
By Yossi Chesny 

 

Parshas Re’eh 

Following Our Moral Compass 

A friend of mine related the following story. “I 

was once talking to an acquaintance when in 

conversation he mentioned that it was the first time 

in years that he got a speeding ticket. I inquired, 

‘What are you doing about it? Are you hiring a 

lawyer to fight the ticket?’ He turned to me with a 

perplexed look and said, ‘What do you mean? I 

was speeding.’” 

There is an innate sense of just that we all possess; 

we have to practice following this moral instinct. 

The pasuk states that Hashem will be good to us 

and our children for all eternity כי תעשה הטוב והישר

 because we do what is good and just ,בעיני ה' אלוקיך

in Hashem’s eyes. There is a special reward for 

those who act fairly, albeit they technically have a 

way out. As the י"ח()ואתחנן ו'ן "רמב ,  says, “Hashem 

loves the good and the just”. 

Rashi says a perplexing commentary on our pasuk. 

He defines ישר as that which is straight in the eyes 

of man. This seems to contradict what the pasuk 

says explicitly “because you do what is good and 

just in Hashem’s eyes.” Are we supposed to do 

what is straight in Hashem’s eyes or what is good 

in the eyes of humans? 

Rashi is revealing to us a great pearl of wisdom; 

we don’t need training to know what is just; every 

person is born with an innate sense of what is fair 

in Hashem’s eyes. Thus when we want to do what 

is just in His eyes we merely have to follow this 

human sense. 

After many centuries the world is finally catching 

on to this observation. A study was conducted 

researching societies and cultures around the world 

as well as records of civilizations from centuries 

back. The results were astounding; every 

civilization possessed moral values, and they all 

agreed upon the same moral principles. They only 

argued over ideals when individual moral 

principles clashed with each other. Obviously 

these ethics are not based on mere logic for if so 

there would be differences between societies. The 

study proved that humans are born with an innate 

sense of morality. In the animal kingdom this 

phenomena does not exist; different animals 

possess distinct moral principles, no animal 

possesses all of them and there is no ethic that they 

all agree upon. Humans are unique in this trait. (As 

heard from R’ Akiva Tatz) 

To them the rationale behind this phenomenon 

remains a mystery. We of course knew this piece 

of knowledge centuries ago through the wisdom of 

Torah. We also have a deeper understanding of it 

then they do. The explanation is as follows: the 

Torah is just and is the source of all moral 

principles. Since the Torah is the DNA of the 

world, we will find all moral principles dispersed 

amongst all creations. Humans are different, we 

are not merely a creation; Chazal reveal that man 

is a עולם קטן, a miniature version of the world. 

Accordingly, humans possess all of the moral 

principles of the Torah (based on ר' מאת  ,שיעורי דעת, דרכה של תורה

  .(אליהו מאיר בלאך

In accordance to this revelation we would expect 

to see a just world; yet, all too often we observe 

human corruption. What went wrong? How does 

this phenomenon fit with our sense of fairness? 

The answer to this can be found in the words of 

Shlomo Hamelech: ‘G-d made man straight but 

they seek many calculations’. Although we sense 

what is really fair we have a tendency to justify a 
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situation to our benefit. Understanding this gives 

us our first tip how to remain straight; do what is 

just; don’t justify. 

I once quoted a beautiful story about R’ Yaakov 

Kamenetsky; it illustrates this point so beautifully 

that I would like to repeat it. R’ Yaakov 

Kamenetsky was once traveling from Toronto to 

New York during the war years. He sent a letter to 

his son R’ Binyamin, who was picking him us 

from the train station, with a surprising request, 

“Please bring along an extra nickel to the train 

station to pay for my train ride.” Why did R’ 

Yaakov not bring his own nickel? R’ Yaakov 

explained his peculiar request, “The Canadian 

government has prohibited taking any foreign 

currency out of the country. Thus, I cannot bring a 

nickel with me.”  When someone tried arguing 

with him that surely the government is not 

referring to such a petty amount, R’ Yaakov 

responded, “Once you start to alter the literal 

meaning based on rational, there is no end to what 

you can permit with justifications. Thus, any 

change from the literal meaning must be avoided.” 

(See the book “Reb Yaakov” pg. 345.) 

The best defense against becoming corrupt is 

staying on the straight path to an extreme, 

avoiding any justification. 

I would like to share one more strategy how to stay 

on the straight path. Even the most perverted 

person in the world has their sense of ישרות 

straight when it comes to things that others do to 

them. When we are debating if a move is proper or 

not, we just have to contemplate how we would 

feel if someone would do it to us. When we are the 

victim our sense of just is always active. 

One of the most corrupt people who ever existed 

was Hitler שימ" . His philosophy was that there is 

nothing wrong with reneging on a treaty if it 

benefits your cause. He was notorious for breaking 

pacts that he made with other countries and in his 

eyes there was nothing wrong with it. It would 

seem that his moral compass was defective; 

however, it was reported that when another 

country broke their promise and invaded Germany, 

he went into a fit of rage fuming ‘how can they 

break their word?’ Apparently his moral compass 

was not broken; when he was the victim. 

I recently heard another story that illustrates this 

point beautifully. There were once two friends 

who partnered in the acquisition of lotto tickets; 

each one bought one ticket and they stipulated that 

if either one of them would win they would split 

the prize. On the morning of the drawing one of 

them checked and realized that his friend won. 

Knowing that his friend would attempt to avoid 

sharing the reward, he came up with the perfect 

plan; he went to his friend and said, “You’re never 

going to believe it; I won! I decided however that I 

don’t have to share with you. We didn’t sign a 

contract thus our deal is not binding.”  

Understandably the friend was vivid, “How dare 

you do this to me. A deal is a deal. You have no 

right to back out of it now.” 

The first one did not back down, “I understand that 

your upset but I believe that my stand is justified. 

If you would like we can go discuss it with the 

Rav.” They went to the Rav, and he paskened that 

the winner indeed has to share the money. 

Our friend now turned to the true winner with a 

grin and said, “There is one thing I lied about; the 

winner isn’t me; it is you.” All of the sudden the 

true winner had a change of heart, “You know, I 

think you’re right; our deal really isn’t binding.” 

(As heard from my Rav, Reb Leizer Apter) 

Hashem programmed all of us with a moral 

compass. We have to train ourselves to follow it 

utilizing the strategies of not justifying what is not 

completely straight and by contemplating how we 

would feel if others would do it to us. Through this 

we will become straight people. 


