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I am often asked if I have a favorite biblical or rabbinic story or quote.  While there are 

many that stand out for me, there is one that I usually go back to as having a defining influence 

for me.  In Pirkei Avot, the ethical wisdom of the earliest rabbis, we read 

 

לִ “ ן ְפַרְחָיה ְוִנַתאי ָהַאְרבֵּ ַע בֶּ םְיהֹושֻׁ הֶּ ר. י ִקְבלּו מֵּ ן ְפַרְחָיה אֹומֵּ ַע בֶּ ה ְלָך ַרב, ְיהֹושֻׁ ר, ֲעשֵּ ת ָכל ָהָאָדם , ּוְקנֵּה ְלָך ָחבֵּ י ָדן אֶּ ֱהוֵּ וֶּ

 :ְלַכף ְזכּות

 

Yehoshua ben Perachaya and Nitai the Arbelite were taught Torah by their teachers. Yehoshua 

ben Perachaya said, ‘Make a Rabbi, a teacher, for yourself, and acquire yourself a friend, and 

judge every person according to their merit.”i  The first two parts of this saying from the 

Mishnah, that one should acquire a rabbi or a teacher and that will lead to the acquisition of a 

friend, truly speak to me, from my own relationships with my rabbis to the relationships that I 

hope to build with each one of you as the rabbi of this community.  Yehoshua tells each of us to 

find that Rav in our lives.  Rav is usually translated as rabbi, but in this context means a leader or 

teacher.  So, what Yehoshua is telling us is that when we find someone to be a rabbi, guide, 

teacher, leader, or mentor and we allow that person to truly reach us with their knowledge and 

wisdom we will open ourselves up to the possibility of acquiring a friend- someone who we can 

trust to be there for us in good times and bad, someone who will help us through life’s troubles, 

and someone we can always count on.  When we open ourselves up to the possibility of learning, 

admitting our vulnerability that we do not know something, we also open ourselves up to 

connecting ourselves to that person who guides us to new heights of knowledge and insights. 

 

But it is the second part of the mishnah, that I would like to discuss with each of you this 

evening.  After we hear about finding a teacher and a friend, Yehoshua concludes his words by 

telling us to judge each person according to their own merit.  In other words, we are taught to 

give each person the benefit of the doubt.  These are sage words to live by, no pun intended, as 

they can allow us to view each other and interact with one another with an assumption of 

benevolence.  Sage words, yet not always easy words.  I would like to invite you all to join me in 

thinking of a few situations that many of us have experienced in our lives. 

 

First, I would like you to imagine yourself in a store, where you hear the cries of a child 

who has thrown himself onto the floor kicking and screaming. Customers turn to stare and 

comment on the parenting skills of the exasperated and frustrated adult. Is it your inclination to 

judge harshly? Do you shake your head and think, “That adult needs some better parenting 

skills?” Would you conclude, “The adult needs to restrain that child and stop that inappropriate 

behavior?” Do you simply leave the store? Or can we give parents the benefit of the doubt? Can 

we ask ourselves instead, “What difficult factors may be contributing to this outburst? I wonder 

if the child has been up all night with an illness. Are there circumstances that contribute to the 
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child having tantrums? Could something difficult have occurred recently in that family’s life, 

possibly a great loss?”ii 

 

Now think of a time when you were in a restaurant.  After waiting for a while to be 

seated, you seem to wait even longer for the server to even appear, let alone take your order.  

Then, after ordering, you wait and wait, watching food be delivered to every table around you, 

even ones seated long after you arrived.  Finally your food shows up and something is wrong 

with it…it is missing part of the dish, it is cold, a hair is in the middle of your salad.  What is 

your reaction?  Is it that the server is incompetent, cannot do his or her job, and should be 

reprimanded by you or the manager and lose out on their gratuity?  Is it to immediately go online 

and write a poor review?  Or, do you take a minute and realize that something else might be 

going on, that there might be an issue in the kitchen, that the restaurant might be short-staffed 

that night, or some other reason that comes to mind.   

 

These are just two very common instances where we are given the opportunity to give the 

benefit of the doubt.  So, do you give it? Or not? 

 

Our rabbinic tradition speaks at length about the idea of giving the benefit of the doubt.  

Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki, the French medieval commentator, also known as Rashi, taught, 

concerning this mishnah, that, for everything we hear about an individual, say that they intended 

it for the good, until you know for certainty that it is not so.iii  In other words, we should make 

sure to approach others with the best of intentions and assume they are doing so with us.  This is 

not to say that we should always accept things at face value and not protect ourselves from being 

taken advantage of.  Rather, as Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon, the twelfth century rabbi, teaches that 

“if one sees an average person do or say something that bears either a positive or negative 

interpretation, it is an act of piety to interpret in a positive light.iv   The Rambam teaches us that, 

for those that we do not already know their character, we should lean towards the good, until 

proven otherwise.  And it is the Rambam’s teaching that reminds me of the story of Mr. Asher 

Feingold.   

 

For you see, “Mr. Feingold was a poor man living in Ashdod, whose friends and 

neighbors helped raise money for his daughter’s wedding.  To everyone’s astonishment, the 

wedding was catered in a large ballroom ballroom, in a very lavish manner.  Many of the guests 

were highly offended.  Was this how an ostensibly poor family had used the funds that had been 

raised for them?  Surely the money could have been put to better use.  The guests felt they had 

been used.  After the wedding, the Feingolds could not fail to feel the resentment of the 

community.   

 

Shortly thereafter, Mr. Feingold visited the rabbi and explained.  He and his wife had 

gone to the caterer to arrange a simple and inexpensive wedding.  During the course of the 

discussion, the caterer realized that she and her family owed their lives to Mr. Feingold’s father, 

who had hidden them from the Nazis.  She insisted on catering the wedding at her own expense, 

as a small expression of gratitude—but she made the Feingolds promise that it would remain a 

secret.   
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‘When we came to the hall that night, we were as shocked as everyone else, but I 

couldn’t say anything to my guests.  But when I saw the attitude of our friends, I went to her an 

explained.  She gave me permission to tell the story, so now I beg you, please let people know 

the truth.”v  This story shows us something very important regarding this idea of giving the 

benefit of the doubt.  It demonstrates, very clearly, that we do not always know the whole story, 

that what we hear or see may not always be what is really happening and that what we perceive 

should not always be how we judge.  Instead, let the focus be on the good that the person brings 

to a situation, to the blessings they have, and, if the situation truly warrants an explanation, then 

ask!  Until we hear directly from our fellow human beings and understand the entire story, with 

all of the background information, then we cannot truly and justly judge each other.  And if they 

don’t want to answer, then that, sometimes, needs to be ok too. 

 

The benefit of the doubt is not always easy, especially when we are quick to judge others 

for wrongs we forgive or ignore in ourselves.  Our Tanach gives us the example of this challenge 

in the story of David and Batsheva.  King David, who should have been leading his troops into 

battle, had remained in Jerusalem and committed adultery with Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the 

Hittite. Bathsheba then became pregnant and David knew that if something wasn’t done, 

Bathsheba would be found guilty of adultery, and killed. Additionally, David could lose the 

respect of his citizens and soldiers, and he could also be put to death for his sin.  So, in order to 

cover up his crime, David had Uriah, sent to the front lines so that he would die in battle.vi  

David needed to see that what he had done was wrong and so Nathan, the prophet came before 

the king and told him this story: 

 

“There were two men in the same city, one rich and one poor. The rich man had very 

large flocks and herds, but the poor man had only one little ewe lamb that he had bought. He 

tended it and it grew up together with him and his children: it used to share his morsel of bread, 

drink from his cup, and nestle in his bosom; it was like a daughter to him.  

 

One day, a traveler came to the rich man, but he was loath to take anything from his own 

flocks or herds to prepare a meal for the guest who had come to him; so he took the poor man’s 

lamb and prepared it for the man who had come to him.”  

 

David flew into a rage against the man, and said to Nathan, “As God lives, the man who 

did this deserves to die! He shall pay for the lamb four times over, because he did such a thing 

and showed no pity.”  

 

And Nathan said to David, “That man is you!vii 

 

The story, of course, was David judging his own actions.  David, with many wives, had 

stolen Bathsheba. About this story, the Baal Shem Tov teaches that only when one can look at 

someone else doing exactly what he himself did and pass judgment can he realize what he 

himself did. He said, “the fashion in which man judges his friends is in reality the way in which 

he is judged from heaven.” This is the reason we are taught to judge everyone favorably because 

we may be judging ourselves. 
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Furthermore, the benefit of the doubt should be extended when there are disagreements 

among us.  This is not any more evident than when we look ahead to a month from now.  Here in 

Georgia, just like two years ago, our state is embroiled in many highly competitive political 

races.   

 

Now, I want to be very clear, and hope you will all give me the benefit of the doubt when 

I tell you, as directly as I can, that this is not a political sermon.   

 

Rather, I am saying that our politics should not ultimately matter with one another.  We 

will have disagreements among ourselves, but there are so many things that transcend whether 

any one of us leans left, right or center.  Our friendships with one another, our allegiance to our 

country, regardless of who is in charge, and our connection to the Jewish people are all more 

important, looking at the big picture and in the long run, than who any one of us supports or 

votes for this fall.  Far too often, in the heat of the moment or in the heat of a campaign, our 

politics allow us to break friendships.  I have heard from far too many people that, due to 

political disagreements, that they have “unfriended or unfollowed,” someone that they were once 

close with. 

 

The problem is, especially in the political arena, we are too quick to judge each other, do 

not give each other the benefit of the doubt, and, as is true in many paths on our life’s journeys, 

we do not take the time to talk to our fellows human beings.  Instead we talk at them or past 

them.  The climate we are living in, with social media and the 24-hour newscast has made it so 

that we do not listen properly anymore.  Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, and the like, along with 

the talking heads on the news have fed into the rhetoric and made too many of us too quick to 

jump to conclusions.  A friend of mine, who is a long established and respected pastor, shared 

that, in his community, he was criticized for being political by saying that we should “love our 

neighbors as ourselves.”viii  When quoting the Bible has become too political, we have stopped 

listening to one another. 

 

And that is the first step in being able to give the benefit of the doubt—we have to listen 

to one another, to truly pay attention, which in Hebrew is “sim lev.”   

 

When we pay attention, we literally, according to the Hebrew language, sim, place our 

lev, our heart on the matter.  To place, or give, your heart, is the essence of paying attention, of 

opening up to what is happening in the world around us, and is what gives us the ability to give 

each other the benefit of the doubt and assume that other people’s intentions are good. 

 

So, I will ask you to think about what would it be like to assume that other people’s 

intentions were good, that their transgressions were accidental and often based on their own 

struggles? What would it look like to forgive ourselves for not always being our best? Once we 

begin to do our best to give everyone, including ourselves, the benefit of the doubt, we are able 

to sympathize rather than criticize, the first step toward a more peaceful world.  

 

 

 

i Avot 1:6.  All translations are my own unless otherwise indicated. 
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ii https://images.shulcloud.com/13757/uploads/PDFs/Yom-Kippur-Kaf-Zechut-Giving-the-Benefit-of-the-Doubt.pdf 
iii Rashi on Avot 1:6  
iv Rambam on Avot 1:6 
v Adapted from Around the Maggid’s Table by Rabbi Paysach Krohn.  As found on “Tazria 5762.”  
https://aish.com/48880517/.  Accessed on September 22, 2022. 
vi Adapted from 2 Samuel 11 
vii 2 Samuel 12:1-7 
viii Leviticus 19:18; Mark 12:31 

https://aish.com/48880517/

