Shabbat Shuvah Drasha - 5770
Today, in the spirit of Shabbat Shuvah, I’ve decided to talk about two challenges that we all face, having to do with repentance – and to offer two related brand-new solutions… The first challenge is very specific and the second is more general.
On Yom Kippur, one of the prayer sections that we repeat over and over again is called the Viduy. Viduy means admission. We admit to all of the wrongdoing we’ve committed over this past year. What’s amazing to me is that the Viduy is said 10 times over Yom Kippur. That’s because it takes time to internalize our actions and to then externalize - to admit openly to our wrongdoing. How many of us are standing by, waiting to admit we’ve done something wrong? It takes time and effort. 
The Viduy is comprised of two sections. The first section is called the Ashamnu. It’s an acrostic…it lists all our sins in alphabetical order. Very helpful. We need to use all of our tools to bring ourselves to a stronger sense of awareness.  
The next section is called Al Chete. A Chete is a sin. This section has 44 lines, each line, revealing another sin. And if we read each line carefully, and think about our own lives, we find that most of these actions are familiar to us. 
But for today’s discussion, I want to point out that at least twenty of the forty-four acts are committed by just one part of the body. Not our arms, nor our legs, not our noses, or ears. Half of our sins are committed with our mouths, through our speech.
If I were unable to speak, I would sin, on average, half as much as everyone else. Our mouths are our most major offenders. 
In the Al Chete, we ask for forgiveness for the sins we committed through offensive speech, idle talk, oppressive words towards our fellow man, oppressive words about our fellow man, disingenuous confession, defaming God’s name, foolish talk, slander, haughty words, tale bearing, swearing falsely, just to name a few. All of these sins and more are committed through the words that come out of our mouths.
The worst of these sins fit under the category of poor speech, Lashon Harah. 
And it’s interesting to note that the Greeks also had a concept similar to Lashon Harah.

One day, Socrates, the great philosopher, came upon a friend, who ran up to him excitedly and said, "Socrates, do you know what I just heard about one of your students?"

Wait a moment," Socrates replied. "Before you tell me I'd like you to pass a little test. It’s called the Triple Filter Test." 

"Triple filter?"

"That's right," Socrates continued. "Before you tell me about my student let's take a moment to filter what you're going to say. The first filter is Truth. Have you made absolutely sure that what you are about to tell me is true?"

"No," the man said, "actually I just heard about it and..."

"All right," said Socrates. "So you don't really know if it's true or not. Now let's try the second filter, the filter of Goodness. Is what you are about to tell me about my student something good?"

"No, on the contrary..."

"So," Socrates continued, "you want to tell me something bad about him, even though you're not certain it's true?"

The man shrugged, a little embarrassed.

Socrates continued. "You may still pass the test though, because there is a third filter - the filter of Usefulness. Is what you want to tell me about my student going to be useful to me?"

"No, not really..."

"Well," concluded Socrates, "if what you want to tell me is neither True nor Good nor even Useful, why tell it to me at all?"

The friend, defeated and ashamed, kept his mouth shut.

Our Halacha takes the filter even further. In Hilchot Lashon Harah, there are seven conditions which must be met before speaking about another:
1. The information must be completely true. 
2. The issue must be a problem from an objective viewpoint, not merely a preference or sensitivity. 
3. The speaker must first speak to the subject directly, in a kind and gentle way which is likely to have an influence. 
4. The information cannot be exaggerated or embellished. 
5. The intention of the speaker must be purely to help in the situation, not to cause him shame. 
6. If the constructive purpose intended by the speaker can be achieved in a way other than speaking Lashon Hara, the speaker should resort to that other method. 
7. Speaking about an individual out of concern can’t cause more damage to the individual than that individual is already causing.
Today, with computers and the Internet, the spread of Lashon Harah is as easy as a click on the mouse – hitting the Reply All button on a personal email, reading or contributing to a blog that’s inappropriate or based on hearsay, or simply by opening a forwarded email with information about someone that is untrue, useless, or harmful. Once we’ve clicked send, the email is gone forever, the words on the screen, impossible to take back.
The midrash tells the following story about a man in a small village who was a terrible gossiper, always telling stories about his neighbors, even if he didn't know them. Wanting to change his ways, he visited the Rabbi for advice. The Rabbi instructed him to buy a fresh chicken at the local market and bring it back to him as quickly as possible, plucking off every single feather as he ran. Not one feather was to remain. The man did as he was told, plucking as he ran and throwing the feathers every which way until not a feather remained. 
He handed the bare chicken over to the Rabbi, who then asked the man to go and gather together all the feathers he had plucked and bring them back. The man protested that this was impossible since the wind must have carried those feathers in every direction and he could never find them all. The Rabbi said, "That's true. And that's how it is with gossip. One rumor can fly to many corners, and how could you retrieve it? Better not to speak gossip in the first place!" And the Rabbi sent the man home to apologize to his neighbors, and to repent.
It’s nearly impossible to repent from gossip. How can we take our words back? 
This Shabbos, I would like to make two suggestions regarding gossip, neither are profound, far from perfect, but both are quite practical and achievable. The first, has to do with email and the internet and privacy. When someone sends you a message, unless it’s a public service announcement put out on a list, do NOT forward it unless you are given permission to do so. We need to be extra careful with our email ethics. That is suggestion number one.
Suggestion number two. There is a principal in the Talmud that if a decree is enacted by the Sages but is not followed by the community of Israel, it falls away. I would like to suggest that as a whole, the observant community of Israel, which includes us, is, at this point, largely unable to follow the rules of proper speech. We know what we are doing is wrong, yet, we can’t seem to stop.
(Rabbi, I know this sounds like Lashon Harah, but...)  I can’t tell you how many missed opportunities we’ve had as a Shul, because of Lashon Harah.
People have a psychological, emotional need to get words out of their mouths. I have some insider information about something, I have the scoop on the criminal, I know what’s going on down the street, there is something bothering me, I have to let it out, I have to tell people.
Here is my suggestion: Everyone picks a partner, a chavrusah.  It can be a best friend, a spouse or any relative, a co-worker, whoever is relatively accessible. On a regular basis, when you need to get something off your chest, or make a remark about a situation, you tell your partner and only your partner. The partner’s job is simple. All he or she has to do his listen, nothing else. 
This system understands our psychological emotional need to get things off our chest, it recognizes our weakness, and at the same time, it focuses and limits our poor speech…this is suggestion number two – for each of us to limit our potentially damaging speech to one person only. I know that this solution is not perfect, but it’s achievable and I believe it’s a important goal.
And now, for the general challenge –Teshuva – repentance. There is a basic premise in Jewish and American law. A person is not allowed to testify on their own behalf, because they are Nogeah BaDavar, too involved in the matter to be objective. 
For example, a doctor who has a parent in the hospital will typically not serve as the primary physician. The doctor is too emotionally involved in the matter to be objective – the doctor is Nogeah BaDavar.  
When it comes to repentance, the same principle should ring true. Each of us feels motivated to repent. Each of us wants to do better. But we are all Nogeah BaDavar, we are all too involved in ourselves to be objective. And again, that’s where a partner comes in. A partner is someone who helps us understand our shortcomings, who helps us see our lives and our actions through a different lens. A partner is a chaver, a friend, who cares enough about me, to confront me, to call me on my failures, and challenge me to do better.
The paradigm for teshuva is King David. King David sins, when, after casting eyes upon Batsheva, he sends her husband Uriah to the front lines of the battlefield where he was sure to fall in battle. But King David does not repent by himself. He does nothing until confronted by his friend and his prophet, Natan Hanavi – Nathan the Prophet. Natan is able to point out David’s wrongdoings. David couldn’t see them, by himself, no matter how hard he tried. It took another individual, who he deeply respected to help him understand his own shortcomings.
Each of us needs a Natan HaNavi. Each of us needs someone who can be honest and sensitive with us. What are my misdeeds? What are my wrongdoings? What are my behavior flaws? How can I do better? Can my loved ones and my partners and my friends be honest with me about my sins? Am I open to hearing about and better understanding my own shortcomings? 
Whether it’s a specific area of our behavior or our lives, in general, the key to repentance is to not do it alone. We need chavruta, we need friendship, we need partnership with others who share our values and who care about us.
This year, may our repentance be comprehensive and long-lasting. May each of us support one another as we embrace what it means to speak responsibly…and may each of us serve as chavrutas, partners, as we endeavor to reach up, lielah lielah, higher and higher, for a more meaningful and fulfilling and healthy New Year filled with Torah and Maasim Tovim, good deeds, and let us say, Amen.  




