Gfjo

The Power of Words

THE NATURE OF WORDS

“The Princess Bride”1987

“You keep using that word, | do not think it means what you think it means.”
Spoken by Inigo Montoya, in response to Vizzini’s repeated use of the word “inconceivable.”

Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking Glass

“When | use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a scornful tone, “it means just what | choose it to mean—
neither more nor less.” “The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words mean so many different
things.”

e These quotes from film and literature suggest that words are definite, with specific meanings that
cannot be changed. Is this true in your experience, or can the speaker (or writer) change the nature
of words?

e Isthe intent of the speaker more or less important than the actual words he or she speaks?

Chaim Nachman Bialik, from his 1915 essay 1WA %03 MM ,PIINA )N DN

There are words like lofty mountains, and words like 127 0N — O’ ,IN N — DN W
yawning gulfs.

e Do you think that words have different qualities?
e Think of, and share, some words that you think are like “lofty mountains” and “yawning gulfs.”
o What other descriptors might you use to describe words?

lyov (Job) 12:11 N: 2 APN

Does not the ear test words as the palate tastes food? :1° DYV DON TN) 1NN PN NINNID

e What is Job trying to convey in comparing words to food?
e Do you have positive or negative associations with certain words? If so, is it possible for you to
receive these words in a different way than the speaker intended?
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THE POWER OF WORDS

Beresheet (Genesis) 1:3

N NPYNI

God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light.

: FINODN VINOT DTN NN

Sefer Yetzira 2:5

N2 NN 990

...And from Nothingness did He make something, and
all forms of speech and every created thing, and from
the empty void He made the solid earth, and from the
non-existent He brought forth Life.

(Interpretive translation based on the commentary of
the 12™ century scholar Ra’avad)

,979R DY B9 D25 DY 970K YPNHM PPY T8O
NN NIDON NIVINY 1’72 DY ©YDY BYO DY N
TON DY RN M2ATN 9 NN YO

Moses Ibn Ezra, Long Commentary of Exodus 20:1

N:D MNY DY XY JaN NN

Words are like bodies; meanings are like souls.

MNWYID DN DYV MAND DN MDNN 2D YN

Attributed to Shimon Bar Yochai, The Zohar,
Parashat Metzora 55a

<M YINN NV 90T

Every word a man utters rises upward, splitting
heavens to reach its destined place

,A10IN W) 12 PIANT ,NNIDNT N2 NPN 92
TINYT DN NIRYY, PP NYPA KPY7 K7D

e God created the world by declaring it: Let there be light, etc. What do human beings create with our

words? How do we do this?

e Some of the texts above suggest that words have a spiritual quality. Do you believe this is the case?

Why or why not?

e Do you believe that all of your words reach the heavens? Would knowing that all of your words were
going up to the heavens affect the words you choose?
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THINK BEFORE YOU SPEAK

Derekh Eretz Zuta 3:1 N:) RO NIN 797
Consider your words before you utter them! TN KXY TY THYT 1D
Derekh Eretz Zuta 2:1-2 2-N:2 RO XIN 797

Sit before elders and incline your ear to hear their
words. Pay attention to the words of your friend. Do

not be hasty to answer, and consider everything from
the right point, and answer to the first question first, /PWND 9123 XN DN 713N 271277 PIN WP

and to the last, last; and always confess the truth. Do - PUNI 5Y NN PIYD D127 AWND NI
not discuss in the presence of one who is greater than NN DY NTIN N PINN - NINK IV, )IURD
you in wisdom. If somebody wants to teach you 105N TN DITHY O 291 72T IN)
something, do not say “l heard [it already]” if you have
not heard it already. If you are questioned about a| - NNV XYW NN DY NN ON,TINDD NXON DN
small matter, and you do not know it, do not be 2 YTY NNNONY YOP 92T TIORY ON) Onyny
ashamed to say, “I do not know.” If somebody taught | nypnw N9Y 75 1w ONY YT PPN 9D Wian YN

you Something and you did not listen to |t, do not be Tbsyb DN NYN ij ”’b ]—]J\’)“ jn]b (UAmba bN
ashamed to say, “Repeat it again”; and say not that ' VY XY 1Y

you have not listened to it, but that you did not
understand it.

,DMI2T DX VNV TININ NVM DNPIN M0 Y

Yiddish Proverb

Shlomo ibn Gabirol, Mivchar Hapeninim 338 NYY 02291 9131 ,919%3) JaN NNdY
After you speak, your words master you. Before you YPRYIY 2 HYIN NIN 12T 12T NINYI IIN)
speak, you are the master of your words. JA5VINMIN NN

hl i irol, Yehi Kesh h Eitz Erekh
Shlomo ibn Gabirol, Yehi Keshores itz Ere mmw{m\(»\ow:m’,bwanmmb\o

Amirav

As the length of a tree’s branches depend on its roots, TIN O NY WIWD PIPNINX TIN O XY UIYD

so right words depend on a man’s good sense. PINN Y VIIX NNIANDY / PINON
©2018 JTeach.org Page 3

Board of Jewish Education of Metropolitan Chicago’s Online Resource Center
Lead author: JTeach Team Members



Gfjo

The Power of Words

¢ One can find advice on thinking before speaking from many scholars and in many Jewish sources.
Why do you think this is the case?

o What does this mean: “After you speak, your words master you.”? Can you think of a scenario in
which this was the case? How might knowing this change what you say?

e There is a difference of opinion among the sources quoted above. Which do you think is the most
important thing to take care with: thoughts, words, or actions?

ENCOURAGEMENT/DISCOURAGEMENT

Mishlei (Proverbs) 15:4 4:90 YHYUN

A healing tongue is a tree of life, but a devious one

makes for a broken spirit. D172 72V M2 920) DMN Y )IWY NN

Mishlei 16:24 49:70 Youn

Pleasant words are like a honeycomb, sweet to the

1 DNY? NI WOID PINH DYIIMIN VAT PN
palate and a cure for the body. ¥ NI 7=¢ | R DVPIRR VAT

Rabbi Elysha Sandler, Sparkling Speech, page 47

The Pele Yo'etz (Sanegoriya) says, “...everything that a man speaks makes an impression and awakens the
hosts of Heaven. If one speaks derogatorily, he awakens the prosecuting angels. However, if one speaks in
a positive manner, he awakens angels of advocacy. A man’s words bear fruit!”

e The sources above describe how positive and negative words feel. Do you agree their assessments?
What other metaphors would you use to describe these types of speech?

e The Pele Yo’etz suggests that words are taken note of by angels and that someone will eventually be
rewarded or punished for the way they speak. Do you think that people are generally rewarded for
speaking positively or punished for speaking negatively? What do you pay more attention to,
someone’s actions or words?
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KEEPING SILENT

Mishlei (Proverbs) 17:27

1 oUN

A knowledgeable man is sparing with his words; A man
of understanding is reticent.

PN WIR D [P NYT YT PN TYin

Tractate Megillah 18a

N2 NN NN

If a word be worth one sela*, silence is worth two.
*A valuable coin

:19N2 RPINWN YO0 NoN

Shlomo ibn Gabirol, Mivchar Hapeninim 354

TV 02991 9NN ,919%3) JaN bV

The fewer a man’s words, the fewer his mistakes.

92T IVYNIY 9D >3 .VYNN IATNHYI DBIN NN
PNNYV VYD DTNN

e According to the sources above, what are the rewards for keeping quiet?

e What are you demonstrating when you keep quiet?

ASSISTING THE POOR

Shalom Aleichem, from Tevye the Milkman

A kind word is no substitute for a piece of herring or a bag of oats.

Rabbi Joshua Steinberg, Mishlei Yehoshua 8:26

19: 0 YWINS YHun

Advice and words will not fill an empty belly.

1YY WO 1Y XY DINOY 72T NNY
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Vayikra (Leviticus) Rabba 34:15

10: 1Y 129 NP

Rabbi Levi said: “If you have no means to give to the
poor, comfort him with kind words!”

071272 100317 1107 77 PN DX 2927 NN

Tractate Bava Batra 9b

:¥ N9M2 N12

Rabbi Yizchak said, “Whoever gives the poor money
is blessed with six blessings; whoever does it with a
kind word is blessed with 11 blessings.”

WY TI2NN MYD NVIND JNNN DD PNNY 227 IIN)
M52 X772 772NN 0’1272 199NN MO

e Two of the above sources suggest that kind words alone are not helpful to the poor. Two sources
suggest that kind words are helpful. Under what circumstances are kind words helpful?
e With which of these sources do you agree, if any?

o Whether or not you give money to someone who is less fortunate, is it your custom to speak to them

nicely? Why or why not?

SINCERITY

Moshe ibn Ezra, Shirat Yisrael, p. 156

NP MY HNIY NPY ,NXITY JAN DYn

Words that come from the heart enter the heart.
Words that do not come from the heart will not enter
the ear.

D>127Y,251N YN DX0ID) 201 Y1 DINNPN DT
PN TITHINIY> KD 201N 19 DINNY DPRY

“Most people think that shadows follow, precede or surround beings or objects. The truth is that they also
surround words, ideas, desires, deeds, impulses and memories.”

Elie Wiesel, The Fifth Son p.54

e According to the sources above, why is it important to be sincere in your words?
e What does Elie Wiesel mean when he says that shadows “follow, precede, or surround” words?
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HONESTY/DECEIT

lyov (Job) 6:25

N2:9 29N

How forceful are honest words! ...

: 0D NIIN NI IWIIIIN INII TN

Tractate Bava Metzia 58b

$N) NY’¥N N1a Navn

Deceit in words is worse than deceit in money.

NI NNIND DM2T NXIN DT

Mishnah Bava Metzia 4:10

27 RYIN1ND Naa NIVN

Just as there is fraud regarding commerce, so too
there is fraud regarding words.

D272 MYIN 72,7209 NPRI MNYINY DY

e Job suggests that honest words are powerful. Do you think honest words are more or less powerful
than other types of words, for instance angry or deceitful words?

e Two sources above equate deceit in words to deceit with money. Do you agree that these two things
are similar? Do you feel that one is worse than the other?

DISTRESS/ANGER

Tractate Bava Batra 16b

:T0 K952 N33 NaoN

A person is not held responsible for what he says
when he is in distress.

YN NYY ©9NI) DTN PRY

Only God can give us credit for the angry words we did not speak.
Rabbi Harold Kushner, When All You’ve Ever Wanted Isn’t Enough, page 187

e Do you think that we should always be held responsible for our words; or are there times when,
because of our emotional state or circumstances of living, we can speak without consequence?
e Can you think of a time when someone might want to watch their words even when they are

distressed?

e Do we deserve credit for thinking angry words but not speaking them? Why does Rabbi Kushner
suggest that only God can give us credit for controlling ourselves and not speaking angry words?
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LASHON HARA

Mishlei (Proverbs) 18:21 N3N YoVUN

Death and life are in the power of the tongue; those

- . . 17279 DI NANNY IV T2 0N NN
who love it will eat its fruit. T ToEm o AE PO

Tractate Ta’anit 7b $T DIYHN NOYN

Rabbi Shimon ben Pazi said: The rains are withheld

only due to [the sin of] those who speak slander, as it NON PINY) DINWIN PR OTO 12 )WY 027 DN
is stated: “The north wind brings forth rain, but a | M (32,02 >5WN) IMNIV YIN NI 19010 5>2va

backbiting tongue, an angry countenance” (Proverbs IND NV DY DN DY) D9INN NON
25:23).

Derekh Eretz Zuta 2:7 112 NOIT NIN 797
Do not let your teeth shame you, and do not let your

mouth disgrace you, and do not let your tongue curse TO9 DNY, TP T3 ONY, THOPY TU»D ON)
you, and do not let your lips shame you, and [take care INNNYN DX),TPNOY TINDD ONY ,TNHYD
that you should not need] to bow [to someone] on Rtk

account of your own words.

Mishlei Yehoshua 54:3 A1y YVINS dHun

A bird you set free you may catch again, but a word | 7°91 V1) 927Y,MTINN 1IWN TIY NNDY 1IN D)
that escapes your lips will never return. ODW TY IV N

The Chochmas Anach (Parshas Mattos) says, “He shall not desecrate his word; according to what comes out
of his mouth he shall do' (Bamidbar 30:3). The Chida (Rav Chaim Yosef David Azulai) writes: This posuk
alludes to a person who guards his mouth from speaking forbidden words, as well as from engaging in empty
talk and sanctifies his mouth. Whatever he requests of Hashem will be accepted. The posuk is interpreted
thus: He shall not desecrate his word - if his words are not mundane, in that he does not speak empty words
and certainly not words which are forbidden, then whatever comes out of his mouth Hashem will do, and his
prayers will be accepted. Furthermore, even when not in the form of a prayer, whatever he speaks will be

fulfilled”
Rabbi Elysha Sandler, Sparkling Speech, pages 49 - 50
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¢ Can you think of a time when words caused physical pain or damage? Can you think of a time when
words caused emotional damage or hurt someone’s career or reputation?

o Derekh Eretz Zuta suggests that one should treat any evil word said about someone else to be a big
deal. Do you think that all negative things one says about another are equal? Are some worse than

others? Why or why not?

o A few sources suggest that once you say something you no longer have power over it. Explain this

further?

ADVICE

Tractate Berachot 6b

$) MI91 Mavn

And Rabbi Helbo said that Rav Huna said, “Any person
who has the fear of Heaven, his words are heeded.”

NN 12 VOV DTN DD RN 27 MK 1IN 7N
PYNVI PI2T DNV

WORDS OF TORAH

Tractate Ta’anit 7a

A YN noon

Rabbi Oshaya said, “Why are the words of the Torah
compared to... water, wine, and milk? ... To teach you
that, just as these three liquids are kept only in the
simplest of vessels, so too words of Torah are
preserved in the humblest of men.”

YOV NN 12T DY NND NIYWIN 229 IDN)
NNY D N NIT 29N P DD IVON PPN
190N 172V 1D (NN INYY) >N DIND 1D
T2 92 25N P PNN KD G0 XD 1AW 1O
N9 XON POIOPNN PR IDON PPYN NYOY NN
91 NON PNRYPPNN PR NN AT G DYD51Y
NOAV INYTY

Shir Hashirim (Song of Songs) Rabbah 1:2

A:R NAY OYYVYN DY

As wine enlivens the heart, so do words of Torah
enliven the heart.

220 PNRYRN N7IN 22T 72, YN 227 NRY )

e Can you think of a time when words nourished you?
e Can you think of a time when words from Torah or from Jewish tradition provided comfort?

©2018 JTeach.org

Page 9

Board of Jewish Education of Metropolitan Chicago’s Online Resource Center

Lead author: JTeach Team Members



https://www.sefaria.org/Isaiah.55.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Isaiah.55.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Isaiah.55.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Isaiah.55.1
https://www.sefaria.org/Isaiah.55.1

