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Shabbat Tazria-Metzora

Shabbat Rosh Chodesh
1 Iyar 5766
April 28-29, 2006

Annual: Leviticus 12:1 - 15:33

Triennial Cycle: Leviticus 13:40 – 14:32

Second Scroll (Maftir): Numbers 28:9-15

Haftarah: Isaiah 66:1-24

Click here for links to resources.


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary: This week we read two parshiyot: Tazria and Metzora. Last week, at the end of Parashat Shemini, we learned “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.” (Etz Hayim)  Specifically, we read about the ritual impurity (tu’m’ah) of a woman who has just given birth.  We read about purification of people afflicted with skin diseases.  The reading concludes with a discussion of discharges from sexual organs.

The second scroll is read in honor of Rosh Chodesh, the beginning of the new month.

II. Commentary:  Two lessons to be learned from these parshiyot
I will be candid: these are not two of my favorite parshiyot.  The subject matter, in some instances, is rather graphic.  Second, none of the mitzvot mentioned them is applicable today.

We all know that there are 613 mitzvot found in the Torah.  Of them, however, only 271 are applicable today, when there is no Holy Temple in Jerusalem.  (Another 26 apply only to those living in the Land of Israel.)  None of the mitzvot in this week’s parshiyot – 17 positive mitzvot, one negative mitzvah – is among those that are applicable today.  For example, the laws of tu’m’ah (ritual impurity) involving new mothers are not observed.  In this day and age, women do not bring sacrifices or offerings upon completing their period of purification.

So what are some of the lessons that do apply to our lives today?

(A) Purification of the metzora:  A person who has contracted metzora must undergo a ritual of purification before being readmitted to the camp.  Seven days must pass from the time of this ritual.  We read that “On 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 HaShem, with the man to be purified, at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting…” (14:10-11)

Later we read: “If, however, he is poor and his means are insufficient, he shall take one male lamb for a reparation offering, to be elevated in expiation for him, one –tenth of a measure of choice flour with oil mixed in for a grain offering, and a log of oil; and two turtledoves or two pigeons, depending on his means, the one to be the purification offering and the other the burnt offering.” (14:21-22)

From this we learn: 

(1) “Jews are enjoined to contribute offerings according to their individual means.  The wealthy bring more, the poor bring what they can. In the words of the Talmud: ‘But one and the same are the generous and the meager offering, provided that a person’s intention and sincerity are directed to heaven.’ (Berakhot 5b)

“The small gift of a less rich person may be a far greater sacrifice than a large gift of a wealthy person.  Contributing time and service to some worthy cause may be an even more valuable gift than money.”

From Sidrah Reflections: A Guide to Sidrot and Haftarot, by Rabbi Ronald H. Isaacs

(2) “Throughout this detailed presentation of the rules of animal offerings, emphasizing that everything must be done in a prescribed manner, the Torah tells us that a person who cannot afford the prescribed offering may bring a more modest one, with the same result [my emphasis].  There is nothing magical or automatic about the rituals.  It is the attitude of the worshiper that matters most, not the details of the ceremony.” (Etz Hayim commentary to Leviticus 5:7)

Over and over again we are taught: Rachamana liba ba-ey – The Merciful One wants our hearts.  Let’s not be obsessed with “we have to do it the right way.”   There are many right ways.  What matters most is the kavannah behind the ritual – the intent and the sincerity that motivate us.

(B) We read: “When 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, the owner of the house shall come and tell the priest, saying, ‘Something like a plague has appeared upon my house.’  The priest shall order the house cleared before the priest enters to examine the plague, so that nothing in the house may become impure; after that, the priest shall enter to examine the house.”

What is going on here?  A homeowner is not qualified to assess whether or not his house has been inflicted with a plague.  That decision is the priest’s; the only thing that the homeowner may say is “something like a plague.”  The priest tells the homeowner to remove all his valuables from the house, because once the house has been determined to have been inflicted with a plague, everything in it becomes impure (ta-me), and some objects may have to be destroyed.  Notice: it is not the plague itself that causes items to become impure; it is the priest’s declaration that a plague has been visited upon the house that causes items to become impure.

In the Mishnah (Nega’im 12:5) we read (my loose translation): “Rabbi Meir asks: ‘What sort of objects are we worrying about when we tell the homeowner to clear out his property before the priest comes to inspect the house?  If you would say: wooden and metal objects or clothing – let them be immersed (in a mikva) and they will become ritually pure.  So what is the Torah concern about?  For the homeowner’s earthenware vessels.  Thus: if the Torah shows concern for a person’s inexpensive, insignificant possessions, how much more so for a person’s expensive, precious possessions; and if the Torah shows concern for a person’s property, how much more so for the lives of his sons and daughters; and if the Torah shows consideration for the property of an evildoer, how much more so for the property of a righteous person.

This is an important teaching.  Holiness is not only part of the big picture.  Holiness manifests itself in the concern about the details.  We do not dismiss anything as insignificant.  The details matter; we care.

III.  Commentary: The causes of metzora and plague-afflicted houses

It is clear from the foregoing, that a priest and religious rituals are involved with these afflictions, that the Torah is not only concerned about the disease but also about the cause of the disease.  What we are talking about here is not physical hygiene but spiritual well being.

Metzora is often translated as leprosy.  Here is what Rabbi Isaacs wrote about this affliction:

“Leprosy was one of the most dreaded of all biblical diseases.  Lepers, because of their physical impurity, were debarred from fulfilling their duties as Israelites to the sanctuary.  After recovering from leprosy, a person needed to be formally rededicated as an Israelite to the service of God.  The rabbis regarded leprosy as a divine affliction in punishment for slander or talebearing.  They metaphorically understood the word metzora (leprosy) as motzi shem ra (bringing a bad name upon another person).  According to the Talmud, slander is a hideous capital crime.  A slanderer is like one who denies God.  God says of the slanderer: “He and I cannot live together in the world.” (Arakhin 15b)

Listeners who encourage slander are also guilty.  If there were not so many open ears, there would not be so many open mouths.  God gave us two ears and one tongue.  Therefore, we should listen twice as much as we talk.

The afflicted house: “When you enter the land of Canaan that I give you as a possession, and I inflict an eruptive plague upon a house…”   The appearance of tzara-at in the stones of a house was a mysterious event.  Some Sages doubted it ever happened, and others consigned it to a distant past.  Commentators 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 amoral warning.  They fasten on the word ‘I inflict’ to deduce that this was 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 family 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 blindness to the needs of others.”

“When 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, the owner of the house…”  “Literally, ‘one whose house it is,’ leading the Sages to conclude 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.’ (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 the houses are dismantled, all will see what they were hoarding.”

Both comments appear in the Etz Hayim.


♥  ♥  ♥

I hope that you all had a joyous and fulfilling Pesach.  Ours was good, very good.  I appreciated the many good wishes that I received.

On April 2nd, I was in New York City, giving my first ever presentation about Nigeria’s Jews.  Some 30 people attended – which was a terrific turnout for a rainy, weekday evening, just a little more than a week before Passover, when everybody is busy getting ready for the holiday.

What was even more terrific is that a national magazine, that is sent to some 250,000 households, featured an article about yours truly and the work that is being done in Nigeria.  To read the article, go to

rabbihowardgorin.org/USR_p27.pdf and rabbihowardgorin.org/USR_p27.pdf

Word is getting out about the Jews of Nigeria.  Many good things are coming your way.  Wait and see.

Also: I have begun collecting books for a second shipment.  I have several hundred on hand already.  A 12-year-old girl in Connecticut is going to do a book drive for you, in connection to her Bat Mitzvah.  (She learned about you in the article mentioned above.)

One last note: This week I have added Andrew Mpesi to our distribution list.  Andrew lives in Malawi.  He has been inspired to seek conversion to Judaism.  It is truly awe-inspiring to see how the Ruach HaKodesh (God’s holy spirit) is moving people throughout the continent to embrace Judaism.  Shalom Africa now goes to four countries in Africa: Kenya, Malawi, Nigeria and Uganda.

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again.

Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD
Resources:

(1) This summer I will be working on my website and will be posting new calendars.  In the meantime you can calculate candelighting times by going to http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ComputeCandlelighting.htm To help you calculate times in your area, please note the following coordinates for several of our locales:

Nairobi: 1S 36E  GMT+3

Abuja: 9N 7E   GMT+1
Lagos: 6N 3E   GMT+1

Port Harcourt: 5N 6E   GMT+1
Uyo: 5N 7E   GMT+1

Mbale: 1N 34E GMT+3

(2) To find commentary on this week’s reading: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/DvarTorah.htm#Internet
(3) For archived issues of Shalom Africa: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ShalomAfricaArchive.htm






