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Parshat Tazria-Metzora

The Holy Land
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 101wo
xn).”! 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 ( 17 |'x
DI'7> X7n 7w 10IWD 1NK) 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.”> Even the Rambam, the ultimate
rationalist, concedes that Nigayim is an unnatural
occurrence (071y 7w nnmn 11'x). He notes that
Tzara'at is a collective term that includes many
conditions that do not resemble each other. This
affliction that also affects clothes and houses,
which the Torah subsumes under the term
Tzara'at, is not a natural phenomenon. Rather, it
is a sign and a wonder prevalent amongst Bnei
Yisrael to warn them against engaging in Lashon
Hara, inappropriate speech.® The Ramban
reflects a similar sentiment when he declares with
regards to the Nigayim of clothing and houses that
“this is not found in nature and does not exist in
the natural world... (¢t nun X721 725 yava nx
...0'2a)."
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With regards to Nigayim, the Ramban explains
that its manifestation is the result of Bnei Yisrael’s
unique standing. When Bnei Yisrael are wholly
devoted to God, then His spirit is always present
amongst them which in turn maintains their
bodies, clothes and houses in a good appearance.
Thus, as soon as one of them commits a sin or
transgression, a deformity or stain appears on
their body, or on their clothing, or on their house,
revealing that God'’s presence has departed from
them. This echoes the sentiments of the Kuzari’s
approach towards Nigayim.> He explains that the
nature of the Shechina, the manifest presence of
God, is that it occupies in Bnei Yisrael the same
place as the soul which rests in a person’s body.
This Divine life-force provides them luster, beauty,
and splendor in their bodies, dispositions, clothing
and houses. When it is absent from them, their
intelligence wanes, their counsel becomes foolish,
their bodies deteriorate, and their beauty fades.
Similarly, the departure of the Divine presence
from an individual in Bnei Yisrael has a noticeable
effect in the disappearance of the light of the
Shechina from them. It is a wondrous indication
of the Divine Presence being present amongst
Bnei Yisrael in that the slight anger of God with
regards to their minor sins is immediately manifest
on the walls of their houses and on their clothes.
And when their sins persist, it appears on their
body in varying degrees of severity.® 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 the
presence of God to depart from them.” In that
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vein, Tuma is the absence of Tahara; Tzara'at is
the absence of Kedusha.

At first glance, this resembles the Ramban’s view
with regards to the waters of the Sota, a
“concoction” that a woman suspected of adultery
must drink.2 If she is guilty, the waters cause
physical harm and even death to the accused
woman, whereas, if she is innocent, the waters are
innocuous and according to Chazal even
beneficial to the suspected individual. The
Ramban commenting on this phenomenon notes
that there is no other ordinance of the Torah which
depends upon a miracle, with exception of the
waters of the Sota.® This test and punishment is
a continuous wonder and miracle that happens in
Yisrael, when the majority of the people live in
accordance with the will of God. This is order that
the women of Yisrael do not engage in the
lewdness of the other nations, and to purify Bnei
Yisrael from adulterous offspring, so that they are
worthy that the Divine presence be manifest
among them. Therefore, the effects of the water
on the Sota ceased when the people became
debauched with sexual sins since they no longer
deserved this Divine intervention.”® As God
declares in the verse in Hoshea, “| will not punish
your daughters when they commit harlotry, nor
your daughters-in-law when they commit adultery;
for they themselves consort with lewd women, and
they sacrifice with harlots, and the people that is
without understanding is distraught.”""  Both
Nigayim and the waters of Sota are dependent on
and the result of the Shechina being present
amongst Bnei Yisrael. They are miraculous
punishments that indicate wrongdoing and require
rectification of the misdeeds in order to maintain
the holiness, purity and integrity of Bnei Yisrael
which in turn will allow God to be present amongst
them. This will then facilitate the continuation of
these Divine “signals” which creates and results in
a virtuous loop with regards to God’s relationship
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with and presence among Bnei Yisrael. What is
so interesting is that the Ramban does not suffice
with this explanation of these miraculous
phenomena.

The Mishna in Kiddushin lays out a principle with
regards to the Torah’s laws.'> Any commandment
that is dependent on the Land (Eretz Yisrael) is
only in effect when one is present in the Land. For
instance, the requirements of tithing, which are
dependent on the produce of the Land (nan
yinpn), are only relevant within the borders of
Eretz Yisrael. On the other hand, directives that
are not connected to the Land, but rather are
personal demands (q1an nain), they are applicable
both within and outside of Eretz Yisrael. As
examples, the donning of Tefillin or eating Kosher
are personal obligations and therefore they are
independent of location and must be abided even
outside Eretz Yisrael. With regards to the laws
surrounding Nigayim and illicit relations (nimwy),
the Ramban makes the obvious note that these
are personal restrictions or obligations (9120 nain)
and therefore should be boundary less in their
applicability.

The Torah when introducing the laws of Nigayim
on houses, it begins, “When you have entered into
the land of Cana’an, which | give to you for a
possession, and | put a plague of Tzara'at in a
house in the land of your possession...””® The
simple understanding of the verse is that once
Bnei Yisrael enter the land of Cana’an and home
ownership becomes relevant, as opposed to in the
desert where they sojourned in a nomadic fashion
in tents, then the following laws of Nigayim will be
applicable to you.' This is bolstered by the fact
that this condition of entering the land of Cana’an
does not appear with regards to Nigayim of
clothing or the body because they were already
relevant within the desert. Nevertheless,
surprisingly, the Ibn Ezra notes this condition of
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entering the land of Cana’an is due to the fact that
these laws only apply in Eretz Yisrael because of
the great status of the land; for the Temple is
found there, and the glory of God is manifest in the
Temple." It could be that he limits the applicability
of the laws of Nigayim of the houses to Eretz
Yisrael because one’s own house on a smaller
scale (uyn wTPNn) might be parallel to the Mikdash
where the presence of God is found (See Parshat
Tazria-Metzora — Striking Paralllels). The
Ramban makes a similar suggestion to the lbn
Ezra with regards to the understanding of this
Pasuk.'®

More noteworthy is the fact that the Ramban
extrapolates this principle from Nigayim of the
houses to Tzara’at on clothing as well and maybe
even to personal Nigayim.'” He declares that the
reason why this law does not apply outside Eretz
Yisrael is not because it is a duty attached to the
land (v nain), but the reason is because this
matter of Divine indication of sins occurs only in
the Chosen Land, wherein the Glorious Name
dwells. The Ramban assumes as axiomatic that
this type of Divine intervention, closeness and
presence is limited to when Bnei Yisrael are found
in Eretz Yisrael. He therefore asserts, “l think
similarly with regard to Nigayim of the garments,
that it applies only in Eretz Yisrael, it being
unnecessary to exclude the application of this law
in places outside the Land, since they never occur
there.” It would not be farfetched to assume,
based on the Ramban’s (and Kuzari) description
of the impact of God’s presence on the physical
appearance and health of the individuals
members of Bnei Yisrael noted above, that
personal Nigayim would similarly be limited to
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those that dwell in Eretz Yisrael. In consonance
with this approach, the Ramban makes the same
assertion with regards to illicit relations.’® Despite
the fact that they are personal obligations ( nain
qian), they, nevertheless are more problematic in
Eretz Yisrael because they defile the Land. This
results in the violator's expulsion from Eretz
Yisrael because their conduct is incompatible with
the presence of God found in the Land. While the
Ramban never states this explicitly, it would seem
to be self-evident that the miraculous Sota waters
would only be relevant in the Land of Israel since
their entire process is centered in the Mikdash.

The fact that Tzara’at and illicit relations (nimy) are
restrictions or the result of violations that are
couched in terms of defilement (nxniv) is an
indication of their connection to the presence or
absence of the Divine. They are therefore
integrally connected to Eretz Yisrael where God'’s
presence is manifest. The Ramban extends this
principle to explain the sudden and complete
obliteration of S’dom V’Amora from the face of the
earth.” He acknowledges that there are other
nations or peoples whose behavior is much more
degenerative and depraved yet nothing of the sort
befalls them. Therefore, he attributes their fate
and demise to their engaging in this type of
behavior in Eretz Yisrael. “Know that the fate of
Sodom was due to the superiority of the Land of
Israel since Sodom is part of God’s inheritance
(‘n mn%m) and it does not suffer people of
abominations. And just as it later expelled an
entire nation on account of their abominations, so
it now anticipated and saw that this entire people
behaved worse than all nations towards Heaven
and mankind. He thus laid waste to them through
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heaven and earth, and the land was destroyed
forever, never to be restored...and to be a
paradigm for those rebellious individuals from
Bnei Yisrael who in the future would inherit it...For
there have been among nations those who were
evil and exceedingly sinful, and yet He did not do
to them as He did to S’”dom. It was all on account
of the superiority of this land for it is the Sanctuary
of God ('n '79'n).” God by definition is unlimited?®
and therefore, if God’s presence, guidance and
intervention is found and felt everywhere, then
what is unique about Eretz Yisrael being that it is
God’s abode.

In Parshat Acharei-Mot, the Ramban explains this
seemingly contradictory reality in the following
manner. God created everything and He placed
the power of the lower creatures in the higher
beings, giving over each and every nation in their
lands, after their nations some known star or
constellation, as is known by means of
astrology. God presides over these higher entities
and He is God of gods, and Lord of lords over the
whole world. With regard to the Land of Israel,
which is His inheritance, He has placed none of
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the angels as chief, observer, or ruler over it, since
He gave it as a heritage to His people who declare
the Unity of His Name, offspring of the beloved the
patriarchs. God has set us apart from all the
nations over whom He appointed princes and
other celestial powers, by granting us the Land of
Israel so that He will be our God directly, and we
will be dedicated to Him. Therefore, the Land
which is the inheritance of God, will expel all those
who defile it and will not tolerate worshippers of
idols, nor those who engage in immorality. While
outside the Land of Israel, it is all under God’s
dominion, nevertheless its purity is not perfect ( |'x
nn'7w N2 n1nv), because of the celestial beings
who hold sway there. That is why the Kuti'im were
not punished for worshipping their gods in their
land, but once they were transferred to Eretz
Yisrael, they were terrorized by lions for
worshipping those same gods because they were
now in direct dissonance with the God of the Land,
the God of gods.?" This is the same reason why
Yaakov, prior to the giving of the Torah, was able
to be married to two sisters, but upon his entry into
the Land of Israel, it was no longer tenable and
resulted in the premature death of Rachel.?
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The Ramban concludes with the powerful
statement of Chazal that only when Bnei Yisrael
are in the Land of Israel am | their God, but outside
of Eretz Yisrael it as if | am not their God.?®> Not
that they are exempt from performance of the
Mitzvot, but their accomplishment outside the
Land is subpar and habitual practice to be able to
perform them properly in their full glory when they
return to Eretz Yisrael. It is no surprise then that
the Ramban quotes the Sifrei that equates the
Mitzva of residing in Eretz Yisrael with all the other
Mitzvot.?* The other Mitzvot are only able to be
performed in their full glory and splendor and to
reach their full potential in Eretz Yisrael. Itis then
no wonder that the Ramban, consistent with his
position that has been highlighted heretofore,
criticizes the Rambam for omitting one of the most
important and fundamental Mitzvot from his book
that enumerates the six hundred and thirteen
positive and negative Torah precepts (190
nixnn).2> The Ramban goes to great lengths to
demonstrate that not only is the conquest, but also
the settling, of the Land of Israel a Torah
imperative given its centrality to our relationship
with God. It is a Mitzva (yaxn 21wr) that is highly
extolled and regarded by the Sages because of its
tremendous importance and value.
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This week’s Parsha highlights the risks of living in
the direct presence of God in the Land of Israel,
but it also illuminates the great opportunity one
has to reside in the Land of Israel. The negative
ramifications of Nigayim are directly correlated
with the manifest presence of God and therefore
adherence to the Mitzvot is especially rewarding
and powerful in Eretz Yisrael. It facilitates the
ability of the individual and the nation to be the
beneficiaries of being in the direct shadow of God
and enjoy the benefits of hosting God’s presence
as described earlier by the Ramban and Kuzari.
How lucky are we to live in a generation when this
possibility is available to us; we must seize and
relish the amazing opportunity afforded to us.
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