Jewish Tribune – Mattos Masei
The Power of a Word
Parshas Mattos begins with the laws of nedorim and we are reminded about the power of words. Through merely uttering a few words, a person can obligate him or herself with a vow and is required to fulfil the words expressed. 

Indeed, the Ramban explains that is why the parsha begins: 

וַיְדַבֵּר מֹשֶׁה אֶל רָאשֵׁי הַמַּטּוֹת
And Moshe spoke to the heads of the tribes

The parsha of nedorim is specifically given to the Roshei HaMatos – the heads of the tribes, and not the general population, in an attempt to somehow keep these laws a little under the radar. We don’t shout them from the rooftops for fear of people treating them too lightly. 

You sometimes hear a politician make grandiose promises to do things which are not just unrealistic but are simply beyond their control. “I will end poverty in this country” or “There will be no more homelessness” are pipe dreams. Using language which is more honest will probably be more appreciated by the listener. 

“I will make every effort to reduce levels of poverty or homelessness” may not be as headline grabbing but the public may take you more seriously.    

Speech is powerful. Speech is what differentiates us from animals. It epitomises the Divine within each of us. One of the most famous targumim in the entire Torah makes this point. 

Regarding the creation of Adam HaRishon, the Torah (Bereshis 2:7) relates:

וַיִּפַּח בְּאַפָּיו נִשְׁמַת חַיִּים, וַיְהִי הָאָדָם לְנֶפֶשׁ חַיָּה
And He blew into his nostrils the soul of life
And man became a living soul

The Targum Onkelos defines the words לְנֶפֶשׁ חַיָּה as "ruach memalela" - a speaking spirit. 
It is the power of speech that makes us human. That is why misuse of speech is treated so severely. Over a quarter of all the al cheit’s relate to speech. 

We live in a world where words are sometimes cheap. We hear politicians freely promise all sorts of things – which are often simply beyond their ability to achieve. People saying things they don’t mean or worse. 
But words can also be incredibly powerful. 

Rabbi Shais Taub tells the story of Jerome Motto, a forensic psychologist for the Sans Francisco Police Department. Mr Motto had the difficult and unenviable job of conducing forensic work when people would jump off the Golden Gate Bridge. He had to prove that there was no foul play. 
How did he do that? 
Motto would look for clues. It was obviously too late to interview the person, but he would retrace their steps and prove that they were in a frame of mind that they wanted to take their own life. He would look at people’s history and their background to see what happened right before they jumped. 

Motto said that he got so used to this, he sadly saw so many dozens of jumpers, that he became numb to it. The Golden Gate Bridge has the sad status of being the most used suicide site in the world. Thankfully, after years of debate and an estimated 1,500 deaths, suicide barriers are being constructed.
However, Motto said that there was one story that shook him and he could never shake it loose. He said that one night they found another person who jumped. They found some ID and went back to the person’s apartment and they found a note on the dressing table. Motto had seen this dozens of times.   
But then he read the note and it completely shook him to the core. 

The note said: “I am walking to the bridge now. If one person stops me on the way and says hello, I’m turning around and coming home.”

Sadly, no one did. 

We should not underestimate the fact that we can be that person for somebody else. We can be the one who cares. We can be the one who reaches out to somebody else. To the world, we may be one person, but to one person we may be the world.  

That is the power of a word. 
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