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Achieving Spiritual Rebirth
Rabbi Meir Goldwicht 

Our parasha opens with the laws of a yoledet (a 
woman who gives birth). As we go through the 
section discussing these laws, we find a passuk 

that commands us to perform the mitzvah of brit milah 
on the eighth day, from which Chazal learn that the brit 
milah must be performed by day, not by night, and that it 
is performed even if the eighth day falls on Shabbat. This 
raises the following question, asked by both the Chizkuni 
and the Ohr HaChaim: Why does the Torah interrupt the 
halachot of yoledet with a passuk discussing brit milah? 
This passuk seemingly belongs in parashat Lech Lecha with 
the rest of the halachot of brit milah, not here in the middle 
of the halachot of yoledet!

The Chizkuni and Ohr HaChaim suggest that we might 
have mistakenly thought that brit milah was performed 
on Shabbat only before kabbalat haTorah, but now that 
we have the mitzvah of Shabbat, the brit milah would 
be pushed to Sunday if the eighth day was Shabbat. 
This passuk therefore teaches us that even after kabbalat 
haTorah, brit milah on the eighth day trumps Shabbat. 
Although the answer of the Chizkuni and the Ohr 
HaChaim explains the necessity of this passuk, it doesn’t 
seem to explain its seemingly incongruous placement in 
the middle of the section discussing yoledet! This, then, is 
our first question: What is the passuk of brit milah doing 
here in the middle of the parasha of yoledet?

The Torah goes on to obligate the yoledet to bring a 
korban chatat (a sin-offering). What exactly was the sin 
of the yoledet? The gemara in Niddah (31b) explains that 
the chatat is brought in order to atone for the woman’s 
oath during childbirth never to give birth again because 
of the intense pain involved. The gemara’s explanation is 
difficult to understand, however, because certainly not 
every yoledet, even with the great pain of childbirth, takes 
an oath to never again give birth! Yet the Torah obligates 
every yoledet to bring a korban chatat, not just those who 
take this oath. Our second question is: What sin did the 

yoledet commit that obligates her to bring a korban chatat?
To answer these questions we turn to the Ramban on 

sefer Bereishit. When HaKadosh Baruch Hu created the 
world, He regarded every aspect of the Creation as “כי טוב, 
That it was good.” The Ramban explains that “כי טוב” means 
that Hashem desired that His handiwork last forever. 
The only thing HaKadosh Baruch Hu does not regard 
as “כי טוב” at the time of its creation was Man. When 
HaKadosh Baruch Hu created Adam HaRishon, the Torah 
says, “וייצר, And He created,” with two yuds. Rashi explains 
that one yud represents a yetzirah for this world and one 
yud represents a yetzirah for olam haba. In other words, 
when a person is born, it is unclear whether his creation 
was a good thing. As Iyov puts it, “ועיר פרא אדם יולד, Man 
is born a wild animal” (11:12). Man is born a wild animal, 
an פראעיר, but must ripen into an אדם. If a person works on 
himself to be spiritually reborn, then he can be described 
as “כי טוב,” for at that point HaKadosh Baruch Hu certainly 
desires that His handiwork last forever.

How does one achieve spiritual rebirth? The only way to 
accomplish this is to bring oneself to live a life of kedushah 
and taharah. Tumah comes into being wherever there is 
a termination of life or of the potential to create life. One 
who touches a live animal does not become tamei, but 
one who touches a dead animal does. Similarly, one who 
touches a live person does not become tamei, but one who 
comes into contact with a dead person does. This is also 
one of the explanations for tumat niddah—since potential 
for new life existed within the niddah, when this potential 
is terminated, tumah is created. In contrast, a pregnant 
woman does not have tumat niddah since she is actively 
involved in the creation of life.

In general, tumah arrives after a state of taharah or vice 
versa. Only at one time do tumah and taharah appear 
simultaneously—at the moment of birth. On the one hand, 
the baby represents taharah and new life. On the other hand, 
at that very moment the yoledet becomes t’meiah. The 
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The Solitude of the Leper
Rabbi David Horwitz

We are all familiar with Genesis 2:18: The 
L-RD God said, “It is not good for man to be 
alone….” But we find that the metzor‘a must 

indeed sit alone outside of the camp (where the rest of the 
Israelite nation is): Being unclean, he shall dwell apart; his 
dwelling shall be outside the camp (Leviticus 13:46).

As is the case with Parashat Shemini and the nature of 
the sin of the sons of Aaron, an insight from the mussar 
literature, in this case from Ha-Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz, 
zatzal, which also possesses profound philosophical 
implications, can help illuminate an aspect of the biblical 
narrative. Rav Shmuelevitz (Sihot Mussar, 1971-73, 1972, 
#31) commented upon the Talmudic passage (Nedarim 
64b) that goes as follows:

R. Joshua b. Levi said: A man who is childless is 
accounted as dead, for it is written, Give me children, or 
else I am dead (Genesis 30:1). And it was taught: Four are 
accounted as dead, a poor man, a leper, a blind person, and 
one who is childless. A poor man, as it is written, for all 
the men are dead [which sought your life] (Exodus 4:19). 
(According to Hazal, Dathan and Abiram, the perennial 
adversaries of Moses, [vide Exodus 2:13, Exodus 5:20, 
Numbers 16:27] are referred to here. But the claim that 
they are dead could not be taken literally, for they explicitly 
reappear in the story of Korah [Numbers 16]! Resh Laqish, 
in the Talmudic passage immediately preceding this one, 
explains that the Torah means that they had become 
poor.) A leper, as it is written, [And Aaron looked upon 
Miriam, and behold, she was leprous. And Aaron said unto 

Moses…] let her not be as one dead (Numbers 12:10-12). 
The blind, as it is written, He has set me in dark places, 
as they that be dead of old (Lamentations 3:6). (The 
point is that a person who is put in an utterly dark place 
is tantamount to one who becomes becoming blind, and 
blind people are considered dead). And he who is childless, 
as it is written, Give me children, or else I am dead.

R. Shmuelevitz asked: What is the common 
denominator that unites these four classes of people? He 
answered that these four classes of individuals are lacking 
in their ability to feel for others. And, if one cannot feel for 
others, if one is missing this basic human empathy, if one is 
existentially alone, he is lacking a core part of what it means 
to be alive is missing. Hence, he is considered to be dead.

Following this strand of thought, we can begin to 
understand why the Torah demands that the metzora 
should remain temporarily alone. Hazal traditionally 
equate the disease of tzara‘at with the sin of leshon ha-ra; 
evil gossip. Leshon Ha-Ra kills. And middah keneged 
middah, the metzor‘a must spend at least some time away 
from the companionship of others, in order that he reflect 
and ponder what happened. When alone, he cannot help 
others, and he comes to realize that others cannot help 
him either. The Torah’s hope is that this experience will 
transform himself from an existentially deficient metzor‘a 
into a new creature, and that he will subsequently resolve 
to be a good person.

Leshon Ha-Ra causes tzara‘at, which engenders the 
punishment of solitude. But, as we began our discussion 

reason for this is that the baby has already begun to die, as it 
is one moment closer to its predestined time. (This is why 
Chazal refer to the womb as “קבר, grave” since it is not only 
the source of life, but the source of death as well.)

All of this is because of the sin of our great-grandmother, 
Chava, who ate from the eitz hada’at. This, then, is the 
reason why the yoledet brings a korban chatat—together 
all of the chata’ot will atone for the sin that brought death 
to the world and bring us back to eternal life. The way to 
fix the sin of our great-grandparents Adam and Chava is to 
strive for lives of kedushah and taharah.

This also explains why the mitzvah of brit milah 
appears in the middle of the parasha of yoledet—the 

brit milah reminds one of the kedushah within, through 
which we merit the ability to transform every נגע (plague) 
into ענג (delight) and every צרעת (leprosy) to עצרת 
(holiday). This ability comes about through the middah 
of anavah. The gemara in Erchin (16a) says that tzara’at 
afflicts a person because of ga’avah, lashon hara, and 
tzarut ayin (stinginess), all of which reflect the opposite 
of humility. The more we work on achieving anavah, the 
more we bring kedushah and taharah into our lives, and 
the closer we come to the fulfillment of the words of the 
navi, “ וגווזרקתי עליכם מים טהורים וטהרתם מכל טומאותיכם’, 
And I will sprinkle pure waters upon you and purify you 
from all of your impurities…” (Yechezkel 36:25).
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above, The L-RD God said, “It is not good for man to be 
alone….” What, then should one talk about? The Rambam, 
at the end of Hilkhot Tume’at Tzara ‘at, writes as follows:

The conversation of the worthy ones of Israel is none 
other than words of Torah and wisdom, therefore the 
Holy One, blessed is He, aids them and bestows wisdom 

upon them, as it is said, And they that feared the L-RD 
spoke together every man to his neighbor, and the L-RD 
hearkened and heard. And a book of remembrance was 
written before him for them that feared the L-RD and that 
thought upon his name (Malachi 3:17). 

The Human Animal
Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald

In the shadow of Nadav and Avihu’s tragic death, God 
turns to their father, Aharon, and commands:

On three of the next four Shabbatot, the Torah 
readings will consist of combined parashiot. The main 
reason for the doubling up is to make certain that the 
reading of the entire five books of the Torah will be 
completed by Simchat Torah.

In parashat Tazria, the first of this week’s double 
parashiot Tazria-Metzorah, we read of the laws that govern 
the ritual status of women following the birth of a child, 
whether male or female. G-d speaks to Moses, instructing 
him to speak to the children of Israel and say to them 
(Leviticus 12:2): “Ee’sha kee tazria v’yalda zachar,” When a 
woman conceives and gives birth to a male child…

The rabbis are perplexed as to why these laws of 
childbirth immediately follow the laws of kosher and non-
kosher animals that are found at the end of the previous 
parasha, Shemini.

The Midrash Tanchuma explains the juxtaposition by 
stating that G-d created the human being both “before and 
after” the creation of the sixth day. The Midrash goes on to 
explain that of the six things that were created on Friday 
(the sixth day of the week), the exalted human soul was 
created first. Adam and Eve, however, were created last, 
after the animals, due to the fact that the “human animal” is 
often no better, and, at times, far worse, than other animals. 
Therefore, the laws pertaining to human animals appear in 
the Torah after the laws of all the other animals.

Rabbi Nissen Telushkin (1881-1970, Russian born 
Chassidic scholar, who was a leading expert in Jewish 
law in Brooklyn, NY) in his book, HaTorah v’haOlam, 
Torah and the World, explains that human beings have the 
capability of expressing all the worst qualities that are found 
among animals. The human being can be gluttonous and 
promiscuous. A human being can anger easily, be vengeful, 
bear a grudge, be blood thirsty and covet the possessions of 

others. The primary advantage of human beings over beasts 
of the field is the Divine soul–the spirit and intelligence with 
which they are endowed. These spiritual endowments make 
it possible for humans to conquer their evil inclinations, to 
choose to do good and eschew evil.

It was the German philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche 
(1844-1900),who expounded on the greatness of the 
physical human being and denigrated the spiritual human 
being. To Nietzsche and his followers, power was the 
most exalted human endowment. Righteousness, justice 
and compassion are the concern of slaves and lower 
human beings. The “Ubermensch” has no need for justice, 
righteousness or compassion, only strength and power.

According to the Torah, however, the spiritually exalted 
human being can even use his so-called “evil” endowments 
to do much good.

Although pridefulness is normally considered a 
negative human characteristic, it may at times promote 
good. For example, a person living in a thoroughly wicked 
environment would normally not know to do good. Being 
exposed to constant wickedness, such a person would 
inevitably be greatly influenced by the perpetual evil, were 
it not for the fact that he may wish to stand out from the 
crowd and be different. In such a case, hubris may actually 
encourage such a person to act differently than others.

One who lusts after the possessions of others is 
generally considered evil, but not one who lusts for, or 
is jealous of, the greatness of a neighbor’s wisdom, or 
good deeds with man and G-d. This is precisely what our 
rabbis allude to in Baba Batra21a, “Kin’aht sofreem tar’beh 
chochmah,” Jealousy among scholars increases wisdom.

Similarly, anger may at times be properly utilized to 
guide and teach children and young adults. Even the ethical 
masters, theBaalei Mussar, who loathed anger, would allow 
their adherents to occasionally display anger, as long as 
it was intended to achieve a positive end.  Teachers and 
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parents were thus advised to set fixed times to show anger, 
in order to properly discipline children and students. But, 
only on the condition that as soon as the “anger-time” was 
up, they would return to their required calm demeanor.

A story is told of a particular Chassidic master, who, 
when overcome with feelings of anger, would quickly run 
to his study to look through his entire library to search for a 
source in a religious text that would permit him to express 
his anger. He explained that normally when a follower 
would come to ask whether something was kosher or not, 
he would enter his library to search for the proper answer 
in the holy books. He would never rely on his memory 
to determine a law, for he wanted to make certain that 
his answer was correct. While in the library, he felt like a 
student before his rabbi. “Why,” he said, “should it be any 
different with anger? I need to consult with my rabbis, 
the masters [meaning the books], to find out whether 
I am entitled to be angry.” Obviously, while looking for 

a justification for his anger in the holy tomes, in most 
instances, his anger dissipated.

Rabbi Telushkin cites a play on words found in the 
biblical verse (Numbers 19:14): “Adam kee ya’moot 
b’ohel,” If a person dies in a tent, by emphasizing that one 
should not allow the “Adam” — the moral element in each 
human being, to die. Otherwise, we are left with only our 
animalistic tendencies.

We humans, created in the Divine image, must 
appreciate that we are endowed with holy souls that are 
primarily intended to be utilized to encourage positive 
growth and the performance of good and noble deeds. 
Even the physical, animalistic qualities in us, such as anger 
and jealousy may be used for good. After all, despite the 
fact that animals were created before Adam and Eve, the 
human soul was created before the human body, and it is 
the human soul that distinguishes us from animals.

Simcha or Sin?
Rabbi Shmuel Goldin

Parshat Tazria opens with one of the strangest 
examples of biblical ritual “impurity”: tumat 
yoledet, tuma resulting from childbirth.

The Torah relates that, following the birth of a male 
child, a childbearing mother enters a seven-day period 
of tuma, while following the birth of a female child, a 
fourteen-day period of tuma is mandated. In each case, 
these days of tuma are then followed by much lengthier 
periods (thirty-three days after the birth of a male child 
and sixty-six days after the birth of a female child) of 
modified separation from sanctified objects.

Finally, at the close of each extended period, the mother 
brings a burnt offering and a sin offering to the Temple to 
mark her full reentry into society.

Questions
Bearing a child is clearly one of the most highly 

sanctified acts possible; the first divine blessing/
commandment given to man while still in the Garden of 
Eden; the clearest demonstration of man’s partnership with 
God. Why, then, does a woman automatically incur a state 
of tuma as a result of childbirth?

What is the significance of the different separation 
periods mandated in response to the birth of a male and 

female child, respectively? Aren’t all children of equal value?
Finally, and most problematically, what is the 

significance of the korbanot brought by a yoledet, a 
childbearing mother? In particular, why does the Torah 
instruct a woman to bring a sin offering in the aftermath of 
childbirth? What possible “sin” could be associated with 
the glorious act of bringing a new life into the world?

Approaches

A. The most basic, and in some ways the most problematic, 
approach to the perplexing issues surrounding the 
tumat yoledet is offered by a group of scholars including 
Rabbeinu Bachya and the Kli Yakar. These commentaries 
view both the tuma resulting from childbirth and the sin 
offering in its aftermath as a reflection of the primal sin 
of Chava, the first woman. In response to Chava’s role 
in the consumption of the forbidden fruit of the Tree of 
Knowledge of Good and Evil, God condemns her and her 
female progeny to the travails of childbirth.

While giving birth to a child is, therefore, a glorious 
mitzva, the pain and difficulty associated with the process 
is the product of sin.

This approach, however, gives rise to serious issues 
concerning the nature of divine reward and punishment. 
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As we have noted before, Judaism clearly rejects the 
Christian notion of “original sin”. We are not guilty, in 
perpetuity, of the sin committed by Adam and Chava. On 
this issue the Torah is clear: “Fathers shall not die because 
of their children, nor shall children die because of their 
fathers. Each individual will die in his own sin.” We are 
each held culpable only for our own failings and not for the 
failings of others, past, present or future. How, then, can 
these scholars suggest that each childbearing woman across 
history must somehow atone for a crime committed by her 
ancestor, at the beginning of time?

The key to understanding this approach may well lie in 
a distinction that we have noted elsewhere. While Judaism 
absolutely rejects the Christian concept of “original sin,” we 
cannot deny the reality of “intergenerational reverberation.”

We are not responsible, in any way, for the transgression 
committed by Adam and Chava at the beginning of time. 
We are, however, affected by that sin’s ramifications. This 
is not a punishment, but a reality of life. Had Adam and 
Chava not sinned, we would now be living a very different 
existence in the Garden of Eden.

Similarly, we are all concretely connected to each 
other across the generations. Such overarching life issues 
as where we are born, to whom, into what environment 
– and, in fact, whether or not we are born at all – are 
determined not only by God, but also by our parents 
and by those who came before them as well. Even more 
importantly, our decisions and actions today will critically 
affect the lives of our children and their progeny tomorrow.

At the decisive moment of childbirth, therefore, the 
Torah graphically reminds the new parents, through a 
series of rituals, of the phenomenon of “intergenerational 
reverberation.” The mother’s state of tuma, her consequent 
period of physical separation from her husband, the 
offerings she brings in the aftermath of these events, all 
result from actions committed by her primal ancestor, 
millennia earlier. The Torah’s message could not be clearer: 
We are each partially a product of what came before. 
How careful, then, must new parents be with their own 
continuing decisions and actions – for those very decisions 
and actions will help shape the lives of generations to come.

B. An entirely different approach is suggested by Rabbi 
Shimshon Raphael Hirsch. This scholar notes that the 
Torah sets the stage for the passage describing tumat 
yoledet with the unusual phrase isha ki tazria, “when a 
woman yields seed…”

By choosing the verb lizroa, “to yield seed,” in describing 

human conception – as opposed to the usual biblical term, 
lit’hor, “to conceive” – the Torah stresses the universal, 
physical character of childbirth. This verb is used on only 
one other occasion in the text: in conjunction with the cre-
ation of the earth’s vegetation, which is described as mazria 
zera l’mineihu, “yielding seed to its kind.

“The highest and noblest occupation,” says Hirsch, 
“on which the whole future of the human race is built…
is of purely physical nature. Man originates, grows and 
exists like a plant…” At the moment of childbirth, the 
childbearing mother, involved in “the most sublime 
procedure of her earthly calling,” is forced to painfully 
submit to the laws of nature. As her child enters the world, 
she becomes one with all the other creatures of creation, 
governed by processes beyond her control.

Tellingly, the Torah specifically chooses this moment, 
the moment when a new soul’s arrival into the world is 
bounded by natural law, to underscore man’s unique ability 
to transcend that law. After childbirth, the childbearing 
mother confronts an immediate challenge. By deciding to 
follow Torah law, she embarks upon a conscious journey 
from tuma to tahara. Step-by-step, she is guided past the 
physical constraints of natural law towards a renewed 
awareness of her own spiritual potential. Her freely chosen 
journey towards complete religious involvement reminds 
all that man, once born, is a morally free agent. 

C. An additional perspective on tumat yoledet can be 
suggested, based upon our prior observations concerning 
the general theme of tuma.

The state of tuma often seems to occur in response 
to an individual’s encounter with a profound event or 
experience. God does not want us to pass through life 
unaffected by what crosses our path. By mandating a 
ritually limited state following such encounters, the Torah 
creates a forced response. The period of tuma teaches us 
that something has changed, that we must be responsive to 
all experiences that touch our lives.

Few events are as potentially life altering as childbirth. 
The Torah therefore establishes a period of tuma to 
encourage the mother to assimilate the many complex 
truths with which she has come face-to-face: from the 
reality of her own mortality to her sublime partnership 
with God in creation, and finally to the responsibilities she 
now bears towards her newborn child.

The childbearing mother’s world has changed forever. 
The Torah insists that she recognize that fact.
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Tzara’as As An Opportunity for Greatness
Rabbi Dovid Gottlieb

A major theme of this week’s Torah portion is the 
detailed discussion of the laws of tzara’as. In 
introducing this section the Torah states, “Adam 

ki yihiyeh be’or besaro,” if a man will have on the skin of 
his flesh, “se’eis oh sapachas oh baheres,” any of the various 
forms of tzara’as which becomes an affliction, “ve’huva el 
Aharon ha-kohen oh el achad mi’banav ha-kohanim,” and 
he will be brought to Ahron the kohen, or any of Ahron’s 
sons who are kohanim (Va’yikra 13:2).

A number of commentators are struck by the choice of 
the word “adam” used to describe a person with tzara’as. 
After all, there are a number of Hebrew words which 
essentially mean the same thing – ish, gever, and enosh – 
and the Zohar (see Ha’amek Davar) maintains that, of all of 
them, adam refers to mankind on its highest level. It seems 
peculiar, therefore, to use this word to describe person 
who, according to the Talmud (Erchin 15), committed the 
sin of lashon hara and is being punished with tzara’as. In 
short, why use a term of distinction to refer to someone 
being punished for a serious indiscretion?

Some have suggested that this was done with deliberate 
irony to highlight the gravity – even more than other 
sins – of inappropriate speech. When Adam Ha-Rishon 
was created from the dust of the earth God blew the “soul 
of life” into him (Bereihis 2:7) and Onkelos famously 
interprets this as “ruach me’malela,” the “spirit of speech.” 
In other words, human beings are defined by, of all 
characteristics, their ability to speak. A person who speaks 
lashon hara, therefore, is squandering – in fact, abusing 
– the gift that most defines humanity. By referring to a 
person suffering from tzara’as as “adam” the Torah is, in 
essence, accenting the tragedy of this person’s behavior; 
the very facility that has the potential to elevate a human 
being to his or her highest level – adam – was used in a 
way that not only hurt another person but also caused the 
perpetrator to suffer the embarrassing effects of tzara’as. 

This understanding serves as an important reminder 
about the power of and potential of speech. The way we 
speak – for better or for worse, to hurt or to heal – to a large 
extent defines who we are. 

A second and very different explanation is suggested 
by Rav Moshe Alshich. Writing in the 16th century, he 
wonders why tzara’as only existed in earlier generations 
but was no longer present in his time. In the course of 

resolving this question he asserts – surprisingly – that 
tzara’as was only manifest in people who were generally of 
high stature and spiritual standing. The Alshich explains 
that this is because the physical symptoms of tzara’as were 
the result of a contrast between the inner deficiency that 
led to the sin and the person’s generally “healthy” spiritual 
state; like a black dot on white canvass, the deficiency is 
noticeable because of the difference. When someone of a 
lower spiritual state speaks lashon hara, however, the sin 
is no less but the symptoms of tzara’as would not become 
visible because this particular sin merely blends in with the 
person’s many other deficiencies. The Alshich explains that 
this is why tzara’as was only present in earlier generations 
– when people were on a higher spiritual level – and this is 
also why the Torah uses the distinguished term “adam” to 
introduce these laws, because only someone of stature, an 
adam, will ever display the symptoms of tzara’as.

A third approach is offered by Rav Nissan Alpert 
(Limudei Nissan). As opposed to the Alshich who 
views the presence of tzara’as per se as indicative of the 
afflicted person’s general stature, R. Alpert suggests that 
the prominence implied by the term “adam” is actually 
conditional and depends on what the person does after 
displaying the symptoms of tzara’as. This is because even 
more significant than whether a person spoke lashon hara 
or not is if a person who has tzara’as endeavors to fix the 
problem and better him or herself. R. Alpert maintains that 
this is indicated by the end of the verse which describes 
the afflicted person presenting the symptoms to Ahron 
or one of the other kohanim. He explains that aside from 
determining whether the presented symptoms are in fact 
tzara’as, the kohen had an additional – and more important 
– role as religious counselor who advised the person 
on how to uproot this spiritual malady. R. Alpert notes 
that it is not an easy thing to admit private failings to an 
authority figure – hence the word “ve’huva” implying that 
the person was almost dragged to the kohen against his or 
her will – but therein lies the greatness. The willingness 
to do whatever is necessary, even if it is embarrassing, to 
grow and be better in the future is a genuine hallmark of 
greatness and worthy of the appellation “adam.”

R. Alpert’s insight is certainly worthy of further 
contemplation as its implications go far beyond the specific 
sin of lashon hara or affliction of lashon hara. We all make 
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mistakes but what distinguishes us is how we react to those 
shortfalls. Many people would like to be better but are 
simply unwilling to do what is necessary to improve. The 

road to redemption can be long and achieving repentance 
can be difficult; it truly requires an “adam” to be committed 
to doing whatever it takes to become a better person.

The Price of Free Speech
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks

Hannah Smith was a fourteen-year-old schoolgirl 
living in Lutterworth, Leicestershire. Bright and 
outgoing, she enjoyed an active social life and 

seemed to have an exciting future ahead of her. On the 
morning of 2 August 2013 Hannah was found hanged in 
her bedroom. She had committed suicide.

Seeking to unravel what had happened, her family soon 
discovered that she had been the target of anonymous 
abusive posts on a social network website. Hannah was 
a victim of the latest variant of the oldest story in human 
history: the use of words as weapons by those seeking to 
inflict pain. The new version is called cyber-bullying.

The Jewish phrase for this kind of behaviour is lashon 
hara, evil speech, speech about people that is negative and 
derogatory. It means, quite simply, speaking badly about 
people, and is a subset of the biblical prohibition against 
spreading gossip.

Despite the fact that it is not singled out in the Torah for 
a prohibition in its own right, the sages regarded it as one 
of the worst of all sins. They said, astonishingly, that it is as 
bad as the three cardinal sins – idolatry, murder and incest 
– combined. More significantly in the context of Hannah 
Smith they said it kills three people, the one who says it, 
the one he says it about, and the one who listens in.

The connection with this week’s parsha is 
straightforward. Tazria and Metsora, are about a condition 
called tsara’at, sometimes translated as leprosy. The 
commentators were puzzled as to what this condition is 
and why it should be given such prominence in the torah. 
They concluded that it was precisely because it was a 
punishment for lashon hara, derogatory speech.

Evidence for this is the story of Miriam (Numbers 
12: 1) who spoke slightingly about her brother Moses 
“because of the Ethiopian wife he had taken.” God himself 
felt bound to defend Moses’ honour and as a punishment, 
turned Miriam leprous. Moses prayed for God to heal her. 
God mitigated the punishment to seven days, but did not 
annul it entirely.

Clearly this was no minor matter, because Moses singles 

it out among the teachings he gives the next generation: 
“Remember what the Lord your God did to Miriam along 
the way after you came out of Egypt” (Deut. 24: 9, and see 
Ibn Ezra ad loc.).

Oddly enough Moses himself, according to the sages, 
had been briefly guilty of the same offence. At the burning 
bush when God challenged him to lead the people Moses 
replied, “They will not believe in me” (Ex. 4: 1). God then 
gave Moses three signs: water that turned to blood, a staff 
that became a snake, and his hand briefly turning leprous. 
We find reference later in the narrative to water turning to 
blood and a staff turning into a serpent, but none to a hand 
that turns leprous.

The sages, ever alert to the nuances of the biblical text, 
said that the hand that turned leprous was not a sign but 
a punishment. Moses was being reprimanded for “casting 
doubts against the innocent” by saying that the Israelites 
would not believe in him. “They are believers the children 
of believers,” said God according to the Talmud, “but in the 
end you will not believe.”

How dangerous lashon hara can be is illustrated by the 
story of Joseph and his brothers. The Torah says that he 
“brought an evil report” to his father about some of his 
brothers (Gen. 37: 2). This was not the only provocation 
that led his brothers to plot to kill him and eventually sell 
him as a slave. There were several other factors. But his 
derogatory gossip did not endear him to his siblings.

No less disastrous was the “evil report” (dibah: the 
Torah uses the same word as it does in the case of Joseph) 
brought back by the spies about the land of Canaan and its 
inhabitants (Num. 13: 32). Even after Moses’ prayers to 
God for forgiveness, the report delayed entry in the land by 
almost forty years and condemned a whole generation to 
die in the wilderness.

Why is the Torah so severe about lashon hara, branding 
it as one of the worst of sins? Partly 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.
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God created the universe by words: “And God said, Let 
there be … and there was.” God reveals himself in words. 
He spoke to the patriarchs and the prophets and at Mount 
Sinai to the whole nation. Our very humanity has to do 
with our ability to use language. The creation of homo 
sapiens is described in the Torah thus: “Then the Lord God 
formed man from the dust of the ground and breathed into 
his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living 
being” (Gen. 2: 7). The Targum renders the last phrase as 
“and the man became a speaking being.” Language is life. 
Words are creative but also destructive. If good words are 
holy then evil words are a desecration.

One sign of how seriously Judaism takes this is the 
prayer we say at the end of every Amidah, at least three 
times a day: “My God, guard my tongue from evil and my 
lips from deceitful speech. To those who curse me let my 
soul be silent; may my soul be to all like the dust.” Having 
prayed to God at the beginning to “Open my lips so that 
my mouth may declare Your praise,” we pray to Him at the 
end to help us close our lips so that we do not speak badly 
about others, nor react when others speak badly about us.

Despite everything, however – despite the Torah’s 
prohibition of gossip, despite its stories about Joseph, 
Moses, Miriam and the spies, despite the unparalleled 
strictures against evil speech by the sages – lashon hara 
remained a problem throughout Jewish history and still 
does today. Every leader is subject to it. The sages said 
that when Moses left his tent early in the morning, people 
would say, “You see, he has had a row with his wife.” If he 
left late they would say, “He is plotting against us.”

Anyone from CEO to parent to friend who seeks to be 
a leader has to confront the issue oflashon hara. Firstly he 
or she may have to put up with it as the price of any kind of 
achievement. Some people are envious. They gossip. They 
build themselves up by putting other people down. If you 
are in any kind of leadership position, you may have to live 
with the fact that behind your back – or even before your 
face – people will be critical, malicious, disdainful, vilifying 
and sometimes downright dishonest. This can be hard 
to bear. Having known many leaders in many fields I can 
testify to the fact that not all people in the public eye have 
a thick skin. Many of them are very sensitive and can find 
constant, unjust criticism deeply draining.

If you should ever suffer this, the best advice is given 
by Maimonides: “If a person is scrupulous in his conduct, 
gentle in his conversation, pleasant toward his fellow 
creatures, affable in manner when receiving them, not 
responding even when affronted, but showing courtesy 

to all, even to those who treat him with disdain … such a 
person has sanctified God and about him Scripture says, 
“You are my servant, Israel, in whom I will be glorified 
(Isaiah 49:3).”

That is in relation to lashon hara directed against yourself. 
As for the group as a whole, however, you should practise 
zero tolerance toward lashon hara. Allowing people to speak 
badly about one another will eventually destroy the integrity 
of the group. Evil speech generates negative energies. Within 
the group it sows the seeds of distrust and envy. Directed 
outside the group it can lead to arrogance, self-righteousness, 
racism and prejudice, all of which are fatal to the moral 
credibility of any team. Whether or not you are the leader 
of such a group you must politely make it clear that you will 
have nothing to do with this kind of speech and that it has no 
place in your conversations.

Cyber-bullying is the latest manifestation of lashon hara. 
In general the Internet is the most effective distributor 
of hate-speech ever invented. Not only does it make 
targeted communication so easy, but it also bypasses the 
face-to-face encounter that can sometimes induce shame, 
sensitivity and self-control. Greek myth told the story 
of Gyges’ ring that had the magical property of making 
whoever wore it invisible, so that he or she could get away 
with anything. Social media that enable people to post 
anonymous comments or adopt false identities are as near 
as anyone has yet come to inventing a Gyges’ ring. That is 
what is so dangerous about it.

The story of Hannah Smith and the other teenage 
suicides is a tragic reminder of how right the sages were to 
reject the idea that “words can never harm me,” and insist 
to the contrary that evil speech kills. Free speech is not 
speech that costs nothing. It is speech that respects the 
freedom and dignity of others. Forget this and free speech 
becomes very expensive indeed.

All of which helps us to understand the biblical idea of 
tsara’at. The peculiar property oftsara’at – whether as a skin 
disease, a discoloration of garments or mould on the walls 
of a house – is that it was immediately and conspicuously 
visible. People engage in lashon harabecause, like 
wearers of Gyges’ ring, they think they can get away with 
it. “It wasn’t me. I never said it. I didn’t mean it. I was 
misunderstood.” The Torah is here telling us that malicious 
speech uttered in private is to be stigmatised in public and 
those who engage in it are to be openly shamed.

To put it at its simplest: as we behave to others so God 
behaves to us. Do not expect God to be kind to those who 
are unkind to their fellow humans.


