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POWER OF THE MOUTH 

 Last week's parsha concludes with the episode of Miriam being punished with tzaraas 

on account of speaking lashon hara about her brother, Moshe. This week begins with the 

famous episode of the meraglim who returned with negative reports about Eretz Yisroel. 

Chazal explain that this juxtaposition is not incidental. Instead it is a criticism of the meraglim 

who saw what happened to Miriam for speaking lashon hara, and didn't learn their lesson. 

 But exactly what lesson were the meraglim supposed to conclude from this? 

Speaking about Moshe was certainly wrong, despite his great humility. Speaking ill about 

the dust, dirt and rocks of Eretz Yisroel isn't quite the same thing.  Perhaps the problem then 

is it was tantamount to speaking badly about the Ribono shel Olam, then they shouldn't 

have needed the lesson of Miriam to teach them this. So what exactly were they supposed 

to learn from Miriam's affliction of tzaraas? 

 HaRav A Y L Shteinman shlit"a explains that the leading they should have learned 

from Miriam was that one must always be extremely careful with his speech. If we think 

about it, this is perhaps the only explanation of what Mriam did wrong. After all, she had 

good intentions in speaking about her brother who she loved. Moshe himself didn't care and 

understood that Miriam was trying to help Tzipora. Yet despite all of this, she was faulted for 

having spoken badly about her brother. 

 We tend to think that speech is no more than a way of communicating or thoughts to 

another person. This is simply untrue. When Hashem created Adam HaRishon, the posuk 

tells us He made him as a "nefesh chaya". Although this translates as 'a living spirit', the 

Targum Onkelos translates it as "a speaking spirit". This, explain the meforshim is man. It is 

what makes us different than the animals, not only in ability and talent, but in essence.  As 

such, speech is not something to be taken lightly. The words we speak, as necessary as 

they might be heavily impact on our neshamos. Had the meraglim internalized this lesson 

when they saw Miriam inflicted by tzaraas, they would never have been able to bring 

themselves to utter negative words about the land, even if they had had the best of 

intentions. 

 The power we hold in our mouths is quite awesome. We can build worlds or, chalilah, 

destroy them. Traditionally, tzadikim have always been careful not to waste their words. 

While we might not be on the level to count our words, we should at least make sure that the 

words we speak, count.  
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THE MINYAN: WHO COUNTS? 

 

 The Gemara (Berachos 21b) tells us that in order to recite a davar sheh’b’kedusha, a minyan is needed. This is derived from the fact that 

the Torah refers to the meraglim who returned with the negative report as an “eida ra’ah” (evil group). (Although twelve meraglim went on the 

mission, Kaleiv and Yehoshua did not fail in their mission.)  By virtue of connection to a different posuk - “v’nikdashti b’soch B’nei Yisroel”, we 

understand that a minyan of men is required to recite kaddish, kedusha, borchu, for kri’as ha’Torah, etc. 

 The Gemara in meseches Berachos cites the opinion of R’ Yehoshua ben Levi that one can count a baby in his crib as one of ten that is 

required for a zimun (i.e. in birkas ha’mazon) with the name of Hashem. The Gemara questions how this could be since we know that R’ Eliezer 

once needed a minyan and he freed his slave (eved Canaani), which is something one is ordinarily forbidden from doing, is order to make a 

minyan of ten. Certainly, the Gemara reasons, if one can count a baby, he should be able to count slaves who are obligated in and do perform 

positive mitzvos. The Gemara deflects this challenge by answering that R’ Eliezer was short two for a minyan. He had two slaves and so he 

freed one and used the other as the tenth. 

 Although Rabeinu Tam ruled that one can indeed count a baby as “”the tenth man”, Tosfos and the Rosh both write that Rabeinu Tam 

himself refused to rely on his opinion when it came to practice.  Furthermore, many Rishonim understand that even R’ Yehoshua ben Levi only 

permitted counting a baby for zimun and not for tefilah. Also, even those who were lenient even regarding tefilah, only ruled that one could count 

a child who understands berachos and tefilah (like a nine-year old) but not a baby or younger child.  

 Tosfos adds that there were those who claimed that one could count a child if he was holding a chumash. He writes that the entire idea 

is ludicrous “for a Sefer Torah is not a person” and even if it would be, our printed chumashim certainly do not have the kedusha of a sefer 

Torah. 

 Although, the consensus of the Rishonim and poskim is that one may not count a child for the minyan of ten, throughout history, there 

have been certain communities who the poskim permitted to count a child in fear that the entire minyan would fall apart - permanently. Even 

then, they only permitted the “minimum” kadeishim etc. In situations where the minyan was simply lacking a tenth man on occasion, they never 

permitted one to count a child. 

 The Rashba cites a Yerushalmi that if the minyan already began, and some of its members left early, one may finish the tefilah that has 

been started, provided the majority (6) is still there. For example, if the shaliach tzibur began chazaras ha’shatz of shacharis and a few walked 

out, he should continue and recite kedusha, and the chatzi-kaddish after tachanun and the kaddish tiskabel (after ashrei-u’va l’tzion) since all of 

these things are connected to the chazaras ha’shatz that he began with a minyan. Birkas Kohanim is omitted since it is considered “a separate 

matter” even though it is in the middle of chazaras ha’shatz. The same is true of kri’as ha’Torah. Similarly, all of the “extra” kadeishim (mourner’s 

kaddish, kaddish d’rabanan) cannot be recited in the absence of a minyan.  

 It is important to note that although the minyan may carry on, those who left are included in Chazal’s curse of those who are “ozvei 

Hashem” - those who abandon Hashem. If one leaves a minyan behind (for example he is one out of fifteen), he is not included in the curse. 

However, one who does not have pressing reasons to leave should stay until the end of the tefilah in order to be able to answer kaddish and 

recite the rest of the tefilah together with the tzibur. This is something not to be taken lightly as Chazal tell us that the world stands because of 

those who answer “y’hei shmei raba” and recite the kedusha d’sidra (u’va l’tzion). 

 There is a machlokes as to whether or not one needs ten people who have finished shemoneh esrei (i.e. and will listen to the chazan’s 

repetition) in order to begin chazaras ha’shatz. The same is true with regards to the kaddish after Shemoneh esrei of Maariv. It often happens 

that there are seven or eight people who are waiting for the a few people who are still davening. L’chatchila, one should try to wait a bit. If this is 

difficult, then most poskim advise that the shaliach tzibur should daven with a tenai (condition) that if it is not a valid chazaras ha’shatz (because 

not enough people are listening to it) then he intends his tefilah to be a tefilas nedava (a voluntary “extra” shemoneh esrei). At Maariv however, 

one may recite kaddish since it is no worse than when three people abandon the minyan (and no, the people who are still davening do not get 

the curse of “ozvei Hashem”...). However, the recital of kaddish yasom (or an additional borchu) after aleinu is questionable. 

 There’s a lot happening at Ahavas Yehonoson ! 
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