
5780 – Leviticus 12-15 – Tazria (When she gives birth) - Metzora (The 
diseased person) 

 
Parashat Tazria continues the laws of purity and impurity begun in 
Parashat Shemini. One of the key roles of the priest was to be able to 
distinguish tahor from tamei, pure from impure, the latter debarring an 
individual from entering the sacred space of the Sanctuary. 

These categories flow from the contrast between God and human be-
ings. God is immortal, humans are mortal. God is spiritual, humans are 
also physical, and whatever is physical is subject to disease and decay. 
Conditions that render a person tamei are those that testify to our mor-
tality and physicality. People who had a reminder of mortality in ways 
specified by the Torah may not enter holy space until they are healed 
and purified. 

The parasha begins with the laws relating to childbirth—the impuri-
ty it brings, and also the command to circumcise a male child on the 
eighth day. It continues with laws relating to a still-unidentified con-
dition, tzaraat, often translated as leprosy, but which refers to some-
thing larger than a disease, because it affects not only people but 
also clothes and houses. The parasha describes some of the symptoms, 
which may appear following a skin inflammation, or a burn, on part of 
the skin covered by hair, or a bald spot, as well as on garments. It was 
the task of the priest to examine such symptoms, declaring the per-
son clean or unclean or to be quarantined until a clearer diagnosis 
could be made. The sages see tzaraat as a punishment for the sin of 
evil speech. 

The first essay is an attempt to place brit mila, circumcision, in the 
larger context of sexuality and violence. The second is about Judaism’s 
radical replacement of power with love. The third is about the laws of 
childbirth. The fourth is about tzaraat and why the rabbis understand it 
as they did. The fifth is about the haftara and the fascinating encounter 
between the prophet Elisha and Naaman, commander of the Syrian army. 

 
Parashat Metzora continues with the process of purification for the 
phenomenon known as tzaraat, the decay that causes skin disease in 
humans and discoloration in garments and the walls of houses. It con-
tinues with the purification procedure for bodily discharges in men and 
women. 

In Parashat Tazria we noted the connection, already hinted at in the 
Torah, between tzaraat and lashon hara, evil speech. So the first essay 
is about speech in Judaism, and the second about why evil speech is so 
disruptive of relationships. The third is about the price Jews have his-
torically paid for speaking badly of one another. The fourth asks if Ju-
daism has a concept of good speech as opposed to evil speech. The 
fifth is about the purity laws in general, while the sixth looks at the haf-

tara and how outsiders sometimes see the good news that those within 
cannot yet see. 

 
Of Skin Disease, Mildew, and Evil Speech1 

 
Much of Parashat Tazria and the following parasha, Parashat Metzora, 
are about the condition known as tzaraat. It was the Septuagint, the 
early Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, that translated it as lepra, 
giving rise to a long tradition identifying it with leprosy. 

Some such disease, involving skin discoloration and sores, is certain-
ly implied in the stories of Miriam and Naaman, both of whom were 
smitten by tzaraat. However, this cannot be the whole meaning of the 
term, at least in the present context, because as Maimonides2 and Sfor-
no3—both of whom were doctors—point out, the symptoms de-
scribed in the Torah correspond neither to leprosy nor to any other 
known disease.(1) 

Tzaraat as described in Parashot Tazria and Metzora refers not on-
ly to various skin conditions but also to mildew on clothes and the 
walls of houses. Maimonides emphasises this when he writes: “Tzaraat 
is a comprehensive term covering a number of dissimilar conditions. 
So, whiteness in a person’s skin is called tzaraat. The falling off of 
some of his hair on the head or the chin is called tzaraat. A change of 
colour in garments or in houses is called tzaraat.”(2) There is no disease 
that affects not only people but also clothes and walls. 

In any case, the Torah is not a book of medicine. Occasionally it re-
fers to medicine. Someone who injures another must pay, among other 
things, for his medical expenses until he is cured (Ex. 21:19). But a 
priest is not a doctor, and it was the priests who supervised cases of 
tzaraat. The language of tuma and tahara, impurity and purity, in 
which this entire section is couched, is quite different from the con-
cepts of sickness and health, being ill and being cured. 

 
1. Matthew 8:1-4 

4"See that you don't tell anyone. But go, show yourself to the priest 
and offer the gift Moses commanded, as a testimony to them." 
 

All this raises a fundamental question: What are we to make of a phe-
nomenon that does not correspond to anything in our experience? 

 
1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant & Conversation: Genesis, (Maggid Books & The 

Orthodox Union), pp. 187-193. 
2 Moses ben Maimon (c. 1135-1204), also referred to by the acronym Rambam, was 

a medieval Sephardic Jewish philosopher who became one of the most prolific 
and influential Torah scholars of the Middle Ages. He was also a preeminent as-
tronomer and physician. 

3 Ovadia ben Jacob Sforno (c. 1475–1550) was an Italian rabbi, Biblical commenta-
tor, philosopher and physician. 



How could there be a condition that made sense to Moses and the Isra-
elites but not to us? 

A fascinating study undertaken by a nineteenth-century British 
prime minister, William Ewart Gladstone, provides us with a clue. Guy 
Deutscher tells the story in his book, Through the Language Glass. 

Gladstone was in his spare time a formidable classicist who, accord-
ing to The Times, treated Homer4 “with an almost rabbinical venera-
tion.” He was puzzled by a phrase used by Homer, “the wine-dark 
sea.” Whichever way you look at it, the sea does not look like wine. It 
can look blue or green or grey, but not the red or purple of Greek 
wine. The only other thing that Homer describes as wine-dark is oxen. 
But oxen can be black, bay, or brown. They do not look like red wine. 

Equally puzzling is his use of the word chlôros, meaning “green.” 
Homer applies it to fresh twigs, the olive-wood club of the Cyclops, and 
honey. By a stretch of the imagination one can imagine twigs and ol-
ive wood looking green, but not honey.(3) 

Gladstone came to a radical conclusion. Homer was not using 
these words to refer to colour at all. His argument was that sensitivity 
to colour evolved only later. The Greeks of Homer’s era saw the world 
in terms of shadings of black and white with a dash of red, but no 
more. Thus “wine-dark” did not mean “red” as opposed to blue or 
green or yellow or grey, but simply “dark.” Chlôros in Homer’s day 
did not mean “green” but “pale, light, fresh, and young-looking.” 

IT MAY BE, in other words, THAT WE COMPLETELY MISUNDER-
STAND THE WAY HOMER USED CERTAIN WORDS BECAUSE WE ARE 
PROJECTING ONTO THEM SENSITIVITIES AND SENSIBILITIES THAT 
DID NOT EXIST IN HOMER’S DAY. What for us are words describing 
colour, for Homer were about shading: not red and green but light 
and dark.5 

 
2. Revelation 21:21 

The great street of the city was of gold, as pure as transparent 
glass.  
CJB, NJB, RSV, YLT—pure gold, transparent as glass.  
KJV, NAS, NKJ—pure gold, as it were transparent glass.  
MIT—pure gold, resembling transparent crystal.   

 
4 Homer is the legendary author of the Iliad and the Odyssey, two epic poems that 

are the central works of ancient Greek literature. The Iliad is set during the Tro-
jan War, the ten-year siege of the city of Troy by a coalition of Greek kingdoms. 
It focuses on a quarrel between King Agamemnon and the warrior Achilles last-
ing a few weeks during the last year of the war. The Odyssey focuses on the ten-
year journey home of Odysseus, king of Ithaca, after the fall of Troy. 

5 See Robert R. Gorelik, A Collection of Hebrew Idioms, (EshavBooks). 

Another set of examples that have to do not with time but place are 
given by Richard E. Nisbett in his The Geography of Thought. He docu-
ments the surprising differences in the ways Westerners and Easterners 
like the Chinese perceive the world. Westerners are far more likely to 
think in terms of isolated objects and abstract ideas. Easterners think 
in terms of dynamic relationships. So for example, when shown three 
pictures, one of a chicken, one of a cow and one of grass, and asked, 
“Which two go together?” Western children are more likely to say, “The 
cow and the chicken,” because they are both animals. They both be-
long to the same category or concept. Chinese children are more likely 
to say, “The cow and the grass,” because where there are cows, there is 
grass.(4) 

This is a very striking insight. What we see is not simply deter-
mined by what is there. Perception is shaped by the words we use 
and the concepts available to us at any given time in the civilisation 
of which we are a part.6 When we in the scientific West come across, in 
the Torah, a condition like tzaraat, we are likely to assume that it is 
speaking the language of medicine and we are puzzled at the linkage 
between skin disease and discoloration of clothes and walls. 

However, it is far more likely that what we have here is a phenome-
non like Homer’s use of the word “wine-dark” or the way Chinese chil-
dren relate cows to grass; that is, a way of thinking that is quite unlike 
our own and has nothing to do with medicine. The ancient Israelites 
were certainly capable of thinking of tzaraat as a skin disease. Elisha 
tells Naaman how to cure his condition by bathing in the Jordan in a 
way completely unrelated to the procedures set out here in Vayikra, 
which deal not with healing but with purification. 

What then links human skin, garments, and walls of houses? The an-
swer is that they all mark a boundary between inside and outside. 
They are the outer surfaces covering something whose essential sig-
nificance is within. 

Priests, and the sensibility they embodied, were intensely concerned 
with boundaries: between sacred and secular, pure and impure, permit-
ted and forbidden. That is the logic of the prohibitions against eating 
meat and milk together, wearing clothes of mixed wool and linen, sow-
ing a field with mixed seeds, or crossbreeding animals. Decay in a 
boundary, whether it be skin, clothes, or walls, is to the priestly mind a 
sign of disorder within. 

 
3. Matthew 7:15-24 

15"Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep's cloth-
ing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. 16By their fruit you will 

 
6 A world-view is the fundamental cognitive orientation of an individual or society 

encompassing the whole of the individual's or society's knowledge and point of 
view. 



recognize them. Do people pick grapes from thornbushes, or figs 
from thistles? 17Likewise, every good tree bears good fruit, but a 
bad tree bears bad fruit. 18A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a 
bad tree cannot bear good fruit …  
a. Matthew 12:33-37 

34For the mouth speaks what the heart is full of … 36But I tell you 
that everyone will have to give account on the day of judgment 
for every empty word they have spoken. 37For by your words 
you will be acquitted, and by your words you will be condemned."  

b. Mark. 7:1-23 
15Nothing outside a person can defile them by going into them. 
Rather, it is what comes out of a person that defiles them" … 
18"Are you so dull?" he asked. "Don't you see that nothing that en-
ters a person from the outside can defile them? 19For it doesn't go 
into their heart but into their stomach, and then out of the body." 
(In saying this, Yeshua declared all foods clean.) 20He went on: 
"What comes out of a person is what defiles them. … 23All these 
evils come from inside and defile a person." 

 
What might this be? The sages are guided here by the principle that 
“the words of Torah may be poor in one place but rich in another,”(5) 
meaning that an obscure text can sometimes be understood by consid-
ering other passages elsewhere. The most obvious clue is Moses’ warn-
ing in the book of Deuteronomy:  

Take care with regard to the plague of tzaraat, so that you observe 
[the laws] diligently, and do according to all that the priests the Le-
vites shall teach you, as I commanded them, so you shall observe to 
do. Remember what the Lord your God did to Miriam along the way 
after you came out of Egypt. (Deut. 24:8-9) 
 

The connection between tzaraat and “what the Lord your God did to 
Miriam” lies in an episode in the book of Numbers, when Miriam and 
Aaron spoke disparagingly about Moses:  

Miriam and Aaron began to talk against Moses because of his 
Cushjte wife, for he had married a Cushjte. “Has the Lord spoken 
only through Moses?” they asked. “Hasn’t He also spoken through 
us?” And the Lord heard this. (Num. 12:1-2) 
 

What precisely their complaint was is not explicit in the text. Moses, 
however, made no response, because he was “the humblest man on the 
face of the earth.” God then avenged Moses’ honour. He told Miriam 
and Aaron that Moses was unique and that they were wrong to speak 
against him. His “anger burned against them.” We then read:  

When the cloud lifted from above the tent, Miriam’s skin was 
metzoraat—it became as white as snow. (Num. 12:10) 
 

Thus Miriam was punished by tzaraat because she spoke disparag-
ingly about her brother. (Why Aaron was not also afflicted is a question 
we will not pursue here.) Hence the sages’ conclusion that tzaraat is a 
punishment for lashon hara, evil or derogatory speech. 

The sages offer a similar explanation for a curious detail in the en-
counter between God and Moses at the burning bush. At one point Mo-
ses says, “But they [the Israelites] will not believe in me” (Ex. 4:1). God 
then gave him three signs: a staff that turned into a snake, Moses’ hand 
that became as leprous (metzoraat) as snow, and water that turned into 
blood. Two of these signs, the snake and the blood, recur later in the 
story, when Moses, accompanied by Aaron, confronts Pharaoh and his 
magicians. But the leprous hand does not recur. 

The sages conclude that the hand that turned leprous was not a sign 
but a punishment. They say in reference to this episode that, “One who 
casts aspersions on the innocent is physically afflicted.” How had Mo-
ses cast aspersions on the innocent? The Talmud explains as follows:  

Moses said, “They will not believe in me.” But the Holy One, Blessed 
Be He, knew that they would believe. He said to Moses: “They are be-
lievers, the children of believers, but in the end, you yourself will not 
believe, as is written, ‘because you did not believe in Me’” (Num. 
20:12)(6) 
 

Moses spoke ill of the Israelites and because of that was punished by 
his hand turning white—another connection between tzaraat and la-
shon hara, evil speech. 

Why, though, this punishment for that sin? The answer seems to lie 
in the nature of tzaraat. It is a condition that is hard to hide. Skin dis-
ease is not an internal symptom of which others may be unaware. It 
draws attention to itself. And the fact that garments and even the walls 
of a house could be affected made it seem as if the very objects sur-
rounding a person were marking him out as the centre of unwanted 
attention. 

The nature of the punishment testified to the kind of sin that pro-
voked it. It was a sin that sought to hide—therefore it was made public. 
It was a sin that sought to make someone else a pariah—therefore the 
one who committed it was made a pariah: “As long as he has the dis-
ease he remains unclean. He must live alone; he must live outside the 
camp” (Lev. 11:46). 

This is the nature of malicious gossip. It is the kind of thing that 
people speak with hushed voices and often deny when accused of it. It 
sows suspicion and dissension. It wrecks communities. It can destroy 
reputations and careers. It damages relationships, undermining the re-
spect and trust on which families and communities depend. It is secre-
tive and devastating. 



Nothing could do more to damage the kind of nation God was invit-
ing the Israelites to become through their collective experience in Egypt 
and in the Wilderness: a community built on shared memories, hopes, 
and expectations, and a sense, given by covenant, of collective respon-
sibility. 

In his commentary to Deuteronomy, Rashi quotes a midrash that 
says that Moses was often the subject of lashon hara. If he left his tent 
early, people said he had had a row with his wife. If he left his tent late, 
they said, “He has been plotting against us.”(7) Moses himself as we saw 
in relation to his own sister and brother, was humble enough not to be 
affected by this, but it was harmful nonetheless. Gossip of this kind 
destroys the fabric of community and the authority on which leader-
ship depends. 

So tzaraat represents a kind of poetic justice. This is how Maimoni-
des describes it:  

All agree that leprosy is a punishment for slander. The disease be-
gins in the walls of houses. If the sinner repents, the object is at-
tained. If he remains in his disobedience, the disease affects his bed 
and house furniture. If he still continues to sin, the leprosy attacks 
his own garments, and then his body.(8) 
 

Even as a practitioner of gossip was denying that he had said anything 
negative at all, his walls, his garments, and eventually his very skin 
were testifying against him. It was as if God were saying: if you sin in 
private I will advertise your guilt in public. I will demonstrate your guilt 
and malice to the world. 

Thus a seemingly uninspiring, even unintelligible passage of the Bi-
ble dealing ostensibly with an obscure disease became, as understood 
by the Oral Tradition, a compelling lesson in morality whose relevance 
would never fade. 

It is fundamental to Torat Kohanim, the mindset of the priest, that 
there is a moral law at work in the universe just as there are physi-
cal, scientific laws. In the long run, sins do not go unpunished, espe-
cially those that people believe they can commit without anyone finding 
out. Those who sin in private will eventually be exposed in public. 

Words hurt. Words harm. Verbal injuries may cut deeper even than 
physical injuries. They tear the fabric of society. They damage relation-
ships and destroy trust—and without trust, no society can survive. It 
was the fate of the slanderer, who sought to undermine relationships of 
trust, to be condemned to live outside the camp as a moral outcast. The 
power of that message remains.  
(1) See Sforno, Commentary to Leviticus 13:2; Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, 

Hilkhot Tumat Tzaraat 16:10 and The Guide for the Perplexed, III:47. 
(2) Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Tumat Tzaraat 16:10. 

(3) Guy Deutscher, Through the Language Glass: How Words Color Your World 
(London: Heinemann, 2010), 25-40. 

(4) Richard E. Nisbett, The Geography of Thought: How Asians and Westeners 
Think Differently – and Why (New York: Free Press, 2003), 140. 

(5) Y. Rosh HaShanah 3:5. 
(6) Shabbat 97a. 
(7) Rashi, Commentary to Deuteronomy 1:12, based on Sifre as loc. 
(8) Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed, III:47. 

 
4. Proverbs 11:20-21 

21Be sure of this: The wicked will not go unpunished, but those who 
are righteous will go free.  
a. Proverbs 17:4-5 

5Whoever mocks the poor shows contempt for their Maker; whoever 
gloats over disaster will not go unpunished.  

b. Proverbs 19:9 
9A false witness will not go unpunished, and whoever pours out 
lies will perish.  

c. Ephesians 4:22-27 
25Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truth-
fully to your neighbor, for we are all members of one body. 

 
 


