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The Sound of Silence
Miriam Gedwiser

1. Bereshit 2:7 with Targum Onkelos

God then formed the man, dust from
the ground, and He blew into his
nostrils the breath of life. And so
man became a speaking spirit.
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2. Yerushalmi Berachot 1:2

Rebbi Yohanan in the name of Rebbi Simeon ben
Yohai: “For example we, who are engaged in the
study of Torah, we do not interrupt even for the
recitation of Shema“” Rebbi Yohanan used to say
about himself: “For example we, who are not engaged
in the study of Torah, we do interrupt even for prayer.”
This one follows his own opinion and that one follows
his own opinion. Rebbi Yohanan follows his own
opinion since Rebbi Yohanan says: “if only a man
would pray the entire day. Why? Because prayer is
never in vain!” Rebbi Simeon ben Yohai follows his
own opinion since Rebbi Simeon ben Yohai said: “If |
had stood at Mount Sinai at the moment that the
Torah was given to Israel, | would have implored the
All-Merciful that he should create two mouths for man;
one for him to exert himself in Torah and the other
one for his other needs.” But he changed his mind
and said: “With one mouth already the world almost
cannot exist because of its denunciations; if there
were two how much more would there be?
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3. Mishnah Avot 1:17

Shimon, his son, used to say: all my days | grew
up among the sages, and | have found nothing
better for a person than silence. Study is not the
most important thing, but actions; whoever
indulges in too many words brings about sin.
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4. Bartenura on Avot 1:17
MG Transl.
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One who hears himself being disparaged
and is silent.
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5. Rambam, Commentary on the Mishnah, Avot 1:17

The wise one has already stated (Proverbs
10:19), With many words, there is no lack of
transgression." And the reason for this is that
most words add superfluity and sin, as | will
elucidate now. As when a man increases his
words, he will certainly transgress, since it is
impossible that there will not be in his words one
word that is not fit to say. And one of the signs of
the wise is minimization of words, and one of the
signs of the foolish is the multitude of words. And
the sages have already said that the
minimization of words is proof of the high virtue
of the forefathers. And when a man was
pedigreed they would say, "The pedigreed one of
Babylonia is the quiet one." And it is said in the
Book of Characteristics that one of the sages
was seen to be silent, since he did not say
speech that was not fitting to speak and he only
spoke very little. And they said to him, "What is
the reason for your great silence?" And he said,
"l have examined all speech and | have found it
divided into four divisions. . . .

And | say that speech is divided into five parts
according to the Torah's obligation: 1) We are
commanded about it; 2) We are warned against
it; 3) The disgusting; 4) The beloved; 5) The
permissible.

The first division is that which one is commanded
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about - and it is reading the Torah and studying it
and reading its analysis. And this is an obligatory
positive commandment, as it is stated
(Deuteronomy 6:7), "and you shall speak in
them." And it is as weighty as all of the other
commandments [put together]. And it has already
been said about the imperative of study that
which not even a part of would fit in this [entire]
composition.

The second division is the speech that is
forbidden and that we are warned against, such
as false testimony, talebearing and cursing. And
the words of the Torah teach about this division.
And also [included] are foul speech and evil
speech.

And the third division is the disgusting that has
no benefit to a man for himself, but is not a sin
and not rebellious - like the speech of the
masses about what happened and what was and
what are the customs of King x in his chamber
and how was the cause of y's death or how did z
become rich. And the sages call these idle talk;
and the pious ones made efforts for themselves
to refrain from this division of speech. And it was
said about Rav, the student of Rabbi Hiya, that
he did not speak idle talk all of his days. And
from this division is also when a person
disgraces a virtue or praises a vice - whether
they be intellectual or dispositional.

And the fourth division is the beloved, and that is
speech in praise of intellectual virtues or
dispositional virtues and in disgrace of both types
of vice - to awaken the soul to the virtues with
stories and songs, and to prevent the vices in
these same ways. And also to praise the
distinguished and to acknowledge their virtues,
so that their practices be valued in the eyes of
people and that they walk in their ways; and to
disgrace the bad about their vices, so that their
action and their memory be disgraced in the eyes
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of people and that they distance themselves from
them and not act according to their practices.
And this division - meaning to say, study of the
virtuous traits and distancing from traits of vice -
is called derekh erets (the way of the world).

The fifth division is the permissible and is the
speech about what is specific to a person about
his business, his livelihood, his food, his drink,
his clothing and the rest of what he needs for
himself. And it is permissible - it is not beloved or
disgusting. Rather, if he wants, he can speak
what he wants of it, and if he wants, he will not
speak [it]. And with this division

praiseworthy when he minimizes his speaking of
it. And the men of ethics have warned about
increasing words in it. But the forbidden and the

disgusting does not require a warning nor a
commandment, as it is fitting to be completely

silent from it. However the commanded and the
beloved [speech], if a person could speak in it all
f hi it woul

However one must be careful about two things:
The one is that his deeds match his words, as

they said, "Pleasant are the words that come out
of the mouth of one who does them." And about
this matter did he intend in his saying, "And the
exposition [of Torah] is not what is essential,
but the action."” And the sages say to a
righteous one that [specifically] he teach the
virtues, in their saying, "Expound, and for you it is
fit to expound." And the prophet stated (Psalms
33a), "Rejoice, righteous ones in the Lord; for the
straight is praise beautiful." And the other matter
is terseness and that he make efforts to
maximize content with few words and not that the
matter be the opposite. And this is what they said
(Pesachim 3a), "A man should teach his students
in the brief way."
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6. Mishneh Torah, Hilchot De’ot 2:4

One should always cultivate silence and refrain from
speaking, except with regard to matters of knowledge
or things that are necessary for his physical welfare. It
was said that Rav, the disciple of our saintly teacher,
Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi, never uttered an idle word in
all his days - which is what the conversation of most
people consists of.

One should not speak at length even about matters
involving one's physical needs. On this point, our
Sages commanded us and said: "Whoever speaks at
length brings on sin." They also said: "I have found
nothing better for one's person than silence."
Similarly, when speaking about matters of Torah or
knowledge, one's words should be brief, but rich in
content. This is what the Sages commanded with their
statement: "One should always teach his students with
brevity." In contrast, if one's words are many and the
content scant, that is foolishness, of which Ecclesiastes
5:2 states: "The dream comes with a multitude of
subjects, and the voice of the fool with a multitude of
words."
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7. Maharal, Derech Chayim
MG Transl

The explanation of “I have not found better for the
body but silence” - it is to say that in that a person
has a physical body, silence is good for him. And
this is because speech is his speaking soul, which
is a physical faculty, and is not fully intellectual.
Therefore silence is good for him, that he not come
to mistake or error. Because when he acts through
the speech faculty, it nullifies the intellectual faculty
as will be explained. Therefore he should be silent,
and engage with the intellectual faculty which is
not physical. . .. And it is important to know that
the intellect and the body are opposites to each
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other. Therefore it says “there is no good for the
body except silence,” and not “speech is not good
for the body” - because the flaw is not in the
speech, rather that silence is better, so that he can
engage his intellectual faculty. And this comes to
teach that when a person is silent, ten the intellect
does its work, because it is impossible for two
opposing things, intellect and body, to be at work in
a person (at the same time).
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8. Likutei Moharan 64

This is the explanation of the Mishnah: All my days
gadalti (1 was raised) bein (among) the scholars and
have found nothing better for the body than silence;
the main thing is not the expounding but the
practice; and whoever speaks overmuch brings on
sin (Avot 1:17) .
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All my days | was raised bein the scholars...—"Bein
the scholars” is the aspect of the Vacated Space that
comes into existence and is made bein (between) the

scholars as a result of the separation and dispute

between them, as explained above. Thus it is specifically
“bein the scholars™—i.e., there is a separation and

dispute between them. For if they were all one, it would
not be pertinent to say “bein the scholars.” But by means
of the dispute, the aspect of the Vacated Space is made,
and within this Vacated Space the world is created—i.e.,
time and space. This is:

All my days | was raised—I| would raise my time
(“days”) and space, which is the aspect of the creation of
the world.

bein the scholars—Specifically “bein the scholars”;
within the Vacated Space, because that is where the
entire creation comes about, as explained above. This is:
GaDallti, | was raised—I raised my time and space
from constriction to GaDLut (expansion).
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He called them “my days” because time is his, since he
creates the world etc., as explained above. And this is:
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and have found nothing better for the body than

silence—For there, in the Vacated Space. nothing is

better than silence. as explained above. This is because
entry to there is forbidden other than for someone who is

in the aspect of silence, the aspect of Moshe, as
explained above.

Thus he said: “All my days | was raised among the
scholars and have found nothing....” By attaining this
level, in the aspect of silence—as he said: there is
nothing better than silence—he therefore expanded his
time and space there in the Vacated Space, because
entry there is forbidden other than for someone who is in
the aspect of silence, as explained above. And this is:
the main thing is not the expounding but the
practice; and whoever speaks overmuch brings on
sin—For the main thing in all the expounding and the
words that these scholars speak is not the expounding
alone but the practice; that through their words they
should make and create the world, as explained above:
“Do not read this ‘My people,’ but ‘with Me,” as
explained above.

However, “whoever speaks overmuch brings on sin,”

because an overload of the Light brings the forces of euvil
into existence, as explained above.
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9. Olat Re’ayah Pirkei Avot
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According to the holy Zohar, regarding
those who considered repentance but
were not able to bring it out verbally, that
they taste the taste of Gehinom, and they
are called “flesh masters.” For about them
the verse is expounded, “all flesh will
come” - because even though the faculty
of thought is the fundamental of a person,
nevertheless from the body side he needs
physical speech to be whole, and by that
the flesh will be made whole through the
intellect. And those who repented only in
thought, indeed their intellectual part
saved them from descent. Still, since
they are flesh people, they are still not
completely whole, and they are called
flesh people even afterward. And even
though all my days | was raised among
the wise people, the main part of whose
life is the intellectual faculty and
development of thought, | have not found
for the body, inasmuch as it is a body,
good that will come out of silence.
Because thought alone does not work to
make the body whole to an eternal level,
rather speech which is within our
intellectual self, from the eternal basis,
and is called/incidentally (?) the body, it
has in it in actuality its activities and ways.
... Still, it is also not that with words
alone the body will reach its end-goal of
wholeness, for study is not the main thing,
rather deed. . . .
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10.Isaiah 58:13-14
Koren Jerusalem Bible transl.
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If thou restrain thy foot because of the sabbath, from
pursuing thy business on my holy day; and call the

thy own business, nor speaking of vain matters,

of the Lord has spoken it.

sabbath a delight, the holy day of the Lord honourable;
and shalt honour it, not doing thy own ways, nor pursuing

then shalt thou delight thyself in the Lord; and | will cause
thee to ride upon the high places of the earth, and feed
thee with the heritage of Ya‘aqov thy father: for the mouth
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11. Talmud Yerushalmi Shabbat 15:3

Rebbi Abbahu said, a Sabbath for the Eternal, rest
like the Eternal. Since the Eternal rested from saying,
you also should rest from saying.

It happened that a pious person went to promenade
in his vineyard on the Sabbath when he saw there a
breach which he decided to repair after the Sabbath.
He said, because | wanted to repair | shall never
repair it. What did the Holy One, praise to Him, do for
him? He prepared for him a tent of caper bush which
grew there and mended it. From it he was fed and
from there was his sustenance all his days.

Rebbi Hanina said, with difficulty they permitted
greeting on the Sabbath. Rebbi Hiyya bar Abba said,
when Rebbi Simeon ben Yohai saw that his mother
enjoyed talking much, he said to her, mama, today is
Sabbath.
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12.Talmud Bavli Shabbat 113a-b

“If you keep your feet from breaking, from pursuing your affairs on
My holy day, and you call Shabbat a delight, the Lord’s holy day
honorable, and you honor it by not going your own way, from
attending to your affairs and speaking idle words” (Isaiah 58:13).
The Rabbis derived from the words “and you honor it” that
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your dress on Shabbat should not be like your dress during
the week, as Rabbi Yohanan would refer to his clothing as my
honor, indicating that appropriate clothing is a form of deference.
The words “going your own way” mean that your walking on
Shabbat should not be like your walking during the week.
“From attending to your affairs” means it is prohibited to deal
with your weekday affairs and to speak about them on Shabbat.
However, affairs of Heaven, i.e., those pertaining to mitzvot, are
permitted. “And speaking idle words” means that your
speech on Shabbat should not be like your speech during
the week. However, it is only speech that they said is
prohibited, whereas merely contemplating weekday affairs is
permitted.
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12a. Rashi ad loc

That your speech on Shabbat should not be like your
speech during the week - such as business
transactions and calculations.

Contemplating is permitted - to think in his heart,
“such and such expenditures | need to make over this
field.”
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12b. Tosafot ad loc s.v. “she-lo...

Rashi explains, such as business transactions. And
this does not seem right to Rabbenu Tam, because
that is already derived from “pursuing thy own
business.” Rather Rabbenu Tam says, as it says in
Vayikra Rabbah, Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai had an
old mother who would talk a lot, he would say,
Mama, it is Shabbat, and she would be quiet. It
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sounds like one should not speak so much on
shabbat as on the weekdays. And in the Yerushalmi
we say “with difficulty they permitted greeting on
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shabbat”

13.Talmud Bavli Shabbat 150a-b
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. . . But Rav Hisda and Rav Hamnuna both said: It is
permitted to make calculations pertaining to a mitzva on
Shabbat, and Rabbi Elazar said that this means that one
may apportion charity for the poor on Shabbat. And
Rabbi Ya’akov bar Idi said that Rabbi Yohanan said: One
may attend to activities necessary for saving a life or for
communal needs on Shabbat, and one may go to a
synagogue to attend to communal affairs on Shabbat.
And Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahmani said that Rabbi Yohanan
said: One may go to theaters [tarteiof], and circus
performances [kirkesaof], and courthouses [basilkaof] to
attend to communal affairs on Shabbat. And one of the
Sages in the school of Menashe taught: One may make
the necessary arrangements to pair off children so that they
will be betrothed on Shabbat, and one may likewise make
arrangements for a child by finding someone to teach him
how to read books and to teach him a craft. If speaking
about monetary matters is prohibited on Shabbat, how is it
possible to participate in all these activities? The Gemara
answers that although speaking about similar things is
generally prohibited on Shabbat, it is permitted in these cases
because the verse said: “Nor pursuing your business, nor
speaking of it” (Isaiah 58:13), which indicates that your
business matters are prohibited to speak of on Shabbat, but
the business of Heaven, matters which have religious
significance, is permitted to speak of.
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Rav Yehuda said that Shmuel said: With regard to
calculations of: What is it to you, [mallakh], calculations
that are in no way relevant to the person making them, and
of: What significance does it have [ma bekhakhl],
calculations that do not have any practical significance, it is
permitted to make them on Shabbat. This was also taught
in the Tosefta: Calculations with regard to matters that have
passed or that will be in the future may not be calculated
on Shabbat. However, with regard to calculations of: What is
it to you,

and of: What significance does it have, it is permitted to
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calculate them.

The Gemara raises a contradiction based on what was
taught in another baraita: One may make calculations that
are unnecessary, but one may not make calculations that
are necessary on Shabbat. How so? One may say to
another: | sent out such and such number of workers to
this field, and | spent such and such number of dinar for
this home. But he may not say to him: | spent such and
such amount of money, and | am going to spend such and
such amount in the future. Apparently, one is permitted to
calculate one’s previous expenditures on Shabbat.

The Gemara responds: And according to your reasoning,
it itself, the Tosefta quoted previously, is difficult for you, for
it prohibits calculating past expenditures while allowing one to
make calculations that do not have practical significance.
Rather, it must be explained in the following manner: This
Tosefta, which taught that it is prohibited to calculate past
expenses, is referring to a case in which he has payment
with him that he still owes his workers. Therefore, although
his calculation pertains to projects that have already been
completed, it is still relevant in a practical manner. And this
baraita, which taught that it is permitted to calculate past
expenses, is referring to a case in which he does not have
payment with him that he must still pay his workers, and
therefore his calculation does not have practical significance.
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14.Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Shabbat 23:18

On the Sabbath a person is forbidden to calculate
accounts that he requires, whether concerning matters
of the past or matters of the future. [This is] a decree,
[enacted] lest one write.

Therefore, calculations that are of no practical benefit
may be performed on the Sabbath. What is implied? [A
person may calculate] how many seah of grain he
possessed in a particular year, how many dinarim his
son's wedding cost, or the like. [Since] these are
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insignificant matters with no usefulness, there is no

difference between making these calculations on the
Sabbath or during the week.
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15.Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Shabbat 24:4

It is permitted for a person to tell a worker whom he sees
[on the Sabbath], "Stand near me in the evening." One
may not, however, tell him, "Be prepared for me in the
evening," since by doing so," the person is attending to his
wants on the Sabbath.

It is forbidden to run and jump on the Sabbath, as [Isaiah,
loc. cit] states, "[Refraining] from following your [ordinary]
ways" - i.e., the manner in which you walk on the Sabbath
should not resemble the manner in which you walk during
the week. A person may, however, descend to a cistern,
pit, or cave, even if they are 100 cubits deep, climb down
to drink and then climb up.

It is forbidden to speak extensively about idle matters, as
it is written [ibid.], "...speaking about [mundane] matters" -
i.e., the manner in which you speak on the Sabbath
should not resemble the manner in which you speak
during the week.
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16.Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 307:1

1. The Laws of Shabbat as it relates to Speech, 22
Seifim: “Ve’'daber davar” (teaches us) that one’s
manner of speech on Shabbos must not be the same
as one’s manner of speech on a weekday. Therefore,
it is prohibited to say 'l will do such and such
tomorrow' or 'l will purchase this and this
merchandise tomorrow'. Even idle talk should be
curbed.

RAMA: People who enjoy hearing stories or the latest
news may speak these things on Shabbos but one
who does not enjoy them may not speak them for the
sake of giving pleasure to someone else.
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