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Torah Talk  By Rabbi Joshua (talkatively known as The Hoffer) Hoffman

The first half of this week's parsha is largely devoted to the 'bigdei kehunah,' the vestments worn by Aharon and his sons in the Mishkan and Beis HaMikdash. The Talmud (Zevachim 88b) tells us that just as the sacrifices brought in these places brought atonement, so, too, did the bigdei keuhnah bring atonement. While the Talmud explains how each one of the vestments atoned for a certain specific sin (for a fuller discussion, see this week's installment on the parsha, written in memory of Rav Aharon Soloveichik zt'l by his son Rav Yosef at KolBrisk.com), I would like to focus on only one of the bigdei kehunah, the me'il, or fringed tunic, which, according to the Talmud, atoned for the sin of lashon hora, or evil talk.

Rabbi Moshe Sternbuch, in his Ta'am Va Da'as, cites a teaching of  Rav Yisroel Meir Kagan, known popularly as he Chafeitz Chaim, according to which each feature of the me’il mentioned in the parsha indicated a different teaching about guarding one's speech. For example, the fact that the opening of the me’il is to have a border around it, the work of a weaver (Shemos, 28:32), indicates that one should keep his mouth tightly closed at most times, just as the work of a weaver results in a tightly fashioned garment. Rabbi Kagan actually wrote two major works on lashon hora. One work, entitled Chafeitz Chaim, by which he received his popular name, discusses in a thorough fashion the laws of lashon hora. The Chofetz Chaim was motivated to write this book after hearing a talk by Rav Yisroel Salanter, the founder of the mussar movement, in which he said that by delving into the details of the laws governing relations between man and his fellow man, one will appreciate how far-reaching each of them is, and thereby be more careful in observing them. The Chafeitz Chaim chose the laws of lashon hora to dwell on, and the result was his book on these laws, which explored them to a greater extent than anyone else had previously done.

The second book that Rabbi Kagan wrote about lashon hora was Shemiras HaLashon, or Guarding the Tongue, which explored the more moralistic implications of these laws. Interestingly, Rav Tzvi Yehudah Kook once remarked that the term 'shemiras ha-lashon really means, not merely guarding what one says, but guarding one's tongue from talking. Before saying anything, a person must consider whether it is really necessary to speak, and, if not, he should simply remain silent. This teaching would seem to be consistent with a further lesson that the Chafeitz Chaim derives from the me'il, as cited by Rabbi Sternbuch. At the end of the instructions for making the me'il, the Torah tells us that, surrounding the fringes of the me'il, there should be placed a series of bells and pomegranates (according to the Ramban, seventy-two in all), so that its sound shall be heard when Aharon enters the sanctuary (Shemos, 28:34-35). The Chafeitz Chaim reads these words a bit differently, in a homiletic sense, rendering them as saying that Aharon's voice should be heard only when speaking of holy things, namely, of Torah. This comment is, however, puzzling, because we know that Aharon was constantly going to people in order to reconcile differences they had with others, and making peace. Moreover, the Chafeitz Chaim was well-known for his extensive conversations with lay people, and especially with poor, suffering people, always trying to lift their spirits. What do these kinds of conversations have to do with Torah? 

Perhaps the answer to our question can be found by reminding ourselves of the  oft-quoted approach of the Ramban to the Mishkan.  In Parshas Terumah, the Ramban says that the Mishkan was a means of continuing, on a more hidden level, the experience that the Jews had when they received the Torah at Sinai. The focus of the Mishkan was the aron, the ark, which housed the Torah that was given at  Mt. Sinai. The Torah was given to the nation collectively, but was also given to each individual, with a particular message for each one. The Torah says that, before the Torah was given, the nation encamped around the mountain. The word for encamped, 'vayichan,' is written in the singular, indicated that the people were united. The nation accepted the Torah by saying, first, 'na'aseh,' - we will do - and, later, by saying 'na'aseh ve'nishma,' - we will do and we will listen, meaning, in a broader sense, and we will learn. The midrash says that when God heard their response, he asked who revealed this great secret which the ministering angels alone are aware of.  One explanation of this remark is that when the ministering angels give praise to God, they each give space to the other for his own brand of praise. That is why the plural form is used. Thus, for a true acceptance of Torah, the nation needs to be united, forming a collective unit, as the nation was united when they encamped before Mt. Sinai, but it must also be united in the sense of accepting that each of them has his own particular connection to Torah, his own part of Torah that only he can reveal. With this latter factor in mind, perhaps we can understand the Chofetz Chaim's explanation of the final verses regarding the me'il  to mean that Ahron's voice, and by extension the voice of each person in the 'kingdom of priests,' should be heard speaking only of Torah, or of matters that help promote the unity of the nation and the self-worth of each of its members, in a way that assures the proper development of Torah within the nation. In this way, each person individually, and ultimately the nation as a whole, will be able to develop the close  connection with God that the Mishkan was meant to facilitate. 

The Ba'al HaTurim points out that the word 've’nishma' - and it shall be heard - used concerning the me'il is the same word used by the nation at Mt. Sinai in accepting the Torah.  As we explained, that word, referring to the learning of Torah, was said in the plural, thereby emphasizing the unique portion that each of the people has in Torah, and their collective acceptance of this notion. Aharon, and the Chofetz Chaim, by speaking with people at length in order to comfort them and assure them of their self-worth, restored their conviction that they each had a crucial role to play within the nation, and that the best way to accomplish it is to study Torah to the extent of their ability, and thereby teach the nation that part of Torah which is their unique portion.  



