
From time to time in his 
majestic commentary on 
Leviticus, the late Prof. Jacob 
Milgrom z'l, makes mention 
of the deep emotional world 
that one finds in the book. 
Sacrifices, for example, 
"cover the gamut of psychological, emotional, and 
religious needs of the people." The same could be said for 
the laws regarding purity and impurity. In the biblical and 
rabbinic system, there are various levels of impurity, 
contact with the dead being the most severe. It's hard to 
imagine how someone could not be affected on some 
psychological or emotional level after coming into contact 
with a dead body. It shakes us deeply, no matter how much 
we might try to dissociate from it. Likewise, there are all 
sorts of defiling experiences that a person can have that can 
shake us up psychologically or emotionally: a burglary, an 
accident, an insult, or an act of physical or verbal assault 
against us. Similarly, in our online world, we can 
experience harassment in different forms ranging from 
nasty comments on our Facebook or Instagram feeds, to 
outright bullying. A whole cohort of Jewish kids on campus 
is currently experiencing a spasm of defilement of sorts, as 
they run a gauntlet of hate, hostility, and not-so-thinly-
veiled antisemitism just to get to class. In the spirit of Jacob 
Milgrom, does Leviticus have any answers for that kind of 
defilement? Not directly of course. But as with other texts, 
a careful and close reading can often yield some very 
important wisdom that can apply to our psychological and 
spiritual lives. For example, this text, about the purification 
rituals that a kohen must undergo after contact with a source 
of impurity.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
We 
should 
point 
out that 
the 
primary 
role of 
the  

kohanim was to preserve the sanctity of the Tabernacle, so 
that God's presence would be constant among the people. 
To that end, the kohanim had to be punctilious about their 
state of purity and impurity (tum'a and tahara) in order to 
operate in the sanctuary and perform their sacred duties. As 
a form of compensation, they were entitled to eat certain 

foods that were brought to the sanctuary as sacred gifts. 
These are the ָםישִׁד  kodoshim-holy donations. In order to-קֱ
eat them, the kohanim have to be in a state of ritual purity. 
There are many circumstances that can render someone 
impure, such as -ָתעַרָצ tzara'at-scale disease (which was 
saw earlier in Vayikra), or other bodily events (see v. 22:4). 
In the verses cited earlier, (22:5-7) a person can become 
impure by accidentally coming into contact with a ֶׁץרֶש -
sheretz-swarming-thing that is, a lizard, gecko, or other 
creepy crawlers. Why would physical contact with these 
animals render someone impure? We'll leave that for a 
future parasha sheet. However, despite the fact that some 
people keep them as pets, many people, including many of 
us, instinctively feel we have to wash after coming into 
contact with them because they are slimy, or because we 
believe that they are conveying germs. In other words, after 
coming into contact with something that we perceive to be 
defiling, we need to perform some kind of remedial activity 
in order to return ourselves to the previous undefiled state. 
In Lev. 22:5-7 however, we learn that there are two things 
that are required in order to achieve that transition from the 
defiled to the undefiled state, or from impure to pure: 1) 
you have to wash yourself, and, 2) you have to allow some 
time to elapse from the episode and experience a sunset, 
i.e., the transition of one day to the next.  Both are 
necessary. Washing without a sunset? No good. Sunset 
without a washing? Also, no good. While these rules are 
arcane and are rooted in a different reality, in the spirit of 
Jacob Milgrom, there is much we can learn from them. 
When we feel physically, emotionally, or spiritually defiled, 
instinctively, we may feel that we have to take a bath or a 
shower, that is, to physically experience some kind of actual 
cleansing. But we also understand that in order to recover 
from the emotional turmoil, we need some time to elapse 
from the defiling episode. This is reflected in common 
parlance.  We say things like, it's going to take some time 
or time heals all wounds. There is a whole line Hallmark 
cards on this theme. The passage of time sets the defiling 
event further and further in the past and the initial 
physiological stress that it triggered (elevated pulse, blood 
pressure, etc.) subsides. Sunset is the closest thing that we 
experience to a daily emotional reset. Observing the subtle 
changes in light and color, we experience awe and 
recognize on whatever level, our place within creation. We 
instinctively re-encounter the deep rhythm of life through 
the experience of sunset. The first beracha of the Ma'ariv 
service evokes this beautifully:  

 םיתִּעִ הנֶּשַׁמְ הנָוּבתְבִוּ םירִעָשְׁ חַתֵֽוֹפּ המָכְחָבְּ םיבִרָעֲ בירִעֲמַ וֹרבָדְבִּ רשֶׁאֲ
 :וֹנוֹצרְכִּ עַיקִֽרָבָּ םהֶיתֵוֹרמְ֒שְׁמִבְּ םיבִכָוֹכּהַ־תאֶ רדֵּסַמְוּ םינִּמַזְּ֒הַ־תאֶ ףילִחֲמַוּ
 איבִמֵוּ םוֹי ריבִעֲמַוּ רוֹא ינֵפְּ֒מִ Kשֶׁחֽוְ Kשֶׁחֽ ינֵפְּ֒מִ רוֹא ללֵוֹגּ הלָיְלָֽוָ םוֹי ארֵוֹבּ
 ...הלָיְלָֽ ןיבֵוּ םוֹי ןיבֵּ לידִּבְמַוּ הלָיְלָֽ

With His word He brings on evenings, with wisdom He 
opens the gates (of heaven); and with understanding 
changes the times and alternates the seasons, and 

...or a man that touches  
any swarming-thing  
through which he becomes-tamei,  
or a human  
through which he becomes-tamei, 
whatever his tum’a— 
the person who touches it  
is to remain-tamei until sunset,  
he is not to eat  
of the holy-donations  
unless he washes his flesh  
in water;  
when the sun comes in, it is pure,  
afterward he may eat  
of the holy-donations,  
for they are his food. (Lev. 22:5-7) 

 עגַּיִ רשֶׁאֲ שׁיאִ וֹא
  ץרֶשֶׁ לכׇבְּ
  וֹל אמָטְיִ רשֶׁאֲ
  םדָאָבְ וֹא
  וֹל אמָטְיִ רשֶׁאֲ
   .וֹתאָמְטֻ לכֹלְ
 וֹבּ עגַּתִּ רשֶׁאֲ שׁפֶנֶ
  ברֶעָהָ דעַ האָמְטָוְ
  לכַאֹי אֹלוְ
  םישִׁדָקֳּהַ ןמִ
 וֹרשָׂבְּ ץחַרָ םאִ יכִּ
  .םיִמָּבַּ
  רהֵטָוְ שׁמֶשֶּׁהַ אבָוּ
 ןמִ לכַאֹי רחַאַוְ
  םישִׁדָקֳּהַ
 .אוּה וֹמחְלַ יכִּ
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arranges the stars in their watches, in the sky, according 
to His will. He creates day and night, He rolls the light 
away from before darkness, and darkness from before 
light; He causes day to pass and brings night, and 
separates between day and night... 
In the opening pages of the first tractate of the Talmud, 
Berakhot, (the tractate that mostly deals with prayer and 
blessings) the rabbis discuss the idea of time and 
purification as they examine Lev. 22:7. They ask: What 
does it mean when the text says: רהֵטָוְ שׁמֶשֶּׁהַ  אבָוּ  -And the 
sun sets and it is purified. Answer: It means that the day is 
pure - no residue of the day remains, as people say 
colloquially: ִאמָוֹי יכִּדַּאִוְ אשָׁמְשִׁ ברַעֲיא . The sun has set and 
the day is purified. Common cultural expressions reflect 
common cultural wisdom. And here the idea is that once the 
day is over, the day itself has been purified. As one 
commentator puts it, the air will clear, and the stars will 
emerge (Rav Hai Gaon). Night resets everything and we 
experience a psychological and emotional reset as well. In 
the ancient world, sunset was the clearest marker of the 
passage of time. All creatures, plant and animal, are attuned 
to the diurnal rhythm marked by sunset. Allowing for the 
passage of time by waiting for sunset, enables us to re-
calibrate our diurnal rhythm in the aftermath of a physical or 
spiritual disruption or defilement. That, coupled with washing, 
structures the individual’s psychological and emotional 
transition from the zone of impurity to the zone of purity.            
On Bathing and Immersing. A young scholar, Elisheva 
Malomet, (BA '24) has written an illuminating study 
entitled, The Practice of Bathing and Immersing in Water 
in Biblical and Rabbinic Narrative in which she explains 
the literary and spiritual significance of these acts: The root 
 implies bathing/washing of a body/object in and ר-ח-ץ
with a fluid. Whereas ט-ב-ל suggests immersing or dipping 
a body/object in fluid with a downward motion. Both are 
used in the Hebrew Bible as the method by which a person 
becomes purified. When we examine how those terms 
appear in different stories, we can see bathing functions as 
an important literary motif that signals a major 
transformation in a character.   For example, in the story of 
David and Bathsheva, the narrator begins the story as follows:  

 ארְיַּוַ Kלֶמֶּהַ תיבֵּ גגַּ לעַ Kלֵּהַתְיִּוַ וֹבכָּשְׁמִ לעַמֵ דוִדָּ םקׇיָּוַ ברֶעֶהָ תעֵלְ יהִיְוַ
 .דאֹמְ האֶרְמַ תבַוֹט השָּׁאִהָוְ גגָּהַ לעַמֵ תצֶחֶרֹ השָּׁאִ

Late one afternoon, David rose from his couch and 
strolled on the roof of the royal palace; and from the roof 
he saw a woman bathing. The woman was very 
beautiful...(2 Sam 11:2).  

We notice that the bather is not named here. We also wonder 
if her bathing is just an ordinary act or an act of self-
consecration. Notwithstanding either interpretation, her 
bathing sets in motion a series of events that will have 
momentous consequences for David and the monarchy.  
Bathing is the literary motif that signals her transformation 
from an anonymous woman in a bath on a roof, to 

Bathsheva, a woman with a specific identity; from a 
woman who is passive, to a woman who exercises agency 
in her own destiny; a woman 
originally defined by her beauty, 
to a woman who will eventually 
be identified as the most 
influential woman in the Davidic 
court, the Queen Mother. It all 
started in a bath, with water. 
Thus, bathing is the motif of 
transformation.  This theme 
appears again in the story of Naaman, the Aramean general 
whose body was covered with tzara'at-scale disease. When 
he seeks a cure for his disease, he is instructed by the 
prophet Elisha to go and bathe in the Jordan. The bathing 
in water not only cures him of his disease but it sets in 
motion a spiritual transformation for Naaman, akin to a 
conversion. 

 While Naaman never 
formally joins the people 
of Israel, he promises that 
whenever he engages in 
sacrificial worship, he will 
only be directing himself 
to the God of Israel.         
The bathing motif is found 
in rabbinic literature as 
well. In one poignant 
story, Resh Lakish, a 
young gladiator sees 
someone bathing in the 

Jordan. He jumped into the water to pursue him, and the 
ensuing encounter was lifechanging. Resh Lakish 
discovered that the object of his pursuit was none other than 
Rabbi Yohanan, one of the foremost sages of his era. Rabbi 
Yohanan persuaded Resh Lakish to abandon his life of 
crime and adventure and pursue the study of Torah, and 
thus he became a great scholar. Bathing is the motif of 
transformation. At various moments in the Bible, ranging 
from the purification rituals of Leviticus or the later stories 

of the prophets and 
kings, we come into 
contact with water.  
(The Jordan River) 
In post-biblical Juda-
ism, immersion in water 
signals spiritual trans-

formation, for women and men, for converts, penitents and 
seekers. In our own time, new rituals have incorporated 
immersion in water to enable individuals to experience a 
spiritual transformation or renewal from their episodes of 
defilement. Evolving from the rituals of Leviticus, they 
satisfy the deep psychological, emotional and religious 
needs of the people.               Shabbat Shalom!   

  

  ןדֵּרְיַּבַּ םימִעָפְּ עבַשֶׁ תָּצְחַרָוְ Wוֹלהָ
  ...רהָטְוּ \לְ \רְשָׂבְּ בשֹׁיָוְ
  םימִעָפְּ עבַשֶׁ ןדֵּרְיַּבַּ לבֹּטְיִּוַ דרֶיֵּוַ
  וֹרשָׂבְּ בשׇׁיָּוַ םיהִ^אֱהָ שׁיאִ רבַדְכִּ
 .רהָטְיִּוַ ןטֹקָ רעַנַ רשַׂבְכִּ

“Go and bathe seven times in 
the Jordan, and your flesh shall 
be restored and you shall be 
pure...” So he went down and 
immersed himself in the Jordan 
seven times, as the agent of God 
had bidden; and his flesh 
became like a little boy’s, and he 
was pure. (2 Kings 5:10, 14) 
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TODAY IS DAY 225. MAY THE 
HOSTAGES BE FREED! 


