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Speaking Out:  
Principles of Lashon Hara for 

Shidduchim
The story of how Eliezer found a bride for Yitzchak, occupies a 
large section of the parsha of Chayei Sarah. 

The primary theme of the passage is the concept of continuity: 
the great spiritual construction that Avraham had initiated must 
continue through Yitzchak. Avraham’s search for Yitzchak’s 
soulmate is the Jewish search for continuity. Any partner to the 
great endeavor has to meet the moral and spiritual standards of 
Avraham’s home.

But the episode also deals with an everyday concept that all of us 
experience, for ourselves and later for our children: a shidduch. In 
line with many Torah expositions on Parshas Chayei Sarah, we 
take the opportunity to discuss the concept of shidduchim, and 
to focus our attention on a halachic aspect of the shidduch that 
is often of great relevance: the question of lashon hara related to 
shidduchim.

This week's article deals with the issue of speaking lashon hara 
in the context of a shidduch. What must a person investigating 
a shidduch preface to his questions? What and how is a person 
permitted to answer, and when must he refrain from doing so? 
When is it better to reply “I don’t know,” even if a more definite 
answer can be given? These questions, and more, are discussed 

in this week's article. 
This week's Q & A addresses the question of expelling a “nuisance 

student.”

Dear Reader,
In this week's parashah we 
find how Efron wished to 
give Avraham the cave of 
Machpelah as a gift. The 
words with which Efron 
expressed this desire are 
striking (Bereishis 23:11): 
“No, my lord, hear me: I give 
you the field, and I give you 
the cave that is in it. In the 
presence of the sons of my 
people I give it to you; bury 
your dead.”
In making his statement, 
Efron uses the expression “I 
give” no less than three times. 
The entire sentence, it would 
appear, could be stated simply 
by using the word “give” once: 
“I give you the field, and the 
cave in it – in the presence of 
the sons of my people.” Why 
did Efron use the word “give” 
three times in place of once?
To understand the repetition 
of the word, it is important to 
distinguish between two types 
of gifts. One gift is the type 
given out of a sincere desire to 
give; the giver wishes to help 
others, to empower others, to 
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Preliminary Shidduch Investigations

Before beginning a shidduch—meaning, before the parties to a 
shidduch meet with each other—the common practice is for the 
parties to investigate each other. In times gone by, and in certain 
circles even today, the investigation has greater weight in deciding 
the fate of the parties than their meeting. In those days, arranged 
marriages were really arranged, and the meeting(s) would only 
rarely make a significant impact on the result of the shidduch.

Even today, however, when in most circles the prospective partners 
meet and conduct their own investigation, the impact of early 
birurim cannot be understated. Before placing the time consuming 
and sometimes stressful burden of going out on dates, birurim are 
able to ascertain a basic suitability between the two, and to provide 
the background for the shidduch to go ahead.

The trouble that some face when making birurim, is that many 
are reluctant to speak. Ever since the Chafetz Chaim wrote his 
seminal work on the subject, and still more so in recent times (with 
conferences and seminars on the subject in schools and for the 
general public), the community has become deeply aware of the 
issue of lashon hara. 

As we know, this does not mean that we are free, as a community, 
of lashon hara. However, when asked directly to say something 
negative about others, we are certainly prone to hear lashon hara 
alarm bells sounding in our heads. Rightly so. The sin of lashon 
hara is very serious. As the Rambam (De’os 7:3) cites from 
Chazal, the sin of lashon hara corresponds in its severity to the 
three cardinal sins of idolatry, licentiousness and murder. Lashon 
hara causes hate and discord among people and it distances us 
from Hashem. Chazal (Berachos 32b) teach that the sin of lashon 
hara erects an “iron curtain” that separates Israel from their Father 
in Heaven. 

Yet, although one must certainly think twice before divulging 
sensitive or harmful information, this should not prevent a person 
from revealing information when it is correct to do so. The results 
of an overly cautious attitude, as many cases testify, can be very 
disturbing.

give of himself to others. The 
other, however, is the type 
that means only to create a 
debt of gratitude – to make 
the receiver obligated to the 
giver.
The second type of gift ensures 
that the receiver understands 
well that it is a gift, and the 
giver reiterates the point time 
and again. This was the way 
of Efron. And this was the 
reason why Avraham was 
so adamant not to receive 
the cave as a gift. Avraham 
could only be obligated to one 
authority. Receiving a gift – 
and certainly of the category 
that Efron offered – was out 
of the question.
Rabbeinu Bachya explains 
that the refusal of Avraham 
to receive the cave as a gift 
was an embodiment of the 
principle of “he who hates 
gifts shall live.” In accepting 
a gift, a person accepts, to 
some degree, a master upon 
himself. Avraham was unable 
to accept the offer.
In a general atmosphere of 
“loving gifts,” of rights that 
we feel we deserve and have 
the right to demand, it is 
worth thinking twice: Do our 
demands match the Torah 
outlook? To what degree are 
we in line with the requirement 
to hate gifts?
May we merit, indeed, to be 
true disciples of Avraham 
Avinu.
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Making Investigations

On the part of the person making the investigations, 
it is always important to preface a request for 
information with the statement: “I’m asking 
you the following questions in consideration of 
a shidduch with the person/family in question” 
(Chafetz Chaim 4:11).

The reason is that (as we will discuss below), 
certain information can only be divulged when the 
intent is for shidduch (or for other constructive) 
purposes. Among the basic conditions enumerated 
by the Chafetz Chaim for transmitting negative 
information is that the intention of the speaker 
should be pure. If he speaks out without knowing 
the intent of the question, he might (See Be’er 
Mayim Chayim 4:46) transgress the prohibition 
of lashon hara. 

If the speaker violates the prohibition of lashon 
hara, the person asking the question will be 
guilty of, “placing a stumbling block before the 
blind”—the Torah prohibition of lifnei iver lo 
siten michshol. 

The Chafetz Chaim stresses that even if a person 
believes the answer might not be the same if the 
respondent knows the purpose of the question, 
this is not a good reason to defer the concern of 
lashon hara. 

A related point in making investigations is that 
one is not permitted to request information for 
shidduch purposes from a known enemy of the 
prospective shidduch or his family, or even from 
someone who is known to have had a dispute 
with them. Although this source may better reveal 
hidden negatives, it should still not be used, for 
fear that negative information will be exaggerated.

What Can and Cannot be Said?

On the part of the respondent, the Chafetz 
Chaim (Hilchos Rchilus Chapter 9) specifies five 
concurrent conditions that must be met before 
providing information for shidduch purposes. 

Accuracy. It is only permitted to transfer accurate 
information. Sometimes, we confuse objective fact 
with our subjective interpretation, which might 
not be the only possible interpretation of the 
subject’s actions. Firsthand information should be 
transmitted as such; secondhand information can 
only create a suspicion, and should be passed on 
accordingly. See below for more details on this. 

Exaggeration: The report must not be 
exaggerated or embellished. It is all too easy to 
add details, to fill in blanks, to create an effect 
by means of intonation, and so on. All these are 
forbidden, and one must be careful to communicate 
nothing but the truth. 

Intention: Information must be transmitted with 
the express purpose of aiding a shidduch. If the 
subject in question is somebody one dislikes, one 
must strive to banish hate from his heart, and 
to transmit the details strictly for the constructive 
purpose of the shidduch. 

Minimizing: One must not speak any more 
than is relevant for the specific case. If enough 
negative information has been transmitted for 
the shidduch to be called off, one must refrain 
from adding anything else. Moreover, unflattering 
details about a shidduch prospect should only be 
disclosed if there is a reasonable chance of the 
party requesting information heeding the advice. 
If the party in question will in any case go ahead, 
such as if the engagement has already taken 

http://dinonline.org


Questions in all areas of halacha can be submitted to the rabbanim of our Beis Horaah at www.dinonline.org4

place and the negative information is not deeply 
substantive, it should not be disclosed (Be’er 
Mayim Chayim, end of Rechilus, no. 8). 

Undue Harm: One must be careful that the 
negative information should not cause undue 
harm. For instance, if one is aware that the person 
to whom the information is confided is indiscrete, 
and will spread the details to others outside the 
sphere of parties involved in the shidduch, one 
may not tell him. When relating information, one 
should if possible remind the relevant party to be 
discrete.

Definitive Information

How certain must one be of a particular detail in 
order to repeat it?

To say things as fact, one must know the 
information from personal knowledge, and not 
based on something one has heard from someone 
else. The Torah sees secondhand information as 
possibly inaccurate and it is, therefore, a dangerous 
source (see Chafetz Chaim 10:2; Rechilus 9:2).

However, there are instances where the halachah 
does rely on secondhand information, or even on 
a persistent rumor. 

For instance, the Gemara (Megillah 25b) records 
that it is permitted to shame a person publicly 
if there are persistent rumors of his engaging 
in adultery. Likewise, a reasonable presumption 
(umdena) is sufficient to dismiss a community 
functionary, such as the administrator of the chevra 
kaddisha (Teshuvos Ramatz, Orach Chayim no. 
15, quoted in Piskei Din Rabbaniyim, Vol. 5, p. 
27).

To avoid lashon hara, the ideal is that a person 

should verify secondhand information on his 
own. Where this is not possible (as is often the 
case), and the conditions that permit relaying 
the information are met, one should convey it 
with a clearly expressed warning that it is based 
on hearsay, and one does not know personally 
whether it is true. This is permitted in order to 
save the other party from possible damage (end of 
Rechilus 10-11; Be’er Mayim Chayim 6:30).

Saying “I Don’t Know”

As noted above, it is only permitted to relay 
information that is significant to the case. In 
some instances, the significance will depend on 
the circumstances. 

If a shidduch prospect has committed to a ten-
year stint in Chicago, there would not, under 
ordinary circumstances, be an obligation to speak 
it out. However, if the other party wishes to make 
his or her home in Israel, the information becomes 
relevant, and it should be transmitted.

Sometimes, a person might be asked questions he 
deems insignificant for the prospective shidduch. 
For instance, a prospect’s mother might want to 
know if the girl is a “size zero,” or demands to 
know if the girl is under thirty, when she is in 
fact two months over, and the person answering 
knows that the fact can be a match-breaker.

In these cases, the best answer, is a simple and 
polite, “I don’t know.” 

The claim to ignorance is only effective where it 
is credible. If the person answering is expected 
to know, yet claims he does not know, the 
impression left from not answering can be worse 
than just telling the truth. In addition, the Mishnah 
Halachos (Vol. 12, no. 278) writes that although 
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one should not volunteer such information, when 
asked one should always answer honestly, for two 
reasons. 

One reason is that even in matters that most people 
don’t care about, a person’s particular demands 
cannot be dismissed, and giving a false answer 
is in effect giving him bad advice. The second 
reason is that although saying, “I don’t know” 
can’t be considered bad advice, it is nonetheless 
untruthful, and one may not stray from the truth. 

The accepted ruling, however, is that it is 
permitted, under appropriate circumstances, to 
evade a question by feigning ignorance.

The Obligation to Speak Out

In conclusion, it is worth repeating the warning 
issued by the Pischei Teshuvah (Orach Chaim 
156):

“The Magen Avraham and the mussar books 
write at length concerning the prohibition of 
lashon hara. I have found it appropriate to write 
about the other side [of the coin]. There is a sin 

even greater than [speaking lashon hara], and 
one which is more widespread, namely, the sin 
of refraining from informing another about a 
situation in which one can save him from being 
victimized—all out of concern for lashon hara… 
One who behaves in this manner, his sin is too 
great to bear, and he violates the injunction, ‘You 
shall not stand by the blood of your brother.’”

Among the examples given by the Pischei Teshuvah 
is the case of a shidduch where somebody knows 
that one of the parties is, “an evil person, and it 
is bad to marry him.” Under such circumstances, 
a person sins by withholding the information and 
one is obligated to overcome the usually positive 
tendency towards silence by speaking out.

As noted, not every negative detail need be 
divulged. Much discretion is needed in this matter, 
and in cases of halachic doubt one should consult 
with an expert in the field. But as a matter of 
principle, just as we expect others to assist us with 
our own investigations, so we should be willing to 
help others, when the principles of lashon hara 
permit us to do so.
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The Question:

What is the Halacha regarding the expulsion of a student deemed a “nuisance student”? Are there 
Halachic sources relating to this matter, and does it depend on the type of disturbance?

Answer:

There is no “general rule” for this matter, and each case must be dealt with individually.

However, as a general guideline, a student who is not taking school seriously or not succeeding in 
studies should not be expelled, but if he is a bad influence on others or causes a serious disturbance 
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then there is room to consider his expulsion.
Best wishes.

Sources:

The Gemara (Bava Basra 21a) already notes, as part of the enactments of Rabbi Yehoshua b. Gamla, 
that even if a child is not a great success in school, he should be left there nonetheless, since his 
presence is conducive to others’ study.

This suggests that where his presence is not conducive to others, but rather disturbs others’ study, there 
is room to expel the student. This observation is made by the Maharsha.

Rav Moshe Feinstein (Yoreh De’ah 3, no. 71) addresses such a question, and writes that a student 
should not be expelled for bad behavior alone, since perhaps he will better his ways and be influenced 
for the better by the positive school environment. Rav Moshe is aware of the hardship of keeping 
difficult children in class, but writes that this is part of the “meleches kodesh” of a teacher.

The Chazon Ish (cited in Maaseh Ish, Vol. 1, p. 69) was asked about a boy caught stealing, and 
replied that “surely you have also spoken lashon hara, and yet were not expelled from the yeshiva… 
Surely a thief is not punishable by death!” The Chazon Ish’s approach in general was that to expel a 
child is tantamount to “killing” him.

However, Rav Moshe writes that if the child is a spiritual and behavioral menace to others, then he 
should be expelled, “yet this matter must be weighed up carefully, since it is a matter of nefashos.”

Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (Alehu Lo Yibol, Vol. 2, p. 337) also wrote that “where a student 
damages others, the yeshiva is responsible for them and must expel him, and if he is rude and insolent 
this will clearly be a negative influence on others.” A similar statement was made by the Rebbe of 
Chabad (Iggros Kodesh, Vol. 14, p. 403).

The Chazon Ish took a different stance to the question, and wrote that “they think about the good of 
the many, what is in the benefit of the yeshiva. Indeed, sometimes the benefit of the congregation does 
not tally with that of the individual student. But in my eyes, each individual is an entire congregation” 
(Maaseh Ish, p. 63).

See thus Nesivos Yehoshua (Vol. 2, Introduction) who writes of how the Chazon Ish refused to expel 
a student even where he was damaging to others, and instructed the Rosh Yeshiva to “invest all of 
your energies to mend his ways and supervise his behavior” (see also Letter 81 of the Chazon Ish, 
who writes that “you cannot blame the mischievous children, for that is human nature, and you must 
make efforts in this area at all costs”).

When the Chazon Ish did agree to expel a student, he instructed the Rosh Yeshiva to initiate a 
Chavrusa with the boy, and only then to expel him, while ensuring that the Chavrusa arrangement will 
continue (Maaseh Ish 1 p. 69). So great was the Chazon Ish’s sensitivity and care for each student, 
that even when he conceded that the boy must be expelled, he ensured the blow was softened and the 
boy would remain in touch with the Rosh Yeshiva and with Torah study.

See here and subsequent articles for these and for further sources on the issue.
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