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Chapter XXXIX: Chukat (Num. 19:1–22:1) 
 
Essay 4. Impurity where there is no impurity 
 

כְתָּב "זאֹת הַתּוֹרָה", דְּ"אָדָם כִּי־יָמוּת בְּאֹהֶל" לְחוֹדֵיהּ  יבְּאֹהֶל". מַקְשִׁים לָמָּה אִיצְטְרִי לְמִ   "זאֹת הַתּוֹרָה אָדָם כִּי־יָמוּת  פָּסוּק

  הָרַב חַיִּים שֵּׁם  הַתּוֹסָפוֹת בְּ וְכָתְבוּ    וּלְדִידַן יוּבַן שַׁפִּיר בְּמַאי דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּמַסֶּכֶת כְּתוּבּוֹת פֶּרֶק י"ב כְּשֶׁמֵּת רַבִּי בָּטְלָה קְדוּשָּׁה,  סַגִּי. 

דְּבָטְלָה קְד הָיָה מוּ שַּׁת כְּהוּשָּׁה רָצָה לוֹמַר קְדוּכֹּהֵן  דְּלִגְמָרֵי הַכֹּהֵן  לְרַבִּי דְּדִ וּנָּה  נִרְאֶה  דַּוְקָא יתָּר לוֹ לְהִטָּמֵא, אֲבָל אֵין  לְמָא 

 .ה דְּאוֹרָיְיתָא לאֹ וְעיי"ש מְאָ וּ מְאַת בֵּית הַפְּרָס דְּרַבָּנַן אֲבָל בַּטּוּ בְּט

  

There is a verse: “This is the law: When a person dies in a tent, whoever enters the tent 

and whoever is in the tent shall be impure seven days.”1 People ask why it was necessary to write 

the preface, “This is the law,” for the following words, “When a person dies in a tent,” by itself 

was sufficient.  

For us, it will be nicely understood by what is said in tractate Ketubot, chapter 12, 

“When Rabbi Yehuda haNasi died, sanctity was nullified.”2 This almost sounds as though he 

was on such a high level of holiness, that when he died, it did not exist anymore. However, the 

Tosafists wrote there in the name of Rabbeinu Chaim Cohen3 that “sanctity nullified” means 

the sanctity of the priests not to become impure by exposure to the dead was nullified, that a 

priest was completely allowed to defile himself by exposure to the dead. This was normally only 

allowed if a priest loses one of seven close relatives.  

But this doesn’t appear [correct] to Rabbi —,4 that perhaps it’s specifically referring 

to setting aside the sanctity of the priests for the impurity of the beit ha’peras, an area where 

there is uncertainty with regard to the location of a grave or a corpse, which is forbidden by 

rabbinic law, but it does not [set aside] impurity according to Biblical law. 

  

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Num. 19:14. 
2 Ketubot 103b. 
3 Rabbeinu Chaim ben Chananel Cohen, one of the senior disciples of Rabbeinu Tam in 12th century France. 
4 Tosafot do not name the Rabbi in this case. 
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מְאָה  וּ ־נֶפֶשׁ אָדָם", דְּעִקָּר הַטּוְלִכְאוֹרָה דִּבְרֵי הָרַב חַיִּים כֹּהֵן נִימּוּקִם עִמָּם לְפִי מַה שֶׁכָּתַב הַשַׁ" עַל פָּסוּק "הַנֹּגֵעַ בְּמֵת לְכָל 

בָּ  אֵינָהּ  הַמֵּת  וְכוּ'שֶׁל  הַמָּוֶת  מַלְאָ  יְדֵי  עַל  שֶׁמֵּתִים  מֵחֲמַת  אֶלָּא  פִּי ה'    .אָה  עַל  בַּנְּשִׁיקָה  יוֹצֵאת  שֶׁנִּשְׁמָתָם  הַצַּדִּיקִים  אָמְנָם 

   נָּה לְגַמְרֵי.וּת כְּהשַּׁ וּמְאָה כְּלָל, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי אָתֵי שַׁפִּיר בָּטְלָה קְדוּ וְ"כַּאֲשֶׁר יַחֲנוּ כֵּן יִסָּעוּ" אֵין בָּהֶם שׁוּם ט

 

Apparently, the words of Rabbeinu Chaim Cohen have depth, according to what the 

Shach5 wrote on the verse, “Those who touch the corpse of any human being shall be impure 

for seven days.”6 He wrote that apparently the principal of the impurity of one who contacts 

the dead only comes because they have died at the hands of the Angel of Death. However, 

regarding the righteous, whose souls exit by the kiss of G-d, and “as they dwelled, so they shall 

depart,”7 i.e., just as they were pure and holy in life, they are pure and holy in death, there is no 

impurity at all in them. Because of this, it’s fine that there is a complete nullification of the 

sanctity of the priest not to become impure by exposure to the dead. 

 

סֵּק בּוֹ אֶלָּא מֹשֶׁה, וּמִמֹּשֶׁה שֶׁלֶּקַח  תְעַ אֲבָל כַּד מְעַיְּינִינַן בֵּיהּ שַׁפִּיר אִי אֶפְשָׁר לוֹמַר כֵּן, שֶׁהֲרֵי מִי לָנוּ גָּדוֹל מִיּוֹסֵף הַצַּדִּיק שֶׁלּאֹ נִ 

וְאִי אָמַרְתָּ   .תָּרִים בְּמַחֲנֶה לְוִיָּה כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק ג' דְּסוֹטָה (דַּף כ') וְעיי"שוּעֲצָמוֹת יוֹסֵף גָּמְרִינַן שֶׁהַטְּמֵא מֵת וְהַמֵּת עַצְמוֹ מ

מְרִינַן מִיּוֹסֵף לִשְׁאָר מֵתִים וְהַלּאֹ יוֹסֵף הָיָה צַדִּיק וְלאֹ הָיָה מְטַמֵּא, וְעַל כָּרְחֲ לוֹמַר שֶׁגַּם  מְטַמְּאִים הֵיכִי גָּ   שֶׁהַצַּדִּיקִים אֵינָם

דִּשְׁמַע  לְהִטָּמֵא עכ"ל,  תָּר לוֹ  וּהַצַּדִּיקִים מְטַמְּאִים, וְעוֹד שֶׁאַף מִדִּבְרֵי הָרַב חַיִּים כֹּהֵן עַצְמוֹ מוּכָח הָכִי, דְּקָאָמַר שֶׁהַכֹּהֵן הָיָה מ

 .מְאָהוּשָּׁה אֶלָּא אַדְרַבָּא בָּטְלָה הַטּוּ וְעוֹד דְּהַשַּׁ"ס לאֹ הָוֵי לֵיהּ לוֹמַר בָּטְלָה קְד .מְאָהוּמִינָהּ שֶׁיֵּשׁ הַטּ

 

But when investigating this closely, it’s impossible to say this, for who among us is 

greater than Joseph, the righteous one, so holy that only Moses involved himself with him. 

From Moses, who took the bones of Joseph, we derive that someone impure from contact with 

the dead, and the dead body itself, were permitted in the camp of the Levites, where the priests 

also dwelt, as it is said in a Baraita quoted in the third chapter of tractate Sota (page 20b). 

But isn’t it taught [in a Baraita]: One who is ritually impure from [contact 

with] a corpse is permitted to enter the Levite camp. And they said this not only for 

one who is ritually impure from a corpse; rather, even a corpse itself [may be 

brought into the Levite camp], as it is stated: “And Moses took the bones of Joseph 

with him” (Ex. 13:19). “With him” [means] “in his vicinity” [even though Moses 

was in the Levite camp]. 

- Sotah 20b 

If you’ll say that the righteous don’t carry impurity, how will you derive this from 

Joseph’s case to the other dead, for is it so that Joseph was righteous and didn’t carry 

 
5 Rabbi Mordechai Ha’Cohen of Safed (1523–98), Siftei Cohen on Torah (Venice 1605). 
6 Num. 19:11. 
7 Num. 2:17. 
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impurity? No, the Baraita quoted in Sota didn’t say that, but rather that even though there was 

ritual impurity from a corpse, Joseph’s bones were allowed inside the Levite camp. 

You necessarily need to say that the righteous too carry impurity. This is also proven 

even from the words of Rabbeinu Chaim Cohen himself in the Tosafot, for since he says that 

it was permissible for the priest to defile himself, we hear from this that there was impurity.  

Also, if the Shach’s view was correct, then the Talmud8 in Ketubot wouldn’t have said 

that the sanctity of the priests in the Levite camp was nullified, but rather that the impurity 

was nullified. But that’s not what it said. Instead, it explicitly said that, “when Rabbi Yehuda 

haNasi died, sanctity ceased.” 

  

יִקְשֶׁה זֶה לְפֵ   וּכְדֵי דְּהָא טַעְמָא רָבָה קָאָמַר, וְעוֹישֶׁלּאֹ  מְפָרְשִׁים אֲחֵרִים כָּתְבוּ שֶׁהַצַּדִּיקִים שֶׁאֵינָם    ד שָׁאַףרוּשׁ הַשַׁ" הַנַּ"ל 

שֶׁ  מְטַמְּאִים  אֵינָם  הָאֱמֶת  שֶׁלְּפִי  פִּי  עַל  שָׁאַף  לוֹמַר  צָרִי  מְטַמְּאִים,  אֵינָם  הַמָּוֶת  מַלְאָ  יְדֵי  עַל  נִשְׁמָתָם  מֵתִים  יָצְאתָה  הֲרֵי 

בֵּין צַדִּיק לְצַדִּיק, כִּדְאָמְרִינַן הָתָם בִּכְתוּבּוֹת פֶּרֶק  בִּנְשִׁיקָה, עִם כָּל זֶה לאֹ רָצָה הַ  בֵּינֵיהֶם בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁלּאֹ לְחַלֵּק  כָּתוּב לְחַלֵּק 

עַז עַל צַדִּיקִים   שׁוֹנִים.הָרִא הַנַּ"ל דְּרַבִּי כֹּל בֵּי שִׁמְשֵׁי אָתֵי לְבֵיתֵיהּ וְכוּ' וְתוּ לָא אֲתָא, כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ לְהוֹצִיא לַֽ

 

So we now have a question on the view of the Shach, and we need to investigate further, 

in order that there shouldn’t be any question on the above explanation of the Shach, who 

stated such a strong reason. Also, it was not only the Shach, but even other commentators 

wrote that the righteous, who don’t die at the hands of the Angel of Death, do not carry 

impurity. It needs to be said that even according to the truth, they don’t carry impurity, for 

their souls exit by a kiss from G-d, despite all this, Scripture didn’t want to draw a distinction 

between them, in order not to distinguish between one righteous person and another 

righteous person. We don’t want to be placed in a position of deciding whether a recently 

deceased person was so righteous that a priest has permission to defile himself through contact 

with the deceased. As it is said there in tractate Ketubot, chapter 12 as cited above, that: 

Every Sabbath eve [even after his passing], Rabbi [Yehuda haNasi ] 

would come to his house [as he had done during his lifetime]. A certain Sabbath 

eve, a neighbor came and called at the door. His maidservant said [to her]: Be quiet, 

for Rabbi [Yehuda haNasi] is sitting [here]. When he heard [his maidservant reveal 

his presence to the neighbor], he did not come again, so as not to cast aspersions 

on earlier righteous [individuals who did not appear to their families following 

their death]. 

- Ketubot 103a 

  

 
8 Literally, “the Shas,” an acronym for Shisha Sedarim [שִׁשָּׁה סְדָרִים], the “six orders” of the Mishna and Talmud. 
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וְכוּ' עַל דֶּרֶ שֶׁדָּרְשׁוּ רז"ל   נָבאֹ לְבָאֵר הַכָּתוּב, "זאֹת הַתּוֹרָה אָדָם"  תּוֹרָה אַחַת לְכָל הָעוֹלִים   "זאֹת תּוֹרַת הָעֹלָה" וּמֵעַתָּה 

יָרְדוּ,יאֲפִ  לאֹ  עָלוּ  שֶׁאִם  פְּסוּלִים  שֶׁפֵּ   לּוּ  תּוֹרַתיוּכְמוֹ  זאֹת  שֶׁכָּתַב  שָׁם  זַ"ל  רַשִׁ"י  שֶׁהַ   רֵשׁ  לְפִי  נוֹתֶנֶת   סְבָרָאהָעוֹלָה  הָיְתָה 

יָמִים", כִּי־יָמוּת" וְכוּ' "יִטְמָא שִׁבְעַת  וְאַף כָּאן כָּתַב "זאֹת הַתּוֹרָה אָדָם  יֵרְדוּ.  כְּלוֹמַר תּוֹרָה אַחַת לְכָל הַמֵּתִים   שֶׁהַפְּסוּלִים 

הַסְבַרָא נוֹתֶנֶת שֶׁלּאֹ יְטַמְּאוּ וְכֵן הוּא לְפִי הָאֱמֶת הוֹאִיל שֶׁיָצְתָה נִשְׁמָתָם בַּנְּשִׁיקָה אֵין  שֶׁיְּטַמְּאוּ אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁיֵּשׁ בָּהֶם צַדִּיקִים שֶׁ 

  .מְאָה בָּהֶם כְּנ"ל, אֲפִלּוּ הָכִי הַנּוֹגֵעַ בָּהֶם יְטַמֵּאוּט

 

Now we will come to explain the original question on the Scripture, “This is the law: 

When a person dies in a tent,” in the way that the rabbis, of blessed memory, explained a 

different verse, Lev. 6:2. Quoting that verse, “This is the law of  the burnt offering [ha’ola] 

[literally, ‘that which ascends’],” they said: “[The verse] included [under] one law all [items] that 

ascend [upon the altar], even invalidated offerings, [teaching] that if they ascended the altar, 

they shall not descend.”9  

Also, as Rashi, of blessed memory, explained there, writing, “ ‘This is the law of the 

burnt offering,” because the logical reasoning was given that invalidated offerings should 

descend.”  

So too here, in our verse, it is written, “This is the law: When a person dies in a tent, 

whoever enters the tent and whoever is in the tent shall be impure seven days,” as if to say there 

is one law for all of the dead. That is, they carry impurity, even if there are among them 

righteous. The reasoning given by the Shach, that they don’t carry impurity, and according 

to the truth, since their souls leave by a kiss of G-d, there is no impurity in them, as above, 

even so, one who touches them will be impure. We learn this from the introductory words, “This 

is the law,” that there is one uniform law for all similar cases. We also understand the reasoning, 

as explained above, that we don’t want to judge whether a deceased person was “righteous enough” 

to allow a priest to defile himself. 

 

* * * 

 
9 Zevachim 27b. 


