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Parshat Metzora
Surfing with Hope and Faith in Perpetual Impurity

Yali Szulanski

We have come to a place in our lives where, for many of us, a small plastic rectangle holds
the key to our participation in community - at least for the next few days. We stand in lines
at booths on city corners, in pharmacies, and at the gateway to socialization. We shiver with
anticipation as we wait to see whether the second little red line will appear. We stand on the
edges, peering into the village square – not yet quite in it – until we know – are we pure
enough to enter?

Having rounded the two-year corner of living in the time of plague, I can’t help but wonder
how we keep going without succumbing to the feeling of despair, of ,יֵאּוׁש or even sinking
deeper into נֶֶפׁשַמַּפח , complete disillusionment. Parents of small children everywhere
awaken to emails informing of their children’s exposure to positive cases, and we watch the
graphs that were so hopefully trending downwards, now starting to inch upwards. We are
constantly in a state of limbo, of ספק – doubt – about whether we are – or are not – carrying
the virus that we all so desperately fear. It would not surprise me if, as a human community,
we were to give in to this despair. Yet, we keep going. Despite the cloud of potential illness
hanging over us, we boldly enter crowded spaces, attend simchas, and maintain contact
with each other – with masks or without. We enter, but we do not know the answers to
these essential questions:

1. Are we okay to be here?
2. What did we do to deserve this?
3. How do we get out of it?

This week we read Parshat Metzora, in which there is a strong focus on the purification
rituals that one must undergo in order to return from exile due to the illness of tza’raat, from
sexual impurity, or from menstrual discharge. The parsha begins by giving us detailed
instructions on how the recovered metzora – or person ill with tzara’at – is purified by a
Kohen using a special procedure that involves two birds, spring water, a piece of cedar
wood, a bundle of hyssop, and some scarlet thread. The elaborate and beautiful ritual also
involves the cleansing, shaving, and purifying of the affected person. These clear steps give
us instructions on how to welcome those who have healed, recovered, and been ritually
purified back into community. This is so very hopeful! One who has been ill has a clear
process towards healing, and their return.

I long for such clarity. In our situation today, one who has been ill with COVID-19 neither
has a clear existential cause for their illness, nor a ceremonial return to society after they
have “healed.” After five days, we return – and we hope that we will not be afflicted again.
We are living in a wave pattern, with anxiety cresting along with the threat of re-infection.
Yet – we still have these valleys, these moments where the sun is shining on our bare faces,
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and our smiles are hopeful.  It is in that hope, I argue, that we can find our strength to
continue on.

The Gemara in Arachin 15b talks about how one becomes a metzora: through the speaking
of lashon hara, or speaking ill of someone else:

המצורעזאת תהיה תורתאמר ריש לקיש מאי דכתיב (ויקרא יד, ב)
זאת תהיה תורתו של מוציא שם רע

Resh Lakish taught: These are the rules of the metzora,
these are the rules of one who speaks maliciously.

Having just helped my children celebrate “power of words” day at their school, where they
discuss the harmful effects of lashon hara, this feels salient. Yes – if we רעמוציא – bring
forth evil about another person, then certainly there can be some kind of consequence. In a
time where schools are implored to think about the psychological safety of their students,
talking about the scriptural impact of lashon hara is tantamount to a lesson about cyber
bullying. As the alternate schoolyard saying goes, “sticks and stones may break my bones,
but words will surely hurt me.”

The Torah tells us stories in every single book about why we shouldn’t speak evil of others.
In Bereishit, we hear the story of the serpent speaking lashon hara about Hashem to Chava.
In Shemot, Hashem makes an example of Moshe when he speaks evil of the Jewish people,
thinking that they will not believe him. In Vayikra, we get the very clear prohibition in 19:16:
“You shall not be a talebearer among your people.” In Bamidbar, we learn about Miriam’s
affliction with tzara’at for speaking lashon hara about Moshe. Finally, in Devarim, the Torah
warns us to “heed of the plague of leprosy... remember what Hashem did to Miriam on the
way as you came out of Egypt” (24:8-9). Lashon Hara is a big deal to us! Thus, it makes
sense that speaking lashon hara gets us some kind of punishment.

But…What about Covid-19? How does going to school, to the office, to the supermarket, to
a simcha mean that we deserve to be ill? Have we transgressed so much to the point that
we are continuously impure? These are all questions that raise to mind our current state of
fragility in the crests– and how we turn to our hope that it will be better when we are in the
valleys. We pray for drops in the curve of illness, and we take in deeper breaths when the
rates of transmission fall. We are surfing these waves on little plastic rectangles, without a
clear way out, without a clear purification ritual that allows us to return without worry, to our
community. We have faith that we will make it to a valley that stretches out into eternity,
where we will take deep breaths confidently into the horizon. With that faith, we keep
moving forward.
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Somehow, we stay balanced – with hope, with faith, with each undulation. We hold our
hope with us every day when we greet our fellow humans on the journey, and we recognize
it in each others’ eyes as we try to navigate daily exposure. We turn to our faith when the
tide turns, and the curve starts to spike. As we read this week’s parsha, and we reflect on
our ancestors’ need for clear ritualistic purity, I invite us to see how our modern hope,
combined with ancestral faith, can allow us to live in parallel to the ritual. We may not have
the rituals now, but we have the hope that things will be better, and the faith that we are
moving forward – with ourselves, and together with our communities.
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