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“The affliction of Tzaraas, when it shall afflict a person...”

Chazal tell us in several places, that the skin condition called “Tzaraas” is meted out as a punishment for seven, ten, or
eleven different Aveiros'. These lists include: haughtiness, stealing, and swearing falsely. Arguably the most widely known
cause for Tzaraas is Lashon Hora. This was demonstrated in Parshas Behaaloscha when Miriam was afflicted with Tzaraas
for speaking degradingly of Moshe Rabbeinu. From this story, comes a specific Mitzva to remember Miriam and the
punishment she received.

Tzaraas Nowadays: It is commonly understood that the affliction of Tzaraas only occurred in ancient times. In truth however,
the Rambam states clearly that Tzaraas applies “in all places, at all times™. The Chofetz Chaim lists one of the prohibitions
transgressed when speaking Lashon Hora as "nyay vana mwn" — “beware of the affliction of Tzaraas”, since Tzaraas is
caused by speaking Lashon Hora®. The Shulchan Aruch (which does not discuss laws that are not applicable nowadays),
discusses the Halachos of a Metzorah regarding wearing Tefillin and other laws®. Most Acharonim explain that since
nowadays we don’t have a Kohen “Meyuchas” (one with recorded priestly lineage), it isn’t possible to perform the various
procedures for the Metzorah and the Dinim would not apply®. The Yaavetz disagrees, and states that even in the absence of
a Kohen, if one knows that his skin rash is Tzaraas, it must be treated as such and is forbidden to remove®.

Regarding Tzaraas of the clothing or houses, technically the same Machlokes would apply. The Netziv writes, that these
forms of Tzaraas are miraculous and do not occur naturally. However, were Tzaraas to miraculously appear on one’s clothing
or house, it would have the status of Tzaraas no differently than in ancient times’. Some explain that Tzaraas nowadays still
applies in a spiritual level, affecting one’s soul and not the body®.

True or False: In the very beginning of his Sefer, the Chofetz Chaim defines “Lashon Hora” as referring specifically to
disparaging talk that is intrinsically true. In other words, Lashon Hora is only when the information related is true. When
damaging comments are made which are false, it is called “Motzi Shem Rah”, a worse Aveirah®. Other Acharonim prove from
various places that the label “Loshon Hora” can be applied to both true and false gossip'. R’ Elchonon Wasserman 1"n
explains that these opinions are really not conflicting at all. Whenever a person relates a bad deed done by another person,
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even if the facts are true, the conclusions that the public will conclude are almost certainly not true. Often the person will have
already done Teshuva on his misdeed, or never realized the extent of his actions. In this case, the disgrace that is created for
this person is baseless and false. Hence, almost always Lashon Hora refers to false gossip, not in the facts themselves but in
their presentation and the conclusion surmised''. When the actual facts are also false, it is called Motzi Shem Rah instead of
Loshon Hora.

Non-Jews: In Parshas Kedoshim the Torah commands: nya 751 17n X7 — “Do not be a talebearer on your nation”. This
Passuk seems to imply that it is only forbidden to speak slanderously of another member of Klal Yisrael (“your nation”). The
Medrash states, that even so, it is forbidden to speak slanderously about a non-Jew, since this will eventually lead a person
to speak about Jews as well”®. The Rosh in Sefer Orchos Chaim also states that it is forbidden to slander “any creation”,
implying that it is forbidden to speak about anyone, Jew or non-Jew™. Some Meforshim explain this Medrash to refer to a Ger
and not to a Goy'*. Others explain that the Rosh is only describing a pious form of behavior, and not the actual Halacha. Most
contemporary Poskim conclude that Lashon Hora is permitted on a Goy, although it is certainly virtuous to abstain from
slander on anyone™.

Lashon Hora on Inanimate Objects: In Parshas Shelach, we are told of the severe retribution heaped upon the Meraglim
(spies) for speaking disparagingly of the condition of Eretz Yisrael. Rashi explains, that the reason they were punished so
severely was since this took place immediately following the story of Miriam (where she was afflicted with Tzaraas for
speaking Lashon Hora on Moshe), they should have heeded to this example and not spoken Lashon Hora on Eretz Yisrael.
This explanation is seemingly strange, since nowhere in the Torah are we commanded against slandering inanimate objects.
The Torah only forbids speaking about people, not objects. The Pirkei DR’ Eliezer explains, that in fact the Lashon Hora
spoken by the Meraglim was not considered Lashon Hora on the land itself, rather it was considered slandering Hashem
Himself that He would be unable to conquer it 1"n."

The Yereim explains in a slightly different manner. When one speaks badly of a person’s possessions or property, it often
reflects poorly on the owner. Such talk is considered Lashon Hora, even though he is technically only speaking about
inanimate objects. Similarly, the sin of the Meraglim was for speaking dispargingly about Eretz Yisrael, since it is Hashem’s
land which he praised as an naiv yax — “a good land”. This is considered Lashon Hora on the “owner”, namely, Hashem
Himself'”. When the Talmidim of R’ Baruch Ber Leibowitz 7"x1 returned from Eretz Yisrael, they told him how the heat in Eretz
Yisrael was unbearable. R’ Boruch Ber immediately stopped them, and admonished them for speaking Lashon Hora on Eretz
Yisrael.

Lashon Hora is not only limited to Eretz Yisrael'. Anytime the Lashon Hora is disgracing a creation of Hashem, it can be
considered to reflect on its Maker. The Gemara in Taanis (2"v D) tells us of R" Elazar Ben R’ Shimon who was traveling on
the road and passed an extremely ugly looking person. Upon seeing this person, he exclaimed, “How ugly is this person.
Perhaps all the people in your city are equally as ugly?” To this the person responded, “Go to the Artist that has fashioned
me, and tell him how ugly his creation is.” R’ Elazar realized that he had spoken inappropriately, and begged for forgiveness.

Similarly, the Gemara in Bava Basra states that one is forbidden to speak badly, even about a non-Kosher animal®.
Obviously, this would only apply when speaking about the actual creation. Speaking about the individual actions performed

by someone, is not a reflection on their Creator. Only when speaking about a Jew, it is forbidden to speak about his actions.

On Oneself: At first glance, the Aveirah of Lashon Hora would seem to be one of n'an%? nTx |2 — between man and his
fellow, and not nipn? nTx |2 — between man and Hashem. The Chofetz Chaim based on the words of Rabeinu Yonah,
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informs us otherwise. Even if the Lashon Hora being spoken will not cause any shame or damage to the anyone, it is still
forbidden, since the Torah warns against ever speaking disparagingly of a fellow Jew, regardless of the results. This was
illustrated clearly in the story of Miriam, where the Lashon Hora was spoken only with Aharon, who would not think any less
of Moshe. Even so, the very fact that derogatory words were spoken constitutes Lashon Hora®.

In light of this, the question arises regarding if a person allows someone to speak Lashon Hora about him. The Chofetz
Chaim omitted this case from his Sefer entirely. The reason for this omission, he said, was since he was not completely
convinced of its permissibility, although it almost certainly is permitted®'. Other Poskim, including R’ Elyashiv X"u'7w, pasken
that in this case Lashon Hora is permitted, since this is no different than allowing someone to steal from you?.

The story is told of the Chofetz Chaim who was traveling outside of Radin, his home town, when he met another traveler. Not
realizing that he was the Chofetz Chaim himself, the traveler asked him which town he is from. Upon discovering that the old
man was from Radin, the traveler asked him if he had heard of the saintly Chofetz Chaim that also lives in Radin. The
Chofetz Chaim replied that he had heard of him, but that he really is not such a great Tzaddik and Talmid Chochom as
people make him out to be. The traveler, upon hearing such brazen and impudent talk about the Gadol Hador, began to
berate the Chofetz Chaim and loudly reprimand him. A while later, the traveler came to realize, that the “insolent old man”
was none other than the Chofetz Chaim himself. He immediately traveled to Radin to ask forgiveness from the Chofetz
Chaim. With his immense humility, the Chofetz Chaim told him that in essence he did in fact deserve the rebuke, since
Lashon Hora should never be spoken, even about oneself.

This story, if it is accurate at all, poses several Halachic difficulties. The Chofetz Chaim himself writes in his Sefer, that it is
permitted (although maybe not advisable), to speak Lashon Hora about oneself. Furthermore, if one hears someone speak
Lashon Hora about himself he is permitted to believe it, which is forbidden regarding any other Lashon Hora®. Hence it is
likely that this story (which has several conflicting versions to begin with) is not accurate at all*. Possibly, the Chofetz Chaim
only meant to appease the individual, and never intended for a Halachic ruling. This is all the more likely, since the Chofetz
Chaim, who was quite well versed in Hilchos Lashon Hora (to say the least), did in fact speak Lashon Hora on himself. It is
also possible that the Chofetz Chaim did not mean that he had been guilty of speaking Lashon Hora; rather that he was guilty
of “Avak Lashon Hora” — a subordinate level of Lashon Hora. Since the person hearing his words did not realize that the
Lashon Hora was permitted, (even though in fact it was permitted), it is considered “Avak Lashon Hora"®®. This minimal level
of Lashon Hora is described by the Gemara as a sin that almost everyone is guilty of, due to its nominal severity*’.

The Gemara in Bava Kama ('¥) states that it is forbidden for a person to purposely cause himself injury. The Rishonim
dispute if this prohibition applies to embarrassing oneself as well”®. According to the Toseftah it is forbidden®. The Acharonim
further discuss, if for the purpose of earning a living one is permitted to cause himself embarrassment. According to the
Maharshal, even for Parnosoh one may not cause himself embarrassment™.

The Mishna in Erchin tells us that contrary to the popular conception, speaking damaging words is worse than doing a
damaging act. Evil words can reach endlessly and extend for generations. The converse is true as well. The power of words
of kindness is unbounded.
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