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“When a woman conceives and gives birth to a male…
on the eighth day, he shall be circumcised”
(Vayikra 12:2-3)
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Laws of “Tzara'at”
and spiritual
malady

Tzara’at & Lashon
Hara – Two
Blessings in One!
by Rabbi Zvi Portnoy, Associate Rabbi, Hendon United
Synagogue
“And the person with
Tzara’at in whom there
is the affliction, his
garments shall be torn,
the hair of his head
shall be unshorn and he shall cloak
himself up to his lips; he is to call
out, ‘Contaminated, contaminated!’
All the days the affliction is upon him
he shall remain contaminated. He
shall dwell in isolation; his dwelling
shall be outside the camp” (Vayikra
13:45-46).
Tzara’at is woefully
misunderstood. It is seen as an
archaic matter, a form of leprosy
that for some reason is no longer
applicable or relevant. The truth is
that Tzara’at, according to the saintly

Chafetz Chaim (Rabbi Yisrael Meir
Kagan, 1838-1933), was a blessing in
disguise. Let me explain.
I can remember my first car, which
I bought from a friend in school. It
was a red, J-reg Rover 416 and cost
me £200. It was probably the best
car I have ever had! It just went,
almost like a go-kart! There was one
problem with it, the only way you
knew something was wrong was
after the event. No warning lights
to tell you to service the car, change
the oil or check your tyre pressures;
you would just drive until something
went wrong. Tzara’at was the
warning light if you like, telling the
individual that the spiritual path they
were heading down was becoming
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Vayikra 12:1-13:5
After childbirth, a woman would wait several weeks before bringing an elevation
offering (olah) and a sin offering (chatat). A baby boy is circumcised on the eighth
day after birth, even if that falls on a Shabbat (Talmud Shabbat 132a).
God told Moshe and Aharon that someone whose skin appeared to indicate a
particular type of skin disease (tzara’at) would have to show the blemish to a
Kohen. The Kohen would evaluate and decide if the affliction was clearly tzara’at,
thus rendering the person impure (tameh). If the case was unclear, the Kohen
would quarantine the person for seven days.
2nd Aliya (Levi) – 13:6-17
After the first period of quarantine, the Kohen would re-inspect the blemish.
Sometimes a second seven-day period was necessary. Eventually the Kohen
would declare whether the person was tameh or tahor (pure).
3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 13:18-23
Even if a wound looked like tzara’at, it could not be judged as such until after it

If we as parents vigilantly practice the Jewish
principle of refraining from gossip, maybe, just
maybe, we will have phenomenal children who are
self-motivated, honest, hard-working and excel.
increasingly more dangerous and
harmful to themselves and to
those around them. It forced the
individual to take some time out for
introspection and evaluate the moral
and spiritual compass of their life.
Yet there is another blessing,
much less in disguise, which Tzara’at
and its laws can provide us with.
One of the sources of this spiritual
malaise was gossip. Often parents
look for the magic
ingredient that will
produce great kids.
I believe one of the
most effective tools
is in this week’s
parasha.
If we as parents
vigilantly practice
the Jewish principle
of refraining from

gossip, maybe, just maybe, we will
have phenomenal children who are
self-motivated, honest, hard-working
and excel.
There are two main ways to win
at dieting: the hard way and the easy
way. The hard way is to control our
eating, join a gym and buy lots of
celery. The easy way is to "fix" the
scales.
When it comes to personal

character development, the easy
way is to fix the scales; through
demeaning others, we, by default,
feel better about ourselves. Gossiping
is demeaning. It is an attempt to
bring down the people we envy in
order to make ourselves feel better.
As such, every time we speak badly
about another, we feel less inclined
to improve ourselves. Children know
and understand this. Often it is
subconscious, but when parents gossip
about others, the message our children
learn is: Do not worry about your own
growth and character refinement,
worry about everyone else’s!
However, when we forbid gossip
from our lips and our ears, we are left
with the only way to make
ourselves feel better: to do
better next time around.
We owe it to our children
to ensure they become the
best individuals that they
can be, not by denigrating
others, but through hard
work and effort and the
belief that everyone has
unlimited potential.
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was fully healed and the normal inspection procedure by
the Kohen had been carried out.
4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 13:24-28
It was also possible for tzara’at to develop from a burn.
However, a burn and a blemish that were adjacent to one
another could not combine together to form the minimum
size needed to render an affliction as tzara’at (Rashi).
5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 13:29-39
Tzara’at could erupt on the scalp or on the beard area,
causing a loss of hair. The signs of affliction were two
golden hairs appearing after the onset of baldness
(Rashi).
6th Aliya (Shishi) – 13:40-59
A slightly different form of tzara’at is detailed, which
caused a more substantial loss of hair. A metzora (one
who has been contaminated with tzara’at) was sent
outside of the camp and had to tear their garments.

Tzara’at could also infect clothing. A suspected garment
was set apart before the Kohen made a ruling about
whether it was tameh. If it was declared tameh, the
garment was burnt.
Point to Consider: Why are items of clothing (and
indeed people themselves) no longer affected by
tzara’at? (see Ramban’s commentary to 13:47)
7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – Bemidbar 28:9-15
The reading for Shabbat Rosh Chodesh is taken from
parashat Pinchas and details the Shabbat and Rosh
Chodesh musaf offerings in the Temple.
Maftir (Shemot 12:1-20)
The special reading for Shabbat Hachodesh is taken from
parashat Bo, declaring Nissan as the first of the months
and introducing the Jewish calendar and the laws of
Pesach.

Shemitah (The Sabbatical Year)

Part 3:
Cancelling Debts
by Rabbi Gideon Sylvester, US Israel Rabbi
Lending money without
charging interest is
the highest form of
charity, since it enables
people to make a living with dignity
(see Rambam, Laws of Gifts to the
Poor 10:7). It is one of the ways in
which Jews build caring supportive
communities.
Every seven years, at the end of
the Shemitah year, there is a dramatic
change in the laws of loans. All debts
are cancelled, giving borrowers the
opportunity to start afresh with a clean
slate (Devarim 15:2). It is a wonderful
boon for the poor, releasing them from
the prospect of perpetual debt.
Poor people with a conscience and
the means to do so may opt to repay
their loans in the form of a gift to
their lender. But unscrupulous Jews
can also take advantage of the law
by borrowing money in advance of
the Shemitah year knowing that their
debts will be cancelled, and they will
never have to repay the loans.
So, a law that is great for the
poor, simultaneously puts pressure
on lenders. In such circumstances,
wealthy people might become
cautious about handing out money.
The Torah warns us against allowing
this to stint our generosity, telling
us that God will listen to the cries of
the poor, whose desperate pleas for

financial help are ignored. We must
help them, says Rashi (1040-1105),
even if they repeatedly relapse into
poverty forcing us to provide handouts
a hundred times (Rashi, Devarim
15:10). And in return, says the Torah,
“God will bless you in all your deeds
and in your every undertaking”
(Devarim 15:10).

Unscrupulous Jews can
also take advantage of
the law by borrowing
money in advance of the
Shemitah year knowing
that their debts will be
cancelled…
Yet, with more people clamouring
for loans in the twilight period of the
Second Temple (first century CE), the
great sage Hillel spotted a looming
crisis, in which the wealthy stopped
lending, business loans were blocked
and the poor starved. He therefore
made a decree known as the Prozbul,
which enabled lenders to transfer
their loans to the Beit Din, who were
allowed to collect debts as a form
of ‘corporate’ body, even when an
individual could not (Mishna Gittin
4:3). This courageous innovation
enabled the rich to lend, safe in the

knowledge that their funds would be
returned, preserving the intention and
application of the Torah’s laws. Unlike
the agricultural laws of Shemitah,
these laws apply outside Israel as
well. To this day, observant Jews who
lend money sign a Prozbul form at
the end of a Shemitah year to protect
themselves from Shemitah defaulters.
The recent Covid crisis has caused
many redundancies, leaving people
prey to predatory loan companies who
have plunged many individuals deeper
and deeper into debt. Their misery was
illustrated to me by accounts of people
having to hand back tins of nutritious
food to soup kitchens because,
although they needed the sustenance,
they could not afford the gas to cook it.
In modern Israel, the concept of
Shemitah’s debt cancellation has
caught the imagination of economists
and politicians wishing to create a
fairer society. They have drawn on its
model as the basis for programmes
to cancel some debts while providing
financial management assistance for
needy people as part of a Shemitahyear package.
These are some of the ways in
which the Torah and the modern State
of Israel keep us focused on creating
a society where everyone can prosper,
and no one need suffer a life of
grinding poverty.

In memory of David Yochanan ben Moshe z”l
Haftarah
The haftarah for Shabbat Hachodesh is from Yechezkel (Ezekiel), detailing the different weekly, monthly and festival
offerings that the prince (Nasi) will be obligated to bring in the Third Temple.

Foreign Places in the Mishna
Part Eighteen:

Babylonia II

by David Frei, US Director of External and Legal Services
and Registrar of the London Beth Din
In the last article we
referred to the large
Jewish population
in Babylonia who
remained in their land
of exile even after a large group of
Jews had been given permission to
return to the Land of Israel and build
the Second Temple.
This community continued to
flourish for thousands of years.
However, although we have much
material about this community from
the beginning of the Amoraic period
(from 3rd century CE), relatively
little written information exists
about the state of Babylonian Jewry
throughout the preceding Hellenistic
and Mishnaic periods.
We know that the Babylonian
Jewish community followed the
rulings of the Sanhedrin in the Land

of Israel and sent their half-shekel
annual contributions to the public
sacrifices in the Temple, but little is
known about their culture, Rabbinic
leadership and study houses.
Thus, during the hundreds of years
between Ezra and Nechemia and the
fall of the Hasmonean Kingdom and
rise of Herod, we do not know of any
Babylonian Jewish leaders who went
to the Land of Israel and took up
positions of leadership.
Notwithstanding this, the Talmud
(Succah 20a) cites a dictum of Reish
Lakish saying that, initially, when
many Torah laws were forgotten
by the Jewish people, Ezra came
up from Babylonia and restored
them. Similarly, in a later generation
when laws had been forgotten,
Hillel (1st century BCE) ascended
from Babylonia and re-established

A depiction of the the great wall and gate of Babylon
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them and subsequently, in a similar
situation, Rabbi Chiyya (2nd-3rd
century CE) and his sons came up
from Babylonia and rectified the
situation.
During the Second Temple era,
Hillel rose to prominence when he
was able to resolve the question of
the Jerusalem sages as to whether
the Pesach sacrifice (slaughtered on
Erev Pesach and eaten at the Seder)
could be brought in the usual way
when Erev Pesach fell on a Shabbat.
To their credit, the leaders of the
Sanhedrin immediately appointed
Hillel as the head of that institution
and appointed him as Nasi, the
religious/political leader of the Jews
in the Land of Israel.
In our final article on Babylonia,
we will deal with a visit by Rabbi
Akiva to Nehardea in Babylonia.

Sefer Shmuel (the Book of Samuel)

Chapter 25: Part 2
Avigail Saves the Day
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator and
Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme
In the previous article,
we discussed how
Naval, a wealthy
Israelite, insults David.
This causes David to
act, seeking to exact punishment for
this capital crime 1. One of Naval’s
servants tells Avigail, Naval’s wife,
that they are in grave danger. She
does not say anything, rather she acts.
Immediately she hurries, takes food,
saddles it up on donkeys and sends
her maidservants to take it to David
(1 Shmuel 25:18). This reminds us of
the teaching of the Talmudic Sage,
Shammai, to “say little and do much”
(Pirkei Avot 1:15).
Without telling her husband, as she
knows he will strongly disapprove,
Avigail rides out to meet David
herself. We can imagine the tension:
Avigail riding a donkey, alone in the
desert at nighttime, riding down one
mountain whilst David and his armed
soldiers are descending the opposite
mountain at the same time. Avigail’s
bravery is evident to all.
When they meet, Avigail prostrates
herself before David and delivers a
fascinating speech. She reveals her
true intellect and wisdom, succeeding
in convincing David to spare the lives
of her husband and household. She
claims to be responsible for what has
happened and lessens the importance
of her husband, presenting him as not
worthy of David’s attention. Avigail

It appears that
God has punished
Naval for his
treatment of
David. Naval dies
naturally without
David needing to
bloody his sword.

her common sense, knowing that her
husband’s response will be worse
when drunk. When Avigail does tell
Naval what has happened, he suffers
from shock, possibly a form of stroke,
and dies ten days later.
It appears that God has punished
Naval for his treatment of David.
Naval dies naturally without David
needing to bloody his sword. When
David hears of Naval’s death, he
immediately praises God, expressing
his gratitude that God has fought
his battle for him (1 Shmuel 25:39).
also points out that David should
This gives David extra reassurance
not kill Naval, as then he will have
that God will help him in his ongoing
unnecessary blood on his hands.
struggle with King Shaul (Saul),
Rabbi Amnon Bazak (Yeshivat Har
causing him to act differently in their
Etzion, Alon Shvut, Israel) points out
upcoming meeting, as we see in
that Avigail refers to David as "my
Chapter 26.
lord" fourteen times and mentions
Chapter 25 ends with David
God seven times. This expresses her
marrying Avigail, who is greatly
submission to David, whilst keeping
praised by the Talmudic Sages as
God central in her arguments, serving an example of an excellent wife
Him with wisdom.
(Mishna Sanhedrin 2:4). We certainly
Following this speech there is a
see her many good qualities in this
gap in the text, indicating a pause
story, although she does not feature
while David processes what he has
prominently again in the Tanach.
heard. Once again, we can imagine
Shaul gives his daughter Michal, the
the suspense building. When David
wife of David, in marriage to another
does speak, he praises Avigail for
man. It is unclear exactly when any
preventing him from sinning by killing divorce and subsequent remarriage
Naval and destroying his household.
took place, but undoubtedly any
When Avigail gets home, she finds her remaining familial ties between
husband drunk. She therefore does
David and Shaul are severed. We
not tell him what has happened until
will see the impact of this in our next
the following morning. Again we see
article.

1 As discussed in the previous article, since David had been anointed as a rightful king, insulting him could be considered treason, a capital offence.
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