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

Essay 4. Eat, drink, and be happy
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There is a Midrash Rabbah (Lev. 15:4) on the verse, “When a person has on the skin
of the body a swelling, a rash, or a discoloration, and it develops into a scaly affection on the skin
of the body, it shall be reported to Aaron the priest or to one of his sons, the priests.” “This is as
it is written: ‘Punishments are in store for scoffers ...’ When Israel heard the section on
leprosy-type diseases, they were afraid. Moses said to them, ‘Don’t be afraid. These are for
the nations of the world, but you should eat and drink and be happy.’ ”
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People question how eating and drinking relates to this, and how their fear was
relevant to this. Also, we can question what difficulty there was for the verse, “When a person
has on the skin of the body . . .” that [the Midrash] brought the verse “Punishments are in
store for scoffers” in response.
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It can be said that there is a question on the verse, that it should be written, “If a
person has on the skin of the body a swelling, a rash, etc.” But it is written, “When a person
has . ..,” which has the meaning that it is appropriate that they should have leprosy-type
diseases. This is as it is written, “Punishments are in store for scoffers.” Because of the term
“when a person has,” they were afraid. This has the meaning that they are scoffers, and that

* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
"'Prov. 19:29.




punishments are in store for them, and of course the Zohar writes on the verse, “When a
person has on the skin of his body ...”:

Rabbi Chiya and Rabbi Yosi were going on the path. While they were
walking they chanced upon a man, whose face was full of wounds, who rose
from underneath a tree. They looked at him and saw his face red because of the
wounds. Rabbi Chiya said to him, Who are you? He said, I am a Jew. Rabbi Yosi
said, He is certainly a sinner, for otherwise those evil wounds would not be
marked on his face, and these are not considered sufferings of love. Rabbi Chiya
said, It is surely so, because sufferings of love are hidden from people.

- Zohar 111:45b
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If so, our disgrace will be revealed to all, and even the beasts of the field will be able
to rule over us. That is why [Moses] said to them that even though in this world, there is no
judgment of leprosy-type diseases on the nations, in any case Scripture is writing that in the
future, the nations will be afflicted with leprosy-type diseases and their disgrace will be
revealed.
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But Israel should eat and drink and be happy, as it is said in tractate Ketubot, the fifth
chapter entitled “Although”:

Ameimar and Mar Zutra and Rav Ashi were sitting at the entrance to
the house of King Izgur. The king’s chief butler was passing by [with various
foods]. Rav Ashi saw Mar Zutra’s face blanch [because he craved the food, so
he] took [some of the food] with his finger and put it in [Mar Zutra’s] mouth.
[The chief butler] said to him: You have spoiled the king’s meal. [The soldiers] said
to him: Why did you do this? He said to them: The one who makes such [meals is
the one who] spoiled the king’s food. They said to him: Why? He said to them: I
saw something else in this [food]. They checked and didn’t find anything. He took
his finger and placed it on [the food and] said to them: Did you check here? They
then checked [that spot and] found [some contaminant]. [The rabbis] said to [Rav
Ashi]: What is the reason that you relied on a miracle? He said to them: I saw
a leprous spirit hovering over this.

- Ketubot 61a



“Over this” is understood by many commentators to refer to the food, but Rashi interprets
“over this” as referring to Mar Zutra.

Thus, it is also written, “Assuredly, thus said the L-rd G-d, My servants shall eat, and
you shall hunger; My servants shall drink, and you shall thirst; My servants shall rejoice, and you
shall be shamed.”” One who sees food and doesn’t eat is in danger of becoming a leper, but
one who eats and drinks and is happy has no reason to be a leper. Because of this, [Moses]
said to them, “Don’t be afraid. These are for the nations of the world, but you should eat and
drink and be happy.” Thus, according to Rashi and the Zera Shimshon, Rav Ashi feared that Mar
Zutra would fall ill if he didn’t have some of the king’s food, which is why he acted as he did.
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Also, it can be said that it’s indeed so that the verse is also speaking of this world,
because there are leprosy-type diseases that come through natural means to one who eats
loathsome things and creeping animals, as we will write in the adjoining essay, Essay 5, and
see there. These are brought specifically to the gentiles, and about them Scripture says
“When a person has on the skin of the body a swelling.” Indeed, regarding Israel, who do not
eat loathsome things, they are able to eat all foods without fear and worry, for the leprosy-
type diseases won’t come upon them.
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Because there is a different type of leprosy-type diseases that comes because of some
personal sin, and because of this, the law of leprosy-type diseases was given to Israel and not
to the nations, in order they should be cleansed of them if they do what was written in the
parasha. This is as it is said in the first chapter of tractate Berachot (5b) that “[the signs of
leprosy] are an altar of atonement [for one’s transgressions],” and similarly we have the
incident of the Zohar above that an important man was struck with leprosy-type diseases as
an atonement for his sin, and see there.

2 Isaiah 65:13.



