What’s so bad about Tum’ah? Shavuot 7b

The Gemara discusses how significant the problem of rw 11 wTzn nkniv (the impurity of the
Temple and its sacraments) is. But why is it such a problem?

Questions? Comments? Email dinanddaf@gmail.com
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The mishna returns to the subject of defiling the Temple or its sacrificial foods. It elaborates on
which offerings atone for different cases of defiling the Temple or its sacrificial foods: In cases in
which one had awareness, i.e., he knew he was ritually impure and was aware of the sanctity of
the Temple or foods involved at the beginning, i.e., before he transgressed, and had awareness
at the end, i.e., after the transgression, but had a lapse of awareness of one of those two
components in between, while he actually transgressed, this person is liable to bring a
sliding-scale offering. For cases in which one had awareness at the beginning, transgressed
during a lapse of awareness, and still had no awareness at the end, the goat whose blood
presentation is performed inside the Sanctuary on Yom Kippur, and Yom Kippur itself, suspend
any punishment that he deserves until he becomes aware of his transgression; and then to
achieve atonement he brings a sliding-scale offering.
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For cases in which one did not have awareness at the beginning but had awareness at the end,
the goat whose blood presentation is performed outside the Sanctuary, i.e., the goat of the
additional offerings of Yom Kippur, and Yom Kippur itself, atone, as it is stated with regard to the
offerings brought on Yom Kippur: “One goat for a sin-offering aside from the sin-offering of the
atonements” (Numbers 29:11). The verse juxtaposes the internal and external goats together to
teach that for that which this one atones, that one atones. Just as the internal goat, i.e., the one
whose blood presentation is performed inside the Sanctuary, atones only for a case in which
there was awareness of the components of the transgression at some point, i.e., at the
beginning, so too, the external goat, i.e., the goat of the additional offerings of Yom Kippur,
atones only for a case in which there was awareness at some point, i.e., at the end.
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And for cases in which one did not have awareness, neither at the beginning nor at the end, the
goats brought as sin-offerings for the additional offerings of the Festivals and the goats brought
as sin-offerings for the additional offerings of the New Moons atone. This is the statement of
Rabbi Yehuda. Rabbi Shimon says: The goats of the Festivals atone for cases in which one
never had awareness of the transgression, but the goats of the New Moons do not. But if so, for
what do the goats of the New Moons atone? They atone for a ritually pure person who
unwittingly partook of ritually impure sacrificial food. Rabbi Meir says: With regard to all the
goats offered as additional offerings, those of the New Moons, Festivals, and Yom Kippur, their
atonement, i.e., the atonement that they effect, is the same; they all atone for the defiling of the
Temple by entering it while impure, or for the defiling of its sacrificial foods by partaking of them
while impure. Rabbi Shimon would say, delineating his opinion as the mishna expresses it
above: The goats of the New Moons atone for a ritually pure person who unwittingly partook of
ritually impure sacrificial food. And with regard to the defiling of the Temple or its sacrificial
foods, the goats of the Festivals atone for cases in which one did not have awareness, neither
at the beginning nor at the end, and the goats of the additional offerings of Yom Kippur atone for
cases in which one did not have awareness at the beginning but did have awareness at the end.
The Rabbis said to him: What is the halakha with regard to whether goats consecrated for
different days may be sacrificed, this one in place of that one? For example, if a goat was
initially consecrated to be sacrificed as part of the Yom Kippur additional offerings, may it be
sacrificed as part of the Festival additional offerings instead? Rabbi Shimon said to them: They
may be sacrificed. They said to him: Since, according to you, their atonement is not the same,
how could they possibly be sacrificed, this one in place of that one? Rabbi Shimon said to them:
They can be interchanged, since ultimately all of them come to atone for the defiling of the
Temple or its sacrificial foods.
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With regard to this matter, i.e., the atonement effected by the sacrifice of the goat, | can state
that this verse serves to amplify the atonement by teaching that the goat offering atones for the
following three sins, which the Torah is referring to as impurities: The impurity of the sin of idol
worship, and the impurity of engaging in forbidden sexual relations, and the impurity of
perpetrating bloodshed.
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The baraita demonstrates that each of these sins is referred to as impurity: With regard to idol
worship the verse states: “For he had given his offspring to Molekh in order to render impure My
Sanctuary” (Leviticus 20:3). With regard to forbidden sexual relations the verse states: “You
shall safeguard My charge not to do any of the abominable traditions that were done before you
and not to render yourself impure through them” (Leviticus 18:30). With regard to bloodshed the



verse states: “The land will not atone for the blood that was spilled on it except through the
blood of the one who spilled it; you shall not render the land impure” (Numbers 35:34). One
might have thought that the goat offering would atone for these three types of impurities. To
counter this, the verse states: “From the impurities of the children of Israel” (Leviticus 16:16).
The restrictive term “from” indicates that it atones for some impurities but not for all impurities.
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The baraita derives the type of impurity for which the goat offering does atone: What do we find
is the impurity that the verse differentiates from all other impurities? You must say that the verse
is referring to the defiling of the Temple or its sacrificial foods. It is specifically for this
transgression that the Torah provides one with the means of achieving atonement, i.e., by
bringing a sliding-scale offering. So too here, since the verse limits the atonement of the goat
offering to transgressions involving impurity, it is logical that it can also atone only for the defiling
of the Temple or its sacrificial foods. This is the statement of Rabbi Yehuda.
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Rabbi Shimon says: It is not necessary to derive which transgressions the goat offering atones
for by comparing the verse written concerning it to a different verse. Rather, from its own place,
i.e., from the verse about the atonement effected by the goat itself, it can be determined, as it
states: “And he shall effect atonement upon the Sanctuary [hakodesh] from the impurities of the
children of Israel,” which should be interpreted as saying that it atones for the defiling of
anything sacred [kodesh], i.e., the Temple or its sacrificial foods.
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...Rabbi Shimon would say: 32 goats are sacrificed for the community every year: 30* externally
and are eaten, and one internally and is not eaten, and the scapegoat: 12 on the 12 beginnings
of the month; 7 on Pesach; 8 on Sukkot; 2 on Yom Kippur; 1 on Rosh HaShanah; 2 on Shavuot
- one for the bread and one for the day. And if the first has already atoned, for what does the
second atone? For the fum’ah that happened between the two sacrifices. And we say: Israel
should truly bring 2 goats each day, but God had mercy on the finances of Israel!

*emendation of the Hebrew text, which says 31
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R. Shimon would say: impurity of the Temple and its sacraments is more severe than all sins in
the Torah; for all the sins in the Torah are atoned for through one goat, while the impurity of the
Temple and its sacraments is atoned for each and every month, as is stated in Yechezkel 5:11:
“Assuredly, as | live—said the Sovereign GOD—because you defiled My Sanctuary...”: the
disgusting things you did are severed, and the impurity of the Temple and its sacraments is
more severe than all.
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An incident occurred with two priestly brothers who were equal and were running up the ramp of
the altar. One got ahead of the other, within 4 cubits of the altar, and the other one took out a
knife and stabbed his brother in the heart. R. Zadok came and stood on the steps of the hallway
on the Temple Mount. He said: Listen, my kin, the House of Israel, in Devarim 21:1 the Torah
says: If a corpse is found on the ground, etc. From where should we measure? From the hechal
or from the azarot? All of Israel cried after him.
And then the father of the boy(s) came and said: | am be your atonement. My son is still moving
(i.e., not dead). This teaches that the impurity of the knife was more severe to them than the
spilling of blood. Likewise, Scripture states in Melachim Il, 21:16: “Moreover, Manasseh put so
many innocent persons to death...” Based on this they said: For the sin of murder, the Divine
Presence ascended, and the Temple was defiled/impurified.
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4. Dr. Hannah K. Harrington, The Purity Texts, 35-36, 100

In Egypt the hieroglyphs ‘life’ and ‘happiness’ flow from the purification flasks which purify the
king. So also purification of the dead brings ritual purity and new life...at Delos, the sacred island
of the Greeks, neither births nor deaths were permitted...The Hittites observed a longer period
of impurity after the birth of a girl than a boy (four months vs. three months).

5. Dr. Christine Hayes, Impurity, Encyclopedia Judaica

What are the sources of ritual impurity that are incompatible with the holiness of God? The three
main sources of impurity are (1) corpses and certain animal carcasses, (2) zara'at — skin
diseases in humans (a decomposition of the flesh associated with death; see Num. 12:12, Job
18:13) and fungal growths in fabrics and houses, and (3) genital discharges. Many scholars
have noted that the physical substances and states labeled impure, and thus deemed to be
anathema to God, are associated with death and procreation. The God of the Hebrew Bible
does not die and does not have sexual relations. These are characteristic of humans. To be
eligible to approach the sanctuary, God's residence among the Israelites, humans must
separate from that which makes them least God-like: death and procreation. The ritual purity
laws requiring separation from sources of impurity are thus essential to the frequent priestly
exhortation to be like God (imitatio dei) and to strive for holiness...Three classes of heinous



moral transgression are singled out as sources of a moral impurity that defiles the land. These
transgressions, which incur severe punishment, include various sexual sins, homicide, and
idolatry.

6. Rambam, Guide for the Perplexed 3:47
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...The Torah of God that Moses our master was commanded and related to came only to lessen
burdens. And anything that seems burdensome seems so only because you are unaware of the
practices that existed in those days. See, for example, the difference between a person who
would burn his child in fire in service of his pagan god versus a person who need only burn a
dove for the service of our God...And these rules effected many useful goals — one, to avoid
ugliness and disgust, a second to protect the Temple, a third to pay regard to common custom
(as you will hear the great burdens of the Sabeans regarding defilement) and the fourth is to
lighten the burden from upon a person so that ritual impurity does not prevent him/her from
going about normal life: for this commandment of im/purity relates only to the Temple and its
consecrated items, not to other things...Whereas still among the Sabeans in eastern lands,
among the Magi, a menstruant woman must live solitarily, and they burn the ground where she
walks, and one who speaks with her becomes impure, and even if a wind passes over her and
someone pure, the latter becomes defiled....
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...We have already explained that the intention regarding the Temple is to require renewed
admiration to enter, and that one fear, like the verse, “Fear my Temple,” and anything revered
loses something when a person sees it all the time. The sages already commented on this and
said that it is not good to visit the Temple anytime one wishes. And they connected this to the
saying in Mishlei 25:17, “Visit your neighbor sparingly (lest he have too much of you and hate
you).” And because this was the intention, God warned the impure not to enter the Temple with
many types of impurities, to the extent that a person is only rarely pure...

7. Rambam (Maimonides) Laws of Ritual Baths 11:12
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It is clear that im/purities are Scriptural decrees and are not something a person’s mind can
understand. And behold they are among the huqim. Likewise, immersion from impurity is among
the hugim, for impurity is not dirt or excrement that comes off in water; rather it is Scriptural
decree, and the matter depends on the heart’s intent.
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And | think that a menstruant woman is called niddah because people distance her and keep
their distance from her, and she sits alone without conversing with others, for even her speech
is impure to them. And the dust she walks upon is impure for them like the dirt of rotten bones of
a corpse, and even our rabbis mentioned this, and even her gaze can cause damage...and
likewise regarding the metzora Scripture states, “Alone he shall sit; outside the camp is his
sitting place (Vayikra 13:46).”...it mentions sitting because he should not walk at all because his
scent and his breath damage. And therefore, Scripture says here that for 33 days she shall sit in
the blood of tahara in the same place she sat during the niddah period following birth...
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| have already told you that our intellects are not comparable to that of the Divinity, and it is
proper not to make any attempt to find a reason for these lofty concepts or anything similar to
them. But after | ask for forgiveness and disclaim that this is surely the reason, | will say that
tzara'at and abnormal discharges are related to the spiritual impurity related to death. Death is
the absolute spiritual deficiency, and a limb afflicted with tzara'at is like a corpse in this respect.
Similarly, an abnormal discharge also represents death, in that the discharged material had a
certain life-force, which gave it the ability to become an embryo that would eventually develop
into a human being. The loss of this material, then, is in opposition to the property of life and the
spirit of life. Because this spiritual deficiency is very ethereal, it can be detected only by people
with refined spirits and significant souls, who strive to attach themselves to Divinity... Most of us
feel different when we come close to the dead or to a cemetery, and our spirits become



confused for a while when we enter a house where a dead person has been. Only one whose
nature is coarse will not be able to detect any of this.



