Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Talk is Cheap

By Dr. Erica Brown

“Is a multitude of words unanswerable? 
Must a loquacious person be right?”
The Book of Job 11:2


The Book of Job tells the painful story of a man of goodness beset by tragedy as part of a wager between God and satan. The book recounts the saga of a man who believes deeply in God but is challenged by life’s hardest tests to see if he will remain faithful. Many traditional commentators believed that the Book of Job never took place. Job was a fictional character, there to tell everyman’s story of woe. We learn from Job and his friends how to react and respond to hardships.


Job is surrounded by people who judge his suffering. They believed that Job must have deserved to suffer and were quick to identify reasons. The Talmud, extrapolating from these encounters, concluded that we transgress a biblical prohibition when we judge the suffering of others. We are entitled and even demanded to examine our own suffering and squeeze meaning from it. We are not, however, ever able to judge the suffering of others. We are not prophets. We possess no secret knowledge into the hearts and minds of friends and family.


In the eleventh chapter, one of Job’s acquaintances begins with a criticism of overtalking a problem, stated in our quote for this week. Simply because people throw a lot of words a lot at you does not mean that they are right. Talkative people do not have a monopoly on wisdom.  Loquacious people are not correct simply because they speak. In fact, as the biblical text continues, too much talk can ruin a dignified response to pain. “Your prattle may silence men,” the text says. Talkers always get more attention; they may not always deserve more attention.

Silence, Job’s friend implies, is a noble response to suffering. It dignifies our suffering and also gives us the mental freedom to explore alternatives to a difficult situation. Talk can be an unnecessary distraction. We may welcome it, but it may not serve us well as we try to make our way to the other side of pain.

Silence is not only a good response to difficulty. It is also a spur to creativity. In Letters to a Young Artist, Julia Cameron advises a young discipline with whom she corresponds to keep the discussion of his work to himself. 

I believe we can all talk our ideas away…I believe we often turn to the comfort of conversation at the first sign of emotional or psychic discomfort. For an artist, discomfort may be like the grain of sand in an oyster – the necessary irritant that creates the pearl...Independence of thought may come only after a certain amount of discomfort…experiment a little with just where discomfort leads you.

Discomfort is stimulating in its own way. In talking too much, we may give away the mystery that creativity inhabits. The same chapter of Job records the many facets there are to intelligence: “There are many sides to wisdom.” Speech is one side of wisdom. Silence is another.
Shabbat Shalom

