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Listening to Loshon Hora

Based on Chofetz Chaim, with the commentary
Meor Yisroel by Rabbi Yisroel Solny
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The Rabbinical When someone finds himself among people
Obligation who are speaking lashon hora, a Rabbinical
obligation requires him either to leave the group, or to place his
fingers in his ears (Chofetz Chaim, Lashon Hora 6:5). The
Chofetz Chaim (Be’er Mayim Chaim 11) is unsure whether a
person must put his fingers in his ears if he will be ridiculed for
it by those around him, since basic “human
dignity” supersedes rabbinical prohibitions.
Does that exemption apply here? Or should a
person not be embarrassed before sinners
who ridicule the righteous? The Chofetz
Chaim concludes that in such circumstances,
it is best to leave the group if possible.
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The Torah  The Chofetz Chaim says that
Prohibition if someone finds himself in a
group of people who begin to speak lashon
hora, the Torah prohibition of listening to
lashon hora can be avoided if three conditions are met. (These
conditions are extrapolated by the Chofetz Chaim (ibid. 14)
from a discussion in Gemara Pesachim 25b concerning a person
traveling along a path where he will encounter incense being
brought before idols, yet he must avoid benefiting personally
from the aroma.) The conditions are:

1) He must decide that he will not believe the lashon hora.

2) He must wish that the group would not continue speaking
in this manner.

3) He must not give any sign that he agrees with their words.
If he does give such a sign, he is guilty of both abetting speakers
of lashon hora, and of the prohibition of flattery: since he doesn’t
believe their words, he must be agreeing with the speakers only
because he wants to be on their good side (Be'’er Mayim Chaim 15).

Condition 2 Why must the listener wish that the speakers
Explained  not speak loshon hara? Because this leniency
for listening to lashon hora is based upon the opinion of Rabi
Shimon, who says that someone who commits a sin without
intent is not guilty of the sin; thus, someone who hears lashon
horawithout intent to listen to it is not guilty of the prohibition
of listening to lashon hora. Possibly because there is a very thin
line between hearing the words with intention to listen and
hearing the words without intention to listen, the Chofetz
Chaim required that the listener actively wish that the people
would not speak in this manner (Ali Be'r).

However, the Gemara says that although Rabi Shimon
absolves a person for a prohibited act that happens without
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Kaminetzky, Rav Gedalya Schorr, Rav Aharon Kotler,
Rav Moshe Rivlin, Rav Moshe Chevroni, Kapichnitzer
Rebbe at the groundbreaking of Yeshiva Torah Vdaath

his intent, he agrees that if the prohibition will inevitably occur
when a particular act is performed - i. e., if an act is a pesik
reisha — the doer is guilty. In the case of loshon hora, whether
hearing the loshon hora with intent to listen or without intent
to listen, the person will certainly hear the words. How can the
fact that this is not his intent be a mitigating factor?

The Chofetz Chaim answers that the stringency of pesik reisha
applies only when the prohibition involves active participation;
the prohibition of listening to lashon hora is passive, so the
concept of pesik reisha is not applicable (Be'er Mayim Chaim 14).

Pesik Reisha and One way to understand
Loshon Hora the principle of pesik
reisha: If the act a person is intending to do
will cause a prohibition to be violated, it is
considered as if he also intends to do the
prohibition itself. When hearing lashon
hora, however, there is no positive intention
at all, therefore there is no pesik reisha.

Another way of understanding it is that,
since the act a person intends to do will
cause a prohibition to be violated, it is in itself considered an
act of violating the prohibition. For example, dragging a chair
across the grass on Shabbos will surely create a groove in the
ground, which is prohibited to do on Shabbos; so dragging the
chair becomes in itself a prohibited act on Shabbos. There is
no positive act involved in hearing lashon hora, however, so it
cannot be said that the act the person is involved in becomes
the prohibited act itself, and again there is no pesik resha. (See
Teshuvos Mishnas Rav Aharon 1:50 for a slightly different version
of this understanding of pesik reisha.)

i

When Pesik Reisha [f, as the Chofetz Chaim writes, pesik
Plays No Role reisha is applicable only where a
positive act is being performed, why not apply the rule above
to all passive situations? For example, when a Kohen is in a
room and someone passes away, why must the Kohen leave?
Why can’t he just wish that the dead body not be there? If a
man finds himself alone with a woman, why must he leave? Let
him wish that the woman was not there!

The reason is that in these two cases, the prohibition is not due
to the concept of pesik reisha. Even according to Rabi Shimon -
that for pesik reisha to apply, a person must intend to transgress
the prohibition — in these cases the prohibition is not an act
but a state of being. Unlike the act of listening to lashon hora,
the prohibition for a Kohen is simply being in the same room
as a corpse, and the prohibition of yichud is simply the state of
being alone with a woman. Since the prohibition is on the state
of being and not on an act, either active or passive, pesik reisha
plays no role at all (Zichron Avrohom Boruch, pp. 238-9).

Rabbi Yisroel Solny
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