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Parashat Tazria/Metzora: Words Create Reality
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As for the person with a leprous affection: their clothes
shall be rent, their head shall be left bare, and their
upper lip shall be covered over; and they shall
call out, “Impure! Impure!”

Isaiah 22:16-17
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What have you here, and whom have you here, that
you have hewn out a tomb for yourself here?—

O you who have hewn your tomb on high; O you who
have hollowed out for yourself an abode in the cliff!
GOD is about to shake you severely, fellow, and then
wear you like a wrap.

Bavli Sanhedrin 26a-26b
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The Gemara asks: What is the source of the halakha
that a conspiracy of wicked people is not counted as
part of a group? Shebna, a steward and a minister in
King Hezekiah’s court, was a prominent and influential
figure. He would teach Torah to an audience of
130,000 followers, whereas King Hezekiah would
teach Torah to an audience of 110,000 followers.
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When Sennacherib came and besieged Jerusalem,
Shebna wrote a note and shot it over the wall with an
arrow. It read: Shebna and his camp have appeased
Sennacherib and are ready to surrender; Hezekiah and
his camp have not appeased Sennacherib. As it is
stated in allusion to this incident: “For behold, the
wicked bend the bow, they have made ready their
arrow upon the string” (Psalms 11:2).
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Hezekiah was afraid. He said: Perhaps, God forbid,
the opinion of the Holy One, Blessed be He, will
follow the majority; and since the majority have

submitted to the Assyrians, even those who have not

submitted will also be submitted into their hands. The
prophet Isaiah then came and said to him: “Say not:
A conspiracy, concerning all of which this people
say: A conspiracy” (Isaiah 8:12). Meaning, it is a
conspiracy of wicked people, and a conspiracy of

" All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted.



wicked people is not counted. Therefore, although
they are many, they are not considered the majority.
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Shebna went to carve out a grave for himself among
the graves of the house of David, as he thought that
the kingship would be given to him. The prophet Isaiah
then came and said to him: “What have you here,
and whom have you here, that you have carved out
a grave for yourself here? You, who have carved
yourself out a grave on high, and hollowed a habitation
for yourself in the rock? Behold, the Lord will make
you wander like the wandering of a man; and he will
wind you round and round” (Isaiah 22:16-17).
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The Gemara mentions tangentially: Rav says that the
wandering of a man is more difficult than that of a
woman. He derives it from the expression “like the
wandering of a man.”
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With regard to the phrase: “And he will wind you
round and round,” Rabbi Yosei, son of Rabbi
Hanina, says: This teaches that Shebna developed
leprosy; it is written here: “And he will wind you
round and round [ve’otkha ato],” and it is written
there, in the Torah, with regard to a leper: “And the
leper in whom the plague is, his clothes shall be torn,
and the hair of his head shall go loose, and he shall
cover his upper lip [ya’te]” (Leviticus 13:45). The
Hebrew word for upper lip is from the same root as the
verb in the verse cited from Isaiah.
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The Gemara continues to interpret the prophecy about
Shebna: “He will violently roll and toss you like a
ball into a large country; there you shall die, and there
shall be the chariots of your glory, you shame of your
lord’s house” (Isaiah 22:18). A baraita taught: He,
Shebna, desired shame for his master’s house;
therefore his glory turned to shame. This is what
happened to him: When he was going out of the gate
of Jerusalem to submit to the Assyrians, the angel
Gabriel came and held the gate in front of his camp
so they could not follow him. Consequently,
he went out by himself
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The Assyrians said to him: Where is your camp?
Shebna said: They backed out on me. They said to
him: If so, you are mocking us; you led us to believe

that behind you stands a large camp of supporters.
They punched holes in his heels and hung him by

the tails of their horses, and dragged him on the
thorns and on the bristles.

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, “Words as Vessels of Spirit,” Man’s Quest for God

One of the major symptoms of the general crisis existing in our world today is our lack of sensitivity to words. We
use words as tools. We forget that words are a repository of the spirit. The tragedy of our times is that the
vessels of the spirit are broken. We cannot approach the spirit unless we repair the vessels. Reverence for

words—an awareness of the wonder of words, of the mystery of words—is an essential prerequisite for prayer. By
the word of God, the world was created.
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