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Mishneh Torah, Book of Knowledge, Ethics 6:6-8 

When one person wrongs another, the injured party should not hate the offender and keep 
silent, as it is said about the wicked: “Absalom did not speak good or ill to Amnon, for Absalom 
hated Amnon.” (II Samuel 13:22) It is one’s duty (mitzvah) to tell the offender, saying “Why did 
you do this to me? Why did you wrong me in this matter?” As it is said, “You shall surely rebuke 
your neighbor.” (Leviticus 19:17) If the offender repents and seeks forgiveness, the injured party 
must forgive the offender. The forgiver should not be withholding, as it is said, “Abraham 
prayed to God (after Avimelekh asked for forgiveness), and God healed Avimelekh….” (Genesis 
20:17) 
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When one observes that a friend has sinned or is headed in a direction that is not good, 
one has an obligation to get that friend headed in a good direction, and to make the friend 
aware of the self-inflicted harm in bad actions, as it is said, “You shall surely rebuke your 
neighbor.” (Leviticus 19:17) One who offers a rebuke, whether it is about wrongdoing involving 
the two of them or involving a sin against God, must offer the rebuke in private. The rebuker 
must speak gently and tenderly, and emphasize that the rebuke is being offered for the good of 
the wrongdoer, to hep the wrongdoer attain access to the world to come. If the wrongdoer 
accepts the criticism, that is well. If not, reproof should be offered a second time and a third 
time. One is required to offer rebuke until the wrongdoer strikes back at the rebuke and says to 
him, “I will not listen.” Whoever is capable of preventing wrongdoing and does not do so has 
responsibility for the iniquity by any wrongdoer who could have been prevented from doing so.

One who rebukes another should not begin by speaking so harshly that the offender is put to 
shame, as it is said, “Do not thereby incur guilt.” (Leviticus 19:17) The sages explained that you 
might assume that you should offer rebuke until the offender’s face changes color, and 
therefore it is said, “Do not thereby incur guilt.” From here it can be inferred that it is forbidden 
to shame a Jew, especially in public. Even though shaming someone is not punished by stripes 
(whipping), it is still a major offense. That is why the sages said, one who shames someone in 
public will have no place in the world to come. Therefore, one must be careful not to shame 
anyone in public– neither child nor adult. Nor should people be called by names of which they 
are ashamed, nor should anything that they find humiliating be told in front of them. This 
applies to matters that are between people. Regarding matters involving heaven, if a person 
who has been rebuked privately does not repent, that person should be rebuked in public, and 
the wrongdoing should be revealed publicly. Such persons should be reviled, affronted and 
cursed until they return to doing good. This was the method used by all the prophets of 
ancient Israel.  
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Rav, Rabi Hanina, Rabi Yohanan and Rav Habiba taught: In the whole Order of Mo’ed (the 
section of the Mishnah about holidays), – some say to substitute Yonatan for Yohanan– that 
whoever can prevent the people of their households from doing wrong and do not do so are 
punished for their wrongdoing. If they can prevent the people of their town from doing wrong 
and do not, they are punished for the wrongdoing of the people of their town. If they can 
prevent wrongdoing in the world at large and fail to do so, they are punished for that 
wrongdoing. Rabbi Papa said, “The family members of the Resh Galuta (head of the Jewish 
community in exile) are responsible for the whole world.” For as Rabbi Hanina said in 
commenting on the verse, “God will bring judgment against the elders and officers of God’s 
people” – “If the officers sinned, then the sin of the elders must have been failing to forbid the 
officers’ improper conduct.” (Isaiah 3:14) (Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 54b-55a).  

Rabbi Tarfon said, “I swear by the Temple service that there is no one in this generation who is 
able to accept rebuke (tokhehah).” Rabbi Akiba said, “I swear by the Temple service that there is 
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no one in this generation who knows how to offer rebuke.” Rabbi Yohanan said, “I call upon 
heaven and earth to witness that more than five times, Rabbi Akiba was rebuked through me in 
the presence of Rabban Gamaliel at Yavneh. I complained about him, and Rabban Gamaliel 
would then rebuke him, and I am certain that Akiba’s love for me grew each time.” That is as it 
says in Proverbs 9:8, “Do not rebuke a scoffer, who would hate you for it; reprove a wise person, 
who will love you for it.” (Sifre to Deuteronomy 1) 


