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Chapter XXVII: Tazria (Lev. 12:1-13:59)

Essay 1. Living for two worlds
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There is a Midrash Rabbah:

“When a woman conceives and bears a male, she shall be impure seven
days.”! This is the meaning of what is written, “You have formed me behind
and before; You placed Your hand upon me.”?

Rabbi Yochanan said: If a person merits, he attains two worlds, this one
and the next. This is the meaning of what is written: “You have formed me
behind and before.” If not, he comes to give judgment and accounting, as it is
stated: “You placed Your hand upon me” [understood as referring to Divine

retribution].”

- Lev. Rabbah 14:1
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One must analyze: how does [Rabbi Yochanan] say that he attains two worlds? On
the contrary, in this world the righteous are judged with suffering, while the wicked are given
tranquility.

Furthermore, “and if not, he comes to give judgment and accounting,” meaning that
aperson is judged not only for his actions, but also held to account for all the benefit and enjoyment
he derived from this world, even where no formal transgression was committed. But this is not the
opposite of the first clause. [Rabbi Yochanan] should have said, “and if not, he loses two
worlds.”

: English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
"Lev. 12:2.
2 Ps. 139:5.
3 Job 13:21.
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We may preface with what we say at the end of chapter 2 of tractate Berachot (17a):
“When the Sages would take leave from the house of Rabbi Ami—and some say from the
house of Rabbi Chanina—they would say to them: ‘May you see your world in your lifetime,
and your end be for life in the World-to-Come,’ etc.”

The commentators explained: “you shall see your world in your lifetime” means that
all your needs will be provided.* For it is not possible to say that one consumes the merit of
the World-to-Come in his lifetime. It is known that “the righteous eats to satisfy his soul,”’
that he does not pursue luxuries like the wicked, of whom it is written, “but the belly of the
wicked is empty.”®
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Now one may say that indeed the righteous has no tranquility in this world and is
judged with suffering; nevertheless, he finds all his needs easily, without toil, as we say: it is
established that a Torah scholar does not become poor, but if he does become poor, he will
not remain in that state.” This is the portion that he attains in this world, but it is not deducted
from his reward for mitzvot, for he eats only what is necessary for the maintenance of his
body, that which is strictly required. Thus, the righteous is able to benefit in this world without
harming his portion in the World-to-Come.
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But the wicked, who enjoys this world and pursues luxuries, must give judgment for
what he enjoyed from this world unlawfully; for “all the labor of a man is for his mouth, yet
the soul is not filled.”® They said in Midrash Rabbah: all the mitzvot and good deeds that a
person does are insufficient even for the mere breath that comes from his mouth; all the more
so this one, whose enjoyment was great.” This is the meaning of: “If not, he comes to give
judgment and accounting.”

4 Rashi on Berachot 17a.
5 Prov. 13:25.

% Tbid.

7 Shabbat 151b.

8 Eccl. 6:7.

° Lev. Rabbah 4:5.
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There is still a difficulty: What is the connection of “When a woman conceives” with
“You have formed me behind and before,” that it says, “this is what is written, ‘You have
formed me behind and before,” ” etc.
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It may be said that Rabbi Yochanan perceived a difficulty in the order of the verse
“behind and before,” and he also perceived another difficulty in the verse “When a woman
conceives,” as will be discussed below, but by combining them both everything was resolved.

That is, regarding “behind and before,” he found it difficult, thinking that [the verse]
should have said “before and behind.” He cannot explain and interpret the verse as referring
to this world and then the World-to-Come, for “behind” implies the World-to-Come and
“before” implies this world, as explained there by the author of Matnot Kehunah.'® Thus the
difficulty returns to its place, for in order to have that interpretation, [the verse] should have
said “before and behind,” since first there is this world and afterward the World-to-Come.
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Furthermore, he had a difficulty with the verse “When a woman conceives,” for
regarding a female the verse says “and if she bears a female she shall be impure two weeks,”!!
using a conditional expression, whereas regarding a male it is written “when a woman
conceives and bears a male,” from which it appears that the verse is more particular about
the existence of the male than the female. It is difficult to understand this, for what superiority
does the male have over the female? Behold, regarding both of them it is said, “whoever
sustains one soul of Israel, it is as if he has sustained an entire world.”'?> Furthermore, the
mitzvah of procreation is that one should produce specifically a male and a female. '’

10 Tssachar Berman ben Naphtali Ha-Kohen (16" century), Matnot Kehunah is a commentary on Midrash Rabbah.
' Lev. 12:5.

12 Sanhedrin 37a; Bava Batra 11a.

13 Mishnah Yevamot 6:6; Yevamot 61b.
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Rather, it must certainly be said that the difference between male and female is that
the male is obligated to engage specifically in matters of the World-to-Come. In contrast,
women are engaged in matters of this world, i.e., the practical and material responsibilities of
life, and they merit the life of the World-to-Come thereby, through what they engage in
matters of this world.

Rabbi Yosei encountered Elijah [the prophet and] said to him: It is written:
“I will make him a helpmate.”'* In what does a woman help a man? [Elijah] said to
him: [When] a man brings wheat [from the field, does he] chew [raw] wheat?
[When he brings home] flax, [does he] wear [unprocessed] flax? [His wife turns
them into bread and clothing.] Does she not light up his eyes and stand him on
his feet?

- Yevamot 63a
“The most fitting among women is one who does the will of her husband.” "
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Even though [women]| merit the life of the World-to-Come through this, nevertheless
the birth of a male is more beloved than the birth of a female. This is because the male, even
when he is small and does not yet know how to engage in matters of this world and is not yet
of an age for education in mitzvot, nevertheless he merits and causes his father to merit the
World-to-Come. For he fulfills in him the mitzvah of circumcision and educates him to say
“Shema Yisrael” as soon as he begins to speak, and trains him in recognition of the letters of
the Torah. This is something that is not so for the woman, who is not obligated in Torah study
at all.'® Therefore, the Torah is more particular about the birth of a male than the birth of a
female.

4 Gen. 2:18.
15 Tanna Devei Eliyahu Rabbah 9:1; Yalkut Shimoni on Nach 42:12; Shulchan Arukh, Even HaEzer 69:7.
16 Cf. Sotah 21b. Of course, women are obligated to learn any Torah that they need in order to observe mitzvot

properly.
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Now the verse “behind and before” is also well explained, for at the outset he merits
and causes merit for the World-to-Come, as we say in chapter 11 of Sanhedrin:

[With regard to] a minor [who dies], how [i.e., from what stage], does he
come into the World-to-Come? [Some say]| from the time he is circumcised.
[Another opinion is] from the time he speaks. [ Another opinion is] from the time
he says “Amen” [in response to hearing blessings. ]

- Sanhedrin 110b
It follows that from the moment of birth, he brings with him merit for the World-to-Come,
and even for his father who educates him. Afterward, when he grows, he merits more for the
World-to-Come and engages in—and benefits also from—this world.
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However, the female certainly is also necessary for the needs of this world, as we say
in chapter 4 of Bava Metzia:

And Rav says: Anyone who follows the counsel of his wife descends into
Gehenna . . . . Rav Pappa said to Abaye: But don’t people say, “If your wife is
short, stoop and whisper to her [and consult with her]?” This is not difficult, . . . as
this [statement of Rav relates to] Divine matters; and that [proverb relates to]
general matters.

- Bava Metzia 59a
But at the time of birth and in her youth, the world does not yet derive practical benefit from
her, unlike the male, who at the time of birth and in his youth sustains the world with the
breath of his mouth in which there is no sin.
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Therefore, besides the fact that the male precedes the female, as we learned, “the man
precedes the woman [when there is uncertainty with regard to which of them] to rescue or to
return a lost item [to first],”!” it also writes regarding the male, “when a woman conceives and
bears a male,” and regarding the female, “and if she bears a female,” etc.

17 Mishnah Horayot 3:7; Horayot 13a.



Furthermore, so that all his thoughts should be directed to the World-to-Come, even
if at times he must engage in the needs of this world, therefore the law is established “and he
should make his Torah fixed and his work temporary.”'®
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Even so, the Holy One, Blessed be He, made nature such that the woman produces a
male and the man a female, as we say:

The verse, “These are the sons of Leah, whom she bore to Jacob in Paddan
Aram, with his daughter Dinah,”!” attributes the males to the females [as the males
are called “the sons of Leah”] and the females to the males [as Dinah is called
Jacob’s daughter], to teach you [that if the] woman emits seed first, she gives
birth to a male, [and if the] man emits seed first, she gives birth to a female.

- Niddah 31a
This is to teach that a man cannot exist without a woman. Even the pursuits of the World-to-
Come cannot be sustained without the pursuits of this world, as we say:

Many have acted in accordance with [the opinion of] Rabbi Yishmael [and
combined working for a living and learning Torah], and were successful [in their
Torah study]. Many have acted in accordance with [the opinion of] Rabbi
Shimon bar Yochai [and focused exclusively on Torah study,] and were not
successful.

- Berachot 35b
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However, one may further say that it is known that if Adam had not sinned, he would
have had eternal life in this world like the World-to-Come, and he would have sat in the
Garden of Eden like the ministering angels. But after he sinned, he was expelled from the
Garden of Eden and death was decreed upon him.

18 Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 246:21.
19 Gen. 46:15.



Therefore, the verse says, “You have formed me behind and before”: initially
“behind,” meaning the World-to-Come, and afterward “before,” meaning this world. For at
first everything was the World-to-Come, that is, “behind,” and after the sin came the
separation and distinction between this world and the World-to-Come, namely “before.”

[Rabbi Yochanan] juxtaposed this exposition with the verse “When a woman
conceives and bears,” for the plain meaning of the verse implies that as soon as she conceives
she gives birth. This is as will be in the future, “the pregnant and the one giving birth
together,”?’ and had Adam not sinned, so it would have been even in this world, and the
woman would not have been impure in childbirth, for there would have been no impurity in
the world. However, after he sinned, there is a period between conception and birth, and
there is impurity for the woman, as it concludes, “and she shall be impure for seven days,”
and this is precisely like “behind and before,” etc.

20 Jer. 31:8.



