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Chapter XXVIII: Metzora (Lev. 14:1-15:33)

Essay 2. Tzara’at motivates one to repent
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Midrash Rabbah on the verse “And the L-rd put a mark [nix] [of] on Cain”':

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 fzara’at’ to shine upon him, as it says: “And
they will believe the witness of the second mark [n&7] [ha ot].”?

- Gen. Rabbah 22:27
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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 #zara’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

' 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.




of bloodshed, as we say in Arachin.* Then the supernal lights would be closed off from him,
and “whoever finds him will kill him,” for he would sit in isolation.
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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]
[Amr%] sun, as cities of refuge.”® The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses: . . .
[In designating these cities of refuge] you have shined [/hizrachta] [p1777] 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.”® 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,””:® and their primary dominion is at night.

These cities of refuge provided refuge “from every oppressor and adversary,”’ as the
Zohar says there.'” This is the reason that the verse, “you shall provide yourselves with cities
to serve you as cities of refuge”!! 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,”!? 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.

® Gen. 9:6.

7 Gen. 9:2.

8 Zohar 111:123b (Nasso 54-57).

 Avinu Malkeinu prayer.

10 Zohar I1:114b (Mishpatim).

'Num. 35:11.

12 Ps. 104:20.
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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.”!* Thus anyone who kills accidentally,

goes into exile, as it is said, “he could flee to one of these cities and live.”'*
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Thus, Cain had already received his punishment, as he was “a restless wanderer on
earth,”' and furthermore, half of the decree still remained, as it is written, “and he settled
in the land of Nod,”'® and these were to atone for his sin.!” Therefore, “He caused the sun’s
orb to shine for him,” that [G-d] returned to him His form and His image.
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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.!® 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.

'8 Gen. Rabbah 22:16.



But Rabbi Nechemiah held that their dispute was either over land or an extra twin
sister who had been born with Abel, etc.,'” 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 fzara’at, which was a further
punishment.
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Rather, as it is said in Berachot (5b): “If one has any of the four signs of #zara’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 #zara’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.”*°
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.



