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Rabbi Aryeh Leib Garfinkel

The Essence of Tumah
Rabbi Yehuda Roth, Machon Aleh Zayis

The Rambam seems to be saying that there is nothing physical
or even spiritual about tumah; it is a din to be observed. In the
Moreh (3:47), Rambam explains at length that the purpose of
these laws is to prevent them from entering whenever they
happen to feel like doing so, thus retaining the proper reverence
for the Beis Hamikdash (This is similar to the decree by Chazal
that kisvei kodesh are metamei, meant to prevent people from
storing the kesavim with terumah). Therefore, writes Rambam,
there is no sin in remaining tamei, and one may eat as much
chullin that became tamei as he wishes.

On the other hand, from the Kuzari (2:59) it appears that
tumah is not merely a din but an actual spiritual
or even physical state. Ramban (Bereishis 31:35,
Vayikra 12:4 18:19, Deroshas Toras Hashem
Temimah) also comments on the “reality” of
tumah. Similarly, the Chinuch (159; see also 362)
and Drashos Haran (11) understand that tumah
affects the neshamah. This fundamental question
is debated among the recent Acharonim as well;
see, for example, Shaarei Yosher (91:13, 3:8).

While those who understand that tumah is a
state of being agree that there is no obligation to become tahor,
nevertheless there would still be a purpose in becoming tahor;
the Mekubalim discuss at length the advantages of taharah
for avodas Hashem. But for Rambam there would be no such
purpose.

Rambam doesn't reveal the source for his assertion, but Sifri
Zuta (Chukas 11) learns from the pasuk nna yanm that while
those who touch the mes become tamei, the mes itself is not
tamei. Rav Gershon Henoch Leiner of Radzin explains (Sidrei
Taharos 150b) the Sifri that while a mes imparts tumah, ithasno
inherent tumah. He proves this idea from the Gemara (Niddah
70b), which tells of the twelve questions posed by the sages of
Alexandria to Rabi Yehoshua. The question if ben haShunamis
would be mitamei after he was resurrected is categorized as *127
N1, as only the dead can be metamei. This must mean that
a mes has no inherent tumah; otherwise, the question would
have been perfectly reasonable, because a resurrected person
should be no different from someone who touched a mes.

The chiddush of the Sifri can be well understood according

L-R: Klausenberger Rav,
R'Yitzchok Waldman, Krasna Rav

to the Rambam. If tumah is a din, a man can become tamei
when touching a mes; but the mes has no reason to be tamai.
According to the other Rishonim, it is difficult to understand
why a mes would not be tamei.

The disagreement on the nature of turmah can explain why
Rambam (Sefer Hamitzvos 96-108) counts the dinim of tumah
as thirteen separate mitzvos, while Ramban does not. Ramban
explains that there is no mitzvah to become tamei or tahor, and
while a tamei may not go into the Mikdash, etc., for those things
we already have the mitzvos of not entering the Mikdash or
eating kodshim in a state of tumah. The Ramban’s position would
only make sense if the nature of tumah is a physical/spiritual state
which has certain halachos. Rambam, however, understood the
nature of tumah as a din, which is why he counts it as a mitzvah,
meaning that the reason that a particular person becomes tamei
is because that we have a mitzvah that it should be so.

This can also explain why the Tur (OC 603) understands
that the din of Y3712 1mxY 1nNVY 07X 27N is still relevant today. As
many commentators have pointed out, the Rambam explicitly
writes (Tumas Ochlin 16:10) that the reason
for the chiyuv was in order to allow people to
bring korbanos on Yom Tov. The Tur must have
a different reason for the chiyuv, as he writes
that on Rosh Hashanah there would be this
chiyuv as well, even though there is no chiyuv
to bring korbanos on Rosh Hashanah. It is
reasonable to assume that the Tur follows
Ramban, understanding that the chiyuv is a
general taharah lichvod Yom Tov.

It is interesting that the Geonim seemed to have observed
all dinim of tumah and taharah YX7w>n NNV NN NONWN RYW > 1D
(Shaarei Teshuvah 5, Shu”t HaRif 1:297). These sources were not
known until the early 1800’s, when many of the teshuvos of the
Geonim were first printed.

Fascinatingly, Raavad (Baal Hanefesh, Shaar haPerishah) seems
to have seen a version of this teshuvah, because he cites Rav Hai
Gaon that even today one may not sit on a bed of a woman who
is temeiah. The Binyan Tzion (69) notes that after seeing the full
teshuvah it appears that the reason Rav Hai was machmir was
because of the minhag of the Geonim and not as the Raavad
writes. The Klausenberger Rav (Divrei Yatziv, YD 93) cites this
teshuva and expressing his astonishment, writes 1891 X 1am
P7YORY’2 NTRA PIINRN 1ATA IRYAYW 112 NOA .. T77aRT0 27127 NInTY 12%.
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