MONASTICISM OR ENGAGEMENT: THE WAY TO SELF-IMPROVEMENT
By Rabbi David Algaze
The institution of Nazirism by which a man or  a woman take upon themselves the prohibitions of not drinking wine or any grape products, not to cut their hair and not to become contaminated by a human corpse is one of the Torah’s deepest insights into human nature. Although the Nazir takes upon himself many restrictions, his characteristic is not that of the abstemious.  Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch writes that the concept of the Nazir is summarized in the verse, “All the days of his being a nazirite, he is holy to G-d.”(ib.8) The restrictions that he undertakes are not merely abstinence, as a hermit or monk would do, but they flow from his state of being a “holy man.” 
According to Ibn Ezra, the word nazir comes from the word nezer, crown, and it means that he is wearing a royal diadem that distinguishes him from other people. By adopting a regime of life imbued with a desire for self-improvement and elevation, the nazir is raised above the people among whom he lives. He isolates himself to be with G-d, to belong to G-d. However, unlike other religious personalities, he does not lead a hermit’s life, as he continues to live in society. His isolation “is an isolation of the mind and spirit with G-d in the midst of the most active ordinary life.” (Hirsch) 
The restrictions on his life during the period of being a nazirite are the same as the restrictions placed upon a Kohen. Like the priests before entering the sanctuary, so does the Nazirite has to avoid drinking wine or anything that originates from the vine. His keeping away from grapes is a constant reminder that his mind is directed to the Sanctuary and that his mind has to keep undisturbed clarity. The prohibition not to be exposed to a dead person places him in the category of a priest. The additional prohibition not to contaminate himself even for his father and mother raises him to the level of a High priest—the only priest upon whom this restriction applied. A dead body reminds us that there is no freedom in physical nature; only with the spirit we become free. Therefore, his isolation required that he concentrate on the concept of freedom and its source, G-d, at all times. Israel does not worship death; on the contrary, it regards death as the absence of freedom. When the body separates from the spirit, it lacks freedom. For this reason, by the laws of purity, specifically avoiding contact with a corpse, the Torah teaches us that a moral life based on free will can only emanate from the Spirit.  
However, the prohibition that ‘a razor shall not pass over his head” is not within the sphere of “wearing the crown,” like a priest.  In this case, letting his hair grow represents his desire to be with himself and direct his thoughts to G-d and the Sanctuary without cutting himself completely from society. The nazir wants to work on himself and his unshaven hair symbolizes this decision to become holy and strive for moral perfection. That is the reason the Midrash that Hashem says about one who is so careful about to avoid sinning, “He is regarded by Me as if he were a High Priest.” (Bamidbar Rabba 10) 
However, there are commentators who see the nazir in a more negative light.  The fact that he has to bring a hatat, a sacrifice presented upon one who has committed a sin, leads some to view the nazir as a sinner.  This is in fact the opinion of Rabbi Eleazar Hakappar. (ibid.)  This view regards the withdrawal from the normal life of a human being is sinful because G-d created this existence with all its pleasures and it appears a sin to alter life as Hashem created it. One of the disciples of the Ari writes that G-d does not approve of Man afflicting himself, for G-d ordered a fast day only one day a year—Yom Kippur—and even commanded that we should eat well the day before. 
These two opinions shed light on how the Torah regards the nazir and generally how the Torah views religious life. Ideally, a person should be able to sanctify his surroundings by simply adhering to the commandments and a life of moderation between the extremes. However, when someone is beset by confusion or overwhelmed by passions that threaten to derail him from G-d’s paths, it may be necessary to lead the life of the nazirite for a limited period.  Nevertheless, this is by no means the ideal existence. The nazir has to return to normal life and contact with society very shortly. He cannot build a life permanently away from other people as some ascetics or monastic orders do. 

By partially withdrawing himself from regular social life, the nazir is able to develop character traits that will allow him to live a fuller moral life after the period of nazirism ends. Unlike other religious types that favor a hermit’s life away from society, the nazir is just a temporary stage upon which he wants to build himself into a better person and a more ethical member of society. The ideal is not to live apart from the normal course of social intercourse. The ultimate goal of the nazir is to reintegrate himself into regular social life and become a productive citizen. His avoidance of dead bodies represents his desired goal which is to “live” life to the fullest and not to become “dead” to society and useless to the world around him. 
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