Jewish Tribune – Eikev
Hard as Iron, Soft as a Reed
This week’s parsha (Devorim 8,9) refers to the iron stones of the land of Eretz Yisroel:

אֶרֶץ אֲשֶׁר אֲבָנֶיהָ בַרְזֶל
A land whose stones are iron

The Gemoro in Taanis (4a) says that this refers to talmidei chachomim and teaches that any talmid chochom who is not as hard as iron is not a talmid chochom. 

The Torah Temimah questions this in reference to another Gemoro in Taanis (20a), which says:

לעולם יהא אדם רך כקנה ואל יהא קשה כארז

A person should always be as soft as a reed and not as hard as a cedar (tree)

So which one is it? Should one aspire to be as hard as iron or as soft as a reed?
Rabbi Schmahl ztl, in his sefer Iyunei Chaim (volume 1, page 118) gives the following answer. 
The first Gemoro is talking בין אדם למקום, between man and G-d, and refers to a talmid chochom’s relationship to Hashem and His Torah. A talmid chochom must be uncompromising and have a spine of steel. 

But in matters בין אדם לחבירו, between man and man, the talmid chochom should be soft and willing to compromise. 

Rabbi Schmahl tells the story of the Beis Halevi, Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, the Rov in Brisk. 
One time the Rov was called to the shecht house to rule on a question of a treif cow. The Beis Halevi inspected the animal and then asked the owner: “How much money will you lose if the animal is treif?”

The owner replied: ”ten rubles.” 

The Beis Halevi paskened that the animal was indeed treif and immediately handed the owner ten rubles from his own pocket. 

When the wife of the Beis Halevi heard about the incident, she questioned her husband. “If the animal was treif, why should you pay for it? And if animal was kosher, why did the Rov rule otherwise?”

The Beis Halevi explained: ”This particular case is debated by the Poskim. The majority of Poskim are lenient but the Shach is strict, and I do not want to disregard his ruling. But that is my problem, and not the owner’s. Accordingly, there is no reason the owner should bear this loss because of my stringency, and I therefore paid him from my own pocket.”

Parenthetically, although this story does not give detail of the specific machlokes in the Poskim, being the remarkable talmid chochom that he was, Rabbi Schmahl goes on to identify it.

But the story highlights our point. On one hand, בין אדם למקום, the Beis Halevi was uncompromising in his own standards and yiras Shomayim. But he did not lose the sensitivity to another Jew.
The Mishna in Eduyos (5,6) states that Akavya ben Mehallalel gave testimony about four different matters. The Chachomim did not agree with his view and told him that if would retract his testimony, he would be appointed Av Beis Din. 

Akavya’s reply is unequivocal: 

אמר להן מוטב לי להקרא שוטה כל ימי ולא ליעשות שעה אחת רשע לפני המקום
 שלא יהיו אומרים בשביל שררה חזר בו
He said to them: Better I be called a fool all my life 
than be called a wicked man in the eyes of Hashem,

that people shouldn’t say I retracted because of this position
It is an interesting thing. When you read biographies of gedolim, the bulk of the book is made up of stories of chesed showing the sensitivity and wisdom of the godol and his interaction with other people. Of course, it took a lifetime of toiling in Torah to become that godol, and they were unwavering in their commitment to halacha and mesorah, but it is the בין אדם לחבירו that fill the pages.

Rav Moshe Feinstein was known to be a paragon of sensitivity. The stories of his chesed and בין אדם לחבירו are legendary. But he was unbending in halacha. A delegation once went to Rav Moshe in attempt to persuade him to retract what they considered too lenient a psak. They came armed with proofs and arguments but left empty handed. As the posek who took the stricter view in the matter had predicted and told the delegation, their efforts would be futile; once Rav Moshe had toiled and arrived at his psak, they would not be able to convince him otherwise.   
It is not always easy to balance being unbending in our yiras Shomayaim and ourבין אדם למקום on the one hand and soft and sensitive in our בין אדם לחבירו and our dealings with others on the other, but we have precedents, and it is something that we can aspire to.      
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