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The phenomenon of Tzora’at appears to currently be moot. 

 Traditionally, the state of Tzora’at is believed to be the consequence of speaking badly about 

another person.1 While the sin of Lashon HaRa is probably as ubiquitous today as it ever was,2 

nevertheless it would appear that the topic of Tzora’at involves a series of Mitzvot that currently cannot 

be practiced.  Although two entire chapters in VaYikra, 13 and 14,3 are devoted to various forms of 

                                                           
1 Aside from the Tora’s directive not to engage in such a practice,  
 VaYikra 19:16 
 Thou shalt not go up and down as a talebearer among thy people; neither shalt thou stand idly by the 
 blood of thy neighbor: I Am the Lord. 
There are two well-known anecdotes in the Tora that implicitly demonstrate that such activity results in Tzora’at: 

Shemot 4:1, 6-7 
1 And Moshe answered and said: “But, behold, they will not believe me, nor hearken unto my voice; for 
they will say: The Lord hath not Appeared unto thee”… 
6 And the Lord Said furthermore unto him: “Put now thy hand into thy bosom.” And he put his hand into 
his bosom; and when he took it out, behold, his hand was leprous, as white as snow. 7 And He said: “Put 
thy hand back into thy bosom.”--And he put his hand back into his bosom; and when he took it out of his 
bosom, behold, it was turned again as his other flesh. (Moshe’s disparagement of the Jewish people led to 
one of the signs that HaShem Gave to him constituting a critique and temporary punishment of his 
behavior.) 
BaMidbar 12:1,  
1 And Miriam and Aharon spoke against Moshe because of the Cushite woman whom he had married; for 
he had married a Cushite woman. 2 And they said: “Hath the Lord indeed Spoken only with Moshe? Hath 
He not Spoken also with us?” And the Lord Heard it… 
9 And the Anger of the Lord was Kindled against them; and He Departed. 10 And when the cloud was 
removed from over the Tent, behold, Miriam was leprous, as white as snow; and Aharon looked upon 
Miriam; and, behold, she was leprous. (Although Aharon listened to Miriam’s tirade against their brother, 
she was punished more severely since she was the active element in the sin.) 

Miriam’s sin is emphasized again in Devarim, immediately following upon a verse dealing with Tzora’at, again 
creating an association between the sin and this particular consequence: 

Devarim 24:8-9 
8 Take heed in the plague of leprosy, that thou observe diligently, and do according to all that the priests 
the Levites shall teach you, as I Commanded them, so ye shall observe to do. 9 Remember what the LORD 
thy God Did unto Miriam, by the way as ye came forth out of Egypt. 

2 One might claim that with the advent of social media, it is easier than ever to disseminate negative information 
about other people.  
3 VaYikra 13 

1 And the LORD spoke unto Moses and unto Aaron, saying: 2 When a man shall have in the skin of his flesh a rising, or a scab, or a bright spot, 
and it become in the skin of his flesh the plague of leprosy, then he shall be brought unto Aaron the priest, or unto one of his sons the priests. 3 
And the priest shall look upon the plague in the skin of the flesh; and if the hair in the plague be turned white, and the appearance of the 
plague be deeper than the skin of his flesh, it is the plague of leprosy; and the priest shall look on him, and pronounce him unclean. 4 And if the 
bright spot be white in the skin of his flesh, and the appearance thereof be not deeper than the skin, and the hair thereof be not turned white, 
then the priest shall shut up him that hath the plague seven days. 5 And the priest shall look on him the seventh day; and, behold, if the plague 
stay in its appearance, and the plague be not spread in the skin, then the priest shall shut him up seven days more. 6 And the priest shall look 
on him again the seventh day; and, behold, if the plague be dim, and the plague be not spread in the skin, then the priest shall pronounce him 
clean: it is a scab; and he shall wash his clothes, and be clean. 7 But if the scab spread abroad in the skin, after that he hath shown himself to 
the priest for his cleansing, he shall show himself to the priest again. 8 And the priest shall look, and, behold, if the scab be spread in the skin, 
then the priest shall pronounce him unclean: it is leprosy. {P} 9 When the plague of leprosy is in a man, then he shall be brought unto the 
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priest. 10 And the priest shall look, and, behold, if there be a white rising in the skin, and it have turned the hair white, and there be quick raw 
flesh in the rising, 11 it is an old leprosy in the skin of his flesh, and the priest shall pronounce him unclean; he shall not shut him up; for he is 
unclean. 12 And if the leprosy break out abroad in the skin, and the leprosy cover all the skin of him that hath the plague from his head even to 
his feet, as far as appeareth to the priest; 13 then the priest shall look; and, behold, if the leprosy have covered all his flesh, he shall pronounce 
him clean that hath the plague; it is all turned white: he is clean. 14 But whensoever raw flesh appeareth in him, he shall be unclean. 15 And the 
priest shall look on the raw flesh, and pronounce him unclean; the raw flesh is unclean: it is leprosy. 16 But if the raw flesh again be turned into 
white, then he shall come unto the priest; 17 and the priest shall look on him; and, behold, if the plague be turned into white, then the priest 
shall pronounce him clean that hath the plague: he is clean. {P} 18 And when the flesh hath in the skin thereof a boil, and it is healed, 19 and in 
the place of the boil there is a white rising, or a bright spot, reddish-white, then it shall be shown to the priest. 20 And the priest shall look; and, 
behold, if the appearance thereof be lower than the skin, and the hair thereof be turned white, then the priest shall pronounce him unclean: it 
is the plague of leprosy, it hath broken out in the boil. 21 But if the priest look on it, and, behold, there be no white hairs therein, and it be not 
lower than the skin, but be dim, then the priest shall shut him up seven days. 22 And if it spread abroad in the skin, then the priest shall 
pronounce him unclean: it is a plague. 23 But if the bright spot stay in its place, and be not spread, it is the scar of the boil; and the priest shall 
pronounce him clean. {S} 24 Or when the flesh hath in the skin thereof a burning by fire, and the quick flesh of the burning become a bright 
spot, reddish-white, or white; 25 then the priest shall look upon it; and, behold, if the hair in the bright spot be turned white, and the 
appearance thereof be deeper than the skin, it is leprosy, it hath broken out in the burning; and the priest shall pronounce him unclean: it is the 
plague of leprosy. 26 But if the priest look on it, and, behold, there be no white hair in the bright spot, and it be no lower than the skin, but be 
dim; then the priest shall shut him up seven days. 27 And the priest shall look upon him the seventh day; if it spread abroad in the skin, then 
the priest shall pronounce him unclean: it is the plague of leprosy. 28 And if the bright spot stay in its place, and be not spread in the skin, but 
be dim, it is the rising of the burning, and the priest shall pronounce him clean; for it is the scar of the burning. {P} 29 And when a man or 
woman hath a plague upon the head or upon the beard, 30 then the priest shall look on the plague; and, behold, if the appearance thereof be 
deeper than the skin, and there be in it yellow thin hair, then the priest shall pronounce him unclean: it is a scall, it is leprosy of the head or of 
the beard. 31 And if the priest look on the plague of the scall, and, behold, the appearance thereof be not deeper than the skin, and there be 
no black hair in it, then the priest shall shut up him that hath the plague of the scall seven days. 32 And in the seventh day the priest shall look 
on the plague; and, behold, if the scall be not spread, and there be in it no yellow hair, and the appearance of the scall be not deeper than the 
skin, 33 then he shall be shaven, but the scall shall he not shave; and the priest shall shut up him that hath the scall seven days more. 34 And in 
the seventh day the priest shall look on the scall; and, behold, if the scall be not spread in the skin, and the appearance thereof be not deeper 
than the skin, then the priest shall pronounce him clean; and he shall wash his clothes, and be clean. 35 But if the scall spread abroad in the 
skin after his cleansing, 36 then the priest shall look on him; and, behold, if the scall be spread in the skin, the priest shall not seek for the 
yellow hair: he is unclean. 37 But if the scall stay in its appearance, and black hair be grown up therein; the scall is healed, he is clean; and the 
priest shall pronounce him clean. {S} 38 And if a man or a woman have in the skin of their flesh bright spots, even white bright spots; 39 then 
the priest shall look; and, behold, if the bright spots in the skin of their flesh be of a dull white, it is a tetter, it hath broken out in the skin: he is 
clean. {S} 40 And if a man's hair be fallen off his head, he is bald; yet is he clean. 41 And if his hair be fallen off from the front part of his head, 
he is forehead-bald; yet is he clean. 42 But if there be in the bald head, or the bald forehead, a reddish-white plague, it is leprosy breaking out 
in his bald head, or his bald forehead. 43 Then the priest shall look upon him; and, behold, if the rising of the plague be reddish-white in his 
bald head, or in his bald forehead, as the appearance of leprosy in the skin of the flesh, 44 he is a leprous man, he is unclean; the priest shall 
surely pronounce him unclean: his plague is in his head. 45 And the leper in whom the plague is, his clothes shall be rent, and the hair of his 
head shall go loose, and he shall cover his upper lip, and shall cry: 'Unclean, unclean.' 46 All the days wherein the plague is in him he shall be 
unclean; he is unclean; he shall dwell alone; without the camp shall his dwelling be. {S} 47 And when the plague of leprosy is in a garment, 
whether it be a woolen garment, or a linen garment; 48 or in the warp, or in the woof, whether they be of linen, or of wool; or in a skin, or in 
any thing made of skin. 49 If the plague be greenish or reddish in the garment, or in the skin, or in the warp, or in the woof, or in any thing of 
skin, it is the plague of leprosy, and shall be shown unto the priest. 50 And the priest shall look upon the plague, and shut up that which hath 
the plague seven days. 51 And he shall look on the plague on the seventh day: if the plague be spread in the garment, or in the warp, or in the 
woof, or in the skin, whatever service skin is used for, the plague is a malignant leprosy: it is unclean. 52 And he shall burn the garment, or the 
warp, or the woof, whether it be of wool or of linen, or anything of skin, wherein the plague is; for it is a malignant leprosy; it shall be burnt in 
the fire. 53 And if the priest shall look, and, behold, the plague be not spread in the garment, or in the warp, or in the woof, or in any thing of 
skin; 54 then the priest shall command that they wash the thing wherein the plague is, and he shall shut it up seven days more. 55 And the 
priest shall look, after that the plague is washed; and, behold, if the plague have not changed its colour, and the plague be not spread, it is 
unclean; thou shalt burn it in the fire; it is a fret, whether the bareness be within or without. 56 And if the priest look, and, behold, the plague 
be dim after the washing thereof, then he shall rend it out of the garment, or out of the skin, or out of the warp, or out of the woof. 57 And if it 
appear still in the garment, or in the warp, or in the woof, or in any thing of skin, it is breaking out, thou shalt burn that wherein the plague is 
with fire. 58 And the garment, or the warp, or the woof, or whatsoever thing of skin it be, which thou shalt wash, if the plague be departed 
from them, then it shall be washed the second time, and shall be clean. 59 This is the law of the plague of leprosy in a garment of wool or linen, 
or in the warp, or in the woof, or in any thing of skin, to pronounce it clean, or to pronounce it unclean. {P} 
Ibid. 14 
1 And the LORD spoke unto Moses, saying: 2 This shall be the law of the leper in the day of his cleansing: he shall be brought unto the priest. 3 
And the priest shall go forth out of the camp; and the priest shall look, and, behold, if the plague of leprosy be healed in the leper; 4 then shall 
the priest command to take for him that is to be cleansed two living clean birds, and cedar-wood, and scarlet, and hyssop. 5 And the priest shall 
command to kill one of the birds in an earthen vessel over running water. 6 As for the living bird, he shall take it, and the cedar-wood, and the 
scarlet, and the hyssop, and shall dip them and the living bird in the blood of the bird that was killed over the running water. 7 And he shall 
sprinkle upon him that is to be cleansed from the leprosy seven times, and shall pronounce him clean, and shall let go the living bird into the 
open field. 8 And he that is to be cleansed shall wash his clothes, and shave off all his hair, and bathe himself in water, and he shall be clean; 
and after that he may come into the camp, but shall dwell outside his tent seven days. 9 And it shall be on the seventh day, that he shall shave 
all his hair off his head and his beard and his eyebrows, even all his hair he shall shave off; and he shall wash his clothes, and he shall bathe his 
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Tzora’at, at least according to Chafetz Chaim, this phenomenon cannot occur at a time when there is no 

Temple for a very practical reason: 

 

Shemirat HaLashon, Sha’ar HaZechira, Perek 6 

…And behold, all of this was at a time when the Temple existed, which is not the case 

today when due to our many transgressions, when we have no Temple, no sacrifices,4 

                                                           
flesh in water, and he shall be clean. 10 And on the eighth day he shall take two he-lambs without blemish, and one ewe-lamb of the first year 
without blemish, and three tenth parts of an ephah of fine flour for a meal-offering, mingled with oil, and one log of oil. 11 And the priest that 
cleanseth him shall set the man that is to be cleansed, and those things, before the LORD, at the door of the tent of meeting. 12 And the priest 
shall take one of the he-lambs, and offer him for a guilt-offering, and the log of oil, and wave them for a wave-offering before the LORD. 13 And 
he shall kill the he-lamb in the place where they kill the sin-offering and the burnt-offering, in the place of the sanctuary; for as the sin-offering 
is the priest's, so is the guilt-offering; it is most holy. 14 And the priest shall take of the blood of the guilt-offering, and the priest shall put it 
upon the tip of the right ear of him that is to be cleansed, and upon the thumb of his right hand, and upon the great toe of his right foot. 15 And 
the priest shall take of the log of oil, and pour it into the palm of his own left hand. 16 And the priest shall dip his right finger in the oil that is in 
his left hand, and shall sprinkle of the oil with his finger seven times before the LORD. 17 And of the rest of the oil that is in his hand shall the 
priest put upon the tip of the right ear of him that is to be cleansed, and upon the thumb of his right hand, and upon the great toe of his right 
foot, upon the blood of the guilt-offering. 18 And the rest of the oil that is in the priest's hand he shall put upon the head of him that is to be 
cleansed; and the priest shall make atonement for him before the LORD. 19 And the priest shall offer the sin-offering, and make atonement for 
him that is to be cleansed because of his uncleanness; and afterward he shall kill the burnt-offering. 20 And the priest shall offer the burnt-
offering and the meal-offering upon the altar; and the priest shall make atonement for him, and he shall be clean. {S} 21 And if he be poor, and 
his means suffice not, then he shall take one he-lamb for a guilt-offering to be waved, to make atonement for him, and one tenth part of an 
ephah of fine flour mingled with oil for a meal-offering, and a log of oil; 22 and two turtle-doves, or two young pigeons, such as his means 
suffice for; and the one shall be a sin-offering, and the other a burnt-offering. 23 And on the eighth day he shall bring them for his cleansing 
unto the priest, unto the door of the tent of meeting, before the LORD. 24 And the priest shall take the lamb of the guilt-offering, and the log of 
oil, and the priest shall wave them for a wave-offering before the LORD. 25 And he shall kill the lamb of the guilt-offering, and the priest shall 
take of the blood of the guilt-offering, and put it upon the tip of the right ear of him that is to be cleansed, and upon the thumb of his right 
hand, and upon the great toe of his right foot. 26 And the priest shall pour of the oil into the palm of his own left hand. 27 And the priest shall 
sprinkle with his right finger some of the oil that is in his left hand seven times before the LORD. 28 And the priest shall put of the oil that is in 
his hand upon the tip of the right ear of him that is to be cleansed, and upon the thumb of his right hand, and upon the great toe of his right 
foot, upon the place of the blood of the guilt-offering. 29 And the rest of the oil that is in the priest's hand he shall put upon the head of him 
that is to be cleansed, to make atonement for him before the LORD. 30 And he shall offer one of the turtle-doves, or of the young pigeons, such 
as his means suffice for; 31 even such as his means suffice for, the one for a sin-offering, and the other for a burnt-offering, with the meal-
offering; and the priest shall make atonement for him that is to be cleansed before the LORD. 32 This is the law of him in whom is the plague of 
leprosy, whose means suffice not for that which pertaineth to his cleansing. {P} 33 And the LORD spoke unto Moses and unto Aaron, saying: 34 
When ye are come into the land of Canaan, which I give to you for a possession, and I put the plague of leprosy in a house of the land of your 
possession; 35 then he that owneth the house shall come and tell the priest, saying: 'There seemeth to me to be as it were a plague in the 
house.' 36 And the priest shall command that they empty the house, before the priest go in to see the plague, that all that is in the house be 
not made unclean; and afterward the priest shall go in to see the house. 37 And he shall look on the plague, and, behold, if the plague be in the 
walls of the house with hollow streaks, greenish or reddish, and the appearance thereof be lower than the wall; 38 then the priest shall go out 
of the house to the door of the house, and shut up the house seven days. 39 And the priest shall come again the seventh day, and shall look; 
and, behold, if the plague be spread in the walls of the house; 40 then the priest shall command that they take out the stones in which the 
plague is, and cast them into an unclean place without the city. 41 And he shall cause the house to be scraped within round about, and they 
shall pour out the mortar that they scrape off without the city into an unclean place. 42 And they shall take other stones, and put them in the 
place of those stones; and he shall take other mortar, and shall plaster the house. 43 And if the plague come again, and break out in the house, 
after that the stones have been taken out, and after the house hath been scraped, and after it is plastered; 44 then the priest shall come in and 
look; and, behold, if the plague be spread in the house, it is a malignant leprosy in the house: it is unclean. 45 And he shall break down the 
house, the stones of it, and the timber thereof, and all the mortar of the house; and he shall carry them forth out of the city into an unclean 
place. 46 Moreover he that goeth into the house all the while that it is shut up shall be unclean until the even. 47 And he that lieth in the house 
shall wash his clothes; and he that eateth in the house shall wash his clothes. 48 And if the priest shall come in, and look, and, behold, the 
plague hath not spread in the house, after the house was plastered; then the priest shall pronounce the house clean, because the plague is 
healed. 49 And he shall take to cleanse the house two birds, and cedar-wood, and scarlet, and hyssop. 50 And he shall kill one of the birds in an 
earthen vessel over running water. 51 And he shall take the cedar-wood, and the hyssop, and the scarlet, and the living bird, and dip them in 
the blood of the slain bird, and in the running water, and sprinkle the house seven times. 52 And he shall cleanse the house with the blood of 
the bird, and with the running water, and with the living bird, and with the cedar-wood, and with the hyssop, and with the scarlet. 53 But he 
shall let go the living bird out of the city into the open field; so shall he make atonement for the house; and it shall be clean. 54 This is the law 
for all manner of plague of leprosy, and for a scall; 55 and for the leprosy of a garment, and for a house; 56 and for a rising, and for a scab, and 
for a bright spot; 57 to teach when it is unclean, and when it is clean; this is the law of leprosy. {P} 
4 Verses discussing the role of sacrifices in the purification of the Metzora or something affected by Tzora’at are:  
 VaYikra 14:4-7, 10-31, 48-53 (See the underlined verses in fn. 1.) 



4 
 

and no Kohen capable of purifying (the Metzora),5 were the Holy One, Blessed Be He, to 

Bring afflictions upon his (the potential Metzora’s) body, he would remain in a state of 

ritual impurity eternally, and it would be impossible for him to cleanse himself from this 

condition.  

 

In the absence of physical Tzora’at, there could be a spiritual malady arising from Lashon 

HaRa. 

 But lest a person think that the current non-availability of the Temple, Kohanim 

Meyuchasim (who can trace their lineage with certainty) and the requisite sacrifices is a benefit, 

at least in terms of not suffering untoward consequences as a result of the sin of speaking evilly 

of others, Chofetz Chaim6 is not about to allow such an individual to “get off the hook”:  

 

Ibid.  

Therefore the ritual impurity that comes about (during the current Temple-less period) 

because of this particular sin (speaking Lashon HaRa) affixes itself to man’s soul, and 

does not manifest itself on his body in an obvious way. This is the intention of the 

Midrash: 

 

Yalkut Shimoni, Parashat Metzora #556 

Said R. Yanai: “Even Shlomo announced and said, (Mishlei 21:23) ‘Whoso 

keepeth his mouth and his tongue, keepeth his soul from ‘Tzarot’ (troubles).’ 

(Read) ‘Keepeth his soul from ‘Tzora’at’.” (Implying that if you do not guard your 

tongue, you will be afflicted with “Tzora’at of the soul”.) 

 

Therefore a person who regularly transgresses this prohibition, Heaven Forbid, has to be 

very concerned about his soul, because even though the Holy One, Blessed Be He, has 

Covered up for him in this world, and does not allow his humiliation to be seen by 

everyone (which would be the case if he was declared as suffering from Tzora’at and 

therefore needing to be sent outside the encampment—see VaYikra 13:46), however, 

after his death, when his soul leaves his body, the putrification of his soul will become 

obvious to everyone, and as long as the sickness of Tzora’at is attached to the soul, it is 

certain that the soul with such an affliction will not enter the Holy precincts of HaShem 

in Gan Eiden, and he will have to sit alone above, outside the encampment of Israel… 

  

How do the four forms of Tzora’at relate to one another?  

When Tzora’at was something that could affect people, the Tora discusses essentially four 

different types: 

                                                           
5 Verses discussing the Kohen declaring the ritual cleanliness of the Metzora or something affected by Tzora’at are: 
 Ibid. 13:17, 23, 28, 34, 59; 14:48. (See the underlined verses in fn. 1.) 
6 Lashon HaRa was the focal point of much of Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan’s Mussar activities. His nickname is based 
upon the verses: 

Tehillim 34:13-4 
13 Who is the man that desireth life, and loveth days, that he may see good therein? 14 Keep thy tongue 
from evil, and thy lips from speaking guile. 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yisrael_Meir_Kagan
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a) An anomaly in one’s skin: VaYikra 13:2-46;  

b) An irregularity affecting one’s clothing: Ibid. 40-59; 

c) A discoloration of one’s furniture: Ibid. 59 (“or in any thing of skin/leather…”);  

d) A change in the walls of one’s house: Ibid. 14:34-53. 

 

According to RaMBaM, the four forms of Tzora’at proceed in a logical sequence, albeit different than 

the sequence listed in the Tora,7 with the indicators to the person that he should stop transgressing 

becoming ever more and more personal until he is forced to relocate to outside the encampment if he 

persists in his sinning:  

 

Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Tumat Tzora’at 16:10 

… When a person speaks Lashon HoRa, 1) the walls of his house change color. If he 

repents, the house will be purified. If, however, he persists in his wickedness until the 

house is destroyed, 2) the leather implements in his house upon which he sits and lies 

change color. If he repents, they will be purified. If persists in his wickedness until they 

are burnt, 3) the clothes he wears change color. If he repents, they will be purified. If he 

persists in his wickedness until they are burnt, 4) his skin undergoes changes and he 

develops Tzora'at. This causes him to be isolated and for it to be made known that he 

must remain alone so that he will not be involved in the talk of the wicked which is folly 

and Lashon Hora… 

 

All the forms of Tzora’at’s common denominator. 

 While the different types of Tzora’at might have a common goal according to RaMBaM, i.e., to 

get the sinner to repent, the specific process pertinent to each of the forms of Tzora’at share a single 

element: the Kohein. In the two chapters of VaYikra, 13 and 14, in which Tzora’at is discussed, the term 

“Kohein” appears 91(!) times (@68% of all verses).8 (There are also nine more verses where a third 

person pronoun is referring to a “Kohein”.)9 In fact out of the total 116 verses in the two chapters, only 

37 verses (@32%) contain no reference, either direct or indirect to a Kohein at all. Many commentators, 

particularly more contemporary ones, have discussed the concept of Mila Mancha (the guiding, central 

word), whereby a particular word appears to be used more frequently than necessary to set a tone and 

provide a specific focus for a particular section of the biblical text.10 In VaYikra 13-4, it appears that 

“Kohein” is a Mila Mancha “on steroids”!  Granted that the Kohein is variously tasked with first 

inspecting the situation to determine if there is even the possibility of a problem, on occasion sending 

                                                           
7 Tora: skin, clothing, furniture, houses. 
RaMBaM: houses, furniture, clothing, skin. 
 It could be said that the Tora lists the forms of Tzora’at in order of personal discomfort, whereas the 
order of RaMBaM is the sequence that the individual experiences over time.  
8 VaYikra 13: 2, 3 (2x), 4, 5 (2x), 6 (2x), 7 (2x), 8 (2x), 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17 (2x), 19, 20 (2x), 21 (2x), 22, 23, 25 

(2x), 26 (2x), 27 (2x), 28, 30 (2x), 31 (2x), 32, 33, 34 (2x), 36 (2x), 37, 39, 43, 49, 50, 53, 54, 55, 56.  
Ibid. 14: 2, 3(2x), 4, 5, 11, 12, 13, 14 (2x), 15, 16, 17, 18 (2x), 19, 20 (2x), 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 31, 35, 36 (3x), 

38, 39, 40, 44, 48 (2x).    
9 “Hu”—VaYikra 13: 51, 52; 14:6, 7, 37, 50, 51, 52, 53.  
10 E.g., “Nechama Leibowitz was fond of teaching her students to find the "Milah Mancha" – a Shoresh (root noun 
or verb), word or phrase that appears numerous times in a given section…” in “Musings of Avi Billet”  at  
http://arabbiwithoutacause.blogspot.com/2012/09/simcha-art-of-joyous-living.html  

http://arabbiwithoutacause.blogspot.com/2012/09/simcha-art-of-joyous-living.html
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the person or object into a state of quarantine in order to clarify the situation, declaring the person or 

object unclean with all of the repercussions that such a declaration entails, reevaluating the situation 

and sometimes declaring the person or object “cured” from the malady, and overseeing the purification 

process that the person or object must now undergo in order to rejoin the community or be normally 

utilized once again, nevertheless, it would appear that the text in this instance goes out of its way to 

mention the Kohein over and over again. How could this be accounted for?  

 

One hypothesis regarding the repeated invocation of the Kohein in VaYikra 13-4, based upon 

RaMBaM’s supposition that the various forms of Tzora’at would occur in sequence. 

 If we accept RaMBaM’s assumption that the different forms of Tzora’at occur in sequence to 

the same person in a crescendo of Divine Reminders for him to change his ways, it is reasonable to 

assume that, at least on occasion, the same Kohein would be involved in the identification and 

purification of these instances of Tzora’at, overseeing a particular set of cases affecting a specific 

individual from start to finish. It would then be possible to assert that the Kohein was not expected to be 

just a technical clinician who would impersonally declare that a given situation had to be treated in a 

particular manner, but that he would interact with the individual who has become the malady’s focal 

point, and perhaps even his family and community, in order to identify the root of the problem and 

encourage repentance and personal growth over the course of these interactions. In this regard, the 

Kohein, an individual who is enjoined to maintain personal ritual purity with respect to Tumat Meit 

(ritual impurity associated with the dead) according to the Tora:  

 

VaYikra 21:1 

And the Lord Said unto Moshe: Speak unto the priests the sons of Aharon, and say unto 

them: There shall none defile himself for the dead among his people.  

 

and, by implication, avoid other sources of Tuma as well, who when he becomes Tameh cannot 

enter the Temple area,  

 

BaMidbar 19:13, 20 

13 Whosoever toucheth the dead, even the body of any man that is dead, and purifieth 

not himself--he hath defiled the Tabernacle of the Lord--that soul shall be cut off from 

Israel; because the water of sprinkling was not dashed against him, he shall be unclean; 

his uncleanness is yet upon him… 

20 But the man that shall be unclean, and shall not purify himself, that soul shall be cut 

off from the midst of the assembly, because he hath defiled the Sanctuary of the Lord; 

the water of sprinkling hath not been dashed against him: he is unclean. 

 

nor partake of portions of the sacrifices given to the Kohanim, as well as Teruma, a tithe that is reserved 

for the Kohanim from crops grown in the land of Israel: 

 

VaYikra 7:20-21 

20 But the soul that eateth of the flesh of the sacrifice of peace-offerings, that pertain 

unto the Lord, having his uncleanness upon him, that soul shall be cut off from his 

people. 21 And when any one shall touch any unclean thing, whether it be the 
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uncleanness of man, or an unclean beast, or any unclean detestable thing,11 and eat of 

the flesh of the sacrifice of peace-offerings, which pertain unto the Lord, that soul shall 

be cut off from his people. 

Ibid. 22:4-7 

4 What man soever of the seed of Aharon is a Metzora, or hath an issue, he shall not eat 

of the holy things, until he be clean. And whoso toucheth any one that is unclean by the 

dead; or from whomsoever the flow of seed goeth out; 5 or whosoever toucheth any 

swarming thing, whereby he may be made unclean, or a man of whom he may take 

uncleanness, whatsoever uncleanness he hath; 6 the soul that toucheth any such shall 

be unclean until the even, and shall not eat of the holy things, unless he bathe his flesh 

in water. 7 And when the sun is down, he shall be clean; and afterward he may eat of 

the holy things, because it is his bread. 

 

incurs significant personal risk when dealing with situations of Tzora’at.  Teruma (see 22:7 above) as well 

as any of the other gifts designated specifically for the Kohanim, are literally “his bread”, in light of this 

being considered their Divine “Inheritance”:   

 

 BaMidbar 18:23-4 

23 But the Levites alone shall do the service of the tent of meeting, and they shall bear their 

iniquity; it shall be a statute forever throughout your generations, and among the children of 

Israel they shall have no inheritance. 24 For the tithe of the children of Israel, which they set 

apart as a gift unto the Lord, I have given to the Levites for an inheritance; therefore I have said 

unto them: “Among the children of Israel they shall have no inheritance.” 

 

Therefore, his sustenance, that was Intended by God to be derived from the Matnot Kehuna 

(the various portions of the sacrifices that were designated for the Kohanim and distributed for 

consumption in the Beit HaMikdash proper, a place where he cannot temporarily even enter), 

and his ability to eat Teruma (even if it was distributed outside the Temple, as long as he is 

Tamei, it is off-limits to him) was strictly dependent upon his maintaining a state of ritual purity. 

Yet when he is called upon to interact with cases of Tzora’at, it is more than likely that he too 

will become Tamei, at least for a period of time, during which he will not be able to access his 

basic food supply. While he himself did not transgress leading to the outbreak of Tuma, 

nevertheless, having to be the one who determines what the Metzora must do or how the 

                                                           
11 As in the following examples: 

RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Tumat Tzora’at 13:13 
With regard to ritual impurity, a garment or a leather utensil or threads for the warp or the woof that 
were isolated or deemed impure is considered a primary category of ritual impurity and is analogous to a 
person who contracted Tzora'at in all respects. It imparts impurity when touched, when carried, when 
brought into a building, and imparts impurity to couches and seats on which it is placed even if they are 
under a stone. What is implied? When one brings even an olive-sized portion of a garment or a leather 
utensil or threads for the warp or the woof that were blemished into a building that is ritually pure, 
everything in the building - humans and utensils - become primary derivatives of impurity. Similarly, if 
there is a couch or a seat located under a stone and one places an olive-sized portion on the stone, the 
couch or the seat becomes impure. 
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afflicted object or home must be  treated, means that he will more often than not be brought 

low by the same state of affairs.   

 

 It then would appear logical that just as the Kohein Gadol, during whose reign an inadvertent 

murder takes place, and whose lifespan determines the length of the sentence of the murderer in the 

City of Refuge,  

 

BaMidbar 35:28 

Because he must remain in his city of refuge until the death of the high priest; but after 

the death of the high priest the manslayer may return into the land of his possession. 

 

will be incentivized to try to prevent these incidents from occurring in the first place, in order that he not 

foster a population of inadvertent murderers hoping for his death so that they could return to their 

former lives,12 the Kohein charged with supervising incidents of Tzora’at will likewise seek to nip 

instances of LaShon HaRa in the bud, rather than potentially being subjected to a deprivation of his food 

supply.  

 

A second hypothesis accounting for the Tora’s focus upon the Kohein in instances of Tzora’at. 

An alternate explanation for why the Tora looks for every opportunity to associate the Kohein 

with the different manifestations of Tzora’at is the Jewish value that even the elite among the Jewish 

people have to empathize with those who are suffering difficulty. The individual who is Commanded to 

avoid Tuma at all costs, finds himself engaged in identifying and then helping to “cure” the troublesome 

phenomenon.  

 

The Kohen’s role vis-à-vis Tzora’at then can be said to parallel the mysterious Chok (a Mitzva 

whose explanation is difficult to ascertain) of Para Aduma (the Red Heifer).13 Aside from the general 

                                                           
12 Mishna Makot 2:6 

…The mothers of the Kohanim (Gedolim) would send food and clothing (to the inadvertent murderers 
sheltering in the Cities of Refuge) in order that they not pray for their sons to die. (The assumption being 
that if the Kohein Gadol would die, the gifts would cease.) 

13 BaMidbar 19 
1 And the LORD spoke unto Moses and unto Aaron, saying: 2 This is the statute of the law which the LORD hath commanded, saying: Speak 
unto the children of Israel, that they bring thee a red heifer, faultless, wherein is no blemish, and upon which never came yoke. 3 And ye shall 
give her unto Eleazar the priest, and she shall be brought forth without the camp, and she shall be slain before his face. 4 And Eleazar the priest 
shall take of her blood with his finger, and sprinkle of her blood toward the front of the tent of meeting seven times. 5 And the heifer shall be 
burnt in his sight; her skin, and her flesh, and her blood, with her dung, shall be burnt. 6 And the priest shall take cedar-wood, and hyssop, and 
scarlet, and cast it into the midst of the burning of the heifer. 7 Then the priest shall wash his clothes, and he shall bathe his flesh in water, and 
afterward he may come into the camp, and the priest shall be unclean until the even. 8 And he that burneth her shall wash his clothes in water, 
and bathe his flesh in water, and shall be unclean until the even. 9 And a man that is clean shall gather up the ashes of the heifer, and lay them 
up without the camp in a clean place, and it shall be kept for the congregation of the children of Israel for a water of sprinkling; it is a 
purification from sin. 10 And he that gathereth the ashes of the heifer shall wash his clothes, and be unclean until the even; and it shall be unto 
the children of Israel, and unto the stranger that sojourneth among them, for a statute for ever. 11 He that toucheth the dead, even any man's 
dead body, shall be unclean seven days; 12 the same shall purify himself therewith on the third day and on the seventh day, and he shall be 
clean; but if he purify not himself the third day and the seventh day, he shall not be clean. 13 Whosoever toucheth the dead, even the body of 
any man that is dead, and purifieth not himself--he hath defiled the tabernacle of the LORD--that soul shall be cut off from Israel; because the 
water of sprinkling was not dashed against him, he shall be unclean; his uncleanness is yet upon him. 14 This is the law: when a man dieth in a 
tent, every one that cometh into the tent, and every thing that is in the tent, shall be unclean seven days. 15 And every open vessel, which hath 
no covering close-bound upon it, is unclean. 16 And whosoever in the open field toucheth one that is slain with a sword, or one that dieth of 
himself, or a bone of a man, or a grave, shall be unclean seven days. 17 And for the unclean they shall take of the ashes of the burning of the 
purification from sin, and running water shall be put thereto in a vessel. 18 And a clean person shall take hyssop, and dip it in the water, and 
sprinkle it upon the tent, and upon all the vessels, and upon the persons that were there, and upon him that touched the bone, or the slain, or 
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observation that Korbanot (sacrifices) as an overall concept is essentially a set of rituals that eludes 

simple interpretation, Para Aduma is viewed as the “Chok Supreme”, not only because of the 

introductory verse,  

 

 19:2 

“Zot Chukat HaTora” (This is the [the paradigm] of statutes of the law) which the Lord 

 hath Commanded… 

 

but because of a particular counter-intuitive detail: 

 

Tanchuma Yashan #23 (cited in Tora Shleima, Parashat Chukat, 19:2, #14, p. 7.) 

R. Yehoshua D’Sichnin in the name of R. Levi said: There are four things that the Evil 

Inclination challenges (i.e., that don’t make sense), and all of them are referred to as 

“Chuka”. And these are they— 

 1) sexual immorality involving the wife of a brother;14  

 2) prohibited mixtures of animals, seeds and fabrics;15  

 3) the goat that is sent away on Yom HaKippurim;16  

 4) the red heifer… 

The heifer, what is the issue?  

That we learn there in a Mishna: (Para 4:4) “All those who are engaged with the heifer 

from the beginning to the end (of the process) have their clothing rendered ritually 

impure, and yet it (the ashes derived from the heifer) purifies someone who is ritually 

impure… 

 

Not only is the Kohein expected to extend himself to assist someone who has encountered difficulties, 

but by doing so, he is placed in a similar situation, where he now requires purification. This becomes an 

exercise in the application of the principle articulated in the Ethics of the Fathers: 

 

Avot 2:4 

                                                           
the dead, or the grave. 19 And the clean person shall sprinkle upon the unclean on the third day, and on the seventh day; and on the seventh 
day he shall purify him; and he shall wash his clothes, and bathe himself in water, and shall be clean at even. 20 But the man that shall be 
unclean, and shall not purify himself, that soul shall be cut off from the midst of the assembly, because he hath defiled the sanctuary of the 
LORD; the water of sprinkling hath not been dashed against him: he is unclean. 21 And it shall be a perpetual statute unto them; and he that 
sprinkleth the water of sprinkling shall wash his clothes; and he that toucheth the water of sprinkling shall be unclean until even. 22 And 
whatsoever the unclean person toucheth shall be unclean; and the soul that toucheth him shall be unclean until even. {P} 
14 VaYikra 18:26 

Ye therefore shall keep My Statutes and Mine Ordinances, and shall not do any of these abominations; 
 neither the home-born, nor the stranger that sojourneth among you-- 
15 Ibid. 19:19 

Ye shall keep My Statutes. Thou shalt not let thy cattle gender with a diverse kind; thou shalt not sow thy 
field with two kinds of seed; neither shall there come upon thee a garment of two kinds of stuff mingled 
together. 

16 Ibid. 16:34 
And this shall be an everlasting statute unto you, to make atonement for the children of Israel because of 
all their sins once in the year.' And he did as the Lord Commanded Moshe. 
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…Hillel says: “…Do not judge the next person until you have been in his place…”17 

 

A third hypothesis accounting for the Tora’s employment of “Kohein” within the context of Tzora’at. 

The following interpretation appears in HaRav Nissan Zigman’s Internet Dvar Tora published on 

November 14, 2006:18 

 

…The Rebbe (of Lubavitch) presents an outstanding interpretation and is so appropriate 

for a lover of Israel like he was. It is an explanation that applies to each one of us every 

day.  

From the moment that the Metzora is defined as ritually impure, he must leave 

the encampment. He sits alone, humiliated and feeling lowly, an awful feeling. 

Therefore the Tora established that to deal with someone who has experienced 

such a fate, only the Kohein will do. This is because the Kohanim are considered 

men of mercy. Aharon was a symbol of a man of love and brotherhood, 

compassion and generosity. Even in the contents of the Priestly Blessing, they 

bless: “…Who Sanctified us with His Commandments and Commanded us to 

bless Israel with love.” 

Sometimes there is no alternative but to judge someone. It becomes necessary to 

determine his fate by either something major or minor. But this must be done out of 

love and compassion. It must be done by the type of person who knows how to 

appreciate the pain and the trouble of the one being judged, before he will be prepared 

to accept such a fateful decision. All of us, when we come to say or think something 

negative about someone, that we should not say anything when it will become 

immediately publicized. Are we doing this out of love? Would we do the same thing to 

our own children? And in the age of Facebook and What’s App, this is seven times even 

more important. In a single moment we have the ability to determine the fate of 

another person, to impugn his honor, his name and his family. And sometimes to cause 

him to sit “alone, outside the encampment.” It is the responsibility of the teacher who is 

about to punish to come from the “place” of the loving father.   

 

Conclusion.  

We have presented three possible explanations for the emphasis upon the Kohein in the 

Parasha of Tzora’at. Are we trying to encourage the Kohein to campaign for an avoidance of the 

types of sins that may bring on Tzora’at, is the message that the Kohein must place himself in 

the place of person with Tzora’at before he can properly interact with him, or is there a concern 

that the person who deals with someone who will be troubled should be maximally 

compassionate, and Aharon has set that tone for all of the Kohanim that follow him? Or should 

we say, “Eilu VaEilu Divrei Elokim Chaim” (these and these are the words of the Living God)? Let 

me know what you think and what resonates with you.  

                                                           
17 A movie made several years ago, “The Doctor” with William Hurt 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Doctor_%281991_film%29 ) illustrates what takes place when someone who 
was issuing prognoses for others in not the most sensitive manner, is suddenly reduced to a patient with a serious 
illness himself, and he became that much more sensitive to the needs of others as a result.  
18 http://www.allgedera.co.il/article.php?id=1157  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Doctor_%281991_film%29
http://www.allgedera.co.il/article.php?id=1157

