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Lashon Hara (Gossip)SESSION 1

 Leviticus 19:15-18 
This passage is taken 
from what is often called 
“the Holiness Code,” a 
loose collection of ethical 
and ritual law that forms 
the core of the book of 
Leviticus. An important 
refrain in this section is 
that we have to try to be 
“holy,” like the ways in 
which God is “holy.”

Leviticus 19:15-18

15You shall not perform injustice in 
judgment: do not favor the poor or show 
deference to the powerful; with righteousness 
shall you judge your kinsman. 16Do not 
gossip among your people; do not stand by 
the blood of your fellow: I am God. 17You 
shall not hate your brother in your heart. You 
shall surely rebuke your kinsman, and you 
shall not bear a sin because of them. 18You 

יקרא יט:טו-יח

ֹלא־ַתֲעׂשּו ָעֶול ַּבִּמְׁשָּפט 
ֹלא־ִתָּׂשא ְפֵני־ָדל ְוֹלא 
ֶתְהַּדר ְּפֵני ָגדֹול ְּבֶצֶדק 
ִּתְׁשֹּפט ֲעִמיֶתָך׃ 16לֹא־

יךָ ֹלא  ַעּמֶ ֵתֵלְך ָרִכיל ּבְ
ַתֲעֹמד ַעל־ַּדם ֵרֶעָך ֲאִני 

ה׳׃ 17ֹלא־ִתְׂשָנא ֶאת־
ָאִחיָך ִּבְלָבֶבָך הֹוֵכַח 
ּתֹוִכיַח ֶאת־ֲעִמיֶתָך 

While social media platforms have only been in existence for two decades, 
they raise moral questions that have been familiar to Jewish tradition for many 
centuries. Our course together will explore a wide range of ethical and legal 
concepts that touch on these questions. Before we begin this exploration, take 
a few minutes with your havruta to discuss the following. 

1. Are there particular Jewish laws or values that influence how you 
communicate with others? If so, what are they? 

2. Where in your social media use, or social life more broadly, might you most 
benefit from integrating Jewish wisdom? 

I. TORAH TEXT 
The first source is a passage from the book of Leviticus that contains several 
foundational mitzvot (commandments) related to speech and relationships. 
In each unit of the course, we will dive into a different phrase from this biblical 
passage and explore its relevance to our discussion around social media. In this 
session, we will probe the prohibition of speaking gossip. As you read through 
these four verses, focus not only on the bolded verse, but also its broader 
context.
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shall not take vengeance, and you shall not 
bear a grudge against your people. You shall 
love your neighbor as yourself: I am God.

ְוֹלא־ִתָּׂשא ָעָליו ֵחְטא׃ 18ֹלא־
ִתֹּקם ְוֹלא־ִתֹּטר ֶאת־ְּבֵני ַעֶּמָך 

ְוָאַהְבָּת ְלֵרֲעָך ָּכמֹוָך ֲאִני ה׳:

Questions from Yitzhak Bronstein 
1. How do these various commandments relate to one another? Are they 

completely complementary obligations, or is the relationship between some of 
them more complex and tension-filled? 

2. Are there any textual clues in this passage that help shed light on how to 
understand the prohibition of speaking gossip? For example, what is the 
relationship between the two clauses of verse 16 (the prohibition of gossip and 
the prohibition not to stand by the blood of one’s fellow)?  

II. THE PARAMETERS OF GOSSIP
In the following text, Rambam  draws a connection between the two mitzvot in 
verse 16: “Do not gossip among your people” and “do not stand by the blood of 
your fellow.”

 Rambam 
Rambam 
(Maimonides) is an 
acronym for Rabbi 
Moses ben Maimon 
who lived in Spain 
and Egypt (1135-
1204). His most 
significant work is 
the Mishneh Torah, 
a comprehensive 
codification of 
Jewish law from the 
Talmud. In addition, 
Rambam wrote a 
commentary on 
the Mishnah and 
philosophical works, 
such as The Guide of 
the Perplexed

 lashes 
In classic Jewish 
law, lashes is the 
standard punishment 
for any prohibition 
in the Torah that 
doesn’t specify what 
the punishment 
should be.

Mishneh Torah,  
Human Dispositions Chapter 7:1,3

(1) One who shares gossip against their 
fellow violates a negative commandment, 
as it is written: “Do not gossip among 
your people.” Although the punishment 
of lashes  is not inflicted for violating 
this prohibition, it is a grave sin, and is 
the cause of many deaths from Israel. For 
this reason it is written adjacent to: “Do 
not stand by the blood of your fellow.”

(3) Furthermore, the sages said: “[Gossip] 
kills three people: the one who speaks it, 

 משנה תורה,
הלכות דעות ז:א,ג

)1( ַהְמַרֵּגל ַּבֲחֵברֹו עֹוֵבר ְּבֹלא 
ַּתֲעֶׂשה ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר ״ֹלא ֵתֵלְך ָרִכיל 
ְּבַעֶּמיָך״ ְוַאף ַעל ִּפי ֶׁשֵאין לֹוִקין 
ַעל ָּדָבר ֶזה ָעֹון ָּגדֹול הּוא ְוגֹוֵרם 
ַלֲהרֹג ְנָפׁשֹות ַרּבֹות ִמִּיְׂשָרֵאל.  
ְלָכְך ִנְסָמְך לֹו ״ְוֹלא ַתֲעֹמד ַעל 

ַּדם ֵרֶעָך״

)3( ְועֹוד ָאְמרּו ֲחָכִמים ְׁשֹלָׁשה 
ָלׁשֹון ָהַרע הֹוֶרֶגת. ָהאֹוְמרֹו. 
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the one who accepts it, and the one about 
whom it is spoken. The one who accepts 
it more than the one who speaks it.”

ְוַהְמַקְּבלֹו. ְוֶזה ֶׁשאֹוֵמר ָעָליו. 
ְוַהְמַקְּבלֹו יֹוֵתר ִמן ָהאֹוְמרֹו.

Questions from Yitzhak Bronstein 
Rambam follows a Rabbinic tradition of  treating the prohibition of gossip with 
great severity.  For this reason, the Torah juxtaposes gossip with the imperative 
against being a bystander when someone’s life is in danger.

In paragraph (3), Rambam references a talmudic passage about how gossip affects 
three individuals, though he expands on that passage by claiming it is the listener 
who is most harmed.

1. Why do you think the prohibition of gossip is regarded with such severity? Is 
killing an appropriate term to describe the harm it causes?  

2. Rambam writes that the speaker, listener, and the person being discussed are 
all harmed. How do you understand the way(s) in which each of these three 
individuals is harmed? 

3. Why might Rambam claim that the greatest harm occurs to the one who accepts 
gossip that they hear? 

4. What responsibilities do we have as listeners, if any, to avoid coming into contact 
with gossip? How might this play out on social media?

5. If you feel comfortable doing so, share an experience with your havruta about a 
time that lashon hara caused you harm, whether in person or on social media. 

III. DEFINITIONS
What exactly is gossip? Below, Rambam specifies the forms of speech included in 
this prohibition by breaking it down into three distinct categories, called in Hebrew: 
rekhilut, lashon hara, and motzi shem ra.

 severity 
The Talmud (Arakhin 
15b) states that 
speaking gossip is 
parallel with the 
prohibitions of idol 
worship, forbidden 
sexual relations, and 
bloodshed, which are 
treated by the Sages 
as the three most 
severe sins.

 rekhilut
This is based on the 
word translated as 
“gossip” in verse 16 
above.

Mishneh Torah,  
Human Dispositions Chapter 7:2,4

(2) Who is a violator of rekhilut?  One 
who makes claims, and goes from this 
person to that person, saying, “So-and-

 משנה תורה,
הלכות דעות ז:ב,ד

)2( ֵאי ֶזהּו ָרִכיל. ֶזה ֶׁשּטֹוֵען 
ְּדָבִרים ְוהֹוֵלְך ִמֶּזה ָלֶזה ְואֹוֵמר 
ָּכְך ָאַמר ְּפלֹוִני ָּכְך ְוָכְך ָׁשַמְעִּתי 
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so said this, and I heard that from so-
and-so.” Even though it is true, this is 
destructive for the world. 

There is an even worse transgression 
which is included in this prohibition, 
and that is lashon hara,  one who spreads 
disgrace about someone else, even by 
telling the truth. If they are lying, that is 
called motzi shem ra.  One who speaks 
lashon hara is one who sits and says, 
“So-and-so did this, and his parents were 
such-and-such and I heard this about 
them,” and says words of disgrace.

(4) There are certain matters which 
are considered “the dust of gossip.” 
How? If one says… “Do not talk about 
so and so; I do not want to say what 
happened”… Similarly, one who relates 
gossip in frivolity and jest, as if he were 
not speaking with hatred… Similarly, 
one who speaks gossip about a colleague 
slyly, pretending to be innocently telling a 
story without knowing that it is harmful. 

ַעל ְּפלֹוִני. ַאף ַעל ִּפי ֶׁשהּוא 
ֱאֶמת ֲהֵרי ֶזה ַמֲחִריב ֶאת 

ָהעֹוָלם.

 ֵיׁש ָעֹון ָּגדֹול ִמֶּזה ַעד ְמֹאד 
ְוהּוא ִּבְכַלל ָלאו ֶזה ְוהּוא ָלׁשֹון 

ָהַרע. ְוהּוא ַהְמַסֵּפר ִּבְגנּות ֲחֵברֹו 
ַאף ַעל ִּפי ֶׁשאֹוֵמר ֱאֶמת. ֲאָבל 

ָהאֹוֵמר ֶׁשֶקר ִנְקָרא מֹוִציא ֵׁשם 
ַרע ַעל ֲחֵברֹו. ֲאָבל ַּבַעל ָלׁשֹון 

ָהַרע ֶזה ֶׁשּיֹוֵׁשב ְואֹוֵמר ָּכְך 
ְוָכְך ָעָׂשה ְּפלֹוִני ְוָכְך ְוָכְך ָהיּו 

ֲאבֹוָתיו ְוָכְך ְוָכְך ָׁשַמְעִּתי ָעָליו 
ְוָאַמר ְּדָבִרים ֶׁשל ְּגַנאי.

)4( ְוֵיׁש ְּדָבִרים ֶׁשֵהן ֲאַבק ָלׁשֹון 
ָהַרע. ֵּכיַצד... אֹו ֶׁשֹּיאַמר ִׁשְתקּו 
ִמְּפלֹוִני ֵאיִני רֹוֶצה ְלהֹוִדיַע ָמה 

ֵאַרע ּוֶמה ָהָיה... ְוֵכן ַהְמַסֵּפר 
ְּבָלׁשֹון ָהַרע ֶּדֶרְך ְׂשחֹוק ְוֶדֶרְך 

ַקּלּות ֹראׁש ְּכלֹוַמר ֶׁשֵאינֹו 
ְמַדֵּבר ְּבִׂשְנָאה... ְוֵכן ַהְמַסֵּפר 

ָלׁשֹון ָהַרע ֶּדֶרְך ַרָּמאּות ְוהּוא 
ֶׁשְּיַסֵּפר ְלֻתּמֹו ְּכִאּלּו ֵאינֹו יֹוֵדַע 

ֶׁשָּדָבר ֶזה ֶׁשִּדֵּבר ָלׁשֹון ָהַרע 
הּוא. 

 lashon hara
Lit. “evil tongue,” 
normally translated 
as “gossip.”

 motzi shem ra
Lit. “one who 
brings out a bad 
name,” based on 
the language of 
Deuteronomy 22:14. 

Questions from Yitzhak Bronstein 
1. See if you with your havruta can articulate the core differences between rekhilut, 

lashon hara, and motzi shem ra, based on this passage.

2. Take a moment to consider which of these forms of inappropriate speech you 
come into contact with most frequently. If you feel comfortable, share your 
answer with your havruta.

3. Which of these is most prone to coming up in social media contexts? How might 
one go about reducing one’s exposure to them?
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IV. EXPANSIONS OF LASHON HARA
While Rambam only described various forms of speech, the Hafetz Hayyim expands 
the categories of lashon hara beyond speech.

Hafetz Hayyim,
Lashon Hara, Principle 1:8

This prohibition of lashon hara 
obtains, whether it is actually spoken 
by mouth or stated in a letter.

 חפץ חיים,
לשון הרע, כלל א:ח

ין ִאם  ל ָלׁשֹון ָהָרע הּוא ֵבּ ִאסּור ֶזה ֶשׁ
הּוא  ׁש, אֹו ֶשׁ ִפיו ַמָמּ ר ָעָליו ְבּ הּוא ְמַסֵפּ

בֹו ִמְכָתּ ָבר ֶזה ְבּ )יב( ּכֹוֵתב ָעָליו ָדּ

SOURCE #4 

 Hafetz Hayyim 
Written by Rabbi 
Yisrael Meir Kagan 
(Belarus, 1838-
1933), Hafetz 
Hayyim (literally: 
“one who desires 
life”) is viewed 
authoritatively on 
matters of proper 
speech. Its title 
comes from a verse 
in the book of 
Psalms (34.13-14) 

.  In addition to 
this work, the Hafetz 
Hayyim published 
enduring works on 
halakhah, including 
his Mishnah Berurah 
commentary on the 
Shulhan Arukh.

 lashon hara
Rabbah bar Rav Huna 
is speaking here in 
Aramaic, but his 
phrase lishna bisha is 
an exact translation 
of the Hebrew lashon 
hara.

Questions from Yitzhak Bronstein 
1. In what ways is written gossip similar and/or different to spoken gossip? Which is 

more severe? 

2. Consider the various factors that make social media a unique context for sharing, 
such as the ease of sharing, one’s potential reach, or the permanence of one’s 
digital footprint. How might a social media user mitigate the potential harm of 
spreading gossip while using these platforms?  

V. WHAT ABOUT SOMETHING SHARED PUBLICLY?
While the standard case of lashon hara involves someone sharing negative 
information about another person, this talmudic passage introduces two 
additional factors that need to be considered. In particular, whether information 
shared publicly can then be re-shared with others, and whether complimentary 
information may be shared publicly. 

Talmud Bavli Arakhin 16a

Said Rabbah bar Rav Huna: Any matter 
that was said in the presence of three 
people does not have the status of lashon 
hara.  What is the reason? Since your 
friend has a friend, and your friend’s 

תלמוד בבלי ערכין דף טז עמוד א

אמר רבה בר רב הונא כל מילתא 
דמיתאמרא באפי תלתא לית בה 

משום לישנא בישא מאי טעמא 
חברך חברא אית ליה וחברא 

דחברך חברא אית ליה
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friend has a friend.  

When Rav Dimi arrived  he said: 
What is the meaning of that which 
is written: “He that blesses his friend 
with a loud voice, rising early in the 
morning, it shall be counted a curse 
to him” (Proverbs 27:14 )? For 
example, when one is invited to a 
host, and they look after him very 
well. The following day he goes out 
and sits in the marketplace and says: 
May the Merciful One bless so-
and-so, as this is how well he looked 
after me. And all the people in the 
marketplace hear this and go to the 
host and accost him.

 כי אתא רב דימי אמר מאי דכתיב 
)משלי כז, יד( מברך רעהו בקול 

גדול בבוקר השכם קללה תחשב לו 
כגון דמיקלע לאושפיזא וטרחו קמיה 
שפיר למחר נפיק יתיב בשוקא ואמר 

רחמנא ניברכיה לפלניא דהכי טרח 
קמאי ושמעין אינשי ואזלין ואנסין 

ליה

 friend 
When sharing 
information in front 
of three or more 
people, it can be 
assumed that it will 
spread and become 
public knowledge. 
Therefore we can 
presume the speaker 
is comfortable with 
this information 
being found out by 
others.

 arrived 
Rav Dimi was 
known for travelling 
between Eretz Yisrael 
and Bavel. When he 
came to Bavel, he 
would often come 
with a tradition he 
had learned in Eretz 
Yisrael that people 
in Bavel had never 
heard before—like 
this one.

 accost him 
Rashi explains that 
this accosting refers 
to how people 
might now assume 
that the host is a 
wealthy individual, 
and subsequently 
ask him for money. 
Alternatively, now 
that word has gotten 
out that he was a 
gracious host, many 
people might invite 
themselves over to 
his home to benefit 
from his hospitality.

Questions from Yitzhak Bronstein 
In the first half of this passage, Rabbah bar Rav Huna teaches that if a person 
shares information about themselves in front of a group of three people, one can 
reasonably assume that they anticipate the information will not be kept secret. As 
such, it is not considered lashon hara if one passes along that information to others.

In the second half of the passage, Rav Dimi explains how even sharing positive 
information can cause harm to the one it is spoken about. By publicizing the 
generosity of his host, the guest unexpectedly causes trouble for him. 

1. What do you think about the principle that information shared in front of three 
other people is not considered lashon hara? Should there be exceptions to this 
rule? 

2. If someone shares personal information about themselves on social media, 
should that information be considered as if it was said before three people? If so, 
does that give other users the green light to share that information with others? 
What factors might it depend upon?

3. How do you understand the potential harm of sharing positive information 
about another person? How does this play out on social media? 
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Take a Step Back

It is now clear that our Rabbis treated lashon hara with great severity, whether it was spoken or 
written, true or false, positive or negative. In fact, we have seen metaphors of killing(!) applied to 
harmful speech. Yet, sometimes we do feel compelled to share information about others, even 
if it is not flattering. Is this ever justified? If so, when? In preparation for our next unit together, 
consider a real-life experience where you grappled with this type of dilemma.
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