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Our torah portion today presents some of the more arcane, archaic, incomprehensible passages found in the torah.  Neither modern Biblical scholars nor hazal, our classical sages can agree as to what diseases the text is referring to.  

But that minor technicality does not prevent them from taking the mysterious section we read today, which talks about a plague inflicting a house in the Land of Israel, and attempting to explain it.  

Their approach tells us a great deal about the attitude of the rabbis and teaches us a tremendous amount about the very nature of our faith.  The fact that they read into the text such a profound moral message is a message in and of itself.  First, however, let me present the meaning and insights they derived from the passage.

Recognizing that a home is a private refuge, the fact that God would inflict a plague upon it, (Leviticus 14:13) was seen as symptomatic of the breakdown of the very values of the community.  The commentators offered a number of suggestions as to what could be the cause of such a situation.  

Most prominent among the various commentaries in the Midrash and Talmud is the notion that the text is referring to blindness to the needs of others, in other words, to selfishness.  A story in VaYikra Rabbah, alluded to in the Etz Hayim commentary imagines someone saying that everything in the house belongs to him, and that therefore he has no need to share with others.  The problem with this is that it directly contradicts the teaching in the Book of Psalms which states that the “earth is the Lord’s, and all that is contained therein.”  In fact, that very verse and concept permeate all of Judaism’s approach to wealth and material possessions.

Judaism wants us to realize that all we have is lent to us by God, and that consequently we have the responsibility to use our resources wisely.  It is incumbent upon us to share our God-given largesse with others.  

It is almost as if God tests us by seeing what we do with what we have.  Do we only spend on ourselves, or do we use what we have to help others, and to make our world a better place.  Do we think only in terms of the material possessions we have and wish to obtain, about a newer and bigger car, or do we think about how to assist those in need as well?

The story in the midrash explains that the person who claims that all he has is his, and that he has nothing to share with others, has his house torn down so that all can then see what he is hoarding.  Our sages work backwards, and logically conclude that the punishment explains the nature of the problem.  By being forced to remove his belongings from his home, everyone is able to see what he owns, and his selfishness is exposed and revealed.  The remedy, therefore, is clearly for the sin of one who selfishly refuses to share his blessings with anyone else.

The insights are several-fold, and most profound.

We learn that we should view life in terms as being a partnership with God.  We should not be so haughty or arrogant as to think that our success is achieved without the hand of God.  Furthermore, our tradition teaches us that we therefore are obligated to think of others, and to recognize our role as God’s agents and partners in repairing the world.

This message is especially appropriate, as tomorrow is Mitzvah Day in our congregation, and in many other synagogues in our community.  We have the opportunity to come together as a congregation, and to participate in a number of activities, all of which are predicated upon the importance of individual involvement in the mitzvah of tikun olam, working to improve our world.

Pirke Avot reminds us that it is not incumbent upon anyone of us to complete the task, but neither are we free to desist from it.  Mitzvah Day gives us the opportunity to do our role.  The Torah reading for today makes it clear that we are obligated to do what we can to help others, and think not only of ourselves.  

May we take this message to heart everyday.  
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