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12

TAZRI'A

The Lorp spoke to Moses, saying:
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CHAPTER 12

After the previous chapter’s discussion of how
food entering our bodies can make us ritually
impure, the Torah now discusses how that
which comes out of our bodies can do the same.

Perhaps no concept in the Torah is less ac-
cessible to the modern reader than the notion
of tum-ah, generally translated “uncleanness”
(although it has no connection to one’s phys-
ical sanitary condition) or “ritual impurity.”
One contracts tum-ah through contact with a
dead body, by being afflicted with tzara-at
(“leprosy,” although not the disease known by
that name today), or by contact with a bodily
emission that touches on the generation of life,
such as menstrual blood, semen, or a flow from
the reproductive organs. A woman who has
just given birth is likewise considered ritually
impure. Tum-ah bars one from approaching
God’s sanctuary; tzara-at isolates one from hu-
man contact.

Tum-ah has unmistakable negative conno-
tations. It is defined by what one may not do,
and the Torah tells us how to be relieved of it.
It need not, however, imply wrongdoing on the
part of the affected person. (Admittedly, as
some commentators have noted, the Torah it-
self provides a basis for that interpretation,
when it calls for a purification offering to be
part of its prescribed process of reintegration.)
Tum-ah seems tobe the result of comingin con-
tact with an awesomely potent force that dis-
qualifies one from approaching the sanctuary.

Proof that tum-ah is not a totally negative
condition can be found not only in its associ-
ation with such religiously affirmed activities
as childbirth and caring for the dead but also
from the rabbinic rule that scrolls of the bib-
lical books convey tum-ah to those who touch
them. (This finds its extension in the efforts we
make today to avoid touching the Torah scroll
with our bare hands, using a pointer when we
read from it and a mantle when taking it from
the Ark and returning it.)

It has been suggested that these categories
of ritual impurity were a response to the anx-

iety triggered by death, serious illness, and the
“leaking” of life-generating fluids from the
body. It has been noted further that natural
flows require less purification than unnatural
flows, which might indicate the presence of
disease.

Although tum-ah bars a woman from the
sanctuary, we need not see that condition as
negative and certainly not as punishment.
There isno reason to believe that God ordained
menstruation or childbirth as punishment. We
might postulate that there are two types of
holiness in life, two ways of encountering the
divine. There is a natural holiness found in
the miracles of pregnancy, birth, and recov-
ery from illness. And there is a stipulated
holiness—the arbitrary designation of certain
times, places, and activities as sacred. One
meets God in the experiences of birth and
death, sickness and health. But they are not
everyday occurrences. The person who yearns
for contact with God on a regular basis must
rely on sanctuaries, worship services, and pre-
scribed rituals, all of which are holy only be-
cause we have chosen to designate them as
holy. Israelite society may have seen the two
types of holiness as being mutually exclusive,
so that it would not be appropriate for the
woman or man who had encountered the vital
holiness of childbirth, menstruation, or con-
tact with a dead body to seek the designated ho-
liness of the sanctuary. A woman who had just
given birth might feel the presence of God so
strongly in that experience that she would feel
no need to go to the sanctuary to find God (al-
though we might be more comfortable with
that decision being left to the new mother
rather than being written into law).

We can see the notion of tum-ah, then, as
growing out of a sense of reverence for the mi-
raculous nature of birth, the awesome power
of death, and the mysteries of illness and re-
cuperation. That this reverence would later be
contaminated by superstitious fears related to
menstrual blood and contact with the dead
need not detract from our efforts to understand
and appreciate these chapters of biblical law.



LEVITICUS 12:2 TAZRI'A

2Speak to the Israelite people thus: When a
woman at childbirth bears a male, she shall be
impure seven days; she shall be impure as at the
time of her menstrual infirmity.—3On the
eighth day the flesh of his foreskin shall be
circumcised.—4She shall remain in a state of
blood purification for thirty-three days: she
shall not touch any consecrated thing, nor enter
the sanctuary until her period of purification is
completed. 5If she bears a female, she shall be
impure two weeks as during her menstruation,
and she shall remain in a state of blood
purification for sixty-six days.
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REGULATIONS CONCERNING THE NEW MOTHER (12:1-8)

2. When a woman at childbirth bears a male
Literally, “When a woman is inseminated and
bears a male.”

she shall be impure as at the time of her men-
strual infirmity Not only the duration but the
actual nature of the impurity resembles that of a
menstruating woman (see 15:19-24).

3. Circumcision is first mandated in the con-
text of the covenant between God and Abraham
(Gen. 17:10-14).

4. blood purification Discharges of blood that

occur after the initial period of impurity are unlike
menstrual blood and are not regarded as impure.

until her period of purification is completed
Although the new mother was no longer impure
because of discharges, she was still barred from
entry into the sanctuary and from contact with
consecrated objects. She had to wait until a spe-
cific period of time had elapsed before she could
be declared pure.

5. The time periods are doubled for a female,

but the provisions are the same.

2. Is the normal period of impurity after
giving birth one week, and is it doubled after
the birth of a daughter because the new
mother has given birth to a child who will
herself contain the divine gift of nurturing and
giving birth to a new life? Or is the normal
period two weeks, only to be reduced after the
birth of a son to allow the mother to attend
the b’rit in a state of ritual purity, or because
b’rit milah on the eighth day is a purifying
rite?

3. The unique ceremony of b’rit milah is
performed on the male infant’s generative or-
gan to symbolize that the Covenant is passed
on from generation to generation, from father

toson. Exceptin cases of conversion (e.g., when
a non-Jewish mother wishes to raise the child
as aJew), circumcision does not make the child
Jewish. It celebrates the fact that he is born into
the Covenant. Ceremonies for the home and
for the synagogue have been created to wel-
come newborn girls into the Covenant with
the same sense of importance and celebration
as welcoming boys. Many other societies cir-
cumcised young boys at adolescence, as an or-
deal of passage and a preparation for marriage
and sexual activity. By moving the ritual back
to infancy, biblical tradition stripped it of its
erotic element and transmuted it into a symbol
of the Covenant.

HALAKHAH L’'MA-ASEH

12:2. as at the time of her menstrual infirmity Traditionally, the woman waits for seven days after bleeding
ceases and immerses in a mikveh (ritual bath) before resuming relations. Immersion in a mikveh is not required

after caesarian delivery.

12:3. On the eighth day See Gen. 17:12. The covenant of circumcision (b’rit milah) takes place on the eighth
day of the child’s life. This includes Shabbat and holy days (S.A. YD 266:2), unless the child was born through
caesarian section. The b’rit milah is postponed only out of consideration for the health of the child.
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LEVITICUS 12:6 TAZRI'A

60n the completion of her period of purifica-
tion, for either son or daughter, she shall bring
to the priest, at the entrance of the Tent of
Meeting, alamb in its first year for aburnt offer-
ing, and a pigeon or a turtledove for a purifica-
tion offering. 7He shall offer it before the Lorp
and make expiation on her behalf; she shall then
be pure from her flow of blood. Such are the rit-
uals concerning her who bears a child, male or
female. 8If, however, her means do not suffice
for a sheep, she shall take two turtledoves or two
pigeons, one for a burnt offering and the other
for a purification offering. The priest shall make
expiation on her behalf, and she shall be pure.

1 3 The Lorp spoke to Moses and Aaron,
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saying:

6. On the completion of her period of puri-
fication After the termination of the second pe-
riod, rites are performed to readmit her into the
sanctuary and into the religious life of the com-
munity.

purification offering Hebrew: hattat; needed
here solely to remove impurity. All impurity,
however contracted, could lead to sinfulness if not
attended to, and failure to deal properly with im-
purity aroused God’s anger. The purification of-

KRG

fering restored to the person the right of access
to the sanctuary; and the burnt offering (o/ah) that
followed immediately symbolized this renewed
acceptability.

8. If; however, her means do not suffice  The
right to bring a less-expensive sacrifice is standard
for a number of purifications and religious obli-
gations. Without it, poor Israelites would have
been deprived of expiation when they incurred
impurity through no fault of their own.

THE PURIFICATION OF SKIN DISEASES (13:1-14:57)

Chapters 13 and 14 prescribe the role of the Israel-
ite priesthood in diagnosing and purifying per-
sons afflicted with a skin disease known as
tzara-at. This disease also contaminated fabrics
and leather as well as plastered or mud-covered
building stones. The identification of biblical
tzara-at with leprosy is unlikely, if by “leprosy”
is meant Hansen’s disease; the symptoms pre-

sented in this chapter do not conform to the na-
ture or the course of that disease. The term
“tzara-at” probably designated a complex of var-
ious ailments. The priest combined medical and
ritual procedures in safeguarding the purity of the
sanctuary and of the Israclite community. Pre-
cisely why skin diseases were singled out in the
priestly codes is not certain. 7zara-ar was preva-

6. The new mother’s burnt offering is seen
by some as a form of an offering of gratitude
(todah) for having survived the experience of
childbirth or on behalf of the newborn for hav-
ing been released into life from the confine-
ment of the womb (Lev. R. 14:3). Why a puri-
fication offering? Hoffman sees it as the sacri-
fice of one compelled by circumstance to stay

away from the sanctuary, who now brings a
dove to symbolize her return to her spiritual
home like a dove to its nest. The Talmud spec-
ulates that some women, because of the pain
of childbirth, may have vowed to abstain from
further sexual relations to avoid such pain. The
offering is part of the process that releases her
from that rash vow (BT Nid. 31b).



LEVITICUS 13:2 TAZRI'A

2When a person has on the skin of his body
a swelling, a rash, or a discoloration, and it de-
velops into a scaly affection on the skin of his
body, it shall be reported to Aaron the priest

lent in ancient Israel and was presumed to be
contagious.

THE SYMPTOMS  (13:1-8)

The priest’s initial problem was to determine

yam o Xpn

whether the sufferer had acute tzara-at or some
less serious ailment with which it might be con-
fused, but which would heal.

2. it shall be reported to Aaron the priest The
afflicted person must be brought before the priest.
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CHAPTER 13

At least three things are worthy of note regard-
ing the role of the kohen in treating leprous af-
flictions. First, in biblical Israel, the kohen was
both the religious and the medical authority.
The biblical mind saw the connection between
the physical and the spiritual dimensions of ill-
ness and recovery (perhaps more clearly than
we see it today). When the kohen visited the
afflicted person in isolation and examined the
person’s sores, the experience of being cared for
by the most prestigious person in the commu-
nity must have helped generate healing powers
in the sick person.

Second, the role of the kohen was not simply
to diagnose the ailment (and certainly not to
treat it) but to reintegrate the person into the
community as soon as possible. Religion
sought to include, not to isolate, the afflicted
person. If the laws of leprosy were fashioned for
reasons of health and contagion, Hirsch notes,
they would be stringent in borderline cases. In-
stead, doubtful cases are deemed ritually pure.

Finally, we note that the kohen performs the
ritual only after the tzara-at has disappeared,
to avoid the appearance of performing a mag-
ical cure.

2. Despite a posture of sympathy for af-
flicted persons and a commitment to amelio-
rate their condition, the Sages often could not
resist the temptation to ask, “What moral or
spiritual failing may have caused this illness?”
They see the Torah’s discussion of illness in
the abstract as an opportunity to make a moral
point, although they caution us that it is in-
sensitive to tell an ailing person, “You are suf-
fering because of your sins.” Anticipating what
we recently have come to know about the
unity joining the physical and the emotional
dimensions of illness, they could understand
illness as the result of moral as well as physical
causes. Their outlook has been summarized as
seeing tzara-at “not as a bodily disease but as

the physical manifestation of a spiritual ma-
laise.” The leper is isolated from human soci-
ety not because of the contagious skin disease
but as a punishment for antisocial behavior.
Yet one of the Sages insists, “When a person
is in pain, what does the divine Presence say?
‘It is My own head that aches, it is My own arm
that aches’” (M Sanh. 6:5).

Playing on the linguistic similarity of the
Hebrew for “leper” (m’tzora) and the Hebrew
for “one who gossips” (motzi shem ra), the
Sages considered leprosy to be a punishment
for the sins of slander and malicious gossip
(Lev.R.16:1). They teach that gossip is like lep-
rosy because it is highly contagious. One in-
fected person can spread a malicious rumor
to many others. They designate seven types
of antisocial behavior that God punishes with
tzara-at: “haughty eyes, a lying tongue, hands
that shed innocent blood in secret, a mind that
hatches evil, feet quick to do wrong, a witness
who testifies falsely, and one who incites
brothers to quarrel” (citing Prov. 6:16-19).
Those types of behavior share the attribute of
being hard to punish in a court of law. God ex-
acts punishment in a variety of appropriate
ways: “As your rumors separated husband
from wife and brother from brother, you will
now be separated from all human contact.”
The Midrash adduces proof texts to show that
people guilty of those misdeeds were punished
with leprosy. Thus Miriam is stricken after
speakingill of her brother Moses (Num. 12:10).
Even Moses is afflicted for speaking ill of the
Israelites; when he is summoned by God at the
Burning Bush to bring the Israelites news of
their impending liberation, he hesitates, say-
ing, “They will not believe me” (Exod. 4:1). As
a result, his hand becomes leprous (4:6).

Today we recognize that it is medically in-
accurate and psychologically cruel to tell
someone that he or she is afflicted with illness
as a punishment for behavior not organically
related to the illness, or that failure to heal is
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LEVITICUS 13:3 TAZRI'A

or to one of his sons, the priests. 3The priest shall
examine the affection on the skin of his body:
ifhair in the affected patch has turned white and
the affection appears to be deeper than the skin
of his body, it is a leprous affection; when the
priest sees it, he shall pronounce him impure.
4But if it is a white discoloration on the skin of
his body which does not appear to be deeper
than the skin and the hair in it has not turned
white, the priest shall isolate the affected person
for seven days. 5On the seventh day the priest
shall examine him, and if the affection has re-
mained unchanged in color and the disease has
not spread on the skin, the priest shall isolate
him for another seven days. 60n the seventh day
the priest shall examine him again: if the
affection has faded and has not spread on the
skin, the priest shall pronounce him pure. It is
a rash; he shall wash his clothes, and he shall
be pure. 7But if the rash should spread on the
skin after he has presented himself to the priest
and been pronounced pure, he shall present
himselfagain to the priest. 8And if the priest sees
that the rash has spread on the skin, the priest
shall pronounce him impure; it is leprosy.
9When a person has a scaly affection, it shall
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4. the priest shall isolate the affected person
More precisely, “he shall confine, lock up”
(v'hisgir) the affected person. A special dwelling
was used for this purpose.

6. he shall wash his clothes Laundering
one’s garments was a procedure frequently in-
cluded in purification rites.

8. it is leprosy 'That is, it is acute tzara-at.

CHRONIC AILMENTS  (vv. 9-17)

If a person with a chronic ailment is brought to
the priest, a different set of diagnostic criteria is
applied. Exposed (“raw”) flesh in an infected area
indicates that the old ailment never healed prop-

to be blamed on a lack of will. It should be
noted that the Torah itself presents tzara-at as
an affliction to be cured, not as a punishment
to be explained. We might ask: What actions
or conditions cause an individual to be isolated
from the community today? And what can re-
ligious institutions do to restore that person to
the community?

Salanter taught that the laws of leprosy and
gossip follow immediately after the dietary
laws to teach us to be as scrupulous about what
comes out of our mouths as we are about what

goes into them. He saw the essential sin of gos-
sip as focusing on the faults of others rather
than looking to improve ourselves. Society
says to the slanderer, “If you are so good at rec-
ognizing faults, go live by yourself and discover
your own faults and shortcomings.”

3. when the priest sees it One commenta-
tor reads this as “when the priest sees him”
(Meshekh Hokhmah). The priest is to examine
the whole person, not only the diseased limb.
He is to see what is whole and healthy about
the person, not only what is afflicted.

o
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LEVITICUS 13:10 TAZRI‘A

be reported to the priest. 10If the priest finds on
the skin a white swelling which has turned some
hair white, with a patch of undiscolored flesh
in the swelling, 11itis chronicleprosy on the skin
of his body, and the priest shall pronounce him
impure; he need not isolate him, for he is im-
pure. 12If the eruption spreads out over the skin
so thatit coversall the skin of the affected person
from head to foot, wherever the priest can
see—13if the priest sees that the eruption has
covered the whole body—he shall pronounce
the affected person pure; he is pure, for he has
turned all white. 14But as soon as undiscolored
flesh appears in it, he shall be impure; 15when
the priest sees the undiscolored flesh, he shall
pronounce him impure. The undiscolored flesh
is impure; it is leprosy. 16But if the undiscolored
flesh again turns white, he shall come to the
priest, 17and the priest shall examine him: if the
affection has turned white, the priest shall pro-
nounce the affected person pure; he is pure.
18When an inflammation appears on the skin
of one’sbodyand it heals, 19and a white swelling
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erly. If, however, the exposed flesh is subsequently
covered by new skin (referred to in the text as
“turning completely white”), this indicates that
the chronic #zara-at has healed.

9. When a person has a scaly affection That
is, when a person shows the priest an old ailment
of the skin that may represent the recurrence of
chronic rzara-az.

10. a white swelling which has turned some
hair white Literally, “a white inflammation, in
which the hair has turned white.”

undiscolored flesh That is, exposed flesh.
When healing occurs, white, normal skin grows
over the infected area. Recurrence of infection is
indicated by the reappearance of raw flesh.

11. itis chronic leprosy . . . he need not isolate
him No need for quarantine, because it is de-
termined at the outset that acute #zara-at has re-
curred.

12. wherever the priest can see That s, after
the priest’s complete examination.

13. for he has turned all white Exposed, or
raw, flesh is a reddish color—not white, like nor-
mal skin. This, then, is the criterion: Skin turned

white is new skin that has grown over the raw area.

14. as soon as undiscolored flesh appears in
it If exposed flesh reappears on it, the old in-
fection has not been covered by new skin and will
not heal properly, and the individual has chronic
tzara-at.

16. if the undiscolored flesh again turns
white If the exposed flesh recedes and resumes
its whiteness, then new (“white”) skin has grown
over the infected, exposed flesh.

TZARA-AT AS COMPLICATION  (vv. 18-46)

This section deals with tzara-at that arises as a
complication, i.e., a secondary development, out
of other conditions. These symptoms are (a)
sh’hin, a term characterizing a number of condi-
tions similar to dermatitis; (b) a burn that became
infected; (c) diseases of the hair; (d) a skin con-
dition identified as vitiligo; and (e) ailments of the
scalp and forehead.

18. an inflammation appears on the skin . . .
anditheals The primary condition, dermatitis,
had healed, but a secondary infection had devel-
oped in the same area.
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LEVITICUS 13:20 TAZRI'A

or a white discoloration streaked with red de-
velops where the inflammation was, he shall
present himself to the priest. 20If the priest finds
that it appears lower than the rest of the skin
and that the hair in it has turned white, the priest
shall pronounce him impure; it is a leprous
affection that has broken out in the inflam-
mation. 21But if the priest finds that there is no
white hair in it and it is not lower than the rest
of the skin, and it is faded, the priest shall isolate
him for seven days. 22If it should spread in the
skin, the priest shall pronounce him impure; it
is an affection. 23But if the discoloration re-
mains stationary, nothavingspread, itis the scar
of the inflammation; the priest shall pronounce
him pure.

24When the skin of one’s body sustains a burn
by fire, and the patch from the burn is a dis-
coloration, either white streaked with red, or
white, 25the priest shall examine it. If some hair
has turned white in the discoloration, which it-
self appears to go deeper than the skin, it is lep-
rosy that has broken out in the burn. The priest
shall pronounce him impure; it is a leprous
affection. 26But if the priest finds that there is
no white hair in the discoloration, and that it
is not lower than the rest of the skin, and it is
faded, the priest shall isolate him for seven days.
270n the seventh day the priest shall examine
him: if it has spread in the skin, the priest shall
pronounce him impure; itis aleprous affection.
28But if the discoloration has remained station-
ary, not having spread on the skin, and it is
faded, itis the swelling from the burn. The priest
shall pronounce him pure, for it is the scar of
the burn.

29If a man or a woman has an affection on
the head or in the beard, 30the priest shall ex-
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20. The symptomatology here is essentially The exposed skin is a pink or white shiny spot.

the same as that applicable to the diagnosis of an

initial condition of tzara-at, in verses 1-8.

29. The hair, which is rooted in layers of the
skin, is directly affected by conditions (such as

24. the patch from the burn is a discoloration acne) that disturb the hair follicles.
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LEVITICUS 13:31 TAZRI'A

amine the affection. If it appears to go deeper
than the skin and there is thin yellow hair in
it, the priest shall pronounce him impure; it is
ascall,ascaly eruptioninthe hair orbeard. 31But
if the priest finds that the scall affection does
not appear to go deeper than the skin, yet there
is no black hair in it, the priest shall isolate the
person with the scall affection for seven days.
320n the seventh day the priest shall examine
the affection. If the scall has not spread and no
yellow hair has appeared in it, and the scall does
not appear to go deeper than the skin, 33the per-
son with the scall shall shave himself, but with-
out shaving the scall; the priest shall isolate him
for another seven days. 34On the seventh day
the priest shall examine the scall. If the scall has
not spread on the skin, and does not appear to
go deeper than the skin, the priest shall pro-
nounce him pure; he shall wash his clothes, and
he shall be pure. 35If, however, the scall should
spread on the skin after he hasbeen pronounced
pure, 36the priest shall examine him. If the scall
has spread on the skin, the priest need not look
for yellow hair: he is impure. 37But if the scall
has remained unchanged in color, and black
hair has growninit, thescallishealed; heis pure.
The priest shall pronounce him pure.
38]faman or awoman has the skin of the body
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30-31. This passage is describing the pro-
gressive stages of a complication whose treatment
differs somewhat from acute tzara-at because of
the background condition involved. Verse 30
stipulates that if both positive symptoms appear,
acute zzara-at is indicated. Verse 31 states that
if only one symptom occurs—the absence of
black, normal hair (which is equivalent to the
presence of yellow, infected hair)—quarantine is
imposed, because a final determination cannot
yet be made.

thin yellow hair The symptoms are gener-
ally similar to those of skin ailments, except that
yellow, not white, hair is the discoloration to be
watched for.

scall Hebrew: netek, which refers to the con-
dition of hair follicles, not of skin, and describes

the follicles as being “torn” from the scalp after
“splitting.”

32. On the seventh day the priest shall ex-
amine the affection  Three conditions must ex-
ist for a declaration of purity to be issued at this
stage: no yellow hair, no enlargement of the le-
sions, and no recessed lesions. To allow for clearer
observation, the hair is shaved around the infected
areas, leaving the areas themselves unshaven.

36. the scall has spread on the skin Any en-
largement of the lesions after 14 days is sufficient
to warrant a diagnosis of acute rzara-at. The priest
need look no further for yellow hair.

37. the scall has remained unchanged If
normal-colored hair grows back in the infected
area and there has been no subsequent enlarge-
ment of the lesions, the netek infection has healed.
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streaked with white discolorations, 3%9and the
priest sees that the discolorations on the skin
ofthebodyare ofadull white, itisa tetter broken
out on the skin; he is pure.

40If a man loses the hair of his head and be-
comes bald, he is pure. 41If he loses the hair
on the front part of his head and becomes bald
at the forehead, he is pure. 42But if a white
affection streaked with red appears on the bald
part in the front or at the back of the head, it
isascaly eruption that is spreading over the bald
partin the front or at the back of the head. 43The
priest shall examine him: if the swollen affection
on the bald part in the front or at the back of
his head is white streaked with red, like the lep-
rosy of body skin in appearance, 44the man is
leprous; he is impure. The priest shall pro-
nounce him impure; he has the affection on
his head.

45As for the person with a leprous affection,
his clothes shall be rent, his head shall be left
bare, and he shall cover over his upper lip; and
he shall call out, “Impure! Impure!” 46He shall
beimpure aslong as the disease is on him. Being
impure, he shall dwell apart; his dwelling shall
be outside the camp.
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38-39. These verses deal with an ailment
known as bohak (brightness), identified by some
medical authorities as vitiligo. It is a rash that is
not acute.

40. If a man loses the hair of his head and
becomes bald This section (vv. 40—44) deals
with cases in which a person was bald before the
outbreak of the ailment in question.

43. Iftheinflamed infection is whitish on the
bald pate or on the forehead, the person is suf-
fering from acute rzara-at.

45. the person with a leprous affection

Namely, one who suffers from the acute condi-
tion stated in verse 8.

his head shall be left bare Baring the head
so that the hair hung loose was a customary way
of shaming a person, as was covering the upper
lip.

and he shall call out, “Impure!” The suf-
ferer must warn all who approach that he is im-
pure.

46. as long as the disease is on him Thus,
an individual suffering from acute #zara-ar may
be banished permanently.

45. he shall call out, “Impure! Impure!”
According to the Talmud, one does this not
only to warn others of the contagion but also
to elicit compassion and prayers on one’s be-
half (BT MK 5a). It is the responsibility of an
afflicted person to recognize the illness and ask
for help; and it is the responsibility of the com-

munity to offer support and prayer rather than
shun or ignore the afflicted.

One commentator reads, “the impure shall
call out, ‘Impure!”” That is, people tend to pro-
ject their own failings onto others. A corrupt
person sees corruption all around (BT Kid. 70a).
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LEVITICUS 13:47 TAZRI'A

47When an eruptive affection occursinacloth
of wool or linen fabric, 48in the warp or in the
woof of the linen or the wool, or in a skin or
in anything made of skin; 4if the affection in
the cloth or the skin, in the warp or the woof,
or in any article of skin, is streaky green or red,
it is an eruptive affection. It shall be shown to
the priest; 30and the priest, after examining the
affection, shall isolate the affected article for
seven days. 510n the seventh day he shall ex-
amine the affection: if the affection has spread
in the cloth—whether in the warp or the woof,
orintheskin, for whatever purpose the skin may
be used—the affection is a malignant eruption;
it is impure. 52The cloth—whether warp or
woofin wool or linen, or any article of skin—in
which the affection is found, shall be burned,
for it is a malignant eruption; it shall be con-
sumed in fire. 53But if the priest sees that the
affection in the cloth—whether in warp or in
woof, or in any article of skin—has not spread,
54the priest shall order the affected article
washed, and he shall isolate it for another seven
days. 55And if, after the affected article has been
washed, the priest sees that the affection has not
changed color and that it has not spread, it is
impure. It shall be consumed in fire; it is a fret,
whether on its inner side or on its outer side.
S6Butif the priest sees that the affected part, after
it has been washed, is faded, he shall tear it out
from the cloth or skin, whether in the warp or

TZARA-AT IN FABRICS AND LEATHER
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(vv. 47-59)

This section deals with zzara-at-type infections

that damage fabrics and worked leather. They
may have been some kinds of fungoid or sporoid
infections.

47. Although most medieval and modern
commentators see the eruption of tzara-at in
clothingas anatural phenomenon, a form of rot
or fungus, Maimonides and Ramban see it as
supernatural, something that could take place
only in the Land of Israel. Because of that land’s
sensitivity to immorality, even the clothes one
wears would bear witness to the moral decay
of the person wearing them.

Although the laws of tum-ah seem very for-
eign to us, they flow directly from the Israel-
ites’ sense that being able to come into God’s
presence is an irreplaceable privilege. This led
them to be profoundly concerned with any-
thing that might estrange them from the divine
presence.
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LEVITICUS 13:57 TAZRI'A

in the woof; 57and if it occurs again in the
cloth—whether in warp or in woof—or in any
article of skin, it is a wild growth; the affected
article shall be consumed in fire. 38If, however,
the affection disappears from the cloth—warp
or woof—or from any article of skin that has
been washed, it shall be washed again, and it
shall be pure.

59Such is the procedure for eruptive affec-
tions of cloth, woolen or linen, in warp or in
woof, or of any article of skin, for pronouncing
it pure or impure.

* For the haftarah for this portion, see p. 671.
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M’'TZORA

1 4 The Lorp spoke to Moses, saying: 2This
shall be the ritual for a leper at the time that
he is to be purified.

When it has been reported to the priest, 3the
priestshall go outside the camp. If the priest sees
that the leper has been healed of his scaly
affection, 4the priest shall order two live pure
birds, cedar wood, crimson stuff, and hyssop to
be brought for him who is to be purified. 5The
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priest shall order one of the birds slaughtered

THE PURIFICATION OF SKIN DISEASES  (continued)

PURIFICATION RITES FOR INDIVIDUALS
(14:1-32)

The rites ordained for the purification of a person
who had suffered from tzara-at are among the
most elaborate in the priestly laws. They demon-
strate how seriously the tzara-at infections were
regarded in ancient Israel.

2. ritual  Hebrew: torah, which here means
a manual of procedure for the priests, who ad-
ministered the purification rites.

When it has been reported to the priest
The priest went out to the afflicted person who

could not enter the camp, having been declared
impure.

4. two live pure birds The birds must be
physically sound and of a pure species.

crimson stuff Hebrew: sh'’ni tola-at; literally,
“the scatlet of the worm.” A crimson dye is ex-
tracted from the eggs of an insect that lives in the
leaves of oak trees. The cloth, most likely, was
wool.

5. over fresh water in an earthen vessel
Blood of the slaughtered bird not collected in the
vessel would flow down into the earth. The He-
brew for “fresh water” (mayim hayyim) literally

CHAPTER 14

This parashah (read together with Tazri-a in
most non-leap years) describes the ritual of pu-
rifying and reintegrating the recovered leper.
We can read it as a description of the Israelites’
attitude to the experience of recovering from
illness. The text also discusses the appearance
of a “plague” in the stones of a person’s house
and the implications of menstrual blood and
seminal emissions as they relate to ritual im-
purity (tum-ah).

The formal description of the cleansing rit-
ual masks the deep and possibly conflicted feel-
ings of the person who has recovered from a se-
rious illness. These might include feelings of
relief and happiness together with a new ap-
preciation of good health, perhaps resentment
over what had been gone through as well as
envy of people who had remained healthy. The
offering of the recovered leper is sometimes re-
ferred to as “the sacrifice of one who has re-

turned from the dead,” either because the ill-
ness was so grave or because a life cut off from
all human contact, a life without friends and
family, was not really a life.

3. the priest shall go outside the camp He
is not to wait until people come to him with
their concerns but must go to where the people
are.

4. The offering included cedar wood, from
the tallest and strongest of all plants, and hys-
sop, a kind of grass, the smallest and most vul-
nerable of all growing things. This was to sym-
bolize the leveling power of illness, which af-
flicts the powerful and the powerless alike, and
to teach the mighty a lesson about their vul-
nerability. The person recovered from illness
may re-enter the camp but may not go home
yet. Perhaps one who leaves the hospital or the
isolation of serious illness with great relief is
not yet fully oneself, not quite ready to resume
the routines and responsibilities of normal life,
home, and family.
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LEVITICUS 14:6 M’TZORA

over fresh water in an earthen vessel; 6and he
shall take the live bird, along with the cedar
wood, the crimson stuff, and the hyssop, and
dip them together with thelive bird in the blood
of the bird that was slaughtered over the fresh
water. 7He shall then sprinkle it seven times on
him who is to be purified of the eruption and
purify him; and he shall set the live bird free in
the open country. 8The one to be purified shall
wash his clothes, shave off all his hair, and bathe
in water; then he shall be pure. After that he may
enter the camp, but he must remain outside his
tent seven days. 90On the seventh day he shall
shave off all his hair—of head, beard, and eye-
brows. When he has shaved off all his hair, he
shall wash his clothes and bathe his body in wa-
ter; then he shall be pure. 190n the eighth day
he shall take two male lambs without blemish,
one ewe lamb in its first year without blemish,
three-tenths of a measure of choice flour with
oil mixed in for a grain offering, and one log
of oil. 'These shall be presented before the
Lorp, with the man to be purified, at the en-
trance of the Tent of Meeting, by the priest who
performs the purification.

12The priest shall take one of the male lambs
and offer it with the log of oil as a reparation
offering, and he shall elevate them as an eleva-
tion offering before the Lorp. 13The lamb shall
be slaughtered at the spot in the sacred area

means “living water.” It is water that flows con-

tinually, like that of springs.
9. of head, beard, and eyebrows

for these rites of purification.
10. log About 10 fluid ounces (0.3 L).

11. The person undergoing purification is
stationed near the entrance of the Tent of Meet-

It was nor-
mally forbidden to shave the beard or the side-
locks of the head (19:27). Exceptions are made
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ing, together with the material assembled for use
in the purification.

12, reparation offering This provided sac-
rificial blood to be sprinkled on the extremities
of the individual who was being purified; blood
from the burnt offering or from the purification
offering could not be applied to the human body.

13. at the spot in the sacred area That is, on
the north side of the altar (see 1:11, 4:24, and 7:2).

9. bathe his body in water This was not
simply to cleanse oneself. It symbolized rebirth
and re-creation—just as an infant is born out
of water, just as a convert emerges out of water
to a new life and a new identity, just as the

world was created out of water (Gen. 1:2). The
experience of illness and recovery has made the
leper a new person—that is, someone who now
looks at life differently (Seifer Ha-Hinnukh).
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LEVITICUS 14:14 M'TZORA

where the purification offering and the burnt
offering are slaughtered. For the reparation
offering, like the purification offering, goes to
the priest; it is most holy. 14The priest shall take
some of the blood of the reparation offering,
and the priest shall put it on the ridge of the
right ear of him who is being purified, and on
the thumb of his right hand, and on the big toe
of his right foot. 15The priest shall then take
some of the log of oil and pour it into the palm
of his own left hand. 16And the priest shall dip
his right finger in the oil that is in the palm of
his left hand and sprinkle some of the oil with
his finger seven times before the Lorp. 17Some
ofthe oil left in his palm shall be put by the priest
on the ridge of the right ear of the one being
purified, on the thumb of his right hand, and
on the big toe of his right foot—over the blood
of the reparation offering. 18The rest of the oil
in his palm the priest shall put on the head of
the one being purified. Thus the priest shall
make expiation for him before the Lorp. 19The
priest shall then offer the purification offering
and make expiation for the one being purified
of his impurity. Last, the burnt offering shall be
slaughtered, 20and the priest shall offer the
burnt offering and the grain offering on the al-
tar, and the priest shall make expiation for him.
Then he shall be pure.

211f, however, he is poor and his means are
insufficient, he shall take one male lamb for a
reparation offering, to be elevated in expiation
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14. on the ridge of the right ear The person
was treated literally from head to foot.

18. The rites were essential to securing ex-
piation, or purification. The purification offering
and the burnt offering were also parts of the pu-
rification rites. The purification offering served to
place the individual in good standing with God.

The burnt offering symbolized renewed accepta-
bility as a worshiper and full reinstatement in the
community.

21-32. These verses repeat the rites pre-
scribed in verses 1-20, except that birds are sub-
stituted for animals in the burnt offering and in
the purification offering.

17. The oil is placed on the leper’s head,
hand, and foot and sprinkled on the altar, to
convey the idea that recovery from illness is

the combined result of our actions, our atti-
tudes, and divine grace.

662

WwSw
[wmnm]



663

LEVITICUS 14:22 M'TZORA

for him, one-tenth of a measure of choice flour
with oil mixed in for a grain offering, and a log
of oil; 22and two turtledoves or two pigeons, de-
pending on his means, the one to be the puri-
fication offering and the other the burnt
offering. 230n the eighth day of his purification
he shall bring them to the priest at the entrance
of the Tent of Meeting, before the Lorp. 24The
priest shall take the lamb of reparation offering
and the log of oil, and elevate them as an ele-
vation offering before the Lorp. 25When the
lamb of reparation offering has been slaugh-
tered, the priest shall take some of the blood of
the reparation offering and put it on the ridge
of the right ear of the one being purified, on the
thumb of his right hand, and on the big toe of
his right foot. 26The priest shall then pour some
of the oil into the palm of his own left hand,
27and with the finger of his right hand the priest
shall sprinkle some of the oil that is in the palm
of his left hand seven times before the Lorp.
28Some of the oil in his palm shall be put by the
priest on the ridge of the right ear of the one
being purified, on the thumb of his right hand,
and on the bigtoe ofhis right foot, over the same
places as the blood of the reparation offering;
29and what is left of the oil in his palm the priest
shall put on the head of the one being purified,
to make expiation for him before the Lorp.
30He shall then offer one of the turtledoves or
pigeons, depending on his means—3!which-
ever he can afford—the one as a purification
offering and the other as a burnt offering, to-
gether with the grain offering. Thus the priest
shall make expiation before the Lorp for the
one being purified. 32Such is the ritual for him
who has a scaly affection and whose means for
his purification are limited.
33TheLorpspoketoMosesand Aaron, saying:

TZARA-AT IN BUILDING STONES
(vv. 33-53)
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or rot, perhaps of a fungoid nature, that produced
recessed lesions and discoloration in the plaster

This section deals with some sort of mold, blight, or mud used to cover building stones.
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LEVITICUS 14:34 M'TZORA

34When you enter the land of Canaan that I
give you as a possession, and I inflict an eruptive
plague upon a house in the land you possess,
35the owner of the house shall come and tell the
priest, saying, “Something like a plague has ap-
peared upon myhouse.” 36The priest shall order
the house cleared before the priest enters to ex-
amine the plague, so that nothing in the house
may become impure; after that the priest shall
enter to examine the house. 37If, when he ex-
amines the plague, the plague in the walls of the
house is found to consist of greenish or reddish
streaks thatappear to go deep into the wall, 38the
priest shall come out of the house to the en-
trance of the house, and close up the house for
seven days. 390n the seventh day the priest shall
return. If he sees that the plague has spread on
the walls of the house, 40the priest shall order
the stones with the plague in them to be pulled
out and cast outside the city into an impure
place. 41The house shall be scraped inside all
around, and the coating that is scraped off shall
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36. Once the priest arrives and quarantines
the house, everything inside it becomes impure
as well.

37. streaks that appear to go deep into the
wall Literally, “lesions that appear to be re-
cessed within the surface of the wall.”

38. close up the house A diseased person is
closed up in a house. Here, the house itself is
locked up to keep people out.

39. If the lesions became enlarged, it is likely
that the blight, or fungus, has penetrated to the
stones themselves.

41. The mud coating is scraped off the in-
terior facing of the rest of the stones to ascertain
whether the infection had penetrated the stones
themselves.

34. The appearance of tzara-at in the
stones of ahouse was a mysterious event. Some
Sages doubted it ever happened, and others
consigned it to a distant past. Commenta-
tors consider the afflicted house (ha-bayit
ha-m’nugga) to be a moral warning rather than
a natural occurrence, even more emphatically
than they consider cases of skin disease to be
a moral warning. They fasten on the word for
“Tinflict” to deduce that this was a plague sent
by God. A home is a family’s private refuge.
Thus a home afflicted by plague represents the
breakdown of the social values that kept a fam-
ily safe and united. It was a cause for concern
if the problems of society at large had come to
infect the home. Most commentators suggest

that the antisocial behavior that brought the
plague to the house was selfishness, a blind-
ness to the needs of others.

35. owner of the house Literally, “one
whose house it is,” leading the Sages to con-
clude that the owner sinned by saying, “the
house and everything in it are mine and I don’t
have to share it with anyone else” (BT Yoma
11b). As punishment, the house is torn down.
The Midrash pictures such owners claiming
that they cannot help the poor because they are
poor themselves. When their houses are dis-
mantled, all will see what they were hoarding
(Lev. R. 17:2).

40. stones . . . to be pulled out From the
heart of the selfish owner.

"
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be dumped outside the city in an impure place.
42They shall take other stones and replace those
stones with them, and take other coating and
plaster the house.

43]f the plague again breaks out in the house,
after the stones have been pulled out and after
the house has been scraped and replastered,
44the priest shall come to examine: if the plague
has spread in the house, it is a malignant erup-
tion in the house; it is impure. 45The house shall
be torn down—its stones and timber and all the
coating on the house—and taken to an impure
place outside the city.

46Whoever enters the house while it is closed
up shall be impure until evening. 4Whoever
sleeps in the house must wash his clothes, and
whoever eats in the house must wash his clothes.

481f, however, the priest comes and sees that
the plague has not spread in the house after the
house was replastered, the priest shall pro-
nounce the house pure, for the plague has
healed. 49To purify the house, he shall take two
birds, cedar wood, crimson stuff, and hyssop.
50He shall slaughter the one bird over fresh wa-
ter in an earthen vessel. 51He shall take the cedar
wood, the hyssop, the crimson stuff, and the live
bird, and dip them in the blood of the slaugh-
tered bird and the fresh water, and sprinkle on

42. take other coating and plaster the house
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49. The procedures for purifying the house

The stones could be retained if the blight had not  that has “healed,” so to speak, are almost iden-

penetrated into them.

tical to those prescribed in verses 1-32 for pu-

46—47. These verses deal with the transmis- rifying a diseased person. There is only one

sion of an impurity that is present in a closed
structure to people who are inside the structure
while it is impure.

difference: Oil and blood are sprinkled on a
person; water and blood are sprinkled on a
house.

43-45. 1Is the problem superficial, easily
cleared up, or has it entered the structure of the
institution, so that the institution is beyond
saving?

The house shall be torn down The Mid-
rash sees this as an anticipation of the destruc-

tion of Solomon’s temple, a house that will
have been corrupted by the behavior of its in-
habitants (Lev. R. 17:7). It then adds, “But it
will not be forever, as it is stated, ‘Behold, I am
laying in Zion a foundation stone, a precious
cornerstone, a sure foundation’” (Isa. 28:16).
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the house seven times. 52Having purified the
house with the blood of the bird, the fresh water,
the live bird, the cedar wood, the hyssop, and
the crimson stuff, 53he shall set the live bird free
outside the city in the open country. Thus he
shall make expiation for the house, and it shall
be pure.

54Such is the ritual for every eruptive
affection—for scalls, 5>for an eruption on a
cloth or a house, >¢for swellings, for rashes, or
for discolorations—>57to determine when they
are impure and when they are pure.

Such is the ritual concerning eruptions.

1 5 The Lorp spoke to Moses and Aaron,
saying: 2Speak to the Israelite people and say to
them:

When any man has a discharge issuing from
his member, he is impure. 3The impurity
from his discharge shall mean the following—
whether his member runs with the discharge or
is stopped up so that there is no discharge, his
impurity means this: 4Any bedding on which
the one with the discharge lies shall be impure,
and every object on which he sits shall be im-

54-57. These verses are a postscript to the
entire contents of chapters 13 and 14.
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DISCHARGES FROM SEXUAL ORGANS (15:1-33)

Most of this chapter deals with discharges from
the sexual organs as a result of illness or infection,
not the normal menstruation of females or sem-
inal emissions of males. Little was known about
their treatment, apart from bathing, laundering
clothing, and carefully observing the course taken
by the ailment itself. All the impurities dealt with
in this chapter, like any prevailing impurity

THE ISRAELITE MALE

2. member Hebrew: basar (body, flesh); here
it is a euphemism for the male sex organ.
4, lies . . . sits

within the Israclite community, threatened, di-
rectly or indirectly, the purity of the sanctuary,
which was located within the area of settlement.

(vv. 1-18)

Two sorts of objects are ren-

CHAPTER 15

life-engendering power of certain bodily fluids

and with the life-endangering dimension of dis-

2ff. Once again we encounter the notion of
tum-ah not as uncleanness or contamination
but as an encounter with the mysterious

ease. This encounter with the primal forces of
life and death rule out (or may possibly replace)
other ways of entering into the divine presence.
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pure. 5Anyone who touches his bedding shall
wash his clothes, bathe in water, and remain im-
pure until evening. §Whoever sits on an object
on which the one with the discharge has sat shall
wash his clothes, bathe in water, and remain im-
pure until evening. ”"Whoever touches the body
of the one with the discharge shall wash his
clothes, bathein water, and remain impure until
evening. 8If one with a discharge spits on one
who is pure, the latter shall wash his clothes,
bathe in water, and remain impure until eve-
ning. 9Any means for riding that one with a dis-
charge has mounted shall be impure; 19whoever
touches anything that was under him shall be
impure until evening; and whoever carries such
things shall wash his clothes, bathe in water, and
remainimpure until evening. 1'Ifone witha dis-
charge, without having rinsed his hands in wa-
ter, touches another person, that person shall
wash his clothes, bathe in water, and remain
impure until evening. 12An earthen vessel that
one with a discharge touches shall be broken;
and any wooden implement shall be rinsed with
water.

13When one with a discharge becomes puri-
fied of his discharge, he shall count off seven
days for his purification, wash his clothes, and
bathe his body in fresh water; then he shall be
pure. 14On the eighth day he shall take two tur-
tledoves or two pigeons and come before the
Lorp at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting and
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dered impure by contact with a person who has
a discharge: those on which one lies, and those
on which one sits. These objects must be purified.

5. bathe in water One must bathe com-
pletely.

7. Direct contact with the affected person
renders one impure.

8-9. Verses 8-9 deal with contact initiated
by the affected person.

spits  Spittle was thought to carry infection
and disease.

means for riding Hebrew: merkav, denoting
“an object on which one rides,” such as a saddle
or other appurtenance located under the rider. If

someone with a discharge rides on these objects,
they become impure.

10. whoever touches anything that was un-
der him That is, under the affected person. In
this case, the impurity extends only to the body
of the person who touches such objects, not to
the clothing.

whoever carries such things Contact by car-
rying objects entails the usual severe restrictions
in response.

13. seven days for his purification Seven
consecutive days must pass after the termination
of the ailment before ritual purification can be un-
dertaken.
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give them to the priest. 15The priest shall offer
them, the one as a purification offering and the
other as a burnt offering. Thus the priest shall
make expiation on his behalf, for his discharge,
before the Lorp.

16When a man has an emission of semen, he
shall bathe his whole body in water and remain
impure until evening. 17All cloth or leather on
which semen falls shall be washed in water and
remain impure until evening. 18Andifaman has
carnal relations with a woman, they shall bathe
in water and remain impure until evening.

19When a woman has a discharge, her dis-
charge being blood from her body, she shall re-
main in her menstrual impurity seven days;
whoever touches her shall be impure until eve-
ning. 20Anything that she lies on during her
menstrual impurity shall be impure; and any-
thing that she sits on shall be impure. 21Anyone
who touches her bedding shall wash his clothes,
bathe in water, and remain impure until eve-
ning; 22and anyone who touches any object on
which she has sat shall wash his clothes, bathe
in water, and remain impure until evening. 23Be
it the bedding or be it the object on which she
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15. Apurification offering is required not be-
cause the person in question offended God by any
act on his or her part, but because the impurity
(i.e., the ailment) threatened the purity of the
sanctuary.

18. Both the man and the woman are rit-
ually impure after the sex act, and both must

bathe.

THE ISRAELITE FEMALE  (vv. 19-30)

The subjects of the law in this section are a wom-
an’s normal menstruation and her abnormal dis-
charges of blood.

19. menstrual impurity Better: “menstrual
condition.” Hebrew: niddah, denoting the phys-
iologic process of the flow of blood.

19. The enforced separation of husband
and wife during her menstrual period parallels
the dietary laws. Both sets of regulations in-
culcate holiness by introducing rules of what
is permitted and what is forbidden into what

are matters of instinct for all other living crea-
tures. Once again, the Torah defines the
uniqueness of the human being as the ability
to control instinct instead of being controlled
by it.

HALAKHAH L’'MA-ASEH

15:19. discharge being blood This and the following verses are the basis for taharat ha-mishpahah, the “family
purity” laws that prohibit sexual contact during a woman’s menstrual period until after her subsequent im-
mersion in a mikveh (ritual bath). The biblical requirement for a man to immerse after a seminal emission
(Lev. 15:16-17) fell into disuse by talmudic times (BT Ber. 21b—22a).

15:20. shall be impure Jewish law places no restrictions on a menstruant’s touching a Torah scroll or reciting

or leading prayers.
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LEVITICUS 15:24 M'TZORA

has sat, on touching it he shall be impure until
evening. 24And if a man lies with her, her
menstrual impurity is communicated to him;
he shall be impure seven days, and any bedding
on which he lies shall become impure.

25When a woman has had a discharge of
blood for many days, not at the time of her men-
strual impurity, or when she has a discharge be-
yond her period of menstrual impurity, she
shall be impure, as though at the time of her
menstrual impurity, as long as her discharge
lasts. 26Any bedding on which she lies while her
discharge lasts shall be for her like bedding dur-
ing her menstrual impurity; and any object on
which she sits shall become impure, as it does
during her menstrual impurity: 27whoever
touches them shall be impure; he shall wash his
clothes, bathe in water, and remain impure until
evening.

28When she becomes purified of her dis-
charge, she shall count off seven days, and after
that she shall be pure. 290n the eighth day she
shall take two turtledoves or two pigeons, and
bring them to the priest at the entrance of the
Tent of Meeting. 30The priest shall offer the one
asapurification offeringand the otherasaburnt
offering; and the priest shall make expiation on
her behalf, for her impure discharge, before the
Lorp.

31You shall put the Israelites on guard against
their impurity, lest they die through their im-
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24. he shall be impure seven days He must
bathe and launder his clothing after seven days.

25. A woman who has discharges of blood
not caused by menstruation bears the same im-
purity as a menstruating woman for as long as the
discharges last.

28. Like the male in verse 13, the female
must count off seven days after the termination
of her abnormal discharge of blood.

29-30. This is the essential difference be-
tween abnormal and normal conditions: Abnor-
malities ultimately require ritual expiation as part
of the purification process, whereas normal con-

ditions, though they induce impurity, require
only bathing and laundering of clothing and ob-
servance of the proper period of waiting. Such
normal conditions do not of themselves involve
the sanctuary directly, unless a person in such a
state actually enters the sacred precincts.

CONCLUSION  (vv. 31-33)

31. lest they die through their impurity
It is not the condition of impurity itself that
brings on God’s punishment, but the failure
to correct that condition so as to restore a state
of purity.
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LEVITICUS 15:32 M'TZORA

purity by defiling My Tabernacle which is
among them.

32Such is the ritual concerning him who has
a discharge: concerning him who has an emis-
sion of semen and becomes impure thereby,
33and concerning her who is in menstrual
infirmity, and concerning anyone, male or fe-
male, who has a discharge, and concerning a
man who lies with an impure woman.
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31. My Tabernacle which is among them man body. Thus “defiling My Tabernacle” re-
Even when Israelites are impure, God’s pres- fers to rendering our bodies impure. Because
ence is found among them. Abravanel under- each person is created in God’s image, his or
stands “My Tabernacle” as referring to the hu- her body is a temple of God.
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HAFTARAH FOR M'TZORA
2 KINGS 7:3-20

(When Tazri-a and M’tzora are combined, recite

this haftarah.)

The power of prophecy is a main teaching of this
hafiarah, as indicated by its conclusion (vv.
16-20). The story presented here is incomplete,
however, because certain phrases (“as the Lorp
has spoken” and “just as the man of God had spo-
ken” in vv. 16-17) refer to matters stated in the
first verses of chapter 7, not included in the haf
tarah. Because of this, the symmetry of a complete
narrative, with fulfillment following prediction,
is lost because the hafiarab is only part of a cycle
of legends and prophecies related to the prophet
Elisha and Israel’s wars against Aram. The haf
tarah constitutes the final section of 2 Kings
6:24-7:20 that begins when “King Ben-hadad of
Aram mustered his entire army and marched
upon Samaria and besieged it” (6:24).

The siege is described as brutal. Famine and
cannibalism were rampant, and the price of food
was out of control. “A donkey’s head sold for
eighty [shekels] of silver and a quarter of a kab
of [carob pods] for five shekels” (6:25). The king
of Israel, utterly helpless, sent his messenger to
threaten the prophet Elisha who replied that by
“this time tomorrow” all would change (see
6:26-33). “A seah of choice flour shall sell for
a shekel at the gate of Samaria, and two seahs of
barley for a shekel” (7:1). The royal messenger
scoffed at this prediction of plenty; and in re-
sponse, Elisha swore that the aide would die be-
fore partaking of it (v. 2). It is important to re-
member that the hafiarah begins only after this
prologue.

Yet the haftarah, in and of itself, has its own
literary drama, beginning in the midst of a crisis
(famine and siege) and ending with its termina-
tion (food and the opening of the gates). The ful-

fillment formulas (“as,” “just as” in 7:16-20, at

the end of the haftarah) suggest that the external
course of events is more than it seems: Hidden
within is the fulfillment of divine predictions. Al-
though one who reads only the hafiarah is not
aware of the predictions, the fulfillment of the di-
vine word is announced at the end of it as the in-
ner truth of the historical events. History is thus
presented as the dramatic shape of divine will, as
revealed through God’s prophets.

Two themes frame the development of the
story in the baftarah. One theme has to do with
the location of the lepers, who at the beginning
are “outside the gate” (sha-ar) of Samaria. Their
location marks the boundary of the siege, as well
as the tension between the hunger within the city
walls and the provisions of the Aramean camp in
the field. The other theme involves the lepers’
split status. They belong both to the city and to
the field, both to the starving (native) Israelites
within the walls and to the (alien) world beyond
the walls. Ritually contaminated and thus pro-
hibited from entering the city, they choose to de-
fect. Thus they move the action to the Aramean
camp.

Among the empty tents of the enemy, the lep-
ers find food and wealth; they repeatedly “ate and
drank. .. carried off silver and gold . . . and buried
it.” The turning point of the narrative is the lepers’
recognition that they “are not doing right [£en].”
Thus they return to the city and inform its rulers
of the Aramean flight. At first, only a few of the
king’s men follow the lepers out to the camp.
With the return of the positive report, however,
the whole population streams out of Samaria to
fill their needs. With that, the boundaries deter-
mined by location are opened and the crisis of the
lepers’ status is resolved. Elisha’s forecast concern-
ing the low price of “batley” in the “gate” of Sa-
maria is gradually fulfilled. In the end, food is in
the gates—not only in the lepers. The scoffing
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aide-de-camp is punished, “exactly (ken)” as the
prophet had predicted.

The constant movement between the city and
the camp gives the illusion of an extended time
frame. This sense is reinforced by the variety of
scenes that make up the account. Because the
original situation had been grave, and Elisha’s
prophecy was meant to assuage the people’s fears,
he began his economic prediction with the words
“This time tomorrow” (7:1). Accordingly, we
must assume that the time narrated in 7:3-20 cov-
ers only one day. The many comings and goings
are intended to dramatize the successive stages of
transformation.

Itis intriguing that the fulfillment of the divine
oracle begins with the defection of the four lepers,
who dramatize the polarities and precariousness
of the situation as a whole. What is more, it is
precisely their social and ritual marginality that
puts them beyond the walls and in a position to
flee to the Aramean camp. As aliens among the

r a2 n0mbn

aliens, they bring “good news” back to the city
once they overcome their private desires and think
of their starving compatriots in Samaria. Their
moral turning is at the core of the narrative.

RELATION OF THE HAFTARAH
TO THE PARASHAH

The formal and explicit connection between the
passages hinges on the term 2 zora. This is the
Rabbinictitle of the parashahand refers toa “leper”
(Lev. 14:2) with “aleprous affection” (¢zara-at) on
the skin (Lev. 13:45) who must “dwell apart . . .
outside the camp” (v. 46) until permitted to un-
dergo the ritual of cleansing. The previous para-
shah (Lev. 12—13), which is sometimes combined
with this one, includes the detailed diagnostics of
the disease (Lev. 13); M tzora (Lev. 14—15) focuses
on the rites of personal purification (14:1-32),
with an appendix on diagnosing and purging the
plague in buildings (vv. 33-57).

7 3There were four men, lepers, outside the
gate. They said to one another, “Why should
we sit here waiting for death? 4If we decide to
go into the town, what with the famine in the
town, we shall die there; and if we just sit here,
still we die. Come, let us desert to the Aramean
camp. If they let us live, we shall live; and if they
put us to death, we shall but die.”

5They set out at twilight for the Aramean
camp; but when they came to the edge of the
Aramean camp, there was no one there. 6For
the Lord had caused the Aramean camp to hear
asound of chariots, a sound of horses—the din
of a huge army. They said to one another, “The
king of Israel must have hired the kings of the
Hittites and the kings of Mizraim to attack us!”
7And they fled headlong in the twilight, aban-
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2 Kings 7:3. lepers, outside the gate Medical
analysis indicates that the disease as described in
the Bible is neither what we know as leprosy
(Hansen’s disease) nor what we know as psoriasis.

The general term “scale disease” has been sug-
gested. People who were diagnosed with active
symptoms of this malady were segregated from so-

ciety (Lev. 13:4-5).
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doning their tents and horses and asses—the
[entire] camp just as it was—as they fled for
their lives.

8When those lepers came to the edge of the
camp, they went into one of the tents and ate
and drank; then they carried off silver and gold
and clothing from there and buried it. They
came back and went into another tent, and they
carried off what was there and buried it. 9Then
they said to one another, “We are not doing
right. This is a day of good news, and we are
keepingsilent! If we wait until the light of morn-
ing, we shall incur guilt. Come, let us go and
inform the king’s palace.” 10They went and
called out to the gatekeepers of the city and told
them, “We have been to the Aramean camp.
There is not a soul there, nor any human sound;
but the horses are tethered and the asses are
tethered and the tents are undisturbed.”

11The gatekeepers called out, and the news
was passed on into the king’s palace. 12The king
rose in the night and said to his courtiers, “I will
tell you what the Arameans have done to us.
They know that we are starving, so they have
gone out of camp and hidden in the fields,
thinking: When they come out of the town, we
will take them alive and get into the town.” 13But
one of the courtiers spoke up, “Let a few of the
remaining horses that are still here be taken—
they are like those that are left here of the whole
multitude of Israel, out of the whole multitude
ofIsrael that have perished—and let us send and
find out.”

14They took two teams of horses and the king
sent them after the Aramean army, saying, “Go
and find out.” 15They followed them as far as
the Jordan, and found the entire road full of
clothing and gear which the Arameans had
thrown away in their haste; and the messengers
returned and told the king. 16The people then
went out and plundered the Aramean camp. So
a seah of choice flour sold for a shekel, and two
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2 KINGS 7:17 HAFTARAH FOR M’TZORA

seahs of barley for a shekel—as the Lorp had
spoken.

17Now the king had put the aide on whose
arm he leaned in charge of the gate; and he was
trampled to death in the gate by the people—
just as the man of God had spoken, as he had
spoken when the king came down to him. 18For
when the man of God said to the king, “This
time tomorrow two seahs of barley shall sell at
the gate of Samaria for a shekel, and a seah of
choice flour for a shekel,” 19the aide answered
the man of God and said, “Even if the LorDp
made windows in the sky, could this come to
pass?” And he retorted, “You shall see it with
your own eyes, but youshall not eat of it.” 20That
is exactly what happened to him: The people
trampled him to death in the gate.
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