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The Best Prize

“~
Avi. did you see the sign in the hall-

way of the school?”

“No, Chaim.”

“There is a contest to see who can memo-
rize the most Mishnayos. The top prize is
a set of books.”

“Wow, that’s a great prize. | must begin
memorizing. | want to win.”

On the way home from school, Avi meets
another friend.

“What do you have there, Yitzy?”

“This schoolbag is a prize that 1 won for
coming on time to school for one month
straight.”

“Wow, that’s great Yitzy.”

Avi arrives at home.

“Imma, I'm home!”

“Shalom Avi! How are you? How was
school?”

“Great, Imma.”

“Everyone come to the table to eat lunch.
The first one to wash gets a cookie.”

Avi thinks to himself, “Everything has a
prize. A set of books, a schoolbag, a
cookie.”

“Imma, can | ask you something?”

“Of course, Avi dear.”

“Why does everything have a prize? The
school runs contests to help us learn or
come on time. They give out prizes. When
we come home to eat, you give out
prizes. Does everything have to
have a prize?”

“Avi, dear, you are so
perceptive. Prizes are a good
thing if used properly. They
can be a big encouragement to
do better. They can help us
form good habits. However, they
are not the whole story. We are
really striving for something be-
yond that.”

“That is what | thought, Imma.
| knew it in my heart.”

“This week’s parasha, Avi, tells
about a request that Yaakov
Avinu, our father Yaakov,
made of his son Yosef, the
ruler of Mitzraim. Yaakov
asked Yosef to do chessed
v'emes (kindness and truth) for him and
not bury him in Mitzraim (Bereshis 47:29).
Rashi comments that the chessed that one
does with the deceased is true kindness
because one receives nothing in return.”
“Imma, isn’t there a Mishna in Pirkei Avos
about this subject?”

“Excellent Avi! It is in the very first perek.
Antigonos Ish Socho used to say, ‘Don't
be like servants who serve the Master on
the condition of receiving a reward.
Rather, be like servants who serve the
Master unconditionally.” The highest level
of doing a mitzvah is without a reward.
So you see, Avi, prizes are only a step
along the way. They are to encourage us
to do better. However, the real goal is to
do the mitzvah without any prizes.”
“Great, Imma! Give me a mitzvah to do.
And don’t give me a prize!”

“Avi, you are tops. You are the best prize
that a mother could ever have.”
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Everyone loves prizes. A candy for helping
Imma set the table. A cookie for washing
the dishes. A bag of nuts for a perek of
Mishnayos. The prizes are only a step up.
What is the real reward for doing a mitz-
vah? “The reward for a mitzvah is another
mitzvah” (Pirkei Avos 4:2). Let us all strive

\for the higher level. Take the best prize.
Constructive Criticism
-

Slalom, Shiri! Welcome home! How

was your day at school?”

“No so good, Imma. | was really hurt by

Chani. She is so bad! | don’t want to be

her friend anymore.”

“Oy vey. What did she do that was so
bad, Shiri?”

“She got angry with me.”

“l see. 1 sympathize with you
Shiri. That must have been
very unpleasant. However,
let us take a minute to think
about this. Perhaps you did
something that annoyed her.

You may not have realized it.

Or perhaps Chani was tired, or

hungry, or frustrated, or in a
rush. All of these things can

make a person get angry easily.

We have a mitzvah to judge
our fellow Jews favorably.”

“l understand, Imma. Even if

a person has a good excuse

for getting angry, it is still
very unpleasant. It’s just
bad.”

“True, Shiri dear. You may not realize it, but

you have touched on a very important

point. When you first told me about Chani,
you said that she was bad. This second time,
you said that her anger was bad.”

“What is the difference?”

“There is a very big difference. in this

week’s parasha, Yaakov Avinu blessed his
twelve sons before he departed from this
world. Part of the blessing involved criti-
cism. When speaking to Shimon and Levi
he said, ‘Cursed is their anger’ (Bereshis
49:7). Rashi makes a very interesting ob-
servation. Even when Yaakov Avinu was
criticizing Shimon and Levi, he only cursed
their anger, and not the sons themselves.”
“l see.”

“When you criticize a fault, you are not
downgrading the person. You are saying
that the fault is bad — a true statement.
However, if you say that the person is
bad, you can cause a lot of damage. Most
people are not bad; they just have faults
that need to be corrected. When you call
a person bad, you are making a statement
that is probably not true. Worse, you are
putting down the whole person. If he
hears this often enough, he may actually
begin to think that he is a bad person.
Then he can get into real trouble. When a
person thinks that he is bad, there is noth-
ing stopping him from committing the
worse aveyros (sins).”

“| certainly would not want to be respon-
sible for that.”

“Of course not. First, be very careful be-
fore correcting anyone. Make sure that
they are prepared to listen to what you
have to say. If you must be critical, say it
in a way that criticizes the fault, and not
the person.”

“Imma, you are an example of what you
teach.”

“In what way, Shiri?”

“Just now, you pointed out my fault,
without criticizing me directly.”

“Shiri, you are a wonderful daughter,
who is always willing to listen and learn.”
“And you are a wonderful Imma. Than
you for everything!”
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We must be very careful about criticizing.
In a situation where it is appropriate, we
must proceed carefully. Only criticize the
fault and not the person. He will see the
fault as something external, which needs
to be corrected. You can also help him by
encouraging him, and showing him that
this fault is not so difficult to overcome.
More importantly, you should be ready to
accept constructive criticism from people
who love you. They want to help you
improve yourselves. Listen to them. Thank
them for pointing out the problem. Take
their advice and take steps to correct it.
May we all help each other to grow in

\Torah, mitzvos, and middos tovos.
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