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To subscribe or to unsubscribe, please reply to 
ShabbatShalomNewsletter@gmail.com 
Newsletter archives now at BenaiAsher.Org 
 
Shabbat Shalom From Cyberspace E Mail Edition is published 
each week since 1995 and is distributed to  20,000 readers.  
Our goal is to spread torah knowledge.  Articles are 
downloaded from sites and from e-mail forwarded to us.   We 
encourage you to reprint the newsletter and distribute it to co-
workers, friends and family.  You can retransmit copies by 
fax, mail or by hand.     Be a part of the Mitzvah of spreading  
torah. It takes  so little to make copies and distribute them. 
And with E Mail it just takes a click to send this along. To 
subscribe directly or have us send to a friend or family 
member, click the link or send a request to 
SephardicCongregation@Gmail.com  
with your name, phone, fax and E-Mail Address 
 
Daily Minyan  MINCHA - Mon – Thurs at 979 Third Avenue, 
17th Floor, Artistic Frame – 4:00PM – Please join us! 212-289-
2100 – Mincha– The most important tefilah of the day –Give us 
11 minutes and we’ll give you the World To Come! 
 
Editors Notes  
 
The Light Bulb Went On – Understanding Eight – 
Tazria/Mesorah  5777 
 
Sometimes we learn something and we think we 
understand it. We even teach what we learn and 
some of those we teach it to corroborate that they’ve 
learned the same thing from others. Years go by and 
then we read or hear a related thought and a light 
bulb goes on in our heads and we question how we 
assumed we understood all along.  
We read at the very beginning of this week’s portion 
that after a woman gives birth to a boy, we are 
commanded to circumcise the boy on the eighth day. 
The rabbis comment on the verse and explain that 
we must circumcise on the eighth day even if it is the 
Shabbat. In essence the day of the Brit Milah, the 
eighth day pushes even the Shabbat, the seventh 
day. 
 
We discussed the concepts of seven and eight. 
HaRamban – Nachmanides explains that the number 
seven represents the natural world while the number 
eight represents the world beyond nature.  
Rabbi Abittan taught us that the number seven 
relates to the natural world Hashem created during 
the first week wherein “in six days, G-d made the 
heavens and the earth… and on the seventh day He 
rested.”  A marriage is celebrated for a full week of 
sheva berachot and we bless the couple with seven 

blessings. We mourn the death of a loved one, 
Heaven forbid, for seven (shivah) days. 
 
We learn from Kabbalah that the Seven Days of 
Creation embody the seven lower sefirot (divine 
attributes) which Hashem emanated from Himself to 
define and characterize His relationship with our 
existence. Seven is not only the elemental number of 
time, but of every created thing and of the created 
reality as a whole.  The same number seven relating 
to the days of the week relates to the seven branches 
of the menorah of the Temple. Furthermore, there are 
seven colors of the rainbow and seven musical notes. 
 
We often understood the number eight representing a 
world of miracles especially in Hanukah time when 
we celebrate the miracle of the oil and the lightening 
of the menorah for eight days.  
 
We see in the book of Vayikra that the eighth day as 
we read last week is chosen for the dedication of the 
Mishkan. This week we see how the eighth day is 
chosen for the special covenant of the brit milah 
between us and Hashem. In a few weeks in Parshat 
Emor we will read of the holiday of Sukkot which is 
celebrated for seven days and therefore represents 
the world of nature. Once we pass these seven days 
and get to day number eight, we move into the area 
which is beyond nature and celebrate the holiday of 
Shmini Atzeret. Likewise Pesach is seven days but 
the ultimate day of freedom, that which is beyond 
nature is the eighth day of Pesach which actually 
comes after seven times seven days, on the 50th day 
which is Shavuot, the day the Torah was given. In a 
similar vein, we will also read in a few weeks that 
after seven times seven years, we have the Yovel or 
the Jubilee.  
 
So in our limited understanding of Ramban, we 
accepted eight as beyond nature, as the world of 
miracles.  
But as we discussed the concept of Brit Milah, we 
quoted a Midrash Tanchuma, as follows: It happened 
that the wicked Turnus Rufus [a Roman general] 
asked Rabbi Akiva, “Whose deeds are more 
beautiful, God’s or man’s?” 
He answered, “The deeds of man” … 
[Turnus Rufus] said to him, “Why do you perform 
circumcision?” 
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Rabbi Akiva answered, “I knew that this is what you 
meant, which is why I responded that the deeds of 
man are more beautiful than those of God.” 
 
Rabbi Akiva brought him stalks of wheat and baked 
rolls, and said, “These [the stalks] are the work of 
God, and these [the baked rolls] are the work of 
people. “Aren’t the rolls nicer than the stalks?” 
 
Turnus Rufus said to him, “If He desires circumcision, 
why doesn’t the infant emerge from his mother’s 
womb already circumcised?” 
Rabbi Akiva told him, “God gave the commandments 
to Israel for the sole purpose of purifying them.” 
 
The Maharal of Prague explains: Turnus Rufus 
thought that the deeds of mankind are inferior to 
those of nature being that nature is the work of G-d. 
That is why he said that circumcision is inferior to 
leaving the foreskin intact, being that the foreskin is 
the work of the Creator. Rabbi Akiva responded that 
the deeds of mankind are greater being that they are 
the finishing touch brought about through intellect.. 
Nature is not complete without the input of mankind. 
Rabbi Akiva points out that the commandments were 
given to refine mankind. We can define refining as a 
means to raise it up from its natural state. By 
performing Brit Milah, circumcision, we transcend 
nature, to a higher plane.   
 
Rabbi Saks last week suggested on the opening 
verse discussing the inauguration of the Mishkan on 
the eighth day, a beautiful explanation on the concept 
of eight. In seven days, Hashem created the world. 
On the first day, Hashem created light. On the sixth 
day, the ultimate creation, man was born. And 
creation came with boundaries. (Hashem as Kel 
Shakai separating light from darkness, the waters 
above from those below, the sea and dry land.) Adam 
too was given boundaries and commanded to eat 
from all trees save the tree of good and evil. Adam 
crossed the boundary and in doing so allowed the 
boundary separating good and evil to be blurred. 
Adam is allowed to remain in the Garden for Shabbat 
and then as Shabbat ends is shown the exit. This is 
in fact the eighth day when man out in the world, is 
afraid that the snake will destroy him in the dark and 
Hashem enlightens man and inspires man to create 
fire. Thus we recall this each Saturday night with the 
blessing of Borei MeOray HaEsh thanking G-d for 
creating the light of the fire. G-d creates light on the 
first day and allows man to discover fire on the eight 
day.     
 
Compare this to the Greek legend of Prometheus 
who stole fire from Olympus and gave it to man and 
as a punishment was chained to a rock where an 

eagle pecked at his liver each day. In one case, G-d 
encourages man to improve on nature and to so to 
say partner with Him in this world; while in the other 
the gods rage against man for doing so for the 
Greeks and Romans believe it is impossible to 
improve on nature. 
 
With these thoughts one can understand the number 
eight a little differently. Eight does not simply 
represent the supernatural. Eight represents MAN’s 
task to go beyond nature, too add or perfect nature. 
 
And thus the Brit on the eighth day represents man 
going beyond nature in perfecting his body in an 
attempt to better control his desires overcoming what 
may be his nature. The Kohen Gadol wears eight 
garments in the mikdash which is a microcosm of 
creation and which symbolizes man’s creative 
endeavor as is evident by the restricted melachot of 
creative work on Shabbat all sourced from the work 
on the Mishkan. Hashem creates a world for man in 
seven days and on the eighth – bayom HaShemini, 
the day the Mishkan was sanctified – man in some 
small way creates a home – kav Yachol – for 
Hashem.  
 
The eighth of Pesach or Shavuot perhaps does not 
celebrate the giving of the Torah as much as it 
celebrates the receiving of the Torah where man is 
required to go against his nature in controlling it in 
fulfillment of the Torah’s commands. And we chose 
the eighth day of Sukkot or Shemini Aseret which 
follows Sukkot to also celebrate Simchat Torah and 
our acceptance of the Torah.  
 
I would suggest we can see this theme in all eights 
and in the final Holiday of eight days we have given 
to us prior to the days of Mashiach of Hanukah. 
Hanukah celebrates man’s attempt and man’s victory 
overcoming the Greek concept of perfection in nature 
and realizing Hashem has assigned us the task to 
perfect and to bring light to the world.  
Eight is all about us transcending; it’s all about us 
rising above nature. 
  
Perhaps even in the sefirot, by man fulfilling the 
seven, Shabbat and Shemitah, man can rise to the 
level and draw down from the eighth - Binah and 
above.  
 
Hashem really left so much in our hands.  
 
May we fulfill our destiny of being a light to the 
nations and may we do all we can do to bring 
Mashiach Bimherah BeYameynu, Amen.  
 
Shabbat Shalom,  David Bibi  
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Summary of the Perasha 
Tazria - Laws of Identifying Tsaraat 
 
1- Tumah by a women  who gives birth, Identifying 
Tsaraat on the skin known as baheret 
2- Identifying tsaraat on the skin known as Seit 
3- Shechin- Tsarat resulting from a blow 
4- Michvat Esh- Tsarat resulting from a burn 
5- Netek- One who has tsaraat on a place of hair 
(i.e., head or beard) 
6- Laws of tsaraat on one's clothes - what qualifies as 
tsaraat 
7- Laws of tsaraat on one's clothes - how one purifies 
himself 
 
Metsora - Laws of purification from tsaraat (and 
other tumah) 
 
1- Purification process of one who has tsaraat - 
includes the ingredients involved in the korban 
2- Purification process of one who has tsaraat - 
korban, sprinkling blood and oil on the mesorah 
3- The purification process / korban for a mesorah 
who cannot afford a standard korban 
4- Identifying tsaraat on the house, Purification from 
tsaraat on the house 
5- Halachot regarding a zav 
6- Halachot regarding a baal keri, regarding nidah by 
a woman, and regarding a zava 
7- Purification process of a zava 
 

Creating Community 
Rabbi Meyer Laniado 

Creating an environment where everyone feels 
comfortable regardless of financial means is essential 
to building an inclusive Torah community.  The Torah 
clearly models community building with how it 
included everyone in the building of 
the Mishkan (Tabernacle). We should not think that 
everything is about money, as the Torah specified 
what was needed which included craftsman, artisans, 
weavers and builders. Each person offered based on 
their unique ability, skills, talents and 
means.  Through including everyone in building a 
central place, similar to our modern day shuls, a 
community was finally built.  This transformed the 
Jews from a people with just a shared history, 
language, past, law and vision into a united 
community.  The larger Jewish community has been 
successful for the same reason, as it has always 
focused on creating opportunities for everyone to be 
engaged and involved.  
One of the places in the Torah where this lesson is 
clear is from the qorbanot (sacrificial offerings) that 
the Mesorah (person afflicted with Sara’at) brings on 
the 8th day of their purification ceremony[1]. The 

Torah goes out of its way to specify how a person 
without sufficient financial means can bring offerings 
for atonement[2].  

  
“And if he be poor, and his means suffice not, 
then he shall take…two turtle-doves, or two 
young pigeons, such as his means suffice 
for... This is the law for him…whose means 
do not suffice…(Vayiqra 14:21-32)” 

 The person without means is offered a special 
discount while still having the same benefits as the 
person who has more wealth (14:10-32).  Below is a 
chart which shows the significant discount offered to 
the one who cannot afford the standard offering. 
 Comparison of (Vayiqra 14:10 and 14:21-23) 

Standard Ritual His Means Suffice Not 

2 Male Lambs 1 Male Lamb 

1 Female Lamb 0 

0 2 Turtle Doves or Pigeons 

3  Minhat Nesachim 
Offerings 

1 Minhat  Nesachim 
Offerings 

Now, we can clearly see that the option for one who 
does not have a great financial situation is 
significantly less expensive. One who needs to 
finalize his atonement for Sara’at needs to bring 
3 qorbanot: Ola (burnt offering), Hatat (sin 
offering) and an Asham (guilt offering).  The one with 
financial means brings 3 small animals, while the 
person who cannot afford to purchase 3 animals is 
given the option to bring 2 birds and 1 animal.  With 
the meat offering are meal offerings, called minhat 
nesachim.   Each meal offering consists of fine flour 
mixed with oil, and is the volume of 43.2 eggs.  It is 
brought with an additional 18 egg volumes of oil, as 
well as 18 egg volumes of wine.  To not having to 
bring 2 of these offerings is a very significant 
difference in cost.   
Our Hakhamim were very sensitive to those in the 
community that did not have financial means and 
therefore established laws which would include them 
as respectable members of the community. Masekhet 
Moed Katan lists a number of their enactments. 
Below are two examples: 

 
1.     “The Rabbis taught in a Beraita: 
Originally, when they would deliver food to 
a house of mourning, the wealthy would 
deliver it in baskets of silver and gold.  The 
poor would feel ashamed.  Therefore, the 
rabbis instituted that all should bring in 
baskets of peeled willow twigs out of 
concern for the honor of the poor.” 
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2.     “The Rabbis taught in a Beraita: 
Originally, when they would serve drinks in 
a house of mourning, the wealthy would 
serve in vessels of white glass.  The poor 
in vessels of colored glass.  The poor felt 
ashamed.  The rabbis therefore instituted 
that all who serve drinks at mourners 
homes should serve in vessels of colored 
glass out of concern for the honor of the 
poor” 
3.  There are five more stories with the 
same message as above mentioned in 
Moed Katan 27a/b 

The hachamim were so sensitive to the needs of the 
people, many of whom were not people of 
means[3].  I believe that this was the unique factor of 
the Syrian community in Brooklyn and 
Deal.  Everyone, since the beginning, has been 
participating in the community in some way offering 
their own unique abilities and strengths. We should 
realize that there are many immigrants that came to 
America with shared history, language, past, law and 
vision and are now not a united community but are 
scattered.  Many of them have lost much knowledge 
of their past shared history, language, law and vision 
through the lack of creating avenues of engagement.  
On Pesah we have a paragraph that we all recite in 
the haggada, " לחמא עניאהא"  meaning “This is the 
bread of affliction that our fathers ate in the land of 
Egypt. Whoever is hungry, let him come and eat; 
whoever is in need, let him come and conduct 
the Seder of Passover.”  We involve everyone to 
come join our table, the Jewish stranger that we do 
not know, who does not have a place to eat. 
How can we apply these lessons and include those 
who do not currently feel included in our Jewish 
Community? Who are those who are not coming to 
our shuls and our schools?  Why are they not 
coming?  How can we create avenues for them to be 
involved?  As we say in Pirkei Abot 1:12 “Love your 
fellow and bring them close to the Torah.”   ,הלל אומר

אוהב את  אוהב שלום ורודף שלום,--הוי כתלמידיו של אהרון
  .הברייות ומקרבן לתורה
[1] 1. The kohen declares the Mesorah clean, with the guidance of a 
hacham (Rambam Sara’at 9:2). 2. Initial process of purification through a 
ritual conducted outside the camp (Vayiqra 14:4-9 and Rambam Sara’at 
11). 3. Mesorah is then allowed to enter the camp and is told to wait 7 
days (Rambam Mehusrei Kapara 4:1, Vayiqra 14:8). 4.                On the 
7th day, the Mesorah conducts a few more rituals, and then becomes a 
tibul yom ie, a lower level of tuma that resides on a person until nightfall 
(Rambam Mehusrei Kapara 4:1) 5. The night after the 7th, the Mesorah is 
finally considered “pure” (Rambam Shear Abot Hatumot 10). On the 8th 
day, the Mesorah can bring qorbanot, as a final kapara (atonement) 
(Rambam Mehusrei Kapara 1:1) 

[2] What is very interesting to note, and is the point I want to show, is that 
besides for the details as to which animals to bring, the ritual for both 
those with wealth and those without is the same.  Read Vayiqra 14:10-21 

(wealthy) and compare to Vayiqra 14:21-32 (non-wealthy) and note the 
similarities.  

[3] [We should note that there are places where the hachamim do state 
that one should, if need be, borrow money to perform certain misvot 
(Rambam Shabbat 5:1).  Those are only for specific misvot which the 
hachamim made a priority.] 

FROM THE RABBIS OF THE JERSEY SHORE 
 
“If a person will have on the skin of his flesh…” 
(Vayikra 13:2) 
 The laws of sara’at begin with the statement, 
“If an Adam will have a blemish.”  The Zohar says 
that the description of a man in terms of an Adam is a 
term used for a very important and righteous person.  
This is very perplexing because the Sages teach is 
that sara’at comes as a result of lashon hara and 
other sins!  So how can we describe this person as 
an Adam? 
 Rabbi Nisan Alpert zt”l explains that the true 
measure of greatness of a person is not if he has a 
plague of sara’at or not, or if he learns musar or not.  
The real barometer is if the person uses tactics to 
purify himself from his faults.  A man is an Adam if he 
finds that he has a blemish and he brings himself to 
the Kohen to seek the cure to his problem.  He might 
have to force himself to come and not to be in denial. 
 It might be that he didn’t realize how severe 
the sin of evil talk is until he sees the effect it had, 
that it caused a blemish of sara’at.  The mere fact 
that Hashem has communicated to him about this 
problem that he has, is a true sign of greatness.  He 
is truly an Adam.   Rabbi Reuven Semah 
      
"And he that owns the house shall come and tell 
the Kohen 'It seems to me there is a leprosy in 
the house.'" (Vayikra 14:35) 
 Rashi tells us that even if the owner of the 
house is a Torah scholar and feels certain that what 
he sees is leprosy, he should still say, "It appears to 
me" rather than definitively, "It is!" 
 The lesson we learn from here is very 
profound and yet very practical.  We tend to be very 
sure of our perceptions, and we therefore jump to 
conclusions.  Many times, however, our information is 
incorrect, or our inferences are mistaken.  Because 
we were so assured of our opinions, we find it difficult 
to admit our mistakes, and therefore exacerbate the 
situation.  However, if we learn to speak and think 
using terms such as "it appears to me," "I believe so," 
"I'm not sure but," then even if we were mistaken, it 
will be easier to concede and change our views.  Of 
course, there are times when it's appropriate and 
necessary to make strong statements, but in many 
instances, by saying, "It appears to me" we will avoid 
confrontation and will assess the situation correctly 
and properly.   Rabbi Shmuel Choueka 
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Put It in Writing 
 You are only human, and sometimes you just 
can’t take it.  Your blood starts to boil.  Good sense 
gets pushed to the back of the cranium, and anger 
takes over.  At that point, it is possible to do 
something stupid and act in a manner you will soon 
regret. 
 But what can be done when you just can’t 
bear it anymore? 
 Temper control is a lifelong task.  
Maimonides says that in all character traits we should 
strive to develop a middle course – except for the trait 
of conceit and the trait of anger.  Those two traits are 
so bad that we should work on eliminating them 
completely from our personalities. 
 But what is a person to do?  After all, we are 
only human. 
 A surprisingly effective approach is to write 
down your grievances.  Your feelings will be vented 
and your businesslike approach to frustration will help 
put things into perspective.  Write a private “letter to 
the complaint department” outlining what, exactly, is 
making you so unhappy, and watch the temper index 
drop. 
 Whenever you are about to “lose it,” take out 
a pad and pencil and start writing.  It only takes a few 
minutes to jot down your thoughts and feelings, but it 
will save you hours – or even years – of regret. (One 
Minute with Yourself – Rabbi Raymond Beyda) 
 

“All Torah study not combined with work will in 
the end cease.” (Abot 2:2) 

 Why will Torah without employment cease? 
 When a person accepts employment in a 
company, he is bound to certain conditions.  He must 
arrive at work promptly and not leave early.  On the 
job, he must work diligently and not attend to 
personal matters, etc. 
 Rabban Gamliel in this Mishnah is giving us 
valuable advice for success in Torah studies.  One 
should approach Torah study as though it were one’s 
employment, following the learning schedule 
punctually and not interrupting to attend to personal 
matters.  One who lacks this total commitment to his 
“vocation” of Torah study greatly risks failure, but with 
total dedication and the above-mentioned approach, 
he will merit Divine blessings for success.  (Vedibarta 
Bam) 
 

RABBI ELI MANSOUR 
Childbirth and Eliyahu Hanabi 

 
The opening section of Parashat Tazria deals with 
the topic of Tum’at Yoledet, the special status of 
Tum’a (impurity) that applies to a woman after 
childbirth.  The Torah instructs that after delivering a 
baby boy, a woman has a status of Tum’a for seven 

days, whereas after the birth of a girl she is 
considered impure for fourteen days. 
 
Why does childbirth result in Tum’a?  Delivering a 
child is precisely what women are supposed to do; it 
is the most joyous and wondrous of events.  In fact, 
our Sages teach that Mashiah will come once all the 
souls in the heavens have been dispatched to the 
earth.  Each birth thus brings us a bit closer to our 
final redemption.  Why, then, should it cause 
impurity?  
 
Another question that arises from this section is the 
inclusion of the Misva of Berit Mila.  After mentioning 
that a woman is impure for seven days after a boy’s 
birth, the Torah immediately adds that the boy must 
be circumcised on the eighth day.  Why must this be 
mentioned in this context, amidst the discussion of 
impurity? 
 
The answer touches upon the fundamental nature of 
Tum’a generally.  Tum’a surfaces when something 
that had been endowed with holiness loses that 
Kedusha.  Thus, for example, a human corpse has 
the most intense level of Tum’a, because it had 
contained within it a soul, which is part of God 
Himself.  When something possessed such a high 
level of Kedusha and was then emptied of that 
Kedusha, the forces of impurity attach themselves to 
it, resulting in the status of Tum’a. 
 
Our Sages teach that during pregnancy, the infant 
studies Torah with an angel.  The body of a pregnant 
woman is endowed with extreme sanctity, as it is 
occupied by an angel who sits and teaches Torah to 
the child.  This Kedusha is lost at the time of 
childbirth, and this loss is what results in Tum’a.  A 
place that had been filled with high levels of holiness 
for nine months now loses that special quality, and 
for this reason the woman becomes impure. 
 
Why, then, is the Tum’a period briefer after the birth 
of a boy?  Why is a woman considered impure for 
fourteen days after the birth of a girl, but only seven 
days after the birth of a boy? 
 
The Torah itself answers this question by mentioning 
the Berit Mila in this context.  A week after the birth of 
a boy, a Berit Mila is performed, and it is attended by 
Eliyahu Hanabi.  As we know, it is customary to 
designate a special chair for Eliyahu at a Berit 
because he personally attends every Berit Mila 
ceremony.  Eliyahu’s presence has a profound 
purifying effect.  Just as Eliyahu will come before the 
arrival of Mashiah to purify the Jewish people and 
prepare them for redemption, similarly, whenever he 
comes he brings purity to those around him.  This is 
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why, for example, many people try to position 
themselves near Eliyahu’s chair at a Berit, so they 
could be as close to him as possible and come under 
the influence of his purification.  More generally, this 
is why attending a Berit Mila is such a valuable and 
significant Misva, as it has a purifying effect by virtue 
of Eliyahu’s presence. 
 
This explains the distinction drawn by the Torah 
between the birth of a boy and the birth of a girl, and 
why the Misva of Mila appears in this context.  The 
Berit Mila held a week after a child’s birth has a 
purifying effect, and the mother’s period of Tum’a 
thus ends at that point.  Whereas the Tum’a following 
the birth of a girl lasts for two weeks, it lasts only one 
week after a boy’s birth because of the Berit Mila.  
Eliyahu Hanabi’s attendance at the ritual brings purity 
to everybody in the room, and especially to the child’s 
mother, enabling her to conclude her period of 
Tum’a.  The great prophet comes to the Berit and 
purifies the mother who had lost the great levels of 
Kedusha she had possessed during pregnancy, and 
at that point her purity is restored through the 
powerful influence of Eliyahu. 
 

VICTOR BIBI 
SOD HAPARASHA 

Will be distributed under a separate list 
If you want to receive this article every week, 

please let us know and we will add you to that list  
 

Rabbi Wein 
FOCUS AND VISION 

 
I once heard the Ponevezher Rav, Rabbi Yosef 
Kahaneman say to a potential donor that he no 
longer had the ability to sleep normally for a number 
of hours but he had not lost his ability to continue to 
dream. I thought about this last week after returning 
from my visit t to my opthamologist/retinologist who 
confirmed the fact that my eyesight is no longer what 
it once was. But I comforted myself by saying that I 
am grateful that my vision is still intact and active. For 
focus, of seeing acutely, and thinking in visionary 
terms are two different and distinct matters. 
  
Most of our lives are spent in focusing on mundane 
and often petty problems that constantly plague us. 
That is the nature of current life, especially of the 
complex lives that modern society has thrust upon 
us. Because of the necessity of such intense and 
constant focus, vision and its constant companion of 
perspective are often missing.    
  
An understanding and wise heart is created by a 
sense of vision and not by sharp focus on detail. 
Vision tells one what one wishes to achieve in life, 

who one really is and who one wishes to be. It sets 
the goals of the game but it does not call the plays. 
That perforce is driven by focus, attention to detail. 
  
But without vision that drives us, focus by itself can 
achieve little and yet vision somehow can outlive 
focus. Vision is what drives civilization forward 
whereas focus alone oftentimes is counterproductive 
and negative in nature and practical import. 
  
In short, focus sees the trees while vision sees the 
forest. Most of the arguments and disagreements in 
the religious Jewish society are about issues that 
have long remained unsettled for generations if not 
even centuries and millennia. The argument about 
the place of secular studies in the lives of Torah 
students and their educational institutions dates back 
to Talmudic times at least. 
  
I do not believe that there is anything new that our 
current generation can add to the argument. 
Focusing on it only increases the heat but adds very 
little light to the debate. Each section of religious 
Jewry will follow its own way. It is fruitless and wrong 
to say that any one side has the monopoly of 
accuracy or spirituality on this issue. 
  
Vision should be to produce knowledgeable, 
observant, self-sustaining Jews who will be able to 
help build a stronger Jewish people. But focusing on 
the tactics as to how to accomplish this task and 
ignoring the end vision is self-destructive. Witness 
the current school battles in all sectors of religious 
Jewish society in Israel and the Diaspora as well. 
  
Focus automatically creates division and disunion. It 
seeks out the differences, even if they are minute, 
within our society and uses these differences as its 
badge of self-identity. It allows us to say that one is 
not like “them” without having to say what one is 
really like by itself and its own standards.    
  
I think that a great deal of this attitude in religious 
Jewish society is a product of the techniques used in 
pursuing Talmudic studies from time immemorial.  
The Talmudic text is posed and based on a question 
and answer format. It heaps contradictory opinions 
and traditions, one upon the other. In order to 
reconcile these variant statements, the Talmud 
searches out even the most minute of differences, of 
circumstances and of authorship, in order to explain 
away the apparent contradiction. This leads to 
intense focus. 
  
The Talmud itself is aware of this trend and attempts 
to counteract it by introducing a sense of overall 
vision. It states that the contradictory opinions of the 
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House of Shamai and of the House of Hillel are both 
correct and they are the words of the living God. 
Naturally, as a practical matter, we are bound to 
follow in our behavior only one of these opinions but 
neither opinion is wrong. That is the reflection of the 
vision of Torah in all of its seventy layers and 
innumerable spiritual and practical nuances. 
  
Focus should never cancel vision but rather attempt 
to enhance it. But an education that emphasizes 
focus almost exclusively and rarely provides its 
students with a sense of overall vision will naturally 
produce more than its share of needless disputes 
and communal dysfunction. Focus divides and vision 
unites. It is not for naught that the prophets always 
prefaced their immortal words as being vision 
incarnate. As my optometrist one told me: “Better to 
be far sighted than near sighted.” 
 

Rabbi Sir Jonathan Sacks 
Is there such a thing as Lashon Tov? 

 
The Sages understood tsara’at, the theme of this 
week’s parsha, not as an illness but as a miraculous 
public exposure of the sin of lashon hara, speaking 
badly about people. Judaism is a sustained 
meditation on the power of words to heal or harm, 
mend or destroy. Just as God created the world with 
words, so we create, and can destroy, relationships 
with words. 
 
The rabbis said much about lashon hara, but virtually 
nothing about the corollary, lashon tov, “good 
speech.” The phrase does not appear in either the 
Babylonian Talmud or the Talmud Yerushalmi. It 
figures only in two midrashic passages where it refers 
to praising God. But lashon hara does not mean 
speaking badly about God. It means speaking badly 
about human beings. If it is a sin to speak badly 
about people, is it a mitzvah to speak well about 
them? My argument will be that it is, and to show this, 
let us take a journey through the sources. 
 
In Mishnah Avot, Ethics of the Fathers (2:10-11), we 
read the following: 
 
    Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai had five (pre-
eminent) disciples, namely Rabbi Eliezer ben 
Hyrcanus, Rabbi Joshua ben Chananya, Rabbi Yose 
the Priest, Rabbi Shimon ben Netanel, and Rabbi 
Elazar ben Arakh. 
 
    He used to recount their praise: Eliezer ben 
Hyrcanus: a plastered well that never loses a drop. 
Joshua ben Chananya: happy the one who gave him 
birth. Yose the Priest: a pious man. Shimon ben 
Netanel: a man who fears sin. Elazar ben Arakh: an 

ever-flowing spring. However, the practice of Rabban 
Yochanan in praising his disciples seems to stand in 
contradiction to a Talmudic principle: 
 
    Rav Dimi, brother of Rav Safra said: Let no one 
ever talk in praise of his neighbour, for praise will 
lead to criticism. (Arakhin 16a) 
 
Rashi gives two explanations of this statement. 
Having delivered excessive praise [yoter midai], the 
speaker himself will come to qualify his remarks, 
admitting for the sake of balance that the person of 
whom he speaks also has faults. Alternatively, others 
will point out his faults. For Rashi, the crucial 
consideration is, is the praise judicious, accurate, 
true, or it is overstated? If the former, it is permitted; if 
the latter, it is forbidden. Evidently Rabban Yochanan 
was careful not to exaggerate. 
 
Rambam, however, sees matters differently. He 
writes: “Whoever speaks well about his neighbour in 
the presence of his enemies is guilty of a secondary 
form of evil speech [avak lashon hara], since he will 
provoke them to speak badly about him” (Hilkhot 
Deot 7:4). According to the Rambam the issue is not 
whether the praise is moderate or excessive, but the 
context in which it is delivered. If it is done in the 
presence of friends of the person about whom you 
are speaking, it is permitted. It is forbidden only when 
you are among his enemies and detractors. Praise 
then becomes a provocation, with bad 
consequences. 
 
Are these merely two opinions or is there something 
deeper at stake? There is a famous passage in the 
Talmud which discusses how one should sing the 
praises of a bride at her wedding: 
 
    Our Rabbis taught: How should you dance before 
the bride [i.e. what should one sing]? The disciples of 
Hillel hold that at a wedding you should sing that the 
bride is beautiful, whether she is or not. Shammai’s 
disciples disagree. Whatever the occasion, don’t tell 
a lie. “Do you call that a lie?” the Hillelites respond. 
“In the eyes of the groom at least, the bride is 
beautiful.”   
 
What’s really at stake here is not just temperament – 
puritanical Shammaites versus good-natured 
Hillelites – but two views about the nature of 
language. The Shammaites think of language as a 
way of making statements, which are either true or 
false. The Hillelites understand that language is 
about more than making statements. We can use 
language to encourage, empathise, motivate and 
inspire. Or we can use it to discourage, disparage, 
criticise and depress. Language does more than 
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convey information. It conveys emotion. It creates or 
disrupts a mood. The sensitive use of speech 
involves social and emotional intelligence. Language, 
in J. L. Austin’s famous account, can be performative 
as well as informative. 
 
The argument between Hillel and Shammai is similar 
to that between Rambam and Rashi. For Rashi, as 
for Shammai, the key question about praise is: is it 
true, or is it excessive? For Rambam as for Hillel, the 
question is: what is the context? Is it being said 
among enemies or friends? Will it create warmth and 
esteem or envy and resentment? 
 
We can go one further, for the disagreement between 
Rashi and Rambam about praise may be related to a 
more fundamental disagreement about the nature of 
the command, “You shall love your neighbour as 
yourself” (Lev. 19:18). Rashi interprets the command 
to mean: do not do to your neighbour what you would 
not wish him to do to you (Rashi to Sanhedrin 84b). 
Rambam, however, says that the command includes 
the duty “to speak in his praise” (Hilkhot Deot 6:3). 
Rashi evidently sees praise of one’s neighbour as 
optional, while Rambam sees it as falling within the 
command of love. 
 
We can now answer a question we should have 
asked at the outset about the Mishnah in Avot that 
speaks of Yochanan ben Zakkai’s disciples. Avot is 
about ethics, not about history or biography. Why 
then does it tell us that Rabban Yochanan had 
disciples? That, surely, is a fact not a value, a piece 
of information not a guide to how to live. 
 
However, we can now see that the Mishnah is telling 
us something profound indeed. The very first 
statement in Avot includes the principle: “Raise up 
many disciples.” But how do you create disciples? 
How do you inspire people to become what they 
could become, to reach the full measure of their 
potential? Answer: By acting as did Rabban 
Yochanan ben Zakkai when he praised his students, 
showing them their specific strengths. 
 
He did not flatter them. He guided them to see their 
distinctive talents. Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, the “well 
that never loses a drop”, was not creative but he had 
a remarkable memory – not unimportant in the days 
before the Oral Torah was written in books. Elazar 
ben Arakh, the “ever-flowing spring,” was creative, 
but needed to be fed by mountain waters (years later 
he separated from his colleagues and forgot all he 
had learned). 
 
Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai took a Hillel-Rambam 
view of praise. He used it not so much to describe as 

to motivate. And that is lashon tov. Evil speech 
diminishes us, good speech helps us grow. Evil 
speech puts people down, good speech lifts them up. 
Focused, targeted praise, informed by considered 
judgment of individual strengths, and sustained by 
faith in people and their potentiality, is what makes 
teachers great and their disciples greater than they 
would otherwise have been. That is what we learn 
from Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai. 
 
So there is such a thing as lashon tov. According to 
Rambam it falls within the command of “Love your 
neighbour as yourself.” According to Avot it is one 
way of “raising up many disciples.” It is as creative as 
lashon hara is destructive.  
 
Seeing the good in people and telling them so is a 
way of helping it become real, becoming a midwife to 
their personal growth. If so, then not only must we 
praise God. We must praise people too. 
 
AS HEARD FROM RABBI AVIGDOR MILLER Z'TL 
 
 “And he shall break down the house, its stones and 
its timber and all the mortar of the house; 
And he shall carry them forth out of the town into an 
unclean place”   (14:45) 
 
If when his house is broken down he discovers a 
hidden treasure-trove, he should understand that the 
truest treasure which he had gained was the 
awareness that all which Hashem does is for 
kindliness.  All tribulations are for kindly purposes, 
and even when no treasure-troves are discovered, 
and even though now he is without a house, the 
experience of the plague had been a gift that caused 
him to become wealthier in mind and soul. 
 
The breaking down of a home is a major tragedy and 
here even the stones and timber may not be used for 
rebuilding.  Now he looks back at the very great 
happiness which a home offers and which he failed to 
appreciate while he still possessed it.   
 
Certainly this lesson is intended not only for him.  All 
of his neighbors and even we today are thus being 
made aware of Hashem’s manifold forms of 
kindliness in bestowing a home.  And the least that 
men should do in return is to remind themselves 
constantly, day in and day out, of the gratitude for the 
superb institution of a home.   
 
In addition, the use of the home for the full service of 
Hashem in countless ways is indeed the duty of 
gratitude which Hashem expects. Quoted from  “ A 
Kingdom of Cohanim “  by Rabbi Avigdor Miller ZT”L 


