Rabbi Daniel Z. Feldman

Understanding
Forgiveness

Rosh Yeshiva, RIETS
Rabbi, Congregation Ohr Saadya Synagogue, Teaneck, NJ

FORGIVENESS FOR LASHON HARA:
REPARATIONS, REPENTANCE & REDEMPTION
An oft-told story involves a man who
came to his rabbi to seek advice on how
he can repent for the offense of speaking
lashon hara. The rabbi advised him that
it is indeed possible, albeit complicated.
He instructed him to take a pillow - the
old-fashioned kind, with feathers inside
– and to cut a hole in it and then walk
around his town, allowing the feathers
to escape from the pillow. Having done
that, he returned to the rabbi and asked
him for the next instruction. The second
step was significantly harder than the
first: "now pick up all the feathers ".
The message was, clearly, that lashon
hara is uniquely challenging for the
penitent. As has been noted, one
explanation for the particular severity
attributed to lashon hara has to do
with the impediments to repentance,
restitution and repair.1 Indeed, much

literature is devoted to assessing what
can be done after the offense of lashon
hara has taken place.
One question is whether any restitution
is due to the victim. On this front,
there is not much to be done, as this
offense is generally not enforceable by
a rabbinic court through the collection
of damages. Damages that are inflicted
indirectly are generally not actionable,
and lashon hara, even when it has a
significant negative impact, causes its
harm indirectly.
The code of Jewish law, the Shulchan
Arukh,2 rules that one who embarrasses
another with words should be
excommunicated until he appeases
the victim, and R. Moshe Isserles, in
his glosses,3 emphasizes that slander
is included in this category. Despite
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the basic exemption from monetary
damages, the victim may legitimately
condition his forgiveness on some kind
of restitution.4 Indeed, throughout
the generations, rabbinic courts and
individual authorities have considered
the question of what actions should be
taken against specific perpetrators of
disparagement and slander, and have
acted accordingly.5 In 1965 (with later
emendations), the Israeli government,
basing itself on the values of Jewish
tradition, passed a law that imposes
penalties, including imprisonment, for
acts of lashon hara against another.6
However, the question of monetary
compensation is actually the less
vexing part of the equation; it is the
appeasement that is significantly more
challenging. As noted, the effects of
lashon hara are far ranging and often
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irreparable. As such, it is often not
possible for the offender to come to
the victim and claim he has resolved
the issue and rectified the problems he
has caused, and consequentially, it is
understandable if the victim is hesitant
to forgive what is essentially an ongoing
offense.
Indeed, there is a view in the Talmud
and brought in the later codes, that
while it is considered "cruel" or even
sinful not to forgive someone who is
truly penitent, it may be acceptable
not to forgive a slanderer.7 As the
commentaries explain, attempts at
rectification are unreliable; too many
people may have heard the slanderous
accusations but not the correction
and apology.8 Regardless, it is still
laudable and recommended to forgive
nonetheless,9 but the justification
of the hesitancy is instructive.
(Presumably, these considerations are
not limited to slander, but any of the
set of interpersonal offenses that have
irreparable consequences are subject to
this balance.) Some authorities assert
that if the speaker has made a sincere
effort to correct his slander in the eyes
of the listeners to the greatest intent
possible, he indeed has a right to be
forgiven.10
It should also be noted that if
forgiveness from the victim is needed
following an act of lashon hara, an
additional factor is then present in the
disparagement of a group of people,
rather than an individual. In that case,
obtaining forgiveness from all the
victims is likely impossible, if it is even
feasible to identify all of them.11
Asking Forgiveness: The
Controversy
However, there is another factor
that is very significant in obstructing
reconciliation in many cases of lashon
hara, and it sits at the center of a major

dispute between two giants of Jewish
ethical leadership.
One of the primary advocates of the
active focus on character development,
known as musar, was Rabbi Yisrael
Salanter (1810-1883). Given this
focus, it is to be expected that he would
have strongly supported the efforts
of the Chafetz Chaim in his writings.
Nonetheless, according to several
reports, he declined to give a written
endorsement to the book. Apparently,
while he agreed with the work's general
message, there was one ruling in it that
he felt he could not associate himself
with, and that the risk was too great
that his endorsement would be seen as
concurrence with this ruling.12
This single controversial ruling
concerns the question of apology and
reconciliation following an offense of
lashon hara. The Talmud teaches that
repentance is ineffective for offenses
committed against another person
unless apology is made to the victim and
forgiveness is obtained.13 As a general
rule, at least the first part, the apology,
is in the hands of the offender to do.
However, lashon hara may present a
unique challenge. It is usually expected
that in apologizing, one is required to
specify the offenses of which one is
aware, rather than mouthing a general
confession lacking any recognition of
the particular manner in which harm
has been done to the other.14 Often,
the hurtful comments have been made
outside the presence of the subject, who
is blissfully ignorant. To apologize under
such circumstances would mean the
infliction of emotional pain on one who
has already been the victim of malicious
gossip. Is that warranted?
To R. Yisrael Salanter, the answer was
clear. The Torah's strong prohibition
against causing emotional suffering is
the priority. The offender would have
to find some other way to assuage his
conscience and set things right; but to
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do so at the expense of his victim was
not acceptable. However, to the Chafetz
Chaim, the issue was somewhat more
complicated.
If the gossip was ineffectual, causing
no apparent damage to the subject, the
Chafetz Chaim agreed that there is little
to be gained by informing the subject
in order to obtain his forgiveness.
However, if there was indeed harm
inflicted by the speech, it would then
be necessary to tell the subject what
had been done and to apologize.15
Reportedly, R. Yisrael found this ruling
so objectionable that he refused to
associate his name with the entire book,
despite its immense overall value.
The ruling of the Chafetz Chaim
had a strong foundation, apparently
based on an earlier statement of the
great medieval ethicist Rabbi Yonah
of Gerondi.16 Nonetheless, many of
the later authorities seemed to be
in agreement with R. Yisrael.17 It is
reported that the famed R. Aharon
Kotler, who founded and led the
Lakewood yeshiva, asserted that R.
Yisrael was qualified to argue with the
rulings of the great medieval authorities
due to his phenomenal expertise and
prominence in these matters. Others
endorsed R. Yisrael's position while
interpreting the view of Rabbi Yonah as
being in agreement as well (and in some
cases also interpreting differently the
view of the Chafetz Chaim).18
If seeking mechilah and specifying
the offense is indeed contraindicated,
options may still exist including asking
for a general forgiveness, without
identifying a particular wrongdoing.
This does tend to arouse suspicion, and
in this vein some note that this may be a
situation in which a less than ideal social
phenomenon may be utilized. As Yom
Kippur draws near, many approach all of
their friends and associates and ask for
forgiveness practically by rote, without
identifying (usually even in their own
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minds) any specific offense. While
this actually falls short of the standard
normally required of such apologies,
in this case it may be preferable.19
Some argue, however, that this may
be effective only when the gossip is
routine. If the lashon hara was extensive
and egregious, though, it is harder to
assume the subject is able to issue any
kind of meaningful forgiveness.
Personal Repentance for
Lashon Hara
Apart from the question of apology
and reconciliation, lashon hara is
a transgression like any other, and
impacts the soul of the offender in
addition to any harm it inflicts upon
others. In fact, many factors exist that
result in a greater spiritual corruption
through lashon hara than is normally
the case with a standard transgression,
and lashon hara has a dual effect,
harming the subject and the speaker
at once. As such, in addition to the
appeal for forgiveness from the victim,
the basic steps of general repentance
are called for: confession, regret, and
commitment to better behavior in the
future. However, there are additional
themes that are particularly relevant to
lashon hara.
The Torah prescribes that one who has
been afflicted with tzaraat, and is thus
assumed to have been guilty of speaking
lashon hara, must be separated from
the Jewish encampment. The Talmud
explains the appropriateness of this
measure, by noting that the gossiper
separated people from each other
through his harmful speech, and thus
it is fitting that he should be separated
from the community as a whole.20

The Talmud21 also identifies another
atoning element for lashon hara — the
special coat that was worn by the priests
serving in the Temple. The coat, which
was fitted with bells, made sounds; thus,
an item which makes sounds, utilized in
the service of God, is invoked to atone
for a transgression that involved sound.
The Talmud states that the affliction
and the priestly coats correspond to
two different types of lashon hara. The
affliction is visited upon one who has
inflicted damage through his negative
speech. If, however, no harm has
actually taken place, then the speech is
atoned by the coat.22
This distinction is not a quantitative
one, but a qualitative one. One who
has not actually inflicted harm through
his negative speech has committed
a transgression that is primarily a
corruption of his own personality.
Thus, the symbolism expressed through
the coat is an appropriate tool to
address the mental attitude required
for internal change. One who has
actually injected divisiveness into the
community, however, is in need of the
more functionally oriented exile that is
provoked by the affliction of tzara'at.23
This article is adapted from Rabbi Feldman's
False Facts and True Rumors: Lashon HaRa in
Contemporary Culture (RIETS Press).
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