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L’Chaim, to Life, R’ Chaim

“A man afflicted with tzora’as is impure…His clothing shall be rent and his (hair) let to grow wild and his face shall be covered down to his lips. He must call out, ‘(I am) contaminated, (I am) contaminated!’ All the days that the affliction is upon him…he shall dwell alone, his residency shall be beyond the encampment” (Leviticus 13:44-46).

He shall dwell alone - Asked the Sages, “Why is his judgment different than those affected with other types of contaminations? Since he separated man from his wife, or one from his friend through evil gossip, he too should be separated from others” (Rashi).    

T

his week’s parshas discuss the laws concerning an unusual, indeed unnatural, skin disorder called tzora'as. While no longer relevant in our times, the basic symptoms included a spot of one of varying shades of white on the person’s body. One’s clothing or home were also susceptible, albeit exhibiting itself in red or green (1).


Our Sages tell us that one of the causes for this heavenly punishment of tzora’as was evil gossip (2). In fact, the prophetess, Miriam, suffered this terrible consequence when she uttered unacceptable words about her brother, Moshe (3). Owing to the humiliation produced by speaking degrading words, the perpetrator must bear a shameful fate to atone for his misdeed. He sits as an outcast, and must announce to all, “I am contaminated!”    


Furthermore, the Sages write that, what one might assume is due to the humiliating consequences he is forced to endure, a metzora (someone affected with tzora’as) is among four groups of people severely challenged as to be considered not fully alive, along with a blind person, a poor person and someone who is childless (4). 

In truth, however, the metzora’s suffering is not the reason for his deathlike status. As the Psalmist writes, “G-d has afflicted me, but has not given me over to death” (5). How can we complain about what happens to us in this world after G-d has given us life (6)? Rather, there is a fundamental element to life which the metzora and the others are missing.


It happened once that before commencing an ethical dissertation, Rabbi Chaim Schmulevitz, the late dean of the Mirrer Yeshiva in Yerushalayim, was standing at the podium weeping. Upon regaining his composure, Rabbi Schmulevitz explained his behavior.


“I was crying,” he explained, “because we only have limited time in this world. In the world to come, we will no longer have the opportunity to share our life’s experiences with others, nor empathize with theirs” (7).   

Ever since the creation of Man it has been basic human nature to enjoy imparting of one’s knowledge and experiences to others. “It is not good for Man to be alone” (8), said G-d. Even if he is being offered paradise, in the Garden of Eden itself as Adam was, he will not fully appreciate what he has without the ability to share that blissful experience with a friend.

An extension of this attribute, and a higher level of it at that, is to empathize with another in their situation, whether for the good or otherwise. As the Sages say, “Assist your friend in carrying his load” (9).          


When the metzora maligned his friend, he caused others to distrust the victim and distance themselves from him. In a tailor-made punishment measure for measure, the metzora is obligated to sit in seclusion. It is in this regard that he is considered as a dead person – because he must remain apart from society, unable to participate in any of its activities, until he does some serious soul-searching and achieves forgiveness.


Unfortunate though it may be, the other three members of this ill-fated group are at a similar disadvantage. Each in its own way is challenged in this area of sharing with others: either because of a physical handicap, the lack of resources from which to share or because they lack the intimate relationships with whom to share.


At the end of the wet winter it was common for the impoverished Jerusalem mothers to take their children to the shoe store to replace their children’s worn-out shoes. The joy brought to the little ones upon being fitted knew no bounds, and they would excitedly run up and down the block sporting their new footwear. Their joy, however, was eclipsed by their mothers’, greatly relieved by the fact that their children were, once again, wearing proper shoes.


When Rabbi Chaim Schmulevitz would witness this scene, he would say, “Although I am not a mother, and can not experience her joy on such an occasion, nevertheless, I can enjoy empathizing with her.” As attested to by his students, it was emotions like this one which proved to them that R’ Chaim personified what it means to be alive. 

-----------------------

(1) See “The Bigger they are, the Harder they Fall,” Viewpoints, vol.2, p.129-131, for a discussion concerning this miraculous disease, and why no one contracts it today. (2) Talmud Erachin 16a. (3) See Numbers chap.12. (4) Talmud Nedarim 64b. (5) Tehillim 118:18. Notice the number eighteen, the numerical value of the Hebrew word for “life.” (6) See Rashi to Talmud Kiddushin 80b, in explanation of Eichah 3:39. (7) As heard from Rabbi Pinchos Green, guidance counselor at Yeshivas Kaminetz, who was there in attendance. (8) Genesis 2:18. (9) Pirkei Avos 6:6.
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