
One Little Verse Makes All the Difference 
 
 
Rav Hanan Schlesinger 
Former Shaliach in Boca Raton (1999-2007) 

 

In this week’s Torah portion, Parashat Acharei Mot, there is one little verse which rescues the 
Torah’s laws of ritual impurity (tumah) from modern irrelevance. The central principle of 
holiness in our Torah is life; anything that smacks of death, or of the frustration of life or of 
birth, is a source of tumah. Contact with a corpse, or with semen that has not served to create 
an embryo, or with menstrual blood, generates a state of tumah that can be undone only 
through immersion in the purifying waters of the mikvah, the ritual bath. However, according 
to rabbinic tradition, there is no prohibition or shame in becoming or remaining ritually impure 
(tamay). The practical significance of ritual impurity is limited to things connected to the Holy 
Temple in Jerusalem; one who is tamay may not set foot in the Temple but must purify himself 
in order to do so. Today, when the Temple no longer stands — having been destroyed almost 
2,000 years ago — all these laws of tumah and of immersion in the mikvah would be relegated 
to the dustbin, if not for the verse that tells us that sexual intimacy between man and woman 
is absolutely forbidden during the time of tumah created by the blood flow of menstruation. A 
woman is rendered ritually impure by the menstrual flow — literally the components of life that 
have not been allowed actualization — and must be purified by bathing in the waters of the 
mikvah as a pre-condition to re-establishing sexual intimacy with her husband. 
The significance of this is nothing short of earth-shattering. If what goes on in the home’s inner 
sanctum is treated by the same laws that govern what goes on in God’s symbolic abode, if 
sexual contact between man and wife is circumscribed by the same limitations that are in force 
concerning contact between man and God, then marital relations are equivalent to entering 
into the Temple. Intimacy between husband and wife is on a par with intimacy between man 
and God. The Jewish family is like unto the Holy Temple. 
The sexual union, the source of humankind’s ability to bring life into this world and to thereby 
follow in the footsteps of the Creator Himself, is sanctified. It is almost like the rendezvous 
between man and God in the Temple — and must be treated with similar reverence. There 
are limitations and boundaries that govern our contact with holiness. The Temple must never 
be treated as mundane; approach to it requires spiritual readiness. Such is the case with 
sexuality as well. It must not be commonplace; it must be approached with awe. The sexual 
relationship is not to be consummated at all times, and it demands spiritual preparation lest it 
be cheapened and we lose sight of its grandeur. 
Today there is no Temple edifice in Jerusalem, but the temple of Jewish matrimony is still with 
us, and its holiness is still a living reality — if we allow it to be so. The laws regulating and 
uplifting relations between husband and wife are all that are left today of these ancient 
frameworks of holiness. The home is the last remaining holy sanctum; marital intimacy 
between husband and wife is just about all we have of the sanctity once embodied by the 
Temple. The laws that govern the relationship between husband and wife, and their union, 
allow us to replicate the holiness of the Jerusalem Temple, here and in our time. Let us not 
deprive ourselves of this great opportunity for sanctification. 


