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TWITTER AND GOSSIP:

words are birds, Are you a frequent flier?

ABSTRACT

Twitter is a very appropriate name for its purpose, more so than its founders could ever know. And King Solomon reveals why in the Book of Ecclesiastes: 

Even in your thought, you shall not curse a king, nor in your bedrooms shall you curse a wealthy man, for the bird of the heaven shall carry the voice, and the winged creature will tell the matter.
Words from a bedroom that are carried by chirping creatures? Come on, this is the original Twitter!

Words are birds – once they are released they soar to places unknown and can land anywhere. The voice is relayed up to the heavens and across the earth. This is why we must be careful when we communicate, even when we do so from our own bedrooms.

Today, more than ever before, we can literally see how even our intimate communications – and certainly our tweets and posts – can travel like a bird through the entire universe.

How then can we ensure that what we say is never harmful? How can we ensure that our tongues never slip into slander?

There is a preventive medicine – and if one has slipped, a remedy. It is a divine potion, whose ingredients are two birds, a cedar stick, a yarn of crimson, and the hyssop plant.

This is how you can give the best sermon of your life. Every day. Don’t take my word for it. Take God’s.

tWITTER AND GOSSIP:
words are birds, Are you a frequent flier?

1. Yenta Speaks (Joke)

Yenta went to see her doctor. “Doctor, I need your help,” she said. “I talk to myself incessantly. No matter what I do, and I do a lot, I just can’t seem to stop!”

“Do you suffer any pain?” asked her doctor.

“No.”

“In that case,” said the doctor, “go home and don’t fret. Millions of people talk to themselves. It’s nothing to worry about.”

“But doctor, you don’t understand” cried Yenta. “I am an insufferable nudnik – I tell myself the most pestering, nagging, irritating things!”

2. Talk The Talk

This reminds me of that humble guy who said he talks to himself because he likes to have intelligent conversations.

Talking is one thing. Being a yenta is another. Being a yenta that’s a nudnik – that’s a level all its own! 
The ability to communicate with and relate to someone else (or to yourself) is a wonderful thing. But it sure can be used for ridiculous – or even horrible – things.

What’s the difference between a shlimil, a shlemazel and a nudnik: A shlimil spills soup on a shlemazel’s lap, and the nudnik keeps asking what type of soup it was…

A nudnik can take the beauty of words and turn it into a badgering onslaught of information and misinformation that’ll make even the most patient mind go bonkers. A boring monotonous monologue can take the profundity of communication and turn it into a study in depression. An endless sermon, sprinkled with unimaginative substance or unsubstantial imagination can turn the potency of speech into a potent sleeping pill. And a gossiping chatterbox, who didn’t just hear it on the grapevine but actually planted the grapevine, can turn the power of words into an evil tool of hurt and destruction.

Obviously there is a difference between empty words and destructive ones. But we must take great care because all our words – even empty and hollow ones, called devorim be’tailim, which really never neutral – have the potential to harm. Witness how plain old gossip so often ends up hurting people.
How, then, to ensure that our words are always holy and pure, and never tittle-tattling hearsay barbed with razor-sharp edges of slander and rumor? And that question is all the more important in these days of instant global communication thanks to the tools of Facebook and Twitter.
3. Twittering Birds

Incidentally, the name Twitter is so much more appropriate than its founders could have ever imagined. Twitter refers to the chirping chatter of birds. Birds are in perpetual tweet and the social-network giant is a platform for humans who wish to do just that. 
Thousands of years prior to the advent of Twitter, King Solomon, in his classic Book of Ecclesiastes, compared speech and words to birds.

Even in your thought, you shall not curse a king, nor in your bedrooms shall you curse a wealthy man, for the bird of the heaven shall carry the voice, and the winged creature will tell the matter. 

Like birds, words have wings. Once released, they can soar to places unknown and can land anywhere. The voice is relayed up to the heavens and across the earth. This is why we must be careful when we communicate, even when it is done in the privacy of our bedroom.

Today, more than ever before, we can literally see how even our intimate communications, our tweets and posts, can travel like birds, carrying our voice throughout the entire universe.

This means that, perhaps today more than ever, our words must be carefully weighted. The very real consequences are starker than ever, because today, with a simple click of a button we can affect the world – positively or negatively.

How, as parents, as teachers, as rabbis, can we ensure that we use the many diverse means of communication at our disposal in holy and pure ways, and how do we educate our children, students, and communities to do the same?

And finally – and most importantly – what does the Torah say about all of this? Judaism, after all, is defined by communication, story-telling and speech. This is how we educate our children. Indeed, the upcoming holiday of Passover – when we are commanded to retell the story of our freedom – is all about that. 

So what’s the Torah’s take on speaking wisely and soulfully?
4. Speech and Consequences
One of the greatest motivations for speak wisely and soulfully is when we see the revealed consequences of our speech. But, today, because so much of communication is not face to face, we are often oblivious to the effect our words can have on someone. The remoteness and inability to see the consequences makes it all the more difficult to measure our words.

In biblical times, the consequences of one’s negative speech were very obvious. The Torah tells us that those who engaged in lashon hara (literally, “evil speech”) would become afflicted by tzara’at, leprosy-like lesions that would mark the filibustering gossipmonger.

In this week’s reading – Parshat Metzora, which is named after an individual afflicted with tzara’at – the Torah provides the remedy for such an affliction. Studying the remedy can help us understand how to better communicate with others and ourselves, and how to ensure that our words are never gossipy but always sincere, holy and soulful.

5. Strange Operation
What as this remedy?

One afflicted with tzara’at was sent into seclusion for seven days outside of the camp. After this period, the kohen (priest) came and performed a rather strange operation:

Then the kohen shall order, and the person to be cleansed shall take two live, clean birds, a cedar stick, a yarn of crimson, and hyssop.
 
This seems like the sort of concoction a witch might brew up in her cauldron, or a medicine man might formulate in his tepee in the Mojave Desert, not something the Torah would instruct us to do. 
So what is the meaning of these two pure birds, cedar stick, crimson yarn, and hyssop? Why are they specifically the remedy for a wagging tongue? And how can this seemingly archaic ritual inform our communications today?

The answer lies in the symbolic and spiritual meaning represented by each one of the remedy’s ingredients:
1. Two live, pure birds

2. A cedar stick

3. A yarn of crimson

4. And hyssop

6. The Remedy

The great 11th century Torah commentator, Rashi, explains all this by quoting the  Talmud
 which states that the reason a certain individual contracts tzara’at is because of excessive, chattering speech. So, says Rashi, let that person take birds, which also chatter and tweet unremittingly and let them be part of the remedy.

Birds, because they do not stop chirping and tweeting, represent words. But note that the remedy calls for two birds – one to be offered to God and the other to be set loose in an open field.
 

This relates to our words, our “winged creatures” – which can have two destinations: 1) they can be offered in silence to heaven so that we don’t slander or gossip with them, or use them for negative ends; and 2) they can be set free in the open field, in the open marketplace to influence and inspire the world with their divine messages.

Sure, like birds, we are all full of words. But the one prone to gossip must know which words to release and which to offer up in silence. This is the first part of the remedy.
The second is the cedar stick. As the Talmud
 explains, another reason that tzara’at comes is haughtiness or arrogance. The cedar, Rashi states, is the tallest tree in the forest – thus the cedar denotes arrogance and haughtiness. The gossiper must recognize the conceit that got him here in the first place in order to remove it from his speech. Healthy speech is not about arrogance, because healthy speech is about being a conduit for a message. Slander and gossip is rooted in haughty self-interest; true communication is founded upon the listener’s interest. And that is only achieved through humility.

The last two ingredients in the remedy are a yarn of crimson and hyssop. Crimson dye is derived from certain berries. The Hebrew word for “crimson” is tola’at. Tola’at is also a worm that would infest these berries.
 The antidote to haughtiness is to be humble like a worm. See your words, your communications, your chirps not as self-serving expressions of what you want to say, but rather see them as humble-yet-profound messages that the listener desires to hear.

This is symbolized by the hyssop as well. The hyssop is of the herb family and, as opposed to the cedar, grows very close to the earth and does not rise up high at all. It, too, is a symbol of humility.

Perhaps the reason both the yarn of crimson and the hyssop plant are required is to stress the need for humility in communication – a double measure of humility never hurt anyone.

Not only that – the cedar stick and hyssop were to be wrapped in the yarn of crimson. All our speech, both the humble parts of speech but also the magnificently tall cedar parts, must be wrapped in humility. Sure, when we speak, we are meant to eloquent and articulate, otherwise no one will listen to us; but we also must be humble enough to know that it is not our eloquent locution that will convey the message but rather our heartfelt intention.
Binding both the eloquent, tall cedar and the humble, close-to-the ground hyssop together with a yarn of crimson humility – now that’s a speech everyone will listen to!

7. A Timeless Lesson for Us All
The Torah shares with us this remedy for tzara’at for a reason. It is meant to be a timeless lesson for us all. We do not have to do wrong in order to take advantage of this remedy. We can preempt speaking foolishly in an unhealthy manner by following these four simple steps, and infusing every speech, every tweet, every text, every email with these ingredients:
1. Two live, pure birds – know that every word is a chattering, live bird. But there are two types, those that are meant to be offered to God and not communicated to man – some words are just better left unsaid, we all have our share – and another that is meant to take flight into the field and spread words of light, warmth, and winged beauty.

2. A cedar stick – yes there are tall things in our lives, things we are proud of and things that make us rise up. But if the communication becomes about us, about our height, about our eloquence, then we have a problem. When we are conscious of this, our words will become softer and more genuine.

3. A yarn of crimson – be humble like a worm. This does not mean we should be a worm; it means we can learn from a worm to be humble. Just thinking about this will ensure that our speech will be filled with humility.

4. And hyssop – lay low to the ground. The cedar is so tall and eloquent that it uses fancy words and elongated soliloquies that sometimes bypass the listener. The hyssop is down to earth, literally. It relates in simple terms to engage and benefit the listener, not only the speaker. Humility is not about you saying the most profound thing; humility is about having the most profound impact on someone else.

There are two famous stories that illustrate the power – and consequences – of words.

8. Story 1 – Payback

The Rashash,
 a 19th century scholar living in Vilna, managed a fund that would lend money to poor people. One day while he was studying Talmud, the local tailor came in to repay his loan of 10,000 rubles. The rabbi was so engrossed in his learning that he stuck the money in the book and forgot about it.

Sometime later, the rabbi was reviewing his loan ledger and noticed that the 10,000-ruble loan was never repaid. So he called the tailor and asked for it.

“But I paid you already,” said the tailor.

“Okay, then where’s your receipt?” said the rabbi, who truly had no recollection of being paid back.

“You were studying and I didn’t want to disturb you,” replied the tailor.

Soon enough, word got out that the tailor and the rabbi were involved in a financial dispute. “The nerve of this man to pit his word against the rabbi!” people said. The tailor’s reputation was ruined, and the community shunned him.

About a year later, the rabbi opened the same tractate of the Talmud as he had been reviewing when the tailor came with the money, and he came across an envelope containing 10,000 rubles. Then he realized what had happened! He immediately called the tailor and apologized. “But your apology doesn’t help me,” the tailor said sadly. “My reputation is ruined forever!”

“Don’t worry,” said the rabbi. “I’ll make a public announcement in the synagogue, letting everyone know that it was I who made the mistake.”

“That won’t help,” said the tailor. “They’ll think you’re just saying it because you feel sorry for me.”

The rabbi thought long and hard until he came up with a solution. “You have a daughter and I have a son,” he said. “Let’s arrange for them to be married. In that way, everyone will be assured that you are fully trustworthy, for otherwise I would never have agreed to this match.” And with that, the harm was repaired.

Trust me, it is a lot simpler not to damage another’s reputation in the first place than to marry off your children to repair a person’s trustworthiness.

9. Story 2 – Feathery Facts

In a small town somewhere in Eastern Europe lived a nice man with a nasty problem: he talked too much about other people. He could not help himself. Whenever he heard a story about somebody he knew, and sometimes about somebody he did not know, he just had to tell it to his friends. Since he was in business, he heard quite a lot of rumors and stories. He loved the attention he got and was delighted when they laughed because of the way he told his “anecdotes,” which he sometimes embellished with little details he invented to make them funnier and juicier. Other than that, he was really a pleasant, goodhearted man.

He kind of knew it was wrong, but . . . it was too tempting, and in any case, most of what he told had really happened, didn’t it? Many of his stories were just innocent and entertaining, weren’t they?

One day he found out something really weird (but true) about another businessman in town. Of course he felt compelled to share what he knew with his colleagues, who told it to their friends, who told it to people they knew, who told it to their wives, who spoke with their friends and their neighbors. The story spread around town, till the unhappy businessman who was the main character in the story heard it. He ran to the rabbi of the town, and wailed and complained that he was ruined! Nobody would deal with him after this. His good name and his reputation were gone with the wind.

Hearing this, the rabbi decided to summon the man who loved to tell stories. If he was not the one who started this one, he might at least know who did.

When the nice man who loved to gossip heard from the rabbi how devastated the businessman was, he felt truly sorry. He honestly had not considered it such a big deal to tell this story, because it was true; the rabbi could check it out if he wanted. 
The rabbi sighed. “True, not true, that really makes no difference! You just cannot tell stories about people. This is all lashon hara, slander, and it’s like murder because you kill a person’s reputation.” He said a lot more, and the man who started the rumor now felt really bad and sorry. “What can I do to make it undone?” he sobbed. “I will do anything you say!”

The rabbi looked at him. “Do you have any feather pillows in your house?” “Rabbi, I am not poor; I have a whole bunch of pillows. But what do you want me to do, sell them?”

“No, just bring me one.”

The man was mystified, but he returned a bit later to the rabbi’s study with a nice fluffy pillow under his arm. The rabbi opened the window and handed him a knife. “Cut it open!”

“But Rabbi, here in your study? It will make a mess!”

“Do as I say!”

And the man cut the pillow. A cloud of feathers came out. They landed on the chairs and on the bookcase, on the clock, on the cat which jumped after them. They floated over the table and into the teacups, on the rabbi and on the man with the knife, and a lot of them flew out of the window in a big swirling, whirling trail.

The rabbi waited ten minutes. Then he ordered the man: “Now bring me back all the feathers, and stuff them back in your pillow. All of them, mind you. Not one may be missing!”

The man stared at the rabbi in disbelief. “That is impossible, Rabbi. The ones here in the room I might get, but the ones that flew out of the window are gone. Rabbi, I can’t do that, you know it!”

“Yes,” said the rabbi nodding gravely, “that is how it is: once a rumor, a gossipy story, a ‘secret,’ leaves your mouth, you do not know where it ends up. It flies on the wings of the wind, and you can never get it back!”

He ordered the man to deeply apologize to the person about whom he had spread the rumor; that would be difficult and painful, but it was the least he could do. He ordered him to apologize to the people to whom he had told the story, making them accomplices in the nasty lashon hara game, and he ordered him to diligently study the laws concerning speech every day for a year, and then come back to him.

That is what the man did. And not only did he learn about the importance of guarding your tongue but he shared what he learned with all his friends and colleagues. And in the end he became a nice man who overcame a nasty problem.

10. The Talmud
The Talmud, in its lengthy discussion of gossip,
 states that the tongue could be used for life or death. Literally. Besides being the tool used for eating and drinking, the tongue can form words which can either bring life to this world, inspiring, motivated and comforting others, or the opposite.

The Talmud also gives some very practical advice on how to refrain from idle talk, gossip, slander and becoming a yenta flibbertigibbet (yes, that’s a real word) and it is this:
If one is a learned scholar, let one delve into the Torah; if one is an ignoramus, let one humble the mind.
Only ignoramuses babble because they have nothing of substance to share. If that’s the case, it’s best to humble the mind and be silent.

But every single Jew is an inheritor of the Torah – every single Jew is the penultimate scholar at heart. Every Jew – you, me, us. So let’s delve into the Torah, into divine words of wisdom. Let’s fill our words with meaning and inspiration, and we will find ourselves not speaking negatively but inspiring the world with our words.
This is how each one of us will procure one million true Twitter followers. When we speak from the Source of Speech – the Divine – all ears will listen.

11. In Conclusion: Byte Your Tongue

Allow me to wrap up this protracted tweet with a bird’s eye view – some might say I’m winging it.

Why do birds fly south in the winter?

Because it’s too far to walk.

Our words, like birds, don’t merely walk – they have the power to fly.

The greatest preemptive step we can take is to think about how our words can inspire people, how far our words can fly! And how our words can make others fly. We cannot imagine how one kind word, one nice compliment, one small thank you – even to someone sitting next to us on a train – can change a life.

The Torah does not say do not email, do not text, do not tweet, do not message, do not blog, do not speak. No, the Torah says use all of the above to profess God’s name and your eternal soul. Speak not from your body; speak from your soul. Speak not from your mouth, speak from your heart.

Then, like a bird, shall your words soar to the greatest heights and travel the greatest lengths.

There are two types of words – those that make the world soar and those that make the world sore.

Which is it going to be?

Shabbat Shalom!
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