Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Sacrificing Sarcasm

By Dr. Erica Brown

“Cast out the scorner and contention will go out- strife and disgrace will cease.”
Proverbs 22:10


Proverbs, part of Judaism’s wisdom literature, is filled with advice about becoming wise, avoiding evil, and being a good neighbor. Contingent on wisdom is an individual’s choice of company, according to Proverbs, and various quotes help us make good choices. This quote tells us the benefits of moving away from scorners – it will clean the air of contention, strife and disgrace. 


What is a scorner? Synonyms may be a critic, a pessimist, a cynic, or a person who uses sarcasm as a way to frame and analyze situations. These individuals scorn or mock others and, in the process, elevate themselves. We all recognize the type and its many variations. It is especially prevalent among adolescents. This may be the student who sits at the back of the room, rolling his eyes as the teacher speaks. This may be the person who stands at the margins of a crowd who is moved by something and makes fun of it so that he or she is not touched by group emotions. This might be the person who goes to a restaurant and finds everything wrong with the meal from beginning to end.

What is the harm of such individuals that Proverbs warns us in such strong terms to cast out such individuals from our social circles to great benefit? Well, imagine in each of the above scenarios standing next to a “scorner.” It may affect your own learning and grades in school because you put on a fake patina of disinterest to seem above your surroundings. It may edge out feelings of beauty and unity in a group setting, and it may give you an upset stomach while eating out. A meal you were enjoying leaves a bad taste in your mouth because someone with a more “refined” palette took the joy out of it. The scorner seems to suck the life out a room for others. Few scorners keep their feelings to themselves. The pleasure comes in sharing their observations with others and making sure to manipulate the framing of events and encounters so that others begin to see things their way.


One of the most corrosive aspects of the sarcastic mind is its certainty. The cynic often feels absolutely correct in his or her assessment of another person or a situation. The famous writer and “scorner,” George Bernard Shaw affirms just this in a well-known quote attributed to him: “The power of accurate observation is commonly called cynicism by those who haven't got it.” Herein lies another problem with the scorner; he is often very entertaining. We tolerate his barbs because he amuses us.

All around us we find sarcastic refrigerator magnets, bumper stickers, and t-shirts; they make us laugh. But, at the end of the day, Proverbs is right in the consequences of spending too much time with sarcastic individuals. They steal blessings away from us by finding the cloud in every silver lining. The American general Douglas MacArthur once said, “When your heart is covered with the snows of pessimism and the ice of cynicism, then, and then only, are you grown old. And then, indeed as the ballad says, you just fade away.” It can get very chilly when we surround ourselves with snow and ice.

Rabbi David Altshuler, otherwise known and the Metzudat David, comments on this verse that when you remove a scorner from your midst you remove conflict and strife because the cynic often augments arguments by finding fault with people. He observes that this kind of behavior creates more humiliation and prolongs fighting because it assumes a certain attitude about people, one that embodies suspicion and derision. Even though we may find a cynic amusing, Proverbs advises us to sacrifice sarcasm for company that embodies loves and optimism because we will become more loving and hopeful in the process.
Shabbat Shalom

