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Chapter XXVIII: Metzora (Lev. 14:1–15:33) 
 
Essay 2. Tzara’at motivates one to repent 
 

לוֹ גִּלְגֵּל חַמָּה, אָמַר לֵיהּ רַבִּי   זְרִיחַ ר' יְהוּדָה אוֹמֵר הִ   נְחֶמְיָה,עַל פָּסוּק "וַיָּשֶׂם ה' לְקַיִן אוֹת", ר' יְהוּדָה ור'    רַבָּה  מִדְרָשׁ

כְּמָה דְאַתְּ  מְלַמֵּד שֶׁהִזְרִיחַ לוֹ אֶת הַצָּרַעַת  אֶלָּא  גַּלְגַּל חַמָּה,   אֲמַרְתְּ "וְהֶאֱמִינוּ לְקֹל הָאֹת נְחֶמְיָה לְאוֹתוֹ רָשָׁע הָיָה מַזְרִיחַ לוֹ 
 הָאַחֲרוֹן" עכ"ל. 

  
Midrash Rabbah on the verse “And the L-rd put a mark [אוֹת] [ot] on Cain”1: 

Rabbi Yehudah and Rabbi Nechemiah [disagreed about the meaning of 
the verse]. Rabbi Yehudah says: [G-d] caused the sun’s orb to shine for him. 
Rabbi Nechemiah said to him: Would the sun’s orb shine for that wicked man? 
Rather, it teaches that He caused tzara’at2 to shine upon him, as it says: “And 
they will believe the witness of the second mark [הָאֹת] [ha’ot].”3 

- Gen. Rabbah 22:27 
  
א טוּבָא, שֶׁאִם יֵשׁ בּוֹ  דְּר' נְחֶמְיָה מַקְשֶׁה קוּשְׁיָא גְּדוֹלָה לְר' יְהוּדָה וְאַחַר כָּ˂ ר' נְחֶמְיָה גּוּפִיָּה קָאָמַר מִילְּתָא דְּקַשְׁיָ  וְהוּא תֵּימַא

מִמֶּנּוּ אוֹרוֹת    , וְאָז יִהְיוּ סְגוּרִיםב עַל הֲרִיגַת הָבֶל, שֶׁעַל שְׁפִיכוּת דָּמִים בָּא הַנֶּגַע כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בַּעֲרָכִיןיהַצָּרַעַת זֶהוּ אוֹת שֶׁחַיָּ 
   צְאוֹ יַהַרְגוּהוּ כִּי בָּדָד יָשַׁב.וֹהָעֶלְיוֹנִים וְהָיָה כׇּל־מ

 
This is surprising, for Rabbi Nechemiah asks a difficult question of Rabbi Yehudah, 

why would G-d cause the sun to shine for Cain?  
But afterward, Rabbi Nechemiah himself states a very difficult subject, for if [Cain] 

had tzara’at, this was a sign that he was guilty of Abel’s murder, for a plague comes because 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at https://zstorah.com  
1 Gen. 4:15.  
2 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.  

3 Ex. 4:8.  
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of bloodshed, as we say in Arachin.4 Then the supernal lights would be closed off from him, 
and “whoever finds him will kill him,” for he would sit in isolation. 

 
דְּמַכּוֹת בְּפֶרֶק ב'  דְּאִיתָא  הִזְרַחְתָּ הַשֶּׁמֶשׁ לָרוֹצְחִים.   וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר  לְמֹשֶׁה  וְכוּ' אָמַר לוֹ הקב"ה  מֹשֶׁה שָׁ˄שׁ עָרִים"  יַבְדִּיל    "אָז 

וֹן שְׁפִיכוּת דָּמִים , וּבִפְרָט בְּעָ וְהַטַּעַם דְּמַקְרֵי זְרִיחַת שֶׁמֶשׁ צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר לְפִי שֶׁמִּי שֶׁחוֹטֵא גּוֹרֵם שֶׁיִּסְתַּלֵּק מֵעָלָיו צֶלֶם אֱ˄הִים
הַר עַל פָּסוּק  וֹזּוֹק מֵהַמַּזִּיקִין הַשּׁוֹלְטִים בָּעוֹלָם כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתוּב בַּזּיוְאָז הוּא מוּכָן לִהְיוֹת נִ   "כִּי בְּצֶלֶם אֱ˄הִים עָשָׂה אֶת־הָאָדָם",

צַר וּמַשְׂטִין" כְּמוֹ שֶׁכְּתָב    כָּל" וְלָכֵן עָרֵי מִקְלָט אֵלֶּה שֶׁהָיוּ קוֹלְטִים מִ   ., וְכָל עִקָּר שְׁלִיטָתָם הוּא בַּלַּיְלָה"וּמוֹרַאֲכֶם וְחִתְּכֶם יִהְיֶה"
ט וֹ"וְהִקְרִיתֶם לָכֶם עָרִים" וְכוּ' נִקְרָא כְּמוֹ זְרִיחַת הַשֶּׁמֶשׁ, שֶׁכְּמוֹ שֶׁבַּיּוֹם אֵין לָהֶם רְשׁוּת לִשְׁל  שֶׁזֶּהוּ הַטַּעַם שֶׁל  הַרוֹהַזּ  שָׂם

 "תָּשֶׁת־חֹשֶׁ˂" וְכוּ', כָּ˂ בֶּעָרִים הָאֵלֶּה לאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם רְשׁוּת לִיכָּנֵס. דִּכְתִיב
 
It can be said that it is brought in chapter 2 of tractate Makkot:  

Rabbi Simlai taught: What is [the meaning] of that which is written: “Then 
Moses separated three cities across the Jordan, toward the rising [mizrecha] 
 . . . :sun, as cities of refuge.”5 The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses [מִזְרְחָה]
[In designating these cities of refuge] you have shined [hizrachta] [ ָּהִזְרַחְת] the sun 
for [involuntary] murderers. 

- Makkot 10a 
As to the reason this is called the shining of the sun, it must be said that when a person sins, 
the image of G-d departs from him, especially for the sin of bloodshed, “for in the image of 
G-d He made man.”6 Then he becomes vulnerable to damaging forces that rule in the world, 
as is written in the Zohar on the verse, “The fear and the dread of you shall be upon all the 
beasts of the earth,”7,8 and their primary dominion is at night. 

These cities of refuge provided refuge “from every oppressor and adversary,”9 as the 
Zohar says there.10 This is the reason that the verse, “you shall provide yourselves with cities 
to serve you as cities of refuge”11 is considered like the shining of the sun. This is like the day 
[the destructive forces] have no permission to rule, as it is written, “You bring on darkness 
and it is night,”12 thus in these cities they have no permission to enter.  

 

 
4 Arachin 16a: “Rabbi Yochanan says: Tzara’at comes and afflicts a person for seven sinful matters: For malicious 

speech, for bloodshed, for an oath taken in vain, for forbidden sexual relations, for arrogance, for theft, and for 
stinginess.”  

5 Deut. 4:41.  
6 Gen. 9:6.  
7 Gen. 9:2.  
8 Zohar III:123b (Nasso 54–57). 
9 Avinu Malkeinu prayer.  
10 Zohar II:114b (Mishpatim).  
11 Num. 35:11.  
12 Ps. 104:20.  
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עַל פָּסוּק "אָז יַבְדִּיל מֹשֶׁה" וְכוּ' מָשָׁל לָאֶחָד שֶׁהָרַג וְכוּ' כָּ˂ כָּל   וְאַף כָּאן אָמַר ר' יְהוּדָה הִזְרִיחַ לוֹ הַשֶּׁמֶשׁ דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּיַלְקוּט
   ."וְנָס אֶל־אַחַת מִן־הֶעָרִים הָאֵל וָחָי" שׁוֹגֵג, גּוֹלֶה, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר]בְּ [מִי שֶׁהָרַג 

 
Even here, Rabbi Yehudah said: “He caused the sun’s orb to shine for him,” as it is 

said in the Yalkut Shimoni, on the verse, “Then Moses separated three cities across the Jordan,” 
this is a parable for one who kills, “which is similar to a sculptor who was making an icon of the 
king, and it broke in his hand. The king said: If it had broken on purpose, he would be liable to 
death, but now that it broke unintentionally, he is exiled.”13 Thus anyone who kills accidentally, 
goes into exile, as it is said, “he could flee to one of these cities and live.”14 

 
שֶׁעֲדַיִ  וְעוֹד  בָּאָרֶץ",  וָנָד  "נָע  שֶׁהָיָה  קִבֵּל עָנְשׁוֹ  כְּבָר  קַיִן  דִּכְתִיביוְכֵן  הַגְּזִירָה  חֵצִי  נִשְׁאַר לוֹ  בְּאֶרֶץ־נוֹד"  ן  וְהָיוּ לוֹ "וַיֵּשֶׁב   ,

   עֲוֹנוֹ, וְלָכֵן הִזְרִיחַ לוֹ הַשֶּׁמֶשׁ שִׁחְזֵר לוֹ דְּמוּתוֹ וְצַלְמוֹ. לְכַפָּרַת
 
Thus, Cain had already received his punishment, as he was “a restless wanderer on 

earth,”15 and furthermore, half of the decree still remained, as it is written, “and he settled 
in the land of Nod,”16 and these were to atone for his sin.17 Therefore, “He caused the sun’s 
orb to shine for him,” that [G-d] returned to him His form and His image. 

 
אן דְּאָמַר בַּמִּדְרָשׁ שֶׁנִתְעוֹרְרוּ עַל וּפְלוּגְתַּיְיהוּ דְּר' יְהוּדָה וְר' נְחֶמְיָה תַּלְיָא בְּטַעַם מַחְלְקוֹתָם שֶׁל קַיִן וְהֶבֶל, דְּר' יְהוּדָה סָבַר כְּמַ 

ג אוֹתוֹ, שֶׁהָעֲבוֹדָה בַּבְּכוֹרוֹת וְהוּא הָיָה בְּכוֹר וְהָיָה דָּן אָחִיו הָבֶל כְּמִי שֶׁמְּעוֹרֵר  וֹוְקַיִן הָיָה לוֹ לִכְאוֹרָה קְצָת טָעַם לַהֲר  ,נָּהוּהַכְּה
וְרַבִּי נְחֶמְיָה סָבַר דְּמַחְלְקוֹתָם הָיְתָה אוֹ עַל הַקַּרְקָעוֹת    ב מִיתָה, וְהָיָה שׁוֹגֵג בַּדִּין וּכְבָר קִבֵּל עָנְשׁוֹ לְגַמְרֵי,ישֶׁהוּא חַיָּ   נָּהוּהַכְּהעַל  

נֶשׁ הַגָּלוּת שֶׁהֲרֵי לאֹ הָיָה  וֹוְכוּ', כְּלוֹמַר שֶׁאֵינוֹ דַּי לוֹ ע  פָּרִי˂ לְאוֹתוֹ רָשָׁעאוֹ עַל תְּאוֹמָה יְתֵירָה וְכוּ' וְהָיָה רָשָׁע, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי  
   .שׁוֹגֵג אֶלָּא מֵזִיד וּפוֹשֵׁעַ 

 
The disagreement between Rabbi Yehudah and Rabbi Nechemiah depends on the 

reason for the dispute between Cain and Abel.  
Rabbi Yehudah held like the opinion in the Midrash that they quarreled over the 

priesthood.18 Cain seemingly had some justification for killing him, for the service was meant 
for the firstborn, and he was the firstborn, and he judged his brother Abel as one who was 
challenging the priesthood, for which he would be liable to death. Thus, he erred in judgment 
and had already received his full punishment. Thus, in his view, G-d putting the mark on Cain 
meant that He caused the sun’s orb to shine for him, restoring to him the image of G-d that had 
departed from him when he killed Abel. 

 
13 Yalkut Shimoni, parashat Va’etchanan, remez 929.  
14 Deut. 19:5.  
15 Gen. 4:14.  
16 Gen. 4:16.  
17 Sanhedrin 37b.  
18 Gen. Rabbah 22:16.  
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But Rabbi Nechemiah held that their dispute was either over land or an extra twin 
sister who had been born with Abel, etc.,19 and that [Cain] was a wicked man, who had not been 
fully punished. Therefore, he challenged [Rabbi Yehudah, asking,]: “[Would the sun’s orb shine] 
for that wicked one,” as if to say that a punishment of exile is not sufficient, for he was not 
an inadvertent sinner but an intentional sinner and a transgressor. He therefore disagreed that 
G-d putting the mark on Cain was a direct restorative act of causing the sun to shine upon him. 
Instead, Rabbi Nechemiah held that the mark of Cain was tzara’at, which was a further 
punishment. 

 
אָמַר   וְאָמְרִינַן שָׁם בְּמִדְרָשׁכָּל מִי שֶׁיֵּשׁ בּוֹ אֶחָד מֵאַרְבַּע מַרְאוֹת נֶגַעִים הַלְּלוּ אֵינָן אֶלָּא מִזְבַּח כַּפָּרָה,    אֶלָּא דְּאָמְרִינַן בִּבְרָכוֹת

בְּשָׁעָה שֶׁהִפְרַשְׁתָּ עָרֵי מִקְלָט שֶׁהוּא כַּפָּרָה לְרוֹצֵחַ,    "מִזְרְחָה שָׁמֶשׁ"  ,ר' יוֹסִי בְּרַבִּי חֲנִינָא הֵאַרְתָּ לְעוֹלָמְ˃ כְּשֵׁם שֶׁהַשֶּׁמֶשׁ מֵאִיר
וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הִזְרִיחַ לוֹ אֶת הַצָּרַעַת, דְּתַקַּנְתֵּיהּ  .  אָמַר לוֹ וְאִם יִתְרַבּוּ הָעֵרִים לַהֵיכָן בּוֹרְחִים, אָמַר לוֹ יִבְרְחוּ לַתּוֹרָה וְכוּ' עכ"ל

יַעֲס דִּכְתִיב וֹדִּמְצוֹרָע  בְּתוֹרָה,  וּמַצְּלָא    ק  מַגְּנָא  וְהַתּוֹרָה  לְתוֹרָה,  שֶׁיִּבְרַח  כְּדֵי  חַיִּים",  עֵץ  לָשׁוֹן  תְּשׁוּבָה   וּבְזֶה"מַרְפֵּא  יַעֲשֶׂה 
   .לוֹ עֲוֹנוֹ וְיִתְכַּפֵּרגְּמוּרָה 

 
Rather, as it is said in Berachot (5b): “If one has any of the four signs of tzara’at, they 

are nothing other than an altar of atonement?” 
It says there in the Midrash: 

Rabbi Yossi bar Rabbi Chanina said: “You illuminated Your world just 
as the sun gives light, “when it rises in the east,” when you set aside cities of 
refuge, which are atonement for a murderer. He said to Him: “And if the cities 
are destroyed, where will they flee?” He said to him: ‘Let them flee to the 
Torah.’ ” 

- Yalkut Shimoni, parashat Va’etchanan, remez 929  
Because of this, in the view of Rabbi Nechemiah, He caused tzara’at to shine upon [Cain], as a 
further punishment, and also because the remedy of the metzorah, i.e., one who has tzara’at, is 
to engage in Torah, as it is written, “A healing tongue is a tree of life.”20  

That way, he may flee to Torah. The Torah protects and saves, and by this, [Cain] 
could do complete repentance, and his sin would be atoned. 

 
* * * 

 
19 Gen. Rabbah 22:7.  
20 Prov. 15:4.  


