We all know that images on computer screens are actually comprised of pixels, tiny but discrete
dots of light. This means that, absent infinite resolution, the image on the screen necessarily
oversimplifies reality, as all colors must be presented in blocks the size of the pixels, and the amount of
each color is a multiple of that same size.

Metaphorically, the same recognition illustrates Dr. Jeffrey Rosen’s powerful argument for the
right to privacy, and inversely, the halakhic prohibition against stating negative truths about another
person. What any one person hears about another will always take on some significance — occupy at
least one pixel in their mental image — even if in true proportion it would demand only half, or a
thousandth, of a pixel.

Roughly the same principle covers the effect of statements about that halakhic prohibition.
Every Torah statement we learn occupies at least one unit of memory, and if we know less than all of
Torah, that statement will assume disproportionate significance.

In both the visual and intellectual realms, artists/teachers seek ways to overcome the limitations
of form and audience. Brightness, dullness, context, and other devices can make blocks of color seem
larger or smaller than they are objectively, and the same is true of ideas and values.

Here is one example, from Talmud Arakhin 15a:
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Tanya:
Said R. Elazar ben Parta: “Come and see how great is the power of lashon hora.”
From where in Torah do we know this?
From the spies —
If this is the consequence for someone who produces-ill-repute on sticks and stone, how much more so for
someone who produces-ill-repute on his fellow!

The consequence referred to is presumably the spies’ death bamageifah lifnei Hashem in 14:37. That
phrase contains two peculiarities — first, it uses the definite pronoun = the mageifah, and second, in
what sense was their death lifnei Hashem, as there is no mention of it taking place in a sacred place or
during a Revelation? Rashi (quoting Sotah 35a) and Seforno respectively address the first by identifying
a poetically just mageifah, either because it affected the spies’ evil-speaking tongues, or throats. or else
because it resulted from a miasma such as the spies had contended was generally present in Israel.
Mishnah Sanhedrin 10, however, says that they died in This World and the Next; while our text of the
Mishnah seems to derive this from the use of both iImm and noan, | suggest that the more likely
derivation is from 'n 19%.

We learn, accordingly, that speaking lashon hora about people must all the more so lead to
death by plague, or exclusion from the Coming World.

But is this true? | ask this not only in terms of the impossibility of verifying claims about the
Coming World, or about the relationship between spiritual cause and medical effect, but with regard to



the initiating premise of the argument — was the wrongful action of the spies primarily a generic act of
verbal defamation against the rocks and woods of Israel? Or was it their encouragement of despair,
their disregard of Mosheh, etc.?

We can restore the logic of the argument by paraphrasing = Mmxj? >n XX:

If all the more so
producing-ill-repute about sticks and stones producing-ill-repute about people
can, under some circumstances, might, under some circumstances,
generate results so bad generate

that they generate mageifah-punishment, mageifah-punishment.

Therefore, we ought to be very cautious before producing-ill-repute about people.

The paraphrase obviously weakens the argument; it opens up the possibility that in some, many, or
most circumstances, the prohibition against producing-ill-repute about people might be superseded by
other values. The purpose of R. El’azar ben Parta’s statement seems precisely to have been to prevent
that.

Lashon hora seems to attract this type of Rabbinic overstatement — for a parallel, see the Sotah
10a’s derivation from Tamar and Yehudah that one should allow oneself to be burnt alive rather than
humiliate another in public. Certainly this depends on the degree of humiliation, and the circumstances,
and some acharonim think that as a matter of law it simply isn’t so.

The thing is, we don’t know all of Torah, and so our vision of Torah is of necessity pixellated.
Rabbinic statements — especially nonhalakhic statements — are often not intended to describe the
objective proportions of Torah, but rather to present Torah in a way that will balance the gaps in our
knowledge and distortions of our spiritual vision.

The risk, of course, is that we will misinterpret those statements as objective truth, and correct
for our known failings, as | might take ten minutes off my perennially fast alarm clock’s time without
realizing that my wife reset it the night before. Teachers of Torah therefore must know their students as
well as their subjects, and students must know their teachers, and the purpose of study is to generate a
dynamic equilibrium centering on truth.

Shabbat shalom!
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