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Got a Secret?

by Dr. Erica Brown

“A base person gives away secrets, but a trustworthy soul keeps a confidence.”

Proverbs 11:13

Got a secret? A real secret? Or are you keeping a secret safe? These are difficult questions and dig deep into issues of identity and relationships, privacy and confidentiality.

Why is it so hard to keep a secret? Why is it so delicious to reveal someone else’s secret? A secret is like a little jewelry box with some delicate, rare object that we’re given a little peek of but not allowed to see in its full splendor. It’s a small window that reveals and conceals at the same time. The very appeal of the secret is its exclusivity. It never feels quite right to know a secret and yet – and yet – we can’t seem to help ourselves. Inquiring minds want to know.
Our maxim is lifted straight from the pages of the biblical book of Proverbs, a master text of Jewish wisdom. Chapter 11 of Proverbs is rich in advice about the power of speech and its ability to uplift or to cripple. Stylistically, the chapter contrasts exceptionally stellar behavior emerging from those who possess true goodness with acts of the foolish or wicked that generate trouble and harm.

“The integrity of the upright guides them; the deviousness of the treacherous leads them to ruin.” (11:3)

“A city is built up by the blessing of the upright, but it is torn down by the speech of the wicked.” (11:11)

Integrity is a moral compass that helps direct people of goodness to the continual pursuit of self-improvement. This behavior also has a spill-over effect. It creates cities born out of blessing. In contrast, the wicked lead themselves to ruin and also use speech that can rip apart entire cities. It is not hard to think of families, towns, corporations, or political campaigns riddled with deceit, torn down by the powers of ill speech.

Our verse follows these two statements to focus on a particular form of speech: the secret. The knowledge of a secret comes with responsibilities, Proverbs confides in its readers. A trustworthy soul knows how to keep a secret and understands the power of a secret unleashed. When you know someone’s secret it holds power over you both – a power you may wish you never had. We all know a secret or two that we wish someone would have kept to themselves or are burdened by a secret that we wish we could share to bring psychic relief. William Henry (1729-1786) once said, “Keep a secret, it's your slave. Tell it, and it's your master.”


Following the style of earlier verses, our verse also contrasts the behavior of the wicked with the wise. A base person gives away secrets; nothing is confidential or special. Everyone can know everything. Mystery is not left to itself. All must be known. We sometimes make the mistake of taking the wrong people into our confidences, realizing too late that personal knowledge has traveled far beyond the confines we tried to control. It’s a mistake few of us make again. Even the pleasure derived from hearing a secret not meant for us is diminished by the thought that its teller could reveal our own private information next.

The wise person, however, is more than thoughtful. He or she is a trustworthy soul. That is more than being trusted with a piece of information; it is a relational statement about the nature of that individual. People who are trusted once are trusted again. People who break trust once are rarely entrusted with our secrets a second time.


So got a secret? Learn to keep it. In the words of William Penn, “It is wise not to seek a secret; and honest, not to reveal one.”

Shabbat Shalom
