
5781 – Leviticus 12-13 – Tazria (When she gives birth)  
 
Watch What You Say!1 
 
A while back, Google introduced "mail goggles" (which were eventually 
discontinued). Its purpose was to prevent users, especially those who might 
be intoxicated, from having email regret.  
This setting would require users to solve a few easy math problems before 
hitting "send" on an email. The assumption was if you were sober enough 
to solve the math, you were sober enough not to write something (—about 
your boss, coworker or neighbor!) that you would later regret.  
But it's not only alcohol that compromises our decisions. And it's often not 
only in emails, but in our day-to-day conversations, that we say things that 
we shouldn't.  
We can become intoxicated with anger or hurt, jealousy or envy, and di-
vulge something malicious. Our perspective can become blurred by bore-
dom, or impaired by an intense desire to fit into a crowd. Or, we may just 
have gotten into the habit of saying whatever comes to mind, unfiltered.  
In each of these situations, our unguarded speech can have huge nega-
tive repercussions. 
 
Tazria discusses the punishment of tzaraat, a spiritual and physical ail-
ment for speaking lashon hara, negative talk.  
The Psalmist compares slanderous talk to "sharp arrows of the warrior, 
coals of broom" (Psalms120:4).  
CJB—A warrior's sharp arrows, with red-hot coals from a broom tree.  
JPS—Sharp arrows of the mighty, with coals of broom.  
KJV—Sharp arrows of the mighty, with coals of juniper.  
LXX—Sharpened weapons of the mighty, with coals of the desert.  
NAS—Sharp arrows of the warrior, With the burning coals of the broom 

tree.  
NIV—He will punish you with a warrior's sharp arrows, with burning 

coals of the broom bush.  
PST—The arrows of a warrior, sharp as lightning from above, with coals 

of broom that burn in Gehenna below.  
YLT—Sharp arrows of a mighty one, with broom-coals.   

The broom tree is a (prickly) desert shrub that grows across Arabia 
and throughout the Judean wilderness. Its deep roots draw in the 
moisture of land that is otherwise barren. 

 

 
1 Chana Weisberg, Shabbat deLights, Vayikra, Bamidbar, Devarim, (Chabad.org), 

pp. 35-37. 

Midrash Rabbah explains: "Other weapons strike at close quarters, while 
the arrow strikes from a distance. So is it with slander: it is spoken in 
Rome and kills in Syria. All other coals, when extinguished, are extin-
guished without and within; but coals of broom are still burning within 
when they are extinguished without. So it is with words of slander: 
even after it seems that their effects have been put out, they continue 
to smolder within those who heard them."  
The person afflicted with tzaraat, unlike other ritually impure individu-
als, was removed from all three camps of Israel. He was quarantined 
even from those having the same ailment and needed to dwell alone until 
he became pure.  
1. In the wilderness Am Yisrael (the Nation of Israel) was divided into 

three camps: the place of the Mishkan (Tabernacle) was the Camp of 
the Shechinah, surrounding that was the Camp of the Levites, and sur-
rounding that was the Camp of Israel. This division is described in the 
verses:2  

The children of Israel shall encamp, each man by his own camp and 
each man by his division. The Levites shall encamp around the Tab-
ernacle of the Testimony, so that there be no wrath upon the con-
gregation of the children of Israel and the Levites shall keep the 
charge of the Tabernacle of the Testimony (Num 1:52-54).  

Rashi [v.53] explains that the Levites’ “charge of the Mishkan” was to 
prevent the ordinary Israelites from entering to do the service of the 
Mishkan. Thus, the Camp of the Levites was necessary as a barrier, to 
allow the Levites to warn the Israelites not to approach the Camp of 
the Shechinah.  
The three camps existed within Eretz Yisrael as well: the Camp of the 
Shechinah was from the Courtyard of Israel through the Courtyard of 
Kohanim and the Beit HaMikdash (Temple) itself, the Camp of the Le-
vites was the Har HaBayit (Temple Mount) from the eastern edge of 
the Courtyard of Israel outward, while the remainder of the walled city 
of Jerusalem was the Camp of Israel. 

 
The Talmud explains why:  

With his gossip and slander, he separated a husband from his wife, a 
man from his neighbor; therefore, the Torah said: "He shall dwell 
alone.—Erachin (Dedications) 16b  

In order to become spiritually rehabilitated, the metzorah must under-
stand the repercussions of his speech. He isolated people from each oth-
er through his slander, so he too must experience how isolation feels. He 
remains alone to reflect on his experience and to learn to feel empathy 
towards those whom he has hurt. 

 
2 https://www.israelnationalnews.com/Articles/Article.aspx/25590 



2. A Pillow Full of Feathers by Shoshannah Brombacher3 
In a small town somewhere in Eastern Europe lived a nice man with a 
nasty problem: he talked too much about other people. He could not 
help himself. Whenever he heard a story about somebody he knew, 
and sometimes about somebody he did not know, he just had to tell it 
to his friends. Since he was in business, he heard quite a lot of rumors 
and stories. He loved the attention he got, and was delighted when 
they laughed because of the way he told his “anecdotes,” which he 
sometimes embellished with little details he invented to make them 
funnier and juicier. Other than that, he was really a pleasant, good-
hearted man.  
He kind of knew it was wrong, but ... it was too tempting, and in any 
case, most of what he told had really happened, didn’t it? Many of his 
stories were just innocent and entertaining, weren’t they?  
One day he found out something really weird (but true) about another 
businessman in town. Of course, he felt compelled to share what he 
knew with his colleagues, who told it to their friends, who told it to 
people they knew, who told it to their wives, who spoke with their 
friends and their neighbors. It went around town, till the unhappy 
businessman who was the main character in the story heard it. He ran 
to the rabbi of the town, and wailed and complained that he was ru-
ined! Nobody would like to deal with him after this. His good name 
and his reputation were gone with the wind.  
Now this rabbi knew his “customers,” so to speak, and he decided to 
summon the man who loved to tell stories. If he was not the one who 
started them, he might at least know who did.  
When the nice man with the nasty problem heard from the rabbi how 
devastated his colleague was, he felt truly sorry. He honestly had not 
considered it such a big deal to tell this story, because it was true; the 
rabbi could check it out if he wanted. The rabbi sighed.  
“True, not true, that really makes no difference! You just cannot tell 
stories about people. This is all lashon hara, slander, and it’s like 
murder—you kill a person’s reputation.” He said a lot more, and the 
man who started the rumor now felt really bad and sorry. “What can I 
do to make it undone?” he sobbed. “I will do anything you say!”  
The rabbi looked at him. “Do you have any feather pillows in your 
house?” “Rabbi, I am not poor; I have a whole bunch of them. But what 
do you want me to do, sell them?”  
“No, just bring me one.”  

 
3 https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/812861/jewish/A-Pillow-Full-of-

Feathers.htm 

The man was mystified, but he returned a bit later to the rabbi’s study 
with a nice fluffy pillow under his arm. The rabbi opened the window 
and handed him a knife. “Cut it open!”  
“But Rabbi, here in your study? It will make a mess!”  
“Do as I say!”  
And the man cut the pillow. A cloud of feathers came out. They landed 
on the chairs and on the bookcase, on the clock, on the cat which 
jumped after them. They floated over the table and into the teacups, 
on the rabbi and on the man with the knife, and a lot of them flew out 
of the window in a big swirling, whirling trail.  
The rabbi waited ten minutes. Then he ordered the man: “Now bring 
me back all the feathers, and stuff them back in your pillow. All of 
them, mind you. Not one may be missing!”  
The man stared at the rabbi in disbelief. “That is impossible, Rabbi. 
The ones here is the room I might get, most of them, but the ones that 
flew out of the window are gone. Rabbi, I can’t do that, you know it!”  
“Yes,” said the rabbi and nodded gravely, “that is how it is: once a 
rumor, a gossipy story, a ‘secret,’ leaves your mouth, you do not 
know where it ends up. It flies on the wings of the wind, and you can 
never get it back!”  
He ordered the man to deeply apologize to the person about whom he 
had spread the rumor; that is difficult and painful, but it was the least 
he could do. He ordered him to apologize to the people to whom he 
had told the story, making them accomplices in the nasty lashon hara 
game, and he ordered him to diligently study the laws concerning la-
shon hara every day for a year, and then come back to him.  
That is what the man did. And not only did he study about lashon ha-
ra, he talked about the importance of guarding your tongue to all his 
friends and colleagues. And in the end he became a nice man who 
overcame a nasty problem. 

 
We all experience times when we've been spoken about. Irrespective of 
whether the slander was true or not, we can remember how we burned 
with shame and felt isolated and shunned.  
Perhaps remembering those situations can help prevent us from repeat-
ing such injustices to others.  
Before speaking, let's try to pause and reflect so we don't cause unbeara-
ble, malevolent harm to another. The Orchot Tzaddikim4 wisely teaches: 
"Before you speak, you are master of your words. After you speak, 
your words master you." 

 
4 Orchot Tzaddikim (Ways [or Paths] of the Righteous) is a book on Jewish ethics 

written in Germany in the 15th century, entitled Sefer ha-Middot (Book of Mea-
sures [or Norms]) by the author, but called Orchot Zaddikim by a later copyist. 



3. Proverbs 4:20-27 
20My son, pay attention to what I say; turn your ear to my words. 21Do 
not let them out of your sight, keep them within your heart; 22for they 
are life to those who find them and health to one's whole body. 
23Above all else, guard your heart, for everything you do flows from 
it. 24Keep your mouth free of perversity; keep corrupt talk far from 
your lips. 25Let your eyes look straight ahead; fix your gaze directly 
before you. 26Give careful thought to the paths for your feet and be 
steadfast in all your ways. 27Do not turn to the right or the left; keep 
your foot from evil.  
a. Matthew 12:33-37 (cf., Luke 6:43-45) 

33"Make a tree good and its fruit will be good, or make a tree bad and 
its fruit will be bad, for a tree is recognized by its fruit. 34You brood 
of vipers, how can you who are evil say anything good? For the 
mouth speaks what the heart is full of. 35A good man brings good 
things out of the good stored up in him, and an evil man brings evil 
things out of the evil stored up in him. 36But I tell you that everyone 
will have to give account on the day of judgment for every empty 
word they have spoken. 37For by your words you will be acquitted, 
and by your words you will be condemned."  

b. Proverbs 6:16-23 
16There are six things the LORD hates, seven that are detestable to 
him: 1) 17haughty eyes, 2) a lying tongue, 3) hands that shed inno-
cent blood, 4) 18a heart that devises wicked schemes, 5) feet that are 
quick to rush into evil, 6) 19a false witness who pours out lies 7) and 
a person who stirs up conflict in the community. 20My son, keep 
your father's command and do not forsake your mother's teaching. 
21Bind them always on your heart; fasten them around your neck. 
22When you walk, they will guide you; when you sleep, they will watch 
over you; when you awake, they will speak to you. 23For this com-
mand is a lamp, this teaching is a light, and correction and instruc-
tion are the way to life ...  
1) Proverbs 8:12-13 

12"I, wisdom, dwell together with prudence; I possess knowledge 
and discretion. 13To fear the LORD is to hate evil; I hate pride 
and arrogance, evil behavior and perverse speech.  

4. 1Peter 3:8-12 
8Finally, all of you, be like-minded, be sympathetic, love one another, 
be compassionate and humble. 9Do not repay evil with evil or insult 
with insult. On the contrary, repay evil with blessing, because to this 
you were called so that you may inherit a blessing. 10For, "Whoever 
would love life and see good days must keep their tongue from 
evil and their lips from deceitful speech. 11They must turn from 
evil and do good; they must seek peace and pursue it. 12For the eyes 

of the Lord are on the righteous and his ears are attentive to their 
prayer, but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil" (Psa 
34:12-16).  
a. 8be like-minded ...  

1) ὁμόφρονες (homophron)—  
—of one mind, like-minded, united with others in the way one 

thinks (Frieberg Lexicon), like-minded (Gingrich Greek Lexi-
con), of one mind (UBS Lexicon).  

—the likeness of “sentiment or disposition” rather than of 
“opinion” (VGNT Dictionary).  

—‘one and the same, common’, ‘with mind set on harmony’ or 
‘linked in common purpose,’ like-minded (DANK Lexicon).  

—pertaining to being of the same mind or having the same 
thoughts as someone else - 'like-minded, with similar thoughts,' 
In some languages it may be better to speak of 'having the 
same attitudes' or, idiomatically, 'having thoughts that follow 
the same path' (Louw-Nida Greek Lexicon).  

—of one mind (A. V. likeminded), concordant (i.e., in agreement) 
(Thayer’s Greek Lexicon).  

2) 1Thessalonians 5:12-15 
12Now we ask you, brothers and sisters, to acknowledge those 
who work hard among you, who care for you in the Lord and 
who admonish you. 13Hold them in the highest regard in love 
because of their work. Live in peace with each other. 14And 
we urge you, brothers and sisters, warn those who are idle 
and disruptive, encourage the disheartened, help the weak, be 
patient with everyone. 15Make sure that nobody pays back 
wrong for wrong, but always strive to do what is good for 
each other and for everyone else.  

3) Hebrews 12:12-17 
12Therefore, strengthen your feeble arms and weak knees. 
13"Make level paths for your feet," so that the lame may not be 
disabled, but rather healed. 14Make every effort to live in 
peace with everyone and to be holy; without holiness no one 
will see the Lord. 15See to it that no one falls short of the grace 
of God and that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and 
defile many. 16See that no one is sexually immoral, or is god-
less like Esau, who for a single meal sold his inheritance rights 
as the oldest son. 17Afterward, as you know, when he wanted 
to inherit this blessing, he was rejected. Even though he 
sought the blessing with tears, he could not change what he 
had done. 


