
Sin and Shin

In the parashat Tazria, Rabbi Ya’akov Zvi
Mecklenburg (d. 1865) points out a
striking feature of the Aleph Bet. It is the
fact that there are two letters for the ‘s’
sound. One is w and the other is s. The
letter, w on the other
hand, can be read as a shin
or a sin. What is the
reason for this? 

Rabbi Mecklenburg ex -
plains that the sin and
shin represent two alter-
native sounds of the same
letter, whereas samech
is a completely separate
sound. Already in Biblical
times, one of the tribes pronounced the
shin as a sin. Rabbi Mecklenburg uses this
linguistic insight to explain the ancient
rabbinic tradition regarding the words
“ve’al safam ya’ateh” (Vayikra 13:45).
These words are one of the instructions
given to the metzorah to detach himself
from the community. The Rabbis explain
that the metzorah must be like a mourner,
remaining tight-lipped, avoiding any form
of greeting. How did they arrive at this
interpretation? How did the word “safam”

come to mean to ‘seal’, to attach the lips
to one another and close the mouth?  

Rabbi Mecklenburg explains that the
rabbis read the sin of “safam” as a Shin
as well as a sin. The word shaf means 
to attach or cleave. It therefore means

that the metzorah must
‘seal his lips’.  The word
shafan in the sidrot of
Shemini and Re’eh refers
to one of the forbidden
small mam mals. In
Modern Hebrew a shafan
is a rabbit, whose hind
legs always remain on the
ground, even when it
walks. It drags them as it
raises its front legs.  

Talmudic Rabbis made ex tensive use of
the inter changeability of the sin and shin.
They understood that when interpreting
Torah, the letter could be read with 
the dot either on the right or left. 
One famous example is “Aser Te’aser”
(Devarim 14:22). Our Rabbis said: “Aser
kdei shetitasher”. Tithe your produce 
to give to the poor, so that you will
become wealthy; when you help others,
Hashem helps you.
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The Birth Pangs of the
(Messiah)

by Rabbi Gavin Broder 

London Region University Chaplain

Parashat Tazria opens with laws following
childbirth. The months of pregnancy may very
well be a difficult time for the expectant
mother. Walking could become demanding,
sleep may be disturbed, she may be affected
by extreme heat and there may be a constant
worry as to whether the foetus will grow into
a healthy child. Only once the child is born
can there be a deep, heartfelt joy permeating
throughout the house. 

The period leading to the coming of the
Mashiach (Messiah) is referred to as chevlei
Mashiach - ‘birth pangs
of the Messiah’ - and is
compared to the period
leading up to the birth of
a child. In the same way
that the expectant
mother’s pain increases
as she gets closer to
giving birth, so the period
leading to the arrival of Mashiach may be a
difficult one for the Jewish People. This
theme is echoed later on in Parashat Tazria:
the sidrah also details the laws relating to an
individual who has been afflicted with a
disease called tzara’at, which resembles
leprosy. Following inspection by a Kohen, a
person who has contracted tzara’at is
quarantined and sent outside the city limits
until he/she is cured. The verses detail a
strange anomaly. A person who has a
relatively small white patch, indicating
tzara’at, is confined. Yet the Torah says that
“If the tzara’at will erupt on the skin… from
his head to his feet… and the Kohen shall
look… he shall declare the affliction to be
pure…” (Vayikra 13:12-13). This means that a
person whose entire body changes colour is

considered ‘pure’ and is not
sent outside the city. This
seems strange. Logic would
dictate that if a small 
white patch renders a
person ‘afflicted’, then if the
entire body is discoloured, the
person should surely have the disease! Why 
is this not the case? 

The Kli Yakar (Rabbi Shlomo Ephraim
Luntschitz d.1619) posits that tzara’at is 
not a natural illness; rather it is a spiritual

one which affects an
individual who has erred.
The purpose of tzara’at
is to awaken him/her to
repent the sin com-
mitted. Consequently, if
the tzara’at manifests
itself as a small afflic-
tion, the inflicted person

needs to be sent outside the camp as part of
the punishment so as to arouse contem-
plation. However, someone whose body is
entirely afflicted will automatically realise
their error and needs no further punishment. 

The Kli Yakar quotes the Talmud (Sanhedrin
97a) which states that there is a (minority)
view that “the son of King David [Mashiach]
will not come until the entire kingdom has
descended towards heresy”. The Talmud in
fact relates this to our verse (ibid) “All of it
has turned white, it is pure”. The same way
that a person whose entire body is afflicted
will repent, so too Mashiach will come when
the world has reached such depths that the
Jewish people realise they have to change
their ways.



Anglicanism as practised by the Church of
England is the official religion of the UK. Around
the world, there are 125 countries with a
majority Christian population. For Jewish
communities in the UK and around the world,
encounters with Christians and Christianity are
commonplace. So what does the Tanach (Hebrew
Bible) tell us about Jewish-Christian relations?

Firstly, our Scriptures emphasise the importance
of contributing to the state, whatever religious
face it may have. This was underlined in the Book
of Yirmihayu (Jeremiah 29:7) in the following
passage: “Seek the welfare of the city where I
have sent you into exile, and pray to
the Lord on its behalf, for in its
welfare you will find your welfare.”
This seems to encourage engaging
with wider society and becoming
active citizens.  Inter-faith relations
therefore become part of normative
societal relations.

Secondly, a number of halachists are
comfortable with dialogue on issues
such as education, family and
welfare. For example, Rabbi Joseph
B. Soloveitchik (d. 1993) argued that
it was permissible to have a dialogue with other
faiths on community rather than theological
matters, writing that engagement "should occur
not at a theological level but a more mundane
human level." Intriguingly, he had a
correspondence with another of the great
scholars of his age, Rabbi Moshe Feinstein (d.
1986), who argued that there should be
engagement neither on religious nor on socio-
political matters.

In an earlier age, the Rambam (Maimonides
d.1204) thought that Jewish-Christian relations
could go beyond community-based dialogue. In a
reponsa, he wrote that it was permitted to teach
commandments to Christians.

A third point to note is that our Rabbinic sages

and authorities have set clear boundaries in our
encounter with Christianity. Most argued that
dialogue on religious and theological issues is
actually problematic. A number of medieval
sources regarded Christianity as a form of
idolatry, which the Torah would forbid certain
forms of interaction with. There is also lengthy
halachic discussion about when one can enter 
a church.

From a historical perspective, our relationship
with the Church has undergone a volte-face. The
Church was a potent source of anti-Semitism for
hundreds of years. Jews were deemed ‘Christ

killers’ and were persecuted across
Europe. Attacks at Christmas and
Easter time were particularly
common. If you analyse our liturgy
closely enough, there are signs 
of Christian anti-Semitism. For
example, Unetaneh Tokef, one of the
most stirring parts of the Yom Kippur
liturgy, is linked to the Rabbi Amnon
of Mainz’s refusal to convert to
Christianity in medieval times.

Nowadays, Christian-Jewish relations
are on a much more steady footing,

and have drastically improved. In the UK, we have
had the Council of Christians and Jews since
1942.  The most striking post-War development
has been Nostra Aetate, issued by the Vatican in
1965. This repudiated charges of Jewish deicide
and decried all forms of anti-Semitism. As a
measure of progress, the Vatican established
relations with Israel in 1993. Pope Francis is due
to visit Israel in May this year.

According to the last census, around 60% of
people in the UK identify as Christian. All of us
have had some exposure to Christians – through
study, work or as neighbours in the same areas.
There is plenty of scope to establish friendly
relations where we acknowledge the differences
and yet stress our shared common heritage.

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

Inter-faith
Relations Part 2

Rabbi Joseph B Soloveitchik
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The Shabbat on which we bless the new
month of Nissan, or Rosh Chodesh Nissan if
it coincides with Shabbat, is called Shabbat
Hachodesh – “The Shabbat of the month”.
For the maftir aliyah, we read from chapter
12 of the book of Shemot, in which G-d
commands Moshe and Aharon to designate
the month of Nissan as the first of the
months of the year. The Torah then goes on
to outline the preparations that the Israelites
were to make to leave Egypt, including laws
about the Pesach offering and
matzah.

As well as the obvious
connection between
this Shabbat and Pesach,
the Rabbis also chose to
invest it with special
importance because,
being first in the year,
Nissan is the ‘king’ of all
the months. In fact, at the
beginning of this chapter Moshe is
told “this month shall be lachem [‘to you’]
the first of the months”. The word lachem
contains the same letters as the word
melech – a king. According Nissan with great
significance serves to highlight it in the
calendar and raises the awareness of the
people to this particular month. 

The notion that Nissan is the beginning

seems to conflict with the idea that Tishrei,
which ‘hosts’ Rosh Hashanah, also starts the
year. Yet the idea that there are different
‘starting points’ in the calendar is quite
familiar to us. Whereas the calendar year
begins in January, the fiscal year starts in
April and the school year begins in
September. On a personal level, our birth
date is also a ‘new year.’ In fact, the Mishnah
(Rosh Hashanah 1:1) records that there are
four ‘new years’ in the Jewish calendar.

Nissan marks the new year for kings. In
ancient times, when a king
came to the throne, he
commenced the ‘second’
year of his reign on 
1st Nissan, irrespective of
how long he had been on
the throne until then.
Perhaps this is alluded to
in the verse mentioned
earlier – “this month shall

be lachem (melech) the first of
the months”. The other two ‘new years’ are
15 Shevat for the tithing of produce and 
1 Elul for the tithing of animals.

Historically, giving special honour to the
Shabbat before Nissan also served to remind
the people of the imminence of Pesach so
that they could ready themselves to go up to
Jerusalem to offer their Paschal lambs.

Parashat Hachodesh

by Rabbi Geoffrey L Shisler, New West End United Synagogue


