Black people in Jewish Sources

Rabbinic sources — Mishnah/Tosephta

Leviticus 13:2
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2 When a man shall have in the skin of his flesh a rising, or a
scab, or a bright spot, and it becomes in the skin of his flesh
the plague of leprosy, then he shall be brought to Aaron the
priest, or to one of his sons the priests.
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Nega’im 1:1

The signs of nega’im are two

which, in fact, are four.

The bright spot (baheret) is bright white like snow;
secondary to it is as white as the lime of the Temple.
The rising (se’et) is as white of the skin of an egg;
secondary to it is like white wool,

the words of Rabbi Meir.

But the sages say:

the rising (se’et) is white wool

and secondary to it

is like the white of the skin of an egg.
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Nega’im 2:1

The bright spot

in a German appears as dull white,

and the dull white spot

in an Ethiopian appears as bright white.

Rabbi Ishmael says:

the children of Israel (may I be atonement for them!)
are like boxwood,

neither black nor white

but of an intermediate shade.

Rabbi Akiva says:

painters have materials

with which they portray figures in black,

in white, and in an intermediate shade;

bring therefore a paint of an intermediate shade

and surround it around the outside

and it will then appear as on skin of intermediate shade.

Rabbi Judah says:

in determining the colors of nega’im

the law is to be lenient and not stringent;

let therefore, the nega’im of the German appear

on the color of his own body so that the law is lenient,
and let that of the Ethiopian be inspected

as if it were on the intermediate shade

so that the law is also lenient.

The sages say:
both are to be treated as if on the intermediate shade




English Explanation of Mishnah Nega’im 2:1

Our Mishnah deals with the problem that the colour of nega’im appear
differently depending upon the skin colour of the person being examined.
This could undermine the objectivity of the examination

The bright spot in a German appears as dull white, and the dull white spot
in an Ethiopian appears as bright white. A 7bright spot” is impure, but on a
pale German (I assume this means anyone from northern Europe) it will
look dull. This would mean that he will be declared pure, even though he
should not be. On the opposite end of the spectrum, a dull spot, which
should not be impure, will look bright on an Ethiopian’s skin. This will
cause him to be isolated and then, if it remains, to be declared impure. The
question is how do we deal with this situation?

Rabbi Ishmael says: the children of Israel (may I be atonement for them!)
are like boxwood, neither black nor white but of an intermediate shade.
Rabbi Ishmael says that we use the skin of Israelites, which is dark but not
black, as the barometer. This is because the laws of nega’im were stated
with regard to Israelites. As an aside, Rabbi Ishmael offers to take upon
himself vicarious atonement for Israel’s sins.

Rabbi Akiva says: painters have materials with which they portray figures
in black, in white, and in an intermediate shade; let, therefore a paint of an
intermediate shade be brought and applied around the outside of the nega,

and it will then appear as on skin of intermediate shade. Rabbi Akiva says

that we actually paint the person’s skin, at least around the nega. This way

we can get an unbiased portrait of what shade the nega really is.

Rabbi Judah says: in determining the colours of nega’im the law is to be
lenient and not stringent; let, therefore, the nega’im of the German be
inspected on the colour of his own body so that the law is lenient, and let
that of the Ethiopian be inspected as if it were on the intermediate shade so
that the law is also lenient.

Rabbi Judah says that we always rule leniently. Therefore, if the spot
looks dull on the German, he is pure. And if it looks bright on the
Ethiopian, we estimate how it would look on a person of average skin
colour.

The sages say: both are to be treated as if the nega was on the intermediate
shade. The sages disagree and say that all nega’im are judged based on an
average background. This opinion seems to agree with Rabbi Akiva.



Numbers Chapter 3
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13 for all the first-born are Mine: on the day that I smote
all the first-born in the land of Egypt I hallowed to Me
all the first-born in Israel, both man and beast, Mine

(o} .o, v 5 o3

they shall be: I am the LORD.’ {P}
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Mishnah Bechorot 7:6

If one knocks his ankles [against each other, in walking]

or rubs his legs [against each other];

a ba’al pikah (protuberance?)

and an ikkel.

What is an ikkel?

One whose knees do not touch each other
when he puts his feet together.

If he has a lump protruding from his thumb,

or if his heel projects backward,

or if his feet are wide like those of a goose.

Or if his fingers lie one above the other.

If they are webbed up to the joint,

he is fit,

if below the root, if he cuts it, he is also fit.

If he has an additional finger and he cut it off,
if there was a bone in it, he is unfit,

but if not, he is fit.

If he has additional fingers and additional toes,
on each hand and foot six fingers and six toes,
[making altogether] twenty-four [fingers and toes]:
Rabbi Judah declares him fit,

But the sages declare him unfit.

One who has equal strength in both hands:
Rabbi declares him unfit;

But the sages declare him fit.

A kushi,

a gihur (red skinned)

a lavkan, (albino)

a kippeah, (very tall and thin)
a dwarf,

a deaf-mute,

an imbecile,

one intoxicated,

or afflicted with plague marks which are clean —
[these defects] disqualify in human beings

but not in animals.

Rabban Shimon ben Gamaliel says:
a mad animal is not a choice sacrifice.

Rabbi Eliezer says:

also those afflicted with dangling warts
they are unfit in human beings

but are fit in animals.
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Tosephta Masechet B’rachot Chapter 6

Halacha 2

[A person] who sees an idol says Blessed...who is
merciful).

A place from where an idol was uprooted, says
Blessed... who uprooted an idol from our land. May it
be Your will, Lord our God, that idols will be uprooted
from our entire land and from all places where Jews
[live], and may You return the heart of your servants to
serve you.

[A person] who sees large crowds says Blessed... who
is wise to secrets, because their faces are not similar to
each other and their minds are not similar to each other.

When Ben Zoma saw large crowds [of people] on the
Temple Mount he said, “Blessed be the One who
created all of these [people] to serve me. How much the
first man toiled before he tasted [even] one mouthful?
He planted [grain], ploughed, reaped, bound sheaves,
threshed, winnowed, selected, ground, sifted, kneaded,
and baked, and [only] after that [he] ate [bread]. And I
stand up in the morning and I find all of these [foods] in
front of me [already prepared].”

How much the first man toiled before he wore a shirt?
He sheared [wool], washed, combed, dyed, spun, wove,
and sewed, and [only] after that he wore [clothes]. And I
stand up in the morning and I find all of these [clothes]
in front of me [already made].

How many skilled labourers are anxious to wake up
[early to sell their goods], and I stand up in the morning
and I find all of these [goods] in front of me [already
made].”

And also Ben Zoma used to say, “What does a good
guest say? ‘May the host be remembered for good! How
many different types of wine he brought in front of us?
How many different pieces [of meat] he brought in front
of us? How many different types of fine white bread he
brought in front of us? Everything that he did, he did
only for me.’

But what does a bad guest say? And what did I eat of
his? I ate [only] one bread of his. I ate [only] one piece
[of meat] of his. I drank only one cup [of wine] of his.
Everything that he did, he did only for his wife and
children.’”

And so also it says, “Remember this so that you may
extol His work that people have witnessed.” (Job 36: 24)

Halacha 3

[A person] that sees a black [person],
a Borek,

a redhead [person],

an albino [person],

a hunchback [person],

a midget, a deaf [person],

a mentally retarded [person],

and a drunk [person]

says Blessed... who varies creatures.
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[A person who sees] an amputee,
a lame [person],

a blind [person],

and a [person] afflicted with boils,
says Blessed...the true Judge.

Halacha 4

[A person] that sees

beautiful people

or beautiful trees

says Blessed... who has thus to him such
beautiful creations

Halacha 5

[A person] that sees

a rainbow in the cloud

says Blessed... who is trustworthy in His covenant
who remembers the covenant.




