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What’s Wrong With Revenge?

Harav Hagaon Elimelech Reznick shlita

This week’s parashah contains the lav of X7) Dpn N7
ANV 12 NX LN, the prohibition of taking revenge or
bearing a grudge.

The Taz (Yoreh Dei’ah 228:10), in the context of a question
related to Maseches Nedarim, notes that the prohibition
of nekamah is one that people have become accustomed
to violating, and most people transgress it. He is referring
to theissue, discussed by the Mechaber, of not lending
things to a person because he has wronged you, by
failing to lend something to you, do you a favor, or
invite you, or by causing you pain or distress. This is a
transgression of the prohibition of nekamah, provided
you are acting this way because he didn’t treat you the
way you would have liked.

In his discussion of nekius, the Mesilas Yesharim
describes, as only he could, the natural urge to take
revenge: 7171 TYX TYDXNDI I'NNIAT7Y TND WD DTNN
NTA7 1INNIN XN D WATD NPINN 17 NNt When a person
feels shamed or hurt by another, taking revenge is
sweeter to him than honey, and seems to be the only
way he can find peace. He adds that this is easy only
for malachim, who do not possess these tendencies;
for us mortals it is extremely difficult.

How, then, can we help ourselves to overcome the urge
to seek revenge and the inclination to bear a grudge
against someone who wronged us?

There seem to be three general approaches among
the Rishonim as to the reason for the lav of nekamah.

Rooted in Ahavas Yisrael

The first, which is discussed by some of the Rishonim,
as well as by the Netziv, who cites the Yerushalmi, is
encapsulated in the following mashal. A butcher is
chopping meat with his knife, and accidentally cuts
his left hand. In his anger at his right hand for injuring
his left hand, would he pick up the knife and chop his
right hand to take revenge? Obviously not, because he
would just be hurting himself again.

Similarly, Klal Yisrael is one body, and when a Yid is in
pain, every other Yid is affected. So even if someone
hurt you, taking revenge is not a legitimate response,
because all Yidden are children of Hakadosh Baruch Hu,
and you don’t gain by hurting another Yid back, because
you’re hurting Klal Yisrael, of which you are a part.
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According to this view, the basis of the issur of nekamah
is ahavas Yisrael, as indicated by the continuation of
the passuk that begins with lo sikom: 31n2 Y17 NanX.
The Magen Avraham writes, citing the Arizal, that before
davening each day, a person should declare that he
accepts upon himself the mitzvah of 3in2 Y717 NnanNy;
this way, his tefillah will be accepted among the prayers
of all of Klal Yisrael. When a person has ahavas Yisrael,
heisincludedinthe tzibbur, whichis one body, and he
enjoys the advantage of being a member of the tzibbur,
so even if his tefillah is not worthy of being accepted
on its own, if the tefillah of the tzibbur is accepted, his
is accepted along with it.

Attributing Painful Events to their True Source

The second approach is that of the Sefer Hachinuch
(Mitzvah 241):

ALV INPIYN 7D 1D 17 7 N DTXN VT ,NIXDN WD
DTNXN TIDILNIN N2 DWN NND 17V XI2NY NQD NIN LYY TY
|2 7V ,NIN 1N DWN IXD1TN72 12T ' N7 TNNWIN TID
DN TNIINY 1D 1Y YT DTN INANDY IX INMVYXID
722 17V ATA 12N,

Anything that happens to a person, whether good or
bad, is a decree from Shamayim, and no one can do
anything to you if that is not Hashem’s will. Therefore,
when a person harms you or causes you pain, you
should realize that this was meant to happen to you; the
offender was merely the agent, and if he had not done
this to you, it would have happened a different way. And
the reason it happened was because of your aveiros.
As a paradigm, the Chinuch quotes Dovid Hamelech’s
response when Shimi ben Geira cursed him; his men
wanted to kill Shimi, but Dovid told them, “Let him
curse, because Hashem told him to do so.”

According to this approach, the basis of the lav of
nekamah is emunah: A person must believe that
everything that happensis a gezeirah from Shamayim,
and when you realize that with clarity you won’t have
this yetzer hara to take revenge.

Often, when people tell me that they have been wronged,
| advise them to study this Chinuch again and again
and internalize it, as it gives a person the koach to
recognize that whatever happened to him, he brought
upon himself, and it is a kapparah for his aveiros. Don’t
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blame the offender for what happened; work on your
emunah, and that will help you overcome the urge to
take revenge.

Misplaced Priorities

The third approach is that of the Rambam, and is less
well-known. In Hilchos Dei’os (7:7), the Rambam writes:

19 7Y QNI ,DIFN N7 IDNXIY NYYN X721 121V 1112N0 0710
DTN7 17 MINQ NN, TND TY XN NV NYT D7V N7 1KY
D1 APN 7XN70NY D71VN 12T 72 7Y PITHN 7V 11AYn NN
ON'7V 01727 ' 7D |2'X1 'NQNE 720 AL

Rather than take nekamah, the Rambam is saying, a
person should overlook the wrong done to him, for the
“mevinim” recognize that everything in this temporal
world is futility and nonsense, and is not worth making
a big deal over and taking revenge for.

The Kli Yakar echoes this approach, bringing the
following mashal: A child is building with blocks, and
when another kid comes along and breaks his tower,
he starts screaming, and wants to kill that other kid.
The parent tries to explain to the child that it’s not
a big deal, it’s just a toy that fell apart, but the child
doesn’t understand.

Now, if twenty years later this child would be walking
down the street and suddenly spot the person who,
years earlier, knocked over his tower, and he would
still be filled with the urge to take revenge, we would
have to send him for help; he’s still a baby who never
grew up.

The Rambam’s point is: Get your priorities straight!
Ruchniyos, Torah, mitzvos, avodas Hashem - that’s
what’s important in this world, and that’s what you
should make a big deal about. Everything else is hevel
havalim!

So someone wronged you; he didn’t lend you his tools, or
he broke something of yours, or maybe he embarrassed
you. You might have a legitimate complaint against
him, but taking nekamah to even the scoreis crossing
theline. If you attach too much significance to matters
of this world, to the extent that after suffering a loss
or some other harm you are prepared to take revenge
against the offender, you are not a meivin; you’re a baby.

Itis said that when Avraham ben Avraham the ger was
being led away to be burnt at the stake, people asked
him whether, after he goes up to Shamayim, he would
take revenge against his killers. He answered that when
he gets up there and sees the clarity of what’s emes
and what’s sheker, taking nekamah would be like a kid
taking revenge against someone who knocked over his
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toy. At that point, he’ll be with the Eibishter in the
Olam Ha'emes, and he will no longer care about
trifling matters of this world.

This is the Rambam’s understanding of the lav of
0PN N7.

It’s Not a Thing - Don’t Make It One

L’maaseh, we're only human, and we live in Olam
Hazeh and attach importance to it. In this vein, R’
Yerucham teaches a valuable lesson, regarding the
passuk in this week’s parashah that states: 1191 7x
DD74WYN N7 N2DD 7N D1'7'7XD 7X. Rashi comments
thatthe word 0"'7'7X comes from the word 7x, a term
of negation, conveying that avodah zarah is nothing,
and utterly insignificant. Then, regarding the words
N2DN '"7N]), Rashi adds: nnx ONI DN D'7'7X |N7'NN
NINT7NX NIYY7 1910 DNMINNX D19 — essentially, these
false gods are nothing, but if you turn after them,
thenin the end you will bow down to them and they
will rule over you and control you.

R'Yerucham, in Daas Torah, observes that the Torah
is conveying to us that there are things in this world
that are absolute futility, and anyone could recognize
that - provided heis focused on what is important,
and his life revolves around Torah and mitzvos. But
if he turns his focus to these empty pursuits, and
really gets into the gashmiyus, throwing his money
into big purchases and nice things, it will start to
control him and become something significant.
The same is true of other vain pursuits, such as
kavod; initially, a person might not view honor as
meaningful at all, but if he turns towards kavod and
gets into it, it suddenly takes on major importance
to him. It becomes a thing.

We are now in the period of Sefiras Ha'omer, and
approaching Kabbalas HaTorah. We count these
days to show our appreciation and value for the
Torah, and indeed, the preparation for Mattan Torah
is to focus on the Torah as that which is of primary
significance in our lives. By making Torah part of
our lives each day and counting each day as a step
closer to receiving the Torah, we declare that this
is what’s important to us. We then turn towards
Torah and mitzvos and away from the futilities of
this world, as the Rambam says that the meivinim
recognize that Olam Hazeh is nothing, and not worth
taking revenge over.

Gut Shabbos.
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