
פרשת תזריע תשס”ח  שיחות רב עוזר
ב”ה

Insights into Torah and Halacha from Rav Ozer Glickman שליט”א
ר”מ בישיבת רבנו יצחק אלחנן

	 Once	during	the	spring	and	again	in	the	summer,	the	Jews	of	בבל	would	leave	their	homes	to	hear	
	on	attracting	speaker,	popular	a	was	He	come.	soon	would	that	חגים	the	of	laws	the	on	lecture	רבה בר נחמני
average	twelve	thousand	listeners	who	would	journey	to	the	great	מתיבתא	in	פומבדיתא	each	year.	When	the	
Babylonian	tax	officials	came	for	their	monthly	collections,	they	would	find	no	one	home	and	the	required	
funds	went	unpaid.	
	 Eventually	the	Babylonian	authorities	were	informed	that	רבה בר נחמני	was	costing	them	tax	revenue.	
They	sent	a	פריסתקא דמלכא,	a	royal	agent,	to	arrest	him.	רבה בר נחמני	went	on	the	run	until	he	was	eventually	
cornered	in	an	inn.	

	 The	 	גמרא in	 	בבא מציעא recounts	 that	 at	 this	 time	 there	 was	 a	 	מחלוקת in	 the	 	,מתיבתא דרקיעא the	
heavenly	yeshiva	where	God	and	His	celestial	minions	debate	Torah	law.	The	subject:	the	פרשה	we	read	this	
week,	תזריע.	The	Torah	teaches	that	an	infected	patch	of	skin	of	the	proper	sort	for	צרעת	becomes	טמא	if	the	
hair	growing	in	the	area	turned	white	after	the	בהרת,	the	spot,	appeared.	If	the	hair	turned	white	and	then	
the	spot	appeared,	the	person	remains	טהור.	The	heavenly	debate	centered	around	doubtful	situations,	
when	the	order	of	the	appearance	of	the	בהרת	and	the	שיער הלבן	cannot	be	known.	כולהו מתיבתא דרקיעא,	
the	entire	heavenly	yeshiva,	maintained	טמא.	On	the	other	side	was	one	lone	opinion,	הקדוש בורך הוא,	the	
Holy	One	Blessed	Be	He.	מאן נוכח,	it	was	asked:	who	shall	decide?	The	great	expert	in	the	laws	of	צרעת		was	
	to	able	wasn’t	he	but	him	bring	to	inn	the	to	sent	was	death,	of	emissary	God’s	,מלאך המוות	The	.רבה בר נחמני
approach	the	great	sage	because	he	was	absorbed	completely	in	his	learning.	But	when	the	wind	rustled	
through	the	trees,	רבה בר נחמני’s	concentration	was	broken	and	the	Angel	of	Death	stepped	forward	to	
complete	his	mission.	
	 As	he	lay	dying,	the	Sages	tell	us,	he	issued	his	ruling	for	the	celestial	yeshiva.	

	אמר: טהור, טהור

He	died	with	these	words	on	his	lips:	it	is	pure,	it	is	pure.

יצאת בת קול ואמרה: אשריך רבה בר נחמני, שגופך טהור ויצאתה נשמתך בטהור

A	celestial	voice	was	heard	to	say:	Fortunate	are	you,	Rabbah Bar Nachmani,	
that	your	body	is	pure	and	your	soul	departed	with	the	word	pure	on	your	lips.	

	 I	 struggle	 over	 this	 gemara	 as	 images	 of	 the	 library	 where	 I	 sat	 for	 my	 entrance	 interview	 with	
the	ראש הישיבה	of	מרכז הרב	37	years	ago	float	through	my	memory.	מרן הרב צבי יהודה הכהן קוק זצוק”ל	sat	so	
serenely	over	a	cup	of	tea,	after	morning	prayers.	I	remember	to	this	day	the	questions	that	plagued	me	in	
the	moments	before	I	screwed	up	my	courage	and	entered	the	library.	Was	my	hair	short	enough?	Was	my	
Hebrew	good	enough?	Were	my	ציצית	long	enough?	The	ראש הישיבה	would	only	ask	if	my	soul	was	pure	
enough.	
	 Just	days	ago,	the	blood	of	teenage	boys	streaked	the	library	floor.	The	world	calls	them	Seminarians	
as	if	they	were	stern	men	in	cassocks	living	austere	lives.	We	know	that	they	were	boys,	brothers,	sons,	and	
grandsons	whose	lives	sparkled	like	stars	in	the	sky...	

	 I	struggle	over	this	because	I	wonder	if	we	dare	say	of	these	children	אשריכם שיצאו נשמותיכם בטהרה?	
Are	they	 fortunate	that	 their	young	and	nearly	untried	souls	expired	 in	 the	purity	of	a	place	of	Torah?	
Are	their	parents	and	their	siblings	and	their	family	and	their	friends	fortunate	to	be	witnesses	to	their	
martyrdom?

	 So	I	do	what	we’ve	been	taught	to	do	when	we	struggle	with	a	text:	sit	and	study	it	some	more.	My	
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eyes	follow	a	small	letter	“ב”	in	the	גמרא	to	a	reference	in	the	רמב”ם.	It	is	there	that	I	find	the	beginning	of	an	
answer.

In	,הלכות טומאת צרעת	פ”ב ה”ט:
ספק שיער לבן קדם, ספק הבהרת קדמה- הרי זו טמא

	 The	רמב”ם	sets	aside	רבה בר נחמני’s	decision.	When	we	are	in	doubt	as	to	what	came	first,	the	white	hair	
or	the	spot	on	the	skin,	the	רמב”ם	rules	that	the	afflicted	is	ritually	impure	מטעם ספק.	Why?	The	entire	thrust	of	
the	Talmudic	discussion	is	the	authority	of	רבה בר נחמני	in	this	realm	of	law.	The	denizens	of	the	מתיבתא דרקיע	
even	turn	to	him	for	an	answer.	And	what	does	he	say?	,טהור	טהור!	Pure,	pure!	But	the	רמב”ם	still	says	tamei.
	 I	turn	to	the	רמב”ם’s	squires,	the	sages	who	bear	his	armor	into	מלחמתה של תורה.	Lead	among	them,	the	
	cannot	explains,	he	,מתיבתא דרקיע	The	.מחבר	the	by	written	משנה תורה	s’רמב”ם	the	on	commentary	the	,כסף משנה
rule	in	a	matter	of	law	because	לא בשמים היא-	Jewish	law	is	not	the	province	of	angels	and	celestial	beings	but	
rather	the	sacred	work	of	Torah	scholars	who	no	matter	how	great	are	only	mortal	men.	

	 I	am	still	puzzled.	The	מתיבתא דרקיע	relied	on	רבה בר נחמני,	a	great	sage	but	a	man	of	this	earth.	מאן נכוח?	
Who	should	decide	if	not	רבה בר נחמני,	the	יחיד בנגעים,	that	single	lone	expert	in	the	הלכות	of	צרעת	acknowledged	
even	in	the	heavens	but	firmly	of	this	earth?!

	 The	precious	words	of	the	כסף משנה:

יש לומר דכוין דבשעת יציאת נשמה הוא דאמר הכי, הוי בכלל לא בשמים היא

	the	of	member	a	him	making	body,	his	departed	soul	his	that	moment	the	at	ruling	his	issued	רבה בר נחמני
celestial	yeshiva.	What	changed	for	רבה בר נחמני at	that	moment?	He	lost	the	status	of	being	mortal.

	 To	be	human	is	to	live	in	perpetual	uncertainty.	Life	is	precarious,	fragile,	and	subject	to	assault	from		an	
infinite	number	of	threats.	Our	experience	of	the	world	is	contextual,	limited	to	the	place	and	time	in	which	we	
exist.	All	empirical	knowledge	is	marginal,	unessential,	and	contingent.	We	derive	our		knowledge	of	the	world	
from	a	continual	process	of	induction	far	more	impoverished	than	we	can	allow	ourselves	to	believe.	When	
one	has	only	seen	white	swans,	one	concludes	that	all	swans	are	white.	But	when	a	black	swan	is	discovered	
floating	on	a	 faraway	 lake,	we	realize	that	human	reason	 is	 fallible.	Only	one	who	can	transcend	time	and	
place,	who	can	exist	outside	the	bonds	of	human	fallibility,	can	speak	with	such	certainty	that	even	those	that	
sit	in	the	מתיבתא דרקיע	must	agree.

	 Such	certainty	is	by	nature	not	of	our	world.	It	has	no	standing	in	the	ישיבה של מטה.	The	clarity	of	vision	
that	רבה בר נחמני	experienced	at	the	moment	of	his	death	does	not	figure	in	the	debate	on	this	earth.		After	
	.table	studyhall	the	at	sits	longer	no	prophecy	,מתן תורה

	 This	is	the	dilemma	of	our	existence	as	Jews.	Our	lives	are	built	on	prophetic	command.	but	we	can	rely	
on	the	Divine	only	so	far.	After	that	point,	we	are	left	to	struggle	with	our	mortal	if	Divinely	given	spirit	to	study	
that	command,	for	לא בשמים היא.	

	 Sometimes,	when	we	sit	in	great	assemblies	and	with	the	passage	of	time,	we	can	infer	momentous	
truths	about	the	meaning	of	our	lives.	It	was	in	such	a	great	assembly	after	the	passage	of	much	time	that	the	
Sages	could	conclude	מפני חטאינו גלינו מארצנו,	that	failures	of	leadership	and	of	communal	discipline	created	
conditions	that	contributed	to	our	loss	of	national	sovereignty.	We	can	draw	no	such	conclusions	this	evening	
about	the	murder	of	innocents	in	the	city	of	peace.	We	can	only	deal	with	the	immediate	empirical	facts	as	they	
have	been	established	through	observation.	15-year	olds	Neria	Cohen	and	Segev	Peniel	Avihail	were	shot	and	
killed	by	a	Palestinian	Arab	who	lived	in	Jerusalem	but	refused	Israeli	citizenship.	16-year	olds	Avraham	David	
Moses	and	Yehonatan	Yitzchak	Eldar	were	shot	and	killed	by	a	Palestinian	Arab	who	refused	Israeli	citizenship	
but	carried	a	תעודת זהות	that	allowed	him	to	move	freely	throughout	the	country.	18	year	olds	Ro’i	Roth,	Yochai	
Lipshitz,	and	Yonadav	Chayim	Hirshfeld	were	shot	and	killed	by	a	Palestinian	Arab	who	moved	through	משה 
	figure	heroic	a	Mahareta,	Doron	26-year-old	did.	they	as	easily	as	ישיבה	their	entered	and	unchallenged	קרית
who	would	not	be	denied	קהילת יעקב,	was	shot	and	killed	by	a	Palestinian	Arab	who	could	walk	purposefully	
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	into	a	Jerusalem	ישיבה	armed	with	a	rifle	and	rounds	of	ammunition.

	 All	we	can	know	are	facts	like	these	and	the	palpable	painful	emotions	that	beset	us.	We	are	not	endowed	
with	prophetic	vision	and	to	propose	a	metaphysical	cause	of	the	deaths	of	these	innocents	not	only	unfairly	
absolves	the	murderer	of	his	complete	responsibility	for	his	own	acts	but	is	itself	an	act	of	religious	hubris	that	
claims	prophetic	vision	where	none	pertains.	Does	our	humanity	then	condemn	us	to	moral	relativism?	If	we	
can	assert	no	universal	propositions,	how	can	we	condemn	the	murder	of	children?	

	 We	cannot	place	the	murder	of	these	innocents	within	the	broad	scope	of	Jewish	history	because	we	
have	no	vision	born	of	time.	And	that	is	good,	for	the	wounds	on	the	national	psyche	are	still	too	raw.	And	
even	more:	to	do	so	would	be	to	rob	them	of	their	status	as	sons,	brothers,	grandsons,	friends,	and	תלמידים.	To	
make	them	the	instruments	of	a	complicated	calculus	of	policy	cost	and	benefit	itself	leads	to	moral	relativism.	
For	now	we	must	simply	mourn	them	as	Jewish	children	and	the	murder	of	innocent	Jewish	children	can	be	
nothing	more	than	pure	evil.	

	 	parents	of	love	the	in	located	is	It		caring.	of	quality	redemptive	the	in	faith	of	act	an	is	however,	,אבילות
for	children.	For	our	אבילות	transcend	emotional	catharsis	and	be	redemptive,	it	must	prompt	the	resolve	to	
better	ourselves.	In	this	regard,	the	death	of	these	innocents	summons	us	to	care	more	about	Jewish	children,	
to	protect	them,	to	guarantee	their	secure	and	happy	future	not	only	in	ארץ ישראל	but	בכל מקום שהם.	That	is	a	
response	born	of	this	world.

	 What	I	remember	most	about	ישיבת מרכז הרב	are	the	voices	in	the	בית המדרש	late	at	night.	I	can	remember	
falling	asleep	to	the	song	of	Torah,	an	ancient	melody	I	sometimes	sing	to	myself	when	I	learn	alone	in	Teaneck	
and	everyone	else	in	the	house	is	asleep.	That	melody	has	always	comforted	me-	I	sit	alone	but	am	linked	to	
other	places	and	other	times	in	the	eternal	song	of	Torah.	

	 	their	locate	never	must	Jews	as	just	tragedy	and	victimhood	for	symbol	a	become	never	must	מרכז הרב
ontology	in	suffering.	The	ישיבה של מעלה	has	absorbed	eight	new	registrants,	tragically	well	in	advance	of	their	
anticipated	matriculation.	יהי זכרם ברוך.		

שבת שלום						
These sichos are published by students  and admirers of Rav Ozer Glickman shlit”a. We may be reached at ravglickmanshiur@gmail.com.

This week’s sicha was delivered at Congregation Bnai Yeshurun in Teaneck, New Jersey, on behalf of the Rabbinic Board of Bergen County. Rav Glickman 
offers best wishes to its President, Rav Pinchas Weinberger shlit”a of the Young Israel of Teaneck who extended the invitation to speak and to its distin-
guished members. 
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