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Tazria 5774 
From Purity to Sanctity 
Rabbi David Wolkenfeld 
 
Ivory Soap is 99.44 % pure. What does that even mean? 99.44% pure what?  Is it even clear why that’s a good 
thing? To be quite frank, I’m much more concerned that my soap will be effective at cleaning me. And if it 
has a pleasant smell, shouldn’t that be more important than how “pure” it is? 
 
I don’t know much about soap. And I don’t know all that much about marketing. But it’s striking that 
“purity” is the stand-in for goodness and an incentive to buy and use a certain type of soap.  
 

Purity is introduced as a topic in the Torah this week and it’s worth spending some time thinking through 

what that means.  My muse and editor, i.e. my wife, mentioned to me that after weeks of the Torah discussing 
topics that are hard to relate to, the Torah switches to discussing a different topic that is also hard to relate to.  
 
But I believe there is drama hidden within that transition. 
 
For the past two months, our weekly Torah portions, our parshiyot, have sketched out and then developed a 
vision of human intimacy with God, centered around the mishkan - the tabernacle and, ultimately, the beit ha-
mikdash. 
 
This week, a stop sign was introduced. The Torah has a system - only a remnant of this system remains intact, 
but this system, at one time, was as encompassing the Kosher Laws and as complex as the calendar of 
Shabbat and the holidays and their mitzvot and customs. This is the system of tuma ve’taharah - purity and 
impurity that are introduced, defined, and described in these chapters.  
 
In the history of Jewish thought, there have been those thinkers who ascribe some moral valence to the 
system of tuma and taharah. We read last week, in our special maftir for Parashat Parah, that the ultimate source 
of tumah - impurity- is a dead body - and one can construct a philosophy of tumah ve’taharah that emerges from 
the Torah’s embrace of life and rejection of death.  And this is the worldview as well of Ivory Soap. Purity 
stands for cleanliness, for virtue, and for all that we would want for ourselves. 
 
But there’s another Jewish perspective on tumah ve’tahara. This worldview can be summarized in a simple 
slogan - and one day I’d like to have this made into a t-shirt: “Tuma’ah Happens.” 
 
This is the conception of Rambam, of Maimonides, and it too has Talmudic precedent. Rambam understands 
the concepts of tumah and taharah to be morally neutral.  Tumah isn’t bad - taharah isn’t good. The function of 
this system, according to Rambam, is to prevent us from treating the mishkan, and the beit ha-mikdash in a 
casual way. 
 
Tumah comes from all sorts of human experiences. Birth, death, and normal bodily functions of all kinds 
result in tumah and a status that prevents a person from entering the mikdash or interacting with holy things. 
The intention of the Torah is that most people most of the time will be tema’im, in a state of impurity, and 
unable to access the mikdash without a deliberate and planned process of purification.  
 
In this way, the category of holiness remains special and is something that requires preparation. One cannot 
engage with kedushah unless one first embarks on a lengthy process of intentional purification. 
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This sets up the relationship between the two great systems of Sefer Vayikra of the Book of Leviticus. Tumah 
veTaharah - impurity and purity, and kodesh and hol the holy and profane. These two axes intersect and relate to 
each other - yet always remain independent variables and distinct concepts. 
 
Purification always comes before sanctification. It is always prior to Kedushah.  This is true in a narrow 
halakhic sense. The purification process described in this week’s parsha is a prerequisite for any engagement 
with the world of kedushah.  Hence a Jew experiencing any form of tumah was barred from the beit ha-mikdash, 
a priest who was experiencing tumah could not eat terumah or other sacred foods, and a bride visits a mikvah 
before the sanctification of her wedding. 
 
Taharah is prior to kedushah on a metaphoric level as well. Care and effort need to be invested in transcending 
our limitations, cleansing ourselves from our taints, and making right the damage that we have caused in the 
world around us.  
 
That process of taharah, of purification, is necessary but not sufficient. Having purified our lives and our 
communities, we then have a chance to strive for kedushah - for holiness, for sanctity and kkdvfor intimacy 
with God. 
 
We are engaged right now in another great ritual of cleansing and purification - the process by which we rid 
our homes of all hametz is itself a great metaphor for a spiritual transformation that this season is designed to 
bring about.  But when, at long last, the cleaning is done, and our home glisten, and our cars have been 
vacuumed, and our children's’ coat pockets have been searched, there is still more. What remains for us is to 
sanctify our homes and our families and orienting our cleaning 
 
The matzah that we eat at the seder is a symbol for this next step. The Torah explains that our ancestors ate 
matzah when leaving Egypt because there was not sufficient time for their dough to rise. But why had they 
been told two weeks earlier to eat matzah at the Passover meal that they would eat while they were still in 
Egypt?  In fact, with only one exception, all of the sacrifices were eaten with matzah and not bread. The 
paschal sacrifice, the korban pesach, although eaten at home, was still a sacred meal and required matzah. 
 
Purifying our homes before Pesach, prepares us to eat matzah at the seder and to experience a little bit of the 
taste of a sacred meal. A meal is infused with kedushah because before we sat down to eat we made sure to 
provide for the needs of the poor in our community and elsewhere. A meal infused with kedushah because 
before we began our meal we made sure to open our doors to those who need hospitality. A meal is infused 
with kedushah because, through the creative telling of the Passover story, generations are united to each other 
and to Jewish tradition. A meal is infused with kedushah because we invested some time in studying the 
Haggadah, investigating its words and symbolism, so that our experience at the seder is transformative, and 
truly liberating. 
 
There is no kedushah without preparation. There can be no sanctity without purity.  
 
Shabbat Shalom 

 


