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How Clean is a Dirty Mikva?!
206. Myth or Reality? The underlying reasons of the Myth: 
Sensitivity, Disgrace or Hatred?

In the eighties I visited an observant family in Chicago, a community that at the time boasted the most beautiful, spacious and modern multimillion dollar Mikva in the world. Speaking about Mikvas, the Mikva-observant lady said, “I go to M... but I hate it, because the water is not clean.” It shocked me, because that same day, before morning prayer, I had a tour of the entire Mikva and immersed in the men’s section, and was overcome by its beauty and cleanness of the water. “How could any one claim that the Mikva waters are not clean,” I asked myself. Due to my extensive traveling, I am fluent in five languages and understand a few more. Somehow, I have heard in different parts of the world, from quite a few Mikva-observant ladies, expressing themselves in different languages in the exact same 10 words: “I hate M..., I go only because I have to!” Hearing this same shocking sentence again and again, led me to prob the cause, but for long time I found no answer. One day I visited a Medical Doctor in his downtown Cincinnati office. I parked my car just 30 feet from his office, as the skies opened, and buckets of rain poured down on me. Running those 30 feet, I came into the office drenched to the core and waited for the doctor impatiently. Suddenly a tall young lady came in and started yelling, “I need the doctor, where is the doctor?” The nurse tried vainly to calm her as she asked, “what happened, what is the matter, why do you need the doctor?” She answered: “I am completely wet, I am completely wet!” The nurse answered her: “you are not the only one wet here, why can’t you quiet down?” “No, no,” retorted the young lady, “the rain is not my problem! I am a diabetic, and I am completely wet because I could not contain my urine. I need the doctor, where is the doctor?” hearing this, two words from the book of Lamentation flashed through my mind: “Tum’a’ta Beshuleh’a”, Rashi expounds: “her garment is wet from her menses” (Aichah 1:9). “The cycle” is the only involuntary, uncontrollable, uncomfortable and unpleasant bodily excretion, which last a few days. The Talmud states: “When it occurs, her entire body is sick.” It causes physical and mental irritations, head aches and nervousness. A woman must be made of iron, not to yell: “I need the doctor, where is my doctor!” If a man would lose so much blood he would certainly rush to the hospital emergency ward. Many women hate that it happens. Some hate the world and at times they even hate themselves. Above all, woman, a creature most sensitive to smell and sight, to beauty and cleanliness, suddenly must conceal what she abhors most. Although the cycle is a physiological fact that is common to all women, nevertheless, most women act as if they are the only one who have this problem, and live with a conscious and subconscious fear that her family and neighbors might find out the humiliation that her body has betrayed her. Society graciously accepts the compelling drive that forces a woman to cover up. The gigantic cosmetic industry is partially built on the woman’s need to cover up, but deep inside her soul, a woman lives with shame and psychological discomfort that one will discover the curse of her biological clock. If she could she would hide it even from her husband. The underlying reason for this behavior must be the Talmudical statement: (Eruvin 100:, Pirkay D'Rabi Eli'ezer 14), for eating the forbidden fruit, Adam and manhood were punished with separate 10 curses and Hava and womanhood with different 10. The menses heads the list of ten curses with which Hava and all womanhood had been punished. Interesting enough, in most English dictionaries one of the definitions of the word “curse” is “menstruation”. In most other languages the menses phenomena have a derogatory connotation. No other creature has a menstruation cycle. * the blood spots that female dogs has during their heat season is only the escape of an overflow of few drops of blood from the lining of the womb, but if a conception did not occur the entire lining build up of the womb is completely reabsorbed into the blood system, whereas by the woman it is all shed out.  

[Excerpts from the book “Waters of Eden” by Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, Page 40. Understanding menstruation: From the time a woman reaches puberty, she loses a relatively small quantity of blood at the end of her menstrual cycle each month. This blood loss, which is called the menstrual flow, is intimately related to the human reproductive process. Every month, a woman releases an ovum or egg, which, if fertilized, becomes an embryo which will grow into a new human being. The lining of the uterus (endometrium) thickens to accommodate the fertilized egg. It develops an increased blood supply with which to nourish the embryo if the egg is fertilized. If the egg is not fertilized, after approximately two weeks, it is expelled. The uterus lining and its accumulated blood is also shed, and the expelled material is essentially what constitutes the menstrual flow. Thus, the menstrual cycle involves the construction and destruction of an enriched uterus lining. This well-known fact is by no means that simple or logical. From a biological standpoint, it would be much more economical if the uterus lining would be reabsorbed instead of expelled. This would certainly be more esthetic and comfortable for the woman. She would not have to lose a significant amount of her vital fluids each month. More efficient would be a situation that would allow the womb to remain in a constant state of readiness to nourish the fertilized ovum. There is no reason why the uterus lining must be expelled and restored each month, why the ovum must “die” only to be replaced by another egg. With all our scientific knowledge, it still remains an “unexplained inefficiency of the human reproductive system, which is also uncomfortable and unaesthetic.” Simone de Beauvoir writes of menstruation: "This complex process, still mysterious in many of its details, involves the whole female organism, since there are hormonal reactions between the ovaries and other endocrine organs, such as the pituitary, the thyroid, and the adrenals, which affects the central nervous system, the sympathetic nervous system, and in consequence, all the viscera... . The woman is more emotional, more nervous, more irritable than usual... . It is during her periods that she feels her body most bainfully as an obscure, alien thing; it is, indeed, the prey of stubborn and foreign life that each month construct and then tears down a cradle within it; each month all things are made ready for a child, and then aborted in the crimson flow." "Another manifestation of this imperfection is in childbirth. Rather than being the natural function of continuing the species that it should logically be, childbirth is often a most traumatic, painful and anguishing experience. The woman is hospitalized, as if she were experiencing a serious illness, rather than partaking in one of the most natural of bodily functions." (Waters of Eden]. The menses is a curse that women cannot escape. Some of the other nine curses which are connected with child bearing and family life, a woman has the option of avoiding by not getting married and having children. A French midwives maxim says: “Don’t blame anyone for your plight. No one forced you. You did it quietly, deliver it quietly!”  In addition, for 12 days the woman is off-limits to her husband for any tactile contact. Most women hide the fact that they go to the Mikva, not only because of modesty but mostly because it reveals their weakness and one of their most guarded secrets. A woman does not want anyone, even not any other woman, to know or see her going into or coming out of the Mikva. All the above put together might explain that subconsciously many women carry with them a certain mental block against Mikva, that even a most beautiful and clean one might be regarded by them as a dirty place. That is how the myth of dirty Mikvas is able to persist and how some Mikva-observant ladies around the world may express the 10 words sentence: “I hate M..., I go only because I have to!” 

All considered, we must realize that although building beautiful Mikvas is a necessity, it is not enough of an incentive for a woman to overcome her mental block and observe Mikva. Mikva education outreach is a key issue. Some people start to observe the law not necessarily because they love it, but because of fear of the resulting punishments. The observance for the love of it might come in a later stage. If we would know how to explain to a sensitive woman in bold enough terms how much the observance of family purity affects her family life, and the life of her future children, than we will win our battle. The fact is that most communities today boast beautiful, clean, conveniently located Mikvas, yet only a small percentage of the broad Jewish community use it, and we are still unable to rid ourselves of this absurd myth, even when we have multi-million dollar Mikva structures; and why? The Talmud states that G-d created Adam and Eve similar to angels in three ways, and similar to animals in three ways. As angels, we have an intellect and the power of speech to express that intellect and we walk upright. However as animals, we eat and drink, excrete and reproduce, (Hagigah 17.). The Creator has also implanted in us feelings of pride and shame. All human beings are proud of their spiritual and angelic faculties and ashamed of the nakedness of their body and their animal behavior. We are proud to speak and express our intellectual thoughts in public, and we seek for it the greatest possible audience, as in a radio and television shows. In each of the three ways we behave like animals there is an higher degree of shame. 1. Our lowest degree of shame is felt when eating and drinking in public. We feel uncomfortable that people stare at us while we eat, because they look at us from a higher angelic pedestal to a lower animal behavior. On the other hand we love to eat together in the company of friends, and while eating together we develop friendship, because we prove to each other that we are equal with our animalistic needs for nourishments and its consumption. We are not ashamed from the mere fact of eating, since the preparation and the serving of human food, and the way we eat it, demands and displays high  intellectual power.  2. We feel a greater degree of shame when we excrete. We lock ourselves in a closet, so that no one will hear or see how we do it and what results from the tasty and beautiful food we ate. Nevertheless, we are not ashamed to tell our friends that we go to the toilette or that they see us entering or exiting from there. 3. Our highest degree of shame is reserved to the act of reproduction. Although everybody knows we are doing it, we keep it as a supreme secret even the facts of when and where we do it.  Any thing we create, the better the product the greater is our pride and we tend to exhibit in public the production process. Why are we ashamed when engaging in the act of reproducing another human being, the peak of all creation? This topic was treated already in the beginning of the book. In short G-d is imposing upon us this shame in order that we will realize that there are “three partners in the creation of a human being, G-d, the father and the mother.” Three partners, but not equal partners! The father and mother are only the minuscule and silent partners as G-d’s messengers in the creation, and therefore we should not pride ourselves about something that is so much beyond us. The Talmud says: A king mint coins, all of them are the same, in contrast, G-d coin’s human beings, and non of them are alike. The difference between two human beings are perceived with all our five senses: sight, hear, smell, touch and taste, and with the biggest difference in the sphere of the spiritual, the mind and the character. From the beginning of the world at creation, to the end of the world there was not, and there will not, be two individuals who are exactly alike. Each human being is a world by itself. Therefore, another subconscious reason for the woman’s irritation during her menses period is the fact that a motherhood opportunity was missed. A one of a kind human being has failed to set foot in G-d’s world, an unreplaceable loss occurred to the universe. A woman is a blooming flower and a part of this flower wither with every menses. As a 10-year-old child I was hospitalized for tonsillectomy, in a time that Tel-Aviv Hadassah hospital was very small, and across the window from the children's ward was the maternity section. One day a woman was persistently crying for hours, loud enough to be heard in our room and stir our mercy. Asking the nurse the reason for this sobbing of despair,  the nurse told us that this lady delivered twin children and one of then died two days later. Perplexed, I told the nurse: “I cannot understand it. Most women deliver only one child, and this woman too, now has also one child, so why does she cry so desperately?” The nurse answered me: “You will never understand it. First because you are only 10 years old, and second because you will never be a mother.” During the menses period a woman lives with the mixed feelings of: remembering the past failure and the need to restart it all over again. The hopes and insecurity of the future. No wonder that some extend this mixed feelings also to the Mitzvah of immersion which is directly connected to this unpleasant, uncomfortable and involuntary biological happening. The first commandment of the Torah, appears in a form of G-d’s proclamation, “be fruitful and multiply”. It has a double meaning: A blessing and a commandment. To the woman it is only a blessing. Women have no obligation to get married and to beget children, because it is too painful and women risk their lives to certain degree in any child birth, and G-d do not demand from us to risk our lives for the observance of any positive commandment.  The first commandment to get married and beget children, applies only to men, it is only men’s obligation. Since man cannot do it alone, G-d have implanted in the woman a powerful desire to get married and beget children. As our foremother Rachel exclaimed to our forefather Ya’akov at the time she was barren: “Give me children, and if not [I am dying] - my life is worthless.” This might explain the verse in Vayikra (12:6-7), where it is written: “after a childbirth, the mother shall bring a burnt and sin offering, to the Cohen who shall offer it before the L-rd, who shall atone her from the source of her blood”. A question might be asked, what is the sin of a mother that bears and brings a child to the world that she needs “an atonement for the source of her blood?” Where are the understanding and recognition to her sacrifice and suffering, the appreciation for the gift of life without which there is no continuity to the world, why does she need to atone for helping her husband to fulfil his Mitzvah of “be fruitful and multiply”. As mentioned before, 10 curses Adam was cursed and different 10 curses Chava was cursed for her part of the sin in the Garden of Eden. Menstruation as most of those curses are connected to the child bearing  process.  No normal and healthy woman can escape from the curse of menstruation, (Therefore in most English dictionaries one of the definitions to the word Curse is Menstruation, and in many countries the colloquial expression for the menses is: "I have received Eve's Curse." Even though they do not know the story of Eve.). However, some of the 10 curses a woman can escape from by avoiding to get married and bearing children, a commandment from which she is exempt anyway. By getting married and bearing a child, a woman accepted upon herself voluntarily and went through all the curses and punishments that was imposed on Chava and all womanhood to the end of generation, even those that she can and may escape. Therefore, a woman that observes the laws of family purity, which is connected to her seeing her monthly bleeding, and after she bears a child a process where she risked her life, suffered enormously and was bleeding again, she will bring an offering and together with all her sufferings it will atone her for the origins of all her pain and bleeding which is the sin of Chava.
