TAMING THE INNER CRITIC

Transforming Attitudes by Judging Favorably

As we go about our daily affairs observing and interacting with our family, friends,
acquaintances, and business associates, we are subconsciously (and sometimes
consciously!) making judgments about others, either negatively or positively. Every
interaction is entered into our mental computer. We can become inclined to judge
people negatively. However, the Torah requires that we judge almost everyone
positively (except someone with a known reputation for being “evil”). A positive
attitude toward others can redefine the entire context of our lives and revolutionize all
of our personal relationships.

This class will address the following questions:

@ Why should I judge others positively? Isn't it better not to judge others at all?

@ Must I be naive and always give the benefit of the doubt?

# How can I judge someone negatively, maybe his upbringing and life
circumstances forced him to act the way he did?

# How does judging positively affect one’s mindset in general?

Class Outline

Section I. The Mitzvah to Give Others the Benefit of the Doubt
Part A. Loving Others and Judging Them Positively are Mutually
Dependent

Section II. The Reputation of the Individual Matters
Part A. Overview
Part B. Judge the Actions, Not the Person
Part C. Why Judge at All?

Section III. The Benefits of Judging Others Positively
Part A. Peace and Harmony
Part B. How We Judge Others Determines How God Relates to Us
Part C. Seeing the Positive in Others is a Way to Emulate God
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SECTION I. THE MITZVAH TO GIVE OTHERS THE BENEFIT
OF THE DOUBT

As an introduction to the topic, consider the following story.

In the Feingold home in Ashdod, Israel, mixed emotions reigned. There was great joy because the eldest
daughter had just become engaged, yet at the same time the parents were worried because there was little
money to pay for both the upcoming wedding and for their share of the cost of an apartment for the new couple.

Mz Feingold traveled throughout Israel and the United States to raise money for his daughters wedding. In
addition, because his neighbors and friends understood the difficult situation, they too began to raise money for
the family.

Finally, the night of the wedding arrived. But when guests who had contributed to the wedding walked in to
the hotel’s largest ballroom they were quite surprised. The room was decorated with opulent magnificence,
including elegant floral arrangements, and a seven-piece band was playing as the first of six courses was
served.

Was this what people had raised money for? And had the rabbis not recently spoken out against ostentatious
weddings, encouraging people not to make lavish affairs because it might compel others of more modest means
to imitate or duplicate them? And here the Feingolds had used so much money, including other people’s money,
for one night, when the bride and groom needed to buy an apartment! The people who had been invited left the
hall dismayed and displeased.

A few days later; Mr. Feingold, who sensed the resentment in his guests, broached the topic with the rabbi of his
community, Rabbi Elya Weiss, and explained what had happened. “When I first came to discuss prices and fix
a date, the wedding hall owner asked me, ‘Do you by any chance have Feingold relatives in Germany?’ When I
told him that Leo Feingold was my late father, tears welled up in his eyes. He exclaimed, ‘I am alive today only
because of your father! He hid my family and me and saved us from the Nazis. My whole family owes their
lives to your father!

“Mr. Feingold explained how he had always wanted to meet his saviors to pay them back in some small way,
but he had lost contact with them after the war. He insisted that he would make us a beautiful wedding,”
continued Mr. Feingold, “and even though we tried to talk him out of it, he felt it was his way of showing
gratitude.

“When we came to the wedding hall that night, we were as shocked as anyone else. I couldn’t say anything to
anyone because our benefactor had asked that his present remain a secret. However, when I saw the reactions
of the guests, I went to him to get permission to reveal the truth. I now ask of you, Rabbi Weiss, please let
everyone know the truth.”

The next morning in shul, Rabbi Weiss told the whole story to his congregation.

Once again the people were surprised, but this time at themselves. All those who had spoken negatively
suddenly realized that in reality they had not known all the facts — even though at the time, they were sure they
had! (Adapted from Rabbi Paysach Krohn, Around the Maggid’s Table, pp. 164-167.)

How many times does something like this happen to us? If only the wedding guests had paused to think, and
judge positively. They knew Mr. Feingold and his family well. He had a long history of upstanding and moral
behavior in their community. So why did they jump to a swift and superficial conclusion about the lavish
wedding?
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1. Vayikra (Leviticus) 19:15 — God tells us to judge our fellow “with righteousness.”

You should not commit a distortion of justice [as 1D Y70 8D bj %D N NS VEYRI bw YD NS
a judge in court]. You should not favor the poor, - . Iy DDWﬂ P?.g..:; 511
nor honor the great. With righteousness you

should judge your fellow.

What exactly is meant by the phrase “judging righteously™ The Talmud explains in the next source.

2. Talmud Bavli (Babylonian Talmud) Shavuot 30a, with Rashi — If you see someone doing an
action that could be interpreted positively or negatively, give him the benefit of the doubt.

“With righteousness you must judge your fellow” S99 A AR 17 0% Y W PINa
[Vayikra 19:15] — This means that you should

judge your fellow favorably.

Rashi )

“Judge your fellow favorably” — This does not D37 °5Y3 P3RS - M3t 795 10 DR 1700

refer to judging litigants in court. Rather, it refers SPRE 937 TP 103 SR ROR 73T 10O
| ] 1 y |

o e whio elheas plbilier peion dotiy 51 MO W5 Mt T35 Ay 785 Wb D1y

an action that could be interpreted as either a Ay TR

wrongdoing or as a neutral act. You should not
suspect him of a wrongdoing; rather assume he is
innocent.

The Torah requires us to view people as basically upright, honest, and good-hearted and therefore give them
the benefit of the doubt.

3. Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah #235 — We should give the benefit of the doubt in the courtrooms
of our minds, just as we must judge fairly in a court of law.

There is a mitzvah to judge with righteousness PNED PIDTT MOBRY YAPDT R ... DT DIDWS
... which means treating the litigants fairly and 05y
equally ...

Another aspect of this mitzvah is that it is 1930 IR T2 07N 595 N 1 R 553 wr T
appropriate to judge another’s actions positively, v 205 RO 1727 PRI WD KDY, DY 05

always interpreting other people’s actions and
words in a favorable way ...

Just like a judge must act fairly in court (as in the first part of the verse), the Sages reveal that the Torah’s
directive “to judge righteously” also applies in the courtrooms of our own minds. As we shall explain in Part
B, this mitzvah applies in different ways depending on the individual in question.

PART A. LOVING OTHERS AND JUDGING THEM POSITIVELY ARE MUTUALLY DEPENDENT

The next sources describe how the mitzvah to judge others positively is an expression of loving one’s fellow
as oneself.
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1. Rabbi Alexander Ziskind, Yesod V’Shoresh Ha’Avodah, p. 15 — Judging others positively
enables us to “love others as we love ourselves.” If we judge others negatively, it is very hard
to love them.

The positive commandment to “judge your fellow N ]1'[5 W 4TIy DIDWR PN’ 5w ey D8
with righteousness,” [Vayikra 19:15] ... which A0 TR TwYn 5o Y 559 7195 1930
is to judge him positively regarding his actions =95 [AIRY S Ty MEnd I 90 N
and general conduct ... is closely connected to T
the mitzvah to “love one’s fellow as oneself” [ibid.

19:18].

It is clear that if one judges his fellow negatively DN 121 799 17315 P DN, NI N3 93700
even once, he will find it difficult to fulfill the Sw ey Mmen 13 075 M &S A NN Dy

mitzvah to love that person in the future. IS A 5y “Tian Ty HanNy

Judging others positively is a prerequisite to be able to love others. And as the next source shows, the
converse is also true: loving others is a prerequisite to be able judge them positively.

2. Rabbi Dovid Kronglass, Sichot Chochmah U’Mussar, Vol. I, p. 82 — Loving others enables one
to judge them positively.

If one truly loves another as a father loves a son, DIAND DPIPHN TR 1300 DTN PA 7N Y DN
he will very naturally have a positive outlook FINTT,T2N07 AT P02 NP0 KD IR 125 AN
toward that person. He will see everything that 51 35 5571 171 51
person does in a positive light, and judge him

positively.

Thus, the mitzvah of judging positively is really DN 170, “TP0Y DIDWH PI8” MISHNT NI DN
an outgrowth of the mitzvah to “love your fellow -lyjb DTN MISHD RS NI, ;-DL) DTN 5
as yourself.” The extent to which one judges SN 1D N N oY ,]35 1T 0“0
others positively is a good indicator of his love IPNAM 3N 13
for others.

Thus judging others positively and loving others are mutually dependent. You can't really love others unless
you judge them positively; and you can't really judge them positively unless you love them. The next source
describes a practical consequence of the fact that judging positively is built on loving others as yourself.

3. Rabbi Avrohom Ehrman, Journey to Virtue, 2:12 — Loving another “as yourself” means using
the same self-justifications by which we excuse our shortcomings to excuse the shortcomings
of others.

The Torah tells us to “love others as we love ourselves” in order to exhort us to go to the same lengths
to excuse the actions of others as we would go to overlook our own failings.

Do you ever excuse yourself by saying: “That’s the way I was brought up. What can I do? All right, so
I'm not perfect™?

Next time we jump to condemn someone, put yourself in his place and say, “That’s the way he was
brought up. What can he do? All right, so he’s not perfect.”
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These are not excuses to continue negative behavior. Rather, this way of thinking is meant to help us
view another person in a different light, to replace anger with sadness and empathy for someone who
does not see that what he is doing is wrong.

It is almost always possible to find some way to excuse, or at least mitigate the severity of any action or bad
quality one sees. Often the person does not understand the seriousness of what he was doing, or his training
and life experience have led him to believe that his action was actually good, or even required! The following
scenario is an example.

Adam was the ultimate problematic high school student. He regularly taunted others, and had no interest in his
studies. His only real enjoyment was to make jokes at other people’s expense. David regularly complained to his
parents about Adam.

One day David’s mother said to him, “It sounds like there’s something going on in Adam’ life. Why don’t we
investigate his situation at home?”

After a few days, it became clear that Adam’s parents were going through a divorce. Adam wasn't receiving the
love and recognition he so desperately needed, and was acting up in school to get some much-needed attention.

David now felt empathy and love for Adam, and his feelings about his actions changed drastically. (Rabbi
Avrohom Ehrman, Journey to Virtue, 2:11.)

In such situations, if we are capable, we should explore opportunities to reach out and offer help to the other
person. (See Morasha class on Chesed.)

As the next source describes, judging positively should not be done as a mechanical way of discharging one’s
obligation. It should form the basis of a whole new attitude toward others.

4. Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Alei Shur, Vol. 11, p. 207 — We must search for the good qualities in
others. This is the opposite of what people may do naturally, focusing on the negative and
ignoring the positive.

Someone who judges others favorably really D977 WOMMY SRSt 777 1930 13819 Mot 795 171
hopes that his fellow man is guiltless. He seeks TN NS TR 5P PR PYYH P TR0
ways of understanding the other’s actions as

good.

This is the extent to which one must regard X1 DTN 55 Sy a0 Pya oo wr 9 05 .
another person with a positive attitude, and wish INDI 1210 PB DYAN PR 53 MNTR NPT
to see his actions as issuing from a good source. 70777, MDY RPNT DTN 132 DN WHrS 098 BRY
We should search out another’s positive qualities. PSP AN DONTY MY IR O 17
This is the opposite of what most people usually by

do, which is to immediately notice another
person’s shortcomings and ignore his strong
points.
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KEY THEMES OF SECTION I:

7 Every second we pass judgments on other people’s behavior. In the blink of an eye, we bring to
trial, cite evidence, and pronounce sentences on whomever we see. Just as the Torah provides
protocol for the courtrooms of law, it provides guidance for the courtrooms of our mind. In a
radical departure from the negative or neutral judgments we pass on others, God requires that we
judge others positively, and give them the benefit of the doubt.

7 Seeing others in a positive light is a prerequisite for being able to “love your neighbor as yourself.”
At the same time, loving others is a prerequisite to being able to view them positively. Since the
two are mutually dependent, how then does one start to love and see others positively? To begin
the process, we should use the same self-justifications by which we excuse our own shortcomings
to excuse the shortcomings of others.

7 The attitude of, “That’s the way he was brought up. What can he do? All right, so he’s not perfect”
can replace anger at another person with compassion, frustration with loving patience, and harsh
sentences in the courtroom of the mind with blessings for his success.

SECTION II. THE REPUTATION OF THE INDIVIDUAL
MATTERS

PART A. OVERVIEW

As we noted above, the mitzvah to give others the benefit of the doubt depends upon the type of individual
in question. Judaism requires us to think about the behavior of others, rather than passing judgment
instinctively. As the next sources will show, even though we are required to judge positively when
interpreting the actions of others, we are certainly not required to be naive.

1. Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers) 1:6, with Rambam (Maimonides) — It is praiseworthy to
give a stranger the benefit of the doubt.

Yehoshua ben Perachya says, “Establish a rabbi N 99N T IR AT T TP YN A0 12 Yen
for yourself, acquire a friend, and judge every Rals) ;-pb DINT 55 N i
person favorably.”

Rambam D"
“Judge every person favorably” — This refers to DIN PPWI WY - M A3 DINT DO IR TN
someone whom you do not know, and therefore VW DR NIT DTS DN 13 Y KO
cannot tell if he is a tzaddik [an upright person]

or rasha [habitual wrongdoer].

In such a case, if you see him doing something ITYIDN DN 93T TN IN TWPD WY NI
or saying something that could be interpreted PINAN J77 5V IO DR, 20 T IR 71T Y
in two ways, one good and one bad, you 2712 W10 KDY 207 DY N 1R 3
should give him the benefit of the doubt and PIOY MTOAT TIT PR ... 1T 103 PP
assume the action was good ... This approach is St A5

praiseworthy.
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1. A tzaddik: someone who is known to always act correctly in a certain area of Torah law and interpersonal

relationships.

2. Arasha: someone who is known to always act incorrectly in a certain area of Torah law and interpersonal

relationships.
3. Someone you don’t know.

Since people are complex, different areas of a person’s behavior are independent of each other and are not
always consistent. For example, a person could be a tzaddik with regard to honoring his parents, and a rasha
in money matters (heard from Rabbi Yitzchak Berkovits, Jerusalem; Kodesh Yisrael, Ch. 23).

In the previous source we learnt that in the case of a stranger, when you don't know whether he is a tzaddik
or rasha, it is praiseworthy to give him the benefit of the doubt. In the next sources, we will deal with the

other categories.

2. Rambam, Pirkei Avot 1:6 — The actions of a tzaddik should be judged positively in all
situations. One is even required to excuse suspicious actions and give a favorable

interpretation.

If the person is publicly known to be a tzaddik,
and is known for doing good deeds, and the
observer sees an action that looks entirely
negative — and nobody is able to interpret it in

a positive light, unless he makes an unlikely
assumption — it is still proper to take the positive
approach and see the action as good. Since there
is some possibility that it was indeed a good
action, you are not permitted to suspect him of
having acted wrongly.

DDMBHH PPI8 NI YT DINT 7P ON DaN
D PP S 5315 1D AN, MW MMYO
NON 2195 1379975 D19 DTN PRY, 39 DD N
NN AR MNT XTI ORI D1 piTa
WP MRON T8 DN DY R TN, AN NI
IS 92 9 PRI A

The following incident in the Talmud illustrates the extent to which one must judge the actions of a tzaddik

positively.

3. She’iltot d’Rav Achai Gaon, Parshat Shemot, She’iltah 40 — Rabbi Akiva knew his employer
was a tzaddik, and went to great lengths to judge him positively when he was not paid on

time for his work.

Rabbi Akiva worked for Rabbi Eliezer ben
Hurkenos for three years. On the eve of Yom
Kippur, Rabbi Akiva was preparing to leave and
bring his wages home to his wife and children.
Rabbi Akiva asked Rabbi Eliezer for payment of
his wages. Rabbi Eliezer replied that he had no
money to give, although Rabbi Akiva saw that he
did in fact have money ...

[Later Rabbi Eliezer paid the full wage to Rabbi
Akiva.] Rabbi Eliezer asked Rabbi Akiva, “Did
you suspect me when I refused to pay you in
cash, even though you saw that I had money?”
Rabbi Akiva replied, “I assumed that you had
found a bargain real estate investment, for which
you had set aside the money” ...

137 HIN W I DY 13 NP 2303 T
NaWD .0 WO 1Y Y DUPIIN 12 MO
»MYE S 1715 TN DNOOT DY 2793 N WD
M5 PRI TN %3 NI DN DITONT TN
LTI IR T TR INY

75 0ARIPIIYH * 151°5 AIRWIT 3210 TN
O30T MY TN P T IRY 79 0% PN

1 PHTH DI T NS 20N 1D TN 3TN
L DI PR W i
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“Did you suspect me when I refused to pay you 755091 775w 9N 99995 10195 NN
in pillows and blankets and land, when you saw A TS M0 D73 AN A5 PR

that I had them?” was the next question. Rabbi
. . NIDY OTITIN 10 TN 3TN a3 YR 0% 1IN
Akiva replied, “I assumed that you had pledged

all of your assets to the Temple.” [Since if they DY Y52 23°37 TP
were consecrated, Rabbi Eliezer could not use

them.] ...

“That is exactly what happened!” explained <5 AT S TN
Rabbi Eliezer. “My son, Hurkenos, was not

szt o, zmel o st e el | 5 WP TN POW T KD 33 DNRIT T
consecrated my property to the Temple [gifting TN PIOYY T DD 1003
away the inheritance that would have been his]. + T IR PO DM DIN NI

I later went to the Sages, and they annulled
my commitment, [so now that everything has
returned to my possession, I am able to pay
youl!”

In the above incident we see the extent to which Rabbi Akiva was prepared to stretch the bounds of
credibility to explain the out of character behavior of his employer on the eve of Yom Kippur (the holiest day
of the year), rather than believe the more unlikely assumption that his employer was acting maliciously.
From this we learn that we should apply all our reasoning abilities to come up with a plausible explanation
for a tzaddiks actions, as illustrated in the following incident.

It is related that Rabbi Shimon Schwab (1908-1995, New York) observed an Observant congregant eating a hot
dog from a non-kosher hot dog stand. Rabbi Schwab assumed he must have a life-threatening illness (choleh
mesukan), which required him to eat immediately at the onset of symptoms. Did Rabbi Schwab judge the
situation correctly?

Yes, most committed shul congregants are tzaddikim in the area of eating only kosher food. Therefore, Rabbi
Schwab would be obligated to judge him positively, and make up a plausible explanation (even if it may be
farfetched) as to why the man had a good reason to eat non-kosher food at that time.

Later, Rabbi Schwab was informed that the same congregant was hospitalized, and went to visit him. He was
suffering from a bleeding stomach ulcer; and his doctor had instructed him to eat immediately at the onset of
symptoms! (Heard from Rabbi Yitzchak Berkovits, Jerusalem.)

A more common example follows:

Miriam was usually on time for her appointments with Dinah. So when Miriam was late, Dinah presumed that
an urgent matter had caused the delay, rather than assuming that Miriam had acted with disrespect toward
her.

In the next source we come to the last category, the rasha.

4. Rambam, Pirkei Avot 1:6 — The actions of a rasha should be judged negatively until he
improves himself.

Similarly, if someone is a rasha, and his negative TIPRT T INT PYPHD WOIDM PRI D 1)
actions are well-known, and we see him perform 1917 A RITW 190 POPNT OOW Swyn Wy
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an action, which according to all who see it gives RO W WD KT Y5 PINT MBS T8
the impression of being gOOd, with only a small .3775 DYON 12 2% 90N I NI 12 ]?DNﬂ
possibility of it being negative, it is proper to be

wary of him and not believe that the action was

good, since there is a possibility that he acted

Once someone has justly earned a bad reputation, it is up to him to prove that he has changed. Although we
are generally required to judge others positively, we are also required not to be naive.

To summarize, the reputation of the individual in question matters:

1. 'We must always give the tzaddik the benefit of the doubt and judge his actions positively, even when
they appear negative.

2. 'We must always suspect the rasha, even if he appears to be doing something good.

3. 1If the person is unknown, it is praiseworthy but not required to give him the benefit of the doubt.

The following scenarios help to illustrate applications of this mitzvah:

Scenario A. You're at the local gym getting dressed. You overhear a child say to his father, “Daddy, these pants
aren’t mine.” The father responds, “It doesn’t matter. Just put them on and let’s go.” What should you think
about this incident?

Response. If the father is someone you do not know, it is praiseworthy to judge the father positively. One could
make a plausible explanation, for example: the child meant that the pants were a sibling’s and not his own, and
therefore the father did not object.

Scenario B. You are in a classroom waiting for a class to start. Two students are talking and one whispers
something to the other, and then they both look at you and continue talking. Are they talking about you? Is it
good? Is it bad?

Response. If they are unknown to you, it is praiseworthy to judge them positively and make up a plausible
explanation, for example: they were speaking positively about you, or they were not actually looking at you or
even talking about you.

If they are tzaddikim in the area of avoiding lashon hara (derogatory speech) then one would be required to
judge them positively.

If they are reshaim who are known to be consistently negligent in avoiding lashon hara, one should judge them
negatively.

Scenario C. You have a good friend who lives in a different town, whom you speak to on the telephone every
Friday while driving home. One Friday you call, and there’s no reply, so you try again on Sunday. After leaving
three messages during the week, he has not returned your call. Is he giving you the cold shoulder? Or is his cell
phone broken?

Response. Since he’s a tzaddik when it comes to answering your telephone calls (since you speak every Friday
and he has exhibited derech eretz, proper conduct, in this area), you should judge him positively. You should
make up a plausible explanation (even if it may be farfetched), for example: his cell phone was not working, or
the cell phone company mistakenly suspended his service.
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PART B. JUDGE THE ACTIONS, NOT THE PERSON

By way of introduction to this part — Judaism distinguishes between the actions of a person, versus who the
person is himself, independent of the actions we see him doing. Even though the best way to know a person
is through how he chooses to act, nevertheless it is possible that his actions are largely shaped by outside
influences or internal struggles that we are not aware of. That being the case, his external actions are not an
accurate reflection of who he really is “inside” (heard from R’ Yitzchak Berkovits, Jerusalem).

Therefore, the Torah gives us license and guidelines how to judge his actions. This is the mitzvah to “judge
your fellow with righteousness,” to make a thoughtful assessment of a person’ actions, rather than jump to
conclusions.

At the same time — as we shall see in the next source — the Torah warns us not to judge the person himself.

1. Pirkei Avot 2:4 — Since we can never know all the influences that caused a person to act
negatively, we cannot judge the person himself.

Do not judge your fellow until you have reached IP0 YOI T TN N PT0 5N
his place.

2. Rabbi Ovadiah of Bartenura, ibid. — The only time we could judge another person is if we
were faced with the exact same challenge, and we were able to overcome it.

If you see someone else fail a challenge, do not TIPTA R 5w 0D TS KIW 130 SN DN

judge him until you have undergone the same 5831 1703 1903 5 WA Ty TS
challenge and overcome it.

Since we can never “stand in another person’s shoes” and since we are not that person, with his life
circumstances, it is impossible that we will face the exact same challenge, and therefore we cannot judge him
as a person. We can only judge his actions.

PART C. WHY JUDGE AT ALL?

The Torah asks us to judge one another positively. In other words, we're supposed to judge. Why is this so?
Wouldn't it be better not to judge people’s actions at all? To “mind your own business” and “live and let live™?

1. Rabbi Yitzchak Berkovits, personal correspondence — If we’re anyway going to judge the
actions of others, at least let us judge correctly. To be active and constructive members of
society we need to make judgments about the actions of others.

There are two answers:

1. It is human nature to draw conclusions. It would be naive to think that we will not instinctively
judge the actions of other people. The Torah acknowledges the human mindset, and therefore
gives us guidelines on how to judge others correctly.

2. The Torah directs us to be active participants in society. We are not supposed to turn a blind eye
to the world around us! One should not just say, “I am not getting involved; I don’t want to know,
nor do I care about what he or she did.” We have to care! Judaism is about being active members
in society, not sticking our heads in the sand. Failure to judge the actions of others is passively
withdrawing from society.
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The next source discusses another reason why one should judge others positively.

2. Rabbi Yehoshua Leib Diskin (Maharil Diskin), Teshuvot Maharil, end of Vol. I — To preserve
one’s spiritual level, the Torah tells us to judge others positively. If one thinks someone else
is transgressing, then it becomes more acceptable to transgress too. But if one judges him
positively, and thinks that he is not acting inappropriately, then it remains unacceptable to

transgress.
[Consider the following:] a town has ten Jewish T3P0 5P, 54, R0 R, DTV T e VY
people living in it. If one person commits a TIR IR, 1D MO RO 9T 10 RS m9d nenan
transgression, he breaks dOWl’l the fel’lce Of qN "ﬂ ’393 Pj w”:n?g u’Nw -I:b Nb ’D ,D“D nwv%
embarrassment, which had prevented people DD N N ROMPW 37 7990 9900 1 1 977

from sinning until now. If a second person sins,
he does not need to break this barrier, and he
does not need as much brazenness, because

v D02 FNYS 34N NOPW 77927 S 195,70 5o

the second person is only sinning in front of
eight others, and he has one other who is his
accomplice. If a third person sins, he has even
less brazenness. Following this principle, the fifth
person does not need any brazenness at all ...

oo I teih}}g ‘?Sk“? Judge everhy per=e MIND 15 NI KD W15 M3t 725 1T WY S4m
posrie i7" [Ptr.cel Aot L] e Sapzes avte w335 5y PIPM WK, T3 9T 1105 waaba
giving us wise advice. This advice is in order WA RIS S9N 39 TN DTS D1

that we should not break down the internal
. NIVTIN D 1T YW TON 533 NZ NI 1D )

barriers of embarrassment that hold us back
A2 5w PRI 1A S Sy

from transgressions. [How so?] When we view
every person as being righteous, then we will
hold ourselves back from transgressing [since
we will think that no one else is transgressing,
so how could we be the first?!] However, when
one sees the negative in every person, then he

is likely to stumble [since he will think others
are transgressing, and therefore it becomes more
acceptable in his mind to transgress].

KEY THEMES OF SECTION II:

#» The Torah requires us to strike a balance between judging other people’s actions positively, and
being naive. Therefore, it differentiates between three categories of people:

1. A tzaddik is someone who is known to always act correctly in a certain area of Torah law and
interpersonal relationships. We must always give the tzaddik the benefit of the doubt and
judge his actions positively, even when they appear negative.

2. A rasha is someone who is known to always act incorrectly in a certain area of Torah law and
interpersonal relationships. We must always suspect the rasha, even if he appears to be doing
something good.

3. If the person is someone you don’t know, it is praiseworthy but not required to give him the

benefit of the doubt.
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7= Since people are complex, a person could be a tzaddik with regard to honoring his parents, but a
rasha in money matters, for example. Furthermore, we can only judge and form opinions about
a person’s actions, but we can never judge the person himself since we do not share his life’s
circumstances.

#~ Why does the Torah instruct us to judge the actions of others at all? Since it is human nature
to draw conclusions, the Torah guides us how to judge correctly, rather than make swift and
superficial judgments.

7~ Additionally, Judaism is about being active members in society, and to be able to help and care
about others we need to consider that maybe what someone is doing is wrong and self-destructive
for him and his family, rather than just turn a blind eye.

7~ Finally, judging people positively is a means to preserve one’s spiritual level, for as long as a
person thinks that others are not transgressing then it remains unacceptable to act inappropriately
himself.

SECTION III. THE BENEFITS OF JUDGING OTHERS
POSITIVELY

PART A. PEACE AND HARMONY

Quite often we judge an individual with the smug self-assurance that we know the whole story. Consider
what would have happened in the following episode if the townspeople had judged the tailor more positively.

The Rashash (Rabbi Shmuel Strashun of Vilna, 1819-1885) was known for his great Torah knowledge and his
great wealth. He spent many hours studying Torah (his commentary on virtually the entire Talmud is printed in
most modern editions of the Talmud) and took time off from his role as a merchant banker to administer a free-
loan fund.

One day, a tailor named Reb Zalman came to borrow three hundred rubles payable in a year, and an entry was
made in the Rashash’ ledger. One year later; to the day, R’ Zalman handed the money back to the Rashash who
placed it under the back flap of the book he was using, so as to minimize the interruption to his studies. At the
end of the afternoon, he returned the rare volume to the shelf with the money still tucked away in the back flap.

One week later; when the Rashash asked R’ Zalman about the money, he claimed that he had returned it on the
due date. To resolve the matter they decided they would go to a Beit Din (court of Jewish law).

The news spread around the town like wildfire that the plain, simple tailor; R> Zalman was involved in a court
case with the revered Rashash. People were outraged that anyone had the audacity to contradict the scholarly
and saintly Rashash. R’ Zalman’ character and reputation had been tarnished. The court ruled that R’ Zalman
would have to swear that he had indeed repaid the loan. The Rashash however did not want to take the chance
of having a fellow Jew swear falsely, and so he relented and dropped the case.

But the townspeople stopped doing business with the hapless tailor;, and finally he moved out of town, a broken
man.

A year later;, the Rashash was involved with the same subject he had been studying on that fateful day, and as
he pulled the rare volume he had used then, he noticed three hundred rubles fall from the back flap. This was
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the money that R’ Zalman had claimed he had paid!

After searching for R’ Zalman to make amends, the Rashash found him living in a small home far from the
town and pleaded for forgiveness. “What good is forgiveness?” said R’ Zalman sadly. “My business is gone,
my money is lost, and I'm the laughing stock of the community.” The Rashash offered to go into every shul
and announce that it was his mistake and people should restore the proper respect to R’ Zalman. “No,” said R’
Zalman dejectedly, “people will only say that the Rashash is a tzaddik, and it is his compassion that compels
him to act in this manner. They will never believe that I was really right.”

The Rashash was perplexed, for he understood human nature and knew that R’ Zalman was right. People
wouldn’t believe him after a whole year of doubt and rebuke. The Rashash thought for a moment, and then
said, “I have a daughter ... now if I take your son as a son-in-law, which means that we will be related through
marriage, then no one would doubt that you are indeed a respectable man.”

R’ Zalman agreed to this proposal. The prospective bride and groom happily agreed as well, a wedding was
arranged and R’ Zalman regained his former status in the community. (Adapted from Rabbi Paysach Krohn,
The Maggid Speaks, pp. 36-39.)

How different would the life of Reb Zalman have been if people had judged him positively. He would have
maintained his business, and not needed to move to another town. (Fortunately, this story has a positive
ending in that his daughter was fortunate to marry the son of the Rashash.) In the next sources, we will see
that judging positively is a key to peace and harmony in a community.

1. Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah #235 — Judging others positively creates peace and harmony,
builds communities, and removes negative feelings.

The ... mitzvah of judging favorably serves as Mo 795 1930 NPT 270 DTN SOW WIINY 103 O)

a catalyst for achieving peace and friendship ST DBW DWIR 1A INES 0 T .
between people.

Therefore, the main purpose of this mitzvah is to DTN 33 3923 58105 S8 910 5 TP RSN
direct communities in establishing fair judicial M DD DY DSW DY ARSI T DN
systems, and to bring peace between them, by EORT LN

removing the suspicion between one person and
another ...

Imagine how many rifts could have been avoided if people had simply refrained from jumping to conclusions
about what the other said, did or meant, or why he did it!

What positive justifications can you come up with for the following incidents? What might be causing these
people to act as they do?

* The girl behind the counter gets impatient with you and answers your questions reluctantly and tersely.

» A gentleman coming from behind you on the sidewalk brushes past you so that you're startled, not
bothering to apologize.

*  Your neighbor parks his car right near the entrance to your driveway after you have asked him not to at
least three times.

*  Your roommate comes into the room a 3 a.m. talking loudly on his cell-phone.

How do you feel toward these people before you try to think about explaining their actions? How do you feel
afterwards?
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2. Rambam, Hilchot De’ot (Laws of Conduct) 5:7 — The Torah personality judges everyone
positively and is a pleasure to be around.

A talmid chacham [a person whose actions and FINTI 1NT DY PG T KD Do b
personality are shaped by Torah values and DY AMIA1MT ROR 3003 191p A K21 .ArA)
wisdom] should not shout like an animal when AT 5S

he speaks with people. Neither should he raise
his voice. Rather, he should speak calmly with

everyone ...
He should make sure to take the initiative to SN M I NI Y70 DTN 595 DDw 0T
greet everyone first, so that he is pleasant to be N5Y 19°3M [ 990N .ot z-p$ 0INT 59 AN It
around. He should judge people positively, and 375w b3 ... DI AT D9W TN 555 1

speak favorably about others, never speaking DTOM SIS N S5 P17 KON 73T 9N

negatively of them. He should love and pursue 173 RSP

peace ... In general, he should always speak
words of wisdom and loving-kindness.

In the Rambam’s formulation, judging positively is one aspect of the refined character of a person whom
others like to be around.

PART B. HOW WE JUDGE OTHERS DETERMINES HOW GOD RELATES TO US

Consider the following analogy:

The imposing marble walls compound your feeling of nervousness as you pace up and down the hallways,
waiting your turn to plead your case. True, it is only a $200 speeding ticket that you have come to contest, but
the atmosphere is fraught with tension.

Suddenly a young fellow rushes down the hallway to the courtroom. As he passes you he steps on your toe. To
his mumbled “Oh, I'm sorry,” you respond patiently, “No problem. Really, I know you’re probably in a big rush

and nervous like I am.” The fellow smiles with relief and continues on his way.

Moments after the exchange, the door opens and you are called in to stand before the judge. Humbly, you begin
your plea, “I know I was traveling above the speed limit, but please understand I was in a rush ...”

As you look up you see the judge seated on the platform next to the fellow you just encountered in the hallway.
“That’s my son,” the judge explains, “Now what were you saying?”

And then with renewed confidence you plead your case, knowing the judge will treat you as kindly as you
treated his son. (Adapted from The Code of Jewish Conduct, Rabbi Yitzchok Silver, p. 7)

Every time we judge our fellow, there is a Father in Heaven watching to see how generous we will be in
giving the benefit of the doubt. God Himself relates to us accordingly. This concept is expressed in the
following sources.

1. Talmud Bavli, Shabbat 127b — How we judge others determines how God relates to us.

If one judges his fellow positively, he will be S M PIT 08 A0S 130 110
judged positively by the Omnipresent.

Personal Growth & Development 14



TAMING THE INNER CRITIC

We set the standards for our own evaluation by how we evaluate others. As Rav Chaim Volozhiner explains:
the verse “God is your shade” (Tehillim/Psalms 121:5), can be understood as “God is your shadow.” Just as

a shadow mimics a person, so too God’s conduct toward a person “mimics” that person’s actions (Nefesh
HaChaim 1:7). This principle of reflection in Divine Providence is known as “measure for measure” (middah
k’neged middah). 1f a person is forgiving and kind toward others, God Himself is forgiving and kind toward
this person.

The connection between the principle of middah k’neged middah and judging others positively is explained
more fully in the next source.

2. Chofetz Chaim, Shmirat HaLashon, Sha’ar HaTevunah, Ch. 4 — At the moment we choose how
to interpret another’s actions, we determine how positively or negatively our actions will be
judged in the future.

How important it is that a person accustom
himself to judge others favorably! A person’s
habit of judging others positively, or the opposite,
is an important factor in his own status as either a
tzaddik or rasha.

W T2 MR IIN PR DINT TR TND 0
ST AT B TR T 5y 00, Mot A9° DN DO IR TR
oW M3y 5y mMbYL oIRGR 53 10 TR 1Y
DTN PIS

How so? It is well known that a person’s status 219°55 0750 MM OIN S INNT R T 0D

is determined by whether his mitzvot exceed

his wrongdoings or the opposite ... Now if God
were to scrutinize our mitzvot, most would be
found to be lacking ... If, on the other hand,
God approaches our deeds with an attitude of
compassion, searching out our good points, then
our mitzvot will remain intact.

Now, all of this depends on our own opinion-
forming habits toward others. If one judges
others favorably, he will also be judged favorably
by Heaven, as we learn in the Talmud [Shabbat
127b]. If one forms negative opinions of others,
the ministering angels also speak ill of him on
high ...

Therefore, a person must be aware, while
forming opinions about others, be they positive
or negative, that he is at that moment setting up
judgment for himself!

VI TUIPR PIRT DN LT R DI M
INEHT, PN HPI 11T IR, PSS WY 1IN
W IBNYT T ROWIDT RO P 1S 1IN

,DOBMIT AT MY A 743 o8 AN L.Lb
I BV PAYIDY IR P33y 53 Moy vhy wor

PR RY P M 0k "on M 5y mm
P37, 2% 795 DN T2 0° 1997 DN YIan oY
PP IDTT DNY 9P 1w RIPNTD M0t 04 N
IRD 03, Y7 OTDY 33T 137 By n TehS
WDTTHI RIPRTD,TOPD5 39 15Y D930 DWn

IY3°0,07M3 1TV WO DINA YR TR POy
1T IR, 205 P2 W05 P AN NN TR
JRRYS PT 700 NIT WD

3. Ba’al Shem Tov Al HaTorah, Vayikra 19:15 — No verdict is ever passed on a person until he
himself issues that same verdict. Therefore, a person is shown someone else doing the same
wrongdoing that he did, and whatever judgment he passes on that person is how he himself
will be judged.

When someone sees someone else doing
something lowly, he should make every attempt
to judge that person favorably, saying, “He must
have been under immense internal pressure to do

TaY 92U YW LOND 7923 93T DTN TN
WA AT DT TR 00, A5 N P
AT ..,02 NONRT TN YTV PR, T, Y 13
LT 8y D2 8D
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this, or he does not realize how awful what

he did really is.” In taking this attitude, one
actually helps himself as well ... [This is because
whatever one sees in another, he must know that
he actually carries the same flaw.]

When he can find some way of justifying the 053,712t Oy O3 7P 1773M% IS RIBLS)
othe.r person, that argument w11.1 .stand in his PDID NYT 1D DN NON PT 90 DWW DTN 59 W PRY
merit as well ... We have a tradition that no PYD AV TR TP DTN PRID..,1D DRV
Y PII Y DM PII AN YOY POID KIL.. MORDD

08y

verdict is ever passed on a person until he himself
issues that verdict. How so? The person is shown
someone else doing what he himself is guilty

of, and his reaction to that person’s flaw is what
determines the judgment of his own misdeeds.

PART C. SEEING THE POSITIVE IN OTHERS IS A WAY TO EMULATE GOD

To introduce the following sources we must remember that every mitzvah brings humanity closer to
perfection and Godliness (Rambam, Hilchot Teshuvah 3:4). Depending on the level of the person who did it,
his intent, and various other factors, a mitzvah can have varying levels of effect on the nature of the world.
Additionally, all deeds have a spiritual existence, beyond the physical world (Pirkei Avot 4:11, R’ Ovadia

of Bartenura ibid.). A person’s “home” in the World to Come consists of the structure he built through his
mitzvot during his lifetime.

The idea expressed in the sources below is that God allows mitzvot to have a much stronger impact on the
nature of the world than transgressions, and that their spiritual existence is much more real and longer
lasting than those of transgressions.

1. Rabbi Moshe Cordovero, Tomer Devorah Ch. 1, Eighth Attribute — God allows our mitzvot to
have an eternal spiritual impact for our benefit, but limits the power of transgressions.

God interacts with the Jewish people with PR30 TI0 N I TR SR OY X5 149pn
the attribute called, “Restricting the Power of PRI, I8 ,-m’py MDD R MBI Y.
Wrongdoings.” This means that while mitzvot SN DN TP P35S D15 1500 PNTY o
blossom and ascend to the very highest of places, AT DW DM DO PN

entering before God Himself, misdeeds are not
allowed to enter before God.

... In spite of the fact that God is aware of S A0, LR 097 Oy M NI 1 OYL..
all of man’ actions, be they right or wrong, T I D KON WD W Mo 1t 53 0y
nevertheless there is a difference between them. PR TIP3 DA I D e S5om Tamb

Good actions ascend and unite to form and build MR PO KW DN L1 KON 1 910 0o

tire structure. Ti i h
an entire structure ransgresswns, OWever, T 101 NBT "

do not combine to form one entity; rather they
remain separate, never forming one unified entity,
and they do not enter before God.

God is aware of all of our actions, words, and even our thoughts. Nevertheless, He has ordained that good,
constructive actions have a much more powerful effect than wrong, destructive actions. The Torah instructs
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us to emulate God (Devarim/Deuteronomy 28:9, see Morasha class on Being Like God). How should we
emulate God in this particular characteristic?

2. 1Ibid. - To emulate God we should remember the favors and positive actions that others do for
us, and forget their negative actions.

Man should emulate this trait as well. Instead of N W13 KOW T3 3000 DIRG T8 8 0 AR
ignoring the favors another person has done for 7T 3D 3TN NON 1D 9T O 1A
him and concentrating on the bad things that 1355 TN ANTO AT I ... TP TSN

he has done, he should do quite the opposite.
He should do his best to forget about the
negative things the other person has done, and
consistently recall the good things. He should
allow the impression of these good things to

15wy owynn 59 59 15 A 7 1S Mo

outweigh all the other things that this person did

to him.

One should not try to cancel out the favors the Y T T 0 WY DX TR 1353 170 KDY
other person has done by saying, “True, he may 5y 18 KON 10 e 8D, 3w o iy b
have done me a favor — but he also wronged me!” DOWS [P SR M, 5P M3 71T 553 YT
Rather, when it comes to misdeeds, he should T 5avw i 5o v WY DO Py iata)
allow himself to be appeased in the easiest way SINY BAD Team

possible, while never forgetting the favors he has
received. In downplaying the bad things that
have been done to him, he emulates God’s trait of
restricting the power of transgressions.

3. Rabbi Alexander Ziskind, Yesod V’Shoresh Ha’Avodah 1:8 — Since we are all God’s children,
He wants us to judge each other positively, even though we may have imperfections.

It is the Creator’s desire that people constantly 33 59 MTHAI RNPID ITHDW TP KNI LW
find merit in His children, the holy nation, even . DD S5 19189 DY PRY TYwa AN
when they do not follow His Will ...

This can be compared to a father whose son does TP — 71210 773 T WPRY 1315 2w AN 10T
not act as he should. Any intelligent person will 23 175w AN PR M 95 oYW Dow 3 5o My
understand that the father wants people to judge A5 IMIN PTOY RMID T 7 33 Y DN
his son positively and plead his case. And if the 937,720 POV THOW DIN TPND YRS DX ORI
father hears someone finding fault with his son, ATM 5YY IR Oy
he will become upset.

Certainly, then, this is the case with regard to the DYTII0 133 59 1TDW MSIW... N NN 1PW 5
Creator ... He desires that all people constantly 158 795 P TBNa DR P

judge His children favorably.

Let’s conclude with the following story, which not only underscores the importance of judging everyone
favorably, but also illustrates that misjudgments can prevent us from having insight into people who are in
fact emulating the attributes of God!

In the village of Radomsk, there was a butcher who was considered to be a tightwad, rarely responding to any
of the charitable activities in the community. In the town there was a soup kitchen where the hungry would go
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for meals. After the butcher died, the kitchen was unable to provide meals and it was then discovered that the
“tightwad” butcher had secretly been donating the food, but did not want anyone to know it so that he would
not run the risk of becoming egotistic about it. Apparently the butcher believed that it was not enough to be
charitable, he also had to be careful not to toot his own horn over it. (Rabbi Abraham J. Twerski, M.D., Do
Unto Others, Andrew McMeel Publishing, p. 142.)

KEY THEMES OF SECTION III:

7~ Judging others positively is a building block of society. It replaces negativity and mistrust with
positive feelings and confidence in others. And it makes for pleasant company.

7= Countless arguments and ruined personal lives could have been avoided if only people would
judge others positively. Think about how you feel toward others if instead of thinking, “Why is he
always so rude and angry to everyone?” you excuse his behavior with, “I feel bad for him, he must
be having a really hard time.”

7= On a deeper level, the way we judge others determines how God relates to us. At the moment we
choose how to interpret another’s actions, we determine how positively or negatively our actions
will be judged by God in the future.

7~ Finally, when we remember the favors and positive actions that others do for us and forget their

negative actions, we are emulating God, for He does the same regarding our actions. He allows our
mitzvot to have an eternal spiritual impact for our benefit, but limits the power of transgressions.
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