
 
Parashat Emor: Internet "Talkbacks”, Pornography, and Stoning 
 
 
Parashat Emor is the eighth parasha in Vayikra, and it continues with 
the detailed instructions to the Cohanim for their work as priests and especially for 
preserving the code of holiness. The parasha then continues with the Hebrew timeline and 
the Hebrew calendar, stating which sacrifices should be offered on which special days. The 
parasha ends with the harsh story of a quarrel within the Israelite encampment when one 
person curses God’s name and is punished by stoning.  
 
This year I would like to focus on those final verses and explore - why this brutality? what is 
this really all about? 
 
“There came out among the Israelites one whose mother was Israelite and whose 
father was Egyptian. And a fight broke out in the camp between that half-Israelite and 
a certain Israelite. The son of the Israelite woman pronounced the Name in 
blasphemy, and he was brought to Moses—now his mother’s name was Shelomith 
daughter of Dibri of the tribe of Dan... 
“And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying: Take the blasphemer outside the camp; and 
let all who were within hearing lay their hands upon his head, and let the whole 
community stone him...if he also pronounces the name LORD, he shall be put to 
death. The whole community shall stone him; stranger or citizen, if he has thus 
pronounced the Name, he shall be put to death.” (Vayikra 24: 10-16) 
 
So harsh! So extreme! 
 
Our Sages and many of the classic interpreters of the Middle Ages note that the Israelite 
mother, Shelomit bat Dibri, is the key to understanding the event. It is rare that a woman’s 
name is mentioned, all the more so if the story is not about her. Her name, claim the Sages, 
implies that she had the potential for making peace (Shelomit, i.e. Shalom), but instead she 
was a talker (“bat Dibri”, literally, “daughter of speech” - a chatterbox, or possibly engaged in 
divisive gossip). It was from her that the son learned how to speak, and the attitude that 
words are just words, and carry no inherent holiness. 
 
The son did two things: he “pronounced” God’s explicit name and he “blasphemed.” We do 
not know what that explicit name was, but it was considered a grave sin to pronounce it. 
Only the High Priest could do so, and only on Yom Kippur, in the Holy of Holies, behind a 
screen of smoke. It is a name that belongs to the realms of holiness. 
 
As I have suggested in the past, holiness is the “science” of intimacy, and the careful use of 
words is part of the art of creating intimacy. 
 
In our world today words carry very little meaning. We are all chatterboxes. It is permissible 
to say almost every and anything. On the one hand, this is a great blessing: no censorship, 
nothing needs to be hidden or denied. On the other hand, when it is possible to say it all, the 



danger is that everything loses value. There is no hierarchy of holiness, and without it there 
is no intimacy - or degrees of closeness - because intimacy is the result the choices we 
make - with whom we share our inner life and with whom we do not. When people are not 
careful with their words, or are careless about such choices, life itself is poorer. 
 
I am not a big fan of social censorship, also known as “political correctness”, but the 
alternatives are much scarier. The culture of personal, unfettered comments on the internet 
(called “tokbeckim” in Israel, i.e., “talkbacks”...) is entirely unchecked, even licentious, and it 
is an example of the scary and shocking alternative to watching one’s words. Another name 
for such cultural behavior is pornography. Yes, pornography. The problem with pornography 
is not its explicit sexuality. Explicit sexuality in loving and intimate relationships is a blessing. 
But in the absence of intimacy, it is a form of pornography. It is relations without a 
relationship. The viewer does not even know who the actors on the screen are - who they 
really are. So, too, are the anonymous and often times vicious responders on the internet. 
They sound daring, but in truth they are fearful people who hide behind pseudonyms, and 
have no respect or compassion for those towards whom they send their poisoned arrows. In 
the culture of “talkbacks” there is no relationship, only name-calling and cruel 
pronouncements. 
 
This, then, is how we, take God’s name in vain today.  
 
Another way in which we take God’s name in vain is when we are cynical. The cynic is also 
fearful person. He is afraid of depth, of being emotionally overwhelmed, of love; afraid of his 
own heart. 
 
As a child I spent a few years in South Africa with my family. I attended a Jewish school 
called Theodore Herzl. From a carefree kibbutznik who ran around barefoot in a t-shirt and 
shorts, I became a suit-and-tie-wearing student in a puritan and cruel culture. I do not have 
many good memories of that school, but I did learn something very valuable there: a respect 
for words, for language, and to take great caution with them. One day, in a moment of anger, 
I yelled “shut up” at one of the kids. Not so bad, right? Wrong! He told the teacher and I was 
sent to the vice-principal to receive my punishment. This is an example of the other end of 
the verbal spectrum, but 45 years after that painful morning I remember the lesson I learned 
very well: words have power! Words have meaning! Words are the way in which we 
communicate our inner world to the outside world! 
 
We don’t entirely know or understand the nature of God’s explicit name, but we can 
understand it as an allegory for that which is most important, most valuable, most internal, 
intimate, and elevated.  
 
It is terribly easy to scorn that vulnerable place. Sometimes we may even have an urge to 
breach all of the ethical fences which uphold interpersonal communication and take that 
vulnerability in vain; cynically, publicly, for no particular reason. And then, having publicly 
blasphemed, we might also add a curse or two. 
 



As far as stoning goes, following in the footsteps of Maimonides, I choose to relate to it 
allegorically as well. In Hebrew, the root of the word stoning is ס.ק.ל, the same as for 
removing stones from a field (“unstoning”). Removing rocks and stones from the field 
enables growth! On that day, many years ago, when I said “shut up” to another kid, I was 
subjected to a form of stoning. I was taught the hard way the painful power of stones - that 
they hurt and that they stifle growth. Just as I had belittled another kid that day and reduced 
something within him, so, too, was something belittled within me. Of course, I would never 
wish actual stoning on anyone, not even on the “talkbackers” and on others who take names 
and intimacy in vain. But I do wish for social norms which do not accept such cheapening of 
others. I wish that we be unwilling to have cynical blows aimed at people’s fragile hearts; that 
it be considered unacceptable to contaminate our tender, intimate, personal, and 
interpersonal worlds with such unworthy speech. 
 
This is an invitation to notice repeatedly how much power and energy our words contain. It is 
okay to falter in moments of anger, but it is unacceptable to become a culture of “talkbacks”, 
or to allow such deadening cultural norms to take root. 
 
Shabbat Shalom, 
 
Elisha 
 

 


