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Chapter XXX: Kedoshim (Lev. 19:1-20:27)

Essay 3. Reporting a gossip to the secular authorities
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There is a verse: “You shall not go about as a gossip among your people; don’t stand
against the blood of your neighbor: I am the L-rd” (Lev. 19:16).

Question 1: A sense is needed why in the beginning of the verse it is said “your people”
in the plural form, and at the end it is said “your neighbor,” in the singular form?

Question 2: It is also necessary to clarify the connection of the two parts of the verse, as
it juxtaposes “You shall not go about as a gossip among your people” to “don’t stand against
the blood of your neighbor.”

Question 3: Also, why is it necessary to say here at the end, “I am the L-rd”?

The explanation of Rashi is that there is a relationship between the Hebrew word rachil
[2°97] [“gossip”] and ragil [°x1] [“going on foot”], which Rashi relates to the spies [meraglim]
[2°937%] sent into Canaan.! He explains that that gossips are people who spy on others in order to
spread malicious reports about them.

Besides that, one can say that it’s brought in the Shulchan Aruch (Choshen Mishpat)
(siman 388, paragraph 9). It is brought there that: “It is forbidden to inform on an Israelite to
the gentiles, whether [it could harm] his person or his finances, even if [the Jew] is wicked
and sinful, and even if he is the cause of one’s distress and pain.”? Thus, “Mar Ukva, [the
Exilarch in Babylonia], sent [a letter] to Rabbi Elazar [in the Land of Israel]: ‘|Regarding]

* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein.

! The root is also related to the three Festivals [regalim] [0°937], because of the pilgrimage to Jerusalem, which
could involve foot travel.

2 The text appeared earlier in the Rambam’s Mishneh Torah, One Who Injures a Person or Property 8:9.
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people who stand over [and torment] me, and it’s in my hand to inform upon him to the
government, what is [the halacha]?’ ... [Rabbi Elazar responded:] “Be patient and wait for
the L-rd” (Ps. 37:7) and He will strike them down as corpses.” ”* In other words, if the gossip
is causing problems to only one person, we cannot get him in trouble with the authorities.

Also, there in Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat, siman 388, paragraph 12, “If one
informs on the public and causes them pain, one may inform on him to the gentiles to strike
him, to imprison him, or to fine him. One cannot inform on him, however, because of an
individual’s pain.” Thus, we can’t inform upon a gossip who harms one person, but we can inform
upon him if he harms many.

N? T2 X°WI" 29 10RTD Ty Apyn niva vownT "Tpya 2237 o0 X?" %Y 1IN0 AT 270 237 0w
22K ,0°277 DY WRH IR 09w RP1T X7 77 92 92X i 72 19T amm L 0y avyn niv iR o 83 ,"RD
LTI PRI IIT RPYT "V LAY 0770 Thyn 89" Inn L9001 iR L1725 TIOR8 O7R? R IR 01 ox

97277 1K1 " 'O 2197 00w N "2 PRinnm) ' oiT" 2niy? 97 v nn RN

Answer 1: Because of this, at the beginning, the verse warns, “You shall not go about
as a gossip among your people.” The beginning of the verse, “your people,” means we can’t
inform on a gossip who is a fit Jew who acts as a member of “your people,” as it is said, “Do
not curse a ruler among your people” (Ex. 22:27). If one performs an action befitting “your
people,” we do not curse him.* But if he is not acting as a member of your people, it is
permissible to inform upon him to the gentiles. But all of this is precisely when he is informing
upon or tormenting the public, but if he is informing upon or tormenting one man alone, it
is not permitted to inform upon him. This is why the beginning of the verse says “your people”
and the end says “your neighbor” in the plural form, but switches to the singular form, “don’t
stand against the blood of your neighbor,” for a “neighbor” specifically [means] the harm of
one individual.

Answer 2: From the first part of the verse, “You shall not go about as a gossip among your
people,” we have learned that one can’t inform upon an individual who only harms one person.
But from the second part, “don’t stand against the blood of your neighbor,” we also learn that we
can’t ignore the harm that he is committing, even if only one person is affected? That’s the
connection between the two.

Answer 3: But if we can’t inform upon him, what is one to do? “Be patient and wait for
the L-rd,” and this is the meaning of the conclusion of the verse, “I am the L-rd,” I am faithful
to exact punishment.

3 Gittin 7a.
4 Bava Metzia 48b.
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It is fine also that we find that Scripture expresses the matter of gossip in terms of
walking. For apart from what Rashi explained, that there is a relationship between the Hebrew
word rachil [2°27] [“gossip”] and ragil [2°x1] [“going on foot”], one can also say that it’s coming
to hint that he is not liable and is not called “wicked” unless he walks by himself, i.e., of his
own volition, to inform upon his fellow. But if he is compelled [by violence to inform], even
though he has violated a prohibition, he is not liable, and see the Shulchan Aruch, Choshen
Mishpat, siman above, viz 388, paragraph 3. If [Scripture] had said, “Don’t spy on your
people,” and the like, without the language of walking, i.e., using a word that wasn’t similar
ragil [2°37] [“going on foot”], I would have said that he would be liable on all accounts, i.c.,
even if he had been beaten and compelled to inform on his fellow.
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In this [way] will be understood what is said in the eighth chapter of tractate Bava
Kamma:

A certain man desired to show another’s straw [to the gentile authorities,
who would have seized it]. He came before Rav, [who] said to him: “Do not show
it and do not show it” [i.e., you are absolutely prohibited from showing it]. [The
man] said to him: “I will show it and I will show it.” Rav Kahana was sitting
before Rav [and upon hearing the man’s disrespectful response], he dislodged [the
man’s] neck from him [i.e., he broke his neck and killed him].

- Bava Kamma 117a
It is difficult to understand why they doubled their language, i.e., why Rav repeated “do not
show it” and why the man repeated “I will show it.”
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It can be said that it’s brought in the Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat, siman as
above [388], paragraph 2: “What is being spoken about? When the informer shows [the
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authorities his fellow’s property] of his own accord. But if the gentiles compel him to show
[the property and he showed it], he is exempt from paying compensation [to the owner who
suffered a loss when the property was compensated].”

Therefore, Rav said to him, “Do not show it” without compulsion. Also, even if they
compel you to show it, I will tell you, “do not show it”— since you came to consult with me,
that is my ruling. Even though you would not be obligated in paying compensation to the owner
who would experience a loss when his property is confiscated, because you were compelled to
inform upon him, it is forbidden in any event. He responded to him brazenly, “I will show it,”
if they compel me “and I will show it” even if they don’t compel me.
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