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³ TIMELINE OF THE MIRAGLIM

The parsha of Shelach opens up with the story of 
the miraglim. Rashi notes that the previous par-
sha ended with the story of Miriam getting tzaras 
and being sent out of the camp because she spoke 
loshon harah about Moshe. Since this parsha be-
gins with the miraglim, it implies that these two 
events are connected. But Rashi is bothered by 
the fact that they did not happen in chronologi-
cal proximity. The events of the Korach rebellion 
were sandwiched in between. 

Rashi explains that the Torah took these two 
events and juxtaposed them to teach us a lesson: 
Had the miraglim not been so wicked, they would 
have learned from what happened to Miriam, and 
that would have prevented them from saying their 
negative report about the land. However, says 
Rashi, “These wicked people saw what happened 
and didn’t learn from it.” 

³  THE MIRAGLIM’S SIN 
WASN’T LOSHON HARAH

The problem with this Rashi is that the miraglim’s 
sin had nothing to do with loshon harah; it ema-
nated from a lack of trust in HASHEM. When 
they entered the land, they saw giants occupying 
fortified cities. They witnessed people dying left, 
right, and center. In their minds, if the Jewish na-
tion attempted to conquer this land, they would 
be slaughtered wholesale – man, woman, and 
child. 

Clearly, they were lacking in bitachon. Their faith 
in HASHEM was deficient. But they weren’t 
guilty of speaking loshon harah. First off, there 
is no prohibition against speaking loshon harah 
about land. Land is inanimate. We are forbidden 
from derogatory speech about people – not rocks. 

Of even greater significance, once the miragalim 
made their mistake and concluded that HASH-
EM wasn’t powerful enough to bring us into the 
land, what they then spoke wasn’t loshon harah at 
all. In their calculation, they were saving the Jew-
ish people from utter destruction, in which case it 
wasn’t forbidden speech; it was a mitzvah. 

³  WHY DOES THE TORAH 
FORBID LOSHON HARAH?

The answer to this question stems from under-
standing why the Torah forbids loshon harah. 
The Rambam defines loshon harah as words that 
hurt, words that damage. Whether they cause a 
person embarrassment, loss of income, or sully 
his reputation, the very definition of loshon ha-
rah is words that cause harm. That is the reason 
the Torah forbids us to speak it – not because the 
Torah is so strict, but because words can have such 
a harmful effect. 

To appreciate the damage that words can cause, 
imagine that I discover a cloak of invisibility. 
When I put this cape on, I can walk around freely 
without anyone seeing me. Imagine for a moment 
that after I find this cloak, I decide to have some 
fun. As I walk around the bais medrash, I take a 
sefer from one fellow and turn it upside down. 
Oh, his reaction when he sees it! Then I walk over 
to another fellow and close his Gemara. “Hey! 
What happened?” Next, I see a pair of charvusahs 
who are standing up for a moment. I walk over 
and put both of their Gemaras back on the shelf. 
“What–?” 

I am having a jolly time!

After a while, I get a bit bolder. As some-
one is walking by, I leave my foot in the aisle. 
“Heyyyyyyyyyyyyyy!” he yells as he falls to the 
floor with a crash. 

“This is fun,” I think to myself. And now I really 
start to get into it. 

As a fellow walks by, I give him a punch in the 
stomach, “Ohhhhhhhhhhhhh!” The next guy, I 
smash in the back, “Agggggh!” And before you 
know it, guys are falling, getting smashed, and re-
ally getting hurt. The joke is no longer funny. 

The Chofetz Chaim points out to us that the To-
rah reserves a curse for one who “hits his neigh-
bor while hiding.” Chazal explain that this refers 

to someone who speaks loshon harah about his 
friend. Why am I so cavalier about what I say 
about him? Because he isn’t here. If he were stand-
ing right nearby, I would never say what I said. I 
say it only because he isn’t around. And in that 
sense, I am hitting him while hiding. 

One of the reasons that we have difficulty control-
ling our speech is that we don’t see it as truly dam-
aging. “What is the big deal if I tell an interesting 
story or two?” we say. While I would never dream 
of physically harming you, when it comes to ruin-
ing your reputation, damaging your business, or 
causing you harm in the way that people perceive 
you, then I am much less concerned. The Torah is 
teaching us that loshon harah is forbidden because 
of the power of the words and the damage they 
can cause. That is why they are forbidden.  

³ THE POWER OF SPEECH

The answer to this question on the miraglim 
seems to be that they should have seen what hap-
pened to Miriam and learned one lesson from it 
– the power of speech. They should have thought 
to themselves, “If such a tzadekes said something 
only slightly questionable about her brother 
whom she loved and revered and had to be sent 
out of the encampment for seven days to suffer 
embarrassment and public humiliation, what 
does that tell us about the impact of her words? 
Why did HASHEM act so harshly with her? It 
must be that what she did was far more egregious 
than we realized. It must be that her words – while 
merely speech – are a powerful force.” 

Had the miraglim learned this lesson, they would 
have been far more careful in their speech. They 
would have thought many times about the conse-
quences of their words, and that would have made 
them stop and think to themselves, “Before we 
bring back this report, are we sure? Are we a hun-
dred percent certain that the Jewish people will 
die trying to conquer this land? Didn’t HASHEM 
bring us out of Mitzrayim? Didn’t HASHEM 
split the sea for us?” 

Understanding the power of speech would have 
caused them to think about the consequences, and 
the results might well have been very different. 

This concept has great relevance in our lives. Most 
of the damage that we do through speech isn’t 
malicious or with bad intent. We speak without 
thinking about the consequences, without con-
templating the results. The Torah is teaching us 
the power of those words and how careful we have 
to be with what we say, not because the Torah is 
machmir when it comes to sins of speech, but be-
cause of the effect that speech has to help or to 
harm – because of the power 
of the spoken word.

The Power 
of the 

Spoken Word
g

“Send forth men, if you please, and 
let them spy out the land of Canaan 
that I give to the Children of Israel” 

 — Bamidbar 13:2 — 

Brand 
New!

www.theshmuz.com
or 866-613-TORAH

GET THE NEW SHMUZ APP!  ACCESS HUNDREDS OF AUDIO, VIDEOS, AND ARTICLES FROM THE SHMUZ. 
SIMPLY GO TO THE APP STORE, OR GOOGLE PLAY, AND SEARCH FOR “THESHMUZ”. OR GO TO WWW.THESHMUZ.COM.

The Shmuz - Marriage Seminar, a 12 part, comprehensive guide to a successful Marriage is available 
FREE of charge at www.TheShmuz.com. It is also on the Shmuz App available at the App store, or 
on Google play, or you may listen on Kol Halashon by calling 718- 906 6400, then options 1, 4, 3

Sponsorships available for live shmuz, weekly shmuz on the par-
sha and cd and magnet  distribution. Please contact the shmuz 
@ www.theshmuz.com or 866.613-torah (8672) for details. 


