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Shemiras Halashon in
Therapy

Based on Harofeh Lishevurei Lev, Psychotherapy in Halachah by Rabbi
Yitzchok Shechter shlita

(39 ,19) DPaR HX Y7 ONaT NR 701 XA

The prohibitions against lashon hara and rechilus are not waived
in the therapy office. Mental health professionals must become
acquainted with the halachos of shemiras halashon, for not a
session passes without some mention of others and their actions.

Lashon hara may be spoken and listened to if it is

I'toeles, for a beneficial purpose, for the speaker,
the listener, or the one being spoken about. But the halachos are
particular: Lashon hara that benefits the speaker or the listener
requires that their intention be for these benefits, not out of ill
will towards the subject of the lashon hara. In contrast, lashon
hara that benefits the person being spoken about does not
require positive intention.

A common objective of therapy is to
help the client deal more effectively with
interpersonal issues. For this reason, a
therapist may listen as a client relates
the wrongdoings of other people, real or
perceived, even if the client does so out
of anger or hatred. The lashon hara will
benefit the speaker as well as the one being
spoken about, because the therapist will
work to minimize the conflict between
them. Additionally, expressing frustration in a therapeutic
setting and hearing feedback from the clinician can cause some
of the client’s anger to dissipate. This, too, benefits the person
being spoken about. Even if the therapist is unable to defuse the
client’s hostility and advises him to reduce his relationship with
the other party, it is still beneficial to the person being spoken
about since it curtails their quarreling.

Even if the counselor ascertains that no benefit will result
for the person being spoken about, he may still allow the client
to unburden himself, because it is a toeles for the speaker. In
this case, the speaker is required to have positive intentions.
Nevertheless, if the speaker does not abide by this rule and
speaks out of hatred and anger, the counselor may still allow the
client to continue speaking in order to unburden himself (Rav
Dovid Cohen).

Even when it is permissible to listen to lashon hara, the
counselor must be careful not to believe the information. He
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may only listen in order to better service the client or to benefit
the one being spoken about. A practitioner must train himself to
disbelieve the negative information the clients share regarding
others. This may be tricky, for a practitioner may feel that
disbelieving the client’s narrative will impede his ability to
validate or advocate for the client properly.

Following the Torah’s guidelines in such scenarios allows the
therapist to help the client without giving him the potentially
false sense that he is completely correct. The purpose of empathy
and validation in a therapy setting is to help the client recognize
and respect his own emotions. The therapist will validate and
empathize with the client’s feelings of hurt, but will not fully
accept his narrative. Then, if it is necessary to bring the other
party into therapy, the practitioner can work from an impartial
perspective.

However, if the intention of the speaker is

not to share his pain, but solely to belittle
the other, it is not considered I'toeles. This benefits neither the
one being spoken about nor the speaker;
therefore, such speech is forbidden for
both the client to speak and for the
clinician to hear. This may arise when
counseling people who have a penchant to
view Gedolei Yisroel or others negatively
and feel a need to belittle them. Not only
does the lashon hara not help the speaker
unburden himself, it may actually cause
him to become more inflamed about the
subject.

Similarly, a spouse may describe to the counselor all of his or
her partner’s deficits while portraying themselves as the “healthy
one.” Although the information may be true, blaming the other
in order to “absolve” oneself is not considered ['toeles. The one
being spoken about is not being helped, but rather belittled,
and the speaker is not unburdening, but rather blaming. The
clinician should attempt to redirect these and similar clients
towards more productive expression, for both halachic and
clinical reasons.

The above-mentioned leniencies regarding toeles do

not apply in group therapy. It is forbidden to relate
lashon hara to more people than absolutely necessary. Since the
toeles could be accomplished in a private therapy setting, it is
prohibited to say lashon hara to the group (Rav Dovid Cohen).
Group participants are allowed to discuss healing and techniques
but are forbidden to vent their interpersonal troubles publicly,
unless the subject is completely unidentifiable.




