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ha-Lashon

The Ethics of Language

SET INDUCTION
This booklet contains some Jewish reflections on 

the ethics of language. This area is called Shmirat ha-
Lashon (guarding one’s tongue). In his book on the 
ethics of speech Joseph Telushkin says the following.

That words are powerful may seem obvious, 

but the fact is that most of us, most of the 

time, use them lightly. We choose our clothes 

more carefully than we choose our words, 

though what we say about and to others 

can define them indelibly. That is why ethi-

cal speech—speaking fairly of others, honestly 

about ourselves, and carefully to everyone—is 

so important. If we keep the power of words 

in the foreground of our consciousness, we will 

handle them as carefully as we would a load-

ed gun.
Joseph Telushkin, Words that Hurt—Words that Heal:

How to Choose Words Wisely and Well,
William Morrow and Company, Inc., New York, 1996, pages 4-5

Joseph Teluskin called his book Words that Hurt, Words 
that Heal.

What are some words that have hurt you?

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

What are some words that have healed you?

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________
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Why is gossip 
like a three-

pronged tongue? Because 
it kills three people, the 
person who says it, the 
person who listens to it 
and the person about 
whom it is said. 

ARAKIN 15B

The Content of Their Character. . . . . Joel Lurie Grishaver



ACTIVITY TWO: The Ethics of Speech
Read each of these speeches and evaluate them. In the “My Answer” slot, choose and write down 

either: Great, No problem, Questionable, or Wrong. Be prepared to defend your thinking.

A. Sylvie said to Ronnie, “Hey, Toothpick, what’d’ya loose at that fat farm this summer—all of four or five pounds?”

My Answer: __________________  Category: _______________  Traditional Answer: __________________

B. Sam said, “Yo, Aaron, what up? You good?”

My Answer: __________________  Category: _______________  Traditional Answer: __________________  

C. Marina lied and said, “Joelle, did you hear why Megan has been so wacky lately? It's because 

her mother has been in a mental hospital.”

My Answer: __________________  Category: _______________  Traditional Answer: __________________  

D. Alex says, “I just heard from Stephanie that Daniel is probably getting kicked out of school for the stuff 

he shouted at Mr. Kaufman in class last week.”

My Answer: __________________  Category: _______________  Traditional Answer: __________________  

E. Jake tells Noah a dirty joke. He does it during services in the sanctuary.

My Answer: __________________  Category: _______________  Traditional Answer: __________________  

F. Jon tells his mother, “Mom, please try on another dress, that one makes you look fat.”

My Answer: __________________  Category: _______________  Traditional Answer: __________________  

G. Sally tells Sarit’s date a true story. “Do you know that when we were in sixth grade Sarit once 

ate so much that she threw up all over the guy she was dancing with at Jeremy’s bar mitzvah?”

My Answer: __________________  Category: _______________  Traditional Answer: __________________  

H. Danny goes to his little brother and says, “You’re doing a really good job on this project. It is pretty 

amazing. I am really impressed by your work.”

My Answer: __________________  Category: _______________  Traditional Answer: __________________  

I. Dan’s mother says to her son, “I read your paper and it is not your best work. You probably need to put some 

more time into it before you turn it in.”

My Answer: __________________  Category: _______________  Traditional Answer: __________________  

J. Shana says to a group of girls, “I am not supposed to tell anyone this, because Sheri told me 

not to, but she may get kicked off the track team if she can’t bring her math grade up.”

My Answer: __________________  Category: _______________  Traditional Answer: __________________  

K. Every time Jill is angry with her sister she reminds her of the most embarrassing things 

she has ever done and her sister goes ballistic.

My Answer: __________________  Category: _______________  Traditional Answer: __________________  

2



ACTIVITY THREE: Speech and the Torah
Speech is mentioned lots of different times and 

ways in the Torah and even more in the Oral Torah 
(the Talmud, the Midrash, etc.) We are taught that 
God used words to create the world. That means 
that when we use words we too have the power 
to create or destroy. Here are just some of the cat-
egories of speech that Jewish tradition cites. Some 
of these should be avoided, some of them encour-
aged.

1. RIKHILUT: One who tells tales about another 
person breaks a Torah mitzvah: “DO NOT GO 
ABOUT AS A TALEBEARER AMONG YOUR PEOPLE.” 
(Leviticus 19:16)… Who is guilty of Rikhilut? 
One who goes from one person to another and 
says, “So-and-so said this about Roger”; “I have 
heard such-and-such about Christine.” Even if 
what is said or repeated is true, this telling of 
tales still ruins the world. (Maimonides, Yad, 
Laws of Ethical Conduct, 7.1-2)

2. LASHON HA-RA: Lashon ha-Ra is even worse. 
This means talking negatively about someone, 
even if what one says is true. A person who 
speaks Lashon ha-Ra is one who says “Roger 
did such a thing,” “I’ve heard this about Mr. 
Kline,” and then proceeds to talk scandal…
(Maimonides, Yad, Laws of Ethical Conduct, 7.2) 
One may speak truthful Lashon ha-Ra to “pre-
vent physical, economic, or religious harm” to 
others. (Chofetz Chayim)

3. MOTZI SHEM RA: One who does Lashon 
ha-Ra by telling lies is a Motzi Shem Ra (a slan-
derer). (Maimonides, Yad, Laws of Ethical Con-
duct, 7.2)

4. ONA’AT DIBBUR: Ona’at Dibbur is the 
“speech crime” of saying things that cause 
others to feel shame or hurt. One good example 
of Ona’at Dibbur is using a nickname that 
reminds a person of something embarrassing. 
(Bava Metziah 58b)
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Lashon ha-Ra begins innocently. It can start with 
a horse and end up ruining a family. Someone says 
that a certain carriage driver’s horse is weak. 
People stop patronizing him and his family starves 
to death. So a whole family is destroyed by gossip 
about a horse. CHOFETZ CHAIM



5. SAYING “SHALOM”: It is a mitzvah to greet 
people. (Nedarim 8a) It is also an obligation to 
answer every greeting. The Talmud says, “One 
who is greeted by another and does not return 
the greeting is considered to be a thief.” (Brakhot 
6b)

6. TOKHEKHAH: Tokhekhah means “rebuke.” 
Rebuke is telling someone that they are hurting 
themselves, hurting others, or hurting you. It 
is a Torah mitzvah to provide Tokhekhah. The 
Torah says, “YOU MUST CERTAINLY GIVE TOKHEKHAH 
(REBUKE) TO YOUR NEIGHBOR AND NOT CARRY A SIN  
BECAUSE OF THEM.” The Talmud extends this by 
saying that (a) you should not give up on a 
person after only one try (Arakhin 16b) but (b) 
should one should not give Tokhekhah if it will 
be ignored or if it will make things worse. (Yeva-
mot 65b) One of the interpretations of the last 
part of this verse “AND NOT CARRY A SIN BECAUSE 
OF THEM” is that Tokhekhah cannot be give in a 
way that publically embarrasses or shames the 
one you are trying to help. (Maimonides, Laws of 
Character 6.7)

7. RAKHOK ME’SHEKER: Rakhok me’Sheker 
means “keep far from lying.” This mitzvah is 
based on Exodus 23.7. Lying is against the 
Torah. However, the rabbis create one kind 
of exception. “One can change the words of 
another in the interests of peace.” (Yevamot 65b) 
The most famous example of this is the permis-
sion to tell an ugly bride that she is beautiful. 
(Kethubot 17a)

8. L’FNEI EVER: l’Fnei Ever means “NOT BEFORE 
THE BLIND.” In the Torah we are told, “YOU SHALL 
NOT PUT A STUMBLING BLOCK BEFORE THE BLIND.” 
(Leviticus 19.14) Saying anything that “pushes 
someone’s buttons” and gets them to explode in 
anger is a violation of this principle. 

9. GOLEH SOD: In the book of Proverbs it says, 
“ONE WHO REVEALS SECRETS IS A SLANDERER.” (Prov-
erbs 20:19) This verse created a mitzvah of not 
revealing or even seeking out other people’s 
secrets. (Sha’arei T’shuvah 3.225, Sefer Halakhah 
2.56) A Goleh Sod is a person who gives away 

other people’s secrets. The rabbis also taught 
that one should limit the telling of secrets, thus 
limiting the temptation to give them away. Read-
ing someone else’s mail is also a violation of 
“not seeking to know secrets.”

10. S’NUAT DIBBUR: In the midrash we are told 
that as God shaped each part of the first person, 
God said to that part, “Be tza’nuah” (be modest). 
Sexuality is something designed to be a private 
part of relationships. (Genesis Rabbah 18.3) The 
use of profanity and erotic speech is opposed to 
Israel’s mission of holiness. (Deuteronomy 4.6, 
Shabbat 33a)

11. MILLEI TIKKUN: In his book Words that Hurt, 
Words that Heal Joseph Telushkin defines a cat-
egory, Millei Tikkun, words that heal. He learns 
four of these categories from our teacher Jack 
Reimer. Jack wrote a sermon called “Four Phrases 
to Live By.” His four phrases were “thank you,” 
“I love you,” “How are you?” and “What do 
you need?” To these Rabbi Telushkin adds one 
more, “I am sorry.” Judaism teaches that there 
are many acts that one person should do for 
another. These include “healing those who are 
sick,” “lifting up those who are depressed,” 
“teaching those who are ignorant,” etc. Words 
are often the way we perform these obligations. 
The five phrases that Rabbi Telushkin teaches 
build relationships that heal 
and that maximize the 
image of God in each of us.

APPLYING THE CATEGORIES: Go 
back to Activity Two. Match each 
of those speeches with one of 
the eleven categories mentioned 
above. Write the name of the cat-
egory on its line. Then, in the 
last line, write down whether the 
tradition would approve or disap-
prove of the speech. Be prepared to 
defend your conclusions.
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ACTIVITY THREE: Hevruta
A Hevruta is a very small study group, usually 

just two students, sometimes three or four. One 
way to study the following five texts is in Hevruta. 
Try to explain each text in your own words. Ask 
any questions that they raise. Talk about ideas you 
really like and ideas that give you trouble. Decide 
which text is your favorite and why.

[1] Rabban Shimon ben Gamaliel said to his 

servant Tabbai, “Go to the market and buy 

me some good food.” The servant went and 

brought back a tongue.

He told him, “Go out and bring me some bad 

food from the market.” The servant went 

and brought back a tongue. 

The rabbi said to him, “Why is it that when I 

said good food you bought me a tongue, and 

when I said bad food you also bought me a 

tongue?”

The servant replied, “It is source of good 

and evil. When it is good, there is nothing 

better. When it is evil, there is nothing worse.” 

(LEVITICUS RABBAH 33:1)

[2] Here are three short texts on Lashon ha-Ra 

(WOUNDING WITH WORDS).

WOUNDING WITH WORDS is worse than wounding 

with swords because while swords do their 

damage from nearby, words can wound at a 

great distance. (JERUSALEM TALMUD PEAH 1:1)

WOUNDING WITH WORDS is worse than hitting a 

person. Hitting will affect the body, but words 

go much deeper. Bruises from a hit heal 

eventually. Wounds from words may never be 

healed. (VILNA GAON)

Some one told Rabbi Nahman: “If one puts 

a neighbor to shame in public—it is just like 

murder.” Rabbi Nahman added on his own, 

“Why? When people are embarrassed their 

face turns first red—drawing blood—and 

then goes white as that blood is spilled.” (BAVA 

METZIA 58B)

[3] One who speaks LASHON HA-RA always tar-

gets the faults of other people. A gossip is like 

a fly that always rests on the wound. If a 

person has boils, flies will ignore the rest of 

the body and hover over the sore. A gossip 

is just like them. A gossip ignores all the good 
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Our Sages have said that 
a man’s art—his 
occupation—in this world 
is silence. Just as every 
art requires study and 
practice so it is with 
controlling one’s tongue.
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in a person and speaks only of 

the evil. (ORHOT TZADDIKIM)

[4] Know that a person who 

agrees with a slanderous 

statement when he hears it is 

as bad as the one who says 

it, for everyone will say: “That 

person who listened to what 

has been said agreed with 

it, and that shows it must 

be true...” Even if the hearer 

only turns to listen to the gos-

sip and gives the impression of 

believing it...she helps spread 

the evil, brings disgrace on 

her neighbor and encourages 

slanderers to carry their evil 

reports to all people. (JONAH 

BEN ABRAHAM GERONDI, SHAAREY 

TSHUVAH 3)

[5] Just as a butcher is 

required to constantly study 

the laws of how to slaughter 

an animal in a kosher way, 

everyone is required to study 

the laws of LASHON HA-RA. When 

a person speaks he or she 

must always be aware of 

what one is allowed to say 

and what one is forbidden to 

say. (CHOFETZ CHAYIM)
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ACTIVITY FOUR: A Story about Gossiping
THE COSTLY MEAL

A swindler once dressed up in fancy clothes and went out to the 
street looking like a prosperous young man about town.

A stranger happened along who didn’t know a soul in town. The 
swindler struck up an acquaintance with him and offered to show 
him around since he “just happened to have a day off from work.”

The stranger rejoiced at his unexpected good fortune and 
thought to himself, “How false is the popular saying that a good 
man is hard to find.”

The swindler gave this stranger a complete tour of the city and 
ended by inviting him to be his guest at a sumptuous restaurant 
dinner.

They entered an expensive restaurant, and the swindler told his 
guest, “Order whatever you like. You’ll make it up to me some other 
time, but this meal is on me.”

The stranger thanked his generous host and ordered fancy dish-
es, expensive drinks, and all sorts of delicious appetizers and des-
serts. But just before the meal ended, the swindler excused himself 
for a minute and sneaked out of the restaurant. When the bill was 
brought, the surprised stranger was forced to pay for the expensive 
meal that he and his erstwhile host had eaten. The restaurant 
manager ignored his explanations about the swindler and insisted 
on payment.

Only now did he realize that the man he thought of as his best 
friend during the meal turned out to be his worst enemy when it 
came to paying the bill.

The Chofetz Chayim was the teacher who wrote this story. It was designed 
to be a parable about gossip. What is the connection between this story 
and listening to gossip?

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________



ACTIVITY FIVE: Speech Rules
Rabbi Israel Meir haKohen Kagan (1838-1933) was 

known as the Chofetz Chayim. He lived in Vilna and 
wrote extensively about Jewish Law. His work includes 
the Mishneh Berurah, a comprehensive commentary on 
the Shulhan Arukh. But the Chofetz Chayim is most 
famous for writing an extensive series of books about 
the proper use of speech. Here are some of the rules he 
wrote about speech. See if you can explain the reason-
ing behind each rule.

1. If you are with a group of people and one of them 
begins to speak Lashon ha-Ra, the best thing to do 
would be to tell the speaker that Lashon ha-Ra is a 
wrong thing to do. If that is not possible, the next best 
thing to do is to walk away. If you are in a situation 
where providing Tokekhah (telling that gossip is wrong) 
is not possible and you cannot walk away, the following 
three things are the best response: (a) convince yourself 
not to believe what you are told, (b) feel unhappy about 
being made to listen to this information, and (c) do not 
show any agreement with the speaker.

Explanation: ______________________________________

_________________________________________________

2. It is not necessary for you to mention someone’s 
name to be guilty of Lashon ha-Ra. If the other person 
can figure out whom you are talking about, you have 
still done wrong. It is better not to make negative com-
ments about anyone.

Explanation: ______________________________________  

_______________________________________

3. If your parents or your teachers ask you to “inform” 
on someone else, even though you are supposed to 
honor your parents and teachers, you should not 
give that information because your response would be 
Lashon ha-Ra. Your job then is to refuse to do so in 
a respectful manner. The best thing to do is to person-
ally confront the person who did wrong about his/her 
actions. However, if that person’s welfare or the welfare 
of others is at stake, and you cannot personally inter-
vene, you are obligated to provide this information.
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Said Hanan bar 
Rabbah: Everyone 
knows what happens 
during the honeymoon, 
but one who speaks 
obscenely about it 
God punishes—even if 
that person has 
already been 
promised a good life.

SHABBAT 33A



Closure
Orhot Tzadikim is a medieval book on 
how to live as a good person. This is 
how it introduces the topic of Lashon 
ha-Ra.

The Rabbis of the Talmud 

taught (Arakhin 15b) “Someone 

who speaks LASHON HA-RA has 

denied God’s existence because 

of what is written in Psalms 12:5. 

“WHO SAID THAT OUR TONGUES CAN BE 

MIGHTY…THE ONE WHO RULES OVER US”. 

When a person denies God, that 

person can bring to the world and 

bring to neighbors a great evil by 

putting another down in the eyes 

of the majority and by robbing 

that other in many ways. The 

one who speaks negatively about 

another gains nothing from this 

at all. Certainly, one who speaks 

LASHON HA-RA becomes removed 

from part of heaven, for his/her 

sins are without pleasure and 

are worse than those of a thief. 

[ORHOT TZADIKIM−SHAAR LASHON HA-

RAH]

Explain this citation in your own words. 
Use these questions to help you.

1. How is speaking Lashon ha-Ra denying 
God’s existence?

2. What does a person who speaks Lashon 
ha-Ra steal from his/her neighbor?

3. How is such a person removed from a 
part of heaven?

4. Why is Lashon ha-Ra worse than a 
theft?

Explanation: _____________________________________________

________________________________________________________  

4. Avak Lashon ha-Ra is inviting others to speak negatively 
about a person. You are forbidden to praise a person exces-
sively in front of people who do not like him or her. Your 
praise is likely to evoke a negative reaction that will consist 
of negative Lashon ha-Ra, reasons that the person does not 
deserve your praise.

Explanation: _____________________________________________

________________________________________________________  

5. If you learn that a person is planning to harm another, you 
are obligated (not just allowed) to pass on that information. In 
such a case, relaying this information is not Rekhilut. However, 
five conditions must be met before you do so: (a) you must be 
sure that real damage could be done through your silence, (b) 
you must not exaggerate any of the information, (c) you must 
be motivated by your concern for the person you are helping 
and not by a dislike of the other person, (d) it must be the 
only way of assuring that harm does not occur, and (e) you 
must be sure that no greater harm will come to the person 
you are informing on—other than the direct results from the 
prevention of his/her damaging act.

Explanation: _____________________________________________

________________________________________________________  

Create two of your own proper speech rules (this may be a good 
thing to do in hevruta).
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When you say that a 
rabbi does not have a 
good voice or that a 
cantor is not a schol-
ar you are gossiping. 
When you say that a 
rabbi is not a scholar 
or that a cantor has 
a poor voice you are 
committing murder.

RABBI ISRAEL SALANTER


