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 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 shecht house to rule on a question of a treif cow. The Beis Halevi 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, 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.
I once read a story involving the late Rov, Rav Padwa ztl. A young couple moved into a flat in Stamford Hill, next door an elderly lady, who was sadly widowed from her husband.

Time moved on and despite being married for five years, the young couple did not have children. They became friendly with their elderly neighbour and the young wife was very kind to the almonoh, often popping in for a chat and helping with her shopping.   
One day, the young wife overheard her elderly friend saying: “I’m so lucky to have such wonderful neighbours, so lovely and no noisy children – long may it last!”

The wife was distraught. She told her husband who went straight to Rav Padwa for advice. Should they move? Should they speak to their neighbour? 

Rav Padwa said that they should move immediately, explaining that HKBH listens to the tefillos of the downtrodden. The Rov was insistent and urged the couple to go to the estate agents that afternoon and report back with updates of properties that they were considering. 

Within s short time, the couple moved. But in the meantime, Rav Padwa had also arranged regular company for the old lady so that her neighbours moving would not be too difficult for her. 

Another example of being strong and decisive in matters of halacha and principle, and soft and kind in matters between man and his fellow man. 

Sometimes this is a tricky balance, but we have precedents that we can aspire to.      
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