


According to the enigmatic 
words of  the Zohar, one who is 
guilty of  malicious slander is not 
only punished for negative 
speech, but also for positive 
speech.6 Whilst the punishment 
for negative speech is 
self-explanatory, the Sefat Emet 
suggests that the punishment for 
positive speech refers to all the 
missed opportunities to say 
something positive.7 Not only 
can negative words destroy, 
but the lack of  positive words 
can as well. Thus it is not 
enough for one to abstain from 
saying and doing something 
wrong, but rather we need to 
seize opportunities to say and do 
that which is right. This idea is 
embedded in a psalm often 
associated with malicious speech: 
‘Flee evil and do good.’8  Fleeing 
from evil and abstaining from 
that which is wrong is essential, 
but it is only the first stage. Once 
we have mastered not pulling 
others down with slanderous 
speech, we must endeavour to 
use any means we have in order 
to build people up. 

The Keli Yakar explains that the 
two identical birds, which 
symbolise our speech, represent 
the past and the future, 
respectively.9 The bird of  the past 
is sacrificed, to signify the 
cessation of  negativity. The bird 
of  the future is set free, 
signifying the potential for 
positive change. It is simply not 
enough to separate ourselves 
from negativity. Rather, it is vital 
that we counterbalance the 
negative with the positive, 
using our words and abilities 
not to destroy, but to build - 
spreading our wings for a positive 
transformation.

In our modern world, it is easy to 
view freedom as the ultimate 
value - freedom from oppression, 
freedom to act, freedom to choose, 
freedom to speak - after all, it is our 
right to sail freely through our world. 
What happens, however, to a boat 
with no rudder, a map with no 
legend, or a sailor with no compass? 
A single phrase that is repeated over 
and over in the Torah’s description 
of  immoral relationships, offers 
insight into the ultimate moral 
compass that guides our navigation 
of  this world.  

Next week in Achrei Mot:

Notes
 1 Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Arachin 15b.
 2  Leviticus 14:4, 50, 53.
 3  Rashi on Leviticus 14:4; 
   Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Arachin 15b.
 4  Rashi on Leviticus 19:2.
 5  Numbers 6:1-21
 6  Zohar 3:301b.
 7  Sefat Emet, Metzora (5661).
 8  Psalms 34:15.
 9  Keli Yakar on Leviticus 14:4.

שבת שלום

Parasha Fact:
A gossiper’s house was also 
afflicted emphasising the 
idea that how we act affects 
everything around us.


