
I regret to inform you that there is a typo in this week’s Torah Reading. Yes, you heard me right, there’s a typo in 
the parsha. It’s subtle-- like a Their They’re There kind of di�erence.  
 
E-fer, with an Alef means Ash.  
 
A-Far, with an Ayin means something like Earth, dust-- last week when I taught on this subject at Yakar, 
Rabbanit Gilah Rosen pointed out to me that there’s no good English word for this. Dust is אבק in Hebrew. But 
dirt is wrong because it seems dirty and Afar doesn’t have an unclean valence to it really, Earth feels damp and 
that’s wrong too-- it’s like a sandy earth kind of thing. We’ll call it earth but just think like Israel earth instead of 
America earth. Certainly not Chicago clay. So that’s Afar.  
 
 
What results when you burn, let’s say, a red heifer-- Dust or Ash?  
 
The word that should appear quite a number of times in our Parasha is Efer.  
 
Let’s read now. You can follow along in your Chumash, we’re in Bemidbar 19 verse 14-- the visual will help here. 
Remember, Ash is Efer, with an Aleph. 

ים׃ א ִׁשְבַע֥ת ָיִמֽ ֶהל ִיְטָמ֖ ר ָּבֹא֔ ֶה֙ל ְוָכל־ֲאֶׁש֣ א ֶאל־ָהֹא֨ ֶהל ָּכל־ַהָּב֤ י־ָי֣מּות ְּבֹא֑ ם ִּכֽ ה ָאָד֖ את ַהּתֹוָר֔ ֹ֚   (יד) ז
(14) This is the ritual: When a person dies in a tent, whoever enters the tent and whoever is in the tent shall be 
unclean seven days;  
Just to give you a sense of what we’re talking about. Now verse 17:  

ִלי׃ ים ֶאל־ֶּכֽ ִים ַחִּי֖ יו ַמ֥ ן ָעָל֛ את ְוָנַת֥ ַחָּט֑ א ֵמֲעַפ֖ר ְׂשֵרַפ֣ת ַהֽ ְקחּ֙ו ַלָּטֵמ֔   (יז) ְוָלֽ
(17) Some of the ??? from the �re of cleansing shall be taken for the unclean person, and fresh water shall be 
added to them in a vessel.  
 
Now, JPS translates Afar here as Ashes, but we know that Afar with an Ayin means - It doesn’t mean Ash. That’s 
Efer with an Alef. Afar with an Ayin means earth.  
 
There’s a typo in the Parsha.  
 
The Talmud in Sotah 15b quotes a Baraita where Rabbi Shimon points out our typo.  

  ותניא אמר ר"ש וכי עפר הוא? והלא אפר הוא!
And it is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Shimon said: Is it dust [afar] that is taken? But isn’t it really ashes [efer]?  

 שינה הכתוב במשמעו
the Torah altered its usage 
 
Rabbi Shimon goes on to explain that there’s a di�erent ritual in the Temple that does involve earth. In the 
Sotah ritual, described in Parashat Naso, we do use earth, from the �oor of the Mishkan:  

ִים׃ ן ֶאל־ַהָּמֽ ן ְוָנַת֥ ח ַהֹּכֵה֖ ן ִיַּק֥ ע ַהִּמְׁשָּכ֔ ר ִיְהֶי֙ה ְּבַקְרַק֣ ר ֲאֶׁש֤ ָעָפ֗ ֶרׂש ּוִמן־ֶהֽ ים ִּבְכִלי־ָח֑ ִים ְקֹדִׁש֖ ן ַמ֥ ח ַהֹּכֵה֛  (יז) ְוָלַק֧
(17) The priest shall take sacral water in an earthen vessel and, taking some of the earth that is on the �oor of the 
Tabernacle, the priest shall put it into the water.  
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These waters mixed with earth would then be consumed by the Sotah, the woman whose husband suspects her 
of adultery. If she survived drinking the waters, her reputation was cleared.  
 
The Torah changed a letter, says Rabbi Shimon, in order to connect the Red Heifer to the Sotah. For Rabbi 
Shimon, that connection comes to teach us some technical things about how these two rituals were performed. 
But the connection must be deeper than that. שינה הכתוב במשמעו-- 
the Torah altered its usage (!!!) in order to connect these two rituals.  
 
--- 
 
As many of you know, I have just returned from a two week vacation in Israel. I don’t know what you do on 
vacation, but when I’m on vacation I read books, and this time around I read a particularly fabulous one by a 
facilitator named Priya Parker. The book is called The Art of Gathering. 
 
She has a chapter called “Cause Good Controversy,” where she argues that the most productive gatherings air 
out con�ict. She writes that there are many cultures which use ritual “to carve out a space for con�ict and 
controversy”. She writes: “Every year in Chumbivilcas Province, Peru, villagers mark Christmas….by gathering to 
beat one another up. In this region, which lacks a reliable judiciary, the �ghting has evolved as a way of airing and 
resolving disputes before the year �ickers out. In Chumbivilcas, January must begin with a clean slate.”  
 
Parker writes another example: “In the South African village of Tshifudi, Venda men gather regularly for a 
wrestling tradition called musangwe, where they �ght in part to sort out and relieve the tension around lingering 
disputes.”  
 
Relieving the tension around lingering disputes-- this sounds like the clear purpose of the Sotah ordeal. The 
Sotah ordeal is meant to restore Shlom Bayit, peace of the home-- to a home that has been broken apart, 
pervaded by suspicion and jealousy. There isn’t enough evidence to convict anyone of adultery, but the husband 
is suspicious and his suspicions aren’t going away. Through the Sotah ritual, those suspicions get brought out 
into the open, to Mishkan or to the Temple, they are aired and they are resolved.  
 
The same can be said for the Red Heifer. The Red Heifer ritual is for anyone who contracts the impurity of a 
corpse-- but the verses center it around a home. ֶהל י־ָי֣מּות ְּבֹא֑ ם ִּכֽ ה ָאָד֖ את ַהּתֹוָר֔ ֹ֚  ז
This is the ritual: When a person dies in a tent.  
There was a death, in a tent, in a home. And that death changed everything for the other residents of that tent. 
Sometimes after a death there are feelings other than just grief that remain: feelings that cause more interpersonal 
con�ict amongst the living. Feelings of guilt, blame, anger or suspicion. Disruptions to Shlom Bayit. Perhaps the 
Torah connects the Red Heifer to Sotah because both of these rituals have the ability to restore Shlom Bayit. To 
air out and alleviate con�ict, so that a home can return to its former state of purity, a clean slate.  
 
But this thematic connection-- though in my opinion a very strong one-- doesn’t actually account for the typo. 
The Talmud might have drawn a connection between these two rituals in countless other ways. And in fact, it 
does, in Chulin:  
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When Avraham argues with God to save Sedom, Avraham has this amazing moment of self awareness where he 
says to himself, “wow, it’s crazy that I’m arguing with God!!”  

ֶפר י ָעָפ֥ר ָוֵאֽ ר ֶאל־אדני ְוָאֹנִכ֖ ְלִּת֙י ְלַדֵּב֣  ִהֵּנה־ָנ֤א הֹוַא֙
Here I venture to speak to my Lord, I who am but dust and ashes. 
 
The Talmud in Chullin 88b says in the name of Rava:  

 בשכר שאמר אברהם אבינו (בראשית יח, כז) ואנכי עפר ואפר זכו בניו לשתי מצות אפר פרה ועפר סוטה
As reward for that which our Patriarch Abraham said: “And I am but dust [afar] and ashes” (Genesis 18:27), his 
children merited two mitzvot: The ashes of the red heifer (see Numbers, chapter 19) and the dust of the sota 
 
So why would the Torah change a word? שינה הכתוב במשמעו.  
 
The Beit HaLevi, the Brisker Rav, has a beautiful insight into the words Afar and Efer. He points out that Afar, 
earth, has not been worth anything in the past,  but it is full of potential. It could be turned into clay and then a 
vessel, or you could plant any kind of food. On the other side, Efer, ash, used to have form and value and 
purpose-- but now it has been reduced to ash. Afar, earth, is all about the future, Efer, ash, is all about the past.  
 
The Sotah ritual is all about the future: clearing the air, allowing a household to move forward. I want to suggest 
that the Parah Adumah, the Red Heifer, accomplishes the same. When there is guilt and suspicion and blame, 
those feelings need to go somewhere so that a household can move forward. Rituals can help. These rituals, says 
the gemara in Chulin, are a שכר - a reward.  
 
The Torah contains a typo so that we can learn a lesson: there is a future in which we can leave behind negative, 
destructive dynamics. Every home, every family, has their “stu�.” Sometimes it feels intractable-- the jealousy or 
disdain or impatience or guilt will never go away. But, through a one letter change in the Torah, our Parsha 
comes to say: no. Every home has traumas and bad dynamics-- but don’t think you are stuck with them forever. 
There is always a future, there is always a way to move past them, that possibility, says the Talmud in Chulin, is 
the reward earned by Avraham. Air them out, talk about it, tap into ritual. There is always hope for Shlom bayit, 
for healing, for puri�cation. 
 
Shabbat Shalom 
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