בס”ד

WEEKDAY DAVENING INFORMATION

Thank you Randi
Spier for arranging
the Friday night
dinner at the shul!

שבת הגדול/שבת פרשת מצורע
SHABBAT PARSHAT METZORA
SHABBAT HAGADOL
8 NISAN/APRIL 13
Haftorah is Malachi 3:4-24 (repeating verse
23). Don’t say  אב הרחמיםor צדקתך צדק.
Final time for Kiddush Levanah of Nissan is
all Thursday night (Apr. 18), but if necessary,
on Friday night until 7:47 PM (בין השמשות
not allowed, so discuss beforehand with
Rabbi Shestack before saying Friday night).
FRIDAY NIGHT
MINCHA - 7:00 PM
CANDLE LIGHTING - 7:15 PM
TZAIT - 8:18 PM
SATURDAY
HASHKAMA - 8:15 AM
SHACHARIT MAIN - 9:00 AM
LAST KRIAT SHEMA - 9:39 AM
GEMARA SHIUR - 6:15 PM
MINCHA - 7:00 PM
SHKIA - 7:34 PM
MAARIV/HAVDALAH - 8:19 PM
—————
CONGREGATION AHAVAT ACHIM
18-25 SADDLE RIVER ROAD
FAIR LAWN, NJ 07410-5909
201-797-0502
WWW.AHAVATACHIM.ORG
BULLETIN INFORMATION
TO REQUEST A BULLETIN
ANNOUNCEMENT OR TO DEDICATE A
BULLETIN FOR $36 ($54 W/PHOTO),
EMAIL SEPLOTNICK@GMAIL.COM
—————

Sunday
(4/14)

Monday
(4/15)

Tuesday
(4/16)

Wednesday Thursday
(4/17)
(4/18)

Friday
(4/19)

Earliest Talit

5:22 AM

5:21 AM

5:19 AM

5:17 AM

5:15 AM

5:14 AM

Shacharit

8:15 AM

6:15 AM

6:25 AM

6:25 AM

6:15 AM

6:20 AM

Gedolah

1:30 PM

1:30 PM

1:30 PM

1:30 PM

1:30 PM

1:30 PM

Mincha - Maariv

7:20 PM

7:20 PM

7:20 PM

7:20 PM

7:20 PM

7:00 PM

Shkia

7:35 PM

7:36 PM

7:37 PM

7:38 PM

7:39 PM

Tzait

8:20 PM

8:21 PM

8:22 PM

8:23 PM

8:24 PM

Kiddush is sponsored by the Salazar family in honor
of the 1st anniversary of their and Grace & Rene
Carrion’s conversion.
Suedah Shlishit is sponsored by Chaim
Kirschenbaum on the yahrzeit of his
mother, חנהע”ה בת שבתי. May her
neshama have an aliyah.
Rabbi Is Available to Sell Chometz:
Tuesday, Apirl 9, 7:45 PM (after mincha-maariv)
Thursday, April 11, 7:45 PM (after mincha-maariv)
Motzei Shabbat, April 13 (after maariv)
Sunday, April 14, 9-10 AM (During Kashering) & 7:50 PM (after mincha-maariv)
Tuesday, April 15, 7:50 PM (after mincha-maariv)

(1) Shabbat Hagadol Drasha, this Shabbat at 12:00
PM, entitled “"Who Knows One?!": Grappling with
the Intimacy and Enormity of the Almighty".
(2) Clean out your tallit bag & pews for our Pesach preparation.
(3) Hagolas Kelim/Pesach Kashering, 9 AM-11 AM, Sun., Apr. 14, at the shul.
(4) Time for Bedikat Chametz is Thursday, April 18, after 8:24 PM.
(5) Siyum Bechorim by Steven Plotnick, Friday, April 19, after Shacharit.
(6) Last time to eat Chometz is on Friday, April 19, 10:39 AM.
(7) Last time to possess Chometz is Friday, April 19, 11:47 AM.
(8) Chometz burning at the Katters’ residence, 40-10 Terhune Pl. , Friday, 8 AM
to 11 AM. No lulav burning or plastic (so plan accordingly).
(9) Give your generous Maot Chittim contributions to the Rabbi or by mail to
Eli Greenbaum, 16 Aberdeen Pl., Fair Lawn, NJ 07410.

Rabbi Ely Shestack

President Aryeh Brenenson
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Kiddush
Information

Gita Cooperwasserע”ה
Youth Program

To sponsor a
Kiddush ($1000/$613/$318, plus
scotch) email Gail at
gplotnick@aol.com.
If you are around when the Rabbi
says “”על המחיה, your assistance in
clean up would be appreciated.

Youth groups start at
10:00 AM!
Contact Youth Director Aliza
Kaplan to discuss our youth
programming at
youthdirectoraliza@ahavatachim.org.

Tot Shabbat

Adult Education
GEMARA SHIUR - Shabbat
afternoon (45 minutes before Mincha),
learning Beitzah.
DAYTIME TORAH VOYAGES HIATUS.
FUNDAMENTALS OF JEWISH
THOUGHT - After Kiddush.
PEREK ON THE LAWN, Pirkei
Avot Periodic Shiur.

10:40 AM, with the
Shabbat reading often
featuring a surprise
story teller.

Stay & Play
Next Stay & Play is
May 4, 4:30 PM at
the Santacruz’s!
Teen Hashkama
May 11
June 22

Community Events
N/A.

Points To Ponder
(1st) What thematic transition occurs
between the end of last week's parsha
(Tazria) and the beginning of this
parsha (Metzora)?
(3rd) How long is the purification
process?
(4th) The commentaries use Tzaraat
on a house as a primary example of
mitzvot that are exclusively applicable to
eretz yisrael. What in this aliyah gives
that impression?
(6th) The obligation of women to
do bedikot and check to make sure they
are not bleeding during zayin nekiim,
the 7 clean days is derived from one
word in this aliyah. What word?

Pirkei Avot Teen Learning
This Shabbat, at
10:40 AM, led by Ben
Matthew Levine &
Ethan Steinberg. For
details email Ben at
benjamin.greenbaum@frisch.org.

Parent/Offspring
Torah Learning Megillah Series
Shabbat, May 11, 6:30 PM,
studying Megillat Ruth.
Contact Andrew Wigod for more
details at programmingaa@gmail.com.

Ahavat Achim Future Events
Apr. 14 - Hagolas Kelim/Pesach
Kashering, 9:00 AM - 11 AM, at the shul
Apr. 19 - Chometz burning TBD.
Apr. 27 - Seudah Shlishit is sponsored by
the Sonnenblicks for the yahrzeit of
Marty’s father Moshe Yehuda ben Yosef
Dov Halevi ע”ה, and the Farajuns for the
yahrzeit of Dafna's father Isaac ע”הben
Chaya Rachel, אייזיק בן חיה רחל.
May 4 - Dr. Avivah Zornberg S.I.R.
May 7 - Board Meeting
May 11 - Kiddush is sponsored by Shelly
& Sam Racenstein
May 11 - Youth Taking Over Seudat
Shelishit in honor of Yom Yerushalayim,
sponsored by Kira & Andrew Wigod
May 18 - Suedah Shlishit sponsored by
Kira & Andrew Wigod in honor of
Mental Health Awareness Month, with a
panel discussion.
May 26 - Shul Dinner, 8:00 PM, at
Rinat
June 1 - Emily Wechsler Bat Mitzvah
June 4 - Board Meeting
June 10 - 2nd Annual Baruch Crawl
July 6 - Suedah Shlishit is sponsored by
the Winchester family on the 2nd yahrzeit
of Steve’s father David Winchesterע”ה,
מאיר דוד בן שמואל גרשון הלוי.
June 8 - Suedah Shlishit sponsored by Eli
Zezon in memory of Shlomo ע”הBen
Eliyahu ( זזון נלב"ע ז סיון תשס”ד- )שלמה בן אליהו
June 22 - Suedah Shlishit sponsored by
Eli Zezon in memory of Baroch
Mafzir ע”הBen Samuel (ברוך מפציר בן שמואל
 נלב"ע כ"ד סיון תשנ”ט-)
June 25 - General Membership Meeting

Perek on the Lawn
May 18
June 9 (w/Ice Cream) - Bernstein Home
June 29
July 13
Aug. 3
Sept. 14
Volunteer to host, email Larry at
lardavbern@gmail.com.

Answers to Points To Ponder
(1st) This week focuses on the purification of the afflicted individual rather than
diagnosis/quarantine.
(3rd) 8 days
(4th) The torah introduces the section on house tzaraat by saying "and when you
enter into the land that I gave you and put tzaraat on the house of your possession
(6th) "v'safra" (v.28) and she counts - the 7 clean days after her zavah flow.

Shirley Vann has dedicated this week’s Covenant & Conversation (used with permission
of the Office of Rabbi Sacks) in memory of her beloved mother Necha bat Yitzchokע”ה.
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JNF Brunch with Professor Alan M.
Dershowitz
Sunday May 05, 2019
The Rockleigh, 26 Paris Avenue, Rockleigh, NJ
10:00 - 11:30 am, arrive at 9:30 am for Registration and Brunch
Jewish National Fund invites you to an in-depth and dynamic
discussion with Professor Alan M. Dershowitz and JNF CEO
Russell F. Robinson. To RSVP or for more info, click here:
BRUNCH

To facilitate our enjoyment of Dr. Zornberg, the shul will
be hosting a kiddush/luncheon on Shabbat prior to her
initial presentation. Sponsorships available at the
following levels: In Memory/Honor of - $500; Jerusalem
sponsor - $180; Hebron sponsor - $118; Safed
sponsor - $72; and Tel Aviv sponsor - $54. Please email
Arnie with your sponsorship level at aspier@verizon.net.
In Honor of Israel's 71st Anniversary

Congregation Ahavat Achim Welcomes

Scholar in Residence
Dr. Avivah Zornberg
For the past thirty years Dr. Zornberg has taught
Torah in Jerusalem at Matan, Yakar, Pardes and
the Jerusalem College for Adults and is a world
renowned Tanach Scholar. She holds a Visiting
Lectureship at the London School of Jewish
Studies, and is the author of numerous books.
Dr. Zornberg travels widely, lecturing in Jewish,
academic and psychoanalytic settings.

Shabbat, May 3-4, 2019
Following Kiddush & 7 PM Mincha

Renowned Professor and Attorney
Professor Alan M. Dershowitz has been called “the nation’s most
peripatetic civil liberties lawyer” and one of “the best-known
criminal lawyers in the world.” He is the Felix Frankfurter Professor
of Law (emeritus) at Harvard Law School, and has published more
than 1,000 articles and 20 books.
SUPPORT YOUR SHUL
Donate a Sefer, etc.

“I am a Stranger:” Becoming Ruth
&
“To Be Or Not To Be:” A Tale of Five Sisters
If you'd like to join us for this special Shabbat experience and
are in need of hospitality, please contact
hospitality@ahavatachim.org

David Schwitzer ע”הSocial Hall
Scrip

The shul has Siddurim & Machzorim ($36)
and Chumashim ($54) available to be
donated. Please contact Jeff Safier at
robynsafier@gmail.com for details.

Scrip is available from Men’s Club. Email
David at dmgarfunkel@gmail.com. Pay
using Paypal (treasurer@ahavatachim.org)
or use Discover, MasterCard or Visa - email
treasurer@ahavatachim.org for details.

Yahrzeit Plaques

Mishebayrach

Memorialize a loved one with a plaque for
$300 (for members, or $450 for nonmembers). We will endeavor to send you
written notice of an upcoming yahrzeit,
mention his or her name during the public
Yizkor and list the yahrzeit in the bulletin
once a year. For more information, email
Larry at lardavbern@gmail.com.

Men’s Club
Please contact Elliot Greene at
MensClub@AhavatAchim.Org to join the
Men’s Club.

18-25 Saddle River Rd, Fair Lawn, NJ

Contributions to the shul after a
Mishebayrach can be via Paypal to
treasurer@ahavatachim.org, or via
MasterCard, Visa or Discover by sending
info to Steve Winchester (contact him at
treasurer@ahavatachim.org). If b y check
indicate on its face “Aliyah Donation.”

Honoraria
The available Honoraria list will be
provided upon request by contacting Steven
Plotnick at seplotnick@gmail.com.
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Please contact Ben Lang at
bmmnpl@aol.com to book the David
Schwitzer ע”הSocial Hall for an event or
special occasion. $250 per simcha
(members)/$325 for Associates/$400 paid
in advance for non-members, plus the cost
of any additional clean up (plus a $150
security/cleaning deposit refunded when
the social hall is returned in the condition it
started in). Private caterers must be
approved in advance by the Rabbi.

Mitzvah Cards
Want mitzvah cards, contact Eita Latkin at
791-8940 or parentsof3@aol.com. Cost is
$3 per card. Also can be ordered in bulk ten cards for $25, which you send out
yourself privately.

SUPPORT YOUR SHUL

Erev Pesach - Thursday Night, April 18
It is forbidden to eat Matzah on Erev Pesach. Thursday night, March 29,
after the appearance of three stars (the Mishna in Pesachim refers to this as
the "Light of the Fourteenth”). We search for chometz everywhere we bring
it during the year. Someone not participating in the search places ten pieces
of chometz in random locations to which we bring chometz during the year
(failure to do so does not invalidate the search, but be very careful to find all
ten pieces). Before the search recite the Bracha "אשר קדשנו במצוותיו וצונו על
 – "ביעור חמץon the removal of chometz (for the search is the beginning of
the process). After the search, one declares "( "כל חמיראpreferably in a
You can help Ahavat
Achim's
language that he understands)
nullifying
all chometz and sourdough of
finances
and
it
won't
cost
you
which he is unaware.

a cent! Just make your regular
Amazon
purchases
at https://
Erev Pesach
- Friday,
April 19
smile.amazon.com/. After a
First born have a custom to fast, redeem themselves with money for
one-time set up designating
Tzedakah, or participate in a Seudat Mitzvah such as a siyum. Chometz set
Congregation Ahavat Achim
aside for breakfast may be eaten until the end of the fourth proportionate
o f Fa i r L a w n a s y o u r
hour after dawn (10:39 AM). One may sell chometz, give it away to a nonpreferred charity, nothing
Jewish acquaintance, or feed it to an animal until the end of the fifth
more to do
proportionate hour (11:47 AM). The chometz you authorized Rabbi
except make
Shestack to sell must be placed in a reserved area. The sale to the non-Jew is
your regular
considered part of the removal ( )ביעורprocess. Burn the remaining chometz
A m a z o n
before the end of the fifth proportionate hour (11:47 AM) and say the
purchases.
formula of " "כל חמיראnullifying and making free all chometz of which we
•
are both unaware and aware. Do not make any Bracha (one should have in
Amazon will
mind that if the sale to the non-Jew is found invalid, such Chometz too is
donate 0.5% of the price of
nullified and rendered free).
your eligible AmazonSmile
purchases to Ahavat Achim.
One washes (some immerse themselves in a Mikveh) and makes all
•
A m a z o n
necessary preparations in honor of Yom Tov. One must complete all of the
Smile is the same Amazon
preparations for the Seder while it is still daytime. The Romaine lettuce
you know. Same products,
must be thoroughly cleansed and then carefully inspected for bugs. The
same prices, same service.
horseradish must be grated. The Seder table must be completely set and
arranged. All this must be done before Yom Tov.

Mazal Tov to Dina & Elliot Greene who are our
Ahavat Achim Journal Dinner Honorees. Get your
ads in! Dinner is Sunday, May 26, 5:00 PM, at Rinat.

MISCELLANEOUS
Ahavat Achim Membership/
Hospitality
Contact Arnie at aspier@verizon.net for
membership details. For Shabbat hospitality
contact Melanie at mkwestel@gmail.com.
Bikkur Cholim/Chesed
Committee
If someone needs a visit/assistance, contact
Sara at saralevine06@gmail.com or Mary
Lisa at kenkatter541@gmail.com.
Personal Announcements
Various life cycle events related to members
are announced in the bulletin (e.g., births,
bar and bat mitzvahs, weddings and deaths,
as well as travel to/from Israel to study). We
also welcome new members. Other
personal announcements are not
appropriate except as part of the bulletin’s
dedication (a $36 cost - $54 with photo).

Numbers & Info
ERUV – To subscribe for updates, email
fairlawneruv@groups.io. Check status at
https://groups.io/g/fairlawneruv or call
201-254-9190.
MIKVAH – 201-796-0350. At Shomrei
Torah, 9 PM–10:30 PM, Motzei Shabbat
from 1¼ hours after Shabbat ends for 1½
hours. Kaylim Mikvah: Sun. 10 AM-3 PM
TWITTER: AhavatAchimFL
FACEBOOK: facebook.com/groups/
ahavat.achim/
INSTAGRAM: instagram.com/
ahavatachimfl/?hl=en
FLICKR: flickr.com/photos/
ahavatachim/albums

Shul Calendar
To add events to the shul calendar
email Larry at lardavbern@gmail.com

Shirley Vann has dedicated this week’s Covenant & Conversation (used with permission
of the Office of Rabbi Sacks) in memory of her beloved mother Necha bat Yitzchokע”ה.
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בס״ד
18-25 Saddle River Road Fair Lawn, New Jersey 07410
www.ahavatachim.org Ely Shestack, Rabbi
March 31, 2019
Dear Friends and Members,
It is with great pleasure that we announce that Ahavat Achim Orthodox Congregation of Fair Lawn will hold its
2019 Journal Dinner on May 26, 2019. This year, our shul is proud to honor Dina and Elliot Greene, a couple
that has dedicated their support of the Fair Lawn Jewish community for more than 45 years.
Dina and Elliot joined Ahavat Achim 2009, and over these last 10 years have taken on whatever was asked of
them. They stepped up year after year to add innovative programming wherever they saw a need; whether it
was Men’s Club educational or humorous programs; community breakfasts or trips; the hosting of onegs,
succah hops, Pereks on the Lawn, or Mah Jong games. The Greenes are quick to open their home to all. Elliot
served as our Shul’s Treasurer and Men’s Club President, simply because the need arose. Dina and Elliot are
amazingly caring people who generously give of their time and energies to answer the call to service.
Dina and Elliot are the proud parents of Allison (and Bryan) and Jennifer (and Gary). They currently have two
adorable grandsons, Westley and Hayden.
As important as it is to honor and thank our dedicated members, please remember that our Annual Dinner is
our largest single fundraiser event. Anyone, who has followed the shul’s finances, knows how critical the
success of this dinner is to our budget. To attend the dinner, you can either solicit ads from your local
merchants and family members, or you can place your personal ads totaling $400. This evening should be a
celebration with 100% participation. It will be a fun night with laughter, good food and drink, where we
celebrate our community and honor Dina and Elliot
Attached is an ad blank for your solicitations and personal use. If you prefer printed ad blanks, they will be
available in the shul lobby or feel free to email ahavatachimdinner@gmail.com). This year you can also place
an ad or download the ad blank via the shul website at: ahavatachim.org/event/2019JournalDinner .
Remember the more ads that come in; the less follow ups you will receive. The dinner is less than 2 months
away, so we need to start soliciting immediately. A separate mailing of the dinner invitation will be forthcoming.
Please start soliciting ads and submit them to us (ahavatachimdinner@gmail.com) as soon as possible.

Aryeh Brenenson
President

Please check appropriate box:
 PARCHMENT PAGE
 DIAMOND PAGE
 PLATINUM PAGE
 GOLD PAGE
 SILVER PAGE
 FULL PAGE
 HALF PAGE
 QUARTER PAGE
 EIGHTH PAGE (business card)
 LISTING

$3600
$2500
$1800
$1000
$750
$400**
$250
$125
$75
$50

NAME
ADDRESS

PHONE (

)

SOLICITED BY:

Make checks payable to: AHAVAT ACHIM
**$400 donation entitles you to 2 reservations for the dinner**
YOUR CONTRIBUTION IS TAX DEDUCTIBLE TO THE EXTENT ALLOWED BY LAW
TO PAY BY VISA OR MASTERCARD:
Name on Card: ____________________________________________________________________________
Amount: $________;

Card #: ________________________;

Billing Address: ________________________________________;
Authorized Signature:

Exp. Date: _______ Sec Code: _________
Phone #: ___________________

____________________________________________________________________

Please return this ad blank with your check to:
DAVID GARFUNKEL, 12-56 LYLE TERRACE, FAIR LAWN, NJ 07410

THE FINAL AD DEADLINE IS MAY 15, 2019
PLEASE PRINT AD CLEARLY OR ATTACH BUSINESS CARD (use a separate ad bland for each ad)
Ad copy can be emailed to ahavatachimdinner@gmail.com

Special Recognition Pages:

Children’s Listing ($5 per child)

Rabbi’s page ($18 per family)
_____________________________________
Memorial Listing ($10 per name)

Grandchildren’s Listing ($5 per grandchild)

בס"ד

מצרע תשע"ט
Metzora 5779

COVENANT & CONVERSATION: FAMILY EDITION
Covenant & Conversation: Family Edition is a new and exciting accompaniment to Rabbi Sacks’ weekly Covenant & Conversation essay, aimed at connecting older
children and teenagers with his ideas and thoughts on the parsha. To download the accompanying Family Edition to this Covenant & Conversation essay, please
visit www.RabbiSacks.org/CCFamilyEdition or subscribe toRabbi Sacks’ free mailing list via www.RabbiSacks.org/Subscribe.

The Power of Speech
The Sages identify tzara’at – the condition that affects human skin, the fabric of garments, and the
walls of a house – not as an illness, but as a punishment, and not for any sin but for one specific sin, that
of lashon hara, evil speech.
This prompts the obvious question: Why evil speech and not some other sin? Why should
speaking be worse than, say, physical violence? There is an old English saying: “Sticks and stones may
break my bones/but words will never harm me.” It is unpleasant to hear bad things said about you, but
surely no more than that.
There is not even a direct prohibition against evil speech in the Torah. There is a prohibition
against gossip: “Do not go around as a gossiper among your people” (Lev. 19:16). Lashon hara is a subset
of this larger command. Here is how Maimonides defines it: “There is a far greater sin that falls under this
prohibition [of gossip]. It is ‘the evil tongue,’ which refers to whoever speaks disparagingly of his fellow,
even though he speaks the truth.”1
The Sages go to remarkable lengths to emphasise its seriousness. It is, they say, as bad as all three
cardinal sins together – idol worship, bloodshed, and illicit sexual relations.2 Whoever speaks with an evil
tongue, they say, is as if he denied God.3 They also say: it is forbidden to dwell in the vicinity of any of
those with an evil tongue, and all the more to sit with them and to listen to their words.4 Why are mere
words treated with such seriousness in Judaism?
The answer touches on one of the most basic principles of Jewish belief. There are ancient cultures
who worshipped the gods because they saw them as powers: lightning, thunder, the rain and sun, the sea
1

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Deot 7:2.

2

Arachin 15b.

3

Ibid.
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Arachin 15a.

The Power of Speech
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and ocean that epitomised the forces of chaos, and sometimes wild animals that represented danger and
fear. Judaism was not a religion that worshipped power, despite the fact that God is more powerful than
any pagan deity.
Judaism, like other religions, has holy places, holy people, sacred times, and consecrated rituals.
What made Judaism different, however, is that it is supremely a religion of holy words. With words God
created the universe: “And God said, Let there be…and there was.” Through words He communicated
with humankind. In Judaism, language itself is holy. That is why lashon hara, the use of language to
harm, is not merely a minor offence. It involves taking something that is holy and using it for purposes
that are unholy. It is a kind of desecration.
After creating the universe, God’s first gift to the first man was the power to use words to name the
animals, and thus to use language to classify. This was the start of the intellectual process that is the
distinguishing mark of Homo sapiens. The Targum translates the phrase, “And man became a living
creature” (Gen. 2:7) as “a speaking spirit.” Evolutionary biologists nowadays take the view that it was the
demands of language and the advantage this gave humans over every other life form that led to the
massive expansion of the human brain.5
When God sought to halt the plan of the people of Babel to build a tower that would reach heaven,
He merely “confused their language” so they were unable to communicate. Language remains basic to the
existence of human groups. It was the rise of nationalism in the nineteenth century that led to the gradual
downplaying of regional dialects in favour of a single shared language across the territory over which a
political authority had sovereignty. To this day, differences of language, where they exist within a single
nation, are the source of ongoing political and social friction, for example between English and French
speakers in Canada; Dutch, French, German, and Walloon speakers in Belgium; and the Spanish and
Basque (also known as Euskara) languages in Spain. God created the natural universe with words. We
create – and sometimes destroy – the social universe with words.

“We create worlds

So the first principle of language in Judaism is that it is creative. We
with words.”
create worlds with words. The second principle is no less fundamental.
Abrahamic monotheism introduced into the world the idea of a God who transcends the universe, and
who therefore cannot be identified with any phenomenon within the universe. God is invisible. Hence in
Judaism all religious images and icons are a sign of idolatry.

How then does an invisible God reveal Himself? Revelation was not a problem for polytheism. The
pagans saw gods in the panoply of nature that surrounds us, making us feel small in its vastness and
powerless in the face of its fury. A God who cannot be seen or even represented in images demands an
altogether different kind of religious sensibility. Where can such a God be found?
The answer again is: in words. God spoke. He spoke to Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses. At the
revelation at Mount Sinai, as Moses reminded the Israelites, “The Lord spoke to you out of the fire. You
heard the sound of words but saw no form; there was only a voice” (Deut. 4:12). In Judaism, words are
the vehicle of revelation. The prophet is the man or woman who hears and speaks the word of God. That
was the phenomenon that neither Spinoza nor Einstein could understand. They could accept the idea of a
God who created heaven and earth, the force of forces and cause of causes, the originator of, as we call it
nowadays, the Big Bang, the God who was the architect of matter and the composer of order. God,
Einstein famously said, “does not play dice with the universe.” Indeed, it is ultimately faith in the universe
as the product of a single creative intelligence that underlies the scientific mindset from the outset.
5

See Steven Pinker, The Language Instinct (New York: William Morrow, 1994); Robin Dunbar, Grooming, Gossip and the Evolution
of Language (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996); Guy Deutscher, Through the Looking Glass: Why the World Looks
Different in Other Languages (New York: Metropolitan/Henry Holt, 2010).
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Judaism calls this aspect of God Elokim. But we believe in another aspect of God also, which we
call Hashem, the God of relationship – and relationship exists by virtue of speech. For it is speech that
allows us to communicate with others and share with them our fears, hopes, loves, plans, feelings, and
intentions. Speech allows us to convey our inwardness to others. It is at the very heart of the human bond.
A God who could create universes but not speak or listen would be an impersonal god – a god incapable
of understanding what makes us human. Worshipping such a god would be like bowing down to the sun
or to a giant computer. We might care about it but it could not care about us. That is not the God of
Abraham.
Words are remarkable in another way as well. We can use language not just to describe or assert.
We can use it to create new moral facts. The Oxford philosopher J. L. Austin called this special use of
language “performative utterance.”6 The classic example is making a promise. When I make a promise, I
create an obligation that did not exist before. Nietzsche believed that the ability to make a promise was
the birth of morality and human responsibility.7
Hence the idea at the heart of Judaism: brit, covenant, which is nothing other than a mutually
binding promise between God and human beings. What defines the special relationship between the
Jewish people and God is not that He brought them from slavery to freedom. He did that, says the
prophet Amos, to other people as well: “Did I not bring Israel up from Egypt, the Philistines from
Caphtor, and the Arameans from Kir?” (Amos 9:7). It is the fact that at Sinai, God and Israel entered into
a mutual pledge that linked them in an everlasting bond.
Covenant is the word that joins heaven and earth, the word spoken, the word heard, the word
affirmed and honoured in trust. For that reason, Jews were able to survive exile. They may have lost their
home, their land, their power, their freedom, but they still had God’s word, the word He said He would
never break or rescind. The Torah, in the most profound sense, is the word of God, and Judaism is the
religion of holy words.
It follows that to misuse or abuse language to sow suspicion and dissension is not just destructive.
It is sacrilege. It takes something holy, the human ability to communicate and thus join soul to soul, and
use it for the lowest of purposes, to divide soul from soul and destroy the trust on which non-coercive
relationships depend.
That, according to the Sages, is why the speaker of lashon hara was smitten by leprosy and forced
to live as a pariah outside the camp. The punishment was measure for measure:
What is special about the person afflicted with tzara’at that the Torah says, “He shall live
alone; he must live outside the camp” (Lev. 13:46)? The Holy One, Blessed Be He, said,
“Since this person sought to create division between man and wife, or a person and his
neighbour, [he is punished by being divided from the
“Language is the basis
community], which is why it says, ‘Let him live alone,
outside the camp.’”8
of creation, revelation,
Language, in Judaism, is the basis of creation, revelation, and
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and the moral life.”
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the moral life. It is the air we breathe as social beings. Hence the statement in Proverbs (18:21), “Death
and life are in the power of the tongue.” Likewise, the verse in Psalms, “Whoever of you loves life and
desires to see many good days, keep your tongue from evil and your lips from telling lies” (Ps. 34:13–14).
Judaism emerged as an answer to a series of questions: How can finite human beings be
connected to an infinite God? How can they be connected to one another? How can there be co-operation,
collaboration, collective action, families, communities, and a nation, without the coercive use of power?
How can we form relationships of trust? How can we redeem the human person from his or her solitude?
How can we create collective liberty such that my freedom is not bought at the cost of yours?
The answer is: through words, words that communicate, words that bind, words that honour the
Divine Other and the human other. Lashon hara, “evil speech,” by poisoning language, destroys the very
basis of the Judaic vision. When we speak disparagingly of others, we diminish them, we diminish
ourselves, and we damage the very ecology of freedom.
That is why the Sages take lashon hara so seriously, why they regard it as the gravest of sins, and
why they believe that the entire phenomenon of tzara’at, leprosy in people, mildew in clothes and houses,
was God’s way of making it public and stigmatised.
Never take language lightly, implies the Torah. For it was through language that God created the
natural world, and through language that we create
and sustain our social world. It is as essential to our
“It was through language that God
survival as the air we breathe.
created the natural world, and

through language that we create
and sustain our social world.”

Shabbat shalom
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