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“He shall set the live bird free toward the outside of the city upon the open field; thus he shall provide
atonement for the house, and it shall become purified” (Vayikra 14:53).
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Vayikra 14:1-14:12

The Torah details the process through which a
metzora – someone afflicted with the skin
disease tzara’at – purified him/herself after the
period of isolation and the healing of the
affliction. This involved a Kohen taking two birds,
cedar wood, a crimson thread and hyssop. The
Kohen would slaughter one of the birds and –
using the wood, thread and hyssop together in a
bundle – sprinkle its blood seven times on the
metzora.

Point to Consider: What was the significance of
the metzorah having to shave his head, beard and
eyebrows? (14:9

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 14:13-20

The metzora would also bring three animal
offerings and three meal offerings. The Kohen
would then put blood from the guilt offering and
oil on the metzora’s right ear, right thumb and 
big toe of the right foot.

Question: Which three animals did the 
metzorah bring? (14:10) Answer on bottom of 
p. 6.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 14:21-3

A metzora who could not afford three animal
offerings could instead bring one animal
offering, one meal offering and two birds.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 14:33-53

Tzara’at also affected houses (see p.3 article).
The house owner would report the suspicious
signs to a Kohen. The house would be
evacuated before the Kohen’s arrival. If the
Kohen saw a deep green or deep red ‘affliction’,
he would order the house to be quarantined for
a week. He would then re-inspect the house. If
the affliction had spread, the infected stones

would be removed and replaced. If the affliction
nevertheless returned, the house would be
demolished. However, if replacing the stones
solved the problem, the Kohen would declare
the house tahor (ritually pure).

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 14:54-15:15

The Torah lists specific circumstances that
would cause a man to be considered tameh
(ritually impure) and details the purification
procedure.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 15:16-28

A similar set of laws is listed for a woman, as
well as the laws of niddah (menstruation), which
form the basis of the intimate laws of marital 
life.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 15:28-33

The Torah emphasises the importance of
adhering to the laws of tumah and taharah, in
particular warning about the severe punishment
for entering the Mishkan (Tabernacle) in a state 
of impurity. 

Haftarah

The special haftarah for Shabbat Hagadol is
from the last chapter of the Prophets. God
chastises Israel for neglecting to keep His laws.
Eliyahu (Elijah) can come at any time, heralding
a radical improvement in the nation’s fortunes.
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3In memory of Harav Avraham Yitzchak Yaakov ben Harav Nata Gershon

The Powerful Message of Property
by Rabbi Chaim Gross, Editor, Daf Hashavua

That someone would suffer
the spiritual skin affliction
known as tzara’at – typically
a result of speaking
negatively – has been
explained at length by many
rabbinic commentators.
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 also 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 (Bava Metsia 85b).
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?
Moreover, why did he not buy already-inscribed
parchments? The Maharsha (Rabbi Shmuel
Edeles d.1631) explains that Rabbi Chiya had
the children’s education specifically in mind at
every stage of the process. This seems puzzling.
A trap is a trap and a parchment is a parchment!
What difference did 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 visibly apparent. His
intention to help the children was invested in the
parchments, and this actually changed their
educational experience. Ultimately, this was the
factor that stopped Torah being lost to the
Jewish nation.

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, who rebelled against Moshe
(Bemidbar 16:26). Moshe knew that the inner
quality of even inanimate belongings are
somehow affected by the behaviour of their
owners. This would negatively impact anyone
who would have taken their possessions.

This is the deeper meaning of a person’s
property becoming afflicted with tzara’at. Like
Rabbi Chiya’s parchments, property is somehow
invested with the qualities and thoughts of its
owner. Just as with the positive, so too with the
negative. It would have served as a powerful 
and personal warning to the person affected 
that their behaviour was errant and needed
immediate correction.
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4In memory of Shmuel Nissim ben Yaacov

Shabbat Hagadol - Unknown Greatness
by Rabbi Daniel Fine, Community Rabbi, Stanmore & Canons Park United
Synagogue

Jews have a sensitivity
towards time. Indeed the
first mitzvah given to the
nation as a whole was to
establish new months, the
basis for our calendar
(Shemot 12:1). At times, 
we have had to fight for 

this calendar. For example, the Sadducees tried
to engineer an alternative system, such that
Pesach would always fall out on Shabbat; these
were resisted by the Pharisees. 

Why is time so important? One answer is 
that various times of the Jewish year require 
and develop different actions and spiritual
sensitivities. 

What is the significance of the Shabbat before
Pesach, known as Shabbat Hagadol? Why 
have a special Shabbat before Pesach when,
seemingly, the spiritual energy of Pesach is 
not yet flowing? 

Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler (d. 1953) explains that time
is not merely a way to track, date or remember
events. In the Jewish calendar, time is causative
- different times of the year carry or emit different
energies and opportunities. Just like certain
places carry greater exposure and susceptibility
to spiritual themes (for example many people feel
spiritually uplifted when visiting the Kotel), so too
certain times carry with them spiritual motifs. 

In the words of Rabbi Dessler, “it is not because
we left Egypt on 15 Nissan that we celebrate the
freedom of Pesach. Rather it is because the 15
Nissan contains the energy of freedom that we
left Egypt then”. This could be compared to
children who step upon a giant floor-piano in a
science park – each key they step on lights up
and plays a sound. Time works like this too.
When we hit the festival of Pesach, the energy of

freedom is emitted. This makes it is easier to tap
into the theme of redemption and develop it
internally, such that it can express itself all year
round. 

The same goes for every festival – the joy of
Succot, the atonement of Yom Kippur and even
the Divine providence of Purim: these themes are
readily available for us to internalise during these
special times. This is why, for example, Jewish
law dictates that we must be extra careful to
avoid health and safety dangers in the period
around 9 Av; the same damaging energies that
were expressed in the destruction of the Temples
are present in time to this very day. 

The Maharal of Prague (Rabbi Yehuda Loew d.
1609) adds that the energy and opportunity of
each festival is actually present on the Shabbat
preceding the festival. Shabbat Hagadol is a time
to prepare, take stock and realise what an
opportunity Pesach presents. On a deeper level,
it is the first time in the year that we are presented
with the opportunity to tap into the energy of
freedom and align ourselves to the gifts of this
particular part of the Jewish calendar.
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5In memory of David Yochanan ben Moshe

Jewish Contemporary Ethics Part 26: Slavery
by Rabbi Dr. Moshe Freedman, New West End Synagogue

The mention of slavery
conjures up tragic images of
dehumanisation, exploitation
and abuse. The idea of
owning another person
reviles us, and for good
reason. In many parts of the
world, traditional slavery

sadly continues to exist. Although slavery has
been illegal in the UK since 1807, modern
slavery is a growing problem, with impoverished
workers, often from Eastern European or Asian
countries, brought to the UK with the promise 
of work. Their new employers then take their
passports away, in order to trap them with
fabricated debts and the fear of repercussions 
if they try to escape. 

Tragically, many of these people do not even
realise they are victims, as the pitiful pay they
receive and the appalling conditions in which
they are kept are often similar to what they
experienced back home. It is a growing and
lucrative form of organised crime. Whereas a
slave in the 19th Century American mid-South
would have cost around £30,000 in today's
money, modern criminal gangs can acquire a
slave for the price of a cheap plane ticket.

Despite our moral aversion to such practises,
the Torah at least appears to permit something
which may at first seem akin to slavery. Many
note that such arrangements were an essential
part of ancient farming economies. Even in
contemporary times, it is a sobering thought that
much of the wealth and infrastructure of modern
Western countries was built on exploitation of
others. Yet surely the end cannot justify the
means? Although the Torah describes at length
the suffering and anguish of the enslaved
Israelites in Egypt, the first laws given after the
redemption from Egypt and the giving of the
Torah openly discuss the regulations of keeping
a servant (Shemot 21:1-11). 

The resolution to this conundrum requires
understanding the nature of servitude

sanctioned by the Torah and the laws which
detail the responsibilities towards the worker.
Given that exploitative slavery was widespread
in Biblical times, the fact that the Torah
established legal conditions to ownership was
itself revolutionary. Both the Written and Oral
Torah deal extensively with the laws pertaining
to the master, which include a variety of laws to
protect the worker from exploitation. 

These include, but are not limited to, fixed
financial repercussions if the servant is
physically harmed and the servant may not be
given unfair or demeaning labour. In addition, the
master must provide food and lodgings equal 
to his own, offer daily breaks and is forbidden to
work the servant on Shabbat. There are in fact
so many responsibilities placed on the master
that the Talmud comments that: “Anyone who
acquires a servant, acquires a master over
himself” (Kiddushin 20b).

In fact, what the Torah and subsequent halachic
texts appear to describe is more akin to
indentured servitude, the act of contracting
servants to work in order to pay off a debt, but
who retain their rights and dignity through
rigorous legislation. 

Yet despite what appear to be the first
employment laws, perhaps the very notion of
owning another person seems at odds with the
concept of God creating all human beings
equally in the Divine image (Bereishit 1:27). The
next article will look at why the Torah allowed
such an arrangement in the first place.
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6In memory of Harav Yisrael ben Eliyahu

Answer:  two unblemished male lambs and one
ewe in its first year
The Symbols of the Shevatim Part 3: Levi
by Rabbi Jeremy Lawrence, Finchley United Synagogue

The most common depiction
that many of us will see of
the Tribe of Levi is the
pitcher or flask used for
washing the hands of the
Kohanim. This washing was
part of the Temple ritual 
and continues today before

Birkat Kohanim (the priestly blessing). Ashkenazi
Jews in the Diaspora do Birkat Kohanim only on
festivals, whereas many Sephardim in the
Diaspora and some communities in Israel do it
every day, not just on festivals. 

The Kohanim themselves are a subset of the 
tribe of Levi and are the direct male descendants 
of Aharon. It is a lineage which has some
corroboration through the “Aharon Gene” found
on the male-inherited Y chromosome, which
exceeds a 98% incidence in Jews affiliating 
as Kohanim today. 

In art and architecture, the tribe of Levi is also
represented by the breastplate (choshen mishpat)
of the High Priest, made of gold and dyed wool
and linen. Twelve precious stones were set into
gold casings embedded in the breastplate, upon
which were inscribed the names of each of the
tribes of Israel. 

The choshen was mounted on the ephod, an
apron or harness, with the names of the Tribes
engraved on two further stones, the avnei
shoham, one on each shoulder. This further
symbolised the role of the High Priest, carrying
the weight of all Israel in his prayer and service.

Although Levi appears as an aggressor against
Shechem (Bereshit 34:25), and his great-great-
grandson (Aharon’s grandson) Pinchas is seen
carrying out punitive action (Bemidbar 25:7),
Aharon is represented as a pursuer of peace. 
In fact, Pinchas was himself granted a brit
shalom, a covenant of peace by God himself, for
his actions. In the role of Kohen Gadol, Aharon
was the defence advocate for all of Israel before
God. He was designated by God as spokesman
for Moshe because, unlike the jealous brothers

of previous generations, Aharon demonstrated
joy at his brother’s promotion (Shemot 4:14). 

The fidelity of the Levites is seen in their
abstaining from the worship of the Golden Calf,
although Aharon’s ambiguous personal role in
that episode is the subject of much discussion
amongst the commentators. 

However, in the wilderness, the Levites were not
without their share of shame. Korach was Moshe
and Aharon’s cousin, and led some of the tribe in
rebellion against them for allegedly arrogating too
much power to themselves. The Midrash reports
Korach’s accusation that the system of tithes 
and religious offerings to the Kohanim and Levites
demonstrated their greedy and corrupt nature. 

In truth, the Levite’s right to tithes was nothing 
to do with greed; given that the tribe was
allocated no land of its own in Israel, they
remained dependent on the agricultural success
and prosperity of Israel as a whole for their
sustenance. 

Levi’s depiction with the choshen matches 
his role. He wears the gemstones of Israel on 
the High Priest’s breastplate, and shoulders 
the burden of the nation. Scattered amongst 
the tribes, he shares and feels the nation's
prosperity and experiences others' successes
and struggles.
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