
The Need to be Earnest
Shlomo HaMelech writes, “An arrogant 

sinner is a scoffer,” for he will constantly mock 
others and ignore rebuke.

Leitzonus, is an ugly and forbidden form of 
conduct. Rabbeinu Yona explains that a letz 
is a person who is constantly involved in idle 
talk, mocks others, and ridicules what they do 
and say. This negative trait comes from a lack 
of yiras Shamayim and prikas ol.

)משלי כא, כד וברש”י ומצודות, פי’ רבינו יונה(

Chazal say that one word of leitzonus can 
undo the effect of a hundred words of reproof. 
The tzaddik, Reb Mendel Rimanover, would 
say, “With leitzonus a person can rebuff 
anything.” He once pointed out the window 
towards the sky and said, “Such a person can 
even deny that this is the sky!”

)ראה דרך חיים ט, ג, תפלה למשה פ’ ויצא(

Reb Dovber of Lubavitch writes that 
although leitzonus is not an actual aveira, it is 
worse than one. When one commits an aveira 
because his yetzer hara got the best of him, 
or even due to a lack of belief in Hashem’s 
watching over him, it’s likely that eventually 
he will do teshuva. Not so a person who takes 
everything lightly, and in jest. Although he 
may not have evil intentions, his attitude is the 
complete opposite of fearing G-d. He is unable 
to see the Shechinah or accept reproof, and 
thus is on a most perilous if not doomed path.

)דרך חיים ט’, ג’(

Chazal say that there is one type of leitzonus 
that is good: mocking avoda zara and evil.

A well-known example of this was the 
confrontation between Eliyahu HaNavi and 
the false nevi’im of the Baal on Har HaCarmel. 
He challenged them to put the truth to the 
test by seeing which mizbeiach, theirs or his, 
would be answered by fire from Above. The 
false nevi’im promptly agreed. For half a day 
they cried out to their avoda zara, asking that 
the fire come down on their mizbeiach. When 
there was no response, Eliyahu HaNavi poked 
fun at them, saying, “Cry out louder Maybe he 
is conversing, or busy in the bathroom; perhaps 

he is sleeping and you will wake him up…”
)ע”ז מ”ו ע”א, ]צדקת הצדיק אות רס[, מלכים א יח, 

כו ופרש”י(

Poisonous Scorn
Chazal say that every generation has 

leitzonim.
During the time of Dovid HaMelech, scoffers 

would stand by his window and taunt him, 
“Dovid, when will the Beis HaMikdosh be built? 
When are we going to the House of HaShem?” 
In response, Dovid HaMelech would say that 
although these people had come to anger him, 
he was happy that at least they talked about 
the Beis HaMikdosh.

)ירושלמי ברכות, פ”ב ה”א(

Eager to gain the support of the Yidden 
against Moshe Rabbeinu, Korach gathered a 
crowd and spun a story that was filled with 
leitzonus: “There was once a widow who lived 
in my neighborhood with her two daughters. 
She owned a field. When she wanted to plow, 
Moshe Rabbeinu warned her not to plow with 
an ox and donkey harnessed together, and 
when the soil was ready to be planted, he told 
her not to plant kilayim. When the harvesting 
season arrived, she was instructed to set aside 
Leket, Shikcha and Peia, and when the grain 
was ready to be piled up for threshing, Moshe 
Rabbeinu reminded her to give truma and 
maaser, which she did.

“To ease her burden, this widow finally 
decided to sell the field and buy two lambs, 
hoping to be able to profit off their wool. When 
the lambs gave birth, Aharon HaKohen came 
to ask for the firstborn, saying that this was 
what HaShem had instructed. The time came 
to shear the animals, and Aharon was back, 
asking for the wool that was shorn first.

“Completely frustrated, the widow cried 
out, ‘I have no more energy for this man! I 
will just shecht the lambs and eat them’ – but 
once they were shechted, Aharon asked for 
certain parts of the meat. On hearing this, the 
widow moaned, ‘Even now that I’ve shechted 
the lambs, I have no peace. I’ll give them up 
to HaShem. They will now be cherem!” Aharon 
said, ‘Now it is all mine, for HaShem said 

that all cherem belongs to me.’ He took the 
animals and left the widow crying with her two 
daughters.”

This was how Korach ridiculed everything 
holy.

)ילקוט שמעוני פ’ קרח(

Staying Clear
Rebbi Akiva would advise: “Do not spend 

time among leitzim, so that you will not learn 
from their ways.” And Rabbeinu HaKadosh 
instructed his children: “Do not live in the city 
Shechantziv, lest you learn from the leitzim 
inhabiting it.”

)אבות דרבי נתן פרק כ”ו, פסחים קי”ב(

Rambam writes: Whoever is interested in 
cultivating proper behavior should keep his 
distance from leitzim and not converse with 
them. For scoffers and wicked people begin 
with foolish talk, and eventually come to speak 
derogatively about tzaddikim. This leads them 
to speak about the nevi’im and find fault in 
their words, and in the end they come to speak 
against HaShem himself.

)רמב”ם הל’ טומאת צרעת בסופו(

It should be noted that the first se’if of the 
first siman of the first sefer of Shulchan Aruch 
says, Al yeivosh mipnei hamal’igim – “One 
should not be embarrassed by scoffers,” for 
observing this principle is the foundation for 
the observance of the entire Shulchan Aruch.

)אג”ק ח”ו ע’ שמ(
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Being Earnest

?Consider 
This

Why is mockery spiritually 
poisonous? Why is it more necessary to 
steer clear of mockers than from sinners?

Did Korach give a logical argument 
against Moshe Rabbeinu? How then did 
he succeed in riling up his followers?
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Burnt Food

Rabbi Chaim Hillel Raskin 

I was at home on Friday 
afternoon and my neighbor asked 
me if I could turn off her fish in 
fifteen minutes since she would 
like to step out. I agreed, but forgot 
and the fish burnt. Must I repay 
her for the fish?

Damages caused are divided into 
two categories:

Garmi: Direct cause such as 
burning loan documents, for which 
one is responsible to pay.

Grama: Indirect cause such as 
leaving poisonous food near an 
animal, for which one is exempt 
legally (bdinei adam) but is obligated 
morally (bdinei Shomayim).

There is much discussion amongst 
the poskim about the definition of 
direct and indirect damage. These are 
two distinctions given:

(1) Direct means that it was done 
actively to the damaged object 
(burning the documents), while 
indirect was passive (leaving the 
poison).

(2) Direct means that the damage 
that resulted was certain (burnt 
documents), while indirect damage 
is when the damage is uncertain (the 
animal may not eat the poison).

In your situation, the burning 
of the food was passive, but it was 
certain. Thus, according to many 
opinions you are legally exempt, 
but according to others you are 
responsible, especially since they 
were relying on you. Some acharonim 
claim that even if it is considered 
direct (garmi), you are still exempt 
since it was unintentional.

Since in monetary matters the 
defendant can claim “I side with the 
lenient opinion” (kim li) you cannot 
be obligated to pay. Regardless, you 
are obligated b’dinei Shomayim, like 
any other indirect

Reb Yitzchak of Drohvitch lived 
in the time of the Baal Shem Tov. He 
was a maggid in the city of Brod and 
then in Ostroho, and was known as a 
very holy person. His son became the 
famous talmid of the Baal Shem Tov, 
Reb Michel of Zlotchov.

Reb Yitzchak once said: “When 
I want to go speak to Yidden about 
mending their ways, the Yetzer Hara 
comes to me and says ‘Yitzchak! 
Sit at home and learn! Why should 
you travel and waste time from your 
learning.’ So I tell him I am going 
to make a little money. ‘Oh,’ he tells 
me, ‘then you should go, that’s an 
important mitzvah.’ When I arrive at 

my destination, I drop the guise and 
do what I need to do.”

Reb Yitzchak concluded, 
“Sometimes when one wants to do a 
mitzvah, one has to be clever to get 
past the Yetzer Hara…”

When Reb Michel of Zlotchov came 
to the Baal Shem Tov, the Baal Shem 
Tov gave orders to show him respect, 
saying: “You should know that this 
man is the son of the holy Reb Yitzchak 
of Drohvitch. His father did not have a 
lofty neshama; in fact, almost no one 
the generation possessed such a plain 
neshama. Only with his tireless efforts 
did he elevate it to the level akin to 
that of Rebbi Shimon Bar Yochai… “

Reb Yitzchak of Drohvitch


