Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Reply All

by Dr. Erica Brown

“All that is thought should not be said; all that is said should not be written, all that is written should not be published; all that is published should not be read."

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Morgenstern of Tomashov (the Kotzker Rebbe)
In these strange days of pundits and personality slurs, unnecessary plagiarism and excessive publishing, Rabbi Morgenstern’s comments could not be more apt. It is far too easy to act before really thinking or to speak before really coming to terms with the consequences of our words. Or to publish words that should never have been written and read that which was better left unarticulated. In a psycho-babble culture, it is tempting to vent whatever is on our minds in the interest of mental health. Often, this “freedom” of restraint ends with the tyranny of emotional wounds.

Indeed, our world has experienced a veritable explosion of words. Almost immediately after remarks are made in one corner of the world are they communicated via technology to another end of the world. And once said, they can be replayed again and again. Enter a bookstore and you feel the glut of books available on every subject. The once pleasurable experience of book browsing can now feel overwhelming and intimidating. Words, words and more words. Everywhere we turn out eyes take them in minimizing our capacity to make good judgments about the words that are really worthwhile.

The Kotzker Rebbe (1787-1859), who authored our quote, was drawn to a Hasidic lifestyle as a young man and studied with many important Hasidic figures of his age. He was both scholar and sage and authored many important aphorisms that are foundational to Jewish spiritual literature, such as, “Where is God to be found? In the place where He is given entry.” One of the most intriguing aspects of the Kotzker’s life is the way he spent his last two decades: in seclusion. One wonders what the words above meant to him given this very personal and difficult decision.


Our quote is not only cautionary; it is also causal. While each part of this lengthy sentence contains independent wisdom, it is particularly valuable in the aggregate for those who have the gift of the gab and the pen. We think; we speak what we think; we then write what we think and possibly publish. With so many venues from high-brow magazines to blogs to self-published books, there seems to be room for everyone to be a “published” author. Content can take a back seat to exposure. Discretion becomes critical.

This is all terribly worrying as we try to educate ourselves and our children. How do we learn the delicate art of identifying words of meaning and import? How do we learn to withhold our own mouths and pens when it is so easy to find an audience? My father-in-law once shared a midrash with me that says that God allots each of us a specific number of words in our lifetime, and once we use up those words, we die. That’s quite an incentive to make each word count.


The Kotzker Rebbe lived about a hundred and fifty years before the internet. He could not have imagined how prescient his words would become in an age of “reply all.” Perhaps we should all print out his adage and put it on a mouse pad or tape it to our computers as a clever and daily reminder that words have always mattered. And if they still matter, they do so because we use fewer of them and because we use the best words that we know.


This weekend, we usher in the holiday of Shavuot, a time devoted to study and cheesecake, to prayer and the re-enactment of the giving of the Torah. The Kotzker helps us appreciate Shavuot as a holiday to celebrate words of true meaning that were thought, said, written and “published.”
Shabbat Shalom and Happy Shavuot
