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Flattery

Destruction of Beis HaMikdash
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The issue of flattery plays an important role in human re-
lationships. There is also a significant connection between
flattery and hatred, which deserves an introduction.

As cited earlier many times, the second Beis HaMikdash
was destroyed because of unjustifiable hatred. The Gemara!
mentions that Yerushalayim was destroyed as a result of
an incident involving Kamtza and Bar Kamtza. A certain
man had a friend named Kamtza and an enemy named Bar
Kamrtza.2 He made a banquet and sent his servant to invite
his friend, Kamtza. The servant mistakenly invited his enemy,
Bar Kamtza. When the host saw Bar Kamtza sitting at the
banquet table, he approached him and told him that being his
enemy, he did not belong there and should get up and leave.
Bar Kamtza responded by offering to pay for his participation.
The host insisted thar he leave. Bar Kamtza then offered to
pay for half of the banquet if he would allow him to stay, but

1. Gittin 55b.

2. According to Maharsha, Bar Kamtza was the son of Kamtza.
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the host refused. In order to save himself from public humili-
ation, Bar Kamtza offered to pay for the entire banquet if he
would just allow him to stay, but the host refused, and took
him by the arm and sent him out.

Bar Kamtza was mortified, and said to himself, since all the
rabbis were present at the banquet and none of them intervened
or reprimanded the host for treating him that way, evidently
his behavior was acceptable to them. He therefore decided that
he would slander them in the royal court of Rome. His slander
resulted in the destruction of the second Beis HaMikdash.

The Maharsha points out that the hatred between the
host and Bar Kamtza led to the destruction, which supports
what Chazal have said, that the second Beis HaMikdash was
destroyed because of undue hatred. The question as to why
the rabbis did not reprimand the host and did not protest his
behavior is also dealt with by the Maharsha. He offers two
explanations:

First he suggests, that they were unable to reprove him.
This is unliklely because protesting his behavior would cer-
tainly not have placed their lives in tangible danger, and that
being the case, such silence would be forbidden as flattery.3
Even if Kamtza were a scoffer and never accepted rebuke, they
would still have been obliged to protest so as not to flatter
him. Furthermore, if Kamtza were a scoffer, Why were all the
great rabbis present at his party?

Therefore, the second explanation of the Maharsha seems
more likely, that their lack of protest was sheer flattery which,
he points out, was very common in those days.

Bar Kamtza did not resolve to slander their names to the

royal court of Rome because of the hatred displayed by the

3. This Halachah is cited later in the name of Rabbeinu Yonah.
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host, but because the rabbis sat there in quiet acquiescence.
As a matter of fact, according to many Poskim it would seem
that there was no sin of hatred involved on the part of the host
because he made it perfectly clear to Bar Kamtza that he hated
him. As cited earlier, the Rambam, Chinuch and many others
maintain that open hatred is not a violation of hatred in the
heart. This is also the halachic opinion of the Chafetz Chaim.

Accordingly, this story would not be symbolic of the
destruction of the Beis HaMikdash because of hatred in the
heart since this was an open hatred, and was not a violation of
the sin of hatred in the heart. One might argue that perhaps
Bar Kamtza did not know that the host hated him until he
told him at the banquet and had he known, he would not have
come. However, the Maharsha explains that he came know-
ing that they were enemies, because he surmised that the host
might have wanted to make up with him.

Alcernatively, maybe Bar Kamtza interpreted the rabbis’
silence as a sign that they hated him in their hearts. This might
then be symbolic of the destruction of the Beis HaMikdash
because of hatred. However, this cannot be the reason for
their silence, because publicly shaming him was a grave sin,
and should not have been condoned even if they did hate him.
As the Maharsha attributes their silence to ﬂattery, hatred
was attributed only to the host and Bar Kamtza. Thus it be-
comes clear that although the destruction of the second Beis
HaMikdash was brought about by the character of hatred,
flattery played a major role.

In fact, one of the major causes of hatred can be attributed
to the silent acquiescence of spiritual leaders to sin and vice.
When people unabashedly wield brutal power because of their
wealth or influence and hurt the innocent, especially the most
vulnerable and defenseless, the spiritual leaders are obliged
to react decisively and forcefully, to defend the victims, to
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champion the truth, and to exact justice. If they fail to do this,
the social fabric becomes torn and soiled and hatred abounds.
Hatred coupled with flattery was the ultimate cause of the
destruction of the Beis HaMikdash.

There is another connection between hatred and flattery,
which makes flattery an appropriate topic for discussion at
this point. Much was discussed about how you are supposed
to relate to a sinful person. As explained in detail, this issue is
complex and is the subject of much halachic debate. Whatever
the case, you must be careful not to flatter the sinner, and not
to give the impression that his misconduct is acceptable.

Definition

w 32,2 o

Flattery is both a negative character trait and a violation of
two sins in the Torah:

1) “And you shall not bring guilt upon the Land.™

2) “And you shall not contaminate the Land.”

The flatterer contaminates the Land (of Eretz Yisrael),
and causes the Shechinah (Divine Presence) to depart.®

4. Bamidbar 35:33.
5. Ibid. 35:34. See Yera'im 65 citing the Sifrei. The Torah is referring

in particular to the one who sins and accepts 2 monetary payment as a
punishmenr for murder. That is a kind of ﬂartery because it minimizes the
severity of the evil of murder, The Ramban (Sefer HaMitzvos, Shoresh 5)
also maintains that flattery is an absolute negative commandment in the
Torah, but for various reasons he does nor include it in the list of six hun-
dred and thirteen mitzvos. Others, like the Bahag (167) and Sefer Azharos
(Lavin 307) include it in the list of six hundred and thirteen mitzvos.

6. Sifrei, Ibid.
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Rabbeinu Yonah? lists nine categories of flattery, represent-
ing nine levels of severity.® (These are listed further.) Their
common theme is that the flatterer lends backing and support
to the wicked and their actions. This is the generally accepted
definition of flattery. ® Chazal say that one who shows honor
to the wicked, is likened to an idol worshipper.10 When a
person honors evildoers or evil deeds, he is in fact worship-

ping evil, which is idolatry.

@ 32,4 v

Many Poskim say that a person who pretends to be righteous
but is not, is also a flatterer.! Accordingly, flattery includes

7. Sha'arei Teshuvah 3:189-199,

8. It is not clear that every one of those levels is mi-d'Oraisa, especially
given that the Torah is explicitly referring to a very serious level of flat-
tery, as described earlier.

9. Metzudas Dovid (Issiah 9:16). The Gra says that the word “channef’
(flatterer) in that verse, refers to the evil inclination of desire, and refers
to those who are wicked toward Heaven, but nice to other people. This is
different from how flattery is defined by everyone else.

10. Tosefta, Avodah Zarah 7:6,

11. See Yoma 86b that you should make known who the flatterers
are, because of chilul Hashem (desecration of Hashem’s Name). Rashi
explains that this refers to one who pretends to be righteous but is not.
The desecration to Hashem's Name comes from the fact that people
learn from his ways because they mistake him to be a tzaddik, and also
because, when he receives Divine punishment, peoplc will wonder why his
merit did not help him. This would also fit with the Ibn Ezra (Parashas
Massai) who writes that flattery means secretly doing evil. According to
Rashi, you would make his ﬂattery known even if he did not receive any
particular benefits from acting that way. If he pretends to be a kabbalistic
miracle worker and tzaddik, and people cue up waiting for his blessings,
according to both reasons you should make it known. However, you are
only permitted to make it known if your intention is purely for the sake
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anything, good or bad, which one does in order to find favor
in the eyes of others.!?

This does not mean that he does some things that are
beyond his true level of observance, because that is normal
and accepted and that is the way a person grows spiritually.
It also does not mean that he is more exact and efficient in
his performance of mitzvos when others are present or aware

of Heaven and you are not doing it with any other motive. See Chafetz
Chaim (Klal 4:7 and 10:4).

Also, some refer to talking one way and feeling differently in your heart,
as flattery. Sha'arei Kedushah vol. 2 ch. 5 — Rosh (Orchos Chaim 103);
Reishis Chochmah (Sha'ar HaKedushah ch. 12); Peleh Yoetz (Chanufa).

Also, see Targum on Yirmeyahu (23:11) who explains that it means
7INMTIR 12°33 — “they stole their ways.” This also supports the explanation
that it means fooling people to find favor in their eyes. The commentaries
on Yirmeyahu explain the verse in the more standard way — which refers
to flattering people instead of speaking the truth.

12. This is the explanation of Tosafos, Sotah 41b; Ramban (Massai
35:33), and Sffer Chareidim 24:48. They write that by doing this, the
flatcerer shows that he fears people more than he fears God.

Chazal say that one who steals secretly (ganev) is worse than one who
steals openly (gazlan). The one who steals secretly fears people more than
he fears God, but the one who steals openly does not fear people more
than he fears God. That is why only the former is fined and must pay
double. However, this does not mean that every ganev is a flatterer. As
a matter of fact, few people actually fear Hashem more than, or even as
much as, they fear people, which is why Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai
blessed his students that they should reach the level where they fear
Hashem as much as they fear people. The problem with the flaccerer is
that he does things that are driven primarily by this force of trying to find
favor in the eyes of others, and thar is what labels him a flatterer. The
thief steals because he wants the object — not because he wants to find
favor in the eyes of others. If he won't steal in front of other people it is
because he fears the repercussions of getting caught by people more than
he fears the repercussions of Hashem's justice. This is an issue of fear of
God and not the specific issue of flattery. He is not trying to appear to
be anything, but he is simply lacking fear of God.
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of his actions. Although a person should strive to transcend
that level, functioning at that level of righteousness is not sin-
ful behavior. Even Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai blessed his
talmidim thart their fear of God should be as great as their fear
of people. However, if while in the presence of others, he acts
above his true level, with the conscious purpose of creating a
false impression, this is both flattery and genaivas da’as.

@ 32,5 v

Doing, or pretending to do, mitzvos, in order to find favor in
the eyes of others, is from the milder forms of flattery, but is
also genaivas da’as, which was discussed in chapter 11.

When an ignorant person goes around dressed up as a talmid
chacham, it is both flattery and genaivas da’as.

@ 32,6 v

If doing good things can be considered flattery, lending sup-
port to a sinner or to sinful activity is certainly forbidden
flattery. If lending support to a sinner or his sinful activity
in order to find favor in the eyes of others is a serious form
of ﬂattery, all the more so is actually sinning in order to find
favor in their eyes. The details are discussed further.

The Evils of Flattery
w 32,7 v
Chazal say:13

There are four categories of people who do not see the
Shechinah after they depart from this world: scoffers,

13. Sotah 42a. Flatterers are included because it is written (Job 13:16)
“For a flatterer will not come before Him."



from Hanania, but he should have protested it immediately without even
momentarily giving the impression of entertaining any thought of it.




































