
The Sages understood 

tsara’at, the theme of 

this week’s parsha, not 

as an illness but as a 

miraculous public 

exposure of the sin of 

lashon hara, speaking 

badly about people. 

Judaism is a sustained 

meditation on the power 

of words to heal or harm, 

mend or destroy. Just as 

God created the world 

with words, so we create, 

and can destroy, 

relationships with words. 

The rabbis said much 

about lashon hara, but 

virtually nothing about 

the corollary, lashon tov, 

“good speech”. The 

phrase does not appear 

in either the Babylonian 

Talmud or the Talmud 

Yerushalmi. It figures 

only in two midrashic 

passages where it refers 

to praising God. But 

lashon hara does not 

mean speaking badly 

about God. It means 

speaking badly about 

human beings. If it is a 

sin to speak badly about 

people, is it a mitzvah to 

speak well about them? 

My argument will be that 

it is, and to show this, let 

us take a journey 

through the sources. 

In Mishnah Avot we read 

the following: 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 

Arach. 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 

Arach: an ever-flowing spring 

(Ethics of the Fathers 2:10-

11). However, the practice of 

Rabban Yochanan in praising 

his disciples seems to stand in 

contradiction to a Talmudic 

principle: Rav Dimi, brother of 

Rav Safra said: Let no one 

ever talk in praise of his 

neighbor, for praise will lead to 

criticism (Arachin 16a). 

Rashi gives two explanations of 

this statement. Having 

delivered excessive praise 

[yoter midai], the speaker 

himself will come to qualify his 

remarks, admitting for the 

sake of balance that the person 

of whom he speaks also has 

faults. Alternatively, others will 

point out his faults. For Rashi, 

the crucial consideration is, is 

the praise judicious, accurate, 

true, or it is overstated? If the 

former, it is permitted; if the 

latter, it is forbidden. Evidently 

Rabban Yochanan was careful 

not to exaggerate. 

Rambam, however, sees 

matters differently. He writes: 

“Whoever speaks well about 

his neighbor in the presence of 

his enemies is guilty of a 

secondary form of evil speech 

[avak lashon hara], since he 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks on Parshat Metzorah 
will provoke them to speak 

badly about him” (Hilchot 

Deot 7:4). According to the 

Rambam the issue is not 

whether the praise is 

moderate or excessive, but 

the context in which it is 

delivered. If it is done in the 

presence of friends of the 

person about whom you are 

speaking, it is permitted. It 

is forbidden only when you 

are among his enemies and 

detractors. Praise then 

becomes a provocation, 

with bad consequences. 

Are these merely two 

opinions or is there 

something deeper at stake? 

There is a famous passage 

in the Talmud which 

discusses how one should 

sing the praises of a bride 

at her wedding: Our Rabbis 

taught: How should you 

dance before the bride [i.e. 

what should one sing]? The 

disciples of Hillel hold that 

at a wedding you should 

sing that the bride is 

beautiful, whether she is or 

not. Shammai’s disciples 

disagree. Whatever the 

occasion, don’t tell a lie. 

“Do you call that a lie?” the 

Hillelites respond. “In the 

eyes of the groom at least, 

the bride is beautiful.”  

What’s really at stake here 

is not just temperament – 

puritanical Shammaites 

versus good-natured 

Hillelites – but two views 

about the nature of 

language. The Shammaites 

think of language as a way 
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of making statements, which are either true or false. The 

Hillelites understand that language is about more than 

making statements. We can use language to encourage, 

empathize, motivate and inspire. Or we can use it to 

discourage, disparage, criticize and depress. Language does 

more than convey information. It conveys emotion. It 

creates or disrupts a mood. The sensitive use of speech 

involves social and emotional intelligence. Language, in J. L. 

Austin’s famous account, can be performative as well as 

informative. The argument between Hillel and Shammai is 

similar to that between Rambam and Rashi. For Rashi, as 

for Shammai, the key question about praise is: is it true, or 

is it excessive? For Rambam as for Hillel, the question is: 

what is the context? Is it being said among enemies or 

friends? Will it create warmth and esteem or envy and 

resentment? 

We can go one further, for the disagreement between Rashi 

and Rambam about praise may be related to a more 

fundamental disagreement about the nature of the 

command, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 

19:18). Rashi interprets the command to mean: do not do 

to your neighbor what you would not wish him to do to you 

(Rashi to Sanhedrin 84b). Rambam, however, says that the 

command includes the duty “to speak in his praise” (Hilkhot 

Deot 6:3). Rashi evidently sees praise of one’s neighbour as 

optional, while Rambam sees it as falling within the 

command of love. 

We can now answer a question we should have asked at the 

outset about the Mishnah in Avot that speaks of Yochanan 

ben Zakkai’s disciples. Avot is about ethics, not about 

history or biography. Why then does it tell us that Rabban 

Yochanan had disciples? That, surely, is a fact not a value, 

a piece of information not a guide to how to live. However, 

we can now see that the Mishnah is telling us something 

profound indeed. The very first statement in Avot includes 

the principle: “Raise up many disciples.” But how do you 

create disciples? How do you inspire people to become what 

they could become, to reach the full measure of their 

potential? Answer: By acting as did Rabban Yochanan ben 

Zakkai when he praised his students, showing them their 

specific strengths. He did not flatter them. He guided them 

to see their distinctive talents. Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, the 

“well that never loses a drop”, was not creative but he had 

a remarkable memory – not unimportant in the days before 

the Oral Torah was written in books. Elazar ben Arach, the  

“ever-flowing spring,” was creative, but needed to be fed 

by mountain waters (years later he separated from his  

colleagues and forgot all he had learned). 

Rabban Yochanan ben Zakai took a Hillel-Rambam view of 

praise. He used it not so much to describe as to motivate. 

And that is lashon tov. Evil speech diminishes us, good 

speech helps us grow. Evil speech puts people down, good 

speech lifts them up. Focused, targeted praise, informed by 

considered judgment of individual strengths, and sustained 

by faith in people and their potentiality, is what makes 

teachers great and their disciples greater than they would 

otherwise have been. That is what we learn from Rabban 

Yochanan ben Zakkai. 

So, there is such a thing as lashon tov. According to            

Rambam it falls within the command of “Love your                       

neighbor as yourself.” According to Avot it is one way of 

“raising up many disciples.” It is as creative as lashon hara 

is destructive. Seeing the good in people and telling them 

so is a way of helping it become real, becoming a midwife 

to their personal growth. If so, then not only must we 

praise God. We must praise people too. 
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MAZAL TOV & COMMUNITY NEWS IF YOU KNOW OF SOMEONE WHO IS MOVING INTO THE  
GREAT NECK AREA PLEASE LET THE OFFICE KNOW. 

GNS 360 

Join friends and neighbors, meet new people and be a part 

of a wonderful Shabbat afternoon with the warmth and       

hospitality of our GNS community. Register online here 

by Thur., April 7th for Shabbat lunch on May 7th.  

SHMURAH MATZAH FOR SALE 

GNS is offering its membership an opportunity to purchase 

Shmurah Matzah at $33/lb. Please click here to reserve 

and pay online. There is limited supply and pick up will be 

Thursday, April 7th from 9 am to 5 pm in the lobby.  

GREAT NECK COMMUNITY CALENDAR                                                 

In order to avoid any conflicts, it is suggested that when 

planning a simcha or event that you send your request to 

both mtwersky@gns.org to book at GNS as well as to the 

community calendar at greatneckcalendar@gmail.com.  

Monday, 3 Nissan 

Steven Blumner for Feige Tova bat Chaim 

Sharon Goldwyn for Frances Kessler 

Helaine Helmreich for William Helmreich 

Ken Magida for Rachel Bilsky 

Tuesday, 4 Nissan 

Mark Gersten for Richard Gersten 

Ebrahim Gabbaizadeh for Sarah Gabbaizadeh 

Ebrahim Gabbaizadeh for Yehuda Gabbaizadeh 

Joseph Farajian for Mrs. Farajian 

Pia Shlomo for David Spilke 

Wednesday, 5 Nissan 

Roselin Wagner for Miriam Seider 

Harold Seider for Miriam Seider 

Karen Shakin for Jacob Shakin 

Yonni Mrejen for Jacob Shakin 

Lorraine Domnitch for Sidney Spiesel 

Howard Wolf for Julius Wolf 

Jeffrey Kaufman for Martin Kaufman 

Michele Wolf for Ruth Berman 

Jacques Fouladi for Azam Fouladi 

Thursday, 6 Nissan 

Alina Dynkin for Reuven Chernyavsky 

Sharyn Falkenstein for David Ginsburg 

Pearl Ginsburg for David Ginsburg 

Deena Heisler for Rae Heisler 

Eliot Heisler for Rae Heisler 

Friday, 7 Nissan 

Lisa Adler for Seymour Zeff 

Joyce Swartz for Seymour Zeff 

Ronald Swartz for Seymour Zeff 

Steven Swartz for Seymour Zeff 

Saturday, 8 Nissan 

Ronald Braun for Renee Braun 

David Bronheim for Lenny Bronheim 

Mark Bunim for Gladys Bunim 

Joyce Dacher for Ida Wolfman 

Amy Goldberg-Reiss for Joseph Goldberg 

Donna Hecht for Dina Tvuz Hakimi 

Seth Horowitz for Gedale Horowitz 

Vivian Kron for Yvette Diana Mahlab 

Nechama Liss-Levinson for Morris Liss 

Nathaniel Weisel for Bessie Kaplan 

Sunday, 9 Nissan 

Elie Cohen for Michael Cohen 

Randi Luxenberg for Bernard Beeber 

Monday, 10 Nissan 

Shelia Bachman for Mildred Lewit 

Rita Gordonson for Linda Iris Werb 

Iraj Kashani for Yousef Kashani 

KASHER IN                                                                                                                                                                            

If you would like the rabbis to kasher utensils for Pesach, 

please pick up your designated box in the GNS lobby on 

either Sunday, Apr. 10th or Monday, Apr. 11th. In  

order to reserve a designated box, you must make a          

reservation online at gns.org by Friday, Apr. 8th at 1 pm. 

Reservations are only available for GNS members. Please 

note that there is an $18 suggested donation for each box 

(limit two boxes per family). Kashering will be done          

Monday night and you will be able to pick up your sealed 

box in the GNS lobby on Tuesday, Apr. 12th. 

CHAVERIM CENTER 

The next Chaverim Center is Wednesday, April 6th from 

11:30-1:30 with a Pesach talk from Rabbi Polakoff. 

Mazal Tov to Sadie Frank on the upcoming marriage of 

her granddaughter Melissa Mandelbaum, daughter of  

Judy & Joel Mandelbaum to Michael Sacks, son of                   

Anthony & Ellen Sacks.  

Mazal Tov to Michelle & Philip Berman on the birth of 

their first grandchild, a baby boy born to their children, 

Amanda & Todd Spiro. Mazal Tov as well to great                   

grandfather Leslie Kahn.  

Mazal Tov to Nechama & Billy Liss-Levinson on the 

birth of their granddaughter, Sylvie Aurora, born to their 

children Rivka Liss-Levinson & Ben Aronin of                                 

Washington, DC.    

LOCKERS FOR PESACH 

Please remember to clean out your lockers for Pesach.  

PASS IT FORWARD                                                                       

Pass it Forward would like to extend a huge thank you to 

Marla & Micah Lemonik who hosted a brisketfest with 5 

smokers vying for the best brisket. The standards were 

high and the results were spectacular! A special thank you 

to Eliot Moskowitz founder of Prairie Street Prime, who 

sponsored all of the meat and the swag and whose meat is 

world class! It is not to late to order for Pesach from prairie 

street prime.com with the coupon code pass it forward 

(good until April 1). Not only will you get a 15% discount, 

15% of all sales will go to Pass it Forward! The brisketfest 

raised over $3,000 for Pass if Forward from the generous 

contributions collected at the event. While we are on the 

subject of money, we are delivering twice as many meals 

as last year and our costs have more than doubled. Our 

recipients include holocaust survivors, centenarians and 

young families. While Maot Chitim has awarded us a       

modest grant, and we are running collections through 

NSHA we still need to strengthen our coffers. Please            

consider making a donation through the Shul, make sure it 

is earmarked for Pass it Forward. No amount is too small! 

Finally, we are delivering Pesach meals on Tuesday, April 

12th. We still need drivers! Please contact Michelle Berman 

at michberman@gmail.com if you can volunteer! Wishing 

you all a chag kasher v’sameach! Cindy, Michelle and Marla 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdkNHTY77S93JYdup0aKYzh6TH0E01T8AyCMWGN5RcDUSLcKw/viewform
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