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Introduction

Last week, we began to examine the laws of Tuma and Tahara as they appear in the parashiyot of Shemini, Tazria and Metzora. We briefly surveyed some primary sources of Tuma, outlined the mechanism of Tahara, and considered the linkage of the matter with the restriction of entering the precincts of the Temple when Tamei.  Although the exact meaning of Tuma remains at this point obscure, it should be clear by now that the matter has absolutely nothing to do with physical hygiene.  This is borne out by the fact that those items that we clean-conscious moderns would consider to be particularly harmful and unhealthy are not generators of Tuma at all.  Thus, as the Rabbi Yehuda HaLevi (12th century, Spain) remarks in his 'Kuzari' (2:61) "urine, excrement, and the like, notwithstanding their noxiousness and pathogenic qualities…are not sources of Tuma, whereas a seminal issue is!"  If Tuma and Tahara are not expressions of 'clean' and 'unclean', then what exactly are they?

Tuma of Vessels

Let us begin this week by investigating a seemingly tangential aspect that will, in the end, provide the key to beginning to comprehend the matter.  Bear in mind that the following discussion has little relevance for today's reality, and hearkens back to the time when the Temple stood at Jerusalem.  As we briefly saw last week, sources of Tuma such as the human corpse or the animal carcass can convey Tuma to people or to objects that come into contact with them.  However, not all objects are equally susceptible to Tuma.  Certain objects remain immune to many of its injurious effects, at least insofar as corpse Tuma is concerned.  The Talmud in Tractate Shabbat 58a states: "vessels fashioned out of stone or earth (unfired) are not susceptible to Tuma, neither according to Torah law nor according to Rabbinic enactment."  The Mishna in Tractate Keilim ('Vessels') elaborates: "Vessels made out of wood, hides or animal bone are unsusceptible to Tuma when they are fashioned as flat surfaces, but become Tamei when they have a receptacle (Chapter 2:1)…earthenware vessels are susceptible to Tuma insofar as their airspace is concerned, but not when contact with Tuma takes place on their outer surface (Chapter 2:2)…vessels made out of metal are susceptible to Tuma whether they are flat surfaces or have a receptacle (Chapter 11:1)."  

According to the above sources, we may broadly speak of a number of categories of vessels.  Some vessels, namely those made out of STONE or unfired earth, never become Tamei, even when they come into direct contact with a corpse or other primary source of Tuma.  Other vessels can become Tamei but only when they are fashioned with a 'receptacle', which is to say some sort of an inner volume that can be used to hold something. A WOODen vessel, for instance, when fashioned as a flat surface such as a tabletop, cannot become Tamei according to Torah law.  A wooden bowl, on the other hand, will become Tamei if a source of Tuma comes into contact with it, and will have to be ritually immersed in the Mikva in order to restore it to a state of Tahara.  METAL vessels, in contrast, are susceptible to Tuma even as flat surfaces such as a simple tray, and certainly when they are in the form of 'receptacles' such as cups, bowls, boxes, etc.  The EARTHENWARE vessel, perhaps the most 'unusual' of the group, becomes Tamei when Tuma is suspended within its inner airspace (even if no direct contact with the sides of the vessel takes place), but not when Tuma touches its outer surface, even when direct contact does take place!  Additionally, alone among all of the other receptacles, the earthenware vessel, once it has contracted Tuma, cannot be returned to a state of Tahara even by immersion in a Mikva.  Only by breaking it into useless shards is it purified!  How are we to comprehend these confusing laws and to formulate some sort of an underlying principle based upon them?

Human Potential and the Lifeless Vessel

When the human artisan takes a rough piece of stone and reshapes it to suit human needs and aesthetic criteria, a transformation of its shape and surface qualities has clearly taken place.  Nevertheless, the inert stone material remains unmoved by the human intervention, for the elemental substance is just as it was.  The outer surface qualities of the stone may loudly proclaim the 'work of man', but the essential substance of its materiality are as fixed as before.  With respect to wood, however, some additional process must first unfold, for before the human being can begin to act upon the physical mass of the wood, he or she must initially effect some sort of transformation of its essence. The wood in its crude and original state is unsuited for work.  The tree must be felled, its bark stripped away, its substance dried and treated before it can be effectively reshaped.  In other words, in contrast to stone, the wooden material itself begins to speak of the human potential invested in it, for the wood must first be removed from the state of nature and introduced to the world of man. In the case of metal, the effect is even more pronounced, for metals rarely occur in nature in usable forms.  First, suitable ore must be mined, then it must be crushed and sifted, until finally it can be refined and transformed in the crucible.  

The consistent pattern that seems to emerge is that as the degree and expression of obvious human potential invested in the material or thing increases, so does the susceptibility to Tuma.  In consonance with this principle that governs material qualities, the figural qualities of the object or its ability to 'hold' things, also increases the risk of becoming Tamei.  This is because possessing the form of a receptacle also confers upon the vessel greater potential for human use.  A bowl is potentially more useful to us than a flat tray, because a bowl, by very virtue of its inner volume, can hold a greater variety of objects or liquids.  Its external form enhances its usefulness for our purposes, and this is expressed in the world of Tuma and Tahara as a heightened sensitivity to contracting Tuma.  

The Vessel of Earthenware

Nowhere is this more pronounced than in the case of the earthenware vessel, for although its elemental clay material is as inert and lifeless as stone, something unusual takes place when man introduces fire to the equation. The chemical makeup of the clay is actually transformed by heat, and the resulting material becomes impervious to water, proclaiming an alteration that forever separates the earthenware from its humble origins.  It is this stark quality of contrast, the most static matter transmuted by man's profound spark of inventive intervention, that resonates from the laws of the earthenware vessel. Its outer surface remains resistant and impenetrable to any type of Tuma, but simply suspend Tuma within its airspace, the potentially useful volume of its terra cotta perimeter, and the earthenware vessel becomes inalterably Tamei, for nothing short of completely shattering its visage can return it to a state of Tahara.

The fundamental principle that emerges is that Tuma and Tahara are not arbitrary or irrational states of being, but are rather intrinsically related to the human condition, to the human potential that God has given us to shape the world to our ends.  Wherever we find a greater degree of human potential that has left its mark on the world, there we will find a greater susceptibility to Tuma.  This is because Tuma is nothing less or more than the counterweight of Tahara, for both express the concretization of human potential and the attendant responsibility to wield that power wisely.  

The Generators of Tuma Reconsidered

Returning to the generators of Tuma, they now are suddenly more comprehensible, for the most virulent type of Tuma is that conveyed by the human corpse.  The human being, perhaps alone in the cosmos, has the unique potential to apprehend God, to spiritually develop and to grow, and to permanently alter the moral (not to mention the physical) state of the world.  When the human being expires and his body dies, that potential is forever dissipated.  Although Jewish tradition asserts that the spiritual soul of man lives on, its ability to accomplish, to improve, and to impact with sublimity on this physical world of mundane cares, has been spent with the demise of the house of clay within which it fleetingly and often contentiously dwelt.  As our Sages wistfully describe it, "when a person dies, he is freed from mitzva obligations".  The promise suggested by the performance of the Mitzva or Divine command is, for the Torah, the most pronounced expression of the human being's capacity to transcend deadening equilibrium in order to BECOME.  Death, however, cuts short that opportunity, for there is no more momentum in the grave.    

All other members of the first category of Tuma sources that were introduced last week are related to this notion, for the specter of death hovers over them all.  The dead animal, reptile, or bird is Tamei because the world of man and the world of the lower creatures are intertwined, and in their passing we too experience the dismal ache of corporeal decay.  Who can remain spiritually immune to the effects of life's ebb and the body's ruin, for wherever the life force with futility fades away, the state of Tuma encroaches.

Other Forms of 'Death'

The second category of Tuma generators, almost all related to the function or malfunction of the human reproductive organs, pertains to the same theme, for not only does the cessation of physical life invite the state of Tuma, but even the dissipation of potential life.  The Zav and Zava both suffer from some sort of issue that implies a disruption of their capacity to reproduce, as if the possibility of generating new human life has been temporarily curtailed.  The Nida or menstruating woman, has shed the ovum that might have been, that could have become, that had the potential to assume the form of a living human being.  The loss of that potential, blameless and natural though it may have been, is the dynamo that drives the engine of Tuma, for human existence can never remain undefined.  If Tahara cannot be present, then by default Tuma takes its exalted place, for the human condition abhors a vacuum.  

A Necessary Digression

Of course, in addition to the Tuma restrictions placed upon the Nida insofar as entry to the Temple compound is concerned, there is also the curtailment of marital intimacy that is associated with the onset of the menstrual period.  Modern social scientists have attempted, with some degree of malice, to link the two, as if the woman's 'unclean' state is the cause for the male's consternation and corresponding remoteness.  These claims have been buttressed by scholarly comparisons with other 'primitive' cultures, in which the women's monthly period is part of more extensive cultural taboos against harmful bodily issues, and especially of blood.  

Although echoes of such ideas can be found within the corpus of Jewish tradition (see especially the comments of the Ramban on VaYikra 12:4, and especially on Breisheet 31:35), there are also alternate and equally valid views.  The Raavad, Rabbi Avraham ben David of Posquieres, one of the foremost Talmudists of the 12th century, had the following to say in his introduction to the 'Baalei HaNefesh', an authoritative treatment of the laws of Nida: "In order that a man should know that there is a God above Who is sovereign over him, man was given laws and ordinances to govern his relations with woman, just as we find in every other area of human endeavor.  One who owns a field must adhere to the Torah's commands with respect to plowing, planting and harvest, for mixed kinds are forbidden and a portion of the harvest must be shared with the poor…when  a person desires to partake of his bread, he must first invoke God's name and bless Him before and after…garments must not be composed of a mixture of wool and linen…the male body also is governed by Torah law, for circumcision must be performed upon it…a person's time is informed by the observance of the Shabbat and the Holidays during which 'melacha' (creative labor) is forbidden…so too, relations between a couple are guided by the Torah's laws, for they are commanded to separate at the times of her period and childbirth…"

In other words, for the Raavad, the Nida's state of Tuma is quite distinct from the limits that the condition places upon marital intimacy, for the latter are part of the larger matrix of Torah commands that bear upon every facet of human life.  No aspect of human existence is removed from the purview of the Torah's concern, for every activity in which we engage has the potential and the obligation to carry upon it the imprimatur of God's nearness.  It may very well be that the 'government has no business in the bedrooms of the nation', but the same is not true of God.  If we are to live lives of exemplary conduct and heightened sensitivity to all that is good, spiritual and true, then excluding God's presence from even (especially?) its most sequestered features is inconceivable. 

Other forms of Tuma

To return to the topic at hand, the male, in an analogous situation, becomes Tamei when he has experienced a seminal issue, even if a single one of the hundreds of millions of gametes released by his willful act of intercourse has wondrously spawned new life.  Once again, it is the loss of potential human life that spells the formula for Tuma to intrude.

The pregnant woman contains within her body the miracle of new life in formation.  Upon releasing the fetus in the act of birth, she has introduced that new life into the world, but in the process has become shorn of the potential that was latent within her. What is regarded as a new beginning for her offspring, is, for her, paradoxically, a moment of loss, for the miraculous translation of that potential life into real life has left her strangely bereft of the promise that was heretofore dormant within her body.  Thus, she enters a temporary state of Tuma soon relieved by the counting of days, immersion in a Mikva, and the bringing of prescribed offerings.  

The curious twofold measure of Tuma associated with the birth of a female, the fourteen days of confinement versus the seven days attendant upon the birth of a male (see VaYikra 12:1-8), can now be understood as something other than unfair bias.  Rather, it is the acknowledgement of the female's unique capacity to harbor and to nurture nascent life.  Since the female infant is herself capable of one day sustaining, nourishing, and giving birth to new life, the delivery of that child constitutes a double loss of potential insofar as the mother is concerned.  This results in a state of Tuma lasting twice as long as that associated with the birth of a male.

Conclusion

Because there is still more to be said about the matter of Tuma and Tahara, we will continue and conclude the discussion next week.  We must now investigate why the Mikva is so consequential to the rites of Tahara, as well as attempt to understand how these laws are related to the moral dimension of our lives.  They may therefore still have something to say to us today, even in the absence of a Temple at Jerusalem.

TO BE CONTINUED

Shabbat Shalom 

