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//  T w o.  

Lie for Truth! 


The laws of shmiras haloshon are fraught with incredible and counterintuitive surprises.  We are sometimes asked to do things according to the Torah that would be the exact opposite of what would be dictated by common sense.  For our first example, we will learn the laws of shmiras haloshon from the words that were spoken by no One less that Gd Himself, may His Name be blessed.


“Then Hashem said to Avraham, ‘To be dismissive Sarah laughed, saying, “Is it even true that I shall give birth, though I have aged?’”  Braishis 18.13.  The Chafetz Chaim points out that Hashem only told Avraham one part of Sarah’s statement.  In fact, Hashem left out her full statement.  L’havdil, if we can say such a thing, Hashem, may His Name be blessed, Himself, misrepresented Sarah’s words and took them out of context, by leaving out the fact that Sarah also said, ‘… and my husband is old.’  


The Chafetz Chaim explains, in the words of Rashi, Hashem altered the truth for the sake of peace.  Even though they were titanic pillars of gadlus and righteousness, Hashem, may His Name be blessed, knew that on some very subtle level, Avraham may have felt hurt to learn that he was called ‘old’ by his wife Sarah.  Therefore Hashem “altered the truth” for the sake of peace.  Yevamos 65b, cited in Chofetz Chaim: A Daily Companion, 184-185.  (also see See Rashi to Braishis 50.16).


A question can be asked on the concept of lying to “alter” for the sake of peace.  What exactly is a person “altering” for the sake of peace?  Our Sages teach us that ‘the seal of Gd is truth.’   Furthermore, the Torah teaches us an explicit, positive mitzvah – “Distance yourself from falsehood.”  Shmos 23.7.  Nevertheless, the Chafetz Chaim teaches, it is permissible, in fact, preferable, for us to lie for the sake of peace. 


“Truth, from the Torah’s perspective, is more than words,” explains Rabbis Finkelman and Berkowitz in the name of the Chafetz Chaim.  “Maharal explains that from the Torah’s perspective, animosity is a form of falsehood.  This attitude is expressed by the Sages’ term for animosity, ‘sinas chinam,’ baseless hatred.  Peace itself is a form of truth, and strife is a form of falsehood.  When we speak with the goal of avoiding strife we are preserving truth and rejecting falsehood.”  Companion 184-185.


“Thus, a statement of rechilus which could be cause for sinas chinam is a potential cause of falsehood—and concealing or altering the facts to avoid rechilus is an advancement for the cause of truth.”  Companion 184-185.


Through Gd’s example of how we can “alter” for the sake of peace, the Torah seems to teach us we wield a tremendous power.  With our skillful words and good intentions, we hold the ability to manipulate the “image” of the world itself, to “retouch” the portraits of others.  With the airbrush of care, concern, love and respect, we can beautify and ennoble our portrayals of our fellows Jews.   In so doing, we can gloss over their blemishes and emphasize their true beauty, the “truer” truth of their inner goodness, despite their few shortcomings.


Our commitment to the “truer truth” should be unwavering, and not bow to any pressures.  The Chafetz Chaim teaches that if asked to tell over negative information, we should evade the issue without resorting to an outright lie.  However, if it is obvious that the other person will not accept such an answer, one should lie to avoid spreading negativity.


According to the Chafetz Chaim, even if we are confronted by our own father or rebbi, who directly ask us to tell them what other people are saying about them, we are prohibited from saying anything.  If we allow ourselves to repeat the negative words of others, even to such innocuous questions such as, ‘Did they like my shiur?’ we have violated the prohibition against rechilus, tale-bearing.  Here, too, we must be vigilant and must deliberately, albeit respectfully, avoid telling over the exact response.  Companion 118.


There are situations in which a refusal to answer a question would in itself constitute a transgression of the prohibition against speaking rechilus.  “When, for example, one is asked whether or not a certain individual was the guilty party in a certain incident, remaining silent is less revealing than an explicit “yes.”  Here halakha requires one to conceal the facts, and simply say, “No.”  A Lesson a Day, p 308.


We should take a similar tack if someone asks our opinion about his business judgment.  Even if this person has clearly made an error, we should lie if necessary to avoid embarrassing him or making him feel regret.  “If the buyer asks us whether we think he was cheated, we are not allowed to tell him the truth, for this would cause strife and is therefore considered rechilus.  To the contrary, says the Chafetz Chaim, in such a case it would be a mitzvah to praise the transaction and tell the buyer that he did well with his purchase.  The Chafetz Chaim assures us that the command, ‘Distance yourself from falsehood,’ (Shmos 23.7) does not apply here.  As we have already explained, preserving peace is a form of truth, while spreading animosity is a form of falsehood.”  Companion 241.

WHAT THEY DON’T KNOW, 

WON’T HURT THEM.


This idea of lying for truth also includes some situations of deliberately keeping another person in the dark.  If you know that your fellow is being unwittingly injured, and you think you can help him out, ideally you should try to bring an end the injury without ever telling your brother that he is being abused.  “If the option exists, one must protect the victim without his ever suspecting that someone is attempting to harm him.”  Lesson 342.


This situation also carries a surprising angle.  If indeed, you are not able to help your brother to end the injury, and you know that he will not be able to help himself either, it is forbidden to tell him the source of his oppression.  “Sad as it is, one may not make a person better aware of his own situation if he will not make constructive use if such clarification and advice.”  A Lesson a Day, R Shimon Finkelman, R Yitchak Berkowitz, Mesorah Publications, 1995. p 340.

Police Your BORDERS.


The Torah brings an interesting image:  the mouth is like a doorway, which we need to be careful to keep firmly locked, in order to prevent our valuables from being stolen by thieves.  However, the language of the posuk is curious.  A close reading of the words makes it difficult to understand the location of the “thieves.”


“Scripture states: ‘From that which lies within your bosom, guard the portals of your mouth.’ (Micah 7.5)…  An entrance to a house must be opened when necessary, but it cannot be left open all day and all night, to do so would mean to leave the house open to thieves.  Similarly, one cannot allow his mouth to be open indiscriminately.”  A Lesson a Day, 229.


The language of the posuk is curious.  Of course we have to “guard the portals of our mouth.”  But why guard it “from that which lies in our bosom?”  It sounds as if there is something in own bosom that is looking to do us harm!  According to this explanation, a paraphrase of this line might read, “Guard the portals of your mouth so that they won’t be breached by something lying in your bosom.”  But in what way can “something lying in one’s bosom” pose a threat to the “portals of one’s mouth?”


We might learn out from the moshel of the thief brought above.  Portals need to be guarded against thieves.  So, too, one’s mouth needs to be guarded against thieves of a sort.  The thief in this moshel seems to be located in one’s bosom, and Micah the Novi is instructing us to guard our mouths from being breached by the thief in our bosom.  


Just like there are valuables inside one’s home that one does not want to be taken by thieves, so, too, a person houses “valuables” of his own which he does not want to be “stolen” by wily deceivers.  The “thief” in one’s bosom may be the inner hatreds and resentments that we might harbor against others, but keep closely guarded for the sake of peace.  These negative impressions, harmful facts and information, hatreds, spite and ill-will that he harbors within him rise up in the form of a “thief” when they are able to break the “lock” of one’s noble silence and restraint and allow the closely guarded feelings to be snatched.  If the “portal” of the mouth is not well-guarded, then one’s unconscious motivations will force him to breach his silence and disclose negative information that would destroy peace.

JUSTICE is Good for You. 

“The Choftez Chaim says that when one observes the laws of shmiras haloshon inevitably evolves into a better person.  That is because in every interaction, one is focused on not causing others pain.   Time after time, day after day, the person who is careful with speech calls that imperative into play.  It informs his decisions about what he says and what he thinks.  Eventually, it becomes who he is.  ‘For Hashem loves His people, and the stronger one loves Gd’s people, the stronger is Gd’s love for him.’ Mesillas Yesharim 19.  A Lesson a Day, xxiv. 


Why did King David add the words, ‘to see good’ in his famous verse on shmiras haloshon?  “’Who is the man who desires life, who loves days to see good?  Guard your tongue from evil,’” (Tehillim 34.13)  The answer is that [shmiras haloshon is accomplished by] seeing good, seeing the good in others and in life... By practicing these laws every Jew becomes trained to see the good in others.”  A Lesson a Day, xxiv.

To See the World 

THROUGH THE Eyes of the CREATOR.


“Love your fellow as yourself,” Rabbi Meir Treibitz explains, in the name of Rabbi Akiva, according to the Yerushalmi, is the “klal gadol” of the Torah.  The Chofetz Chaim explains how this great mitzvah applies to shmiras haloshon.


“If one’s fellow acted improperly towards him, one must not take revenge or bear a grudge.  Rather, one must erase the matter from his heart, and seek to do good in every way with that person, just as he would with any other Jew, as if nothing negative had ever come between them.  This is what the Torah requires of us, as it is written, “You shall not take revenge and you shall not bear a grudge against the members of your people.  You shall love your fellow as yourself [I am Hashem]” (Vayikra 19.18), quoted in A Lesson a Day, p 255.


But Rabbi Treibitz goes further to suggest that the text of the Yerushalmi might actually be lacking the word, “etc.”  That is, the “klal gadol” of the Torah is not merely an ethical injunction, ‘You shall love your fellow as yourself,’ but indeed, the Yerushalmi should also include the word “et cetera,” referring to the all-important concluding phrase, “I am Hashem.”


Just as the Name “Hashem” represents those actions of the Creator, may His Name be blessed, which are understood by us to be compassionate and merciful, the Name that refers to His role as the Creator who continually creates the world anew at each moment, Rabbi Treibitz explains that this mitzvah requires a Jew to act in the exact same way.


Just as Hashem, may His Name be blessed, recreates the world anew at every instant, so too, a Jew is commanded to treat his fellow as if he just met him that instant, and forget about every bad thing that his fellow did to him, to not take revenge and not hold a grudge.  


“The Vilna Gaon (in his famous letter) quotes the Midrash which says that for each moment in which a person refrains from speaking the forbidden, he merits a hidden light that no angel can fathom.  Note that the Midrash does not speak of refraining from forbidden speech for a month, a week, or for an hour, but only for a moment!”  A Lesson a Day, 61.


This Midrash seems to suggest that when one acts with mercy and refrains from ‘taking his due,’ ‘exacting his measure,’ ‘settling scores,’ that is, he may be tempted to say something negative about another person, yet he restrains himself from doing so, and thus spares that person from a form destruction-- he may behold this hidden light.  


We might explain this light to involve the joy of seeing the world from the perspective of the Creator, may His Name be blessed, Who has infinite opportunities to take vengeance upon a person and mete out justice for the man’s sins.  Nevertheless, Hashem, may His Name be blessed, constantly restrains His justice with His mercy, and allows sinners to live.  A man who withholds himself and refrains from speaking loshon hara and rechilus, then, is zoicha, he merits, to behold the beauty that comes into the world when justice is conquered by mercy.


No angel can fathom this because angels are bound to the holy hierarchy, following orders from the top down.  They are the law enforcers, the powers of law and order.  How can they comprehend what it means to not do their job, to leave something neglected that deserves to be punished?  The only good that an angel knows is whether a job he’s assigned to do is done or not.  But if a larger, more important global good is achieved, yet his provincial, limited job is nullified, he can’t see past the limitations of his own perspective and can’t comprehend what the value of mercy may be.

