JORAH

STUDIES

SEE NO EVIL, ERADICATE EVIL
How to Avoid Negative Talk and Bring Out the Best in Others




PARSHAH

OVERVIEW

Toldot

Isaac and Rebecca
endure twenty childless
years until their prayers
are answered and
Rebecca conceives. She
experiences a difficult
pregnancy as the
“children struggle inside
her”; G-d tells her that
“there are two nations in
your womb,” and that the
younger will prevail over
the elder. Esau emerges
first; Jacob is born
clutching Esau’s heel.
Esau grows up to be “a
cunning hunter, a man of
the field”; Jacob is “a
wholesome man,” a
dweller in the tents of
learning. Isaac favors
Esau; Rebecca loves
Jacob. Returning
exhausted and hungry
from the hunt one day,
Esau sells his birthright
(his rights as the
firstborn) to Jacob for a
pot of red lentil stew.

In Gerar, in the land of
the Philistines, Isaac
presents Rebecca as his
sister out of fear that he
will be killed by someone
coveting her beauty. He
farms the land, reopens
the wells dug by his
father, Abraham, and digs
a series of his own wells.
Over the first two there
is strife with the
Philistines, but the
waters of the third well
are enjoyed in tranquility.
Esau marries two Hittite
women. Isaac grows old
and blind and expresses
his desire to bless Esau
before he dies. While
Esau goes off to hunt for
his father’s favorite food,
Rebecca dresses Jacob
in Esau’s clothes, covers
his arms and neck with
goatskins to simulate the
feel of his hairier brother,
prepares a similar dish,
and sends Jacob to his
father.

Jacob receives his
father’s blessings for
“the dew of the heaven
and the fat of the land”
and mastery over his
brother. When Esau
returns and the
deception is revealed, all
Isaac can do for his
weeping son is predict
that he will live by his
sword, and that when
Jacob falters, the
younger brother will
forfeit his supremacy
over the elder. Jacob
leaves home for Haran to
flee Esau’s wrath and to
find a wife in the family
of his mother’s brother,
Laban. Esau marries a
third wife Mahalath, the
daughter of Ishmael.




What if we are
accused of a
wrong that
someone else
committed?
May we tell the
truth?




TEXT 1

GENESIS 27:1
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And it came to pass as Isaac grew old and his eyes
grew dim, and he called Esau his older son and said
to him, “My son,” and he said, “Here | am.”
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So that Jacob would collect the blessings.




Why was it
necessary for
him to suffer
SO many
years to
ensure that
his blessings
ended up in
the right
hands?
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We learn from this how carefully we must avoid malicious speech. Isaac
was confined to his home for fifty-seven years just so that ill would not
be spoken of a Jew (and an apostate Jew at that). If this applies to Esau,
it most certainly applies to Jews after the Torah was given at Mount
Sinai. At that time, G-d said, “I am G-d, your G-d” (Exodus 20:2), telling
every Jew that, “I G-d,” am “your G-d”—the source of your individual
strength and vitality.




If G-d went to such
lengths to avoid
speaking /ashon hara
about a pre-Sinai-
apostate-Jew,

how much more so
must we go to
extremes to avoid
lashon hara about
contemporary Jews.
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RABBI LORD JONATHAN
SACKS, COVENANT AND
CONVERSATION, “THE
POWER OF SHAME,”
METZORA, 5776,
RABBISACKS.ORG

Speech is what holds society together. Anthropologists
have argued that language evolved among humans
precisely in order to strengthen the bonds between

them so that they could cooperate in larger groupings
than any other animal. What sustains cooperation is
trust. This allows and encourages me to make sacrifices
for the group, knowing that others can be relied on to do
likewise.

This is precisely why lashon hara is so destructive. It
undermines trust. It makes people suspicious about

one another. It weakens the bonds that hold the group
together. If unchecked, lashon hara will destroy any
group it attacks: a family, a team, a community, even

a nation. Hence its uniquely malicious character: It

uses the power of language to weaken the very thing
language was brought into being to create, namely,

the trust that sustains the social bond.




Speech 1s what
holds society
together.
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The Alter Rebbe, Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, once offered an insight into the passage, “Do not accept a
false report, (Exodus 23:1). He said, “A false report” refers to malicious speech. What is the meaning of
[the rest of this passage,] “Do not place your hand with a wicked person to be a violent witness”? ...

The Alter Rebbe shared what he heard from his teacher, the Magid [of Mezeritch], in the name of

his teacher, the Baal Shem Tov: In addition to our weaknesses, we each receive a special strength from
Above when our soul descends to earth. When two witnesses testify to [actions that we committed
under the influence of] our weakness, our strength is removed. And this is a form of violence.

Accordingly, the passage can be understood thusly: “Do not accept a false report,” do not accept malicious
speech, so that you “do not place your hand with a wicked person.” The wicked person refers to the evil
inclination [do not join with the evil inclination in accepting malicious speech because together you would be] two
witnesses. “To be a violent witness”—to violently steal another’s goodness and inner strength.




Don’t conspire
with your wicked
self, your evil
inclination, to
violently rob your
victim of the
opportunity

to do better.




QUESTION

If G-d knows that Esav is a swindler
and sees that Yitzchak is about to
bless him, would warning Yitzchak
about Esav be deemed lashon hara?
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LEVITICUS 19:16
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Do not walk about as a peddler among your

people.
You shall not stand by [the shedding of] your

fellow’s blood; | am G-d.
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Gossipmongers are called “peddlers” because those
who instigate quarrels and spread gossip visit the
homes of friends for the purpose of seeing or hearing
something negative to share with others.
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Who is a gossiper? One who collects information
and goes from person to person, saying: “This is
what so-and-so said,” or “This is what | heard
about so-and-so.” Even if the statements are true,
they can destroy the world. There is a much more
serious sin than [gossip], which is also included in
this  prohibition: lashon hara i.e., sharing
deprecating facts about a colleague, even if

they are true.




Even if we are
blamed for
another’s
faults, we are
forbidden to
out them.
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A tied document was brought before Rabbi Yehudah. Rabbi
Yehudah [examined it and] observed, “This document is missing
a date.” “Perhaps the date is hidden between the ties,”
suggested his son Rabbi Shimon. Rabbi Yehudah untied the
document and found thedate [where Rabbi Shimon predicted it
would be]. Later, Rabbi Yehudah looked disapprovingly upon
Rabbi Shimon [for writing a tied document]. Rabbi Shimon
[defended himself and] said, “I did not write it; Rabbi Yehudah
Chayata wrote it.” Rabbi Yehudah replied, “Turn away from
malicious speech.”
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For example, Rabbi Yehudah the Prince was once

sitting and teaching when he smelled the odor of

garlic [to which he was sensitive]. He said, “Whoever

ate garlic, please step out.” Rabbi Chiya rose and stepped
out. [Out of respect for Rabbi Chiya,] everyone in attendance
also rose and left.The next morning, Rabbi Shimon, son of
Rabbi Yehudah, asked Rabbi Chiya, “Are you the one who
disturbed my father?” Rabbi Chiya said to him, “There should
be no such behavior among the Jewish people.”




TEXT 8

TALMUD, SANHEDRIN 11A

" RON M ,09Y YW 111277 :179Y IR
"DIR 09T 99V 1) IR

Joshua said to G-d, “Master of the world, who is
the sinner?”
G-d replied, “Am | then a gossiper?”
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MAIMONIDES, MISHNEH
TORAH, LAWS OF MURDER AND
PROTECTING LIFE 1:14

Whoever can save another and fails to do so
transgresses the commandment, “Do not stand idly
by while your brother’s blood is at stake” (Leviticus
19:16). . .. This also applies when we learn that non-Jews or
Jewish informers are conspiring to harm others or
setting a trap for them, and we don’t notify them of
the danger.

It also applies when we know a gentile or aggressor
who has a complaint against another, and we can
appease the aggressor on behalf of this other, but fail
to do so. And all similar instances.
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When someone speaks ill of another, think the
following: The story might be false. If it is true, the
talebearer might have added a slight falsehood, or
omitted a slight detail, or altered the tone of voice
in which the words were said, to change the entire
complexion of the story. At the very least, try to find
a defense for the perpetrator, such as assuming that
it was done in error.
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There is a tradition attributed to the Baal Shem Tov:

When we hear an uncomplimentary report about a
fellow Jew, even if we don’t know the individual referred
to, we should be deeply pained. For one of these two
Jews is certainly in an unfavorable state: If what was
said is true, he is in an unfavorable state. If it is not
true, the talebearer is in in an unfavorable state.
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Rava said, “Although we may not believe this
kind of malicious speech [in which the
talebearer seeks to protect us from potential
harm], we should, nevertheless, be wary.”



There are two ways to avoid
lashon hara. One is to
constantly resist the

impulse to gossip; the other is
to focus on our love for the
person about whom we are
about to gossip:
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We are each commanded to love each and every
Jew as much as we love ourselves. This is as
the Torah states, “Love your neighbor as
yourself” (Leviticus 19:18).

We must, therefore, speak positively of others.
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There is a general rule that the power of positivity is stronger
than the power of negativity. Accordingly, if speaking ill of
others impacts them negatively, speaking positively of them
must certainly impact them positively (and to an even greater
degree).

When we speak of another’s goodness and virtues, it certainly
impacts them, strengthening and helping them in their work
[of self-refinement]. We reveal and activate their inner
goodness and hidden virtues.




QUESTION

When we see the people we love commit
crimes or say terrible things,

how do we wrap our minds around it?
Do we just ignore it?
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“Judge not others until you have placed yourself in their place” (Ethics of
the Fathers 1:4), since their physical environment causes them to sin. Their
livelihood forces them to sit in the marketplace all day, and they are among
those who sit on street corners, and their eyes observe all manner of
temptation, and “the eye sees and the heart desires.” Then their evil
inclination burns within them “like a baker’s fiery oven” (Hosea 7:4), as the
prophet Hosea wrote, “He blazes like a flaming fire” (Ibid., 7:6).

Life is different for those who walk about little in the marketplace and
spend most of their day at home. Even if they do spend their day in the
marketplace, it is possible that they are not as passionate by nature, since
everyone’s evil impulse is different.
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Judging others favorably is not just about not blaming our fellow; rather, it also triggers
the merits and virtues of our fellow. [Recognizing their challenges helps us realize] that
they have lofty abilities—sufficient to overcome such overwhelming challenges.

This, then, is the inner meaning of the rabbinic dictum, “Judge your fellow favorably”
(Ethics of the Fathers 1:4). When a Jew judges others favorably, it triggers and exposes
their latent abilities, thus enabling them to overcome their challenges and ultimately
end their shameful behavior. This is what Maimonides meant when he wrote that a
Torah scholar “judges everyone favorably, sings their praises, and never speaks ill of
them” (Mishneh Torah, Laws of Character, 5:7). True Torah scholars, who judge others
favorably, ultimately transform the other’s degradation into a merit. Observing their
fellow’s extreme challenges, they see in those very challenges the incredible soul
powers that person possesses. Thus, Torah scholars speak only of their fellow’s
strengths (including these soul powers), and never about their degradation.




G-d doesn’t deal
tyrannically
with His
creations, and
only gives us
challenges that
we can
overcome.




TEXT 16

THE REBBE, RABBI
MENACHEM MENDEL
SCHNEERSON,
ADAPTED BY RABBI
ELIYAHU TOUGER,
KEEPING IN TOUCH
WITH YOUR JEWISH
ROOTS: TORAH
THOUGHTS INSPIRED
BY THE WORKS OF THE
LUBAVITCHER REBBE,
RABBI MENACHEM
MENDEL SCHNEERSON
(BROOKLYN, N.Y.:
SICHOS IN ENGLISH,
2007), VOL. 3

There was a young Jewish man in Belgium who had enjoyed a
relationship with a non-Jewish woman for several years and
they planned to marry. He had pangs of conscience and went
... Sunday morning to receive a dollar from the Rebbe. After
he described his situation to the Rebbe, the Rebbe
responded: “I'm jealous of you.”

“What do you mean?” he replied. “Why should the Rebbe be
jealous of me?”

“Every time a person is given a challenge,” the Rebbe
explained, “it is because he is being given an opportunity to
advance to a higher level. The extent of his advance depends
on the seriousness of the challenge. G-d judges each
individual and sees whether he is capable of overcoming the
challenge he is given. Now look at the challenge you face.
That’s why | am jealous; | have never been given such a
challenge.”




He saw a
person with an
enormous
challenge, and
an even more
enormous soul
power to
overcome

it.




KEY POINTS

1. One of the reasons Isaac was blind toward the end of his life was
to enable Jacob to mislead him into thinking he was Esau and,
thus, receive Isaac’s blessings.

2. G-d could have told Isaac that Esau was unworthy of blessing, but
this would constitute malicious speech. Malicious speech is so
repugnant that it justifies suffering blindness to avoid it.

3. Malicious speech causes irreparable harm to the community and
the individual.



KEY POINTS

4. There are very few circumstances that permit us to publicize

another’s faults. Even when it is permitted, our license to speak is
strictly circumscribed.

5. Speaking well of others is not just a nice habit. It brings out their
inner strengths, raises the bar for them, and empowers them to
live up to our compliments in the future.






