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I. Introduction – The Modern Power and Problematics  
of Benefit of the Doubt 

1. Alan Morinis, Mussar Pathways, “Kavod” 

Most of us walk around engaged in unconscious, involuntary, unwarranted and hyper-critical 
judgment of other people. This habit is so common and so subliminal that drawing attention to 
it can be an enormous wake-up call. Do you realize that when you walk into a room, you tend to 
immediately judge everyone there? And not just judge, which implies a kind of even-handed 
assessment, but actually seek out characteristics and behaviors that seem to be lacking? A 
commonsense consideration of this behavior will tell you that it is damaging. The damage 
extends to the one who is judged, as well as the one who judges… 

Unfortunately, the habit to judge others harshly tends to be so ingrained that we require real 
help to overcome this tendency. The Talmud instructs us, "Judge everyone favorably" (Avot 1:6) 
This means that if you see someone doing something of a questionable nature, then you are not 
permitted to assume that this person is actually doing something negative, but rather you should 
interpret it in a favorable manner. You are obligated to give everyone the benefit of the doubt 
and judge favorably. Think, for example, of someone who arrives late for a meeting (or it could 
be a prayer service or a social evening). What will be your first thought? Will it be, "It's so 
disrespectful of someone to come late just because they can't organize themselves to be on time, 
or are just too lazy to make the effort"? Or will it be, "Maybe this person was up all night with a 
sick child, or maybe he or she would have been right on time if not for a last minute diversion to 
help someone with his burden"? Which comes to your mind first? 

Here we have one antidote to being judgmental. The Mussar teachers call it “dan l'kaf zechut,” 
which is often interpreted as "giving the benefit of the doubt." But it actually demands more of 
us than that. To be dan l'kaf zechut means that even if we see behavior which is clearly 
improper, we should still try to look for mitigating factors or positive aspects which might be 
present. Our task is to take into consideration all the factors that are in play for that person, and 
if we do, we are bound to turn up some redeeming virtues, since no one is bereft of at least some 
good qualities. 
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2. David R Wojciechowski, “When Men Get the Benefit of the Doubt,” Medium, 
December 18, 2017 

After Harvey Weinstein was ousted from his position, I grew hopeful that this was a new age in 
America, if not the world. An age where men will not be given the de facto benefit of the doubt 
in light of multiple accusations of misconduct; an age where women would not have to fear 
reprisal for coming forward against their abusers; an age where men finally begin to understand 
that women have long been navigating a maze of sexism, and still will as long as patriarchal 
institutions are allowed to flourish. My hopes grew stronger and stronger as more men —
 powerful men like Matt Lauer and Louis CK! — rightfully fell from grace as their lecherous 
predilections were exposed. Then came the Al Franken blowback. 

 
Franken’s supporters insist that the man be given every benefit of the doubt. From insisting 
that Leeann Tweeden is a GOP false flag operative and a massive slut, to decrying his anonymous 
accusers for not stepping out of the shadows (would YOU face the rabid masses to accuse a 
popular Senator at risk to life and limb?), to calling for a thorough ethics investigation that would 
force his accusers to relive their trauma and possibly face Franken in the flesh, no rock has been 
left unturned to protect this man from eight — eight! — accusations of sexual misconduct… For 
millennia now we have extended the benefit of the doubt to men while casting the women 
accusing them aside without a second thought as to their veracity. #MeToo has put a spotlight 
on this harmful, patriarchal status quo. I hope we can continue to dismantle this anachronistic 
norm and leave it in the past where it belongs. 
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3. Brendan O'Neill, “Whatever happened to the presumption of innocence?” Los Angeles 
Times, November 16, 2017 

[Piven] wonders what happened to "the benefit of the doubt." To "tear each other down and 
destroy careers based on mere allegations is not productive at all," he says. He's right. In 
defending himself, Piven is also defending one of the core principles of an advanced society: 
the presumption of innocence. ... 

Some have argued that the presumption of innocence is a legal standard that does not apply in 
everyday life. The law must not prejudge someone, but we can. In fact, that's how Mitt Romney 
framed his condemnation of Roy Moore, the Republican Senate candidate who stands accused 
of molesting teenage girls. "Innocent until proven guilty is for criminal convictions, not 
elections," Romney wrote on Twitter. In a narrow sense, that's perfectly true. But Romney's line 
of argument can lead us astray. Legal standards aren't cold, abstract ideas. They embody what 
communities over time have agreed is a more civilized way of doing things. People are brushing 
aside the presumption of innocence as mere legalism so they don't have to feel bad when they 
tweet: "George Takei is a pervert." They're saying that while judges should exercise restraint, 
mere mortals don't have to. What spectacularly low self expectations.  

Of course we all have our private thoughts on the guilt or otherwise of the accused. But when 
tens of thousands of these thoughts come together in a mass public verdict, we behave like a 
mob… Maybe every man accused of sexual misconduct is, in fact, guilty. But what if a few did 
nothing wrong? What if just one man is innocent? If one day you're accused, my guess is you'd 
rather like it if I gave you the benefit of the doubt. 

4. “American Attitudes on Sexual Harassment,” Ipsos Poll on Behalf of NPR, December 2017 

One poignant example of the tension facing Americans on the topic of sexual harassment is the 
level of doubt assigned to both the victim and the accused. Eight in ten (79%) Americans believe 
those who report being victims of sexual harassment should be given the benefit of the doubt 
until proven otherwise, yet nearly the same number (77%) believe people accused of sexual 
harassment should be given the benefit of the doubt until proven otherwise as well. Women 
are more sympathetic to the victim (84% agree to giving them the benefit of the doubt) than the 
accused (73% agree), while men are more sympathetic to the accused (74% agree to giving the 
victim the benefit of the doubt vs. 81% agree to giving it to the accused). This dichotomy is also 
felt along party lines, with Democrats slightly more supportive of the victim (85% agree to giving 
them the benefit of the doubt vs. 75% agree to giving the accused the benefit of the doubt) than 
Republicans are (78% agree to giving the victim the benefit of the doubt vs. 80% for the accused). 
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II. The Rabbinic Power and Problematics of Benefit of the Doubt 

5. Mishnah Avot 1:6 

Yehoshua ben Perachia says, "Make for yourself a mentor, acquire for yourself a friend, and judge 
every person on the scale of innocence.  

 :ְיהֹוֻׁשַע ֶּבן ְּפַרְחָיה אֹוֵמר, ֲעֵׂשה ְל� ַרב, ּוְקֵנה ְל� ָחֵבר, ֶוֱהֵוי ָדן ֶאת ָּכל ָהָאָדם ְלַכף ְזכּות

6. Babylonian Talmud Shevuot 30a 

[What is the meaning of the verse] “With justice you shall judge your kinsperson” (Leviticus 
19:15)? Judge your colleague on the scale of innocence. 

 .הוי דן את חבירך לכף זכות ?בצדק תשפוט עמיתך

7. Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 127b 

One who judges another favorably is themselves judged favorably. And there was an incident 
involving a certain person who descended from the Upper Galilee and was hired to work for a 
certain homeowner in the South for three years. On the eve of the Day of Atonement, he said to 
the homeowner: Give me my wages, and I will go and feed my wife and children. The homeowner 
said to him: I have no money. He said to him: In that case, give me my wages in the form of 
produce. He said to him: I have none. The worker said to him: Give me my wages in the form of 
land. The homeowner said to him: I have none. The worker said to him: Give me my wages in the 
form of animals. He said to him: I have none. The worker said to him: Give me cushions and 
blankets. He said to him: I have none. The worker slung his tools over his shoulder behind him 
and went to his home in anguish. 

 תנו  רבנן  הדן  חבירו  לכף  זכות דנין אותו  לזכות ומעשה באדם אחד שירד מגליל העליון ונשכר 
 אצל בעל הבית אחד בדרום שלש שנים ערב יום הכפורים אמר לו תן לי שכרי ואלך ואזון את 
 אשתי ובני אמר לו אין לי מעות אמר לו תן לי פירות אמר לו אין לי תן לי קרקע אין לי תן לי 

 בהמה אין לי תן לי כרים וכסתות אין לי הפשיל כליו לאחוריו והלך לביתו בפחי נפש 
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After the festival of Sukkot, the homeowner took the worker’s wages in his hand, along with a 
burden that required three donkeys, one laden with food, one laden with drink, and one laden 
with types of sweets, and went to the worker’s home. After they ate and drank, the homeowner 
gave him his wages. The homeowner said to him: When you said to me: Give me my wages, and 
I said: I have no money, of what did you suspect me? The worker answered, I said: Perhaps the 
opportunity to purchase merchandise inexpensively presented itself, and you purchased it with 
the money that you owed me. The homeowner asked: And when you said to me: Give me 
animals, and I said: I have no animals, of what did you suspect me? The worker answered: I said: 
Perhaps the animals are hired to others. The homeowner asked: When you said to me: Give me 
land, and I said: I have no land, of what did you suspect me? The worker answered: I said: Perhaps 
the land is leased to others. The homeowner asked: And when you said to me: Give me produce, 
and I said: I have no produce, of what did you suspect me? The worker answered: I said: Perhaps 
they are not tithed, and that was why you could not give them to me. The homeowner asked: 
And when I said: I have no cushions or blankets, of what did you suspect me? The worker 
answered: I said: Perhaps he consecrated all his property to the Temple. The homeowner said to 
him: I swear by the Temple service that it was so! I consecrated all my property because of 
Hyrcanus, my son, who did not engage in Torah study. And when I came to my fellows [the 
rabbinic court] in the South they dissolved all my vows. And you, just as you judged for merit, so 
may God judge you for merit. 

 
 לאחר הרגל נטל בעל  הבית שכרו  בידו ועמו משוי  שלשה חמורים אחד של מאכל ואחד של משתה 
 ואחד של מיני מגדים והלך לו לביתו אחר שאכלו ושתו נתן לו שכרו אמר לו בשעה שאמרת לי
 תן לי שכרי ואמרתי אין לי מעות במה חשדתני אמרתי שמא פרקמטיא בזול נזדמנה לך ולקחת 
 בהן ובשעה שאמרת לי תן לי בהמה ואמרתי אין לי בהמה במה חשדתני אמרתי שמא מושכרת 
 ביד אחרים בשעה שאמרת לי תן לי קרקע ואמרתי לך אין לי קרקע במה חשדתני אמרתי שמא 
 מוחכרת ביד אחרים היא ובשעה שאמרתי לך אין לי פירות במה חשדתני אמרתי שמא אינן
 מעושרות ובשעה שאמרתי לך אין לי כרים וכסתות במה חשדתני אמרתי שמא הקדיש כל נכסיו 
 לשמים אמר ליה העבודה כך היה הדרתי כל נכסי בשביל הורקנוס בני שלא עסק בתורה 
 וכשבאתי אצל חבירי בדרום התירו לי כל נדרי ואתה כשם שדנתני לזכות המקום ידין אותך 

 לזכות 
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There was an incident involving a certain pious man who redeemed a young Jewish woman from 
captivity. When they arrived at the inn he had her lie beneath his feet. The next day, he 
descended, and immersed in a ritual bath, and taught his students. And the pious man said to his 
students: When I had her lie beneath my feet, of what did you suspect me? They said to him: We 
said: Perhaps there is a student among us whose conduct is not established before the rabbi. He 
said to them: When I descended and immersed, of what did you suspect me? They answered: 
Perhaps due to the exertion of travel, the rabbi experienced a seminal emission. He said to them: 
I swear by the Temple service that it was so! And you, just as you judged me for merit, so may 
God judge you for merit. 

 
 תנו  רבנן  מעשה בחסיד אחד שפדה  ריבה אחת  בת  ישראל  ולמלון  השכיבה  תחת מרגלותיו  למחר 
לתלמ ידיו ואמר להן בשעה שהשכבתיה תחת מרגלותי במה חשדתוני אמרנו  ושנה  וטבל   ירד 
 שמא יש בנו תלמיד שאינו בדוק לרבי בשעה שירדתי וטבלתי במה חשדתוני אמרנו שמא מפני 
 טורח הדרך אירע קרי לרבי אמר להם העבודה כך היה ואתם כשם שדנתוני לכף זכות המקום 

 ידין אתכם לכף זכות 

Once there was a certain matter needed by Torah scholars with certain matron with whom all 
the prominent people of Rome kept company. They said: Who will go? Rabbi Yehoshua said to 
them: I shall go. Rabbi Yehoshua and his students went. When they arrived at the entrance of her 
house, he removed his tfilin at a distance of four cubits, and entered, and locked the door in front 
of his students. After he emerged, he descended and immersed in a ritual bath, and taught his 
students. And he said to his students: When I removed tfilin, of what did you suspect me? They 
said to him, we said: The rabbi must hold that sacred items may not enter a place of impurity. He 
asked: When I locked the door, of what did you suspect me? They said to him: We said: Perhaps 
there is a royal matter that between him and her. Rabbi Yehoshua asked: When I descended and 
immersed, of what did you suspect me? They said to him, we said: Perhaps a bit of spittle sprayed 
from her mouth onto the rabbi’s clothes. Rabbi Yehoshua said to them: I swear by the Temple 
service that it was so! And you, just as you judged for merit, so may God judge you for merit. 
 
גדולי רומי   תנו רבנן פעם אחת הוצרך דבר אחד לתלמידי חכמים אצל מטרוניתא  אחת שכל  
 מצויין אצלה  אמרו מי ילך אמר להם רבי יהושע אני אלך הלך רבי יהושע ותלמידיו כיון שהגיע 
 לפתח ביתה חלץ תפיליו ברחוק ארבע אמות ונכנס ונעל הדלת בפניהן אחר שיצא ירד וטבל ושנה 
 לתלמידיו ואמר להן בשעה שחלצתי תפילין במה חשדתוני אמרנו כסבור רבי לא יכנסו דברי 
 קדושה במקום טומאה בשעה שנעלתי במה חשדתוני אמרנו שמא דבר מלכות יש בינו לבינה 
 בשעה שירדתי וטבלתי במה חשדתוני אמרנו שמא ניתזה צינורא מפיה על בגדיו של רבי אמר 

 :להם העבודה כך היה ואתם כשם שדנתוני לזכות המקום ידין אתכם לזכות
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8. Babylonian Talmud Moed Katan 17a 

There was a certain young Torah scholar who gained a bad reputation due to rumors. Rav Yehuda 
said: What should be done? To excommunicate him is not an option. The Sages need him. Not to 
excommunicate him is also not an option, as then the name of Heaven would be desecrated. Rav 
Yehuda said to Rabba bar bar Ḥana: Have you heard anything with regard to this? He said to him: 
Rabbi Yoḥanan said as follows: What is the meaning of that which is written: “For the priest’s lips 
should keep knowledge, and they should seek Torah at his mouth; for he is a messenger [malakh] 
of the Lord of hosts” (Malachi 2:7)? This verse teaches: If the teacher is similar to an angel 
[malakh] of the Lord, then seek Torah from his mouth, but if not, then do not seek Torah from 
his mouth. So Rav Yehuda ostracized him. In the end, Rav Yehuda took ill and was on the verge 
of death. The Sages came to inquire about his well-being, and the ostracized scholar came along 
with them as well. When Rav Yehuda saw him, he smiled. The ostracized scholar said to him: Was 
it not enough that you excommunicated me, but now you even laugh at me? Rav Yehuda said to 
him: I was not laughing at you; rather, I am happy as I go to the other world that I did not flatter 
even a man like you. 

 ההוא צורבא מרבנן דהוו סנו שומעניה א"ר יהודה היכי ליעביד לשמתיה צריכי ליה רבנן לא 
 לשמתיה קא מיתחיל שמא דשמיא א"ל לרבב"ח מידי שמיע לך בהא א"ל הכי א"ר יוחנן מאי 
 דכתיב (מלאכי ב, ז) כי שפתי כהן ישמרו דעת ותורה יבקשו מפיהו כי מלאך ה' צבאות הוא אם 
 דומה הרב למלאך ה' יבקשו תורה מפיו ואם לאו אל יבקשו תורה מפיו שמתיה רב יהודה לסוף 
 איחלש רב יהודה אתו רבנן לשיולי ביה ואתא אי הו נמי בהדייהו כד חזייה רב יהודה חייך אמר 
 ליה לא מסתייך דשמתיה לההוא גברא אלא אחוכי נמי חייך בי א"ל לאו בדידך מחייכנא אלא 

 דכי אזלינא לההוא עלמא בדיחא דעתאי דאפילו לגברא כוותך לא חניפי ליה 

Rav Yehuda died. The ostracized scholar came to the study hall and said to the Sages: Release me 
from the decree of ostracism. The Sages said to him: There is no man here as eminent as Rav 
Yehuda who can release you from the ostracism. Rather, go to Rabbi Yehuda Nesia in Eretz 
Yisrael, as only he can release you. That scholar came before Rabbi Yehuda Nesia. Rabbi Yehuda 
Nesia said to Rabbi Ami: Go and examine his case. If it is necessary to release him from his decree 
of ostracism, release him on my authority. Rabbi Ami examined his case and thought at first to 
release him from his ostracism. But Rabbi Shmuel bar Naḥmani rose up on his feet and said: If 
the maidservant in the house of Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi once ostracized another person, and the 
Sages did not relate frivolously to her decree of ostracism and did not revoke it until three years 
had passed, all the more so, with regard to a decree of ostracism placed by Yehuda our colleague, 
we must take it seriously and not release this scholar. Rabbi Zeira said: What caused this Elder, 
Rabbi Shmuel bar Naḥmani, to come before us in the study hall today though for many years he 
did not come, and now he comes precisely during this discussion?! Learn from this that it is not 
necessary to release that man from his decree of ostracism, as this combination of events is 
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certainly not a coincidence. Consequently, Rabbi Ami did not release him from the ostracism, and 
the ostracized scholar left in tears. 

 נח נפשיה דרב יהודה אתא לבי מדרשא אמר להו שרו לי אמרו ליה רבנן גברא דחשיב כרב יהודה 
 ליכא הכא דלישרי לך אלא זיל לגביה דר' יהודה נשיאה דלישרי לך אזל לקמיה א"ל לר' אמי 
 'פוק עיין בדיניה אי מיבעי למישרא ליה שרי ליה עיין ר' אמי בדיניה סבר למישרא ליה עמד ר
 שמואל בר נחמני על רגליו ואמר ומה שפחה של בית רבי לא נהגו חכמים קלות ראש בנידויה 
 שלש שנים יהודה חבירינו על אחת כמה וכמה א"ר זירא מאי דקמן דאתא האידנא האי סבא 
 בבי מדרשא דהא כמה שני לא אתא ש"מ לא מיבעי למישרא ליה לא שרא ליה נפק כי קא בכי 

 ואזיל 

A wasp came and stung the ostracized scholar on his penis and he died. They took his body to 
the caves in which the pious are interred in order to bury him there, but the caves did not accept 
him. They then took him into the caves of the judges, which accepted him. What is the reason 
that he was accepted there? Even though he sinned, he still acted in accordance with the opinion 
of Rabbi Ilai, as it is taught that Rabbi Ilai said: If a man sees that his evil inclination is gaining 
control over him, he should go to a place where he is not known. He should wear black, and he 
should wrap his head in black. He should do as his heart desires and not desecrate the name of 
Heaven in public.  

 אתא זיבורא וטרקיה  אאמתיה ושכיב  עיילוהו  למערתא  דחסידי ולא  קיבלוהו עיילוהו למערתא 
 דדייני וקיבלוהו מ"ט דעבד כר' אילעאי דתניא ר' אילעאי אומר אם רואה אדם שיצרו מתגבר 
 עליו ילך למקום שאין מכירין אותו וילבש שחורים ויתעטף שחורים ויעשה מה שלבו חפץ ואל 

  יחלל שם שמים בפרהסיא
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III. Attempted Solutions and the Interpretations they Reveal 

9. Babylonian Talmud Moed Katan 18b 

Rabbi Reuven ben Itzterobili said: A person is suspected of something only if they have done 
it. And if they did not do it wholly, then they did it partly. And if they did not do it partly, then 
they thought in their heart to do it. And if they did not think to themselves to do it, then they saw 
others doing it and were happy.  
 
 אמר רב משום רבי ראובן בן אצטרובילי ואמרי  לה במתניתא תנא א "ר  ראובן בן אצטרובילי 
 אין אדם נחשד בדבר אלא א"כ עשאו ואם לא עשה כולו עשה מקצתו ואם לא עשה מקצתו הרהר 

 בלבו לעשותו ואם לא הרהר בלבו לעשותו ראה אחרים שעשו ושמח 

 
Rabbi Ya’akov raised an objection: Does the verse not say: “And the children of Israel fabricated 
matters that were not true against the Lord their God?” And that was done out of anger! Come 
and hear an additional challenge: The verse states: “And they were jealous of Moses in the camp, 
of Aaron the Lord’s holy one” (Psalms 106:16). Rav Shmuel bar Yitzḥak said: This verse teaches 
that every man warned his wife against Moses. And that was done out of hatred! And 
furthermore, come and hear that which Rabbi Yosei said: May my portion in the future world be 
with one who is suspected but is innocent. And Rav Pappa said: They suspected me but I was 
not guilty. 

יעקב יז ,ט( מתיב רבי   ב  על ה) מלכים   כן   ישראל דברים אשר לא  בני   א להיהם התם'ויחפאו 
 להכעיס הוא דעבוד תא שמע (תהלים קו, טז) ויקנאו למשה במחנה לאהרן קדוש ה' רב שמואל 
 בר יצחק אמר מלמד שכל אחד קינא לאשתו ממשה התם משום שנאה הוא דעבוד ת"ש אמר 
 רבי יוסי יהא חלקי עם מי שחושדין אותו בדבר ואין בו ואמר רב פפא לדידי חשדון ולא הוה בי 

It is not difficult. This is referring to a rumor that stops, whereas that is referring to a rumor that 
does not stop.  To be considered a rumor that does not stop, for how long must it persist? Abaye 
said: My nurse told me: Local gossip lasts for a day and a half. This applies only if the rumor did 
not stop in between, but if it stopped in between then it is not considered a persistent rumor. 
And if the rumor stopped in between, we said that it is considered baseless only if it stopped of 
its own accord and not out of fear. But if the rumor stopped out of fear, then this dispensation 
does not apply, and it is still assumed that there must be some basis to the rumor. And we said 
that a rumor that stopped is assumed to be baseless only if it did not arise again. But if it arose 
again, then this does not apply. And we said that a rumor that does not stop must be taken 
seriously only if the slandered person has no enemies. But if the slandered person has enemies, 
then it can be assumed that it was enemies who spread the rumor. 
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 לא קשיא הא ב קלא דפסיק הא בקלא דלא פסיק וקלא דלא פסיק עד כמה אמר אביי אמרה לי 
 אם דומי דמתא יומא ופלגאוהני מילי דלא פסק ביני ביני אבל פסק ביני  ביני לית לן בה וכי פסק 
 ביני ביני לא אמרן אלא דלא פסק מחמת יראה אבל פסק מחמת יראה לא ולא אמרן אלא דלא 
 הדר נבט אבל הדר נבט לא ולא אמרן אלא דלית ליה אויבים אבל אית ליה אויבים אויבים הוא 

 : דאפקוה לקלא

 

10. Maimonides, Commentary to Mishnah Avot 1:6 

"And judge every person as meritorious:" The context is when there is a person whom you do 
not know whether they are righteous or wicked and you see them doing an act or saying 
something and if you interpret it one way it will be good and if you interpret in another way it 
will be bad. In this case, assume the good and do not think bad about it. However, if the person 
is known to be famously righteous and of good deeds; and an action of theirs is seen that all of 
its aspects indicate that it is a bad deed and a person can only determine it to be good with great 
stretching and a distant possibility, it is appropriate that you understand the action as good, since 
there is some aspect of a possibility that it is good. And it is not permitted to suspect them; and 
it is said "Anyone who suspects proper ones will be struck in their body." And similarly, in a case 
of an evil person whose deeds are famous, and after we see that they do a deed, all of the 
indications about which are that it is good but there is an aspect of a distant possibility that it is 
bad; it is appropriate to guard oneself from them and not to believe that it is good, since there 
is a possibility for the bad. And about this is it stated "Though they be fair-spoken do not trust 
them, etc." But when they are not known and the deed is indeterminate towards one of the two 
extremes; according to the ways of piety, one must judge a person as meritorious. 

 והוי דן את כל האדם לכף זכות .ענינו כשיהיה אדם שלא תדע בו אם צדיק הוא אם רשע ותראהו
 שיעשה מעשה או יאמר דבר שאם תפרשהו על דרך אחת יהיה טוב ואם תפרשהו על דרך אחרת 
 יהיה רע קח אותו על הטוב ולא תחשוב בו רע אבל אם יהיה האדם נודע שהוא צדיק מפורסם 
 ובפעולות הטובות ונראה  לו פועל שכל עניניו מורים שהוא פועל רע  ואין אדם יכול להכריעו לטוב 
 אלא בדוחק גדול ואפשר רחוק הוא ראוי שתקח אותו שהוא טוב אחר  שיש שום צד אפשרות 
 להיותו טוב ואין  מותר לך לחשדו  ועל זה אמרו  כל החושד  בכשרים לוקה בגופו וכן  כשיהיה רשע 
 ויתפרסמו מעשיו ואחר  כן ראינוהו שיעשה מעשה שכל ראיותיו מורות שהוא טוב ויש בו צד 
 אפשרות  רחוק  לרע  ראוי  להשמר ממנו ושלא  תאמן בו שהוא טוב אחר  שיש בו  אפשרות  לרע  ועל 

 משני  בלתי  ידוע  והמעשה בלתי  מכריע לאוגו' וכשהי' כי יחנן  קולו אל תאמן  בו )גם(  זה נאמר
 הקצוות צריך בדרך  החסידות שתדין לכף זכות איזה קצה שיהיה משני  הקצוות 
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11. Chofetz Chaim, The Prohibition of Evil Speech, Principle 6 

It is forbidden by the Torah to accept gossip… That is, we may not believe in our hearts that 
what is said is true. For, if we do, we will look down upon the one spoken of… Even merely 
hearing gossip is prohibited by the Torah, even if at the time of hearing the listener does not 
intend to accept what is said, since they incline their ear to hear… 

 ָאסּור ְלַקֵּבל ָלׁשֹון ָהָרע ִמן ַהּתֹוָרה ,ֵּבין ֶׁשהּוא ֵמַהְּדָבִרים ,ֶׁשֵּבין ָאָדם ַלָּמקֹום ,אֹו ֵמהְּדָבִרים ,ֶׁשֵּבין 
ִמי  ְּבֵעיֵנינּו , ְיֻבֶּזה   ֶזה  ְיֵדי  ַעל   ִּכי   ֱאֶמת , הּוא  ֶׁשַהִסּפּור   ְּבִלֵּבנּו   ַנֲאִמין   ֶׁשּלֹא  )א ( ְּדַהְינּו   ַלֲחֵברֹו ,  ָאָדם 
ֶהָעֹון  ֶאת   ְהֵרי הּוא ׁשֹוֶנה  ָהִכי , ָלאו  ְּדִאי  ְלִסּפּורֹו , ְּבֵפרּוׁש  לֹו   ַיְסִּכים   לֹא  ִאם   ַוֲאִפּלּו  ָעָליו .  ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר 
 ְּבִכְפַלִים ,ֶׁשהּוא ְמַסֵּפר ּוְמַקֵּבל ַאף ַעל )ב (ְׁשִמיַעת  ָלׁשֹון  ָהָרע  ְלַבד ַּגם ֵּכן ֵיׁש ִאסּור ִמן ַהּתֹוָרה ,ַאף 

 . ִּדְבֵעת ַהְּׁשִמיָעה ֵאין  ְּבַדְעּתֹו ְלַקֵּבל ֶאת ַהּדָ ָבר ,ֵּכיָון  ֶׁשַּמֶּטה ָאְזָניו ִלְׁשֹמעַ 

But there is a difference between hearing and accepting in several respects. For hearing alone, 
without accepting, is permitted if what is said will affect the listener in the future. In cases 
where it will affect the listener if the rumor true, as when the listener understands from the 
beginning of what the speaker says that they wish to show that the one spoken about is not to 
be trusted, and the like — if, for example, originally, the hearer intended to take the one spoken 
about into their business or to enter into partnership with them or to arrange a marriage with 
them, and the like, they are permitted to listen and to suspect that it might be true, so that they 
can guard himself against them. This is permitted since their intent is not to listen to the 
demeaning of their fellow, but to guard themselves against future injury or strife and 
contention and the like. The same applies when they derive no personal benefit from what is 
said; but if by listening, some benefit may result for others, it is also permitted. Examples of this 
are when they wish to hear this thing in order to find out afterwards if it is true and to reprove 
the one who is spoken about for their behavior. Perhaps this will result in the sinner's repenting, 
or in returning the theft to its owners, or to appease the one they "insulted and blasphemed," 
and the like, in which instance it is permitted. But to accept it — that is, to believe in one’s heart 
that it is true — is forbidden in all instances… 

לֹו ַעל  ַא� ֵיׁש ִחּלּוק ֵּבין ְׁשִמיָעה ְלַקָּבָלה ְּבַכָּמה ִעְנָיִנים, ְּדִבְׁשִמיָעה ֵאין ִאסּור, ַרק ִאם ֵאין ַהָּדָבר נֹוֵגַע 
ין ִמְּתִחַּלת ַהִּסּפּור, ֶׁשהּוא  ְלַהָּבא, ֲאָבל ִאם ַהָּדָבר נֹוֵגַע לֹו ַעל ְלַהָּבא, ִאם ֱאֶמת הּוא, ְּכגֹון ֶׁשהּוא ֵמבִ 

ה ְלַהְכִניסֹו  רֹוֶּצה ְלַהְראֹותֹו ְּבִסּפּורֹו, ֵאי� ֶׁשְּפלֹוִני ֵאינֹו ִאיׁש ְמֵהיָמן ּוְכַהאי ַּגְוָנא, ְוָהָיה ְּבַדְעּתֹו ִמְּתִחּלָ 
ַּגְוָנא, ֻמָּתר ְלַכְּתִחָּלה ִלְׁשֹמַע ְּכֵדי ָלחּוׁש ָלֶזה    ְּבִעְסקֹו אֹו ְלִהְׁשַּתֵּתף ִעּמֹו אֹו ַלֲעׂשֹות ִׁשּדּו� ִעּמֹו ְוָכל ְּכַהאי

רֹוֶצה   ּוְלִהָּׁשֵמר ִמֶּמּנּו, ֵּכיָון ְּדַמה ֶּׁשהּוא רֹוֶצה ִלְׁשֹמַע, ֵאין ַּכָּוָנתֹו ִלְׁשֹמַע ְּגנּותֹו ֶשל ֲחֵברֹו, ַרק הּוא
ֵדי ֶהֵּזק אֹו ִליֵדי ַמָּצה ּוְמִריָבה ּוְכַהאי ַּגְוָנא. ְוהּוא ַהִּדין  ְלַהִּציל ֶאת ַעְצמֹו, ְּכֵדי ֶׁשּלֹא ָיבֹוא ַאַחר ָּכ� ִלי

ר,  ֵהיָכא, ְּדֵאין נֹוֵגַע לֹו ׁשּום טֹוָבה ֵמַהְּׁשִמיָעה, ַרק ַעל ְיֵדי ְׁשִמיָעתֹו ְיֻסַּבב טֹוָבה ַלֲאֵחִרים, ַּגם ֵּכן ֻמּתָ 
ר ַאַחר ָּכ�, ִאם ֱאֶמת הּוא, ּוְלהֹוִכיַח ִלְפלֹוִני ַעל ֶזה, ְואּוַלי ַעל  ְּכגֹון, ֶׁשרֹוֶּצה ִלְׁשֹמַע ָּדָבר ֶזה ְּכֵדי ַלֲחקֹ 

ֵחֵרף ְוִגֵּדף  ְיֵדי ֶזה ִיְהֶיה ִסָּבה, ֶׁשָּיׁשּוב ַהחֹוֵטא ֵּמֶחְטאֹו אֹו ֶׁשָּיִׁשיב ֶאת ַהְּגֵזָלה ִלְבָעָליו אֹו ֶׁשְּיַפֵּיס ְלִמי ׁשֶ 
ַעם ַּכַּנ"ל. ֲאָבל ְלַקֵּבל, ְּדַהְינּו, ְלַהְחִליט ַהָּדָבר ְּבִלּבֹו, ֶׁשהּוא ֱאֶמת, ָאסּור ְּבָכל  ְוַכּיֹוֵּצא ָּבֶזה, ְּדֻמָּתר, ְוַהּטַ 

 .ַּגְוֵני
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And furthermore even if one knows that what was told them is true, but that they could incline 
judgment in one direction or another, and the one who told him judged him in the scales of 
guilt, whereby they demeaned the one spoken about, it is known that it is a mitzvah for the 
hearer to judge them in the scales of merit , and if one transgresses this and does not judge him 
in the scales of merit, and agrees with the speaker, who demeans them — not only do they 
transgress: "In righteousness shall you judge your neighbor," but they are also called "an accepter 
of gossip." For because they did not judge the other in the scales of merit, the demeaning words 
came to be believed of them. And all this even if the story were about a typical person, who 
usually was careful not to sin, but sometimes stumbled into it. How much more so if it were about 
a Gd-fearing person, to whom there applies even more the mitzvah of "In righteousness shall you 
judge your neighbor!” And yet the hearer transgresses this and judges them in the scales of guilt, 
agreeing with the speaker in their demeaning of them! Of a certainty that one transgresses the 
prohibition of accepting gossip… 

ַחְבֵריֶהם,  ְוַדע ִּדְכֵׁשם ֶׁשָּכַתְבנּו ְּבֵׁשם ַהּפֹוְסִקים, ְּדִמן ַהּתֹוָרה ָאסּור ְלַהֲאִמין ִּדְבֵרי ְּגנּות, ֶׁשְּמַסְּפִרים ַעל  
ּוְלָכאן, ְוַהְמַסֵּפר   ֵּכן ַהִּדין, ֲאִפּלּו ִאם יֹוֵדַע ֶׁשַהְּדָבִרים ֶׁשִסֵּפר לֹו הּוא ֱאֶמת, ַא� ֵיׁש ָּבֶהם ְלַּצֵּדד ְלָכאן

ּות,  לֹו ָּדן אֹותֹו ְלַכף חֹוב, ְוַעל ְיֵדי ֶזה הּוא ְמַגְּנה אֹותֹו, ְוָידּוַע ְּדִמְּצָוה ְלַהּׁשֹוֵמַע ָלדּון אֹותֹו ְלַכף ְזכ 
ְוָהעֹוֵבר ַעל ֶזה ְוֵאינֹו    (ְוהּוא ִּדיָנא ִּדְגָמָרא ְּבָׁשבּועֹות {דף ל'} ּוִמְּצַות ֲעֵׂשה ְּדאֹוַרְיָתא ְלַכָּמה ּפֹוְסִקים),

ָּדן אֹותֹו ְלַכף ְזכּות ְוהּוא ַמְסִּכים ְלַהְמַסֵּפר ִּבְגנּותֹו, לֹא ַּדי ֶׁשָעַבר ַעל {ויקרא י"ט ט"ו}: "ְּבֶּצֶדק  
ֶׁשּלֹא ָּדן אֹותֹו ְלַכף   ִּתְׁשֹּפט ֲעִמיֶת�", ֶאָּלא הּוא ַּגם ֵּכן ִנְכָלל (כ) ְּבֵׁשם ְמַקֵּבל ָלׁשֹון ָהָרע, ֵּכיָון ְּדַעל ְיֵדי

 .ְזכּות, ִמֵּמיָלא ִנְׁשַּתְרֵּבב ָעָליו ַהִּדְבֵרי ְּגנּות

And even though we explained that acceptance of gossip — that is, to believe in one's heart that 
the thing is true — is forbidden according to the Torah, still, the Rabbis have said: "One must, 
nevertheless, suspect." That is, one must accept the thing on the level of suspicion alone, to 
guard oneself from the one spoken about so that no harm come to them at their hand. But let 
there be no doubt about the fact that a person is assumed to be kosher unless proven 
otherwise. And thus the hearer is still obligated to grant the one spoken about all the good 
commanded by the Torah to be accorded to all the people of Israel. For their worth has not been 
diminished in our eyes in any way because of this gossip… In sum, their saying that one must 
suspect, refers only to guarding oneself against harm from the one spoken about, but, Gd 
forbid, to do anything against them or to cause them harm or shame because of this, great or 
small, even if the gossip were spoken of them by a single kosher witness, who testified about 
them thus in court, and even to hate them in one’s heart because of this — this, too, is 
forbidden according to the Torah.  
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