
In this week's sidrah, we discuss the laws
of tzara’at, a spiritual affliction that is most
famously known as the punishment for
speaking lashon hara (forbidden speech).
The Talmud (Arachin 16a) tells us that
someone can also become afflicted
with tzara’at by being 'tzarat ha'ayin'. This
is literally translated as
'narrowness of the eye',
which is understood as
stinginess. Rabbinic litera-
ture unpacks and explains
the Torah’s exact definition
of stinginess. Whilst we normally associate
stinginess with a person who is reluctant to
spend money and is deemed as tight-fisted,
in a wider sense it describes a person who 
lacks a generosity of spirit:  

Lashon haKodesh is the term coined for the
Hebrew language as used in the Torah – a
‘holy language’. Every part of the Torah’s
language is laden with meaning and
significance. One can derive a deeper
understanding not only by the words and
their translation, but even through
analysing the order of the letters themselves
within the words. 

The Chiddushei HaRim (Rabbi Yitzchak Meir
Alter d.1866) examined the word 'nega' 
(ign) that is used in the sidrah to denote an

‘affliction’. By taking the letter ayin at 
the end of the word nega and moving it 
to the front, we get the word oneg (gni),
meaning pleasure. Additionally, in Lashon
haKodesh, the names of letters can also be
nouns. Ayin, for example, is the name of 
a letter and also the word for an eye (Nyi).

The difference between
affliction (nega) and
pleasure (oneg) all depends
on where one places
one’s ayin (eye). When we
face situations in life, we

often have two options. We can either fixate
and stare at the negative and be tzarat
ha'ayin or we can move the ayin and change
our perspective, and turn the affliction into
something positive.

Shabbat is great example of this. We could
easily regard Shabbat as a long list of
prohibitions: no TV, no driving, no cooking,
no emails, no texting, no WhatsApp.
Alternatively, we can change our per-
spective and see Shabbat as an amazing
opportunity for spiritual and physical
recuperation, where we spend quality time
with family and friends. We can enjoy
finding an island of stillness in our lives,
amongst the non-stop business of the world
in which we live during the week.
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A Matter of Perspective
by Rabbi Simon Taylor, Jewish Chaplain in the British Army



Impurity and Purity – Mind, Soul
and Spirit Over Matter

by Rabbi M.S. Ginsbury 
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The Rambam (Maimonides d.1204) writes that
the laws of impurity and purity are a matter of
Divine decree, statutes which cannot be fully
fathomed by human intellect. When the
Temple stood, there were misdeeds for which
part of the teshuva process included immersing
in a mikvah (a pool for ritual immersion). The
Rambam explains that this method of spiritual
purification is an incomprehensible statute.
Nonetheless, in those cases it was contingent 
on a person’s heartfelt intent that the
immersion should serve to purify himself/
herself.  

The Rambam continues with a powerful
analogy. One who wished to sincerely
repent and remove the negative imprint
of previous sin should ‘conclude in their
heart to detach oneself from
negative ways and instead
to immerse oneself in
the waters of know-
ledge, thus becoming
pure.’ So too immersion
in a mikveh, coupled with a total desire to
purify oneself, was effective.

In this week’s sidrah, the Torah presents the
purification process of the metzorah (person
afflicted with a leprous-like disease, rooted in
a spiritual malaise). The Torah instructs that
special attention be paid to three critical parts 
of the body - the hair, beard (for men) and
eyebrows, which were all to be shorn. The 
Kli Yakar (Rabbi Shlomo Ephraim Luntschitz 
d. 1619) explains why these areas in particular
are singled out. The head, held in
inappropriately haughty manner – literally
and/or figuratively – is representative of
arrogance. The beard, growing around the
mouth, is associated with ‘lashon hara’
(slander). The eyes are sometimes guilty of
viewing others’ successes in a petty or
grudging way.

The metzorah, whose very title is understood to

allude to the words motzi ra (one
who has brought forth bad
things), had to now focus on
‘becoming detached from
negative ways’, as the
Rambam quoted earlier
describes it.  His/her goal was
to now strive for the purity known to
those who ‘immerse themselves in the waters 
of knowledge’. A significant indicator of the
metzorah’s sincere desire to embrace a more
noble and generous-spirit was inherent in the

embracing of a rehabilitative
process which involved the

shaving of all adorning hair from
around those parts of the body 

which had been used for
arrogance. 

In similar vein, the Shem Mi’Shmuel
(Rabbi Shmuel Borenstein d.1926) resolves
an apparent inconsistency. On the one

hand, the Torah says that the metzorah was
to be ‘brought to the Kohen’. Yet the very next
phrase says that the ‘Kohen was to go outside of
the camp’ to ascertain whether or not the
metzorah had been cleansed of impurity (Vayikra
14:2-3). The Shem Mi’Shmuel understands the
first phrase as denoting the metzorah’s
unilateral, utterly sincere quest to abandon the
negative ways of the past and to draw close – to
be ‘brought’ – to the Kohen. When a metzorah
had achieved that heartfelt yearning, then the
Kohen would indeed be able to leave the main
encampment to go out to visit the metzorah and
pronounce him/her to be cleansed of any
spiritual ailment.

Clearly purification was not just a matter 
of protocol and ritual. These acts were clearly
essential to cleanse oneself of previous
misdeeds. However, the deeper agenda was 
to create a better reality and mindset, rooted in
a determined commitment to eschew previous
ways and instead embrace a more elevated life. 



What does our tradition tell us about relations
with Islam?

The outside world often views Jews and Muslims
as diametrically opposed, due to the political
situation in Israel. However, they are often
surprised that a number of Jewish sources speak
positively about Islam. In addition, at certain
points, Jews and Muslims have lived peacefully
alongside each other, notably during the Middle
Ages in Andalucía, Spain. In the broad sweep of
history, the Sephardi communities of Asia,
Africa and the Middle East escaped
the endemic persecution of sister
Jewish communities in Christian
Europe. Having said that, the
balance of history does not lean
in only one direction. In addition
to historic tragedies, such as the
Syrian blood libel of 1840, since
Israel’s creation there has been a
significant backlash against Jewish
communities in Arab and Muslim
lands, with many harassed and forced to
leave. 

Links between Judaism and Islam are noticeable.
Islam has its own holy book, the Koran, but also
accepts the Hebrew Bible. It reveres Avraham or
‘Ibrahim’, and traces its lineage through his son,
Ishmael, born to the maidservant Hagar. In
Parashat Vayeira, G-d promises Abraham to turn
Ishmael’s descendants into a nation, even
though the young boy and his mother are sent
away from Avraham’s household at Sarah’s
request (Bereishit 16).

Islam is a religion with a rich history and a body
of detailed religious law, or Sharia. There are
strict dietary laws, Hallal, and an obligation to
pray five times a day. There are also ethics and
teachings, such as modest dress for women and
obligations to give charity to the needy (“zakat”).

One of our greatest scholars, the Rambam
(Maimonides d. 1204), famously described Islam
as “pure monotheism.” Though born in Spain, he
lived most of his life in Egypt and therefore was
accustomed to Islamic societies. He advanced
the view that Jews and Muslims could pray
together, and if necessary, Jews could do so in a
mosque. Some accounts claim that later in his
life, the Rambam would voluntarily go to
mosques to pray. However, many scholars, such

as the Tzitz Eliezer (Rabbi Eliezer Yehuda
Waldenberg d.2006) disagree with the

Rambam’s lenient view about entering
a mosque. 

Nowadays, some Jewish-Muslim
relations are entangled with
politics. Despite an abundance of
mutual suspicion and antipathy
in some quarters (fed by a rich

diet of anti-Semitism across the
Arab world), there are some

initiatives which break through the
impasse. For example, Rabbi Michael

Melchior, a figure of stature in Israel and
Chief Rabbi of Norway, attended a large Saudi
Inter-Faith Initiative last November, along with
other leading Jewish figures. 

In drawing attention to some of the similarities,
we are not seeking to conflate two distinct
religions and heritages. There are certain real
differences, not least that whilst Islam seeks
converts, Judaism does not proselytise. There are
also some significant philosophical differences,
such as over the role of the Messiah. In
demographic terms, our numbers are small,
whereas there are over a billion Muslims in the
world and 57 Islamic states. In an age of 
conflict, where Jews and Muslims are seen at
loggerheads, it may help to remember that
history and halacha have something positive to
say about Jewish-Muslim relations.

Judaism and Islam
by Zaki Cooper, Trustee of the Council of Christians and Jews

Inter-faith
Relations Part 3

The Rambam 
(Maimonides)
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That someone should suffer the spiritual
affliction know as tzara’at – typically a result
of speaking negatively – can be understood.
What seems harder to fathom is that before
affecting a person, tzara’at would affect their
property - their furniture, clothes and house,
as detailed in this week’s sidrah (Vayikra 14).

The Rambam (Maimonides
d.1204) writes that this was an
act of Divine mercy, attacking
the person’s objects before
afflicting their body. This served
as a warning to the person to
change their ways. Perhaps we
can shed a deeper light on this
warning: 

The Talmudic sage Rabbi Chiya
(1st-2nd century CE) once declared that were
it not for him, Torah study would have been
lost.  In his time, there was a lack of Torah
learning material for children, so Rabbi Chiya
planted flax to construct traps in which he
caught deer. He used their hides to make
parchments.  He wrote out the five Books of
the Torah on the parchments, which he used
to teach the local children. He then produced
more parchments to write and teach the six
Orders of the Mishnah.

Why did Rabbi Chiya go through this process?
Why did he have to plant flax to make 
traps? Why not pay a professional trapper?
Better still, why did he not buy already-
inscribed parchments?

The Maharsha (Rabbi Shmuel Edeles d.1631)
answers that Rabbi Chiya had the children’s
education specifically in mind. This seems
puzzling. A trap is a trap and a parchment is
a parchment! What difference could Rabbi
Chiya’s intentions make to the final product?

Rabbi Chiya understood an important
principle. Our thoughts and intentions, even

in the most mundane of areas,
such as trapping deer, have a
profound and lasting impact in
the spiritual realm, even if this
is not always apparent. 
The intention to help the
children was invested in the
parchments, and this changed
their educational experience. 
It is the factor that stopped

Torah being lost to the Jews.

In a similar vein, the Ramban (Nachmanides
d.1270) explains why Moshe warned his
followers not to touch the property of Korach
or his disciples (Bemidbar 16:26). Moshe
knew that the inner quality of even inanimate
belongings had been affected by the
behaviour of the owners. This could now
negatively impact on those who took their
possessions.

This is the deeper meaning of a person’s
property becoming afflicted with tzara’at.
Like Rabbi Chiya’s parchments, property is
invested with the qualities and thoughts of its
owner. This would have served as a powerful
and personal warning to the person affected. 

More than just Objects

by Rabbi Chaim Gross, Editor, Daf Hashavua


