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Ma Tovu Modesty 
Parshat Balak 5774 

Rabbi Elie Weinstock 
 
 
In olden days a glimpse of stocking  
Was looked on as something shocking,  
But now, God knows,  
Anything goes. 

- Lyrics from Cole Porter’s 1934 musical Anything Goes 
 
 From sleeve lengths to hemlines to colors and styles, Jewish law has a lot to say 
regarding standards of dress for both men and women. Nowadays, there are numerous books 
about tzeniut, modesty, that focus on every possible article of clothing you can imagine. During 
the summer, one can find various articles and pamphlets that address the unique tzeniut 
challenges of the season.  
 
 I do not wish to minimize the importance of such rules or in any way disparage those 
who are careful about observing them. Modesty in dress matters. At the same time, we must be 
honest. Not every Orthodox, observant, or traditional Jew adheres to a uniform dress code. 
Whether we were to compare various Jewish communities (for example, compare the Upper East 
Side, Lakewood, and New Square) or even within one congregation, people – like society as a 
whole - make up their own minds about what is considered modest.  
 

Tzeniut is about much more than dress. It is about much more than “behaving modestly.” 
Modesty was a value that the Jewish people clearly possessed that others noticed. 

 
  ַמה ּטֹבּו אָֹהֶליָך יֲַעקֹב ִמְׁשְּכנֶֹתיָך יְִׂשָרֵאל:

Bilaam blessed the Jewish people with the words: How goodly are the tents of Jacob’s 
descendants, the dwellings of Israel. Rashi famously comments: 

  על שראה פתחיהם שאינן מכוונין זה מול זה:
He saw that the doorways of the tents were not lined up directly opposite each other. 
 

Bilaam was impressed by the modesty of the Jewish encampment. What exactly did he 
see and what does it mean for us?  If we look a little more deeply at what Bilaam saw and the 
impression it made on him, we find three valuable lessons, three varieties of “ma tovu modesty” 
that require our attention and commitment today.  
 

1. The modesty of privacy. 
The Israelite doorways were not facing each other. People need an opportunity free of 

prying, outside eyes to live their lives, develop their own personalities, and strengthen their 
ideals without any outside interference. People need nurturing, safe space. We need privacy. 

 
In today’s world, privacy is in very short supply. I saw a recent blog post that says it all. 

It was entitled “Is Privacy Still Possible?” Think about it. Many of us put so much information 
on Facebook, Instagram and other forms of social media. Even when we don’t, so much data 
about us can be collected based on the websites we visit and our online shopping habits. My wife 
is always surprised at how accurate the suggestions are for who she might wish to connect with 
on LinkedIn or Facebook. How do the sites know so much about us? There is no privacy. 
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Judaism values privacy. It begins with respecting boundaries of the home with windows 
and doorways not facing each other. The Talmud has an entire category of rules of hezeik re’iya 
which describes actual financial liability when damage is caused due to prying eyes. There are 
also hilkhot sh’cheinim, the laws of neighbors. Privacy is part of Jewish law. 

 
Privacy is also something sublime. Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik notes that some of the 

holiest elements of Judaism are private. The Kodesh Ha-kodashim, the Holy of Holies, is only 
visited once a year by the High Priest. Holiness is not something the masses crowd around at all 
times. It requires privacy, the modesty of privacy. 
 
 2. The modesty of community. 

The Israelite doorways did not face each other, but Jewish doorways are always in 
proximity to each other. Bilaam was impressed by the Jewish value of community. There is no 
such thing as a Jew without a neighbor. If not literally, then, at least figuratively speaking, Jews 
are always lined up near others. A relationship with others is a key element of modesty. 

  
Being modest in the sense of having humility involves how we relate to another person. 

A modest person does not brag about how great s/he is compared to other people. Modesty, 
therefore, involves a relationship with another.  

 
This is something that has been explored by philosophers in the last 25 years. Professor 

Irene McMullin writes1: “A fundamental characteristic of modesty, then, is the fact that it is not 
simply a self-regarding attitude, but is instead a profoundly other-regarding stance.” 

Rabbi Marc Angel identifies a Jewish parallel of this that can be found in Martin Buber’s 
famous book, I and Thou. Buber notes that ideal human relationships involve mutual knowledge 
and respect, where people treat themselves and others as valuable persons—not as things. Rabbi 
Angel notes that this is the essence of Jewish modesty. Tzeniut “promote[s] a framework for 
human relationships…” 

 Tzeniut means recognizing that one’s role – however special it may be – always involves 
the needs of others and the needs of society. Jewish modesty, ma tovu modesty, involves the 
community. 

 

 3. Jewish modesty is about privacy. Modesty is also about developing an appropriate 
awareness of self in relation to others. These two elements of tzeniut are developed within our 
own personalities and relate to our own perspective of self. There is a third element of modesty 
which requires us to take into consideration our impact on others. There is a modesty of dignity.  
 

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch writes that Bilaam’s declaration of “ma tovu” was an 
appreciation for the Jews living moral lives and being a credit to society. Jewish life 
demonstrated decent, honest, ethical living. [This is why the Israelites sinning at the end of the 
portion was so egregious.]  As such, tzeniut means living a life that expresses the values in which 
one believes. 
 

Rabbi Aharon Soloveichik wrote that tzeniut is analogous to the halakhic principle of 
“tocho k’boro,” when something is the same inside and out. Tzeniut is achieved when one’s 
inner life is in harmony with outward conduct. 

                                                            
1 The Philosophical Quarterly, Volume 60, Issue 241, p. 786 
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Put differently: Tzeniut is when your public profile makes a positive impact.  

  
Think about it. What one wears creates a public profile. If it has a negative impact, this is 

a lack of tzeniut. Acting in an oafish manner draws unwanted and negative attention. That is a 
lack of tzeniut. On the other hand, if one’s behavior makes a positive impact on others, this is the 
modesty of ma tovu and represents modest behavior – regardless of the sleeves or hemlines. 

 
In today’s world, Jews are perceived by the public profile. Noted criminal defense 

attorney Ben Braffman spoke at the recent RCA Convention. He discussed the challenge of when 
Jews behave in dishonest or inappropriate ways. Due to his line of work, he, unfortunately, is all 
too aware of the phenomenon and its impact on the community. Mr. Braffman noted how there 
are thousands of great role models in the Jewish community with so many acts of chessed being 
performed by Jews young and old. Of course, that does not make an impression nor is it reported 
as news. All it takes is one Jewish man with a yarmulke and tzitzis being arraigned in court, and 
that is how Jews are defined by the outside world. 

 
It is not fair. Those stories of bad behavior do not describe us, but we are each 

responsible for our individual public profiles. We need to recognize that what we do reflects 
upon all Jews and creates perceptions about how Jews act. 

 
Stories that pick up momentum are the ones describing identifiable Jews acting in a way 

that makes a public impact. That impact can be negative - as in the recent story of a day school 
student with a kippa telling raunchy jokes. Or the story can be positive – a rabbi on his way to a 
shiva visit of the bereaved families of the boys in Israel whose presence on the El Al plane 
became known and inspired many of the people on the plane and created a Kiddush Hashem.   

 
We have responsibility for our public profiles as identifiable Jews to make a positive 

impact on Jews and non-Jews alike. That is true tzeniut. 
 

This is not the tzeniut of a guide to the laws of modest attire or the modesty of a dress 
code or even the guidelines for being a modest person. Each of these is important. Ma tovu 
modesty requires of us:  

To respect and value privacy  
To live lives in which we recognize our role in community 
To always ensure that our public profiles make a positive impact of dignity 
 
This morning’s haftora concluded with the famous verse from Micha (6:8) 

  ּוָמה יְקָֹוק ּדֹוֵרׁש ִמְּמָך 
What is it that God asks of each of us? All we need to do is act with justice and love kindness.  

 ֱאֹלֶהיָךְוַהְצנֵַע ֶלֶכת ִעם 
God wants us to live lives of tzeniut, to live in such a way that our public lives make a positive 
impact. Lives of ma tovu modesty. 
 
May each of us be up to the task. 


