Benefit of Doubt

@ 24.1 o

The Torah commands,! Jn>»y viown p1¥3 — “With righteous-
ness you shall judge your fellow.” The Gemara? says that this
includes the mitzvah to judge your fellow Jew favorably, and
to give him the benefit of the doubt.? If you are accustomed
to judging others favorably, you will be judged favorably in
Heaven.?

Through loving your fellow as yourself and judging him
favorably you may reach such a high level of holiness that you
will be considered a Kadosh (holy person).’

Judging your fellow favorably is an actual obligation.® One

L. Vayikra 19:15.

2. Shavuos 30a,

3. Rambam, Sefer HaMitzvos — Essin 177; Smag; Smak; Chafetz Chaim;
Essin 3.

4. Shabbos 127a. Although in Heaven there is no element of doubrt as to
what you did or did not do, you may still be judged favorably through
mitigating your wrong by blaming it on your difficult situation, your
background, your problems etc., just like you try to mitigate the wrongs
of others by trying to find excuses for them in order to view them in a
more favorable light.

5. Yesod Ve'Shoresh Ha'Avodah, Sha'ar 1 ch. 7.

6. Rambam, Hilchos De'os 1:6. The Rambam in his commentary on the
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reaps the fruits of this mitzvah in this world and the principle
remains for him in the next world.” {Others say that it is not
a separate mitzvah, but is an issue of character, and is included
in the mitzvah of 1727712 no%m — “And you should go in His
ways,” which obliges you to refine your character as much as
possible.8}

Someone asked Rav Chaim Ozer Grodzensky z”l, since we know
that everything in the world was created for a purpose, what
is the purpose of a oxp ymp — an illogical mind? The Rav
answered that the purpose of an illogical mind is to use it to
judge another person favorably and to give him the benefit of the
doubt. (Some attribute this statement to the Kotzker 2”l.)

w 24,2 o»

Much lashon ba-ra is the direct result of not fulfilling this
mitzvah, as was the sin of Miriam who spoke to Aharon
about Moshe. Even though she had good intentions, it was
considered lashon ha-ra because she should have judged Moshe
favorably.9

Mishnah in Aves 1:6, and Bartenura, who write thar it is a measure of
chassidus (extreme piety), were referring to someone who is unknown to
you, If he is known to you to be a proper Jew, you are absolutely obliged
to give him the benefit of the doubt. This will be discussed further, as
there is a disagreement among Poskim with regard to a person who is
unknown to you.

7. Shabbos 127a.

8. Rabbeinu Yonah. This seems to be the opinion of the Chinuch 235,
who writes that it is befitting, and he did not use the word obligatory, as
Rambam did.

9. This is why Hashem reprimanded her, saying: “Why did you not fear
to speak about My servant, about Moshe?" This rebuke was directed to
the fact thar she did not judge Moshe favorably. See Chafetz Chaim in
Be'er Mayim Chaim 3:11.
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@ 24.3 o

Chazal say that one who wrongly suspects a proper Jew of im-
proper conduct receives corporal punishment from Heaven.10
He must appease the person he wrongly suspected and must
bless him.!! This is true even if he did not sin by judging
him unfavorably, as when the situation does not require one
to judge him f'avoral:)ly.12

W 24,4 ov

Judging someone’s deeds favorably is referred to in the Torah
as p1¥ (Tzeddek), which means justice. This is truly justice,
provided the story is plausible considering the person in-

10. Shabbos 97a, Yoma 19b. This is learned out from Moshe Rabbeinu,
who in Shemos 4:1 petitioned to Hashem, “But they (the Israelites) will
not belive me...” Hashem then told him, “Bring your hand to your bo-
som,” and when he withdrew his hand it was leprous like snow. This was
because he had pre-judged the Jews unfavorably and said that they would
not believe him,

11. Berachos 31b. This is learned from the fact that when Eili HaKohen
realized that he had wrongfully suspected that Chana was under the influ-
ence of alcohol, he blessed her that Hashem should answer her prayer.

12, This can be learned from the fact that Eili HaKoben blessed Chana
because he suspected she was drunk, when she was not. Eili was not
obliged to judge her favorably because given the way it looked, he had
logically thought that she was drunk. He did not know who she was or
that she was distraught. She answered his accusation “no my master etc.”
The Yalkut Shimoni says that Rabbi Yossi B'reb Chanina said that she
told Eili thar he is not the master in this issue, and that Ruach HaKodesh
(holy spirit) is not resting on him, and therefore he judged her unfavor-
ably and did not know that she was a distraught woman. She did not
say that he was wrong for judging her uufavorably, but thar he did not
have Ruach HaKodesh, and did not know that she was distraught. She
confirmed that he was right for judging her unfavorably, but if he had
Ruach HaKodesh he would have known better. Even so, he blessed her,

because he had made a mistake in his judgment.



noted its owner and intended to place it in the special drawer
he had reserved for such purpose. Since he was involved in bis
Torah study at the time, he placed the envelope into a sefer (a
book) and forgot all about it.

The owner finally came to retrieve his money, and Rav
Avrabam Sha’ag could not find it in his drawer. He suspected in
his heart that it was the maid who bhad taken it, but did not say
anything to her about it. Instead, Rav Avraham repaid the sum,
borrowing from others in order to return the missing money. He
told his Rebbetzin to keep an eye on the maid.

During Pesach cleaning, when Rav Avraham was cleaning
his seforim he found the envelope of money in one of his seforim.
Instead of rejoicing over the fact that he now had his money
back, Rav Avrabam was terribly pained over the fact that in

13. See Shabbos 127b.


































































