
Parshat Tazria discusses, among other topics, the condition of ַעת  tsara'at, which is customarily ,ָצַר֥
translated as leprosy.  While many question this definition, and our parsha does not explicitly define the 
condition, commentators have analyzed the causes of tsara’at. 

Commentators, including the Ramban, have concluded that tsara'at is a punishment for ָלׁשֹון ָהַרע, 
lashon hara, or derogatory speech.  They reach this conclusion based partly on Miriam and Moshe 
being afflicted with tsara'at after speaking negatively about others. 

 הִׁשָּ֧מֶר ּבְנֶֽגַע־הַּצַָר֛עַת לִׁשְמֹ֥ר מְאֹ֖ד וְלַעֲׂשֹ֑ות ּכְכֹל֩ אֲׁשֶר־יֹורּ֨ו אֶתְכֶ֜ם הַּכֹהֲנִ֧ים הַלְוִּיִ֛ם
 ּכַאֲׁשֶ֥ר צִּוִיתִ֖ם ּתִׁשְמְרּ֥ו לַעֲׂשֹֽות׃ זָכֹ֕ור אֵ֧ת אֲׁשֶר־עָׂשָ֛ה ה’ אֱלקיָ לְמְִריָ֑ם ּבַּדֶֶ֖רְ

 ּבְצֵאתְכֶ֥ם מִּמִצְָרֽיִם׃.

In cases of a skin affliction be most careful to do exactly as the Levitical priests 
instruct you. Take care to do as I have commanded them. Remember what your 

God did to Miriam on the journey after you left Egypt. (Devarim 24:8-9)

We understand the prohibition against lashon hara to mean avoiding gossip.  And we are told that a 
person with tsara'at is required to quarantine and isolate, a procedure many of 

us had never experienced firsthand until recently.  Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 
(z'l) asks and answers the question on every reader's mind, "Why is the 

Torah so severe about lashon hara, branding it as one of the worst 
sins?"  "Partly," he writes, "this has deep roots in the Jewish 
understanding of God and the human condition.  Judaism is less a 
religion of holy people and holy places than it is a religion of holy 

words."  The Maharal of Prague made a similar point when he wrote, 
“a person who speaks lashon hara undermines the peace of society and 

of the people living in that society." Rabbi Sacks summarizes, "evil 
speech generates negative energies … it sows the seeds of distrust and envy." 

I want to focus on the other side of the coin: in addition to avoiding lashon hara — dangerous and 
destructive speech — the ability to use wise, compassionate speech in our daily interactions invariably 
benefits our community and families.  Speech carries the potential to create relationships, lift people, 
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expand minds, and enable genuine communication.  Rabbi Sacks underscores the point: "Language is 
life.  Words are creative but also destructive.  If good words are holy then evil words are a desecration."  

Consider, for example, the power and potential of speech in the context of our children.  We can speak 
positively, or we can speak negatively or destructively, and knowing what to say, when to say it and how 
to say it isn't usually intuitive, and it's rarely easy — at least in my experience as a parent.   

In an article entitled "Mindful Parenting and Sh'mirat Ha'Lashon" — sh'mirat ha'lashon is generally 
understood as guarding our speech — Carla Naumburg offers the following advice: 

First, focus on the impact of our words, whether or not they are true.  Kids can be exhausting and 
confusing, among other things, and we, as parents, need to acknowledge that from time to time (but not 
to our children). 

Second, consider how we praise our children. There is a distinction between fixed-mindset praise and 
growth-mindset praise.  When we use our words to encourage our children's efforts, rather than only 
stressing the outcome (fixed-mindset), we can include words that reflect our acknowledgment that there 
is value in trying something new and working hard (growth-mindset). 

Growth mindset is a buzzword in contemporary culture, especially 
corporate America, but there are misconceptions about its meaning. 
Growth mindset isn't just about praising and rewarding any effort, 
after all, unproductive effort isn’t a positive outcome. It's critical 
to reward not just effort but also learning and progress. Emphasis 
is on the processes that yields these things, such as seeking help 
from others, trying new strategies to succeed, and capitalizing on 
setbacks to move forward effectively. 

Third, try to manage the words we use when responding by reacting 
in a manner that models appropriate speech for our children and avoids 
speech that could become a problematic part of their inner voice. 

Today, I am celebrating my daughter's Bat Mitzvah just as previously I had the honor of celebrating my 
two older children's Bar and Bat Mitzvahs in our shul. It’s a good time to say that I will continue to strive 
to model the importance of words in my daily interactions with Jordan, Ari, and Gracie — or maybe 
they’ll show me how to do it.

David and Michelle both grew up in White Plains and moved to the community in December 
2008 after a brief sojourn in Riverdale. Their 3 children — Jordan (12th grade), Ari (9th) and 
Grace (6th) — all attend SAR.  David and Michelle feel extremely fortunate to live in the YIS 
community and look forward to celebrating Gracie's Bat Mitzvah with everyone!
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