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Sticks and Stones

It is quite impossible to appreciate the 
worldview of Judaism without having some 
familiarity with the concept of lashon hara, 
literally "evil speech."

In English, lashon hara can be loosely 
translated as "gossip"; but this misses the 
flavor entirely. Gossiping is no doubt an 
unattractive habit one might go so far as to 
say that it is repulsive; but no one would 
term it evil. But according to Torah law 
saying anything derogatory about anyone, 
whether the derogatory information is true 
or not is forbidden as lashon hara, literally 
'evil speech,' except in very exceptional 
circumstances.

Indeed, Jewish thought regards this all too 
common social practice as one of the 
greatest moral evils. The sin of speaking 
lashon hara is regarded as the equal of the 
sins of idolatry, forbidden sexual acts and 

murder combined (Talmud, Erchin 15b) in 
the degree of its evil. Tradition teaches that 
the sin of lashon hara was responsible for 
bringing about the destruction of the 
Second Temple (Yuma 9b). It is a sin that 
God refuses to overlook; it brings retribution
on its practitioner in this world as well as in 
the next.

Lashon hara is also the prime cause of 
contracting tzara'at – a particularly vile skin 
disease akin to leprosy – the illness dealt 
with in this week's Torah portion. (See 
Maimonides, Yad Hachazaka, Ethics 7:2-3; 
Talmud, Yuma 9b and Erechin, 16a; and, 
Yerushalmi, Peah 1.)

How can we relate to the severity with 
which the Torah regards this widespread 
and apparently 'harmless' social custom?

SPEECH OR GOD'S BREATH?

"And YHVH Elohim formed man 
out of dust from the earth, and 
He blew into his nostrils the soul 
of life. And man became a living 
being." (Genesis 2:6)

Onkelos, the translator of the Torah from 
the original Hebrew into Aramaic, translates
the word 'living' as 'speaking'; his version: 
"And man became a speaking being."

God's breath in man – the source of the 
Divine life force in the human being – is 
manifest in him as the power of speech. 
The ability to express his innermost 
thoughts and communicate them to others 
is the phenomenon that connects man to 
the Divine.

While all of creation – itself brought into 
being through a series of speeches – 
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testifies to the glory of God, apart from the 
solitary exception of man the testimony is 
mute. Only man is able to comprehend and 
verbalize the idea that his very existence is 
an expression of God's glory. Only he can 
give voice to the testimony that the entire 
universe was created to express. His power
of speech casts man in the role of the 
universal spokesman; as we shall see, this 
unique role is his reason for being.

King Solomon expressed the thought in a 
more dramatic way:

"Death and life are in the hands 
of the tongue, and whoever loves
either will eat of its fruit." 
(Proverbs 18:21)

The Midrash, elaborates the meaning of the
above verse with the help of a metaphor:

The king of Persia took ill and 
was advised by his doctors that 
he needed to drink the milk of a 
lioness in order to be cured. 
Someone volunteered to bring 
the king fresh lion's milk; he only 
asked for ten goats. He took the 
goats and traveled to where the 
lions hang out. On the first day, 
when he was sure that a lioness 
saw him clearly, he threw her a 
goat from far away. The next day
he came closer... by the tenth 
day he had won her trust and 
managed to obtain a full jug of 
lion's milk.

On his way back he had a vision;
the parts of his body had a major
argument. The legs said, "None 
of the other limbs can compare 
to us. If we would not have 
transported the body, it would 

have been impossible to obtain 
this milk." The hands argued that
they were without parallel. If they
hadn't performed the various 
actions necessary, it would have 
been impossible to obtain the 
milk. The heart argued that if it 
had not come up with the idea of 
the goats the entire project would
have been impossible. The 
tongue argued that if it had not 
spoken up, all would have been 
for naught.

All the other limbs were enraged 
at the tongue, "How do you even
dare to make any claim? You are
in a dark place hidden away, you
can't do anything and can't think 
of anything!" The tongue told 
them, "You will see, this very day
you will all agree that I am your 
master."

After the man heard all this, he 
went to the king and told him, 
"Your majesty, here is the bitch's 
milk." The king was enraged and 
demanded that he should be 
hung. On the way to the 
execution, all the limbs began to 
cry. The tongue told them, "Didn't
I tell you that you are all 
helpless? If I save you, will you 
all acknowledge my superiority?"
They all agreed.

The man then asked the 
executioner to let him speak with
the king once again, and his 
request was granted. He told the 
king to try the milk as it would 
surely cure him, and anyway 
many people also refer to a 
lioness as a bitch. The king tried 
the milk and was cured, and the 
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man was spared. Indeed "death 
and life are in the hands of the 
tongue"! (Midrash Shochar Tov, 
Ch. 39)

The Midrash emphasizes a concept we 
often overlook; the impact of events can 
never be measured in terms of the events 
themselves; the impact is a function of the 
way they are perceived and communicated.
This rule applies to the universe as a whole 
just as much as it does to the things that 
take place in it.

SUBJECT TO INTERPRETATION

The world that God created is not clear-cut; 
it does not speak for itself and is subject to 
interpretation. Everything that happens in 
the world can be interpreted in more than 
one way. Until the tongue has its say, no 
one knows how to size up the significance 
of anything.

Look at John Smith, a man who started on 
the bottom and fought his way to the 
pinnacle of success. Someone can put him 
down and say that John Smith comes from 
a really low class family. Someone else can
relate to the same information with 
admiration and say that John Smith 
managed to accomplish a great deal 
without any strong family backing. Jane 
Doe positively dominated an important 
meeting and managed to prevail over 
strong opposition. Some will say that Jane 
Doe was so rude and overbearing that 
everyone just decided to let her have her 
way. Others will say that Jane Doe knows 
how to stand up for her principles and isn't 
it wonderful how hard she fought to defend 
her beliefs.

Events and actions provide the backdrop 
against which the tongue wields its might. 
We are all familiar with this phenomenon. 
Publicists and "spin doctors" are much in 
demand in our world and the talented ones 
command very high salaries.

It is impossible to exaggerate the 
significance of this phenomenon, as Jewish
history shows.

Rava said, "No one could speak 
lashon hara like Haman. He told 
Achasuerus, 'Let's destroy them 
[the Jews]!' The king answered, 
'I'm afraid of their God, lest He 
do to me what He did to earlier 
kings [Nebuchadnezar, 
Belshezar and Sanherub, who 
were all destroyed for their 
maltreatment of the Jewish 
people].' Haman told him, 'They 
are dormant in their observance 
of the commandments.' The king 
said, 'What about their rabbis?' 
Haman answered, 'They are a 
single people [their rabbis are 
like the rest of them] ... they are 
all scattered and separated [they
have lost their inner 
cohesion].'"(Megila 13b)

The Midrash reveals the enormous 
implications of what would appear to be an 
earth bound conversation; Haman's 'gossip'
reverberated through the universe whose 
impact penetrated all the way up to the 
heavenly court; so powerful were his 
remarks that they were responsible for an 
edict of destruction to be issued against the
Jewish people in Heaven.

He could have looked at the same 
phenomenon – the low level of observance 
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of God's commandments among the Jews 
– and attributed it to extreme 
discouragement and depression rather than
to weakness of faith. According to 
everyone's calculations the seventy years 
of the Babylonian exile should have been 
over by this time and yet the promised 
redeemer had never arrived. The 
presumption was that he never would 
arrive. But Haman chose to advance the 
view that the lack of observance was not 
due to mere discouragement but was the 
manifestation of a deeper malaise; a loss of
direction and an abandonment of faith.

The heavenly court was forced to accept 
this interpretation as legitimate; it was a 
reasonable interpretation of the facts; a 
rational judgment arrived at by an intelligent
human being. A negative interpretation that 
fits the facts on the ground cannot simply 
be ignored; the Attribute of Justice will not 
allow it; it must be refuted. The edict of 
destruction could only be overturned when 
the Jews refuted Haman's interpretation of 
the facts existentially through their sincere 
repentance.

AS ABOVE, SO BELOW

The enormous power of lashon hara is not 
in the repercussions negative remarks have
down here on earth but in the impact it has 
in heaven. Man is the spokesman of the 
universe. He was the only creature selected
by God to be a "communicative spirit." He is
the being who was appointed to interpret 
creation and communicate its meaning. As 
such, his definitions superimpose 
themselves on reality. When man defines 
an aspect of creation, even God reacts to 

His own creation on the basis of man's 
definition.

The Hebrew word for "tongue" is lashon, a 
word that also refers to the balancing bar at
the top of the scale, the part of the 
mechanism that tilts the scales. It is the 
tongue that weighs all man's ambiguous 
actions and tips the balance in the direction 
of innocence or guilt. The 'scales of justice' 
are under the jurisdiction of the tongue.

Left to its own devices, the heavenly court 
is always inclined to be lenient and patient. 
If there are two possible interpretations of 
motivations and actions, it will always adopt
the favorable view. God is never in a hurry. 
He is always wiling to give the benefit of the
doubt. However, if down here on earth, a 
Jew interprets the actions of a fellow Jew in
an unfavorable light, the heavenly court is 
bound by this earthly judgment. It will 
accept the unfavorable interpretation and 
proceed accordingly. It is 'Evil speech' that 
leads to judgment, not the evil action it 
intends to describe.

THE MEASURE OF A PERSON

But not only is the tongue in charge of the 
'scales of justice'. Through the medium of 
'good' and 'evil' speech, the tongue 
measures the balance between physicality 
and spirituality to be found in each person. 
We human beings are a mixture of the 
physical and the spiritual; of bodies and 
souls.

As bodies we inhabit a world of limitations. 
We compete with each other for a limited 
supply of goods and honors. Theoretically 
whatever our colleagues have are things 
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that could have been or could still be ours 
instead. In this sort of situation we tend to 
put each other down. Since everyone's 
position in a competition is relative to first 
place, if I bring someone down that puts me
so much closer to the front; or at least gives
me the comfort of knowing that I am not the
only loser. This type of world-view leads 
directly to evil speech.

As souls we are in a limitless world. Each 
one of us was sent to the world to 
accomplish something unique and given the
means and the equipment to do it. Our 
bodies are the suits that we wear in order to
be able to function in this physical world. 
Clothes never define the man. None of us is
in competition with each other; it is 
impossible for anyone to get hold of 
anything that was written for someone else.
There is nothing to be gained from anyone 
else's failure. On the contrary, one of the 
elements of my own mission is to assist 
anyone I possibly can to be successful at 
theirs. There is nothing to be gained by 
bringing anyone down. There is no 
incentive to 'evil speech'.

The amount of lashon hara a person 
speaks provides an accurate existential 
measure of how much that person sees 
themselves and other people as primarily 
spiritual and how much they regard 
themselves as physical. Spiritual levels 
cannot be measured by the dogma in 
people's heads. A person can walk around 
with the conviction that he is primarily a 
soul and refute his own convictions by 
speaking lashon hara the behavior that is 
only appropriate to someone who is 
primarily a body.

Judaism is not a dogmatic religion. The 
tongue is the accurate measuring stick of a 
person's true spiritual level, not the fancy 
ideas in his head.

THE POWER OF UNITY

There is one more balance in the hands of 
the tongue, the balance of power. To 
demonstrate this thesis we must first 
establish the correspondence between 
power and unity. Jews are separate entities 
only physically. Spiritually, the higher up we 
explore ourselves the more uniformity we 
find. We can easily grasp the sense of this. 
Each person is contained in a separate 
clearly distinguishable physical envelope. 
Our heights are different, the length of our 
noses vary widely, some of us are male 
some female etc.; it is easy to tell us apart 
from one another.

If we existed as disembodied characters we
would still be distinct from one another 
although the differences in character are 
subtler and less noticeable than the 
physical differences between us. Some of 
us are more courageous, some more 
generous, some more humble, etc. But 
intellectually we are almost entirely alike. 
The truth is the same for all of us. The 
objective significance of intellectual 
information does not vary from person to 
person. We may not all be equally gifted but
all minds work the same. If all of us were 
pure intellects it would be extremely difficult
to tell us apart from one another.

In the Mincha Amidah prayer on Shabbat 
we make the following declaration:

"You [God] are one, Your name 
is One and who is like Your 
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people Israel, one nation on 
earth."

Examining this statement in light of our 
thesis about individual differences, the unity
of the Jewish nation referred to is clearly 
spiritual and reflective of the unity of God. 
To comprehend this sort of unity fully we 
must comprehend the unity of God a little 
better.

When we say God is One we do not mean 
to assert that there aren't two Gods. That is 
self-evident. The declaration of God's unity 
is really a statement concerning His 
uniqueness. None of us could exist in a 
state of unity. We need food to eat, air to 
breath, others to talk to and a million other 
things before we can be. Thus, if I am 
conscious of a person's existence I know 
that there is a world out there, there is a 
sun and stars and a billion other things as 
well. Like they say, "No man is an island." It 
is in this sense that God is unique in being 
able to exist as One: beyond space or time,
without any other existence at all beside His
own.

When we say that His Name is One, we are
looking at God's unity from our perspective.
Names are the way we focus and compress
our perception and knowledge of someone 
into a single word that calls them instantly 
to mind. A name is the spiritual essence of 
the person being described, if you will.

The third unity mentioned in the prayer, the 
unity of Israel is a further reflection of the 
unity of God. There is God's unity as it is to 
Himself: You [God] are One; there is His 
unity as we relate to it through His name: 
You name is One; finally there is God's 

unity as it interacts with the Jewish people 
who become the physical embodiment of 
His unity just as His Name is its spiritual 
embodiment.

Needless to say, we can tap into a limitless 
source of energy if we become the physical 
embodiment of God's One-ness. Just as 
this One-ness is totally independent and 
requires no help or support from any other 
source, the Jewish people who connect to 
this One-ness by serving as its physical 
embodiment share these qualities, are fully 
self-sufficient and independent and in a 
sense omnipotent. But this sort of unity 
requires an inner harmony between Jews 
as well. You cannot act as the embodiment 
of One-ness when you are internally 
divided.

THE GATEWAY

The gateway to the world of the spirit is in 
the power of speech, and the drawbridge 
that provides or denies access is controlled 
by the tongue. It is in speech that man 
combines spirituality with physicality. The 
faculty of speech involves the body. It is 
based on breath, the vocal chords, the 
tongue, and so on. Yet speech itself is an 
expression of the human spirit.

"Good speech" – lashon hatov – expresses 
the unity between the physical and the 
spiritual parts of man. When parts of man 
are unified, they form an entity that can plug
into the third expression of God's unity, the 
Nation of Israel and draw energy from the 
source of all life the One-ness of God.

"Evil speech" – lashon hara – closes this 
gateway to the spiritual world. Man is stuck 
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in the world of the physical, where he only 
has his own individual resources upon 
which he can draw.

The centrality of the idea of social unity in 
Judaism is clearly reflected in that bedrock 
of statement of Jewish ethics:

"All Jews are responsible for one
another." (Talmud, Shvuoth 39a)

The implications are clear; we all benefit 
from each other's merits and we all suffer 
from each other's faults. If all Jews truly felt 
this way, we would feel the same 
compulsive impulse to conceal the faults of 
any fellow Jew as we feel toward 
concealing our own shortcomings. Indeed, 
we would be so biased, that we would only 
perceive the flaws in our fellow Jews with 
the same difficulty we experience in 
recognizing our own faults.

UNITY AND HOLINESS

Unity and holiness are virtually identical 
concepts in Jewish thought. God's 
presence, the Shechinah, was manifest in 
the 1st Temple. The existence of a Temple 
in Jerusalem testifies to a state of harmony 
and peaceful coexistence between the 
spiritual and physical worlds. The first 
Temple, as the Shechina rested in it, clearly
indicated this.

But the Second Temple had no manifest 
Divine presence. The Shechina never 
rested its Presence in it. If so, it is legitimate
to wonder about the rationale of its 
existence. What did it represent?

If we think about it deeply, we are once 
again in the area of the three unities 

mentioned in the Mincha Prayer. God is 
One and His Name is One is the rationale 
for the first Temple on which the stamp of 
the Divine Name was clearly visible. But 
that still leaves the third unity that 
expresses the unity of God; the unity of the 
Nation of Israel is the repository of the first 
two unities. This third unity, the unity of 
Israel is the secret of the Second Temple. It 
stood on the unity of Israel with God.

A unified Israel is always connected to the 
source through the principle of "You are 
One and Your Name is One and who is like 
Your people Israel, one nation on earth." As
long as this unity is preserved it is possible 
to draw life from the spiritual to the physical.
The unity of Israel automatically renders the
world a place that can be inundated with 
holiness.

The First Temple was destroyed by the 
cardinal sins of idolatry, licentiousness and 
murder. But during the Second Temple 
these sins were nowhere in evidence. The 
Talmud tells us that the Jews were diligent 
in Torah study and were generous in 
helping each other (Talmud Yuma 9b). The 
Second Temple was destroyed by lashon 
hara. As Jewish unity was the foundation 
upon which it was built, the dissolution of 
Jewish unity was its destruction.

When Jews are on a high enough spiritual 
level, the misuse of the tongue can make 
itself physically manifest. Death is the 
severance of the connection between the 
soul and the body. Severance between the 
spiritual and the physical is a type of death. 
Lashon hara, the force that severs the 
connection between the physical and the 
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spiritual causes a type of death that makes 
a physical appearance in the form of skin 
disease akin to leprosy.

The metzora, the leper, is like a dead 
person. By speaking lashon hara, he 
severed the connection between his soul 
and his body and defined himself as a 
physical being. He declared himself in 
competition with everyone else and 
attempted to isolate people from each 
other.

When there is a Temple standing that 
testifies to the state of unity with God, such 
a person is forced to live out his inner 
lifestyle. He develops a terrible skin disease
that isolates him from the rest of humanity. 
People avoid him and he becomes a social 
outcast. He gets to live within the spiritual 
atmosphere that he was busy generating 
through his lashon hara. He experiences 
the world as defined by his own tongue. He 
remains apart until he finds a spiritual cure 
for the misuse of his Divine attribute of 
communication. When that happens the 
gateway to his soul is reopened and the 
power of holiness pouring in cures him.

If we only learned to speak properly we 
would open the channels to each other and 
unlock the spirituality in the universe.

Feeling Kinship

As the Torah continues its discussion of 
spiritual "leprosy," we learn that this strange
malady can affect not only one's person, 
but also his clothing and his home. Though 
the laws in the Torah are taught in that 
order - person - clothing - home, rabbinic 
tradition teaches that the outbreak would 
take place in inverse order: First the home 
would be afflicted, then the clothing, and 
finally the person him- or herself. The 
sequence is significant; it progresses from 
impersonal to personal, giving the sufferer 
various opportunities to discern the spiritual
message and resolve to make amends.

Regarding the affliction of a house, the 
Torah prefaces the law with the qualification
that it will apply "when you come to the land
of Canaan." (Lev. 14:34) Recognizing, as 
we do, that the malady in question is a 
physical manifestation of a spiritual ailment,
we are not surprised that the law will apply 
only in the Land of Israel, where the nation 
will be expected to live a more exalted 
moral and spiritual existence. What is 
surprising is that in this particular context, 
the Promised Land is referred to as "the 
land of Canaan." There is certainly no 
dearth of possibilities when referring to the 
Land of Israel; the Israelites' ultimate 
destination is variously referred to as the 
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land promised to the patriarchs, or the land 
flowing with milk and honey, or even the 
land presently controlled by various other 
tribes. Why, specifically regarding the 
affliction of a home with tzara'at, does the 
Torah single out Canaan?

Rabbinic tradition addressed the laws 
regarding "leprosy" through the prism of 
spirituality, noting the connection between 
tzara'at and tzarut 'ayin (stinginess or 
miserliness of spirit). In particular, we are 
taught that a person who turns down a 
neighbor's request to borrow a tool or 
utensil, claiming that he does not own the 
item in question simply because he does 
not wish to share, will be struck with 
tzara'at. The prescribed treatment for 
tzara'at that afflicts a house, outlined in 
Parashat Metzora, is to cast the contents of
the leprous home out of doors, effectively 
placing all the miser's possessions on 
public display for all the rebuffed neighbors,
relatives and friends to see.

And yet, the question remains: How does 
this relate to Canaan?

After the flood, Noah, ostensibly suffering 
from post-traumatic stress and perhaps 
some guilt for having survived while saving 
nary a soul, becomes intoxicated. His son 
Ham finds him lying naked and drunk on 
the floor, and seizes the opportunity to 
abuse his father. Noah's two remaining 
sons see this and respectfully cover their 
father while averting their eyes from his 
embarrassment.

When Noah awakens from his alcohol-
induced slumber and realizes what his son 
has done, his response is strange. Rather 

than responding to the outrage or 
disciplining Ham, Noah makes a very harsh
pronouncement regarding Ham's son, 
Canaan. Apparently, this is not as much a 
curse as a statement of cause and effect: 
The son who showed no respect for his 
father will in turn know disrespect from his 
own son.

Honoring one's parents is the most basic 
and logical of interpersonal laws, and its 
"spill-over" effects are far-reaching: The son
who respects his parents will, by extension, 
be kind to his siblings and their children as 
well. It is not difficult to see how this affects 
the dynamics of the entire Jewish People: 
We are one family, one fraternity; we are all 
brothers and sisters, hence our homes 
should be open to our neighbors, and our 
good fortune shared with a glad heart and 
spirit. This is what sets us apart from the 
descendants of Ham and his son Canaan, 
and it is this understanding of our familial 
responsibilities that causes the land 
occupied by Canaan to be given to the 
children of Shem through the line of 
Avraham: Only when we create a charitable
and kind society, a society based on mutual
responsibility, a society based on our sense
of family, will we merit this inheritance. To 
behave like Ham or like Canaan, to turn our
backs on our brothers and sisters, to be 
motivated by tzarut 'ayin rather than the 
hesed that is the hallmark of Avraham and 
Sarah's descendants, is an affront to the 
values of our forebears and to God Himself,
as well as to the Land of Israel.
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On Leadership: How to Praise

The sages were eloquent on the subject of 
lashon hara, evil speech, the sin they took 
to be the cause of tsara'at, the subject of 
this week's parsha. But there is a meta-
halakhic principle: "From the negative you 

can infer the positive." 1 So, for example, 
from the seriousness of the prohibition 
against Chillul Hashem, desecrating God's 
name, you can infer the importance of the 
opposite, Kiddush Hashem, sanctifying 
God's name.

So there must in principle be a concept of 
lashon hatov, good speech, and it must be 
more than a mere negation of its opposite. 
The way to avoid lashon hara is to practise 
silence, and indeed the sages were 

eloquent on the important of silence.2 
Silence saves us from evil speech but in 
and of itself it achieves nothing positive. 
What then is lashon hatov?

Lashon hatov – one of the most important 
tasks of a leader, a parent or a friend – is 
focused praise. The classic text on this is a 
Mishnah in the tractate of Avot, "The Ethics 
of the Fathers":

Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai 
had five (pre-eminent) disciples, 
namely Rabbi Eliezer ben 
Hyrcanus, Rabbi Joshua ben 

Chananya, Rabbi Yose the 
Priest, Rabbi Shimon ben 
Netanel, and Rabbi Elazar ben 
Arakh. He used to recount their 
praise: Eliezer ben Hyrcanus: a 
plastered well that never loses a 
drop. Joshua ben Chananya: 
happy the one who gave him 
birth. Yose the Priest: a pious 
man. Shimon ben Netanel: a 
man who fears sin. Elazar ben 
Arakh: an ever-flowing spring. 
(Avot 2:10-11)

The Mishnah is doing more than telling us 
that Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai had 
disciples. Every rabbi had disciples. The 

imperative, "Raise up many disciples" 3 is 
one of the oldest rabbinic teachings on 
record. What the Mishna is telling us is how
to create disciples. It is easy to have 
students who are uncritical devotees but 
never become creative intellects in their 
own right. It is not difficult to create 
followers. It is far harder to create leaders. 
Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai was a great 
teacher because five of his students 
became giants in their own right. The 
Mishnah is telling us how he did it.

He did it by focussed praise. He showed 
each of his pupils where their particular 
strength lay. Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, the 
"plastered well that never loses a drop," 
was gifted with a superb memory – an 
important gift in an age in which 
manuscripts were rare and the Oral Law 
was not yet committed to writing. Shimon 
ben Netanel, the "man who fears sin," may 
not have had the intellectual brilliance of the
others but his reverential nature was a 
reminder to others that they were not mere 
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scholars but also holy men engaged in a 
sacred task. Elazar ben Arakh, the "ever-
flowing spring," had a creative mind 
constantly giving rise to new interpretations 
of ancient texts.

I discovered the transformative power of 
focused praise from one of the more 
remarkable people I ever met, the late Lena
Rustin. Lena was a speech therapist, 
specialising in helping stammering children.
I came to know her through a television 
documentary I was making for the BBC 
about the state of the family in Britain. Lena
believed that the young stammerers she 
was treating – they were, on average, 
around five years old – had to be 
understood in the context of their families. 
Families tend to develop an equilibrium. If a
child stammers, everyone in the family 
adjusts to it. Therefore if the child is to lose 
its stammer, all the relationships within the 
family will have to be renegotiated. Not only
must the child change. So must everyone 
else.

By and large, we tend to resist change. We 
settle into patterns of behaviour until they 
become comfortable like a well-worn 
armchair or a comfortable pair of shoes. 
How do you create an atmosphere within a 
family that encourages change and makes 
it unthreatening? The answer Lena 
discovered was praise. She told the families
with which she was working that every day 
they must catch each member of the family 
doing something right, and say so, 
specifically, positively and thankfully.

She did not go into deep explanations, but 
watching her at work I began to realise 

what she was doing. She was creating, 
within each home, an atmosphere of mutual
regard and continuous positive 
reinforcement. She wanted the parents to 
shape an environment of self-respect and 
self-confidence, not just for the stammering 
child but for every member of the family, so 
that the entire atmosphere of the home was
one in which people felt safe to change and
help others to do so.

I suddenly realised that she had discovered
a solution not just for stammering but for 
group dynamics as a whole. My intuition 
was soon confirmed in a surprising way. 
There had been tensions among the 
television crew with which I had been 
working. Various things had gone wrong 
and there was an atmosphere of mutual 
recrimination. After filming a session of 
Lena Rustin teaching parents how to give 
and receive praise, the crew started 
praising one another. Instantly the 
atmosphere was transformed. The tension 
dissolved, and filming became fun again. 
Praise gives people the confidence to let go
of the negative aspects of their character 
and reach their full potential.

There is in praise a deep spiritual message.
We think religion is about faith in God. What
I had not fully understood before was that 
faith in God should lead us to have faith in 
people, for God's image is in each of us, 
and we have to learn how to discern it. I 
then understood that the repeated phrase in
Genesis 1, "And God saw that it was good,"
was there to teach us to see the good in 
people and events, and by so doing, help to
strengthen it. I also understood why God 
briefly punished Moses by turning his hand 
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leprous – as mentioned in the last 
Covenant and Conversation – because he 
had said about the Israelites, "They will not 
believe in me." Moses was being taught a 
fundamental lesson of leadership: It does 
not matter whether they believe in you. 
What matters is that you believe in them.

It was from another wise woman that I 
learned another important lesson about 
praise. Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck, 

in her book Mindset, 4 argues that it makes 
a decisive difference whether we believe 
that our abilities are innate and determined 
once and for all (the "fixed" mindset), or that
talent is something we achieve through time
by effort, practice and persistence (the 
"growth" mindset). The former tend to be 
risk-averse, afraid that if they fail this will 
show that they are not as good as they 
were thought to be. The latter embrace risk 
because they take failure as a learning 
experience from which we grow. It follows 
that there is good praise and bad praise. 
Parents and teachers should not praise 
children in absolute terms: "You are gifted, 
brilliant, a star." They should praise effort: 
"You tried hard, you gave of your best." 
They should encourage a growth mindset, 
not a fixed one.

Perhaps this explains a sad aftermath in the
life of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai's two 
most gifted pupils. The Mishnah 
immediately following the one quoted above
states:

He [Rabban Yohanan ben 
Zakkai] used to say: If all the 
sages of Israel were in one scale
of a balance and Eliezer ben 
Hyrcanus in the other, he would 

outweigh them all. However, 
Abba Saul said in his name: If all
the sages of Israel, including 
Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, were in 
one scale of a balance, and 
Elazar ben Arakh in the other, he
would outweigh them all. (Avot 
2:12)

Tragically Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus was 
eventually excommunicated by his 
colleagues for failing to accept the majority 

view on a matter of Jewish law.5 As for 
Rabbi Elazar ben Arakh, he became 
separated from his colleagues. When they 
went to the academy at Yavneh, he went to 
Emmaus, a pleasant place to live but 
lacking in other Torah scholars. Eventually 
he forgot his learning and became a pale 

shadow of his former self.6 It may be that 
praising his students for their innate abilities
rather than their effort, Rabban Yohanan 
ben Zakkai inadvertently encouraged the 
two most talented of them to develop a 
fixed mindset rather than engage with 
colleagues and stay open to intellectual 
growth.

Praise and how we administer it is a 
fundamental element in leadership of any 
kind. Recognising the good in people and 
saying so, we help bring people's potential 
to fruition. Praising their efforts rather than 
their innate gifts helps encourage growth, 
about which Hillel used to say: "He who 
does not increase his knowledge, loses it" 
(Avot 1: 13). The right kind of praise 
changes lives. That is the power of lashon 
hatov. Bad speech diminishes us; good 
speech can lift us to great heights. Or as W.
H. Auden said in one of his a beautiful 
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poem: "In the prison of his days. Teach the 
free man how to praise."

1. Nedarim 11a.
2. See for example Mishnah Avot 1:17; 3:13.
3. Avot 1:1.
4. Carol Dweck, Mindset, Ballantine Books, 2007.
5. Baba Metsia 59b.
6. Shabbat 147b.

The Passover Haggadah: The 
Instruction Manual of 
Gratitude

There are numerous lessons that can be 
derived from the Hagaddah. Rabbi Noach 
Orlowek points out that the Hagaddah is the
single, most revealing text about Judaism’s 
approach to gratitude.

The significance of the trait of gratitude in 
Torah thought is very apparent. Three times
a day we thank God in the 'Modim' prayer; 
every time we eat, we thank God for 
providing us with the food. Also, in the 
realm of inter-personal relationships, there 
is great emphasis on showing gratitude to 
those who help us. The mitzvot of honoring 
one’s parents and teachers, for example, 
are largely based on a recognition of how 
much our parents and teachers have done 

for us.1 Yet it is no easy task to retain a 
constant feeling of hakarat hatov, gratitude, 
for all the kindnesses that Hashem, and, 

lehavdil, other people do for us. How can a 
person develop himself so that he excels in 
this most important trait?

The Haggadah and the laws pertaining to it,
can answer this question: In order to fulfill 
the Mitzva of recounting our leaving Egypt, 
the Talmud tells us that we must begin by 
mentioning the 'genut' (bad) before we 

begin talking about the 'shevach' (good).2 
There is a dispute as to what exactly this 
entails; Rav says discussing the 'bad' 
means that before we begin thanking God 
for taking us out of Egypt, we must first 
mention how our ancestors originally 
served idols. Shmuel argues that the 'bad' 
refers to the initial slavery that we suffered 
in Egypt before we left. We appear to follow
both opinions, because both aspects of the 
'bad' are in the Haggadah. It seems that 
both opinions teach us a fundamental 
lesson about how to develop a proper 
feeling of gratitude.

Shmuel's opinion that we must begin with 
the slavery teaches us that in order for a 
person to feel truly thankful for everything 
he has, he must first be able to contrast his 
present positive situation with the past 
suffering that he endured. In order for us to 
truly appreciate God's kindness in taking us
out of Egypt, we must first focus on the 
terrible suffering that we endured in the 
slavery in Egypt. By doing this, we can 
avoid the trap of taking for granted the 
physical and spiritual freedom that we 
experienced after leaving Egypt. So too, in 
our daily lives, when things are going 
smoothly, it is very easy to forget what 
Hashem has done for us, and how He 
continues to constantly protect and sustain 
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us. For example, when a person's financial 
situation is stable, he naturally may take for 
granted his situation and refrain from 
sufficiently thanking God. However, were he
to think about the times when he did not 
know how he would support himself, it is far
easier for him to contrast his past difficulties
with his current security. This should help 
him feel gratitude to God.

It is less obviously apparent how Rav's 
explanation of discussing the 'bad' 
inculcates us with the trai of gratitude. How 
does mentioning the fact that our 
descendants served idols bring us to a 
greater appreciation of God? It seems that 
one of the main factors that prevents a 
person from showing gratitude is a sense of
arrogance. A person who feels arrogant will 
have an attitude that he deserves all the 
kindness that God, or people, bestow upon 
him. Accordingly, there is no recognition of 
the good that others have done for him. He 
does not feel that they have done anything 
special, rather he has every right to expect 
them to serve him.

In contrast, a humble person feels that he is
not deserving of anything. Therefore, he 
views anything that is done for him, as a 
particularly kind act therefore, he truly 
recognizes the good done for him. With this
understanding, we can explain how 
reminding ourselves of our former lowly 
state can bring us to a greater appreciation 
of God. We acknowledge that we are not 
great people with tremendous lineage, 
rather our heritage is nothing to be 
particularly proud of. Moreover, we 
acknowledge that any spiritual 
accomplishments that we have achieved 

are due to God’s kindness. when we say in 
the Haggadah, "From the beginning, our 
forefathers worshipped idols, and now 
HaMakom [God] has brought us close to
serving Him." By stressing our humble 
background, we make ourselves far more 
able to properly appreciate kind deeds done
for us.

1. See Sefer Hachinuch, Mitzva 33, Sichot Mussar, 
Maamer 73, p.323-4.

2. Pesachim, 116a.
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