
Masei 5776

This week’s article deals with additional facets of truth 
and falsehood, and specifically the issues of exaggeration, 
titles and revealing secrets. It is permitted to exaggerate 
and to use false titles in one’s day-to-day speech? How is 
this matter reflected in legal documents and in calling up 
people to the Torah? Can one mie in order to avoid revealing 
secrets? These questions, among others, are discussed in 

this week’s article. 
This week’s Q & A discusses the question of exercising with 

music during the Three Weeks.
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Dear Reader!

This week’s parashah, which 
brings the Children of Israel 
to the brink of entry into the 
Land, opens with a list of the 
forty-two journeys that the 
Children of Israel journeys in 
the wilderness.

According to certain 
authorities, as cited by the 
Magen Avraham (428:8, in 
the name of Tzeror Mamor), 
it is forbidden to stop the 
Torah reading in the middle 
of the list of journeys. 
The reason for this is that 
the number of journeys 
mentioned by the Torah 
reaches forty-two, which 
alludes at a holy Name of 
Hashem (the Name of Forty-
Two Letters). It is therefore 
forbidden to interrupt, as it 
were, in the middle of the 
Name. Many congregations 
do not follow this custom, 
but some are thus particular 
to read all forty-two journeys 
without interruption.

What is the great significance 
of the journeys, that they 
should form a holy Name of 
Hashem?

Truth and Falsehood:
Exaggerations and Secrets

In thinking about the concepts of truth and falsehood, it is important 
to recall that communication between people relies on the particular 
language and conventions they use. The boundaries of truth and 
falsehood are defined by the language used, its distinctions and 
nuances, and its customary figures of speech.

For instance, if a curtain manufacturer promises to deliver an olive-
colored curtain, he must deliver a curtain that is olive-green in color. 
If he delivers a black curtain, claiming that half the olives in the world 
are black, he is guilty of deception and falsehood, because the word 
‘olive’, as a color, is used for green, not for black. 

This case is simple and requires no proof. However, some cases 
are much less clear. In the present article we will discuss the shifting 
boundaries of truth and falsehood that depend on figures of speech 
and exaggerations. Beyond this, is it permitted to lie in order to keep 
a secret? 

We will discuss these questions, among others, below.

Exaggerations and Titles

Since truth and falsehood are inherently bound to context and intent, 
ØØ
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The underlying calling of the 
Children of Israel was to reach 
and enter the Land of Israel. 
Several verses indicate that it is 
here, in the Land of Israel, that 
Hashem intended the mitzvos 
of the Torah to be performed: 
“These are the commands, 
decrees and laws that Hashem 
your G-d directed me to teach 
you, to observe in the land that 
you are crossing the Jordan to 
possess” (Devarim 6:1). The 
Ramban (Vayikra 18:25) 
goes so far as to state that 
although remaining mandatory, 
the performance of mitzvos 
outside the Land is considered 
‘training’ for their performance 
in the Land!

In order to enter the Land 
of Israel, the Jewish People 
had to endure the forty-two 
journeys listed in our parashah. 
The purpose of the journeys, 
beyond punishing the people 
for the sin of the Spies, is not 
given by the Torah. We do not 
know why the nation camped 
in the specific places they 
visited; nor do we know why 
some encampments were for a 
long period of time, and others 
were short. However, the 
emergence of the holy Name 
of Hashem from the total of 
the journeys teaches us that the 
journeys played a fundamental 
role in bringing the people to 
the Land. 

Only after the journeys were 
complete was the nation 

it is permitted to use exaggerations, as long as the intention is not 
to tell a lie but only to make the point in a stronger way. 

There are several instances in which Chazal themselves make use 
of exaggeration. For example, the Gemara writes that the adage: 
“A person prefers one portion of his own to nine portions of 
his fellow’s,” is an exaggeration, and is not an exact proportion 
(Bava Metzia 38a). When Rabbi Yehoshua b. Levi stated that a 
person who sells a slave to an idolater is fined up to one hundred 
times the slave’s value, the Gemara (Gittin 44a) inquires whether 
this is an exaggeration or not (see Rashi).

Indeed, in one opinion the Torah itself uses conventional human 
speech, even when a word appears to be extraneous or when 
a degree of inaccuracy is implied (for example Nedarim 3b). 
A similar idea is mentioned (Chulin 90b) concerning the 
description in the pasuk, ‘fortified cities in the heavens’—one of 
many examples.

There are times when it is proper to exaggerate, since without 
it the intent of the statement might not be properly understood. 
For instance, telling someone (concerning a shidduch prospect) 
that a particular bachur is diligent does not sound especially 
complimentary. If he is truly diligent, even if not unusually diligent, 
one should probably still say that the bachur is very diligent. Strictly 
speaking this may be untrue, but it might be necessary so that the 
truth will be properly understood.

One can likewise use honorary titles, such as Rav, HaGaon, and 
the like, even when they are, strictly speaking, untrue, if this 
is the ordinary way in which to respect the concerned party. 
Similarly, one may refer to one’s disciple as ‘my son’ (where this 
is appropriate), ‘my beloved,’ and so on, as we find in countless 
places (the word ‘countless’ is a good example of permitted 
exaggeration) throughout the teachings of Chazal. 

One may not, however, give oneself extra titles that could create 
a false impression regarding one’s qualifications or social status. 
For instance, a layman (Mr.) may not refer to himself as Dr.  This 
also applies to an author, who may not give himself extra titles 
for personal honor. He may, however, make use of a pen name, 
as long as he does not use someone else’s name illegitimately.

Legal Documents

Even when it comes to legal documents, we find in the Rema 
(Choshen Mishpat 42) that a document referring to an adopted 
son as ‘son,’ or to the adopted parent as ‘father,’ is valid because 
they are worthy of the titles. This is true of Torah law, and 
will generally apply to secular law, too. ØØ
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prepared for entering the Land. 
Only after forty-two journeys, 
and the completion of the holy 
Name within them, were the 
people ready for the Shechinah 
to rest upon them in the Land 
of Israel.

As we enter the month of Av, 
when we were exiled from 
our land and the Temple 
was destroyed, the journeys 
of the wilderness provide 
our consolation. Just like the 
journeys of the Children of 
Israel, we cannot know the 
purpose of the many stops 
along the route of our national 
exile. We cannot understand 
the reasons for the tragedies 
that have befallen us, for the 
expulsions, the persecutions 
and the killings that we have 
experienced.

Yet, just as the journeys of 
the wilderness, we know that 
our own exile, at the hands of 
countless foes and persecutors, 
is not in vain. Like the forty-
two journeys of the wilderness, 
even our own exile serves to 
complete the holy Name of 
Hashem, preparing us for the 
glorious return to our homeland.

Our hope and prayer is that 
the return should speedily be 
completed, in the building of 
the Temple, and the coming of 
the Mashiach, speedily and in 
our days.

Furthermore, we find that in certain places the sum stipulated in 
a marital kesubah document was exaggerated—doubled, in one 
instance (Bava Metzia 104b). Since this was the known custom 
of the place, and no monetary mistake could result from the 
change, there was no prohibition in doing so. Similarly, the dowry 
given by the bride would customarily be written as higher than its 
true value (Kesuvos 66a).

It is also permitted to make use of fables and parables in order 
to clarify a point. It should preferably be stated (or hinted), when 
doing so that the stories are not real-life stories. One can introduce 
such a story, for instance, with the words ‘it is told,’ which will 
suffice to remove the implication of having actually occurred. 

In fact, many opine that several anecdotes mentioned by the 
Gemara, such as the adventures of Rabba bar bar Channa (Bava 
Basra 73-74) never actually occurred, but were written as they 
were to conceal deep secrets of Torah (see Ramchal, Maamar 
Hagados; Rambam, Commentary to Mishna, Perek Cheilek) .

Calling Up to the Torah

In calling up to the Torah, we find that one must be particular 
to use true parental names. The principal reason for this is that 
using the wrong name can have practical ramifications regarding 
inheritance, divorce documents (for which proof of a person’s 
name is adduced from how he is called up to the Torah—see 
Pischei Teshuvah, Even HaEzer 129), and so on (Tzur Ya’akov 
no. 33; see Minchas Yitzchak 4:49). 

Furthermore, Shut Binyan Tzion states that calling someone up to 
the Torah with a false name is a transgression of midvar sheker 
tirchak, and must therefore be avoided.

However, as we have seen in previous instalments, it is permitted 
to be untruthful to prevent shame, or for certain other constructive 
purposes. We thus find that someone whose father became an 
apostate, betraying his faith, may be called up to the Torah as ‘son 
of Avraham’ (Rema, Orach Chaim 139:3; this applies where 
we don’t know the grandfather’s name). This is done (when the 
person in question has not yet become accustomed to being called 
up by his father’s name) in order to save him from shame.

Keeping Secrets

A common application of the laws of truth and falsehood is in 
the realm of keeping secrets. Sometimes a confidante asks us 
to keep some secret—a forthcoming engagement, a change of 
jobs or schools, or similarly delicate information—after which ØØ
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somebody else asks us to divulge our knowledge. 

Is one permitted to say that he does not know? 
May he even tell an outright lie to avoid revealing 
the sensitive information?

Concerning keeping secrets, we find in Mishlei 
(11:13) that one must be very careful: “He that 
goes about as a talebearer reveals secrets; but he 
that is of a faithful spirit conceals a matter.” 

This appears to prohibit us from revealing secrets. 
Though this is not a Torah prohibition (the verse is 
in Mishlei, not in the Torah, and the word ‘lo’ that 
implies a prohibition is not used), it is still sufficient 
to permit us to lie to avoid transgressing it.  As we 
have already seen, it is permitted to deviate from 
the truth to avoid something prohibited, or other 
negative behavior (such as causing shame and 
discomfort).

The Prohibition Against Revealing Secrets

It is important to note that the Gemara uses this 
pasuk to derive a specific lesson concerning the 
laws of dayanim: If two out of the three dayanim in 
a particular case decide the verdict, while the third 
disagrees, the disputing dayan may not declare, 
upon leaving Beis Din, that he had voted against 
the verdict (Sanhedrin 29, 31). The source for 
this is the pasuk in Mishlei: Holech rachil megaleh 
sod. It often involves an issue of lashon hara too, as 
the Chafetz Chaim points out.

This halacha is ruled by the Shulchan Aruch 
(Choshen Mishpat 19). In the opinion of Shut 
Chavas Ya’ir (as cited by the Pischei Teshuvah), 
the third Dayan can even be forced to attach 
his signature to the verdict, despite his personal 
opposition to it.

Yet, much as for regular cases of lying in which 
the primary prohibition applies to matters of Beis 
Din, is it reasonable to assume that there is also 
a prohibition against revealing secrets that do not 
pertain to Beis Din. This is also assumed by the 
Chafetz Chayim (Be’er Mayim Chayim Chap. 2, 
note 16).

What is more, we find a direct prohibition against 

revealing secrets, as taught by the Gemara Yoma 
(4b): “Rabbi Menasia taught: From where do we 
learn that someone who hears something from his 
fellow, may not say it until he tells him: ‘Go say it.’? 
Since the verse says: Hashem spoke to him from 
the Tent of Meeting, saying.” 

Beyond the obligation to keep secrets hidden, the 
Knesses Hagedolah (Semag 9) points out a special 
chiddush we derive from that verse. Although 
Hashem did not tell Moshe Rabbeinu to keep His 
words secret, the fact that the words were said in a 
private, one-on-one situation is enough to require 
explicit permission from the speaker to pass them 
on to others. It thus follows that one may certainly 
not pass on information that was explicitly classified 
as confidential.

Notably, according to the Meiri this ruling teaches 
us noble behavior rather than a full-fledged 
prohibition. This is also the implication of the 
Maharsha. The Semag (Lo Ta’aseh 9), however, 
mentions the ruling as a full (Torah) prohibition, as 
also implied by the She’iltos (27). The prohibition 
is also mentioned by the Magen Avraham (156) 
and the Chafetz Chayim (loc. cit.).

With this in mind, it goes without saying that one 
may (and must) tell a lie if necessary to avoid 
revealing somebody else’s secrets. For instance, we 
have already mentioned that it is permitted to lie 
to refrain from revealing one’s own shidduch date, 
and this will be true for somebody else’s date, too. 
In case saying ‘I don’t know’ will itself go halfway 
to revealing the secret, one should say whatever it 
takes to ensure that the revelation is not made.

Divrei Torah and Medical Cures

On the subject of revealing secrets, it is noteworthy 
that the pasuk from which the prohibition is derived 
relates to the revelation of Torah. Shut Mishneh 
Halachos (5:194) thus rules that even when it 
comes to Divrei Torah, one must abide by the 
speaker’s request to keep his lessons secret. This 
applies even if revealing the Divrei Torah might 
have practical consequences.

A notable exception to the law of keeping secrets 
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is found in the Gemara (Avodah Zarah 28a) 
concerning the revelation of a secret cure. 

Rabbi Yochanan pledged to a particular non-Jewish 
matron that he would not reveal the ingredients 
of her secret potion that could cure a particular 
ailment. On this condition, and for the personal 
use of Rabbi Yochanan alone, the woman agreed 
to reveal the secret of her potion. The next day, 
however, Rabbi Yochanan reneged on his promise, 
and publicized the cure. 

The Gemara addresses the issue of Rabbi Yochana 
breaking his pledge, but not with the issue of 
revealing secrets. How could Rabbi Yochanan 
reveal the secret potion?

We can suggest that no secrecy limitation applies 
to matters of health. The keys of health and illness 
are in the hands of the Creator, just as the keys of 
life and death. A cure, once discovered, must be 
passed on to the public, and may not be held secret 
for personal gain. This is not meant as halachic 
ruling, but only as a suggestion for understanding 
the Gemara.

Additionally, the Gemara concludes that the ailment 
in question was life-threatening (which is why it was 
permitted for Rabbi Yochanan to break his oath). 
Based on this conclusion, we can better understand 
the permission to break the rules of secrecy. 

c Halachic Responsa d
to Questions that have been asked on our website dinonline.org

Question:

Can one listen to music during 3 weeks while exercising?

Answer:
It is permitted to listen to music for the purpose of exercise. One should not choose music that one 
particularly enjoys, and the music should preferably be little more than the beat itself.

Sources:
We find a number of leniencies concerning playing music when this is done for purposes other than 
enjoyment.
For instance, it is permitted for somebody whose livelihood depends on playing musical instruments 
to play music (to practice, or for non-Jews). As Rav Moshe Feinstein writes (Iggros Moshe, Orach 
Chaim Vol. 3, no. 87), it is permitted to study music, or to teach music, when one does so for reasons 
related to one’s livelihood, and not for pleasure (see also Seder Pesach Kehilchaso, Chap. 12, no. 
16; Tzitz Eliezer Vol. 16, no. 19).
It is likewise permitted to play music for the purpose of calming a young child (who has not reached 
the age of chinuch), or for calming and soothing the sick (Shut Devar Shalom, Vol. 4, no. 80; Nitei 
Gavriel, Pesach Vol. 3, Chap. 53, no. 5, 7). It is also permitted to listen to music while driving, if the 
purpose of the music is to keep the driver alert to his environment (one should preferably play slow 
(classical or other) music, and not dance music).
Some of the sources above refer to the sefirah period, but the same rulings apply to the three weeks.
Therefore, when the music is not being played for enjoyment, but only for “keeping the beat,” no 
prohibition applies. However, one should ensure that the intention is not to enjoy the music, but to 
keep the beat, and one should not select one’s favorite pieces for the occasion, but minimize the music 
as much as possible.
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