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Speech



In this chapter we will learn about the power of speech. From 
the moment you reach the age of bat mitzva, the words 

which come out of your mouth have greater significance and 
your speech has a strong effect on you and those around you.

The Power of Speech

Yifat and Neta were standing outside the classroom. They didn’t know what to do. They were both 
late again. What excuse would they come up with this time?

“Maybe we’ll tell the teacher that we ran the whole way to catch the bus, but we missed it anyway,” 
Yifat suggested. 

“No, that’s not a good excuse,” Neta decided. “That’s exactly what you told her a week ago. She won’t 
accept it. Maybe I’ll say something like, ‘I didn't mean to be late but I lost track of the time.’”

“She won’t believe you and it won’t help me,” Yifat protested.

“How about this? We went to sleep late yesterday because of all the confusion with changing the 
clocks to daylight savings time.”

“That’s no good,” Netta rejected it outright. “Everyone else got here on time. And anyway, we 
changed the clocks two weeks ago.”

While they were still debating, the door suddenly opened. Their teacher stood across from them with 
a stern expression on her face.

“We have nothing to say,” Neta finally said, looking down. “We were late and we simply ask for your 
forgiveness.”

Humankind's Ability to Speak 
In describing the creation of the world, the Torah emphasizes that humankind's essence is the  
ability to speak.

“Then the Lord God formed Man of the dust of the ground and breathed into his 

nostrils the breath of life and man became a living soul.” (Bereshit 2:7)

“And breathed into his nostrils” – God made Man from above and below, a body from 

below and a soul from above […]

“And man became a living soul” – Animals are also called “living souls.”  However, 

Man was the most alive because he was given knowledge and speech. (Rashi)

The Torah calls both animals and Man (humankind) “living souls,” but Man has a great advantage over 
animals: God gave Man intelligence and speech.

Onkeles translates the expression “living soul” as a spirit with speech.

There are four levels of creation: דומם (object), צומח (plant), חי (animal) and מדבר (capable of speech).

Each level is higher than that before it, and Man, the only creature capable of speech, is the highest of all.

• How does speech give humans an advantage over other animals?
• Give some examples of positive speech and negative speech.

Speech transforms what is inside us from the potential into the actual. The words we say are a result of 
our thoughts. “The world was created by ten acts of speech” (Avot 5:1). When we read about the 
creation of the world in the Torah, the words “and God said” recur ten times. Each time God spoke, He 
created something new in the world, such as: light, the heavens, the sun, the moon and stars, etc. 

Similarly, our speech has great power and can have a positive effect on the world.

Speech
121

Sp
ee

ch
120

PI
RK

EI
 H

A
LL

EL

PI
RK

EI
 H

A
LL

EL



The Value of Silence

Shimon, his son, used to say, "All my life I 

grew up among Sages and I found that nothing 

is better for a person than silence. And study is 

not the main thing, but rather action. And one 

who talks too much causes sin.” (Avot 1:17)

• What are the advantages of silence?
• When do you think it is better to be quiet and when is it 

appropriate to speak?

Our Sages discuss the difference between offensive and pure speech:

As Rabbi Yehoshua, son of Levi, said: A person should never say an offensive 

word, because the phrasing of a Torah verse was altered by adding eight letters 

to avoid using an offensive expression, as it is stated: “From the pure animals 

and from the animals that are not pure.” [The Hebrew term for impure is four 

letters and the verse replaced this with a euphemistic term meaning impure 

which is spelled with twelve letters.] (Pesachim 3a)

What kind of word did the Torah avoid using? How?

In what way do you think negative speech actually makes 
an impact? What could happen as a result?

Life and Death in the Hands of the Tongue

Rabbi Chama, son of Rabbi Chanina, says, “What is the meaning of that which 

is written: ‘Death and life are in the hand of the tongue’ (Mishlei 18:21)?  Does 

the tongue have a hand? Rather the verse comes to teach you that just as a hand 

can kill, so too a tongue can kill. If you were to claim that just as a hand kills only 

from nearby, so too a tongue kills only from nearby, therefore the verse states, 

‘Their tongue is a sharpened arrow’” (Yirmiyahu 9:7). (Arachin 15b)

• Why is the tongue compared to an arrow?
• Think of something related to speech that happened to you, 
either positive or negative. What was said and how did it make 

you feel? Share with each other.

Just as an arrow can strike and kill, so can the tongue. The arrow strikes quickly and can travel great 
distances, just as negative speech can cause instant harm and can also have long-term ramifications, 
beyond the immediate surroundings. The effect of negative speech can be great and it is usually hard 
to change something that has been said.
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The Positive Power of Speech
Positive words have great power. For example, if you speak in a pleasant way to your friend and give 
her words of encouragement or a compliment, her mood will improve, in turn affecting all those 
around her in a positive way.

By using positive words, we create ever growing ripples that strengthen the good in the world. There 
is no limit to the abundance of good created in the world through the merit of positive speech.

However, it is also important to remember not to overdo praise of your friend, so as not to make her 
arrogant, God forbid.

Rabbi Elimelech from Lezhensk composed the following prayer to be said before our morning 
prayers. These are the concluding words:

“Place in our hearts the ability to see the virtue of our fellow man and not his 

shortcomings. May each one of us speak about our fellow man in a way that 

is honest and acceptable to You. May no hatred towards our fellow man enter 

our hearts, God forbid. Strengthen us to love You, so that You may have only 

satisfaction from us.”

Rabbi Elimelech emphasizes in this prayer the quest to look for the good in others.

If we succeed in seeing mainly our friend’s virtues, we will naturally speak to our friends in a pleasant 
and positive way.

• Think of examples that show positive use of speech.

The Significance of Speech as a Bat Mitzva
The Mishna links the importance of speech to reaching the age of mitzvot:

With regard to a girl who is eleven years and one day old, her vows (promises) are 

examined. Once she is twelve years and one day old, her vows are valid. One examines 

her vows throughout the entire twelfth year until her twelfth birthday […]

Prior to that time, even if they said, “We know in Whose name we vowed and in 

Whose name we consecrated,” their vow is not a valid vow and their consecration 

is not a valid consecration. After that time, even if they said, “We do not know in 

Whose name we vowed and in Whose name we consecrated,” their vow is a valid 

vow and their consecration is a valid consecration. (Mishna Nidda 5:6)

• What is the significance of speech after reaching the age of twelve?
• Think of ways to avoid promises or declarations which include a vow, such 
as, “I am not Michal’s friend anymore and I will never talk to her again!”

When entering the age of mitzvot, the words we speak have 
greater significance. 

However, God forbid, lashon hara, anger or embarrassing 
someone can be destructive. 

Remember: “One who guards his mouth and tongue, guards 
his soul from troubles.” (Mishlei 21:23)
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What To Do?

Every Word Counts!

Our speech is extremely powerful. Speech can raise 
people up or bring them down. Our speech reflects our 

thoughts. Now you are entering a new stage in your life, 
one in which you are aware of the power of words, the 
positive power of a kind and encouraging word or, God 
forbid, the negative power of criticism, lashon hara or 

making fun of someone. 

The Impact of Speech is Awesome!
In order to ensure proper speech, it is a good idea to follow some important rules:

•	 Emphasize the good in each person and do not to look for negative traits.

•	 Begin with words of praise before criticizing something. For example, “Your picture is very nice,  
but I would change the color.”

•	 Don’t make generalizations. Relate to the topic in a concrete way and provide explanations 
as much as you can. Instead of saying, “You always…” it’s better to say, “Sometimes you…” For 
example, instead of saying, “The teacher’s classes are always boring,” it’s better to say, “Today the 
class wasn’t interesting because we reviewed material we already learned.”

•	 Don’t speak in generalizations but rather from your personal perspective. Instead of saying, “The 
food doesn’t taste good,” it’s better to say, “I don’t like the food so much.”

•	 If you have criticism, it’s better to suggest a practical change rather than just complaining.

•	 If you suggest a change, do it with humility. For example, it’s a good idea to use words such as: 
maybe, I would suggest, it might be better to…

Personal Activity
Pink Glasses

The following sentences are taken from real life situations. Try to re-word each sentence so that the 
statement is positive and productive.

I don’t want to go to the youth group anymore. The activities are so boring.

Every summer we go to the same place. I’m sick of it!

Why did you buy that top? It makes you look fat!

You’re acting like babies.

I don’t want to go to those cousins for Shabbat. It’s no fun at their house.

Your haircut is so old-fashioned.

Your idea for the farewell party is awful.

It’s not fair that only you get to decide what happens in the classroom.

You always make the same thing for dinner.

You always disturb me when I’m playing.
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Joint Activity
1 Taboo: A Game for Mothers and Daughters 

Look at the list of words below. Choose a word and try to define it without saying the word 
itself. Let your mother try to guess what the word is. For example, in order to define the word 
“chair” you could say: an object that you sit on, etc. Try to use as few words as possible in your 
definition. You could, of course, think of other words and swap places with your mother.

Word List:
Hope, faith, love, positive, idea, prayer, sacrifice, chesed, blossoming, goal.

Holidays:
Sukkot, Tu B’Shevat, Purim, Shavuot, Lag B’Omer

Personalities:
Chava, Hagar, Rivka Imeinu, Tamar, Devorah the Prophetess,  

Naomi, Orpa, Bitya daughter of Pharoah, Yael, Michal, daughter of Shaul.

2 Association:  A Game for the Whole Family 

Give each person a pen and paper. 
Choose a word and each participant 
writes down all the associations that 
she can think of relating to the word.

Stop after about three minutes. Then each person reads out the words she wrote.

A word that was written by everyone is worth five points. A word written by two 
participants is worth ten points. A word written by only one person is worth fifteen points.

Count up the points and start again with another word. The winner is the one with the 
most points at the end.

It’s interesting to discover that there are words which produce similar thoughts among family 
members. These words create a shared world.

Sample words:
Trip, Shabbat meal, Chanuka, Sabba, Savta

The end of the year had arrived. The eighth grade girls were busy getting ready for the graduation 
party. They had collected an impressive sum of money to buy a present for their teacher. 

“Elisheva,” Roni, the head of the student committee, turned to her. “You still haven’t given the money 
for the teacher’s present.”

Elisheva looked down, embarrassed. She bit her lip hard to stop herself from blurting out the wrong 
thing.

How could she explain why she couldn’t give the money like the rest of the girls? How could she tell 
them about her family’s difficult financial situation: her father, who had recently been fired from his 
job and was sitting at home, unemployed and helpless; her mother, who was running between the 
various charity organizations in order to buy basic products; not to mention the growing debt at the 
bank. Better they should think that she was forgetful. She hoped to push off the payment until the 
end of the year so that nobody would remember.

“You know what?” Roni suggested. “I’ll forget about the money if you’ll go buy the present for the 
teacher. Will you have time?”

“Of course! I’d be happy to do it!” Elisheva’s eyes lit up and she stretched out her hand to take the 
heavy envelope with the money in it. 

“There’s a lot of money here,” Roni warned her, telling her the total amount. “Take good care of it.”

Elisheva breathed a sigh of relief. The burden of paying had been lifted from her and any other task 
seemed very simple by comparison. She promised herself that she would clear a few hours that 
afternoon to go to the mall and look for an appropriate gift. However, when she got home, she 
overheard a worrying conversation.

"Ima, we got another warning from the bank," she heard her older sister say. "What are we going to do?"

Elisheva’s blood froze in her veins. She had an envelope in her knapsack with a large sum of money – 
500 shekels, enough to postpone the harsh decree. But how could she take money that wasn’t hers? 

The Secret of the Copper Candlesticks
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How could she disappoint her friends when they had trusted her? 

She sat on her bed, miserable. Her hand reached into the bag and came out shaking and empty, 
without touching the forbidden money. If she had known that the temptation would be so great, she 
thought bitterly, she never would have agreed so quickly to the request. 

And in the midst of everything, she heard the constant cries of Shimon, her little brother, because the 
bag of potato chips wasn’t enough to satisfy his hunger.

Elisheva closed her eyes in despair. Her family’s suffering was so painful, almost unbearable.

Suddenly, she had a brilliant idea. It was complicated, but she felt like it was the only way to save 
her family. Actually, Elisheva had her doubts. The plan wasn’t a simple one, but her family’s suffering 
tipped the scales in favor of it.

She took the envelope from her knapsack with determination and approached her mother.

"Ima, take this. It's enough to buy food for Shabbat."

Before Ima could say a word and ask where the money came from, Elisheva hurried up to the attic 
where many objects were kept in storage and searched for a long time until she found what she was 
looking for.

"I knew it was here," she cried out in relief, pulling out from one of the boxes a pair of old copper 
candlesticks covered with green rust. With great resolve, she took a rag and cleaning fluid, scrubbing 
them until the layer of rust came off and the copper gleamed as it used to.

The next day, some of the girls in her class crowded around to see what she had bought.

"It’s not a good idea," she tried to evade them. "I already wrapped it. It would be a pity to ruin the 
wrapping paper."

However, the girls wouldn’t leave her alone. Their curiosity was aroused and they pressed her until 
she took off the wrapping paper and showed them the candlesticks.

“Wow, what a beautiful gift,” one of the girls said. “They look like antique candlesticks.”

“Where did you find something so antique and original?”

Only her friend Shira didn’t join the expressions of surprise. She took the candlesticks and examined 
them for a long time. Her sharp eye detected small signs of rust that had escaped Elisheva’s notice.

Her probing expression made Elisheva uncomfortable. She asked to put the candlesticks away, but 
Shira stopped her. 

“Do you mind if I take the gift? I have a beautiful gift box at home which will be perfect for the 
candlesticks. I’ll write a card from all of us, of course, and I’ll bring it to the teacher at the party.”

Elisheva agreed and felt like a heavy rock had been lifted from her heart. She was happy to get rid of 
the burdensome and incriminating gift.

On the last day of school, the girls parted from  Mrs. Greenberg, their beloved teacher, with tears and 
great emotion. Despite the warm words and sharing memories from the long year they had spent 
together, Elisheva was worried. She imagined the worst possible scenario:  Mrs. Greenberg would 
open the present in front of everyone, and one of the girls would expose the fraud and embarass her 
publicly. Luckily, the teacher didn’t do that. After receiving the gift, she thanked the girls and put it in 
her bag without opening it.

Speech
131

Sp
ee

ch
130

PI
RK

EI
 H

A
LL

EL

PI
RK

EI
 H

A
LL

EL



Years passed. The financial situation of Elisheva’s family gradually improved. Elisheva was accepted 
to a high school with a good reputation and excelled in her studies. Only one troublesome thing 
continued to torment her.

One hot day at the end of the summer, she bumped into her teacher,  Mrs. Greenberg. At first, 
she wanted to run away before the teacher could notice her and expose her shame. However, her 
conscience prevailed, telling her: “This is your chance to confess your sin. There’s no better time 
than the present to tell the teacher what really happened, to ask her forgiveness and offer her a real 
present instead of the miserable, used candlesticks.”

“Elisheva,”  Mrs. Greenberg called out, surprised. “Look how you’ve grown up! I hear such good things 
about you!”

Elisheva blushed and looked down, embarrassed. How would she be able to turn the conversation 
to the gift? Maybe she could ask her teacher for her address and then she could secretly leave a 
replacement present in her mailbox, without having to explain what had happened.

“How nice it is to bump into you,”  Mrs. Greenberg continued. “I’ve wanted to talk to you for a long 
time. You remember the gift that you gave me at the end of the year?”

Elisheva’s face turned red. The fateful moment had arrived and her heart was beating rapidly. Now 
the truth would come out and her shame would certainly be revealed. She wouldn’t be able to hide 
the truth any longer. 

“At first, I didn’t understand what I should do with it,” the teacher said. The tone of her voice did not 
sound like she was about to rebuke Elisheva.

“The box stood in a corner like a rock until my older daughter took an interest in sewing and we 
found a use for it. Since then, she’s discovered the joy of sewing, and it’s all thanks to you girls.”

“Excuse me, what box are you talking about?”

“The box with the wonderful sewing kit that you bought for me. You were the one who bought it, 
weren’t you? Who would have thought that I’d get so much use out of it?”

Elisheva stopped breathing. What box was the teacher talking about? Had the teacher gone crazy, 
God forbid, or was she simply confusing it with a gift from another class? Mrs. Greenberg's animated 

expression did not show any signs of anger or rebuke. Not one word disclosed the existence of 
antique copper candlesticks that Elisheva had scrubbed as best she could.  

It could only mean that…

With great effort, Elisheva hid from her teacher the wave of emotion that passed over her.

Her beloved friend Shira, she thought, and bit her lip hard so as not to reveal her secret. Shira with 
the sharp eye. Elisheva had worried the most about her intent gaze. Only now did she understand 
the great act of kindness that Shira had done for her. She’d spent her personal savings in order to buy 
a new present for their teacher, Mrs. Greenberg, instead of the miserable candlesticks. Shira guarded 
her tongue for many years so that Elisheva could continue to keep her secret and her honor.

What a wonderful character trait silence is.
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For Mothers  Moments of Hallel

There are moments in life that are beyond words. What word could be 
appropriate, what emotion, what color… only a voice crying out, a cry 
that ascends and reaches the Throne of Honor. 
I was in the labor room, waiting hours for the birth. I saw women passing by, one after another. Each 
one was wrapped up in her own world, accompanied by her life story. I met a not so young woman 
who was afraid of the birth. She had already lost two children. Her life story was not an easy one. All 
she wanted was for the birth to be over. She was terrified that she would have to endure another 
tragedy.

We spoke. After a while, she went into the delivery room. I followed her in my imagination. Suddenly, 
I heard a loud cry. The cry was beyond words, piercing. This time she was blessed and gave birth to a 
healthy boy, who also entered the world with a cry.  

There are moments of crying out, but afterwards, there is a need for speech and for processing. We 
are different from animals, which only cry out. We are a different breed. We have speech.  Language 
serves us at precisely these moments, when it seems like there are no words. Because after the crying 
comes the need to process the experience, to give space to the parts of our souls that are searching 
for clarity, enabling the entire spectrum of emotions to emerge and to understand that each one 
of them has a place. Speech helps us gain clarity and prevents the soul from remaining apathetic, 
tortured and confused. Speech demands details, accuracy and conceptualization. The infinite internal 
bewilderment is given a name and a word.

That’s how it was after the murder of Hallel, and that’s how it is after many challenges. The process 
is painful but therapeutic. Sometimes a person can do it alone: expose the secrets of his/her 
soul, recount the story of his/her life over and over again and give words to the conscious and 
unconscious powers within. But sometimes there is great suffering and much violence, and so there 
is a need for help: from a therapist, a counselor, a coach or an advisor.

King David says: 
יד." יִחי ָצָרִתי ְלָפָניו ַאּגִ ּפְֹך ְלָפָניו ׂשִ "ֶאׁשְ

"I pour out my complaint before Him, I declare before Him my trouble." (Tehillim 142:3)

King David was able to speak with the Holy One, blessed be He, and tell Him his troubles. Personal 
prayer is one way to speak and connect.

Speech is both a way to communicate with others and also with ourselves. The Torah says of Yosef’s 
brothers that “they hated him and couldn’t speak peacefully with him” (Bereshit 37:4). There is a close 
connection between the inability to speak and hatred. Speech is particularly difficult with those 
close to us – parents and children, spouses and friends. From time to time, it is impossible to speak, 
to explain, to ask. There is an expectation that the other will understand without the need for words. 
However, when that doesn’t happen, anger builds up, sometimes leading to a crisis.  

It is clear that speech requires caution and precision. 
Countless restrictions and warnings have instructed us how, 
when and how much to speak. The very ability to speak and 
conduct an internal and external conversation is important, 
but sometimes there is a price to pay for speech.

King Shlomo taught us the secret of balance: “A time to be 
silent and a time to speak. A time to love and a time to hate” 
(Kohelet 3:7–8). After speech, King Shlomo immediately 
moves to love. Love is connected to speech because speech 
from an inner and positive source brings us closer to faith 
and love.

The world will be redeemed through the merit of speech. The world was created with ten acts of 
speech: “And God said, ‘Let there be light’” (Bereshit 1:3). In other words, the world began without 
any dialogue and without the need for humans. However, the world underwent a journey from ten 
acts of speech to the Ten Commandments, in which humankind is present and active. The journey 
took time; on the way, humankind was required to speak and develop. Pesach was an important stop 
on this journey. The mouth spoke (peh–sach – a play on words in Hebrew), teaching father and son, 
mother and daughter, about the need to create a new language.

In every generation, we must develop a new language and new ideas.
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How would you like to improve your speech  
now that you have completed this chapter?

One Last Thing

What are your strong points with respect to speech? 
What commitment would you like to make in this regard?

ִסיִלים." ּכְ ל ּבַ ֲעַקת מֹוׁשֵ ָמִעים ִמּזַ ַנַחת ִנׁשְ ְבֵרי ֲחָכִמים ּבְ "ּדִ
“The words of the wise spoken in a pleasant way are more 

acceptable than the cry of a ruler among fools.” (Kohelet 9:17)
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