
Naso – Nazirites Rabbi Sara Rich 

Many of us have experienced many firsts in the last few months. First time making sourdough bread from 

a starter, first time hand-sewing a mask, first time taking up painting or drawing, or ordering groceries on 

the internet. I had the joy of my first time giving a haircut to my dear husband Ezra. I have trimmed bangs 

before, but after watching a Youtube video I felt pretty confident. You’ll be the judge next week when he 

is up here on how well I did. 

Having long hair, or hair that is perhaps a different color than it was a few months ago, is one symbol of 

the time that we are in. Part of staying home has meant no hair appointments. While this was not ideal 

from a vanity standpoint, and from a point of personal comfort, we were in it together, and shaggy hair 

became the new normal. In fact, it could be seen as a personal badge of pride, a symbol of doing one’s 

part to stay home and help flatten the curve through personal sacrifice. 

In our Torah portion this week we read about an instance of long hair that symbolizes a different sort of 

sacrifice. We learn about the Nazir, the Nazirite. The Nazir is one who feels a strong sense of piety and 

takes on extra prohibitions to dedicate his or herself to God. They make a three part vow: to refrain from 

coming in contact with impurity, to abstain from wine and other intoxicants, and to grow their hair long. 

Anyone who has taken this vow and then violates it is subject to punishment according to the rabbis, so 

once one becomes a Nazirite, it is a serious commitment. They are recognizable to those around them 

through their long hair, distinguished by their piety. 

Being a Nazirite, though coming from an honorable place, is a complicated way of life. In particular, the 

restrictions around coming in contact with impurity were very challenging, as sources of impurity are all 

around. We don’t think about it today because after the destruction of the Temple we don’t observe most 

laws of impurity, but it’s everywhere. There was impurity from menstruation and other bodily emissions, 

contact with dead animals, and with human corpses, as they did not have hospitals like we do today. 

Nonetheless, the text is very specific about this prohibition for the Nazirite: 

In Chapter 6, verses 6-8 it reads: 

Throughout the term that he has set apart for the Eternal, he shall not go in where there is a dead 

person. Even if his father or mother, or his brother or sister should die, he must not defile himself 

for them, since hair set apart for his God is upon his head: throughout his term as nazirite he is 

consecrated to the Eternal. 

Indeed – there is a big sacrifice here. You can imagine the situation; perhaps some of you have been in 

the situation of being with a parent or other relative at their death bed and helping in the final stage of life. 

It is hard to do, but you do it. The Nazirite, on the other hand, has to flee the scene. 

There is however, an exception made here – and it’s not what you might expect. The Sages look closely at 

the language here and they ask – why does it list the relatives, father or mother, or sister or brother, and 

say that you may not defile yourselves for them? In the Talmud, Tractate Megilah, they answer, “for 

them” means that if there is a human corpse, someone who is not one of these named relatives, and there 

is no one around to help with the body, then the Nazirite is commanded to take care of the body. Even 

though this will mean becoming ritually impure, and breaking the Nazirite’s vow, both of which are quite 

serious, the Nazirite’s higher obligation is to take care of this human. Why? Because of the dignity of the 

individual. Our dedication to God simply means nothing if we do not take care of those who need us 

most. 

This Shabbat, we were supposed to be celebrating Pride. This week, rather than the streets being filled 

with parades and celebration, they are filled with protest and rage. We find ourselves wondering what we 

can do to make a difference. Perhaps for some of us it’s simple, but I suspect that for many of us, figuring 
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out where we fit into the struggle, what action to take, with whom to align, is complicated. Our Torah 

reminds us of our obligation to the dignity of each individual. If the Nazirite can become impure to help 

those who need it most, then surely the rest of us can and must as well. 

When the Nazirite encounters the human corpse, and realizes there is no one there to help, I would 

imagine that panic sets in. What am I supposed to do? Assuming that he or she knows about this 

exception to the rule, it doesn’t mean that the action comes easily. Perhaps they think – maybe if I wait, 

someone else will come along to help? What if the second I encounter the body, someone else comes, and 

I have defiled myself for nothing? What if someone else is already on the way? How do I know I am 

doing the right thing right now?  

When it comes to complicated societal issues, we too can feel paralyzed. Our values of inclusion and 

equity - our deep understanding that the Torah commands us to love our neighbor, and that we are all 

created in God’s image - these values are at our core. And in practice, how to make real change is 

complicated. We might want it to be simple, but it is not simple. We might worry that by getting 

involved, taking too bold a move, we will make a mistake. We will cause conflict. We will suffer personal 

loss. We will align ourselves with someone and later find that we do not fully agree. We will encounter a 

slippery slope and go too far. 

The Torah teaches us this week that yes, that is true. There are risks involved. The Nazirite will 

experience some personal loss by taking action. But that doesn’t mean the action itself is wrong. Yes -  

Nazirites will become impure in the process of tending to the corpse but Judaism has a mechanism for 

becoming pure again. Impurity is a temporary state. We can move past our mistakes and return to a place 

of holiness. 

My message today is ultimately this: we cannot claim purity of thought or action as a way to avoid our 

obligations. We do not need to have all of the solutions to get involved in issues of justice. This is true 

with regard to LGBTQ rights, and this is true for all civil rights. The steps are different for each of us – 

for some it is protest on the streets, for others it is through political advocacy, or supporting causes, or 

relationship-building and dialogue. If you are looking for the step that’s right for you, I recommend a list 

prepared by Mara Koven-Gelman, Director of the Jewish Community Relations Council, which was sent 

out in this week’s My Jewish Buffalo e-newsletter. The Conservative Movement’s Rabbinical Assembly 

is partnering with the Anti-Defamation League to promote Justice Shabbat, and the ADL website has 

excellent resources for education and action. 

If we are afraid to get involved, we cannot hide behind the complexity of the issue as our reason. The 

Torah says no: the lesson is, do something. Do not be afraid to step outside of your comfort zone. Go into 

the place of impurity – in some cases, that is the only place where you are doing the right thing. If you 

worry about going too far, don’t: there are ways to step back. Sometimes we must do in order to 

understand, na’aseh v’nishma, not wait to act until we have it all solved. If we wait, we are not fulfilling 

our duty. May God bless us and guide us as we struggle through impurity and purity, profanity and 

holiness. Shabbat Shalom. 


