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The  
Golden Mean

The economist John Kenneth Galbraith 
once commented that the definition of 
a true philosopher is someone who can 
defend two polar opposite theories and 
be comfortable with Galbraith was on to 
something, but he was preceded by Cha-
zon Ish. 

In a letter, Chazon Ish comments on the 
qualifications of a Navi. He quotes Ram-
bam for example who states that Nevu’ah 
can only be received and transmitted if 
the prophet is b’simcha. Remarkably that 
means, comments Chazon Ish, that when  
Yirmiyahu wrote Eicha he was b’simcha! 
This counter-intuitive reality highlights 
the fact that a person has the capacity to 
live with two contradictory qualities and 
function comfortably with both of them 
simultaneously. 

In fact a careful reading of the first and 
second chapters of Rambam’s Hilchot Deot 
will reveal that this is the proper under-
standing of the Golden Mean, the middle 
path in exercising character traits. Contrary 
to the generally accepted understanding of 
this central motif that this “middle road” 
is “moderation” in the classic sense ( not 
extremely arrogant yet not extremely hum-
ble, but somewhere in the middle). Rabbi 
Menachem Mendel of Kotzk was known to 
say “A horse walks in the middle of the road 
not a Jew”.  

A proper analysis of Rambam’s halachot 
will reveal the true understanding of the 
Golden Mean. 

He can also exercise extreme 
humility and an embracing love

It is not about a constant positioning “in 
the middle “Deot is about being in total 
control of one’s emotions. True success 
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Beyond the Letter of the Law
The first fulfillment of the mitzvah of 

relating the Exodus - סיפור יציאת מצרים , was 
performed by Moshe with his father in law, 
Yitro (Shmot 18:8 ויספר משה לחתנו). 

Included in this memorable dialogue, Yitro 
actually adds a parsha to the Torah. This is 
quite bizarre. Yitro, a newly minted Ger, 
proceeds to reform Moshe’s judicial system! 
Concerned that his son in law is working too 
hard, he presents a court system that will ease 
Moshes’s role of providing law and order for 
the nation.

Parenthetically there is dispute between 
Rashi and Ibn Ezra whether 

Yitro converted before or after the Giving 
of the Torah. Tongue in cheek we can suggest 
a third possibility, that Yitro in fact never 
converted. It is highly unusual to imagine a 
Jewish father in law complaining that his son 
in law is working too hard! 

The real question is the presumptuousness 
of this “new man on the block” to immedi-
ately suggest major changes in the transmis-
sion of Torah. 

It gets more bizarre. The Talmud (Baba 
Metzia 30b) insists that Yitro did not simply 
offer advice about how to insure that Am Yis-
rael will live according to the Law. He actually 
introduced the obligation to perform mitzvot 
Beyond the Letter of the Law – משורת הדין 
.(המעשה אשר יעשון Shmot18:18) ליפנים

It is surprising enough that he insists on 
adjusting the procedure of Law but now he 
is insisting that Am Yisrael go “the extra mile” 
beyond the letter of the Law!

Perhaps “presumptuous” is not strong 
enough criticism. It seems to be the height of 
chutzpa! Again how does this newly minted 
convert assume the position of challenging 
Moshe and the people to aspire to this ele-
vated level of commitment? 

Before we answer the question let us define 
the concept of Lifnim Meshurat haDin with the 
help of Ramban . The central mitzvah ואהבת 
to love every Jew as yourself - לרעיך כֶמוך

In the words of Ramban is an exaggeration 
Firstly it is against the law, חיך קודמין - “your 
own life comes first”. (Bava Metzia 62b). Sec-
ondly it seems to be psychologically impossi-
ble based upon the axiom “man’s best friend 
is himself” - אדם קרוב אצל עצמו (Yevamot 25)

Here’s the amazing thing, Ramban is not 
being critical and dismissive of כֶמוך yourself 
when he refers to it as an exaggeration. He 
is actually defining the proper performance 
level of the mitzvah. Incredulously, every Jew 
is challenged to perform Beyond the Letter 
of the Law. 

In fact “beyond” is an imprecise translation. 
Lifnim means two things. “Pnim”, internal, 
meaning that this concept is the essence, 
the microchip of the mitzvah. Additionally 
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Lifnim means “ before” not “beyond”. The 
goal to reach this level is a prerequisite to 
the performance of the mitzvot. 

So how in the world is Yitro the first Ger 
in Jewish history the one to not only intro-
duce this concept but insists on its universal 
performance?!

The truth is Yitro is the only one in a posi-
tion to introduce this idea precisely because 
he is the first Ger. Yitro is the first Jew by 
choice. His entire persona is Beyond the 
Letter of the Law. His surrender to HaShem 
is not about what “I have to do” but about 
“what I want to do”.

This entire dialogue took place on the 
backdrop of a “Pesach Seder” between 
Moshe and Yitro. This was not unintended 
nor serendipitous. The seder is in fact 
designed to be a Beyond the Letter of 
the Law moment. Take for example the 
central mitzvah of the seder והגדת לבינך, 
discussing the Exodus with our children. 
Beyond the Letter of the Law demands a 
conversation reaching beyond the words 
of the Haggadah. It is not a “one size fits 
all” presentation. The Haggadah speaks of 
multiple children with different needs. The 
open dialogue of the Seder must be infused 
with a sense of excitement and adventure. 
The ideal fulfillment should encourage curi-
osity, questioning, seeking and exploring. 
The central motif of the seder should create 
a desire on the part of the participants to 
understand that Yahadut is not about what 
“I have to do” but “ what I want to do” more 
and more! 

There is no better place to put Yitro’s 
“beyond” challenge to work than at the Seder 
Shel Pesach. 

Chag Kasher veSameach 


