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Watch Your Words

Words create people, and words create 
societies. Delving into the latest science around 
speech and neuroscience, communication 
professor Mark Waldman, one of the world’s 
leading experts on communication, and Dr 
Andrew Newberg, a research director at Thomas
Jefferson University Hospital, explore the idea of
“compassionate communication” in their book: 
Words can change your brain. They describe 
how, from childhood, humans’ brains are 
moulded by the words they hear, and that 
teaching children to use positive words helps 
them with emotional control and can even 
increase their attention spans.

The Torah places an enormous emphasis on the
ethics of proper speech, with many detailed laws
and categories. Speech, unique to humans, 
forms the bridge between two otherwise 
separate, independent people. It binds us 

together. Because speech is the bridge between
people, the values and ethics that surround it 
are influential as they touch on the essence of 
how we treat the people around us.

This week’s parsha, Behar, states: “One person 
shall not hurt his fellow.” (Vayikra 25:17) The 
Talmud (Bava Metzia 58b) explains that the 
verse is referring to causing emotional hurt 
through speech. The Talmud goes on to provide 
a number of examples, all of them relating to 
hurting people where they are most vulnerable, 
such as reminding a person who has done 
repentance for their previous wrongdoings, or a 
convert of their background, or to say 
judgmental things to a person who is suffering.

This week’s parsha, Behar, states: “One person 
shall not hurt his fellow.” (Vayikra 25:17) The 
Talmud (Bava Metzia 58b) explains that the 
verse is referring to causing emotional hurt 
through speech. The Talmud goes on to provide 
a number of examples, all of them relating to 
hurting people where they are most vulnerable, 
such as reminding a person who has done 
repentance for their previous wrongdoings, or a 
convert of their background, or to say 
judgmental things to a person who is suffering.

The Talmud even extends the category of hurtful
speech to causing any emotional hurt or 
disappointment, such as asking a shopkeeper 
how much a particular item costs if you have no 
intention of buying it. Clearly, we need to be 
supremely sensitive to how our words will be 
received by another person, even if no harm is 
intended.

This mitzvah of proper speech goes right to the 
heart of the kind of society we wish to create. 
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Using the power of speech for good is an 
expression of our partnership with G-d in 
creating the world. The Sefer HaChinuch says 
positive speech sows peace among people, and 
within society at large. Regarding the mitzvah of 
proper speech: “Great is peace because through
it blessing exists in the world, and problematic is
conflict [because] many curses and calamities 
come from it.” In other words, a peaceful, 
harmonious society is created through speech 
that is ethical, sensitive, kind and 
compassionate, while a divisive, hostile society 
is characterised by aggressive, harsh, hurtful 
speech.

But, there is a deeper dimension to the power of 
speech. The Maharal says harmful speech 
constitutes a direct assault on the Tzelem 
Elokim – the Divine image, the G-dly soul – 
within a person. He explains that wronging 
another person can affect different aspects of 
the human being. The wrongdoing can strike at 
another person’s possessions or money, or it 
can strike at their body, their physical being. He 
says verbal abuse is uniquely pernicious 
because it strikes at the neshama – at the soul, 
which is the very essence of the human being.

It is in this context that we can understand the 
dramatic statement of the Talmud (Bava Metzia 
58b) that shaming another person in public is 
considered a form of murder.

The Maharal explains, based on the Gemara, 
that when a person is shamed in public, their 
face becomes ashen. He says the Tzelem 
Elokim is physically manifest through the glow 
on a person’s face. This becomes obvious 
when, at the point of death, the soul leaves the 
body and the face (and the body) of the corpse 

turn ashen. The glow emanates from the 
spiritual energy of the soul. So, if a person is 
shamed to such an extent that the glow leaves 
his face, it indicates that the Tzelem Elokim has,
so to speak, been knocked out of such a person.

Of course, it works the other way as well. Words
of praise and acknowledgement make a 
person’s face glow. Kind, gentle words, words of
warmth and encouragement, nurture the souls of
those around us.

The Maharal quotes a Midrash (Vayikra Rabba 
4), which states that the soul of every human 
being is in G-d’s hands, and that G-d therefore 
defends it. This is how the Maharal explains the 
Gemara, which says G-d considers it a direct 
affront when someone uses the power of words 
to harm another human being. The Talmud goes
so far as to say (Bava Metzia 59a) that even in a
time when it is difficult to access Hashem, 
nevertheless the “Gates of Heaven” are always 
open to a person who calls out in pain from the 
hurtful words of another person.

And so this mitzvah of not hurting another 
person with one’s words is crucial to creating the
kind of world we wish to live in. Adhering to the 
laws and stipulations of proper speech helps us 
to achieve something beyond the smooth 
functioning of a society. It actually lays the 
platform for the greatest task we have as human
beings, enabling the Tzelem Elokim – the spark 
of pure G-dliness within each one of us – to 
flourish, enabling us to draw close to our Creator
and fulfil our G-dly potential. Ensuring an 
environment in which the Tzelem Elokim is 
strengthened and can flourish is part of our 
responsibility as partners with G-d in creation, 
and is in fact G-d’s ultimate vision for the world.
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In essence, what emerges is the idea that for 
human beings to flourish, we need to give space
for the Tzelem Elokim within every human to 
flourish. Positive speech creates the conditions 
under which this is possible. Verbal abuse – 
hurtful words – oppress the soul and crush the 
human spirit; they undermine the capacity for 
human beings to flourish. Through words of 
affirmation, on the other hand, we aren’t just 
able get along with each other; we don’t just 
avoid conflict; we set the conditions for real 
human flourishing.

But, it goes even deeper. The Ramban says the 
power of words affects not just the people they 
are directed at, but also the speaker of those 
words. He goes as far as to say that speaking 
gently, sensitively and compassionately is the 
key to creating the kind of person we want to be.
And so this mitzvah becomes part of the life 
project of self-creation, of self-transformation. In 
his famous letter to his son, the Ramban begins 
by saying: “Accustom yourself always to speak 
all of your words with gentleness to all people at 
all times, and through this you’ll be saved from 
anger, which is a terrible trait that causes people
to sin… this will bring to your heart the attribute 
of humility, which is the finest of all of the 
character traits… and through humility, the awe 
of G-d will intensify in your heart…”

So we see from this passage in the Ramban that
the journey of self-transformation and self-
improvement begins with the way we speak. 
When we speak kindly and gently, we are saved
from anger and draw close to G-d. Speech that 
is hurtful, on the other hand, creates a world of 
anger, and also drives anger deep into our own 

make-up. Ultimately, it distances us from G-d 
and unmoors us from our own spiritual potential.

These things are all interconnected. Gentleness 
and kindness lead to humility. Humility is about 
recognising the intrinsic value, appreciating the 
preciousness, of every person created in the 
image of G-d. It is about recognising that 
whatever gifts we may have, come directly from 
G-d, and do not make us better than another 
person, but only impose on us greater 
responsibility to do good in the world. This 
humility is intertwined with an appreciation for G-
d’s greatness.

Positive, kind, compassionate speech is about 
creating a flourishing, peaceful society. It is 
about upholding the image of G-d within every 
person and giving it the space to flourish. It is 
about the journey of self-transformation, the 
journey of self-creation.

The Greeting that Saved Lives

What gives a person value and makes him 
important? Is it his wealth? His looks or talents?

According to the Torah, a person is important 
and valuable just because he's a person created
by God. In this week's portion, when somebody 
wanted to donate his 'value' in silver to the 
Tabernacle, each person in every age group 
was told to give the same amount, implying that 
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they all had equal value in the eyes of God. We 
learn from here to treat each and everyone we 
meet with true respect, no matter how important 
or not they seem on the outside.

In our story a boy goes out of his way to show 
respect for everyone, and is glad he did. 

"PAYING RESPECTS "

Another fun-filled summer at Camp Wallabee
was in full swing. The campers had settled in, 
and were really enjoying the long, lazy days of 
sports, nature walks, and especially swimming 
and boating on Lake Wallabee.

One day, Jay and his friends were chatting 
and joking as they made their way back from the
lake on their way to lunch. They walked quickly 
past the old janitor's shack, paying it no 
attention. Only Jay stopped for a moment to 
greet the small, wrinkled man half-dozing inside.

"Hi Ed, have a good day!" Jay said, with a 
big smile. He exchanged a few pleasant words 
with the man, and ran to catch up with his 
friends who had already reached the lunchroom.

"Hey Jay, what took you so long?" teased 
Adam. "Having another deep conversation with 
your friend, the janitor?" he laughed derisively.

Jay blushed, embarrassed by the boy's 
comment. Old Ed was a plain, simple man 
without much of an education, doing what the 
boys considered an unimportant job. They would
sometimes laugh and make fun of him behind 
his back, but usually just ignored him, as if he 
didn't even exist.

But Jay's parents had always taught him to 
show respect to everyone he met. His dad would

always say, "If God felt somebody was important
enough to put into His world, certainly he's 
important enough for us to treat decently."

Jay dug into his lunch, trying to ignore his 
friend's barb, and the incident was soon 
forgotten.

The next day was boating day. The excited 
campers trotted down the path to the lake, each 
running past Ed, the janitor, without giving him a 
second look. As Jay passed by, he felt tempted 
to do the same. Maybe the other kids were right,
and it was just foolish to pay so much attention 
to someone like that.

He was about to fly by like the rest, but 
something inside wouldn't let him. "A person is a
person," he thought. "Just because he's not 
someone people consider so important, that 
doesn't mean I should ignore him." He stopped 
and greeted Ed, who as usual smiled back at 
him and mumbled a few friendly words.

Jay and Adam, who had teamed up, felt like 
ancient explorers as they rowed their boat to the
far end of the lake. But they got a little carried 
away, and rowed a bit too close to the rocky 
shore. Suddenly there was a big bump and a 
loud ripping sound. The boys were shocked to 
hear those sounds, and even more shocked to 
see water gushing into the boat.

"A sharp rock must have pierced the bottom 
of our boat!" yelled Jay.

Fortunately they were very close to the edge 
of the lake, and they were able to row the 
leaking boat quickly to the nearby shore.

"What do we do now?" asked Adam, panic in
his voice.
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"Don't worry," Jay said. "When the 
counselors check the list of boats, and notice 
that the one you signed out didn't come back in 
time, they'll for sure come and find us."

But Adam didn't look relieved. In fact he 
looked terrified. "Oh, no!" he gasped. "I was in 
such a hurry, I forgot to sign us out for the boat 
this time. No one knows we're here. We'll be 
stuck here forever!"

Sure enough, hours passed with no sign of 
help on the way. It was now starting to get dark. 
The boys had no idea what to do and were on 
the verge of despair.

Suddenly they heard the sound of an 
approaching motorboat. They were relieved to 
see chief water counselor who spotted them with
his searchlight. "Wow, thanks for saving us!" 
cried out the grateful boys.

The counselor shook his head. "Don't thank 
me," he said with a stern look. "Without your 
names on the sign-out list, I had no idea you 
were out there."

The boys looked confused. "So how did you 
know we were missing?"

"You can thank old Ed, the janitor," the 
counselor said. "I was about to lock up the dock 
for the night, when he came running over and 
told me that all of the boys hadn't come back. I 
assured him they had, but he insisted, saying 
that he had been in his shack all afternoon, and 
one boy, the only boy who ever spoke to him, 
had greeted him on the way to the lake, but not 
on the way back. I counted the boats again, and 
sure enough, we discovered he was right."

The boys stood there with mouths wide 
open. They both saw very clearly just how 
important the 'unimportant' man that Jay had 
properly treated with respect had really been in 
their lives.

Ages 3-5

Q. How did most of the boys feel about Ed the 
Janitor? 
A. They felt that since he wasn't very smart or 
rich, he wasn't important enough to talk to.

Q. How did Jay feel differently? 
A. He felt that every single person is important 
because he was made by God.

Ages 6-9

Q. Do you think that some people are more 
valuable and important than others? 
A. While some people do have more talents, 
power, or possessions than others, we are all of 
equal value. Every one of us has been created 
by God with his own special set of 
circumstances, and mission to fulfill in life. Each 
human being is unique, and an invaluable piece 
of the great jig-saw puzzle of life.

Q. Why do you think Ed the janitor noticed that 
Jay hadn't returned and went out of his way to 
tell the water counselor? 
A. Unlike his friends, Jay made a special effort 
to greet Ed every day, and treat him with dignity.
Because Jay cared about the janitor, Ed, in turn,
cared about Jay. It was only natural that he 
would notice that Jay hadn't passed him and 
greeted him again on his way back from the 
lake. When we go out of our way to treat each 
and every person we meet in a way that lets 
them know we feel they are important, we bring 
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a lot of light into their lives, and do our part to 
make the world a better place.

Ages 10 and Up

Q. Our sages teach that we shouldn't look down 
on any person, as there is nobody who doesn't 
have his moment. What does this statement 
mean to you? 
A. There is a temptation to look at the world from
a very limited viewpoint, and see people in terms
of 'haves' and 'have-nots.' It can seem that only 
those who have whatever society values are 
worthy of our respect. The sages of the Torah 
want us to adopt a higher, more spiritual 
perspective, and realize that if someone weren't 
an important part of God's plan for the world, he 
wouldn't be here. Each person has his 'moment,'
his unique reason for being put here, and 
therefore is just as important in the big scheme 
of things as anyone else.

Q.Are all men created equal? 
A. Yes, and no. In the ultimate sense, as God's 
children we are all equally valuable and 
necessary parts of creation. Yet each of us has 
been given a role to play, and the assets needed
to play that role, which can be vastly different. 
The ideal is to respect the intrinsic Godly value 
of every human being, but not make the mistake
of thinking that we should somehow discourage, 
or prevent people from being their unique 
selves, and playing the roles for which they are 
especially suited.

Sabbatical and Sinai

Every week, we open our email and read from 
the Torah portion nice ideas about relationships,
spirituality, success and joy. We appreciate the 
Torah for its relevance, rationality and wisdom. 
But there's one question we haven't asked: How 
do we know the Torah is true? Did God really 
give the Torah to the Jewish people on Mount 
Sinai?

To help answer our question, let's try looking at 
the reverse argument: that the Torah was written
by a committee. In fact, let's imagine that we're 
the rabbis assigned to write the Torah. Of 
course, we're not going to tell anyone that we're 
writing this or else they won't accept it. Instead, 
we're going to say God gave this book – and 
hope people believe us.

Now remember, we're starting from scratch. 
There's nothing yet written – no Garden of Eden,
no Ten Commandments. So what would be a 
good law to include in our Torah? How about 
"Thou shalt not steal?" That's very practical – 
let's include it.

"Thou shalt not murder?" Okay, we'll put that in, 
too.

Now I'd like to propose the following law:
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Every seventh year, the entire Jewish people 
must cease working the fields. They may not 
plant, plow or harvest – for an entire year, once 
every seven years.

Do you think this is a good law to put in the 
Torah?

Sure! We've all heard of "crop rotation." Letting 
the land lie fallow helps replenish the nutrients, 
yielding better crops than if you'd use the soil 
year after year.

One problem, however. If we're an agrarian 
society (as the early Israelites were), then we 
live off what we plant. So if we don't plant for an 
entire year, we'll have nothing to eat!

But there's a solution: Let's store up one-sixth of 
the harvest in each of the first six years, and 
then eat from that in the Sabbatical year. Or 
alternatively, we could divide the country into 
seven regions; each year, a different region will 
let their fields rest and borrow food from all 
others. Simple enough.

Alternative Option

Now imagine that our committee proposes a far 
more radical idea: No dividing the land, no 
storing up grain. Rather, we simply promise to 
deliver a triple crop in the sixth year.

Absurd! Obviously we can't guarantee that the 
sixth year will yield a triple crop. If we're 
pretending to be God, and promise something 
we can't deliver, we'll be exposed as frauds!

How long do you think this religion will last if we 
make this promise?

About six years! As soon as the triple crop 
doesn't come, we're out of business. The 
religion's a sham.

So our imaginary rabbinical Torah-writing 
committee shoots down the triple-crop idea as 
an impossible option.

No Excuse

Now let's see the Sabbatical year as described 
in the actual Torah (Leviticus 25:3-21):

"For six years you may plant your 
fields, prune your vineyards, and 
harvest your crops. But the seventh 
year is a sabbath for the land. During 
that year, you may not plant your 
fields nor prune your vineyards. Do 
not harvest crops that grow on their 
own. Do not gather the grapes on 
your unpruned vines since it is a year 
of rest for the land...

...And if you ask, what will we eat in 
the seventh year? We have not 
planted nor have we harvested crops.
I will direct my blessing to you in the 
sixth year and the land will produce 
ENOUGH CROPS FOR THREE 
YEARS."

What is the Torah's proposal? Divide up the 
land? Store the grain? No! The Torah promises 
that "The sixth year will produce enough crops 
for three years."

The Torah could have written, "Keep the 
Sabbath law in the seventh year. It's going to be 
a terrible year, everybody's going to be starving. 
But as a great reward, you'll get a triple crop in 
the eighth year." That would have been smart, 
because then, if it didn't happen, the excuse 
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could always be, "Well, some people were 
cheating in the seventh year. So God punished 
us and didn't give us the triple crop."

But no. Our author promises a triple crop in the 
sixth year, before we even observe the law. 
There is no possible excuse should there fail to 
be a bumper crop.

Why would the author – who wants people to 
believe in the divinity of this book – make a 
ridiculous promise he cannot possibly fulfill and 
thereby expose himself as a fraud? Why take 
such a far-out risk when there are so many other
options?

Sinai Direct

So who wrote the Torah? Who would make such
a promise?

This week's parsha, "Behar," begins as follows:

"God spoke to Moses on Mount 
Sinai, saying, Speak to the Children 
of Israel and say to them: When you 
come into the land that I give you, the
land shall observe a Sabbatical 
year of rest. For six years you may 
plant your fields, prune your 
vineyards, and harvest your crops. 
But the seventh year is a Sabbath for 
the land." 

Why does the Torah, in relating the mitzvah of 
the Sabbatical year, specify that God is 
speaking on "Mount Sinai?"

Because the Sabbatical year is one mitzvah 
which proves that no human being would ever 
write this law. Only God could be the Author 
Who gave the Torah on Mount Sinai.

Learn the Book

Soon we will be celebrating the holiday of 
Shavuot – the anniversary of the giving of the 
Torah on Mount Sinai.

Jewish tradition tells us that the soul of each and
every Jew – past, present and future – stood 
that day at Mount Sinai. When God's Voice tore 
through the Heavens, the Torah was engraved 
on the stone tablets... but was first engraved on 
the heart of every Jew. The Voice spoke and we
heard.

Is the Torah true? This is the time of year to 
investigate the evidence. Jewish belief needs to 
be built upon a rational foundation, not a leap of 
faith. The commentators say that the very 
reason God instituted the Sabbatical year was in
order to give everybody time off to study Torah!

What can we do? Make the commitment to 
learn. Attend a Torah class in your area. Other 
ideas:

• Attend a Discovery seminar 
• Subscribe to Torah email lists 
• Read a good Jewish book 
• While commuting, listen to audio classes 
• Try out one-on-one Jewish learning, by 

phone or in person 

In "Shema Yisrael," the Jewish Pledge of 
Allegiance, we begin with the word Shema – 
"listen." Carefully and calmly, we listen. To the 
beauty, depth and relevance of our Torah. 
Intuitively, deep down we know the truth. And 
the mitzvah of the Sabbatical year invites us to 
rediscover it once again.
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Walking the Right Way

As the Torah approaches the end of the Book of 
Leviticus, it dedicates several chapters to a 
description of the rewards for observing God’s 
commandments, and the punishments that will 
befall us should we choose to disregard them. 
The Torah begins this section with the famous 
line, ‘im bechukkotai telechu’ (Lev. 26:3). Most 
translate this phrase as, ‘if you will follow My 
decrees’. However, the word telechu comes 
from the Hebrew root halach, which means walk,
and therefore this perplexing phrase could be 
translated literally as, ‘if you will walk with My 
decrees’.

The Midrash interprets this verse by referring us 
to a different verse, in the Book of Psalms. King 
David says, ‘I considered my ways, and I 
returned my feet to your testimonies’ (Psalms 
119:59). The midrash explains that King David 
says to God, ‘Master of the Universe! Every day,
I think things over, and decide to go to such and 
such place...But my feet keep returning me to 
synagogues and to houses of learning’ (Lev. 
Rabba 35:1). On a simple level, King David 
seems to be saying that each day he ponders 
where to go, but no matter what destination he 
decides upon, his feet always end up leading 
him to a synagogue or a house of learning, 
places of holiness.

The Sefat Emet, however, has a novel approach
to this midrash. Everything in the world contains 
the same inherent Godly spark. In some places 
this holiness is more apparent, whilst in others it 
is more obscure. Therefore, according to the 
Sefat Emet, King David is saying that despite 
the fact that during each day he may go to a 
number of different places, wherever he goes, 
even if it is to the most mundane destination, he 
encounters the Divine Presence to the same 
extent that he would were he in a synagogue or 
place of study. In other words, the world’s inner 
reality is identical everywhere. There is a 
wellspring of spirituality lurking beneath the 
surface of every moment and every place. 
Sometimes it is more easily accessible, and at 
other times it requires more effort to dig deep 
enough to reach it.

Our challenge in life is to tap into this source of 
infinite holiness that is present in all our 
endeavours and in every place. It is often 
thought that learning Torah and praying, in 
contrast to the rest of our mundane daily 
activities, are two of the only ways to connect 
with God. According to the above explanation of 
the midrash, however, we can and should strive 
to attain a connection with the Divine Presence 
everywhere. Godliness can be seen in almost 
everything, from admiring a sunset at the beach,
for example, to listening to the laughter of 
children as they play. Through paying attention 
to the beautiful details that exist in God’s 
masterpiece of a world, we can elevate the 
spiritual level of our existence to one that is not 
restricted to the hallways of the study house or 
the benches of the synagogue.
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This point is clearly illustrated through a famous 
story told of Rabbi Shimshon Rephael Hirsch, 
the great nineteenth-century leader of German 
Jewry, who once travelled to Switzerland by foot
in order to see the Alps. When his students tried 
to dissuade him from traveling so far, Rabbi 
Hirsch explained to them, ‘When I come before 
God, I will have to answer for many things. But 
what will I tell Him when He asks me, “Have you 
seen My Alps?”’

God created a beautiful world for His creations 
to encounter and enjoy. It is incumbent upon all 
of us to seek out the spiritual threads that are 
woven within every element of the world, as it 
says in Deuteronomy, ‘And you shall seek the 
Lord thy God; and you shall find Him, if you 
search after Him with all your heart and with all 
your soul’ (Deut. 4:29). Every place that we go 
to, and every endeavour upon which we embark,
contains a divine spark waiting to be tapped into.
In that context we can understand why the entire
set of Jewish laws and practices are called 
halacha – a term that uses that same root, 
halach, walk. The Jewish laws and practices are
far more than a system of rules. Rather, they 
represent an entire way of life, geared towards 
elevating all that we do and everywhere we go 
to a higher spiritual level, and serving as a 
constant reminder of our relationship with the 
Divine. Thus, every encounter affords us with an
opportunity to fulfil the opening phrase of this 
portion of the Torah, allowing us to find holiness 
everywhere if we ‘walk’ with God’s decrees.

As Jews, our religious experience should not be 
simply confined to the synagogue. Rather, we 
must delve into every situation armed with the 
knowledge that we have the potential to tap into 

the infinite wellsprings of holiness that underpin 
our existence.
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