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                                                           Confronting Tuma/Tahara 

I. Parshat Para, the End of Parshat Shemini and Much of the Upcoming Text: 

    The Topic of Tuma 

 

II. Entering the world of Chukim 
 רשי: ויקרא יט:יט 

ם וְגוֹ'; . את חקתי תשמרו לְאַיִּ יעַ כִּ ים וְאֵלּוּ הֵן: בְהֶמְתְךָ לאֹ תַרְבִּ ר —חֻקִּ בָּ  :אֵלּוּ גְזֵרַת מֶלֶךְ שֶאֵין טַעַם לַדָּ

Rashi: Chukim are edicts of the king for which there is no reason 

 
 ויקרא יט:יט  רמבן:

 את חקתי תשמרו 
  רק צרופהואין הכונה בהם שתהיה גזרת מלך מלכי המלכים בשום מקום בלא טעם כי כל אמרת אלוה …

ואין העם נהנים בהם אבל  החקים הם גזירת המלך אשר יחוק במלכותו בלי שיגלה תועלתם לעם

מהרהרין אחריהם בלבם ומקבלים אותם ליראת המלכות וכן חוקי הקב"ה הם הסודות אשר לו בתורה 

 שאין העם במחשבתם נהנים בהם כמשפטים אבל כולם בטעם נכון ותועלת שלימה

Ramban: And the intention about them is not that there be any decree of the King of the kings 

of kings in any place without a reason, since 'every word of God is pure'  

Rather, statutes are decrees of a king who imprints it with his authority without revealing their 

purpose to the people; such that the people do not benefit from them but rather question 

them in their hearts. 

 

• What does Rashi really mean?  

• Does Rashi, nonetheless, actually propose a “reason” for Chukim? 

• Practically speaking, do we have the right to suggest a reason for Chukim?  

• What does our approach to this issue depend on? Would Rashi and the Ramban suggest 

different answers to this question? 

 

III. Entering the world of Tuma/Tahara 

• Defining our terms.  

• Negative or limited?   

• A potential [partial] rationale…  
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IV. Specific Cases 
 

A. Tumat Yoledet 

 ו -יב:אויקרא: 

ר׃  אמֹֹֽ ה לֵּ ָ֖ה אֶל־מֹשֵֶּ֥ ר יְהו  ֵּ֥  וַיְדַבֵּ

י נִ  ֵ֛ ים כִימֵּ ת י מִֹ֔ ה֙ שִבְעִַּ֣ מְא  ֹֽ ָ֑ר וְט  כ  ה ז  ָ֖ יעַ וְי לְד  י תַזְרִֹ֔ ה֙ כִִּ֣ ר אִש  אמֹֹ֔ ל֙ לֵּ אֵּ י יִשְר  ֵ֤ ר אֶל־בְנֵּ א׃ דַבֵֵּּ֞ ֹֽ הּ תִטְמ  ָ֖ ת דְוֹת   דֵַּ֥

תֹֽ  רְל  ר ע  וֹל בְשֵַּ֥ י יִמָ֖ וֹם הַשְמִינִָ֑  וֹ׃ וּבַיָ֖

 ֹֹ֔ ב א ת  ִֹּ֣ ש֙ ל ע וְאֶל־הַמִקְד  א־תִג ָּ֗ ֹֹֽ דֶש ל ה בְכ ל־קִֹּ֣ ָ֑ הֳר  י ט  ִּ֣ ב בִדְמֵּ ָ֖ שֵּ ים תֵּ שֶת י מִֹ֔ ים יוֹם֙ וּשְלִֹּ֣ י וּשְלֹשִֵּ֥ ֵּ֥ את יְמֵּ ָֹ֖ א עַד־מְל

הּ׃  ֹֽ הֳר   ט 

שֶת י   ִּ֣ ים יוֹם֙ וְשֵּ הּ וְשִשִֵּ֥ ָ֑ ת  יִם כְנִד  ה שְבֻעַָ֖ ֵּ֥ מְא  ד וְט  לֵֹּ֔ ה תֵּ ִּ֣ ב  ה׃ וְאִם־נְקֵּ ֹֽ הֳר  י ט  ֵּ֥ ב עַל־דְמֵּ ָ֖ שֵּ ים תֵּ  מִֹ֔

את ָ֑ ר לְחַט  ֵּ֥ה אוֹ־תָֹ֖ ה וּבֶן־יוֹנ  בֶש בֶן־שְנ תוֹ֙ לְעֹל ֹ֔ יא כֵֶ֤ בִֵּ֞ וֹ לְבַת֒ ת  ן֮ אִּ֣ הּ לְבֵּ ָּ֗ הֳר  י ט  ִּ֣ את ׀ יְמֵּ ִֹּ֣ ד  וּבִמְל ָ֖ הֶל־מוֹעֵּ תַח אֹֹֽ אֶל־פֵֶּ֥

ן׃  ֹֽ  אֶל־הַכֹהֵּ

On the completion of her period of purification, for either son or daughter, she shall bring to 

the priest, at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, a lamb in its first year for a burnt offering, 

and a pigeon or a turtledove for a sin offering. 

 

Why does a Yoledet bring a Chatat? 

• Age-old answer 

• Expanding the idea of a Chatat 

• Offering my own “litvaks midrash” 

 

B. Tzara’at: Disease or Divine Reckoning? 

1. Abravanel, Ralbag, Meshech Chochma:  Communicable disease 

2. Many other authorities: Not natural phenomenon based on details clearly inconsistent with 

the characteristics of communicable diseases, including: 

• The kohen diagnoses Tsara’at based only on examination of those parts of the body 
which he can readily see. No careful examination is required in the folds of the body. 

• When Tsara’at is suspected in a dwelling, the Torah orders the kohen to remove 
everything from the house before conducting his examination. If Tsara’at is a 
communicable disease, such a procedure would expose the public to potentially 
infected material. 

• Examinations of potential Tsara’at are not performed by the kohanim on Shabbat, 
Holidays, or upon a bridegroom during the seven days of celebration following his 
wedding. 
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• The laws of Tsara’at only apply to the dwellings in the Land of Israel and only after the 
land has been divided into individual holdings. These laws do not apply to homes owned 
by non-Jews or to dwellings of any ownership in the city of Yerushalayim. 

 

• The laws of Tsara’at do not apply to non-Jews. A lesion contracted by a convert before 
his conversion to Judaism is of no consequence. 

• Under certain circumstances, if lesions cover an individual’s entire body he is not 
considered contaminated. 

• After the nation’s entry into the land, a Metsora is only to be excluded from walled 
cities (as determined by the city's status at the time of the conquest of the land). He is 
to be allowed to remain in unwalled cities and to roam freely through the rest of the 
countryside. 

 

C. If not natural-then what is the cause? What is God’s message? 

 תלמוד בבלי ערכין טז. 
על שבעה דברים נגעים באין על לשון הרע ועל שפיכות דמים ועל   ]יונתן[ יוחנןר א"ר שמואל בר נחמני א" 

 שבועת שוא ועל גילוי עריות ועל גסות הרוח ועל הגזל ועל צרות העין 
The Talmud lists, in the name of Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani quoting Rabbi Yonatan, seven sins 
which cause the affliction of Tsara’at: evil or damaging speech, murder, perjury, sexual 
immorality, arrogance, robbery and miserliness. 
 

 מדרש רבה משלי טז 
ם  וְאֵלּוּ הֵן רוּץ  :עֵינַיִּ ם מְמַהֲרוֹת לָּ וֶן, רַגְלַיִּ י, לֵב חֹרֵש מַחְשְבוֹת אָּ ם נָּקִּ ם שֹפְכוֹת דָּ קֶר, וְיָּדַיִּ מוֹת, לְשוֹן שָּ רָּ

רַעַת קוּ בְצָּ ן לָּ ן וְכֻלָּּ נָּ י יוֹחָּ מַר רַבִּ ים, וְאָּ ים בֵין אַחִּ נִּ קֶר, וּמְשַלֵּחַ מְדָּ ים עֵד שָּ בִּ יחַ כְזָּ ה, יָּפִּ עָּ רָּ  לָּ
The Midrash cites six phenomena drawn from the book of Mishlei which trigger the illness: 
haughty eyes, a lying tongue, hands that spill innocent blood, a heart that ponders thoughts of 
violence, feet always ready to run for evil purpose, false testimony (that results in the spreading 
of lies) and the sowing of discord between brothers.  
 

Of these associations between crime and punishment, however, only one seems to capture the 

rabbinic imagination completely. Over and over again, the Rabbis link the punishment of 

Tsara’at to the related crimes of Motzi Shem Ra, slander (lit. the bringing out of a ‘bad name’), 

and Lashon Hara, evil or damaging speech. Both of these actions are considered grave 

transgressions within Jewish Law.   

 

The rabbis find support for the link between these sins of speech and the affliction of Tsara’at in 

a series of clues, including: 

• The term Metsora, itself, can be broken down and linguistically connected to the 

expression Motzi Shem Ra (slander). 
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• Moshe is temporarily struck with Tsara’at at the Burning Bush when he casts aspersions 

on the Israelites by doubting their willingness to respond to God’s call for the Exodus. 

 

• Miriam is punished with Tsara’at when she maligns her brother, Moshe. 

                   

 

 

 

• The practical response to Tsara’at (seclusion from the community) fashions a 

punishment which fits the crime. The Metsora must distance himself through isolation 

from society because his words created ‘distance’ between husband and wife; between a 

man and his friend.1 

• The bird-offerings brought by the Metsora at the end of his period of seclusion mirror the 

nature of his sin. He injured others through the "chatter" of slander and gossip. His 

purification is, therefore, effectuated through the means of "chirping, twittering" birds.2    

 

    
D. Speech as the defining human trait: The power of speech 

 בראשית ב:ז 
ים  ִּ֑ ת חַיִּ שְמַָ֣ יו נִּ ָּ֖ ח בְאַפָּ פַַּ֥ ה וַיִּ מָָּ֔ אֲדָּ ָ֣ ן־הָּ ר֙ מִּ פָּ ם עָּ דָָּ֗ אָּ ָֽ ים אֶת־הָּ ה אֱלֹהִִּ֜ יצֶר֩ יְהוָָּ֨ ה׃וַיִּ ָֽ ם לְנֶַּ֥פֶש חַיָּ ָּ֖ דָּ אָּ ָֽ י הָּ ַּ֥ ַֽיְהִּ  וַָֽ

And HaShem, God, formed man from the dust of the earth. He blew into his nostrils the breath 
of life, and man became a living being. 

 תרגום אונקלוס
א דְחַיֵי  שְמְתָּ י נִּ א וּנְפַח בְאַפוֹהִּ ן אַדְמְתָּ א מִּ ם עַפְרָּ דָּ ים יָּת אָּ א יְיָּ אֱלֹהִּ ם לְרוּחַ וּבְרָּ דָּ  :לָאמְמַלְ  וַהֲוַת בְאָּ

………. and man became a speaking spirit 

 
1 Talmud Bavli Arachin 16b 
2 Ibid 


