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Parshat Tazria-Metzora lays out the biblical prescriptions regarding menstruation, a topic more steeped in critique
and apology than almost any other area in Jewish law. Contemporary readers seeking to reconcile the Torah'’s
approach to menstruation with their own sensibilities typically run up against a few uncomfortable facts. First, the
text discusses this natural bodily process in the same breath as tzara‘at, a skin disease traditionally viewed as
punishment for sin, and seminal emissions, a phenomenon that rendered Israelite men ritually impure.* Second, the
text explains that a menstruating woman is impure for seven days, and that she communicates this impurity to
anyone who touches her and anything she sits or lies on.”

In addition, women in Israelite society were likely forced to withdraw from the public sphere during their periods,
both because of their impure status—which prevented them from entering sacred spaces or eating sacred foods®—
and because they may have lacked the means to effectively contain menstrual blood.

For millions of girls and women in developing countries today, menstruation still stands as a barrier to women’s
inclusion in society. Because feminine hygiene products are not always available or affordable, girls use rags,
newspapers, leaves and mud instead. But these are relatively ineffective methods, forcing girls to withdraw while
they are menstruating. Girls” school attendance suffers as a result. According to an Oxford University study, in rural
Ghana, many girls miss up to five school days each month because of their periods.* Afraid to risk the humiliation of
bloodstains on their clothes, they stay at home, often falling behind in class or dropping out entirely.

This reality is especially troubling when we realize that women are critical drivers of community development, which
means that girls” inability to complete their educations constitutes a great loss, not only for them as individuals, but
also for their families, communities and countries.’

While many organizations are starting to do the important work of providing poor women access to affordable
sanitary pads,® we must also look at the root of this problem, which is the fact that menstruation is taboo in many
developing nations. It is rarely discussed openly, making its deleterious effects on girls” school attendance difficult to
see and address.” Without a higher profile and increased visibility, the problem will continue to go largely
unacknowledged.
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In this regard, Parshat Tazria-Metzora may provide a helpful model for the international development community.
Despite some of the potentially negative aspects described above, there is one remarkably positive aspect to the
biblical treatment of menstruation: as far as the Torah is concerned, this bodily process is neither private nor
unmentionable. Instead, it is quite public: people often know when a woman has her period, and if she experiences
any irregular bleeding, she must bring two birds to the tabernacle for the priest to sacrifice on her behalf.? Far from
being hidden or ignored, the rites of menstruation are dealt with by the priest: the person in the highest position of
all. On an even more basic level, menstruation receives ample attention and acknowledgment in the text, and is
treated with surprising frankness.

If families, schools, communities and governments in the Global South would begin acknowledging menstruation and
discussing it candidly, we could remove the underlying stigma that prevents women from accessing the sanitary
solutions they need to come out of hiding and achieve greater inclusion in society overall.

This destigmatization process needs to be undertaken, not only by people in developing countries, but by us as well.
While we may have access to physical amenities like pads and tampons, many of us still view menstruation as private
and unmentionable. We should, instead, address this bodily function with a sort of biblical openness, insisting not
only that it be public but that the stigma associated with the normal functioning of women’s bodies be removed.

In discussing the priestly rites that accompany menstruation, our parshah speaks of the sanctuary as the “tabernacle
that is betocham.”® While betocham is typically translated as “in their midst,” it can also be read quite literally as “in
them”—in their bodies. | would like to propose that, this week, we choose to read the verse this way, and to
recognize that the Divine sanctuary resides in us: physical, embodied beings. It is only by fully internalizing this
notion that we will feel moved to ensure that girls" and women'’s bodies everywhere are freed from stigma and, by
extension, that we will succeed in empowering girls and women as agents of change.
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