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Language as a Lens - Session 5
Silence

R. Dena Weiss

Pirkei Avot 1:17

Shimon his son said: All my life | grew up among ['2'PMYT2 M 7D ,0NiR 12 jivny
the sages and I did not find a better thing than N7X 2i0 9127 'nx¥N §71,0MO0N
silence. And the teaching is not the core, rather the NN PYD RN WOTAD N7 ANy
doing and anyone who talks a lot brings sin. INUN X'2N ,0M2T N2AD 721 .nvynan

Bartenura to Avot 1:17

And the teaching is not the core, rather the doing and NN YA NN WTAD NI
you should know that the silence is good, because even NP'MYNY 77 VINI .AYynn
the teaching and the learning and the speaking in Torah YTl WTAN 179XY ,N1I0
which is the absolute best character trait and N0 NTN 7 'KY NMIN2 AT
nevertheless the reward that you get is only for the NN WD 17 WY 'R NI
action and the one who teaches and doesn't fulfill it iK1 ¥NITDI ,nwynRn 71ava
would have been better for him to be silent and not N71 Pniv N DX i7 Nid D4
teach. WIIT N
Pirkei Avot 3:13

Rabbi Akiva said: Merriment and frivolity accustom YN M1 RiNY IR X2'PY "0
one to sexual licentiousness; Tradition safeguards .MINY 2'0 ,Mon .nNyY7 |"7"an
the Torah; Tithes safeguard wealth, Vows safeguard 2'0 ,0NT) .YY7 2'0 ,Ninwyn
abstinence; A safeguard to wisdom is silence. NP'NY ,nNdNY7 210 .NMYN97
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Bartenura to Avot 3:13

"Silence is a safeguard for wisdom." What kind of silence are
we speaking about? If it means refraining from words of
Torah, Scripture has already said, "You shall meditate upon
it day and night" (Joshua 1:8). If it means refraining from
gossip, slander, or cursing, those are already prohibited by
the Torah. Rather, the teaching refers to refraining from
ordinary, nonessential conversation between one person
and another. A person should minimize such speech as
much as possible. Concerning this, Solomon said: "Even a
fool, when he keeps silent, is considered wise." (Proverbs
17:28)
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Rabbeinu Yonah

"Silence is a safeguard for wisdom." This is a safeguard both for
wisdom itself and for its qualities. How so? A person does not
interrupt another while he is speaking, and regarding
something he has not heard, he says, "l have not heard."
Although this latter point is not, strictly speaking, part of
silence, silence leads to it.

How is silence a safeguard for wisdom? A person should not
speak in the presence of one who surpasses him in wisdom. For
when a student is learning before his teacher and perceives a
certain line of reasoning that seems correct, he should not
immediately assume it is the true one or be eager to voice it
before his teacher has finished speaking.

If he does so, he will lose what his teacher is about to say and
will not come to know the arguments of the earlier sages,
because his mind is distracted and preoccupied with expressing
his own opinion.

Moreover, his own reasoning cannot be so accurate until he has
heard what the earlier authorities said and weighed it on the
scales of his own understanding to determine which view is
sound—his own or theirs.
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Therefore, silence on the part of a student before his teacher, or
before one greater than him in wisdom, is a safeguard.

Even if an idea occurs to him while his teacher is still speaking,
he should remain silent and not open his mouth until his
teacher's words have become clear and firmly engraved in his
heart. Only after the teacher has finished and the student fully
understands what he has taught should he consider his own
reasoning.

Then his own understanding will be clear and properly directed.

Concerning this, King Solomon, of blessed memory, said: "A
fool does not delight in understanding, but only in revealing
what is in his heart." (Proverbs 18:2)
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Orchot Tzaddikim - 21

...If a person is sitting among the wise, he should remain
silent and listen to their words. For when he is silent, he
hears what he did not previously know; but when he is
speaking, he does not increase his knowledge. However, if
he is uncertain about the words of the wise, he should ask
them, for that kind of silence is very harmful. King
Solomon, peace be upon him, said (Ecclesiastes 3:7): "A
time to keep silent and a time to speak." There are times
when speech is good, and there are times when silence is
good.
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The wise man said: When you do not find someone who
can teach you wisdom and moral instruction, cling to
silence, lest you speak foolishly. And because the tongue
is so quick and agile, one must take great care to make it
"heavy"—that is, to restrain it and guard it from speaking.
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An abundance of words is like a heavy burden, and the
weight of excessive speech is greater than the weight of
prolonged silence. If a person hears another speaking, he
should remain silent until the other has finished, for "He
who answers a matter before he hears it—it is folly and
disgrace to him" (Proverbs 18:13).
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Sometimes silence is bad as it says, answer the fool
according to his waywardness, lest he be wise in his
own eyes. in words of Torah: If you see that the fools are
mocking the words of the Sages, he should answer them
in order to reverse their mistakes, so that they not be wise
in their own eyes. And if you see someone doing the
wrong thing - you should protest and rebuke him. ...
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There is one who sits before the wise and is quiet and
receives reward, that is when he intends to listen. And
there is one who is silent and he has a sin, like when he
thinks to himself, "why should | bother to speak before
him, since he doesn't know how to appropriately
respond? Doesn't he know nothing in comparison to me?"
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“He taught me with silence. He taught me to look into myself, to find my own strength, to walk
around inside myself in company with my soul. When his people would ask him why he was so
silent with his son, we would say to them that he did not like to talk, words are cruel, words
play tricks, they distort what is in the heart, they conceal the heart, the heart speaks through
silence. One learns of the pain of others by suffering one's own pain, he would say, by turning
inside oneself, by finding one's own soul. And it is important to know of pain, he said. It
destroys our self-pride, our arrogance, our indifference toward others. It makes us aware of
how frail and tiny we are and of how much we must depend upon the Master of the Universe.”
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