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We are now in the midst of the month of Elul, a time when we prepare for the days of
awe, days of judgment. As part of that preparation we are to learn Mussar, as notes R.
Palaji, Moed Kol Hai, Elul 11:13:
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So I thought it pertinent to try to understand what is the meaning of this Mussar
teaching: Maavir Al HaMidot.

Rashi gives the popular understanding that one is to be forbearing (?9Xni%) — if someone
bothers him, he will let it go:
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That is, if someone bothers you, you let it go, if someone angers you, you forbear ( DX
(PORNM TINR TR 12XV WIWH DR ,I0NA TNR T2 YO0 1Iwn.

Rashi also explains that the reason God overlooks your sins is — quite logically — midda
keneged mida; i.e., God acts with you how you act with others:
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Rav Dessler gives a different explanation as to why God overlooks one’s sins. In
overlooking one’s own sins one is in a sense putting himself after others, he is placing the
other before himself, he is placing the greater good above his own. In this way, one is
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connecting himself to the klal, and is judged along with the klal and not according to his
own individual sins.

Bein Adam Le-chavero: Ethics of Interpersonal Conduct, Rav Binyamin
Zimmerman

Rav Eliyahu Eliezer Dessler (Mikhtav Mei-Eliyahu Vol. V, p. 70) provides an
additional explanation for the power of one’s being maavir al middotav to allow
God to pass over one's sins. He explains that one who is maavir al

middotav connects himself or herself to the community and forgoes his or her
own personal drives for the good of the greater whole. For this reason, one who
does so is not judged by the strict judgment deserved; rather, one is judged as
part of the community and merits a much more meritorious evaluation.

But to truly understand the character trait of Maavir Al HaMidot, we need to analyze the
famous story comparing R. Eliezer to R. Akiva (Taanit 25a).
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R. Eliezer prayed for rain but it didn’t happen. R. Akiva prayed and it did. The Rabbis
began to question R. Eliezer’s status. To this a heavenly voice explained that the two
Rabbis were of equal stature but that R. Akiva was answered, NOT because he was
greater than R. Eliezer, but because he was Maavir al Midotav.

Two questions that arise from this explanation that will help us to understand what is
Maavir al Midotav.

(1) If R. Akiva is MAM and R. Eliezer is not, doesn’t that make RAkiva greater?
(2) If MAM is such an important trait, why doesn’t R. Eliezer have it also?

R. Yisrael Salanter explains that there are two well known schools of thought: BHillel
(generally compromising) & BShammai (generally very strict). R. Akiva was of BHillel —
and thus forbearing (mitapek) and R. Eliezer was of BShammai and thus strict and not
forbearing.

Bein Adam Le-chavero: Ethics of Interpersonal Conduct, Rav Binyamin
Zimmerman

Rav Yisrael Salanter (Or Yisrael #28) explains that these sages’ behavior is the
natural outgrowth of their belonging to two different schools of thought: Rabbi
Akiva is a student of Beit Hillel, while Rabbi Eliezer belongs to Beit

Shammai. The various deliberations and discussions between these two schools
regarding sundry halakhic issues are familiar, but they also differed regarding the
proper way of serving God.
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As such, one is not greater than the other since, as we know, alu ve alu divrei elokim
haim. Nevertheless, since RAkiva was Maavir Al Midotav, so Midda Keneged Midda, he
was answered and not judged by strict justice.

That said, R. Salanter concludes by teaching that today we go by Hillel and thus all
should be Maavir Al Midotav like R. Akiva.

While this is an important interpretation and a good inspiration for us to work on this
difficult trait of being Maavir Al Midotav — and be forbearing with others (mitapek), R.
Tzadok MilLublin has a novel take on this Gemara which can also provide us important
inspiration during this season of introspection:
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So the difference between the RAkiva and REliezer is NOT that one is FORBEARING
(mitapek) and the other is not. No! Both are forbearing, but that is not what Maavir Al
Midotav always means. Maavir Al Midotav can also mean, one who goes against (maavir)
his own innate traits (midotav). REliezer was born with positive traits and thus never
had to work to overcome himself. RAkiva was a baal teshuva and worked greatly to
overcome his innate traits.

And it is precisely this that God expects of man. Of course one is to be a good person,
however, it is the great effort that man expends to improve himself that is smiled upon
by heaven — indeed, to the point that one’s sins are forgiven!

Rav Binyamin Zimmerman from YHE combines the two explanations of Maavir Al
Midotav and says that it was RAkiva’s having to work on himself (Maavir Al Midotav) to
be able to be forbearing (Maavir Al Midotav that gave him the edge in the eyes of
heaven, such that God was Maavir Al Midotav to forgive all of Am Yisrael.

Rare is the person like R. Eliezer who is born perfect. For the rest of us, let us find
inspiration in RAkiva and Maavir Al Midotav, improving our traits and becoming more
forbearing with each other. And may God then be Maavir Al Midotav and bless us for a
year of life, health and peace.

Shana Tova.
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