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Session 1: Fundamentals, Motivations, Critiqgues
R. Ethan Tucker, Mechon Hadar

I. What: Biblical Sources
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Vayikra 15
1 And the LORD spoke unto Moses and to Aaron, saying: 2 Speak unto the children of Israel,
and say unto them:

When any man hath an issue out of his flesh, his issue is tamei. 3 And this shall be his fum’ah in
his issue: whether his flesh run with his issue, or his flesh be stopped from his issue, it is his
tum’ah. 4 Every bed whereon he that hath the issue lieth shall be tamei; and every thing whereon
he sitteth shall be tamei. 5 And whosoever toucheth his bed shall wash his clothes, and bathe
himself in water, and be tamei until the even. 6 And he that sitteth on any thing whereon he that
hath the issue sat shall wash his clothes, and bathe himself in water, and be tamei until the even.
7 And he that toucheth the flesh of him that hath the issue shall wash his clothes, and bathe
himself in water, and be tamei until the even. 8 And if he that hath the issue spit upon him that is
clean, then he shall wash his clothes, and bathe himself in water, and be tamei until the even. 9
And what saddle soever he that hath the issue rideth upon shall be tamei. 10 And whosoever
toucheth any thing that was under him shall be tamei until the even; and he that beareth those
things shall wash his clothes, and bathe himself in water, and be tamei until the even. 11 And
whomsoever he that hath the issue toucheth, without having rinsed his hands in water, he shall
wash his clothes, and bathe himself in water, and be tamei until the even. 12 And the earthen
vessel, which he that hath the issue toucheth, shall be broken; and every vessel of wood shall be
rinsed in water. 13 And when he that hath an issue is cleansed of his issue, then he shall number
to himself seven days for his cleansing, and wash his clothes; and he shall bathe his flesh in
running water, and shall be clean. 14 And on the eighth day he shall take to him two turtle-doves,
or two young pigeons, and come before the LORD unto the door of the tent of meeting, and give
them unto the priest. 15 And the priest shall offer them, the one for a sin-offering, and the other
for a burnt-offering; and the priest shall make atonement for him before the LORD for his issue.

16 And if the flow of seed go out from a man, then he shall bathe all his flesh in water, and be
tamei until the even. 17 And every garment, and every skin, whereon is the flow of seed, shall be
washed with water, and be tamei until the even.

18 The woman also with whom a man shall lie carnally, they shall both bathe themselves in
water, and be temei im until the even.

19 And if a woman have an issue, and her issue in her flesh be blood, she shall be in her impurity
seven days; and whosoever toucheth her shall be tamei until the even. 20 And every thing that
she lieth upon in her impurity shall be tamei; every thing also that she sitteth upon shall be tamei.
21 And whosoever toucheth her bed shall wash his clothes, and bathe himself in water, and be
tamei until the even. 22 And whosoever toucheth any thing that she sitteth upon shall wash his
clothes, and bathe himself in water, and be tamei until the even. 23 And if he be on the bed, or on
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any thing whereon she sitteth, when he toucheth it, he shall be tamei until the even. 24 And if
any man lie with her, and her impurity be upon him, he shall be tamei seven days; and every bed
whereon he lieth shall be tamei.

25 And if a woman have an issue of her blood many days not in the time of her impurity, or if
she have an issue beyond the time of her impurity; all the days of the issue of her tum 'ah she
shall be as in the days of her impurity: she is temeiah. 26 Every bed whereon she lieth all the
days of her issue shall be unto her as the bed of her impurity; and every thing whereon she sitteth
shall be tamei, as the tum ah of her impurity. 27 And whosoever toucheth those things shall be
tamei, and shall wash his clothes, and bathe himself in water, and be tamei until the even. 28 But
if she be cleansed of her issue, then she shall number to herself seven days, and after that she
shall be clean. 29 And on the eighth day she shall take unto her two turtle-doves, or two young
pigeons, and bring them unto the priest, to the door of the tent of meeting. 30 And the priest shall
offer the one for a sin-offering, and the other for a burnt-offering; and the priest shall make
atonement for her before the LORD for the issue of her tum ah.

31 Thus shall ye separate the children of Israel from their tumah; that they die not in their
tum’ah, when they defile My tabernacle that is in the midst of them. 32 This is the law of him
that hath an issue, and of him from whom the flow of seed goeth out, so that he is tamei thereby;
33 and of her that is sick with her impurity, and of them that have an issue, whether it be a man,
or a woman; and of him that lieth with her that is temeiah.

Vayikra 18:19, 24-30

19 And thou shalt not approach unto a woman to uncover her nakedness, as long as she is cast
out by her tum’ah...

24 Defile not ye yourselves in any of these things; for in all these the nations are defiled, which 1
cast out from before you. 25 And the land was defiled, therefore | did visit the iniquity thereof
upon it, and the land vomited out her inhabitants. 26 Ye therefore shall keep My statutes and
Mine ordinances, and shall not do any of these abominations; neither the home-born, nor the
stranger that sojourneth among you-- 27 for all these abominations have the men of the land
done, that were before you, and the land is defiled-- 28 that the land vomit not you out also,
when ye defile it, as it vomited out the nation that was before you. 29 For whosoever shall do
any of these abominations, even the souls that do them shall be cut off from among their people.
30 Therefore shall ye keep My charge, that ye do not any of these abominable customs, which
were done before you, and that ye defile not yourselves therein: I am the LORD your God.

Vayikra 20:7-8, 18, 26

7 Sanctify yourselves therefore, and be ye holy; for I am the LORD your God. 8 And keep ye
My statutes, and do them: I am the LORD who sanctify you...

18 And if a man shall lie with a woman having her sickness, and shall uncover her nakedness--he
hath made naked her fountain, and she hath uncovered the fountain of her blood--both of them
shall be cut off from among their people...

26 And ye shall be holy unto Me; for | the LORD am holy, and have set you apart from the
peoples, that ye should be Mine.
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Il. Why?: Biblical, Second Temple, Rabbinic, Medieval and Modern Sources

A. Disgust, Fear and Danger
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Yehezkel 36:17
'Son of man, when the house of Israel dwelt in their own land, they defiled it by their way and by
their doings; their way before Me was as the tumah of a menstruating woman.
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Talmud Bavli 111a
If a menstruating women is between two men, she will kill one of them it is the beginning of her
period, and she will cause them to fight if it is at the end of her period.
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Talmud Bavli 110a
A woman who seeks a snake [who is threatening to bite her]...should take some of her hair and
nails and throw them at it and say: | am a menstruant.
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Seder R. Amram Gaon, The Order of Service for Mondays and Thursdays
God, behold how we are disrespected by the nations of the world; they revile us like the tumah of
a menstruant.
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Rambam, Guide for the Perplexed 111:49
The reasons for the prohibitions on sleeping with either a menstruant or with another man’s wife
are obvious and we do not need to search for reasons for them.
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Sefer Hahinukh #166

We have already explained...that God distanced his chosen people from all things that harm the
body, since the body is the vehicle for the soul to know its maker. Similarly, we have been
distanced from a woman who has given birth, from a menstruant and from a woman with an
irregular flow until they are cleansed from the excess [humors] that cause illness...there is no
doubt that this excess caused them and all those who come near to them to be ill. And this is all
the more true with respect to intercourse, which is the ultimate act of physical closeness, and any
child who is created while these excess [humors] are still in force will suffer from future
illnesses.
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Sefer Hahinukh #207
The basis of the law of niddah...is that God distances his chosen people from all tumah, from all
filth and from all damaging forces...
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Talmud Bavli Shabbat 64b

Said Rav: Anything that the Sages forbade wearing out into the public domain on Shabbat may
also not be worn out into a courtyard [where the legal stakes are only rabbinic, as opposed to
Biblical], except for a hair-net and a wig...Why are these different? Said Ulla: So that she not
become unattractive to her husband. As it is taught: She who is ill in her menstrual state—
Earlier elders used to say: she should not put on makeup or style her hair or wear colorful
clothing. But then R. Akiva taught: You will make her unattractive to her husband and he will
end up divorcing her!...

B. Bodily Vulnerability
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Yehezkel 22:10
In thee have they uncovered their fathers' nakedness; in thee have they humbled [raped] her that
was temeiat haniddah.
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R. David Kimhi on above, Provence, 12"-13" c.

Temeiat Haniddah...It mentions innui in the context of intercourse here because she experiences
pain if others have intercourse with her while she is menstruating, just as a virgin experiences
pain.

C. Maintaining a Link Between Sex and Procreation

Philo of Alexandria, The Special Laws 111:32-33

And there are particular periods affecting the health of the woman when a man may not touch
her, but during that time he must abstain from all connection with her, respecting the laws of
nature. And, at the same time, he must learn not to waste his vigour in the pursuit of an unseemly
and barbarous pleasure; for such conduct would be like that of a husbandman who, out of
drunkenness or sudden insanity, should sow wheat or barley in lakes or flooded torrents, instead
of over the fertile plains; for it is proper to cast seed upon fields when they are dry, in order that
it may bear abundant fruit. But nature each month cleanses the womb, as if it were some field of
marvellous fertility, the proper season for fertilising which must be watched for by the husband
as if he were a skilful husbandman, in order to withhold his seed and abstain from sowing it at a
time when it is inundated; for, if he do not do so, the seed, without his perceiving it, will be
swept away by the moisture, not only having all its spiritual energies relaxed, but having them, in
fact, utterly dissolved. These are the persons who form animals in that workshop of nature, the
womb, and who perfect with the most consummate skill each separate one of the parts of the
body and soul. But when the periods of illness which | have spoken of are interrupted, then he
may with confidence shower his seed into the ground ready to receive it, no longer fearing that
there will be any loss of the seed thus sown.

D. A Female Version of Bodily Covenant
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R. Yosef Bekhor Shor on Bereishit 17:11, France, 12" c.

The menstrual blood that women must monitor, and the way in which they inform their husbands
of their sexual availability, functions for them as covenantal blood [that is parallel to the male
mitzvah of circumcision].

E. A Culture of Life

Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus: A Book of Ritual and Ethics, 123

Although the loss of vaginal blood and semen is a necessary part of the human cycle, its
symbolic value, representing the loss of life, is a process unalterably opposed by Israel’s God,
the source of its life...In the Israelite mind, blood was the chief symbol of life...In particular, the
loss of seed in vaginal blood was associated with the loss of life...The only bodily emissions that
pollute are: (1) menstrual blood and semen...and (2) ejaculation of semen without
intercourse...Thus it was that Israel—alone among the peoples—restricted impurity solely to
those physical conditions involving the loss of vaginal blood and semen, the forces of life, and to
the corpse and to scale disease, which visually manifested the approach of death.
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F. Medical Concerns
http://www.healthcaremagic.com/articles/Sex-during-menstruation/7408
G. Apologies—Using a Bodily Marker to Achieve Other Aims
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R. Yaakov b. Hananel Sekili, Torat Haminhah Tazria, Spain, 14" ¢.

... Too much sex destroys a man’s appearance and makes him weak and leads to a number of
illnesses. . .therefore, sex was forbidden temporarily during the days of tumah. And this
prohibition teaches a man and a woman how to serve God. For when a man sees that his wife,
whom he loves like his own being, his friend and his covenantal partner, is distanced from him
and forbidden to him because of a drop of blood that rendered her temeiah, how much more so if
he renders his own soul tamei will God push him away such that he sits in spiritual
solitude...and when the woman sees that her husband, to whom she was beloved has distanced
her on account of tumah, how much more so if her soul becomes temeiah will God push her
away.

R. Norman Lamm, A Hedge of Roses, 19-20, 32

The novelists of depravity, the enthusiastic college instructors, the unqualified "teams™ of sex-
therapists, the smut salesmen who appear in court as the champions of free speech and free
press—all the preachers of permissiveness—these are[the] priests and profits [of the "sexual
revolution™]; the casual and "cool" approach its official theology; the inhibitions of traditional
morality its Devil; the stream of heavily annotated statistical studies of the breakdown of sexual
morality, the documented "proof" of the truth of its revelation; the unmarried state of maximum
bisexual opportunities and unrestrained scatology, its eschatological vision...Before they are
joined to each other . . . bride and groom must purge themselves of any notions about the
physical expression of love that might prove injurious to a full, wholesome relationship. It is
precisely this that Family Purity achieves for the young couple about to be married, and,
thereafter, throughout their married life together.

I1l. The Gap Between Our World and Theirs
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Bereishit 31:34-35

Now Rachel had taken the teraphim, and put them in the saddle of the camel, and sat upon them.
And Laban felt about all the tent, but found them not. And she said to her father: 'Let not my lord
be angry that I cannot rise up before thee; for the manner of women is upon me." And he
searched, but found not the teraphim.
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Eikhah 1:9

Her tumah was in her skirts, she was not mindful of her end; therefore is she come down
wonderfully, she hath no comforter. '‘Behold, O LORD, my affliction, for the enemy hath
magnified himself.'
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Rashi there
Her tumah was in her skirts—This is pejorative language; her menstrual blood was visible on the
hems of her clothing, meaning: her sins were obvious, she had done many of them publicly.
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Talmud Bavli Ta’anit 22a

R. Broka Hoza’ah was in the marketplace of bei lefet and Eliyahu was there with him. He said to
him: Is there anyone in this marketplace who is headed for the World to Come...She said to him:
That man is headed for the World to Come. He ran after him and said to him: What do you
do?...He said to him: 1 am a jailer, and I jail men and women separately and | put my bed
between them so that they don’t end up sinning [i.e., having sex]. When I see a Jewish woman
who is being eyed by Gentile men, | put myself at risk to save her. One time, there was a
betrothed woman with us [in the jail] and the Gentile men were eyeing her. | took wine dregs
and put them on her skirt hems and they said, “She is menstruating” [and left her alone].
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Yeshayahu 30:22
And ye shall defile thy graven images overlaid with silver, and thy molten images covered with
gold; thou shalt put them far away as a davah; thou shalt say unto it: 'Get thee hence.'
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Josephus, Antiquities 111:261

He also ordered that those whose bodies were afflicted with leprosy, and that had a gonorrhea,
should not come into the city; nay, he removed the women, when they had their natural
purgations, till the seventh day; after which he looked on them as pure, and permitted them to
come in again.
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Mishnah Niddah 7:4
Any stains found in any [public] place are tehorim, except for those found in rooms and in the
vicinity of the house of tumot/temeiot...
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Rashi Niddah 55b
Beit Hatemeiot—the room that women use during their menstrual periods.
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Talmud Bavli 72a
...Said Rav Yehudah: If a woman is known to be menstruating among her [female] neighbors,
then her husband receives lashes for sleeping with her in niddah.
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Tosefta Shabbat 1:14

Said R. Shimon b. Elazar: Come see how out of control taharah has become! The early
authorities never forbade a man to eat with a menstruating women—yet earlier generations
would not eat with menstruating women—rather, all they said was that a zav and a zavah should
not eat together lest they get accustomed to a situation that could lead them to sin.

e Indoor plumbing, hygiene products—menstruation is more private than it ever was

e Medical paradigm triumphant; demystification of the body and elimination of much
intuitive rum 'ah (or at least transfer of it to other realms, such as germs)

e Frequency of menstruation (nutrition, delayed marriage, birth control)

e Elimination of practices related to seminal emissions in many communities
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IV. Configuring and Applying Vayikra 15, 18 and 20
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Avot Derabbi Natan Version A Chapter 2

It once happened that a man who had studied a great deal of both Written and Oral Torah, and
who had spent much time as an apprentice to scholars died young. His wife took his tefillin and
went around to synagogues and houses of study and would scream and cry: “Master! It says in
the Torah, ‘it is your life and length of days’! Why then did my husband, who studied a great
deal of both Written and Oral Torah, and who spent much time as an apprentice to scholars, die
young?” No one had an answer for her. One time, she came across Eliyahu and he said, “My
daughter, why are you crying and screaming?” She said to him: Master! My husband studied a
great deal of both Written and Oral Torah and spent much time as an apprentice to scholars, and
yet he died young! He said to her: “When you were menstruating, how did he behave with you
during the first three days?” She said to him: “My master! God forbid! He didn’t even touch me
with his pinky finger! He would say to me: Don’t touch anything, lest you put yourselfin a
doubtful situation.” “And during the later days, how did he behave?” ‘“She said to him: Master,
| ate with him, I drank with him, I slept with him in the same bed with my clothing on, and his
skin touched mine. But he never dreamed of anything else. He said to her: Blessed is God who
killed him, for it says in the Torah: “*You shall not approach a woman to uncover her nakedness,
as long as she is cast out by her tum’'ah.”
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Sifra Metzora Zavim Parashah 5:12

She who is ill in her menstrual state—Earlier elders used to say that she should be in state of
being cast out: she should not put on makeup or style her hair until she immerses in water. But
then R. Akiva taught: This will lead to great tension and he will end up divorcing her! What
does this verse teach? She remains in a state of niddah until she immerses in water.
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Talmud Bavli Niddah 31b

It is taught: R. Meir used to say: Why did the Torah say that a niddah [is forbidden to her
husband] for seven days? Because he grows accustomed to her and then gets sick of her; the
Torah says: let her be temeiah for seven days, so that she will be attractive to her husband just as
when they entered into marriage.
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Talmud Bavli Ketubot 61a

Said R. Yitzhak b. Hananiah said R. Huna: Any [household] work that a wife normally does for
her husband, she may also do when she menstruates, except for preparing him a cup of wine,
making his bed or washing his face, hands and feet...Shmuel’s wife use to pass him a cup of
wine with her left hand.
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Rashi there
Pass him—in her white days.
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Tosafot there s.v. Mihalfa

Rashi’s explanation that this refers to the white days makes it sound like one can be lenient
during the white days as opposed to the days of niddah...this seems like it was only the case
when they used to immerse after the first seven days [even if they waited longer before
immersing again and resuming relations] but today, when there is no practice to do this early
immersion, there is no difference between the days of niddah and the days of libbun...
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Shulhan Arukh OH 88

Note: Some have written that a woman, while menstruating, should not enter the synagogue nor
pray nor mention God’s name nor touch a Torah scroll. Others say she is permitted to do all of
these things, and that is the correct view. But the practice in these lands is like the first view,
though they are lenient during the white days.
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