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Translator Robert Alter:
Throughout this long section on dermatological disorders, the precise identification
of disease and even symptoms remains uncertain, and the approximations afforded 
by translation are chiefly guided by etymology. The fact of the matter is that the 
ancients perceived and described diseases and their symptoms differently than does
modern Western medicine, and some conditions that they understood to be a single
malady may actually have been a variety of diseases, not all of them intrinsically 
related. Scholarly attempts to equate the various conditions reported here with 
specific dermatological disorders have had only limited success... Although older 
English translations represent the Hebrew tsara'at as "leprosy," modern scholars 
are virtually unanimous in rejecting this identification. The symptoms do not 
correspond, and there is scant evidence that leprosy was present in the Near East 
before the Hellenistic period. No positive identification with a disease known to 
modern medicine has been made.

Translator Robert Alter:
"an eruptive affection." The Hebrew is nega' tsara'at. Here the disparity between 
ancient understanding and modern categories is most striking. This is the same 
term for the condition that, when it appears on a human body, has been rendered in
my translation as "skin blanch." That translation obviously does not work for 
fabrics and leather, and the law seems to have in mind some sort of mold or 
mildew, which, however, is thought to exhibit the same pathology as the 
dermatological condition, perhaps because of a sickly whiteness manifested in 
both.

Abigail Pogrebin on the podcast Parsha in Progress, episode 41:
The directives are so particular, they're so specific, and that's what we're 
experiencing right now every day. "This is how to wash your hands thoroughly. 
This is how to separate and sterilize your groceries. This is how long the virus lives
on a box or on cardboard." And also this is a reminder, whether or not our 
ancestors knew what was coming, that in a certain way, it never dies: the idea of 
plagues, of pandemics, of infection, of someone being a leper or diseased. It's the 
minutiae of the sterilization: "In order to come back, here are the things you need 
to do."



Meshekh Hokhmah by Rabbi Meir Simchah of Dvinsk 1843-1926
when the priest sees it - The word vera’ahu in verse 3 means that the kohen 
is to appreciate the wholeness of the person in front of him, seeing more than 
just the diseased part of the body – “he is to see what is whole and healthy 
about the person, not only what is afflicted”. Before seeing what is impure, 
the kohen must acknowledge what is holy in the individual before him.

Rabbi Mordechai Kamenetzky
If one goes to the Cohen and learns to utilize the impairing experience to 
grow, to become more patient, more understanding, and perhaps more 
sensitive to others, then the hindrances that he or she experience may be 
troublesome, they may even be disheartening, they may even be like a 
handicap -- but they are truly not. Because the handicap is only in the mind; 
and what is on the body is only like a blemish that can fade away.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks
Leviticus teaches us not to deny death or try to evade it by distraction or 
immersion in work or pleasure. Rather, we act every day to increase life and 
to extend it through our activities. This is our part in humanity’s long term 
project to make this world—the common—into a holy realm where life is 
triumphant and increasing. However, when mortality inevitably comes—in 
the form of death or its symbolic surrogates such as wasting disease—we 
acknowledge it. We temporarily yield to it. Then, in partnership with the 
priests and the realm of the holy, we reaffirm life in ritual and in life 
behaviors. Thus, we do our share in the ongoing task of improving the 
mundane, increasing life’s presence and turning the mundane into the holy. 
 

In his Pulitzer Prize winning book, The Denial of Death Ernest Becker 
argued that our awareness and fear of death leads us to create civilization as a
process of denial of death. Becker suggests that many pathologies are driven 
by the denial mechanism. This includes various forms of addiction including 
drugs to escape the anxiety in the face of death. Others try to ignore the issue 
by tranquillizing themselves through preoccupation with the trivial aspects of
living. The most destructive acting out may be the “immortality projects” by 
which humans imagine they (or their handiwork) can find a permanent 
existence. On the one hand, this drive for immortality leads to the creation of 
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much of civilization. However, often this drive turns into the megalomania of
totalitarian movements of world transformation, or into bigotry, racism, wars,
and even genocide, as world leaders deny their own mortality through mega-
projects that, all too often, inflict suffering and loss of life and freedom on 
millions.
 
In a way, our Torah portions are offering a prophylactic to the phenomenon 
of denial of death. Death is acknowledged, incorporated into life—but is then
matched and even overcome by constant modest acts of renewing life and 
building a realm of holiness. Each individual purification or renewal may 
seem puny by comparison to the vast sea of death and mortality. However, 
collectively, millions of acts of life affirmation, generation after generation, 
add up to a healthy and human scale building of life in this world.

Bringing in the Isolated

Shem M'Shmuel's interpretation:
"When the metzora is ourside of the camp, he should make every effort to 
come closer to the Kohen -- his lifestyle, his way of thinking, his total 
demeanor.  By advancing towards the Kohen, the metzora purifies his heart 
and mind. When he has succeeded in motivating himself forward, then 
the Kohen will approach him.  The sinner has to make the first move and 
demonstrate his true conviction.  Only at such time will his teshuvah be 
accepted." 
 
Siach Ha'sadeh's interpretation:
"The Kohen is the righteous leader of the generation. On his plateau of virtue,
the most minor infraction is viewed as a grave sin. Hence, he might look at 
the average Jew with derision. He will abhor his sins, not realizing that he is 
simply not on the same spiritual level as the Kohen. He must learn to view 
the actions of the simple Jew in a positive light. The tzaddik/Kohen must 
recognize that if he were outside of the camp, away from the safety and 
shelter of the four cubits of Torah; if he were out in the market place dealing 
with people of diverse backgrounds and perhaps, base character, he might not
be so virtuous himself. Consequently, the Torah tells the Kohen: Image 
yourself out of the camp. Remove yourself from your protective environment
and look at what the man in front of you has to experience. Look at those 
with whom he must come in contact; take into consideration the type of life 

Bert Kleinman
Highlight

Bert Kleinman
Highlight



to which he has been exposed. Now the Kohen is prepared to observe the 
plague and heal the metzora." (Peninim on the Torah, 7th Edition, pg 202)
 
Devorah Weisberg's 
Interpretation: (http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/reaching-out-to-
the-isolated/)
The metzora, as a result of contracting a disfiguring disease, has been exiled 
from the community. While this precaution may have risen from the desire to
prevent the spread of a contagious disease, it undoubtedly left the metzora 
feeling emotionally, as well as physically, alone.
Cured of his illness, the metzora is now permitted to rejoin the community, 
but the period of isolation may have left him angry and withdrawn. The priest
goes out to meet the metzora in part to draw him back into the community. 
Reentering the community is a gradual process, reflecting the difficulty the 
metzora experiences reconnecting with other human beings.
Our communities include individuals who for one reason or another feel 
isolated. We cannot ignore these people or contribute to their feelings of 
estrangement. Fear of their afflictions is no excuse for causing them further 
pain. Just as the priest goes out to meet the metzora, so too we must reach out
to those in our midst who have been excluded, drawing them back into a 
caring community. 


