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​Chapter 12 of the Book of​​Vayikra​​deals with the sacrifice of the woman who has given birth:​

​​ו​​,​​ד​​,​​ב​​:​​יב​​ויקרא
ה​​2 שָּׁ יעַ​​כִּי​​אִ זְרִ ה​​תַ דָ כָל​​​​4…​​וְיָלְ שׁ​​בְּ קֹדֶ גָּע​​לֹא​​ ל​​תִ שׁ​​וְאֶ דָּ קְ מִּ בֹא​​לֹא​​הַ  ד​​תָ לֹאת​​עַ י​​מְ הּ׃​​יְמֵ רָ הֳ לֹאת​​​​6…​​טָ מְ י​​וּבִ ​​יְמֵ

הּ רָ הֳ ן​​טָ בֵ ת​​אוֹ​​לְ בַ יא​​לְ בִ שׂ​​תָּ נָתוֹ​​כֶּבֶ ן שְׁ ה​​בֶּ עֹלָ  ן​​לְ תֹר​​יוֹנָה​​וּבֶ את​​אוֹ  טָּ חַ ל​​לְ ח​​אֶ תַ ל​​פֶּ אֹהֶ ד​​ ל​​מוֹעֵ ן׃​​אֶ כֹּהֵ  ​​הַ

​Leviticus 12:2,4,6​
​2​​If a woman conceives and bears [a child] and gives birth…​​4​​anything holy she should not​

​touch and to the sanctuary she should not go until the days of her impurity are finished…​

​and when the days of her impurity are finished…​​6​​she should bring a year old lamb for a​

​burnt offering and a dove or pigeon for a sin offering to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting,​

​to the priest.​

​What does birth symbolize and what is the meaning of bringing birth into the sanctuary?​

​What is the nature of the sacrifice a mother of a newborn brings and what does it teach about​

​the essence of birth and the essence of humans?​
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​The birth of a child can be perceived from one perspective as a sometimes despairing​

​repetition of a limited human reality dictated by the previous generation.  But from a different​

​perspective, it can be seen as an illustration of the range of human possibilities and the​

​breadth of human freedom.​

​The​​midrash​​in​​Vayikra​​Rabbah seeks to frame the woman’s entry into the Temple in the​

​second way, as an act that invites hope—an act that invites the possibility of standing before a​

​different future by illustrating a variety of future possibilities.  The​​midrash​​achieves this by​

​creating a parallel between “If a woman conceives” and God’s statement at the brink of the​

​creation of humans: “Let us make humanity” (Genesis 1:26): between the birth of a human​

​being and the creation of humanity; between the system of sacrifices and the story of the​

​world and human existence.​

​Vayikra​​Rabbah on the verse “If a woman conceives” opens with a familiar interpretive​

​pattern: the​​peti​​h​​ta​​(proem).​​1​ ​In this case, the opening verse—which the​​midrash​​weaves into​

​the​​Torah​​portion—is​​from​​the​​Book​​of​​Psalms:​​“​ ם​​אָחוֹר דֶ נִי​​וָקֶ תָּ רְ ​​צַ ​-​​You​​have​​formed​​me​​behind​

​and before” (Psalm 139:5).  This verse is interpreted by various sages in diverse ways, all of​

​which deal with the characteristics of the creation known as Adam ha-Rishon, the first human.​

​Choosing a verse from the Book of Psalms concerning the creation of humanity as the​

​opening for a​​derashah​​on the woman in​​Vayikra​​Rabbah creates a comparison between the​

​creation of the first human and what occurs in every birth of a new human being.  I cite some​

​examples:​

​1​ ​The​​peti​​h​​ta​​opens with a verse that, at first glance, seems far removed from the​​parashah​​under​
​discussion—both in its content and its biblical location.  The art of the homilist is to weave a path from that​
​opening verse back to the portion at hand.​
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​​א​​:​​יד​​רבה​​ויקרא

ר י​​אָמַ בִּ נָן​​רַ ם​​יוֹחָ ם​​זָכָה​​אִ ל​​אָדָ נֵי​​נוֹחֵ מוֹת​​שְׁ זֶּה​​,​​עוֹלָ א​​הַ בָּ א​​,​​וְהַ דָ יב​​הוּא​​הֲ כְתִ ם​​אָחוֹר​​:​​דִ דֶ נִי​​וָקֶ תָּ רְ ם​​,​​צַ או​​וְאִ ​​לָ

א ן​​בָּ תֵּ ין​​לִ בּוֹן​​דִּ שְׁ ​​…​​וְחֶ

י בִּ ל​​רַ מוּאֵ ר​​שְׁ ן​​בַּ מָ ה​​נַחְ עָ שָׁ א​​בְּ רָ בָּ דוֹשׁ​​שֶׁ קָּ רוּךְ​​הַ ם​​הוּא​​בָּ אשׁוֹן​​אָדָ רִ רוֹגִינוֹס​​,​​הָ אוֹ​​אַנְדְּ רָ ​​…​​בְּ

ר י​​אָמַ בִּ יָה​​רַ כְ רֶ י​​בֶּ בִּ בּוֹ​​וְרַ לְ י​​חֶ בִּ ל​​וְרַ מוּאֵ ר​​שְׁ ן​​בַּ מָ ה​​נַחְ עָ שָׁ א​​בְּ רָ בָּ דוֹשׁ​​שֶׁ קָּ רוּךְ​​הַ ם​​הוּא​​בָּ אשׁוֹן​​אָדָ רִ סּוֹף​​הָ ​​מִ

ם עוֹלָ ד​​הָ לוֹא​​סוֹפוֹ​​וְעַ ם​​כָל​​מְ עוֹלָ אוֹ​​כֻּלּוֹ​​הָ רָ ​​…​​בְּ

ל יהּ​​עַ תֵּ עְ ישׁ​​דַּ רֵ ישׁ​​דְּ קִ ם​​…​​לָ ם​​זָכָה​​אִ ים​​אָדָ רִ ה​​לוֹ​​אוֹמְ תָּ תָּ​​אַ מְ דַ כָל​​קָ ה​​לְ שֵׂ עֲ ית​​מַ אשִׁ רֵ ם​​,​​בְ או​​וְאִ ים​​לָ רִ ​​לוֹ​​אוֹמְ

ךְ​​יַתּוּשׁ מָ דְ ​​.​​קַ

​Vayikra​​Rabbah 14:1​

​R. Yo​​h​​anan​​said: If a person merits, they inherit two worlds, this one and the next, as it is​

​written: “You have formed me behind and before.”  If not, they must give an account and a​

​reckoning.…​

​R.​​Shmuel bar​​Na​​h​​man​​said: At the hour that the Holy Blessed One created the first​

​human, God created him as an​​androgynos​​.…​​2​

​R.​​Berekhiah,​​R.​​H​​elbo [in the name of]​​R.​​Shmuel bar​​Na​​h​​man​​said: At the the hour the​

​Holy Blessed One created the first human, God created him from one end of the world to​

​the other, filling the entire world.…​

​According to​​Reish Lakish​​… if a person merits, they tell him, “You preceded all the works of​

​creation”; and if not, they tell him: “An ant preceded you, a worm preceded you.”​

​The common denominator among all these homilies is the freedom of the first human.  His​

​fate is open—will he merit not only this world but also the World to Come, or will he be called​

​to give a reckoning?  His gender identity is open, as is his place in the world and his position in​

​the hierarchy of creation.  The first human figure is created with potential, with the freedom to​

​shape a future that is not yet fully dictated by circumstances.​

​2​ ​Biologically with both feminine and masculine qualities, as some verses seem to indicate, for example:​
​“creating the human in the image of God, creating him male and female” (Genesis 1:27).​
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​The creation of  the first human is a creation of potential in the fullest sense of the word.  The​

​moment of “Let us make humanity in our image, after our likeness” is a moment almost​

​without limitations—a moment where the first human figure is born into immense freedom to​

​shape their future.​

​All these possibilities—the potential of the human at the moment of creation—are brought by​

​the​​midrash​​into the moment of birth—into the newborn, and into the mother standing in the​

​Temple.  Granted, a person is born into specific life circumstances.  They are not the sole​

​influence on their world.  They are limited and not entirely free.  Their freedom and their​

​abilities are constrained.  Yet, our​​midrash​​seeks to make present, at the moment of birth the​

​notion of hope, hope for space, change, and opportunity.​

​What are the characteristics of hope?  In his book​​There is Hope​​, Professor Avi Sagi discusses​

​hope and describes its qualities.​​3​ ​I will note four of these traits as a conceptual framework for​

​the moment of birth described in Parashat Tazria through the eyes of the​​midrash​​.​

​First, hope brings the possibility of the future into the present​​: Although hope refers to the​

​future, it is actually a testimony to a perso​​n’​​s state in the present.​

​Second, hope is an active stance​​: A hopeful person is not someone who simply waits and​

​expects the future to change.  Rather, much like a dreamer, a hopeful person actively brings​

​the future into the present.​

​Third, hope is based on freedom​​: It rests on a perso​​n’​​s ability to liberate themselves from the​

​limitations of their existence and shape their own future.  Hope means freeing the human​

​persona from the constraints of the present, allowing it to open up to a different future.  That​

​is to say, hope relates to a realm of possibilities.  It is an expression of the human being as a​

​3​ ​Avi Sagi,​​Yesh Tikvah: Masa Filosofi-Kiyumi be-Ikvot ha-Tikvah​​(2025).​
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​free agent, capable of breaking free from their past and their circumstances—rather than​

​allowing the past to dictate the future.​

​Finally, and perhaps surprisingly, hope is based on uncertainty​​: After all, where there is​

​certainty, there is no freedom and no room for a different future.  Therefore, hope is based on​

​uncertainty, which the individual channels in order to establish an active, open, and perhaps​

​even creative mental stance toward the future.​

​Birth illustrates the future already in the present.  A newborn baby belongs almost entirely to​

​the future.  The bab​​y’​​s presence in the world—as well as the mothe​​r’​​s arrival at the​

​Temple—constitutes a kind of bringing the future into the present, an engagement with the​

​future happening right now.  “Human life,” Sagi explains, “is a drama starring the freedom​

​that strives for liberation from the shackles of reality, set against the consciousness of the​

​bonds of human existence that limit one’s choices.  Out of this drama, in the movement​

​between accepting reality and breaking free from it, hope grows.”​​4​ ​Adam ha-Rishon, the first​

​human figure, described in the​​midrash​​as possessing rich and diverse potential,​

​demonstrates the ability to realize a fundamental human virtue: the ability to transcend a​

​given situation.​

​By creating a comparison between the first human—the person of potential and hope—and​

​the newborn,​​Vayikra​​Rabbah clarifies the meaning of the woman’s entry into the sanctuary.​

​Along with her enters a human being who is entirely potential.  Like the first human, they have​

​a vast range of possibilities before them.  In doing so,​​the mother, as a mother to a newborn​

​compared to the first human, brings hope into the Temple.​

​This description also offers an explanation for one of the mysteries surrounding the mother.​

​Leviticus 12:6 describes: “and when the days of her impurity are finished… she should bring…​

​4​ ​Sagi,​​Yesh Tikvah​​, p. 41.​
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​a dove or pigeon for a sin offering to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, to the priest.”  Why​

​must the woman who has given birth bring a sin offering?  She has not sinned and moreover​

​she has brought new life into the world!​

​A sin offering, like any process of atonement and repentance, is a religious mechanism that​

​allows one to turn from the past toward a different future.  It allows for the breaking of past​

​patterns and liberation from them.  Bringing a sin offering reflects hope; it contains the​

​statement that one can change course from sin, corruption, or distortion toward a different,​

​repaired future—one where possibilities are broader than the circumstances that birthed​

​them.​

​The role of the woman who has given birth is to bring hope into the Temple.  The sin offering​

​she brings reinforces, echoes, and clarifies that “it is possible to emerge from the limitations​

​of the existing and open up to another reality.”  As she holds her baby—the new human being​

​added to the world—she “brings the possibility of the future into the present.”​​5​ ​In doing so,​

​she presents a human existence that is not necessarily limited by its circumstances.​

​5​ ​Sagi,​​Yesh Tikvah​​, p. 39.​
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