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Metzora - Jewish Ethics of Language 

 

Mildred, the synagogue gossip and self-appointed monitor of the community’s morals, kept 

sticking her nose into other people's business. Several members did not approve of her activities, 

but feared her enough to maintain their silence. 

She made a mistake, however, when she accused Frank, a new member, of being an alcoholic 

after she saw his old pickup parked in front of the town's only bar one afternoon. She 

emphatically told Frank (and several others) that everyone seeing it there would know what 

he was doing! 

Frank, a man of few words, stared at her for a moment and just turned and walked away. He 

didn't explain, defend, or deny. He said nothing. 

Later that evening, Frank quietly parked his pickup in front of Mildred's house ... walked 

home ... and left it there all night.     That’s called comeuppance.  

 

The Torah’s treatment of the metzora, who is apparently suffering from a skin disease, is 

interpreted metaphorically in the Talmud by Reish Lakish as referring instead to someone who 

is motzi shem ra, one who utters a slur against someone else.  

 

The spoken word served as the building blocks of the universe, as the Bible tells us that God 

created the universe by fiat, through words. Proverbs tells us that that the tongue can control life 

and death, that is, through our use of speech. Indeed, many of the most terrible killers in the 

history of mankind, such as Adolf Hitler, did not actually murder anyone with their own hands, 

but used speech to inspire many others to kill. The very first sin in history was brought about 

through the power of speech. Had not the serpent convinced Eve through words to eat of the fruit 

and then, later, had Eve not convinced Adam with words to also sin, the course of human history 

might have been very different. The Talmud points out that the physiological makeup of the 

human being demonstrates how much the tongue must be guarded. The other limbs of our bodies 

are exposed and seen by others.  The tongue, however, is created to be hidden from view. In 

addition, The Talmud teaches that there was a need to surround the tongue with two protective 

“walls,” the mouth and the teeth,” to prevent its misuse. In Judaism, there are three cardinal sins 

for which, rather than commit these, one should be prepared to give up one’s life: murder, 

adultery and idol worship. And yet, the Jerusalem Talmud states that the sin of speaking evil 

about someone else is considered as heinous as all three of these cardinal sins combined!! As I 

noted last week, our words mater. 

 

A parent was visiting the child’s school and noticed one of the teachers berating a child in front 

of the class. Although the parent knew nothing about the background of the incident and did not 

trouble to investigate it, in their mind the parent condemned the teacher for employing poor 

teaching techniques.  Were the parent to relate those one-sided judgments to others, the parent 

would be guilty of lashon hara for placing an unfavorable interpretation on an incident that did 

not necessarily reflect badly on the teacher. 

 

American law prohibits and punishes slander and libel, but it defines those offenses quite 

narrowly. Furthermore, the burden of proof rests on the one who wants to claim that he or she 

was slandered or libeled. Currently American society is dealing with other venues of problematic 

speech about others – for example, bullying and hate speech – but American law and society 
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generally are quite permissive about what one may say about someone else without incurring 

legal penalties. Indeed, the right of free speech, enshrined in the First Amendment of the 

Constitution, is a cherished American value, and it is strongly defended even – or maybe, 

especially – when it is offensive. Hello social media! 

 

Jewish tradition loves open argumentation, as does American tradition, but Jewish law is 

considerably more restrictive about what we may say to or about others that may undermine the 

respect that we should have for each other as people created in the image of God. We certainly 

may dislike particular people and/or what they say or do, but Jewishly that does not give us 

warrant to malign them. Indeed, in addition to prohibiting outright lying about other people 

(sheker), Jewish law prohibits defaming them, even when one’s negative comments are based on 

what the person actually said or did (in other words, the truth). This is called motzi shem 

ra, spreading a negative reputation about someone.  

 

Another related kind of speech that is also prohibited, even though true, is lashon ha-ra, speech 

about negative aspects of someone else’s person or actions. Even when the circumstances of a 

particular situation make it clear that the particular person is a “bad person,” any unnecessary 

criticism is considered “gloating,” motivated by pleasure in denigrated others, and is therefore 

forbidden. The only exception to these prohibitions occurs when the hearer needs to know about 

someone’s negative traits for a practical purpose – when, for example, you are writing a letter of 

reference for a school or a job. Ironically, as we all known, because of the legal ramifications 

within American Law, this is the one time we are all reluctant to report any flaws or missing 

skills or poor attitude. Within Jewish law, if no such practical purpose exists, however, then the 

one who utters such slander should be, according to Reish Lakish, subject to the same 

excommunication that is imposed on a person with a communicable disease, who, according to 

our Torah reading, is put in quarantine until the disease has passed. The prohibition against 

lashon hara is not limited to disparaging others, but includes any statement about one or more 

individuals that, if passed from person to person, would cause the subject physical or financial 

damage or any other kind of distress or anxiety. Taking this seriously would surely put a dent in 

Yelp’s business. 

 

Why do people engage in such insults and slurs?  In some cases, where the person spoken about 

actually behaved badly, the intention is to call out that behavior as unacceptable. If such is the 

motive, though, the warranted rebuke should be done only privately to the person him/herself.  

Again, ironically, the person him/herself is the last person with whom most people would feel 

comfortable sharing critique – probably a sign it should not be shared at all. Furthermore, on a 

purely practical level, downgrading others does not, as often hoped for, uplift oneself in the 

minds of others; quite the contrary, it makes people think of the speaker as mean and 

untrustworthy as a friend - as it simultaneously expresses low self-esteem in the speaker. We 

should treat each other, and ourselves, with more respect than that. 

 

May it be God’s will, as we read chapters 13 and 14 of Leviticus this week, that we fully 

understand them not only as an early attempt to contain a physically communicable disease, but 

also to prevent or at least limit the spread of the moral disease of speaking badly about other 

people. After all, you don’t want Franks’ car parked outside your house overnight   Shabbat 

shalom. 


