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Parshat Metzora. Remember that story you heard as 
a kid- lashon 
hara (slander) about his friend to all his cohorts in his town and then regrets 
doing so. He asks his rabbi how to undo what he did and the rabbi (most 
likely the Chafetz Chaim- -1933)) tells him to 
throw the feathers of a pillow into the air, retrieve all the feathers, and to re-
construct the pillow. When the man explains to the seemingly oblivious rabbi 

 

The poignant message of this timeless parable has become more significant than ever with the marvelous technology and de-

that the girl sitting in the back row of the classroom whispered to the girl sitting next to her. Perhaps, by the end of the period, 
forty minutes later, the room of eighteen girls was collectively mocking their unattractively adorned classmate. By lunchtime, 
chances are, that all fifty two kids in the grade were entertaining themselves with the fashion faux pas this girl had committed 
a mere four hours ago in the first few moments of her day.  
 
April 2011 brings this exact scenario to a whole new level. Within seconds, not only will this unprovoked castigation of that 
innocent girl be blasted out to hundreds of Twitter followers and Facebook friends, but there will also be a photo accompany-

be 
uploaded as well;; maybe even to YouTube. Perhaps, if lucky enough, the video could go viral, and a few million viewers would 

 
 
The prescription the Torah offers to people who speak lashon hara about others is tzaraat, translated, loosely, as leprosy. The 
leprosy, after the first offense, hits the home of the offender. After the second offense, the leprosy makes its way to the slan-

 
 

 
Thus, measure for measure, the punishment of leprosy fits the crime of lashon horah quite perfectly. If one has no respect for 
the boundaries and barriers of others, than he too will have to learn what life is like without the same. When someone is cal-

ling 
agents taken away too;; starting with his home, then his clothing and culminating with his very skin.  It may be a worthwhile 
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parsha,  deals extensively with the laws of tzaraat. The Gemara explains that tzaraat came about during 
the times of the Beit Hamikdash as a punishment for the sin of lashon hara. If a person spoke negatively about 
someone else, his home would be afflicted with this, so called, tzaraat. If he did not repent, his clothes would also 
become affected.  If he was still reluctant to repent, then his body would be affected.  As a result of his evil speech, 
the metzora, the individual inflicted with tzaraat, would then be separated from civilization and publicly be pro-
claimed as an "impure person." 
  
In Parshat Ki Teitze, the Torah commands us: "Remember that which Hashem your G-d did to Miriam on the road at 

 
 
Miriam spoke  lashon hara about her brother Moshe and was, thus, stricken with tzaraat. When Miriam was 
separated from the camp, however, all of Bnei Yisrael waited for her for seven days. No one traveled during the 
week of her isolation. Everyone waited for Miriam. Our Sages teach us that the entire camp waited for her as a re-
ward for waiting and watching over her brother Moshe when he was a baby and placed in the Nile.  
  
Despite the magnanimity of such a middah keneged middah reimbursement, Miriam most likely would not have 

answer being "It is Miriam's fault- because she spoke evil words about her brother." What kind of reward is this?    
  
The Rambam explains that the Torah is hinting to us: contemplate what happened to the prophetess Miriam. She 
spoke about her younger brother whom she loved and helped raise;; she just made a mistake. Moreover, Moshe 
was not even bothered by any of her comments, as it is written,   the man Moshe was extremely modest
Nevertheless she was immediately punished with tzaraat. If Miriam was inflicted after harmlessly gossiping once, 
how much more intense  will the punishment be to those who frequently speak improperly. Miriam made an inno-
cent mistake. Therefore, when we are commanded to remember the sin of Miriam;; the Torah is not denigrating 
Miriam;; she is not being criticized. Rather the Torah is saying, "While you are waiting for Miriam, keep in mind the 
destructive power of lashon hara." If what she committed is considered lashon hara,  how much more so must we 
guard our tongues with every ounce of restraint from within us.   
 

The  Power  of  Speech    
  

Take  Your  Time  
  

Parshat Metzora informs us that one who speaks lashon hara is stricken with tzaraat, and is therefore branded as 
a metzora. The metzora must leave the camp and reside in seclusion in order to do teshuvah. Once Hashem feels 
that his or her teshuvah is sincere, the metzora must first go through the purification process before being fully for-
given.  
 
There are three stages of purification. Stage one requires the metzora to acquire two birds, that are both kosher 
and healthy, for a korban. However, before doing the korban, the metzora is a tamei and therefore must wait one 
week prior to bringing this offering. 
 
In the second stage, the metzora must have the kohen shave all the hair from the  outer body. He or she 
must shave the head, beard, and eyebrows specifically. The reason for this is because the head signifies arro-
gance, just as the metzora considered himself more worthy than others, the beard identifies the area around the 
mouth in which he spoke lashon hara. The eyebrows represent the trait of tzarot ayin, jealousy, that encouraged 
him to ruin the reputation of a fellow Jew.  



3 

 

Sara Barrocas Continued 
 
Therefore, by shaving all of these areas, the metzora is removing him or herself from those traits that permitted 
and seduced him or her to commit the sin. The final stage of purification is the giving of three korbanot accompa-
nied by a meal-offering, which is particularly conspicuous as sin offerings are not usually accompanied by meal of-
ferings. Hashem allows this meal offering because it serves as a testimony to His acceptance of the 
genuine repentance.  
 
One should learn from this that no matter how iniquitous the sin, if one takes time and genuinely repents, Hashem 

tzaraat in the physical sense;; there-
fore, our challenges are harder because we do not have an apparent representation of our sins. However, because 
we are given a bigger challenge, the merit, in turn, is greater. We must learn from this parsha the importance of 
taking time to recognize our iniquities and thereby avoiding straying from the path of Torah and ultimately assisting 
ourselves to live a truly holy and spiritual life. 

parsha, it becomes clear that Parshat Metzora is almost 
tzaraat- tzaraat, be-

cause its purpose is to give cautionary advice in preventing this malady, in addition to teach the protocol in the 
event of a widespread tzaraat epidemic. What is strange about the discussion of tzaraat is that despite the copious 
amounts of details the Torah provides regarding the halachot of tzaraat, there is no verse within the text that actu-
ally specifies what tzaraat is. While tzaraat is often used synonymously with 'leprosy' (mainly because of the Torah's 

text. So what exactly is tzaraat if not leprosy, and what is its purpose if not simply dermatological punishment?  
 
The loss of feeling, paralysis, disintegration of muscle, and gross skin abnormalities that take place as acute leprosy 
advances, are missing from the Torah's rendition of the malady, thus making such an explanation unwarranted. For 
those who are not medical aficionados or do not have WebMD available to them, a regular case of leprosy in fact 
cannot spread its contagious microbes and contaminate articles of wool or linen, nor can it spread its infection on 
the infrastructure of a house. In light of this information we are forced to think of other alternatives to what tzaraat 
really is because a clinical case of leprosy cannot infect possessions or houses, or any inanimate objects of the sort.  
 
Also significant is that that the Torah is reticent regarding the actual reason behind one acquiring tzaraat.  As the 
Torah depicts tzaraat
tralized Center for Disease Control (our modern day CDC) then, the Kohen was trained in being able to discern the 
symptoms and even notoriously proclaim the ill-stricken individual as 'tamei', impure--usually warranting the notori-
ous seven-day incubation period.   
 
Nechama Leibovitch explains that "tzaraat is a divine signal to the straying soul to return to the way of the Torah, a 
sublime manifestation of God's desire to have the sinner do teshuvah (repentance)"(Vayikra). She gets this premise 
based on a teaching of the Rambam, a practicing medical doctor, who expressed that "tzaraat of garments and 

tzaraat is simple;; he viewed it as a way to dissuade Bnei Yisrael from involving themselves in 
lashon hara

 
 
 
Tzaraat
laws of Sefer Vayikra, the primary lesson of tzaraat, as elucidated through by our long standing ritual and tradition, 
is as important as ever. The Torah's reasoning behind the punishment of tzaraat is that it is only when a man is 
within the structure of isolationism, of being removed against his will from human presence and God's company, can 
the deprecating effects of lashon hara be understood and afterwards appreciated.  

Tzaraat:  Medical  Mystery  
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