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The Power of Words:
How What We Say Affects Us and
Those Around Us

Rabbi Eliezer Diamond, PhD

Dr. Eliezer Diamond is the Rabbi Judah Nadich Professor of Talmud and Rabbinics at The Jewish
Theological Seminary. He teaches courses in rabbinic literature and introductory, intermediate, and
advanced Talmud studies.

Dr. Diamond is the author of a chapter on the rabbinic period in the Schocken Guide to Jewish

Books, and entries in the Reader's Guide to Judaism and The Encyclopedia of the Bible and Its
Reception. He is the author of Holy Men and Hunger Artists: Fasting and Asceticism in Rabbinic

Culture (Oxford University Press, 2003). The book provides a thorough reassessment of the role that
asceticism plays in rabbinic Judaism, suggesting that asceticism is more pervasive than is generally
thought. Dr. Diamond has written on prayer, asceticism, and issues of environmental law and ethics. He
is currently editing a commentary on Yerushalmi Pesahim written by the late Professor Louis Ginzberg,
as well as a book on prayer. The prayer volume will address the problem of cognitive dissonance for the
contemporary worshipper and will offer readings of traditional liturgy that use midrashic methodology
to find meaning and relevance in these prayers for the modern Jew. Dr. Diamond has taught in a variety
of settings, including Stern College, the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College, the 92nd Street Y, and
several Ramah camps. Dr. Diamond was ordained at the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary of
Yeshiva University and received his doctorate in Talmud from JTS.



A. The Power of Names

1. Romeo and Juliet, Act 2 Scene 2

Juliet: What’s in a name? That which we call a rose
By any other word would smell as sweet.

2. Genesis 1:3-5

God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light.

God saw that the light was good, and God
separated the light from the darkness.

God called the light Day and called the darkness
Night. And there was evening and there was
morning, a first day.
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3. Genesis 2:19, 23

And God pip formed out of the earth all the wild
beasts and all the birds of the sky, and brought
them to the Human to see what he would call
them; and whatever the Human called each living
creature, that would be its name...

Then the Human said,

“This one at last

Is bone of my bones

And flesh of my flesh.

This one shall be called Woman,
For from a Human was she taken.”

Y22 NI DT NA0722 DTN 04T2-) Pl Yl
W 77PN NN DTNDIR K DAY
---:INY NAD NN L) DTN 177N7!

TINT? a0 M YYUN DYY DVHD NNT DT 0N
TINTINRZ WIRD 19 NUN KR!

4. Genesis 27:36

[Esau] said, “Was he, then, named Jacob that he
might supplant [literally: snatch away from me
through stealth] me these two times? First, he
took away my birthright and now he has taken
away my blessing!”
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5. Genesis 32:29

Said he, “Your name shall no longer be Jacob, but
Israel, for you have striven with beings divine and
human, and have prevailed.”
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6. Rosh Hashanah 16b

And Rabbi Yitzhak said: A person’s sentence is
torn up on account of four types of actions. These
are: Giving charity, crying out in prayer, a change
of one’s name, and a change of one’s deeds for
the better...

a change of one’s name, as it is written: “As for
Sarai your wife, you shall not call her name Sarai,
but Sarah shall her name be” (Genesis 17:15), and
it is written there: “And | will bless her, and | will
also give you a son from her” (Genesis 17:16).
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7. Mishneh Torah, Laws of Repentance, 2, 4

Among the paths of repentance is for the penitent
to

a) constantly call out before God, crying and
entreating;

b) to perform charity according to his potential;

c) to separate himself far from the object of his sin;
d) to change his name, as if to say "lam a
different person and not the same one who
sinned;"

e) to change his behavior in its entirety to the good
and the path of righteousness; and f) to travel in
exile from his home. Exile atones for sin because it
causes a person to be submissive, humble, and
meek of spirit.
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B. Holding and Letting Go of the Past

Rabbi Dr. Asher Meir

“Forgiving and Forgetting Ourselves,” OU Torah/Jewish Ethicist

...Should a person then "forgive and forget" himself? That depends. On the one hand, there is an
advantage to always keeping our past misdeeds in mind. A person who made a mistake in the past
needs particular vigilance from falling into his past ways. The book of Psalms (51:4-5) states:
"Thoroughly cleanse me of my transgression, and purify me from my sin. For | know my crime well, and
my sin is before me always". Based on this, the Talmud teaches that even if one has already made a
frank confession of one's sins before God, it is praiseworthy to repeat the confession once a year on
subsequent Days of Repentance. This corresponds to the person who intentionally delays forgiveness

for the benefit of the wrongdoer.

On the other hand, excessive attention to past misdeeds can be an obstacle to putting them behind us.
A competing opinion in the Talmud claims that someone who repeats confession on a past misdeed is
likened to "As a dog who returns to his own vomit, so is a fool who persists in his folly" (Proverbs 26:11).



https://outorah.org/p/19780/

2. Jeremiah 9:3

Each of you, beware of your friend! 2ipy NNT22 12 1NPAATIX NXT7272V1 NN INVIN Yt
Trust not even your kinsfolk! ayn vl RV wallb)V]
For every sibling takes advantage,

Every friend goes about as a talebearer.

3. Virginia attorney general admits to wearing blackface at 1980 college party (CNN 2/7/2019)

Virginia Attorney General Mark Herring admitted Wednesday that he appeared in blackface at a 1980
party, further plunging Richmond into chaos as Democrats here struggle to overcome a trio of scandals
rocking their three top statewide elected officials.

Herring said Wednesday that he wore blackface as a 19-year-old to dress up as a rapper at a party. The
admission comes days after the Virginia Democrat called on Gov. Ralph Northam to resign after he
admitted a racist photo in his medical school yearbook featured him, a charge Northam later denied.
“In 1980, when | was a 19-year-old undergraduate in college, some friends suggested we attend a party
dressed like rappers we listened to at the time, like Kurtis Blow, and perform a song,” Herring said in a
statement. “It sounds ridiculous even now writing it. But because of our ignorance and glib attitudes —
and because we did not have an appreciation for the experiences and perspectives of others — we
dressed up and put on wigs and brown makeup.”

He added: “This was a onetime occurrence and | accept full responsibility for my conduct. That conduct
clearly shows that, as a young man, | had a callous and inexcusable lack of awareness and insensitivity to
the pain my behavior could inflict on others. It was really a minimization of both people of color, and a
minimization of a horrific history | knew well even then.” Virginia Attorney General Mark Herring
admitted Wednesday that he appeared in blackface at a 1980 party, further plunging Richmond
into chaos as Democrats here struggle to overcome a trio of scandals rocking their three top
statewide elected officials.

Herring said Wednesday that he wore blackface as a 19-year-old to dress up as a rapper at a party.
The admission comes days after the Virginia Democrat called on Gov. Ralph Northam to resign
after he admitted a racist photo in his medical school yearbook featured him, a charge Northam
later denied.

“In 1980, when | was a 19-year-old undergraduate in college, some friends suggested we attend a
party dressed like rappers we listened to at the time, like Kurtis Blow, and perform a song,”
Herring said in a statement. “It sounds ridiculous even now writing it. But because of our
ignorance and glib attitudes — and because we did not have an appreciation for the experiences
and perspectives of others — we dressed up and put on wigs and brown makeup.”

He added: “This was a onetime occurrence and | accept full responsibility for my conduct. That
conduct clearly shows that, as a young man, | had a callous and inexcusable lack of awareness
and insensitivity to the pain my behavior could inflict on others. It was really a minimization of
both people of color, and a minimization of a horrific history | knew well even then.”

4. South Carolina Sheriff's Candidate: | Wore Blackface 10 Years Ago (NPR 10/10/2019)

Craig Stivender, a Republican candidate for Colleton County sheriff in South Carolina, released a photo
of himself in blackface in a recent campaign video. He says he was dressed as Demetrius "Big Meech"
Flenory, who was sentenced to 30 years in prison for his role in the Black Mafia family. "[If] I'm going to
run on honesty and integrity, I'm willing to put out things bad about me," he said...



https://www.cnn.com/2019/02/06/politics/virginia-attorney-general-blackface/index.html#:~:text=Virginia%20Attorney%20General%20Mark%20Herring,three%20top%20statewide%20elected%20officials.
https://www.cnn.com/2019/02/02/us/racist-origins-of-blackface/index.html
https://www.npr.org/2019/10/10/768885971/south-carolina-sheriff-candidate-i-wore-blackface-10-years-ago

[M]ore than halfway through the video, Craig Stivender, a Republican candidate for sheriff in Colleton
County, S.C., reveals a picture of himself in blackface with his arm around an African American woman.
"To those of you who may be upset, | understand your disappointment,” he says in the video...
"Basically, if I'm going to run on honesty and integrity, I'm willing to put out things bad about me," he

said in a telephone interview...

In the video he says, "l did it to disparage a criminal whose actions hurt our community and country.

That was a different time."

Stivender insists there was no racial bias or motivation, adding that if that was the case, he would not
have attended the party with a black woman. He calls her a friend he's known since sixth grade who he

says did not question the blackface.

"To be honest with you, 10 years ago | had never heard of blackface," he said. "l didn't know it was a

legitimate thing."

5. Bava Mezia 58b

MISHNA: Just as there is a prohibition against
exploitation [ona’a] in buying and selling, so is
there ona’a in statements, i.e., verbal
mistreatment...The mishna lists other examples:
If one is a penitent, another may not say to him:
Remember your earlier deeds. If one is the child
of converts, another may not say to him:
Remember the deeds of your ancestors, as it is
stated: “And a convert shall you neither
mistreat, nor shall you oppress him” (Exodus
22:20).
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C. When Is Lashon Hora Permitted

1. Rabbi Israel Kagan, Hafetz Hayim, introduction

If the evil inclination sees that it cannot overcome someone in this way [i.e. by tempting one to speak
lashon hara] it deceives one through the opposite tactic, by insisting on such a stringent definition of
lashon hara so as to convine one that everything one says [about someone else] falls into this category;
and if this is to be so, one cannot live in this world until one separates oneself from all worldly matters

2. Sefer Hasidim no. 987 concerning N2UIN% vin [IWY; constructive sharing if negative information

If someone sees that something is being
entrusted to one’s parent or teacher, and he
knows that they will not handle the money or
object responsibly...one should dissuade them
from entrusting the object and reveal the truth
to them... And one should not say about one’s
parent or teacher that they are evil people, but
rather should share the truth with those who are
responsible community leaders (?).
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3. R.Arzriel Ariel, “Lashon Hara in the Context of a Communal Democratic System”

In an [“open” democratic] regime there is a basic obligation for every public figure to be a trusted
servant of the public and to supply a full accounting of his political activities, his actions, and his
shortcomings; therefore, one cannot avoid doing so by seeking protection by appealing to the
prohibitions against lashon hara and rekhilut. Public sharing of information and debate are an
inseparable part of the contract between the public and its elected officials. Even Moses provided a
full accounting of his use of the donations on behalf of the construction of the Mishkan, in fulfillment of
the verse “And you shall be free of guilt in the eyes of God and Israel” (Numbers 32:22).

..If so, what is the leniency upon which one can rely upon to justify what seems to be sinful behavior? It
would seem that one could say as follows: In the Knesset the television cameras are always present. An
elected official knows that everything one says will be made public. Thus, the official accepts the
sharing of information but not commentary and criticism that is not relevant.

D. Why do we speak lashon hara?

1. Jerusalem Talmud, Hagigah, 2, 1

R. Yose ben Hanina said, one who aggrandizes 77017 'N AN [17p2 Taannn naan o 1t
himself by the disgrace of another person has no N1 071V7
part in the Future World.

2. Lashon Hara Doesn’t Speak to Me I8 12T N2 VN 1w?
Song by Omer Adam

Could you stop? How come they're never sick of
opening drawers?...

VN |1W'7 doesn’t speak to me

Be simple, can't you just be happy?

Forget all the nonsense, just love yourself always
And even if it's hard, and sometimes slips away
Keep meaning it, in the end you will win

Don't worry, hear me out, don't worry, man
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