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Holiness and
Childbirth

The sidrot of Tazria and Metzora contain
laws which are among the most difficult to
understand. They are about conditions of
“Impurity” arising from the fact that we are
physical beings, embodied souls, and hence
exposed to (in Hamlet’s words) “the thousand
natural shocks that flesh is heir to.”

Though we have immortal longings, mortal-
ity is the condition of human existence, as it is
of all embodied life.

Rambam explains:

We have already shown that, in accordance
with the Divine wisdom, genesis can only
take place through destruction, and without
the destruction of the individual members of
the species, the species themselves would not
exist permanently... He who thinks that he
can have flesh and bones without being sub-
ject to any external influence, or any of the
accidents of matter, unconsciously wishes to
reconcile two opposites, namely, to be at the
same time subject and not subject to change.
(Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed, 111:12)

Throughout history there have been two

distinct and opposing ways of relating to this
fact: hedonism (living for physical pleasure)
and asceticism (relinquishing physical plea-
sure). The former worships the physical while
denying the spiritual, the latter enthrones the
spiritual at the cost of the physical.

The Jewish way has always been different:
to sanctify the physical - eating, drinking,
sex and rest — making the life of the body a
vehicle for the Divine Presence. The reason is
simple. We believe with perfect faith that the
God of redemption is also the God of creation.
The physical world we inhabit is the one God
made and pronounced “very good.” To be a
hedonist is to deny God. To be an ascetic is to
deny the goodness of God’s world. To be a Jew
is to celebrate both creation and Creator. That
is the principle that explains many otherwise
incomprehensible features of Jewish life.

The laws with which the Parsha begins are
striking examples of this:

When a woman conceives and gives birth to
a boy, she shall be teme’ah for seven days, just
as she is during the time of separation when
she has her period... Then, for thirty-three
additional days she shall have a waiting peri-
od during which her blood is ritually clean.
Until this purification period is complete, she
shall not touch anything holy and shall not
enter the Sanctuary.
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If she gives birth to a girl, she shall have for
two weeks the same teme’ah status as during
her menstrual period. Then, for sixty-six days
after that, she shall have a waiting period
during which her blood is ritually clean.

She then brings a burnt-offering and a
sin-offering, after which she is restored to
“ritual purity.” What is the meaning of these
laws? Why does childbirth render the moth-
er teme’ah (usually translated as “ritually
impure”, better understood as “a condition
which impedes or exempts from a direct
encounter with holiness”)? And why is the
period after giving birth to a girl twice that
for a boy?

There is a temptation to see these laws as
inherently beyond the reach of human under-
standing. Several rabbinic statements seem to
say just this. In fact, it is not so, as Maimonides
explains at length in the Guide. To be sure, we
can never know - specifically with respect to
laws that have to do with kedushah (holiness)
and teharah (purity) — whether our under-
standing is correct. But we are not thereby
forced to abandon our search for understand-
ing, even though any explanation will be at
best speculative and tentative.

The first principle essential to understand-
ing the laws of ritual purity and impurity is
that God is life. Judaism is a profound rejec-
tion of cults, ancient and modern, that glori-
fy death. The great pyramids of Egypt were
grandiose tombs. Arthur Koestler noted that
without death “the cathedrals collapse, the
pyramids vanish into the sand, the great
organs become silent.” The English metaphys-
ical poets turned to it constantly as a theme.
AsT. S. Eliot wrote:

Webster was much possessed by death

And saw the skull beneath the skin...

Donne, I suppose, was such another...

AT

Eta Morris

|ERUSALEM REALTY

Jerusalem Real Estate is My Business
Eta: 054-723-3863

Amazing stand alone homes in
OLD KATAMON, TALBIYA, BAKA, GERMAN COLONY

Gorgeous resale in the
Theatron Residences.

150 sgm on one floor with
open sukkah terrace and
magnificent views. Sold
fully furnished including
appliances. Safe room -
private mamad, 2 parking
spots and storage. Call for
more information.

For sale in BAKA. Fabulous
renovated 4 room apt. 3
bedrooms - one is a master
bedroom and oneis a

safe room (mamad). High
level finishes, custom built in
carpentry and cabinets in all
the rooms. Terrace, parking,
Shabbat elevator & storage
Price: 4,350,000 NIS !!!

In SAN SIMON.

Fabulous apartment with

a stunning view. 153.4 sqm.
Three bedrooms and 2.5
bathrooms.

Two elevators.

One underground parking
spot and storage room.
Price: 7,500,000 NIS

OLD KATAMON townhouse

255 sqm of living space built as 6 bedrooms,
5.5 bathrooms

Registered garden 74 sgqm.

Terrace of 14 sgm. Safe room.

Great condition, option for parking.

Call me for more information.

Opportunity to buy stand alone house in BAKA

Over 500 sgm.
Call me for more information.

Eta Morris Realty, Ltd.
etamorrisrealestate@gmail.com

\Eta: 054-723-3863 etamorrisrealty.co.il r

OU ISRAEL 21



He knew the anguish of the marrow

The ague of the skeleton... (Whispers of
Immortality, T. S. Eliot)

Freud coined the word thanatos to describe
the death-directed character of human life.
Judaism is a protest against death-centred cul-
tures. “It is not the dead who praise the Lord,
nor those who go down into silence” (Psalm
114) “What profit is there in my death, if I go
down into the pit? Can the dust acknowledge
You? Can it proclaim your truth?” (Psalm 30).
As we open a Sefer Torah we say: “All of you
who hold fast to the Lord your God are alive
today” (Deut 4:4). The Torah is a tree of life.
God is the God of life. As Moses put it in two
memorable words: “Choose life” (Deut. 30:19).

It follows that kedushah (holiness) — a point
in time or space where we stand in the unme-
diated presence of God - involves a supreme
consciousness of life. That is why the para-
digm case of tumah is contact with a corpse.
Other cases of tumah include diseases or
bodily emissions that remind us of our mor-
tality. God’s domain is life. Therefore it may
not be associated in any way with intimations
of death.

This is how Judah Halevi explains the purity
laws:

A dead body represents the highest degree
of loss of life, and a leprous limb is as if it
were dead. It is the same with the loss of seed,
because it had been endowed with living pow-
er, capable of engendering a human being. Its
loss therefore forms a contrast to the living
and breathing. (The Kuzari, 11:60)

The laws of purity apply exclusively to Isra-
el, argues Halevi, precisely because Judaism is
the supreme religion of life, and its adherents
are therefore hyper-sensitive to even the most
subtle distinctions between life and death.

A second principle, equally striking, is the

acute sensitivity Judaism shows to the birth
of a child. Nothing is more “natural” than
procreation. Every living thing engages in
it. Sociobiologists go so far as to argue that
a human being is a gene’s way of creating
another gene. By contrast, the Torah goes to
great lengths to describe how many of the
heroines of the Bible — among them Sarah,
Rebecca, Rachel, Hannah and the Shunamite
woman — were infertile and had children only
through a miracle.

Clearly the Torah intends a message here,
and it is unmistakable. To be a Jew is to know
that survival is not a matter of biology alone.
What other cultures may take as natural is for
us a miracle. Every Jewish child is a gift of God.
No faith has taken children more seriously or
devoted more of its efforts to raising the next
generation. Childbirth is wondrous. To be a par-
ent is the closest any of us come to God himself.
That, incidentally, is why women are closer to
God than men, because they, unlike men, know
what it is to bring new life out of themselves, as
God brings life out of himself. The idea is beau-
tifully captured in the verse in which, leaving
Eden, Adam turns to his wife and calls her Cha-
va “for she is the mother of all life.”

We can now speculate about the laws relat-
ing to childbirth. When a mother gives birth,
she undergoes great risk. Throughout the
centuries, childbirth has been a life-threat-
ening danger to mother and baby alike, and
even today there are ever-present risks for
many. Furthermore, during the process of
childbirth, a woman is separated from what
until now had been part of her own body (a
foetus, said the rabbis, “is like a limb of the
mother”) and which has now become an inde-
pendent person. If that is so in the case of a
boy, it is doubly so in the case of a girl - who,
with God’s help, will not merely live but may
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herself in later years become a source of new
life. At one level, therefore, the laws signal the
detachment of life from life.

At another level, they surely suggest some-
thing more profound. There is a halachic
principle: “One who is engaged in a mitzvah is
exempt from other mitzvot.” It is as if God were
saying to the mother: for forty days in the case
of a boy, and doubly so in the case of a girl (the
mother-daughter bond is ontologically stronger
than that between mother and son): I exempt
you from coming before Me in the place of
holiness because you are fully engaged in one
of the holiest acts of all, nurturing and caring
for your child. Unlike others you do not need
to visit the Temple to be attached to life in all its
sacred splendour. You are experiencing it your-
self, directly and with every fibre of your being.
Days, weeks, from now you will come and give
thanks before Me (together with offerings for
having come through a moment of danger).
But for now, look upon your child with won-
der. For you have been given a glimpse of the
great secret, otherwise known only to God.

Childbirth exempts the new mother from
attendance at the Temple because her bedside
replicates the experience of the Temple. She
now knows what it is for love to beget life, and
-in the midst of mortality - to be touched by an
intimation of immortality. m
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REAL ESTATE - HALACHA Q&A
Rabbi Baruch Efrati, Posek Halacha

Are homeowners with a safe room required to let

neighbors shelter there during a siren?

During a siren, follow Home Front Command instructions and seek

shelterimmediately. Assisting others in danger is a Halachic obligation
g rooted in the mitzvot of saving lives, loving your neighbor, and showing
hospitality. Beyond religious duty, offering help during distress is a
matter of basic human decency and good neighborly conduct.

Questions by whatsapp- 0528370700
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A rare boutique residence on Maavar
HaMitla 4, in the heart of Ramat Eshkol.
4 Featuring high-end design, luxury finishes,
open living spaces, and an exclusive
community feel — a unique opportunity
for refined living in Jerusalem

2 rooms| 45 sqm | 1st Floor

Charming 2-room, , 4 sqm balcony, AC,
elevator, quiet street, modern kitchen.
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