left in the soul.25 

As it will become clear in our analysis of the laws of tokhaḥah in 
the Mishneh Torah, Maimonides is not suggesting that one engage 
in an emotional tirade, through which one will release pent up 
anger. Rather, he is advocating that a productive conversation 
ensue, in which the parties will work through points of  
contention and resolve their issues in a respectful and sensitive 
manner.

Sources for This Subsection. Working with the accepted presuppo-
sition that Maimonides’ halakhic rulings in the Mishneh Torah are 
based on earlier rabbinic dicta that appear in talmudic and midrashic 
sources,26 the commentators have offered various possible sources 
for this subsection. Aside from the aforementioned quote in the 
name of R. Eleazar ben Matya27 (see p. 226), there is another notable 

23 This English translation is based on the standard edition’s Hebrew translation of the 
Arabic by R. Moses ibn Tibbon. According to R. Joseph Kafih’s translation of the Arabic 
and R. Ḥayyim Heller’s edition of the Sefer ha-Mitsvot, this should be translated slightly 
differently, possibly as “reproach one another.” See Moses Maimonides, Sefer ha-Mitsvot, 
trans. Joseph Kafih (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1971), positive commandment 
205; and Moses Maimonides, Sefer ha-Mitsvot, ed. Ḥayyim Heller (Jerusalem: Mossad 
Harav Kook, 1995), positive commandment 205.

24 Once again, this translation is based on R. Moses ibn Tibbon’s translation of the 
Arabic. R. Kafih’s translation differs slightly from this, and reads, “in order that there 
remains no remnant [of ill will] in the heart.” See Maimonides, Sefer ha-Mitsvot, 
Kafih edition, positive commandment 205.

25 Maimonides, Sefer ha-Mitsvot, positive commandment 205. 
26 See Isadore Twersky, Introduction to the Code of Maimonides (Mishneh Torah) (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1980), 49–53.
27 This apparently is the primary rabbinic source according to Boskowitz, Seder 

Mishneh, De’ot 6:6; Krakovski, Avodat ha-Melekh, De’ot 6:6; and Rabinowitz-Teomim, 
Bene Binyamin, De’ot 6:6. Maimonides’ reference to Abraham reproving Abimelech 
corresponds to Genesis Rabbah 54:3. 
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midrashic source that has been suggested.28 R. Ḥayim Kanievsky29 
and R. Nachum Rabinovitch30 cite the Midrash Sifre that discusses 
the episode described in Numbers 12:1–16, in which “Miriam and 
Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite woman . . . .” 
After the biblical narrative recounts how God had confronted 
Miriam and Aaron and admonished them for casting aspersions on 
Moses’ conduct, it goes on to state that “the anger of the Lord was 
kindled against them . . .” (Num. 12:9). In reference to this passage, 
the Sifre teaches: 

Only after He had made known to them their misdeed did 
He decree banishment upon them. Surely [one can derive 
from this] the [following] matter [which] is an a fortiori: If 
He who created the world did not become upset with those 
who are flesh and blood until He made known to them 
their misdeed, how much more so should he who is flesh 
and blood not become upset with his friend until he makes 
known to him his misdeed.”31 

According to R. Naphtali Zevi Judah Berlin, the import of the 
midrash’s a fortiori is as follows: If God who is omniscient, and must 
have known that there was no valid excuse for what Miriam and 
Aaron had done, and nevertheless He gave them the opportunity to 
explain themselves before He became “upset” (and punished them), 
how much more so a human being, who cannot know if his friend 

28 It is worth noting that R. Shem Tov ibn Gaon (1283–c. 1340) is of the opinion that 
the talmudic passage in Arakhin 16b served as Maimonides’ source for this halakhah. 
Shem Tov ben Abraham ibn Gaon, Migdal Oz, in the standard printed edition of the 
Mishneh Torah, De’ot 6:6. For an explanation of how one may derive this halakhah 
from the gemara in Arakhin, see Boskowitz, Seder Mishneh, De’ot 6:6.

29 Shemaryahu Yosef Ḥayim Kanevski, Kiryat Melekh, 3rd ed. (Bnei Brak: n.p., 1983), 
De’ot 6:6.

30 Nachum L. Rabinovitch, Yad Peshutah, 20 vols. (Jerusalem: Maaliyot Press, 1997–
2011), Sefer ha-Mada, vol. 1, 314.

31 Sifre (Horovitz edition), Be-Ha’alotekha, piska 104, quoted in Rashi’s commentary to 
Num. 12:9. 
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has some hidden justification for his actions, should be obligated to 
give the person a chance to defend himself before becoming upset.32 

Though one may possibly question whether this midrash 
 actually served as the basis for Maimonides’ ruling in this subsec-
tion,33 it clearly does offer an alternative source for the requirement 
that people broach and discuss the interpersonal issues that come 
up between them. 

The Implications of the Interrogative Statements. The straightfor-
wardness of the two interrogative statements in this subsection— 
“Why did you do such and such to me?” and “For what reason did 
you commit a transgression against me . . . ”—is somewhat striking. 
This is particularly true when they are contrasted with the noncon-
frontational approaches to tokhaḥah that were formulated by other 
authorities, which take into account the likelihood that a direct 
approach is not necessarily the best way of reproving someone.34 

32 Naphtali Zevi Judah Berlin, Emek ha-Netsiv, vol. 1 (Jerusalem: n.p., 1977), 318. 
33 Maimonides’ focus in this subsection is on the expunging of hatred through 

tokhaḥah. This seems to be the exact same idea that is conveyed in the source cited 
from Tanna de-Ve Eliyahu. This is in contrast to the source cited from the Sifre, which 
just seems to be emphasizing that before becoming upset with someone one is 
 obligated to explain to, or discuss with, the person why he is becoming upset. 

34 See, for example, Solomon Astruc (fourteenth century), Midreshe ha-Torah (Berlin: 
Tsevi Hirsch Itskovski, 1899), Kedoshim, p. 147; Moses Alshekh (1508–c. 1593), Torat 
Mosheh, vol. 3 (Jerusalem: Mekhon Lev Same’aḥ, 1990), 137–38; Ḥayyim Capusi  
(c. 1555–1639), Sefer Be’or ha-Ḥayim (Jerusalem: Ahavat Shalom, 1989), 212; Isaiah 
Horowitz (c. 1565–1630), Shene Luḥot ha-Berit, 5 vols. (Jerusalem: Oz ve-Hadar, 
1993), vol. 5, Torah she-Bikhtav, parashat Devarim, p. 95, and vol. 1, Sha’ar ha-Otiyot, ot 
lamed, p. 310; Azariah Figo (1579–1647), Sefer Binah le-Itim, vol. 1 (Jerusalem: Hotsa’at 
Ḥ. Vagshal, 1989), 129–30; Zevi Hirsch Kaidanover (d. 1712), Sefer Kav ha-Yashar,  
2 vols. (Jerusalem: n.p., 1993), vol. 1, chap. 48, pp. 227–28, and vol. 2, chap. 62, pp. 
299–300; Jacob Joseph of Polonoye (d. c. 1782), Toldot Ya’akov Yosef (Jerusalem: n.p., 
1966), 94a; Ḥayyim Joseph David Azulai (1724–1806), Naḥal Kedumim (Israel: n.p., 
1968), 40b; id., Devarim Aḥadim (Jerusalem: Yahadut, 1986), 199–200; Jacob Kranz 
(1740–1804), Ohel Ya’akov (Vienna: Josef Schlesinger, 1863), 48a; Moses Sofer 
(1762–1839), Ḥatam Sofer he-Ḥadash al ha-Torah (Jerusalem: Mekhon Da’at Sofer, 
2000), 89; Eliezer Papo (1784–1827), Pele Yo’ets ha-Shalem (Jerusalem: Mekhon 
Merav, 1994), 664; Jacob Zevi Meklenburg (1785–1865), Ha-Ketav veha-Kabalah 
(Paris: Recherches des Ecrit Sacres, n.d.), Lev. 19:17; Jacob Ettlinger (1798–1871), 
Minḥat Ani, vol. 1 (Jerusalem: Oz ve-Hadar, 1997), 230–33; Elijah Eliezer Dessler 
(1891–1954), Mikhtav me-Eliyahu, 5 vols. (Jerusalem: Yotse la-Or al Yede Ḥever 
Talmidav, 1997), vol. 3, 139. The majority of these sources are quoted in the 
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Maimonides, on the other hand, seems to endorse a frank and 
 forthright approach, in which the person clearly spells out the issues 
involved and asks for some type of explanation or justifica-
tion—“Lamah asita li kakh ve-khakh” (“Why did you do such and 
such to me?”); and also allows, or even possibly calls for, the sharing 
of one’s subjective perception of the events—“Lamah ḥatata li bi-dvar 
peloni” (“For what reason did you commit a transgression against me in 
regard to the specified matter?”).35 It should be noted, however, that 
major halakhic authorities who quote this halakhah very often leave 
out the question of “For what reason did you commit a  transgression 
against me?” (see footnote).36 As far as practical Halakhah is 
concerned, R. Weinberger, R. Heifetz, and R. David Ariav assert that 
despite the fact that Maimonides and other rishonim present tokhaḥah  

anthologies of Moshe Kharif, ed., Sefer Yalkut Ahavat Yisrael (Jerusalem: Gamaḥ 
Ḥamishai, 1999), 88–126; and Hillel D. Litwack, Ḥovat ha-Tokhaḥah (Brooklyn: n.p., 
1991). These authorities, who were primarily discussing tokhaḥah for general sins, 
recommend various possible strategies for reproving a person in a manner that would 
hopefully make him receptive to what is said and avoid the virulent verbal exchanges 
that reproof typically engenders. The main principles that they underscore are that the 
reprover shows sensitivity for the other person’s feelings, demonstrates unconditional 
regard for the person, considers the other person’s perspective, and does not assail the 
person as a whole, or even sharply impugn the person’s improper behavior. See 
Kaminsky, “Traditional Jewish Perspectives,” 215–18.

35 The subjective nature of this question is highlighted in David Kenigsberg, “Rekhishat 
Samkhuyot le-lo Hafalat Koaḥ be-Ḥinukh,” in Ha-Madrikh ha-Ishi shelkha: Yeme Iyun 
le-Horim u-Meḥankhim (Jerusalem: Darkhe Noam ve-Tiferet Baḥurim-Hatsalat 
ha-Noar, 2009), 247.

36 See Moses ben Jacob, Semag, negative commandment 5; Gombiner, Magen Avraham, 
156: 4 (who not only left out the entire question of “For what reason did you 
commit a transgression against me?” but also left out the words “to me” in the ques-
tion “Why did you do such and such to me?”); Shneur Zalman of Lyady, Shulḥan 
Arukh: Oraḥ Ḥayim, 156:6; Epstein, Arukh ha-Shulḥan, Oraḥ Ḥayim 156:8; and Israel 
Meir ha-Kohen, Sefer ha-Mitsvot ha-Katsar, in Kol Kitve Ḥafets Ḥayim ha-Shalem, vol. 
1 (New York: Avraham Yitsḥak Friedman, n.d.), negative commandment 78. The 
implication of leaving out the question of “For what reason did you commit a trans-
gression against me?” by these authorities is that they felt that it was preferable not 
to reveal, at least not totally, one’s negative (subjective) perspective on the other 
person’s actions to that person. (In response to a letter that I had sent him in which 
I had offered this explanation for why the question was left out by these authorities, 
R. Ḥayim Kanievsky wrote that “[this is] correct.” Shemaryahu Yosef Ḥayim 
Kanievsky, letter to the author, May 2016.)
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as starting off with a clarifying question that focuses on the actions  
of the one being reproved (which may come across as somewhat 
accusatory), it does not appear that one is halakhically obligated to 
incorporate such a question if it will in any way be counterproduc-
tive or impede the process. Rather, one should express oneself in a 
manner that will be the most helpful in facilitating dialogue and is 
conducive to a peaceful resolution.37

Hilkhot De’ot, Subsection 6:7

In De’ot 6:7, Maimonides begins to spell out the guidelines, or rules, 
to be followed when reproving another person. After starting the 
subsection by discussing reproof for general sins (i.e., sins that have 
nothing to do with the reprover on a personal level; see above, pp. 
225–26), Maimonides states as follows:

המוכיח את חבירו בין בדברים שבינו לבינו, בין בדברים שבינו לבין המקום 
 צריך להוכיחו בינו לבין עצמו, וידבר לו בנחת ובלשון רכה . . . אם קיבל

ממנו מוטב ואם לאו יוכיחנו פעם שניה ושלישית . . .

He who reproves his friend—whether in regard to things 
that relate to the other person and himself or in regard to 
things that relate to the other person and God—is required 
to reprove him in private [literally, between the other 
person and himself], and to speak to him gently and in a 
soft manner . . . If he accepts [it] from him, it is good; if not, 
he should reprove him a second and third time . . .38 

37 R. Weinberger, R. Heifetz, and R. Ariav recommend as a good alternative that one use 
I-messages (see Chapter 1, p. 21) in tokhaḥah; see [Zvi H. Weinberger and Baruch A. 
Heifetz], “Yom Yom,” Torat ha-Adam le-Adam: Kovets Torani ba-Mitsvot she-ben Adam 
la-Ḥavero 2 (1998): 139–40; also David Ari’av, Le-Re’akha kamokha, 9 vols. (Jerusalem: 
Mekhon Le-Re’akha kamokha, 2000–), vol. 5, 112–13. 

38 As to the question of whether one is required to make repeated attempts at reproof for 
interpersonal issues, see Litwack, Ḥovat ha-Tokhaḥah, 151–52 n; Epstein, Mitsvat 
ha-Etsah, 225; and Weinberger and Heifetz, Lo Tisna et Aḥikha, 178. From the wording 
of Jacob ben Judah Ḥazzan of London, Ets Ḥayim (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 
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In this subsection, Maimonides sets forth two basic  requirements 
for the “tokhaḥic dialogue”: (1) privacy and (2) stating one’s 
 position in a gentle manner.39 According to R. Moses ben Jacob of 
Coucy, the functional purpose of these requirements is to make the 
other party more receptive to one’s remarks;40 according to the Sefer 
ha-Ḥinukh, these requirements are in place to prevent the reprover 
from  embarrassing the other party.41 

Privacy. R. Joseph D. Epstein addresses the question as to what 
exactly constitutes privacy in respect to tokhaḥah. He notes that 
Maimonides requires that the reproof takes place beno le-ven atsmo, 
“between the other person and himself”; whereas the Sefer ha-Ḥi-
nukh 42 and R. Judah ben Samuel (c. 1150–1217)43 describe the 
requirement of privacy as being that the parties’ discussion takes 
place ba-seter, “in seclusion.”44 Even though there is no apparent 
practical difference between the two expressions,45 R. Epstein does 
raise the possibility that the term ba-seter may indicate a greater 
degree of privacy than beno le-ven atsmo. According to R. Epstein, “in 
seclusion” may connote that the discussion must take place in total 
and absolute seclusion, hidden from the view of other people and 
using the utmost discretion.46 Whatever the requirement of privacy 
may exactly entail, the obligation to confer with the other person in 

1962), 13, it appears that he understood the requirement to make a second and third 
attempt at tokhaḥah as being applicable to tokhaḥah for interpersonal issues. 

39 Maimonides also mentions what seems to be a third requirement, of expressing 
concern for the other party’s spiritual welfare—that one has “to make known to him 
that he is speaking to him only for his benefit, to bring him to the world to come.” 
However, as R. Weinberger and R. Heifetz point out, this requirement would, 
 apparently, only be applicable to reproof for general sins, not to reproof for interper-
sonal issues. See Weinberger and Heifetz, Lo Tisna et Aḥikha, 176; and Kaminsky, 
“Traditional Jewish Perspectives,” 203–4.

40 Moses ben Jacob, Semag, positive commandment 11. See also below, p. 239, the 
quote from Orḥot Tsadikim.

41 Ha-Levi, Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, commandment 239.
42 Ibid.
43 Judah ben Samuel, Sefer Ḥasidim (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 2002), siman 5, p. 56
44 Alternatively, “secretly” or “in a hidden manner.”
45 See Epstein, Mitsvat ha-Etsah, 234.
46 R. Epstein suggests that this requirement for total seclusion is either out of the 

concern that others will become aware of what is taking place or that the recipient 
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private apparently stems from the second half of Leviticus 19:17, 
“you shall not bear sin because of him,” which, based on its talmudic 
interpretation (Arakhin 16b), teaches that one is not allowed to 
embarrass someone in public (see Chapter 4, pp. 158–61).”47

Stating One’s Position in a Gentle Manner. The phrase be-naḥat 
uve-lashon rakah, “gently and in a soft manner” (literally, “with 
gentleness and a soft tongue”), which Maimonides uses in 
explaining the requirement of speaking in a gentle manner, is a 
combination of the wording of two verses from Scripture. In 
contrasting a subdued and gentle communication style with a 
loud and cantankerous one, Ecclesiastes 9:17 teaches, “The words 
of the wise are heard when spoken with gentleness (be-naḥat), 
more so than the shouting of a ruler in [the manner of] the 
fools”;48 and in espousing the efficacy of a soft verbal approach in 
confronting one who is obdurate and  resistant to persuasion, 
Proverbs 25:15 teaches, “With a soft tongue (lashon rakah) one 
can break through [something that is as hard as] a bone.” Though 
one may deduce, based on the phraseology and context, that it 
was these specific verses that had served as the basis for what 

of the reproof may be sensitive to bystanders observing them. Epstein, Mitsvat 
ha-Etsah, 234.

47 See Ha-Levi, Sefer ha-Ḥinukh, negative prohibition 239 and 240; Eliezer ben 
Samuel, Yere’im, siman 195 (39), and Krakovski, Avodat ha-Melekh, De’ot 6:7. This 
explanation of why one must reprove another person in private is based on the 
understanding that when one reproves a person in a public setting, there is a much 
greater likelihood that one will embarrass the person, and that a “public setting” 
is defined as a time and place where even one other (i.e., a third) person is present. 
For other halakhic sources regarding the question of what constitutes a public 
setting in respect to the prohibition against embarrassing someone, see Daniel Z. 
Feldman, The Right and the Good: Halakhah and Human Relations, expanded edition 
(Brooklyn: Yashar Books, 2005), 17–18. In addition to the verse from Leviticus,  
R. Krakovski also suggests that the midrashic quote in the name of R. Eleazar ben 
Matya (see p. 226 above) may have served as the source for this requirement (this 
would follow the reading of R. Gombiner; see p. 227 n. 9 above); see also Kanevski, 
Kiryat Melekh, 30. 

48 Cf. the translation of this verse in Harold Louis Ginsberg, trans., The Five Megilloth 
and Jonah: A New Translation (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of 
America, 1969), 73 footnote n; and Jehiel Hillel Altschuler, Metsudat David; Metsudat 
Tsiyon, in the standard Mikra’ot Gedolot, Eccles. 9:17.
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Maimonides has written, R. Eliezer of Metz does offer a talmudic 
source for the concept. Citing the Gemara in Shabbat (34a), he 
writes that “it is [incumbent] upon the one who reproves to do so 
in a pleasant49 and gentle manner in order that his words should 
be accepted, as it is stated in [tractate] Shabbat, ‘Three things one 
must say on the eve of the Sabbath [to his family] . . . [and] one 
must say them in a gentle manner so that they accept them from him 
[emphasis mine].’”50 

As to how one should define speaking “gently and in a soft 
manner,” common sense would dictate that this entails that one care-
fully regulate the volume, tone, physical gestures, choice of words, 
and verbal content of what is being said when expressing disapproval 
of the other person.51 The presentation of this halakhah in Orḥot 
Tsadikim (a classic anonymous work on Jewish ethics,  probably written 

49 Attention should be drawn to the fact that in his discussion of the mitzvah of 
tokhaḥah, R. Eliezer of Metz not only states that one speak in a gentle manner, but 
also writes that one speak with ne’imut, “pleasantness,” as well; see Ḥayim Penso, 
Shem Ḥadash: . . . al Sefer Yere’im, vol. 1 (Jerusalem: n.p., 1848), 25a. See also Rashi, 
Arakhin 16b, s.v. she-yode’a le-hokhiaḥ, where he implies that tokhaḥah needs be 
offered [be-]derekh kavod, “[in] a respectful manner.” 

50 Eliezer ben Samuel, Yere’im, siman 223 (37). This talmudic source is also cited in 
Moses ben Jacob, Semag, positive commandment 11. According to R. Moshe Shmuel 
Shapira (1917–2006), the halakhah that reproof should be given in a gentle manner 
is derived from the gemara in Arakhin 16b. See Moshe Shmuel Shapira, “Ba-Inyan 
Tokhaḥah,” Yeshurun 18 ([Kislev] 5767 [2006]): 403.

51 Halakhic sources do not elaborate on what exactly constitutes speaking “gently and 
in a soft manner.” In proposing that speaking gently and in a soft manner would 
entail that one regulate the volume, tone, physical gestures, choice of words, and 
verbal content of what is being said, I have in mind the conventional division of 
communication into three primary components: (1) the verbal component—the 
actual words that we use, and the message that they convey; (2) the “paralinguistic” 
component—the vocal features of speech, such as volume (how loud one speaks), 
tone (i.e., the vocal “quality” of one’s voice, e.g., a voice that sounds harsh and angry 
vs. a voice that sounds warm and friendly), tempo (how fast one talks), and the like; 
and (3) the nonverbal component—all the other ways we communicate thoughts, 
attitudes, and emotions, aside from the words we use and their vocal features, for 
example, the messages we communicate with facial expressions, hand gestures, or 
other parts of our bodies. (See Robert M. Krauss et al., “Verbal, Vocal, and Visible 
Factors in Judgments of Another’s Affect,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 
40, no. 2 [1981]: 312.)
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