Zera Shimshon

by Rabbi Shimshon Chaim Nachmani zt”1
Published Mantua 1778"

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

Essay 9. Does white represent pure or impure?
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Midrash Rabbah:

“When a man [07%] [adam] has on the skin of the body a swelling, a rash, or a
discoloration, and it develops into a scaly disease on the skin of the body, it shall be reported to
Aaron the priest or to one of his sons, the priests.”!

Rabbi Avin said: This is analogous to a vegetable garden into which a
spring flows. As long as the spring flows into it, its vegetables are dark. If the
spring stops, its vegetables will grow pale. So too, if a person merits, “the scaly
disease has remained unchanged in color, and black hair has grown in it, the
scaly disease is healed; the person is pure.”” If not, “hair in the affected patch
has turned white.”® That is [the meaning of] what is written: “A man [07X]
[adam],” [could instead be interpreted as] “or blood [27 &] [0 dam].” [L.e., just as
vegetables grow pale due to a shortage of water, if someone’s blood chemistry has
too much blood and not enough water, the hair of the affected patch can be white. ]

- Lev. Rabbah, Tazria 15:3
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It is necessary to check what this parable comes to teach us. It may be said that the
Targum Onkelos translates ¥9%» [metzora] [“leper”] as “closed off,” that all the Heavenly lights
have been closed off from him,* as is known to us that the essence of the afflictions is that the

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
'Lev. 13:2.

2 Lev. 13:37.

3 Lev. 13:3.

4 Zohar II1:49b.




lights of wisdom have been removed from him.’ This is as it is written, “Wisdom gives life to
those who possess it.”® Therefore, the metzora is considered as dead,’ for death too is when
that great light has been removed from the soul.
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With this, we can understand the minor Masoretic note “ ‘it appears to me’ twice”.
The term is found twice in the Bible: “The owner of the house shall come and tell the priest, saying,
‘There appears to me as a plague in the house.” ”® “The L-rd appeared to me from afar.”’ This
is as though the Masoretic note means to say: Why is it that “it appears to me as a plague”?
Because “the L-rd appeared to me from afar,” that the Heavenly lights have been closed off
from him.

For tzara’at'’ comes due to slanderous speech,'!' and David said, “Exalt Yourself over
the Heavens, O G-d,”'? remove Your Presence from among them, when [David] heard that
there were informers in that generation, “men whose teeth are spears and arrows, whose
tongue is a sharp sword.”!>!
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Also, we need to give a reason why the white appearance here for the metzora is a sign

of impurity, a sign of a person’s sins, whereas on Yom Kippur it is the opposite, for then the

white appearance is a sign of forgiveness, pardon, and atonement. This refers to the High Priest

tying a strip of crimson wool upon the head of the scapegoat, and if the wool turned white, it would
indicate forgiveness of the sins of the Jewish people.!?

5> Rabbi Chayim Vital, Sefer Etz Chayim 38:7: “Since the state of a metzora also involves the departure of the
intellectual Sefirah of Chochmah [7on] [“wisdom™], as we said above, therefore he is considered as dead.” The section
also notes that ymxn [spelled fully with a vav], has a Gematria of 406 [and thus has a mispar kolel, when one adds one
for the word itself, of 407], which hints at [the term] 7non5 Ponn [“the absence of Chochma™] [which itself has a
Gematria of 407].

¢ Eccl. 7:12.

7 Nedarim 64b.

8 Lev. 14:35.

9 Jer. 31:3 (31:2 in some editions).

19 Tzara’at is a skin disease. Many English translations refer to it as leprosy and to the person afflicted as a leper.
However, this skin disease was not related to leprosy. Rather, it was considered a physical manifestation of a spiritual
ailment.

' Arachin 15b; Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Defilement by Tzara’at 16:10.

12 Ps. 57:6.

13 Ps. 57:5.

14 Lev. Rabbah 26:2.

15 Mishnah Yoma 6:8; Yoma 67a.



We also need to explain why black—which for the laws of menstruation we hold to
actually be red blood that has faded'®—is a sign of purity here in the case of the metzora, but
there for the laws of menstruation it is a sign of impurity.
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For it is stated in the third chapter of tractate Pesachim on the verse, “And it shall
come to pass on that day that light will not be significant, but insignificant.”'” That is, one
who is significant in this world, will be insignificant in the World-to-Come, and one who is
insignificant in this world, will be significant in the World-to-Come.'® This means that the
upper ones will be below, and the lower ones will be above,'® the white will be black, and the
black will be white.
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Also, it is said in Horayot (10b): “Happy are the righteous, to whom it happens in this
world according to the experiences of the wicked in the World-to-Come. Woe unto the wicked,
to whom it happens in this world according to the experiences of the righteous in the World-to-
Come.”

Similarly, we also read in the first chapter of tractate Kiddushin (39b):

Anyone whose merits are greater than his sins is punished with
suffering [in this world in order to be rewarded in the World-to-Come], and he
appears [to others] like one who burned the entire Torah without leaving even
one letter remaining of it. Anyone whose sins are greater than his merits has
goodness bestowed upon him [in this world, and he will be punished in the World-
to-Come], and he appears [to others[ like one who has fulfilled the entire Torah
without lacking [the fulfillment of] even one letter of it.

- Kiddushin 39b
If so, the appearance of black is a sign that he is insignificant, and if he is insignificant in this
world, he will be significant in the World-to-Come, and that is a sign of purity. But if he is

16 Niddah 19a, 19b; Sukkah 33b.
17 Zech. 14:6.

18 Pesachim 50a.

19 Tbid.



significant in this world, with a white appearance that is precious and important, then he will
be insignificant and black in the World-to-Come, and therefore it is a sign of impurity.
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However, on Yom Kippur, which is like a reflection of the World-to-Come, on that day
we are like ministering angels, then whiteness is the precious state, and black and red are
insignificant and a sign of impurity.
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In this way: If there is a white hair, he is impure; but if all has turned white, he is
pure. For then he has no blackness within, rather he is entirely white in essence. Even if he
had some sin, now it has been completely atoned for. For afflictions are “an altar of
atonement.”?’

If the white hair precedes the baheret, a snow-white sore, he is pure,’
considered like a Torah scholar who sinned at night, of whom we say, “Do not suspect him
during the day, for perhaps he has repented,”?” for the white hair represents his wisdom, and
afterward came the baheret. But if the baheret came before the white hair, his heart was not
whole, and he had white hair to show people that he is white and pure, then he is called white
that is black, and “he shall call out, ‘impure, impure.’ »>*

I as this is

% %k ok

20 Berachot 5b.
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