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Overview of Our Discussion
• The First Question You Will Be Asked in 

Heaven
• Some Stories
• Lot’s of Quotes from Jewish Tradition
• A Focus on Lashon Ha-Rah – “Evil Speech”



Jewish tradition 
teaches that God 

will ask us 7 
questions when we 

first arrive in 
heaven.

What do you think 
the first will be?



Sorry, Bernie Madoff, the first question is about honesty 
in business.

Why do you think this is the case?



Judaism has a lot to say about personal and business 
ethics.  Many of the quotes that follow are from Dorff 

and Newman’s book on Money.



At the heart of the Mussar movement is the concept 
that the ethical mitzvot are more important than the 

ritual.  (Salanter lived from 1810-1883)

Source:  Dorff & Newman



Judaism has 
many sacred 

texts that 
speak to 
business 

and 
personal 
ethics.



Biblical Texts on Ethics

Note that you are not even allowed to own false weights and measures!

Source:  Dorff & Newman



Texts on Ethics

If I am not for myself, who will be for 
me? But if I am only for myself, what 
am I? If not now, when?

Source:  Dorff & Newman



Who is Rich?  - A Story

Source:  Dorff & Newman



Texts on Ethics: Treatment of Worker & Customers



Texts on Ethics: Treatment of Worker & Customers

A modern source

Source:  Dorff & Newman



Texts on Ethics



Texts on Ethics

Source:  Dorff & Newman



Texts on Ethics

Source:  Dorff & Newman



Texts on Ethics

Source:  Dorff & Newman



There was a rabbi, Rabba Bar Chanah who once hired workmen to transport barrels of wine for him. They were 
negligent and as a result, the barrels of wine broke, and this man incurred a severe financial loss. He took the workers 
to court, suing them for the value of the wine that was destroyed and the workers' only defense was, "You know, we 
can't afford it. We don't have the money. What are you going to do about it?" So the courts found in favor of the 
workers. So, Rabba Bar Chanah questioned the court and said, "Is this the law? Is it not the law that I am entitled to 
recover for their negligence?" And the court told him, "For you, this is the law. You are a righteous person and because 
you are a righteous person, you have to take into account the equities of the situation, the unfairness, the fact that 
these are people who need the money, etc., and, therefore, you are compelled by virtue of your righteous status to go 
beyond pressing your exact legal rights." Well then, and perhaps this is an ancient example of chutzpah, they turned 
around and sued him for their wages. They said, "Well, wait a second, you didn't pay us our wages for that day." So, he 
was dumbfounded. He said, "Okay, it's one thing to say I can't recover from you but are you going to recover from me 
when you broke my wine because of your negligence?" Astoundingly, the court said, "Yes! That's a good idea. You have 
to pay." And, once again, he asked, "Is this the law?" And they told him, "For you, that's the law. These are people who 
need the money and therefore, you must go beyond the law.

Jewish Business Ethics: Introductory Perspective
by Rabbi Yitzhok Breitowitz
jewishvirtuallibrary.org/introductory-perspective-into-jewish-business-ethics

In a Jewish Court, the Judge Represents Both the Law and God



Lashon Ha-Rah – “Evil Speech”

Much of this material is 
drawn from this wonderful 

book.



Lashon Ha-Rah – “Evil Speech”

Who is the person who is eager for life,
who desires years of good fortune?
Guard you tongue from speaking evil, 
and your lips from deceitful speech.

- Psalms 34:13-14

You shall not go about a talebearer 
among your people.

- Leviticus 19:16

Three types of speech that we should 
decrease or eliminate:
• Information and comments that are 

nondefamatory and true
• Negative, though true stories (Lashon 

Ha-Rah)
• Lies and rumor (Motzi shem ra) –

negative and false



Information and comments 
that are nondefamatory and true

• “I was a Sue’s party last night.  I love what she’s done with her 
house!”

• “Janet is a wonderful person.  There’s just one thing that I can’t stand 
about her.”

• The story of Job.  God’s bragging to Satan about how wonderful Job is 
begins Job’s problems.

• The story of Oliver Sipple, an ex-Marine who saved the life of Gerald 
Ford in 1975.



Negative Truths (Lashon Ha-Rah)
• Lashon Ha-Rah is literally “bad language” or “bad tongue”
• Jewish law forbids spreading negative truths unless the person needs the 

information.
• Prospective employee, romantic partner, physician
• But say only the minimum necessary.

• Pretty much anything that feels delicious and exciting to tell.  That you are 
telling mostly to promote yourself in the eyes of others.

• “The dust of lashon ha-rah” “Don’t ask me what I think of her!”
• It’s OK to be less than completely truthful

• God in story of telling Sarah that she will bear a child.  Sarah laughs and 
says, “Am I to have enjoyment with my husband so old?”  Then God asks 
Abraham “Why did Sarah laugh saying, ‘Shall I in truth bear a child, old 
as I am?’”

• The Talmud concludes “Great is peace, seeing that for its sake even God 
modified the truth.”



Negative Truths (Lashon Ha-Rah)
• With Lashon Ha-Rah, 3 people are injured: the teller, the person told about 

and the listener.  Yes, it’s a violation of the commandment just to listen to 
Lashon Ha-Rah.  It’s worse, much worse, if you ask for the salacious details.
• How serious is this:  An ancient Jewish teaching states:  “it would be 

better for a person not to have been born than to experience these 7 
things:  the death of his children in his lifetime; economic dependence 
on others; an unnatural death; forgetting his learning; suffering; slavery; 
and PUBLICALLY SHAMING HIS FELLOW MAN.”

• “Whoever shames his neighbor in public, it’s as if he shed his blood.”  BT 
Ketubot 16b-17a

• Even the dead going to Gehinom are shielded from shame.  In one 
midrash, the souls of the dead in Gehinom assume different forms and 
are hidden with smoke and brimstone so that one should not see the 
punishment of the other and none should be put to shame before 
another except those who have publicly shamed others.

• Special punishments for slanderers.  Hanged by their tongues. 



Lies and Rumors
• “If something is as clear as the fact that your sister is forbidden to you as a 

sexual mate, (only) then say it.” BT Shabbat 145b
• Slander:  Biblical example – Haman lies about Jews refusing to obey laws of 

the land.
• Betrand Russell:  “Nobody ever gossips about other people’s secret virtues.
• Ask yourself three questions:

• Is it true?
• Is it necessary?
• Is it fair?



Lashon HaRah – Stories

Tongue compared to an arrow in an 
old Jewish teaching.  “Why not 
another weapon, a sword, for 
example?  Because if a man 
unsheathes his sword to kill his 
friend, and his friend pleads with 
him and begs for mercy, the man 
may be mollified and return the 
sword to its scabbard.  But an 
arrow, once it is shot, cannot be 
returned, no matter how much one 
wants to.” 

Source:  Telushkin



Lashon Ha-Rah – Stories

Source:  Telushkin



Lashon Ha-Rah – Stories

Source:  Telushkin



Some Bottom Lines

In the words of the Hasidic rebbe Nachman of Bratslav:  If you are not going to be any better 
tomorrow than you were today, then what need have you for tomorrow?”

Rabbi Milton Steinberg:  “When I was young,  I admired clever people.  Now that I’m older, I 
admire kind people.”

Rabbi Jack Reimer’s Four Phrases to Live By
• “Thank you”
• “I love you”
• “How are you?”
• “What do you need?”

Rabbi Harold Kushner “Only God can give us credit for the angry [or other cruel] words that we did 
not speak.”



And……

Source:  Telushkin



Upcoming Classes

Source:  Telushkin

Sephardic Jewry - 7/8/20: About 95% of American Jews trace their ancestry to 
Ashkenazi Jewry (Jews of Eastern European origins) but about 50% of Israelis are 
Sephardic (Jews of Spanish and Islamic lands). Come learn about the distinctive customs 
and practices of the Sephardic world.

The Joys of Hebrew – 7/8/20: Anyone who speaks more than one language knows 
that translation is never exact. This is your chance to get a glimpse into the original 
language of the Hebrew Bible as we discuss some of the wonderful insights that studying 
sacred scripture in Hebrew uncovers. The discussion will range from the grammatical to 
the mystical and address many of the unique characteristics of Biblical Hebrew. The 
various historical translations of the Hebrew Bible, into Aramaic, Greek, Latin and English 
will also be discussed.


