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Shabbat Shalom 

There are parts of the Torah that speak to the very essence of who we are and what being 
human is all about. This week’s Parsha is not one of these. Today, the Torah is speaking about 
skin disease. And if you read this and you feel like it is making you itch, then you are not alone. 
It is very hard for us to read these passages, knowing what we know about germs and 
infections, and be interested in the duties of the priests as they try to determine if the 
discolorations and scabs are a danger to society or not. 
 
And any good modern commentary will be quick to inform the reader that the skin infections 
listed here might be a variety of ailments but it is certain that it is not talking about leprosy. 
What we call leprosy today is an incurable disease that slowly causes the body to degenerate. 
That is not what is being described in Vayikra. Whatever disease a “metzora”, a person with an 
infection, might have it is not modern leprosy which is incurable and does not present as white 
scaly skin. 
 
A long time ago, Rabbis decided that priests identifying a skin disease was not, in itself, a good 
moral lesson. So they looked at these two parshiot, Tazria and Metzora, and created a Midrash, 
a lesson that would speak to Jews in every age. They decided that the word, “metzora” was not 
only a word but an acronym standing for “Motze Shem Ra”, “Evil Speech”. The rabbis 
transformed serious skin disease into a serious case of Lashon HaRa, slander and gossip.  
 
It really doesn’t take a great deal of imagination to make this jump. In Bamidbar/Numbers, 
Miriam, Moses’ sister, speaks Lashon HaRa about Moses and she is afflicted with Tzaraat, the 
scaly disease described in our parsha. When she repents of her evil speech, she is cured of her 
disease. If the Bible can make this connection, then certainly we can turn to the topics of gossip 
and slander to find our lesson for today.  
 
Jewish mystics tried to understand how it would be possible for evil speech to appear in God’s 
world. They could not understand how something that should be holy, like speech, can be 
degraded by human beings to be something as profane as gossip. How is it possible that the 
same tongue that speaks the words of prayer, can use the same physical equipment to hurt 
another human being? It is through language that we are able to contemplate God and it is 
through language that we can embarrass and hurt another. 
 
There is a famous story about all the parts of the body having an argument about which one 
was the most important. It seems that a princess needed the milk of a tiger and it is a pretty 
hard and dangerous activity to milk a tiger. But one hero did it and as he was returning with the 
precious milk the brain said that it conceived the plan to milk the tiger and so it was the most 
important part of the body. The hands disagreed and felt they were most important. The feet, 



bringing the milk to the princess felt that they were the most important. Finally, the tongue 
spoke up and said that he, the tongue, is the most important. The other parts of the body 
laughed at the tongue. 
 
When the hero arrived at the palace, he said to the king, “Here is the sow’s milk”. The king 
thought the hero was mocking his daughter’s illness and had the hero put in chains to be 
executed in the morning. Now the entire body was silent and frightened. The tongue said, 
“Now do you admit that I am the most powerful part of the body?” The rest of the organs 
quickly agreed. The tongue called to the jailer, “Why not try the milk and see if it will cure the 
princess? They tried the milk and the princess was cured. The king asked the hero, “Why did 
you call it sow’s milk”? The hero replied, “Sometimes we call all nursing mammals “sows”.  The 
hero was spared and the body admitted that life and death are in the power of the tongue.  
 
The early Hasidic masters connected the higher understandings of God with what they called 
the world of thought. Lower understandings of God were tied to what they called the world of 
speech. In their minds, the only way to have holy speech was to think before you speak, that if 
we contemplated God, our thoughts would guide our speech in a holy direction. The reverse 
would also be true; if we did not think before we speak, we would be in danger of speaking 
profane speech and Lashon HaRa. In the minds of the Hasidic masters, all we need to do is think 
before we speak, and all speech will instantly become holy.  
 
One of my teachers, Rabbi Jonathan Slater, teaches, however, that all gossip and slander is not 
the result of speaking thoughtlessly. When we are angry, jealous, afraid, ashamed and full of 
pride, we say things purposefully, with full intention of hurting another. We often know the 
consequences of our words that someone might get hurt, and while we benefit from the 
slanderous comment in some way, we choose not to consider the long term impact of our 
words, the harm it does to ourselves and the harm it does to God. It is therefore important to 
train ourselves to observe before we act, to assess our actions before they begin and thus to 
bring an awareness of the godly into our speech. We can control our impulse to harm another 
when we submit our feelings and desires to the sovereignty of God. 
 
The modern sage, the Hafetz Hayim, noted that the prohibition against eating pork is only 
mentioned twice in the Torah and everyone knows that it is forbidden to eat anything that 
comes from a pig. At the same time, the rules about slander and gossip are mentioned many 
times in the Bible and still many people act as if the rules do not exist. Clearly we could all use 
the ability to connect the world of thought to the world of speech, to think before we speak, 
and in this manner connect our speech to God.  
 
Today, we live in a world of profane speech. What we call literature, books, television and 
movies, all depend on the lowest forms of speech, as if using profanity and saying hurtful things 
are just a normal part of living. There is nothing special about the way we use our language, and 
if we utilize the shock value of profanity, and call that kind of speaking, “free speech”, then we 
have lowered our society and ourselves down to the lowest level language. We are entering 
another political season where the so called “experts” will tell us that if you don’t speak 



negatively about your opponent, then you will never win your election. We must tear down 
another if we are to build up ourselves.  
 
Our speech can be so much better than this. We can be thoughtful in how we speak. We can 
use words that will build up the world and not tear it down. We can talk to others without 
belittling them or slandering them. Judaism understands that even the truth can be turned to 
destroy someone else. We are commanded to stay as far away from evil speech as we can. We 
certainly must not speak Lashon HaRa nor can we stay and listen to it.  
 
I don’t think we have the ability to change the way language is used in literature. We can only 
control our own tongue. We have to be responsible for removing the diseased language from 
our speech and make it once again, holy. We must think before we speak, consider our words 
carefully and yes, even be prepared to be silent if nothing good can be said at all. It is hard work 
and we will have to train our hearts and minds to make sure that what we have to say will not 
tear down others. Our words can build a better world. Why should we bother to curse if we can 
bless instead? 
 
The Hebrew word for pleasure is “oneg” the Hebrew word for disease is “nega”. Both words are 
spelled with the same letters. If we arrange the letters in our speech in a profane way, they will 
spell “nega –disease” but if we connect our thought to our speech and arrange our letters with 
holiness in mind, we will bring “oneg- delight” to our world.  
 
May God always help us make our words a delight by bringing holiness and blessing to the 
letters, the words and the language we speak as we say …  

Amen and Shabbat Shalom. 


