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Chapter XXVII: Tazria (Lev. 12:1–13:59) 
 
Essay 3. Producing something clean from something unclean 
 

וְנַעֲשֶׂה חָלָב, דִּכְתִיב "מִי־יִתֵּן טָהוֹר מִטָּמֵא לאֹ   1ר ]כָּ [קַמָּא דְּנִדָּה אָמַר ר' אִלְעַאי מַאי טַעְמָא דְּרַבִּי מֵאִיר דְּאָמַר דָּם נֶעְ   פֶּרֶק

דָּה שֶׁהַמַּזֶּה וּמַזִּין יור' אֶלְעָזָר אוֹמֵר אֵלּוּ מֵי הַנִּ   .רוְרַבָּנָן אָמַר ר' יוֹחָנָן זוֹ שִׁכְבַת זֶרַע שֶׁהוּא טָמֵא וְאָדָם הַנּוֹצָר מִמֶּנּוּ טָהוֹ.  אֶחָד"
   עָלָיו טָהוֹר וְהַנּוֹגֵעַ טָמֵא עכ"ל.

  
It is written in the first chapter of tractate Niddah: 

Rabbi Ilai said, what is the reason that Rabbi Meir said that [menstrual] 
blood decomposes and turns into milk [when a woman is lactating and not 
menstruating]? As it is written, “Who can produce a clean thing out of an 
unclean one? Is it not the One?” (Job 14:4).” [I.e., G-d can do that.]  

And the [other] rabbis [i.e., Rabbi Yossi, Rabbi Yehuda, and Rabbi 
Shimon, how do they interpret this verse  from Job?] Rabbi Yochanan says [they 
interpret] this [verse as referring to] semen [literally, “spilled seed”], which is 
impure, and [yet] a person that is formed from it is pure.  

And Rabbi Elazar says [that those Sages interpret this verse as referring 
to] the water of sprinkling [i.e., the purification water mixed with the ashes of the 
red heifer]. As [the individual who] sprinkles [the purification water] and the one 
[being treated by the procedure,] upon whom [the water is] sprinkled [are both] 
pure, and [yet one who] touches [the purification water is rendered] impure. 

- Niddah 9a 
  

בִּשְׁמוֹנָה עָשָׂר דָּבָר  לוֹמַר שֶׁאָדָם הַנּוֹצָר מִשִּׁכְבַת זֶרַע יִהְיֶה טָהוֹר וְהָא אִי לָאו אָתוּ רַבָּנָןצָרִי עִיּוּן לָרַבָּנָן מַה תְּמִיהָא הִיא זוֹ 
 . וְגָזְרוּ טוּמְאָה עַל תְּרוּמָה טְמֵאָה שֶׁנִּזְרְעָה מִדְּאוֹרָיְיתָא הִיא טְהוֹרָה

 
This requires investigation of the statement of the rabbis: Why is it surprising to say 

that a person formed from semen is pure? I.e., why did they learn that from this verse from Job, 
as opposed to learning that by analogy to another law? 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at https://zstorah.com  
1 The first edition read “נעקר” [“uprooted”], and has been corrected to “נֶעְכָּר” [“decomposed”] to match the text 

of the Talmud. 
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For didn’t the rabbis bring 18 matters and, for one of those matters, decree as ritually 
impure teruma plants that a priest has grown from ritually impure teruma that he has sown, even 
though according to Biblical law they are ritually pure?2 I.e., if the original teruma cannot be 
eaten by the priest because it is impure, he may think to replant it and obtain new plants. As long 
as the seeds decompose before sprouting, the new plants are not teruma, and would be Biblically 
pure.3 However, the rabbis were concerned that if the priest kept such impure teruma in his house 
with the intent to plant it, he may become confused and eat it by accident. To protect against this, 
the rabbis decreed that the new plants would themselves have the same status as the original impure 
teruma, even if the seeds had decomposed before sprouting the new plants. But according to 
Biblical law, if impure teruma were sown, the emerging seedling would be clean. 

 
יא זוֹ לוֹמַר מֵי יִתֵּן טָהוֹר מְטַמֵּא עַל הָאָדָם אִם כָּל הַטּוּמְאוֹת וְכֵן כָּל הַטּוּמְאוֹת שֶׁנִּזְרְעוּ הַפְּרִי הַיּוֹצֵא מֵהֶם טָהוֹר, וּמַה תְּמִיהָא הִ 

 .כָּ הֵם, דּהָא הִשִׁכְבַת זֶרַע אַף הִיא זְרוּעָה בִּמְעֵי הָאִשָּׁה
 
Similarly, with all impure items, when “sown,” the “seedling” emerging from them is 

pure according to Biblical law. So why is it surprising to say that water that renders one clean 
makes impure the man who sprinkles it, if all of impurities are like this? Even the semen is 
“sown,” i.e., is deposited in the innards of the woman, so why shouldn’t the “seedling” of the 
semen, i.e., the person formed from it and the egg it fertilizes, be pure by analogy to Biblical law? 

 
קּוֹדֶם שֶׁיּוֹצִיאוּ הַפְּרִי  מִפְּנֵי שֶׁ   שֶׁנִּזְרְעוּ נִטְהֲרוּ מִטּוּמְאָתָןכֵּיוָן  הַטּוּמְאוֹת  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁפֵּירֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י בְּפֶרֶק כָּל שָׁעָה הַטַּעַם שֶׁכָּל  

   .מִתּוֹרַת אוֹכֵל וְנִרְקְבוּ וְאַחַר כָּ מַתְחִילִין לִצְמוֹחַ בִּטְּלוֹ  כְּבָר 
 
It can be said that in the second chapter of tractate Pesachim, which is entitled “Every 

Hour,” Rashi explains the reason that all ritually impure plants become cleansed of their 
impurity as soon as they are sown, even before the seedling emerges. The reason is because even 
before the seedling emerges, [the seed] is no longer considered as food, and it starts to 
decompose, and afterwards it begins to sprout.4  

 
שָׁה יָמִים שׁוּב אֵינוֹ קוֹלֵט מִפְּנֵי שֶׁכְּבָר הוּסְרַח .  אֲבָל בְּאִשָּׁה אֵינוֹ כֵּן שֶׁהַזֶּרַע כָּל עוֹד שֶׁאֵינוֹ בְּכֹחוֹ אֵינוֹ קוֹלֵט   דְּהָא לְאַחֵר שְׁ

שָׁה ב פְּעָמִים הוּא קוֹלֵ וֹוְאֵינוֹ רָאוּי לִקְלִיטָה, וְר ט מִיָּד וְנִמְצָא שֶׁהַוָּלָד נוֹצָר מֵהַשִּׁכְבַת זֶרַע בִּזְמַן שֶׁהִיא טְמֵאָה דְּהַיְינוּ תּוֹ שְׁ
שָׁה יָמִים שֶׁאֵינוֹ יָכ  יָמִים, וּ "מִי־יִתֵּן  ט אָז הִיא טְהוֹרָה, וְאִם כֵּן הָיָה לוֹ לָאָדָם לִהְיוֹת טָמֵא, וְלָכֵן אָמְרוֹל עוֹד לִקְלוֹדִּלְאַחַר שְׁ

 דֶם שֶׁיִקְלוֹטוּ.וֹטָהוֹר מִטָּמֵא" וְכוּ' מַה שֶׁאֵין כֵּן בִּזְרָעִים שֶׁהֵם נִפְסָדִים ק
 
But with a woman it is not so, for when the sperm lacks vitality, it won’t fertilize an 

egg. For after three days, it’ll no longer fertilize, as it’s already degraded and unfit to fertilize. 
Most times, it fertilizes immediately and it’s found that the embryo is formed from the semen 

 
2 Shabbat 17b. 
3 For “seeds” that sprout before decomposing, such as onions, the “offspring” is considered the same plant, and 

remains teruma. 
4 Rashi on Pesachim 34a. 
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in the time that [the woman] is impure, which is within three days of intercourse. I.e., after 
intercourse, a woman is typically impure for three days, and unable to partake of teruma, because 
she may have semen leaking from her.5 It is only after three days that it is no longer able to 
fertilize and thus is pure. If so, the person formed from the semen can be impure, if one makes 
an analogy to the Biblical law, because his creation occurs while his mother is still impure and 
unable to eat teruma, and his creation is thus analogous to a seedling that emerges before the 
decomposition of an impure seed of teruma.  

Therefore, they said, “ ‘Who can produce a clean thing out of an unclean one? Is it not 
the one?’ This refers to semen, which is impure, and [yet] a person that is formed from it is pure.” 
In other words, a person created from fresh semen should be impure, by analogy to impure seeds, 
which have to decompose before their seedling is considered to be pure. But semen does not act 
in accord with seeds, which begin to deteriorate before they take root. Rather, a newborn is 
considered pure, according to Rabbi Yochanan, the rabbis considered this a novelty, which they 
learned from the verse of Job. 

 
* * * 

 
5 Niddah 42a. 


