CCHF SHMIRAS HALASHON INITIATIVE DRAWS TENS OF THOUSANDS ACROSS NORTH AMERICA
By Debbie Maimon

In a wide-ranging initiative by the Chofetz Chaim Heritage Foundation, tens of thousands of families and over 500 rabbonim from North America, Mexico and South Africa will unite on Shabbos Parshas Tazria-Metzorah in addressing one of our age’s key moral challenges: the loshon hora fallout from the  social media network.   

This cross-continental initiative will focus on a disconnect that has crept into our lives regarding our communications with others. Even those of us who are careful with our speech tend to drop our guard when posting or receiving online comments, pictures and videos. It’s as if once “in cyberspace,” we shrug off all responsibility. 
It’s as if once “in cyberspace,” we shrug off all responsibility. 
Uniting leaders of so many diverse communities is the concern that the culture of social media is eroding important values. How many times a day, in our myriad online interactions, do we cross a line into forbidden territory – not realizing the very same halachic guidelines apply to virtual speech as to the spoken and written word? 
Many of us tend to be tolerant of, or resigned to, the ubiquitous practice of posting careless or malicious gossip, criticism and personal information about people. We may even take part in these activities at times. We mean no harm. We’re just having fun, or not thinking much about what we’re doing. We may even be trying to be helpful. 
The Shabbos event will unite multitudes of Torah Jews from across the spectrum in assessing social media from a fresh perspective; their power to cause hurt and shame, to damage reputations, undermine relationships and ruin livelihoods. 
Studies show that people feel little accountability for their online communications, especially those they received from a prior source and are simply forwarding to others.  People tend to rationalize that once a story has been widely circulated, it is not loshon hora to repeat it.
The Whole World Already Knows!  

 According to new findings about how lies are spread online, however, even a story that has gone viral may be utterly false. In fact, false information on the social media network travels six times faster than the truth and reaches far more people, a recent New York Times article noted, citing a landmark study by MIT researchers. 
“A lie can get half way around the world before the truth gets its boots on,” Mark Twain is said to have remarked. Modern technology has made that trajectory infinitely faster, spurred on by the human propensity to believe and to spread stories that are sensational or anger-provoking. 
People eagerly pass on stories of this type, the MIT research shows, without pausing to probe into whether they are true or false.  
A communications professor at a leading university commented that using the term “false stories” as in the MIT study does not capture how truly harmful to society the “viral transmission of lies” can be. This phenomenon of our modern age whereby lies flood the social media network and are often embraced as truth, “should be treated as a malignant disease,” she said.
With this in mind, can one wishing to post negative information still take refuge in the argument that since “the whole world already knows,” his post is permissible?

Imagine It’s Your Mother 
A member of a chat group encompassing scores of women recently shared an illuminating experience. “Someone posted an inquiry about how a Jewish photographer who was new in town compared with his competitors. I texted back, ‘I used him for my son’s bar mitzvah…I think you can do better.’

I was about to press ‘Send’ when I caught myself.  50--60 people would be reading this! Do I want to kill this guy’s parnassa? So I ‘private-messaged’ and softened my words considerably. I figured that was within the bounds of letoeles.”

Halachic authorities point out that laws governing shemiras halashon include gray areas where a particular action may not be explicitly forbidden but is neither upright nor honorable. 

Perhaps when seized with the urge to post a sensitive picture, text a critical comment or disclose personal information, a helpful guideline would be to consider, “Would I post this if it was about my own husband? My sister? My mother?”
How often will you need to pose a question about what you’re allowed or not allowed to say when it concerns someone you love? What about if it was about yourself?
Where those in our intimate circle are concerned, our loyalty to them (coupled with our own self-interest) instinctively suppresses the urge to gossip. Perhaps therein lies the strongest line of defense: making our fellow Jews part of our cherished “family,” for whom we harbor a protective love and allegiance. 

CCHF’s Shabbos Of  Shmiras Halashon hopes to unite tens of thousands of families in sensitizing themselves to these issues so they can avoid the entrapments of online messaging and social media. 
In their drashos this coming Shabbos, hundreds of rabbonim will explore the moral pitfalls posed by social media and how to avoid them so as not to violate Torah prohibitions. Free materials prepared by CCHF offering strategies and suggestions for navigating these challenges will be available to all participants. 

In the zechus harabbim and in the merit of the collective resolve to raise our standards in the realm of sensitive speech, may we be granted siyata dishmaya in meeting the unique challenges of our age. May we see the strengthening of sholom and ahavas Yisroel and the eradication of loshon hora from midst. 
