Metzorah

We consider ourselves the People of the Book, but this parshah has one of the most bizarre ritualistic ceremonies of any religion.  A person who is diagnosed by the Kohen as having leprosy is ordered to undergo a purification ceremony.

This is the ceremony.  The Kohen takes two birds, a piece of wood, some wool, and a hyssop branch.  One bird is then killed and placed in a bowl with its own blood and with some spring water.  The Kohen then takes the wood, the wool, and the other live bird and dips them all together into the same bowl.  The Kohen then takes this mixture and pours it onto the leper 7 times.  Finally, the Kohen sends the live bird away to be free.
In other words this strange mixture is really being sprinkled over two live beings: the leper, but also the live bird that is sent away.

What is this ceremony all about?

There is a lot of symbolism in this ceremony.  Without going into each of the symbols and what they should evoke in each of us, it is important to note that the Torah is teaching us that symbols are a necessary part of our lives.  They are not just something nice and fuzzy, but they often encapsulate the reality of the situation in ways in which words fall short.

In this particular case, a person who was excluded from the congregation must use the symbols of this act to regain his place within the community.  An exiled person cannot simply rejoin a community with words; words often fail to move people.  The only way a community can fully be moved is through a ritualistic ceremony, which often captures the totality of the context in ways beyond words.  

Haftorah 

It’s often the case that we look down upon people who don’t look like us and don’t exactly act like us.  We often shun these people, and think that we have nothing to learn from them.

Such was the position of the leper in the ancient society.  Full of scabs and physically unattractive, the leper was usually persecuted and shunned.  And yet, the words of the Haftorah gently remind us how wrong it is to act in that way.

The Jewish people are besieged and they are starving.  A prophet tells the head General that at this time tomorrow the cost of barley will be the incredibly low price of a shekel.  The General mocks the prophecy.

But it is in fact the case that salvation comes to the Jewish people.  When salvation comes the vehicle that God chooses to use is none other than the often despised and scorned lepers.

God is gently reminding us that those who sometimes are unfortunately looked down upon by society—because they look different, act differently, and speak differently--have the power to in fact bring salvation to the world.

