
Humiliation is Not Education 
 

Ma’amar by the Tolna Rebbe שליט"א* 
 
10 Elul marks the birthday of my grandfather 1 זיע"א, and in the tradition of Tolna, birthdays are observed as very 
significant occasions.  Thus, for example, in the work Matmunei Menachem Nachum by my illustrious ancestor Rav 
Menachem Nachum of Tolna 2 זיע"א, there appears a special section of Torah insights he shared in honor of his birthday.  
It has become our practice to commemorate my grandfather’s birthday by awarding prizes to the masmidim group, 
those schoolchildren who have devoted themselves to learning with special diligence. 
 
On this occasion, it is worth noting that my grandfather זיע"א vehemently opposed public exams, where children are 
tested in front of an audience.  He would say that he could not understand how distinguished people, revered 
educators, could sit and watch the embarrassment of students who were unable to properly answer the questions, 
which constituted הלבנת פני חבירו ברבים – publicly humiliating a fellow Jew.  My grandfather went so far as to say that 
these events are even worse than filling stadiums to watch bulls fight against people – because here, it is a talmid 
chacham, assigned the responsibility of educating Jewish children, who is doing the beating.  Whenever he could, my 
grandfather tried influencing people not to participate in such events where children are humiliated as though this is 
done for the sake of Torah and with the Torah’s permission.  Some people responded to his objection by citing Chazal’s 
teaching, קנאת סופרים תרבה חכמה (“Jealousy among scholars increases wisdom”), but he dismissed this argument, 
retorting that קנאת סופרים is not the same as הלבנת פנים ברבים.  My grandfather was likewise opposed to public award 
ceremonies where prizes are presented to students in recognition of their achievements, and he invested great efforts 
trying to convince the organizers of such events to present the prizes in private.  
 
I recall once during my childhood when a public test was held, and my father was unable attend.  I asked my grandfather 
if he could come in place of my father, but he said he could not attend, as he could not tolerate the pain and 
embarrassment of the children who did not know the answers.  Even though my father could not be with me, my 
grandfather refused, as he could not watch something so terrible.  This was his approach, and we, who follow his 
example, must reinforce this policy and ensure to protect the honor of every individual and see to it that we don’t cause 
anybody any harm or shame.  Indeed, our practice is to give out prizes equally, without any jealousy or competition. 
 
As we know, the observance of Yom Kippur is insufficient on its own to atone for interpersonal offenses.  Moreover, the 
name אלול is an acrostic for the phrase אביוניםלמתנות ורעהו ליש א  – “each man to his fellow, and gifts to the poor” – Ester 
9:22), as this is the time for us strengthen ourselves in the area of בין אדם לחבירו (our relationships to other people).  By 
doing so, we will be worthy of a כתיבה וחתימה טובה, and so may it be His will, אמן. 
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