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Chapter XXVIII: Metzora (Lev. 14:1-15:33)

Essay 7. The severity of defamatory speech
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There is a Midrash Rabbah on the verse “This shall be the law of the metzora”:'

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]”? and it is
written after it, “Guard your tongue from evil . . . ; Shun evil and do good.”*

Rabbi Yanai said: “Solomon, too, proclaims and says: ‘One who guards
his mouth and his tongue guards himself from troubles.’ ”* 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 [v7i¥ni],” the law of one who brings out an evil name, i.e., a
defamer [y7 ¥ X°¥ing] [hamotzi shem ral.”

- 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

"'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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It may be said that it is brought in Tanchuma (Parashat Metzora 2): “Do not read
‘guards his soul from troubles [#zarot] [niNX]” but rather ‘guards his soul from #zara’at
[nyng].

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 #zara’at. If so, it
should have said “guards his body from #zara’at.” Furthermore, even if he guards his mouth
and tongue, it is possible that #zara’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.”
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However, when the peddler came and said, “Who wants life,” meaning that the
punishment of #zara’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 “#zarua,” 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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Rather, because the translation of #zara’at in Targum Onkelos is “closed off,” meaning
that the supernal lights are closed off from him,® namely the lights of higher wisdom have
been removed from him.” 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.”® 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,’ for death too is when that great light has been removed from the soul.

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

ana RDPRTD 007 MDY NI M9 777 7712y 732 DIy D7n 7Y ,1pva 19isw RIpI ¥ 1w gv
NP3 ,70 Y2 IR0 W12 22177 9722 8w X7 "W 00 NI IR 2N23Y 1RV R ROV LT3
0T AR X2 YRWRT 070 vRTa" KW IRY 207 X177 1y 7Y "10) "00n vorn whRaTR" pI0gT W9t A7

DY 993 AR 00 IRY n? 9937 N0 W TV ,WH3d NI

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”'? 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 #zara’at.

6 Zohar I11:49b.

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 [fnon] [“wisdom™], as we said above, therefore he is considered as dead.”

§ Eccl. 7:12.

® Nedarim 64b.

10 Prov. 18:21.
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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.
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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.!! In contrast, in the days of David, because there was evil speech among
them, they would fall.'?

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



