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We are forbidden to speak agalnst others,

(10 B RPN) aya S 9bn N

“YOU SHALL NOT GO ABOUT AS A TALEBEARER AMONG YOUR
PEOPLE." (Vayikra 19:16) -

This is the prohibition dealing specifically with loshon hora and
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P’chilus.* Loshon hora is the term used for a derogatory or damaging
statement about someone, R’chilus is the term used for a report that
someone has spoken or acted against the listener., For example, you
tell Reuven that Shimon said he is lazy.

If someone has not studied the laws of loshon. hora, he will un~ -

doubtedly violate them constantly, Therefore, the only way to avoid
speaking loshon hora is to become familiar with the details of the
laws relating to this prohibition, and to review them regularly. (A4itzah
Vesoshiyah, pp. 7, 8)

Because the laws of loshon hora apply to us every hour of every
day, some people have wisely made a regular habit of studying two
laws about loshon hora daily. A Rabbi in England has even printed
a special calendar listing the two laws to be studied daily. Reviewing
the laws is extremely important as Rabbi Isser Zalman Meltzer has
said, “Even if someone has learned the laws of loshon hora in their
entirety, he definitely will not be able to observe them to their fullest
" extent without constant review.”

When the whole family sits together at the Shabbos table, someone

is likely to report news that could constitute loshon hora. Therefore, .

the practice of learning laws of loshon hora at the Shabbos table will
often save the entire family from transgressing on this sacred day.
A group in the United States called Vaad L’tikin Hamidos has
printed a contract stating a resolution that the undersigned will be
especially careful not to speak loshon hora on Shabbos.

The laws -of this commandment are dealt with at length in the
book Chofetz Chayim, and in an English adaptation entitled Guard
Your Tongue. Below are some excerpts of the most essential laws:

1)  You are forbidden to make a derogatory comment, even if it

* The Chofetz Chayim lists a total of 31 Torah commandments — 17
prohibitions and 14 positive commandments — which have either a direct
or indirect connection with ‘loshon hora (see Guard Your Tongue, pp.
13-26). This fact alone has influenced many people to stop speaking
loshon hora. (Rabbi Shmuel Houminer)
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is true, (“But it’s the truth; I witnessed it myself.”) (Chofetz Chayim
1:1)

2) Any comment, even if not derogatory, that might ultimately
cause financial loss, physical pain, mental anguish, or any damage,
is considered loshon hora. (Rambam, Hilchos Daios 7:5; Bair
Mayim Chayim 3:7)

3) Any method of conveying derogatory information about others
is forbidden: writing, hand or finger motions, and facial expressions.
(Chofetz Chayim 1:8) .

. 4) You are forbidden to relate derogatory information about
others even in jest, (“But I was just joking.”) (Chofetz Chayim 3:3)

5) Even if your derogatory statement will not cause damage or
loss to the person spoken-about, it is forbidden. (“He’ll never know
about it”’) (Chofetz Chayim 3:6)

6) What constitutes loskon hora? Saying that another person:

a) has done something wrong (“He doesn’t treat his parents
with proper respect.”) .

b) has faulty character traits (“He is a miser.” “She is
arrogant.”)

c) lacks a virtue (“He’s not very bright.”) (Chofetz Cha-
yim, ch, 4 and 5).

7) You are forbidden to speak against strangers and relatives
alike. (“We're close friends so he probably won’t mind too much.”)
(ibid. 8:1) )

8) You are forbidden to relate loshon hora to anyone, even to a
close relative, such as a parent or spouse. (ibid. 8:10)

"9) It is forbidden to imply that someone has done something
impraper even if you do not specify the particular act. (“Lef’s not
talk about him. I don’t want to say what happened.”) (ibid. 9:1)

10) It is permissible to speak against a wicked person who inten-
tionally and repeatedly violates severe offenses. (Chofetz Chayim
4:7; see Guard Your Tongue, pp. 59-60, for details)

11) When it is necessary for someone to know derogatory in-
formation for a constructive purpose, you are obligated to relate the
information to him. For example, you are obligated to warn someone
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il another person is planning to cheat or harm him, but the following
conditions must be met:

a) You must intend to cause benefit from relating the informa-
tion. -

b) You must be absolutely certain that the information you are
relating is true. Either you have seen the incident yourself, or*you
have verified the matter beyond doubt.

¢) You must not exaggerate.

d) You must admonish the wrongdoer before you relate the
information unless you are absolutely certain that he will not heed
you.

€) You may not hastily conclude that the action you witnessed
was forbidden by Torah law. In many instances the circumstances
rendered the action permissible.

f) If the beneficial results can be brought about in any other
manner, you must use that method. '

g) Your narrative must not cause the person you speak against
a greater loss than he is responsible for under Torah law.

(Chofetz Chayim, ch. 10 and Guard Your Tongue, pp. 115-121
and 165 and 180)

12) Remember this general rule: Until you have clarified beyond
any doubt that a statement is not loshon hora, assume that it is.
(Shmiras Haloshon, shaar hatvunah, ch, 16)

Reasons why people speak loshon hora

The Chofetz Chayim writes that when a person has an illness the
only way to effect a cure is to look for the root of the illness. If the
cause is treated, then the effects will also be cured. So too with loshon
hora. If someone finds that he frequently speaks against others, he
should seek out the root of the problem. The Chofetz Chayim (Shmi-
ras Haloshon, part 2, ch. 13-16) enumerated seven basic reasons
why a person might speak loshon hora: i

1) ANGER. Somé people have a bad temper, When their anger
has been aroused, they show no restraint in what they say.
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The only cure for such a person is to rid himself of this harmful
trait (see sefer Erech Apayim which deals with the subject of anger
at length). The Sages have emphasized the gravity of anger and
have even likened intense anger, when a person tears or breaks some-
thing, to idolatry, By learning to stay calm, a person will be able to
guard his tongue. '

2) JOKING. Some people like to constantly say jokes, and this
leads them to join groups whose members make fun of others,

The cure for this is to stay away from such groups.

3) ARROGANGE. Some people think that they are superior to
everyone else, and therefore they belittle others,

The cure for this is for the person to honestly examine his char-
acter. Even if he is, in fact, essentially good, he has surely not utilized
his full potential. Once he becomes aware of his own faults, he will
be less likely to speak against others,

4) GIVING UP HOPE. Some people think that it is impossible
to avoid speaking loshon hora unless one becomes a hermit. They
therefore do not even try. ' )

The truth, however, is that if someone sincerely wishes to avoid

" loshon hora, he will be successful, The Almighty would not give us

a commandment that is beyond our capability to observe. Anyone
who is sincerely resolved not to speak loshon hora will be able to
avoid doing so. At first it might be difficult, but once a person forms
the habit of not speaking against others, the habit becomes part of
his nature and does not require excessive effort.

5) SEEING THAT OTHERS ARE NOT CAREFUL. Some
people feel that since so many other people are lax with their speech,
they need not be different,

They should consider the following: If an entire city were stricken
with a certain fatal disease, would any of the ill refuse to see a doctor
solely because no one else had? King David gave his prescription for
eternal life: “Guard your tongue from evil and your lips from speak-
ing deceit” (T"hilim 34). There is no excuse for not following his
recommendation, - )

6) COMPLAINTS AGAINST OTHERS. Some people have a
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tendency to always complain about others and find fault with them.
They think that other peaple do or say things against them even when
there is no basis for this. The unfortunate possessor of this trait will
speak against others because he feels that others dislike him.

To correct this trait a person must train himself to judge others
favorably, When in contact with others, he must always keep in
mind that we are commanded to love other people and are forbidden
to hate them. :

7) IGNORANCE. Most people speak loshon hora because they
simply lack knowledge of the laws. Sometimes it does not even oceur
to them that their statements are considered loshon hora.

The only cure for ignorance is study. Even though you may have
already formed the habit of speaking against others, constant study
and review of the relevant laws will help you become sensitive to
what you say and will enable you to avoid loshon hora.

Rabbi Isser Zalman Meltzer related that on numerous occasions
Rabbi Yisroel Salanter would abruptly stop speaking and consult
the Chofetz Chayim’s book on loshon hora to see whether it was
permissible for him to continue, (ditzah Vesoshiya, p, 10)

Failure to study the laws of loshon hora can result in a‘pcrson’s

speaking loshon hora frequently, without realizing it. The following

true anecdote illustrates this point:

Someone asked a certain woman if she wished to borrow a copy
of Guard Your Tongue to study the laws of loshon hora. Her reply
was: “I don’t neéd it. I never speak loshon hora. But my husband
really needs it. He always speaks loshon hora about others.”

A proclamation by leading Torah scholars

The importance of teaching children the severity of speaking
loshon hora has been stressed in a public proclamation signed by
the leading Torah scholars of Israel. The proclamation 'states: “To
our sorrow there is great laxity in regard to the prohibition against
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!ashon hora and r’chilus. Abiding by this prohibition is considered
by many people as merely an act of piety. The prohibition seems to
have become non-existent and loshon hora permissible.” The Rabbis
note that one of the main reasons people are lax about speaking
loshon hora is because they have formed the habit of speaking
against others since childhood. Tt is therefore imperative that teach-
ers inculcate their students with an appreciation of the severity of
loshon hora and of its laws, :

These Torah leaders add that our Sages considered loshon hora
the most severe of the severest transgressions, and Rambam (Hilchos
Tshuvah 3:6) writes that a habitual speaker of loshon hora loses
his share in the world to come.

Therefore they proclaim:

1. Every person should set aside time to learn the laws of loshon
hora. ‘

2. Every school principal should include the study of the laws
of loshon hora in the curriculum for boys and for girls.

Among the signers of the proclamation were: Rabbi Yisroel
Yaakov Kaniewsky (“Steipler); Rabbi Chayim Shmuelevitz, Rosh
Hayeshiva of Mir; Rabbi Chayim P. Scheinberg, Rosh Hayeshiva
of Torah Ore; Chacham Abuchatzera; Chacham Sharabi; Rabbi
Meir Chodosh, menahel ruchani of Chevron Yeshiva; Rabbi Yechi-
el Michel Feinstein; Rabbi Shmuel Vozner and, before their passing,
Rabbi Yisroel Alter (Gerrer Rebbe) and Rabbi Yechezkail Ab-
ramsky. .

Rabbi Abramsky, author of Chazon Yechezkail, personally added
to the proclamation that three schools in Jerusalem were already
studying the laws of loshon hora in the upper classes, and they were
succeeding. He states that all other schools should do the same.

Shortly after publication of the above proclamation in Israel, the
following Torah scholars of the United States added their signa-
tures: Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, Rosh Hayeshiva of Tiferes Yeru-
shalayim; Rabbi Yaakov Kaminetzky, Rosh Hayeshiva of Torah
Vadaath; Rabbi Yaakov Ruderman, Rosh Hayeshiva of Ner Israel;
Rabbi Boruch Sorotzkin, Rosh Hayeshiva of Telshe; Rabbi Shneur
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Kotler, Rosh Hayeshiva of Lakewood; Rabbi Gedaliah Schorr, Rosh
Hayéshiva of Torah Vadaath; Rabbi Shraga Moshe Kalmanowitz,
Rosh Hayeshiva of Mir; Rabbi Shmuel Ehrenfield, Rav of Matters-
dorf; Rabbi Shimon Shwab, Rav of.Adath Yeshurun; and Rabbi
Eliezer Portugal, the Skulener Rebbe.

There are people who ask,. “But if I don’t speak loshon hora,
what else is there to talk about?”

The answer is: Everything else except other people, It has been
said that superior people speak about ideas; mediocre people speak
about things; and inferior people speak about other people. Failure
to devote oneself to useful activities and interests is apt to lead to
the speaking of loshon hora (see Divrai Naftoli, p. 14).. The prohibi-
tion against speaking loshon hora should serve as an incentive to
raise the quality of one’s conversations.

When people would wisit Rabbi Rafael Hamburger, author of
Marpai Loshon, he would extend a friendly greeting and then say
to them, “Please do not discuss other people” (Chofetz Chayim
in Z’chor L’ Miriam)

Rabbi Yisroel Meir Kagan, author of Chofetz Chayim, used to
say that some people are mistaken about his book on loshon hora.

“It’s not a book against speaking,” the Chofetz Chayim would say.
“On the contrary. The book gives one permission to speak. Before
you know the laws, how can you speak? You might be violating a
Torah prohibition: Once you have studied the laws, however, Yyou
know what is permissible to say.” (Rabbi Shmuel Pliskin in Der
Chofetz Chayim, p. 71)

Many people become upset when they see others do something
wrong, and air their complaints to everyone except to the person
who needs correction. Relating someone’s faults to others constitutes
loshon hora, while trying to correct the person himself is the fulfill-
ment of a mitzvah.
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The Chofetz Chayim was once the guest of a certain shochet for
Shabbos, Before shalosh seudos (the third and last meal eaten on
Shabbos), the Chofetz Chayim heard the shochet tell his wife that
a certain butcher deceived one of his customers. The Chofetz Cha-
yim quietly left the house and went elsewhere.

When the shochet later saw the Chofeiz Chayim, he asked him
why he didn’t remain for the meal. The Chofetz Chayim replied,
“You had no right to tell your wife loshon hora about the butcher.
If what you said is true, you should censure the butcher yourself,
or tell the information to a rabbi who would rebuke him. How can
I stay with someone who isn’t careful with his speech?” (Tnuas
Hamussar, vol, 4, p. 155)

If someone has difficulty in refraining from speaking loshon hora,
he should consider the pain and anguish he might cause the person
against whom he speaks. That -suffering is far greater than any
discomfort he might suffer by remaining silent.

“Think before you speak.” This piece of advice was written by
the Ramban to his son in his famous Igeres HaRamban. Very often
il a person would think for a few seconds before he begins speaking,
he would decide for himself that what he intends to say is not worth
saying.

Before you say anything, ask yourself, “Should I really say this?”
Apply this rule and you will notice that your conversations are free
from loshon hora.

The Chofetz Chayim once told someone who was speaking loshon
hora, “Some people are preparing a telegram in the ‘next room.
Notice how carefully they scrutinize and consider each word. That's
how careful you must be with your speech.” (Chayai Hamussar, vol.
2,p.21)

“Rabbi Yisroel Salanter used to say: “It is worthwhile for a person
to study mussar his entire life, if it will save him from speaking loshon
hora even once.” (Tnuas Hamussar, vol. 1, p. 305)
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It is fitting to conclude this section with the following quote from
the Maharal of Prague: “If all the people in.the world would be
authors, they still would not be able to describe adequately how
reprehensible loshon hora really is.” (Nesivos Olam, Nesiv Haloshon,

ch, 9)




