
5782 – Leviticus 12-13 – Tazria (When she gives birth) 
 
12:1The LORD said to Moses, 2"Say to the Israelites: 'A woman who becomes 
pregnant and gives birth to a son will be ceremonially unclean for seven 
days, just as she is unclean during her monthly period. 3On the eighth 
day the boy is to be circumcised. 4Then the woman must wait thirty-three 
days to be purified from her bleeding. She must not touch anything sa-
cred or go to the sanctuary until the days of her purification are over. 5If 
she gives birth to a daughter, for two weeks the woman will be unclean, 
as during her period. Then she must wait sixty-six days to be purified 
from her bleeding. 
 
-When a woman conceives. The laws regarding the hu—ִאָּׁשה ִּכי ַתְזִריַע  .1

man organism are presented after those dealing with all the other 
creatures. Rashi quotes R' Simlai in the Midrash who compares this 
with the creation of man, which took place only after that of all other 
animals and birds (Vayiķra Rabbah). In the same connection the Mid-

rash cites the verse in Psalms: ָאחֹור ָוֶקֶדם ַצְרָּתִני, behind and before You 

have fortified me (139:5). The word ַצְרָּתִני can be read, You have 

formed me, so that the verse speaks of man's creation having taken 
place both before and after that of other creatures. Man's soul, R’ 
ben Lakish tells us, predated Creation whereas his body was not 
formed until the sixth day.1  
a. Exodus 32:30-34 

30The next day Moses said to the people, "You have committed a 
great sin. But now I will go up to the LORD; perhaps I can make 
atonement for your sin." 31So Moses went back to the LORD and 
said, "Oh, what a great sin these people have committed! They have 
made themselves gods of gold. 32But now, please forgive their sin—
but if not, then blot me out of the book you have written." 33The 
LORD replied to Moses, "Whoever has sinned against me I will 
blot out of my book. 34Now go, lead the people to the place I spoke 
of, and my angel will go before you. However, when the time comes 
for me to punish, I will punish them for their sin."  

b. Psalm 69:16-29 
16Answer me, LORD, out of the goodness of your love; in your great 
mercy turn to me. 17Do not hide your face from your servant; answer 
me quickly, for I am in trouble. 18Come near and rescue me; deliver 
me because of my foes. 19You know how I am scorned, disgraced and 
shamed; all my enemies are before you. 20Scorn has broken my heart 
and has left me helpless; I looked for sympathy, but there was none, 

 
1 Rabbi Elie Munk, The Call of the Torah, Vayikra, (Mesorah Publications, Ltd.), pp. 

125-128. 

for comforters, but I found none ... 24Pour out your wrath on them; 
let your fierce anger overtake them ... 27Charge them with crime upon 
crime; do not let them share in your salvation. 28May they be blotted 
out of the book of life and not be listed with the righteous. 29But as 
for me, afflicted and in pain—may your salvation, God, protect me.  

c. Genesis 2:7 
7Then the LORD God formed a man from the dust of the ground and 
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a 
living being.  
1) Ecclesiastes 12:7 

7... the dust returns to the ground it came from; the spirit returns 
to God who gave it.  

d. Psalm 104:27-30 
27All creatures look to you to give them their food at the proper 
time. 28When you give it to them, they gather it up; when you open 
your hand, they are satisfied with good things. 29When you hide your 
face, they are terrified; when you take away their breath, they die and 
return to the dust. 30When you send your Spirit, they are created, 
and you renew the face of the ground.  
NJB—They all depend upon you ...  (i.e., the “creatures” (lit. wealth, 

mentioned in v. 24).  
... the earth is full of your wealth (or riches, possessions, i.e., 
the “things” that God has made). 

 
Accordingly, the Torah presents the laws dealing with the domain of the 
spirit before those concerning animals, but follows those with the laws 
concerning man's physical being (circumcision, menstruation, illnesses, 
etc.). The Sages see a symbolic significance in this positioning of man, 
bracketing the works of Creation. According to his level of morality, 
man can precede all the other creations and can dominate them from 
his high position. But he can also let himself fall back to the tail end of 
Creation. His fate depends solely on himself. 

Ramban attaches another significance to the placement of the laws 
concerning the birth of a child after the chapters relating to unclean an-
imals. He stresses that for future parents, observing the precepts of 
permitted and forbidden foods is among the critical factors that deter-
mine the character of the child to be born. Through their control over 
the food they eat, the mother and father can create the most favorable 
biological conditions for predisposing their child to the virtues of sobri-
ety, goodness, and moral integrity. On the other hand, by violating these 
laws and defiling themselves, they predispose their offspring to the 
physical afflictions described in the coming chapters. That is why the 
passage concerning the birth of a child is introduced between those 
concerning the dietary laws on one side and those concerning dis-



eases on the other. It is generally agreed that the formation of the 
child's character does not wait for his upbringing to begin. The moral 
conduct of his parents and grandparents, their practices, and their way 
of life constitute the hereditary bequest that is felt all along the chain of 
generations.  
a. Isaiah 49:1-6 

1Listen to me ... you distant nations: Before I was born the LORD 
called me; from my mother's womb he has spoken my name. 2He 
made my mouth like a sharpened sword, in the shadow of his hand 
he hid me; he made me into a polished arrow and concealed me in 
his quiver. 3He said to me, "You are my servant, Israel, in whom I 
will display my splendor." 4But I said, "I have labored in vain; I have 
spent my strength for nothing at all. Yet what is due me is in the 
LORD's hand, and my reward is with my God." 5And now the LORD 
says—he who formed me in the womb to be his servant to bring 
Jacob back to him and gather Israel to himself, for I am honored 
in the eyes of the LORD and my God has been my strength—6he 
says: "It is too small a thing for you to be my servant to restore the 
tribes of Jacob and bring back those of Israel I have kept. I will also 
make you a light for the Gentiles, that my salvation may reach to 
the ends of the earth."  
1) Jeremiah 1:4-5 

4The word of the LORD came to me, saying, 5"Before I formed 
you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set you 
apart; I appointed you as a prophet to the nations."  

2) Galatians 1:11-17 
11I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel I 
preached is not of human origin. 12I did not receive it from any 
man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation from 
Yeshua the Messiah. 13For you have heard of my previous way of 
life in Judaism, how intensely I persecuted the kehilot of God 
and tried to destroy it. 14I was advancing in Judaism beyond 
many of my own age among my people and was extremely zeal-
ous for the traditions of my fathers. 15But when God, who set 
me apart from my mother's womb and called me by his grace, 
was pleased 16to reveal his Son in me so that I might preach him 
among the Gentiles, my immediate response was not to consult 
any human being. 17I did not go up to Jerusalem to see those 
who were apostles before I was, but I went into Arabia. Later I 
returned to Damascus.  

b. Origin of “You are What You Eat” 
The exact source of this phrase is unknown but it is said that An-
thelme Brillat-Savarin used this phrase in his book, “Physiologie du 
Gout, ou Meditations de Gastronomie Transcendante” (The Physiolo-

gy of Taste) published in 1826 and it translates in English as, “[Tell 
me what you eat and I will tell you what you are].” Later in his es-
say, Concerning Spiritualism and Materialism in 1863-64, Ludwig 
Andreas Feuerbach also used this phrase in almost similar mean-
ings. Both imply the same meanings that food we eat has a bearing 
on our mental and physical conditions.2 

It is a metaphorical expression implying what people eat could 
eventually affect their lives. If they eat healthy food, they will feel 
healthy, and if they eat rubbish and junk food, they will not feel 
healthy. It is because these are the types of foods, which affect 
human weight and consequently affect hair condition, organs, teeth 
skin, and brain cells, etc. To simply put it, food defines your 
physical and mental character. 

 
-And gives birth to a male. The Zohar remarks on the count—ְוָיְלָדה ָזָכר .2

less wonders that take place from conception to childbirth. How great 
are Your works, Hashem! Your thoughts are most profound (Psalms 
92:6). When husband and wife unite to fulfill the work of procreation, 
they are joining with God in an intimate partnership. For those who 
see the reproductive process as a purely natural phenomenon, how 
would they explain the presence of a non-material soul in the child 
to be born? The Creator's glory hovers invisibly over the conjugal un-
ion of man and wife, ready to bless that union with a breath of new 
life from the heavenly spheres. 

Accordingly, the conjugal act is enveloped in holiness. Even the 
state of mind of the couple influence the germinating seed. They are 
therefore advised to close their minds to all impure and vulgar 
thoughts so their union will take place in spiritual harmony, harboring 
only that which is noble, beautiful, and holy ... To this holiness of the 
conjugal union, Ramban devoted his work, Igeres HaKodesh (Holy 
Epistle).3 It contains his recommendations regarding the frequency and 
time for conjugal relations as well as the necessary physical, mental, 
and emotional conditions to be preserved. He concludes with a prom-
ise that whoever heeds his advice and guidance will have worthy and 
pious descendants and will do honor to God. 

Our Sages note that in this verse, the birth of a male child is at-
tributed to the active role of the woman in the conjugal act ... A female 
child is produced through the active role of the man. Thus, the general 
principle is stated, male children come from the woman and female 

 
2 https://literarydevices.net/you-are-what-you-eat/ 
3 The hygiene and sanctity of sexual life are discussed in great detail. To a large 

degree the work is an anthology of quotations and interpretations of talmudic 
and midrashic sayings about sexual relations. The work may be regarded, more-
over, as a polemical answer to both Aristotle and Maimonides who regarded 
sexual activity as being a lower, because less spiritual, level of life. 



children from the man (Vayikra Rabbah 14). The Talmud sees con-
firmation of this principle in the genealogical records in Genesis, as 
noted by Rashi in his comments to Genesis 46:15. Most daughters, it is 
said, resemble their fathers. Thus, one should try to marry the daugh-
ter of a scholar.  
a. 1Corinthians 12:3, 11-12 

3Now I want you to realize that the head (better, “source”) of every 
man is the Messiah, and the head of the woman is man, and the 
head of the Messiah is God ... 11In the Lord, however, woman is not 
independent of man, nor is man independent of woman. 12For as 
woman came from man, so also man is born of woman. But every-
thing comes from God.  
1) If Paul was arguing that propriety in public worship requires that 

men dominate women based upon a biblical hierarchy of author-
ity—then he fails to organize the “pecking order” properly. It 
should read; God  Messiah  Men  Women.  

2) But, it doesn’t—instead it reads; Messiah  Every Man; Man  
Woman; God  Messiah.  

3) The conclusion to his “argument” is “Let all things be done de-
cently and in order” (14:40). 

 
ת ְּדֹוָתּהִּכיֵמי ִנַּד  .3 —As during the days of her separation infirmity. Here the 

Torah uses the word  הִנַּד , niddah, to describe the state of contamina-

tion of a mother who has just given birth. The same term is used for 
the seven days of menstruation, as described later (15:24). By connect-
ing these two cases, the Torah is stating that the period of abstinence 
from marital relations during the seven unclean days after childbirth 

is identical to the abstinence from a  הִנַּד . 
 

 On the eighth day. The mitzvah of circumcision was first—ּוַבּיֹום ַהְּׁשִמיִני .4

introduced in the Book of Genesis (17:10-14). By repeating the law in 
the context of childbirth, the Torah seems to link the circumcision of 
the child to the condition of his mother. That is what R' Shimon ben 
Yochai tells us in explaining why the circumcision is not performed 
until the eighth day: before then the period of abstinence from mar-
ital relations imposed on the parents of the child would make it dif-
ficult for them to share fully in the joy of the occasion (Niddah 31b). 

Actually, this reasoning lost its validity once our Sages extended 
the period of abstinence beyond the first seven days. Still, as the Vilna 
Gaon points out, the original date set for the circumcision did not 
change, thereby showing us that the basic laws of the Torah are not 
adjusted to accommodate measures enacted later by the Sages. 

However, in the commentary to Genesis 17:12 we have discussed 
other reasons for the circumcision being done on the eighth day, rea-
sons still valid after abstinence was extended beyond the seventh day.  
a. “After the previous chapter’s discussion of how food entering our 

bodies can make us ritually impure, the Torah now discusses 
how that which comes out of bodies can do the same. 

Perhaps no concept in the Torah is less accessible to the mod-
ern reader than the notion of tum-ah, generally translated “un-
cleanness” (although it has no connection to one’s physical 
sanitary condition) or “ritual impurity.” 

Tum-ah has unmistakable negative connotations. It is defined 
by what one may not do, and the Torah tells us how to be re-
lieved of it. It need not, however, imply wrongdoing on the part 
of the affected person. ([Although] … the Torah … calls for a pu-
rification offering to be part of its prescribed process of reinte-
gration) … 

Proof that tum-ah is not a totally negative condition can be 
found … in its association with such religiously affirmed activi-
ties as childbirth and caring for the dead …”4  

b. After the birth of a child, the mother brought a burnt-offering and a 
sin-offering at the Sanctuary, and thereby became ritually clean. 
Many non-Jewish commentators connect the regulation with the 
doom pronounced on Eve (Gen. III.16). Life and death are in this 
way associated with the idea of the first sin in the Garden of 
Eden. Motherhood would thus in itself be a sinful thing, and its oc-
currence require(s) purification and atonement. Such a thought, 
however, is utterly foreign to the general teaching of Scripture. 
‘Be fruitful and multiply, and replenish the earth’ (Gen. I, 28), is 
the first command in the Torah; and childlessness was regarded 
as the worst calamity. 

The more acceptable view is that the Law deals solely with the 
physical secretions attendant on child-birth. The mother becomes 
unclean through conditions (associated with giving birth), but not 
with the child. If impurity were associated with childbirth as a 
fact in nature, the child, who is the cause of the mother’s defile-
ment, would itself have been unclean.”5  

c. ִהּמֹול ָלֶכם ָּכל־ָזָכר—Every male among you shall be circumcised (Gen 

17:10). The commandment of circumcision is one of those called a 

-that is, a Divine law whose reasons are unknown to us ... Ac ,חֹק

 
4 David L. Lieber, Sr. Ed., Etz Chayim, Torah and Commentary, (The Jewish Publica-

tion Society), p. 649. 
5 Dr. J. H. Hertz, C.H., The Pentateuch and Haftorahs, (Soncino Press), p. 459. 



cordingly, the prayers which accompany the circumcision contain 
the paraphrase ... and placed the mark of the decree in his flesh. 

Nevertheless, we are advised to seek out possible reasons for 
this commandment in order to understand and appreciate its edu-
cational and moral value. The following interpretations result from 
such a search. 

Rambam, Ramban, and others consider that one of the purposes 
of this commandment is to diminish sexual passion (Guide 3:49) ...  

Thus, scarcely having entered the world, the Jew is put on the 
road to self-control. Circumcision is but the first stage in the pro-
gressive education of the Jew. It is succeeded by a long series of 
steps, religious and moral, all permeated with a moral purity which 
envelops him in an atmosphere of chastity and human dignity and 
prevents him from falling to the level of an animal. 

Some, including Philo of Alexandria, see circumcision as a hy-
gienic measure conditioned by the climate and living conditions of 
the Orient. Moreover, it is recognized that circumcision always has 
various effects on hygiene. It has prophylactic powers against a 
large number of ailments and is a highly efficient preventative 
against cancer of the genitals. But these are the natural conse-
quences of circumcision, and not the reasons we are after! 

Some would see in circumcision a trace of primitive rites which 
made their way into Jewish tradition. To be sure, many other peo-
ples are also acquainted with it. But as is often the case, pagans 
have borrowed religious ideas or acts which originally were pure 
and noble, and have deformed and degraded them into supersti-
tious practices, magic ceremonies, or mythological symbols. In this 
way our holidays were reduced to popular celebrations at the sol-
stices, our Sabbath was given the character of the first social victo-
ry of the proletariat over the exploiting class, the solemnity of Yom 
Kippur was transformed in pagan cults to a time of flagellation and 
mortification. 

But if the pagans have "profaned and sullied our sanctuary," cir-
cumcision still remains for us the Divine seal cut into our flesh to 
sanctify the most powerful instinct, the one most stamped with 
sensuality. None of the natural faculties in us is of itself good or 
bad. It all depends on how we use it. Hence intellectual curiosity, 
inventive genius, the procreative urge, familial love, these are all 
urges in man which, taken one by one, could lead to instability, 
even to debauchery in many cases. But when they are coordinated 
under a single higher will, they engender a continual harmony and 
development. The law given to Abraham is an admirable demon-
stration of this. It condemns neither the desire nor the joys of life. 
It encourages neither abstinence nor continence. It does not seek 
that violent repression of the senses which cuts man off from soci-

ety, changes his nature, and renders him useless to his fellowman. 
Satisfying one's sensual appetites produces effects which are even 
more disastrous. They turn man into a beast, degrade him deeply. 
They impede the upward flight of his soul, they stifle the most no-
ble beats of his heart and snuff out the Divine spark within him. 

In addition to complete free will in moral matters, God wanted 
to give Jewry's adherents the means of making the best use of this 
freedom by living their lives, with their joys, to the full, but without 
compromising their souls and their greatness among the other 
creatures. The first law on the road of human life leading to this 
result is circumcision. By placing the Divine seal on man's body, it 
sanctifies the most violent and most animal of instincts and the 
genital area, which hitherto had been considered as the seat of im-
pure, unmentionable activities. Through circumcision man becomes 
conscious of the Divine to the depths of his being. The milah now 
invites him to enter into the select group of "servants of God" so 
that the complete man may become the perfect artisan of the Di-
vine plan.  
1) That circumcision also had a spiritual import is clear from such 

verses as:  
a) Deuteronomy 10:16 

Circumcise your hearts … and do not be stiff-necked any 
longer.  

b) Deuteronomy 30:6 
“The LORD your God will circumcise your hearts and the 
hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him with 
all your heart and with all your soul, and live.”  

c) Jeremiah 4:4 
Circumcise yourselves to the LORD, circumcise your 
hearts, you men of Judah and people of Jerusalem, or my 
wrath will break out and burn like fire because of the evil you 
have done …   

2) Acts 16:1-5 
1Paul came to ... Lystra, where a disciple named Timothy lived, 
whose mother was Jewish and a believer but whose father was 
a Greek. 2The believers at Lystra and Iconium spoke well of him. 
3Paul wanted to take him along on the journey, so he circum-
cised him because of the Jews who lived in that area, for they all 
knew that his father was a Greek. 4As they traveled from town to 
town, they delivered the decisions reached by the apostles and 
elders in Jerusalem for the people to obey. 5So the (k’hilot) were 
strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers.  



3) If circumcision did purify the child, we would expect there to 
be a ceremony for the “purifying” of a female child as well. 

 
5. Childbirth, like menstruation, rendered the mother “unclean” (v. 2).  

a. The period was seven days for a boy—twice that for a girl (vv. 2, 5).  
b. After the first seven days, the ritual bath of purification was taken.  
c. For the remaining thirty-three days the woman was only unclean as 

regards the sanctuary.  
d. There may be more than one reason for such a law as this.  

1) It would put the mother in sufficient isolation to assist in bring-
ing her back to normal health.  

2) Since she was unclean, she could not do the cooking or keep house. 
 

3) It is possible that it also helped to prevent the spread of child-
bed fever, which in former days took so many lives.  

e. There is no satisfactory explanation why the period is doubled 
when a female child is born.  
1) It cannot be because a female was regarded as more defiling 

than a male because there is no difference made in the temple 
ritual between the birth of a boy or a girl—the only difference 
is in the periods of uncleanness and seclusion. 

 

2) There may be the symbolism of the uncleanness that the daugh-
ter would eventually suffer in her turn. 

 

3) There may have been good reasons in that culture why the jour-
ney to the temple was delayed for a girl.  
a) Girls are usually smaller at birth that boys.  
b) More girls are born than boys—but even now the mortality 

rate is greater for girls so that the sexes are soon numerically 
even.  

c) To allow a longer time to let a baby girl grow and get estab-
lished would be a good thing.  

4) There may have been other cultural influences.  
a) In many countries girls are less desirable than boys.  
b) Thoughtless husbands might have taken better care of baby 

boys and their mothers.  
c) A longer time at home might have been a positive help for 

a mother with a baby girl.  
f. Women are more soulful than men. While men may excel in physical 

prowess, women are far ahead when it comes to spiritual strength. 
Women are more sensitive to matters of the soul, more receptive to 
ideas of faith, more drawn to the divine than men. The feminine 
soul has an openness to the abstract and a grasp of the intangible 

that a male soul can only yearn for. This is why G-d told Abraham, 
the first Jewish man, "Whatever Sarah your wife tells you, listen to 
her voice" (Gen 21:12). She was the greater prophet, her soul more 
intuitive than his.6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
6 https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/2576222/jewish/The-Gender-

Gap.htm 


