Speaking the Language of Blessings

Speech as a Jewish Spiritual Practice

Parashat Naso 5778

IDNZ NYH-ON,MIN? 9271 259 Numbers 6:22 And the LORD spoke unto Moses, saying:

199250 1D ,I0NY 7733'72‘{] PNON- bN 927 )2 23 'Speak unto Aaron and unto his sons, saying: On this wise ye shall
{v} Djb NN 52\(‘1\’)’ 72-NN bless the children of Israel; ye shall say unto them: {S}

{D} 970¥7,NMM 79720 45 24 The LORD bless thee, and keep thee; {S}

{v} ST, TOIN M N7 N2 N2 25 The LORD make His face to shine upon thee, and be gracious unto
' thee; {S}

{p} .0%v ﬂb DY, PTIN 1739 MNY XYY 19 26 The LORD lift up His countenance upon thee, and give thee peace. {S}

DN 52‘(7\97 ’Jﬂ-b)’ PORY-NNINY) 5 27 So shall they put My name upon the children of Israel, and I will bless
{U} .0272N them.' .

Rashi's Commentary: The word 1inx is written in its full form [i.e., with a “vav”], indicating that they should not bless them hastily or in a hurried
manner, but with concentration and with wholeheartedness. - [Midrash Tanchuma Naso 10]

Perhaps the first step in being able to count our blessings is to be able to make each blessing count — and to transform everything we say into a
blessing, to make every word we utter an exercise in holy speech. Here are some time-honored spiritual practices we can follow:
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* Blessings

20:1 A blessing is a short meditation, and should be said with love and

fear of God, and with kavvanah (directed attention) and hitlahavut

fervor). . _
( See )the discussion in Chapter 2, p. 37 on blessings for some general

thoughts; here we will concentrate on the specifics of how to say a
blessing.

fus : i ithout intention (kavvanah),
20:2 Never just throw off a blessing wi tentic
and never say a blessing quickly. (Derech Hayim 5-35)

20:3 You should not do anything else while you are saying a blessing.

(Shulchan Aruch 6-1)

20:4 When saying a blessing we should first think of what the b.lessing
we. have to say is, and then, with our full attention to God, say it. One

counsel is: ‘
You should think of the translation and meaning of the words of a

i K t after you say
ing before you say it and utter God’s name, no 0 /
?llxzs;ﬁile.{wc%in v’Boaz, in DhTvhY, p. 9b, Kavvanat ha-Bera

chot #1) ’
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20:5 ‘ When you make a blessing, direct your heart and mind to bless
[praise’and thank] God. (Sefer ha-Yirah of Rabbeinu Yonah, p. 193)

20:6 When you say the blessings of enjoyment, your intention
should be to bless the King of the Universe and to praise Him, and
not just to throw a blessing out of your mouth where it is obvious .
that your true intention is only your own bodily pleasure—to eat

this fruit—and not to give praise to His name, blessed be He.
(Totzaot Hayim, p. 15)

20:7 Rav said: When you make a blessing you must say, “Blessed

are You, O Lord”. . . asitis written, “I have placed the Lord before
me always.” (Midrash Psalms 16-8)

When you say “Blessed are You” . . . yoti should think that He js '
standing before you, as it says, “I have placed the Lord before me
always”; and you should have the fear of God on your face, and
love of God within you, and speak with.the full intention and
concentration of your heart, (Sefer ha-Rokeach, quoted in Reshit
Hochmah, Sh’ar ha-Kedushah, chap. 14, #32)

Although a blessing is something done in a very short time, it requires
some preparation. Before making a blessing, you can take a deep breath
and do a brief meditation on the Shechinah surrounding you in all six
directions.! Then say mentally, “I have placed the Lord before me al-
ways,” and think that the Holy One, blessed be He, is standing before
you. Then say the blessing aloud, . <

20:8 Another rule for directing attention in blessings is that you
should make it a habit when you are in your own house to say the
blessings in a loud voice; for a raised voice arouses kavvanah,
(Totzaot Hayim, p. 15) :

20:9 You may also say blessings in a whispered shout (see “Individual
Practices,” 39:23); this can be done outside your house as well, .

20:10 Rabbeinu Asher suggests closing your eyes when making a bless-
ing (Orchot Hayim 3-38).
Rabbi Alexander Ziskind:

You should say all the blessirigs with closed eyes. (Yesod v’Shoresh
ha-Avodah, Gate 2, p. 28)
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On Shabbat and Yom Tov [when you cannot touch money], state

verbally what you will give, and give after t
Tzaddikim, p. 52, #7) ? give after the day. (Hanhagot

22:8:6 At the time of Minha give tzedaka before y

you pray. Erev
Shabbat and Erev' Yom Tov give double the amount.p(l\zegaleh
Amukot, by Rabbi Hayim Liberzohn, p. 17) ‘

22:8:7 Before going on a journey. pi i
rdoh, cho e j Y, give some charity. (Shulchan

229 GIVE WHENEVER YOU SPEND

We are told in the Midrash about Rabbi Tanhum:

I.f he was going to buy one liter of meat, he would purchase two
liters instead: one portion for himself and one portion for the poor.

A practice Such as this can be adapted. You can, for example, givé
some charity whenever you spend any money on yourself. If you carry a

special tzedaka purse with you, you can put this money in it. (Kohelet
Rabba 7-2) ’

T T

23

Speech

23:1° Speech is a world in itself, and many of the most important aspects
of our lives are lived through speech. Whole books have been written
about how to speak as a Jew should speak. The Torah teaches about the
ethical dimensions of speech and how we should not tell lies, slander
others, and so on. Frequently, in lists of hanhagot, one will be found that
names these aspects of speech one after another, and says to be careful -
about them. For example:

Stay far away from slander and lies and from flattery and informing
and mockery, and also from idle conversation, and certainly from
lewd talk, even between husband and wife. (Rabbi David ha-Levi of
Steppin, Hanhagot Tzaddikim, p. 56, #23)

In a more general sense the goal of virtuous speech is given in the
wisdom books of the Torah in such sayings as Proverbs 2:18: “There is
one whose sharp words are like sword thrusts; but the speech of the wise
is healing.” )

Most of us know people who fit the first half of this verse; happy are
they who have met some whose speech fulfills the second half, for there

are such holy people.
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Along with the ethical side, the hasidic rebbes also emphasized teach-
ings about purity iri speech

» and the avoidance of speech about unclean
things or the use of unclean expressions,

i i Becomie accustomed
’ r of Him due to His greatness.
o g o'lrllrsiltfiief:ntil you reach the level where even wh;m ycéubsep;f;c
to.tho;ofneone else you will not forget the Creato:-i,.l?' essed b .
‘(’vliabbi Hayim Heikel of Amdur, Hanhagot Tzaddikim, p.

intaining d’vekut during speech is so
lling speech and maintaining . . .
d-fggl?lttrfhat gome pious people, in order to acl.neve holmesls, ilmo&: :];\l/)j
ui) talking. One hasidic story tells of how-a hasid :lt;{ thi I;Ilc; };x :::, (Rabbi
i ischs ided not to talk at
Yitzhak of Pshischa) deci e
Zl:‘sagizrely necessary, and to speak only words of Torah and prayer

Never let anything unclean or ugly cross your lips, not even the
word for excrement. (Derech Hayim, 5-16)

Let nothing unclean be heard on your
various kinds of idolatry ,
heard from your mout
similar things, (Sefer

lips, such as the names of
- - and let nothing lewd or licentious be
h, as for example, mentioning prostitutes or
ha-Yirah of Rabbeiny Yonah, p. 200)

One should not only avoid u

kept this up for three years until: .
e s of Ppeseh Dut more i ly master, the Holy Jew of Pshischg, sent a messag«lae(\;nto
e R idi b should- come to him. So he trave
p y some hasidim that he
You should make it a habit alwa

iv he city at dusk, he came
i hen he arrived close to t _
:::2:5};3; f:l?b:,, the Holy Jew, whc;1 had foggsci)(\;ts at;cv)vr ;iswzllﬁslgrtgz
: i i e disciples. When the s .
f:ountrg Scti: cV)vfl :%es (c):rlriage and ran to hm} to receive ti}g{ ﬁ;(ftlr;lga?lf
J;I:c’;e But when the Holy Jew grggtfv(iv E;xn;;:l:psx?:?&al sightghe dici
lon’ f your words? o
o hat thie The in the World of Speech.] He
‘ i ad any hold in ! ce
answer :'lhai;:hlls I‘l‘a{)i’l}?yhshouldyI- speak unnecessarily? !sn ?t’ ,1';3 l:;t;ﬁ;
nstead | st top sy,eak words in learning Toral'x and praying But his
bty Jutsf:r resgonded, “If that’s the situation, p}'epa.re a pel;t)o for
o, ml?s and get enough tobacco for the whole night; clccng c lo me
zi(?t];;s:he, Evening Prayers and I'll teacllttl.ym;l h;)}v: Otcs> ;5:1? After dn
i i m ho . s
ith him the whole night, teaqhmg im,
;itlv)g};n 1tIcla1 talk again. (Ohel Elimelech, p. 72, #172)

T to sanctify your speech. (Rabbi Natan Netta of
Shinovi, Hanhagot Tzaddikim [111]; vol. 1, p. 268, #10)

Not only is the content of s
vered. Many hasidic rebbes
quietly, with humility. Rabbj

that the tone of your voice should be gentle:

He would teach us to be careful even about the tone of our voice,
For example, if youchave to tell someone in your family not to do
something, you should not speak in i

1 of God—consciousness i

Ramban’s Letter, that a your speech with your fellow man should There are various ways to approach the' goal ! God-comsounes

— o e e PAED conversation. On the one hand, due attentan to o oo

i ity while you are ; .

of your speech and to its pur : e

aSP.CCtSiS chtainly a service of God and a demanding one. I\/i;re(:;s .
Sanoze a method of maintaining awareness of God. But the

can

methods also include those that are more 'd1rect.

(See “Anger,” 37:1 for more about this,)

232 D’VEKUT

There is still another hasidic goal connected with speech, and it is that
during conversation you should maintain your consciousness of God,

23:2 1 For a method which is direct but also “negative” in aspect, set
This is always considered one of the most difficult attainments,

eak about worldly things
in Chapter 1, p. 12 that when you sp k about .
- q]-lllc’oti(:lzlnli l?llc)e a man who leaves home and is thnll(li(m.gt :(gx(::lm'xralllllw'
About —to the Upper World wi . Thi
ill-be able to return—to . :
;]_’0; to?:zrrisl::‘i:c::sness during speech will itself keep your mind on God
in ¢

You should see to it that every day you separate .yourself for some
time to be alone with God, with your mind just on Him, and draw
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23:2:22 A more positive approach is that when you talk to people you

should somehow talk to, or before, God.

23:2:2:1 When you want to’ maintain your God-consciousness
while talking with others, see to it that everything you say is
directed to God; you can also think that all the words you speak are
coming to you from God who gives you the power of speech [more
‘about this below]—and as a result you will not forget God when
you converse. (Darkei Tzedek, p. 4, #16) - )

way]. This way you will be able to cleave to Him, blessed be He,

always in dvekut. (Sefer Haredim, chap. 66, #14)

23:2:2:3 When you speak with your fellow man, let your inten-

tion be to speak with your Creator. (Sefer Haredim, chap. 66,
#118)y -

23:2:2:4  You should also make it a practice, when you ask any
favor of another person, that you have it in your mind as you ask
that you are asking God.

This was the level of the earlier tzaddikim, and also of Daniel.

prayed”—all these words were spoken to God and not to the king
[see below]. And so too in the Gemara [Avodah Zarah 16b], the
story in which Rabbj Eliezer, when brought before the court, says:
"~ “T have complete trust in the ‘Judge.” He was speaking to the
Roman judge but directed his words to God.
And this is a very great thing, and a high level, and its attainment
requires much practice. (Darkei Tzedek, p. 4, #17)

23:2:2:5 The Besht said that:

conversing with the king Artahshasta, he was with these same

words really praying to God, blessed be He. (Sefer Baal Shem Tov
al ha-Torah, vol. 1, p. 253)
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In Rosh HaShanah 3b, Nehemiah 2:5 is translatt.‘.d/interprcted' as: “Sc:‘
I prayed to the God of Heaven, and I said to the King [of the }Jx}lvers?].
He seemingly spoke the words to the king Artahshast.a, but his mtf:ntxon
when he made his request was to speak to God, the King of the Universe.

23:2:2:6 Another method of attaining God-consciousness during con-
versation is to turn every topic, at Jeast for yourself, to God, and be
reminded of God and His service in everything spoken about:

i ood spiritual practice to “go up\'vard”'[to raise each thing to
iI:slssgiitual Ir’oot Abpove] when speaking w1th_ others. thn t}txg
people you are with are talking about something conn.ec;e \lm
some kind of love for example, you should turn your min tg) ?_wa
of God, and think of how you should love only.Htm, blessed be h e
or when the talk is about wealth, you should think here too t(}{a:i i dlS
from God that wealth comes to a man, and s0 also ‘honori An to
‘the same when the conversation is about anytl_nng re atmgldlo
beauty, splendor, or glory. So too when the talk is ab.out awl;lvor d y
fears, think that you should fear only God. And so with 1ot er
things. You should attend to what 15 before you, and as a result you
will never cease from God-consciousness, even when you are con-
versing with. other people. (Darkei Tzedek, p. 3, #15)

i id: « i I am sitting among
Israel Baal Shem said: “Sometimes when 1 :
Re‘t)‘;)]?e VSVII.IO are conversing idly, I first attach myself in d’_vekut with
I()}od blessed be He, and then I bind all th‘elr word§ with greater
attac,hment [to their spiritual roots]. (Likkutim Yekarim, p. 5a)

23:2:2:7 Some tzaddikim always saw that their. words had some twist
toward holiness and carried more than one meaning:

f the perfection of the tzaddikim is that they always
I'f:\?eetstf:;c;ﬁ?lds oanim and attached to Him without any sep}alx‘ra—
tion whatsoever, God forbid. Evgn when they speak of somet Ln%

" . about their worldly needs, they dxr;ct and form _thelr speech so tha
they will not be separated from Him, God forbid. Their wor;lsG arg
chosen to carry two meanings and_ to arouse some fear of God
or d'vekut or unification. So too with what he hears from ifsorlixe-
one talking to him, he also understands his words as if they
were holy words. ... You have to teach yourself to be able tg
speak in your ordinary speech in a way that you are not separateh
from your dvekut. (From Divrei Moshe; found in Lev iar;z;a
ha-Hadash, p.73, n.1 and Derech Emunah w’Maaseh Rav,

p. 31)
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An example of speech with two meanings is this story about Rabbi

Hayim of Tzanz:

His daughter . . . died during his lifetime and on the first Shabbat
after the seven days of mourning he asked that some English porter
be brought to the table and he drank some of it. Then he said,
“People say that porter is bitter. But the truth is that it’s not bitter,
it’s just strong.” And he repeated these words a number of times

. with great fervor. Everyone understood that he was speakmg about .

the bitter expenence he had gone through and was saying that
everything is for good and not bad. (Mekor Hayim, p. 22, #63)

23:2:3 There are many stories of tzaddikim in great d’vekut while they
seemingly engage in worldly conversation. Here is one report about the
hasidic rebbe, Rabbi David Biderman of Lelov-Jerusalem (d. 1917):

The gaon Rabbi Mordechai Girsh, the head of Yeshivah Hasdei
Avot in Hebron and the leader of the rebbe’s people there, said: “I
have seen many tzaddikim, but another tzaddik like Rebbe Reb
David’l I have not seen—a tzaddik who is in d*vekut with God even
when he converses about insignificant matters. For I have seen him
when he was talking about worldly matters of no import, and yet an
inner conflagration was bursting out of him—his limbs were trem-
bling and the arteries of his head were swelling up and sticking out,
and his heart was pounding like a drum—{rom his supernal fear of
God. (Tiferet Beit David, p. 104)

23:2:4  So far the teachings quoted have been mostly about speaking;
but of course hearing is the other half of the world of speech.

The Besht:

In all the . . . world there is nothing but the Light of the Infinite
_One, blessed be He; which is hidden within all things. And all the
verses, such as “There is none but Him” and “I fill heaven and
earth”—are to be understood according to their literal meaning
that there is no act or speech or thought whose esserice is not the
Godliness that is hidden and contracted within it.

So when one looks well, with his mind’s eye, on all the things
before his eyes, on their inner essence and their vitality, and not

their surface and external side alone, he will not see anything but -

the. Divine power within them, which gives them their vitality,
brings them into being, and preserves them each and every minute.

Speech 469

And when he listens well to the inner voice which is within the
material voice and sound that his ears hear, he will not hear anything
other than the voice of God, which enlivens and brings into being,
that very minute, the sound he hears. (Hadrachot ha-Besht, end of
Divrei Shmuel [The teachings of Rabbi Shmuel of Slonim])

23:2:5 It is a hasidic practice to understand all things that happen to
you (and everything that happens to you is from God) as a hint or
message from God. This is particularly true of words spoken to you,
regardless of how the speaker intends them. (This is briefly mentioned at
the end of the quote from Divrei Moshe in 23:2:2:7.)

23:2:5:1 How should we understand the verse “A voice in the
desert cries out: Clear the way of the Lord!” [Isaiah 40:3]? In every
word you hear another speaking, even from ordinary people, from
there too it is a voice calling out: “Clear the way to serve the
Lord!”2 So in what you hear there will also be something from
God. And you should believe with perfect faith that everything that
happens to you comes about through the Divine Providence of the
Creator of the world, who has brought this to you, to hear these
very words and no others, on this day and no other. -

There is a time for every thing and for every purpose, and it is
not in vain-that God sent these words for you to hear, now and not
on ariother day, to you and not to someone else. Because the thing
is for you and it is for you to fix something spiritual here, not for
someone else; that is why it was sent to you.

It is explained in the holy books that the way ‘of the tzaddikim in
all the thinigs that they are involved in, is to separate out the holy
sparks [focus on the spiritual aspect and separate out good from evil
and holy from profane] They see in every place the glory of God, for
the whole world is full of His glory, and there is no place where he is
not. So whenever people speak to them, even when ordinary people
speak to them about ordinary and this-worldly things, the tzaddikim
hear just the spiritual lesson for their own selves, whatever they can
take from what they hear. (Dh TvhY, 11 pp. 36b-37a, Dibbur #24 and
25; the first of these quotes is taken from Or ha-Meir, Beshallach, and -
the second from Divrei Hayim, Mikaitz)

23:2:5:2 When you_merit to bend your ears to truly hear all the
speech in the world, you will hear that all of it is crying out to you
and giving you hints to return to Him, blessed be He, for from all
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the things and words in this world the glory of God cries out. . . .
And when you accustom yourself to hear, in everything spoken, just
the inside, the voice of God within it, the light of your soul will
shine on you with the light of understanding, with an awesome and

wonderful illumination. [ Tikkun Kriat Sh'ma al ha-Mitah mai ha-
Arizal, Bratzlav, p. 81)

23:2:5:3  There is no speech from which you cannot hear the voice

of instruction in how to serve God, even in words spoken in the'

marketplace when one person speaks to another about buying and
selling. . . . Perhaps this was a hint of David, in the psalm where he
says, “I will hear what God says,” that is, even from the words

spoken in the marketplace, (DhTVhY, 11 p. 77, Tochachat Musar
#1, from Or ha-Meir)
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we can lift up the Shechinah from the dust, but we don’t want to.”
(Sichot Hayim, p. 9)

:2:5:4: e holy Rabbi Moshe Leib of Sassov, of plessed mem-
(z)iyz,fvgs? asti1 yc]:un); man, very poor (may the Merc1f1}1 One save
us), and his house was next door to someone \-NhOS.C busn’less was to
travel to the market on market day. Once, his nelghb.or S compa's&
sion was aroused over the sad state of the holy rabbi and he szlill'
that he should come with him to market .day and stand by his
merchandise so it would not be stolen. For his trouble he w9uld pz:,ly
him enough to feed his family for thq week. The .holy rabbi agreeh.
But when he arrived in the city early in the morning, he went to t e
Beit Midrash to pray with a congregation, and he: stayed so long ig
prayer that when he returned, the_mercha.nt, seeing that he wou
be no use to him at all in this job, did not give him any of the money -
he had promised him.

23:2:5:4" There are various hasidic stories that illustrate how the rzad-
dikim would hear the voice of God in what was spoken to them, or even
overheard by them. Here are three examples:

i is wi d children found
When the holy rabbi came home and his wife an ldre;
out that he did not bring back any money at all, they cried out,

23:2:5:4:1 The holy rabbi, the Rebbe Reb Elimelech of Lizensk,
and his brother, the holy rabbi, Rebbe Reb Zusya [of Hanipol],
were wandering for a number of years “in exile,” sharing the fate of
the Divine ‘Presence which is in exile, so as to heal the spiritual
breach in the world.

- Once, they arrived in a certain village, and though the head of
the village wasn’t in his house, his wife took them in as guests,
When her husband came home in the middle of the night, he lit a
candle on the table as he worked to mend a rip in his fur coat.

The two brothers who were in bed but awake, heard how his wife
called to him saying, “Hurry up and fix the-coat while the candle is
still burning.” And one brother said to the other, “Did you hear
what the lady of the house is saying to her husband?”

This is a great teaching, to fix yourself quickly and repent while
your soul is still within you. (Sigh Sarfei Kodesh, 11, p. 80, #260)

23:2:5:4:22 Once, when the Holy Jew was taking a walk in the
countryside with his disciples, they came across a hay wagon that
bad overturned. The gentile driver called out to them to help him -
put it upright and reload the hay. They went to his aid, but try as
they could, they were not able to turn it over. “We can’t do it,” they.
said. But the gentile yelled at them angrily in Polish, “You can ail
right, but you don’t want to!”. Then the Holy Jew turned to his
disciples and said, “Do you hear what this gentile is saying? He says

« idn’t bring back anything from market d%_1y?” Hearing this
tl??xo% rabbi felgl on the ground and began Eobbmg loudl}:. \I)Vher;
they asked him why he was crying, he said, “Why shouldn t‘ c;y.
Wasn’t I at the market for just one day, and you asked me ‘What
have you brought back?’ But what about the other market day—
that they sent me here from Above—and I:vc been here for twent};i;
" five years. When I return they’ll demand, “What havp you bro;xygh
back with you?—and I won’t be able to answer them. y
shouldn’t I cry?” (Siftei Kodesh, P. 84)

23:2:5:4:4 See the teaching of the Baal Shem Tov q'uoted in “Rep:?n-
tance,” 1;‘.:5:3, where “hearing of the hints” is mentioned, along with
related matters; 14:6 has other stories of this kind.

23:2:5:4:5 Even hearing the messages from heaven requir?s intelligence
and discrimination. A hasidic story tells hpw a mism.zgzd onc? came
before Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Ladi and rebl.lkcd hlfn for his sup-
posedly haughty ways, in having a servant standing at his door, and so
on. The rebbe put his head down on his hand on the table, and stayed
that way for some time. Then he lifted hi§ hea.ld and answ?red the man,
explaining how a leader has to maintain some separation fron? the
people. The explanation was, indeed, accepted, and the man left; bl.lt
when he did, the rebbe’s son asked him why he had put his head .on .hIS
arm like that, because for the answer he gave that [degree of meditation
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and concentration] was not necessary. His father then told him that at
first he had to know if this man (regardless of his own motives) was
delivering to him a heavenly message criticizing him for pride. So he put
his head down to consider if there was pride and haughtiness in his
actions. When he saw that there was not, he realized that this was not

such a heavenly message and he answered what he answered. (Sippurei
Hasidim, vol. 1, p. 354)

23:2:6 A great rabbi and tzaddik of our time has said that he feels that
methods of direct God-consciousness in conversation (such as those
discussed above) make it seem as if talking to people is not in itself good
enough—but it is.

Perhaps one reconciliation of the two attitudes is to take the view
that the person you are speaking to is in the image of God, or (much
the same) a son or daughter of God, and that you should speak to him or

her with the greatest love and reverence. As it says in Or ha-Ganuz
I'Tzaddikim: :

You should speak with your fellow-man with great reverence and
love, as if you were speaking with the Holy One, blessed be He
[p. 31]. When you see any person, imagine the Being of God and
His effulgent light flooding through him to you [p. 62].

When you see the fellow human you 'are conversing with as closely
connected to God, you can talk with Aim with reverence and love, and yet
maintain your awareness of God. '

Rabbi Mordechai of Tchernobil suggested something like this also;

The main' thing is to believe with perfect faith that the Glory
[Shechinah] of God fills all the earth, and there is no place where
He is not. And when you look at the world you are looking at God,.
blessed be He. And when you converse with someone, you are
conversing with the soul within him (for were the soul to leave his
body you would not be able to talk to him at all, for he would be as
lifeless as a stone). [So] you are conversing with the soul within
him—it is just that you cannot see it, just as you cannot see God,
Who is the soul of all souls. So you should believe this, and say to
yourself: “He is here and present—I just'cannot see him.” (Likkutei
Torah, Hadracha 6, p. 7) :

(See the chapters on “Humility and Pride,” 38:3 and “Loving and Honor-
ing Our Fellow Men” [9].)
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53 THE SPEECH OF THE

WISE IS HEALING

As in the quote from Proverbs (23:1), our speech should not only be
ethical but healing. We should train our tongues to speak well of other.s
and to be accustomed to give blessings.

23:3:1 Whén we héar of others’ worthy hopes or pl.ans, we shoul’c’l bless
them that God fulfill their wishes for good. (See “Pious Phrases,” 26:11

- for an example.)

i i tion,
23:3:2 'Whenever you mention someone, anyone, in conversation,
make it a habit to bless him, with a good eye and a good heart.
- (Derech Hayim, 7-8)

i is wisdor his children
23:3:3 When you praise someone for his wisdom or his iren,
or speak aboug his great wealth, etc., you must then give him a
blessing, to ward off the evil eye. (Rabbi Hayim Yosef Davxd Azulai,
Hanhagot Tzaddikim, p. 67, #15)

Regardless of what people in former times understood by the. “evil
eye,” what it can mean to us in this instance is that praise arouses in the
) - ;
mind its opposite, or sometimes jealousy—and to war_d this off we should

bless the person we praise.

ir ish people; never
23:3:4 Be careful never to speak against the Jewis g
- say that a certain Jewish custom is no good, or any other bad thing,
- . God forbid. But rather accustom your tongue always to sPe:ak
good about the people Israel, and in their defense. (Derech Hayim,

7-43)

i aki ily of any
23:3:5:1 You should refrain from spe.akmg deroggtor
man, and even of any creature or am.mal. (Rﬁlbbl Moshe Cor-
dove’ro, in the list of his hanhagot, #7, in Reshit Hochmah, H. Y.

Walman edition, Jerusalem, vol. 1, p. 50)

' ' i : f God, not
23:3:5:2 Never speak derogatorily of any creature o ,
even a cow or a wild animal or birds. (Derech Hayim, 7-44) -
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234 FROM ONE SOURCE

It is a very high level when talking with another person to consider it
as if you are talking with yourself, as if the conversation was all within
one mind and self. For all souls have their root in the Shechinah. This is
another way of maintaining d'vekut in speech (see 23:2:2:1). And if you
do this you will not be as critical of what the other person says (a very
common tendency and failing), and you will not disagree as readily and
get angry.’ :

It should be as if the thought the other person speaks had arisen in
your own mindj; then, even if it seems wrong or strange, your response
will be sympathetic even in disagreement.

The Baal Shem Tov:

When you speak, do not think that you are the one speaking—
because it is the Divine life-energy within you, God, blessed be He,
speaking in you. And by this [awareness] you lift up the act of
speech to its Source. And equanimity is also inclided in this reflec-
tion; for just as everything you speak is from Him, blessed be He, so
is everything that your fellow man speaks from Him. (Tzavaat ha-
Ribash, p. 21)

[To clarify the comment about equanimity:] You should have equa-
nimity in whatever happens; everything should be equal to you, as
in the matter of whether men praise you or abuse you. ... And
whatever occurs, say to yourself, “Isn’t this from Him? And if it’s
acceptable in His eyes [certainly it should be so in minel.” (Tzavaat
ha-Ribash, p. 2) '

23:5 BEGINNINGS

Each day make a special effort witﬁ the first words you speak to another
person, that they be spoken with the right awareness. And make a special

effort with the first words of every conversation, to begin the right way. .

236 AT PEACE'

In Hebrew a conversation opens and closes with the blessing of peace
(Shalom). So at the beginning and end of a conversation you should see
that you are in the right relation with the other person.
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The previous Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Schneersohn,

after lamenting how too often today the Shalom exchanged in greeting is
“'not what it once was, writes:

inspi i — Aleichem
But the Torah-inspired Shalom Aleichem the Sha_Iom {leic
~0F bygone days—is a vehicle for the light of love. (Likkutei Dibbu-

rim, vol. 1, p. 4)

When you begin a conversation, make your openiflg a blessing in your
intention, regardless of the expression used in greeting. .

During a conversation there can be tension and offense (often w1thc3ut
either party being fully aware of it). Knowing this, speak.wo.rds of parting
that reestablish the right relationship: say words of blessing or peace and,
if necessary, at the end of the conversation, also humbly ask forgiveness
in case of any offense. (See “Pious Phrases,” 26:20.)

237 AFTERWARD

After a conversation it is good to go over in your mind the quality of
your speech—and repair what needs fixing,

23:3 CONTROLLING YOUR SPEECH
Control over your speech is essential in holiness.

23:8:1 Never let anything be uttered by you unle§s you know that
it is the will of God that you say it. (Derech Hayim, 2-17)

23:8:2 Twice a week you should have a set pe:riot.i for reflection
and meditation on how you should be as careful in giving out words
as in giving out money. (Hayei Musar, 111, p. 89)

23:8:3' Just as it is good to gain control of your eating through interrup-
tions, so is the same true about speech and conversatior}. In Chfa,pter 3,
pp. 60-61 we quoted how Rabbi Mendel of Premishlan “1‘11 the mxd;t of a
conversation would interrupt himself and stop for a whﬂe to break his

talk-lust.”
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Along the same lines, it is possible to have a “fast”

blessed be He, is sure to care for those who exert themselves to
speech, just as you can fast from food.

_ avoid profane talk. (Kav ha-Yashar, chap. 12)

of words and

It is better to fast by abstaining from talk than by abstaining from
food—for when you fast from talking it will not hurt your body or
your soul, and it will not weaken you [causing you to lessen your
Divine service]. (Rosh ha-Givah quoted in Or- Yesharim, p. 90)

Rabbi Moshe of Kobrin said: Rather than fasting from Shabbar
to Shabbat [as very pious people would sometimes do], it is better
to fast from lies and untruths, and not speak a false word from one
Shabbat to the next. (Mazkeret Shem ha-Gedolim, p. 196) '

23:8:4:3 Rabbi Tzvi Elimelech of Dinov:

' i 1l the more so
self from empty conversation . . . and al
gg:rll) f)(,)?'girdden speech. If you get involved in one or the other, ﬁne
or penalize yourself somehow and meditate immediately on turning
back to God, and confess. (Hanhagot Adam, #20)

(See “Psalms,” 16:15 about “fixing” sins of speech with holy speech, by
words of Torah or the recitation of Psalms.)

These two quotes should be considered as practical suggestions:

A fast of speech can be more or less strict. The Hafetz Hayim occasion-
ally instructed people to engage in such a fast and “not speak during that
day at all, except what is absolutely necessary” (Michtivei ha-Hafetz
Hayim ha-Hadash, vol, 2, 111, p. 74, #7). Another source, however, says:

- h, for this is an

:8:4:4 Watch over your mouth and your speech,
' izrigonant fence in the service of God. Therefore, be.very‘careful not
to speak unnecessarily, and . . . each time you speak 1mproper1y_ orto
no purpose, fine yourself and give something to tzedaka. (Rabbi Yaa-

The difficulty involved in [a fast of speech] is that one must put a
rein on one’s mouth to refrain from speaking even about one’s
needs, and to be even more careful not to speak unnecessary things,
and still. more careful about entirely idle conversation. That day,
you should use your speech only for Torah and prayer. (Rabbi
Yitzhak Alfiyah, Hanhagot Tzaddikim (1], vol. 2, p. 836, #9)

23:8:4 Control of speech implies the avoidance not only of forbidden
‘talk (lies, etc.), but of idle conversation,

23:8:4:1 As much as possible, avoid idle conversation. This was
one of the ten pious customs of Rav [a famous rabbi of the Tal-
mud], who in all of his life never talked idly. (Rabbi Moshe Cor-

dovero, in the list of his hanhagot, #23, Reshit Hochmah, Walman
edition p. 50) )

23:8:4:2 Thereis nothing so good for purifying the soul as keeping
arein over your mouth and eschewing idle conversation. Not only is
this the case, but it aids greatly in having kavvanah in prayer, as
alien thoughts do not intrude and distract you. )

There is a story of a hasid who, after his death, appeared to his
wife in a dream, and seeing the hair of his head and beard all aglow
like a torch, in his glory, she asked him, “By what did you merit all
this?” He answered that it was because he spoke as little as possible
of things other than Torah and the fear of God—for the Holy One,

kov Hagiz, Zichron I'Vnai Yisrael #1 and 2, in YHVT, p. 38)

:8:4: i Yosi Ber of Brisk always had a snuffbox on his
f:ﬁ?é‘."{;’Vh;a}?: ;vas about to converse w:vith someone, hc; vlllould il"n's;
open it up, glance within, and t.hen b.egl.n to talk. Orlie olt Es_e ci?ise
to him could not overcome his curiosity, and took a loo 1nsNo;
where he found engraved the abbreviation W.K..H.M.A.T.-It(.H.I;l.g. ot
knowing what this meant, he ?.Sked tPe rabbi abou’tl.l s W o told
him: “It is from the verse of Scnpture:, ”Whoso keepsml.s2 ;nouM% nd
tongue, keeps himself from trouble’” [Proverbs 21:23]. (Midor.
Dor, vol. 2, #1619) )

23:8:4:6 Although there is great value in avoiding idle talk, there is still
a time to talk and a time to listen—for .human brotherhood can be
‘established through speech, and conversation can be a \fessel for lovlt:i.
The rabbis say that when you are burdened with anxieties you shou :
talk over your troubles with another and get them out. The Seer o

Lublin said:

i i i h, and bear his yoke,
hould receive every person yvxth warmth, and I
: Zr(x):ll tsreat him with gentleness, as if he were your king. It is .part of
human kindness to listen to him talk, even if he overdoes it; but at
the very same time you should not forget the Creator, blessed be
He, at all. (Zot Zichron, p. 3)

Here is a story about the great musar teacher, Rabbi Israel Salanter:
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Once our master and teacher and rabbi had a conversation with one
of his relatives about worldly things, and he was speaking with him

~fearing person,
med to him that

in a jovial way. One of his students, who was a God
overheard the drift of this conversation and it see
the rabbi was talking needlessly. So later he spoke wi

the subject of avoiding idle conversation, and dared to ask him

about the conversation with that man,
Our master, in his hy

tion, but answered him, telling ‘him that thig
depressed, and it was very much an act of kindness to ¢

him up and remove his anxiety and sadness, “And,” said Rabbi
bring him some joy—by talking with him

Israel, “with what could I
about the fear of God and musar? No, the only

him in a pleasant and amusing manner about things of this world,”
From this story we can Jjudge how carefully our rabbi weighed all

his words in the scale of the fear of God. (Or Yisrael, p. 112)

23:9 | CONTROLLIN G WHAT YOU HEAR

it takes intelligence and d
ble, what you hear.

23:9:1 About Rabbj Shlomo Leib of Lentshno:

He never engaged in any idle conversation. Even from his youth he
Wwas careful to guard himself against hearing idle talk and, even
more so, bad talk, God forbid,

When he was young, he was living with a tailor, and he never

me back to the house until all were asleep. Once, during the
winter, it happened that they closed the Beir Midrash for some
reason and [not being able to stay there to study and pray] he was
forced to return home. ’

When he approached the house, however, he hear
usual, still at work with his young helpers
were talking about indecent

d the tailor, as
» and, also as usual, they

«And from then on,

i i void hearing it

i thing possible to a ]
((ill: ;\;ﬁver, if one does hear such things?
mility, did not take umbrage at the ques-

etermination to control, to the extent possi-
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«my ears developed the

" said the holy rabbi, far distances.”

ispering even at
bility to hear what people are whispering
a

3)
Ese] Ata] Ot! p' 21’ ”
( p

from others. What is one to

e s . d
e St'whSk . ore so than all your other selns;als(i
hear & Inot completely in your cont1:<()1 :v e
et dm ages your soul, God forbid, il
o in ga to deal with this 1s to pray °
then. ::ver}t’ainly, it will not have any ba

1d pray to God
that you shou ,?(I%rei Ko-

“You should guard yo

even though what you e

sometimes something wThe

penetrate into your ear. malr

God that it not damage ym:;1 rin:: oy
ffect at all. This is a general p b o harm.

:h:tc a [spiritually] hurtful thing no

desh ha-Shalem, p. 15, #40)

23:10 WHAT TO TALK ABOUT

l he be t use ()l Spee(:h 1 to tal k a Way aboutGO T b
S 3

deeds.
holy people, and about holy ways and good

1t, have

i le you can, as a result, ha' .
wicked I::’r(i)lpint}é the world, God forfb:}cllé
oo t the good traits and deeds o p
i world. (Darkei Tzedek, p. 6,

ou converse about

X?ﬁrgllis of wickedness an

ou should rather tall.c alwayd tbout ¥
3tlzaddikim, and so bring good 1

#40)






