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Some Afflictions Affect All of Us 

Teal Shabbat 5782, Parashat Metzora 

Rabbi Michael Safra, B’nai Israel Congregation 

 

 This Shabbat is designated Teal Shabbat in our community, in honor of Sexual Assault 
Awareness Month, which is in April. It is fitting that Teal Shabbat coincides with Sisterhood Shabbat 
because our Sisterhood has a long history of activity to empower survivors, end power-based violence, 
and build safer communities. B’nai Israel is part of SRE (Safety, Respect, Equity), which is a network of 
over 150 Jewish organizations committed to addressing gender-based harassment and discrimination 
and creating meaningful change. And I want to recognize JCADA, the Jewish Coalition Against Domestic 
Abuse, which organized Teal Shabbat and does so much – not just to serve Jews, but to serve Jewish 
values of shalom bayit, peace in the home, education, and support for victims of abuse, assault, and 
other forms of power-based violence, regardless of religion or creed.  

 If I have one message for Teal Shabbat, it is that sexual assault is not just a women’s issue. It is 
not just a problem for victims. Power-based violence is a societal problem. It is an issue for all of us 
because it happens more often than we want to believe. It happens in our community. It happens on 
college campuses. It happens to women and men. And we know it happened even more during the 
lockdown periods of the pandemic. And every single one of us – women and men – has a role to play in 
ending it. Each of us has a role to play in changing the way we think about sex and gender and power. 
This is not an issue of left or right, or men or women, or passive or resilient, or victims or victors. Power-
based violence is a challenge for anyone who might want to live in a better world.  

 I imagine that some people are squirming a little right now; and I feel bad about that. I don’t 
want to make people uncomfortable in shul on Shabbat; that isn’t why we come. But I should point out 
that if there is one Torah portion already designed to make people uncomfortable, today’s is it, with all 
the discussion about flakes, skin disease, discolorations, blood, and about six different kinds of bodily 
emissions that people just don’t talk about in polite company.  

 And maybe that’s the point. The plight of the metzora is one of isolation and victimhood. When 
the diagnosis is confirmed, the metzora is sent outside the camp. Nobody wants to be around that 
person. He is treated almost as dead – the white flakes represent the opposite of blood, which is the life 
force. During the purification process, the afflicted ones are made to shave the hair of their heads (and 
eyebrows), which further stigmatizes.  

 We often talk about the connection between the word metzora and the phrase motzi shem ra, 
which means talebearing; and we can accept a certain amount of shaming or isolation for gossipers. But 
I should point out that the Torah doesn’t mention that connection between talebearing and the disease; 
and to overplay the connection is to engage in victim shaming. The truth is that we don’t know why a 
person suffers from tzara-at; it just happens. And we treat the victim as some type of pariah – not 
welcome, shoved to the side where we don’t have to deal with them or their problems. And victims of 
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sexual assault and power-based violence are familiar with that dynamic. The social stigma, the victim 
shaming, the questioning can make a person feel isolated and even impure.  

 But it’s not just about the victims. Parashat metzora talks about a different kind of tzara-at that 
doesn’t touch the body. The portion also describes an affliction on the house. When it happens,  

…the owner of the house shall come and tell the priest, saying, “Something like a plague has 
appeared upon my house.” The priest shall order the house cleared. … And after that the priest 
shall enter to examine the house. If … the plague in the walls of the house is found to consist of 
greenish or reddish streaks that appear to go deep into the wall, the priest shall come out of the 
house … and close up the house for seven days. On the seventh day, … if he sees that the plague 
has spread on the walls of the house, the priest shall order the stones with the plague in them 
be pulled out and cast outside the city. … The house shall be scraped inside all around. … 

And it goes on.  

 Like us, the Rabbis thought this was strange. Says the Tosefta in the 2nd-century:  “  בית המנוגע לא
א עתיד להיותהיה ול , The afflicted house never existed and will never exist in the future.” Which begs the 

question: “למה נכתב, If it never existed, why is it written?” The Tosefta’s answer: “  אלא לומר לך דרוש
 It is written so we will have an opportunity to explicate and earn a reward!” Maimonides ,וקבל שכר
points out that it is totally unnatural. This isn’t mold, but rather something God inflicts. And our 
challenge is to understand why. What could the Torah be teaching by describing this strange affliction 
on the house? 

 The commentaries suggest that the house affliction is a metaphor for societal breakdown. Sefat 
Emet quotes the prophet Habakuk (and this is definitely the first time I’ve ever quoted Habakuk in a 
sermon): כי אבן ִמִקיר תצַעק וָכִפיס ֵמֵעץ ַיֲעֶנָנה, A stone in the wall shall cry out and a wooden beam shall 
answer it.” Perhaps with this affliction, the house is trying to tell us something. A midrash suggests that 
“the house” does not refer to personal property but to God’s house. It is a metaphor for societal 
corruption, which spreads – like a plague – if unchecked. The Talmud says that the point is to make you 
look – tzara-at highlights the sin of tzarut ayin, which means “narrow vision” or selfishness, not paying 
attention to the needs of those around you. In response to our holing up inside our metaphorical houses 
and imagining we are safe from society’s shortcomings, God brings tzara’at and demands that afflicted 
stones be removed from our “protective” walls. 

 Put the commentaries and we get the message for Teal Shabbat. Sexual assault, power-based 
violence is everybody’s problem. It isn’t just an issue for particular individuals in a particular 
relationship. It is an issue for communities that turn a blind eye to gender-ribbing, objectification of 
women, or unpleasant matters we would rather did not exist. These afflictions can spread, and so it 
becomes our responsibility to find them, label them, and get involved in the hard work of removing 
stones and cleaning them up.  

 Tzara-at is an affliction that says: “Look out!” Be aware of subtle changes in the people we love. 
Survivors often have a hard time putting their experiences into words. Things like soft speech, 
hesitation, fidgeting, and the like might be signs of bigger problems; and we must be ready to listen. If a 



3 
 

person we care about tries to confide in us, we must be willing to hear, to believe, to offer compassion, 
and to point out the many resources in our community like: JCADA, the National Sexual Assault Hotline, 
the Montgomery County Family Justice Center, and your synagogue and its clergy who promise to listen 
and comfort and guide through the difficult maze of this journey we wish nobody would ever be forced 
to traverse.  

 Tzara-at is a reminder that things happen right here – in our home – and we must pay attention. 
As we begin the seder next week, we announce kol dikhfin: Let anyone who lacks the means for a proper 
seder come sit at my table and eat. Because we know that the blessings of freedom and success are 
worthless if others do not share them. The blessings of our free society are worthless if some people are 
left out. And so on Teal Shabbat, on Shabbat Hagadol, on Shabbat Metzora, we must look around. Look 
for the people who seem isolated and alone. Look for the blemishes on the walls of our homes and our 
synagogue and our community. And when we see that they are afflicted, we must be willing to tear 
them down. Shabbat shalom.   


