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ADMITTING MISTAKES R

The Shabbat Table Discussions are designed to provide
parents with a way to engage their families in discussion of
midot and ethics. Visit www.yutorah.org/shabbattable to
subscribe to future issues and view previous issues.

On June 2, 2010, Armando Galarraga, 28 pitched what seemed to be a perfect game, a feat
only achieved twenty times in Major League Baseball's 130 year history. However, on the very
last play of the game, umpire Jim Joyce, 65, mistakenly called the runner safe at first base,
ruining the perfect game. After the game, understanding the mistake he had made and the
implications to Galarraga, with tears in his eyes, Joyce went over to Galarraga and apologized,
admitting his mistake. Galarraga graciously accepted his apology saying "Nobody's perfect.
Everybody's human.” They are currently writing a book together titled "Nobody's Perfect.”

R. Yosef D. Solovetichik was known for his intellectual integrity when delivering a shiur
(lecture). On one particular occasion, he spent the bulk of a two and half hour shiur developing
a particular idea. Many questions were asked by the students during that shiur and after the
shiur, R. Soloveitchik summoned one of the students and told him "you were right and I was
wrong. Tomorrow we will restudy the topic based on the question you raised.”

Memories of a Giant pg. 325

Admitting a mistake is not easy, and requires a certain degree of self-sacrifice that can be humiliating.
Sometimes we have to admit that we are wrong even when it is questionable whether or not there was an
actual error. Admitting to such an error may be the simplest solution to a problem, but may create
negative consequences.
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Let's look at the following scenarios

Michael worked very hard to prepare for the presentation in his history class. One of his
friends asked a question during the presentation, though, that caused Michael to think that

CASE
his entire theory may be incorrect. While Michael has a satisfactory answer to the question

ONE that will spare him the embarrassment of acknowledging that he was wrong, deep down, he

feels that in all honesty, his theory is wrong. What should Michael answer?

Miriam and Esther have been ignoring each other ever since they had an argument a few
CASE  weeks ago. Miriam knows that she can repair their friendship by admitting she was wrong
TWO  and apologizing, but she doesn't really believe that she was wrong. Should she apologize

anyway?

Steven and Chaim are partners in a used car dealership. A customer bought a car from them,

CASE and now claims that he was misled about the quality of the car. Steven thinks that the

THREE CUstomermay be correct and would like to admit to the customer that they were wrong, but

Chaim disagrees. If Steven does admit that they were wrong, both Steven and Chaim will

lose out. What should he do?

Examining the sources

The Greatness of Admitting a Mistake

There are a number of stories in Tanach where someone is praised for admitting a mistake. For example,
after the death of Aharon's children, Moshe Rabbeinu criticizes Aharon and his remaining sons for burning
the remainders of a chatat (sin) offering and not eating it (they felt that because they were mourners, they
should not eat the offering). Aharon maintained his belief that he acted correctly and following a short
debate (The details are recorded in Zevachim 101a-101b) Moshe Rabbeinu concedes to Aharon:

Aharon said to Moshe: Today, [my children] offered their sin and 3227 O 17 ,TYR-9N TR 12T
burnt offerings before God and [died], would it be good in God’s eyes | TIRIPA1,'T *197 DN7V-NR] DORYA-NY
had I eaten that sin offering today? Moshe heard and was satisfied 2077 017 NRYN 272K ;778D 0K
[by the answer]. 1Y 200,y w1 YD
Vayikl'a 10:19-20 5-19: Nﬂp”

Moshe Rabbeinu received the Torah at Sinai and was the authority on all matters of Jewish law. How is
it possible for Aharon to disagree? Wasn't this law discussed at Sinai?

'He was satisfied by the answer’ Moshe was not ashamed. [He could have excused W W2 R 1Y 20

himself] saying 'I never heard the law (at Sinai that a mourner does not eat that XX, Nynw X2 9
offering),’ rather he said "I heard it and I forgot (about it).” SNNOWY "nyaw
Zevachim 101b (adapted from Soncino Translation) :Rp @ nar
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Questlons for the Table

Why does the Talmud praise Moshe Rabbeinu for admitting his mistake? Isn't
this something we would expect of anyone?

e Moshe Rabbeinu is praised for choosing "I heard and I forgot" over "I never heard WhY was
it." Does "I never heard it" imply 'because I never heard it, it must not be true' or Moshe
does it imply 'Aharon is correct and the reason I questioned him is because it was .
something I didn't know about'? pr aised?

e Did Moshe Rabbeinu admit his mistake despite the potential for embarrassment
or was he simply not concerned about embarrassment when admitting the
mistake? Should we be embarrassed when admitting mistakes?

It is the nature of a person to justify themselves even if they are XY DY MIDT 9% QTR YAVAW 10
wrong because the idea of "admitting without being ashamed” (a SV IV RN QPRI WP 0D VDY 19°5K
term used by Rashi, Vayikra 10:20) is very difficult and "W RN A" 2w AR

intimidating. Ay 2 D

R. Chaim Zeitchik, P'ri Chaim page 43

Moshe could have protected his honor by saying 'I never heard it at X2 12 awn 12 51 T2 e
all than to say "I heard and I forgot” because saying I never heard is | °NMWY NYRW MXW 7nn 592 nynw
a positive attribute of a Torah scholar (see Avot 5:6) [and a 1"N2 72U RIT NYRW K2 N
response that does not damage the scholar's reputation. | 230 KR M7 737
R. David HaLevi Segal, Divrei David Vayikra 10:20

R. Zeitchik highlights that when we are confronted about mistakes we might have made, our natural
inclination is to justify our actions. Moshe Rabbeinu could have stood by his position and won the
debate, but instead opted to admit his mistake. While this may not have been a great challenge for
Moshe Rabbeinu (see R. Yehuda L. Chasman, Ohr Yahal to Parashat Shemini'), it is a challenge that
many of us struggle with on a regular basis.

R. Segal notes that Moshe Rabbeinu could have simply responded that he never discussed this particular
question with God when he received the Torah, and protected his dignity. Such a response would not
have affected the final outcome and Aharon would have been informed that his argument was correct.
Moshe Rabbeinu, however, opted to tell the truth despite the potential for embarrassment (see Shabbat
Table Discussion on Lying).

. . How would you apply this discussion to case #1? Does it make a difference if
AP P hcatlon Michael admitting his mistake will negatively impact his grade? Is it reasonable for
to C ase # 1 Michael to ask for more time to think about the question before drawing any

conclusions?
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Legal Rights and Moral Obligations (Cases #2 and #3)

Before discussing cases # 2 and #3, let's distinguish between what halacha obligates one to do and what one
should do. In case #2, if Miriam is truly free of any blame for the dispute, she has no legal obligation to
apologize, even though apologizing may bring an end to the dispute. Yet, Miriam certainly has the option
to apologize and making peace and it is certainly recommended for her to do so. The Talmud states:

Those who are forgiving of others will be forgiven for their own 95 HY 1% 17avn 1T HY 7avna 93
wrongdoings. 2YwH
Rosh HaShanah 17a O IR RN

While this source only addresses the importance of getting along with others in general terms, Avot
D'Rabbi Natan, an addendum to Pirkei Avot, relates how Aharon would make peace between two

disputing parties:
[If there were] two people who had a dispute, Aharon would sit 20 T OV T 7200 WYY 07N "2 01w
with one of them and tell him, "My son, see what your friend is 21277 I1R1 7R TR XX 17 2w AR

saying. He is beating his heart, tearing his clothes and saying "'Woe YR 127 DX 702 IR I 7120 X0

unto me, how can I even look at my friend, I am embarrassed from Y DR R TR 7 IR PN PII ON
N7 IR 121277 N2 0720 DR AROXY

DAY TV 1PN AW K17 .70V 0w
DER 1D AWM TR TN 1297 ORI
27 MAINR 3777 7120 IR °12 PRI R
S92 777 IPWIY 1993 7772 777 WADIWD?

=2:2% N3 92377 MaR

him because I am the one who wronged him'." Aharon would sit
with him until the jealousy is removed from his heart. He would
then go and sit with the other and say "My son, see what your
friend is saying etc. And when the two would meet, they would hug
and kiss one another.

Avot D'Rabbi Natan 12:2

Questlons for the Table What was

Why wasn't Aharon concerned that his plan would backfire when the

Aharon trying

o Why wasn't Aharon concerned that one of the parties was actually to acco mphsh?

two parties finally spoke to each other?

correct and that he would weaken their claim?

Aharon knew that the root cause of a contentious dispute is often "the jealousy of the heart." An honest
dispute may arise over money, or friends or some other matter, but the way to find peace, especially
when the dispute is emotional is to first have the parties make peace and only then can they work out the
original issue. Aharon wasn't interested in working out any monetary dispute or other legal claim. He
was interested in finding a way for the two parties to come to the table as friends.
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In every dispute, there are two sides to the story. Is it possible that Miriam is

APPIIC ation | absolutely free of blame? How would she honestly determine that? Even if she

does verify that she is not at fault, what can we learn from Aharon about whether

to Case #2 | one should admit a mistake that may not have happened in order to promote

peace?

Case # 3 also requires us to examine the tension betweem legal and moral obligations. Shulchan Aruch

discusses a case of two partners where one partner admits to a claim of a plaintiff while the other denies it:

Reuven claims that he lent money to two people, one of them denies it
and the other admits that they took the loan in partnership, [the one
who admits] is not believed regarding the partner and the one who
admits must pay the whole sum.

R. Yosef Karo, Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat 37:4

'R 7921 0% MW 27IWH van 12m0
OX (3°2°°17) 1772mM XIAW WD A7m
TARINIR MOMWA TP 1A NN
.92 2100 1727 X3 1an v

7:19 VDRWM W T IR

Let's assume we are not dealing with outright fraud. If it were fraud, Steven would have no choice but to

refund the money and Chaim would have to agree. The disagreement between Steven and Chaim is

more likely about a situation that is not so clear. For example, the customer found a flaw and Steven is

unsure if the flaw arose after the purchase. Steven feels that since it is possible that the flaw existed

beforehand, the proper thing to do is offer the customer some compensation and Chaim disagrees.

e If Steven feels that legally, the customer has no claim but morally, he should

Apphcation be given compensation, should Steven try to convince Chaim to agree?

e If Chaim claims that there was no wrongdoing and there isn't even a moral

to Case #3 obligation to pay, should Steven offer to pay Chaim's share or should he just

give partial compensation?

Vidui commonly translated as a confessional, is found throught the High Holiday liturgy. R. Meir L.

Weiser, however, has a different definition of vidui:

The term "vidui” is the opposite of denial or refutation, rather a public
acknoledgement of something that people naturally hide. This can be

either admitting the praises of someone else, or one's own shortcomings.

Malbim, Vayikra no. 319

WM 7937 797 KT NI ITA
07X %12 YaLW 127 1992 D0IDAW RIT
IN Y720 [AW 7N R IR0V
JRXY M TN

v "o RPN 2'"abvn

One of the main components of teshuva (repentance) is to admit when we are wrong. This not only

includes admitting to actions that harmed others, it also includes acknowledging our own shortcomings

so that we can work on improving ourselves.

Rosh HaShanah celebrates the birth of man and the greatness of man. The ten days of repentance,

culminating with Yom Kippur also focus on improving oneself and becoming a better person. The

Torah highlights Moshe Rabbeinu's admission of error to teach us that admissions of error don't lower
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us, rather they elevate us. Whether we are confronted by situations similar to Jim Joyce, Michael in case
#1 or any other situation, we should realize that admitting and acknowledging our mistakes can make us
better people.

Compiled by Rabbi Josh Flug, Director of Torah Research, CJF
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R. YEHUDA LEIB CHASMAN (1869-1936) was one of the leaders of the Mussar Movement. He was born in Vilna and held a
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Chevron Yeshiva.

R.YOSEF KARO (1488-1575) is most well known for his Shulchan Aruch, The Code of Jewish Law. Born in Toledo Spain,
his family was forced to leave Spain in 1492 when they settled in Portugal and then Bulgaria. He eventually settled in the
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Yosef.

R. DAVID HALEVI SEGAL (Taz c.1586-1667) was a Polish scholar. He is most well known for his Turei Zahav, a commentary
on Shulchan Aruch. His commentary includes discussions about rulings of his father-in-law, R. Yoel Sirkes.

R. YOSEF D. SOLOVEITCHIK (1903-1993) was born in Pruzhan, Poland, the son of Rabbi Moshe Soloveitchik, and
grandson of Rabbi Chaim HaLevi. In 1932, he moved to America and settled in Boston. He founded Yeshivat Rambam—
the Maimonides School—and delivered weekly shiurim there for many years. In 1941, he succeeded his father, upon the
latter’s passing, as rosh yeshiva at the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary (Yeshiva University), commuting from
Boston to New York each week for over four decades. His shiurim in halachah and aggadah, which reached to the ends of
the Jewish world, made a profound impact on Torah learning in our times. He was known by many as "The Rav" to
connote that he was his generation’s quintessential teacher of Torah, ordaining more rabbis than any other in his

generation.

R. MEIR LEIBUSH WEISER (Malbim 1809-1879) is known for his commentary on Tanach which places a specific emphasis on
the language of the text and apparent synonyms. He held numerous rabbinic posts in his lifetime throughout Europe.R.

CHAIM ZEITCHIK (d. 1989) began his career teaching in the Novardok Yeshiva in Poland and ended his career teaching in
Jerusalem. He authored more than a dozen volumes on Jewish values.

MM PNYAY XY N9 WA 107 10 W K1 ,NART DY AT — AXIY 903 PR -Maw T AR AN X'pra a2 wawa 1Y
PRIV aWow 19172 990 1A 110 KXY ... "INy wOR 11PpwN RY" DY N2Y ROW T MPYONST 19200 10702 70 8D ,1IWD 0TR DY POR
DP1TA2W DITAT? AR — 170w 172 2DWwh O7X Dan 7aR1 XY 12307 782 99977 03 19 1D L. MY aTRY

We have discussed this matter elsewhere in addressing why is it praiseworthy- to the extent that it is engraved in the Torah

eternally- that he admitted the truth and didn't lie, God forbid, because of embarrassment, by saying "I never heard it"? Even
if we were dealing with a simple person, we shouldn't necessarily be amazed by the fact that someone chose not to violate the
commandment "don't lie to one's friend." ... We see from this an important principle! Just as a person's "serious" and "light"
transgressions are given consideration ... so too, regarding fulfillment of commandments. A person receives the proper
reward [no matter how easy], even the greatest of people.
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