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// T h r e e.  

Settling Scores.

Loshon hara is a crime of the perversion of justice.  Through our words, we label others, and bring judgment down upon them.  We find this understanding of loshon hara as “putting another person in his place,” occurring in the Torah’s case study, teaching the severity of loshon hara.  


The story that Hashem, may His Name be blessed, chose to record in the Torah to explain the sin of loshon hara involves how Miriam ha Neviess was punished with tzarass for having spoke loshon hara about Moshe Rabbenu.  What she said, in fact, seemed hardly offensive: she simply pointed out that all the other Neviim had a close relationships with their spouses.  Tzipporah asked Aharon, their brother, why did Moshe had to separate himself from Tziporah, to neglect her?  


The Torah says that Miriam spoke “about the Cushite woman,” meaning, Tziporah.  Rashi explains that the Torah’s language “tells that everyone admitted to her beauty, just as all admit to the darkness of a Cushi.”
  Why should the Torah add this seemingly irrelevant fact, regarding Tziporah’s beauty and regarding everyone else’s acknowledgment of her beauty?  Perhaps this teaches us about one part of the sin of loshon hara.  Perhaps Miriam’s reasoning went something like this.  


“Everyone agrees that Tziporah is beautiful, in beauty and in deeds.  Therefore, it can’t be that he finds her unattractive.  You can’t say that he should separate from her because of nevua, because Aharon and myself are both neviim and we did not have to separate from our spouses.  So it can’t be because Moshe Rabbenu finds her unattractive, and it can’t be a requirement of nevua.”  While improving the relationship between a husband and a wife is indeed a constructive purpose, the Torah makes it clear that somehow Miriam erred along the way. 


What seems like an innocuous suggestion to help strengthen shalom bais, indeed, becomes the Torah’s model example of the averrah of loshon hara.  How could this be negative?  In essence, Miriam’s taina may possibly be along the lines of implying, chas vshalom, “Moshe Rabbenu is too frum.  He thinks he’s better than any other prophet in history.  He really needs to learn to spend more time with his wife instead of trying to be so holy and leaving his family neglected.”


We know, in fact, that Moshe Rabbenu was not, after all, like any other novi.  Yet that seemed to be Miriam’s failing—the words she spoke in criticism seems as if they might be directed to trying to bring Moshe Rabbenu down from the “cloud” he was on.  Hashem, may His Name be blessed, rebuked Miriam.  Hashem tells them, in fact, that Moshe Rabbenu is not like any other novi.  In truth he really does have more important business to attend to, and you misinterpreted his motives.



Fascinatingly, Hashem showed Miriam and Aharon the mistake in their thinking in an extremely vivid way.  “Hashem said suddenly to Moshe, to Aharon, and to Miriam, you three, go out to the Tent of Meeting.”  Bamidbar 12.4.  Rashi explains, “Suddenly: He appeared to them suddenly, when they were impure through the way of the world, and they were crying ‘Water, water,’  to make it known that Moshe had acted proper in that he separated from the woman because the Shechinah would be revealed to him constantly, and there was no fixed time for speech.”


We see from this, Moshe Rabbenu’s insistence on refraining from relations was not a requirement for him to receive nevua, for here, Hashem, may His Name be blessed, appeared to Miriam and Aharon when they were impure.   This might be what they intended by crying ‘water, water.’  Receiving a call to see the King of Kings, perhaps they found themselves ashamed to be ritually impure and longed to immerse in a mikveh before speaking with Him.    


In fact, Hashem might be teaching them something.  “You’re right,” He seems to be saying, “It’s not necessary to be ritually pure to receive nevua.  But I am going to make it known to you that Moshe acted properly.  We saw this with respect to Hashem, may His Name be blessed, choosing to communicate with the likes of Lavan, Avimelech and Bilaam.  Gd is able to communicate with whomever He may wish.  But to “act properly,” and give proper respect, one who might be summoned at any time would keep himself pure at all times.


Why should this story be the Torah’s example to teach the sin of loshon hara?  Here we find Miriam’s reasoning, although based in strong logic and motivated by compassion, was flawed for one crucial reason.   She misjudged the stature of Moshe Rabbenu, and in a very subtle way tried to correct his actions through the subtle trickery of manipulation through loshon hara.  


In essence, loshon hara is one man’s attempt to “put another person in his place.”  The speaker of loshon hara assumes that the other person is wrong, but is not brave or compassionate enough to address the other person with a question or advice directly.  Instead, the speaker attempts to change the other using the force of social pressure. 


While Miriam’s chet was lshem shamayim, most often times, the reason why people speak loshon hara is not, in fact, as positive.  For what reason should a Jew feel the need to bring vengeance onto his fellow?  In essence, he says, “I see that my fellow has a failing, and I’m going to tell others, because I’m cutting the guy down to size.”  Why should he have to resort to such a thing?  Because deep down, he feels that his fellow is some kind of threat to him, or feels that somehow his fellow has wronged him.  


We can see a fascinating display of the interplay of motivations behind the workings of loshon hara, and the fantastic justice that takes place in the Olam Ha Emes, in an aggadata recorded in the Chovos Halevovos.

The Heavenly Sin Swap.


“On the day of judgment, many people will find themselves credited with meritorious deeds which they did not do. 


‘These are not mine!’ each one will declare.


He will be told, ‘These are the deeds of those who spoke disparagingly of you [and thereby caused their merit to be transferred to your account].’


And the one who spoke disparagingly will be told, ‘These deeds were taken from you when you spoke against so-and-so.’


Conversely, some will find acts of guilt on their account which they never committed.  


When each one will protest, ‘These are not mine,’ he will be told, ‘These were taken from the account of so-and-so against whom you spoke.’
 (from Sefer Chovos Levavos [Shaar haKeniah, chapter 7], quoted in Chafetz Chaim: A Lesson a Day, Rabbi Shimon Finkelman and Rabbi Yitzchak Berkowitz, p 83, Mesorah Publications, Brooklyn, 1995.)

This is a curious tale indeed!  If we know that Hashem, may His Name be blessed, is perfectly just, how can he allow a person to be punished for acts he never committed? And how can he let someone get credit for something he never did?  What is the “measure for measure” in this story?

Perhaps this depiction can be explained with the idea that loshon hara is a way of invoking prosecution on another person.  Our Sages, may their memories be blessed, tell us that the one who speaks loshon hara about another, also brings prosecution down upon himself, as well.


We could begin by asking, what is a person doing when he calls prosecution down upon another?  The speaker of loshon hara says, in effect, “I know that person has done wrong.  And I want to see to it that he has to pay.”

Or, more simply, the speaker may want to put the victim “in his place.”


We can find this idea of “putting others in their place” in the clothing of the Kohen Gadol.  Rabbi Noach Oelbaum teaches that the Me’il, the blue-colored coat worn by the Kohen Gadol, had the function of bringing atonement for the sin of loshon hara.  Rashi to Vayikra 5.14 points out that the root of the word for the me’il is similar to the concept of “mei’la,” the misappropriation of holy property.  Rashi says that the term “me’ila” means a “change.”  So too, the sin of loshon hara might be seen as the sin of making an improper change:  manhandling the reputation of our fellow and bringing down his value in other people’s eyes.  

By calling down the prosecution himself, the speaker of loshon hara breaches a fundamental trust that he should have in Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  He should trust that Hashem has seen all the victim’s errors, knows them, and will, in good time, respond.  The speaker of loshon hara is a vigilante of sorts.  Unsatisfied with relying upon Hashem, may His Name be blessed, in His infinite mercy and wisdom to respond in the proper time, the speaker of loshon hara sets his own self up as the administrator of justice.

The speaker of loshon hara, says, in effect, “I’m going to see to it that that guy doesn’t get away with this.”

You can imagine, then, the distress that arises when the speaker arrives to judgment after death to find himself confronted with the victim’s averros.  What’s the cause of this?  Perhaps the confusion arises from the speaker’s own lack of clarity as to what, exactly, his victim did wrong.  Of course, its obvious that the piece of loshon hara the speaker spoke clearly points out the victim’s failing.  What’s not so clear, however, is why the speaker felt the need to resort to loshon  hara to get back at the victim.  Why, exactly, did the speaker feel the need to speak badly against the victim?  That question is not so clearly answered.  Every day, as human beings we are constantly confronted with challenges, upsets, and affronts to our own sense of importance and self-worth.  After he comes to judgment, the speaker of loshon hara might find himself wondering, what exactly was the reason I felt the need to speak negatively about this other guy?

“Loshon hara is rarely comprised of objective statements.  When we hear others speaking loshon hara, we should be aware that such talk is often fueled by anger and the desire for revenge.  The speaker feels, ‘I was wronged,’ and he is angry to the point that he cannot detect his own lack of objectivity.  When hearing loshon hara, it would be a helpful practice to always consider that we are probably not hearing a responsible, objective report of someone’s behavior.  Rather, we are hearing the inner rantings of someone’s anger spilling out into words.”  A Daily Companion, 259 (citing Sefer Chofetz Chaim, introduction: negative commandments 7-9).

Instead of relying upon Hashem, may His Name be blessed, and the system He uses to run the world’s justice, the speaker of loshon hara feels the need to interpose himself to make justice for himself where he perceives a breach.


There’s a problem, however:  Hashem, in His wisdom and mercy, didn’t order such justice to take place.  In fact, if Hashem didn’t order it, then it’s not really justice.  Perhaps this is the explanation of the saying of our Sages, may their memories be blessed.  “R. Yochanan said in the name of R. Yose ben Zimra:  Whoever speaks loshon hara is considered as if he had denied the existence of Gd, as it is written, (Tehillim 12.5) ‘Those who have said, “With our tongues we shall prevail, our lips are with us, who is Master over us?”’”  (Arachin 15b, quoted in A Lesson a Day, 91.  This means that there’s some factor the speaker in his limited understanding failed to comprehend and take into account when he personally decided that the victim needed to be punished.


So when the speaker of loshon hara arises for judgment, he might be forced to confront the question:  Why did you bring judgment down upon the victim so-and-so?  And in desperation, to answer the question, the speaker will have to call to mind all of so-and-so’s sins, thus trying to justify and rationalize himself out of his own prosecution.  As the saying goes, we despise the thing in others which we hate in ourselves.  And when those sins of the victim are called to mind, at this moment of truth the speaker is then confronted with the question, “Well, are you clean of that sin yourself?”  Thus, the speaker’s path become cluttered and his whole sense of identity becomes confused.  


This may be the context in which we can understand the saying of our Sages, may their memories be blessed, “Whoever speaks loshon hara raises his sins to the heavens.” Arachin 15b.  That is, one who speaks loshon hara triggers examination of his own faults for the very thing for which he accuses his fellow.  Most likely he does, indeed, have some culpability related to that matter (as we said, (“We hate in others what we despise most in ourselves.”)  If not, why would this blemish bother him so much that he feels the need to say anything?


That might be an explanation of how the speaker of loshon hara inherits the averras of his fellow.  But what could be the justice behind taking the mitzvahs of the speaker away from him, and giving them to his victim?  Is that really fair, or proper?  Sure, the speaker did the wrong thing, and the victim was injured—but what does one thing have to do with the other?  How could you take the mitzvahs that one man does himself, and just hand them to another man?  It seems like a flawed approximation, a rough compromise, at best.


In the second paragraph of krias Shma, we read that “It will be, if in listening to my commandments, to love Hashem, your Gd, and to serve Him with all your heart and all your soul, then I will send rain to your land in its time, the early and late, and you will gather in your grain, your wine and your oil.  And I will give grass for your livestock, and you will eat and be satisfied.”  Rabbi Kalatsky explains, in the name of the Rambam, that the reward for mitzvah observance is reserved for olam haba.  However, this paragraph talks about the good results that come as a consequence of observing Hashem’s mitzvahs.  Rambam explains that this paragraph is not suggesting that we receive reward in this world for doing mitzvahs.  Rather, this paragraph expresses the principle our Sages refer to as “mitzvah gerreras mitzvah,” that is, one mitzvah leads to another mitzvah.  When one performs mitzvahs properly, as a result, a person is strengthened, so to speak, as Hashem intervenes to give that person the ability to do more mitzvahs.


However, let us now turn to the case of the person who suffered from being the victim of loshon hara.  Ordinarily, all the mitzvahs that a person performs carry in their wake the opportunity to perform additional mitzvahs.  Normally, Hashem, may His Name be blessed, elevates a person’s status in the world according to his merit to allow him the ability to make a greater impact and kiddish Hashem.  


However, for this person, the victim of loshon hara, this process has been interrupted.  When his fellow spoke loshon hara about him, the victim was then cut off, to a certain extent, from the natural consequence of future mitzvahs that he could have enjoyed as the natural result of his own mitzvahs.  That is, the loshon hara spoken by his fellow damaged this victim’s reputation and hence hampered his full ability to do as many mitzvahs as he would have naturally been entitled to perform—as well as the countless of other mitzvahs that would have followed in the wake of these other mitzvahs.  Therefore, in a very real sense, the speaker of loshon hara has stolen mitzvahs from the victim of loshon hara.


But can we just simply say, give the speaker’s mitzvahs to the victim?  How is that just?  Now we will look at the liability of the speaker.  When he spoke loshon hara, what exactly did he do wrong?  He took all of his credibility and reputation that he has been building up all his lifetime, and instead of using it for positive purposes, he instead used it to tear down his fellow.  


To a large extent, the potency of loshon hara is directly proportional to the stature of the speaker.  The greater the stature and reputation of the speaker, the more harmful is the loshon hara he might speak.  Therefore, the speaker has misused and perverted the value of the mitzvahs he has accumulated up until that point.  


Just as all of his mitzvahs, and hence his reputation and credibility, should qualify him to do further and more powerful mitzvahs, instead, he has mishandled his own mitzvahs and used his reputation to destroy another Jew.  As a result, this speaker, in fact, has unjustly enriched himself by mishandling the mitzvahs he had performed, misappropriating it for his own, selfish vengeful purposes.   Also, in speaking the loshon hara, he chose to elevate himself by diminishing his fellow, and in so doing, built upon his own reputation by taking away from the reputation of his fellow.  Therefore the speaker has reached in and taken mitzvahs away from his fellow.


We might be able to see the connection between the action in this world and the effect in the world to come from a fascinating discussion of the first mishnah of Sanhedrin, known as parshas “Chelek,” or “portion,” that introduces a discussion recorded in the Gemara regarding some of the most fundamental matters of Torah regarding the world to come, olam haba.  “All of klal Yisrael has a chelek l’olam haba,” the Mishnah declares.  Rabbi Yosef Kalatsky explains a stupendous secret contained in a single letter of the mishnah.


A common conception of olam haba rests on the idea that “each person builds his olam haba with the Torah, mitzvos and maesim toivim that he performs in this world.”  In this way, one might view olam haba in spatial terms, that somewhere, in some concealed dimension of the universe, there is a location in spiritual space that gets built up and expanded according to the quantity and magnitude of the mitzvos we perform down here, and gets diminished and constricted in accordance with all of our sins.  


This schema seems to be evident from the famous saying of our Sages, may their memories be blessed, in the in the Gemara, Shabbas 127a, “These are the things whose dividends a man enjoys in this world, while their principal remains for him for olam haba:  They are these: honor for father and mother, deeds of kindness, arising early for the bais midrash morning and evening, bringing in guests, visiting the sick, arrangements for a bride, escorting the dead, absorption in prayer, and bringing peace between man and his brother.  And learning Torah corresponds to all of them.”


Rabbi Kalatasky explains that this spatial metaphor of olam haba, that our deeds create and expand a location in a place somewhere called “olam haba” is not accurate.  The language of the mishna reveals this.  “Kol Yisrael yeish lahem chelek l’olam haba,” the mishnah in Sanhedrin teaches.  Literally, this reads, “All of Yisrael have for them a portion to olam haba.”  If the Mishnah wanted to teach that olam haba was a location, it would have said, ‘b’olam haba’ with a base, with the base meaning, “in” or “with.”  The letter lamed, instead, means “to.”  The Gemara from Shabbas mentioned above also employs the expression, “l’olam haba.”  What does it mean to say that one has a portion “to” olam haba?


Rabbi Kalatsky explains, mitzvos and Torah do not create a place in olam habam, per se, but rather, they create within a person a residuum of energy that is built up for him, and stays with him until the time of death.  The editor of this work will attempt to illustrate Rabbi Kalatsky’s explanation of what is one’s “chelek l’olam haba” by employing the metaphor of a storage tank of rocket fuel.  The strength and quantity of this fuel depends upon one’s efforts and effects in this world.  The amount of fuel, generated by Torah, mitzvos and good deeds determines the “distance” one can travel into olam haba once his soul is launched out of this world.     


With this understanding, we might gain a clearer insight into the process of justice at work in the “heavenly sin swap” we mentioned above.  In truth, the speaker of loshon hara has has already cashed out the reward of Torah and mitzvos that he has accumulated at the time he speaks the loshon hara itself.  As we will explore elsewhere, the Chafetz Chaim explains that one of the driving forces behind loshon hara is rooted in flattery.  One person will speak loshon hara to another in an effort to ingratiate himself with the listener.  It’s a form of flattery, in that the speaker communicates to the listener, I’m going to confide in you some very explosive information, and we’re going to form an alliance with this information against this other, third person.


Through this flattery, and exercising the savage power of destroying another person’s reputation, the speaker of loshon hara derives benefit in this world, putting his own good reputation and integrity on the table as a guarantee of the reliability of the information.  In this way, the speaker of loshon hara has already derived benefit from his Torah, mitzvos and good deeds.  He’s used them as leverage to catapult loshon hara onto another Jew. 


Because he liquidated his Torah and mitzvos and good deeds in this way, by using them as vehicles to sharpen the effect of evil talk and to give bribes to impress others, the speaker of loshon hara has already extracted benefit from his Torah in a way that violates the Torah.  The purpose of the merit, good reputation and honor that one develops as a result of one’s Torah knowledge, mitzvos, and good deeds is meant to be used to advance Gd’s name on earth, not to be used against the Torah itself, chas vshalom.


Because he has misappropriated the natural “reward” for Torah, mitzvos and good deeds, and used them for selfish, personal reasons, to boost his own esteem, which amounts to a form of me’ilah, in a way, that is, misappropriating holy property for any other purpose, then there is no residuum of the Torah, mitzvos and good deeds left to get him to Heaven.


“The Chovos HaLevovos describes the process:  If someone is learned and distinguished, and has achieved status in the community whereby his words will carry weight, his speaking loshon hara will deprive him of all the mitzvos he has done to reach his position.  Because the position has been used to do harm, the mitzvos will accrue to the person his words have harmed.  This is the victim’s compensation for the pain, loss of face, or financial loss that the speaker of loshon hara has caused him.”  A Lesson a Day, xxxiii.

Stealing Glory:

The Subtle Savagery.


When a man speaks ill of his neighbor, he’s taking something away from him.  The speaker of loshon hara builds himself up by knocking the other guy down.  And its not just in some relative sense, to say, “a small person needs to belittle others, in his attempt to bring the other down to size.”  It may be said more precisely, the speaker of loshon hara reaches out and grabs a quantity of the other man’s pride and glory and takes it to himself.


Our Sages, may their memories be blessed, teach us that it is an especially egregious offense to speak loshon hara against a talmid chacham.  The penalty is plenty severe.  This might be understood to say that the speaker is culpable for stealing some of that chacham’s glory for himself.  In taking pot shots, the speaker elevates himself in status.


We find such a concept in the aggadatas of machectas Gittin, as taught by Rabbi Kalatsky.  Unklos descended to Gehinnom, and spoke to the rishoyim there about the Jews.  The unrepentant rusha Yeshu, yemach shemo, counseled—if you want to make it big in the world, go against the Jews.  The explanation for this strange advice arises from the idea that Hashem, may His Name be blessed, does not want his children to be enslaved by commoners, so He elevates those who oppose Klal Yisrael, for the sake of the honor of the Jews and for the sake of the honor of His Name.


When one speaks loshon hara about a talmid chocham, chas vshalom, the speaker assumes a posture as if he were Dovid taking on Golius, lhavdil.  “Look at me,” he says, “look at how great I am.  I’m not scared of that big chocham.  I can bring down such a giant.”


Though it is effected by the subtle medium of words, the effect of loshon hara, and the power it wields, is actually more akin to brute animal strength than human power.  Maharal in his Derech Chaim (quoted by Rabbi Tuvia Basser, Mesorah Publications) explains the phrase from Avos, “Ezeyhu gibor?  Hakovesh es yitzro.”  “Who is mighty?  One who overpowers his yetzer.”  


Maharal explains that the Mishnah praises qualities of human distinction.  The power to capture a city is a relative measure of strength.  But the human quality of might is the ability to conquer the enemy within.  True human strength is measured by the degree to which one has developed his self-control, unlike the animal kingdom, where strength is measured by ability to dominate your peers and destroy and consume those weaker than you.


Loshon hara, then, is something akin to animal strength, being played out a higher realm.  It is a subtle savagery, where one knocks chits out of his neighbor’s reputation and pockets them for himself.  The speaker of loshon hara wants people to respond, “How clever, how knowledgeable, how perceptive you are to recognize and point out the faults of the other!  You’re right, he’s not who he holds himself out to be, he doesn’t deserve the good graces others give him, how right you are to point that out!”


“[T]he toxicity of loshon hara… [is revealed by] the aspects of human nature that fuel it: arrogance, anger, jealousy, a critical attitude and a negative outlook… Conversely, when one follows kind, gentle words back to their source, one finds them embedded in the most wholesome aspects of man’s personality:  humility, a willingness to avoid disputes, recognition of Hashem’s image in others, a focus on the good, and ahavas Yisrael.” A Lesson a Day, xxiii.


In the words of Rabbi Shimon Finkelman, “By judging each Jew favorably, one deprives loshon hara of a place to take root.  Negative judgments are the fertile soil in which all loshon hara grows.  Without them, there are no negative thoughts to articulate.  Therefore, there’s no need to restrain one’s tongue.”  A Lesson a Day, xxx.

Perversions of Justice:

The Forces of Judgment and Sorcery.


Loshon hara is an extremely insidious form of manipulation and control.  Gossip and loshon hara are often associated with women, as women who lack in righteousness often build themselves up by being cliqueish and judgmental in spreading rumors.  This may be the reason why women are often associated with kishuf, black magic, as the Mishnah is Avos teaches, “marbe noshim, marbe kishufim,” “the more wives, the more witchcraft.”  


The Sages also tell us that witchcraft and sorcery are called “keshafim” because the people who involve themselves in this despicable practice “contest the Heavenly tribunal,” which is said to be an acronym for the words, “shemakishim pamalia shel ma’ala.”  That is, these people annihilate those who are destined to live, in the explanation of Rashi.  (Sotah 9.13, Rabbi Pinchas Kehati, citing Sanhedrin 67b and Chullin 7b.)


A look at the root of the word, “kishuf,” is revealing.  “Kishuf” shares its root, as pointed out by Reb Aryeh Pinchas Strickoff, with the word “hashkifa,” which means “gazing,” and which Rashi tells us is always used to convey evil intent.  Literally, witchcraft may be a form of “gazing” in the sense that one puts another person under scrutiny, calling judgment down upon him.  This judgment often takes the form of the “eyin hura,” “the evil eye,” which is a similar that invokes the power of Divine judgment down upon another, chas vshalom.


If the power of kishuf involves bringing judgment down upon another before that person’s time, it helps enormously to know the target’s weaknesses, guilt and vices.  Women may often use the collaborative power of discussions to pick people apart, and the information gleaned from these sessions can then be harnessed to bring judgment down upon the hapless target for his failings.


We can understand the way that Divine justice is perverted with witchcraft through the words of an interesting Midrash.  After Moshe Rabbenu and Aharon stood before Paro and turned the Nile into blood, as Hashem had instructed, Paro scoffed and told them, “You’re importing straw into Ofrayim, a city full of straw.”  Shmos 7.22.  Rashi explains the allusion.  “You are bringing sorcery to Egypt, which is full of sorcery.”  Shmos Rabbah 9.6-7, Menachos 85a, cited by the Saperstein Edition Rashi Chumash, Shmos, p 71, fn 4.


This image gives us an insight into some of the power behind sorcery.  What does it mean to say that Ofrayim was a city that was “full of straw?”  Why couldn’t any other thing be used as an example?  Moreover, why should a place be famous for being full of straw, of all things?  What kind of city harvests straw?


No city harvests straw.  Straw is a byproduct of producing wheat.  Straw in itself is relatively worthless, used mainly for animal fodder.  The real valuable produce is the wheat.  An abundance of straw is merely the byproduct of an abundance of wheat harvest.


If Ofrayim had abundant wheat, it stands to reason that indeed it would be famous for its wheat harvest.  Why, then, shouldn’t the city of Ofrayim be known as a place famous for an abundance of wheat?  One way to explain this curious Midrash is to suggest that Ofrayim did not have abundant wheat.  A city that was near to Ofrayim, however, did have abundant wheat.  A city near Ofrayim had abundant wheat, and was famous for its wheat, whereas the city of Ofrayim, nearby, made a reputation for itself in dealing with the by-products of the wheat harvest, making a living for itself selling straw.  


To put it in perspective, up until recently the state of New Jersey used to collect a handsome sum each year for agreeing to transport the garbage of New York City and burying the garbage in its own state.  New York City had an enormous population density and a booming economy.  The State of New Jersey had less of an economy and much more empty space.  So the State of New Jersey was content to earn a fee to handle, transport, and dispose of the garbage produced by the city of New York.  So, too, Ofrayim might have become famous for straw because its neighboring city had its own hands full with a booming wheat harvest.


What does this have to do with sorcery?  Just as Ofrayim bordered a city with an abundant wheat harvest, so, too, Mitzrayim borders the Land of Yisrael.  And perhaps we can see a mirror to their economies.  Just as Ofrayim’s neighbor was famous for wheat, so too, the Land of Yisrael is known to have the most intense form of hashgucha protis, Divine guidance.  Outside of the Land of Yisrael, however, Gd’s supervision is less intense.  So, too, the land of Mitzrayim might have made a reputation for sorcery.  


Hashgucha protis is compared to wheat, and sorcery is compared to straw.  Just as the most essential produce is the wheat kernels, so, too, the main essence of the world is the hashgucha protis of Hashem over the Land of Yisrael.  But wheat cannot grow by itself, it requires the stalks of straw to hold it up towards the sun.  So, too, we might understand that the beneficence of Ha Kadosh Boruch Hu, symbolized by the wheat, must be “stood up” by Divine justice, the power of punishment.  Punishment is not the essence of life, but it is a necessary requirement to uplift goodness and keep it held high. 


This Midrash might be telling us how Mitzrayim became filled with sorcery.  Whereas the Land of Yisrael is the place of direct Divine providence, the Land of Mitzrayim became famous for its sorcery because it harnessed the powers of judgment to bring punishment down on other people.  Sorcery is often called “black magic.”  The darkness of the magic may be understood as its ability to invoke judgment on others and cause them to suffer punishment.  


There is no power that exists in the world independent of Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  Any power of sorcery then, must derive its force in some backwards fashion, indirectly, from the will of Gd.  Wicked people do not merit to receive Torah and lack the ability to bring true blessing into the world.  However, Hashem, in His wisdom, seems to allow these people to involve themselves in His dirty work, so to speak.  While the power of blessing and Divine providence and protection are the exclusive gifts of Gd Himself, Gd allows anyone the ability to seize upon himself the middas ha-din, the forces of justice and punishment.  


With no desire to cultivate their own spirituality, the wicked involve themselves in sick games that are designed to propagate misfortune and misery to harass their enemies.  Its interesting to note that the places famous for black magic, like the sorcery of Mitzrayim and the “voodoo” of New Orleans, Louisiana, are also places that are notorious for corruption and debauchery.  This phenomenon seems to suggest that when a place is rife with sin, there is ample opportunities for unscrupulous lowlives to exploit the weaknesses of others by calling judgment down on their moral failings.


On a very subtle level, every person who speaks loshon hara and rechilus, dwelling on another person’s faults and failings, is tapping into these same dark forces of corruption.

Loshon Hura Makes One an Angel... (?)


On a more positive note, we might find within the negative impulses underlying loshon hara, the root of a truly noble instinct.  It is possible that a man may form bad judgments and speak loshon hara because he has an inner desire to increase his spirituality.  We will begin with an interesting observation from Rabbi Shimshon Rafael Hirsch.


“R. Shimshon Rafael Hirsch once commented on the common urge to speak loshon hara about a fellow Jew’s mitzvah observance.  He said that the soul’s natural tendency is to strive ever higher.  If a person is actively involved in Torah and mitzvos, then he is growing spiritually and his soul is content. But if a person is lazy and his actions are not helping his soul to move upward, then he feels inner discontent.  


“He seeks to satisfy this discontent by appearing to be growing spiritually.  And how does he accomplish this?  By making everyone around him appear smaller.  His thinking goes something like this.  ‘If my fellow Jew doesn’t give enough tzedakah, or do some other mitzvah that I am careful to do, then, by focusing on his deficiencies, I will feel as if I am higher.”  Companion 81.


This might sound familiar to anyone who ever encountered a negative, deprecating curmudgeon—the idea that for people with no yiras shamayim, the quickest way to lift oneself up is to push others down.  But perhaps that may only be a superficial reading of Rabbi Hirsch’s explanation of this common phenomenon.  


Perhaps we can see in a Jew who speaks disparagingly of others, a motivation not fully identical to the ruthless, cruel and heartless champions of brute force who strive only to advance themselves in olam hazeh.  Perhaps there is a spiritual explanation, albeit distorted, for the behavior of such Jews.


The Chafetz Chaim teaches that oftentimes, that the motivation for speaking loshon hara is very often linked to a form of flattery.  The speaker of loshon hara wishes to ingratiate himself with his listener, by confiding in him volatile and dangerous information.  In an attempt to form a bond with the listener, the speaker of loshon hara slams somebody else.


Perhaps if we focus on this motivation, we might be able to see that the desire to speak badly of another Jew’s mitzvah observance is not entirely the same as the desire to destroy others in order to glorify oneself.  What a Jew is saying when he points out another Jew’s spiritual failings, is not so much to bring the other one down per se, but to lift himself up by demonstrating that he recognizes the true requirements of the Law.  It’s almost a form of boasting.  


In essence, as Rabbi Hirsch points out, the man who speaks loshon hara is motivated by a form of discontent born out of spiritual stagnation; feeling the stuffiness of lack of spiritual development within himself, he strives to release some of the tension that results from feeling the burden of Torah looming over him.  He speaks the loshon hara about another Jew’s mitzvah observance as a way of saying, “Boruch Hashem, at least I don’t do like that other guy.”  In a sense, the man speaking ill of his fellow’s observance is attempting to lift himself up by reminding others, and himself, of the good that he does.


A question could be asked on this interpretation.  While there may be a distinction, (albeit tenuous, perhaps) between tearing others down, simply to stand on top of their destruction, with a form of “bragging” about one’s own performance by comparing one’s accomplishments to other’s deficiencies, still, this does not explain a very common, distasteful form of loshon hara:  often times, people will speak loshon hara about another person regarding the very subject that themselves have personally failed in.  “Our Sages tell us (Kiddushin 70a) that one who degrades another person often so regarding the very fault which he himself possesses.”  Companion 157.


How could we attribute this kind of loshon hara, degrading others’ mitzvah observance, to a form of bragging, when, very often, the speaker himself has nothing to brag about, being guilty of the very same sin?


Taking the simple understanding, that one wishes to destroy others simply in order to glorify himself over their defeat, it would almost seem like this phenomenon would be a spiritual impossibility.  How in the world could one possibly feel good about himself, when he points out the failings of others, if he, himself, possesses those same failures?  On a very basic level, how does this make one feel good?  How can he even get the words out of his mouth?  Shouldn’t the very mention of such sins cause him to feel pangs of guilt, and judgment, fear, shame and embarrassment?  Forgot about whether or not the listener believes him, how in the world can the speaker of such loshon hara derive any benefit, pleasure or satisfaction whatsoever, while at the time he is speaking, he is aware of his own sin?


It seems that a way to explain this might be, that simply knowing what is right and proper, what halacha demands, is a strong benefit and pleasure in and of itself.  The man who belittles his fellow Jew’s mitzvah observance is doing, lhavdil, a perverted form of chazara.  He’s calling the halacha to mind; it’s a form of vidduy, in a sense.  He’s acknowledging the fact that he recognizes the difference between right and wrong.  


By speaking loshon hara against his fellow, this man is actually benefiting from acting as a shaliach for the Almighty, lhavidil—the speaker has turned himself into the Accuser.  In a very real sense, his own sins and failings don’t matter anymore—by prosecuting his fellow’s mitzvah observance, he transforms himself into an agent for Divine Justice.  Acting now, in his own mind, as form of a moloch of Hashem, may His Name be blessed, lhavdil, this man says, “My own sins are irrelevant, I’m simply acting to defend Torah, halacha and Ha Kodesh Baruch Hu.”  In his perverted logic, man deprecating his fellow’s observance holds himself out to be some kind of champion of purity, a zealot, an avenger of Gd’s name, one who boldly speaks up to defend Gd’s honor, one who is courageous enough to see to it that the ones who fail get punished.

� Rashi to Bamidbar 12.1.  “You have a woman who is pleasing in her beauty but not pleasing in her actions, in her actions but not in her beauty, but this one was pleasing in all.”


� Sefer Chovos haLevovos, “Shaar haKeniah,” chapter 7, quoted in Chofetz Chaim A Lesson a Day, R. Shimon Finkelman and R. Yitzchak Berkowitz, p. 83, Mesorah Publications, 1995.





