THE STUNNING POWER
OF SPEECH II

Lashon Hara — Destructive Speech

« Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me.” According

to Judaism, nothing could be further from the truth. The power of speech, man’s
defining quality, can either be an extraordinarily constructive or, if misused, highly
destructive force in the universe.

In this second class on the Stunning Power of Speech, we will discuss lashon hara,
which means “evil speech” — the evil and negativity expressed by a person through
communication. We will learn what is so destructive about lashon hara, identify what
is considered negative speech, and clarify those situations when one can listen to or
share potentially harmful information. The third Morasha shiur on the Power of Speech
provides a framework to eradicate destructive speech and strive to enhance peaceful

relationships.

This class will address the following questions:

2 Why does Judaism view lashon hara as so destructive?
Is there a framework to avoid speaking lashon hara and foster harmony?
If another person is speaking lashon hara, may one listen?
Are there any circumstances where the Torah allows one to speak lashon
hara?
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Class Outline:

Section I. The Severity of Lashon Hara

Section II. What's So Terrible About It?
Part A. Lashon Hara Contradicts the Plan of Creation
Part B. The Spiritual and Physical Harm Caused by Lashon Hara
Part C. Lashon Hara Ruins a Person’s True Essence

Section III. ~ The Five Categories of Lashon Hara
Part A. Rechilut: Speech That Causes Disputes
Part B. Lashon Hara: Harmful or Derogatory Speech
Part C. Motzi Shem Ra: Harmful or Derogatory Speech that is Untrue
Part D. Ona’at Devarim: Speech That Causes Pain
Part E. Avak Lashon Hara: Speech Bordering On Lashon Hara

Section IV. Communicating, Listening, and Accepting Lashon Hara
Part A. Methods of Communication

Part B. Listening versus Believing Lashon Hara

Section V. Speaking Lashon Hara for a Constructive Purpose
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SECTION I. THE SEVERITY OF LASHON HARA

1. Rabbi Yitzchak Berkovits, Chofetz Chaim: Lesson a Day, p. xvii — Speech shapes the destiny
of the Jewish people!

When one explores the mitzvah of proper speech, and the concomitant transgression of lashon hara,
one fact becomes eminently clear: we are not dealing with business as usual. The cosmic repercussions
of this issue are so intense that they have literally shaped the destiny of our people. It is hard to
imagine that any religion would make so dramatic a statement as to say that God Himself had chosen
not to sit in His home on this earth, that His people have been in exile for 2,000 years, because of the
words that come out of our mouths.

The power we wield when we speak is far beyond what we can perceive. Imagine going to an
automatic teller machine at your local bank, inserting the plastic ATM card and making a simple
transaction, only to be told upon exiting that you had actually just transferred $17 billion from the
treasury of one country to that of another and left a devastating bankruptcy in your wake. We think
we're only exchanging a few words, when in fact we’re moving worlds.

What we will find as we explore the philosophy and laws of proper speech is that what appear to be
benign pieces of information are actually the tremendously potent key factor in our relationship to
God and in living our lives as Jews. Lashon hara is so powerful, in fact, that it can erase the merits of a
lifetime of Torah learning and mitzvah observance.

Just as the negative consequences of speech can be so vast, the positive consequences of proper speech
are even greater. The Vilna Gaon says that proper speech is the single biggest factor in determining
one’s portion in the World to Come. The Chofetz Chaim tells us that adherence to these laws
empowers our prayers, validates our Torah learning, accesses God’s Divine Protection and invokes the
many blessings that God, in His kindness, is waiting to shower upon us.

From this, it is clear that proper speech is so vital to our lives that it is almost life itself. And that is
why King David declared, “Who is the man who desires life? Guard your tongue...” (Tehillim/Psalms
34:14).

The following story illustrates the seriousness of speaking lashon hara.

The Chofetz Chaim (Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan, 1838-1933) and another rabbi once set out on a three-day
journey to take care of a spiritual need in a town somewhere in Poland. Along the way they stopped at an inn
where they were seated at a special table, for the woman who owned the restaurant recognized them to be
prestigious rabbis. She had them served promptly, and when they finished the meal she approached them and
asked, “So, how did you like my food?”

“Very good,” said the Chofetz Chaim. “It was excellent.”

“Oh, it was quite good,” said the second rabbi, “but it could have used more salt.”

As the woman left, the Chofetz Chaim turned white. “I can’t believe it!” he exclaimed. “All my life I have
avoided speaking or listening to lashon hara and now God made me come with you, and I have to suffer by
hearing you speak lashon hara! I regret coming with you and I am convinced that the purpose of our trip is not

truly for a spiritual need after all. Otherwise this would not have happened to me.”

Seeing the Chofetz Chaim’s reaction, his companion became flustered and frightened. “What did I say that was
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so wrong?” he stammered. “I said that the food was good — I only added that it needed some salt!”

“You simply don'’t realize the power of words!” cried the Chofetz Chaim. “Our hostess probably doesn’t do her
own cooking. Her cook could well be a poor widow who needs this job to support her family. Now, because of
what you said, the owner will go back to the kitchen and complain to the cook that the food didn’t have enough
salt. In self defense the poor widow will deny it and say, ‘Of course I put enough salt in the food. I even tasted it
before you served it.’

“The owner will then accuse her of lying and say, ‘Do you think that the rabbis out there are liars? You are
the one who is lying!’ They will argue, strong words will lead to even stronger words and the owner will get
so angry that she will fire the poor cook. The woman will then be out of a job. Look how many transgressions
you caused: (1) You spoke lashon hara; (2) you caused the owner and myself to listen to lashon hara; (3) you
caused the owner to repeat the lashon hara and that is the sin of rechilut; (4) you caused the cook to lie; (5)
because of you the owner caused pain to a widow, and (6) you caused an argument, another Torah violation.”

The rabbi smiled at the Chofetz Chaim and said softly and respectfully, “R’ Yisrael Meir, please, you are
exaggerating. You’re carrying this just bit a too far. A few simple words cannot possibly have done all that.”

“If that is what you think,” replied the Chofetz Chaim as he stood up, “let’s go to the kitchen and see for
ourselves.”

As they opened the door to the kitchen, they saw that the owner was indeed berating the cook as the poor
woman stood wiping tears from her eyes. When the rabbi saw what was happening he became pale and ran
over to the cook, begged for forgiveness and apologized profusely for any harm or distress he caused her. He
pleaded with the owner to forgive and forget the incident and let the woman stay on the job. He even offered to
pay her to keep the cook.

The innkeeper was really a kindly woman and she also wanted to fulfill the rabbi’s request. “Of course, of
course,” she said hastily. “I only wanted to impress on her the need to be more careful. She is really a fine cook
and she will remain here at her job.” (Rabbi Paysach Krohn, The Maggid Speaks, p. 59.)

Imagine if the rabbi had complimented the cook on the soup! Imagine how events would have transpired if
he had said, “Please thank the cook for the best soup I've had all week!” Such is the power of our words to
build or destroy. In the following sources, let us take a deeper look at the power of the tongue.

1. Talmud Yerushalmi (Jerusalem Talmud), Pe’ah 1:1 — Lashon hara is equivalent to the
transgressions for which one must surrender one’s life rather than commit: idolatry, sexual
immorality, and murder.

There are four transgressions for which one pays IO T DDA DIRG D PYIDS JIY D3 IYAIN
in this world and in the next: idolatry, sexual "o T Y O N NI OIS 1S P
immorality, and murder. And lashon hara is 510 T35 YT Y. DT MBIy

equivalent in severity to them all.

To fully understand why Judaism views speaking negatively about others with such severity, we need to look
at two incidents in the Torah: (1) Miriam commenting about Moshe Rabbeinu’s (Moses) separation from his
wife, Tziporah, and (2) the report of the Spies about the Land of Israel.

First some background: Since Moshe was always ready to receive prophecy, he had to be ritually pure at all
times, which meant that he had to refrain from marital relations with his wife Tziporah. This intimate matter
remained their private affair, until Miriam learned of it from a chance remark by Tziporah. Not realizing

that God had instructed Moshe to separate, and feeling that it was an unjustifiable affront to Tziporah,
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Miriam shared the news with Aharon (her brother) who agreed with her. In the next source, we see Miriam
and Aharon being critical of Moshe, contending that since the two of them were also prophets, but were
not required to withdraw from normal marital life, neither was Moshe (Rabbi Nosson Scherman, Stone

Chumash, Bamidbar/Numbers 12).

2. Bamidbar 12:1-15 — Miriam criticized her brother Moshe, and as a result she was afflicted
with tzara’at (a leprosy-like affliction) for speaking lashon hara.

Miriam and Aharon spoke against Moshe,
concerning the Cushite wife he had married...
They said, “Has God only spoken through Moshe
[in prophecy]? He has spoken through us, as
well!”

And God heard ... He said, “Now hear my words.
If there shall be prophets among you, I appear to
them in visions, I speak to them through dreams.
Not so my servant, Moshe. He is trustworthy in
My entire house. I speak to him mouth to mouth,
with clear vision and not in riddles. Why did

you not fear speaking about my servant, about
Moshe?”

And God became angry with them and He left.
And the cloud left the tent and Miriam was white
as snow with tzara’at. Aharon turned to Miriam
and she had tzara’at ... Miriam was quarantined
outside the camp for seven days, and the people
did not journey until Miriam was brought in.
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3. Devarim (Deuteronomy) 24:8-9, with Rashi — Miriam’s ordeal reminds every generation to

take great care with their speech.

Be exceedingly careful regarding the plague of

tzara’at ... Remember what God did to Miriam on

the way when you were coming out of Egypt.

Rashi

“Remember” — If you wish to be sure that you do
not suffer from tzara’at, do not speak lashon hara.
Remember what happened to Miriam who was
punished when she spoke lashon hara about her
brother.
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Miriam’ offense seems relatively minor, in that she merely questioned Moshe’s separation from his wife. Yet

this example tells us just how seriously God views negative speech. This is more fully explained in the next

source.
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4. Rambam (Maimonides), Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Tumat Tzara’at (Laws of Tzara’at Impurity)
16:10 — Even though Miriam was Moshe’s devoted sister and he wasn’t upset by her comment,
nevertheless, her negative speech was a serious transgression.

The message of Devarim 24:8-9 [source 4 above] Y333 LT MR TNOI PRI T3 O
is: Think about what happened to Miriam who D15 PR Iy WK DR, ... PP
spoke about her younger brother, for whom T NN N RIT T :(0-17,70 ©°93T) “TT3
she had risked her life to save from the Nile SOV SFPEY TFRD T TR0 D5 YN

River. And she did not even speak negatively
about him, other than to compare him to other
prophets. And Moshe himself did not mind that
she had spoken about him, as it says, “Now
Moshe was extremely humble” [Bamidbar 12:3].

Y875 B MO 19972 By ImS T DA B
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And in spite of all of this, she was still punished DTN 395 P, IPI8I T TH DD Sy aNY
Wlth tZana’at! AH [he more so for O[her Wleed .J'I1N$DJ1 I-n51-u jn-ib DAY DWHYT DV
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haughty and pompous words. It is therefore IS DTN DO KO T3 Y T2T5m I

fitting for anyone who wishes to improve himself B~

to stay away from such people and from speaking
with them.

The second incident occurred right after the episode with Miriam. The Jewish people requested to send spies
to survey the Land of Israel before their entry. As the next source shows, ten of the twelve tribal leaders who
were sent to investigate the land returned with a unified voice: “God is sending us to a dangerous land that
will eat us up.”

5. Bamidbar 13:31-33, with Rashi s.v. ochelet yoshvehah — The spies returned with a negative
report concerning the Land that God was giving to them. Even the special protection that was
afforded them by God was interpreted negatively.

But the [ten] men who had ascended with him DY 5N ISP 521 85 1908 1 1Y WK DWIND)
[Yehoshua/Joshua] said, “We cannot ascend to AN Y0 N PINT N2T INOY .00 NI P 0D
[the land to drive out] that people for it is too AN TS 73 5759 TN 1IN TN SN 3 5N
strong for us!” They announced an evil report to T2 PN 7‘14-’_7'15 DSJ.‘S 52'] NIF ALY l'l.?;}{ YWN

the Children of Israel regarding the land that they
had spied, saying, “The land through which we

have passed is a land that devours its inhabitants!
All the people that we saw there were huge ... we

o DI WY T L ST N

were like grasshoppers in their eyes!”

Rashi e
“A land that devours its inhabitants” — The 929 DUNS 1393 DB 593 - A IOIN
spies said, “In every place we passed we saw the N5 D9IND D705 70 FAb Y U o
inhabitants burying their dead.” But God did OND 15 139

this as a favor to the spies: to protect them from
being detected He distracted the inhabitants with
mourning and burying the dead.
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6. Talmud Bavli (Babylonian Talmud), Arachin 15a — The lashon hara spoken about the Land of
Israel was the ultimate cause of wandering in the desert for forty years.

The decree that the Jewish people had to wander M5 53 KON 93753 AN 5 17 9% onnm xow
in the desert for forty years was sealed due to the Ban
lashon hara they spoke with regard to the Land of

Israel.

As we see in the next source, lashon hara was one of the causes of the destruction of the Second Temple,
and the ensuing spiritual exile which continues to the present day.

7. Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan (the Chofetz Chaim), Shmirat HalLashon, Sha’ar Zechirah, Ch. 6 —
Lashon hara caused the exile and dispersion of the Jewish people.

The Jewish people were exiled because of the DN D3 P S Y3
transgression of lashon hara.

KEY THEMES OF SECTION I:
& Words are powerful. They can build people up for life, or destroy them in a single sentence.

& Because lashon hara can wreak untold damage, it is compared with those transgressions for which
one should sacrifice one’s life rather than commit.

& Every generation is instructed to remember Miriam’s ordeal after she spoke negatively about her
brother Moshe. Even though Miriam was Moshe’s devoted sister and he was not upset by her
comment, nevertheless her negative speech was a serious transgression.

& Additionally, because of the lashon hara spoken by the Spies, the Jewish people wandered in the
desert for forty years, rather than enter the Land of Israel.

SECTION II. WHAT’S SO TERRIBLE ABOUT IT?

What’s so harmful about a little gossip? Anyway it permeates our world — it’s on television, in newspapers,
and internet. In fact, it’s so exciting to be the first one on the block to reveal the sensational news about so-
and-so.

But Judaism calls gossip lashon hara, “evil speech” Why should it be considered evil? If it’s true and anyhow
everyone will find out, what's the harm? It’s just a few words! Or is it? The following sources will answer this
question.

PART A. LASHON HARA CONTRADICTS THE PLAN OF CREATION

1. Talmud Bavli, Arachin 15b — God cannot exist in the same world as someone who speaks
lashon hara.

Regarding anyone who speaks lashon hara, God PRIDY NI IN PR 43P0 TN, 30 D 900 B0
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says: “He and I cannot coexist in the same
world.” The verse says, “He who slanders his
friend in secret ... him [ cannot bear” [Tehillim
101:5]. Do not read it as “him I cannot bear
[pronounced uchal],” but rather “with him I
cannot eat [pronounced ochel].”
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The next source explains the full meaning behind the above statement.

2.

Rabbi Menachem Shlanger, Midot Ha’Emunah, p. 54 — Even though people have weaknesses,
God sees the good in them and guides them to reach their own personal perfection. On the
other hand, someone who speaks lashon hara is emphasizing the weaknesses in people, and

The meaning of this statement [Arachin 15b,
in the previous source] is that the world of the
speaker of lashon hara is a contradiction to the
world that God has created.

To explain: It is axiomatic that the world is
imperfect and has deficiencies. The way God
guides events in the world is to lead it to

its ultimate perfection. This applies to each
individual as well. Each person has imperfections
and deficiencies, but God, in His compassion sees
the good within each person as his true essence,
and assists him to reach his own personal
perfection.

With this perspective there is no place for
categorizing someone as lacking because of his
inadequacies, because he is, after all, on his way
to perfection! ... The habitual speaker of lashon
hara emphasizes the negative aspects of others,
and in so doing gives these weaknesses reality
and permanence. By doing this, he removes
himself from the world that God has created,

a world that is completely directed for moving
toward perfection.

ignores the good, and thus contradicts God’s plan for humanity.
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PART B. THE SPIRITUAL AND PHYSICAL HARM CAUSED BY LASHON HARA

To understand the damage caused by lashon hara, the next source provides background information on how
our actions are judged and weighed in the Heavenly realm.
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1. Ramchal (Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto), Derech Hashem (The Way of God) 2:6:1-4,
translation by Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, Feldheim Publishers, pp. 155-161 — God arranged that
events in this world be affected by courts of justice in the spiritual worlds. Judgment for our
wrongdoings is delayed due to God’s kindness, but only until the Prosecuting Angel demands
that we be judged.

God arranged matters so that His direction of the e T VY DAY NI D DTN 97O [N]
world should be done in a way that resembles e PPN W .. PINT D YD 9702 My

that of an earthly government ... The spiritual DI DONEI SW DO DY 11 9D 3 0

real‘m thel.refore contaitilslcourts o.f j.ustice and DAY B DN DY 53 1978 BsE5Y
various tribunals consisting of spiritual beings

... All cases that need to be judged are brought DT 22 W
before these courts, and what subsequently
happens is the result of their decrees.
God Himself is present in each of these courts TN TIRTTIIDN 593 30 WU N [3]
... He makes them grasp the essential nature of DOWINT R DN P3P 190 5Y DTy
each case, so that the judgment issued should 17 73R0 PRY T w55 XS [3] ... 9rPND
be true ... Accordingly, we may say that God S DTN APMAA NON T NYMR Do
does not judge the world simply based on His

. W0 97D
omniscience, but based on the systems that He
has instituted ...
[Part of this system is that] God also appointed a N1 90PN RT3 NINT o 3 [T]
prosecutor, known as the Satan ... whose job it is YN NPT N3 YT ANR TR ... oW
to demand that a particular person or action be DO KO 1210 DT0NY IO DT 1YY
judged. This is also as a result of God’s goodness, NI DM DUPNY TR 30 7Y P2
since even though a person’s wrongdoings are 305 ooy

known to God, he is not brought to judgment
until he is indicted [and arraigned] by this
Prosecutor.

Now, back to lashon hara:

2. Tehillim 34:13-14 — King David advises us: if you want life, guard your tongue from speaking

evil.
Which man desires life, who loves days of seeing 933 .20 MRS DO 3TN DT YOI LONT B
good? [If you so desire:] Guard your tongue from DI 920 oS Y TS

evil, and your lips from speaking deceit.

The next sources will explain the above verse.

3. Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan, Shmirat HalLashon, 1:1, Merkaz HaSefer Edition, p. 21 — Why is
it that life in this world and the World to Come are contingent upon avoiding lashon hara?
There are many other mitzvot and prohibitions!

The commentaries explain that the phrase “who “OM YO 0T MRY BT, DD WD)
desires life” refers to eternal life in the World to ﬂATij DO N“Y, K3 o5 DRI D N
Come. And the phrase “who loves days of seeing »F Y235 DI APAA P NI, D9 1 Yt

good” refers to this world, which is only a matter
of days in comparison to the eternal life.

830
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It seems rather baffling that the verse advises one 19953 39995 155 T T T S TIND RO NN
to avoid this specific sin of speaking negatively. Y M99 NN W% KO 2T DY 1 TR
[Why is life in this world and the next contingent LTWYR NS 4o

on the prohibition of lashon hara?] After all,
there are 248 positive commandments and 365
negative commandments. Why does the verse
stress this particular offense?

4. 1bid. 1:2, pp. 23-24 — Since our actions and attitudes are mirrored in the spiritual world, if we
speak negatively about others then negative accusations are brought against us in the spiritual

world.
One reason for the severity of the offense of MY IN P DTN 92055 03, KT I 0D
lashon hara is based on the fact that a person’s ﬂbSJDB 1T INYHD NI, 057313 PITHIA
attitudes have an impact on the higher worlds. 0PI B

The types of attitudes that one has in this world
causes similar attitudes in the higher worlds ...

When someone speaks lashon hara about another DY DOITI TN 1AM BY ¥ IS 9270 XY

p.erson, he activatgs accgsato?l attitudgs in the 2N SN Oy NI PIY Thyb 1 9
higher worlds against himself and against the SR BY 30D oW A

Jewish people. Through his words he gives power
to the Satan to accuse and bring the Jewish
People to trial.

5. Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan, Sefer Chofetz Chaim, Hakdamah, Merkaz HaSefer Edition, p. 11
— The power of life and death are in the tongue. Negative words can ultimately lead to the
death of others at the hands of the Heavenly Court.

It seems clear to me that the reason the Torah 783 70 50 IMNN TPBANY DY LD [N
views this offense so strictly is because lashon 5937 $90PIT DN T30 1T MY D i
hara awakens the accusatory powers on high 03 DOWIN A0 3 7T 53, ORI 550 5y

against the Jewish people. Through this, one
can even end up killing a number of people in

JNPan

different countries!

6. Talmud Bavli, Arachin 15b — Words of lashon hara are compared to arrows because they
cannot be retrieved once they have been shot.

The tongue is compared to an arrow, as the T DY I P NI, D KON YR PN
prophet says, “Their tongue is like a drawn arrow, RIN 239 ... 2397 1S 9901 S PN o .. 937
speaking deceit...” [Yirmiyahu/jeremiah 9:7] ... 3P0 b PN ID°D MIN NI 0373

How can one fix the consequences of one who
speaks lashon hara? ... There is no remedy ...

One man spread a rumor about another. He later felt regret, and went to the rabbi to ask how to make amends.

“Go to the store and buy a bag of seeds,” said the rabbi, “then go to a big open field and scatter the seeds into
the wind. Do so and report back to me in a week.”
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The man did as he was told, and came back the next week to find out what to do next.
“Now,” said the rabbi, “go back to the field and pick up all the seeds.”

“But,” protested the man, “those seeds have scattered far and wide! I'll never find them all. Many have even
already taken root!”

“Exactly,” explained the rabbi. “Now you understand. When we speak badly about another person, the effect is
far and wide. And it is damage that can never be fully undone.” (From Rabbi Shraga Simmons, www.aish.com,
The Power of Speech)

PART C. LASHON HARA RUINS A PERSON’S TRUE ESSENCE

1. Bereishit (Genesis) 2:7, with Onkelos and Rashi — The identifying quality of the human soul
is the power of speech, which animals lack.

And God formed man of dust from the ground, PONI MM MITNT 1 DY DINT N DEBN T M
and He blew into his nostrils the soul of life; and T WIS DTN T DT W
man became a living soul. o ' '

Onkelos DBREIN
Man became a living soul” — He became a ANS5I M1 DTND P .

speaking soul.

Rashi e

“Man became a living soul” — Animal and beast 5w 3R, Y NI M BRI AR - e

too were called “living soul” [Bereishit 1:24, 301,
but this soul of man is the most alive of them all,
for there was added to this soul the faculties of
reasoning and speech [which animals lack].

IMITI YT D ADWIY ,1DD PA OTIN

2. Mabharal, Chidushei Agadot, Arachin 15a, s.v. v’nimtzah — Since speech combines the physical
and spiritual aspects of a person, it defines his essence as a human being. Therefore, someone
who speaks lashon hara abuses and ruins his essence.

This power of speech in man does not only come DN . DB DD Y D9 NI P KUY
from the physical organs of speech [but rather, RO ... 7 O NI 521,937 7RI DTN
it comes from the soul too] ... Therefore, the .D5W DTN NI T 591, DTN AL NI RN N7

essence of man is a living being that speaks [for
his power of speech combines his physical and
soul aspects] ... Therefore, someone who speaks
lashon hara ... sins with his speech, which is
his essence. [On the other hand, if he speaks
properly] he perfects his essence.

KEY THEMES OF SECTION II:

& What's wrong with a little gossip? It’s just words! If one understands that God’s plan for Creation
is to guide each person to perfection, then it’s clear that the strengths in every person must be
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emphasized over his weaknesses. Someone who speaks lashon hara is focusing on the weaknesses
in another person, and therefore undermines God’s essential goal. This explains the Talmud’s
statement: God says, “I cannot coexist in the same world with someone who speaks lashon hara.”

& Furthermore, life in this world and the World to Come are contingent upon avoiding lashon hara.
Why? There are many other mitzvot and prohibitions! Since our actions and attitudes are mirrored
in the spiritual worlds, if we speak negatively about others, then negative accusations are brought
against us in the spiritual world. So potent is this chain of events, that it can even lead to the
death of people in different countries!

&= Finally, the identifying quality of the human soul is the power of speech, which animals lack. And
since speech combines the physical and spiritual aspects of a person, it defines his essence as a
human being. Therefore, someone who speaks lashon hara abuses and ruins his very essence. Now
we can really answer the question: what’s wrong with a little gossip?

SECTION III. THE FIVE CATEGORIES OF LASHON HARA

In the previous sections we saw the negative effects of lashon hara. This section will sensitize us to the five
different types of lashon hara identified in the Torah. (Although the different types each have their own
name, as a group they are commonly referred to as lashon hara.) In this verbal arsenal, each weapon inflicts
harm in its own way, but all use the same ammunition — words.

The more categories a culture has to describe something, the more sensitized it is to that subject. Can any
other people or culture claim to have five categories of negative speech? And furthermore, can any other
culture claim to have nineteen chapters written on the details of these categories (in Sefer Chofetz Chaim)?
The following anecdote reflects this.

I was once on a plane sitting next to two people who worked in the same office. In the course of the flight, I
heard an earful of office politics and a complete psychological dissection of everybody in the office. Listening
to the nonstop lashon hara, I realized how long it had been since I had heard such talk. It does not happen
anymorte in “our” world. It is socially unacceptable to gossip in such a vulgar fashion.

Of course we have not licked the problem of lashon hara. If we had, we would no longer need annual days of
introspection concerning this mitzvah around the world. But the existence of those days demonstrates clearly
the unique nature of the Jewish people. What other people has placed the refinement of speech at the very top
of its agenda? Thousands around the world might demonstrate for or against abortion, for or against capital
punishment, but try to imagine any other people drawing tens of thousands to rallies and speeches devoted

to the subject of proper speech! Ask a group of non-Jews to list the greatest problems confronting our society
and not one would mention the quality of private speech. As an issue, speech is not even on the agenda. (Rabbi
Yissocher Frand, In Print, ArtScroll Publications, pp. 144-145.)

Now let’s understand the types of lashon hara that undermine society in order to take the appropriate steps
to uproot it.

PART A. RECHILUT: SPEECH THAT CAUSES DISPUTES
1. Vayikra (Leviticus) 19:16 — We are instructed not to go about gossiping.

Do not peddle gossip among your people ... I am SN PR D97 o0 NS
God.
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The above verse needs elaboration as to what constitutes “gossip.” The sources below elaborate.

2. Rabbi Yosef Karo, Kesef Mishneh, Hilchot De’ot (Laws of Attitudes) 7:1 — Rechilut is telling
someone about what other people said about him or did to him. The information itself may
be neutral, but it will cause a dispute or dislike between the parties.

One who “peddles gossip” [rechilut, Vayikra W “I91 70 POV TN OB TN W D
19:16] refers to a person who says, “So-and-so IP2...003 DR 93T IRY 5D 5y AR “95 75 Ty
said such-and-such about you”, or “So-and- I 50 i TN e DT Y

so did the following to you ...” even though
the information is not necessarily intrinsically
negative [but can nevertheless provoke
arguments between parties] ... Since he carries
the information around from one person to
another, he is called a “peddler” [a traveling
salesman of gossip].

3. Rabbeinu Yonah, Sha’arei Teshuvah 3:222 — The seriousness of rechilut is that it replaces
peace with arguments and hatred, and can lead to the destruction of families and

communities.
The damage that can be wrought by gossip- 291 N7 9501 PN *2 MO0 ST MDD Py
mongering is incalculable. It brings hatred 0 5y MS DTN 3 NR Swom, oMy IR
between people, and therefore causes them to M3 .472953 TN TN NIRRT 2R

transgress the prohibition of “Do not hate your
brother in your heart” [Vayikra 19:16]. The world
continues to exist only based on peace, and one
who peddles gossip causes the world to fall apart.

591 7N D23 NI 3o DOWR Y 07p oY
JPAWY

PART B. LASHON HARA: HARMFUL OR DEROGATORY SPEECH

In the previous part we discussed rechilut, speech that is not necessarily negative, but cause disputes and
hatred.

In this part we will discuss lashon hara, where the speech itself is negative. The next sources describe two
types of lashon hara:

1. Derogatory speech — it might cause people to think less of the subject, and

2. Harmful speech — it might cause physical, emotional or financial harm to the subject.

1. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot De’ot 7:2 — Lashon hara is derogatory speech about
someone else and is forbidden even if it is true.

There is a transgression that is much worse than IS NI 713 IND 5593 NI, TRD TV 1 DT Py v

rechilut, also included in the prohibition of “do TN TINW DUYN 1M A3 9000 NI
not peddle gossip.” This is known as lashon hara,

or derogatory speech. This refers to someone who
speaks in a derogatory manner about someone
else — even if what he says is true ...

Someone who speaks lashon hara will say Y 9170 MINT ALY NI 7 YIS 53
negative and derogatory things like, “So-and-so
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did the following ...” or “So-and-so’s parents did N PHY NP T IO PN 1777 1 D WD
the following ...” or “I heard the following about NI
So-and-so ...”

2. 1Ibid 7:5 — Lashon hara also consists of harm-causing speech, which might not be overtly
derogatory, but can still cause physical, emotional or financial harm.

Lashon hara also consists of information that, LON OO PON I DN DO D927 99010
if publicized, could cause physical, financial or 1N 15 9275 ORI MBI N DRI 1A S
emotional harm (it also includes causing a person IS o e

emotional pain or giving him a fright).

For example, if someone relates that Levi is not “the smartest” it could cause him a financial loss by
discouraging someone else from becoming his business partner.

PART C. MOTZI SHEM RA: HARMFUL OR DEROGATORY SPEECH THAT IS UNTRUE

Motzi Shem Ra is slandering or lying about someone else, a severe form of lashon hara.

1. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot De’ot 7:2 — When the lashon hara is untrue, then one is
speaking motzi shem ra (slander).

[The previous cases refer to someone who speaks P35V P9 0w ROV RIPY TP TN DaN
negative information that is true.] Someone who

speaks derogatory or harmful information about
someone that is untrue — he is called a slanderer
(motzi shem ra).

(Please refer to the Morasha class, Can You Ever Tell a Lie? for a full discussion on the importance of telling
the truth.)

PART D. ONAAT DEVARIM: SPEECH THAT CAUSES PAIN

The Torah looks at the pain caused by words as a real wound. This is in complete opposition to the common
belief that words cannot hurt.

1. Rambam, Sefer HaMitzvot, negative mitzvah #251 — It is forbidden to speak to someone in a
way that will cause him emotional pain or embarrassment.

We are instructed not to cause emotional distress NI D927 B8P NN BOSP DN Y
to each other with our words [ona’at devarim]. 5313 N51 DY ITIINDY DIOND 15 TN
This includes statements that cause another DT WA 30D TS

person pain, anger, or embarrassment...

The source in the Torah is, “Do not aggrieve your AN Y TN BN I MDY (14D 972) 19N NI

fellow, and you shall fear your God” [Vayikra (3713 123) D92 FINDIN 3 1IN IOND
25:17]. The Talmud tells us that the verse is T

referring to causing emotional distress with our
words [ond’at devarim].
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In the Torah’s acute awareness of the power of words, it sees ona’at devarim as every bit as real as,
and in some ways more serious than, the physical or financial harm individuals can inflict on each
other (Bava Metzia 58b). The prohibition against ona’at devarim tells every Jew to use the softest
possible approach to difficult situations, and to use the kindest possible words and manner to
convey the message (Rabbi Yitzchak Berkovits, Chofetz Chaim: Lesson a Day, p. x1). The following
are examples of ona’at devarim:

|7«

* Insulting comments: “I told you so!” “What a dumb question!” “Its all your fault because ...”
* Reminding someone of his misguided or foolish behavior in the past: “I remember when you ...”
* Using a nickname with intent to cause discomfort: “old man,” “baby face,” “crazy head.”

PART E. AVAK LASHON HARA: SPEECH BORDERING ON LASHON HARA

While the first four categories are all prohibited in the Torah, the early Torah Sages saw fit to include in this
transgression anything that borders on lashon hara. The term used for this is avak lashon hara, literally, “the
dust of lashon hara.”

1. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot De’ot 7:4 — Examples of avak lashon hara.

There are certain things that, although they are 29953 997 S PIN 1Y D937 DY B
not actual lashon hara, are considered “avak

lashon hara,” literally “dust of lashon hara,” or

something close to the actual transgression.

Some examples of avak lashon hara are: S0y R D o nbeb 9mN? 17 130
1. “Who would have thought that So-and-so

would turn out like he is today?” [Implying
that in the past he had a negative reputation. ]

Or,

2. “Let’s not talk about So-and-so. I don’t want IR PTIR 317 OR 0O PR MR IN
to say what happened with him.” [Implying JORE D297 REPITLDPN T
that there is something wrong with the
subject].

3. Speaking positively of someone in the PIR 79T PRI 353 1IN N3 3901 5N
presence of his enemies, for this will surely w I3 IDDW DY D Y YT WD

cause them to start speaking negatively about
the subject.

4. Speaking lashon hara without malice, rather WRIMOP TIT PN 77 97 N3 900 1)
as a joke or lightheartedly. e TIRILI 93T WRL TS

5. Similarly, one who feigns innocence, as
though he were not aware of the fact that he
is speaking lashon hara.

WA DD NI NG 77T 37 D 900 1
SRIT P ID T92TR YT PN IND

Examples, of the last case are:
* “Ididn’t think anything was wrong.”
e  “Oh!Ididn’t know that was lashon hara.”
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Although it is not included in the prohibition against lashon hara, revealing information that was told to you
as a secret or confidentiality is also prohibited (Talmud Bavli, Yoma 4b).

KEY THEMES OF SECTION III:

& There are five categories of negative speech:

1.

Rechilut: is telling someone about what other people said about him or did to him. The
information itself may be neutral, but it may cause a dispute or bad feelings between the

parties.

Lashon Hara: is derogatory speech about someone else, and is forbidden even if it is true.
Lashon hara also consists of harm-causing speech, which might not be derogatory, but will still

cause physical, emotional or financial harm.

Motzi Shem Ra: is lashon hara that is untrue.

Ona’at Devarim: is causing emotional pain or embarrassment with one’s words.

Avak Lashon Hara: is saying something whose implied meaning is derogatory or harmful; or

saying lashon hara as a joke or with fake innocence.

&= The more categories a culture has to describe something, the more sensitized it is to that

subject. Can any other people or culture claim to have five categories of negative speech?! And
furthermore, can any other culture claim to have nineteen chapters written on the details of these
five categories (in Sefer Chofetz Chaim)?!

SECTION IV. COMMUNICATING, LISTENING, AND
BELIEVING LASHON HARA

PART A. METHODS OF COMMUNICATION

Does lashon hara refer only to speaking? What about writing something derogatory? Or silently hinting
something negative? The next source will explain.

1. Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan, Sefer Chofetz Chaim, Hilchot Lashon Hara (Laws of Derogatory
Speech) 1:8 — If the message is negative it makes no difference if the lashon hara was

communicated through speech, writing or hinting.

The prohibition against communicating
lashon hara applies whether one conveys the
information verbally or in writing. There is
also no difference between relating lashon hara
explicitly or through hinting.

15

PHY P01 NI DN P2 NI YT PO SW T ION
D1.3307513 171 93T POV 3D NI IN wish vo3
w77 IS Y 9000 NI DN P3P PN
7773 Y97 WOR POV 9001 NI ON P TH3
NPT S 5503 31 503 .49
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In all cases of communication — even if it’s only in writing or a hint — if the message is derogatory or harmful,
then it’s lashon hara. For example:

Yaakov: When Reuven comes he will help you.

Yitzchak: (With a cynical smile): Sure, Reuven ...

PART B. LISTENING VERSUS BELIEVING LASHON HARA

1. Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan, Sefer Chofetz Chaim, Hilchot Lashon Hara 6:1-2 — Believing lashon
hara is almost always prohibited. However, one can listen to the information (but not believe

that it’s true) if it’s something relevant to you, and it can protect you from future harm.

It is prohibited by the Torah to accept and believe
lashon hara. One who accepts it transgresses

the prohibition of, “Do not accept a false report”
[Shemot 23:1] ...

It is also forbidden to intentionally listen to
lashon hara even if one has no intention of
believing it. However, there is a difference
between (1) listening versus (2) believing lashon
hara.

1. Listening to lashon hara is forbidden if the
information does not pertain to him. However, if

NOW 13777, 10 297 1% 5305 0N [R]
P77 WS S3pH .. DBN NI MDD 9253 PN
ORI I RN RDT AR TN NP3 92

MR 2 24 725 pn nwh mynw Sy A [3]
33777 5305 YT PR TIW NPT AN N0
Y PA PRI N IS WMN D 100
v 305

5115 P13 9377 PN DR P NN PN T waT
R17 59N DX X35 5915 $393 9377 DX IR, RS

the information being said might pertain to him
in the future, it is permitted to listen in order to
be prepared and protect himself [from damage

MWW O TS 70 S 3mwd TN’ I ...
PIBWD N PR PIVWD I3 NI DT 0,500

3 YRIT? i I 3
or harm]. It is permitted because his intent is MY N 372 N PIAPan wIm;

not to hear the derogatory information about the
person, but rather to protect himself from harm.

DON R 1393 9277 5% WaT, 5305 SN
233593 DN

2. However, it is forbidden under all
circumstances to believe the lashon hara and
decide in your heart that the information is true
[unless it is confirmed, as described in the next
source].

The following examples are an application of the above principle:

If a particular businessman is said to have engaged in dishonest business practices, (you can protect yourself,
but) it is forbidden to call him a thief, or even to treat him coldly and harbor an internal dislike for him.

If an unsubstantiated report circulates that an individual who is considered needy has deliberately created a
false impression of poverty in order to elicit donations, it is forbidden to cease giving him charity based on this

unconfirmed report alone. (Rabbi Avrohom Ehrman, Journey to Virtue, 13:10)

As the next source describes, there are certain conditions under which lashon hara may be believed.
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2. Rabbi Avrohom Ehrman, Journey to Virtue, pp. 122-3 — In special circumstances even
believing lashon hara is permitted if there are (1) a number of reports from (2) multiple
sources (3) who are impartial.

Rumors [i.e. lashon hara] may not be believed unless they are confirmed. Confirmation takes place
when there exist: (1) a number of reports from (2) multiple sources (3) who are impartial.

(1) A number of reports is defined as the subject having been seen engaging in a consistent pattern

of behavior over a period of time; one episode does not prove negative character. (2) Reports which
originate from only one person are not considered reliable proof. (3) Moreover, if the sources dislike
the subject, the reports are never considered reliable. Very often, negative information is widely
circulated and accepted, but upon investigation, it is revealed that all the reports originated from a
single source or from individuals who dislike the subject and are therefore not reliable, or that only
one incident is under discussion [based on Chofetz Chaim, Hilchot Lashon Hara, Chap 7, Be’er Mayim
Chayim 8].

Caution should be advised when hearing:

“Everyone knows it’s true — it5 the talk of the town!” (How does “everyone” know? From how many sources
does the information originate, and are they impartial? How many separate events are they discussing?)

“Of course it5 true, there was a whole write-up in the newspaper. I also heard it on the news.”

Even in a case where lashon hara may be believed, it is still forbidden to repeat what one has heard (or even
personally witnessed), unless a legitimate need exists, such as for the other party’s protection. If the case was
not personally witnessed but originated from multiple impartial sources, he should say so when sharing the
information (ibid. p. 127).

KEY THEMES OF SECTION IV:

& The message is more important than the words. Therefore, if one in any way conveys a derogatory
message — by hinting, winking, smirking, writing, etc. — this is considered lashon hara, even if no
words were spoken.

& Furthermore, just as we have to be careful about what comes out of our mouths (as well as our
gestures), we have to be careful about what comes into our ears. If someone else mistakenly speaks
lashon hara, the following rules apply:

1. It is forbidden to listen to the information, unless it is relevant to you and can protect you from
future harm.

2. Tt is forbidden to believe the information, unless there exists (1) a number of reports from (2)
multiple sources (3) who are impartial.
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SECTION V. SPEAKING LASHON HARA FOR A
CONSTRUCTIVE PURPOSE

Finally, we need to consider certain situations in which one can speak lashon hara for a constructive purpose.

Consider the following scenario:

Larry has been proposed as a business partner to Daniel, and you were previously Larry’s partner on numerous
investments. In all your dealings with Larry you have only good things to say about his business practices.
However, another associate once mentioned to you how a large business deal failed due to Larry’s involvement.
Daniel has approached you for your advice on whether he should accept Larry as his partner;, and you know
Daniel is seeking someone with a stellar track record. What do you say?

There are specific criteria that allow a person to share negative information about another party.

1. Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan, Sefer Chofetz Chaim, Hilchot Lashon Hara 10:1-2 — Before relating
negative information for a constructive purpose, there are seven conditions that need to be

met.

If one saw a person wronging someone else,
through theft, deceit or any other form of harm
... and one knows with certainty that no amends
were made ... one may tell this information to
others in order to help the victim, or to publicize

how unacceptable these acts are. He must,
however, make sure that the following seven
conditions are met:

1.

[The speaker of the negative information]
must have witnessed the incident, and not
heard about it from someone else, unless he
is able to verify its truthfulness.

He must calmly think over whether or not the
incident actually constitutes a theft, damage
or wrongdoing, examining the issue from all
sides and not coming to hasty conclusions.

He must first attempt to approach the
offender himself, if that is possible, gently
rebuke him for his misdeed and urge him to
set things right.

He must not exaggerate in his account of
what transpired.

His intent must be only for the sake of
achieving justice, and not God forbid,
enjoying the negative light in which he is
casting his fellow. Nor may he speak out of
hatred that he already harbors for the subject.
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6. If there is any way in which he can achieve ISP NOV AN A5 I8 3305 D1 N oN
the same results without having to resort AR, I IS I PN 9905 0% KO 19NN
to relating the negative information, he is 9505 71O 1 533
required to take that course of action.

7. Tt must be clear that the consequences that DI IV NI PRI MO0 T 5y 30 NoW [
the offender will suffer will be no more severe 937 5P I IDIND YOU TR RV IR 10
than those he would face were he to be JI733

brought to Beit Din [Jewish court of law].

KEY THEMES OF SECTION V:

& Under certain conditions, Judaism’s ideals of peace and protecting the innocent takes precedence
over not speaking lashon hara. Therefore, to prevent harm or to settle a dispute, it is permitted
to relate negative information that would otherwise be considered lashon hara, as long as seven
conditions are met, which include witnessing the event and trying to approach the offender first.

CLASS SUMMARY:

WHY DOES JUDAISM VIEW LASHON HARA AS SO DESTRUCTIVE?

1. Lashon hara undermines God’s plan for Creation, in which the goal is to build up each person to reach
perfection.

2. Lashon hara causes physical and spiritual harm.

3. Mans5 essence as a combination of physical and spiritual elements is expressed through speech. By
speaking lashon hara one transgresses with one’s very essence.

4. Because lashon hara can wreak untold damage, it is compared to those transgressions for which one
should sacrifice one life rather than commit.

IS THERE A FRAMEWORK TO AVOID SPEAKING LASHON HARA AND FOSTER HARMONY?

By avoiding the following categories of lashon hara, we are on the road to bringing peace to the world:

1. Rechilut: is telling someone about what other people said about him or did to him.

2. Lashon Hara: is derogatory or harm-causing speech about someone else, and is forbidden even if it is true.

3. Motzi Shem Ra: is lashon hara that is also untrue.

4. Ona’at Devarim: is causing emotional pain or embarrassment with one’s words.

5. Avak Lashon Hara: is saying something whose implied meaning is derogatory or harmful; or saying lashon
hara as a joke or with fake innocence.

IF ANOTHER PERSON IS SPEAKING LASHON HARA, MAY ONE LISTEN?

It is forbidden to listen to the information, unless it is relevant to you and can protect you from future harm.
And even if it’s permitted to listen, it is forbidden to believe the information.
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ARE THERE ANY CIRCUMSTANCES WHERE THE TORAH ALLOWS ONE TO SPEAK LASHON HARA?

To prevent harm or to settle a dispute, it is permitted to relate negative information that would otherwise be
considered lashon hara, as long as seven conditions are met.

ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDED READING & SOURCES

Chofetz Chaim: A Lesson a Day (concepts and laws of proper speech), Rabbis Shimon Finkelman and
Yitzchak Berkovits (ArtScroll/Mesorah, 1995)

Guard Your Tongue, Rabbi Zelig Pliskin (Pliskin, 1975)
Journey to Virtue: The laws of interpersonal relationships in business, home and society, Rabbi Avrohom
Ehrman (ArtScroll/Mesorah, 2002), Chaps. 5, 13, 17, 19, 21

Successful Relationships at Home, at Work and with Friends, Rabbi Abraham J. Twerski (Artscroll/Mesorah,
2003)

SECTION 1.

Talmud Bavli, Arachin 15b — Lashon hara is as serious as the sins of idolatry, sexual immorality, and murder.

SECTION IW.

Chofetz Chaim, Hilchot Lashon Hara, Ch. 7, Be’er Mayim Chayim
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