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Limits to Forgiveness: Nazi Conversion? — Rabbi Efrem Goldberg

Rabbi Polak is a child
survivor of the
Westerbork and
Bergen-Belsen
concentration camps; he
lost his father and thirty
members of his family
in the Holocaust.

He is currently in his
44% year as Hillel Rabbi
of Boston University

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. [ was deeply moved at the time. On the one
hand I remembered the rabbinic adage “Nothing stands in the way of
repentance.” On the other T was troubled that both as a Jew and a
survivor, I needed to be a part of this penance. He certainly did not know
that 1 was a survivor, and in the end, I provided him with the quarters he
sought.

Here then was young man who felt that he had inherited the iniqui-
ties of his forbearers, and that he had to take some responsibility for
them. I do not know whether he sought forgiveness from G-d for these
iniquities, although 1 suspect as much; what [ am aware of is his deep
religious need for moral cleansing, and that his strategy for this cleansing
meant in some way doing the opposite of (and thereby in his soul and in
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 themselves: 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 [ 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 so, would this be true of
all evil?
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Limits to Forgiveness: Nazi Conversion? - Rabbi Efrem Goldberg

“Were we to base our ruling on humanitarian concerns, or for that
matter, en national honor or sentiment, then surely [there would not be
any way to meet this request]. Such a person, whose hands [are stained)
with Jewish blood has no place in the [Jewish community]. Indeed, “let
him be called "unclean, yea unclean’™ [Lev. 13:45]; let his place be distant
from Israel. How difficult ... it is to entitle him ‘our brother’,

“Yet from the perspective of the dry halakha I can find no barrier to
accepting him. Behold Cain, the first murderer in human history,
(according to Genesis Rabbah 22} arying, ‘I have repented! I have sepa-
rated!’” Exodus Rabba 19:4 describes Job's reference that "the stranger
shall not remain outdoors’ to mean that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
does not invalidate 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 (B. 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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Limits to Forgiveness: Nazi Conversion? — Rabbi Efrem Goldberg

The Gemara describes Nebuzaradan’s conquest of Jerusalem:
¥37 ex — Rava said:  K21999 X393 Rouyps e nn oy
THOINAT T¥7713) A2 1Y K953 whws — Nebuchadnezzar
sent Nebuzaradan three hundred® mule-loads of iron axes
that could prevail over iron®  whyinyy xyiy 1 ympnyys b
— But one gate of Jerusalem swallowed them all; ie. all the
axes shatiered when they were used against just one of
dJerusalem’s gates. P’y niabem Pwan wmrpmng,, MR —
This is as it is stated: [Against one of] ifs eniranceways they
beat with [all their] hatchets and axes together [but to no
availl®  ~vyrmb 'ya — [Nebuzaradan] sought to withdraw,
Ty — Hesaid:  2vynypn vioyy wpwy o o vy xby xoonvn —
I am afraid lest they do to me what they did to Sancheiriv,®
8K K77 K79y — Aheavenly voice® emanated and said: =y
I M2 — O leaper, the son of a leaper!™ =yt yIR9m3) —
Nebuzaradan, leap into battle and conquer Jerusalem!  xypy
A KT Rapt — For the time has come for the Temple to
be destroyed, 9 ¥531) — and for the Sanctuary™ to be
bwrred!” %371 M 7% we — [Nebuzaradan] had a single axe
left over. nnpR) xpipa Anme koR — He went and struck [the
gate] with the axe’s blunt end,™ and it opened, vy, s
URIMTIEYY 1203 nPimY Naws — This is as it is stated: May
[that] axe of @ wooden thicket [which the enemy used to breach

Jerusalem] be recalled [hy God) as though it were brought
Above [and laid before the Heavenly Thronel.t  1xy Swp nyg
w53y N vy — Nebuzaradan proceeded through the city,
killing as he went, until he reached the Sanctuary. pYr18
¥y w1 — He sei fire to it.  xY7 may — The Sanctuary
ascended heavenward, KW T M3 1y — but they trod on it
from Heaven, pushing it back down™ 1 9797 n3,, "o
“rpny-ng niang® — This is as it is stated:t [As in] @ wine-
press, HASHEM has trodden the virgin daughter of Judah. xp
mnys 8o — [Nebuzaradan] became arrogant in light of his
success. © MY TIMSY K73 N2 Koy — A heavenly veice em-
anated and said to him: nbvy xbwp xpy — “It is a slain
nation that you slew,™® nvhp wobp xbuwy - it is a hurned
Sanetuary that you burned, nymm xpmy st — it is ground
flour that you ground!”  nnuy *%3 map wnw) oy My, MR
# NI M2y b Saw-pigt — This is alluded to in Scripture,
as it is stated: Take millstones and grind flour, Lay bare
the side of your head; expose the braids. Lay bare the thigh;
wade through the rivers, " =gy x% won - In this verse, it
is not said:i “wheat™ sy K98 — rather, it is said:
“flour,” which is wheat that has already beer: ground. The verse
says “grind flour™ to teach that Nebuzaradan would crush the
Jews only after they had already been “crushed” by Divine de-
cree,
‘the naxrative continues:

RO R AEPT 2Ty e K — [Nebuzaradan] saw the blood
of Zechariah seething on the floor of the Temple.® b 53¢
He asked [the Kohanim]: i p — “What is this?” 3y
Y — They said to him:  P2RYWLeT KN A3 O ~ “It is blood
of offerings that was spilled.”0% 1% "yx — [Nebuzaradan]
said fo them: noma s vous MK — “Bring such blood here,
and I will examine whether they resemble each other!”@! vpy
- They slaughtered an animal, R X9 — and [the bloods]
did not resemble each other, 1% WK — [Nebuzaradan] said

tothem: 9393 ~ “Tell mel® what this blood reallyis. Y 3
~ And if youdonot,  KY1957 NprIDR2 WTTYAY 199 X3 - I
will tear your flesh with an iron comb!” Y rmx — They
answered him: %37 K"31 102 137 — “This is the blood of a man
who was a Kohen and a prophet  x3a7ma 5xrb w1 =EU
w3y — who prophesied to Israel about the destruction of
derusalem, wmbppy — and they killed him” mY 1ax —
(Nebuzaradan] said to them: =% xypwgn ks — “I will ap-
pease him.”®¥ 327 'pw — He brought rabbinic scholars
Fpvy Do — and slew them aver [the blood], my XYy — but it
didnotrest. 3927797771 — Hebrought schoolchildren
a7y oy ~ and slew them overit, ny xby — but still it did
not rest. NP3 s ey - He brought young Kohanimes
iy b — and slew them over it, M xY) — but still it did
not rest.  Kiav nyeas] PYYR ey bup vy — Nebuzaradan
continued slaying people until ke had killed ninety-four myri-
ads?! gver [the blood], Ny 8% — but still it did not rest.
"y M7 39p — He approached it and exclaimed; mm
73] — “Zechariabl Zechariah! pmyans faw 0¥t — Thave
destroyed their best, b wwbepn 99 Ky ~ Do you
want me to kill them all?”  ny1my — [The blood] immediately
rested. MNYTI PWR WM ~ At that moment, thoughts of
repentance entered [Nebuzaradan’s] mind, - He said
to himsell: 93 now wpy 8% ik X5 o 1y - If they, who
teok only one life, are punished so severely, mm ol E R
AY9y Wipn — then what will become of that man, ! who killed
all those people! pay — [Nebuzaradan] ran away. it
R’ ko - He sent a will fo his housebold  mymyy —
and he converted to Judaism. -

Having mentioned that Nebuzaradan converted to Judaism,
the Gemara cites a Baraisa that enumerates other enemies of
Israel who became assoeiated with Judaism:

131 1p — The Rabbis taught in a Baraisa: myy awin 4 oy

— NAAMAN WAS A RESIDENT CONVERT.1S  11%3 27y "3 YIRN3) —
NEBUZARADAN WAS A RIGHTEQOUS CONVERT.E® 99 M3 4an
DYYITE TR Y7 KPP — DESCENDANTS OF SISERACE
LEARNED TORAH IN JERUSALEM.Z 37177 Q1m0 50 133 iaan
PUBLIC.
" The Gemara identifies these descendants of Sancheiriv:
w1 — And who were they?  1pbuoaxy mynyw — She-
mayah snd Aviaiyon.20

The Baraisa continues:
712 w33 oapin ormh o Sw o wan — DESCENDANTS OF
HAMAN STUDIED TORAH IN BNEL BRAKFA iy 133 non i)
¢ Ini% — AND there were EVEN DESCENDANTS OF THAT
WICKED MAN [Nebuchadnezzar] 1pusay 8w v witen v
TPRYD 'pia nnm [WHOM] THE HOLY ONE, BLESSED IS
HE, SOUGHT TO BRING UNDER THE WINGS OF THE DIVINE PRES-
ENCES) NI P2 WHRR 4a% nowt axYn tapK —~ THE
MINISTERING ANGELS SAID BEFORE THE HOLY ONE, BLESSED IS
HE: &%y by Wia7 — “MASTER OF THE UNIVERSE! DIty '
95 N — THE ONE WHO DESTROYED YOUR HOUSE Ny qaiy
79" — AND BURNED YOUR SANCTUARY, \P3WiT5)3 nOD 0M3n
— WILL YOU BRING HIM UNDER THE WINGS OF THE DIVINE PRES-
ENCE 3
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The Gemara records several teachings about the obligation to
appease a person one had wronged:
P a0 g — R Yitzehak said:  opi vran ny vwpen B2
o272 — Whoever aggravates his fellow even through words®™
tough Yy — is required o placate him; oy — as it is
stated:®® ... 5N DWRYN P2 N7 DYRD MW7 DRTRN WS,
~ My son, if you have become a guaranior for your friend, if you

have stuck out vour palms for a stranger,™ [or ifi you have
become snared with the words of your mouth ... %  nxnipy
bygm g Kink — do this now, my son, and deliver yourself:*® 3
PR 0BT N7 YR DRY — Since you have come into
your fellow’s hand, go abase yourself; and treat him like a
ruler. This last segment can be rendered as follows: w1y ox
T nps > vnn yha — If there is money in your hand that belongs
to him, " open up the palm of the hand to pay him.® xb oxy
iy woy nan — And if not, f.e. 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.#

The extent of the obligation of appeasement:

_K79137 R0 — Rav Chisdasaid: 5y minw whia fonp’ 3y
oy w3 ey — 6 is necessary to placate him with three lines
of three people,* pmyy — as it is stated:™ wyr-by W,
g T XB) iy S nRpn mnsny —~ He goes around to people
and says, “I sinned; I made crooked that which was straight;
and it did not benefit me,

The upper limit of the obligation:
KPAT 72790 127 MK ~ R’ Yose bar Chanina said:  wpapn 57
17iamn on — Whoever beseeches forgiveness'! from his friend
owmys wHhwhn 10T e wpm b8 — should not beseech him more
than three times; iy — asitisstated: ... %) R R,
vy Ry ny1— O please, please forgive the spiteful deed of your
brothers . . . and now please forgive,"™ nyp o) — And if [the
victim] died,® yap Sy yraym o g3 mwy xap -~ {the
offender] brings ten people and has them stand by his grave,
) — and he says: 13 "N7a0W W787) DYDY TIVK 119 KLY —
T have sinned against Hashem, the God of Israel, and against
So-and-so, whom I wounded, '#
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Limits to Forgiveness: Nazi Conversion? — Rabbi Efrem Goldberg
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