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Informational Supplement to the  
Sefer Chofetz Chaim 

By Rabbi A. Levin 
 

Grade Level: Middle School, High School, Adult 
 
Description: 
This fifty-two page booklet is an English translation of some Hebrew footnotes in 
the Dirshu edition of the Chofetz Chaim. It contains many practical examples of 
how Hilchos Lashon Hara apply and includes cases and rulings which were 
Paskened after the time of the Chofetz Chaim. Use this resource to supplement 
your Shemiras Halashon curriculum or to spice up any shiur on Hilchos Lashon 
Hara. 
 
What to download 

 Download the print-ready PDF file (includes lesson plan/instructions). 
 
Goals/Objectives: 
Students will gain a wider breadth of knowledge of Hilchos Shemiras Halashon 
by discussing the information contained in this booklet. 
 
Instructions: 

1. Read through the booklet. 
2. Decide how you would like to integrate the information contained here into 

your Shemiras Halashon curriculum. 
 
 



~ 1 ~ 
 

Dirshu Chofetz Chaim 
 

SUPPLEMENT TO HILCHOS LASHON HARA 

 

English translation of some Hebrew footnotes in the Chofetz Chaim Dirshu edition. 

 

 The Chofetz Chaim once said: If one speaks lashon hara, it is clear that 

he does not anticipate the coming of Moshiach. If he sincerely was 

waiting the arrival of Moshiach, how would he engage in the exact 

aveirah that prolongs the golus and prevents the geulah? lashon hara 

and expecting Moshiach’s appearance are two opposites (p. 5, note 12). 

 

 The Chofetz Chaim wrote (Shemiras Halashon 2:9): It is a wonder in my 

eyes that so many people search for segulos and brachos from great 

people to have a good parnassah. What do all the segulos and brachos 

help if a person is chas veshalom accustomed to speaking lashon hara 

and rechilus, as there is a specific ‘arur’ (curse) in the Torah (in Parashas 

Ki-Tavo) for someone who speaks lashon hara (‘arur makeh re’ehu 

basei’ser’)? This curse was uttered and accepted by all of klal yisroel, and 

it therefore destroys any kind of brachah… However, one who is careful 

not to violate the ‘arur’ of the Torah, will not just be saved from a curse, 

but will additionally receive a unique brachah. Since every one of the 

curses first started with a brachah (i.e. baruch asher eino makeh re’ehu 

basei’ser), a person who is careful with his speech will receive an 

exclusive brachah (p. 7, note 18). 
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 R’ Eliyahu Lopian said: there are a number of different groups and 

factions amongst us, and unfortunately sometimes one party can 

attack another party, all done ‘l’shem mitzvah’. Regrettably, they 

violate numerous prohibitions (lashon hara, rechilus, and causing others 

embarrassment) all supposedly ‘l’shem shamayim’ (Lev Eliyahu, 

Beshalach) (p. 11, note 28). 

 

 The reason why the Shulchan Aruch did not write a siman about 

hilchos lashon hara was due to the fact that the issur of lashon hara was 

so clear-cut to all, that there was no necessity to write about it. It was 

only when the Chofetz Chaim noticed that the generation was being lax 

in this commandment that he took it upon himself to write down all the 

detailed halachos of shemiras halashon (R’ Chaim Kanievsky, p. 15, note 

35). 

 

 When the Chofetz Chaim finished writing his sefer on hilchos lashon 

hara, he visited R’ Yisroel Salanter. The Chofetz Chaim asked him if there 

was a point in publishing his sefer, since it is virtually impossible to stay 

completely clear of the issurim of lashon hara and rechilus. R’ Yisroel 

responded by saying, that even if all you gain is that one Yid makes a 

sincere remorseful sigh after speaking lashon hara, the whole project of 

writing and publishing this book would have been worthwhile 

(Hameoros Hagedolim p. 353) (p. 15, note 36). 

 

 The Torah prohibition of hurting another person verbally – ona’as 

devarim – also includes hurtful written words and hurtful hints (even 

though no words were actually spoken) (Chovas Hashemirah 4) (p. 59, 

note 73). 

 

 It is very common when people sit together in a group that one wants to 

share a great line relating to one of his friends. However, if his words 

will be making fun of his friend and possibly cause him embarrassment, 

then one should muster up every ounce of self-control and control his 

speech. It is not worth losing out on one’s portion in Olam Haba through 

shaming his friend in public (ibid.) 
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 A man set out walking on a road full with holes with a huge risk of falling 

into one of the pits and hurting himself. When people saw him starting 

to walk down the road they cautioned him not to undertake this walk 

due to the danger involved. ‘No problem’, countered the man, ’I will just 

take a scarf and cover my eyes’. ‘How will that help you?’ the people ask 

him. ‘This way, when I fall into one of the pits I will not look like a fool, 

since I did not see the holes’, he said. ‘Actually you are wrong’, the 

people responded, ‘the refusal to recognise the pits on the road is the 

most foolish thing you could think of doing!’ Likewise, says, the Chofetz 

Chaim, pretending that we don’t know about the laws of lashon hara, 

“covering our eyes” and saying that we are refusing to study the details 

and laws because we want to remain ‘shogegim’ (doing aveiros by 

mistake) is a foolish step to take (See Ahavas Chesed 2:9) (p. 19, note 

41). 

 

 The Chofetz Chaim writes (Pesichah –Negative Commandments 15) that 

one who talks lashon hara about a yasom or almanah also violates the 

prohibition of kol almanah veyasom lo se’anun – ‘do not cause distress 

to a yasom or almanah’ (Shemos 22:21). Rashi (ibid.) is of the opinion 

that this prohibition applies equally to any person who has 

experienced hardships in his life and is therefore more vulnerable. The 

Chofetz Chaim’s son, R’ Leib, writes (dugma midarchei avi  p. 38) that his 

father practiced this sensitivity. The Chofetz Chaim was especially 

considerate not to cause any slight or offense to any poor tzedakkah-

collector, in spite of the sometimes disturbing or provocative way they 

would act towards him (p. 67, note 85). 

 

 Although it is very serious to speak lashon hara about a yasom or 

almanah, one is nevertheless allowed to speak lashon hara about them 

if it is for a constructive purpose (to’eles), just like one may talk lashon 

hara leto’eles about any other person (Rav N. Karelitz) [note: to know 

what constitutes a constructive purpose one must learn the Sefer 

Chofetz Chaim, as there are clear guidelines that must be adhered to in 

order to be considered leto’eles] (p. 67, note 83). 
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 A person that listens to lashon hara being spoken can easily also violate 

the issur of chanufah – flattery; by silently or verbally approving of the 

speaker’s wrongdoing, the listener is guilty of flattering the speaker. 

Likewise, Rabeinu Yonah writes (Sha’arei Teshuvah Sha’ar 3:149) that 

giving kavod to reshaim is a serious offense. R’ Elchanan Wasserman 

explains that the reason why granting honour to reshaim is such a severe 

aveirah, is due to the fact that a lot of simple people that don’t know 

better will join the ways of the reshaim if they see that these evil people 

are getting a lot of positive admiration and credit (p .71 , note 91). 

 

 One who speaks lashon hara about a ger tzedek also violates the 

positive commandment to love a ger tzedek (Devarim 10:19). The 

Chofetz Chaim, however, did not mention this mitzvah in his list of 

commandments that can be violated when speaking lashon hara. Two 

reasons are offered as to why he omitted mentioning this: Either 

because geirim were relatively not that common in his times, or due to 

the censoring by the authorities (p. 75, note 99). 

 

 The Chofetz Chaim writes (pesichah – positive commandments 1) that 

there is a positive commandment to remember what Hashem did to 

Miriam, when she spoke lashon hara about her brother Moshe. The 

Magen Avraham (OC 60:2) quotes the Arizal as saying that one should 

concentrate on this point during the brachah of Ahavah Rabba. When 

one says the words ‘v’keiravtanu leshimcha….lehodos lecha’ one should 

bring to mind that the mouth was only created to praise Hashem and 

not to speak any type of forbidden speech. R’ Moshe Feinstein (Igros 

Moshe OC 5:4) likewise says that one can fulfill the mitzvah of zechiras 

ma’aseh Miriam in the manner the Magen Avraham wrote. The Chida 

(Yosef Ometz 23) on the other hand writes that lehodos lecha is only a 

reminder to properly remember the story of Miriam at a later point, but 

in itself it is not enough to fulfil the mitzvah (p. 79, note 1). 
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 There are two other ways one can fulfill the mitzvah of zechiras 

ma’aseh Miriam. One is by learning hilchos lashon hara (Chofetz Chaim 

in Chovas Hashemirah +3) and one is by learning hilchos negaim (Rash 

M’Shantz, Sifra Bechukosay 1:3). R’ Moshe Feinstein disagrees and 

maintains that one does not fulfil the mitzvah of remembering what 

happened to Miriam by merely learning hilchos lashon hara, as he is not 

actively recalling that which occurred to Miriam [ed. note: the same 

would presumably be his opinion in regards to learning hilchos negaim 

as well]  (p. 79, note 1). 

 

 

 How often is there a chiyuv to remember that Miriam got punished for 

speaking lashon hara? 1) The Minchas Chinuch says that any time a 

person has an urge to speak lashon hara, the Torah commands him to 

remember what happened to Miram as a result of her speaking lashon 

hara. 2) The Sefer Chareidim, Shelah, Pele Yoetz and many others hold 

that there is a daily obligation to remember what transpired when 

Miriam spoke lashon hara [presumably this is why some have the 

practice of saying the pasuk zachor es asher asah Hashem Elokecha 

l’Miriam after davening daily]. 3) The Machatzis Hashekel is of the view 

that the mitzvah is fulfilled by remembering it once a year, just like we 

find by zechiras ma’aseh Amalek (p. 79, note 2). 

 

 

 Even though Miriam spoke lashon hara about Moshe Rabbeinu with a 

constructive purpose in mind, she is nevertheless blamed for speaking 

lashon hara. The Chofetz Chaim (klal 3, b’er mayim Chaim 11) writes that 

she should have judged Moshe Rabbeinu favourably. Instead, she 

judged him lechaf chov – unfavourably – and assumed that what he did 

(separating from his wife) was wrong. This led her to speak about him, 

and it is therefore considered lashon hara (p. 79, note 3). 
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 Is it permitted to speak lashon hara about a person that does not care 

about his own honour at all? Do we say that since he does not mind 

other people gossiping about him, it is now allowed? R’ Chaim Kanievsky 

answers that the matter is forbidden on two grounds: 1) Even though he 

outwardly says that he is not makpid that others talk about him, we 

have to assume that deep down he is makpid. 2) One may not speak 

lashon hara about a goy [as stated in Devarim Rabbah 6:9] since it may 

lead a person to become accustomed to speaking lashon hara about a 

yisroel. This case is no different, as the speaker habituates himself to 

speak lashon hara (p. 83, note 9). 

 

 

 The Yesod Veshoresh Ha’avodah writes that the mitzvah of ve’ahavta 

l’reacha kamocha can be fulfilled in one’s thoughts. If one hears of 

something nice that happened to his friend and he feels a real happiness 

in his heart over the good news, he has fulfilled this mitzvah in his 

thoughts. Another mitzvah that can be done with one’s mind is the 

mitzvah of dan lekaf zechus – judging one’s friend favourably.  He adds 

that given the nature of these two unique mitzvos, a person can perform 

them even in places that are not clean (like a beis hamerchatz) and as 

such are unsuitable for other mitzvos (p. 85, note 14, and p. 87, note 15). 

 

 

 The mitzvah to judge one’s friend favourably can be done by either 

assuming that the action probably was not an aveirah ‘maybe I am 

missing a few pieces of information, and therefore what my friend did 

was not an aveirah at all’ or by judging the person behind the action 

[even if the action was an aveirah+ ‘the person in all likelihood did not 

intend to do an aveirah’ or, if the person is a yarei shamayim, assuming 

that the person did teshuvah (p. 87, note 15). 

 

 

 



~ 7 ~ 
 

 

 

 If someone hears his friend talking lashon hara he has a mitzvas aseh of 

tochacha; i.e. he must approach his friend and remind him that he is 

not allowed to speak lashon hara. The Chofetz Chaim writes (asin 5) 

that this applies even if one is not sure whether his friend will accept his 

rebuke or not. If, however, one is confident that his friend definitely will 

not listen to him, he does not have a mitzvah of tochacha [note: even if 

there is no chiyuv to reprimand, he is still not allowed to stay and listen 

to the lashon hara that is being spoken]. Later in his sefer (9:4), the 

Chofetz Chaim seems to take a different approach. There he says that 

the mitzvah of tochacha still applies to someone who for sure will not 

listen. Since lashon hara is an issur deoraysa, the requirement for 

tochacha applies at all times (See Rama OC 608:2). The only exception to 

this rule is if the person being censured will just speak even more lashon 

hara as a result. In such a case it is proper to remain quiet (p. 91, note 

24). 

 

 

  The Chofetz Chaim writes (asin 7) that someone who talks lashon hara in 

a Beis Hamedrash or Beis Haknesses violates the positive commandment 

of ‘umikdashi tira’u’ in addition to the serious prohibition of lashon hara. 

This mitzvah of mora mikdash (respecting our places of learning and 

davening) obligates us to take practical steps to preserve the cleanliness 

of the Shule one is davening or learning in. Rav Elyashiv was of the 

opinion that one who throws tissues, wrappers etc. on the floor of the 

Shule has violated the mitzvah of mora mikdash, as one wouldn’t think 

of throwing used tissues on the floor in his living room. It would follow 

that if one sees pieces of rubbish around the Shule and he goes and 

picks it up, he has fulfilled a mitzvah of mora mikdash. [If a person sees 

litter in Shule and is able to pick it up but fails to do so, he has somewhat 

neglected this mitzvah as well, R’ Chaim Kanievsky+ (p.  99, note 37). 
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 The Chofetz Chaim writes (asin 10) that someone who speaks lashon 

hara about his older brother has transgressed the mitzvah of kabed es 

avicha – which comes to include one’s older brother. The opinion of the 

Shvus Ya’akov is that this applies specifically to an older brother; there is 

no requirement to honour an older sister except for basic derech eretz 

towards anyone older than oneself. However, the Chida and the 

Chacham Tzvi both disagree and say that this mitzvah applies equally to 

an older brother and sister (p. 110, note 57). 

 

 There was a doctor who worked in a hospital and also had his own 

private practice. The doctor’s daughter worked for her father in his 

private practice, and she noticed that her father was taking a lot of 

medical supplies from the hospital to be used in his practice without 

paying for them. May she inform the hospital about her father’s 

dishonest habits in order to prevent him from stealing? Rav Elyashiv is 

quoted as saying that the daughter must approach her father and say 

‘father, you taught me that one is not allowed to steal, and *if you do 

not do teshuvah] I will have to inform the hospital administration 

about your behaviour’. This holds true even if the father might dismiss 

his daughter from her job (p. 110-111, note 59, see further there for the 

opinion of R’ Chaim Kanievsky). 

 

  The definition of lashon hara is saying anything about one’s friend that 

disgraces him (even without causing him damage) or that damages him 

(even without degrading him). If a person adds anything untrue to his 

story, he is guilty of a more severe issur called motzi shem ra. The Rama 

(OC 606:1) rules that one is not obligated to forgive another person that 

spoke motzi shem ra about him even when the offender asks his 

forgiveness. The Mishnah Berurah (ibid.) explains that not all who heard 

the original motzi shem ra have heard the wrongdoer ask for mechilah. 

Therefore, there is no obligation to be mochel. He does write, though, 

that it is considered proper behaviour (midas anavah) to forgive even in 

such a case (p. 141, note 8).  
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 The Chofetz Chaim writes that someone who is a regular speaker of 

lashon hara gains the title ba’al lashon hara. A ba’al lashon hara does 

not have a portion in Olam Haba (Tosefta Peah 1:2 brought in Sefer 

Chofetz Chaim 1:4). The Rambam (Hilchos Metzora 16:10) writes that 

habitual speakers of lashon hara will eventually come to speak lashon 

hara about tzaddikim as well. Eventually they will speak against Hashem 

himself ch”v and leave their emunah behind. The way to uproot the 

label of a ba’al lashon hara is through learning the halachos of lashon 

hara. Someone who is studying the halachos is showing that he cares 

about not violating this issur. The matter is no longer hefker to him, and 

therefore even if he at times may stumble and speak lashon hara, he is 

not considered a ba’al lashon hara (Chofetz Chaim in the introduction to 

his sefer) (p. 145, note 16). 

 

 Someone who is a ba’al lashon hara is committing a serious aveirah 

with his lashon hara – more severe than other serious aveiros (Sefer 

Chofetz Chaim 1:4). The reasons for this can be found in Rabbeinu Yonah 

(Sha’arei Teshuvah 3:202-3) as follows: 1) The ba’al lashon hara can 

commit his aveiros a number of times each day, which multiplies the 

aveirah and therefore makes it more serious. 2) It is difficult for the 

habitual speaker to do teshuvah for his actions, since it is second nature 

for him to speak degrading about others. 3) He thinks that ‘I am just 

talking’ and he therefore does not realise the gravity of his actions. This 

will also make it challenging for him to do a proper teshuvah. (p. 146, 

note 20).  

 

 Since lashon hara is such a serious matter, even when there are 

circumstances that allow one to speak lashon hara for a constructive 

purpose, one should still avoid talking lashon hara if it is at all possible 

to accomplish one’s goal without it (i.e. to say only the bare minimum 

one needs to say or to hint to the matter). Proof for this can be found in the story 

with David and Yonathan. Yonathan had to warn David that he was being threatened by King 

Shaul, but he chose to do it through a sign (shooting the arrows) and not verbally, even 

though it would have been permitted (R’ Yitzchok Zilberstein and R’ Moshe 

Shternbuch quoting the Vilna Gaon) (p. 147, note 21).  
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 May a Rebbi or a teacher tell the class ‘I want to know who did it…..’ 

when a troubling incident occurs, and for chinuch-purposes the teacher 

wants to know which student did it? R’ Moshe Feinstein (YD 2:103) holds 

that the teacher may not do so, since it causes the students to take the 

whole concept of lashon hara lightly. If a child on his own comes up to 

the teacher to tell him who did it, then the teacher may listen since 

there is a constructive purpose (chinuch of the children) involved. 

Otherwise the teacher has no choice but to speak out against the action 

of what took place, although he does not know who actually committed 

the ‘crime’. The Shevet Halevi (9:34) disagrees with R’ Moshe. He allows 

the teacher to ask the students to come forward with information, in a 

way that will not publicly embarrass the student who perpetrated the 

wrongdoing. R’ Moshe Shternbuch adds that the teacher should stress to 

the students beforehand the severity of lashon hara and why in this case 

it is permitted (since it is leto’eles – for a constructive purpose) (p. 149, 

note 24, see there for R’ Chaim Kanievsky’s opinion in this machlokes).  

 

 The Chofetz Chaim writes (1:5) that one has to be careful not to listen 

to lashon hara being spoken even by one’s own parents. If the parents 

insist that the child listens since they claim it is leto’eles (for a 

constructive purpose), but the child knows that this is really not so (but 

rather a regular case of lashon hara) – what should he do? R’ N. Karelitz 

is of the opinion that he may not embarrass his parents by putting his 

fingers in his ears to show that he does not want to listen. Rather, he 

should just show no interest in the matter and make up his mind that he 

is not interested in the lashon hara being spoken and that he does not 

believe it (p. 151, note 27). 

 

 If a child knows that his parents will be angry at him if he rebukes them 

for speaking lashon hara, he should not criticise them (R’ Chaim 

Kanievsky) (p. 151, note 27). 
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 Writing a letter or article containing lashon hara is a more serious 

offense than just speaking lashon hara (Maharsha”m quoting Shu”t 

Rama 11).  (p. 155, note 35). 

 

 

 One is not allowed to show a friend a sefer, where his intention is to 

belittle the author and show that the author is not an actual talmid 

chacham. One may also not take his friend’s handwriting to be 

analysed by a graphologist without his knowledge, since it might lead 

to embarrass his friend. It would be permitted only if there is a proper 

to’eles involved (R’ N. Karelitz) (p. 155, note 36). 

 

 

 The aveirah of lashon hara is not transgressed in one’s thoughts 

(Chofetz Chaim quoted in Meir Einei Yisroel 2:326), although a person 

should always judge his friend favourably. The Shulchan Aruch Harav 

disagrees and holds that it is forbidden midivrei kabbalah (from the 

nevi’im) to think lashon hara in one’s thoughts as well (p. 157, note 37). 

 

 

 Sometimes a person can speak lashon hara by not speaking… If one 

mentions a group of people and praises all of them individually by name 

except for one, he is implying something negative about this one person, 

and he would be guilty of speaking lashon hara. The same thing would 

apply if one praises his friend by mentioning all his good qualities but 

leaves out a certain quality that the listener is waiting to hear about. This 

is also a form of speaking lashon hara by virtue of leaving out something 

(p. 157, note 38). 
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 The following is one of the most well-known stories involving the 

Chofetz Chaim (recorded in Tenuas Hamussar 4, p. 103):  When the 

Chofetz Chaim was once travelling towards his home-town of Radin he 

sat next to a man that had never seen the Chofetz Chaim before. This 

man was praising the Chofetz Chaim excessively based on narratives he 

had heard about him. Hearing this, the Chofetz Chaim replied that not 

everything people say about this Rav is true; he is not that special etc. 

The man then got really angry and shouted ‘you dare not talk like this 

against the great gaon and tzaddik’.  

When they arrived in Radin, a great number of people were there to 

greet the Chofetz Chaim at the station. When the man saw the kavod 

the people all gave to the one he had been shouting at, he realised that 

he had offended the Chofetz Chaim himself, and humbly came and 

begged his forgiveness. The Chofetz Chaim replied: ‘you don’t have 

anything to worry about; to the contrary I want to thank you for pointing 

out an important halachah to me. I always knew that one can’t talk 

lashon hara about others, but now I have learned that one can’t even 

talk lashon hara about oneself. 

Accordingly, it seems that it would be prohibited for one to talk lashon 

hara about oneself. This is the opinion of R’ Moshe Feinstein (Mesores 

Moshe 1, p.499) as well.  

 

 There is, however, a question we can ask on this story. The Chofetz 

Chaim himself brings down (1:9:15) from the Midrash Tanchuma, that 

Hashem told Yeshayah Hanavi ‘you are allowed to talk negatively about 

yourself, but not about others’. How do we reconcile this with the above-

mentioned story? The answer seems to be as follows: In truth, one may 

speak lashon hara about himself. However, where the listener does not 

know that the speaker is speaking lashon hara about himself (as in the 

above-mentioned story), then it is prohibited. Either due to the fact that 

the speaker is causing the listener to hear what he is not allowed to hear 

(as the listener does not know that it is the subject talking) (R’ N. 

Karelitz) or because in such a case the listener might come to learn from 

the speaker that one is allowed to talk lashon hara (R’ Chaim Kanievsky) 

(p. 159, note 44). 
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 The Chofetz Chaim writes (2:9) that it is sometimes considered lashon 

hara to say something that is not necessarily degrading about another 

person. For example, to say that Reuven did an aveirah a while back but 

has since done teshuvah is not allowed.  

 

The question arises about people today that were brought up without 

proper knowledge of Torah and mitzvos and later started becoming 

observant (ba’alei teshuvah). Is it forbidden to reveal their past or not?  

 

Shu”t Shevet Hakehasi rules that it is forbidden for Reuven to tell 

Shimon that Levi is a ba’al teshuvah if Levi does not know that. However, 

R’ M. Solomon argues that it is permitted. Today’s ba’alei teshuvah were 

brought up in an environment where they were not raised to value 

Torah and mitzvos properly. Thus, they are similar in this respect to a ger 

tzedek. Just like that there is no prohibition of lashon hara involved in 

saying the fact that a person is a ger tzedek [where one is not trying to 

degrade him]; there is likewise no prohibition in saying that a person is a 

ba’al teshuvah. If anything, he is actually praising this person (by calling 

him a ba’al teshuvah). He neglected his secular background and drew 

himself close to a life of Torah. Who knows how many people born and 

raised in a frum atmosphere could say the same about themselves had 

they also been given a secular upbringing?? Would they also have done 

a complete teshuvah given such circumstances? The Chofetz Chaim was 

only referring to a case where there is something degrading in 

mentioning that a person once did some aveirah. Since by today’s 

ba’alei teshuvah there is nothing degrading about their past, it is not 

considered lashon hara. Everyone would agree, though, that if the ba’al 

teshuvah is not embarrassed about his own past and even publicises it, 

then it is permitted to mention it to others (obviously where one’s 

intention is not to degrade him) (p. 199, note 47. See also note 49 for 

opinions who hold that revealing that a person is a ger tzedek for no 

constructive reason is prohibited). 
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 Lashon hara that is public knowledge (i.e. printed in the newspapers) 

may only be passed on to others  if one is not intending to degrade the 

subject more, but is just ‘passing it on’ as it  happened to come up in 

conversation (b’akrai). Furthermore, one may only pass it on to 

someone who will not automatically accept the report as fact. Someone 

who will believe the information as the truth will be guilty of accepting 

lashon hara, and therefore one can’t tell such a person (one may only 

believe the story as fact if two witnesses testified about it in Beis Din). 

However, even when something is public knowledge the Chofetz Chaim 

still cautions us not to talk about it with others, as it is virtually 

impossible to avoid the pitfalls of lashon hara (p. 185, note 36, see there 

for the letter the Chofetz Chaim wrote to R’ Moshe Shternbuch’s father 

involving such a case). 

 

 The Chofetz Chaim (2:12) cautions us not to degrade someone who has 

given a drashah, even if we did not really enjoy it for whatever reason. 

Is it permitted to ask someone who went to the drashah what he 

thought about it? Some say that it is permitted to ask this question, 

since there is no guarantee that the person who is asked will give a 

negative report. Therefore the person asking does not violate lifnei iver 

(causing another Jew to do an aveirah). However, if one is asking 

someone who is not a yarei shamayim, there is a good chance he will 

give an undesirable description of the drashah. Therefore, the matter 

should be forbidden as avak lashon hara (since there is a good chance 

that lashon hara will be spoken) (p. 207, note 58). 

 

 Saying that this drashah was not as good as usual is also considered 

lashon hara. This is true, even though it is well known that not every 

shiur or drashah can be at the same level every time. The Rambam 

(Hilchos Deos 7:5) writes that lashon hara is any statement that can 

cause harm or pain to the subject, even if nothing degrading was said. 

Our case would fall into this category, since there is no greater pain to 

the darshan than hearing that his speech wasn’t good (p. 208, note 59). 
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  If a landlord has a tenant that rents from him, and the owner does not 

want the price of the monthly rent to be known by others, the occupant 

should not reveal it to anyone else. This is due to the principal of ‘what 

you don’t want others to do to you, do not do to others’ [Shabbos 31a] 

(R’ Chaim Kanievsky) (p. 217, note 71). 

 

 May one reveal a person’s secrets after he has passed away? R’ Chaim 

Kanievsky holds that it is still forbidden to reveal it, but another opinion 

(R’ A.TZ. Cohen quoted in Sefer Bakesh Shalom) holds that as long as 

there is no embarrassment to the niftar and no harm or shame to the 

relatives, one may reveal the niftar’s secrets (even if he was makpid that 

his secrets should not be revealed) (ibid.). 

 

 May one reveal a secret that he knows, if it is for a constructive 

purpose (to’eles)? R’ N. Karelitz holds that one may not reveal a secret 

leto’eles, as the whole concept of to’eles is limited to the halachos of 

lashon hara and not to revealing secrets of other people. If, however, 

there will be serious damage done by not revealing the secret one may 

reveal it. A case in point would be if a doctor is told by a patient about 

an illness that the patient has, the doctor may not reveal it under normal 

circumstances. But if it is an illness that can cause harm to the one that 

this person wants to marry, the doctor may reveal it to the family of the 

prospective match. This is also the opinion of R’ Elyashiv, who adds that 

even if the patient told the doctor only on condition that he would  keep 

his disease private, the doctor may still reveal it. The reason is that the 

stipulation is worthless when there is a Halachic obligation to reveal it to 

protect others from harm (ibid.). 

 

 If one spoke lashon hara to his friend, but for some reason the lashon 

hara was never heard by his friend (i.e. there was a lot of noise in the 

room at the time or his friend was hard of hearing), the speaker has not 

violated the prohibition of speaking lashon hara. He does, however, 

need a kaparah, since he tried doing an aveirah (like someone who 

thought he was eating basar chazir but ended up eating kosher meat) 

*Shu”t Az Nidberu+ (p. 218, note 76). 
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 If someone speaks lashon hara for a to’eles (in a situation where it is 

halachically permissible), one should still make sure that no other people 

(for whom this information is not relevant) should be listening to the 

conversation. Likewise, one speaking lashon hara leto’eles has to 

carefully weigh his words and make sure that no real lashon hara will 

come out of what he is trying to convey (p. 229, note 14). 

 

 One wrote a negative report about his students or employees in his 

private diary, and then left the diary open on the table. If someone were 

to come and read the negative account, the writer will have violated the 

issur of lashon hara. This is true even though he only intended it to be a 

private diary, but his neglect in keeping it reserved caused a degrading 

report about another person to be read (ibid.). 

 

 The same halachah would apply in a case where a person thinks out 

loud to himself, and verbalises his negative thoughts about his friend. 

If someone else hears him, the speaker has violated speaking lashon 

hara, if he could have known that someone else might be listening. Since 

he was negligent in not avoiding other people hearing his words he is 

responsible for the outcome (ibid). 

 

 Is it permissible to imitate another person’s actions or voice, where the 

intention is not to belittle or to make fun of the other individual?  It is 

only being done to show that the imitator has talent for impersonating 

others. R’ Chaim Kanievsky says that there is no issur in doing so, but it is 

not the proper thing to do (p. 230, note 16). 

 

 Some say that saying lashon hara about one member of a small group 

of people without mentioning the name of the individual is not 

allowed. The speaker has now caused a safek g’nai (doubtful disgrace) 

on each member of the group, and it is therefore considered to be real 

lashon hara (Toras Halashon klal 3) (p. 231, note 17). 
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 A group of Yeshivah bachurim made a Purim-shpiel in the Chofetz 

Chaim’s house one Purim. During the play the boys poked fun at a 

certain topic that involved lashon hara. Immediately, the Chofetz Chaim 

interrupted them, and reminded them that the laws of lashon hara need 

to be adhered to on Purim as well. Likewise, R’ Shlomo Zalman Auerbach 

also discouraged Purim performances that make fun of others, as they 

easily can violate numerous prohibitions of mitzvos bein adam 

lechavero, such as halbanas panim (causing embarrassment) and ona’as 

devarim (hurting other people through words). This is also the opinion of 

R’ Moshe Shternbuch, who adds that sometimes one can lose his entire 

portion in Olam Haba by taking part in these plays that often can involve 

bizayon talmidei chachamim, public embarrassment, and lashon hara. 

This is all the more so when the subject is sitting in the audience and 

feels pained and embarrassed (see Moadim Uzemanim 2:p.191 when 

one may make fun of someone in public). R’ Ovadia Yosef writes that 

even the listeners are also doing the wrong thing by simply listening, as 

there is a chiyuv to protest if a talmid chacham is being ridiculed (besides 

the issue of listening and accepting lashon hara) (p. 230, note 16). 

 

 Reuven says a negative report about a third party to Shimon, without 

revealing the identity of the person being spoken about (in a manner 

that does not violate the prohibition of lashon hara, i.e. Shimon has no 

way of figuring out who Reuven is talking about). Some say that Shimon 

is not allowed to add his own ‘two cents’ to the conversation and talk 

degradingly about the person being spoken about. Even though Shimon 

doesn’t know who he is talking about, he is nevertheless not allowed to 

speak badly about him. The reason is as follows: since Shimon is aware 

that Reuven knows the person he is talking about, Shimon would now be 

adding a negative view of that individual in Reuven’s eyes, and is thus 

guilty of speaking lashon hara (p. 231, note 17). 
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 Reuven says a negative report about his friend to Shimon. Shimon does 

not know the identity of the person being spoken about, but with a 

little investigation Shimon can easily discover who that individual is. 

May Reuven say his degrading narrative in such a situation? R’ Chaim 

Kanievsky says that the matter may be permitted if Reuven knows that 

Shimon will not go digging for information that will reveal the identity of 

the person being spoken about. [In such a scenario it is also forbidden 

for Shimon to do the research that will expose the subjects’ identity] (p. 

231, note 18). 

 

 Sometimes it is possible to cause harm to another person without 

actually speaking negatively about them. Reuven goes to his boss, who 

is considering hiring Shimon, and asks him not to employ Shimon in the 

company. Reuven does not say anything negatively about Shimon, he 

only asks his boss not to hire him. In this scenario there are those that 

say that Reuven has not spoken lashon hara, as no negative report was 

spoken. If the employer did not hire Shimon as a result, then Reuven has 

indirectly caused Shimon harm and a financial loss (grama) – no small 

matter indeed – but he has not violated the issur of lashon hara (p. 233, 

note 19). 

 

 If Reuven sees Levi engaging in unsuitable behaviour, and points this 

out to Shimon using his hand-movements (so that Shimon should look 

at Levi’s disgraceful actions), Reuven has not violated the issur of 

speaking lashon hara (R’ Elyashiv). However, Reuven would have 

violated the mitzvah of ve’ahavta l’re’acha kamocha, as that mitzvah 

obligates us to be concerned about the honour of others. In this case, 

Reuven failed to care for Levi’s honour (p. 233, note 19). 

 

 Reuven and Shimon both saw Levi do something disgraceful. Although 

Reuven knows Levi’s name, Shimon does not know it. Reuven is not 

allowed to divulge Levi’s name to Shimon, as by doing so he is in effect 

speaking lashon hara about Levi (although Levi’s actions was viewed by 

Shimon himself) (R’ N. Karelitz) (ibid.). 
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 It is well known that Levi did something wrong. Reuven knows who 

Levi is, but Shimon (although he is aware that someone named Levi did 

something bad) does not know who he is. Reuven may not tell Shimon: 

‘look, there’s Levi’ – as now Shimon will know who Levi is. Reuven will 

have violated the issur of lashon hara, even though he didn’t actually say 

anything degrading about Levi (R’ N. Karelitz) (ibid.). 

 

 Chazal tell us that the ketores was mechaper for lashon hara that was 

spoken in private (betzin’a) [Zevachim 88b]. For this reason it is 

appropriate to think thoughts of self-improvement and teshuvah in the 

area of lashon hara before saying parashas haketores during davening 

(p. 233, note 22). 

 

 Saying that Reuven used a lot of money to renovate his house – may or 

may not be considered lashon hara. Some people would view this as a 

positive and normal thing, in which case it is not lashon hara, while 

others will consider it a waste of money, in which case it is lashon hara. 

If one pretends that he doesn’t know that the listener looks at this 

negatively and therefore ‘innocently’ relays the information, he is guilty 

of a deceitful form of lashon hara (rama’us) (p. 233, note 23). 

 

 The Chofetz Chaim writes (Klal 3:7) about the obligation to judge 

another person favourably. He explains that when the person, who did 

some action that could be interpreted in two ways, is a tzaddik, then 

there is an absolute chiyuv to judge favourably, even if it looks more 

probable that this tzaddik did something wrong. However, if the person 

is a beinoni – sometimes careful to avoid aveiros but at times does 

succumb to them – there is only an obligation to judge lekaf zechus if it 

is objectively unclear if the action was a positive one (kaf zechus) or a 

negative one (kaf chov) [safek hashakul]. But in a case where the action 

clearly looks like a wrongdoing was committed, there is no real 

obligation of judging this beinoni favourably. Nevertheless, it is still 

proper to use the middah of dan lekaf zechus and not to assume that 

misconduct took place. 

 



~ 20 ~ 
 

 What is one to do if he sees his friend do something which can be 

interpreted positively or negatively [most likely], but he is unsure if his 

friend is a tzaddik or a beinoni? Do we assume that he is a tzaddik, and 

there is an obligation to judge him lekaf zechus or do we suppose that he 

is a beinoni, and it is only proper middos to judge him favourably? 

Although it would seem that it is a safek deoraysa – and therefore we 

should treat him like a tzaddik – there are two arguments for treating 

him like a beinoni and not like a tzaddik: 1) there is a chazakah [previous 

known status] that a person is not a tzaddik (since nobody is born a 

tzaddik; it is something one has to work on to achieve). We can 

therefore assume that he has not yet reached the rank of a tzaddik. 2) 

Majority of people (rov) are not tzaddikim, hence there is good reason to 

assume that the person is part of that majority (R’ Genichovsky) (p. 239, 

note 35). 

 

 If a person judges his friend favourably, he fulfils the mitzvah of b’tzedek 

tishpot amisecha. Even in a case where he finds out later that his dan 

lekaf zechus was wrong (his friend actually did something wrong with 

bad intentions etc.), he has nevertheless fulfilled the mitzvah of dan 

lekaf zechus and given nachas ruach to Hashem (Yesod Veshoresh 

Ha’avodah). The mitzvah of b’tzedek tishpot amisecha can be performed 

at any time and at any place, even if the place is not clean (like a beis 

hamerchatz). This is unlike most mitzvos that can only be performed in 

clean places (ibid.) (p. 239, note 36). 

 

 

 If one knows that his friend built an unlawful addition to his house 

[against halachah and/or dina demalchusa], he is not allowed to pass 

that information on to someone else. We have to be concerned with the 

possibility that the word will spread and the person who constructed the 

illegal structure might get in trouble with the authorities, therefore it is 

considered lashon hara (R’ N. Karelitz) (p. 245, note 1). 
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 Reuven thinks that a certain Hechsher is a reliable and trustworthy 

Kashrus-authority, whereas Shimon considers it a low-grade hechsher 

and not a dependable agency at all. If Reuven knows that Shimon is of 

this opinion, he may not tell Shimon that Levi eats from this hechsher, 

since in Shimon’s eyes this constitutes a degrading fact about Levi (ibid.). 

 

 Saying that a married couple got divorced, when the matter is not 

known, is not allowed. The reason is, that there is a degrading 

implication about the husband and/or wife in saying that they separated 

from each other (R’ Nebentzal). Even when the matter is well known, 

one may only mention it in passing, not in order to publicise it further, 

and without intending to degrade the husband and/or wife. One has to 

be particularly careful in this regard, as there is usually an inferred area 

of genai – degrading comment – when mentioning that a couple broke 

up (ibid.). 

 

 The prohibition of lashon hara even extends to matters of genai – 

degrading comments – that are unrelated to strict halachah. For 

example, saying that someone does not eat with proper table-manners 

is prohibited. As a rule of thumb - anything which lowers the respect for 

the subject being spoken about in the eyes of the listener is considered 

lashon hara (p. 245, note 2). 

 

 A boy attended Yeshivah Ketanah for three years. The first two and half 

years he did not act in a satisfactory manner in the Yeshivah, but in the 

last six months he pulled himself together and learned and behaved as a 

serious ben-Torah. When the Mashgiach of the Yeshivah Ketanah is 

asked by the Mashgiach of the Yeshivah Gedolah for information about 

this boy, he should not talk about the boy’s lax attitude during the first 

two and half years, since it is obvious that he has improved himself and 

did a proper teshuvah (R’ Elyashiv) (p. 249, note 8). 
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 If Reuven is aware that Shimon did an aveirah beshogeg (accidentally), 

he may still not relay that information to others. The reason is that even 

an aveirah beshogeg is in need of kaparah as he should have been more 

careful with his actions. Therefore it is considered a genai – degrading 

statement – and falls under the category of lashon hara (R’ Chaim 

Kanievsky) (p. 251, note 13). 

 

 Reuven is an observant Jew while Shimon is not. Reuven is aware that 

Levi has recently started to become more lax in his mitzvah-

observance. For Reuven this is very negative, while Shimon 

(unfortunately) does not view this as a negative matter at all. May 

Reuven tell Shimon about Levi or does it constitute lashon hara? The 

answer is that Reuven may not mention Levi’s lack of mitzvah-

performance to Shimon on the following two accounts: 1) Perhaps 

Shimon will communicate this piece of information further and it might 

reach people who will view this as a matter of genai – degrading 

information. 2) Perhaps Shimon will eventually become a ba’al teshuvah, 

in which case it will then be clear that he was told information that was 

lashon hara. [Ed. note: Irrespective of these two reasons it would seem 

that it should also be forbidden on account of the speaker, as he is 

acting without refined middos] (ibid.).  

 

 If someone speaks lashon hara for a constructive purpose (according to 

the guidelines set forth in Sefer Chofetz Chaim), he may only do so if he 

himself is not guilty of the same misconduct he is blaming his friend for 

(Chofetz Chaim, Klal 10:3). If he himself is not completely clean in this 

matter, it will be considered real lashon hara for all purposes. The 

Chofetz Chaim goes even further by saying that if one later on in his life 

commits that wrongdoing for which he censured his friend, he will 

retroactively be taken to task for violating the prohibition of speaking 

lashon hara, as by now it is no longer justifiable (see Shemiras Halashon, 

Sha’ar Hatevunah 17 where he brings proofs for this chiddush) (p. 251, 

note 14). 
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 There are various views in the poskim as to the status of non-observant 

Jews in our times. Some consider them to be tinokos shenishbu (like 

children taken captive by non-Jews and raised in a secular environment 

devoid of Torah and Mitzvos) (Chazon Ish) while others view them as 

shogegim [not completely excused like tinokos shenishbu, but not 

intentional sinners either+ (R’ Shlomoh Zalman Auerbach, who held that 

the status of tinokos shenishbu is reserved for people like Russian 

immigrants who were denied any exposure to authentic yiddishkeit). 

Regardless of the fine details as to how we halachically define them, 

both opinions would agree that one can’t talk lashon hara about a non-

observant Jew, as the vast majority of them are not considered resha’im 

(intentional sinners) (p. 255, note 18 see there for the opinion of 

Teshuvos Vehanhagos (R’ Shternbuch) and R’ Chaim Kanievsky). 

 

 If Reuven goes collecting tzedakah from affluent people, one is allowed 

to tell him that a certain individual is a kamtzan (stingy person). This 

will allow Reuven to properly prepare what to say when he goes to see 

him. Therefore we can view this as a constructive purpose (to’eles) (R’ 

Chaim Kanievsky) (p. 281, note 58). 

 

 Reuven is about to enter into learning b’chavrusa with Shimon, whom 

he doesn’t know. Levi knows that it is not a good match, since Shimon is 

far behind Reuven’s capabilities in learning. Levi is allowed to mention 

that point to Reuven, as it is considered leto’eles (R’ N. Karelitz) (p. 285, 

note 66). 

 

 Reuven spoke lashon hara about Shimon and caused him a monetary 

loss. When Reuven does teshuvah for speaking lashon hara it is proper 

that he pay Shimon the money that he lost. Even though it is a grama 

(indirect damage) and as such Reuven can’t be required to pay by beis 

din, it is nevertheless correct to pay the money since even a grama is 

chayav b’dinei shamayim (R’ Chaim Kanievsky) (p. 301, note 88). 
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 A father wants to know how his son is doing in class. He feels there will 

be a constructive purpose in knowing the grades of the other students in 

the class besides those of his son (so he can compare the other boys to 

his son). In such a case the Rebbi may show the grades of the other boys 

in the class if he doesn’t show the names attached to each grade. If, 

however, the father persists in wanting to know which boys got which 

marks, the Rebbi may show the results (with the names) if the following 

three conditions are met: 1) there is a clear to’eles in the father knowing 

this 2) the father is someone who will guard this matter as a secret and 

not pass it on to others, and 3) no harm will be done to the talmidim of 

the class as a result (R’ Moshe Shternbuch). (p. 287, note 67 see there 

for another opinion). 

 

 If a person speaks lashon hara for a constructive purpose, it is of 

utmost importance that he informs the listener that what he is saying 

is for a to’eles and is therefore not forbidden speech. There are a 

number of reasons for this: 1) People might otherwise learn from him to 

be mezalzel in the issur of lashon hara (to treat lashon hara lightly), and 

the speaker is thus guilty of causing a chilul Hashem (see Rashi in Yoma 

82b that when people learn from our actions to be careless about 

mitzvos it causes a chilul Hashem). 2) Although the speaker intended his 

speech for a constructive purpose, it is nevertheless wrong for him not 

to make that point clear to the listener. The listener, who doesn’t know 

that it is leto’eles, thinks he is listening to lashon hara, and is thus guilty 

of intending to do an aveirah [even though it really is not an aveirah] 

(mechaven le’echol basar chazir v’alah beyado basar t’leh). 3) The 

speaker, who makes the listener guilty of thinking he is doing an aveirah, 

violates the prohibition of lifnei iver – since it is forbidden to make 

another yid do an aveirah. Lifnei iver applies even to causing another 

person to think he is doing an aveirah. Therefore, it is crucial to reveal to 

the listener that he is speaking lashon hara leto’eles, so the listener 

should not learn to speak lashon hara or think that he is listening to 

lashon hara, and so that the speaker should not be guilty of lifnei iver (p. 

287, note 70). 
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 Warning one’s children and students to stay away from a certain friend 

who can influence them negatively is considered a constructive 

purpose and is therefore permitted (See Chofetz Chaim 4:10). The 

Chofetz Chaim writes that at times one is even allowed to be megadel 

(magnify) the act that the individual in question is guilty of; in cases 

where saying exactly what happened will not cause his children or 

students to distance themselves from this friend (B’er Mayim Chaim 43, 

ibid.). R’ N. Karelitz explains that there is no allowance to say things that 

are untrue, but only to enlarge the existent misdeed. In example, he says 

that perhaps one can say about a person that talks during pesukei 

d’zimra that he ‘talks during davening’. Another option (in such a case 

where it is necessary to magnify the misdeed to achieve the desired 

outcome) is to just say in general terms that ‘there are other problems 

with this person that I can’t explain in detail’ to prevent his children or 

students from being affected by this friend (R’ Moshe Shternbuch). The 

above, however, only applies if the person in question is not guilty of 

apikorsus (denial of the yesodos of yiddishkeit). If the individual ascribes 

to heretic beliefs, one is even allowed to exaggerate and ascribe actions 

to this person that he never did, in order that his children or students 

should not ch”v learn from his ways (R’ Moshe Shternbuch) (p. 287, note 

71). 

 

 

 Reuven asks Shimon for private information about Levi, without 

mentioning that these questions serve a constructive purpose (to’eles). 

May Shimon blindly answer them assuming that there probably is a 

to’eles in answering or is Shimon perhaps required to ask Reuven why 

he needs this information? It would depend on who Reuven is. If he is a 

talmid chacham and a yarei shamayim (or perhaps even just one who is 

known to be exceedingly careful in his shemiras halashon) then one can 

assume that he is asking for a productive reason. There is no 

requirement to verify what he needs this information for. If, however, 

that is not the case, then one would have to ask Reuven why he is asking 

for this information (p. 289, note 74). 
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 Reuven needs to make inquiries about another person (i.e. for a 

shidduch) and as such he is allowed to investigate and ask questions 

about the individual he is looking into [he will need to be careful not to 

believe any negative report he hears but he is allowed to turn a shidduch 

down if he hears negative information without accepting it as fact 

(lachush mi’baye)]. If the subject of the inquiries lives in a different 

country, there is at times a considerable amount of tircha (difficulty) 

involved in asking the questions oneself. May Reuven ask his friend 

Shimon who is travelling to that country to investigate for him? Given 

that Shimon may be exposed to details of the subject that are not 

directly pertinent to him, may he be involved in asking the shidduch-

questions or could it violate the issur of lashon hara? R’ Elyashiv permits 

this and even considers it an act of chessed for Shimon to assist Reuven 

in managing the inquiries for him (p. 289, note 72). 

 

 Is it permitted to make a list of all the people that borrowed from 

different gemachim and did not pay back their loans (completely or 

exceptionally late)? This list can be distributed to all gemachim, so that 

when a fellow with a bad track record wants to borrow at a different 

gemach, the owner of the gemach can identify him. Since the manager 

of the gemach does not want to go through a hard time trying to get 

back the money, he now has the option of refusing to lend him money. 

The Poskim allow this concept on condition that this list only reaches the 

hands of the people that need to know this matter. Also, a competent 

talmid chacham has to determine who needs to be included, as 

sometimes not repaying a loan could be due to unforeseen 

circumstances etc. There are those who suggest that the list should 

contain only the initials of the previous offenders. In this way their 

privacy is protected. When someone comes to borrow from a gemach, 

the owner can check his list and see if the initials of the person in front 

of him match any on the list. If they match he can contact the one who 

wrote the list to see if this person is in fact an offender (p. 289, note 73). 
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 If one is seeking information (i.e. for shidduch-purposes) one is not 

allowed to ask an individual that have feelings of hatred or animosity 

towards the subject of the inquiries (Chofetz Chaim 4:11). R’ Elyashiv 

explains that one does not have to assume that a yeshivah-bachur that is 

asked for information about his friend is jealous of him. It is only when it 

is known that there have been feelings of dislike between them that one 

should not ask that person for information. If there is no one else to ask 

information from except from an ‘enemy’ it is nevertheless prohibited 

[unless one knows that he will not be answering the questions out of 

hatred+. The person asking also violates ‘lifnei iver’, as he is causing the 

‘enemy’ to speak lashon hara. Furthermore, the answers from such a 

person can’t be relied upon in any case, since he is speaking based on his 

negative emotions towards his friend (R’ N. Karelitz) (p. 291, note 76). 

 

 Reuven speaks lashon hara for a constructive purpose about Shimon, 

but at the same time also intends to degrade and damage Shimon’s 

reputation. The Chofetz Chaim rules (4:11:46) that Reuven has violated 

the prohibition of speaking lashon hara. If Reuven now wants to do 

teshuvah, does he now also need to ask mechilah from Shimon for 

causing him any damage? It would seem that he does not need to ask 

mechilah from Shimon in such a case. The reason being that any harm 

that happened to Shimon was justified [being that the matter was for 

to’eles], and therefore there is no need to ask mechilah in this case 

[even though Reuven did violate the issur of speaking lashon hara] (p. 

301, note 89).  

 

 Even mentioning a person’s natural shortcomings that are completely 

not his fault *i.e. pointing out an individual’s intellect deficiency] is also 

considered to be lashon hara (Chofetz Chaim 5:2). Even though the 

subject is not at fault in such cases, his esteem and value is still lowered 

in the eyes of the listeners. This makes the speaker violate the 

prohibition of lashon hara whenever he points out such a weakness (p. 

313, note 11). 
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 Reuven spoke lashon hara about Shimon and caused him some kind of 

harm [in example, the people listening accepted the derogatory 

statements and are now relating to Shimon in a more distant way than 

they were before, and this matter is noticed by Shimon]. When Reuven 

intends to do teshuvah, must he go over to Shimon and mention that 

he [Reuven] was the cause of the hurt he experienced through his 

speech of lashon hara? [If no harm at all occurred to Shimon, then 

Reuven’s teshuvah definitely does not involve making Shimon aware that 

he spoke about him]. The Chofetz Chaim (4:12) writes that one is 

supposed to approach the person he spoke about and ask him for 

mechilah. However, the Chofetz Chaim also wrote (Mishnah Berurah 

606:3) that if one would embarrass his friend by telling him that he 

sinned against him, there is no obligation to be explicit in detailing what 

exactly he did to his friend. How do we reconcile these seemingly 

contradictory statements? 1) The Mishnah Berurah is talking about 

where his friend will be embarrassed in which case one should not 

specify his wrongdoing, whereas the Sefer Chofetz Chaim is discussing a 

case where his friend will just feel tza’ar (pain) but not embarrassment. 

In such a case one could specify his misconduct (R’ Shlomoh Zalman 

Auerbach). 2) If specifying his offense will cause his friend any kind of 

embarrassment or tza’ar it is forbidden to do so. The Sefer Chofetz 

Chaim was only talking about a situation where the person is doing 

teshuvah for an incident that will not cause any pain at all to the subject 

[in example the incident occurred years ago and will not bother the 

person that was spoken about+ (R’ N. Karelitz) (p. 301, note 87 and 92, 

see there for elaboration on R’ Yisroel Salanter’s opinion on this 

halachah). 

 

 There are people that consider the quality of a person being ‘musical’ 

to be highly significant. If one would tell such a person (Reuven) that his 

friend Shimon is not very musical, it will be a degrading statement in 

Reuven’s eyes. Nevertheless, since the vast majority of people do not 

consider it to be degrading, it is not considered lashon hara provided 

that no real harm occurs to the subject as a result (p. 315, note 12). 
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 If a person does not remember which people he hurt through his 

lashon hara, it is nearly impossible to do a proper teshuvah (Chofetz 

Chaim 4:12). We should, however, keep in mind that there are still some 

opportunities that should be taken advantage of. The Chovos Halevavos 

says that if one sincerely wants to do teshuvah, Hashem will put 

thoughts of forgiveness into the hearts of the people he injured. 

Likewise, one should daven to Hashem that anyone he has spoken 

against should forgive him (R’ Chaim Kanievsky). It is also advisable to 

donate money towards the material needs of the public (tzorchei rabim) 

and daven to Hashem that the person who was damaged by one’s 

speech should derive benefit from them (R’ Yitzchok Zilberstein).  The 

Chofetz Chaim himself writes in one of his seforim that someone who 

has spoken lashon hara against countless individuals and does not know 

from whom to ask forgiveness still has a ray of hope. If such a person 

commits himself to learning and disseminating the halachos of lashon 

hara then Hashem will definitely forgive him for his past and help him in 

his future not to stumble again (Kavod Shamayim ch. 3) (p. 303, note 93). 

 

 Saying that a person is greater than he really is in truth, is also a form 

of lashon hara. The reason is that as a result the person might get 

appointed to a high position above his competence level, which could 

have damaging consequences. Also, the person might come to consider 

himself overly proud, which is a very bad middah (R’ Elchonon in Kovetz 

He’aros) (p. 315, note 15). 

 

 Saying something nice about someone else can sometimes be 

interpreted as a slight by the person that was spoken about. If Reuven 

tells Shimon that Levi is among the 10 top boys in the yeshivah, it seems 

like a compliment. However, Levi himself might view that statement in a 

less than positive light, since he considers himself to be from the 3 top 

boys in the yeshivah! Nevertheless, Reuven did not speak lashon hara in 

this case, since he did not say anything derogatory about Levi. It is Levi’s 

issue that he wants people to praise him excessively (p. 327, note 33). 
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 When someone talks lashon hara about his friend, he risks that part of 

his own zechuyos will now be deducted from his own ‘account’ and 

transferred to the credit of the one spoken about. Likewise, some 

aveiros belonging to the person spoken about can be transferred to the 

speaker’s ‘account’. This principle is mentioned in Chovas Halevavos 

(Sha’ar Hakeni’ah ch. 7), Orchos Tzadikkim (Sha’ar Ha’Anavah), and 

Maggid Meisharim (Beit Yosef, parashas Vayakhel). The Chofetz Chaim 

also brings this principle in Shemiras Halashon (Sha’ar Hazechirah ch. 3). 

The reason for this system is due to the rule of middah k’negged 

middah. The speaker thought to make himself great by lowering the 

stature of the subject through his lashon hara, and as a result Hashem 

will do the exact opposite. The speaker will be lowered by the aveiros of 

the one being spoken about, and the one being spoken about will now 

become greater through getting a lot more zechuyos (R’ Dessler). This 

principle only applies when the speaker is one who does not take the 

issur of lashon hara seriously (someone who is accustomed to speak 

lashon hara and is not makpid on the prohibition). Similarly, the tzara’as 

punishment for speaking lashon hara is also only reserved for people 

that are habitual speakers of lashon hara (R’ Chaim Kanievsky). When 

someone does teshuvah for speaking lashon hara, he receives his 

zechuyos back into his own ‘account’ (Chasam Sofer). The person that 

was spoken about and agreed to be mochel the speaker who did 

teshuvah, will not lose out by being mochel. The reward for sincerely 

forgiving another person is so great that it can parallel the extra 

zechuyos that he had earned by being the subject of the speaker’s 

lashon hara (R’ Shteinman) (p. 307, note 95). 

 

 “This child does not know how to behave with derech eretz”. Such a 

statement, innocent as it sounds, may in fact very well be lashon hara. 

Even if there is no damage done to the child, very often such a 

declaration can imply a lack of supervision and chinuch by the childs’ 

parents, in which case it would be real lashon hara (R’ N. Karelitz) (p. 

335, note 46.). 
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 Just like one can’t speak lashon hara about another person, so, too, one 

shouldn’t talk negatively about another person’s possessions (Chofetz 

Chaim 5:7). This applies only when talking adversely about another 

person’s belongings reflects negatively on the owner (in a way that is 

degrading or damaging). Otherwise, it is not forbidden to speak bad 

about inanimate objects (R’ N. Karelitz). Nevertheless, it is not proper to 

speak negatively about any objects at all, as we learn from the meraglim 

that one should always speak positively even about non-living things 

(Alter of Slabodka) (p. 335, note 45). 

 

 

 If one purchases food from a catering company and does not like the 

taste of the food, he is not allowed to tell other people about that. This 

is considered lashon hara, since it can cause others not to buy there and 

thus create a loss to the caterer. If, however, the taste was really awful, 

and he is telling people for a constructive purpose [so they should not 

lose out by buying there+ the matter is permitted (R’ N. Karelitz) (p. 335, 

note 46). 

 

 

 One has to be very careful that his words should not imply any kind of 

criticism or degrading speech about Eretz Yisroel. Talking about the 

climate, produce, or buildings of Eretz Yisroel in a negative light should 

all be avoided, so as not to repeat the mistake of the meraglim (Ben 

Yehoyada, Kesubos 112b). Likewise, one is not allowed to say that this 

person from Eretz Yisroel has certain negative character-traits (when the 

speaker believes that these bad middos can be found amongst the 

inhabitants of Eretz Yisroel). This prohibition is in addition to what the 

Chofetz Chaim wrote (10:12) that one should not speak negatively of an 

entire community, as it is a more severe form of lashon hara (p. 337, 

note 47). 
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 If a person has been subjected to shame and degradation in a 

newspaper, there is no heter for others to talk about the matter where 

the intention is to degrade the subject further. This is true even though 

the case is well known, since the issur of lashon hara refers to any 

degrading speech, even if it does not bring up any additional points (p. 

337, note 48). 

 

 

 Reuven tells Shimon lashon hara about Levi. If Shimon responds by 

saying ‘that was really such a horrible thing for Levi to do’, Shimon has 

violated two issurim. He has accepted lashon hara and he has also 

spoken lashon hara. Even though he never added anything new to 

Reuven about Levi, any derogatory speech still falls under the category 

of lashon hara. Likewise, if Reuven repeats his lashon hara a second 

time, intending to degrade the subject again, he has now repeated his 

aveirah of lashon hara as well (p. 337, ibid.). 

 

 

 Case 1: Reuven and Shimon both saw Levi engaging in unsuitable 

behaviour. They are not allowed to talk to each other afterwards about 

what they saw, where their intention is to degrade Levi further, as this 

also constitutes lashon hara. Case 2: Reuven and Shimon both saw Levi 

engaging in unsuitable behaviour. However, only Reuven understands 

that this is not proper manners, whereas Shimon does not see anything 

wrong with it. It is not allowed for Reuven to tell Shimon how bad such 

actions are, as by doing so he is speaking lashon hara about Levi (p. 337, 

ibid.).  
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 Even one who is careful against speaking lashon hara still needs to be 

on guard against accepting lashon hara. Believing lashon hara means 

accepting that what the subject did was outright wrong (Chofetz Chaim 

6:1). One way not to fall into the trap of kabolas lashon hara is by 

judging one’s friend favourably. With the attitude of dan lekaf zechus, 

one can even believe that the story he is being told actually took place, 

as long as he does not see the story as derogatory (i.e. he will find some 

kind of justification for the subjects’ actions). *Ed. note: Obviously, one 

cannot initially place himself in a situation where he will be told lashon 

hara, as even listening to lashon hara (without believing it) is forbidden 

without a constructive purpose (Chofetz Chaim 6:2). Here we are 

discussing what to do if one did hear lashon hara (which could have 

happened through no fault of his own) and wants to avoid the aveirah of 

accepting lashon hara]. Another attitude to keep in mind is to remember 

what the Chofetz Chaim said about people that talk lashon hara ‘the 

majority of people lie, and all people exaggerate’. Very often, when one 

gets to understand what really took place, he sees that the real story is 

often very different than what was said to have taken place (R’ Hillel 

Zaks, grandson of the Chofetz Chaim) (p. 341, note 2). 

 

 There are times where someone accepting lashon hara has also 

violated the issur of speaking lashon hara. That can happen in one of 

two cases: 1) The person speaking is talking to a number of listeners and 

only one of them accepts the lashon hara. However, by his kabolas 

lashon hara he thereby convinces the other listeners to also agree to the 

lashon hara; it follows that the person who accepted the lashon hara 

first is now also guilty of ‘speaking’ lashon hara. 2) In a case where the 

speaker himself is unsure whether or not his report is accurate. When 

this speaker sees that the listener has agreed to the story that was told, 

he [the speaker] now tends to believe that in fact his version of the story 

was precise and truthful. This means that the listener also violated the 

issur of ‘speaking’ lashon hara, as he caused the speaker to accept his 

own report (p. 341, note 3). 
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 What exactly is the aveirah of accepting lashon hara? Is it perhaps a 

one-time offense [that is violated only at the time when the person 

accepts the lashon hara as fact] or is it a continuous transgression [every 

second that the person still believes the lashon hara he was told+? R’ 

Boruch Ber Leibowitz assumed that it is an aveirah that is violated only 

once (like the issur of lo tigzol) while R’ Hillel Zaks believed that it is an 

uninterrupted aveirah (like other aveiros that depend on a person’s 

thoughts). The difference will be if a katan or a goy heard lashon hara 

and accepted it and then became bar-mitzvah or a ger tzedek. If the 

aveirah is only in the listening, then in this scenario they have not done 

any aveirah. If, on the other hand, the aveirah is for every second that a 

person still believes the derogatory report, then they will be violating 

this aveirah since they now are obligated in mitzvos [and they will have 

to remove the negative perceptions from their minds in order to avoid 

transgressing the aveirah] (p. 341, note 4). 

 

 

 

 Chazal tell us that the punishment of someone who accepts lashon 

hara is greater than one who speaks lashon hara (Chofetz Chaim 6:1). 

This can be seen from the story of Yosef Hatzadik. Yosef that spoke 

lashon hara about his brothers was punished with 12 years in prison, 

whereas Ya’akov who accepted lashon hara was punished that the 

Shechinah left him for 22 years. One reason why accepting lashon hara is 

worse, is due to the fact that it causes the speaker to repeat his lashon 

hara many times more [whereas had the speaker been rebuked, he 

might have reconsidered spreading his lashon hara further+ (R’ Chaim 

Kanievsky) (p. 343, note 6). 
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 Even just listening to lashon hara without intending to believe it is also 

a Torah prohibition (Chofetz Chaim 6:2) [where there is no constructive 

purpose involved]. Some say the reason is that it is impossible to listen 

to lashon hara without it affecting the way we feel about the subject of 

the lashon hara to some degree. Therefore, it is forbidden to even listen 

[where there is no constructive purpose] as it will inevitably lead to a 

degree of kabolas lashon hara. Others say that the problem is with the 

listening itself; even if one does not believe the story at all, it is 

nevertheless Hashem’s will that we should not listen to derogatory 

speech about another yid (p. 345, note 8). 

 

 

 

 There is a way of obtaining derogatory information without speaking 

or listening to lashon hara and that is by seeing it with one’s own eyes 

[i.e. the police caught a thief and one draws close to see who the 

offender is]. This is not violating the prohibitions of lashon hara. 

Similarly, some people write their personal diary and include pieces of 

derogatory information about the people with whom they came into 

contact. After a long time has gone by, and the person has forgotten the 

degrading remarks he made about others, he is still allowed to re-read 

his records, even though it will remind him of all the negative 

impressions about his friends. This is not considered lashon hara, as he is 

receiving all the information by himself and there is no speaking or 

listening to lashon hara. Obviously, it will be forbidden for others to read 

his diary (see Chofetz Chaim 1:8). [Although there is no prohibition of 

lashon hara in the above two scenarios there still might be a concern of 

violating the positive commandment of ve’ahavta l’re’acha kamocha+ (R’ 

N. Karelitz) (p. 345, note 10). 
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 Sometimes one is allowed to listen to lashon hara. Reuven sees that 

Shimon is feeling very agitated about something Levi did, and is likely to 

go spread his lashon hara to others who will believe his story. Reuven is 

allowed to listen to Shimon tell him what is bothering him, as Reuven 

has the ability to calm Shimon down so that he will not go and spread 

lashon hara to other people. This may only be done if Reuven will not 

believe the lashon hara as fact (Chofetz Chaim 6:4). This halachah also 

applies when Shimon in his anger is likely to tell a lot of people this 

lashon hara, but after having been calmed down by Reuven he will only 

tell a few people. In this case, too, Reuven has permission to listen, as 

his listening is considered constructive (p. 353, note 25). 

 

 In order to avoid listening to lashon hara one should even be ready to 

put his fingers in his ears. (See Chofetz Chaim (6:5) who discusses, what 

should be done in a situation where one is simply too embarrassed to do 

that [although in truth, it is preferable to be called a shoteh for one’s 

entire life and not to be a rasha in front of Hashem for even a short 

amount of time+). *Ed. note: the condition of putting one’s fingers in his 

ears, can be accomplished with ear-plugs or ear-phones listening to a 

shiur as well, and therefore does not have to be embarrassing, R’ 

Yitzchak Zilberstein (Vavei Ha’amudim 39:9)]. This requirement even 

applies when the words are considered lashon hara only for the listener 

and not for the speaker [i.e. Reuven is talking for a to’eles purpose with 

his friend Shimon and Levi is overhearing the conversation. Levi should 

block out the conversation from reaching his ears+ (R’ N. Karelitz). 

However, this halachah is only referring to definite lashon hara. If one is 

unsure whether or not people will start speaking lashon hara one is not 

obligated to block his ears until they actually start speaking lashon hara 

(R’ N. Karelitz) (p. 357, note 34). 
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 If one is sitting with a group of people who start talking lashon hara, 

one should get up and leave that company if at all possible (Chofetz 

Chaim 6:5). This is true even if it looks like the person leaving is doing so 

out of ga’avah, and even if it will cause embarrassment to the rest of the 

group.  Likewise, the principle of darchei shalom does not apply in such a 

case, and one should just get up and leave (p. 357, note 33). 

 

 If a son hears his father speaking lashon hara it is questionable 

whether or not the son may put his fingers in his ears [since the 

mitzvah of kibud av va’eim might not allow one to show such disrespect 

to his parents]. In any event the son should decide then and there not to 

believe the story, not to be happy about hearing it, and not showing any 

signs indicating that he is accepting this information. Likewise, if one 

hears lashon hara at a family Shabbos-table he should practice the 

above three guidelines, although he should try to also learn Sefer 

Chofetz Chaim at the table (R’ N. Karelitz) (p. 357, ibid. and p. 367, note 

49). 

 

 Reuven is sitting amongst a group of people that are talking lashon 

hara, and he finds it difficult to leave their company. In such a case 

some say that he may fabricate an excuse to disappear from them (p. 

357, note 36). 

 

 The mitzvah of avoiding people that talk lashon hara can be 

accomplished at all times from early morning until late night; at home, 

in the workplace, and in the beis medrash. Whenever one encounters 

people that talk lashon hara and one refrains from joining them he gets 

rewarded as if he is performing a positive mitzvah (Chofetz Chaim in 

Shemiras Halashon 1 chasimas hasefer ch. 4 based on Kidushin 39b) (p. 

359, note 40). 
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 Reuven tells Shimon lashon hara about Levi. Shimon already knows 

what took place with Levi, and nothing new was being told to him. The 

only thing Reuven added was a negative twist to the story [dan lekaf 

chov], in which Levi is seen in a bad light. This is considered to be a 

violation of lashon hara for Reuven, and therefore Shimon is guilty of 

listening to lashon hara (even though he is familiar with the report) (p. 

369, note 54). 

 

 There is a mitzvah in the Torah to give tochacha. The Rambam (de’os  

6:6) writes that the reason for this mitzvah is to avoid conflicts between 

people. Instead of harbouring thoughts of animosity towards my friend I 

should rather approach him and ask ‘why did you do this to me?’ This 

way his friend will either explain himself or apologise for what he did. R’ 

Wolbe tells us that there are two main reasons why a person would 

often rather feel heavily insulted rather than approach his friend and 

discuss the matter: 1) He does not want to show his friend that he was 

in fact offended by his words or actions, as he feels that this is ‘lowering’ 

himself. He would rather sustain the impression that he is above such 

feelings of hurt. 2) He does not want to create a situation in which his 

friend will express regret and he will therefore have to forgive his friend. 

He would rather prefer withholding his mechilah from his friend, so that 

his friend will remain eternally guilty. R’ Wolbe adds that this attitude (of 

not discussing the matter with his friend) is ‘rishus mamash’ (real wicked 

behaviour) – besides the fact that one has been mevatel the positive 

commandment of tochacha and violated the negative commandment of 

lo tisna (p. 379, note 62).  

 

 Although there is an issur of giluy sod (revealing other peoples’ secrets) 

(Chofetz Chaim, Rechilus 8:5), the listener is allowed to believe the 

information he is being told. The prohibition of believing lashon hara 

only pertains to derogatory information and not to forbidden speech 

that is not derogatory, like revealing a secret (R’ Chaim Kanievsky). 

Obviously, if one knows that his friend wants to tell him another 

person’s secret, he is not allowed to go and listen to it (p. 381, note 65).  
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 If one reads lashon hara in a newspaper about a group or an individual, 

he may not believe the reports as solid facts. He is only allowed to be 

concerned enough – based on what he read – to protect himself from 

potential harm. It is, however, praiseworthy to avoid reading lashon hara 

in newspapers altogether [shomer nafsho yirchak mizeh], as there 

usually is no purpose for an individual to be familiar with such articles (p. 

381, note 66). 

 

 If one hears lashon hara for a constructive purpose, he is not allowed 

to believe it as fact but he is allowed to be concerned with what he 

heard to protect himself from potential harm. This is accomplished by 

dividing one’s response into two: feelings and actions. As regards the 

way I should feel about the person I just heard lashon hara about, there 

should be no change at all, as I am not allowed to believe what I just 

heard (rather, I should try to find some possible limud zechus to justify 

this person’s behaviour or think that perhaps I did not hear the whole 

story and that this person is not really that bad after all). But as regards 

actions – the steps I will take to protect myself from potential harm – 

there I am allowed to act based on the information I was told (R’ Chaim 

Kanievsky). [In example – Reuven is considering to join a business 

partnership with Shimon. Reuven is making inquiries about Shimon and 

hears information to the effect that Shimon is not trustworthy. Reuven is 

not allowed to believe that statement at all, but when it comes to acting 

on it, Reuven is allowed to be concerned about what he heard and may 

therefore cancel his plans of joining Shimon in business (p. 385, note 71). 

 

 

 Reuven sees another person acting in an outright inappropriate 

manner, but he does not know who that person is. Some say that 

[where no constructive purpose is intended] Reuven should not try to 

find out the person’s name, as it carries the negative characteristics 

related to lashon hara of trying to discover faults within others (p. 435, 

note 39). 
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 When a person learns about the prohibition of accepting lashon hara, 

he has to undertake two important steps to ensure that he practices 

what he learns: 1) He should be extremely careful in the future not to 

listen to reports containing lashon hara. 2) He should realise that in his 

lifetime until now he probably heard and believed lashon hara time and 

time again. He now has to strengthen himself to remove all those 

derogatory accounts from his heart and resolve not to believe them 

further. If a person sincerely tries to stay clean from all forms of kabolas 

lashon hara (past and present), Hashem will help him to forget all the 

lashon hara that he heard and believed, and in this way his heart will 

remain pure to serve Hashem properly (p. 397, note 86). 

 

 The way to avoid accepting lashon hara is by remembering the words of 

the Chofetz Chaim (7:3, Rechilus 5:7), who told us that one who is not 

careful about the prohibition of lashon hara can’t be trusted to tell the 

truth either. He is likely to lie, add, or otherwise take a story out of the 

true context in which it happened. Any small detail left out of the story 

can change the whole picture drastically. Likewise, if I am missing the 

background story to what happened, I am likely to view the whole 

account in a different light. Therefore, there is no reason to believe what 

I am hearing. If, however, I judge the subject of the story lekaf zechus, I 

am even allowed to believe the story, since the subject does not get 

degraded in my eyes as a result (p. 397, note 86). 

 

 If Reuven tells Shimon lashon hara, there is a sure way for Shimon to 

avoid believing what he is being told. He should imagine for a second 

that Reuven was wearing sha’atnez, cutting off his pe’os or shaving his 

beard with a razor-blade. In all these cases, he definitely would not 

believe the lashon hara for a second. If someone does not care at all to 

commit serious transgressions explicitly prohibited by the Torah, he 

surely would not be careful to avoid saying sheker either. Likewise, says 

the Chofetz Chaim (Shemiras Halashon, Sha’ar Hazechirah 12), one who 

speaks lashon hara is violating an explicit negative commandment in the 

Torah, and therefore he also can’t be trusted to tell the truth (p. 405, 

note 9). 
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 Reuven speaks lashon hara to Shimon about Levi. Shimon, who 

listened to the lashon hara about Levi, will need to do teshuvah 

[charata, viduy, and kabbalah lehaba]. However, in this instance there 

is no reason for Shimon to go to Levi and ask him for mechilah for 

listening to a derogatory report about him [unless the kabolas lashon 

hara resulted in Shimon inflicting pain on Levi]. It can even be reasoned 

that it is wrong to ask Levi for forgiveness for listening to lashon hara 

about him, since it will cause Levi distress to know that he was spoken 

about. Moreover, it is very likely that Levi will figure out who the 

speaker was (Reuven), and therefore Levi would be guilty of speaking 

rechilus (as Levi will now be upset at Reuven for speaking about him). 

For these reasons it is clear that Shimon should not approach Levi to ask 

mechilah for listening to lashon hara about him (p. 397, note 88). 

 

 One is allowed to speak lashon hara against a rasha that has committed 

serious well-known aveiros, according to the guidelines mentioned in 

the Sefer Chofetz Chaim. However, one is only allowed to talk 

derogatorily about a rasha [or listening] if there is a constructive 

purpose involved [like telling people to avoid this person since he is 

known to be a rasha]. The exception to this rule is when we are dealing 

with an apikores, who deliberately does not accept all or part of the 

Torah. In such a case one may speak lashon hara against him even 

without intending for a constructive purpose (Chofetz Chaim 8:5) (p. 

415, note 22). 

 

 Even one who speaks lashon hara about a friend, who is known not to 

be makpid that people talk about him, is still committing a serious 

aveirah. The reason is that lashon hara is not just a mitzvah bein adam 

lechavero, but a mitzvah bein adam lamakom as well. Therefore, 

although in this case there might not be any aveirah bein adam 

lechavero [since the subject does not mind that lashon hara is spoken 

about him], but there still is an aveirah bein adam lamakom (p. 445, 

note 3). 
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 Speaking lashon hara about a goy is not forbidden as he is not part of 

‘amecha’ *your nation+. However, the Medrash Rabbah (Ki-Tetze 6:9) 

states that if one accustoms himself to speaking negatively about a goy 

he will eventually come to speak negatively about a yisroel as well. 

Likewise, we find the following in the writings of the Rosh (Orchos Chaim 

5:83): ‘don’t speak any form of lashon hara about any individual’, and it 

appears from his wording that it is even wrong to speak about a goy (R’ 

Chaim Kanievsky). It seems that although there is no Torah prohibition 

against speaking lashon hara about a goy [as he is not included in 

amecha] it is still forbidden miderabanan (R’ N. Karelitz). This might only 

apply to a goy that keeps sheva mitzvos bnei noach, since if he does not 

he is like a yisroel rasha, about whom one may talk lashon hara. There 

are other opinions, however, that hold that it is only ‘good advice’ not to 

talk lashon hara about a goy [and not an issur derabanan]. To develop 

the sensitivity to avoid speaking lashon hara about a yisroel, one needs 

to avoid any type of lashon hara, even speaking about a goy (R’ M. 

Shternbuch). We even find that great people would not want to talk 

negatively about anything – even a dead animal. When one of the 

students (in the days of the Rishonim) complained about the smell of the 

carcass they were passing, the Rebbi replied ‘look at how white the 

teeth of this animal are’, implying that one should always only stress the 

positive in every situation (Chovos Halevavos) (p. 455, note 15).  

 

 One has to be exceedingly careful not to speak degradingly about 

seforim. It is reported that the Maharam Shik would go over to his 

seforim every Erev Yom Hakippurim and ask them mechilah, in case he 

‘offended’ any of them. Likewise, when encountering a difficult-to-

understand statement or a sevara mentioned in the Gemara or in the 

Rishonim, one should not say ‘if I would have said such a thing people 

would have laughed at me’. The Shla”h Hakadosh cautions that saying 

this equals ‘ridiculing divrei chachamim’ [see Eruvin 21b]. The Maharshal 

would encourage his talmidim to always speak respectfully at all times, 

and rather express themselves by saying things like ‘I don’t understand 

what the Gemara is asking….’ (p. 467, note 31). 
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 Reuven knows that Shimon is trying to obtain a driver’s license, but 

plans to hide the fact that his vision is impaired. Reuven must report 

this to the authorities, as Shimon’s driving can end up harming people 

(p. 475, note 41). 

 

 There are certain statements that are not directly lashon hara, but 

avak lashon hara (the dust of lashon hara). These statements are not 

derogatory in their own right, but they can easily be understood as 

statements of lashon hara or lead to speaking lashon hara. These 

statements include ‘who would have thought that Yanki turned out this 

way’ - which implies ‘given his past I thought he would never amount to 

much’ (Chofetz Chaim 9:1). Some hold that saying avak lashon hara is an 

issur miderabanan, while others hold it is forbidden min hatorah. R’ 

Refael Hamburger in Marpei Lashon writes that tzara’as on clothing 

come as a result of avak lashon hara. Likewise, the Maharal writes that 

the ketores brought by the Kohen Gadol in the Kodesh Hakodoshim on 

Yom Kippur was mechaper for the aveirah of avak lashon hara. It is clear 

that these sources view avak lashon hara as a Torah prohibition (p. 481, 

note 1). 

 

 It is permissible to tell a genuine tzedakah-collector that he should go 

to a certain wealthy individual who will give him a nice donation. Even 

if the wealthy person will end up giving by feeling ‘forced’ it is 

nevertheless permitted. The reason is that most wealthy people have 

not exhausted their entire ma’aser obligation. Those that already have 

given ma’aser can still be asked to give more, since lechatchila one 

should give a chomesh (one fifth) to tzedakah. If the affluent individual 

already gave a chomesh, he will not be embarrassed to say so (Igros 

Moshe). Others hold that it is better not to tell a tzedakah-collector 

about wealthy donors, as the donors do not necessarily want their 

names passed around (see p. 489, note 21). 
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 It is important to train young children in the mitzvah of shemiras 

halashon. The age of chinuch is given as ‘the age where the child 

understands that it is forbidden for a yid to act in such a manner’ [and 

not just because he is prevented by others from doing so] (R’ N. 

Karelitz). Besides the regular mitzvah of chinuch, there is a special 

mitzvas aseh according to the Ramban to let one’s children know about 

what happened to Miriam Haneviah as a result of her speaking lashon 

hara (Chofetz Chaim in Zachor Lemiriam p. 27) (p. 495, note 34). 

 

 

 Even when one is permitted to speak lashon hara for a constructive 

purpose [see all the conditions needed to allow this in Chofetz Chaim 

10:2+, one may only do so if he can’t accomplish the necessary outcome 

in another way. If there is any other way of achieving the same result, 

without resorting to lashon hara spoken for a to’eles, one must do so 

(Chofetz Chaim ibid.). This is learned from the story with Achan who 

stole from the spoils of Yericho. When Yehoshua asked Hashem who the 

guilty one was, Hashem replied ‘Do I go around gossiping? Rather cast 

lots and they will show’. Even though casting the lots were far more 

difficult compared to Hashem just telling him, Hashem still favoured not 

to tell Yehoshua straight out. We see, that when there is another option 

available [ed. note – and that is more than often the case] one should 

make the effort of not resorting to lashon hara. Sometimes, there is a 

need to pass on lashon hara for a constructive purpose, but if it can be 

conveyed in a manner that does not involve direct communication, one 

must use that alternative approach, like we find that Hashem preferred 

to tell Yehoshua through the casting of the goralos. Likewise, even when 

one is forced to speak lashon hara for a to’eles, there is a mitzvah to 

minimise the derogatory remarks to the bare minimum necessary to 

achieve the desired effect (p. 511, note 27). 
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 Reuven comes into his dorm-room in Yeshivah and finds that someone 

has been using some of his items without permission. Reuven asks his 

room-mate ‘who has been using my stuff without permission?’ If 

Reuven is asking leto’eles to ask the offender for monetary 

compensation [in a case where the halachah is that he can demand 

payment in beis din] or to prevent similar actions of using his property 

without consent in the future, the room-mate may answer him. If, 

however, it is clear that Reuven just want to vent his frustration and 

anger at the offender, one is not allowed to tell him. If Reuven’s 

intentions are not clear, one should ask him to clarify if there is a 

constructive purpose involved or not [unless Reuven is always careful 

with the halachos of lashon hara, in which case one is allowed to assume 

that the matter is leto’eles]  (p. 519, note 36). 

 

 

 Group-therapy can be very problematic as far as lashon hara is 

concerned, as the person can be sharing personal complaints against 

another individual with the entire group. Since the people in the group 

are not qualified to give him advice [only the leader of the group is in 

that position] it can therefore be stated that there is no to’eles in the 

whole group hearing the lashon hara (R’ N. Karelitz) (see further p. 551, 

note 69). 

 

 

 A girl in shidduchim gets rejected by a boy after they meet and the girl 

feels extremely down about it. As a potential way to help her, would it 

be allowed to tell this girl about the chesronos (that she did not know 

about) of the boy, and thereby make her feel better about the fact that 

the shidduch did not work out? R’ Elyashiv is of the opinion that this 

would be lashon hara and may not be said. The only thing one could say 

is ‘this boy was not suitable for you’ (ibid.). 
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 The Rosh Yeshivah entered the Beis Medrash to test the bochurim. One 

bochur, Reuven, told the Rosh Yeshivah a chiddush in the sugya they 

were learning. The chiddush was not accepted by the Rosh Yeshivah. In 

truth, it was not Reuven that thought of the chiddush, he had heard it 

from his Rebbi during the shiur. Can Reuven tell the Rosh Yeshivah that 

it was his Rebbi’s chiddush, in order to avoid the resulting negative 

impressions that the Rosh Yeshivah might otherwise form about 

Reuven? R’ Elyashiv says that it is not allowed, he can only say that he 

heard it from someone. Likewise, if a Rosh Yeshivah reprimands a bochur 

for doing something that he was asked to do by the Mashgiach, the boy 

should not say ‘the Mashgiach asked me to do this’. Rather, he should 

not respond to the rebuke, but should go to ask the Mashgiach to sort 

things out with the Rosh Yeshivah (p. 555, note 73). 

 

 

 Reuven is not allowed to take a letter that Shimon wrote and show it 

to a graphologist for evaluation without Shimon’s permission. This is 

forbidden since he is trying to discover other people’s secrets, which is 

an aspect of nezek – causing damage. It can also be considered lashon 

hara, as it can be degrading for the writer. The graphologist himself, 

however, is not prohibited from looking at other people’s writings (p. 

662, note 9). 

 

 

 Reuven tells his friend Shimon that he is going to the Yeshivah to have 

a look at a certain yeshivah-bachur, without his knowledge, in order to 

see if he is a suitable match for his daughter. Shimon is not allowed to 

pass that information back to the yeshivah-bachur and tell him that he is 

being watched, so that he can act more suitably (p. 663, note 11). 
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 One may report a ganav to the police, if not doing so will cause him to 

steal more in the future. This is true even if the punishment the 

authorities will give [like a few years in prison] is more than what he 

could expect from a beis din. Likewise, if one is aware with certainty that 

a teacher is doing damage to the students, one may report on him to the 

school’s administration (and need not bring the matter to beis din), even 

if it means that the teacher will be asked to leave his job (R’ Elyashiv) (p. 

675, note 18 and p. 687 note 28). 

 

 Can one make a survey amongst people to see which doctor rates the 

highest? Some say that it is forbidden as it constitutes giving an eitzah 

she’einah hogenes (bad advice) [since people that are not well-versed in 

the field of medicine can’t give advice as to which doctor is best; it could 

be that the other doctors are no less skilled than the highest rated], and 

it also causes the ‘losing’ doctors to get a bad reputation (R’ Zilberstein). 

Others say that if one publicises that it is an ‘unofficial’ survey (taken by 

regular people that are not skilled in medicine) it is permitted. The 

reason is that people will know that the survey is not expressing any 

medical opinion, it is simply stating which doctor people consider to be 

the best (R’ M. Shternbuch) (p. 723, note 6). 

 

 Although one may ask investigative and probing questions when 

examining a potential shidduch, one should nevertheless refrain from 

asking questions that are not relevant to the shidduch. If the person 

being asked the questions is the shadchan, a close relative, a close 

friend or neighbor of the person asking the questions, he needs to 

disclose all information, even what is known only as a chisaron katan – 

small flaw in the potential shidduch-partner. The reason being that 

those people are generally relied upon by the person asking, therefore 

they are obligated to give an eitzah tovah, which obligates them to 

disclose all information [ed. note: it would seem that if they know that a 

certain shidduch is not a good match and their words are accepted to 

the person asking, that they should just say that I don’t think this is a 

suitable shidduch and leave it at that and not elaborate on the 

derogatory points] (p. 723, note 8 and p. 733, note 17). 
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 If a boy has turned down a girl he met in a shidduch (or the other way 

around), he should not elaborate why he rejected her. This is true even 

when asked about it by a shadchan or his parents. He should just say 

that it is not a compatible match. Only in a case where the boy himself is 

not one hundred percent sure that he wants to decline, there is a 

constructive purpose in speaking the matter over with his parents or the 

shadchan. They may be able to point out how something the boy views 

in a negative light is not at all that undesirable (ibid.). 

 

 When it comes to disclosing a personal blemish, illness or imperfection 

the rule is as follows: Any type of defect or flaw that would create a 

great amount of friction and machlokes if discovered after the marriage 

should be mentioned to the other side before the engagement. Others 

say that there is only a requirement to mention such details if the other 

side would want to get divorced should they discover it after the 

chasunah. Regardless, R’ Elyashiv points out, that even in circumstances 

where there is no Halachic obligation of disclosure, experience has 

shown that withholding information from the other party is harmful to a 

solid and happy marriage. Reserving information causes lack to shalom 

bayis, since the other side will always feel cheated. Therefore, one 

should always make sure to volunteer even such details that are not 

halachically obligatory to report (or at the very least allude to their 

existence) before the engagement (p. 729, note 11). 

 

 If a shadchan is recommending a boy or a girl that have previously 

broken an engagement, he must present that information even without 

being asked (since one generally relies on a shadchan’s 

recommendations). A regular person, however, does not need to hand 

over that knowledge unless he is being asked about it (R’ Chaim 

Kanievsky) (p. 729, note 12 see there for the opinion of R’ Shlomo Zalman 

Auerbach). 
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 If one knows that a potential boy/girl in a shidduch has a severe 

problem with bad middos [i.e. he/she has an extremely angry 

temperament], and the other side would definitely not want to agree to 

the shidduch should they know about this problem, there is an 

obligation to let them know about it (even without being asked 

specifically). But if it isn’t completely clear that the other side would 

object should they know about this person’s middos *i.e. the person has 

middos that are not extremely bad], one should only say part of what he 

knows of the other person’s middos (but not everything) (R’ Elyashiv) (p. 

730, note 12). 

 

 May one change the age of the older person in shidduchim to attract 

more candidates for a potential shidduch? Some hold that it is 

forbidden to change at all while some allow one to state that the 

individual is a year (and according to some, two years) younger than 

their actual age (ibid.). 

 

 Someone suffering from epileptic attacks must let the other side know 

about that. This holds true even if the individual is taking medicine to 

avoid the epileptic attacks and manages to live a fully normal life. Since 

people view this illness as a severe affliction, it must be made known to 

the other party, so that they can make an informed decision (p. 730, 

note 13). 

 

 If two siblings of the prospective boy or girl suffer from mental illness, 

there is an obligation to report it to the other side. If there is only one 

sibling with this illness one does not need to tell the other side unless 

one is asked (R’ Moshe Shternbuch). R’ Elyashiv ruled that if there is a 

genetic illness in the family, one is obligated to report it (even if only one 

member of the family is suffering from it). If, however, it is not a genetic 

illness one is only obligated to report it if there are three family 

members sick with this illness (R’ Elyashiv) (ibid.). 
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 If a boy has suffered from a mental illness and has recovered he is no 

longer obligated to let the other side know about his past experiences 

provided that: 1) he no longer takes any medicine for the condition [not 

even preventative] and 2) two expert doctors verify that there is no 

longer a concern that the condition will return [as the causes of the 

original mental health problem are no longer relevant]. With regards to 

a girl, the doctors have to be of the opinion that her illness will not 

reoccur even as a result of childbirth (R’ Moshe Shternbuch). R’ Elyashiv 

was asked regarding a girl who once tried to commit suicide r”l if she 

must tell that to the boy’s side, and he responded that she is obligated 

to share that information. Trying to take one’s own life reveals a weak 

personality, and there is no guarantee that she will not suffer a similar 

breakdown during other challenging times in her life (ibid.). 

 

 It is proper for the boy or the girl to let each other know if they suffer 

from diabetes. Likewise, if there are two siblings with diabetes, it should 

be mentioned to the other side. One who only has one kidney should let 

the other side now. If a third-party is asked about it, he can only reveal it 

if the individual suffers as a result of only having one kidney. If the boy 

or the girl would be unable to have children, one who knows about it 

(even a doctor) must inform the other side, as failure to do so violates lo 

ta’amod al dam re’echa (this must be mentioned even after the couple is 

engaged). If a boy does not hear on one ear, he does not need to reveal 

that information to the other party, since he is able to function normally 

without it (ibid. and p. 743 note 25). 

 

 If a person is asked for shidduch-information about a matter that can 

be seen on the outside (like looks etc.), one is allowed to describe it 

factually as it is. One should not comment on whether it is nice or not, as 

that depends on each person and their perception. If a girl has lost her 

hair and is wearing a wig that looks like her hair, she should tell the boy 

about it after having met a few times before they get engaged (p. 731, 

note 14). 

 



~ 51 ~ 
 

 If one knows that a potential shidduch-partner suffers from a serious 

illness or infectious disease, one is obligated to pass that information 

on to the other party. Most poskim also obligate one to tell about a less-

serious illness that will cause some distress to their day to day life. As a 

general rule, anything that would cause the shalom bayis to be seriously 

troubled (when discovered later on), should be reported to the other 

side first (p. 731, note 15). 

 

 If a doctor knows that a boy or girl is sick (and it could cause damage to 

a potential marriage), he is obligated to make sure that this information 

reaches the other side. Ideally, he should speak with the individual and 

ask them to reveal it themselves. Otherwise, he has no choice but to 

speak up, notwithstanding his doctor’s oath [he should just say that the 

patient has a medical issue and not relate the exact condition] (ibid., see 

there).  

 

 If one knows that the boy or the girl will themselves reveal that they 

are suffering from a certain condition, the person asked for information 

does not have to reveal it. The boy and the girl may decide not to reveal 

their condition for the first few times they meet, and only divulge the 

facts at a later meeting. This only applies where there is a good chance 

that after the other side has seen all the ma’alos in the potential 

shidduch-partner, they could be willing to overlook the person’s 

imperfection. But if it is clear, that there is no possibility at all that the 

other side would agree to the shidduch with this particular flaw, they 

must be told about it in the beginning. This should not be left as a 

‘surprise’ just before the impending engagement (p. 732, note 15 and 

16). 

 

 If one is aware that a certain bachur is intentionally not careful with 

certain mitzvos, where the common practice is to be careful with these 

mitzvos, one must inform the other side about this. Since this bachur will 

not be suitable to the family, they have to be made aware of it (p. 732, 

note 16). 
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 When it comes to a boy or a girl suffering from a weak consistency (but 

not an illness) the rule is as follows: one does not have to volunteer such 

information in a shidduch, even information that the inquiring side 

would be happy to know about, unless he is asked about it. The same 

applies to similar minor issues like that. However, when it comes to 

conditions like celiac or krohn’s disease, some say that one has to 

mention it, as it will affect their life together and it is also hereditary. 

Likewise, if one knows that a potential shidduch-partner is suffering 

from an illness with a 4% mortality rate, one is obligated to present that 

information, as most people would not want to marry such a person (p. 

733, note 17). 

 

 One is being asked for shidduch information, and knowing both sides 

he can tell that this shidduch will only be beneficial for the party 

inquiring and not for the other side. In such a case he should mention 

that point, and at the very least he should not advice that the shidduch 

be pursued (R’ Elyashiv). One should also exercise great care not to 

exaggerate the praises of a potential shidduch-partner. Others say that 

one can exaggerate a little bit (since it is the derech ha’olam to do so), 

but it is better not to. If a person is concerned that by saying the exact 

truth, the person inquiring will take that to mean ‘less’ than what was 

intended, he should stress that he is being precise with his wording and 

his report should therefore be understood accurately (p. 735, note 20). 

 

********************************************* 

 


