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My Dear Friend

By Mrs. Jackie Bitton


Let me take you back a few years… It all began when I was in elementary school. Chana Stein, an exceptionally bright and lovely girl, was unfortunately picked on. She was truly a beautiful person, yet regrettably, we as young, immature kids didn’t see things quite like that. 
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All we saw were the huge glasses, outdated clothing and big, poufy purple coat. While we would be talking about care bears and trolls, she would be talking about educational books and magazines. 


I witnessed her being made fun of throughout kindergarten, first grade and second grade. I myself never insulted her, yet I also never once stood by her side and defended her. I would watch as the kids on the playground taunted her and called her all sorts of names. 


As I looked on at the awful way she was being treated, I felt heartbroken and wanted to scream to my friends, “Please stop it! Just because she is a little bit different than you, you have to hurt her feelings!” 


A day did not go by without me wishing I could muster the courage to say something to my friends. I would even practice in front of my mirror what I wanted to say, but I never put my practice into action. I consistently imagined myself saying, “Okay, everybody listen up! I have something very important to tell you…” and going on to disapprove of their actions in the hope of making them realize their wrongdoing. 
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But my imaginary hopes never came to fruition. Chana remained alone, without receiving my open support and backing. Just about every day after school, when class was dismissed, I would stay behind with Chana for a few minutes and apologize to her. “I want to ask you for forgiveness Chana,” I would say. “I am so sorry I didn’t say anything today.” 


At one point, in fact, I was very close to actually getting the words out of my mouth that everyone should stop teasing Chana. Everyone turned quiet and their attention shifted towards me. But I didn’t pull through. All I ended up saying was, “Okay everybody, I want to make a party tomorrow! Let me know what your favorite snack is!” 


Eventually, towards the end of second grade, Chana looked at me and said, “Why don’t you spare your breath. Every day you tell me that you want to stand up for me, but nothing happens. Save your speeches; don’t worry about it. This is my life, and I just have to deal with it.” 


I was heartbroken. I felt terrible that I hadn’t stood by her side and championed her cause. She didn’t even finish second grade. She left before the year ended. At that point, I sadly told my friends that it was due to our lack of respect for her that she left, but by that time it was too late. I held the heaviness of this experience in my heart for the rest of my schooling career. 


When I entered 9th grade, I finally felt it was time to officially find Chana and ask her for forgiveness. Calling my old school secretary, I said, “Hi, this is Jackie Goldman. I don’t know if you remember me, but I am looking for Chana Stein. She left the school when I was in second grade.” 


The secretary sighed. “Jackie, I would love to help you, but I have enough people I am responsible for now, and I don’t keep tabs on students who left several years ago. Apparently, her family moved away.” 


As I heard that, I knew I was in for a long search. She could be anywhere. I looked through the yellow pages and called the 411 directory, but nothing came of it. It was years later when I was married and living in San Diego, California, that my memories of elementary school and Chana returned to me. I remember waking up in the middle of the night after a dream of me failing to stand up for Chana yet again. 


This same dream persisted for three nights in a row. I was beside myself, even many years later. It was on the third night after my recurrent dream that I awoke at 3 A.M. Heading to my living room, I sat down on the sofa and began sobbing. Tears streamed down my cheeks. My newborn daughter was sleeping, but there I was bawling and didn’t know what to do with myself. It didn’t take long before my husband woke up, worrying about me. 


“What happened?” he asked. “Is everything alright?”


I had never told him of my experiences and encounters with Chana and my friends growing up. “Is there something you want to tell me?” I nodded. I could tell that my husband was starting to become tense and nervous. 


“How bad is it?” 


“Really bad,” I replied. He couldn’t figure out what could be so wrong, until I asked if he would like to hear the whole story from beginning to end, to which he affirmatively said yes. 


“Okay,” I said, “make yourself comfortable. This may take a few minutes.” I began detailing the whole story from kindergarten all the way through the present. After I finished relaying the entire saga, he tiringly looked at me and said, “You were in second grade… you really need to let this go. You were a little kid and made a mistake. And besides, it sounds like you were the nicest of everybody.” 
“But,” I interjected, “I could have made a difference. People respected me and they would have listened to what I said. Who knows what happened to this girl because I didn’t stand up for her?” 


My husband looked me in the eye, and then said to me in his Sephardi accent, “I give you a beracha that you will find Chana and make up with her. Our Sages teach us, ‘In the way that a person wishes to go, Hashem will guide him.’ Especially here, where you wish to build harmony, Hashem should allow you to reunite with Chana face to face and ask her for forgiveness.” 


I stared back at my husband, my mind in a daze. “But we live in San Diego! I haven’t found her anywhere else; why would I find her of all places on the other side of the country in San Diego?” 


“Sweetheart,” he said, “say Amen!” I complied and said Amen. 


Two weeks later, Rabbi Simcha Weiser, headmaster of the Soille San Diego Hebrew Day School, married off his daughter. It was not every day that such a large, beautiful wedding was held close to where I lived. But my husband and I were invited and decided to go. As we arrived at the wedding hall and I wheeled my baby inside in her stroller, I suddenly stopped short and gasped. There she was. Chana, the girl I had been looking all around for, stood straight ahead of me. 


I turned to my husband. “You’re a holy man!” I exclaimed. 


“Why thank you. What did I do though?”


 “Do you remember Chana, the girl I was telling you about a couple of weeks ago?” 


“Sure I remember,” he said. 


“She’s over there…” I said with both excitement and angst. “I recognize her. She has the same face as she did years ago. And she is so beautiful. I can’t let this opportunity slip away…” 


Handing the baby to my husband, I began making my way over to Chana. When I finally reached her, I looked her in the face, took her hands in my hands and said, “Hi, Mazel Tov! Chana, right?” 


“Yes, hi,” she gently replied. 


“If you don’t remember me, my name is…” 


“Sure I remember you!” interrupted Chana, “Jackie Goldman. I went to school with you.”

s
 “How much do you remember me?” I asked. 


“I remember a lot of you,” Chana said. “You were so fun and nice.” At that point, I knew I needed to get to work and address why I had come over to her. 
“Chana,” I said, “I need to ask you something.” 


“Sure, what do you like to ask?” 


“I need to ask you for forgiveness.” 


“Forgiveness? Jackie, for what?” 


“Chana,” I said, “our elementary class was really mean to you for a long time.” 


“Jackie,” she interjected, “you were the nicest of everyone. And besides, it was so long ago.” 


“It doesn’t matter that it was so long ago,” I added. “You still remember it, don’t you?” 


“I do remember it,” she solemnly replied. “It was very difficult for my parents and siblings to live there. They felt, for various reasons that we needed to move elsewhere. And that is what we did. We moved to San Diego. But it was the best thing for us, and we are all, thank G-d, doing great.” 


I was happy to hear that she was doing well, but I was still fixated on getting my point across. “Please just tell me that you forgive me,” I reiterated. “Please, I am begging. I have tried to find you for years.” 


Chana looked at me one last time. “I forgive you.” 


The two of us remained embraced in each other’s arms, sobbing in the middle of the San Diego Marriot. 


“I’m so sorry,” I said again, between my tears. 


“Jackie,” Chana soothingly said, “let it go, let it go. It’s a pleasure to see you. Let’s keep in touch.” 


At that moment, I felt as if a noose had been untied and released from my neck. I had so deeply wished to make amends with her, and indeed, as my husband had reminded me, Hashem would guide me along the way. Standing there together with her, after many years of waiting and searching, was one of the greatest feelings I have ever experienced. 


Throughout our lives, there are numerous events, encounters and conversations which we wish would never have transpired or would have been dealt with in a different way. We may have slighted someone, failed to be sensitive to their feelings or simply ignored them when they most needed attention. But all hope is not lost and it is never too late. We can mend our mistakes and seek reconciliation. It may take much time and require significant effort, but without question, it is surely worth it.

Reprinted from the Parshat Ki Savo 5777 email of TorahAnytimes.com

The Klausenberg Rebbe’s Take on Being Part of

The Chosen People
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The Klausenberger [Rebbe] (Rabbi Yekusiel Yehudah Halberstam, 1905-1994) was [during the Holocaust] part of a work detail in a rock quarry. The Nazis felt that backbreaking labour under the most inhumane conditions would break even this staunch, resolute believer. They were wrong. 


The detail was forced to carry large boulders up and down a hill. During one of the work periods, the workers became soaked when a torrential downpour came down on them, also soaking the ground and rendering it like soft clay. 


The Nazi commander had no mercy as he made them carry the boulders, even as they slipped on the soaked earth. It was at that moment that another Jewish inmate, from a secular background, turned to the Rebbe and asked, “Can you still say Asher bachar banu mikol ha’amim, ‘Who chose us from amongst the other nations’? Are you still happy to be part of the Chosen People, the treasured nation?” 


“More so now than before, I can recite those words with even greater devotion. Now when I say these holy words, I will think of the Nazi fiends and be filled with increased joy that I am not like them,” declared the Rebbe. 


The other inmate looked at the Rebbe incredulously. The Rebbe continued, “I understand that had Hashem not chosen us to be His People, we could revert to becoming as base and as reprehensible as these Nazis. It is far better for me to be an inmate suffering abuse, torture and agony than to be one of them. I would rather be among the victims than one of the murderers!” 


There is no grey area. One is either part of the Am ha’Nivchar, or he has the sad potential of plummeting to the nadir of depravity, to the lowest of low.

Reprinted from the Parshas Nitzavim-Vayeillech 5777 email of Peninim on the Torah, a project of the Hebrew Academy in Cleveland.
A Wealth of Suspicion

Halachic Musings
By Rabbi Yair Hoffman


Mr. Goldberg had been volunteering at the yeshiva and had agreed to serve on the board. But then his seemingly middle-class lifestyle suddenly underwent a bit of a change. The old Taurus was turned in for a late-model Beemer. A dormer was added to the house, and the vacations became more and more frequent. There is also no apparent explanation for Mr. Goldberg’s newfound wealth.


Rumors began to spread.


“Has Mr. Goldberg been siphoning money from the yeshiva?”


“Perish the thought!”


“Should he be turned over to the police for an investigation?”


“What? Chas v’shalom. How dare you impugn the reputation of a good man!”


On the one hand, there are no witnesses to anything unseemly. So perhaps the police should not be called in. Indeed, the very fact that Mr. Goldberg would be investigated would certainly adversely affect his business.


On the other hand, there is a responsibility to the yeshiva. The rebbeim and teachers need to be paid, and at this point they are behind. Is it permitted, as a protective measure, to depose Mr. Goldberg from his position on the yeshiva’s board?

The Sources

The Gemara in Gittin (52b) discusses the concept of an apotropos—a guardian entrusted with looking after the possessions of orphans until they become of age. It discusses the particular case of Amram Tzivah. The relatives of one of the orphans came before Rabbi Nachman and said, “He is clothing himself and covering himself from the possessions of orphans!”


Rav Nachman’s first response was that he may be entitled to do so because it is ultimately in the orphan’s best financial interests.


They further claimed that he was eating the food of the orphans as well. Rabbi Nachman responded that we must assume that he ran into some financial find.

[image: image4.jpg]




Finally, when they claimed that he was neglecting the land of the orphans, Rabbi Nachman responded that they needed to obtain witnesses to that effect in order to depose him.

Favorable Judgments

Rav Yitzchok Zilberstein in his Chashukei Chemed on Tractate Gittin discusses a similar situation about a shul board member. He concludes that we see from here that we are to judge people favorably and we assume that his newfound spending habits are due to some new financial windfall he came into rather than assume any theft on his part.


The Meiri in Tractate Shabbos 127b writes, however, that if the matter clearly indicates that the person is at fault, then the matter should be investigated. This is also the view of Rabbeinu Bachya (Avos 1:6).


If we look at the Rambam in the laws of inheritance (10:7), he qualifies the Gemara as applying only when the father had appointed the apotropos. If, however, it was the beis din that did so, then he would be dismissed. The Rashba argues on this point and states that it would apply equally to a case where the beis din appoints him. The Rambam’s rationale ostensibly would be that since the father had trusted him, we cannot oust him just because we deem it likely that there may be theft there. If, however, it was the beis din that appointed him, then our fiduciary obligation to the orphans means that we must act upon it.

Categories of Suspects

From a halachic standpoint (see the Chofetz Chaim’s Be’er Mayim Chaim 3:10 and Shaarei Teshuvah 3:218), the issue of judging people favorably seems to be dependent upon whether the person fits into one of three categories: perception of yiras Shamayim, beinoni, or rasha. For a beinoni, one may be suspicious, but it is a worthy act not to suspect him.


The fact that the Shulchan Aruch (CM 290:4) cites the view of Rav Nachman in the laws of inheritance indicates that the idea of judging favorably is also a practical halachic issue and not merely a method of thinking.


The Rema in 53:25 is further cited by Rav Yitzchok Zilberstein. The Rema is discussing rumors of inappropriate behavior on the part of a chazzan where he either violated a prohibition of mesirah or was caught engaging in certain improper behaviors. The Rema rules that in such circumstances we do not depose the chazzan unless there are witnesses. The Mishnah Berurah, citing the Magen Avraham, points out that if the rumors do not stop, the matter should be taken under examination.

Acting On Rumors

The Biur Halachah in 53:25 provides us with interesting parameters for this somewhat bizarre notion of acting upon rumors. He essentially gives us three criteria:


The rumors must persist in the town for some 36 hours;


He cannot have had any previously identifiable enemies who might have produced the rumor (see Yevamos 25a);


Many must agree and ostensibly believe the rumors. There is also the requirement that it be ascertained that the rumors were not started by one sole individual.


Under such circumstances, the Biur Halachah would permit removing the chazzan from his station. Clearly, this is as a protective measure rather than as a form of judgment. The judging can only be done within the framework of a beis din.


The Biur Halachah also questions how it could at all be possible that we would cause a loss of revenue to the chazzan solely based on the idea of rumors. He writes that even if there is an umdanah d’muchach—overwhelming circumstantial evidence—we cannot cause the person a monetary loss (see Shulchan Aruch CM 408) and certainly if it is just unceasing rumors. He answers that the rationale permitting it is that those who appointed him would not have initially wanted someone about whom such rumors could be spread.

Conclusions

There are no simple solutions to these questions, particularly when people’s lives and reputations are at stake. We have obligations both to the person under question who has a track record of honesty, as well as to the institution involved. We dare not sully the reputation of an upstanding member of the community by mere rumor or suspicion. 


On the other hand, many communities have trusted “upstanding members of the community” and have lost all they own by investing with that person. Perhaps we should be more attuned to the views of the Meiri and the Rambam. On the other hand, if it would directly cause the individual a loss of money, then the Biur Halachah concludes that one may not do so based upon rumors.


Whenever these questions come up, they should be directed to a leading posek before anyone acts upon suspicions and rumors that will hurt a person’s business or reputation.

Reprinted from the September 8, 2017 edition of the Five Towns Jewish Times.

The Rambam’s Recipe

For Succesful Teshuvah
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The Rambam describes the various steps of teshuvah: "What is teshuvah? One must leave sin… and sincerely decide that he won't do this sin again… He must regret … and say viduy…" (Hilchos Teshuvah 2:2). 


The first step of teshuvah, stated in this Rambam, is to “leave the sin.” It isn't sufficient to regret your wrong deeds and to say that you will improve. Teshuvah is to change; to stop sinning, and to do the mitzvos that you were neglecting until then. 


Some people don’t realize that. They think its sufficient to regret their sins. They cry on Yom Kippur, "I sinned. I did wrong," and they think that's enough. But it isn't sufficient. If he doesn’t translate his remorse into improved actions, an essential aspect of teshuvah is lacking. 


The Rambam also writes: "What is considered teshuvah gemurah (complete teshuvah)? When one encounters the sin he had transgressed in the past once again, [he has the opportunity to sin again] and he refrains and doesn’t commit the sin because of his teshuvah (and not out of fear, or because he doesn’t have strength)…" (Hilchos Teshuvah 2:1). 


Once again, the Rambam is stating that a primary aspect of teshuvah is improving. Teshuvah gemurah, complete teshuvah, is when one doesn’t repeat his past sins. We can compare this to a person who owns a construction supplies store. Along one wall of the store are the bricks; another section carries lumber. He also supplies mortar, and other equipment. The store however, wasn't a good investment; it was constantly losing money, so he decided to sell pharmaceuticals instead. 


But a decision isn't sufficient. He must translate that decision into action. He must take out all the bricks, plywood, and building materials, and replace them with shelves stacked with medicines. He also needs to change the sign on the store. Deciding to change, without doing anything, isn't sufficient. The same is with teshuvah. 


Deciding to change one's ways certainly is the first step, but it can't end with just a decision. A fool, on the way to Warsaw, accidentally boarded the train traveling in the opposite direction. Someone asked him, "Where are you traveling to?" 


"To Warsaw." 


"You're on the wrong train. You'll never reach Warsaw on this train. It's going the opposite direction." 


"Thank you so much for telling me,” the fool said. “I didn’t realize." He then promptly took a seat facing the opposite direction. We laugh when we read this story, but are we any different when it comes to teshuvah? When we realize that we’re going in the wrong direction in life, do we change our ways? Or do we just imagine how good it would be if we could change our ways, and ultimately remain the same. 


The Chofetz Chaim told the following mashal: A contagious, fatal disease was spreading through a small town. When one of the residents discovered that he caught the disease, he immediately packed his bags and hired a wagon driver to bring him to the nearby city where there was a doctor and a hospital that could cure him. 


A neighbor asked him, "Why are you leaving town? You know that you aren’t the only person who caught the dreaded disease. Many people are ill in this town, but they just remain in their beds, in their homes. So why must you be different?" 


The ill person replied, "I don’t care what the others do. My life is in danger, and I have to save myself…" 

Likewise, the Chofetz Chaim said, when someone is clearly aware that the days of judgment are approaching, and he needs to do teshuvah to be saved, the yetzer hara comes to him and says, "You are not the only person who will be standing in judgment on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. The entire world stands in judgment. 

“But we don’t see them changing their ways. They are complacent, happy to remain as they were until now. Why can't you be like them? Why must you be different?" 


He should tell the yetzer hara, "I don’t care what the others do. There’s going to be a great judgment, my life is at stake, and I have to repent and improve, to save myself."

Reprinted from the Parshat Netzavim 5777 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Bidernman.

Rav Moshe Zuriel’s Concept of How to Succesfully Do Teshuvah


“For this commandment that I command you today – it is not hidden from you and it is not distant.” (30:11) R’ Moshe ben Nachman z”l (Ramban; 1194-1270) writes that this refers to the mitzvah of teshuvah. 


R’ Moshe Zuriel (former Mashgiach Ruchani of Yeshivat Sha’alvim) observes that many people find teshuvah difficult. We all feel as if we generally do what is right. 


Morever, our Sages teach us that we should approach the Day of Judgment with the confidence that we will emerge vindicated and triumphant. Nevertheless, R’ Zuriel writes, if we understood the depth of Hashem’s judgment, we would not be so complacent. 


Who can claim that he has not offended his spouse, family, friends, neighbors, co-workers, etc. during the year? Do we realize the seriousness of this sin? Do we repent for it properly? We are all familiar with the halachah that teshuvah does not atone for a sin against another human being unless the offended person is appeased. 


We therefore are used to asking our friends, “Do you forgive me?” And, of course, they say, “I forgive you.” But do they really forgive us, or are they simply too embarrassed or uncomfortable to tell us that they still feel hurt? 


Do we take steps to right the wrongs that we have committed, or are we satisfied with a pro forma apology? Moreover, we forget that appeasing those we have offended is only the first step. We still must appease Hashem when we offend His loved ones. 


The Gemara relates that a great sage was severely punished because he came home late from yeshiva and caused his wife to shed one tear as she sat by the window watching for him. She would not have wanted him to be punished, but Hashem does not tolerate even a small show of insensitivity from a person of stature. Even the fact that he was preoccupied with Torah study did not save him. 
True, we are not on the stature of that sage, but our sins are not as subtle either. Even when a person hurts another with the best of intentions, he is punished. We read at the beginning of Shmuel I that a man named Elkanah had two wives–Peninah and Chana. Peninah had children and Chana did not. 


Our Sages say that Peninah used to goad Chana to pray for children by asking questions such as, “Have you bathed your children for school today?” Peninah had the best of intentions; she wanted Chana to cry from the depths of her heart so that she too would give birth. And it worked! 


Nevertheless, Peninah was punished severely. And who has not offended his parents?! The halachic work Chayei Adam (67:3) writes that even thinking negatively about one’s parents is a grave sin about which the Torah says (Devarim 27:16), “Cursed is one who degrades his father or mother.” 


Therefore, concludes R’ Zuriel, let us all realize that we have sinned grievously. Let us ask for forgiveness from those we have offended and from their Father in Heaven. Then we truly will be able to enter Rosh Hashanah with confidence. (Otzrot Ha’Torah)

Reprinted from the Parshas Nitzovim Vayelech 5777 email of whY I Matter parsha sheet edited by Yedidye Hirtenfeld.
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