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About ten years ago, then, a young German~-he was not yet thirty—
arrived at my study with a request. He was part of a group of young
Christians, he explained, who had visited Auschwitz as part of their
religious education. At the end of the visit, each member of the group
made a vow to give up a year of his or her life as penance for the
Holocaust their parents and grandparents had authored. His particular
penance was to volunteer for a year to improve, together with Cesar
Chavez and his followers, the plight of the much-abused migrant farm
workers. His request was simply for the use of a room and a telephone at
our campus ministry center. I was deeply moved at the time. On the one
hand 1 remembered the rabbinic adage “Nothing stands in the way of
repentance.” On the other 1 was troubled that both as a Jew and a

Rabbi Polak is a child

:&ﬁgﬁ; ;}:}: 2?1 d survivor, I needed to be a part of this penance. He certainly did not know
Bergen-Belsen that I was a survivor, and in the end, I provided him with the quarters he
coneentration camps; he sought. : :
lost his Father and thirty - Here then was young man who felt that he had inherited the iniqui-
members of his family ties of his forbearers, and that he had to take some responsibility for
in the Holocaust. them. 1 do not know whether he sought forgiveness from G-d for these
' iniquities, although I suspect as much; what I am aware of is his deep
He is currently in his religious need for moral cleansing, and that his strategy for this cleansing
44" year as Hillel Rabbi meant in some way doing the opposite of (and thereby in his soul and in
of Boston University the German soul perhaps undo) what the Nazis had done. Whereas

Krupp and 1.G. Farben engaged Jewish slave workers and let them work
until they died, his penance consisted in doing everything in his power
to improve the lot of hispanic laborers in California and Ohio who each

day breathed-in carcinogenic crop sprays and who were denied toilets
and clean drinking water in their work-placess.

The questions for this paper thus present themselyes: What does
halakha have to say, first, about the repentant Nazi? Second—are the
descendants of Nazis born, say, after 1943, to be treated as innocent
victims of their parents’ evil, or as tainted by their crimes? Are there
consequences to such taint? Third-is there an halakhically identifiable
role for Jews in any process of penance by Nazis or their innocent
descendants (i.e. was I following halakha in giving the young German a
room)? Fourth-—is there an halakhic analogue to the Holocaust, or do we
say that because its crimes were so unimaginable, halakha here is simply
inapplicable? Fifth-is there an halakhic concept of collective guilt, such

. that we may speak of a Nazi-sympathetic collectivity about whom, and
about whose offspring, moral/halakhic statements may be made? And
finally—can an halakhic case be made for the notion, implicit in most of

these questions, that evil can be undone, and if 50, would this be true of
all evil?
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“Were we to base our yuling on humanitarian concerns, or for that
matter, on national honor or sentiment, then suzely fthere would not be
any way to mect this request], Such a person, whose hands Jare stained]
with Jewish blood has no place in the {Jewish community]. Indeed, “lat
him be calied "unclean, yea unclean™ [Lev. 13:45]; let his place be distant
from lsrael, How difficult ... it is to entitle him ‘our brother”.

“Yet from the perspective of the dry halakha [ can find no barrier to
accepting him. Behold Cain, the first murderer in human history,
{according to Genesis Rabbah 22) arying, ‘1 have repented! [ have sepa-
rated!” Exodus Rabba 1g:4 deseribes Job's reference that ‘the stranger
shall not remain outdoors’ bo mean that the Hely One, Blessed be He,
daes not invatidate a human being, He receives everyone, the gates
remain forever open ..., Does the Talmud not relate that R. Meir
descended from Nero ...? Did not Nebuzaradan, slaughterer of Jews,
repent and convert {8, Sanhedrin g6b)?

“If the Court is therefore convinced of his utter remorse, of his
complete repentance, of [the purity of his motive to convert], then there
is no halakhic barrier [to his conversion] ...”
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The Gemara describes Nebuzaradan®s conquest of Jerusalem:
x37 "y — Rava sald: K977 8393 KOWFTR R Nn YWY
TTRYY RrEnay A vy Kb vy — Nebuchadnezzar
sent Nebuzaradan three hundred® mulc-loads of iron axes
that eould provail over from  nhyyyyy vy sy i
- But one gato of Jerusalem swallowed them all; ie. all the
sxes shattered whoen they were used against just one of
Jerusalom’s gates.  poabipt nmbrm Yon R pIANG,, MY -
This is as i} is stated: [Arxainst one of] ifs endrenceways they
bea? with [l theiv] hatchets and axes logether [but to no
avail}l?  ~rroph wa — [Nebuzmadan] sought to withdraw,
it — Heanid:  2vpron vy ves v vy Ry Ropngn —
1 am afraid lest they do to me what they did to Sanchelriv,®
2K} R KpoY — Aheavenly voice® emanated and said: 1w
S0e? 13 — Y0 leaper, the son of 3 Jeaperi™ 9wy PTXI) —
Nebuzaradan, leap into battle and conquer Jerusalem!  Kpu7
M KW R ~ For the fime has come for the Temple {o
be destroyed, '9pi xYpwny -~ and for the Sanchuary™ to he
bwrned™  xy9y 3k vy — [Nebuzaradan] had a single axe
Teft over. nDpusy KDY I RoK — He went and struck [fhe
gate] with the axe’s blunt ond,® and it opened. w13, g
“RITITYY b2 nhyeT Ry — This is as it is stated: May
[that] ave of & wooden thicket [which the enemy used to hreach

derusalem] be recalled [hy Godl us though it were brought
Above {and laid before the Heavenly Thronel® by bwp
Kyawmh xumy Ty ~ Nebuzaradan proceeded through the city,
killing as he went, nndil he veached the Sanctuary. pK
w7y i — He set five fo i, #5297 133 — The Sanotuary
ascended heavenward, NMW P12 07y — buwd they trod on it
from Heaven, pushing it back down™  s1 33yy ma,, “RRw
P NR NAngY — This is 8s it 1s stated:08! [As in} @ wine
press, HASHEM has trodden the virgin daughter of Judah, wp
e ’ny - [Nebuwzaradan] became myvogant in light of his
suecess. © MY MRY KR N3 RpDy — A heavenly veice em-
anated and said to him:  nbup xbor xuy — “His a slain
nation that you slew,®!  1bp xip ®bpg — it is a barned
Sanctuary that youburned, namy Xpny 8wy — it is ground
flour that you ground!” gy %y map 2wy BTy VR, TARIY
vy 1Sy Py bawsten ~ This is alfuded to in Scripture,
as it iy stated: Take millstones and prind flour, Lay bare
the side of your head; expose the braids. Lay bore the thigh;
wade through the rivers,"% =gy k% b — In this verse, it
is not said: “wheat”; My nY8 — rather, i iz said:
“flowr,” whick is wheat that has already beon ground. The verse
says “grind flowr” to feach that Nebuzaradan would crush the
dJews only after they had already been “crushed” by Divine de-
clree.
The navrative condinues:

- RI3Y K7 Ay tnyg ey K — [Nebuzaradan] saw the bloed
of Zechaviah scething on the floor of the Ternple ™ vy o —
He ashed {the Kohanim]: xRy — “What is this?” 1y
wy — They sald to hin:  pppyucT )i oy o1 — “Itisblood
of offcrings ‘i;hat was spilled,’t® an*g Mg — [Nebtzaradan)]
gaid fo them: ¥y e w1 'amK — “Bring suck blood here,
and I will examine whether they resemble each otherf"® vy
~ They staughtered an animal, 1R XYy — and fthe bloods]
did not yesemble sach other, s o ~ [Nebusaradan] said

tothem: 515y - “T'ell me!® what thisblood reallyis. Y ")
— Andifyoudonot, Royymy Nprphn YRh Y K ~ X
will tear your flesh with an jvon eombl” =% yuax — They
answered hiva: Koy Rnay) 1002 180 — “This is $he bloed of 2 man
who was a Kohen and a prophet  kypyina 203y w% aamey
mowrsvt — who prophesied to Isvael about the destruction of
derusalem, w507 — and they Idiled him”  wry wax ~
(Neburaradan} said to themy:  mY kypwow x38 —~ “f will ap-
pease him.”®  pa4q wpwix — He brought rabbinie scholars
Ay brop — and stew them over {the blood], ny Ky - bat it
didnetrest. 5717 %777 508 ~ Hebrought schoolchildren
mgwy g — and slow them over it, Ry x%) — but stifl it did
not vest. M98 My ~ He brought young Kohanimiz
iy vop — and slew them over it, 1) & — but still it did
nobrest.  Riavy e P ey Sup vty — Nebuzaradan
continued slaying people until he had killed ninety-four myxi-
ads® over fthe blood), ny K%y — b stifl it did net vest,
wog Ay 2p — He approached it and oxclaimed:  nyym
m3 — “Zechaviah! Zechariah! oy 2w 0w — Thave
destroyed their best, % wmpbemir 7 My ~ Do you
want me o kilf them all?””  nymya — [The blood] mmediately
rested. FPYIR TPWR YN - At that moment, thoughts of
repontance sntored [Nebuzavadan’s] mind, i He sald

o himselft 92 nimie wey RSy v 1y o mg - I they, who

took only one life, are pumished so severely, ™ K723 KW
Yy PR — then what will become of that man,# who killed
all those peoplel puy — [Nebuzaradan} ren away, il
b R ps ~ He sent a will to his household  manugy —
and he converted to Judaism, e

Having montioned that Nebuzaradan converted fo Judaism,
the Gemara cites a Baraisa that enumetates other enemies of
Israel who hecame associated with Judaism;
1337 25 — The Rabbis taught in 2 Baraisa:

— NAAMAN WAS A RESIDENT CONVERTS 13
NEBUZARADAN WAS A HIGHTEOUS CONVERTE g I man
OGNS R MG R — DEGCENDANTS OF SISERACH
LEARNED TONAX IN JERUSALEM®! 1799 200 9 Ta O5an
A3 T 1)1 — DESOEMDANTS OF BANCHEIRIV TAUGHT TORAK BN

M1 3¢ 1 TRy

PUBLIC,

The Gemara identifies these descendants of Sanchetriv:
wng e — And who were they?  yohuary myny — She-
mayah and Avialyon, 9

The Baraisa continues:
P13 Wan min vmb b YW vy sy -~ DESCENDANTS OF
HAMANSD STUDIED ‘TORAH IN BNEI BRAKSH 0@ P33 nan i)

Y iniK — AND thers worn KVEN DESCENDANTS OF THAT
WICKED MAN [Nebuchadnezzar]  younty W3 wivs witel wipn
MwT w2 NDR - [WHOM] THE HOLY ONE, DLESSED IS
HE, BOUGHT TO BRING UNDER THE WINGS OF 'FHE DIVING PRES-
BNCESY N iz wign neh nawi vuasbn ripg — THE
MINISTRRING ANGELS SAID BEFORE THE HOLY ONE, BLESSED IS
HE: bty DY 133 — “MASTER OF 'tHE UNIVERSRI  2viymy v
WS RE — THE ONE WHO DESTROYED YOUR HOUSE DI i
799" — AND BURNED YOUR SANCTUARY,  HpUWATR)2 nnn oan
— WILI: YOU BRING M UNDER THE WINGS OF THE DIVING PRES.
ENCH

i
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The Gemara records several teachings about the obligation to

" appease a person one had wronged:
pryy v mw — B Yitzchak said: Yoy vvang nx o S
nrma7: — Whoever aggravates hisfellow even through words®™
jougs Wy — is required fo placate him; g — as it is
statedi™ | pn-vIRD DY PR 2 DYRD A7 BRI RN,
— My son, if you have become a guuranior for your friend, if you

have stuck out your palms for a stranger,® for if] you have
become snared with the words of your mouth ... B9 niy nipy
Dyumy v Kink — do this now, iy son, and deliver yourself:™®  v2
PRIPYSITY DRI K7 9YTEe RS ~ Since you Rove come into
your fellow’s hand, go abuase yourself; and treat him like a
ruler. This last segment can be rendered as follows: W inn ax
11 nep i pa T — If there is money in your hand that belongs
to him, " epen up the palm of the hand to pay him.# XY oy
oy why T < And if net, ie. if you do not owe him money, but
you need to make amends for having aggravated him with words,
gather many friends®” around him to ask him forgiveness on
your behalf, 40

The extent of the cbligation of appeasement;

R9pT Y Ry — Ray Chisdasaids by rinws wiaga fomsl iy
oK W2 e — I is necessary o placate him with thres lines
of three people, st Ry — asit is stated:™ by vy,
by Tipg X5y v W R pRn — He goes around to peeple
and says, “I sinned; I made crooked thut which was straight;
and it did not benefit me, "3

The apper limit of the cbligation:
1T 13 98 2t a0y — R Yose bar Chanina saids  Wpapi 5
1120 109 — Whoever beseeches forgiveness' from his friend
oy whehs qniv g wam YK — should net beseech him more
. than three times; "oy — azitis stated: ... K Xip KU,
“RY RY oy~ O please, please forgive the spiteful deed of your
brothers ., . . and now please forgive.®™  ny oy — And if [the
vietim] died,  1ap by rPhym B R TRy Rap - [the
offender] brings ten people and has them stand by his grave,
~pixy— and he says: 32 WAy WH2) SR IR T2 kb -
T have sinned against Hashem, the God of Israel, and against
So-and-so, whom 1 wounded,

R N st
b b sy
B3 1 IR WND
} nipbh nwbY ubh
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Limits to Forgiveness: Nazi Conversion? — Rabbi Efrem Goldberg — Yom Ha’Shoah 2013
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