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Shabbat Acharei Mot-Kedoshim
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Annual: Leviticus 16:1 - 20:27

Triennial Cycle: Leviticus 17:8 – 19:14

Haftarah: Amos 9:7-15

Click here for links to resources.


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary: If in last week’s Torah reading, Tazria and Metzora, we struggled to find contemporary applications and relevance, in this week’s parshiyot, Acharei Mot and Kedoshim, we are confronted with the opposite.  There are so many mitzvot that apply to our lives today that one scarcely knows where to begin.  In these two parshiyot there is a total of 76 mitzvot – 15 positive mitzvot (instructing us as to what we are supposed to do) and 61 negative mitzvot (instructing us as to what we are not allowed to do) – and with few exceptions, they are to be observed in this day and age.

The Torah reading begins with the description of the ancient ritual of atonement and purification that was performed in ancient times on the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur) by the High Priest.  The next chapter contains a long list of forbidden relations.  Chapter 19 contains some of the most important mitzvot – and perhaps some of the most difficult mitzvot – in the Torah, mitzvot that teach us what it means to “be holy.”  Chapter 20 begins with a vigorous condemnation of anyone who offers his offspring to Molech and ends with a reiteration of the forbidden sexual unions.

II. Commentary:  The Evolution of Yom Kippur
In observing Yom Kippur, in this day and age, we concentrate on the individual’s relationship with God and with his or her fellow human beings.  We ask God for forgiveness, and we make amends with others whom we have wronged.   It is a day of self-scrutiny and self-renewal.  The emphasis in Chapter 16 of Leviticus is quite different: the focus is on the high priest and his responsibility to cleanse and purify the sanctuary, to make it a fit place for the atonement rituals, and then to seek expiation for himself and for the people.

In the Musaf Service for Yom Kippur, we recall and reenact some of those rituals.  That section of Musaf is called Seder Avodah, the order of the (Temple) worship.  In an effort to make the liturgy more meaningful to the Jews of his generation, Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan composed a modern interpretation of the Seder Avodah.  It still speaks to our situation today.  (Excerpts follow.)

Our fathers on the Day of Atonement reconsecrated their Sanctuary to the worship of God. By fasting and solemn rites they purified the altar of the uncleanness it acquired through their sins.

Though no temple crowns Zion's hill, we still recall the glory which dwelt thereon.  The Temple where Israel communed with God's Shekhinah is but the symbol of the sanctuaries which arise out of our corporate life.  The home, the school, the state, the nation, each is a Temple where we may learn to know our god and commune with Him. But the evil which inheres in our inner life, and accrues to our dealings with one another, defiles these sanctuaries of the human spirit.  Let us therefore cleanse them of their pollution, and consecrate them anew to the service of God.

We taint the atmosphere of the home by words that wound and acts that grieve.  Our selfishness blinds us to what we own to those who are the dearest comfort of our life.  In accord with today's Avodah, let us dismiss from our hearts all rankling slights and wrongs and hallow the altar of the home once again by the power of healing and forgiving love.

We desecrate the halls of learning by stimulating the vainglory of the intellect and by permitting knowledge to be imparted without the passion for its righteous use. In accord with today's Avodah, let the teachers of our youth instruct them to expel from their hearts the unclean spirit of sordid striving and sanctify wisdom by having it spell character and conscience, justice and loving-kindness.

We corrupt the instruments of state, its powers and its laws by placing in authority those whose hearts are set upon their gains and who, by betraying their trust, give free rein to the tyrannous instincts of the strong and the cunning. In accord with today's Avodah, let us purge our commonwealths of their inherited wrong and consecrate them to furthering the life, the welfare and the virtue of their citizens.

III. Commentary: Lashon Hara

One of the great spiritual leaders of our people was Rabbi Yisroel Meir Kagan.  However, if you ask many Jews if they have heard of him, they would probably shake their heads.  But: if you ask them if they have heard of the Chofetz Chaim, they would say “Of course!”  Rabbi Kagan is better known by the name of his masterwork on the laws of Lashon Hara.  “Who is the one who desires life (he-chafetz chaim)…?  Guard your tongue from evil.” (Psalm 34)

Since this week’s parashah contains the admonition “Do not go about as a talebearer among your people,” I thought it would be worthwhile to include some of the Chofetz Chaim’s teachings in this week’s Shalom Africa.  The following is from the Chofetz Chaim’s foreword to his book on lashon hara.

How to Hasten the Redemption

Klal Yisrael had the unique fortune of being chosen by the Creator of the universe to be the recipients of His Torah. This was an unequaled privilege as well as a formidable responsibility. Because Klal Yisrael sinned, the Bet Hamikdash wad destroyed and they were exiled from Eretz Yisrael. This exile has lasted until today. It is pertinent to ask: Which transgressions have been the prime cause of the continuation of our exile?

For a number of reasons it appears that the main sin has been lashon hara (evil speech). Lashon hara is the source of much hatred, disputes, and even bloodshed. The Talmud specifies lashon hara as the cause of the exile. Therefore, until we rectify the evil, we will not be deemed worthy of redemption.

The Torah and Talmud both express the gravity of lashon hara. The Torah (Deuteronomy 27:24) places a curse on those who speak evil of others, while the Talmud equates speaking lashon hara with atheism. Besides the inherent severity of lashon hara, the gravity is compounded by repetition; a person who is not careful with his speech will violate the prohibition thousands of times. Therefore, we definitely will not be worthy of God's blessings until we cease speaking lashon hara.

After careful observation, I have come to the realization that the general public is not aware that even if a defamatory statement is true it constitutes lashon hara. Even those familiar with this fundamental principle have a tendency to excuse their lashon hara by misquoting and misapplying various sources. Conversely, lack of correct knowledge can mislead a person into thinking that scrupulously observing every detail of this mitzvah is only possible by becoming a secluded hermit. These and other errors have brought about a condition in which there are few indeed who refrain from speaking lashon hara. 

Until now, if someone was interested in clarifying the numerous laws dealing with lashon hara, he found the task very difficult since they have never been compiled into a single collection. I have, with God's help, gathered all the laws of lashon hara from the Talmud, Rambam (Maimonides)…and other halakhic sources in a single volume.

By carefully studying these laws, one will gradually be able to reverse the habit of speaking lashon hara. Blessed with this merit we will hasten the final redemption. Amen.

I realize that some people may minimize the importance of studying this sefer by citing the following words of our Sages, "It is preferable for a person to sin without realizing that his action was prohibited, than to sin and realize it."  They are mistaken. This principle does not apply to mitzvot that are explicitly mentioned in the Torah, as is the case with lashon hara and rekhilut. Moreover, the Torah enjoins us to constantly remember the punishment Miriam received for speaking lashon hara. According to their claim it would be preferable to consign it to oblivion. In reality, if someone constantly studies these laws, he will notice a transformation in his speech habits.

There are people whose urge to slander others is so strong that they will erroneously use this sefer to justify their lashon hara. They will take laws out of context and will rely on them without fulfilling all the necessary conditions. Concerning a similar matter our Sages have cited this verse: "The ways of God are straight (without pitfalls); the righteous shall walk in them, and the sinners shall stumble in them" (Hosea 14:10). Whoever seeks the truth will find it.

IV. Commentary: Community

In Washington DC last week, some 15,000-20,000 people protested the ongoing genocide in the Darfur region of Sudan.  One of the major forces behind the rally was the American Jewish World Service (www.ajws.org).  They are the Jewish community’s agent of social justice and social change throughout the world.  

This week’s AJWS D’var Torah was written by Brent Chaim Spodek, a fourth-year rabbinical student at the Jewish Theological Seminary.  Mr. Spodek can be contacted at bspodek@ajws.org
In Parshat Kedoshim, the Holy One instructs Moses to say to the entire Israelite community: "You shall be holy for I, the Lord your God, am holy." The instruction is addressed in the plural, not to Moses and not to the elite, but to the entire community. This implies that holiness is a project for the group, not the individual. The command is not for an isolated ascetic on a remote desert island …; it is written as a blueprint for an entire community -- the priests, the common folk, the widows, the orphans, and the strangers.

After that first overarching assertion: "All of you -- be holy!!" the Torah's laws come fast and furious, each offering another disparate instruction -- revere your parents, reprove your kinsman, leave the surplus of your crops for the poor and the stranger. And the list continues -- don't steal, don't lie or take false oaths, don't mock the deaf or place a stumbling block before the blind. Do this, but don't do that. Do not profit from the blood of your neighbor and love your neighbor as yourself. 

Taken as a whole, these instructions say very clearly: "Be in community!" More than any given dictate, the core of Parshat Kedoshim, and perhaps the entire Torah, is the idea that the Jewish people are to form a holy society and recognize the obligations each one has to the other. Although it is very important, the community's role is not simply to provide for the material needs of the indigent, but to build a social structure which includes everyone. 

This holy society is not a federation of individuals who have come together because it's an efficient way to work for their various goals; rather, being part of a community, whether rich or poor, is part of what it is to be holy. 
In a lengthy discussion about the persistence of poverty, the Talmudic Rabbi Akiba said now is the time not only to feed the poor, but to break your bread with them, and bring them into your house. There are many significant, important ways to care for the poor, including donations for their material well-being and advocacy for their political well-being. Indeed, those important activities bring us closer to the religious ideal of justice. But "All of you -- be holy!!" demands not only that we provide for the material well-being of the needy and seek justice, but that we take the poor and the suffering into our hearts and into our homes in order to pursue holiness.

Parshat Kedoshim tells us that holiness is not, and cannot be an individual activity. None of us can operate without regard for the weakest members of our community and think we are doing right and good in the eyes of God. A religious community that is not concerned with the widow, the orphan and the stranger is neither religious nor a community. It is [not] a group of loners playacting as Jews.


♥  ♥  ♥
May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again.






Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD
Resources:

1. This summer I will be working on my website and will be posting new calendars.  In the meantime you can calculate candelighting times by going to http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ComputeCandlelighting.htm To help you calculate times in your area, please note the following coordinates for several of our locales:

Nairobi: 1S 36E  GMT+3

Abuja: 9N 7E   GMT+1
Lagos: 6N 3E   GMT+1

Port Harcourt: 5N 6E   GMT+1
Uyo: 5N 7E   GMT+1

Mbale: 1N 34E GMT+3

2. To find commentary on this week’s reading: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/DvarTorah.htm#Internet

3. For archived issues of Shalom Africa: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ShalomAfricaArchive.htm
4. To learn more about the two great thinkers and spiritual leaders mentioned above:

a. Mordecai Kaplan:  My Jewish Learning  Jewish Virtual Library  

b. Chofetz Chaim: My Jewish Learning  Jewish Virtual Library  


Mordecai Kaplan (1881-1983) American rabbi and founder of Reconstructionist Judaism. Born in Lithuania, he moved to the USA and became a rabbi in New York. In 1909 he was appointed dean of the Teacher's Institute of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America. Subsequently he developed a concept of Judaism known as Reconstructionist Judaism, and in 1922 the Society for the Advancement of Judaism was established. He also founded the Jewish Reconstructionist Foundation which published The Reconstructionist magazine. His writings include Judaism as a Civilization.   








Chofetz Chaim (1838-1933):  A Talmudic scholar. His real name was Israel Meir Kagan.  Although he did not occupy an official position, he was universally recognized as an ethical and religious teacher, particularly among Lithuanian Jews.











