Parashah Tazria/Metzora Comments (2013)

Our readings this week speak much about clean and unclean. It starts off with the biblical requirement concerning a woman’s period. Essentially, God wants us to revere life. Anything that that leads to death is not permitted in God’s presence. A woman’s menstrual discharge is an elimination of dead eggs. Therefore, during her “time of the month” she was not permitted to be in the vicinity of the Tabernacle. In Sioux City, the Orthodox Jewish community declined an offer of assistance from the other synagogue in town. The other synagogue, a merging of two congregations that were not Orthodox, had offered to build a chapel on their grounds, since the Orthodox building was falling apart and much larger than necessary to accommodate the needs of the small Orthodox group. The offer was declined. The reason was that the Orthodox congregation maintained the biblical proscription regarding the ritual uncleanness of women during their time while the other congregation did not hold to the same belief. The Orthodox congregation holds that this rule applied to the Tabernacle as described in Leviticus. They see the rules applied in the Torah apply to their present house of worship  in the same way. The other congregation may hold to the belief that, since the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in 70 A.D., the requirements of separation do not apply. Their synagogue is neither the Tabernacle nor its successor in Jerusalem. For me it points up the kind of issues that speak to traditions and interpretations of sincere seekers of the truth who can down on different sides of a question. No one is right or wrong here.
Other ritual uncleanness is described in these chapters as well. But the most prominent is the rules and requirements surrounding what in Hebrew is called “tzara’at.”  Leprosy, or “Hansen’s disease”, and tzara’at are both gruesome skin ailments; however, this is where the similarity ends. It was understandable that mistranslations might develop because there was no translation for the biblical ailment and leprosy seemed to be the closest fit in; therefore, we will call it what the original Hebrew called it: “tzara’at.” 
So what is tzara’at if it is not leprosy? Well, let me tell you what the Jewish sages thought it was: a physical manifestation of a spiritual dysfunction. In other words, it was God’s condemnation of a serious trespass or sin.

This understanding comes from the Book of Numbers, Chapter 12, where Miriam is struck down with tzara’at for speaking against her brother Moses. Tzara’at has come to mean a sign of God’s displeasure for negative speech – slander, tale-bearing, gossiping and libel.
It is worth mentioning that slander (a malicious, false, or defamatory oral statement) is a vice in all Jewish writings. So says, Richard Chaimberlin, Messianic Rabbi of Petah Tikvah Congregation in Rochester, New York, in his quarterly publication of the same name, volume 31, number two. He quotes Leviticus 19:16:

You shall not go about as a talebearer among your people; nor shall you take a stand against the life of your neighbor: I am the Lord. 

Then Rabbi Chaimberlin asks the question: what does slander and murder have to do with one another? Then he answers it and says Judaism sees character assassination as a sin equal to murder.

You may not see the connection, but words have resulted in exactly that. The best example I can think of is the “blood libel” hundreds of years ago that calimed Jews were kidnapping and killing Christian children to use their blood in the making of matzah. For anyone who knows the bible, this would be an obvious fabrication, as Jewish people are required to refrain from eating blood. Furthermore, the bible allows observant Jews to only eat certain kinds of meat. Pork is not one of them. Neither is the flesh of human beings.

Words are very powerful. God spoke the entirety of creation into existence. “And God said…” is repeated many times in Genesis. If we are created in the image of God, we must never lose sight of the power that our own words have. I believe most of the time, our tongues get us into trouble when we forget this perspective and think that what we say has no importance. We speak to hear ourselves and not to really communicate with others, to inflate our self-importance. When we think little of ourselves, we dismiss the significance of the impact our words and actions have on others. If we think little of ourselves, how can we think others are important? So many times we say what pleases us or puffs us up in our own eyes to compensate for our lack of self-esteem. So many times we are oblivious to offenses we commit because we think our actions have no consequence. A passage in the commentary known as the Babylonian Talmud on the requirement for someone afflicted with tzara’at to be separated from the rest of the camp says the following:

What is it that makes someone with tzara’at so unique that the Torah says [in Leviticus 13:46], "He shall live alone; his dwelling shall be outside the camp"? [His gossiping] separated a husband from his wife and a man from his neighbor. Therefore the Torah said, "He shall live alone." (Babylonian Talmud - b.Arachin 16b) 

The Nazi regime used negative and untrue language very effectively in their day and so do fanatic Muslims today. The Nazis believed if you tell a big enough lie over and over, people will believe it. The anti-Semitism of the Third Reich that killed millions and the Holocaust deniers of today speak in the same manner. It is said that the Koran condones lying in the furtherance of Islam. Judaism does not condone lying or any verbal or written communication that unfairly injures or offends another. 
In the Haftarah portion this week, 2 Kings, God, through Elisha the prophet, uses the tzara’at of the commanding general of Aram, Israel’s enemy, to bring the general to faith in the God of Israel. A Hebrew girl, captured by Aram, who was a servant in the general’s house, told her mistress about Elisha and his reputation and the general’s wife urged him to go to Samaria. So the tzara’at brought peace between Israel and Aram (Syria) for a time as a result. A good example of how God makes lemonade out of lemons! Or, as a Catholic priest once told me, Holy water can flow through rusty pipes!
Miriam contracted tzara’at because she was running down the leadership of her brother Moses. Based on the biblical description of what occurred, Miriam was guilty of a sin called “lashon hara.” Literally “lashon hara” means as follows: “lashon” means “tongue” or “language”, “ha” means “the” and “ra” means “bad” or “evil.” Lashon hara, therefore, means “the evil tongue.” It is used to describe language that may be true but denigrates another person. 
There are other terms for other kinds of inappropriate language. “Hotza’at shem ra” means “spreading a bad name” and is best translated as “slander.” This is actually worse than “lashon hara” because it involves spreading malicious lies about another person. 

This is not to say we are never to say anything bad about another person; however, when it causes conflicts and offenses, we have a method for dealing with loose language. Matthew 18:15-17. It says this:

15 “Moreover, if your brother commits a sin against you, go and show him his fault — but privately, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won back your brother. 16 If he doesn’t listen, take one or two others with you so that every accusation can be supported by the testimony of two or three witnesses. 17 If he refuses to hear them, tell the congregation; and if he refuses to listen even to the congregation, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax-collector. 

The basis for having two or three witnesses is found in Leviticus 19:15:

“One witness alone will not be sufficient to convict a person of any offense or sin of any kind; the matter will be established only if there are two or three witnesses testifying against him. “

The lashon hara or evil tongue is not specifically mentioned in the bible, but Psalm 34:14 says:

Depart from evil and do good;
Seek peace and pursue it. 

Just as you would prefer a private discussion when someone has an issue with you, it is better to speak to another with whom you have a problem in private before any further action is taken.

This is consistent with the Jewish imperative to seek peace even to the extent of giving up our rights. Abraham gave Lot his choice of land to avoid tension between them. Abraham also gave in to Sarah when he didn’t have to. Isaac sacrificed his rightful indignation when he had a chance to bring peace concerning the matter of his father’s wells. If you believe when a Christian looks at a cross, he is praying to idols or to a graven image, that’s your right. Please do not presume to speak for anyone but yourself when you say that in our congregation. On the other side, if you believe the Mogen Dovid, the Jewish Star, is also a pagan symbol and needs to be removed from the congregation’s presence, be my guest. You can believe what you want. It is between you and God. But have the humility to realize that others may not agree with you and that your opinion may not apply to how they see the same image. Nor may it express the mind of God. If you feel strongly about this, I suggest you worship with others who agree with you. Just like the Orthodox Jewish congregation and their idea of uncleanness as it relates to a woman’s presence in the synagogue during her period as opposed to the Jewish congregation that does not see this as an issue. For our congregation, it is pretty simple. We believe in one God, HaShem, and His Son, Yeshua the Messiah. We believe the Bible is the word of God and Yeshua is the word come to life. We do our best to avoid confusing the traditions of men with the truth of God.
Exposing wolves in sheep’s clothing, false shepherds, and false prophets is not to be discouraged by this discussion; however, we must be certain that we are doing this for the right reasons. If our motive is correct, we are obligated to prevent harm to others when we know it is occurring. Maybe we need to say something to avoid confusion and divisiveness or to serve some other constructive purpose. In those cases, refraining from negative speech would be the same as concealing a matter which would be improper to say the least.
Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan was also known as the “Chafetz Chaim” – the Desirer of Life. He wrote two major works on the evil tongue – the lashon hara. One of these, called “Sh’mirat HaLashon” (“Guarding the Tongue”)  is thought to be the most authoritative text  regarding lashon hara. It is said that the first Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed because of Sabbath-breaking and idolatry. But during the time of the Second Temple, there was no problem of idolatry. The Chafets Chaim concluded that the second destruction occurred because of hatred without cause and lashon hara.  Maybe it was over Yeshua and his followers. The Gospels and the Book of Acts describe believers who were considered a sect of Judaism. When Yeshua went willingly to the cross, the ill-will between believers and traditional Jews began to grow. Wikipedia says about this division:
It is commonly attributed to a number of events said to be pivotal: the antithesis of the law and rejection of Jesus c. 30, the Council of Jerusalem c. 50,  the destruction of the Temple and institution of the Jewish tax in 70…”

Maybe the destruction was not a contributing cause of the divergence of Jews and Christians. I am suggesting that the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 A.D. may have been a result of the growing tension between the sect of Jewish people known as “The Way” and the people Yeshua asked the Father to forgive, ”For they know not what they do.”
According to Rabbi Chaimberlin, the Sages of Israel tell us that two major forms of lashon hara need to be avoided:


1) Making a remark that belittles or puts down another, and


2) Making a remark that causes harm to another – spiritually, physically, spiritually, financially or mentally.
In the Brit Chadashah, James (actually “Jacob” or “Ya’akov” in Hebrew) also spoke of guarding the tongue:

3 Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, since you know that we will be judged more severely. 2 For we all stumble in many ways; if someone does not stumble in what he says, he is a mature man who can bridle his whole body. 3 If we put a bit into a horse’s mouth to make it obey us, we control its whole body as well. 4 And think of a ship — although it is huge and is driven by strong winds, yet the pilot can steer it wherever he wants with just a small rudder. 5 So too the tongue is a tiny part of the body, yet it boasts great things. See how a little fire sets a whole forest ablaze! 6 Yes, the tongue is a fire, a world of wickedness. The tongue is so placed in our body that it defiles every part of it, setting ablaze the whole of our life; and it is set on fire by Gei-Hinnom itself. 7 For people have tamed and continue to tame all kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and sea creatures; 8 but the tongue no one can tame — it is an unstable and evil thing, full of death-dealing poison! 9 With it we bless Adonai, the Father; and with it we curse people, who were made in the image of God. 10 Out of the same mouth come blessing and cursing! Brothers, it isn’t right for things to be this way. 11 A spring doesn’t send both fresh and bitter water from the same opening, does it? 12 Can a fig tree yield olives, my brothers? or a grapevine, figs? Neither does salt water produce fresh.
13 Who among you is wise and understanding? Let him demonstrate it by his good way of life, by actions done in the humility that grows out of wisdom. 14 But if you harbor in your hearts bitter jealousy and selfish ambition, don’t boast and attack the truth with lies! 15 This wisdom is not the kind that comes down from above; on the contrary, it is worldly, unspiritual, demonic. 16 For where there are jealousy and selfish ambition, there will be disharmony and every foul practice. 17 But the wisdom from above is, first of all, pure, then peaceful, kind, open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality and without hypocrisy. 18 And peacemakers who sow seed in peace raise a harvest of righteousness
 The antidote for “lashon hara” is “sh’mirat halashon” – “the guarding of the tongue.”

Psalm 141:3 says:

Set a guard, Adonai, over my mouth;
keep watch at the door of my lips. 

And Psalm 19:14 says:

“Let the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be acceptable in thy sight.”

Much of what I have said here comes from rabbinic tradition. This is certainly not as authoritative as Scripture, but it can help us to understand what the bible is trying to tell us.

All of us who have listened to my words so far are striving to be more like God and have a better relationship with Him through His Son, whom He sent to teach us His ways so that we may live and enjoy the gift of life the Father has given us. As fellow sojourners on the path, we are all at different points in our journey. As we grow we learn. As we learn, we become convicted of what God has revealed to each of us. Let us continue to realize that, first we had to become aware of a new revelation before we could understand it and grow from that understanding. If we realize that we come to revelation from ignorance, I hope we will consider that we are all ignorant of some part of God’s revelation. I don’t know about you, but I KNOW I don’t know it all. Therefore, I am asking God, right here and now, to convict us of our need to be more humble when we speak to others. We do not hear when we speak. We hear and learn when we listen. God gave us two ears and one mouth, Amen?
Someone may be so convicted of the rightness of what they believe that they refuse to listen to another’s point of view. I believe most bigots wouldn’t know they are even bigots because they believe they are so right in their own eyes. 

Sometimes we think that, as Messianic believers, we have the answer. We know the way.  I believe we are a way to greater unity in the body of Yeshua and a way to reconciliation among all those who seek the face of God be they Jews, Christians, Messianics, Muslims, Agnostics or Atheists. I believe that Jeremiah 31:34 will be fulfilled. In that passage the prophet says we will not have to tell each other about God because we will all know Him. I believe we all have the knowledge of God within us and that we all have the potential to stop suppressing that belief and surrender to His loving ways. However, we believers only help make this happen when we walk humbly with our God. The Father is the picture of humility. He has condescended to come and fellowship with us. He sent His Son to teach us Who He is and repair the rift with Him that our sin created. Sin continues to threaten us with separation from God and each other through the seduction of this world. Guarding our tongues can work toward the unity that the evil one fights against every day.
We need to put our egos in our pockets, close our mouths and listen to God and to one another. Let us not, in our rightness, abdicate the responsibility to guard our tongues and cause offense that leads to separation.
Yeshua says in our first Gospel reading:

“43 If your hand makes you sin, cut it off! Better that you should be maimed but obtain eternal life, rather than keep both hands and go to Gei-Hinnom, to unquenchable fire! 44  45 And if your foot makes you sin, cut it off! Better that you should be lame but obtain eternal life, rather than keep both feet and be thrown into Gei-Hinnom!” …”47 And if your eye makes you sin, pluck it out! Better that you should be one-eyed but enter the Kingdom of God, rather than keep both eyes and be thrown into Gei-Hinnom,…”

Of course, Yeshua is using hyperbole here to make a point. Otherwise, we all might be walking around without various parts of our bodies! I don’t want to add anything or take away anything from scripture, but in the same way, maybe it would be better if some of us did to our tongues what Yeshua suggests we do to our hands, feet or eyes!
The person with tzara’at is to be isolated from the camp as part of the priests procedure in making a final determination as to a person’s affliction. It is seven days of separation. Miriam repented and she was healed of her tzara’at. The seven days gives the person being examined the opportunity to reflect on his condition. If he or she is truly afflicted with this disease which is God’s rebuke, maybe the best “cure” is repentance.
Expanding the passage I read before may also help:

Who is the man who desires life,
And loves many days, that he may see good?
13 Keep your tongue from evil,
And your lips from speaking deceit.
14 Depart from evil and do good;
Seek peace and pursue it.  (Psalm 34:12-14)

If you follow what Yeshua calls the second commandment, love your neighbor as yourself, you will do this as a natural consequence.

In the second and last Gospel reading this week, Y’shua defines what loving your neighbor is all about. Near the end the story of the Good Samaritan, Yeshua asks the Torah expert, 

36 Of these three, which one seems to you to have become the ‘neighbor’ of the man who fell among robbers?” 37 He answered, “The one who showed mercy toward him.” Yeshua said to him, “You go and do as he did.” (Luke 10:36&37).
Let us go and do as the Good Samaritan did. Let is speak ill of no one. Let us focus on the good we have been given by HaShem through His Son, Yeshua. Let us strive to enhance our relationship with God and bring along as many as we can with us.

Father in Heaven, may the Holy Spirit help us to be discerning in word and thought. May we learn to focus on the goodness you yearn to share with each of us. Please mold us and make us worthy of your gifts. Amen
