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(2) DR.S.LEIMAN, TRADITION (24:4)

The best of physicians are destined to Gehenna: It seems to me that
this statement is hardly pejorative; rather, it was intended as praise of
the competent physician. This accords with a delightful account that
I once saw in writing, When Moses led the Israelites out of Egypt, the
nations heard, they trembled, etc. (Exodus 15:14). They were par-
ticularly curious about Moses, the man through whom all these
marvelous deeds had transpired. So much so, that an Arabian king
sent a gifted artist to the Israelite encampment with orders to paint a
portrait of the Israelite leader, and to return with it to Arabia. The
artist went, painted the portrait, and brought it to the king. The king
then sent for his physiognomists, and ordered them to prepare an
analysis of Moses’ character, virtues, and strengths based upon his
facial features as reflected in the portrait. The physiognomists
complied with the king’s order and reported as follows: “If we are to
render judgment solely on the basis of the facial features in the
portrait, we must report, O King, that—despite his distinguished
reputation—he is entirely wicked, arrogant, greedy, capricious,
indeed suffused with every known vice. Upon hearing the analysis,
the king was livid. “You are sporting with me,” he cried out. “From
every corner of the globe I have heard just the opposite regarding this
great man.” The physiognomists and the artist were seized with
fright; they responded to the king pusillanimously, each accusing the

other of incompetence. The artist claimed that the portrait was
executed with precision; it was the physiognomists who had erred in
their interpretation of the portrait. The physiognomists, in turn,
blamed the artist, claiming that the portrait of Moses was obviously
inaccurate. The king, determined to resolve the matter, set out in his
chariot on a state visit—accompanied by his troops—to the Israelite
camp. Upon sighting Moses, the man of God, from the distance, he
took out the portrait, gazed at it and at Moses, and knew at once that
the artist’s depiction had been executed with precision. The king was
astounded. He entered the tent of Moses, the man of God, bowed
down before him, and related the entire story to him. He concluded
his remarks as follows: “Before I gazed upon your face, O man of
God, I suspected that the artist had been incompetent, for my
physiognomists are without peer. Now that I have established that
the portrait is accurate, I can only conclude that the physiognomists
are at fault; they have deceived me. Their wisdom comes to naught. I
have been supporting them even as they misled me with their
nonsense.”

Moses, the man of God, replied: “Not so. Indeed, the artist and
the physiognomists are exceedingly competent and wise. Know that
if I were naturally virtuous, I would be no more deserving of praise
than is a block of wood. For it too has no human faults. I am not
ashamed to admit, however, that I am naturally inclined to all the
vices listed by the physiognomists, and then some. With great effort

Moshe’s perfection? Page 2




™~

KOLLEL
e

702

and determination, I overcame my inclinations until their very
opposites became second nature to me. That is how I earned the
glory that I now enjoy in heaven above and on earth below.”

We can now understand the mishnaic statement and how it
praises the physician. Note that the Mishnah does not read: “The
most competent [kasher] of physicians are destined to Gehenna,” as
it reads later regarding slaughterers. The term “best” [foV], here, does
not necessarily connote “the most competent,” but rather that
physician who perceives himself to be the most competent of all. He
is destined to Gehenna for, due to his arrogance, he will rely entirely
on his own knowledge and will not be inclined to consult with
colleagues when in doubt. Surely it is appropriate for one whose
word and pen decide matters of life and death to consult with
colleagues. Moreover, due to his arrogance, it never enters his mind
that he may have been misled by his own imagination. He doesn’
even take the trouble to consult the medical manuals before prescrib-
ing medicines whose side-effects may cause serious damage to the
patient. Notice that the Tanna does not say that “the best of
physicians” is wicked, or that he is definitely consigned to Gehenna,
but rather that he is “destined to Gehenna,” i.e., he has an inclination

that may well lead him to Gehenna. Precisely because his inclination

leads to Gehenna, all the greater is the physician’s reward and praise
when he overcomes his inclination.
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