
The Two Friends
Natan and David were best friends when they were boys. 

That was a while ago. They became men with businesses and 
families. Still they were friends, but Natan lived in one city and 
David lived in another city. David’s city was in one country 
and Natan’s city was in another country. Yet the two of them 

visited each other regularly, and when they were together they 
were as close as they had been when they were boys.

Natan went on a business trip to David’s country and planned 
to end it with a visit, but while he was there a war broke out. Natan 

was arrested for being a spy. He had done nothing wrong. He was 
just a citizen of the wrong country. He was brought to the king and 

sentenced to death. Natan said to the king, “I need to ask one thing 
before you kill me.”

The king asked him, “What is your last request?”

Natan said, “Let me go home for a month, and then I will return and you 
can execute me.”

The king burst out laughing and asked, “Why in the world would I do that?”

Natan said, “I am a businessman who does everything with a handshake. I trust people, and 
people trust me. Nothing is written down. Lots of people owe me money, and I owe some money 
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to some people. If I do not go home and put my affairs in order, my wife and my children will have 
nothing. I will let you execute me, but I ask you to let me leave a life for my family.”

The king asked him, “And why should I ever believe that you would come back? Once I was safe 
in another country, I would never return.”

Natan then answered, “My word alone should be good enough, but I have a friend who will take 
my place. My friend David, who is one of your citizens, will sit in jail for me. If I do not return, 
you may execute him instead of me.”

The king was shocked. He didn’t believe that one person would do that for another. He couldn’t 
imagine a friendship that strong. He went along with the deal just to see what would happen.

David was brought to the palace and agreed to take his friend’s place. He said, “Yes, Your 
Majesty, I will willingly substitute myself for my friend, for I have complete faith in him.” Natan 
went home. David sat in jail, and the king wondered over and over, “Is it possible to have such 
a devoted friend?”

When thirty days had gone by and Natan had not returned, David was taken to the city square. 
The executioner stood there with his big axe and black hood. The king stood there with his watch, 
counting off the minutes. David’s head was put on the chopping block. The executioner lifted his 
axe, but at the last minute Natan shouted out, “Stop! I am the one who has to die.”



The King was astonished. He didn’t believe 
that any two people could have a friendship 
that was that strong. He did three things. He 
pardoned both Natan and David. He also gave 
them gifts—enough to make them rich. And 
he said, “I am amazed to see two people who 
could care about each other so much.” Then 
he asked, “Would you two become my friends 
as well?”

From that day on, the three of them became 
the best of friends.

Later, in Pirke Avot, when Rabbi Joshua ben 
Perahyah said, “Get yourself a friend,” he was 
thinking of this story.

This well-known story is found in Mimekor Yisrael

Unpacking the Story
1. If you had to write a moral for this story, what would 

it be? What do you think this story means?

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

2. Why do you think David was willing to stand in for 
his friend and risk losing his own life?

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

3. What impressed the king so much that he also 
wanted to be the two men’s friend?

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

The Torah of Friendship
Joshua ben Perahyah said: “To live a good life you 
need to do three things: (1) find a teacher, (2) 
make a friend, and (3) give everyone else the 
benefit of the doubt.” [Pirke Avot 1.6]

1. Which of these three things is most important? 
Why is it the most important? 

______________________________________________________________________________

2. Is there a connection between these three things? 
Is there a way that they all go together?

______________________________________________________________________________

3. Make your own list of 10 things that friends 
should do for one another.

a. _____________________________________

b. _____________________________________

c. _____________________________________

d. _____________________________________

e. _____________________________________

Here is a list from one of the rabbis who wrote 
the Talmud.

A friend is someone with whom you 
eat and drink.
A friend is someone with whom you study 
Torah (God’s word)
and with whom you study Mishnah (ethics 
and laws).
A friend is someone who sleeps over
or at whose house you can spend the night. 
Friends teach each other secrets, 
the secrets of the Torah
and secrets of the real world, too. [Avot d’Rabbi 
Natan]

Think and talk about these questions.

1. How does this list compare to yours?

2. Why is each of the things on this list impor-
tant?

3. What other great things could you add to 
this list?

4. This list puts “Torah” in the center of a 
friendship. Can you see a way where Torah can 
be at the heart of your friendships?

Hevruta Learning:
One Jewish way of studying is actually called 
“a friendship.” This is called a hevruta. Haver 
is the Hebrew word for friend. It is common 
for two people to study together and prepare 
material for class by reading it and explaining 



it to each other. Then after class they get 
back together and go over it. Here are a few 
texts to study with a friend (or two). Read 
them over together. Make sure you under-
stand each one. Pick the one you like the 
best. 

[a] Two are better than one, because they 
can work together and get more done.
If one falls down, a friend can help him up.
But pity the poor person who falls and 
has no one to help her up!
If two friends huddle together in the cold, 
they will keep warm. 
But how can one person keep warm alone?
One person may be overpowered by a 
stronger enemy, 
But two can defend themselves.[Ecclesiastes 
4:9-12]

[b] Never stop trying to make more friends. At 
the same time, having even one enemy is too 
many. [Orhot Hayyim of the Rosh no. 90]
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[c] In Pirke Avot it says, “Koney lekha haver.” That 
literally means “Be willing to pay to have a friend.” It 
will cost you to have a friend. You may have to spend 
money. You may have to spend time and energy to 
keep a friend. You may have to put up with some bad 
habits that your friend has. You will probably even 
wind up in quarrels with your friends. But having 
a close friend is worth all of the effort. (Ralbag, 
Ha’Deyot v’ha Midot 14.3)

[d] A person cannot be at his or her best without 
a friend with whom to talk over things and who 
will offer advice. The Talmud says, “Either a friend or 
death.” (Bava Batra 16b) A person without a friend 
is like a left hand without a right one. (Sefer ha-Midot 
leha’Meiri)

[e] Rabbi Yossi ben Rabbi Hanina said, “Criticism 
brings friendship.” It says in the Torah: IF YOU CRITI-
CIZE A WISE PERSON, HE OR SHE WILL LOVE YOU (Prov-
erbs 9:8). Rabbi Yossi ben Rabbi Hanina even says 
that any friendship that does not have criticism is 
not real friendship. (Genesis Rabbah 54:3)

The Epilogue
Moshe Lev of Sasov said that he learned about 

being a friend by listening to two drunk Russian 
peasants in a tavern. The first said, “Ivan, do you 
love me.” Ivan said, “Of course I love you, friend. 
You are closer to me than my own brother.” The 
first then asked, “Do you love me more than you 
love you?” Ivan answered, “Absolutely.” Then the 
first peasant said, “Ivan, if you love me so much, 
how come you didn’t notice that I cut my hand 
and that blood is gushing out?” Moshe Lev used 
to explain, “From him I learned that to be a good 
friend is to feel a friend’s pain.” [Martin Buber, 
Tales of the Hasidim]

What lesson can you learn from this story?

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________



The Mitzvah of Not Saying
Rabbi Yisrael of Vinitz was a Hasidic Rebbe. Every night he used 
to take a walk with hia gabbai (assistant). One night they stopped 
at the door of a wealthy Jew, the manger of a local bank. This 
man was not one of the Rebbe’s Hasidim; he was a modern, 
“enlightenment” Jew. The Rebbe came to this banker’s house, 

knocked on the door and walked in. The gabbai followed him, 
having no idea why the Rebbe had entered this rich man’s house. 

The banker was polite. He hurried to greet the Rebbe with all due 
respect and offered the Rebbe a chair. The Rebbe sat down without 

saying a single word. The rich man asked the Rebbe if he wanted some-
thing to drink. The Rebbe turned to the gabbai and said, “Tell him I will 

have a glass of water.” The banker and the gabbai went into the kitchen, and 
the rich man whispered, “What is the Rebbe doing in my house?” The gabbai 
whispered back, “He didn’t tell me. I haven’t a clue.”

After sitting in silence for some time, the Rebbe stood up, told the gabbai to thank 
their host, and went toward the door. Wanting to show respect, the wealthy man 
walked his guests home. When they got to the Rebbe’s house and nothing had 

been said, he couldn’t hold back. He asked, “Forgive me, Rebbe, but why did you visit me?”

The Rebbe answered, “I went to your house to do a mitzvah.”
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The man said, “But you didn’t do 
anything—you didn’t say anything. 
What mitzvah did you do?”

The Rebbe said, “Sometimes it is a 
mitzvah not to say anything. I did 
the mitzvah of not saying anything."

The banker came back, “What are 
you talking about?”

The Rebbe explained, “Just as it 
is a mitzvah to tell someone that 
they are doing something wrong—if 
it will be heard and it will help 
them change—it is also a mitzvah 
not to say something that will not 
be listened to. So I came to your 
house not to say anything—because 
I know that you would not have 
heard the things I needed to tell 
you.”

The rich man was flustered. He 
said, “Forgive me, Rebbe, but if you 
tell me what it is you wanted to say, 
maybe I will listen!”

“No,” answered Rabbi Yisrael. “I am 
certain that you will not listen.”

The Rebbe kept refusing, and the 
banker got more and more frus-
trated. He pleaded with the Rebbe 
to reveal the “something that will 
not be listened to.” Finally the 
Rebbe gave in. He said, “Here is 
the thing. There is a poor widow 
that owes your bank a sum of money on the mortgage of her home. In a few days the bank is going to 
foreclose on her house and sell it. She will be homeless. I wanted to ask you to forgive the woman her 
debt.”

“But I can’t,” the rich man sputtered. “I don’t own the bank. It is not my money. She doesn’t owe 
money to me personally, but to the bank. I am only a manager! I have to follow guidelines.”

“I knew that you would not want to listen,” the Rebbe said quietly. “That is why I did not want to tell 
you.”

The Rebbe went into his house. The banker went home, but the Rebbe’s words had pierced his heart 
like an arrow. They gave him no peace—until, at last, he took out his wallet, removed the sum of money 
that the widow owed the bank, and deposited it in her name.



QUESTIONS
0. What is a mitzvah?

1. What lesson(s) can you find in this story?

2. Why is it sometimes a mitzvah (a thing you 
should do) not to tell a person when they are 
doing something wrong?

3. When is it a mitzvah (an obligation) to tell a 
person that they should change the way they are 
acting?

4. What did the Rebbe actually do in this story?

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

TOKHKEKHAH—REBUKE
The mitzvah that is at the heart of this story 
is called tokhekhah. It usually is translated as 
“rebuke,” but what it means is telling someone 
that they need to change the way they are acting 
because they are (a) hurting you, (b) hurting 
someone else, or (c) hurting themselves. It is 
based on this biblical verse:

You must not hate your brother/sister in your 
heart. You must certainly rebuke your neighbor
and not bear sin because of them. (Leviticus 19.17)

5. How many separate commands are there in this 
verse? Some people see one, some see two, and 
some see three.

6. What is the connection between the three parts of 
this verse?

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

THE SIN CONNECTION
There are two different understandings of “not 
bear sin because of them.” 

Understanding 1: Rashi, a medieval biblical com-
mentator, taught, Why does the Torah add the 
phrase, “…and not bear sin because of them” to 
the end of this mitzvah? To teach us not embar-
rass others in public when we correct them. 
Embarrassing someone else is a sin—a thing we 
should not do unless it is an emergency. (Rashi)

7. What does Rashi think that “not bear sin” means?

8. What kinds of emergencies would be serious 
enough to allow you to embarrass someone else 
in order to change what he/she is doing?

9. What are some ways of telling a person that he/
she should change what he/she doing without 
embarrassing him/her?

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

Understanding 2: This story from the Talmud 
gives the second reason. 

Rav once was was angry at a certain butcher 
(who he thought was cheating him). On the day 
before the Day of Atonement the butcher did not 
come to him to apologize. Rav said: “I will go 
to him to make peace.” Rav went and remained 
standing before the butcher, who was sitting and 
chopping an animal’s head. He raised his eyes 
and saw Rav, then said, “You are Rav. Go away. I 
will have nothing to do with you.” While he was 
chopping the head, a bone flew off, struck the 
butcher’s throat, and killed him. (Talmud, Yoma 87a)

10. What is the lesson in this story?

11. What could Rav have done better?

____________________________________________

____________________________________________

A SECOND BUTCHER STORY
Here is another butcher story. This one has a dif-
ferent ending.

Rabbi Yoshi Ber, the Rabbi of Brisk, once criti-
cized a butcher for doing wrong. He pleaded with 
the man to change his ways, but the man refused. 
On the day before Yom Kippur, Rabbi Ber went 
to the butcher and apologized to him, asking 
forgiveness. The butcher was surprised and 
said, “Why does the Rabbi ask my forgiveness? 
I should be asking forgiveness of you because I 
did not listen to what you told me.” The Rabbi 
answered, “That is why I have to ask your forgive-
ness, because when original words didn’t make a 
difference, all I was doing was making myself feel 



proud about pointing out your faults. It was vanity.” 
The butcher was so ashamed that he started to weep. 
He said he would do everything possible to change. 
(Rabbi A.Y. Kahn, The Taryag Mitzvot)

12. How is this story different?

13. What new lesson about “telling someone that they are 
doing something wrong” can you learn from it?

14. How was Rabbi Ber’s plan like or different from Rabbi 
Yisrael’s plan in the opening story?

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

WHO SHOULD NOT BE REBUKED?
This text from the Talmud is where the rabbis teach us 
about the mitzvah of “not saying.”

Rabbi El’a further stated in the name of Rabbi Elazar, 
son of Rabbi Shimon:

“Just as it is a mitzvah to say that which will be lis-
tened to, so it is a mitzvah not to say that which will 
not be listened to. Abba taught, ‘Both are mitzvot, 
because the Bible teaches, “Don’t rebuke a scoffer, for 
they will hate you; rebuke a sage and they will love you.”’” 
(Proverbs 9:8) (Talmud Bavli, Yevamot 65b)

15. How can it be a mitzvah to do and not to do the same 
thing?

16. How do you decide when to tell another person that 
he/she is doing something wrong—and when not to?

____________________________________________

____________________________________________
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HOW MANY TIMES 
SHOULD YOU TRY?

God wants us to try to get through to 
another person over and over. We learn 
in the Torah that once we have told some-
one four or five times that he/she needs to 
change the way that he/she is acting, we still 
should do it again. This is why it teaches, 
“You must certainly rebuke….” (Leviticus 19:17) 

(Sifra, Kedoshim 2:84)

One is obligated to rebuke another person 
who does wrong until he/she strikes out and 
tells him/her, “I will not listen.” And who-
ever is able to rebuke and does not is some-
what responsible for the sin, because he/she 
could have given rebuke. (Maimonides: Laws of  

Character 6:7)

17. Why is it good to try over and over?

18. How do we learn this from the word cer-
tainly?

19. When should you stop trying?

_______________________________________

_______________________________________

REBUKING ADVICE
The Baal Shem Tov gave this advice about 
telling another person that he/she is doing 
something wrong. He taught, “Make sure 
that what he/she is doing is really wrong for 
him/her to be doing—and not just something 
you don’t like about your own behavior.” 

He then adds, “You have to correct another 
person because you love him/her. The criti-
cism has to be for his/her own good—and 
not to get even or hurt him/her.” (M.R.T.ii, 9) 
(The Hasidic Anthology, L. Newman)

20. What is some of your best advice about 
giving tokhkekhah/rebuke?

_______________________________________

_______________________________________



The Rich Man and His Son
A rich man had a very lazy son. He hated to work and liked to waste 
the day doing nothing. He ate and drank all he wanted and spent 
a lot of money on foolish things. The father, who was a self-made 
man, wanted to teach his son the value of hard work and money. 
He took him to a distant city and got him a job with a farmer who 

owned a large and prosperous farm. They agreed he should learn to be 
a farmer, but his earnings the first year would only be a hundred dollars 

for the whole year’s work.

The farmer knew his laborer had rich parents, so he did not burden him with 
heavy jobs, but instead treated him kindly. The boy was given plenty of leisure 

time and nice clothing to wear.

When the year ended, the farmer gave the lad his wages and sent him home. The boy 
gave his earnings to his father. The father took the money and wrapped it in a con-

tainer. He took his son to the river, where he tossed the money into the water right before his son’s eyes. 
The boy did not seem terribly upset by this strange behavior and was not at all distressed by the loss of his 
money.

The next year the father apprenticed his son to another farmer. Once again he set his wages at only one 
hundred dollars for the year. This farmer also treated the boy politely because of his rich parents. He did not 
overload him with work. The farmer gave the boy good things to eat and fine clothes to wear. Again, when 
the year was up, the boy returned to his parents and gave the hundred dollars to his father. The father did 
as before—he threw the money into the river, where it was lost forever. The boy did not mind at all.

Avodah
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Josh Barkin

v¨sIc�g



Now the lad had grown tall and strong. This year the father apprenticed him to another farmer. However, 
he did not tell this farmer that the boy was his son. No wages were agreed upon—only that the farmer 
teach the boy how to run a farm.

From the very first day he entered the farmer’s household, the farmer forced him to work from early morn-
ing until late at night. He gave him only coarse food to eat. He dressed him in ragged clothing. The work 
was very hard for the boy, who was accustomed to taking things easy. All day long he worked with the 
sweat of his brow. His employer did not give him a chance to relax. When he stopped to rest, the farmer 
yelled at him and insulted him for being lazy. “Do you want to earn your bread without working for it?” he 
yelled.

But little by little the young man grew accustomed to the hard work. Soon he was doing his job so well 
that his employer occasionally praised his good work.

And so the year passed. His clothing was reduced to tatters; his hands were rough and callused. His 
employer said good-bye to him and gave him only one hundred dollars for all the hard work he had done. 

Again the boy returned to his father’s house and gave him his earnings. The father once more drew him 
to the water’s edge and lifted his hand with the money in it, ready to toss it into the water as he had done 
twice before. This time, however, the young man clutched his father’s hand and said, “Father, don’t throw 
the money away.”

The surprised father asked, “What difference does it make whether the money is thrown away or not? 
Aren’t you going to inherit all my wealth one day?”

“Please don’t, father,” said the son. “I want this money because I earned it with hard labor, and it means a 
great deal to me. “

The father was pleased to see such a great change in his son. (Source: 101 Jewish Stories)



TEXT STUDY
Jewish tradition teaches us lots of things about hard 
work. Below are a few Jewish texts about work. Read 
and discuss them. Are they saying the same thing? 
(Maybe they disagree.) Which texts do you think match 
best with the story of the rich man and his lazy son? 
Under each one, answer the questions.

1. “Parents are obliged to teach their children a trade, 
and whoever does not teach their children a trade 
teaches them to become robbers.” (Tosefta Kiddushin 
1, 11)

• Why are parents obligated to teach their children 
a trade? _________________________________

• How do parents who do not teach their children 
a trade teach them to become robbers? _______

 ________________________________________

• In the Talmud, the rabbis look at this text and 
ask, “Do you literally mean robbery?” What do 
you think? _______________________________

• Are educating children and teaching them a trade 
the same thing? __________________________

• According to Tosefta Kiddushin, why is work a 
mitzvah?_________________________________

2.  In Genesis, God punishes Adam (for sharing the 
fruit of the Tree of Knowledge with Eve) by forcing 
him to work. The Torah says: “Cursed be the ground 
because of you. By toil (work) shall you eat of it, all 
the days of your life… By the sweat of your brow 
shall you get bread to eat.” (Gen. 3:17-19)

• How was life for Adam before eating the fruit 
better than after eating it? __________________

• How was life better for him afterwards?_______

 ________________________________________

• According to Genesis, why is work a mitzvah?__

 ________________________________________

3.  “With regard to him who enjoys the fruit of his 
labor it is written, ‘When you eat the labor of your 
hands, happy shall you be, and it shall be well with 
you.’” (Psalms)

Why will eating something that took hard work 
make you happy?

According to Psalms, why is work a mitzvah? 

4.  “Even though God had assured Isaac, saying, ‘I 
will bless you and increase your seed,’ nevertheless 
Isaac set to work and planted, because he knew that 
blessings cannot come except through the labor of 
one’s hands.” (Berakhot)

What does it mean to say “…blessings cannot come 
except through the labor of one’s hands”?

According to Berakhot, why is work a mitzvah? 

TEXT COMPARISON
Below are two texts. Read each and answer the ques-
tions.

After every meal, Jews recite Birkat ha-Mazon, the “bless-
ing of the food.” It is sometimes called “The Grace After 
Eating.” There are actually four blessings in the Birkat 
ha-Mazon, plus some extra parts for Shabbat. Here is an 
English translation of one part:

“God gives bread to all creatures…Because 
You are the God of nourishment and You sustain 
all and You are good to all and You provide 
nourishment to all your creatures that You 
created, praised are You,  Adonai, the one who 
nourishes all.” 

• According to this prayer, who do we thank for food?

___________________________________________

• According to this prayer, who should we praise for food?

___________________________________________

Hayyim Nahman Bialik is called the “greatest modern 
Hebrew poet.” He lived all over Europe and then moved 
to Eretz Yisrael in the 1920s. Bialik believed that people 
could become better Jews by moving there and work-
ing the land. He wrote a few poems about it. Here’s one 
of them, which was originally written (and rhymes) in 
Hebrew:

“Who will save us from our hunger? Who will 
provide us with a loaf of bread that will sustain 
us, and who will give us a glass of milk? To whom 
do we give thanks? To whom do we give praise? 
To Work and Labor.” 

• According to this poem, who do we thank for food?

___________________________________________

• According to this poem, who should we praise for food?

___________________________________________



QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1. How is the Birkat HaMazon 

true? Why should we thank 
God for giving us food?

__________________________

__________________________

2. How is the poem true? Why 
should we thank work and 
labor for giving us food?

__________________________

__________________________

3.  How can both be true? Can you think of a way to 
thank both God and workers for our food?

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

Hevruta Study: A Second Story
Below is another story that you might think is similar 
to the first one. Read the story with a study partner. 
Think about what makes the stories different. Then 
answer the questions at the end.

THE HIDDEN TREASURE
A man with two good sons lived in a little village. The 
man was growing old. Before his death he gave all his 
money to the poor. The two good sons did not utter a 
word of criticism. Instead they thought to themselves, 
“Why does our father give all his money to the poor 
and leave us nothing?” The wise father knew what 
his sons must be thinking and said to them, “My 
dear sons, I am about to die. I have concealed a great 
treasure, and when I die I want that treasure to belong 
to the two of you.”

“Treasure!” Now both sons were very happy. “Is there a 
treasure? Where is it?”

The old father looked at his sons and said, “The 
treasure is hidden in the big field that belongs to us. 
After my death I shall give you, as my heirs, the field 
in which the treasure is hidden. After I am gone, go 
and search in that field and then you, too, will become 
rich.” And a few days later the old man died.

And so the two brothers went to the field and began 
to search for the treasure. They dug everywhere in the 
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earth. They dug here, they dug there, but they found 
nothing.

The next day the brothers went to the field again and 
began to look for the treasure. They dug and dug, but 
found nothing. After digging for a long time, one brother 
said to the other, “Look, we have dug up the whole field, 
and we have not found any treasure. We remain poor 
men!”

“What you say is true,” said his brother. “We are indeed 
poor. But now that we have finished digging up the 
field, well, we might as well plant wheat and corn. We’ve 
already done the work to get the field ready.” So they 
planted the field. The wheat grew tall. At the end of the 
harvest the brothers found themselves with many bushels 
of fine wheat. So fine was their wheat that they made a lot 
of money by its sale in the market. They returned home 
very happy.

Suddenly, the first son stood up, looked at the money 
they had earned, laughed and said, “Why, here is our 
treasure! This is the treasure that our dear father gave us. 
This is the treasure he told us we would find if we dug for 
it.”

The second son agreed: “You are right. Our labor—that is 
our treasure.” (Source: 101 Jewish Stories)

QUESTIONS
1.  What is the lesson of this story? 

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

2. How is it similar to the first story? How is it different?

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

3. Both stories had a father who seemed cruel at first. What 
are some other ways of teaching the love of work?

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

4. What is your top reason for “work” being a mitzvah?

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________



The New Tongue
Many years ago in Spain lived a great scholar by the name 
of Samuel Ha-Nagid. Rabbi Samuel was an advisor to the 
king, who honored him greatly. But the other members 
of the court were very jealous of him and kept trying to 

remove him from the king’s favor. Rabbi Samuel knew how 
to change their hatred to love: by using wisdom and kindness.

Near the palace a citizen owned a store. He hated Rabbi Samuel 
with a consuming passion. Whenever he saw Rabbi Samuel pass-

ing the store on his way to the palace, he hurled insults at the rabbi, 
who always ignored them. Rabbi Samuel had enough power to have this 
rude storekeeper punished, but he also realized that other Jews might 

suffer as a result of this action.

When the store owner saw Rabbi Samuel do nothing to punish him, his insults grew worse. 
One day, the king accompanied Rabbi Samuel on his way to the palace. As they passed the 
store, the owner rushed to hurl insults upon Rabbi Samuel. Rabbi Samuel paid no attention 
to the vicious language and continued talking with the king. The king, however, was furi-
ous at the behavior of this man. He ordered Rabbi Samuel to have the palace guards cut out 
the man’s tongue.

Lashon ha-Ra
Wounding with Words

Joel Grishaver
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Rabbi Samuel knew that if he obeyed this order, others in the city would become terrible 
enemies of the Jews. Instead of having his tongue removed, as the king had ordered, he 
showered the merchant with many gifts and treated him and his family with the greatest 
courtesy and kindness.

Remarkably, this kindness finally succeeded. The hostility soon turned to love for Rabbi 
Samuel.

Not long afterwards, the king and Rabbi Samuel were walking together along the shop-
keeper’s street. A most unusual thing happened right before the king’s eyes. The shop-
keeper rushed out of the doorway of his shop and began shouting at the Jewish advisor 
to the king. Instead of shouting insults, he praised him and asked the blessing of his God 
upon him. The king could hardly believe his ears. He turned in astonishment to Rabbi 
Samuel and asked: “Is this the same man who insulted you the last time we passed by here? 
Didn’t I order you to have his tongue cut out?”

Rabbi Samuel answered: “This is the same man, your Majesty, and your order has been car-
ried out to the letter. His wicked tongue, which was once full of curses, oaths, insults and 
hatred, I have cut out. In its place I have made possible another tongue which utters bless-
ings and good wishes.”  (Source: 101 Jewish Stories)
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THE STORY
Lashon is the Hebrew word for "tongue." Ra is the 
Hebrew word for evil. Lashon ha-Ra is saying things 
that are "wrong to say" because they are hurtful to 
others. The mitzvah of not speaking Lashon ha-Ra 
comes from Exodus 19.16, "Do not go as a peddler 
of gossip among your people. The Chofetz Chaim 
list fourteen positive mitzvot and seventeen negative 
mitzvot that can be broken by speaking Lashon ha-Ra.

1. Where was the Lashon ha-Ra in this story?

_________________________________________

2. How did the King want to solve the problem?

_________________________________________

3. How did Shmuel ha-Nagid solve the problem?

_________________________________________

4. Why did he choose this second solution?

_________________________________________

5. How should one cut out a wicked tongue?

_________________________________________

LASHON HA-RA
The study of Torah is equal to all of the mitzvot put 
together. The speaking of Lashon ha-Ra is equal to all 
sins put together (Jerusalem Talmud, Peah 1.1).

Rabbi Shimon Bar Yohai taught: "The Holy One will 
forgive everything –except for Lashon ha-Ra (Zohar, 

Parashat Shelah).

6. Both of these quotations say that Lashon ha-Ra is 
very serious. What makes Lashon ha-Ra such a bad 
thing to do? What about "sticks and stones?"

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

Here is the way the Chofetz Chaim answered this 
question:

Lashon ha-Ra (wounding words) are things that can 
insult another person or that can actually hurt them. 
Sometimes words can hurt a person’s body, some-
times words can steal money or other things, and 
sometimes words can hurt another person’s feelings. 
Even true things can be Lashon ha-Ra and should not 
be said.

WORDS THAT HUG—WORDS THAT HIT
Rabban Gamliel had a servant who was famous 
named Tavi. We are told that Rabban Gamliel once 
sent Tavi to the market to buy some high quality 
meat. He returned with a piece of tongue. Later 
Rabban Gamliel sent Tavi to the market to buy some 
poor quality meat. Again he came back with a piece 
of tongue. The other servants were curious. They 
asked all kinds of questions about how the same kind 
of meat could be both high quality and poor qual-
ity. Tavi smiled and explained, “When we use our 
tongues in a good way there is nothing better—and 
when we use our tongues in a bad way, nothing is 
worse.” This is what King Solomon meant when he 
said in Proverbs 18.21, "The tongue has the power of 
life and death" (Leviticus Rabbah 33.1).

7 What makes something "good speech?" What 
makes it "bad speech?" ______________________

_________________________________________

KINDS OF SPEECH
Speech is mentioned lots of different 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 Jewish categories of speech. Some 
of these should be avoided, some of them encouraged.

Give an example of something you could say that 
would fit each category. Which kinds are "good 
tongue" and which kinds are "bad tongue?"

a. 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)

_________________________________________

b. LASHON HA-RA: Lashon ha-Ra is even worse. 
This means talking negatively about someone, 
even if what one says is true. One may speak 
truthful Lashon ha-Ra to "prevent physical, 
economic, or religious harm" to others. (Chofetz 

Chayim).

_________________________________________



c. MOTZEI SHEM RA: One who does Lashon 
ha-Ra by telling lies is a Motzei Shem Ra (a 
slanderer).

_________________________________________

d. 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.

_________________________________________

e. SAYING "SHALOM": It is a mitzvah to greet 
people. Psalms 34.15 says "ASK FOR PEACE AND 
PURSUE IT." This verse is interpreted that it is a 
mitzvah to greet people we meet (Nedarim 8a).

_________________________________________

f. 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."

_________________________________________

g. RAKHOK ME’SHEKER: Rakhok me’Sheker 
means "keep far from lying." This mitzvah is 
based on Exodus 23.7 that says exactly that. 
Lying is against the Torah. However, the Rabbis 
create one kind of exception. "Rabbi Ile' taught in 
the name of Rabbi Eleazar son of Rabbi Simeon, 
One can change the words of another in the 
interests of peace." (Yevamot 65b)

_________________________________________
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h. L’FNEI EVER: l’Fnai 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. 

_________________________________________

i. GOLEH SOD: In the book of Proverbs it says, 
"ONE WHO REVEALS SECRETS IS A SLANDERER." 
(Proverbs 20.19) This verse created a mitzvah of 
not revealing or even seeking out other people’s 
secrets. 

_________________________________________

j. S’NUAT DIBBUR: In the midrash, we are told that 
as God shaped each part of the first person, God 
said that part, "Be tza’nuah" (be modest). Sexuality 
is something designed to be a private part of 
relationships. (Genesis Rabbah 18.3)

_________________________________________

k. MILLEI TIKKUN: In his book, Words that Hurt, 
Words that Heal, Joseph Telushkin defines a 
category, 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."

l. LISTENING TO LASHON HA-RA is also a sin.

EPILOGUE
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

8. Give another example of a time when Lashon ha-
Ra can cause real harm.

_________________________________________

_________________________________________


