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In my essay, “The Child at the Edge of the Cemetery: Portraiture and
Symbolism in Seder Tohorot,” (Conservative Judaism 57/2, Winter
2005) I tried to show that one way—although surely not the only

way—to uncover the profound spiritual lessons lurking behind the
halakhot that make up the 523 chapters of mishnah that are collectively
the Mishnah is to isolate the individuals presented in those chapters as
exemplars of various halakhic principles and to consider them as though
they were more traditional literary characters.1 For my first effort, I wrote
about the boy standing at the edge of a cemetery holding a bunch of flow-
ers mentioned in the Mishnah at M. Tohorot 3:7. Partially because the
response to that essay was gratifying (but also partially to sway the uncon-
vinced), I wish to pursue the matter further not by again considering that
same boy and the lilies he either did or didn’t pluck from among the
graves, but rather by analyzing a different personality (so to speak) entire-
ly: the woman caught by the Mishnah’s all-seeing (yet totally discreet) cam-
era lens as she emerges from the mikveh, her cheeks bulging with coins she
has for some reason put in her mouth prior to immersion.

I wrote in my earlier essay that this approach seemed to me especially
effective to bring to bear in analyzing the sixth order of the Mishnah, Seder
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Tohorot, and I continue to think that to be the case. But why that should
be so is itself a question worth asking. Possibly it has something to do with
the intrinsic nature of the subject matter involved and there is simply some-
thing by its nature inviting, even compelling, about the prospect of meeting
up with the men and women our sages called into literary existence to
embody one or another of the various principles brought to bear in the
effort to transform the Bible’s laws governing tumah into an elaborate, uni-
versal taxonomy in which all existent things are deemed to exist in some
sort of real or potential relationship with the three ever-burning, ever-turn-
ing axes of contamination—sex, death, and putrefaction—and their many
offshoots and derivatives.2 Or perhaps it is merely a matter of ready self-
identification and modern readers, especially urban ones, simply find the
disheveled world of Seder Tohorot—with its innumerable cracked jugs,
broken shovels, missing mascara brushes, torn hairnets and dented drinking
cups—to resemble the world in which they themselves live without needing
to expend more imaginative energy at all.3 I suppose there could be other
reasons for modern readers, even those who have never come home to find
a dead dog that had recently consumed human flesh lying across their
thresholds with its neck ripped open, to find themselves more at home in
the alleys and byways of Seder Tohorot than in the green fields of Seder
Zeraim—or perhaps I am just inadvertently saying something about myself
I don’t really mean to be sharing with the reading public—but, whatever
the reason, I personally have come to feel that the world of Seder Tohorot
is somehow suggestive of the real world in a way the worlds conjured up in
the other sedarim of the Mishnah are just not.4 Maybe it’s just me!

In a world that seems so familiar, though, it seems reasonable to find
familiar people. The shy boy with the lilies was one such type, but the
woman climbing out of the mikveh is another. She is thus very worth taking
seriously in her own right (and I will explain below why I think that), but
she is also worth considering as one of many other such portraits. Indeed,
when considered together, the portraits of the anonymous, barely-limned
(but not all bare-limbed) personalities that appear briefly (and disappear
almost instantly after that) as readers peruse the dozen tractates of Seder
Tohorot form a cast of severely post-modern characters in a play that fea-
tures them neither speaking to each other nor even acknowledging each
other’s presence (or, for that matter, each other’s existence), and which fails
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to show them participating in anything that even the most charitable critic
could describe as a plot, even a contrived, artless one. Still, for all the vague-
ness that attends their very quick gambols across the mishnaic stage, there is
also something appealing about these types. Free of labels and, it seems,
wholly unaware they are being observed, these men and women (and boys
and girls) nonetheless step forward in the good-natured, generous way of the
genially wise of fable and legend to say or show something to their unseen
admirers and then, when they have taught what they came to teach, they
vanish. Mostly, they are never heard from again. But the vagaries of history
have been kind to them all—for all that theirs are the kind of walk-on parts
that actors rarely bother to list on their resumes, the play itself has somehow
managed to run for almost two millennia . . . and that, as much as their
(inscrutable) charm has guaranteed their continued stature as teachers . . . to
whomever will pause in his or her regimen of textual Torah study to listen,
even briefly, to lessons they don’t actually say out loud . . . or even intimate
they would state aloud even if they somehow could.

ji

And so we begin, of all places, in a mikveh in Roman Palestine. There is no
lack of archeological evidence about the mikvaot of antiquity, but a survey of
all that material would take us too far afield. Instead, let’s stop just long
enough to conjure up a plausible setting for the woman with the bulging
cheeks to step into. A mikveh, then, somewhere in ancient Israel. Perhaps one
built just outside the town walls, or, perhaps, like the mikvaot unearthed at
Gamla and Herodium, one conveniently built next door to a town’s syna-
gogue. Or perhaps one built adjacent to a synagogue’s southern wall, as was
the ancient mikveh unearthed in Jericho.5 Not a modern mikveh outfitted
with fluffy towels, changing cubicles and blow dryers, however, but some-
thing far more basic, something little more than a large, underground cistern
with steps leading down to it from street level and a squat, stone building
built over it to provide some suitable level of privacy for its users. Light (and
not much of it) provided by a few small windows almost as high up as the
ceiling. A dank and mossy smell, not entirely unappealing. A few benches
and stools. A series of mismatched wooden hooks in the wall. A kind of tiny
anteroom to prevent passers-by in the street from peering in. Muddy foot-
prints leading up from the bath.6 A stone plaque near the door noting who
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originally gave the funds to build the mikveh and a smaller one noting the
names of some of those who have paid for its upkeep in the course of its
many years of existence. No outside signage. No pushkes.

It is early evening. To grant our subject some privacy, we remain at
ground level, waiting patiently for the woman we have come to scrutinize
and, ideally, to learn something from, to ascend from the bath itself. For a
long while, we wait patiently, then a bit impatiently. We know that she is
down there—we have all studied this chapter of Tractate Mikvaot many
times—but we can hardly imagine what can be taking her so long. And
then, finally, she appears with no fanfare at all, stepping off the uppermost
stone step leading up from the pool and pausing for a moment in the upper
room where we have been waiting for her.

As we contemplate the ancient text, the image before our eyes clarifies.
The woman is tall and has a deep, olive complexion. Her hair is damp, but
neatly brushed. She is carrying two sandals, a mirror made of burnished
copper and a leather pouch of some sort. We look more closely now, as the
woman remains for a few seconds in the center of the room. She seems hale
and well. We wonder, therefore, why she has stopped in her tracks. Is she
not well? Is she going to faint? Has she forgotten something down in the
mikveh? Is there a kind of exit prayer women in this place recite as they
leave the bath and make their way home? Fascinated, and willing ourselves
not to remember what is about to happen (the refusal to decide in advance
what one might find in a text one has studied a thousand times before
being the hallmark of all textual study carried out with intellectual integri-
ty), we take a step or two closer and watch on as the woman seems to sup-
press a shudder, then slowly and methodically begins to remove an unex-
pectedly large number of coins from her mouth. Mostly made of bronze
and silver, they appear to be a mixture of standard-issue silver denarii and
half denarii, a few Athenian drachmas and the rest bronze perutot. One by
one, she places them in the leather pouch, then, having emptied her mouth
and refilled her purse, she leaves the building and goes home. She is done,
her role over, her mission fulfilled.

As have been generations of Mishnah students before us, we are
enthralled by the question we now must consider and eager to ponder the
significance of what we have just seen. Why did the woman have so many
coins in her mouth? Was it some sort of superstitious ritual? Or did she
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merely take them from the purse and put them in her mouth to prevent
them from being stolen while she was immersing herself? That would seem
the most likely explanation—but was she successful? On one hand, she
clearly was: the coins were not stolen. And, equally surely, the woman
could not have known that no one would come into the mikveh building
while she was in the water and was not wrong to take some sensible pre-
cautions. But how has the woman affected her own effort to achieve purifi-
cation, if she has?

In the general course of things, nothing may come between an individual
bathing in the mikveh and the waters of the bath, not even something as
inconsequential as a hair ribbon or a smidgen of dough lodged unobtrusive-
ly under a baker’s fingernails.7 The human body itself, however, is a differ-
ent, more complicated matter. The water of the mikveh, for example, does
not need to penetrate one’s body cavities, even those plausibly accessible to
it, for purification to be effectively accomplished.8 Nor does one have to
worry about making sure that the water washes over the portions of one’s
body hidden within deeply wrinkled skin or under a panniculus of over-
hanging fat.9 The interior of one’s mouth is undoubtedly within the former
category: a cavity into contact with which the water of the mikveh does not
have to come in order for the person whose mouth we are discussing to
achieve successful immersion.10 Therefore, the woman appears not to have
impeded her purification by safeguarding her money in the clever, effective
way that she did. But just as we are all admiring her halakhic perspicacity
and fiscal responsibility, we suddenly feel the need to revisit this woman
and her status as we turn back to the actual page we had just opened to
conclude our work on the eighth chapter of Tractate Mikvaot.

Niddah shenatnah maot befiha, the mishnah begins: “A woman about to
undergo immersion formally to end her menses who placed some coins in
her mouth . . .” Well, we tell ourselves, we’ve been here before! And we’ve
already assured ourselves that her immersion was successful. The woman
herself is by now long gone—I’ve mentioned several times now that these
people don’t hang around any longer than necessary once they’ve stepped
across the stage to enjoy their fifteen seconds of mishnaic renown—but
now we find that she is not quite as absent as we had thought just a
moment earlier. She is clearly the woman of whom the Mishnah spoke, but,
as we now recall yet again, the question is not whether the woman we’ve
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just seen was a phantasm, a hologram or a spirit, but what, if anything, this
woman’s brief, plotless story has been preserved over all these many cen-
turies to teach us. In other words, now that we have concluded our journey
through time and space to visit her on her home turf, it is time to invite her
to our own beis-medrash and encounter her on ours.

When we finally get down to business, the first matter we find ourselves
drawn to ponder is the fact that the issue this woman appears—or rather,
appears at first—to represent to the reading public barely exists. The law,
after all, could not be clearer that the interior spaces of body cavities do not
need to come into contact with the water of the mikveh, so we are drawn
to begin by asking why we are interested in this particular woman in the
first place. She secreted her coins in her mouth, they didn’t impede her
purification—what’s to discuss? But as we go deeper into the mishnah, we
see that the law regarding this particular woman’s status serves to under-
score a highly peculiar aspect of the halakhic status of the menstruating
woman: that she exists at the intersection of two similar, yet wholly dis-
tinct, avenues of halakhic discourse, each of which comes furnished with its
own Scriptural basis and each one of which accommodates a slightly differ-
ent kind of traffic.

The better known of these streets—the more evenly paved and far more
traveled one—has to do with the woman’s role in her marriage as wife to
her husband. Three times, Scripture returns to this theme, twice to forbid
men to have intercourse with women during their monthly periods and
then a third time to expand the prohibition to include the analogous prohi-
bition for women.11 (Although the Torah does not specify immersion in a
mikveh as the requisite ritual delineating the line in time between a
woman’s menstrual and post-menstrual states, it is universally understood
not only to be a halakhic requirement that she immerse herself after her
period, but actually to constitute a Torah-based obligation, not a rabbini-
cally enjoined one.12) The other street, the one with dramatically less traffic,
has to do with tumah, not sex. Along this second avenue are lined up
women, married and single, who have experienced menstrual bleeding and
who are, therefore, considered to have entered a state of tumah during
which they can contaminate people and things in a series of very specific
ways: by touching them, by lifting them or moving them, by lying on them
or sitting or riding on them, or merely by allowing them to come into con-
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tact with menstrual blood itself.13 Furthermore, their body fluids are also
agents of contamination: their saliva, urine, phlegm, drool, spittle and
mucous, collectively called their “fountain of fluids,” contaminate by touch
and carriage.14 (I heard that. It’s not disgusting—it’s torah. And it’s not sex-
ist either—our sources have more than enough to say about the analogous
fountains of men.) And it is at the intersection of these two roads that we
find the woman who visited the mikveh with her cheeks bulging with coins
when, finally, we sit down behind our folio volumes of Mishnah to invite
her into our space to teach us something, possibly even to inspire us with a
lesson we might not otherwise learn.

In the end, it all comes down to the coins. And a little bit to the spittle
with which the coins were unavoidably made damp in the woman’s mouth
while she bathed. To fully appreciate this woman’s story, however, let’s
first fill in some details of her story. The woman in our story—and it’s not
much of a story!—has no name. She has no family (other than her husband,
whose reality is even more tentative than hers: she can be seen, albeit
briefly, but his existence is merely imputed) and no distinguishing charac-
teristics or personality traits. The trick, I think, is to see all that as a kind of
blank slate inviting us to write something on it. In my mind, our woman
has come to the mikveh on the appropriate day to immerse herself so that
she can return to the bed she shares most of the time with husband. We see
her only briefly as she passes before us holding a leather pouch, two sandals
and a copper mirror. The sandals, presumably, she is carrying because her
feet are all muddy. She has the mirror with her, also presumably, to use
while brushing her hair or re-applying some make-up before heading home.
(I wonder where the hairbrush and mascara pot might be. Perhaps there’s a
room off the mikveh itself where women were permitted to put themselves
together before climbing up the stairs and heading back into the street on
her way home.)

Let’s imagine that she had intended to stop off at the shuk on her way to
the mikveh to pay some bills, but she ended up coming to town too late in
the day: night had fallen, the shops were all closed and she therefore has no
choice but to bring her money back home, then to return the next day and
deal with the merchants’ tabs she had wished to pay off this evening. Disap-
pointed, but not deterred, she makes her way to the mikveh, wondering as
she walks what she’s going to do with the money while she’s in the pool.
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She certainly can’t just leave it right out in the open! What if another
woman comes down to the mikveh while she’s immersing herself and grabs
the leather pouch—our woman is hardly going to be able to give chase! (As
she walks through the narrow alley between the shuk and the mikveh, she
smiles to imagine herself leaping out of the mikveh to run after whomever
might have absconded with her coins. That would give them something to
talk about in the shuk the next day!) Slowly, a plan evolves. Not much of
one (because this is not much of a story), but an effective one nonetheless.
There are, she believes, eighteen coins in the pouch. She thinks she can take
them all in her mouth, nine on each side. She remembers learning when she
first got married that it is unnecessary, even ill-advised, to open one’s
mouth while immersing in the mikveh, that internal cavities do not need to
come into contact with the water. And so, a decision: she will hold the
coins in her mouth for as long as it takes for her to immerse herself proper-
ly in the mikveh, then replace them in their pouch and go home.

Like so many of us, however, she has failed to devote much thought to
her saliva. But those of us more concerned with the halakhah than with
some ancient woman’s ancient coins have the benefit of a kind of insight
here that the barely existent personalities of the Mishnah could never have
had. And so, as we imagine this ancient woman and her ancient coins, we
are vouchsafed an oracle that changes everything as the bat-kol visits upon
us the most awful word a student of the law can ever hear: Aval. But.
Meaning: Hold on, wait a minute . . . it’s more complicated than you
thought!

And now we hear our teacher’s sing-song voice chanting the lesson again
from the beginning, using at first the same words we have already heard:
niddah shnatnah ma’ot befiha . . . Only this time, the sentence has an end-
ing, even a happy ending: veyardah vetavlah tehorah mitumatah. “A
woman about to undergo immersion formally to end her menses who
placed some coins in her mouth . . . is effectively released from her state of
tumah.” But then, just as we are about to congratulate ourselves on under-
standing what the Mishnah wants to teach us, comes that horrific aval, the
much-feared, rarely sufficiently maligned “but” that, generally, connects
good news to bad news. And what does our mishnah teach us is the bad
news that apparently must constitute the exception to the good news? “But
. . . aval . . . temeiah hi al gav rukah.” We are unsure what the mishnah
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means. To use the pure/impure terminology I prefer to avoid, the lesson
sounds like an exercise in halakhic ambivalence: she is purified from her
impurity, but she is impure nonetheless . . . and the specific way she is
impure is al gav rukah, “on account on her spittle.” 

Now we are properly confused. Our woman is pure but impure, tehorah
aval temeiah, done but also not done. And what could this poor woman’s
spit possibly have to do with anything? Rambam’s explanation is to the
point, but a bit too concise: by putting the coins in her mouth, he writes,
she puts herself in the same situation that anyone would be who comes into
contact with the saliva of a niddah, which is to say that such a person
becomes tamei in the first degree.15 But how exactly does that work? The
Meiri (Rabbi Menachem ben Meir of Perpignan, 1249–1316) fills in some
of the details: when the woman puts the coins in her mouth, some of her
spittle necessarily attaches itself to them and, more to the halakhic point,
detaches itself from the inside of her mouth. This creates a situation analo-
gous to the one discussed, the Meiri notes, in a different mishnah, this one
from Tractate Kelim, where we read about the peculiar case of a man eat-
ing (or, more likely, attempting to eat) a fig cake with unwashed hands, at
the same time he is holding a small coin—the mishnah specifically mentions
a dupondius—in his mouth to quench his thirst by stimulating an ongoing
flow of saliva. Such a man, at least in the opinion of Rabbi Yossi, has ren-
dered his cake impure, albeit by a fairly circuitous means: his unwashed
hands have rendered the saliva tamei in the first degree—because his saliva
is susceptible to contamination once it becomes detached from his mouth
because of the coin—and the saliva renders the fig cake tamei in the second
degree.16 The parallel to our woman is not exact, but it is close enough: her
saliva became detached from the walls of her mouth by the coins, thus
making her—and this is the peculiar part—someone who has come into
contact with the spittle of a niddah and who has, therefore, been contami-
nated with tumah. Therefore, she is just what our mishnah says she is: pure
(to resume marital relations because, in the end, she is a woman whose
menses concluded and who immersed herself in a mikveh at the appropriate
moment) and impure (because, peculiarly, she is deemed to have come into
contact with her own spit.) The aval in her mishnah, that is, the word
“but” that appears between our woman’s two verdicts is disjunctive in the
extreme: setting not one individual off against another, but placing two
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aspects of the same person into disjunctive halakhic states. And, with that
conclusively inconclusive conclusion, we return to the question that stimu-
lated this peculiar discussion in the first place: what precisely has this
woman with damp hair and the vague aftertaste of metal in her mouth
come to our beis-medrash to teach us?

ji

To me, this woman has not stepped out of the pages of the Mishnah to
teach us solely about the saliva of niddot, but also to teach us a lesson of
lasting, compelling spiritual worth: that, when circumstances require it, one
can live with a bit of halakhic ambiguity. That, despite the fact that it
makes no real sense (and seems contrary, at least a priori, to the simple
sense of Scripture), one can somehow end up tahor and tamei at the same
time. That sometimes the exigencies of life as it’s really lived (e.g., in the
actual bedrooms of real husbands and wives, as opposed to the almost pla-
tonic, occasionally surreal, unreality of the study house) can lead to a possi-
ble/impossible conclusion that, somehow, accommodates some of what
both realms of existence desire and/or require without ignoring the other
entirely.17

Ambiguity, of course, has developed an even poorer reputation as a spir-
itual value (in a world that so loves its certainties) than its marginally less
maligned twin, Ambivalence. Being uncertain about the halakhah, being
unsure where one stands on the spectrum of observance that characterizes
Jewish life, attempting to satisfy two contradictory rulings regarding a
given point of the law—these are generally supposed to be characteristics of
conflicted, weak-willed souls unable (or unwilling) accurately to locate
themselves on the spectrum of observance and belief that is the path the
spiritually adept travel towards communion with God. Wanting to be tahor
and tamei is usually deemed parallel to the confused, conflicted desire to be
at once pious and impious, observant and non-observant, imbued with
belief and free of the consequences of belief, subservient to God and still
wholly in charge of one’s life. But perhaps the woman with the coins has
come to teach us something more basic about how things really are on this
side of the messianic moment: that, to the extent tumah symbolizes the per-
verse desire (and I mean to say: the perverse desire that exists at least to
some degree in every human breast) to flee from God, to cultivate corrup-
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tion, to eschew goodness and seek pleasure in depravity—that, to the extent
tumah is all those things, it must be, and cannot be, eradicated from the
human soul.18 One must seek freedom from tumah when such can be
achieved, but—and this is key—one cannot use one’s inability totally to
free oneself from the tight grasp of its endless allure as justification for flee-
ing from the world . . . or for running away from one’s life, or one’s chil-
dren, or one’s spouse. In other words, one must accept tohorah as the great
goal of human life, as the halakhic embodiment of the principle that the
soul that yearns for God must labor intensely to shed its sins and purify
itself to the greatest extent possible, and as the ideal and idealized context
for undertaking the journey to God that is the point and purpose of the
spiritual life. But one must also accept that we live in a world of tumah, not
tohorah. That Tractate Kelim has it right: this is a world of broken things,
mostly. That for all we might wish things to be otherwise, the agents of
tumah in this world are not legions of demons and monsters camped at the
city gates, but things as little avoidable—and as stultifyingly ordinary and
banal—as the spit in our mouths or the mucous in our nostrils or the
phlegm in our throats.

If the woman with the coins could address the readers of this essay, she
would tell you all (and me too, since we clearly seem to be in this together)
that the sole mishnah in which she appears depicts her at the intersection of
two allied, yet distinct, halakhic principles. And that she has come to us to
demonstrate, in the ethereal manner of people who do not really exist, that
one actually can travel down two paths at the same time. Not because it
can actually be done (because, speaking rationally, how could it possibly be
doable?), but because circumstances occasionally require even the most rig-
orously halakhic individual to step around the logic of the law and, in so
doing, to be tamei and tahor at the same time . . . and then to think more,
not less, of themselves for finding the courage to seek God always, even in
ambivalence, even in ambiguity, even in impossibility . . . and even in the
context of mutually exclusive options that one has somehow found the
courage and the will simultaneously to embrace. 

Just like energy in the physical universe, the power to sustain belief and
observance ultimately derives from tension and stress. The point, therefore,
is not merely to refuse to become unnerved by logical impossibilities, but to



embrace the world and all its maddening discrepancies and annoying con-
tradictions and, in so doing, personally to generate the power necessary to
strive for redemption. And that, I think, is what the woman in our mishnah
has stepped forward to teach us: that sometimes, despite the inherent
implausibility of it all, the only rational way to move forward is to embrace
inconsistency and, to be (and, of course, also not to be) tamei and tahor at
the same time.

NOTES

1. Conservative Judaism 57:2 (Winter 2005), pp. 95–107. The 523 chapters of
the Mishnah could also be 524 or 525, depending on whether the fourth chapter of
Bikkurim or the sixth chapter of Avot is counted, or if they both are.

2. As in my previous essay, I will use the Hebrew tumah to denote what is usual-
ly called “impurity” or “uncleanness” in English-language books and essays on the
topic.

3. Cracked jugs: M. Kelim 3:4; broken shovels: ibid. 13:4; missing mascara
brushes: ibid. 13:2; torn hairnets: ibid. 28:10; dented drinking cups: ibid. 30:3.

4. The dead dog: M. Ohalot 11:7.
5. The mikveh outside the town’s walls: M. Mikvaot 8:1; references to recently

unearthed ancient mikvaot: Lee Levine, The Ancient Synagogue (New Haven and
London, 2000), pp. 68 and 70.

6. Cf. M. Mikvaot 2:10, discussing mikvaot filled with water and mud.
7. Hair ribbons: M. Mikvaot 9:1; dough: ibid. 9:2.
8. M. Mikvaot 8:5.
9. Ibid., but cf. the discussion of this mishnah at B. Niddah 66b.
10. Rambam refers specifically to the interior of the mouth in his comment ad.

loc.
11. Men: Leviticus 15:24 and 18:19; men and women: Leviticus 20:18.
12. Cf., e.g., the discussion of the Rashba (Rabbi Shlomo ben Aderet,

1235–1310) in his Torat Habayit in the section devoted to the laws of immersion in
a mikveh, and the comment of Shlomo Feldman in his Sefer Sha‘arei Daat
(Jerusalem, 2001), p. 297, note 26. After immersion, ancient women could engage
in marital intercourse immediately, but could only enter the grounds of the Temple
and, if they were married to kohanim, eat terumah after the sun set the following
evening.

13. Women: Rambam, M.T. Hilkhot Metamei Mishkav Umoshav 1:1 based on
M. Zavim 2:4;  Blood: M. Kelim 1:3.

14. M. Kelim 1:3 and Zavim 5:7.
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15. Such a person can transmit tumah only to foodstuffs and liquids, but the
saliva of a niddah is itself an ’av tumah capable of rendering people, vessels, food-
stuffs and liquids tamei in the first degree, cf. Rambam’s introduction to Seder
Tohorot, ed. Feldman (Jerusalem, 2002), pp. 16 and 57.

16. Rambam, in his comment ad loc., notes that this is the halakhah, not merely
a personal opinion of R. Yossi’s. One of the peculiarities of the laws of tumah is
that hands which are unwashed are considered to be tamei in the second degree, yet
can render liquids tamei in the first degree, cf. M Zavim 5:12, cf. the discussion in
the Talmud at B. Shabbat 14b.

17. Nor is the woman with the coins the only mishnaic exemplar of this idea.
My colleague on the editorial board of this journal, Rabbi Jeremy Kalmanofsky,
notes that the same lesson is inherent in two portraits drawn in Tractate Berakhot
(at M. Berakhot 3:6), the one of the woman who has intercourse, then who begins
to menstruate only to come in contact after that with a few drops of postcoitally
emitted semen, and the other of the man suffering from zivah who has an (appar-
ently) unrelated seminal emission. Both individuals, so the Mishnah legislates, must
visit the mikveh if they are intending to recite the Amidah despite the fact that they
remain otherwise impure. (Rabbi Judah demurs. Rambam, ad loc., notes that the
halakhah doesn’t follow Rabbi Judah, but that the whole discussion is irrelevant
anyway since this requirement of formal purification from contact with semen
before prayer was abandoned early on in the development of the law as something
that was simply too arduous to maintain.) Thus, regardless of the halakhah as it
affects moderns, both individuals represent something similar to the woman with
the coins: the possibility of being tamei and tahor at the same time.

18. It is not at all irrelevant that Scripture does not identify instances of
depraved, immoral behavior as capable of contaminating those who engage in them
with tumah. Just to the contrary—the standard sources of tumah in the Biblical
scheme are regular body functions, instances of unwarranted disease, contact with
the dead, entirely licit sexual activity etc. But this is the same force that Scripture
specifically notes so grievously polluted the land that its polluters were pitched out
and their patrimony given to another nation. And at least some prophets had no dif-
ficulty using the language of tumah to describe sinful behavior (see, e.g., Ezekiel
36:17.) For their part, however, the rabbis demonstrated a certain unmistakable
ambivalence in their estimation of tumah and its symbolic worth: nowhere in Seder
Tohorot do we find the suggestion that there is something perverse or wicked about
people who are regularly contaminated with tumah, e.g., women who menstruate
monthly, people who have regular contact with the dead, people afflicted with
tzaraat or zivah, etc. (See, by comparison, T. Negaim 6:7, however, which is in
stark contrast with the Mishnah’s stance.) Yet, for all it comes to those it afflicts
naturally, it is axiomatic that tumah cannot be simply lived with and must, there-
fore, be eradicated to the best of one’s ability. From this matrix of ambivalent
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approaches comes my sense that tumah represents the urge to embrace sin, vice and
decadence that resides in the chambers of the hearts of even the nicest, most respect-
ed (and, needless to say, mostly stringently observant) people, and is not related, not
even tangentially, to criminality. For a very interesting study of this specific aspect
of the rabbinic relationship to tumah, see Jonathan Klawans’ Impurity and Sin in
Ancient Judaism (Oxford, 2000), pp. 92–117.
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