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Avot 5:11

Human beings have one of four characters:

Easy to anger and easy to appease — his loss is paid for by his gain;

Hard to anger and hard to appease — his gain is used up paying for his loss.
Hard to anger and easy to appease — a pious person

Easy to anger and easy to appease - a wicked person

—_

! Many commentators have the first and second verdicts reversed, so that one easy to anger and easy to
appease is superior to one who is hard to anger and hard to appease. I’ve given the whole chapter in the
original so that you can see that there is no compelling literary evidence either way as to which verdict
should come first — the parallel with the next statement argues for the text above, but the parallel with the
previous statement argues for the reversal. There is much to say on this substantively, but not this week.
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Igrot Moshe OC1:54

Regarding my dear friend’s question against Rabbeinu Gershom’s comment on Taanit 4
that Rav Ashi’s statement that “any talmid chakham who is not hard as brass is not a
talmid chakham’ refers to a scholar who is not hard to appease, but Avot 5:11 says that a
pious man is one who is hard to anger but easy to appease —

The correct explanation in my humble opinion is that there are two different matters —
Taanit refers to one who is hard as brass in standing by his opinion when he considers it
true according to the law and practice, as in such a case if he has expressed anger toward
those who did not wish to act in accordance with his opinion, if he is appeased easily,
they will say that his easy appeasement does not reflect his good character but rather a
recognition that his original anger was unjustified, as he knows in his heart that his
position was untrue, and does not wish to concede explicitly, and this will cause a
stumbling block with regard to this law and with regard to other laws, as they will not be
concerned for his rulings and will say that he is not a talmid chakham who can be relied
upon . . .

Whereas Avot refers to anger about something that was done inappropriately, in which
everyone knows, even the perpetrator, that it was evil, so they will not err when he is
easily appeased and think that he regrets in his heart, but rather they will understand that
it is out of good character, that one must behave with grace and pleasantness with people

See Rabbeinu Yonah thereupon who wrote that it does not say that he should never get
angry at all, ever, because at times a person must get angry out of zealotry for G-d, like
Pinchas — therefore it says “hard to anger”, because he does need to get angry, with
difficulty, occasionally . . .

And this fits well with Ravina’s conclusion in Taanit that “Nonetheless, a person should
teach himself calmness, as Scripture says ‘and remove anger from your heart’”, and the
implication is that he does not disagree with Rav Ashi, because since it is discussing a
circumstance in which he is trying to guide them to recognize a good they did not
recognize on their own, certainly if he had already gotten angry he should not be lightly
appeased, as Rav Ashi said and I explained, but initially one should teach oneself
calmness, meaning that one should seek a path to teach and direct them calmly, as
Scripture says “and remove anger from your heart” — this is advice from Kohelet to
scholars, that even if their anger would be effective, they should look for ways of
removing the anger and seek ways to teach calmly, because if they do it in the way of
anger, they will not be able to remove it immediately so that others will not err and think
that they have regret in their hearts, but if their anger is out of zealotry for G-d about
matters that are popularly known to be wrong, such as that of Pinchas, one has to do this
specifically with anger, to show that one needs to be emotionally invested in the Honor of
Hashem.. . .



David Hume wrote that “Reason is, and ought to be, only the slave of the
passions”. But being the servant of multiple masters requires one to use judgment, as the
wills of the masters will inevitably conflict — this argument against polytheism applies as
well to the passions. Thus it is no contradiction to Hume when Maimonides argues that
the expression of emotion should be rationally regulated, as one always needs to decide
which passion currently deserves expression. I think they can push on together even
beyond that and suggest that not only the expression but the experience of emotions
should be regulated, although the nature of the regulatory mechanism would require
negotiation.

Some seem to suggest that Rambam actually wished to eliminate emotion
entirely, and permitted only its appearance. Rambam’s self-contradictions regarding
anger, which I previously discussed here (in comments), leave much room for eisegesis.
Against this, R. Mosheh here offers what I would call a much more mature model, in
which the capacity to feel anger specifically is a religious necessity. R. Mosheh also
offers a theory of effective religious leadership that will be the focus of our learning this
week.

To resolve an apparent contradiction between Avot 5:11 and Rabbeinu Gershom
as to whether being hard to appease when angry is a virtue or rather a vice, R. Mosheh
posits a tiered system of community management for scholars.

a) When there is public misbehavior, but even most perpetrators would acknowledge
that their behavior is wrong, the scholar must express anger but be easily and
rapidly appeased.

b) When there is public misbehavior and the public believes itself justified, a scholar
should seek to find modes of response that do not require anger. However, if
anger turns out to be necessary, the scholar must be difficult to appease, lest the
public conclude that he changed his mind and their behavior was indeed
legitimate.

I suggest that Rav Moshe, in contrast to Rambam, seeks to regulate the expression of
anger rather than to suppress its experience. Rav Moshe assumes that scholars ought to
feel anger at violations of Torah; however, whether to express it should be a pedagogic
decision. Thus it is necessary to respond with anger when the public misbehaves
knowingly, because it is important to teach the public that they ought to be experiencing
the anger that the scholar is experiencing. If the scholar feels no anger, he is a poor role
model.

However, anger is not inherently warranted when people misbehave and cannot
recognize that they are defying G-d, either because anger will be ineffective in changing
their opinions, or else because anger is an appropriate emotional reaction only to
defiance, or violation of the honor of G-d. If it is nonetheless chosen for instrumental
purposes, it must be sustained so that the public can recognize that the opinion is firmly
held. Sustaining anger has a cost to the scholar’s character, however, which should
encourage scholar to find other pedagogic means.

Rav Mosheh’s underlying assumptions are that being a talmid chakham is
inherently a leadership position, and that scholars must recognize that they are
responsible not only for giving correct answers but for conveying them with effective
pedagogy.

Shabbat shalom



