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Dear NCSYer, advisor or parent:

Bullying is a problem of epic proportions. Being tormented for  
being different is a predicament that has always plagued children, teens  
and even adults, but our modern technologies, so useful for keeping in 
touch, also enable us to reach out and hurt one another with impunity. 
Sadly, it’s desensitizing to be able to cyber-bully or publicly humiliate 
someone with just a few keystrokes.

In person or online, bullying is unacceptable for any reason. Disagreement 
is acceptable; it can even be a good thing. But legitimate differences of 
opinion are never a reason to justify cruelty and abuse. NCSY has made 
anti-bullying education a priority. To that end, Rabbi Jack Abramowitz has 
compiled this wonderful sourcebook of Torah thoughts relating to bullying. 
Like all of his writing, you will find this sourcebook is written in a down-to-
earth, relatable tone that clearly imparts the timeless message of the Torah.

In the following pages, you will see much of what the Torah has to say 
about the physical, verbal and even emotional abuse of others. (Long story 
short, the Torah is against it. Remember the famous dictum of Hillel, “That 
which is hateful to you, do not do to others. That is the entirety of Torah, 
the rest is just details.”) We also have appended an opinion piece  
I wrote following the tragic death of Tyler Clementi, who was literally  
bullied to death.

I urge anyone who is being bullied to share it with an appropriate  
authority figure – parent, teacher, guidance counselor, NCSY advisor, etc.  
I also implore each of us to study the material in this booklet. If you’ve  
ever been inclined to mock or denigrate another, I hope that this will  
give you food for thought. Working together, let us build and sustain  
an environment of mutual courtesy and respect.

Sincerely yours,

Rabbi Steven Burg 
International Director, NCSY

A Letter from the International Director of NCSY



A  problem since time immemorial, bullying has reached 
epidemic proportions among young people. Not surprisingly, the 
Torah has much to say about the way we treat one another. Many 
of these are familiar, such as Hillel’s famous dictum that not to do 
hateful things to other people is the very essence of the Torah itself. 
In the following pages, we will see a broad array of statements on 
topics from verbal and physical abuse to the seemingly-harmless 
game of “keep-away.” As many and varied as they are, these 
selections represent just the tip of  the iceberg when it comes  
to the Torah’s thoughts on our interpersonal relationships.

The Prohibition Against Bullying
The Torah tells us (Exodus 2:13):

וַּיֵֵצא ַּבּיֹום ַהֵּׁשנִי וְִהּנֵה ְׁשנֵי ֲאנִָׁשים עְִבִרים נִִּצים וַֹּיאֶמר לָָרָׁשע לָָּמה ַתּכֶה ֵרעֶָך:

Moses went out and saw two men fighting. He said to the evil one,  
“Why are you about to strike your fellow?”

Rashi cites the Midrash on this verse:

אף על פי שלא הכהו, נקרא רשע בהרמת יד.   

Even though he has not yet struck him,  
he is called evil simply for raising his hand.

Striking another person is taken very seriously by the Torah.  
We are told that one who injures another must take responsibility  
for his actions (Exodus 21:18-19): 

 וְכִי יְִריבֻן ֲאנִָׁשים וְִהּכָה ִאיׁש ֶאת ֵרֵעהּו ְּבֶאֶבן אֹו ְבֶאגְֹרף וְֹלא יָמּות וְנָפַל לְִמְׁשּכָב: 

ִאם יָקּום וְִהְתַהּלְֵך ַּבחּוץ ַעל ִמְׁשַענְּתֹו וְנִּקָה ַהַּמּכֶה ַרק ִׁשְבּתֹו יִֵּתן וְַרֹּפא יְַרּפֵא:

If two people fight and one strikes the other with a stone or his fist and the  
other does not die but is injured, then the one who struck is not guilty  
of a capital crime but he must pay for the injured party’s lost wages  

and medical expenses.



Words Hurt

In the days when people had indentured servants working off debts, an injury 
was sufficient cause to release that person from their servitude prematurely  
and consider their debt paid in full (Exodus 21: 26-27):

 וְכִי יַּכֶה ִאיׁש ֶאת ֵעין ַעְבּדֹו אֹו ֶאת ֵעין ֲאָמתֹו וְִׁשֲחָתּה לַָחפְִׁשי יְַׁשּלְֶחּנּו ַּתַחת ֵעינֹו: 

וְִאם ֵׁשן ַעְבּדֹו אֹו ֵׁשן ֲאָמתֹו יַּפִיל לַָחפְִׁשי יְַׁשּלְֶחּנּו ַּתַחת ִׁשּנֹו:

If a person knocks out the eye or the tooth of a male or a female servant,  
that servant must be released in exchange for the eye or the tooth.

We may not even strike someone whom we justify by saying he “deserves”  
it. Deuteronomy 25:3 speaks of someone sentenced by the courts to a  
punishment of lashes. The Torah tells us:

ַאְרָּבעִים יַּכֶּנּו ֹלא ֹיסִיף ּפֶן ֹיסִיף לְַהֹּכתֹו ַעל ֵאּלֶה ַמּכָה ַרָּבה וְנְִקלָה ָאִחיָך לְֵעינֶיָך:

Forty you shall strike him and no more. If you were to strike him beyond this, 
your brother would be degraded in your sight.

The maximum penalty is 40 lashes. One may not strike even a convicted  
offender beyond the scope of his sentence. Rashi points out:

מכאן אזהרה למכה את חברו.  

This prohibits striking any innocent person. 

Furthermore:

כל היום קוראו רשע ומשלקה קראו אחיך.  

Previously (in verses 1 and 2), he is called “wicked.” 
Once his punishment has been given, he is once again “your brother.”

It’s not only physical bullying that’s prohibited by the Torah. Verbal abuse  
and causing emotional distress are also forbidden! The Torah tells us  
(Leviticus 25:17):

וְֹלא תֹונּו ִאיׁש ֶאת ֲעִמיתֹו וְיֵָראָת ֵמֱאֹלֶקיָך ּכִי ֲאנִי ה' ֱאֹלֶקיכֶם:

Do not oppress another and be in awe of Hashem your God.

Rashi clarifies:

עצה  ישיאנו  לא  חברו  את  איש  יקניט  שלא  דברים,  אונאת  על  הזהיר  כאן 

שאינה הוגנת לו לפי דרכו והנאתו של יועץ. ואם תאמר, מי יודע אם נתכוונתי 

דבר  כל  יודע.  הוא  מחשבות  היודע  מאלקיך,  ויראת  נאמר  לכך  לרעה, 

המסור ללב, שאין מכיר אלא מי שהמחשבה בלבו, נאמר בו ויראת מאלקיך

This refers to verbal oppression (“ona’as devarim”), namely that a  
person may not antagonize another, nor give him bad advice in order  
to benefit himself. And if you were to ask “Who would ever know my secret 
intentions?” the verse ends with “fear God,” the One Who knows all. 

The Talmud in Baba Metzia gives some examples of ona’as devarim (58b):

אם  הראשונים,  מעשיך  זכור  לו  יאמר  אל  תשובה  בעל  היה  אם  כיצד?  הא 

היה בן גרים אל יאמר לו זכור מעשה אבותיך, אם היה גר ובא ללמוד תורה 

תורה  ללמוד  בא  ורמשים  שקצים  וטריפות,  נבילות  שאכל  פה  לו  יאמר  אל 

שנאמרה מפי הגבורה. אם היו יסורין באין עליו, אם היו חלאים באין עליו, 

או שהיה מקבר את בניו, אל יאמר לו כדרך שאמרו לו חביריו לאיוב הלא 

יראתך כסלתך תקותך ותם דרכיך זכר נא מי הוא נקי אבד. אם היו חמרים 

תבואה  מוכר  שהוא  פלוני  אצל  לכו  להם  יאמר  לא  ממנו,  תבואה  מבקשין 

ויודע בו שלא מכר מעולם. רבי יהודה אומר: אף לא יתלה עיניו על המקח 

בשעה שאין לו דמים, שהרי הדבר מסור ללב, וכל דבר המסור ללב נאמר בו 

ויראת מאלקיך.
       
What are some examples? If he is a ba’al teshuva, one may not say,  
“Remember your previous deeds!” If he is descended from converts, one 
may not say, “Recall the deeds of your ancestors!” If he himself is a con-
vert, one may not say, “Yesterday you were eating all kinds of non-kosher 
food and now you want to learn Torah?” If he’s suffering from afflictions, 
one may not suggest that his own deeds brought this upon him. If donkey 
drivers ask where to buy grain, one may not send them to someone one 
knows doesn’t have any. Rabbi Yehudah says one may not even inquire 
about an object he is unable to purchase because this will cause pain 
to the seller (when he’s disappointed). 

The Talmud continues that verbal oppression is worse than financial oppression 
for a variety of reasons:

אמר רבי יוחנן משום רבי שמעון בן יוחאי: גדול אונאת דברים מאונאת ממון, שזה 

נאמר בו ויראת מאלקיך וזה לא נאמר בו ויראת מאלקיך. ורבי אלעזר אומר: זה

לא וזה  להישבון,  ניתן  זה  אמר:  נחמני  בר  שמואל  רבי  בממונו.  וזה  בגופו 

ניתן להישבון.
       
(1) Regarding verbal oppression, the Torah says “fear your God,” which 
it doesn’t say regarding financial oppression (suggesting that the former 
is more severe). (2) Verbal oppression attacks someone personally rather 
than through his money. (3) Financial misdeeds can be undone but 
verbal misdeeds cannot be undone. 

Two very severe forms of ona’as devarim are shaming someone publicly and  
calling him by a derogatory nickname. The Talmud continues:



הן:  ואלו  עולין.  ואין  שיורדין  משלשה  חוץ  עולים,  לגיהנם  היורדין  כל 

לחבירו. רע  שם  והמכנה  ברבים,  חבירו  פני  והמלבין  איש,  אשת  על  הבא 

- מכנה היינו מלבין! - אף על גב דדש ביה בשמיה.

All who descend to Gehinnom are able to ascend except for three: a 
person who has adulterous relations with another man’s wife, one who 
embarrasses another person in public, and one who calls another by  
a derogatory nickname. But isn’t calling someone by a derogatory 
nickname the same as embarrassing him? No, this refers to calling him 
by a bad nickname by which he has already become known (even so, 
it’s forbidden).

Both Forms of Bullying in One
The Torah famously tells us (Leviticus 19:14):

ֹלא ְתַקּלֵל ֵחֵרׁש וְלִפְנֵי עִּוֵר ֹלא ִתֵּתן ִמכְֹׁשל וְיֵָראָת ֵּמֱאֹלֶקיָך ֲאנִי ה':

Do not curse a deaf person nor put an obstacle in front of a blind person. 

Rashi explains:

שדך מכור  תאמר  אל  לו,  הוגנת  שאינה  עצה  תתן  לא  בדבר  הסומא  לפני 

וקח לך חמור ואתה עוקף עליו ונוטלה הימנו.

Do not give bad advice to a person who is metaphorically “blind” in  
a given matter, for example, telling him to sell his field in order to buy  
a donkey when you secretly intend to acquire the field yourself.

Self-serving “advice” is one of the examples of ona’as devarim given by the 
Talmud in Baba Metzia 58b (above). Even though this verse is interpreted  
figuratively, its literal meaning is also true: obviously, we may not place  
obstacles in front of blind people in order to trip them up! Therefore, this  
verse simultaneously prohibits both physical and verbal abuse of others.

Emotional Distress
Our prototypical cases of verbal abuse don’t seem so terrible. Giving bad advice, 
inquiring about an object one has no intention of purchasing, etc. – in all these 
cases, the person in question has “plausible deniability.” That is, he could claim 
that he acted in innocence and only God could know otherwise. But there are 
many, many cases where the Torah specifically prohibits hurting others’ feelings. 

Foremost among these are those who are already oppressed by their circum-
stances: widows, orphans, converts and the financially destitute. (You may ask 
why a convert is considered oppressed. Just like an orphan has no father and  
a widow has no husband, a convert doesn’t have the support system of a Jewish 
family. In all these cases, God has said that He will stand in on behalf of the 
oppressed person and fight their battles for them.)

Following are just a few of the literally dozens of examples in the Torah.

WIDOWS AND ORPHANS:

ּכָל ַאלְָמנָה וְיָתֹום ֹלא ְתַעּנּון: ִאם ַעּנֵה ְתַעּנֶה ֹאתֹו ּכִי ִאם ָצֹעק יְִצַעק ֵאלַי ָׁשֹמַע ֶאְׁשַמע 

ַצֲעָקתֹו: וְָחָרה ַאּפִי וְָהַרגְִּתי ֶאְתכֶם ֶּבָחֶרב וְָהיּו נְֵׁשיכֶם ַאלְָמנֹות ּוְבנֵיכֶם יְֹתִמים:

Do not mistreat a widow or an orphan. If you do and they cry out to Me, 
I will hear their cry and My anger will be aroused. I will kill you with the sword 
so that your wives will become widows and your children will become orphans. 

(Exodus 22:21-23)

CONVERTS:

וְגֵר ֹלא תֹונֶה וְֹלא ִתלְָחֶצּנּו ּכִי גִֵרים ֱהיִיֶתם ְּבֶאֶרץ ִמְצָריִם:

Do not mistreat or oppress a convert. (You know what it feels like) 
because you were strangers in Egypt. (Exodus 22:20)

THE FINANCIALLY NEEDY:

 ֹלא ַתֲעֹׁשק ָׂשכִיר ָענִי וְֶאְביֹון ֵמַאֶחיָך אֹו ִמּגְֵרָך ֲאֶׁשר ְּבַאְרְצָך ּבְִׁשָעֶריָך:

 ְּביֹומֹו ִתֵּתן ְׂשכָרֹו וְֹלא ָתבֹוא ָעלָיו ַהֶּׁשֶמׁש ּכִי ָענִי הּוא וְֵאלָיו הּוא ֹנֵׂשא ֶאת נַפְׁשֹו

וְָהיָה ְבָך ֵחְטא: וְֹלא יְִקָרא ָעלֶיָך ֶאל ה’ 

Do not oppress a hired laborer who is poor and needy, whether he is one 
of your brethren or a stranger in your land, inside your gates. 

Give him his wages when due; don’t let the sun go down without doing so 
because he is poor and he’s relying on it. If he cries out against you to God, 

it will be counted against you as a sin. (Deut. 24:14-15)

Not only may we not intentionally aggrieve others, we must go out of our way to 
avoid even unintentionally causing them distress:

שאסור לו,  שאין  ויודע  מנה,  בחבירו  לנושה  מנין  אמר:  דימי  רב  אתא  כי 

לעבור לפניו תלמוד לומר לא תהיה לו כנשה.

Rav Dimi said: How do we know that if one person lends another money 
and he knows that the borrower does not have the ability to repay, that 
he may not pass by him? Because the Torah says (Exodus 22:24) 
“Don’t treat him like a collection agency.” (Talmud Baba Metzia 75b)



In this case, Fred owes Bob money but he can’t afford to repay it right now. 
Bob lent his friend money but he’s the one who mustn’t pass by Fred’s house 
so as not to make him feel harassed! The fact that Bob doesn’t intend to make 
Fred feel bad makes no difference – that’s how concerned the Torah is with not  
causing other people emotional distress.

As an aside, one of the most distressing things a bully can do is to play  
“keep-away” with a person’s possessions. Be aware that:

לצער הבעלים  כלומר  למיקט,  מנת  על  תגנובו  לא  תגנובו,  לא  לומר  תלמוד 

ולהטרידו ואחר כן תשיבהו לו.

The Torah says “do not steal,” which means “do not steal even as a joke 
meant to annoy and bother the owner of the property, after which you 
intend to return it. (Sefer HaMitzvos Negative 244)

So, aside from causing others pain, depriving someone of their property –  
even temporarily – violates the prohibition against stealing under Torah law!

Humiliating Others
הבא על אשת איש מיתתו במה? ואני אומר להם: מיתתו בחנק, ויש לו חלק 

הבא. לעולם  חלק  לו  אין  ברבים  חבירו  פני  את  המלבין  אבל  הבא,  לעולם 

What is the penalty for having relations with a married woman? Execu-
tion by strangulation, but the offender still has a portion in the World to 
Come.1 However, one who embarrasses another person publicly does not 
have a portion in the World to Come. (Talmud Baba Metzia 59a)

ברבים.  חבירו  פני  ילבין  ואל  האש  לכבשן  עצמו  שיפיל  לאדם  לו  נוח 

מנא לן מתמר, דכתיב היא מוצאת והיא שלחה אל חמיה.

It would be better for a person to cast himself into a hot furnace than  
to embarrass someone publicly. How do we know this? From Tamar 
(who was willing to be burned rather than embarrass Yehuda in  
Genesis 38). (ibid.)

1  Previously, we cited Baba Metzia 58b, that one who has relations with a married woman will not  
be able to ascend from Gehinnom. Either that opinion differs with this one, or “ascending from 
Gehinnom” and “having a portion in the World to Come” are two different things. A full analysis  
of this apparent discrepancy is beyond the scope of this piece.

Similarly:

ארבעה  ליה  דשדי  יומא  כל  רגיל  דהוה  בשיבבותיה,  עניא  הוה  עוקבא  מר 

זוזי בצינורא דדשא. יום אחד אמר: איזיל איחזי מאן קעביד בי ההוא טיבותא. 

יומא נגהא ליה למר עוקבא לבי מדרשא, אתיא דביתהו בהדיה, כיון  ההוא 

דחזיוה דקא מצלי ליה לדשא נפק בתרייהו, רהוט מקמיה עיילי לההוא אתונא 

כולי האי?  ומאי  עוקבא…  דמר  כרעיה  מיקליין  קא  הוה  נורא,  גרופה  דהוה 

נוח לו לאדם שימסור עצמו לתוך כבשן האש ואל ילבין פני חברו ברבים.  …

Mar Ukva had a poor person in his neighborhood. Every day, he would 
throw some money into the hole of this man’s door. Eventually, the man 
decided to find out who his benefactor was. That day, Mar Ukva was 
running late returning from the yeshiva and his wife was with him. When 
the man saw them approach his door, he ran after them. They fled from 
him and hid in an oven that had recently been used, burning Mar Ukva’s 
feet. … Why did they go to all this trouble? … Because it’s better for 
a person to allow himself to be thrown in an oven than to embarrass 
another person in public. (Talmud Kesubos 67b)

Finally, mortifying someone, causing the color to drain from their face, is taken 
very seriously: 

כל המלבין פני חבירו ברבים כאילו שופך דמים.

Anyone who embarrasses another person publicly is like a murderer. 
(Talmud Baba Metzia 58b)

So What Should We Do?
The Torah spends much time telling us not to mistreat one another, but it also 
tells us how we should treat each other! It also tells us the reason why:

ֹׁשפְֵך ּדַם ָהָאדָם ָּבָאדָם ּדָמֹו יִָּׁשפְֵך ּכִי ְּבֶצלֶם ֱאֹלִהים ָעָׂשה ֶאת ָהָאדָם:

Whoever murders a person will be executed because man is created 
in the image of God. (Genesis 9:6)

Murder is an extreme case, but the underlying rationale is clear: each of us 
was created in the image of God. The way we treat or mistreat one another is, 
in part, a way in which we are treating Him. 

One of the most famous verses in the Torah tells us

וְָאַהְבָּת לְֵרֲעָך ּכָמֹוָך:

Love your neighbor as yourself. (Leviticus 19:18)



This is an important principle to be sure, and one repeated in various ways  
the world over. The great sage Hillel paraphrased it in the following incident:

מנת  על  גיירני  לו:  אמר  שמאי,  לפני  שבא  אחד  בנכרי  מעשה  שוב 

הבנין  באמת  דחפו  אחת.  רגל  על  עומד  כשאני  כולה  התורה  כל  שתלמדני 

תעביד לא  לחברך  סני  דעלך  לו:  אמר  גייריה.  הלל,  לפני  בא  שבידו. 

זו היא כל התורה כולה, ואידך פירושה הוא, זיל גמור.

A non-Jew came before Shammai saying, “Accept me as a convert on the 
condition that you can teach me the entire Torah while I stand on one 
foot.” Shammai drove him away with a yard stick that he had in his hand. 
The non-Jew offered Hillel the same deal. Hillel replied, “That which you 
find hateful, do not do to someone else. That’s the entire Torah, the rest 
just explains it – now go and study it!” (Talmud Shabbos 31a)

And yet, as important as this ideal is, our Rabbis tell us that there’s one  
still greater:

עזאי אומר בן  גדול בתורה,  כלל  זה  אומר  עקיבא  רבי  כמוך,  ואהבת לרעך 

זה ספר תולדות אדם, זה כלל גדול מזה.

“Love your neighbor as yourself” – Rabbi Akiva says that this is a great 
principle of the Torah. Ben Azzai says that an even greater principle is 
(Genesis 5:1) “This is the book of the generations of Adam.” (Sifra, 
parshas Kedoshim)

What’s so important about “This is the book of the generations of Adam,”  
which is a seemingly insignificant statement? The answer is that it’s easy for us 
to sometimes focus too much on the “neighbor” part of “love your neighbor” 
and justify hating those whom we feel are not our neighbor. “This is the book  
of the generations of Adam” reminds us that we all come from the same  
ancestors and, when it comes down to it, we’re really all one big family.

How to Respond
One thing is certain: if someone is being bullied, we can’t just ignore it. Bullying 
is both a physical and a psychological danger and the Torah tells us:

ֹלא ַתֲעֹמד ַעל ּדַם ֵרעֶָך ֲאנִי ה’:

Do not stand idly by when another person is in danger; I am God. 
(Leviticus 19:16)

Rashi on this verse explains that we are speaking of a case where the bystander 
is able to intervene and save him – and God knows whether or not a person 
could have safely gotten involved!

לא תעמד על דם רעך לראות במיתתו ואתה יכול להצילו, כגון טובע בנהר,

וחיה או לסטים באים עליו.

Do not stand idly by - to watch him die when you are able to save him. 
For example, if one is drowning in a river or being attacked by animals  
or thieves.

- נאמן לשלם שכר, ונאמן להפרע. אני ה’ 

I am God - Who can be relied upon to reward or punish (as appropriate 
for our deeds, which He knows)

So what do we do? One might be inclined to think that the appropriate  
response is “an eye for an eye” but, for a variety of reasons, we don’t  
recommend studying martial arts and beating up the bully! Let’s see why not.

Remember we previously cited the obligation to love one’s neighbor as one’s  
self (Leviticus 19:18)? Let’s take a look at the first half of that verse:

ֹלא ִתֹּקם וְֹלא ִתֹּטר ֶאת ְּבנֵי ַעֶּמָך:

Do not take revenge or bear a grudge against members of your people…

Rashi defines “taking revenge” and “bearing a grudge”:

השאילני לו  אמר  למחר  לאו.  לו  אמר  מגלך.  השאילני  לו  אמר   - תקם   לא 

היא  זו  השאלתני,  שלא  כדרך  משאילך  איני  לו  אמר  קרדומך. 

לאו.  לו  אמר  קרדומך.  השאילני  לו  אמר  נטירה,  היא  ואיזו  נקימה. 

שלא  כמותך,  ואיני  לך  הא  לו  אמר  מגלך.  השאילני  לו  אמר  למחר 

נוקם. שאינו  פי  על  אף  בלבו  האיבה  שנוטר  נטירה,  היא  זו  השאלתני. 

One person asks to borrow another’s spade and is refused. The next 
day, the owner of the spade asks to borrow a shovel and is told, “I won’t 
lend it to you because you wouldn’t lend to me.” This is taking revenge. 
What’s bearing a grudge? He asks to borrow a shovel and is refused. 
The next day, then the owner of the shovel asks to borrow a spade, he is 
told, “Here you go. See? I’m better than you because you wouldn’t lend 
to me.” A grudge is when he can’t let the resentment go, even though he 
doesn’t take revenge.

So, we’re not big on revenge. We’re also not fans of unnecessary violence.  
Sure, we don’t hesitate to go to war when necessary to protect the innocent, 
but we’d prefer to avoid fisticuffs when possible. Isaiah 50:6 tells us:

גוי נתתי למכים ולחיי למרטים פני.

I gave my back to those who would strike me and my cheek to those who 
would slap my face…



Furthermore, the Talmud in Chulin (89a) says:

אין העולם מתקיים אלא בשביל מי שבולם את עצמו בשעת מריבה, שנאמר

תולה ארץ על בלימה.

The world only endures in the merit of those who restrain themselves 
in times of conflict, as it says (Job 26:7), “The world keeps on going 
because of those who shut their mouths.”

(This is not the most literal meaning of the verse. The Talmud is engaging in 
Biblical exegesis.)

In general, we should try not to let bullies provoke us into losing our cool.  
After all, they’re trying to get to us and that just gives them what they want!  
As Proverbs 12:16 tells us:

אויל ביום יודע כעסו וכסה קלון ערום.

Everyone can tell when a fool is upset, but a wise person is able to 
conceal it.

So, if we can’t ignore the situation, and if it’s better not to beat up or lash  
out at the bully, what should we do? There’s a very specific mitzvah in the  
Torah that tells us how to deal with people who are acting out:

לא תשנא את אחיך בלבבך הוכח תוכיח את עמיתך ולא תשא עליו חטא.

Do not hate your brother in your heart. Rather, you should correct  
his behavior, even many times, and do not bear a sin because of him. 
(Leviticus 19:17)

Rashi makes an interesting comment on this verse:

ולא תשא עליו חטא - לא תלבין את פניו ברבים.

“Do not bear a sin because of him” – Do not embarrass him publicly.

Even though we must correct the actions of others, we also have to be careful 
not to humiliate them while doing so. 

Correcting a bully’s behavior is not only for the victim’s benefit, it’s a favor for 
the bully. It’s especially beneficial if he’s fallen into a bad crowd. The very first 
line of Psalms tells us:

ובמושב עמד  לא  חטאים  ובדרך  רשעים  בעצת  הלך  לא  אשר  האיש  אשרי 

לצים לא ישב.

Happy is the person who doesn’t follow the advice of evil people,  
stand in the path of the sinful or sit in the company of troublemakers. 
(Psalms 1:1)

The Torah speaks of the ben sorer u’moreh, the “stubborn and rebellious son” 
(see Deuteronomy 21:18-21). This person is the only one in the entire Torah  
who is subject to the death penalty as a preventive measure. In order to be  
liable, a ben sorer u’moreh has to steal money from his parents, use it to buy  
a certain amount of meat, which he then eats rare, together with a certain  
quantity of wine, outside his father’s property, in bad company. There are  
other conditions, as well. It’s important to note that, according to the Talmud  
in Sanhedrin 71a, the case of the ben sorer u’moreh never actually occurred.  
The mitzvah was given solely for the lessons it imparts. So what are some of 
these lessons?

מפי  הלכה  כולן  והן  בהם  יש  הרבה  דברים  עליה  חייב  שהוא  זו  אכילה 

בזול, ויין  בזול  ויקנה בשר  חייב סקילה עד שיגנוב משל אביו  אינו  הקבלה, 

 ויאכל וישתה חוץ מרשות אביו בחבורה שכולן ריקנין ופחותין.

The meal for which a ben sorer u’moreh becomes liable includes many 
details, all of which are part of the oral tradition. He is not subject to 
stoning until he has stolen from his father, acquired cheap meat and 
cheap wine, and consumed them outside his father’s property with a 
group of friends, all of whom are empty and worthless… (Rambam, 
Hilchos Mamrim 7:2)

So we see that a circle of friends who are a bad influence is an integral part  
of what makes the ben sorer u’moreh who he is. Furthermore, the Mishna  
in Sanhedrin (8:5) tells us:

בן סורר ומורה נדון על שם סופו.

The ben sorer u’moreh is judged based on his inevitable end.

If he continues in his current path, his fate is unavoidable. We see that there  
are certain courses that, if left unchecked, will inevitably lead to disaster.  
Accordingly, it behooves us for the sake of all involved to correct the behavior  
of bullies and to remove them from bad influences before it’s too late.

Let Avos Lead the Way
Tractate Avos is full of profound lessons for life. It should not surprise us that 
many of the teachings in that work are applicable to dealing with bullies.

 עשה לך רב וקנה לך חבר.

Get yourself a teacher and acquire a friend for yourself (1:6)

Everyone needs a support system – don’t overlook the help of peers and adults!

במקום שאין אנשים השתדל להיות איש.

In a place where there is no man, strive to be a man (2:5)



In other words, sometimes one has to stand up to a bully, especially if no one 
else is willing to.

אם אין אני לי מי לי וכשאני לעצמי מה אני ואם לא עכשיו אימתי.

If I don’t look out for myself, who will do it for me? If I only look out for 
myself, what kind of person am I?  And if I don’t act now, when? (1:14)

We have to be able to rely on ourselves, but that doesn’t mean it’s “every man 
for himself!”

איזהו גבור הכובש את יצרו שנאמר טוב ארך אפים מגבור.

Who is considered strong? A person who can overcome his inclinations, 
as it says (Proverbs 16:32), “Being slow to anger is better than physical 
power.” (4:1)

We may be tempted to lash out in response to a bully’s taunts, but that’s exactly 
the reaction they’re trying to provoke. It takes much more strength, albeit not 
the muscle type, to be able to refrain.

When a bully has targeted someone for abuse, it can be incredibly painful and 
distressing. There is no one magic course of action that will immediately solve 
the problem. When undergoing such trials and weighing one’s options, it may  
be helpful to remember the words of Rabbi Nachman of Breslov: 

כל העולם כולו גשר צר מאוד והעיקר לא לפחד כלל.

The world is like a very narrow bridge. The most important thing is not  
to be afraid.

Crossing a narrow bridge that spans a deep chasm can be incredibly  
harrowing. But when all is said and done, the reality is that you are  
on a bridge that reaches all the way to the other side. Don’t look behind  
you and don’t look down - just keep your eyes on your destination and  
you will get there!

The Bottom Line

P

I was saddened to hear of the death of Tyler Clementi, an 18-year-old col-
lege student driven to suicide by bullying over his sexual orientation. While 
Clementi’s case has grabbed national headlines, it sadly is far from unique.

Last September alone, no fewer than six boys in the United States committed  
suicide as a response to bullying they suffered over their sexual identities. 
Several of the victims were as young as 13 years old.

Bullying is nothing new, but modern technology has caused it to explode in 
new and dangerous ways. In Clementi’s case, intimate moments were webcast. 
Other teens are humiliated routinely via social networks. It takes no effort 
whatsoever to send a tweet, post a video or write on a virtual wall.

In the old days, bullies could usually only harass their intended victims live 
and in person. Nowadays a teen can be abused and publicly denigrated re-
motely and often anonymously.

Such cases are not limited to boys; nor are they limited to situations pertain-
ing to the victims’ sexuality. Three girls are awaiting trial in Massachusetts 
for their role in harassing a classmate to the point of suicide. Even when 
situations do not reach the point of suicide as a perceived means of escape, 
bullying lowers self-esteem and leads to depression and anxiety.

It is unacceptable to harass or bully anyone for any reason. It makes no dif-
ference what a person’s race, religion, ethnicity, sexual orientation or country 
of origin happens to be. A person’s income or social status is immaterial. We 
are all created in the image of God, and the Torah demands that we extend 
common courtesy to one another.

Our responsibility goes even further in the case of the downtrodden and op-
pressed, insisting that we guard ourselves very carefully so as not to add to 
their troubles through our words and actions. (Causing pain to a widow, an 
orphan or a convert are particularly heinous acts under Torah law.)

Rabbi Akiva famously said that the primary principle of the Torah is “love 
your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). However, the Sifra (a book of the 
Midrash) immediately follows that statement with what it considers to be an 
even more important principle: The sage Ben Azzai cites in Genesis 5:1, “This 
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is the book of the generations of Adam.” The verse means that we all are 
descended from the same ancestors, Adam and Eve.

As important as the verse cited by Rabbi Akiva is, it’s too easy for us to justify 
hating others because they are not our “neighbor”; that is, they are not like 
us. Ben Azzai’s verse reminds us that black or white, rich or poor, straight or 
gay, Jewish, Christian or Muslim, we ultimately are one family – the family of 
mankind.

Hate and fear of that which is different is not something with which we are 
born; it is something acquired. (Like the old song says, “You’ve Got to Be 
Carefully Taught” to hate and fear.) Accordingly, I implore all parents, teach-
ers and other role models to actively encourage an environment of tolerance.

This doesn’t mean that we have to agree with every decision that others 
may make in life. We may disagree with others’ theologies or lifestyles. But 
disagreement is not a license to abuse others. A child, a teen or an adult who 
harasses another person, verbally or physically, is automatically in the wrong.

At NCSY, we have adopted strict policies against acts of malice and aggres-
sion. All of our regions across North America are being instructed to have 
sessions on bullying. The Midwest Region, based in Chicago, already has an-
nounced a bullying program at its Fall Regional in Kansas City next weekend.

Unwelcome attention and a hostile environment are unacceptable regard-
less of the source. We all have the right to live free of intimidation. If we 
have legitimate differences of opinion with another person regarding religion, 
politics or other areas in which debate may be valid, that calls for thoughtful 
discussion and mutual respect.

I call upon parents, educators, clergy and all others who work with youth 
to join us in a zero-tolerance policy for bullying in all its forms, including  
cyberbullying. Not only will this save young lives from being needlessly thrown 
away, it will ensure a safer and healthier environment for all our children.

Originally published October 17, 2010
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