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Chapter XXVIII: Metzora (Lev. 14:1–15:33) 
 
Essay 7. The severity of defamatory speech 
 

אוֹמֵר מַאן בָּעֵי לְמִזְבַּן  רַבָּה עַל פָּסוּק "זאֹת תִּהְיֶה תּוֹרַת הַמְּצוֹרָע", מַעֲשֶׂה בְּרוֹכֵל אֶחָד שֶׁהָיָה מְחַזֵּר בָּעֲיָירוֹת וּמַכְרִיז וְ   מִדְרָשׁ
נְצֹר לְשׁוֹנְ˃  " וְכוּ' וּכְתִיב בָּתְרֵיהּ "מִי־הָאִישׁ הֶחָפֵץ חַיִּים סַם חַיִּים, סָלֵיק לְגַבֵּיהּ ר' יַנַּאי וְכוּ' הֶרְאָה לוֹ בְּסֵפֶר תְּהִלִּים הַפָּסוּק "

", אָמַר ר' יַנַּאי כָּל יָמַי הָיִיתִי קוֹרֵא שֹׁמֵר פִּיו וּלְשׁוֹנוֹ שֹׁמֵר מִצָּרוֹת נַפְשׁוֹ" וְכוּ', אָמַר ר' יַנַּאי אַף שְׁ˄מֹה מַכְרִיז וְאוֹמֵר "מֵרָע
, לְפִיכָ˂ מֹשֶׁה מַזְהִיר  "מִי־הָאִישׁ הֶחָפֵץ חַיִּים"וְהוֹדִיעוּתִי  י יוֹדֵעַ הֵיכָן הוּא פָּשׁוּט עַד שֶׁבָּא רוֹכֵל הַזֶּה  הַפָּסוּק הַזֶּה וְלאֹ הָיִיתִ 

הַמּוֹצִיא שֵׁם רַע עכ"ל. וְצָרִי˂ עִיּוּן מַאי הֲוָה קַשְׁיָא לֵיהּ לֵר' יַנַּאי מֵעִקָּרָא   "זאֹת תִּהְיֶה תּוֹרַת הַמְּצוֹרָע"אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל וְאוֹמֵר לָהֶם  
  .עַל הַפָּסוּק קוֹדֶם שֶׁבָּא הָרוֹכֵל וּמַאי פְּשִׁיטָא לֵיהּ לְאַחַר שֶׁבָּא הָרוֹכֵל

  
There is a Midrash Rabbah on the verse “This shall be the law of the metzora”:1  

There was an incident with a certain peddler who would go around the 
towns . . . , proclaiming and saying, “Who wants to buy an elixir of life?” . . . 
Rabbi Yanai . . . said to him: “Come in here and sell it to me.” [The peddler] said 
to him: “You and those like you do not require it.” [Rabbi Yanai] pressed him and 
went up to him. [The peddler] showed him in the Book of Psalms the verse 
“Who is the man who desires life [and desires years of good fortune]”2 and it is 
written after it, “Guard your tongue from evil . . . ; Shun evil and do good.”3  

Rabbi Yanai said: “Solomon, too, proclaims and says: ‘One who guards 
his mouth and his tongue guards himself from troubles.’ ”4 Rabbi Yannai said: 
“All my days I would read this verse, and I did not know where its plain 
meaning lay until this peddler came and informed me, ‘Who is the man who 
desires life.’ Therefore, Moses warns Israel and says to them, ‘This shall be the 
law of the metzora [הַמְּצוֹרָע],’ the law of one who brings out an evil name, i.e., a 
defamer [הַ מּוֹצִ יא שֵׁם רַע] [hamotzi shem ra].” 

- Lev. Rabbah 16:2  
This requires analysis: what difficulty did Rabbi Yannai originally have with the verse before 
the peddler came, and what became clear to him after the peddler came. 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com  
1 Lev. 14:2. Tzara’at is a skin disease. Many English translations refer to it as leprosy and to the person afflicted 

with it, the metzora, as a leper. However, this skin disease was not related to leprosy. Rather, it was considered a 
physical manifestation of a spiritual ailment.  

2 Ps. 34:13.  
3 Ps. 34:14–15.  
4 Prov. 21:23.  
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. וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הֲוָה קַשְׁיָא לֵיהּ לֵר'  "מִצָּרַעַת נַפְשׁוֹשֹׁמֵר    "אֶלָּא    "שֹׁמֵר מִצָּרוֹת נַפְשׁוֹ"וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִיתָא בְּתַנְחוּמָא אַל תִּקְרֵי  

וֹמֵר מִצָּרַעַת גּוּפוֹ, וְעוֹד שֶׁאַף יַנַּאי עַל הַפָּסוּק, דְּהוֹאִיל שֶׁמִּי שֶׁאֵינוֹ שׁוֹמֵר פִּיו וּלְשׁוֹנוֹ לוֹקֶה בְּצָרַעַת, אִם כֵּן הָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר שׁ
בוֹא עָלָיו הַצָּרַעַת מֵחֲמַת דְּבָרִים אֲחֵרִים, דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק ג' דַּעֲרָכִין עַל שִׁבְעָה דְּבָרִים נְגָעִים  אִם יִשְׁמוֹר פִּיו וּלְשׁוֹנוֹ אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיָּ 

 בָּאִים. 
 
It may be said that it is brought in Tanchuma (Parashat Metzora 2): “Do not read 

‘guards his soul from troubles [tzarot] [צָרוֹת]’ but rather ‘guards his soul from tzara’at 
 5” ’.[צָרַעַת]

Because of this, Rabbi Yannai had difficulty with the verse talking about the soul, since 
one who does not guard his mouth and tongue is stricken in his body with tzara’at. If so, it 
should have said “guards his body from tzara’at.” Furthermore, even if he guards his mouth 
and tongue, it is possible that tzara’at will come upon him due to other matters, as we say in 
chapter 3 of tractate Arachin (16a) that afflictions come on account of seven things. We learn 
there: “Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani says that Rabbi Yochanan says: Leprous marks come for 
seven matters: For malicious speech, for bloodshed, for an oath [taken] in vain, for forbidden 
sexual relations, for arrogance, for theft, and for stinginess.” 

 
אֶלָּא הוּא בְּסַכָּנַת מִיתָה נַמֵּי אָז הֵבִין    אָמְנָם כְּשֶׁבָּא הָרוֹכֵל וְאָמַר מַאן בָּעֵי חַיֵּי, דְּהַיְינוּ דְּעוֹנֶשׁ הַצָּרַעַת אֵינוֹ תָּלוּי בְּהַנָּגַע לְבַדּוֹ

שׁ הַרְבֵּה מִינֵי נְגָעִים, וְיֵשׁ בַּבְּגָדִים וְיֵשׁ בַּבָּתִּים, וְהַנֶּגַע הַיּוֹתֵר  הַכֹּל, דְּאִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁהַנְּגָעִים בָּאִים עַל שִׁבְעָה דְּבָרִים אֲבָל יֵ 
"א הָתָם בַּעֲרָכִין, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי  חָמוּר וְקָשֶׁה יָבוֹא עַל חֵטְא הַלָּשׁוֹן הָרַע, וּבִשְׁאָר עֲבֵירוֹת יָבוֹאוּ הַיּוֹתֵר קַלִּים כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתַב מָהַרְשָׁ 

וְכָאן שִׁינָּה וְכָתַב מְצוֹרָע,  מְרוּ זאֹת תִּהְיֶה תּוֹרַת הַמְּצוֹרָע הַמּוֹצִיא שֵׁם רַע, לְפִי שֶׁבְּכָל הַפָּרָשָׁה הוּא קוֹרֵא אוֹתוֹ בְּשֵׁם צָרוּעַ אָ 
 רָע חָשׁוּב כְּמֵת, וְלָמָּה כָּ˂.אֶלָּא וַדַּאי דְּלִדְרָשָׁא אֲתָא לוֹמַר הַמּוֹצִיא שֵׁם רַע, וְהַטַּעַם הוּא, לְפִי שֶׁהַמְּצוֹ

 
However, when the peddler came and said, “Who wants life,” meaning that the 

punishment of tzara’at is not dependent on the affliction alone but also involves danger of 
death, then he understood everything. That is, the verse is not merely warning of affliction, but 
of a life-threatening spiritual consequence. For indeed, although afflictions come for seven 
things, there are many types of afflictions—some on garments and some on houses—and the 
most severe and difficult affliction comes for the sin of lashon harah, defamatory speech, while 
for other transgressions the lighter ones come, as Maharsha wrote there in Arachin. Because 
of this, they said, “This shall be the law of the metzora”—the one who brings out an evil 
name; for throughout the entire section it calls him by the name “tzarua,” but here it changes 
and writes “metzora,” which must surely come for exposition, to say “one who brings out an 
evil name” [hamotzi shem ra].  

The reason for the change in terminology is that the metzora—i.e., one who defames 
another—is considered like the dead—and why is this so?  

 

 
5 Midrash Tanchuma, parashat Metzora 2.  
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דְּהַיְינוּ אוֹ הָעֶלְיוֹנִים  מִמֶּנּוּ אוֹרוֹת  שֶׁנִּסְגְּרוּ  דְּהַיְינוּ  סְגִירוּ,  צָרַעַת  שֶׁהַתַּרְגּוּם שֶׁל  לְפִי  בָּהּ  אֶלָּא  דִּכְתִיב  הָעֶלְיוֹנָה  רוֹת הַחָכְמָה 
דְּבָרִ "הַחׇכְמָה תְּחַיֶּה בְעָלֶיהָ " וְהַצָּרַעַת שֶׁבָּא מֵחֲמַת שְׁאָר  שֶׁנִּסְגָּרִים מִמֶּנּוּ אוֹתָם הָאוֹרוֹת,  וְכֵן הוּא בִּשְׁעַת מִיתַת הָאָדָם  ים  , 

 בְּוַדַּאי שֶׁאֵינוֹ כָּל כָּ˂ חָמוּר. 
 
Rather, because the translation of tzara’at in Targum Onkelos is “closed off,” meaning 

that the supernal lights are closed off from him,6 namely the lights of higher wisdom have 
been removed from him.7 In other words, tzara’at represents a blockage of Divine vitality. 

This is as it is written, “Wisdom gives life to those who possess it.”8 So it is at the time 
of a person’s death, when those lights are closed off from him. Therefore, the metzora is 
considered as dead,9 for death too is when that great light has been removed from the soul.  

But tzara’at that comes due to other matters is certainly not as severe, and thus for 
those other matters, a different term is used, tzarua.  

 
וּשְׁפִיכוּת דָּמִים כִּדְאִיתָא הָתָם   שֶׁהֲרֵי הַלָּשׁוֹן הָרַע נִקְרָא שֶׁכּוֹפֵר בָּעִקָּר, וְעוֹד מַגְדִּיל עֲבֵירוֹת כְּנֶגֶד עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה גִּילּוּי עֲרָיוֹת

דַּוְקָא, וּמִכָּאן יָלֵיף הָרוֹכֵל לוֹמַר מַאן בָּעֵי חַיֵּי, וְנִיחָא    "מָוֶת וְחַיִּים בְּיַד־לָשׁוֹן"בַּעֲרָכִין, וְהַשְׁתָּא נִיחָא שַׁפִּיר שֶׁהַכָּתוּב אוֹמֵר  
דְּמַשְׁמַע וְלאֹ מִיתָה דְּהַיְינוּ   "הֶחָפֵץ חַיִּים"וְכוּ' עַל עָוֹן זֶה דַּוְקָא, לְפִי שֶׁאַחַר שֶׁאָמַר    "מִי־הָאִישׁ הֶחָפֵץ חַיִּים"לֵיהּ לְפָרֵשׁ הַפָּסוּק  

 סַכָּנַת הַנֶּפֶשׁ, עוֹד יֵשׁ סַכָּנַת הַגּוּף לְמִי שֶׁאֵינוֹ נִזְהָר, שֶׁיִּלְקֶה גּוּפוֹ בְּצָרַעַת.
 
But how can the other cited matters, bloodshed, an oath taken in vain, forbidden sexual 

relations, arrogance, theft, or stinginess, be considered less severe that evil speech! For lashon 
hara, defamatory speech, is considered as denying the fundamental principle of faith, and 
furthermore it magnifies transgressions corresponding to idolatry, forbidden relations, and 
bloodshed, as stated there in Arachin.  

Now we can well understand that the verse says, “Death and life are in the hand of 
the tongue”10 specifically; and from here the peddler derived to say, “Who wants life.” It is 
fitting for him to explain the verse “Who is the man who desires life,” etc., specifically 
regarding this sin of defamation. Given that it says “desires life,” implying not death, that is, 
danger to the soul, there is also danger to the body for one who is not careful, that his body 
will be stricken with tzara’at.  

 

 
6 Zohar III:49b. 
7 Rabbi Chayim Vital, Sefer Etz Chayim 38:7: “Since the state of a metzora also involves the departure of the 

intellectual Sefirah of Chochmah [חכמה] [“wisdom”], as we said above, therefore he is considered as dead.” 
8 Eccl. 7:12. 
9 Nedarim 64b. 
10 Prov. 18:21. 
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, וְעַל זֶה הוֹסִיף ר' יַנַּאי שֶׁעַתָּה הוּא מֵבִין הַפֵּרוּשׁ שֶׁל  "אֹהֵב יָמִים לִרְאוֹת טוֹב"וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי סִיֵּים הַכָּתוּב שֶׁמִּלְּבַד הַחַיִּים יִהְיֶה  
 הֵיכָן הוּא פָּשׁוּט, כְּלוֹמַר בְּלִי שׁוֹמֵר פִּיו וְכוּ', דִּבְדַוְקָא נְקַט נַפְשׁוֹ מִשּׁוּם שֶׁהִיא סַכָּנַת מִיתָה, וְזֶה הוּא שֶׁאָמַר וְלאֹ הָיִיתִי יוֹדֵעַ 

 שְׁיָא.שׁוּם קוּ
 
Because of this, the verse concludes that aside from life, there will be “one who desires 

years of good fortune.” Regarding this, Rabbi Yannai added that now he understands the 
explanation of “he who guards his mouth,” etc., that it specifically mentions “his soul” 
because it involves danger of death. This is what he said, “and I did not know where its plain 
meaning lay,” meaning without any difficulty.  

 
הָרַע, מִשּׁוּם שֶׁבִּשְׁ  דַּוְקָא עַל הַלָּשׁוֹן  יִשְׂרָאֵל  מַזְהִיר אֶת  מֹשֶׁה  לְפִיכָ˂  הַמִּדְרָשׁ  סִיֵּים  אֵין  וּבָזֶה שַׁפִּיר  לִפְעָמִים  הָעֲבֵירוֹת  אָר 

חִים וּלְהֵפֶ˂ בִּימֵי דָּוִד לְפִי שֶׁהָיָה בָּהֶם לָשׁוֹן הָרַע  הקב"ה מַעֲנִישׁ מִיָּד, כְּמוֹ שֶׁמָּצִינוּ בִּימֵי אַחְאָב שֶׁהָיוּ יוֹצְאִים לְמִלְחָמָה וְנוֹצְ 
 הָיוּ נוֹפְלִין.

 
With this, the Midrash properly concludes: “Therefore, Moses warns Israel” about 

lashon hara, because with regard to other transgressions, sometimes the Holy One, Blessed 
be He, does not punish immediately. This is as we find that in the days of Ahab, even though 
they were idol worshippers, they would go out to war and be victorious, because they had peace 
among themselves.11 In contrast, in the days of David, because there was evil speech among 
them, they would fall.12 

 
* * * 

 
11 Yerushalmi Peach 4b. 
12 Midrash Tehillim (Shocher Tov), Tehillim 7. 


