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Parshat Tazria-Metzora

Striking Parallels
Simon Wolf

The Rashbam’s self-declared purpose of his
commentary on the Torah is to interpret the Torah
based on the “simple reading of the text (7w 101w
Nxn).”t With regards to Tzara’at, the Rashbam in
his commentary makes an interesting disclaimer.
“All the Parshiyot of Nigayim...we have no
understanding and nothing to say with regards to the
simple reading of the text ( xapn 7w 101IWD NN 117 'R
nI'7d) or through proficiency in the natural realm,
rather the only explanation we have is the
interpretations of the Chachamim, their statutes and
that which they received from the earlier sages.”
The Ramban reflects a similar sentiment when he
declares with regards to the Nigayim of clothing and
houses, “this is not found in nature and does not
exist in the natural world... (0t nnn X71'7'70 yava mx
..07v1).”%  Given this background, it is infinitely
more challenging to present anchored innovations or
find nuggets of insights other than to comprehend
and appreciate the Midrashei Chazal with regards to
these Parshiyot. On the other hand, it is possible
that deciphering the context and pattern in which
Tzara’at is presented might engender broader
insight into the message and meaning of these
cryptic Parshiyot.

In the first half of Sefer Vayikra, the Parshiyot are
presented in a parallel opposing fashion. For
instance in the beginning of Sefer Vayikra, the Torah
first presents all the voluntary Korbanot (ni7y
n'n?wi)* and then all the obligatory sacrifices ( nixon
ninwxi).® In other words, it first discusses someone
who is trying to express or enhance their relationship
with God and it then considers an individual who
needs to repair their tainted or severed connection
with God. Parshat Tzav begins with detailing the
proper processing of the Korbanot (...nhim nxr) by
the Kohanim and who and what they are entitled to
from each of the Korbanot. It then transitions into
improper thoughts when administering the Korbanot
(‘129) and those who are precluded from partaking in
the Korbanot (xnv). The Torah then enumerates the
items from the Korbanot that are impermissible to
consume (DT 27n ,xnv) or need to be relinquished
by the owner to the Kohanim (1w ntn).6

The end of Parshat Tzav and the beginning of
Parshat Shemini describe the proper way to
consecrate the priests and the Mishkan and the
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resultant manifestation of the presence of God. The
death of Nadav and Avihu and the Parshiya
proscribing Kohanim from becoming inebriated
highlight the unsuitable way to deal with such events
and the inappropriate approach to the holiness
engendered by the presence of God.

In Parshat Shemini, the Torah identifies those
animals that are acceptable to be eaten, followed by
those that are forbidden. Similarly, it specifies which
fish are permitted to be eaten and those which are
unacceptable. It then concludes with a list of birds
that are proscribed from being consumed and which
flying beings are sanctioned. At the tail-end of
Parshat Shemini and in Parsat Tazria-Metzora, the
Torah identifies different causes for Tuma and how
one purifies themselves from such defilement. It
begins with animal carcasses (ni721) and creeping
things (n'xaw) and the implications of their impurity,
followed by the means through which one can
cleanse themselves from that impurity ( War ryn X
om nijm). These are Tumot that can be removed
without the need for a sacrifice. Parshat Shemini
concludes with a generic call to avoid defilement ( X7
Ixnun) and to strive for sanctification (o'wiTiz onni)
because God is holy (ax wiTiz ).

It is followed in Parshat Tazria by the Tuma caused
through childbirth (vatn ' nwx) and the restrictions
engendered (xan X7 wTpmn 7x1) and then presents
the process that allows the woman to regain her
purity (nnnu m' nx7nal). The Torah then begins
discussing Tzara’at. First the Nigayim that affect the
body of the person, then the Nigayim that infect
clothing and then finally the Nigayim that are
manifest in buildings. Each of these is followed by
the process through which one purifies the
defilement caused by the Nigayim. Parshat Metzora
concludes with a list of bodily emissions that cause
Tuma and the method for cleansing oneself from
these impurities. All of these share in common that
they require a Korban to remove the defilement they
cause.

Parshat Acharei-Mot then begins with the Avoda of
Yom HaKippurim which has two unique features that
are only permitted once a year. The ability of the
Kohen Gadol to enter the Holy of Holies (wTyp
D'wTpPn) and the Sa’ir HaMishtaleach (n'nwnn 'ww)
which is the only “Korban” that provides expiation
through being “sacrificed” outside the central place
of worship. Immediately afterwards, there follows a
strong directive that no sacrifices may be offered
outside the Mishkan or Mikdash, and that the only
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permissible consumption of fats and blood (nT1 27n)
from animals is on the Mizbeach. The remainder of
Acharei Mot and Kedoshim contrast the tenets that
should guide (‘vowni 'mypn) and the behaviors
expected of Bnei Yisrael ('nn n'wT) with those of
the nations (1P7n X7 nnmizinal) that Bnei Yisrael
resided amongst (n'xn) and those that they will be
conquering (vd).

The first half of Sefer Vayikra concludes with the
following summary, “You shall faithfully observe all
My laws and all My statutes ('npn-72-nx DRI
DDN DN'WYI '09wn-73-nxI)...I am God your Lord who
has set you apart from other peoples ( 'm772nwx
D'MYNT N DANK). So you shall set apart the clean
beast from the unclean, the unclean bird from the
clean (qiyn a1 NXRY? MNP PN DTN
V7 xpvn). You shall not draw abomination upon
yourselves through beast or bird or anything with
which the ground is alive, which | have set apart for
you to treat as unclean. You shall be holy to Me, for
| God am holy (7' ax Wit *2 0" 7 Dnal), and |
have set you apart from other peoples to be Mine.””
It broadly covers many of the contrasts that were
highlighted in the different sections of the first half of
Sefer Vayikra.

It is worthwhile to point out that there are two oddities
in the schematic presented. The first is that the
Parshiot of Tzara’at are laid out in an unusual
fashion. One would have expected the structure to
be one of the following: Either, each form of Tzara’at
(o'mar 0122 07X 'wa1) should be explained one after
the other and then after that the method for purging
oneself of their defilement should be presented
respectively; or each form of Nigayim along with its
purification process should be proffered one by one.
Instead, the Torah does something very strange. It
expounds upon the Nigayim affecting the individual’s
body,® then it switches to Nigayim affecting clothing
and the method for them to return to their former
purity.® Only after that digression, does the Torah
return to explain how one removes the defilement
caused by Tzara’'at affecting the body of the
individual.'® Immediately afterwards, the Torah
discusses Nigayim of houses and the means
through which they can gain Tahara.™

The strangeness of this layout is confirmed by the
placement of the phrases whose usage signal the
closure of a topic, Zot HaTorah (nninn nxr) or Zot
Torat (nin nx1). In the Parshiyot about Tzara’at, an
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interim closure is found after the body and clothing
Nigayim (...T33 ny9y-va) min n«1)'2 and then again
after the description of the purification process from
Nigayim affecting the body (w3 iawx Miin NXT
nyx)."”® Then, only after the section dealing with
Tzara’at affecting houses is there a grand closure to
all of the forms of Tzara’at ( nyxn va)~727 n)inn NNt
NYI¥D MR NXT..CNMAYE Taan DA pma).4 It
would have made infinitely more sense to move the
Parshiya dealing with Tzara’at that affects clothing
to be placed between the Taharat HaMetzora ( n1nv
yaixnn) and the section dealing with the Tzara’at that
affects houses. Why is Tzara’at HaBeged
subsumed in the section dealing with Tzara’at
HaGuf? And why is Tzara’at HaBatim segregated?

The other unusual aspect of the structure presented
is the insertion of the narrative about the
consecration of the Miskan and the subsequent
death of Nadav and Avihu in the middle of all these
laws. The story is topically relevant since the
inauguration involves sacrifices and the Kohanim’s
service, both of which were explained in Parshat
Vayikra and the beginning of Parshat Tzav.
Nevertheless, there are other possibilities for
presenting this narrative including possibly inserting
it in Sefer Shmot (see Vayakhel-Pekudei — Who is
the Kohen Gadol?) or maybe moving the Yom
HaShmini and the death of Nadav and Avihu to
between Parshat Metzora and Parshat Acharei Mot
which actually references their death ( 1ju nin nnx

continuation of Parshat Shmini.'> What is the reason
these narratives are inserted where they are in Sefer
Vayikra?

To address these two peculiarities, it might be
worthwhile to suggest another possible structure for
the first half of Sefer Vayikra that widens the lens to
take a more macro view of the layout and the
contrasts presented. In this perspective the Torah is
contrasting the world of holiness found within the
Mishkan with the mundane and profane world found
outside of it. In order to delineate the sections, we
will be guided by when the Torah utilizes the phrases
Zot HaTorah (nnimn nxr) or Zot Torat (nm nxr) as
a closing summary.

The first of these is found in the middle of Parshat
Tzav and brings closure to the Parshiyot about the
Korbanot ( nyx71 nxyn% nnmYe D77 nlinn NXT
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:0'7win NarA o'kim'7).'® The next one is found
after the enumeration of the Kosher and non-Kosher
animals at the end of Parshat Shmini ( min nxT
0D A 00D ' KQED R 7ANY..9ibn) Dnnan
258N K7 X ninn a1 n7axan)."7  The subsequent
three instances were already noted above with
regards to the Tzara’at of the body, the clothing and
the house.’® The last one is found at the end of

Parshat Metzora where it summarizes all the bodily
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emissions that cause Tuma ( X¥1 X1 2TD NN DT
RITNX ATD] ANTIA NITDI TARTINAYY VITTN2Y 1pn
...MA7'711277)."° By breaking up the first half of Sefer
Vayikra in this manner and dividing the narrative of
the consecration of the Miskan into three parts: the
seven days of Milu’im, the Eighth Day and the death
of Nadav and Avihu, it produces the following
parallel structure that might shed light on some of
the questions raised above:
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This first parallel places the Torah’s instructions with
regards to Korbanot and the usage of animals in that
regard versus which animals are permissible to be
consumed outside the Mishkan. The beginning of
Sefer Vayikra is focused on the “eating” of the
Mizbeach and the Kohanim in the confines of the
Mishkan, in a world of sanctity. It explains which
animals are appropriate for sacrifices and the
different types of Korbanot one is obligated to bring
or can avail themselves of. In the Parshiyot about
Kashrut, the Torah is addressing the world of eating
outside the Mishkan. It demands sanctification
through discernment as to what one consumes and
the ramifications of purity and impurity on the
individual based on that consumption and
interactions with those animals. This will have an
impact on the individual's ability to sanctify the
mundane as well as themselves and have
repercussions with regards to their ability to enter
into the world of holiness in the Mishkan.

Skipping to the parallels found at the end of this
structure, the contrasting parallel between the
Avoda of Yom Kippur and the worship outside the
Mishkan was already discussed above.
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About the parallel prior to that, it is interesting to note
that the end of Parshat Metzora which discusses
bodily emissions that cause Tuma (nar ar)?
requires a counting of seven days and then Korbanot
on the eighth day to extract oneself from these
impurities.?? It is reminiscent of the seven days of
the Milu’im and the Yom HaSmini that follows. The
concluding verse of this section explains the reason
to be cautious when being affected by these
impurities is because “You shall put the Israelites on
guard against their uncleanness (a2 nx DA
onxnun  x1w'), lest they die through their
uncleanness by defiling My Mishkan which is among
them.?3 Most translate the word V’Hizhartem as
separating,?* meaning that one in such a state of
Tuma must distance themselves from the Mishkan
because of the presence of God that resides there.
The Tuma is incompatible with the sanctity of the
Mishkan and by definition will lead to the death of the
individual. This is similar to the death of Nadav and
Avihu which is caused by their inappropriate
exposure to the divine (see Parshat Shemini —
Nadav and Avihu — What Went Wrong).?®> More
striking is the Bechor Shor's suggestion that the
word V’Hizartem derives from the root Zara (n11), a
foreigner.?6 It is the exact same word used to
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describe the indiscretion of Nadav and Avihu ( wx
nI1) that incurs the same result, death, suggested
by the verse here.?” It is a caution to both insiders
(Kohanim) and outsiders (Bnei Yisrael) of the
dangers of improperly approaching the divine.

Now we will discuss the most significant and
illuminating aspect of this parallel. The seven days
of the Milu'im (consecration) are the process by
which Aharon and his sons and their vestments, as
well as the utensils, are sanctified in order to allow
them to perform the services in the Mishkan.?® On
the other hand, the Eighth Day, which is their first
day of service in the Mishkan, is about inaugurating
and sanctifying the Mishkan itself in order to be
ready to receive and host the presence of God. The
fact that the consecration of the Kohanim and their
garments takes place simultaneously s
enlightening; it indicates that the clothing is a part of
the means by which the individual is sanctified. That
is separate and distinct from the sanctification of the
Mishkan. We saw a similar distinction with regards
to Tzara’at where the clothing was associated with
the individual themselves whereas the house was in
its own independent category. This contrasting
parallel between the consecration of the Kohanim
and the Tzara’at of the individual is found hinted to
in one unusual feature in the purifying of the Metzora
(see Parshat Tzav — Dual Duty). The Torah requires
that both the blood (of the Korban Asham Metzora)
and oil (of the Log Shemen) be placed on the ear,
thumb and big toe of the Metzora.?® There is a
similar requirement with regards to the blood of the
consecration sacrifice of the Kohanim that it be
placed on their ears, thumbs and big toes.3°
Commenting on this similarity, the Ibn Ezra states
that the purification of the Metzora is similar to the
consecration of the Kohen ( nyaxnn 2nunn nni
T NM'w N md qna xinw).3' This is an eye
opening and lofty parallel because it equates the
individual to the Kohen, their garments to the Bigdei
Kehuna and their home to the Mishkan.

According to the Ramban and the Kuzari, Tzara’at is
a spiritual disease that indicates a person is sinning,
missing the mark or failing somehow which causes
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the presence of God to depart from them.3? In that
vein, Tuma is the absence of Tahara; Tzara’at is the
absence of Kedusha.

Standalone, the Parshiyot of the Metzora, from the
perspective of the Ramban and the Kuzari, tell of
human failings and frailty; it is a story of someone
who has fallen short and thereby lost the privilege to
be a host of God’s presence in this world. The
overarching sense of defilement and sequestering
associated with Tzara’at imbues the reader with a
sense of negativity and darkness, pessimism and
disappointment. On the other hand, there is a silver
lining to all of this. Based on their parallel to the
consecration of the Kohanim and the inauguration of
the Mishkan suggested above, the Parshiyot of the
Metzora implicitly set a very high bar for the Torah’s
default expectations of us. Tzara'at describes
failure, but the contrasting parallel shows that there
is a viable alternative which the Torah expects of us.

That means that when pure or lacking Tzara’at, the
expectation of the Torah is that the individual’'s home
will be akin to a Mishkan (uoyn wTn), the individual
will be sanctified in service of God and their dress
will reflect their mission. While, obviously, the
person is not a Kohen consecrated to the service of
the Mishkan, nevertheless, they are dedicated to
conduct a life of sanctity through following God’s
laws and precepts and elevating the mundane to
reflect the imprint of God (that which differentiates
Bnei Yisrael in Acharei Mot and Kedoshim).” The
individual must strive to be a sanctified utensil, a
Kohen of sorts, whose life is dedicated to service of
God in the mundane world, imbuing the profane with
Kedusha. Similar to the inauguration of the Mishkan,
such an individual then has the capacity to create a
home and household resembling the Mishkan which
is sanctified, host to the presence of God, and which
radiates the spirit of God. Out of darkness emerges
light, and in a paradoxical manner, the Parshiyot of
the Metzora set the gold standard by which we
should strive to live.

Shabbat Shalom and Chodesh Tov
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