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Death as the Hukah

| We propose that the singular Aukah here is not merely in the
performance of the ritual but rather in the mind-defying mystery
'of death itself, whose defiling effects the watery ashes seek to
counter. Death, the Torah tells us, has a contaminating effect;
contact with it disgualifies us from entering the Temple and
pfrom participating in other matters of holiness. Death is a
mocking fate which awaits us all, a travma of human he]plgis__
ness Which disturbs our existential serenity. It i is an absurdity
which undoes ali of man’s rational planning. his dreams and
hépes. We wonder, why should the foremost of God’s creations
I hav® an awareness of hiS mortahty and therefore live i in con.
stant dread and disires ;
The concept that death deﬁles is probably unigue to our faith.
Jadaism never equated death with holiness. The Zohar writes:
“Death deprives the Jew of his Creator’s holiness, his Divine

{ (p image [tzelem Elohim], and his holy spirit; what remains is the

lowly body.”” God is called Elohim hayyim, “Living God”’
{Peut. 5:23), and the Torah is described as efz hayvim, “‘a tree
of life’” (Prov. 3:18). In contrast, the Egyptian civilization from
which the Israelites emerged was obsessed with death, and

F\/{ Egyptians were commonly engaged in lifelong preparation for

the hereafter.’

In Judaism, the kohen (priest} is enjoined “‘not to defile -
himself for any {dead] person except for his closest kin’ (Lev,
21:2}, and the kohen gadol (High Priest) was restricted even

% from his closest dead relatives (ibid.:11). A Nazirite, who as-
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sumed religiously motivated vows of self-deprivation, was as
severely restricted as regards contact with thc‘ dead as the kohen
gadol (Num. 6:7). The only exception which suspended all
resirictions was with a met mitzvah, a forsaken corpse, one

without attendant family or friends, where everyone was duty- -

bound to participate in the burial. Finally, Jews, even non-
kohanim, who were defiled by a corpse, had to cleanse them-
s¢lves with the Parah Adumah waters before they were allowed
to come' in contact with anything appertaining to ‘ihg Sanctuary
or to engage in such rituals as the paschal lamb sacrifice (Num.

That the real hukah is death is intimated by a similarity of

phraseology in the text. The chapter which introduces thﬁe I‘Darak :
Adiimarropens with the words Zot hukat hatorah, ‘‘this is th‘e ‘
sthtute of the law.”” What is this Aukah? In verse 14, it is -

identified as zot hatorah, adam ki yamut, “‘this is the law, if a

man dies."” The hiukah previously indicated is death itself, which

is the ultimate mystery of human existence.

N

Death Jin ?{h?,_f}ﬂim%ﬂ?ﬂd is not tragic. The species is not
diminished by the death of an individiial. Among brutes, the

U individual's significance is only as a representative of a particu-

lar class. God’s concern is with the preservation of the species.
““Int the subluminary portion of the universe, Divine Providence
[compassionate concern] does not extend to individual members
of the species, except in the case of man’’ (Maimonides, Guide
3:17). Man, however, does not live as a representative of his
group but because of his own inherent individual worth. He has
autonomous value,

Each.person is a microcosm, an olam katan, an individuality
with dignity, an original with worthiness. “A single man was
created to proclaim the greatness of God, for man mints many
coins with one die, and they are all like one another; but God
has stamped every man with the die of Adam, vet not one of
them is like his fellow* (Sanh. 38a). Man’s singular humanity
establishes his status, not the class or society of which he is

%gbpart. Every person can say, not with arrogance but in a spirit of

personal challenge, ““it is for my sake that the world was
created,”” bishvili nivra ha-olam (ibid.). Again, “‘only a single
person was created to teach us that he who destroys one
individual, Scripture imputes it to him as though he had caused

v/ ‘ the whole world to perish, and he who saves a single individual,

it is as if he preserved an entire world" (ibid.),»2 That is why
human death is so abhorrently ugly.
Tumet-mer is an eneimy ever lurking in the shadows which
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106 / Man of Faith in the Modern World

/fllsturbs our serenity precisely because we are conscious of its
inexorable finality.

Two Types of Purification

We may infer that fumat-met is significantly different
other fumot from the fact that it is_recorded in_the Torah

é separately, in Numbers (chap. 19 [Parashat Hukat]), while ail
the other tumor are grouped together in Leviticus (11:24 [Par-
ashat Shemini] and chaps. 12 and 15 [Parashat Tazria and
Metzoral). Also, tumat-met is_introduced in the text with a
declarat_qry pronouncement, Zot hukatr hatorah, “‘this is the

" sta.tute of the Torah,” suggesting that we are dealing with an
ult-imate hukah, of a different character and of greater severity
wk.zich is deserving of special treatment. The Parah Adumah
chapter could have very appropriately been inserted in any of
the sz'drqt (sections) dealing with the Tabernacle in Exodus
(Terumah or Tetzaveh) or Leviticus (Zav or Shemini), since the
ritual was revealed to Moses on the day the Tabernacle was
;l?ctcd and was first offered the next day (Git. 60a; Rashi, Lev.
134),13

Themost significant difference between tumar-mer and other

A tumot is in the method of purification which the Torah pre-
scribes. The former requires haza ah (sprifikling the watery
a:shes of the Parah Adumah) as well as tevillah in a mikveh
(immersion in a gathering of water in accordance with the
specifications of the halakhah). Other tumor, however, are

qg cleansed solely through revillah and require no haza’ah,
This distinction in purification is emphasized in the Torah:
“He who touches the corpse of any human being shall be
unclean for seven days; he shall be cleansed through haza’ak
on the third day and the seventh day, and then shall be clean;

Q)] but if he purifies himself not on the third and seventh days, hé
shall not be clean” (Num. 19:11).1s Why was there a need to

emphasize the negative “‘but if he purifies himself not”’? Was
not the positive statement sufficient, and is not the negative

Interpreting the Parah Adumah [ 107

/implicitly understood? The answer is that the Torah is warning

" us not to take the haza'ah requirement lightly, not to equate
tumat-met with other defilements where tevillak alone suffices.
For tumat-met, tevillah is indispensable, but it is not sufficient
without haza’ah.

(p How They Differ

The two cleansing acts, haza’ah and tevillah, are strikingly
dissimilar in the manner of their performance, and one may
derive lessons from each. Tevillah requires that the defiled enter
thé water entirely on his own initiative, bowing his head, bend-

{ing his knees, and submerging in a sea, river, lake, or any other
mikveh. He then emerges a tahor, cleansed. Only he can do it;
if he is lazy or fearful of water, his status cannot be changed.
The defiled must perform the act himself; it cannot be done for
him. He defiled himself and he must cleanse himself. Tevillah, _

/? ihefef@fé;“iﬁiﬁliéé""'a capacity to change one’s condition, It is
suggestive of all forms of human initiative, creativity, and
freedom, the ability of man to transform his life, to raise himself
because he has frec will, Man can remain defiled if he so wishes,
and be reconciled to the restrictions it imposes, simply by not

7/{ going to the mikveh. Or, if cleansing is desired, he must muster
the initiative and pull himself up; it is all up to him.

Haza'ah also involves water, but the situation is different.
The ramei cannot sprinkle it upon himself; it must always be
“and a clean person shall sprinlmﬁ'fﬁe unclean person’’

W(Num. 19:19). He cannot liberate himself; he is dependent upon
others; only a tahor can help him. His is a condition of depend-
ency, and his own initiative is not enough. Both fevillah and
haza’ah remove defilement and render one eligible to participate
in the holiness of the Temple. In the former, it is self-liberation;

27 {in the latter, he must depend on others.

Why is tevillah not sufficient for tumat-mer as it is for other
tumot?
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108 / Man of Faith in the Modern Worlg
Aesthetic Ugliness and Existentigl Ugliness

{ Tu@gﬁt:z;it Fepresents existential ugliness. An awareness of
one’s mortality casts a melanchg ¢ cloud of gloom tpon il of
mER’s strivings, Kohelet wrote: “For that whlchbefallsthews;)ul
of man befalls the beasts; as one does, so does the other, Yea
they have but one breath; so man has 0O permanence above the:

ee‘lsts; for al is vanity’' (Eccles, 3:19).% Other forms of fumor

psychologically Tejuvenating, Ope
world and rises ag if reborn, changed in status apd identity, a
bert‘ylah hadashah. Tevillah, which is required for converts to

gdalsm, also connotes a total transformation of identity, For
agsthetic ugliness, tevillah seems the appropriate therapy: it is
an emotional antidote to an emotional ailment. But what does
one do with tumat-met, which is an experience that, besides its

submerges from the visuaf

disturbing emotional experience.

{\esthetic ugliness yields to a corrective aesthetic cleansing.
.Existential ughness; hoOwever, Which 18 due f0 ap awareness of

one’s inexorable mortality, is not effaced so readily. Tevillah,

becoming a new person, does not Jemove this dread; death

our morbid forebodings and overco

An additional method, haza’ah, be
is needed,

me its life-negating effects?
sides the palliative tevillah,

death IS GO0 EHSER W8 have i
Cares about us and that we Wi

not be aban Vonei - We acCept,
ally, a'sense 5 surety that the

both intei!ectuaﬂy and emotion

ST
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/ human soul, the real “I"” in the human personality, is immortal,

and that death is a transition, not a termination. These consid-
erations assuage the terrors of death; it is no longer nihilistically
destructive,

Eschatologically (b’ahrit ha-yamim, in the end of days), we
are assured by the prophet that God will conquer and undo
death, nullifying its power to inflict anguish. “He will destroy
death forever; and the Lord shall wipe away tears from all
faces” (Isa. 25:8).7 We confront death directly and deflate it of
its terror. As the psalmist said: “Into Thy hand I commend my

[{ spirit; Thou hast redeemed me, G Lord God of truth” (Ps.

31:6).18

The uitimate purifier, metaher, from the defilement of tumar-
met is God Himself, Our. Sages clearly suggest that only He can
1ift from us the debilitating effects of contact with human death,

C_ On the verse ““And one who is clean will gather up the ashes’

(Num. 19:9), v’asaf ish tahor, the Tanchuma (B.) adds: ““This
refers to the Holy One.” Verses are cited to support this
interpretation. ™ It is the Almighty, represented by the Zuhpr,
who is the ultimate purifier of the scourge and terror of death.
The totally irrational ritual of the Parah Adumah suggests that
human efforts to comprehend death and to lessen its dread are
futile without an acceptance of a providential God. The.inexo.
rability of death as a fuiman condition comes from Him, and
only He can cleanse us. We cannot a_ﬁchiqyg_i;t,by_fgu;r_‘fsfglires. )

(],ﬁ Why Both Tevillah and Haza’ ah?

We may now appreciate that haza’ah is necessary for tumat-
met. Why, however, is tevillah also required for tumat met?
Why is not haza’ah sufficient? The answer is that, in addition
to our faith in God as the ultimafe conqueror of death, we
ourselves must also be engaged in the day-to-day struggle with
déath;"to deflate its boldness and aggressiveness. Tevillah,
which connotes human initiative, should also be employed to

reduce the incidence of death, to relieve pain and its dclﬁl_itating ‘
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110 / Man of Faith in the Modern World

| effects. To prolong life and to ep
and noble endeavors. The Torah supports scientific researcwbﬂjg“
th{e healing arts and sanctions the physician’s role. Ontheverse,ﬁ
“And shall cause him to be thoroughlljfw heafed,’ﬁ v'rapo yerapei
(Ex. 21:19), our Sages add: **This teaches us that authorization

Qwa§ granted by God to the physician to hea]’” (B. Kam. 85a),2
Maimonides ruled that healing the sick is not only permissible
but mandatory.2 The Shulhan Arukh adds: "“He who withholds
his services, it is considered as if he were shedding blood, 2
A!so, “if a physician advises that an il person eat on Yom

“ Kippur, he is to be obeyed even if the patient wishes otherwise
(Yoma 83a), 2 Clearly, sickness and death are not ta be accepted
with complacency as Divine decrees, but are to be refsisted on
.the premise that the Creator wishes us to utilize alf resources fo
preserve life and heajth,

% WF’,’._-:(_:ETHOt defeat death, but we can alteviate its effects upon
us, both medically and ps chologically, {0 Timmt it frequency
and terror. Longevity can be extended through human initiative,
as symbolized by tevillah. Earthly immortality, however, will
centinue to elude us, and only with God's help can we cleanse
ourselves of mordibity and go on with our life’s work. This js
the: symbolic message of haza’ah. Tumar-mer, therefore, re-
quires a double procedure of purification. The ultimate enigma,
Zot hukar hatorah, is adam ki Yamul, man’s mortality.

hance its quality are dignified

Why is Parah Adumah in Sidrah Hukar?

fl/eo We are guided by the principle of Nahmanides that there is an
affdut ha-Torah, a chronological unfolding of themes in the
Torah, and that there is a logical continuity in the sequence of
narratives. He writes: ] have insistently maintained that the

nology except where the text specifically

?! States otherwise, and even then, when it is dictated by contex-

tual and ideological needs” Num. 16:1),2

Why, then, is the chapter of Parah Adumah situated in Hukat
(Num. 19), surrounded by seemingly unrelated subjects? We

Interpreting the Parah Adumah | 11}

[have already explained that it is not grouped with the other
tumot in Shemini, Tazria, and Metzora (all in Leviticus) in order
to emphasize that fumat-mer is of a separate rank of severity
whose taharah requires haza’ak in addition to the usual revillak.
But the question persists: what is it doing in Flukat?

QThe Thirty-Year Blackout

eor> (D

The Chapter of Parah Adumah s a bridge spanning events
that Kapperied thirty-eight years apart, from the rebellion of
Korah {chaps. 16~18) to the arr at the wilderness of Zin
{chap. 20). It is a somber reflection of those tragic,years during

{{ which the exodus generation, Yotzel Mitzrayim, was dying in
the desert, Thaking “way for the generation of the desert, dor
hamidbar, Who were to enter the Holy Land. To represent the
tragic death of an entire generation, the Parah Adumah chapter,
with its message of triumph over the melancholy of death, is

{C{ appropriately situated.

Thelogical transition of chapters may be explained as follows:

1. Sidrah Shelah (chap. 14). The sin of the meraglim (spies)
and the hysterical despair of the exodus generation, brought on
the Divine decree that “you shall bear your punishment for
forty years, corresponding to the number of days, forty days,
that yon scouted the land: a vear for each day . . . in this
wilderness they shall die to the last man.”’> The Midrash
describes the deaths which occurred annually on Tisha B’Av,
the anniversary of their loss of faith in reaction to the negative

epgreports of the meraglim.* Qur Sages noted that their profuse
weeping that night was without justification. Had they not left
Egypt and crossed the Red Sea miraculously! And were they
not fed each day with manna! And had they not experienced the
awesome Revelation at Sinai, where God spoke to them directly!
Such despair was unwarranted. It testified to a scarred and

?7 stavish mentality which rendered them unworthy and physically
incapable of conquering the land (Maimonides, Guide 3:24).
2. Korak's Rebellion. According to Nahmanides, the Korah

‘wold4
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[ ;:E;ieiio;lﬂffgoweq the meragljjm episode. ““After sinning [in the ] entire gener'fzti-on died is, like the f;arah Adumah ;?tua% itsei%h a
the decre agins thems was mor a2 B, S0t £ 6 i ot eri i i, The
tribes died by the plague besfng; Slnn;:ted. th‘he pri.nces of allithe l r?:fmoves defilements derivgd from human death. It représents a
tMﬂMkammeMdm " ﬂﬂ,wmﬂmwmmm ; i i - .Wﬁmwwﬁ
consumed in the wilderness and til_n}gg_gxgg _death, an affirmation of life, and quali es one fo_
L( that they should die. The mood of the whole people became i [9 resume participation in matters of kedushah. As explained
embittered, and they said in their hearts that mishaps had # carlier, God s the ultimate purifier (metaher) who Helps s
occurred {0 them through Moses’ words. Therefore : overcome the depression of morbidity. Parah Adumah is an
fOUﬂd it an opportune occasion to contest Moses’ deerd; gg;?: | appropriate transition between the period of rejection and death,
ing that the people would readily listen to him,’"2 ’ and the resumption of Divine communication when they arrived
”hMMmmmMmum%mm&mKH%mMHmhMmm : [(mm%mmmmmﬁmmmwm&mmwmkmﬁ.
the second : o o & i ti
FES  piod of Rty ponis e A ity i e, Sl i et S A
séﬂ-ii;)ﬁ‘m‘s‘ﬁeéii{', fwm gf“ﬁfm prevaé{?qiagz:t::lr'mtigef lrixfii% amd t}fe,people stayed at Kadesh, and M,iria.m died and wa;
( ‘a'imlessly in Circ,u;@', m; H;WIthoutdestmatmn’I“t;irag;fﬁ]g;fgﬂ buried there.”'* Rashi explains: “‘[Kal ha’edah) signifies that
silent night withont “affcctiénate, faé'é,fé;fggé” Divine com-, ‘ /¢ those who were to die in the desert had all expired, and that
gﬂll%ication between God and Moses (Rashi, Taanit 30; Deut. thesé, the new generation raised in the desert, dor hamidbar,
+17).% No new mirzvor were legislated. were to live.”'
E?Ef,fS{r?éght,,.,ygargt.‘,@:ﬁ;ﬂhﬁiﬁiﬁgﬁﬁ gm From Korah's rebetlion (16-19) to Midbar Zin there elapsed a
painfu.{}ii,g_(i}ﬁ?‘ffl,@,‘Eg.man,_gn_r.. ~Jesimed and period of thirty-eight years, and the Parah Adumah is an appro-
3. Two Reassurances. In Shelah, after the Israelites are told /]/( priate transition.
they wil) expire in the desert, the Torah imntroduces the mitzvah :
of ‘hallah (Num. 15:18), which is to be observed “‘when you
lf:mer the land to \ffhid? I.am taking you and you will eat of the 11 185 mwn .,
: ;:zd ofi the land.”® Similarly, at thfa end o_f Korah, we read of AT NR !.?3,“3{:,,](5“ num;r “Tni;:g"x;; :.z :: ::ml:: ;
wbe “moluments of terumah afld ma aser (tithes), which are to : ,("t,rs"mpﬁ) TS ”n TR rn;r: L i
given to the kohen and levi “from the produce of the lang” TIRT T2, 07 13703 W) 113 5105 W 2 11 PR T 9K
{18:8).% Rashi and Nahmanides indicate that these command- . s S nmwf};?z,,:;: 3
ments were communicated at this time to assure the people that : | mem oY 1:,ﬂ '11‘23:; :;ﬂi:r'm K ~: jm;;-i’ I -
Do matter how long the delay, their chifdren would surely inherit : U SV NS 1B kTt Sl l

oy Yoon
the Holy Lan : PRY KT mpInT Yoan mxnien g bt
% ¥ Land, where they would enjoy the produce and these | ST, KT ST T RYK DU MAYRW KT IR B0 AT

;g:zvz;:fﬁdt;hen apply.*! Precisely at thi.s. point of df:pression, _ K5 30 i k5 Zav oonan vk 391 2% niea nhn
y °¢ the reassurance that the Divine promise to the 720w 3 oY Y P ows 19T W e 30 aYK) S
Patnarf:hs would eventually be fulflled and the children of Israel WA LY 125 MoNT Y0 ,02T WA wInm kYW 8Ky T
would inhabit the land. DU D MY MY IR WA T mwein MIKmeD
4 Parah Adumah (Num. 19). The painful period when an : XIT T THID SV 8 WY KT MYV MK oy 153
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