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 עַירִ֔זְתַ יכִּ֣ ה֙שָּׁאִ רמֹ֔אלֵ ל֙אֵרָשְׂיִ ינֵ֤בְּ־לאֶ רבֵּ֞דַּ  ׳ב:ב״י ארקיו
 ׃אמָֽטְתִּ הּתָ֖וֹדְּ תדַּ֥נִ ימֵ֛יכִּ םימִ֔יָ תעַ֣בְשִׁ ה֙אָמְטָֽוְ רכָ֑זָ הדָ֖לְיָוְ

Leviticus 12:2 Speak to the Children of Israel, 
saying: A woman—when she produces-seed and 
bears a male, she remains-tamei for seven days; 
like the days of her infirmity of being-apart she 
shall remain-tamei. The late Bible scholar, Tikva 
Frymer Kensky writes: The ideas of pollution, 
purity and purification were fundamental 
concepts of biblical Israel. The desire for purity 
was so intense that a major social class, the 
priesthood, was entrusted with the task of 
determining and giving instruction about purity 
and im-purity. Pollution, the lack of purity could 
affect individuals, the Temple, the collectivity of 
Israel, and the land of Israel itself. Some forms 
of pollution could be eradicated by rituals; the 
performance of these purifications and expia-
tions was a major function of the priesthood. 
The performance of certain deeds, however, 
could not be eradicated by rituals; Israel be-
lieved that the person intentionally committing 
these acts would suffer catastrophic retribution. 
Wrongful acts could cause the pollution of the 
nation and the land of Israel, which could also 
not be "cured" by ritual. Why is a woman who 
gives birth (a parturient) classified as tamei and 
what are the implications of that classification? 
TFK offers a compelling explanation: In Israelite 
cosmology it was considered vitally important 
to maintain the structure of the universe by 
keeping all distinctions (boundaries) firm. The 
boundaries between life and death are 
crucial and no individual who has had 
contact with the world of death can be part 
of life. Go back to Creation and you can see this 
playing out. God's first act after creating light is 
to separate light from darkness. The second act, 
separate the upper waters from the lower waters. 
Holy and profane, pure and impure, life and death 
are discreet entities whose boundaries need to be 
maintained for life itself to be sustained. Here, in 
the case of the parturient woman, it may be that, 
like the person who has touched death, the 
person who experienced birth has been at 
the boundaries of life/nonlife and therefore 
cannot directly reenter the community.  She 
therefore must undergo a long period of 
transition before she can reapproach the 

sacred. This is a profound idea. Birth, the 
birthing experience, in addition to all of its 
mystery, is among the most intense, terrifying 
and even dangerous experiences in life. Given the 
danger of childbirth in antiquity, and to some 
extent today, in birthing, a woman can literally 
come close to death. The life/death boundary is 
palpable in the physical sense and in the meta-
physical sense as well. The woman birthing a new 
life is pushing back death and because she has 
subsisted ever so briefly on that boundary line, 
she has come into contact with death, thus ren-
dering her tamei. Birth is an experience of intense 
liminality. Death is as well. Canadian-Israeli 
psychologist, Leeat Granek, observes that people 
in the last stages of life have blurrier boundaries 
than the rest of us. That feeling of awe, mystery 
and power - the intensity of the mysterious 
'here' and 'not here' is the same for birth as 
it is for death. Where did these babies come 
from? And where do the people we love go 
after they die? We can rationally understand 
the biological process of gestation and bodily 
deterioration, but we cannot entirely provide 
answers to the mysteries of life and death. 
Birth and death - the great mysteries of life - are 
mirror images of each other. The actual and 
metaphysical proximity to death during the 
birthing process is what places the parturient 
woman in that liminal space. After a fixed time, 
she resumes normal life and access to the sacred.   

 תרֶהֶ֔בַ וֹא֣ ת֙חַפַּ֙סַ־וֹאֽ תאֵ֤שְׂ וֹ֙רשָׂבְּ־רוֹעבְ ה֤יֶהְיִ־יכִּֽ םדָ֗אָ ׳ב:ג״י
־לאֶ וֹא֛ ןהֵ֔כֹּהַ ןרֹ֣הֲאַ־לאֶ א֙בָוּהוְ תעַרָ֑צָ עגַ נֶ֣לְ וֹר֖שָׂבְּ־רוֹעבְ ה֥יָהָוְ
 ׃םינִֽהֲכֹּהַ וינָ֖בָּמִ דחַ֥אַ

13:2 When a person has on the skin of the body a 
swelling, a rash, or a discoloration, and it de-
velops 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.  What is the 
significance of skin and why is the Torah so 
concerned with skin diseases? Aviva Zornberg: 
Symptoms appear on the skin, that sensitive 
envelope that separates the body contents 
from the outside world. The skin is a liminal 
area, a space between, in which are registered 
both inner malaises, physical and emotional, 
and reactions to the outside world. It is a 
responsive organ, reacting to food, touch, 
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climate, to attractions and repulsions, fears and 
pleasures. The Hebrew word for skin is or; in 
these Torah passages, it is often called or 
bessoro (the skin of his flesh). It functions as 
a porous barrier between inside and outside. 
The Hebrew or evokes alertness, responsive-
ness, vitality.  The pathology of tsora'at, in 
which the skin is bleached of color, is asso-
ciated with death. In other words, skin, a 
liminal organ, at the boundary of person to the 
world, is also the boundary between the inside 
and outside of the body. When an individual 
experiences skin anomalies, especially the 
disease of tsora'at which renders the body 
corpse-like in appearance, this individual, like the 
parturient woman, exists temporarily in the zone 
of intense liminality between life and death.  
HaChodesh - שדוחה  

ֹר םכֶ֖לָ הזֶּ֛הַ שׁדֶחֹ֧הַ ׳ב:ב״י תומש  םכֶ֔לָ א֙וּה ןוֹשׁ֥ארִ םישִׁ֑דָחֳ שׁא֣
 ׃הנָֽשָּׁהַ ישֵׁ֖דְחׇלְ

Exodus 12:2 This month shall mark for you the 
beginning of the months; it shall be the first of the 
months of the year for you. The tradition 
designates this passage to be re-read close to or 
on Rosh Hodesh Nisan orienting us towards 
Passover, and inspiring us to renew our under-
standing of the holiday and its laws. Here are two 
fascinating comments on this verse. Bekhor Shor 
(France, 12th Century): 

 ןיינמל ןושאר ושעת ותואו תוריחל שאר .הזה שדחה
 תעש םכל רכזת תאזבו תוריחה תעשמ ונמתש ידכ םכישדח
 ןיריהז ויהתו םכמע יתישעש הבוטה תא ורכזתו תוריחה
 :יתדובעבו יתבהאבו יתאריב

This month is the rosh, the beginning of 
freedom, and for that reason you should ordain it 
as the first month in your calendar of months, so 
that you should count time from the moment of 
your freedom and in so doing you will be 
constantly aware of the moment of your freedom, 
and remember the good that I did for you, and so 
that you should have fervent awareness in your 
awe, love, and service of Me. In other words: your 
calendar is a statement of core values. Here, the 
core value is the gift of freedom for which you 
ought to be constantly grateful. All religions 
count time from their foundational moments. 
Christianity counts time from the birth of Jesus. 
Islam, from the Hijra, Mohammed's emigration to 
Medina. Buddhism, from the day the Buddha 
attained nirvana-after-death. Judaism counts time 
from the month of the Exodus.  

Ovadia Sforno (Italy, 16th Century): 
 םישדחה ויהי ךליאו ןאכמ םישדח שאר םכל הזה שדחה
 ויה אל דובעשה ימיב לבא ,םכנוצרכ םהב תושעל ,םכלש
 ןושאר ךכיפל ,םנוצרו םירחא תדובעל ויה לבא ,םכלש םכימי
 :ייריחבה םכתואיצמ ליחתה וב יכ .הנשה ישדחל םכל אוה

This month will be to you, the first of months, 
from now on these months will be yours, to do 
with as you like. But during the period of your 
enslavement your days were not yours (ie. they 
did not belong to you) rather, they were subject 
to the labor you had to render to others at their 
will, therefore, this month is first to you in the 
months of the year, because during this month the 
reality of your freedom to determine the course 
of your own life began.  In these two comments 
we have an invitation to a discussion about how 
we count time and the meaning of being able to 
count time. For Bekhor Shor, the moment Israel 
attains its freedom is the ultimate reference point 
of time, the "zero" hour of Israel. Events in the 
Torah and elsewhere in the Bible are referenced 
by the year since the exodus eg. when Solomon 
commences construction of the Temple: In the 
four hundred and eightieth year after the Israe-
lites left the land of Egypt, in the month of Ziv—
that is, the second month—in the fourth year of 
his reign over Israel, Solomon began to build the 
House of the LORD. (I Kings 6:1). For Sforno, 
counting time has deep philosophical signi-
ficance. When you are a slave, your time is not 
your own. It belongs to someone else. Freedom is 
the ability to govern your own time and choose 
how to use it without anyone ordering you.  

־לעַ תוֹצּ֔מַוּ שׁאֵ֣־ילִצְ הזֶּ֑הַ הלָיְלַּ֣בַּ רשָׂ֖בָּהַ־תאֶ וּל֥כְאָוְ ׳ח:ב״י
 ׃וּהלֻֽכְאֹי םירִ֖רֹמְ

12:8 They shall eat the flesh that same night; they 
shall eat it roasted over the fire, with unleavened 
bread and with bitter herbs. Herbed, roasted lamb 
meat, on flatbread is not an uncommon dish 
across the world. Festive, nutritious, tasty, and 

relatively fast to prepare, "a 
nice MLT, mutton, lettuce and 
tomato sandwich, where the 
mutton is nice and lean and the 
tomato is ripe" is, next to true 

love, "the greatest thing in the world." The meal 
has a functional purpose. It's the core experience 
in solidifying the family as the basic unit of the 
covenantal community.  It's not only the greatest 
thing next to true love, it bonds the people to God 
in their basic bonding unit: the family. 
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