Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Start Talking

By Dr. Erica Brown

“If there is anxiety in a person’s heart, let him quash it, and turn it into joy with a good word.”
Proverbs 12:25


Quashing anxiety sounds like a good idea, if not a little violent. Proverbs even makes it sound easy to get rid of bad thoughts that may mentally take over our minds, hearts and even our bodies at times. But how are we to understand this verse from the Hebrew Bible? Does it fly in the face of all that modern psychology has taught us about talking through our problems? Repressing bad thoughts or simply turning them into affirmations through a quick reframing sounds superficial at best and dishonest at the very least. It is hard to know what to do with this strange advice that appears almost counter-intuitive.

We’re not the only ones to struggle with the text. This biblical verse makes an appearance in the Talmud, in the eighth chapter of the tractate on Yom Kippur, where our ancient sages debated its meaning. Rabbi Ammi explained it as follows: if you have a bad thought which produces anxiety, force it down. He derived his explanation from the Hebrew word used in the verse which he took to mean “remove.” Remove all bad thoughts and you will ostensibly be left with only good thoughts. Don’t let anxiety be a master over you; you must master it.

Rabbi Assi takes a contrary approach and interprets the verse to mean: “One should speak of it to others.” He takes the same Hebrew word but offers it a different root and meaning that indicates speech. If you have a problem, you need to talk it through. That would require a different translation than the one we have above; if there is anxiety in a person’s heart, let him talk it through. Talking about a problem to someone else offers us solace and compassion (if we choose good listeners) and also helps us do some problem solving. Rashi, the eleventh century French commentator, observed that by sharing a problem we open ourselves up to advice that can help us manage anxiety.

Getting over anxiety will not necessarily get you to a place of happiness, however. Yet, according to our verse, there is a sense of possibility – that we can turn something upsetting into joy. In a close textual reading of Rabbi Assi’s opinion, it seems as if this sage was also able to tie the last clause of the verse with the first. When you talk through what is troubling you it may help you create joy through a change of perspective or language.

We began with a biblical verse that took us to a Talmudic debate where the same word translated differently yielded opposite meanings. For some, this kind of study brings frustration, for others it offers pleasure. Connecting both the content of the verse and our study of it, we turn to the famous philosopher Martin Buber, in his book Between Man and Man. He writes beautifully of the importance of sincere conversation and distinguishes it from argumentation or analysis.

The life of dialogue is no privilege of intellectual activity like dialectic. It does not begin in the upper story of humanity. It begins up higher than where humanity begins. There are no gifted and ungifted here, only those who give themselves and those who withhold themselves.

True dialogue is not about intelligence or making an impression. It is the creation of a sacred, loving space where no one withholds. It is this type of verbal engagement that can remove anxiety and indeed, generate true joy. It is the pleasure of being listened to and being understood. 
It seems funny that a Talmudic rabbi would have to tell Jews to talk. But, in light of Buber’s fine words, it is not just any kind of talk that will satisfy the needs in our biblical verse. Dialogue is talking for the sake of healing and understanding and being heard by someone with the capacity to listen with the heart.
Shabbat Shalom

