ON THE MORALITY OF THE PATRIARCHS:
MUST BIBLICAL HEROES BE PERFECT?

Rabbi Jacob J. Schacter
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“Gadolographies”—
The Real Story

B As much as we may be inspired
by published biographies of gedole;
Yisrael, we certainly recognize that
those thar are “cookie-curter life sto-
ries,” as Rabbi Emanuel Feldman
describes them (“A Storied Life,” sum-
mex 2002), leave us hardly informed
and totally uninspired. [ also agree
with his criteria for judging a gadol
story: “Is it unique or ordinary?” and
so on, But his submission of “the story
of Joseph and his brothers” as a mode!
for the contemporary biography raises
a number of serious questions.

After his caveat, “As part of Torah, it
is more than narrative,” he treats the
story-line and its protagonists as
though they were indeed characrers in
just another narrative, and asks all the
right questions in that context: “One
shudders to think how it would be
written today. Would any contempo-
rary religious writer dare mention that
Joseph, in his youth, was conceraed
with his physical appearance?...Jacob's
favoring one son over another?. ..
Would Joseph's talebearing be omitted?
Would not the story of Judah and
Tamar be excised because it might
offend—as would the story of Joseph
and the wife of Potifar?” etc.

But chis is Torah. And only because
the Author of Torah deemed ir to be
print-worthy is it chronicled in such
critical detail. By contrast, there is
absolutely no license for any contem-
porary author to take the lid off any
family’s life, and examine the strife and
apparent shortcomings of “Reb Joe
and his bro"—or pick through the
tensions and struggles of any gado/and
his family. Yes, Chazal warn us not to
favor one son over anather, citing
Joseph as an example. Bux no agenda
of instruction or inspiration permits us
to publicize the struggles or weakness-
es of others, usless the Torah or
Chazal have already done so. Yes, limi-
tations of shemiras halashon restrict us
even in regard 1o our reports and com-
ments of those no longer alive.

Of even greater significance—and of
utmost sensitivity—ance we deaw paral-
lels between Joseph's internecine conflicts
and our own. squabbies, we inevirably
equate him with us. “Joseph's talebear-
ing...and the jealousy of the brothers”
would be just anather case of sibling
tivalry-—even though T am confident
that Rabbi Feldman would never mean
s to view it as anything of the sort,

My teachers and mentors constantly
underscored the vast gulf that separates
us from the shevatim, as from all person-
alities of Tanach—as no doubt did the
veachers and mentors of Rabbi Feldman,

Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky, =27}
described all of those whose lives and
actions are chronicled in Seriptures as
malachim—angels, no less, far beyond
our comprehension. Rabbi Aaron
Kotler, z2"L instructed teachers of
tinokos shel beis sabban similarly in a
lecture at a Torah Umiesorah gathering,
published in Mishnas Rav Aaron, stress-
ing that even Eisav was of a greatness
beyond our reckoning. Rabbi Gedalya
Schoir, #t"f focused on the nature of
the prize in the bartle between Joseph
and his brothers as mitzehiyus—a key
factor in the eternal destiny of the
Jewish people—and Joseph's “concern
with his physical appearance” as an
expression of royal dignity, or a reflec-
tion of the ultimate manifestarion of
human perfection as personified by
Adam and Jacob; not another case of
adolescent narcissism. {Rabbi Eliyahu
Eliezer Dessler, 2™ expounds on the
rivalry of Joseph and his brothers with
his sighature profundity in Michsey
MeEliyabu 11, pp. 219-229.)

We dare not risk belittiog the like
of Joseph and his brothers, by equat-
ing them with us in any fashion.

Writing a truly informative, instruc-
tive and inspiring biography of a gadb/is
a challenge—especially when onc
adheres to halachab-and-bashkafab-based
guidelines. But the challenge has been
successfully met by some gifted writers,
and there’s no reason why it can't—or -
shouldn't—be met in the furure,

Rabbi Nisson Wolpin, editor
The Jewish Observer
New York

3

Rabbi Emanus] Feldman is to be
congratulated on drawing attention to
the inadequacy of much of the current
biographical material on gedodim, which
permeates Torah literature, The human
problems which beset ordinary mortals
never seem to arise, and the gadolis
perceived as a superhuman being whom
the rest of us cannot in any way hope
o emulate. As a result, the potential
positive influence of gedolim on the
behavior of Torah society is seriously
curtailed. In regard to their Torah learn:
ing there is a standard recipe of preco-
cious brilliance, enormous dedication
and exemplary middot with licde atten-
tion focused on the specific contribution
of the particular gadol.

I would like to draw attention to
Iihim ve Shitot, by Rav Shlomo Yosef
Zevin, zt’f which first appeared 50
years ago (Tel Aviv, 5712), and could
well serve as a role model. In it, Rav
Zevin identified the specific contribu-
tion to the advancement of Torah of a
number of gedolim of the previous
generation.

In one chapter, he analyzes the char-
acteristics which made Rav Chaim
Soloveirchik a unique figure even in
the company of other outstanding
geonim. He relates that on one occa-
sion when Rav Chaim was giving a
devar Torah to a group of talmidei
¢chachamim, ane of them quoted a par-
ticular Tosafor which, he claimed, con-
tradicted what Rav Chaim had been

(continued on page 68}
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fourteenth gentury MSS. in the British Museum. They.
—_— are given under the headmgs of the respectwc paragraph.s
Of the only  son —— o P which they supplement.

{Isaac) cid the law break
True he
was found perfect and ft
for a sacrifice. '

forth in poetry:

He gave
himself wp willingly to the
knife, the altar, and to be
bound, and he was saved
fram sword and fre. Yet,
in his old age he called the
one whom Thou didst de-
spise. “Take thy weapons,”
he said to him and thus
permitted him the use of
them for ever after; “thy
quiver and thy bow”—and
thus gave him dominion;
“and go out to the field’—
and conferred kingdom
upon him. It was the virt-
uous woman that ordered
the perfect one to prepare

venison for his father, who-
—swlien he was scarce gone,

and his brothdr came back
fromy hunting—exclaimed, |
*Who then is he?” and
wanted to curse’ l'ii_m .‘?_110
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learning. But for the voice

that came from above, he
said: “He, too,
Llessed.” -

His (Jacoh's) sons did
evil in selling their bLrother
to Egypt because of the
distinguished coat that he
made him.  Also because
dremms  that  he
hated  him
being

asked to recognize that coat

of  the
dreamed  they

exceedingly, On
g

he was overwhehmed with
grief. “He is surely rent,”
The holy
had departed from

him hecause of his misery,

eried he bitterly.
spirit

and he said in his wrath:
“My way is hid from the
Lord.”
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About him (Adam) did
the Torah reply to the
Only One: When he was
one, Thou didst say, “It is
not good that man shouid
be alone” and didst give
him a help-moate, Vet even
with her he transgressed
three of Thy commands:
“Thou shalt not steal”—
by sharing that which was
“Thou
bear false witness”—for he
and his wife gave false
“Thou _shalt"nof

stolen ;

evidence;

covet”—for’ they both cov-

eted and ate the forbidden
fruit.
not be crowned with glory.

She retorted as to. him

(Noah) :—If he be just -
and perfect so that he dealt -
with every aunimal in the

ark according to Thy wish,
wherefore was he so heed-
less on coming forth? He
dranle to excess and was
He who resist-
ed all the waters of the
flood, did not resist the
tempting drop! In the
sons he lay

drunken,

sight of his
naked and disgraced.

Then the Torah exclaim-
ed about the beloved one
(Absaham) that he is well
known to her as the Lord
was koown to him, He
lacked
auestioned :
shall

understanding  and
“Wherelore
I know?” He was
“Thou wilt
He thus

suffered his descendants to

then answered:
surely know.”’
be cnslaved without know-
ing for how long.
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hat need not have misied ug, af woutled us. The Torsh pever presents
jar great men as being perfect, it deifies no man, seys of none “here you
have the ideal, in this men the Divioe became Ruman”. Altogether it puts
the life of no man before us as the petiern out of which we are to leam
what is tight and good, What we have to do, what refrain from doing,
Where the Word of God would set a pattern before us ‘for us to imitate,
it places no man born of dust, there God says “Look at Me, imitate Me,
wander in My Ways". We aie muver to 8oy This must be right _for”d.ld
st so-and-so do it! The Tosah is no “cetlection of examples of saints”. It

" The Torsh never hider frem ws the faults, errors end weaknesses
of our great men. Just by thet it gives the stanp of weradty to what it

relates. But in truth, by the knowledge which is given us of their fanlis and !
weaknesses, our great men are in no wise made lesser but actuelly greater,
and more instructive, If they stood before us as the purest models of
perfection we should atiribute them as having 2 different nature, which has'
been denied to s, Were they without passion without internal struggles,

their virtues would seem to us the outcome of some bigher nature, hardl

a merit and certainly no model that we could hope to emulate. ‘Taks, for -

instance Moses's may. Did we not know that he could also fly into 2 passion,
his meekness and modesty would seem to us to be his inborn natural dis-
position, and lost to us 95 an example. Just his mrnmn ®3 Wwaw gives his may
it true greatness, shows it to s 08 the sesult of a great work of self-comtrol

and self-ennoblement which we sil showld eapy because we all could copy.

"The Torah slso shows us no faults without at the same time letting s see

the greater or lesser evil consequemces. Fram our great teachers of the

Torzh, and traly 7384 can be reckoned amongst the very greatest, we would
accordingly learn that it may never be our task to whitewash the spiritual
and morai heroes of our past, to appear a3 apulogists for them. They do
not require our apolagies, nor de such Wﬁs become them, Truth is the
seel of our Torsh, aod traihfulsets i 1 ymeofmimtmemdgr&t
comumentators and teaches, Ald this, ¥ we have to say with 1"a6%:
mAMDE TH KU N GENE AW

red. not because i wes sxemplury but because it did oocut,

“
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V. 27. w1, Our sages, who never objected to draw attention |
to- the small and great mistzkes and weskaesses n the history of our great |
forefathers, and thereby make them just the more instructive for us (see
retatks on Ch, XTI,10), here, too, on Y73 make a rematk which is indeed
a “signpost” for all of us. They point out that the striking confrast in the
grandchildren of Abraham may have been due, not so much to a difference
in their temperaments as to mistakes in the way they were brought up.
As long as they were little, no attention was paid to the slumbering dif-
Ferences in their natures {sez on V.24), both had exactly the same teaching
and edurationa] treatment, and the great law of education "8 7% W7 TUN
131 vt “bring up each child in accordance with its own way” was forgot-
ten:-— That each child must be treated differently, with an eye to the
slubering tendencies of his nature, and out of them, be educated to
develop his sperial characteristics for the one pure human and Jewish life.
The great Jewish task in life is basically simple, one and the same for all,
but in jts realisation ia as complicated and varied as human natures and
tendencies are varied, and the manifold varieties of life that result from
them.

Had Isazc and Rebecca studied Esmi's nature and character early
enough, end assked themselves how can even an Esau, how can all the
strength and encrgy, agility and courage that lies slambering in this child, -
be won over to be used in the service of God, and the future "33 be
trained to become, not 2 TE 933, but in truth a ' 2207 923, then Jacab and
Esau, with their totally different natures could still bave remained twia-
brothers in spirit and life; quite easly in life Esan's “sword” and Jacob's
“spirit" could have worked hand i hand, and who can say what a dif-
ferent aspect the whole history of the ages might have presented. But, .
as it was, o™pat Y9, only when the boys had grown into men, one
was surprised to see that, out of one and the selfsame womb, having had
exactly the same care, training and schooling, twa such contrasting persons
emerge.
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T sils-Maria s & h&aml omi%me résort
viiage uwnder spactacuiar mountaing bé-
tween two cryﬂtal!ine bakeers, 'Permnally re-

catiorhoxies; tour!
taing HWe dntonal : &
Nietzsche wrote) Hill the hotels. The Nie-
tzgche-Haus stands near the oenter T his
day it was & tea and spice shop. whose own-

er rented an upstairs room 1o Nietzsche;
now it is a museum., In froot of the tidy
‘white-end-green building :stands a aculp-

- ture of a large black eagle — one of the
companions that cqﬂso&ed Zarathustra in

his last loneliness, On'd gray atterncon 1
puiled open, the. door and climbed the smrs‘
tuhisrmm. e

" Noode was there I laoked tn A sma.ll
quaceiﬁnged foom, walis of knotty pine. A
mmgy&m&m béd. -A'small table with 2
gﬁaen 8l cover. A washbasin, A single:

. window, lookjng out onto & patch of the
’fnresh )

‘We go.to lterary shrines to touch
t'nings We run our fingers along the writ- .
_ing table, we furtively step averthe red vels
-vat rope and finger the water. jug by the

. edge.of the bed, Yet to feel the pedestal s 1d
call tha very idea of the' pedestal into ques-
~ tion. Which 15 why there 1s something com-
. ic. in all ‘pligrimages: while Don Quixots
- haldsg loftily forth, Sancho Panz.a steals the

ki e it

But as I ran my ﬂ.ngemps along the

. Mottty pins,” it all rosedp: the. indelihle
“words thint had" e créated here; the mis-
-gryof thaman wi haid shivered ont his life
in ‘this roord; andalithé years I had agent chaiting my,

‘cqutse byra direrem, Bresding outalde in the hallway, I

wis strprised to, Ty Mgy -t weep, like

the most Breastdunyiig g,
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A
Reflections on Gandhi
o

Saints should always be judged guilty until they are proved in-
nocent, but the tests that have to be zpplied to them are not, of
course, the same n all cases. In Gandhi's case the questions one feels’
inclined to ask are: to what extent was Gandhi moved by vanity—
by the consciousness of himself as a h.umble, naked old man, sitting .
on A praying mat and shaking empires by sheer spiritual power-.
and to what extent did he compromise his own principlés by en.
tering politics, which of their nature are inseparable from coergion
and fraud? Ta give a definite answer one would have to study’
Geandhi's acts and writlngs in immense detail, for his wholehfawas‘
a sort of pilgrimage in which €VETy ACt was significant. But this pat- ) \
tial antobiography,* which ends ix the nincteen-twenties, is sizong |
evidence in his favor, all the more because it covers what he would
have called the unregenerate part of his life and reminds one that
inside the saint, or near-saint, there was a very shrewd, able person

who could, if he had chosen, have heen a brilliant success as 2
lawyer, an administrator, or perhaps ¢ven a businessman.

At about the time when the autobiography first appeared I re.
memher veading its opering chapters in the ill-printed pages of

* The Story of my Expepimests with Teoth. By M. K. Gandhi. Translated
from the Gujaratt by Msfsdou Dasd. Pubiic Afaiy Dres,
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