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There’s an unusual word that has entered our vocabulary during the past several 

days—a word that many of us probably haven’t thought much about for many 

years. That word is quarantine. 

There is, as I’m sure most of us are aware, a mysterious respiratory illness called 

SARS (which stands for Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) that has afflicted 

about 2,000 people from 16 countries, primarily in East Asia, but increasingly 

elsewhere as well. In response to this outbreak, many people in the affected areas 

are wearing protective masks and are taking extraordinary precautions to prevent 

the spread of the disease. And in Washington, President Bush issued an executive 

order authorizing the Health and Human Services Secretary, Tommy Thompson, to 

quarantine people exposed to the disease. 

Why quarantine? The reason is that the affected person is deemed to be dangerous 

to others. We don’t want that person’s malady to spread. So, as an act of 

protection, we isolate that person and shield ourselves from the risk of contagion. 

The idea of quarantining is as old as the Bible. In this week’s parashah, Tazria, 

we’re told how the Israelites responded to the presence of someone with 

tsa’ra’at—a kind of skin ailment that was understood to be contagious. The person 

was isolated, usually for seven days, “outside the camp” to await confirmation that 

the disease had run its course, so that he or she could be readmitted. 

There is a worthy basis for the idea of separating ourselves from those from whom 

we might contract some dangerous, even deadly, disease, but sometimes we take 

this anxiety too far. Sometimes we “quarantine,” as it were, folks whom we really 

shouldn’t. 
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For example, there are many individuals who suffer from illnesses that aren’t 

contagious at all, yet we—perhaps only psychologically, sometimes even 

physically as well—isolate them. Perhaps we do this out of fear that we might 

somehow contract the illness, perhaps just because it makes us uncomfortable. 

It wasn’t so long ago that the word “cancer” wasn’t mentioned in polite company. 

It made people too uncomfortable. Folks with cancer were supposed to stay out of 

sight; they made people too uneasy. 

Fortunately, we’ve moved beyond that, yet still we have to guard ourselves from 

the vestiges of stigma that remain. 

There’s another form of illness that we often try to stay far, far away from, even 

though it is hardly contagious, and that is mental illness. The mentally ill often 

have to battle many obstacles, including communal misunderstanding and lack of 

acceptance, to be able to live within a community. Mental illness can be 

frightening, off-putting; yet think of what it does to a person to push him “outside 

the camp,” not to protect oneself from mental harm, but because he makes one 

uncomfortable.  

Caring communities have to find ways to reach out to and support those in need, 

whether they are physically or mentally ill.  

There are other outcasts as well: gay men and women, for example, who often feel 

as though the community doesn’t care about them; who feel that the community 

shuns them, in fear and loathing. Is it “catching”? Is that what we’re afraid of?  

Finally, there is the class of individuals we call the elderly. Sometimes the elderly 

are shunted off to places where they can be out of sight and out of mind. Now, 

that’s not to say that there isn’t a place for senior citizen residences, assisted living 

communities, or nursing homes. I’m not really speaking about where people are 

physically; I’m speaking about where they are in our consciousness. Does our idea 

of community include the elderly, or are they “outside the camp”? Hopefully, the 

former. 

The rabbis believed the tsa’ra’at had long since disappeared by the time they came 

along. Yet when they read this week’s parashah, they drew from it the conclusion 

that, yes, under certain circumstances, we could and should isolate. Not when they 
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should happen to be afflicted with a physiological illness, but if and when they 

chose to behave in a way that threatened the community. And how was that? When 

and if such a person was a motzi-shem-ra, a gossiper. (They thus drew on the 

verbal word play of motzi-shem-ra = mitzorah = one afflicted with tsa’ra’at = a 

gossiper.) 

Gossipers, in the view of the rabbis, deserved to be isolated. For it was only 

through isolation that the community could be protected from the harm they might 

inflict. 

Three are harmed by gossip, according to the Rabbis: the gossiper, the listener, and 

the person about whom the gossip is told. 

Gossip isn’t slander or libel. It’s true! Yet, nonetheless, it’s forbidden. For 

derogatory information spread in this fashion harms the community. 

If you ever wonder whether or not what you’re saying about a person is o.k., just 

ask yourself: Have you said what you’re saying to that very person? If so, it’s 

probably o.k.; if not, it’s definitely not. 

Would that we were as concerned, as anxious, about contracting disease from a 

gossiper as we are from someone with SARS. Then we’d be on the right path.  

And so, let’s remember to focus our quarantines as the rabbis would urge us to. 

Let’s eschew the kind of behavior they condemned. Let’s keep far away from 

gossip and harmful speech. Let’s keep our communities safe from the corrosive, 

pernicious, malignant effects of gossip. 

On the other hand, let’s reach out and extend the camp—the camp of comfort and 

concern and caring—to those who might otherwise be isolated: the physically ill, 

the mentally ill, and the elderly. 

Let’s remember the words of the psalm: N’tzor l’shon’cha me-rah, u’sfatecha mi-

daber mirmah. 

Guard your tongue from evil [speech], and your lips from speaking maliciously. 

Sur mei-rah va-aseh tov; bakesh shalom n’rodfeihu. 

Turn aside from evil and do good; seek peace, and pursue it! (Psalm 34: 14-15) 
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Amen. 


