
Like Mother Like Son 
in Tractate Kesubos 103b: “On that day that Rebbe (R’ 
Yehudah Hanasi) died, holiness ceased.”  Tosafos (quoting 

R’ Chaim Cohen) explains that the Gemara is referring to 
the holiness of the Kohanim, that their holiness had been 
suspended for they were permitted to help prepare Reb-

be’s body for burial.  Although Kohanim, as a general rule, 
may not come in contact with a dead person so as not to 
become tamei from tumas meis, this interdict had no rele-

vance regarding contact with Rebbe’s dead body.  Be-
cause Rebbe returned his soul directly to his Maker 

through Misas Neshika there was no tumas meis. 

Ordinarily, only the supremely righteous merit this form of 
death.  However, at Matan Torah, every Jew attained this 

elevated spiritual level.  Consequently, any member of Klal 
Yisrael that had died at that time did not generate tumas 
meis.   

However, at Har Sinai the Bnei Yisrael stumbled through 
the golden calf.  Because they were no longer on the 

highest spiritual level, death would now come via the Mal-
ach HaMaves.  Thus, the calf was the catalyst for the re-
turn of tumas meis.  There was now need for the 

“mother” to come, in the form of the Parah Adumah, to 

clean up its child’s mess. 

We continue to bear responsibility for sinning with the 
golden calf.  The very day we recall that shameful deed 
we remind ourselves of the possibility of Kapara - atone-

ment - through its “mother.”  While the sin of the golden 
calf demonstrated the infidelity of Klal Yisrael, there is no 
greater display of allegiance to Hashem than performing a 

divine commandment we can’t begin to understand. 

May we merit to once again purify ourselves through this 
special mitzvah so that we may “perform our obligations 

in the House of Your choice” speedily in our days. 

Rabbi Cohen, an alumnus of the kollel, is a rebbi at Arie 
Crown and learns with the Zichron Ahron mechanchim 
chaburah at the kollel.  

T 
his year as in most other years, the reading of the 
sin of the golden calf coincides with the reading of 

the mitzvah of the Parah Adumah  - Red Cow.  This 

is not by chance. 

The mitzvah of the Red Cow is described by the Sages as 
the quintessential Chukas HaTorah - a divine law that is 

beyond human comprehension.  In fact, Shlomo HaMelech, 
the wisest of all men, said regarding the law of Parah Adu-
mah: “Amarti Echkomo V’hi Rechokah Memeni – I said I 
would be wise [to understand it] but it is far from 

me.”  (Koheles 7:23). 

Rashi, however, quoting R’ Moshe HaDarshan, offers an 
insight into this mitzvah via a parable: “The son of the 
maidservant soiled the palace of the king.  They said, ‘Let 

the mother come and clean up the filth.’ Similarly, let the 

cow come and atone for the calf.” 

At first glance, this parable provides a rationale; the cow is 
the “mother” and the calf is the “son.”   Also, the Parah 
Adumah cleans a person that has become contaminated by 

a corpse.  However, upon closer scrutiny, the parable does 
not appear to be appropriate.  The golden calf soiled the 
B’nei Yisrael through the filth of  idolatry.  The Parah 
Adumah, on the other hand, cleans up tumah that results 
from tumas meis, contamination brought about through a 
human corpse.  How is cleaning tumas meis cleaning up 

the filth of idolatry? 

The Kli Yakar answers this question through a Midrash in 

Shmos Rabbah.  The Midrash tells us that at Matan Torah 
the B’nei Yisrael were free of the Malach HaMaves - the 
Angel of Death.  The Kli Yakar explains that this does not 

mean that people stopped dying; rather their death was 
through Misas Neshikah - death by the “kiss” of Hashem.  
This was significant, for death through Misas Neshikah 

does not generate tumas meis.  Tumas Meis only mani-
fests when death occurs through the Malach HaMaves, not 

when Hashem Himself takes back the soul.    

The Kli Yakar proves this principle from the following text 
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R 
av Chanina bar Chama said that the thirty-nine 
Melachos that are forbidden on Shabbos corre-
spond to the thirty-nine activities that were nec-

essary for the construction of the Mishkan.  (Shabbos 
49b).  One of these activities was Shechita – Slaughter-
ing, as various animals were killed so that their skins 
may be used for the Mishkan.  This article will address 

a few aspects of the Melacha of Shechita.  

The RuleThe RuleThe RuleThe Rule    

It is prohibited to kill a living creature on Shabbos.  
This interdiction forbids killing by slaughter, poisoning, 
crushing or drowning.  Hence, care must be taken 
when washing vegetables on Shabbos not to wash any 
bug off the vegetables into the sink.  It is also forbid-
den to mortally wound an animal even though the ani-
mal will not perish until after Shabbos.  Similarly, it is 
forbidden to kill a mortally wounded living creature 
(i.e. a stomped on bug) However, it is permitted to 
hint to a non-Jew to “put it out of its mis-

ery.”(Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim 305:20). 

The ExceptionThe ExceptionThe ExceptionThe Exception    

Only creatures that are similar to the animals that 
were slaughtered for Mishkan use are prohibited to be 
killed. (Shabbos 107b)  Those animals are defined as 
species which are offspring from a father and a moth-
er.  The Gemara therefore concludes that it is permit-
ted to kill lice on Shabbos because lice result from 
sweat and dirt.  (ibid. 12a).  However, it is rabbinically 
forbidden to kill other creatures that result from these 
conditions.  This prohibition does not apply to lice be-
cause they also cause some pain.  (Shulchan Aruch O.C. 

316:9). 

Is this Exception Still in Force? Is this Exception Still in Force? Is this Exception Still in Force? Is this Exception Still in Force?     

Modern science has clearly proven that lice do not re-
sult from sweat and dirt.  Rather, they are born from 
eggs laid by their mother.  Consequently, Rabbi 
Yitzchak Lamporte in his encyclopedic work, Pachad 
Yitzchak writes that lice are similar to the animals 
slaughtered for Mishkan use.  Therefore, in contradis-
tinction to the Gemara’s aforementioned position, it is 
forbidden to kill lice on Shabbos.  The Gemara’s li-
cense to kill lice on Shabbos was merely based on 
Chazal’s observations and science of that era.  Hence, 
if a scientific theory is disproved, Chazal would agree 
to the “new” facts and rule accordingly.  (Section enti-
tled “Tzeda”).  Rav Nissim Karelitz in his sefer, Chut 
Sheni (pg. 125) concurs.  This ruling could also be un-

derstood by saying that perhaps the specie of lice we 
are familiar with is a different specie than that men-

tioned in the Gemara.   

Nonetheless, many great authorities pasken that the 
Gemara’s halacha, as codified in the Shulchan 
Aruch, stands.  (M.B. 316:58, Rav Shlomo Zalmen 
Aurbach).  The Michtav Me’Eliyahu (volume 4 page 
355) explains this position as follows: Any halacha 
stated in the Gemara is based on Sinaitic tradition.  
Therefore, the factual and halachic distinctions as 
set forth in the Gemara between lice and animals 
that were slaughtered for Mishkan use are consid-
ered irrefutable truths, scientific discoveries merely 
obligate us to search for a rationale to explain the 

halacha. 

A RationaleA RationaleA RationaleA Rationale    

To reconcile modern science with the halachic ex-
ception at issue, Rabbi A. Carmell, a foremost disci-
ple of Rabbi Dessler zt”l, suggested the following: In 
the eyes of halacha, anything not visible to the na-
ked eye is considered nonexistent.  (For this reason 
we are not liable for ingesting non-kosher micro or-
ganisms when inhaling air.)  Lice eggs are hardly visi-
ble.  Therefore, once the nymphs hatch and are seen 
on the head they would be considered as if they re-
sulted from the sweat and dirt of the scalp itself.  In 
this way they are unlike the animals that were 

slaughtered for Mishkan use.   

Out of concern for the first approach, Rav Elyashiv 
rules that one should not kill lice on Shabbos.  How-
ever, where a child is suffering, he ruled that one 
may be lenient ( by relying on a combination of fac-
tors, namely, the second opinion, melacha sh’eina 
tzricha l’gufa, and cholah sh’ein bo sakana (Orchos 

Shabbos page 426)).   

The ProcedureThe ProcedureThe ProcedureThe Procedure    

If a child is infested with head lice, a spray or pow-
der application may be used on Shabbos to remove 
them.  A thin liquid treatment may also be used if 
care is taken to only slightly dampen and not soak 
the hair.  Shampoo may not be used if this would 
require squeezing out the shampoo and water from 
their hair, thereby transgressing the Melacha of 
Sechita – squeezing.  It is also forbidden to comb out 
nits because the comb will likely pull out some hair, 
thereby transgressing the Melacha of Gozez – shear-
ing.  However, it is permitted to ask a non-Jew to 

shampoo or comb the hair of the child. 

Rabbi Greenberg is an alumnus and learns daily at 

the kollel. 


