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Who perished in the Holocaust
Dr. & Mrs. Avraham Wax, South Bend, Indiana

What Has Happened to 
Tzara’as Today – Part II

In last week’s issue, a relatively common misconception 
concerning the institution of tzara’as was clarified. 
Rather than a standard skin ailment that may have been 
more prevalent in certain times or locales, tzara’as was 
demonstrated to be a wondrous occurrence that could only 
“infect” a noble soul. 

A Native Phenomenon

The Ramban (Vayikra 13:47) picks up this thread, bringing 
particular support from tzara’as of the house. Specifically, 
the Ramban focuses on the verse in this week’s parshah 
that introduces this topic: “When you enter the Land of 
Cana’an... I will place the tzara’as afliction in the houses of 
the land of your inheritance” (Vayikra 14:34). Apparently, 
the contents of this section apply only in the Land of Israel. 

This restriction deserves closer examination. Usually, it is 
those laws that are agricultural in nature that apply only in 
the Land of Israel, as presented by the Mishnah in Kiddushin 
(1:9):
 כָּל מִצְוָה שֶׁהִיא תְלוּיָה בָאָרֶץ, אֵינָהּ נוֹהֶגֶת אֶלָּא בָאָרֶץ. וְשֶׁאֵינָהּ תְּלוּיָה

   בָאָרֶץ, נוֹהֶגֶת בֵּין בָּאָרֶץ בֵּין בְּחוּצָה לָאָרֶץ.

“Any mitzvah that is dependent upon the ground (i.e., has 
an agricultural component) is applicable only in the Land 
of Israel. That which is not dependent on the ground is 
applicable both in the Land and outside of it.”

Tzara’as of the house is by no means an agricultural 
mitzvah; yet its occurrence is restricted to the Land of 
Israel. The Ramban contends that there is another factor 
that makes it endemic to this specific location: its uniquely 

spiritual quality. As stated, tzara’as is not a mere physical 
ailment, but a manifestation of a spiritual condition. It affects 
someone who – due to their elevated level – had merited 
close association with the Shechinah (Divine Presence). 
On account of a particular spiritual deficiency (the sin of 
evil gossip, as previously discussed), the Shechinah has 
been forced to temporarily withdraw, leaving a “scar” on 
the body, clothing or house in the wake of its departure. As 
the entire affair is of such an overt, miraculous nature, the 
process is restricted to the Chosen and Holy Land.  

Soul Sickness

Also addressed last week was the issue of tzara’as in the 
modern era: Chazal inform us that tzara’as is occasioned 
by the perpetration of lashon hara (evil gossip). It would 
appear that even today there are those who engage in this 
unfortunate practice; why don’t we see them coming down 
with tzara’as? (See last week’s issue for the approach 
of R’ Isaac Sher.) This question is (also) taken up by the 
Chofetz Chaim (Shmiras Halashon, Sha’ar Hazechirah, ch. 
5-6), whose following explanation touches on many of the 
fundamental aspects of this subject:

Echoing the aforementioned theme of the Ramban, the 
Rambam (Yad Hachazakah, Hilchos Tumas Tzara’as, 
16:10) likewise refers to tzara’as as “a wondrous sign,” 
which devolves on the deserving individual with a clear 
and instructive purpose: to help guide him on the path of 
repentance from his temporary and unfortunate foray into 
the realm of evil gossip. Hence, the condition appears first in 
his house. Should he fail to heed its message, it will then hit 
closer to “home,” showing up on his chairs and furniture. If 
he needs still further prodding, it will encroach even further, 
this time surfacing upon his clothing. And if he proves to 
be a stubbornly “slow learner,” having neglected until this 



For background purposes, we present here a brief 
synopsis of the Creation schedule, in which the items 
created on any given day of the Six Days of Creation 
are mentioned:
Day #1: Heaven and earth (and light).
Day #2: Firmament separating between the upper 
waters and the lower waters (the latter being the yam 
[sea]).
Day #3: Trees, grass, and all vegetation.
Day #4: Heavenly bodies of illumination (sun, moon, 
stars).
Day #5: Flying creatures and denizens of the sea. 
Day #6: Animals and man.

The Mishnah in Keilim (17:14) goes through 
each day of Creation, noting on which days materials 
susceptible to defilement were created:

נִי אֵין בּוֹ טֻמְאָה,  ֵ שּׁ יוֹם הָרִאשׁוֹן טֻמְאָה, בַּ בְרָא בְּ נִּ ֶ מַה שּׁ וְיֵשׁ בְּ
טֻמְאָה...  הֶם  בָּ אֵין  י  וּבַחֲמִישִׁ רְבִיעִי  בָּ טֻמְאָה,  בּוֹ  יֶשׁ  י  לִישִׁ ְ שּׁ בַּ

י, טָמֵא. ִ שּׁ ִ יוֹם הַשּׁ בְרָא בְּ נִּ שֶׁ

“From things created on day one, there are those 
that are susceptible to tumah. Nothing created on day 
two is susceptible to tumah. There are items created on 
day three with tumah-susceptibility. Days four and five 
contain no tumah-susceptible items... but creations of 
day six are tumah-susceptible.”

In all, days one, three and six contain tumah-
susceptible items, while days two, four and five do not. 
The Bartenura fills in the details: Generally speaking, 
materials become tumah-susceptible when they are 
fashioned into vessels or clothing – that is, depending 
on what the materials are. On the first day, the earth 
was created; earthenware vessels are susceptible to 
tumah. Day number two saw the fashioning of the 
firmament separating the waters; nothing there that 
could incur tumah. The third day saw the creation of the 
trees; wooden vessels are susceptible to tumah. On the 

fourth and fifth days, the heavenly bodies and creatures 

of the air and sea were formed, respectively. They do 

not incur tumah, and so, seemingly, a moon-rock jug, 

or a sharkskin purse would be tumah-free. However, 

leather-products from animals – created on the sixth 

day – would be susceptible to tumah. 

The Problem with Seaweed

Upon delving into some of the intricacies of this 

topic, a point to consider would be the various forms of 

sea vegetation (generally referred to as kelp or seaweed). 

Although possibly not the most fashionable by current 

standards, people did utilize (at one point or another) 

the abundant fibrous material supplied 
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point to improve his ways, Hashem will then afflict his very 
body. 

In fact, the Chofetz Chaim demonstrates how almost 
every aspect of the entire process of dealing with tzara’as 
performs the function of encouraging the sinner’s spiritual 
“rehabilitation.” True repentance entails numerous factors, 
not the least of which is sincere regret over his past actions 
and a strong commitment – which the penitent must live up 
to – to avoid this transgression in the future. These elements 
are brought to the fore throughout the process of ritual 
cleansing from this condition.

The metzora (one afflicted with tzara’as) is relegated to 
solitude; the Torah instructs him to remain alone, outside the 
camp, basically devoid of human contact. In such a setting, 
the metzora has plenty of time and impetus to contemplate 
his situation, how he got there and how he can improve 
it. Surely, under these conditions, he will experience the 
necessary regret and make a firm commitment to avoid 
repetition of such behavior and seek the forgiveness of those 
harmed by his tongue. 

Such soul-searching has the effect of gaining Divine favor, 
and he soon starts to see improvement in his condition. 
Periodic examinations by the kohein (who also serves in a 
role of mentor and advisor) to determine if he has healed 
sufficiently may lead eventually to his return to the camp. 
When finally returning home, upon reflecting on the 
whole ordeal he has been through, the (ex-)metzora would 
undoubtedly be overcome with emotion. Seeing firsthand 
the overt intervention of the Hand of Hashem – the gossiper 
was afflicted when he strayed from the path and was granted 
salvation upon repenting from his misdeeds – the metzora 
would surely be moved to fulfill his resolutions.

Alas, this was all true as long as there was a Beis Hamikdash, 
which facilitated the whole cleansing process (and the 
required sacrifices that played a key role); but no more. It 
is for this reason, contends the Chofetz Chaim, that tzara’as 
does not appear in our times: the desired result would 
not be achieved. Lacking the encouragement supplied by 
witnessing the effects of the ritual cleansing process, the 
afflicted individual would not respond. And without proper 

repentance, the tzara’as would remain. Those afflicted 
would be marked for the rest of their lives.    

This does not mean, however, that the phenomenon has 
completely disappeared. On the contrary, cautions the 
Chofetz Chaim, it is as much in effect today as ever, as the 
truths taught by Chazal are timeless. Even one who speaks 
lashon hara today is afflicted with tzara’as. The only 
difference is its outward manifestation. It remains concealed, 
though, temporarily restricted to the individual’s soul.

The sober truth is that even in 2011, many people are carriers 
of this awesome disease. Though temporarily shielded from 
public view, the affliction – like all blemishes of the soul – 
will one day be revealed for all to see.  Unless, of course, 
we cure it first, which can be achieved through sincere 
repentance. Perhaps then we can succeed in stamping out 
the disease of lashon hara from our midst – once and for 
all.


