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DIGES~ 

Every week; many·ra:Pbis look through the weekly Torah portion in 

search of sermon topics. This procedure is generally sufficient when 

the weekly parasha is from Genesis, Exodus, Numbers or Deuteronomy. 

However, when the Torah reading is from Leviticus, the rabbi often is in 

need of assistance. After all, how can a. book dominated by priestly 

regulations concerning animal sacrifice, leprosy and impure bod Hy 

discharges be expounded to today's educated and sophisticated ,JewrY? 

The rabbis we read of in Leviticus Rabbah struggled with a similar 

question over a dozen centuries ago. Their solution was to spiritualize 

the ritual law (most of which was no longer applicable) into a moral 

law, which would be. eternal. Rather than focusing upon the content of 

Leviticus, the rabbis analyzed the spiri tua1 significance which lay 

behind it. As a result, they were able to create a large number of 

sermons which related both to the text and to the people. 

Nowadays, however, Leviticus Rab bah itself is obsolete from a 

practical homiletics point of view. While its moral lessons remain 

valid, they are framed in a homiletic structure which lacks practicality 

in today's Jewish community. The aim of this thesis, therefore, is to 

bypass the homiletic framework and get right to the message. Once a 

Levi tica.l verse is understood in a. new light, it may be expounded in 

accordance with one's particular horn iletic style. After all, the 

dilemma rabbis face with Leviticus is not "how," but rather "what to 

preach?" The following pages contain over two hundred suggested 

solutions to this question. 
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literature. 
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INTRODUCTION 

There are seventy faces to the Torah~ 1 'J1b is would seem to be 

enough to furnish most rabbis with a lifetime supply of sermons~ 

However~ while Genesis; Exodus; Numbers and Deuteronomy contain a wealth 

of homiletic material; "the book of I.ievi+,icus is an embarrassment to the 

textual preacher. Animal sacrifice - bulls, sheep, rams and goats - the 

laws of the leper - eruntions, boils, sc.abR - where shall the preacher 

find his text?112 Whereas the Holiness Code (Leviticus 19) does contain 

some of the greatest moral and ethical imperatives of the Bible, "the 

overwhelming portion of the book has little that is inspiring or 

elevating for contemporary man.11:'5 

Rabbis can avoid the situation only for s.o long; sooner or later, 

we must expound the book of Leviticus. If, as the Mid rash says, there 

are seventy interpretations to everything in the Torah, it is the 

rabbi's responsibility to uncover them. Fortunately, we need not go 

about this task alone. 

Many centuries ago, numerous sermons on Leviticus were put together 

in a text known as Leviticus Rabbah (Vayikra Rabbah).4 Scholars 

disagree as to when this was done. The latest date generally proposed 

is the middle of the seventh century, by I,eopold Zunz, in Had'rashot 

B'Yisrael.5 Mordecai Margulies, in his critic al edition of Leviticus 

Rabbah, says that it was the style of the midr'shay halacha (and other 

legal works) for the last sages mentioned to be of the generation that 

committed the text to writing. For this reason, he suggests a 

compilation date around the beginning of the fifth centur;v.6 Whereas 

!fanokh Al beck submits that Leviticus Rabbah is a product of the late 

fifth or early sixth century,7 Margulies is willing to go no later than 
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the middle of the fifth century~8 

Joseph Heinemann; writing in the Encyclopedia. ,Judaica a.rticle on 

Leviticus Rabbah;9 states that the editor of Leviticus Rabbah was not 

necessarily the author~ According to Heinemann; the editor had a large 

number of homilies; from the oral tradition; at his disposal and 

arranged them a,e he saw fit. He feels that this probably took place 

during the fifth century. As such; Leviticus Rabbah is not a 

reproduction of ancient sermons; but rather a mosaic containing many of 

their canponent parts. 

Heinemann agrees with Margulies that Iieviticus Rabbah was composed 

at about the same time as the P' sikta d 'Rav Kahana. 1 O The relationship 

between these two midrashim is also a point of scholarly dispute, for 

Leviticus Rabbah and the P'sikta d'Rav Kahana share a number of identi

c11l sections, as well as five complete sermons.11 Margulies notes that 

Solomon Buber, Abraham Epstein, Julius Theodor and Meir Ish-8halom all 

believe that Leviticus Rabbah copied these materials from the P'sikta.12 

Albeck disagrees, saying that the P'sikta took them from Leviticus 

Rabbah.13 Margulies subscribes to a more neutral position, saying that 

both works came from the same school and were the work of the same 

hana. 14 

It is generally agreed that Iieviticus Rabbah shows a great deal of 

Galilean influence and very little Babylonian. Albeck goes so far as to 

say that there is no influence from Babylonia whatsoever, 15 however 

Margulies points to the Babylonian origins of a few of the rabbis.16 He 

feels that the text was probably written in Tiberias, along with the 

Jerusalem TaJmud, Genesis Rabbah and the P' sikta d 'Rav Kahana. 17 
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There has been a great deal of confusion regarding the dj_vision of 

Leviticus Rabbah into thirty~seven homilies~ One explanation is that 

the Midrash is based on the triennial (Tan~uma) cycle of Torah readings; 

however, this cycle only contaj_ns between 20-25 divisions. Heinemann 

theorizes that the cycle may not have been finalized at the time of 

Leviticus Rabbah's compilation.18 He also writes that "it is clear that 

the editor of Leviticus Rabbah had a different tradition of seder 

"1 q divisions than those which are known to us. ·· 

Whatever the explanation, each chapter begins with a p'tihta, the 
I 

majority of which are complex p'ti~tot. This means that the rabbis 

expound several non-Levitical verses before addressing the verse from 

Leviticus. Because they do not address sermonic themes relating to the 

book of Leviticus, many of the homilies within these complex p'tihtot 
. I 

are not included within this study. 

Most of the homilies end in n'hemtot, words of consolation directed . 
to the future redemption of Israel. 20 Nevertheless, few of these 

n'hemtot relate directly to the Levi tical verse. Like so many of the . 
p'tihtot, they expound non-Levitical verses, thereby excluding them from . 
consideration in this analysis. 

The pages of Leviticus Rabbah illustrate the rabbis' attempt to 

bring a book of the Torah, with little practical value, to life. The 

overwhelming majority of the book was obsolete in their day.21 How much 

the more so is this true today. As a result, the rabbis probe the 

spirit and motivation which lay behind the ritual acts. In seeking to 

spiritualize the cult, they look beyond the "what" to the "how" and 

"why• II 
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The rabbis make frequent use of analogies; parables; and other 

hermeneutic devices; such as kal vahomer and g'ma.tria. These continue 

to be effective; homiletfr techniques to this da,y~ However; the rabbis 

are also wont to approach the text through the splitting of Bebrew 

words; plays on these words; g' zera, sha.va and streams of connecting 

prooftexts. These are not viable methods for today's pulpit rabbi. 

In approaching this study of Leviticus Rab bah, a number of books 

and articles were read to acquire technical background regarding 

rabbinic methods and tendencies.22 This aspect of Leviticus Rabbah is 

implicit within this study; however, apart from the introduction, it is 

not explicit. Rather, it helps to transcend the rabbinic method and to 

derive modern, homiletic material from the rabbinic discussions. 

After assimilating this material, the four-volume, Margulies 

edition of the Leviticus Rabbah text was analyzed in the search for 

relevant, sermonic material. Al though it differs only occasionally from 

the Soncino translation, 23 the Margulies text is of far greater value 

because of its extensive footnotes. Margulies facilitates the under

standing of many of the text's confusing sections through his lucid 

commentary, which appears at the bottom of every page. In so doing, he 

may clarify how the midrashic text is applicable to that of Leviticus24 

or point out sections of the horn ily which have no apparent connection to 

the text.25 He translates the many Aramaic sections of Leviticus Rabbah 

into Hebrew and provides a cross reference to variants and duplications 

of many passages as they appear in other texts. His footnotes are 

invaluable for properly understanding and appreciating the rabbinic 

methods and messages. 
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The quotation of Biblical verses, utilized by the rabbis within 

their expositions; ap~ars only in the introduction to each chapter of 

Leviticus Rab bah. Unless otherwise indicated in a footnote; the 

translations given are those that appear in the new ~rewish Publication 

Society books: The T.orab, The Prophets, The Book of Psalms and The Five 

Megilloth and Jonah. At times, these sources provide a more li tera] 

translation, within their footnotes, than that given in the text and 

these have also been incorporated into this study. While the transla

tions which appear in these books are very readable, they are sometimes 

troublesome with regard to understanding the midrashic approach to the 

text. Therefore, frequent recourse has also been made to the Revised 

Standard Version translation which, along with other translations, is 

indicated within the footnotes. 

In utilizing Margulies' text, each pEtragraph of rabbinic E',Xegesis 

(or eisegesis, as the case may be) was read closely and searched for 

sermonic themes either explicit or j_mplicit within the rabbinic exposi

tion. In the same way that the rabbis of IJevi ticus Rab bah Raw the need 

to adapt the Levitical text to their day, we can utilize their work as a 

springboard for modern homiletic material. 

The goal of this study is not a scholarly analysis of the 

technicalities of the Leviticus Rab bah text. This has already been 

accomplished by many of the sources listed in the bibliography. Rather, 

the objective is to go beyond the text and to gat:ber from it homiletic 

themes and ideas which the contemporary preacher can make use of in 

sermonic expositions on the book of Leviticus. 

This study is not a collection of completed sermons on the book of 

Leviticus. Rather, it is a gleaning of many of the possibilities to be 
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found in Leviticus~ Because there is a large degree of subjectivity in 

the selection and treatment of the homilies which make up I,evi ticus 

Rabbah~ this work cannot claim to be anything more than an ezer. There ""-lh,j:Jc, 
-/ :'/,<(, ,,, ( 

are undoubtedly more potential themes to be expounded than those 

presented here. Nevertheless, it is hoped that, given a new insight 

into the Biblical text, the modern rabbi will find a textual basis for 

many new homiletic themes. In short, this study seeks to assist the 

rabbi in finding some of those seventy fa~es of the Torah which can be 

so difficult to locate when exploring the book of Iievi ticu.s. 
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'J1he first. chap+.er o+' Levi Hcuc:i F8bbPh examinAs 1Pvit.i0us 1·1 (11rrihp 

Lord ca11ed to l\lfoses and spoke to rd_m from the t.en+ o-f IDPE'.+ing ... !1\ 

The rabbis discuss t.he I;ard's call. why it is directed specific8lly et 

Moses and why it. comes from inside in t.heir exR.mination of' the 

importance of the tf'nt. of meeting. This chgpt.er beginR the rAbbinic 

expos:it.ion of parBsh8t V::iyikra. 

'I1he first nom ily in this section orens with Ps8lms 1071: 20 ( ''PJ ess 

th<:=J Lord, 0 you ms angels. you mighty ones who do His worn, heBrkenin,g 

to the voice of His word 11 ).?.6 At its conclusion, this horn Uy utili?ies 

the similarity between the Lord's votce Bnd the J.Jord's call to link the 

final nhrasP of the Pselrns verse (" ... hePrkenjng to +nP voice of His . . 

word") with the be.ginning of Leviticus 1 :1 ("The I)ord caJJed to 

Moses ... "). For +his reason, the hist section of homi1y one js BbJe 

to expound PseJms 10~:20 as foJ.lows· 

''HEARKENING f1l0 THE VOICE OF HTS WOPD." :RRbbi rr:=inJ;ium bar 
:f1ani1Bi sajd: "Normally a burden which is heavy for one is 
light for two, or one heFwy for two is bght for four; but c.An 
a burden too heavy for sixty myriEJos be lj~ht for om~'? All 
Tsrael was sti::mding before M01m+ Sirn_'lj_ and s8ying: ', ... If we 
hear the voice of the Lord our God anvmor0, we sh8Jl oie' 
(Deuteronomy 5:22). while Moses heard thP voice by himse1f ::ind 
remeined r-iJjve. You h::ive proof that it. is so, t.ha+. out of all 
of them He

2
,!f8lled only Moses, for it is said, "The I1ord called 

to Moses."-

That Moses is able to withstand hearing the vo:i.ce of God, while six 

hundred thousand Israelites cannot, bears witness to his greatness. An 

effective leader must be able to bear great loads which are too heavy 

for others. For this reason did f;he Lord ca11. Moses, the J.eader of 

Israel. 
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In 8adi t;ion to speeking +,o Moses from the mic1st. of t,he bush i:ina Bt 

the Sea of Reeds, Goa tells Moses to come up to Him at. Mount 8imii and 

later, to enter the tent of meeting. However, on eBch occasion, fl.od has 

+,o insist that Moses c.B.rry out his t2sk. Hom i 1 y f:i ve defends Moses, 

saying tha+. he does not want to appear pushy. As such, he can be s;:iid 

to follow the teac:hings of Proverbs 2r::;:'7 ("For it is better t.o be tol cl. 

'Come up here.' then to be put lower in the presence of t.he 

prince • 
11

)
28 and of Fabbi Aki vs,, who sflys in t.he name of Pebbi 

Sh:i mon hen Azzai: "Go two or three seBts lowPr and take vour seat. 

until they say to you, 'come un,' and do not. f!.O u-p lPst thPy tell you to 

go down. It is better thBt people say to you. 'come 1lP, comP un,' r.nd 

+. +. ' a a '"2 o no_, say .o you, go . own, go .own. · 

Hillel reinforr-es tMs pofot througr his interpret.st.ion of "Ps8lms 

11):5-F (" ... enthroned on high, seeing what is below ... "). 

Reading midrashic211y, he understands these words to s8y: "Fe that. 

raises himself is to oe made to sH down, while :he that Jowers hi.mseJ f 

is to be raised so that. he is seen." He does so in ordPr to j no ic8te 

that one who unduly honors himself will be brought aown by othPrs, 

whereas the humble :person will be rBisea up by those around him. 'T'he 

individu8l ends up at the SB.me seat in both exAmp1es; howPvPr, in the 

first case he bears B, sense of shame, wherpas in t.he seront1 he cBrr:ies 8, 

sense of pride. Referring th:is verse to h:imself, Billel says: "JV!y 

self-abasement is my exal.h:it:i.on; my self-Pxal tfl.+.:ion is my P.bHsement." 

While the rabbis do show humility to be a commendBb1e auP.Jity, they 

Bl so stress tha.t there comes a time for action, when the moment awaits 

the man. God asks Moses wha.t he is waiting for; jf he won'+ act., +bPn 

no one else will. 
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Moses' cell is directed spe0ificelly Rt him; he W8its until God 

calls him before taking action. Should we fo11ow Moses' examnle or is 

it prefereble to act when we feel the situat1on warrants it? Do we 

intervene when we thJnk we can be of help (even if we h~we not been 

Rsked) or wait until our help is requested? 

This homily Bl so rRises the question of the v2luP of false modesty: 

is it a virtue or a wav of being untrue to 01irselvee'? ~his question is 

especiF.i1ly a-ppropriate, see:i ng ss it springs from the exemp1e of Hillel, 

who is well known for mwing. "If T a.m not for myself, then who will be 

for me?"-;i;('I 

The conclusion of the previous boo¥" of the rrorAb ("Rxodus) detBiJ s 

the successfuJ completion of the Tebern2cle under Moses' 1e2dership. As 

2, resuJ:t of handljng this responsibility well, JVfoses is given additforn:i1 

privileges anc1 responsibiUttes in the begjnning of Levi ticu..s, where it 

states. "The Iiord called to l'/foses .... " 

Many times leaders feel excluded from the thrill of completing a 

project~ for they may have only d:i rectea the labor, as oymosed to 

:=i.ctu8lly participating in it. This is the case with l'Jfoses :in horn Dy 

six. He comes before Goa and laments thRt he has contributed no 

physical labor to the Tabernacle. He sB.;vs, "Fveryone brought. a freewH1 

offering for the Tabernacle, except for me." However. God responds. "As 

you live, your speaking is dearer to me than all e1se." 

'.f'he rationale under1ying God's statement is provinea. by :Rabbi 

Tanhuma., wbo quotes Proverbs 20: 15 ("There is gold rma abundance of 
• 

costly stones. but the J ips of know1edge are a. precious jeweJ ")7>1 and 

a,pplies it to the Israelites at Sinai. They had alJ brought gold to 
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use in constructing the Tabern8cle (Exodus 25~~) and +he n'siim, the 

important people, brought rubies (Fxodus 7lt):27). However, without a 

leader to coordinate all the labor, the pa.rts couJ.d not hPve come 

together into a who1e; the Tabernacle could not h8ve been comp] eterL 

11noses, therefore, contributes the most valuable of a1J the jewels which 

make up the Tabernacle, namely, his lips of knowleage. 

Moses is rewardea for his merit by having God's call fo out. to him 

alone immediRtel:v following the building of the T8bernacle, i.e. at the 

beginning of Leviticus. The leader, who has a different role in the 

crea.tion process than the worker, also receives a di fferr:mt type of 

reward. ~oses' excellent leadership earns him the honor of being 

sing1Pd out. by God for the call. '.11his point is rei teratea in horn n:v 

seven, which shows how God is so pleas ea with t.he honor Moses hRs given 

Him throup-,h the bui1ding of the 'T':::ihernacle, that He now desires to spe8k 

pri va+.ely with ~oses. 

In Exodus 24: 1, God calJ s Moses and seys, "Come up to the Iiord, 

with Aaron, Nadav and Avihu, and. seventy elders of Israel .... 11 Tf 

God requests to speak with all these people, how is one to know which is 

the most important Bmong them? The answer is providP.d jn homi1v eight 

by the parnble of 8 king enterj ng P province. 

With whom does he speak first? Is it not with the 
merket commissioner of the province? And why? Because the 
h:itter occupj es himself with the essential requirements of the 
province. FJven so, did JVfoses occupy himse1f wi t,h the burdens 
of Israe1, saying to t~~m, "This animal you may eat, th8t 
anima_1 you mey not eat." 

Eating is a. necessity of life. Moses stands out; among the 10aders 

mentioned in ~xodus 24, because he aJone occupies himself with this 



11 

essential requirement of the peopl~. There~ore, if ~oa desires to 

communicate with the Israelites, it is only fitting that Fe do so vi R 
' . 

the market commissioner, i.e. JVfoses. To le8.d a group, one must know 

both what it is composed of and what it needs to ensure its success~uJ 

continuation. As I.ieviticus 11 demonstrates, JVfoses alone sr.t.is~ies these 

requirements and so MosAs, elonei is called by God in Levi.ticus 1 :1. 

In homily ten, R~bbi ~leazrr expounds 8ong of Ro~gs ~:A: 

" . 'till I_ brought him to my mother's house, to the ch8mber of 

'horati.'" He amends the vocalizBtion of the word to hon::i-ati in oraer to 

give it the meaning of "my teaching," as opposed to "her who conceived 

me." In this way, Rabbi Eleazar shows that whiJe Tsr::iel brings the 

Torah into its mother's house, i.e. Sirn:d, she is not responsible for 

transgressing the '11orRh until later, when in "the chBmber of my 

teaching," i.e. the tent of meeting. This is the site where Goa 

revealed His wil 1 to Israel through Moses.'.'l 71 WhPre B.nd how :i.s Goa's 

will revealed +.o us tod.ay? Is it more apparent. to us in certain places 

(such a.s a house of worship) than in others? Is Goa_'s wj J 1 clearer to 

some people than to others'? Also, in what wa.ys is our responsibility 

for observing God's tea.chj_ng seen today'? Are we succeea ing in 1:ivin{1'. up 

to this responsibility? 

Ohel moed, tl'ie tent of meeting, is the sub,i ect of horn ily e1evAn. 

Fabbi ,Joshmi ben Levj quotes Deuteronomy 5~2"l ("For whBt morfa1l ever 

heard the voice of the living God spe8k out of the fire, as we aid, and 

lived?") to show that before the establishment of the tent of meeting, 

the vofoe of God grwe 1:ife to Israel while, at the same time, destroying 
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the immoral; he8+hen nations of t;he worJ d. rrihe rise of e higher; more] 

order sigrn::iled the declJne of immoral societies and t.he flourishing of 

moral nations; such as Jsra.el. 

The establishment of a moral order is onJ:v one o-r t,hp many 

contributions of the Jewish people to the worJd; yet. one which is 

inherent in the definition of a "chosen -people." This is the sort. of 

task for which we are chosen, to serve as a light to the nat5ons RS 

reg9rds ethics, values 2nd morality. How does "aood." really j mprove the 

world? How does "evil" harm the world? Also, what are some of the 

other great contributions of the Jewish people to t.he wor1d') 

Jn the second part of homily eleven, R2hbi Iji:V:V8 sa.ys t.hat. ~noses 

has to enter the tent of meeting bec8.use the Divine voice is cu+ off b:v 

the tent and is not heard outside of it. How far doPs God's voice 

(word) tr2ve1 today and what kinds o-r things cut. it. off? On a more 

specific81ly Jewish level, we might ask i.f thA messages of tTudaism are 

getting throuph +:o t;he Jewish communi t.y. 

Whereas the previouB homi1y notes that the tent of meeting cut off 

the Divine voice, homHy twe1ve points out that the result of this W8...S 

that prophecy ceased Rmong the heathen nations. This caused the 

character of wor1d religion to be altered significant1y. rrheref'ore, 

this homily might he1p to ex2.mine how-~ has affected wor1d 

religion Rnd/ or thought. 

What distinguishes Moses from All the other great, Jewish prophets? 

According to homily fourteen, it is the c1arity of his vision. Rabbi 

Judah bar Jla:i. says that the visions of the prophets were a istortea. 
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becBuse they +.raveled through nine different lenses. Their vfajons were 

not as clear as those of Moses, who beheld the Djvine realm through a 

single lens. '11he other rabbis follow the same bssi c theme; however, 

they modify it by stating thPt the lenses of the other prophets were 

blurred, whereas t:b11t of Moses wa.s poJ.ished. 

What they all agree on is that there is always something 

intervenfog between God and the other prophets. Moses, however, beholds 

the manifestation of God directly, without any intermed:i ary. This --
hom i1y ina icat.es th8t an individual achieves more in proport.:i on to tre 

clarHy of his vision. It is import?nt to elimimite aJJ_ ohf'usc?t:ion rno 

to focus cleerl;v on the f:Oal. In this way, the good (represent.ea by the 

Prophets) may become great; (like Moses). Moses is the great figure of 

BibliceJ history because of his cJear vision. 

-"'-:----

.._ ,.• 

" 
. " 

_l 



14 

The second chapter of Iievj+,icu.s Pabbah expounds Leviticus 1 :2 
. 

("Speak to the Israelite ·people, and s8y to thPm: when l'my of you 

presents an offering of cattle to the Tio rd, you shB11 offer your 

offering from the herd or from the flock") in order to ex2mine the 

relationship between Goa 8nd the people of Israel. 1srae1 is portrayed 

as God's favorite, a people whose standing ref1ects on the condition of 

the world. Nevertheless, Israel must also strtve to be an honest 

people, one worthy of God's sneciBl care. 

Although God created all +he nations o-f +he worJd, onJ:v Israel 

accepted God's sovereignty end '11orah at Sim.i. 'T'he -f:irs+. three narts of 

homi1y four utili?.e wrables to i1lu.strgt.e how Israel's FlCCPp+Rnce of' _Q2_ 

malhut srmmayirn distinguishes it from the other rieoples of the worln . . 
Today's Jews, however, may view their rel8tionship with Goa in a 

-dfffererit light than did their ancestors. Do we, BS ,Jews, continue to 

view ourselves BB a chosen people? Tf so (or not). whet responsibi1:i-

ties does this entail? 

Sections two and. three of the homily conclude with welJ-known 

verses describing Israel's acceptance of (fof!'s sovereignty: "The Lord 

will reign for ever and ever" (Exoaus 15: 18) and " all th8,t, the 

IJord has spoken we will do and ohey" (Fxodus ?4-:7). How do these two 

Biblica1 proclamations reflect the modern Jewish viewPoint? 'T'he latter 

is p8.rticularly useful BS a take-off point for a sermon on :Reform 

Judaism. Shall we do "all that the Lora. h8s spokfm?" If not, wh8t. is 

our rationaJ.e? How do we feel about the traditional concent of the 

Torah as the l:i teral word of Goa? If we cannot Bcce-p+, +.his idea. in 

toto, how do we know what the LorCl. has spoken ana what not? What roll? 
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cAn a non-Divine TorBh plEiy in our Jives'? Upon what, wi11 our <'lecisi.ons 

and actions be based? ExpJ.o:ring our beliefs 0oncerning God "sneaking" 

in th8 Torah leads us to an examination of the principle of relativity 

in Reform Judaism and how this philosophy differs from the more authori

tarian doctrine of tradjtional Judaism. 

The first pg rt of homily five portrays I8rael 's reJ g+,j_onship with 

Goa a.s tha.t of irn only chi1d to his fath8r. God wants to be sure that 

811 is we11 with His child Bnd, therefore, commands ~lfoses ( rPg8rd:i ng 

IsraPl) out of parent8J love :ma concern. This parable resembJ.es those 

of the previous homi1y in th2.t it deals with the unique nature of C'.od's 

relFttionship with Israel. However, wl'iereas homily four sta+.es that aJl 

peoples are children of God, with Israel being especially beloved, 

homily five presents Israel BS the only child of God. Again, we face 

the question of how we differ from other re1igions. Are the religions 

of the world B11 trBveling different. roads to the same destination or is 

there something unique about being ,Jewish'? 

The second part of the homily describes Israel as the precious 

stones Bnd .i ewPls in the crown of the King of kingR. As more f!J ory 

accrues to Israel, the crown of God becomes increasinf-"ly bright. The 

obverse, however, is also true: RS more d] shonor accrues to Tsrael, the 

crown of Goa becomes increBsingly tarnished. This :idea finds 

application both in terms of ,Tewish behavior And behavior +ovrnras JPws. 

It relates to Jewish behavior in that many people characterize Jews, as 

a whole, on the basis of those few tTews with whom they are acquainted. 

As a result, our a.ct ions as individuals (be they secular or rel:igtous) 

reflect upon our people, our religion and our God. 



16 

rnhe connPction b8tween Israe1's nishonor 8nd God's glory is a] so 

evident in the behavior of people towards ,Jews. The med j P.Val poet

philosopher Yehuda Ralevi said that Israe1 was the heart of humani t.y}4 

As a result, the well-being of Israel reflects the condition of the 

world. Anti-Semitism, therefore, is not merely rn Action directed 

against ~Tews, but also ag8inst God. :Ry defaming the ,Jewish people, the 

anti-semite defames C'-r0c'l. 

Leviticus 1:?. reads," ... when an:v man (A.d1.::im) ofvou h:rings ;:in 

offering to the Lord .•. "?1') In this verse, the HP.brew word adam refers 

to "man" in +.he general sense. However, the word can 111 so refer to 

Adam, the first man. Pl8ying on this double meaning, homil:v sevPn s::iys 

that ad8m 8S a group should try to emuJat.P. Adam the indlviduaJ.. Since 

he had everything one could want, Adam's sacrifices were not acqufred by 

unjust meA.ns. His honesty w::i.s inevitBble; there was no rPason for h:im 

to bP dishonest. The rabbis rPcognize that this is not the cese with 

us; +.here are no such guarantees on our honesty in too By' s worlcL 

Nevertheless, they stress that our worship should ::ilso be honest in 

order to be worthy. The sacrifice of one's emotional self to Goo is 

more important than our good deeds, for the f'ormer inevi tab1y le8ds t.o 

the latter. Sincere prayer is one of the purest forms of s8crifice. 
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Ch2pter three expounds four verses in telling us that alJ. people 

are equal before God: 'IJevi ticus 1 : 16 ("He shaJJ remove its crop with 

its feathers, and cas+. it into the place of the ash PS, at the east side 

of the al tar"), Leviticus 1 : 17 ("The priest shall tear it open by its 

wingA, without severing i+., and turn it into smoke on the alter, upon 

the wood that is on the fire. It is a burnt offering, an offering by 

fire, o:f' ple8sing odor to the Lord") 8nd Leviticus 2: 1-'.2 ("When a person 

presents an offPring of meal to the Lord, his offering shal} be of 

choice flour; he shall pour oil upon it, lay fran~incense on it, and 

present it to Aaron's sons, the priests ... "). Its bas5c message 

is, "do not look at the vessel, but rather, at that which is jn i t. 113ri 

Wea1th and power do not mgke a pP1"'80n hPtter; H is +.h8t which is insioe 

tha.t determines B person's worth. Simil.arly. the vaJue of what we do is 

determined by how and why we do it. One may say that the means justify 

the ends. 

Homi1y two shows God's willingness to accept the offerings of all 

His people. It begins by relating Psalms 22:24 (irYou who fear the Lord, 

praise Him! All you offs-pring of ~Ta.cob, glorify Him! Be in dre8d of Him, 

all you offspr1ng of IsraeJ") to r.eviticus 2:1. l'Jlhe former verse calls 

upon all those who fear the IJord to glorify Him. Tn the Bible, one 

means of doing so is the meal offering referred to in I1evi ticus 2: 1. 

Rabbi Samuel ben Na~man says that the Psa1ms verse refers to the 

righteous proselytes. They, like all other ~Tews, have a duty to glorify 

God. ,Judaism makes no distinction between the Jew by choice and the Jew 

by birth, as regards responsibility and status. Therefore, the first 

pa.rt of this homily j_nvites an exposition regarding ,Jewish Attitudes 
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towards converts and conversion. 

The final two par.ts of this homily utilize Psalms 22:25 ("For He 

did not scorn, He did not spurn the plea of the lowly; He did not hide 

His face from him; when he cried out to Him, He listenea ") to explain 

how the offering of a poor person is also dear to God. The mid_ra.sh uses 

the technique of saying that whereas the way of the worla is x, the 

Torah verse indicates the opposite. Therefore, "in common practice, 

when two men (one weal thy and one poor) appear before a. judge, towards 

whom does the judge turn his face? Is it not towards the wealthy man? 

But here, 'He did not hide His face from him; when he cried out to Him, 

He listened."' Unlike a human judge, God does not discriminate against 

the poor. God realizes that the poor person lacks the resources of the 

weal thy and, therefore, feels the effects of the sacrif:i.ce much more 

keenly. God understands that the poor person has done all tha.t can 

reasonably be expected of him, and looks with favor upon his humble 

offering. 

This homily shows the equality of the poor before God. ·what is our 

v:i.ew of the less fortunate? Do we seek to assist or understand them, 

like the Divine Judge, or do we turn our faces away from them, like the 

human judge? The value of every human being compels us to work for the 

betterment of the lives of all people; we should not ignore the plight 

of the unfortunate. The Jewish ethos to engage in social action iR 

implicit within this homily. 

Homily four looks at Leviticus 1: 16 in relation to Leviticus 2: 1, 

based upon the hermeneutic principle of s'mukhin, which states that if 

two verses are nea.r each other, they must be related. Rabbi Tanhum ben 
• 
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HaniJ?i no+;es that T1eviticu.s 1 !16 ordains that the crop (B AmR1J pocket~ . . 

in +he t;hroa.t; which colJects thP. f'ood) bP removf'd from turtledoves and 

pigeons before they Rre sacrificea. 111he reason for this is that these 

birds fill their crop by me8.ns of robbery and vioJ.ence. Tn contrast, 

since domestic animals ao not emnloy u.njust means to obtain their 

sus+,enance, their entire being is f'it for t:he alt.Br. God desireR 01.rr 

sacrifices, but is more concerned wit.h the method8 we employ to obtain 

them. Simi1nrJy, while prayer is important, it must be a.ccomronied by 

honPsty and sincerity. What o+,her ingredients are necessar:v to 

acceptable prayer? The questions o-f' how~ when Q.nd whe,..e a tTew should 

pray spring from this homily's description of whAt it is God does and 

does not desire of us. 

WhP.rea.s the previous !iomi.ly uti~ ized the s 1IP1il<hin principle, there ~~ 

was one verse sep'l.rat i ng Leviticus 1 : 1 6 from Leviticus 2: 1 • mhat verse ( \ 

(Leviticus 1:17) is examined in homi1y five whiC'h~ 1i"kp the end o~ 

homily two, speaks of the value of the poor person and his S8crifice. 

Examining this verse. the midrash again points out the difference 

between the way of the world ann what the Tornh orcl.ains. Rabbi Yohar1!'.'D . 
says, "A normal m~m who smells the odor of (burning) winiss is rnmseated 

and you (the Torah) say 'the priest she.11 ... turn it into smoke on 

the a.1 ter.' Why is this? In order that the a1tar may be g1orified. by 

the sacrifice of a poor person." 8u.ch an indivrnual laclrn the resources 

to bring a. la.rger sacrifice. Therefore, the bird is sacrificed, with 

its fea.thers, so that it looks larger and the poor person is not made to 

feel ashamed on account of his SB.cri fice. 
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The mid rash e.lso notes that the quaJ ity of the sacd fice overrides 

the quantity~ King Agrippa's one thousano b11.rnt offerings couJa not 

surpass the importance of +.wo turtlPdove~, of'fered in sincerity; by a 

poor man. All Jews are responsible for supporting the Jewish community 

and its institutions. 11/hereas the contributions of the weal thy are 

important, those of +.he less affl uen-t mean just as much. Whether the 

concern he fund raising, voJunteer work or charity, people should 

concentrate on doing what they can and not on whAt someone else may be 

doing. When peop1e pive what they can, regBrnJ e:::is of amin+.i ty, +.hey 

help the cause and they help themselves. 

111he next section of homily -five shows how tre s:rrial1 8Rcrifice IDP.y 

sometimes he necessary to hr inf Ahou+. the grea+.er (in quRntity) 

sacrifice. 

An ox was once being led to sacrifice, bu+. it wouldn't: 
move. A poor man came r:>long with a bundle of endive in his 
hand. He held it out. towards the ox which ate it, AXpeJJed 8 

needle and then moved on to the sacrifice. In his dream (a 
message) wa.s revealed +.o the owner o:f the ox: "the poor rnl'm's 
sacrjfice preceded you." 

'11his parable speaks of the importance of the common person. In a1J 

areas of sodety, the "little people" do ha:ve the power to move the "bi.f 

guys" to action. Wealthy people and large institutions are often 

characterized b:v conservatism; they a.re re1uctant to a<'lont new courses 

of action. However, a.n enthusiastic, grassroots movement has the 

ability to move a reluctant giant to a.ct ion. Witness the Solidarity 

movement in Poland, the women's movement in the TJniten States. fllhe push 

for change must come from those who stand to gain from it. rrhe we11 

insulated. are not likely to risk their security nPed.lessly. '11herefore, 

the common people should not despBir about an undesirab1e si tuatfon, but 
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rather organize and plan e strategy for bringing About the desired 

change: The common pe.op1 e do hi:we clout; they neea only J e:wn to u8e 

it: 

In both of t.hese para bl es; +he weal thy characters a.re +old that a 

poor man's sacrifice preceded theirs in order to teach them the J esson 

of humility: The wealthy are asked to give of their resources; just 

like the everp.ge person; and though their contribution mRy (and should) 

be larger in quan+.i +.y; bigp-er is not Ryrton:vmous with bet.+.er. P.Bch of us 

is expected to give what we CM and large contributions are expected of 

the weAlthy. ~hst which goes into the giving is what ma+ters, as 

opposed to how much is g:iven. 'T1he spfri+, and mot:ivatfon which underlie 

one's actions gre a truer barometer of An action's worth than the action 

itself. 

This point is Hlso brought out in the final part of homily five, 

which tells of a woman who brings a. handful of fJour for a_ meal 

offering. Whereas the quantity of this offering is meeger, +,he 

motivation behind it is great. Using the kal vehomer hermeneutic 

principle, the midrash tells uB that. 5.f the worf! nefesh iR applied to a 

non-living sacrifice, i.e. a meal offering (in Leviticus 2:1), how much 

the more so should the word nef'esh P:p:ply when a poor person givAs of her 

meager supply of food to God, for it :i.s as if she jg sRcrificing her own 

life. The voluntary sBcrifice of the poor is the most. highly v81ued of 

all, for they c8n least afford to make it. 

Leviticus 2:2 says that the meal offering shaJl bA brought to 

Aaron's sons, the priests. Since the verse employs the p1 ural form 

(b'nay Aharon), onA may question the need for many priests to ha.ndle a 
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smB1J meal offering: However, homily six s11ys thF.d; many priests should 

p8rticipste in order t~at the spirit which underlies the giving m8y be 

recognized and glorified. Rabbi ~i;v.va implies that this is ne8essary so 

that the poor person will not be brought to shamP, s.s is the c2se with 

the poor woman whose sacrifice is scoffed at by the priest, in the final 

section of the previous homily. 

The priests, in effect, are instructed to make a big deal over a 

smBll sacrifice. How can WP, tod8-y, mBJre those with little, to feel as 

if they have much? Who are the dj sadvantaged of society and whBt are 

our moral respons5.bili ties +owAr0s them'? Fow ~an we m:::iJri:=> neople :f'P.el. 

good wben their Jjvps are so hard? 

The second part of this homily looks at the case of a man who goes 

to great trouble to bring hjs humbJ.e meP1 offering and thR priest who 

eats most of it on the spot. Through kaJ vahomer reasoning, the mid rash 

notes that since the priest, who expends Jittle effort on the S8crifi~e, 

earns the right to enjoy Hs benefits, how much more so will this mr-m, 

who has worked so hard to bring the sacrifice, merit its bem~fits. In 

other words, the effort we put into a task determines wh1=d; we derive 

from it. Some of us strain to do that which comes essHv to o+hers; 

sometimes, we will try and yet not succeed. Nonetheless, making the 

effort is important, for it improves us 8S people. An example of this 

is the effort to know and understand God. ri:o succeeil in doing so is 

impossible, and yet our religion is predicated on making tbe attemr.i+. 

Rffort often results in success; it aJwayFJ results in self-improvement. 
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Ch8p+.er four deals with sin a.nd the soul; bBSP<'! on JJffl!iticus 4~2 

' (" ... when a person unwittingly incurs guilt in regard to any of 

the Lord's commandments about things not to be done ... "). Various 

kinds of sins are described, as well as thei.r causes and consequences. 

It should oe noted that "sjn" is a difficu1t wore to work with todey, 

due to its fundamental ist-pre~:icher connotAtions. For purposes of 

homiletics, a speaker may wish to subs+.i tute other terms, such as error, 

mistake or missing the mHrk, as has the above trF1nS1Btion of J,eviticus 

4:?. Nonetheless, the word "sin" is used here in keeping with jts 

original meaning. 

This chapter a1so exMbits the rabbinic understanding of the soul. 

The place of the soul js described in relation to God and the human 

body. rnhe purposes and problems of the soul A.re shown in detail, with a 

view towards elevating it to the leveJ of glory intended in its 

creation. 

Three main points a.re ma.de in the opening section of homily two. 

The first, ma.de by RAbbi 8Rmuel bar Ami., is that no matter how mrmy good. 

deeds 1ve ma.y do, they are not. enough to repay God for the gift. of li-fe. 

We can never do enough if'OOd rlePds, because we are R1ways in debt to Goa .• 

The gift of life is the greatest; blessing possible, R.na ihis horn Hy 

encourages An exposition on the Jewish view of the value (and perhaps 

even the quality) of life. 

A different interpretation of Rabbi Samuel bar Ami's sfatemAnt is 

that no matter how many good deeds one may perform, it is not sufficient 

to atone for the sin of slander. The scars caused by this sin remain 

with the slandered person, regardless of any and all actions taken to 
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remedy t'hem.~7 For this reason, J_Jeviticus 4:2 can also be lmc'lerst;ood as 

referring specifically 1;o .the sin of slander. 

The fim:iJ theme of this homily is actually brought out in the first 

sentence, which relates I,evi ticus 4:2 to Ecc1esiastes 6:7 ("All of ma.n's 

ea.rning is for the sake of Ms mouth •.. "). In other words, every

thing we do is directed towards satisfying our appetite. Human beings 

are creatures of desire, with mflny different. types of appetites. We 

don't do Rny+,hing w:i thout expecting to sat5.i=rf'.v one of these appetites, 

even :if it bP the need to receive a "th2nk you." Al though we cannot 

completely control our need for gratif'icati.on, we can decidP whi_ch 

appetites t.o sHtisfy and which to ignore. FeeJ ing good from helping 

other people is 8 good aesire to satiRfv, 1orhUe needing peonl e to Rilmire 

us is not. The FJCc1esfastes verse need not be seen in a negative light 

if our appetites are worthy ones. 

Continuing the rebbinic treatment; of sin, homily three uses 

Proverbs 1 9:2 ("It is not good for a man to be wj thout know

ledge . . . ") to distinguish between 1.mintentiorn1l And intention81 sin. 

The rabbis present five different exEtmples of a person sinning. WhiJ e 

the sinful act reflects poorly on the indivj_dual who commits it un1mow

ing1y in each case, how much the more so is this true ( a,J a.hat kBID8 

v'khama) in the case of one who sins knowingly. ~o the latter, the 

rabbis apply the second part of the Proverbs verse, " •.. B.nd he who 

makes haste with his feet misses his way." Yi tzhak bar SamueJ bar 

Marta presents the case of a man who carelessly buys non-kosher meat. 

HP says that this man is a. sinner, for if he had not been in such a 

hurry, he would have bought kosher meat. Though done unintentionally, 
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the cBreless sin is A sjn nonetheless: 

The root of the word. for "sin" usea in Levjticus 4:? is ht. This 

root often refers to missing the mark; it is frequently an unintentionaJ. 

sin, a.s opposed to an averah, wM.ch generaJJ;v signifies a sin committed 

with full knowled.ge.':58 "Sin" js a word not often used by modern Jews, 

perhaps because of its connotation with "fire and brimstone preachers." 

However, we cBn identify readily with the idea of missing the mR.rk. How 

do we vj ew this kind of a fai1 ure? Does sof't peddJ ing it rnal<e us more 

likely t.o be gui1ty of deliberate sin? How c::in we mR.1-<"e ourse1ves le:=is 

like1y to commit careless errors? What. sins are we unknowin,g:Jy guJJty 

of today, and why is our consciousness not raised in ~hese areas? 

Homily three presents i tse1 f BS P basis for exposi t5 on on these and 

other aspects of the Jewish con9ept of sin. 

Homily four taJ.<es Iieviticus 4:2 quite ljterally, i.e. when A. sou] 

(nefesh) sins. It states that the other bodHy orgAns serve only to 

elevate the soul. However, even though God created the 8oul as the most 

exal tea of all the body's organs, it is often guilty of sin. If the 

soul is sinning, then the bodily organs a.rA not operating properly. We 

have a responsibility to improve our physical. condition so that our soul 

may Attain its potentjal. This homily stresses the vital 1ink between 

physical fitness and spiritual fitness. 

The pa.rab1e of two men, one lame and one hlind, who steal some figs 

is related in homi1y five. WhiJ.e ea.ch individual is incapable of 

committing the theft on his own, the two succeed in taking the figs by 

working together; the lame man gets on the shoulders of the blind man 
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.<ind directs him to the figs: 

These two men repres~nt the di vision between bod:v and souJ_. In the 

continuation of the homD:v. bod:v and soul blame each other for sins 

committed; however, G-od rebukes only the soul, for H should know better 

than to sin. Habbi Hi:vye illustrates this point through the parahJe of 

a priest with two wives, one the daughter of a priest and one the 

daughter of an Israelite. When the priest finds the t'rumah dough he 

h=id given them to be ri turuly impure, he chas+.j_ses only the wife whose 

father was a priest. As with the soul, in the previous example, she js 

not the only one to sin; however, she :is guilty o-P sinning knowingly, 

whereas the daughter of the Israelite is not. ~~any peopJ e are guilty of 

similar sins, but some shou1d know be+:ter. 

Simply knowing the di:F'ference between right and wrong ts not 

enough; that knowledge must be acted on. We B.re resnonsible for the 

actions of the company we keep. If someone, thereforE', sins unlmowinflV 

while in our presence, it is our responsibility to point. out their 

mistake +.o them. Judaism does not judge people on their philosophy, but 

rather on their actions. If we do not preven+. others from committing 

what we know to be a sin, it is as if we are guilty of the sin, :for we 

should Jmow better, even if they don't. 

Rabbi Hiyya's parable also shows the importance of environmenta1 . 
factors in our learning right from wrong. Row do our homeR tnfluence 

our children as regB.rds morality, in generai, and ,Tudatsm in particular? 

What do our children need that they are not learning at home? What can 

parents be reasonably expected to gjve to their children'? 
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The lesson of communal re§'lponsibility is +.hP focus of the first 

part of homily six. Israel is likened to a. sheep (per Jeremieb 50:17), 

a smaJ_l and weBk animfil whose entire body suffers pain when one limb is 

hurt. The actions of each Jew, similarly, reflect on the entire Jewish 

community, for al1 Israel is one soul.';)q The fate of each ,Jew js bound 

up in the actions of his fellow Jew. '11Ms is illustrated via the story 

of S8Veral men tnive1ing in a boat. When one of them begins to bore a 

hole under his seat, his companions ask him what he is cloing. He 

repli12s tha+ it is not their concern, since he js onlym8king the hole 

under his own seat. They, in turn, reply that his actfons endanger the 

en ti re group. 

Ro it is with the ,_Tewish commlmi ty .. NumericalJy, we arP smeJ_l, ana 

because many people have little or no contact with Jewish people, they 

are likely to judge Jews and ,Jucfaism hy t.hose Jewish indj_viduals whom 

they do encounter. As an interpreb::ition of I1eviticus 4:2, the above 

parable shows t.hat one person's sin can affect an entire peop1e. Job 

1 9:4 is incorrect in saying, "And even if it be true that I have erreo, 

. 'th lf 14° my error remains w1 . m:vse _. ·· As Jews, our responsibHity extends 

beyond ourselves alone. We a.re also linked to k' lAl Yisrael. 

The metaphor of the people of Israel as a sheep can B1so apply to 

JJevi ticus 4:3 ("If it is the anointed priest who has incur ref! gui1+,, so 

that blame falls upon the people ... 11 )41• ':!11'd s 'rerse ext.ends the 

lesson of communal. responsibility onP step further by em-phasizing the 

responsibilities of l eaoership. The J eader' s hehiwj.or, like that of 

everyone else, reflects on the communtty. However, by virtue of their 

being in the public spotlj_ght, lee.ders can more readi1y bring shame to 

their peop1e. Therefore, leaders must be particularly conscious of the 
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far-reaching effects +.hat their i:icti.ons may hAve. 

The eighth horn Hy presents a striking anaJ Of!Y between the soul and 

God. The soul is to the hody what God is to the uni verse. Just as +.he 

soul fills, sustains and out.lasts the body, God fills, sustains and 

outlBsts the universe. These and other compari.sons indicBte t.hflt God 

is , in essence, the soul of the uni verse. 

King DB.vid praised God with his soul.42 How does usinp, the soul to 

experience God differ from doing so through one's rati onBJ fAc:ul ties? 

The contrast between the possibilities of the intellectual and the 

emotional c:a11s for exposition. 

The pious ones of old used +,o wait 8 whole hour before praying, the 

better to concentrate their minds on Goa.43 'Phey recognized the 

imp:irtance of attaining the prop=?r spiritual mood before praying. This 

homily stresses the grea+.ness of the sou1 ::md the vj taJ role it plays in 

worship. We don't pray with our mind, we pray with our soul. 
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Because chanter five of Leviticus Rabbah dPal s nrimar:ily with 

verses not found in JJeviticu_c:i; only a. f'ew bomiHes contaJn +.hemes which 

c8n clearly Eind logically be derived from the Torah text. For the most 

part, these continue the previouB chapter's interest in the concept of 

sin, particulcirly as it relates to the sin offed ng of a bull found in 

1eviticUB 4:3 ("If it is the anointed priest who has incurrer'l guilt., so 

that blame fa] ls upon the people, he shall offer for the sin of which he 

is guilty a, bu11 of the herd, without blemish, as a sin offering to the 

Lord") a.na J;evitj_cus 4~ Fl-14 ("If j t. is the whole community of Tsrael 

that has erred •.. the congregation shall offer a. bul1 of the herd as 

. ff . ") a s1n o er1ng . . . . The appearance of the bull in hoth -pedcopAs 

is used to compare the sins of the anoin+,ed priest with thosA of the 

comm1mi ty. In addition, a short exposition is given regarding the moral 

requirements that go along with the priesthood. rrhe final homily, 

examined in this chapter, uses hermeneutic techniques to transform 

Leviticus 4: 15 's details of the sacrificial rite ("The elders of the 

community shall lay their hands upon the head of the bull before the 

Lord ... ") into an exposition on the merit of the elders of Israel. 

~he end of homily three notes that Leviticus 4:3 and Leviticus 

4:13-14 impose an equal penalty (a bull for a. sin offering) on the 

sinning individual and the sinning coromuni ty. Why should +.he reaui red 

offering of one person be the same as th At of an entire commupi ty? 

Perhaps to show that one person can influence an entire community to 

evil, especially if that individ.ua1 is a leader of the comm1mtt:v, as is 

the case in verse three. Also, as noted in homily 4:6, the actions of 

an individual may reflect on the entire community. 
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Another point of this sectj on is thBt God does not P1By favorites. 

The bnll must be offered :regard1ess of' who it is that sins or how mmy 

are in the sinning community. God is impressed neither by status nor 

numbers, on1y by actions. A wrong is a wrong no matt.er who does it. 

How does this concept of equality (fail to) find application in the 

temple, community or country today? What kinds of pre.iud lees are we 

guilty of? Is true eauality an impossjble dregm? 

The beginning of homily si:x notes tbat the Torah sneaks of atoning 

for the sin of the priest (Leviticus 4:?\) before it addresses atoning 

for the sin of the community (I1eviticu.c:i 4:1?\-14). ri1he reasoning hen~ is 

that one must have his own house in order before J ooking critically at 

others. To fauJt others for a condition wh:ich we, +,oo, are guHty of is 

hypocrisy. , Simply put, t.he rabbis say to practice v.mat you preRch. 44 

The second section of the horn :i.1y lamen-+;s the J.ocaJi ty whose 

physicjan is ill, whose governor is a. poor supervisor and whose defense 

attorney plays the part of prosecutor jn capi tBJ cases. '.Jlhese examples 

spring from Leviticus 4:?\'s description of a religious leader who 

transgresses religious precepts. ri:1he message here is that public 

leadership positions require individuals with certatn qualities. 

Individuals lacking these qualities wi11 not be able to perf'orm effect

ively. The generation with 1mqua1ified leaders risks a tragic fate, for 

those whom it depends on are unaependable. 

In the first section of horn Hy seven. Rabbi Isaac looks at 

Leviticus 4~15 ann flmends the text in two ways. First, he translates 

,oi>'9' JI~ v<7U'".J7 J pj i :;J,NO/ as "the elders of the community shall 
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support:" 2s opposed to "t.he PldPrs of t.he community shall Jay t'be~r 

hands ..•. 1A5 Seccndl;r. he cutE the VP.ri=.e off in "the middle, so that the 

object of "the support" is not mentioned. '11his eJ.lows him to substitute 

"the people of Israel." for "the head of the bull," as is written in 

verse fifteen. As a result, his reading of the verse is: "ThP. elders 

of the com:nunity shell sunport the people of IsraeJ. .... 1 ~6 

AJthoug.l-:1 one might auestion P!:lbbi !m=1ac's hermeneutic methods, his 

conclu.sion is a valid one nonet.heless. The elders of t.he comm11nit:v can, 

indPed, support +,re Jewish people. When +.heir insight, wi~1(lom ~.nr'l 

talent is transmittP.d to the younger generations. t.he elders sunpor+. a!"\ 

Yisrael and keep it s+;rong. As <Tews, our past. is a significant sourcP 

of our strength. Those who rave lived the past are the key to our hopes 

for the future. 
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The sixth chapter of Leviticus Rabbah, which concludes the rabbis' 

ex:posi ti on of parashat Va,yikra., is based on Leviticus 5:1 ("Tf a.nyone 

sins in thBt he hears a public adjuration to testify Bnd though he is a. 

witness, whether he has seen or come to know the matter, yet. does not 

speB.k, he shall bear his iniquity11 ).Ll.7 rrhe responsibility to get 

involved 8.nd t.o volunteer helpful information occupies a :prominent place 

in this chap+.er. When speaking up can help people, snence is A sin 

with potentially powerful consequences. 'llhe rabbis aJso deBl wi+.h thA 

covenant bet.ween God and Israel ant'1 the responsibH:i ties it Pnfajls. 

The first sect.ion of homily one ljsts six ~criptural verses, whose 

combined effect is to show thB+ after he8.r:ing the voice of God, TsraeJ. 

becomes guilty of worshipping the golaen calf, o-f affirming what she 

knows to be false. Israel knows the truth, but does not procla:i.m it. 

The parable of ReubP.n a.nd Shimon, 48 in the fimil section of homily 

one, shows that two wrongs do not make a right. After agreeing to be a 

witness for Shimon in court, Reuben changes his mind at the last minute. 

On the following day, Shimon has the opportunity to present evidence in 

Reuben's behalf. Seeing as Reuben has not kept his :promise to he1p him, 

should Shimon now aid PeubPn? 

The rabbis answer this quest.ion by citing Leviticus ~.:1. Shimon 

must aid Peuben if he possesses helpful evidence. One's moral 

obligations must override the destre for revenge. 'J'he mor81 code of 

conduct, found in the Torah, is a far more responsible course to folJow 

than that of our passions. This case illustrates the -point that we 

sometimes have to do what is rjght, as opposed to whe,t we feel 1ike 

doing. 
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Al though we should not be self:i sh with what we have, be it 

testimony, money or P.ven time, we should also tA.ke cr:ire to avoid 

adopting a missionary mentality, wherej n people :feel compelled to share 

their "testimony" with others, whether the latter want +:o hear it or 

not. There is a difference between helping someone who sePks 

eBsistance, such as RM.mon and Reuben, nnd forcj ng one's self on those 

who don't desire any help. Unfortunately, this simple Jes son oft.en 

escapes those who seek to "save" us. Jt is more Bcourete to say that we 

would lik-8 to be saved from them than by them. ri1he nArahJ e of' Reuben 

ci.nd Shimon can, therefore, serve as an in+.roductio:n to an exnosition on 

religious missionarjes Bna those who claim to nossess the "truth." 

Crime is a problem in all societies. Homily two i1lustrat.es who :is 

responsible for crime by means of 8 story, which teJ.J.s of a governor who 

puts all receivers of stolen goods to death, while releasing the 

thieves. The end result is that, without a market for the stolen 

property, the motivation to steal decreases marked1y. 

Despite maintaining the appea.rance of innocence. the buyer of 

stolen goods is responsible for crime. This ty-pe of hidoen gui1t also 

appears in other Rre8,S of life. Whenever someone says or does something 

wrong and we are a.ware of it, but do not ohj ect, we encourage their 

wrongful act. By listening to ethnic jokes and slurs, or observing 

discrimination and not speaking out, we become responsible for the 

w:rongooing. Not doing anything is doing something. In cases such as 

this, silence must be viewed as acceptance of and complicity in the act. 

The parable of the weasels shows that the Actions of the thief are 

based on the thief's expectation of our reaction. If citizens do not. 
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tBke an active part in crime prevention ana ~ thereby~ put. criminals on 

the defensive~ the citizens are guilty of nourishing the urges of 

the ·criminal. 

The final sectj_on of the homily fakes this point one st.ep further~ 

When we lmow of A wrong~ we have the potential +,o correct the si tua:t,ion: 

When WE=l faiJ to mention the wrong: it is A.s jf we Bre gui1ty of bei:ir:ing 

f'alse witness ,for both result, in injustice~ The rabbis 1 ink Proverbs 

2q~24 ("The nart.ner of a thief hat.es his own life; he hears the 

adjuration, but discloses not.hing11
)
49 

with Iieviticus G~1 t.o shm·r that 

while it is often possible to ratiorn:ili?.e such silence, deep down we 

know that we have done wrong. Our.conscien8es are a powerful influence 

upon us, if not 8.t the time of the misdeed, then surely later on. We 

can ignore our consciences, but we can never silence them. 

In the heginning and end of homny five, the rabbis cite various 

verses from Deuteronomy and Isaiah to show that Leviticus 5:1 refers to 

the I sr8el i tes at Mount flinai. Al though Israel has heard the voice of 

God, the people sin nonethe1ess. God lms made a covenant. with them and 

the Israelites do not keep their :part of t.he R,greement. As Jews, 

separa.ted by over thirty centuries from the Biblical event, how do we 

relate to the covenant between God and Israel? What does God expect of 

us today, and what should our responsibilities he to God? Wb11.t. does 

being Jewish mean to us today? 
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The seventh chapter of I1evi ticus Rab bah beg:i ns thB rabbinic 

exposition of pa.rasha't 'I;zav, focusing as it does on Leviticus 6:2 

("Command Aaron and his sons thus: this is the ritual of the burnt 

offering: the burnt offering i tse1f shall remain where it is burned 

upon the al tar all night until morning, while the fire on the 81 tar is 

kept going on it"). Unfortunately, the hom il :i es o:f chanter seven are 

very difficult to ada:pt to the aims of the present analysis. The first 

homily, in fHct, Appears to he the only one containing r t.'heme 

applicable to modern preaching. It examines the words~ "t;omm~md Aaron 

and his sons," noting that although Aa.ron's sons are mentioned in an 

earlier cha.pter of the book, 50 this is the first spRcific reference to 

Aaron in Leviticus. God is said to have been angry at Aaron for 

cons+.ructing the golden calf and was prepared to eliminate all 

references to him from the Torah, as per :Exodus "52~"57) (" ... he who 

has sinned against Me, him only will I erase from My recor<1"). That 

Aaron ul timate1y attains glory, rather than erasure~ is due solely to 

Moses' intercession with God. Moses asks, "Can the well be hated while 

its water is beloved?" In other words, can You hold dear Aaron's sons 

a.nd, at the same time, ignore where they came from? Rhould Aaron not 

benefit from the merit of his childrRn? 

God's affirmative response to this last question confirms the 

validity of the converse of the rabbinic concept of z'hut avot (the 

merit of the ancestors). It also points to the critical importance of 

environmental influences upon children, par+.icularly as this reJ.ates to 

the role of pa.rents. The goal of parent;ing should_ be to raise children 

who grow up to be well-Ei.djusted individufl1s. l'/fany poorly adjusted 

children have parents who do not permit them to acquire a sense of self-
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worth~ The8e p8~ents may not be content to shep nahes from the deeds of 

their children. Instead,. these individuals seek to live the deeds of 

their children in order to fulfill their own persona]_ dreams. This type 

of vicarious fulfil1ment is a psychological threat to children. Parents 

who :put extraordinary pressures on their children may be more interest.ea 

in their own psyches than those of their children. Common examples of 

this phenomenon are little league parents, who often transform A kids' 

baseball game into a wa.r of egos, and grade-obsessed parents who crush 

their child's self-confidence through the pressure they exert to Hve up 

to their expecta.+.ions. P~uents are supposed to guide and influence 

their children in a positive manner; parents should not take over the 

lives of their children and deprive them of the opportunity to rea1ize 

their own potentials, to live their own lives. 
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rrhe object of chapter eight.'s exposition is r.eviticm'! fi~1?i ("This 

is the offering that Aaron and his sons shall offer to the JJord on the 
- . 

occasion of his anointment: a tenth of an ephah of choice flour a.s a 

regular meel offering, half of it in the morning, And half of it in the 

evening"). As such, the rBbbis de81 with two issues~ the importnnce of 

Aaron's sBcrifice and the signific::mce of the mentfon of choice flour as 

an offering. In addition, two homilies utilize the hermeneutic 

principle of' g' zera shRva in connect i. on with the word "zeh." However, 

it seems impractical to use the appearance of the word "this" in 

different verses as the basis for a sermon in today's puJpjt.. For this 

reason, these two homilies Fire not examined. 

The final section of homily two compares ARron's offering in 

Leviticus 6: n with the case of SRmson, who finds honey in the carcass 

of a lion.51 In the text of this midra..sh, Samson notes that just as t.he 

lion uses others for food, food has now come forth from the lion. 

Similarly, just as Aaron and the priests take of all the sacrifices, a 

sacrifice now comes forth from them. 

These examples illustrate the princi.ple that those who taJre must 

also give; it is only ri.ght that we do our part to help any ende1:wor 
. -

from which we stand to benefit. We are not required to do all the work 

by ourselves, but neither are we free to abstajn from it.s2 The example 

of this homily, therefore, may be incorporated into an Axposition on 

parasitism or it may take the approach of stressing the i.m portance of 

give and take wit.Mn our relationships. 
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The major part of homiJy four looks at the ile+ailing of "choice 

flour for a regular meal qffering'' in I1evi t.icus 6~ 1 ). The homiJy states 

that if one is unable to bring a sacrifice from the herCl. a lamb may be 

brought. If that is beyond one's means, a goat is permissible. Tf one 

lacks a goat for the offering, fowl ma;r be brought and J.f even that is 

not affordable, choice flour will constitute an acceptable offering. 

God is flexible and does not demand more from us than we are able to 

give. 

This hom:ily also stresses the importance of reUgious ritual. The 

rabbis note thR.t J.t is important that ritual be performea, for H 

resuJ ts in a closer fee1ing between one's self and God. It is (jjfficul t 

to reach the goal of spiritual fulfillment unless one goes through a 

meaningful ritual process. 

Meaningful ritual, however, is not measured in qu::inti tati ve terms. 

From its prominence in this verse and in JVf2lakhi 1 :11 ("For from where 

the sun rises to where it sets, My Name is honored among the nations, 

and everywhere incense and a pure meal offering are offered to My 

N'"'me ... ")5';) we. n . learn thF.Lt the hum bl est sacrifice is of great 

si.gnificance, if it is offered in the proper spirit. What one does 

matters less than how and for what reasons it is done. 
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rflhe homilies of cha:pt.er nine a.re b8sed on the seventh chapter of 

Leviticus. The first two. homi1ies examined herein deal with IJevi ticus 

7:12 ("If he offers it for t,hanksgiving, he shP11 offer together with 

the sacrifice of thAnksgiving unleavened cakE'?s, with oil mixed 

. ") in . . • . Unlike the sin an.a guilt o:fferj.ngs, the offering of 

thanksgiving is eternal; it wi11 continue to exist long after the need 

for sin a.nd guilt offerings has disappeared. Jn a.ddition, since it is 

voluntary, the thanksgiving offering, is the most appreciated. 

The last two homilies of chBpter nine are basert on Iievit.icus '7:7i'7 

("This is the law of the burnt offering, the meal offering, the sin 

offering. the guilt offering, the offering of ordina.tion, ana of the 

peace offerings")i:;.4. and the many forms of sacrifice it speaks of. The 

peace offering, the last of the six mentioned in this verse, is of 

special ·interest to the rabbis, who devote an unusualJy 1R.rge amount of 

space to it. 

In homi1y four, Rabbi Pinhas draws e parallel between three forms 

of sacrifice (the sin, guilt ana thanksgiving offerings) and thrP.e 

people who do homage to a king (a land tenant, one o:f the king's 

entourage and one wi.th no formal link to the king). '11he first two parts 

of each parallel portray actions which the doer hopes to benefit from: 

there is a clear motivation for the sacrifice or the homage. However, 

the thanksgiving offering and the third man's homage to the king are 

voluntary actions: there is no obligatory !'lspect to them. 

When we, as tTews, thank and do homage to the Strpreme King, we tend 

to do so in our houses of worship. But do we come to temple with a 

free-will offering or do we have a purpose in mind? Just what 2re we 
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trying t.o a.o in the temple and how well ere we doing i.t? 

One need not thank 8:nd honor God in the house of worship alone. 

Our rela.tionship with God is also evidenced through our mora.l and 

ethical behavior. Is this behavior pr8.cticed for its own sake or do WA 

fear the consAquences of acting immorRlly? .Jus+, 1.;hy sfloul a peop1A bE' 

good? 

In the parable, the king brings the third man nearer to him, for 

this man hed no ulterior motive in honoring him. According to Rabbi 

Pinhas' midrashic rendering of Leviticus 7:12 (If it be for a 

thanksgiving, He [God] will hring him [the man] near), God is also 

flattered by such voJ.untary a.ctions. "Everyone tends to he impressed and 

influenced by -people who say or do nice things for us when they do not 

have to. What are the potential dangers of flattery and how do people 

influence one another? Is H wrong to 1ook a gift horsA in the mouth? 

When the Messianic Age comes, there will be no more sin and, 

consequently, the need to atone for sin through prayer a.nd sacrifice 

will disappear. Nevertheless, the sacri:fice and -prayer of thanksgiving 

will remain. Al though homily seven portrays the messianic future R.s a. 

time of goodness and abund:mce, it is always important, even in the 

Messianic Age, to give credit where credjt is due. Too often, we are 

guilty of taking things and peop1e for granted. 'J'he importRnce of 

giving thanks is twofold~ j_t rewards the giver for his gracious a.ct And 

it reminds us of how much we receive from others. When we take people 

or things for granted, we risk losing them through our carelessness. 

Thanksgiving is, therefore, a necessary element in maintaining 

successful give and take relationship.."3. 
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Homily eight. Joo:lrs 8.t the number of regu1Ations in Leviticus 7:7:,7 

and compa,res them to e. ruler who enters a province with many prisoners. 

One citizen, alarmed at the number of prisoners, exc1aims, ''How fearful 

is this ruler! His neighbor tells him, if you are good, you wi11 have 

nothing to fear. So it is with the Israelites: they a.re informed of 

all the sacrifices that they are responsible for and they grow worried. 

Moses tells them that if they occupy themselves with Torah, they will 

have nothing to fear." This parable intimates that the threat. of harsh 

punishment will deter improper behavior; gooa people liave nothing to 

fear from stringent laws. Which type of lal'rs are ·necessary for our 

society today: harsh laws or more flexible laws? WhRt Are the possib1e 

consequences of either of these alternatives? Is the ul timFJte 

punishment, capital punishment, an effective deterrent t.o crime? An 

exposition on these questions springs from this homily's emphasis on 

strong 1a:w enforcement. 

Homily nine deals at great length with the concept of peace, besea 

upon the mention of the peace offerings at the end of I,evi ticus 7:7;7. 

1\To lPss then thirteen rabbis are quoted on their views of why -peace is 

great ("gadol shalom"). rrhe conce-pt of peace is central to Jewish 

thought, imd the n:ibbis quote verses and exam-ples in Abundance t;o show 

just how strong is the Jewish yearning for peace. 

Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai says, "Peace is great;, for All blessfrlgs are . 
included within it," a statement which finds a-p:plication on both a 

soci.etal and an individual level. If peace is not present, either in 

ourselves or our society, we la.ck a. vital sense of stabtJ ity; we are 

unable to completely enjoy whatever other hlessinp:R we may possess. To 
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modify Leviticus Rabbah 1 ~f) somewhPt: if you h::ive peAce, what do you 

1Rck? And if you lack· peace, wha.t do you have?S5 The significance of 

these types of peace Bnd how we can bring them about become grist for 

the homiletic mill, bssed upon Rabbi Shimon or:i.r YohFd's extollment of . 
peace. 

Hezekiah quotes sections of three Torah versP.sS6 to show thRt while 

we are obligated to perform a goon deed if the opportunity presents 

itself, there is no such ohljgation should the opportunHy not preRent 

its elf. The latter is no+, the c8se with rega.ra to the commandment +:o 

pursue pe8ce. PsaJ ms 7i4·1 S reads, " ... seeJr peace and pursue :it, nt1'7 

wh:ich Hezekiah interprets to mean that we must pursue peAce until we 

find it. Whether we seek it in another loc2Je or +.rv :md bring it about 

where we live, Jews have a duty to bring about pe8ce where it does not 

exist. We are not permHted to sit back and observe dism2l or deteri-

orating scenes: we are told to intervene and improve them. 'Phe ,Jewish 

stress on social action is manj_fested clearly in Hezekiah's call to 

pursue peace. 

:Bar KappPt.ra reports that the Torah contains eviilence of God telJj_:ng 

a falsehood in order to maintain domestic trl'mquili ty (sh8lom b8yj_ t) 

between Abraham and Sarah. When the angels of God a.ppear to Sarah to 

announce that she will give birth, she a.s1rs, " . . . am I to have 

enjoyment with my husband so old':,,,58 However, in the nP.xt verse, God 

asks Abraham why SA.rah laughed and said that this is impossible" ... 

now that I a.m old.115() God changes Sarah's woras ar01md so as to avoid. 

creating tension between Abraham and Sa.rah. Aha1om baytt is shown here 

to be of such importance that God is even willing to resort to falsehood 

in order to ensure it. 
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<Judaism's emphasis on shalom h8,yjt .olso 8ppears in the example of 

Rabbi Meir, who tellA ~ woman to spH in his face seven times in order 

to bring about peace between her and her husband. RabM_ lVfeir feels 

obligated to suffer this dishonor, saying that if it is good enough for 

God, it is good enough for him. His statement refers to Numbers 5:23, 

which contains an injunction specifying that a scroll containing the 

NA.me of God be blotted out in water in order to bring about -pe2ce 

between husbanO. and wife. RAbbi Jl/feir reaffirms t:he Jewish teaching thAt 

one should go to extrRordinary lengths in order to bring about or 

m::iintain peace. 

Rabbi Shimon ben Hala:fta expresses t:he greatness of peace through 

the creation na.rre,tive, saying that when it came time f;o create Adam, 

God had already created an equal number of upper And lower elements of 

the uni verse. The creation of Adam, therefore, threatern"d to d_isrupt 

the harmonious balance of God's creation. Consequently, God created 

Adam with characteristics from both the upper and lower worlds. This is 

seen by the references to "the dust of the earth" (r:i 1ower element) and 

"the breath of life" (a.n unper element) within Genesis 2:7 ("rr1he Lora. 

God formed man from the dust of the earth. He blew into bis nostrils 

the breath of life ... "). We Are, therefore, composed of a b2,lance 

between the higher and lower elements of creation. Which human 

qualities fit in each rea1m and how do they tend to either promote or 

obst.ruct peace? 'lf,Th_j_ch aspects of our persomi1i ty must we deve1 op And 

which must we ignore if we a,re to attain the ul tfmate goal of peace? 
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The tenth ch8pter of Leviticus 'Rab bah de81s primari1y wi. th 

Leviticus 8:2 ("Take Aa.ron and his sons with him, the vestments: the 

anointing oil, the bull of sin offering, the two rAms, and the basket of 

unleavened hread"). The homilies examined here seek to explein why 

.Aaron, a man destined to be Hi~h Priest, wou1d buD.d the go1den C81f. 

The appee.rance of the verb "to take," in Iievit.icus P~2, is contrasted 

with its usage in the building of the calf. In addition, the fina1 

homily explains how JllToses could fulfil1 the C'Ommand of I1evitfous P~"i, t.o 

assemble the entire Isrirnl i te community at the door of the tent of 

meeting. This chapter concluries the rabbinic exposition of pFJnishat 

Tzav. 

The first three homilies of chapter ten form a comoosite petihtP, 

which re1ates PsBlms 45:8 (''You love rig'hteousness ::.ma hAte wickedness; 

rightly has God, your God, chosen to anoint you with oD of gladness, 

over all your peers") to .Abraham, Isaiah ann the subject of the 

anointing ceremony in J.ieviticus 8:2, i.e. Aaron. l'Jlhe third homHy :tn 

this cha:oter reviews Aaron's bui.lding of the golden calf from different 

perspectives. Rabbi Berekhiah says, in the name of :Rabbi Abba bar 

Kahana~- that-the Israelites first a.sked Miriam's son, Hur, t.o build the 

calf. When he refused, they killed him and made the same request of 

Aaron. Aa.ron's thoughts at this moment B.re aeauced by chf'ngin,g the 

vocalization of the words I 'J ~{ '] f:..f i'! J ;~'! f;O (he bui 1 t an al tar 

before it) to , '.) <7[' n FJj}I JCJ'' ~ (he understood from the slaughtered one 
T.,..: - ~T,, :r ,. 

before him). With Lamentations 2:20 in mind (" ... should priest 

and prophet be slain in the sanctuary of the Lord?"), 61 Aaron realizes 

that the people will become susceptible to the punishment of exile if 
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they kill him; a pd est~ in addition to Hur, the slaughtered prophet who . 
lays before him. PsaJ.ms 45:8 (above) accurately portrays Aaron, for 

while he understanas the personal_ consequences of building the CB.1f, he 

does so for the good of the people. Aaron risks himself to mwe the 

others. '11herefore, his apparent sj_n is actually an a.ct of courage and 

self-sacrifice, themes which now have a textual basis for exposition. 

Moses puts Aaron anil. Ffur in che.rge of the wop1e during his ascent . 
of 8inai.62 OncA Hur is kjl}e<'l, Aaron hes little choice bu+. +.o ao 8S 

the people demand. Re ha.s to meke the best of a. b.9d situation, and by 

agreeing to make the cal -f, Ae,ron does what the people wi:mt, but. j n the 

manner that he wants. In ad di ti on to utilizing dell:iying tactics, Aaron 

proclaims the following day to be a festival to the IJord, not to the 

calf. Rather than speaking his mind_ and not achieving his goBl. Aa.ron 

outwardly follows the people's wishes and minimizes the gravity of the 

sin by dedicating the calf to the IJord. Aaron gets involved jn evil 

doings in order to try and change them. Is this idea., known 

traditionally as ??'d'r /'tf;.,,J"' ~'?'1 1 1 1 (lowering one's self for the SRke 

of upliftj_ng others) a feasible one to emp1oy today? If so, jn whR.t 

situations might this undercover strategy he effective? Ts it. more 

important to be ideologically pure or to accomplish one's goBls? 

In outward1y ei'firming something he did_ not believe Fina remaining 

loyal to God, Aaron's actions serve a.s a presage to the plight of the 

Marrano Jews during the Spanish Inquisition. '11hese peop1e a1so had to 

affirm that which they did not believe and rPmained Joyal to God. 

Because of the integral connection between the IVfarranos and the Kol 

Ni dray prayer, the presentation o:P Aaron in this horn ily is especially 

appropriate for an erev Yorn Kip-pur address. 
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The final section of this hom i1;v cJ ose1y resemb1 es t.he fj_ rst in 

that Aaron's clear aim. is to 'J.<eep the people blameless. A parable is 

presented of a king's son who wishes to kill his father. l'flhe child's 

tutor volunteers to do the deed. for him, thus absolving the child. of any 

guj_lt. The king recognizes this act of self-sacrifice on behalf of his 

child and rewards the teacher accordingly. "Ph:is spirit of self-

sacrifice is the same exhibited by Aaron, and for which he is rewarded 

with the priesthood in chapter eight. God says, mrake Aa.ron . II . . ' 

for hy absolving God's children of the guilt for the golden calf, .Aaron 

ha.c:i won the speci8l favor of God, the Divine Father of TsrAel. 

Homily four utilizes a g'zera shava, based on the verb "to take," 

to clear Aaron of any guilt for constructing the golden calf. In 

descri.bing this event, Exodus 32:4 says of Aaron, "This (the gold) he 

took from them an~ cast in a mold, and made it into a molten 

calf .... " '11he verb "to take" also appears in Levit.icus R:2, which 

describes Aaron's elevation to the priesthood. R21bbi Hanan says that . 
this usage of the verb atones for that connected with the building of 

the go la.en calf. 

We have the power to use things :for good or evi1. 'l1he verb "to 

take," for example, has no inherent mora1 value on its own. This homil.y 

demonstrates that it becomes a source of glory or shame only by virtue 

of what we do with it. How we fail to make proper use of things may be 

incorporated into any of a number of topics, such as our treatment of 

the elderly, using love as a weapon and nuclear power, to name but some 

of the possibilities. 
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A sense of bewilderment characterizes homi1y nine. Reading 

Leviticus 8:'3 ("And ass$mble the whole communHy at the entri:mce of t.he 

+.ent of meetinp"); Ra.bbi Jii1eazi:=ir asks; how is it possible to do so; 

seeing as the men alone numbered 6oo;oaw6
?) 

His answer is the.t this is one of several :RibUcAl exampJ es of the 

lesser containing the greB.ter, of a. smal1 area containing more people 

thRn seems credib1.e. In :Riblical times, ::issembling 600,000 peop1e in 8. 

small area was called the work of God. 'T'oday, it is r.A11ed technoJogy. 

Communications technology hBs revo1 utionized our definition of time and 

space, enabling hundreds of mil1ions of people to be. in ::my pl.Ace (even 

the moon!) at a givPn time. The rapid techno1ogjca1 progress of our 

society has made the miraculous routine. Expositions on technology, 

progress rmd the miraculous Fire logical extensions of this homily's 

treatment of Leviticus 8:). 
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The rabbinic exposition of parashat Sh'mini begins w:i. th chapter 

eleven; however, few of its homilies relate directly to the Levit:icAl 

text. Instead, they concentrate on exp'.)si tions based upon verses from 

Psalms and Proverbs. ':11he two homilies which do concern themselves with 

Levitkus focus upon Leviticus 9. The first notes tha.t while hoth Moses 

and Aaron occupy the position of High Priest, Aaron's robes give 

credih ili ty and power to the office. The second horn il:v +8kes Leviticus 

9:1 ("On t.he eighth day Moses cAlled Aaron and his sons, and the eld8rs 

of Israel") as :its ground for reflecting upon the meaning and plAce of 

the elders within J.sraeli te society. 

During tbe seven days of consecration referrPd to in chapter eight 

of Leviticus, Moses performs the role o+' High Priest in a white robe. 

However, it is not until Aaron dons the special robes of the High Priest 

that the C1hekhi.nah manifests itself. Homily six says that the robes 

give Aaron a priestly authority Bnd power thRt were absen+. in Moses. 

One might refer to this as an instance of clothes ma.king the man. 

Unlike Moses, Aaron truly looks the part of the High Priest in ~is 

regalia. 

The High Priest's robes are only pqrt of our people's Jengthy 

associe,tion with wearing apparel, which dates all the WFJY b::ick to the 

fig leaf. Jews were a central part of the American clothing industry 

around the turn of this century. However, Jews have also been mane to 

wear special garb in various times and places, such as the "Jude" stars 

so infamous of Hitler's era. In addition, Jews in different countries 

and of different sects have utilized distinctive attire to further their 

group identity, Hasidic Jews being one example. Clearly, homily six 
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lends itself to a review of the historic81Jy intimate relationship 

between Jews and their clothing. 

In homily eight, Rabbi .Akiva employs Iieviticus 9:1 's reference to 

the elders of Israel in saying that "Israel may be compRred to a bird, 

for just as a bird cannot fly without wings, so TsraeJ. rBnnot do 

anything without its elders." Because the rabbis use the +.erms "elders" 

and "scholars" synonymously~ 64 this exposi +ion ac+.mi.lJ y re~ounts the 

merits of Isrnel' s scholars. However, whereas God has gtven honor to 

these people throughout the Torah, we treat them very differently +.oaa;v. 

What kind of status (and salary) do we give teachers Bnd inteJ1Pctual 

leaders, comp=trea to that accorded athletes anCI entertainers? Is the 

vast discrepancy cause for concern - a stBtement about the world we a.re 

living in? Who are our heroes today; are they worthy of our adulation? 

The Jewish people was once known as "the people of the book;" can 

we justifiably maintain this designa.t.ion any longer? Do books remain 

important to us? What can they give us that we lack? 

The finaJ section of the homily presents the sfa~tement of Rabbi 

Abin who says, in the name of :P8bbi Shimon bar JoshuA., that the fu+.ure 

will see selected scholars accordec'l the privilege of sH+.ing together 

with God in a sort of heavenly 8anhea rin. However, to be worthy of 

sitting with God, the scholars in this court must also be righteous 

people. One who is well versed in Torah and ignorant of righteousness 

cannot see God, for the purpose of scholarship is to lead to 

righteousness. 
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Alcohol abuse is a subject of great prominence within chapter 

twelve. Tn criticizing excessive consumption of alcohol, the rabbis 

direct attention to the shame caused by heavy drinking, detailing its 

effect upon both the drinker and those near and dear to him. Many 

examples are furnished of Bibical characters whose arin1dng leads them 

to debasement. Among these are Nadav Rnd Avihu, two of Ariron's sons, 

whose mystedous deFJths are Rttributed to their entering the tent of 

meeting in a drunken condition. Their deaths are also viewed from a 

quite a ifferent perspectj ve, one which regards them F.Js mmctif:Ving t.he 

Name of God. In praising Nadav and Avihu, this horn j ly aJ.so commends 

Aaron for his silence upon hearing of the deaths of his sons. 

The relevant Scriptural pa.c:isage for the first part of this chapter 

is Leviticus 10:9 (''Drink no wine or other intoxicant, you or :vour sons 

with you, when you enter the tent of meeting, that. you may not n:ie - it. 

is a law for all time throughout. the ages"). The episoaes of the deaths 

of Nadav and Avihu, as well as Aaron's subsequent silence, are found 

within the first three verses of Leviticus 10. 

In denouncing excessj_ve consumption of alcohol, homily one 1inks 

LAviticus 10:9 with Proverbs 2?l:"1 ("Do not look at wine when it. is 

red"), 65 ut.ilizing a g' zera shava based on the word "wine" ( /" ). The 

Proverbs' verse is midrashically rendered: "Do no+, look a.t wine, for 

one becomes red," in order to indicate that wine causes one to turn red 

from shame and embarrassment. 

Rabbi A~a points out that the effect of the a.lcohoJ ic's drinl<ing 

extends beyond the drinker al.one. This js illustrated through the 

parable of an alcoholic father, whose sons try to scare him into giving 
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up drinking~ That they a.re u1 tims,tel;v unsuccessful only serves to show 

that the problems and 9onseauences related to a.1coholfom have remained 

constant throughout the centuries. The alcoholic is willing to give up 

everything in order to acquire more money for booze, leaving nothjng to 

his children and being lef't with nothing but a chronic addict.ion. The 

upshot of this parable is that no one can help the alcohol abuser until 

that individual recognizes the harmful consequences of a1cohoHsm and 

wishes to he rid of the problem. Tt is har0 t.o hP.1 p someone who does 

not want to be helped. 

The descendants of one of J\To8h's sons, Ham, are cursed to become 

slaves because of alcohol; Lot a.nd his daughters enter into an 

incestuous union because of alcohol; King Ahashverus has his wife, 

Vashti, killed because of alcohol. These are among the :Biblical 

examples presented to show the consequences of the improper use of 

alcohol. The final :Biblical example cited by the rabbis directs us back 

to chapter ten of Leviticus. Utilizing a parable, the rabbis tell of a 

king who, finding his attendant standing in a wine store, inexplicably 

beheads the man. ri'he reason for the king's action remains unclear unin 

he tells the new attendant not to enter a wine store. The command given 

to the second attendant is the key to understandjng the offense of the 

first. 

Simi] arly, flaron's sons die mysteriously in Leviticus 10:2; the 

reason for their deaths remains unclear until verse nine, wherein Aaron 

is commanded not to drink wine or any other intoxicants when entering 

the tent of meeting. Utilizing the same mode of reasoning as that 

presented in the parable, the rabbis conclude that J\Tadav and Avihu died 

a.s a result of entering the tent of meeting while under the influence of 
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alcohol. 

Clea.r1y~ this ha.m ily is well sui tea to an:v of a variety of 

ex-positions on a.lcohol abuse and may serve as a springboi::ird for a sermon 

on excesses; can we have too much of a good thing? On another J evel, 

God held NB,dav and Avihu fu11y responsible for what thP.:V dio while 

intoxicated. Should our legal system also hold people rPsponsib1e for 

whBt they do while drunk? C:an we avoid taking responsjbility for our 

actions by escaping reality? This sub.iect might be 1in1<ed into the 

question of drunk driving, especiaJJ:v in light of the high rate of 

involvement of <'lrunk drivers in (fatal) l'.mtomobile accidents. 

Homi1y two portrays God telling Moses that, in the future, He will 

sanctify the tent of meeting through the death of a great manfi6 Moses 

assumes that this refers to either himself or Aaron. .After all, he 

thinks, who is dearer to God than us? When Aaron's sons are consumed by 

fire, Moses tells Aaron that Goil has chosen h:i.s sons to sanctify the 

tent of meeting; their deaths have been for the sanct:ification of God's 

Name. This js clarified by Leviticus 10:~, which immediate1y follows 

the deaths of Nadav and Avihu: " ... through those that Are near to 

Me wi11 I "he S2nctified. nfi7 

Dying for the sanctification of God's Name has been an all too 

frequent par+, of tTewish history. The ability of ,Jews +.o believe so 

strongly that they would rather die tha.n com:prom ise the integrity of 

their God and their religion is inspiring and deserves to be recognized. 

This homily ties in well with the theme of remembering those that baYe 

died in order to give us what we have (and tend to take for granted) 

today. Seeing as the account of the ten martyrs is traditionAlly read 
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on Yom 1(ippur; this subject might be logici:illy presented at that time. 

Moses' view of pPBt events con'1inces him +,hgt t.he tent of meeting 
' 

will be sanc+:ified through either Aaron or himseJt'. When Aaron's two 

sons are selectea. for this role, f'lfoses lea.rns of the uncredict8bHity of 

life. Despite ~,~oses' close relationship ·with God, G-od sanctifies tre tent 

of meeting through +he sons of Aaron. 'Phe pa.st can only give us an 

indic8.tion of what the future holds; it contains no guarante8s. 

Whereas the first homily stat.es that Nadav and Avihu die because of 

their drunkPnness, in this homily Moses .i;slorifies them in death. His 

exam-ple instructs us of the importance of speaklng weJJ. of trie i1e.g(1, o-f 

remembering their better qualities, rather than their ffmlts. By 

speaking to A8.ron with tact and sensitivity, Moses avoids compounding 

the grief of a bereaved f9.ther. Death is an element. of every llfe; 

however, we are often traumatized when we encounter ii;. Rel-ping peoplP 

to cope with their grief is a great mi tzvRh; this horn i1y shows us one 

way of doing so and gives a textual basis for teaching others hovr to co 

so. 

In his gr] Pf, A.a.ran remains silent. He is subsequently reward.ed 

for this by having God s-peak +;o him direct1vf,R Howevei:-, ,Tp,wis~ ~'J'ist,017 

also includes the examples o-f others who argue wi +,h an<l challenge God. 

Our relationship with God need not be one of pa.ssi ve acauiescence; we 

can talk back to God, al though we had best know what we're t.8lkj_ng 

about. Aaron's reaction of silence encourages an ex-position on our 

reactions to God and our relationship with God. 

Silence is not nothingness. Not to react, as in Aaron's case, is 

to react. What are the benefits and dangers of silence? How does 

silence differ from apa.+.hy'? rr'hese questions arise from the horn iletic 
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treatment of " ... and Aaron wa.s silent" in Leviticus 10:7;; and may 

be related to a varie+.y. of socj_8l issues~ 

Silence once characterized the relationship of Jews +.o their 

persecutors; however, the Jewish peop1e has undergone a major 

transformation in the course of this century. Americ8n ima_ world ,Tewry 

ha.ve begun to defend themselves poJ i tj ca11y through various nefense 

organizations such as the American Jewish Committee, the Anti-De~am8tion 

League of B'nai Bri th ana_ the National Jewj sh r.ommuni ty Pelat:i ons 

Advisory Council. These and other defense organizations are an integral 

part of the Jewish community structure, yet many Jews are unaware of 

both their existence and raison d'Ptre. l'flhis homEy a:ffords the oppor-

tunity of informing Jews of the alternatives to silence which our people 

have established in oraer to ensure justice for ourselves ana for 

others. 

Some Jews, however, have reacted in ways which ot:her Jews consider 

to be improper; they have taken to defending themselves mi1itari1y. Do 

,Jewish self-defense groups like the Jewish Defense Iieague he1p or hurt 

the Jewish cause? What is the proper response to harassment of ,Jews? 

Should we be silent, speak out or retaJj ate? 

Homily four begins with a. play on the ArB.maic word for wine. By 

utilizing different vocalizations for the same lPtters, Ra.bbi rriaru:uma 

says that if one drinks a reasonable quantity of wine ( 7 }.Jn) , his face ·- _, , 
will glow and become a :pleasant shade of red. However, if one arinks 

more than he should, he becomes like an ass (/)Jn). 
r; 
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This homily presents 8 balanced picture of alcohol. Until now, the 

rabbis have decried the dangers of too much liquor. However, Judaism . --

does consider wine and alcohol to be legitimate pleasures when partaken 

of in moderation; it is only when their u.se,ge j s abused tha.t they 

warrant criticism. Supporting this thought, Rabbi Yudan notes that if 

one treads grapes for too long, one extracts all that there is in them, 

leaving nothing. Similarly, the person tha.t drinks too much ends up 

vomiting out everything within him, resulting in a sick and empt.y 

feeling. 

Through his use of g'matriR, Ear Kappara expands this argument to 

show that one who drinks too much cannot even keep a secret. 'J1he 

numerical value of "the Hebrew word for wine ( /") is seventy, as is that 

of the word for a secret ( 91 o). When "seventy" (wine) enters, 

"seventy" (a secret) departs. 'J1he problem drinker, besides Josing 

control of his bodily functions, loses the a:bility to distinguish 

between what should and should not be repeated in public. 

The final section of homily four notes that wine is contained in 

goatskin vessels. Rabbi Abin says that there are two reRJ30ns for this. 

The first is to show that just as this skin was once fill ea_ with sinews 

and bones and is now complet,ely empty, so the over-indulger of alcohol 

ends up forgetting with all 248 limbs of the body. In other words, 

every part of the body is rendered incapable of functioning as it 

should. '!'his ia.ea is based on Proverbs '31 :5, which reads, "IJest they 

drink and forget what has been decreed ( ( "f:. ~ }j) . . " The 

numerical value of the word ri117}1 in g'matria is 248, the same as the 

number of limbs in the human body, according to rabbinic reckoning. 
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'J1he second res.son that wine is containeiJ in a goa.tskin j s +.o show 

that~ just as the goatskin W8.S once fu11 and is now a.egrRdert; the one 

who drinks too much 8lso enas up degraded, having lost everything at his 

own hands. Clear1y, this homily rAsembles the first of chapter tweJve 

in spelling out some of the many -perils resulting from alcohol abuse. 
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The homilies of cha.pter thirteen rel.ate the ha.rmf'ul consequences of 

anger and the benefits of a.isci'pline: The first homily demonstrates how . .. 

Moses' anger interferes ·with his renerally rationa1; level..:.. headed 

approach to life: Foc:iusing on I,eviticu..s 10:16..:.?.o; the rabbis agree with 

Aaron that he and his sons were in no condition to eat of the sin 

offering following the deat.hs of' Naaav and Avihu: Tn supporting 

Aaron's response to Moses' cri tic:iism~ the rabbis quote directly from 

three of thA five verses in the text: As such; this is a. more literal 

application of the Torah text tlmn is generA...11 y found within the pages 

of Leviticus Rabbah: 

The secona subject, which is ::tddressed at great length; is best 

presented in homi1y three: Concerning itself with Leviticus 11:2 

(" . ~ : these are the creatures that you may eat from a,mong all the 

land animals"); the homily examines the rationale behind eating the meBt 

of certain animals while avoiding that of others: The rabbis imply thA.t 

there is nothing actually wrong with the prohibited anim'als; rather; 

their exclusion serves to discipline us to follow the will of Goa.: 

Chanter thirteen marks the conclusion of the rabbinic exposition of 

parashat Sh'mini. 

In Leviticus 10: 16..:..18; Moses ches+ises EJazar ~ina Ttamar for not 

partaking of the sin offering: Perhaps because the harsh words are 

actually intended for him; Aaron responds in Leviticus 10: 1 g, stating 

that they are not in a proper state of purity to do so because of the 

events of that day, i.e. the deaths of Nadav and Avihu.69 The following 

verse (Leviticus 10:20) shows that Moses is pleased with Aaron's 

explanation. 
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Homily one embe11 ishes the re1atively simple plot of the Iieviticus 

narrative. It claims .that not only does Moses get angry at Aaron's 

remaining sons, he loses his composure and viciously slanders them. 

Moses' good sense is rendered ineffectfve by his uncontrolled fury. The 

rabbis point to three other instances where ~oses loses his temper and 

forgets religious laws, as he does in this incident.70 Thejr aim, 

however, is not -to discredit Moses, but T,o warn of how our emotions have 

the power to overshadow our good judgment. They want us t.o be awRTe of 

the tremendous potential of our emotj_ons, for while we may make 

judgments under emotional stress, our better judgment manifests itself 

only when we are levelheaded. 

Homily three explores the question of why certain animals are 

permitted and others forbidden to Jews for consumption. The rabbis 

answer that it is solely to purify us. That there is nothing inherently 

evil or impure about these animals is clear, for the homily te11s us 

that they will be permitted us in the world to come. We avoid these 

Rnimals now only because of God's commB.nd to do so. f11he intent of this 

statute, therefore, 1.s to get uR to practice self restraint of our 

desires and to follow the way of God. If we are able to discipline 

ourselves to God's teaching in something so basic to life as eating, we 

are more likely to do so in other areas of life. Eating only certain 

animals is one step in God's u1timate p1an to purify our lives. 

Persuading Jews of the importance (or Jack of same) of kashrut is 

not the rabbi's charge. However, we can provide ,Tews with information 

to enable them to decide for themse1ves. Since this homny advances one 

proposition for keeping kosher, it can a.1so serve to stimu1ate a more 
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detailed preflentation of the rationale for tMs traditional practice. 

Whether or not people .decide to observe it is their business; maJdng 

sure they lmow the pros ~md cons of th8 question is the rabbi's business. 

This ho;mily also makes a point of the need for discipline (rules) 

in our lives. As such, it leads to an examination of the tension 

between regulation and freedom in our lives. When and where are 

regulation and/ or freedom needed? When and where do they do more ha.rm 

than good? 
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The homilies of chapter fourteen spring from the text of lieviticus 

12:2 (" ... if a woman conceives and bears a male chi.ld ... 11
);

71 

The bringing forth of new life demonstrates God's generosity; in tha.t we 

are permitted to serve a.s God's partners in the work of creation; 'Phe 

rabbis describe the intricacies and flawless organization of this 

creation, ascribing great praise to its Divine Creator. Other h.omjlies 

respond to the description of birth, in Leviticus 12:2, from very 

different perspectives. One presents sexusl intercourse as a pragrnatj c 

act not intended for pleasure, while another discusses the roJ e that 

parents play in determining the sexual identity of their children. 'flhis 

chapter begins the rabbinic exposition of parashat Tazria. 

Homily two glorifies God's role in the birth process, noting that 

for a small contribution of bodily matter, God presents us with a 

completed human being. Rabbi Levi comp8res this to lo::ming someone a 

Rmall amount of silver and receiving a large quantity of gold in return. 

Living one's life with God is a good investment, because a smell 

expenditure yields tremendous returns. In addition, this homily may 

cause us to reflect on the responsibilities which accrue to us 8S God's 

pg.r-tners in the work of crP.ation. 

Homily three relates the splendor of the finelv orgBnized network 

of elements which God puts together to form a hum?..n bAing. Although the 

constituent elements of this homily display a primitive understanding of 

anatomy, they do recognize the body for the splenrUd creation it is. As 

a result, they serve as a foundatjon for discussing how we fail to 

appreciate the gift that God has given us; how we often debase this +'ine 
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creation of God (through suhst::mce abuse, for ex Ample L rather than 

seeking to preserve it. As the shrine of God; the human body deserves 

to be well taken care of. 

By modern standards~ the first half of homily five is a negative 

exposition on sexual relations~ According to RRbbi Aha~ one is not 

supposPd to derive pleasure from sexual union; even when it. takes place 

within marriage~ He adas; however; that even the most pious of the 

pious are incRpable of no+, deriving some pleasure from sexual 

intercourse~ :Rabbi Aha' s strictly pragm.Pt i c appr08,ch to sex s11ould 

compel us to present; our <'ongregants with a more ba1a.nced picture of 

Jewish atti-Sudes towards sexuality. 

The first part of homily eight approaches birth from +~e 

perspective of the parents' role in determining the gender of their 

child~ Baby boys 21,re said to come from the mother's seen; while baby 

girls are said to come from that of the father~ Just es an artist; 

generally does not paint his own portrait; but rBther th8.t. of someone 

else; so also does the seed of one sex create the other~ 

While the study of genetics has invalioated this premise; it has 

also shown the rabbis to be correct in noting that all people possess 

both male Bnd fema1e po+.entialit:ies~ Whatever one's gendE>r on the 

outside~ that ind i vidusl possesses something of thA other sex within~ 

As a result~ peop1e should not be rigidly1ocked into stereotypical; 

sexual roles~ Men should be able to display emotion and women should 

not have to worry about being assertive. Societal -pressures often 

prevent us from showing +.hese other sides of our nature; but they are 
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there nonetheless. 

Seeing that none of us are totally male or female, this homily can 

further understanding of the plight of homosexuals. As the proportion 

of femininity increases within a man, the possibility that he wi11 

exhibit homosexual tendencies aJso increases. '1'1he homosexual is not a. 

monster, but R :person containing different -proportions of the various 

ingredients that go into the human recipe. 
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The homilies in chFJ.pter fifteen are centered arouna Levitfous 1'3:2 

("When a person ha.s on' the skin of his body a swelling; a :rash; or a 

discoloration; and it develops into the plague of leprosy on the skin of 

his body, he shall be brought to Aaron the prjest or +,o one of his sons, 

the priests").72 Inquirin,g as to why a person contracts 1eprosv, the 

first two homilies blame the mother of the leper for not observing the 

laws relating to her impuri t;v. Whereas most of the final homily deals 

with the procedural question of how to check for leprosy, the reJ evRnt 

section (for our purposes) is that which asJ.rs who mav examine a person 

for leprosy. This chapter concludes the rahbinic 8Xposition of parashat 

Tazria. 

Homily five remarks that chapter thirteen of JJ9viticus, which deals 

with leprosy, follows a chapter relating to the uncleaness of a new 

mother. Utilizing the hermeneutic principle of s'mukhin, Rabbi Tanhum 

bar Hanilai suggests that there is a :relationship between an impure 

mother and leprosy. Using the analogy of a pregnant donkey which 

carelessly burns itself and passes the mark down to j_ts offspring, the 

rabbi postulates that a woman who is lax in observing the laws of purity 

will give birth to an impure child, i.e. a 1eper. 

While there :i.s no genetic validity to this claim, it ts true that 

parents are usually responsible for the fate of their chi1aren. As the 

most imp'.)rtant role models that children have, parents profoundly affect 

the destiny of their children. This homily addresses the subject of 

parenting quite directly by tellj_ng parents to constantly be aware of 

what they say and do, and how it may influence their child. 
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Homily six also utilizes the principle of s'mukhin to connect 

Leviticus 12:8 ("And 'if. she cannot afford a lamb . . . ") with 

Leviticus 1'5: 2. In both situations, the impure person is required to 

report to the priest. Rabbi Abin sa.ys, in the name of Rabbi Yoha.nan, 

that because the mother does not come to the priest in chapter twelve, 

her chi1d is required to do so in chapter thirteen. However, whereas 

the requirement in the former case springs from a. joyous event (a 

birth), in the latter instance it is because of a terrible disease. 

This :homily shows that we cannot evade our responsibilities. JWen if we 

are reluctant to do so, it is better to fulfill them ana get H over 

with than to confront these responsibilities at a later time, under more 

trying circumstances. 

How to check for leprosy and who may do so are the subjects of 

homily eight. While Leviticus 11:2 shows th1=1t the responsibility for 

examining the individual normally fa11s u-pon the priest, a Talmudic 

pa.ssage 7 7> is cited to demonstrate that the priest is not perm:i tted to 

examine himself. Rabbi JVTeir 8dds that he may not even examj_ne h:is 

relatives. 

The priest is prohibited from :oassing judgment on himself or his 

loved ones because of the emotional involvement present in these 

relationships. The individual with no emotional stake in a situatfon is 

the most capable of clear vision. In a word, this homily addresses 

itself to the importance of objectivity. 
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Chapter sixteen~ which begins the rabbinic exposition of :Qa,rashat 

M'tzora, focuses primarily on I,evi ticus 14:2 ("This shall be the ritual 

for a leper at the time that he is to be cleansed • 11 ). The 

concept of the m'tzora as a leper is non-existent in the midrashic 

exposition of the text. Instead, the word is said to refer to a person 

who is guilty of slander ( tzara-at in its midrashic rendering). The 

rabbis descri.be the dangers of a loose or malicious tongue and regard 

its owner as having a contagious disease. After giving an account of 

other sins which may result from the spoken word, the rabbis note that 

silence is a virtue' whereas too much speech leads to sin. 'Jlhe 

rationale for using two birds in the purification ceremony of the 

m'tzora is examined in the final homily of this section. 

Using the words of Psalms 34:13, homily two asks: "Who is the man 

who is eager for life?" Through the use of s'mukhin, Rabbi Yannai bases 

his answer on the succeeding verse, which says to "Guard your tongue 

from evil, your lips from deceitful sneech." Rabbi Hag~ai points out . . . 
that Solomon speaks similar words when he sE>,ys, "He who keeps his mouth 

and his tongue keeps himself out of trouble (JJ/ ?3»).1174 Owing to 
T , 

their similarity in appearance and sound, he says not to read the word 

1-1j 73N (out of trouble), but rather ..J\·~73/V (from leprosy); he who 
J' T' -rr• 

keeps his mouth and his tongue keeps himself from leprosy. Using the 

same principle, he then amends the word 0-)']}I (le-per) to n /c·~lN (one 
r : r 

who brings forth evil words), thus linking the Psalms verses with the 

slanderer. 

While the midrashic techniques of the rabbis are somewhat 

complicated, their message is plain (in the words of Psalm 34:1'3): the 
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man who is eager for life; who aesires years of good fortune; is better 

off avoiding the sin of slander~ 'flhe reasons for this are clarified in 

the rema.ining homilies of this chapter~ 

Homily three exp:mds on the rabbinic 1mderstanding of the m'tzora, 

saying that this person is no longer recognized by those who once knew 

him~ Recognizing the danger of others repeating this individual's 

defamatory remarl<...s; the rabbis consider him to hRve a contagious Clisea.se 

and state that he is to be a.voi<'ied and iso1ated~ Aside from pursuing 

the theme of the evils of slander; this homily comments on how people 

judge others through their behavior~ 'Phis idea can be used to contrast. 

the concepts of belief and action in Judaism. 

People who criticize do not tend to be popular~ However. their 

words of reproof are ROmetimes necessary and helpful; consider the 

ancient Israeli +.e Prophets. By virtue of its repua fa.tj on of the 

m'tzora, this horn ily ma.y con+.ribute to a contrasting of good and bad 

criticism~ 

The second section of homily four shows that the concept of 

O') ~'31N extends beyond the offenses described in the previous 

horn il ies~ Rabbi lievi says that praise from the lips of the wicked is 

just as offensive as is slander from their li -ps~ What is saj d is less 

imrortant than who says it; for those who are praised by evil people are 

often done more harm than good~ Consider political c~ma id ates who are 

endorsed by organizations of hatred and the candi rates' lack of 

enthusiasm for their public support~ The rabbis cite the appearance of 

the Shunammite woman in 2 Kings 8:5 as proof that God noes not desire 
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praise of Himself or His servants from the li ns of evi1 people; such as 

Gehazi: 

This homily raises the question of whether we should accept 

assistance, in any form, from people we know to he wicked. Do these 

individuals have a place within a ,Jewish congregnt:ion or community? The 

rabbis seem to answer "no!" However, if we ao accept their contribution 

of time or money, are we capable of separating the good they do from the 

bad they are? Is there such a thing as tainted money? 

Slander :is not the only way one's words may lead to sin. Homily 

five details other offenses, such as failing to keep a promise as wen 

as publicly pledging money to a cause and then faj_ling to contribute. 

Rabbi Benj a.min refers to the sin of pretending to be knowledgeable of 

Torah, which results in the pronouncement of erroneous judgments. rf1his 

is a good exAID. ple of the harm caused by people pretending to know what 

they are talking about. The words "I don't know" are often the har!'Jes+. 

to say, but they are also among the most import.ant. 

Rabbi Benjamin's example also shows the danger of making ourselves 

out to be more than we actually are. Why do we try to impress people by 

passing off our fantasies of ourselves as reality? Where is fantasy 

beneficial in our lives and where is it detrlmental? 

The logical conclusion of this exposition on the dangers of the 

spoken word is found in the words of Rabbi Joshua ben Levi, who says 

that silence is twice as valuable as speech. His son, flhimon, supports 

his father's contention, saying: "All my life I grew up among the wise 

and I found nothing better for a. person than silence." He adds that 

"too many words lead to sin," and his statements, plus that of M.s 
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father; give a firm foundation to en exposition on the vaJ ue of silence~ 

What role can silence play. in a communicatione-:.oriented socie+,y? 

Shimon' s statement also refers t.o the imrortal'ice of listening a.s an 

active process~ Al though it is not emphasized in our sod etv; listening 

is essentia.1 to good communication: Shimon's Advice to 1 isten to those 

who can teach us is worth exploring further: 

Homily six is further warning of the seriousness of slander: Rabbi 

Joshua ben Levi says thAt the reason that the word 11torah" (in the sense 

of "law") is used five times in connection wi t;h 81 and er '7S is io allude 

to the five books of the Torah: Therefore; one who is guilty of slander 

is as guilty as if he transgressea all five books of +:he rror11h: 

The first part of homily seven looks at the role of the two birds; 

referred to in Leviticus 14:4 ("The -priest shall order two Jive clepn 

birds ... to be brought for him who is to be cleansed")~ in connec

tion with the puri -fication ceremony of the m't~rnra. :Rabbi Judah bar 

Simon concludes that the voices of the birds atone for the voice of the 

one guilty of slander. The idea of the means of atonement being the 

same as the means of sinning is referred to throughout this stua:v.
7

h 
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The hom i1 ies in chapter seventeen hB.se +hemsel ves on different 

sections of Leviticus' 14:34 ("When you come into the land of Canaan, 

which I give you for a possession, and I :PUt a leprous disea.se in a 

house in the land of your possession"). As in the previous chapter, 

the rabbinic understanding of leprosy as slander is evident: however, 

leprosy is also described as a curse which may serve a positive 

function. The verse's reference to "Canaan" is said to allude to 

Abraham's serwmt, Eliezer, whereas the house afflict.ea. with the diseB.SA 

is said to be the (first) Temple, in Jerusa1em. 

By concerning itself with the act of lying, homily two augments 

chapter sixteen's description of spoken sins included under the term 

tzara-at. The rabbis speak of the man who alwA.ys lies, in order t.o keep 

from lending his possessions out. They show that once this person's 

lying becomes public knowledge, he becomes hated ana 1wojded; it is as 

if a leprous disease descended on him. 

The function of such a "disease" is to inspire peop1P to treat 

their neighbors fairly; it is actually for the benefit of both the 

individual and the community. Punishments like this hBve the rx:>t.ential 

to rehabilitate. The question of where rehabilitation ends and 

punishment begins concerns our legal and prison systems, as we11 as 

discipline within the home and school. What is the function of 

punishment and how should it be applied? Should pRrents or teachers 

physicBlly punish children? Does putting runaways in the same prison 

cell with rapists and murderers serve to rehabilitate'? Is improper 

discipline more damaging than no discipline at all'? 
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Focusing on the first part. of Leviticus 14~34; homD;v five explores 

the origin of the name ."Canaan." The last section of the homily states 

that this name actually refers to Abraham's servant, F.liezer. Although 

Canaan is cursed, 77 he does come to merit the ti t1 e "blessed of the 

Lord1178 and to have the land named after him. His curse becomes a 

blessing because of his service to the righteous patriarch, Ahraham. 

Since the Israelites are preparing to enter the land of Canaan, thA 

rabbis say that the people should he aware of how ranaan changed a curse 

into a blessing, so that they may do likewise wHh the curse of leprosy. 

If the threat of leprosy prompts them to Record honor to their righteous 

ones and to follow in their footsteps, then this curse will also have 

been transformed into a blessing. 

We may accept the blemishes of 1ife, or we can try to het::i1 them. 

This homily exhorts us to do the latter. While the message seems 

idea"lly tai1ored to a pitch for social action, it may Blso f'unct:Lon to 

expose the congregation to the world of Jew:isb mysticism, in general, 

and the notion of tikhm, in particular. This is the kabbalis+ic 

doctrine of collecting the holy sparks of creation (a.ccomplished through 

meditation, study and good deeds) and thereby restoring the world to a 

state of completeness. 

Homily seven identifies the house, 2lluded to in J.ifWit.icus 14:34, 

as the House of God, the Jerusalem Temple. The assemblage of verses 

which are linked together in order to support this supposition is Jess 

important than the homily's premise that it is the idolatry within the 

Temple which defiles and ul timate1y destroys it. Rabbi Berekhia.h quotes 

Isaiah 28:20 ("For the bed is too short to stretch oneself on it11
)
7g +.o 
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show that while two is company; three is a crow0~ Just as A. bed is 

unable t.o hold a woman; her husband and her friend; so the Temple is 

unable to hold the Shekhi nah; Israe1 and Israel's idols~ The presence 

of ido1s causes the Shekhinah +,o leave the Temple; resulting in the 

latter's prompt destruction~ Is there a leprosy which plagues our 

temples today? Do some of the activities of our congregations make it 

impossible for the Shekhinah to dwell within them? 

By providing historical background on the JerusB1em Temple, this 

homily can also stimulate discu8sion on the plE1.ce that the Temple ha8 

occupied in the life of the Je"d.sh people. It is an aspPct of Jewish 

history which, despite its centrality, many Jews are Blmost tota1ly 

unaware of. The significance of the Temple and the reasons Reform Jews 

refer to their houses of worship as "temples" are sub.i ects worthy of 

exposition based upon homi1y seven. 
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The two homilies presented here from cha-pt.er eip:hteen approach 

Leviticus 11)·2 (" •.•• when any man ha.s a discharge issuing from bis 

flesh, he is unclean") from very different perspectives. The first 

homily uses the verse to contrast the lowliness of the boay's origin 

with the Divine origin of the soul. 'T.1he second interprets the verse as 

relating how harm comes to ·us not from without, but from within. 

:Because they both make mention of the male seed, Leviticus 15:2 is 

juxtaposed with the Mishnaic sta.tement of Akmriah ben JVfaha1aleel. In 

the beginning of homil:r one, he js quoted as sB.ying, "Consider three 

things and you will not come into the hands of sin~ lmow where you came 

from (a fetid secretion), where you are going (the dust of the worm and 

maggot) and before whom you are destined to give an account.ing and 

reckoning of your life (the King of the kings of kings, the Holy One, 

Praised be He").80 The questions of where we cBme from and where we are 

going are worth asking, even if we select. cUfferent responses thR.n those 

provided above. This homily provides a basis for a talk on ,Jewish 

genealogy. In addition, it prompts questions such as: are we leFidfo.g 

our lives or are they leading us? Do we move so quickly that we lose 

sight of our destination? What are our goals and are we on the proper 

path for achieving them? 

Al though Aka.via ben Maha.laleel' s words illust.ra.te the ingJ orious 

history and fate of our physical being, the destiny of our souls is said 

to include an appearance before God. The contra.st between the ultimate 

fate of body and soul is striking and encourages elaboration regarding 

the distinction between the physical and spj ritual aspects of our being. 
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The soul's appearance before God is one element of the traditional 

Jewish view of life after death. What have Jews believed regarding the 

concept of an a.f'terlife and how can we re1a.te to it today? Should Jews 

believe in heaven and. hell? 

The conclusion of the first homily contains a pa.rable of a well-

educated priest who hands an ignorant priest a. loaf o~ t'rumah with the 

admonition: "I am ritually pure and my house and this loaf are also 

pure. If you return j_t to me in the same condition, then all will be 

well, but if not, I will throw it away in front of you." Rabbi Ishma.el 

bar Nahm.an draws a parallel between the first priest and God, who says, 

"I am pure, My dwelling place and My ministers are pure, and the soul 

which I have given you is pure. If you return it to Me in the same 

condHion, it will be well, but if not, I will destroy the sou1 in your 

presence." 

This :pa,rable shows that despite our lowly, physical beginnings we 

are l:>o_T_!1_Wi t_}1~_pJJ.re soul; the concept of original sin has no place in 

Judaism. We begin Hfe with a clean record and are told to maintain the 

purity of the soul while it is under our care. In describing how God 

lends us our souls, this homily alludes to the responsibilities of 

ownership. What is ours to do with as we please and what is merely 

loaned to us? This theme may be incorporated into expositions regarding 

pollution and exploitation of natural resources. We perceive our moral 

obligation to future generations only by bearing in mind that we 

possess, but do not own. 

The theme of homily two derives from Habakkuk 1 :7 (" ... they 

make their own laws and i.J>/c~ "). Whereas the Bibl:i.cal text 
,, : 
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reads; i.>J'-~e (their rules)~ the rabbis read the word Jp/ce' (their 
.. '": ti: 

destruction), thereby· shpwing how we are often the source of our own 

downfall. This homily does not state, however, that we are tota1ly or 

even partially responsible for every discord which enters our lives. 

Still, we often are (at least) p9rtfa11y responsible for creating these 

situations. We cannot ignore questioning whether or not we are our own 

worst enemy. This homily leads us to consider other ways in which we 

harm ourselves from within, such as stress and bottling up our emotions. 

It helps us to see that we have the power to spare ourselves at least a, 

few headaches in life. 
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Chapter nineteen concerns itself with Leviticus 15: 25 ("When e. 

woman has had a dischar.ge of blood for meny days, not at the time of her 

impurity, or when she has a discharge beyond her period of impurity, she 

shall be unclean, as though at the time of her impurity, as long as her 

discharge lasts: she shall be unclean"). While the rabbis a.re aware 

that verses such as this appear to be inappropriate for reading in 

public, they nevertheless affirm the importance of doing so. Among 

other things, this verse is shown to refer to the physi0.aJ discomfort 

which may afflict women during menstruation. The rabbis conclude their 

treatment of pa.rasha.t M'tzora by citing the example of King Yekboniah, 

who observes the regulations concerning menstruation despite trying 

circumstances. 

Rabbi Shimon bar Yitzhak's statemFmt, at the end of homily three, 

is in keeping with the tenor of this study. He says that Leviticus 

15:25 is one of several verses in the Torah which concern subjects not 

normally discussed in polite company. Nonetheless, all of these verses 

a.re said to be pleasing and imporfant to God. This is demonstrated by 

noting that the Torah does not combine its references to men and women 

who have discharges into one verse. The fact that the Torah deals with 

each sex separa.tely is said to indicate the importance attached to this 

subject. 

Rabbi Shimon' s assertion bears examination: can something 

unpleasant or ugly be pleasing? We have all heard that "beauty is only 

skin deep," but do we suffer from seeing things on a superficial level 

nonetheless? Does outward appearance influence how we relate to people 

and objects? Do we judge a book by its cover? Could Rabbi Shimon be 
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telling us that these verses are pleasing to God so that we will search 

for the pleasant aspects of unpleasant subjects? Does every cloud, 

indeed, have a sH ver lining? 

The m j_ddle of horn ily five is occupi ed with +.hA reference to "many 

days" in Leviticus 15:25. Rabbi Berekhia.h and PB-bbi Helbo say, in the 

name of Rabbi Yohanan, that the words do not refer to a length of time. 

Rather, they serve to indicate that time seems to p8,8S much more slowly 

in times of distress. This interpretation m11y help us to undP.rstgnd the 

plight of people suffering from pain and distress and mqke us more 

sensitive to what we can do to help them. 

The sixth homily relates how Yekhoniah, son of Yehoiakim, becomes 

king and is imprisoned by Nebukhadnezzar. While in prison, he is 

permitted a visit from his wife. Although desiring to engage in se~uaJ 

relations with her, he removes himself from her presence when she tells 

him that she has noticed the first signs of her menstrual period. 

Yekhoniah feels obliged to observe the separation of husband and 

wife proscribed by the Torah during a woman's menstrual period. This 

despite what could certainly be labe1ed extenuatfog circumstances. This 

homily i11ustrates the importance of doing what one fee1s to be right, 

regardless of the degree of difficulty involved. As such, expositions 

on peer pressure and responsibility to one's self a.re natural extensions 

of this homily. 
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Chapter twenty; which begins the rabbinic exp::>si tion of paratihAt 

Aha.ray Mot, resembles ~hapter twelve in that it is centered around the 

deaths of Nadav and Avihu. In fact, two of the homilies found here 

actually expound verses from Leviticus 10, which is the text utilized by 

chapter twelve of Levi tic us Rab bah. However~ most of this chapter's 

homilies :flow from Leviticus 16:1 ("The Lord spoke to Moses after the 

death of the two sons of Aaron who died when they drew too close to the 

presence of the Lord"). Homily one is unusuBl in that it portrays 

Aaron's sons as bl8meless. Their deaths 11re sa.id to illustrate that the 

fates of the righteous and the wicked are the same. A later homily 

takes this point one step further by stating that while the righteous 

suffer, the wicked prosper. 

However, the other homilies find Nadav and Avihu guilty of various 

sins, such as arrogance and disrespect toward their teacher. HomHies 

eight and nine both claim tha.t Aaron's sons a.re guilty of four 

offenses; however, the transgressions differ in each homily. The 

rabbis also note that the sins of the two brothers are spelled out 

clearly, so that there is no pretext for making additional accusations 

against them. Nevertheless, the rabbis spend most of this chapter 

speculating as to the nature of Nada.v and Avihu' s sin. 

In reviewing Leviticus 16: 1 's reference to the d ea.thA of Aaron's 

two sons, homily one accords Nadav and Avihu greater respect than do 

most of the homilies in the twelfth chapter of Leviticus Rabbah. 

Whereas Aaron's sons are accused of drunkenness in chapter twelve, this 

homily presents them as upright and peaceful. The basis for this 

interpretation is Rabbi Shimon bar Abaye's quotation of F.cclesiastes 9:2 
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("For the same fate is in store for all: for the righteous and for the 

wicked ~ . ~ "). The cHtil!). of this verse is verified through reference 

to numerous Biblical personalities; both good and evil; who suffer the 

same fate: The last of these mentioned are Aaron's sons: Despite 

entering the Tabernacle to offer a sacrifice in the proper spirit; they 

experience the same; f~tal fate as does the company of Korah; who enters 

the Tabernacle in a spirit of confrontation: 

This homily; which addresses one a..spect of the problem of evil in 

the world; suggests a crucial religious question; namely: if good 

people suffer the same fate as the wicked (as the rabbis claim); why 

should we be good? \l!hy not get as much for ourselves s_s we can? 

Hom Hy four differs from the above exposition in that it implies 

that the deaths of Nadav and Avihu are a consequence of their sin: 

Drawing on Leviticus 10:4 (" ... come forward and carry your kinsmen 

away from the front of e';f{'!1 . .. ") for its exposition, the rabbis 

alter the vocalization of the word to e·?'f;f?, thereby changing its 

meaning from "the sanctuary" to "the Holy One," i.e. the Holy One, 

Praised be He (/cit '1J ;f"-, ~ e·~ pE). According to this interpretation, the 

Leviticus verse portrays Moses ordering the removal of the dead bodies 

from the presence of G-od, so as not to compound the Divine Mourner's 

grief. God grieves over the deaths of Aaron's sons, for God does not 

desire that his people suffer death or punishment. Nevertheless, their 

deaths result from the principle that improper actions must be punished. 

Were they not, the unrestrained urge to do wrong could conceivably 

damage, if not destroy, our society. It is sometimes necessary to 

engage in unpleasant actions, for though they may appear to be distaste-
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ful in the short run, they are of much benefit in the long run. 

Homily five con+,radicts the claim of homily one that the same fate 

is in store for the righteous and the wicked. It presents the example 

of the wicked Titus, who enters the Holy of Holies with a sword drawn 

and cuts into the curtain which shields the ark. Whereas he enters and 

departs in peace,Aaron's sons, who enter with the intention of honoring 

God are killed. Why do the righteous suffer, while the evil prosper? 

If God is good a.no all-powerful, why is there (so much) evil in the 

world? 

In homily six, Rabbi Eliezer SUf:Eests that Aaron's sons a_ie because 

they give a legai judgment in the presence of Moses, their teacher. An 

example follows this assertion to illustrate that whoew~r gives a legal 

decision in the presence of his teacher incurs the penalty of ae8th. 

This punishment a.ppears to be unnecessarily harsh; however, the 

rabbis were not averse to using strong language when emphasizing the 

imrortance of a. la.w or principle.81 In this homily, they state that we 

should not usurp the livelihood of the person who ta.ught us ours. In 

the field of learning, book knowledge is less important than 

menshlikhki te. As a result, the student who wishes to take the place of 

his instructor has failed to learn the lesson of common decency. Are 

the rabbis justified in saying not to bite the hand that feeds you or 

should survival of the fittest be the guiding principle as regards the 

work force? 
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The first half of homily eight qnotes fu.r K8-ppara as saying; in the 

name of Rabbi Jeremiah.be~ Elazar~ that Aaron's sons die because of four 

sins: dra.wing near the innermost part of the sanctuary, offering a 

sacrifice which is not commanded, using profane fire and not taking 

counsel from each other. The first two offenses can be readily deduced 

from the text of Leviticus 10:1 ("Now Aaron's sons, Nadav and Avihu, 

each took his fire pan, put fire in it !'md laid incense on it, and they 

offered strange f:i. re before the Lord, which He had not commanded 

them");82 however, the third is brought out by examining the nature of 

the "strange fire." Bar Kappara says that Aaron's. sons utilize fire 

from the kitchen for their offering, rather than the sanctified fire on 

the altar. His interpretation suggests an exposition on the distj_nction 

between the sacred and the profane. 

The fourth offense of the pair is revealed by amending the 

vocalization of the word i.A-ll n/11. In Leviticus 10: 1, this word means 
r : --

"his fire pan;" however, Bar Ka.ppara has learned that the word should be 

vocalized 
1

/P..A'f!JI, meaning "from his own sin. 1183 Because neither ,.. , "'" 
brother seeks advice from the other, each is responsible for his own 

sin. In acting on their own, rather than utilizing the concept of 

teamwork, the two brothers meet a tragic fate. The rabbinic 

interpretation of I.Ji.An» speaks to the importance of working together. 

The second haif of this homily presents another teaching of Rabbi 

Jeremiah ben Elazar, namely: "the deaths of Aaron's sons are mentioned 

in four places and, in each, their offense is reveaJ_ed." This is to 

show precisely what their guilt consists of, so that no one might accuse 

them of something else. The declaration of their sins, while bringing 

shame to Nadav and Avihu, spares their reputations the greater damage 
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which could be engendered by ambiguities in the text~ As a result; this 

part of the homily addresses the value of honesty. Al though j_t may 

cause some pain initially, being honest can prevent a more serious hurt 

later on; it is the most beneficial course in the long run. 

Homily nine also lists four sins which are said to lead to the 

deaths of Aaron's sons. However, these four (below) differ from those 

presented in the previous homily. Here, their sins are said to be: 

1 ) 
2) 
3) 

4) 

drinking wine 
lacking the priestly robe when making the offering 
entering the sanctuary without having washed their 

hands and feet 
not having children 

The rabbis learn that the brothers are guilty of the first three 

offenses becRuse, for priests, these transgressions are punishable by 

death. The fourth offense is arrived at through reference to Numbers 

3:4, which states that NA.dav and Avihu leave no children behind when 

they die. 

The low Jewish birth rate is a subject of concern to many Jewish 

leaders. We're not ha:ving enough children to replace ourselves. While 

a rabbi may not wish to preach on the need to have more children, the 

importance of children to the concept of the Jewish family can be 

examined. 

Also appearing in this homily is the statement of Abba ~in, who 

says that Nadav and Avihu die because they have no wives. He deduces 

this from Leviticus 16:6 which, referring to Aaron, says, " ... and 

(he) shall make atonement for himself and for his house. 1184 The word 

"h " . . bb. . d . t• f " •t n85 ouse 1.s a common ra in1c es1gna ,1on _or w1 _e. Nadav and Avihu 

cannot make atonement for their houses (wives) because they have none. 
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Abba Hanin' s interpretation clearly relates to the importance of 

being married~ Why sb.ov.ld we encourage marriage as opposed to the 

option of living together? What is the role of single people in today's 

(Jewish) society? Are they doomed to the same tragic fate as Nadav and 

Avihu? What role might the Temple play in the life of Jewish singles? 

The conjecture regarding the sin of Nadav and Avihu continues in 

homily ten; wherein Rabbi Levi states that it is arrogance. Among other 

things, the two are presented a.s saying that no woman is worthy of them 

and wondering when Moses and Aaron will die, so that the;v may assume 

leadership of the community. By presenting it BB a sin severe enough to 

warrant death, this homily draws a.ttention to the dangers of arrogance. 
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Chapter twenty-one continues the rabbinic exposition on pa.ra..c:ihat 

Aha.ray Mot, concerning ,itself with various sections of Leviticus 16~ the . 
traditional Torah reading for Yorn Kippur morning~ While not making 

reference to specific verses; the first two homilies are based on either 

the subject matter of the text (the priestly garb) or when it is read 

(Yorn Kippur). The last two homilies interpret specific verses as 

referring to the concept of .)7t~lc J7i :Jj, the merit of the ancestors, as 

well as the transformation undergone by the High Priest when entering 

the Ho1y of Holies on Yorn Kippur. 

Homily four points out that the numerical value of /Ce 77, the 

accusing angel, is 364. The rabbis understand this to mean that Sa.tAJJ 

has the power to level accusations against Israel on every day of the 

(solar) year; however, he has no right to do so on Yorn Kippur. This 

hoJ.y day is set asidA for Israel to purify itself before God. When this 

parasha. is read on Shabbat, homily four may be utilized in comparing 

Jewish and Christian views regarding Sa.tan. 

The first part of homily ten asks why the High Priest officiates in 

eight garments.86 (This question is probably an allusion to L8viticus 

16:4 which deals with the garments of the High Priest.) The answer 

given is that the eight garments a.re an allusion to the ceremony of 

circumcision, which takes place on the eighth day of a. baby boy's life. 

The merit which accrues to us from this covenantal ceremony permits us 

to minister unto God. But what of the non-Jew who may not be 

circumcised? Are the rabbis implying that he cannot minister unto God? 

With some prominent Christian evangelists claiming that "God does not 
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hear the prayers of a Jew~1187 this homily allows us to clarify the qu.i. te 

different Jewish belief regarding the efficacy of non-Jewish prayer. At 

the same time, it encour~es a sermon regarding the importance of 

religious tolerance. 

The second section of homily ten is not based on any particular 

verse in Leviticus 16, but on the general subject matter, which 

describes the entry of Aaron, the High Priest, into the Holy of Holies. 

Rabbi Simon asks why Aaron is not adorned in golden garments. The 

answer given is that the accuser ca,nnot act as defender. In other 

words, gold, which is central to Aaron's sin of putting together the 

golden calf, cannot serve to assist him in the process of atonement; he 

must use something else. 

This contradicts a number of earlier homilies which articulate the 

importance of repenting by the same means used in sinning.88 

Nevertheless, one need not take priority over the other. Judaism 

encourages diversity of thought, not rigid conformity. This homily may 

serve as the basis for an exposition on the dangers of narrow-minded 

fundamentalism, which proclaims that there is only one truth, and only 

one way to get there. 

Homily eleven relates the significance of the bull, the ram and the 

goats which Aaron is commanded to bring in Leviticus 16:3 and 16:5. 

These three types of animals are said to represent the merit of the 

three patriarchs, which is transmitted to future generations in the form 

of blessings and, on Yorn Kippur, atonement. In stressing the concept of 

.Y>lcvbJ71-::>j, the merit of the ancestors, the rabbis claim that the deeds 

of one generation affect the fate of those to come. This horn ily speaks 
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to the theme of the responsibilities of our generation to our descen...:.. 

dants: What kind of .world will they inherit? Will we give them 

blessings or burdens? 

Toward the end of homily twelve, Rabbi Abbahu reads Leviticus 16:17 

("There shall be no man in the tent of meeting when he enters to make 

atonement in the holy place ... 11
)
8 9 and asks, "Is the High Priest not 

a man?" If he enters the holy place, why does the verse say that no man 

shall be there? The answer comes from the statement of Rabbi Pinhas, 
' . 

who says that when the Holy Spirit rests upon the High Priest, his 

spirit is lifted to such a level that he can be regarded a.s an angel. 

In illustrating the potential change we can experience when engaged in 

worship, this homily communicates the possibilities of the spirit. What 

role should one's spirit play in prayer? Is it of greater or lesser 

importance than the mind? 
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Leviticus 17~3-5~ which serves as the basis for chapter twenty-two 

of Leviticus Rab bah, rftadS as follows: 

If any man of the house of Israel slaughters an ox or 
sheep or goat in the camp, or does so outside the camp, and 
does not bring it to the entrance of the tent of meeting to 
present it as an offering to the Lord, before the Lord's 
Tabernacle, bloodguilt shall be imputed to that man: he has 
shed blood; that man shall be cut off from among his :oeople. 
This is in order that the Israelites may bring the sacrifices 
which they have been making in the open - that they may bring 
them before the Lord, to the priest, at the entrance of the 
tent of meeting, and offer them as sacrifices of well-being to 
the IJOrd. 

The first homily presented here teaches that there is a benefit to 

everything in creation. Taking this idea one step further, the second 

homily says that God ma,y use any part of this creation in fu1filling a 

Divine wish and it is futile to try to interfere with God's plan. The 

third homily explains the above verses as God's proposed compromise 

between His desires and the people's needs. It examines how God bends 

to r;i,ccommodate the Israelites' capacity to respond. The final horn ily 

notes that, al though this restriction is one of many placed upon us, we 

have also been given many freedoms. God's Law is presented as a careful 

balance of the forbidden and the permitted. 

At the beginning of homily one, Rabbi Judah sFiys tb8t everytblng in 

the world has a purpose, even seemingly trivial itAms like bast (a 

fibrous substance which comes from palm trees). Rabbi Elazar bar 

Avina's statement at the end of the homily implies that the purpose of 

learning is to teach. Therefore, the person who dies without 

transmitting his learning to others is guilty of the greatest of 

vanities. 
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From the needlessly-slaughtered animals of Leviticus 17: '3 to the 

hallowed realm of Torah stuay; this homily comes out age.inst waste. We 

live in an enormously wasteful society. Despite possessing only limited 

quBntities of food, natural resources and time, we fail to utnize them 

properly. Waste is irresponsible; it leaves less for others who will 

need what we carelessly squander. The term also applies to those more 

abstract resources whose value we often fail to recognize becau_9e of our 

obsession with other concerns, like work or school. These could include 

the love of family and friends. This homily serves HS a reminder to 

make the most out of life and its ingredients. 

Homily four relates ten very unusual incidents intended to show how 

God may make use of anything in performing a Divine mj_ssion. What role 

has God designed us for and how well are we fulfilling it? These 

incidents also imply that (at least some) events a.re pre-determined. 

Does God actua.ll:v determine our fate or is everything in our own hands? 

Do we have free will? 

Homily five is an attempt to explain the ra.tionaJ.e underlying God's 

command of l1evi ticus 1 7:3-5. The rabbis say that the Israelites are 

accustomed to offering sacrifices on the high places, before the 

construction of the Ta.bernacle, and continue to do so even after it is 

erected and these sacrifices are prohibited. God punishes them for 

transgressing this prohibition, which leads the nations of the world to 

mock the Jewish nation, which worships a. God Who kills them. In 

Leviticus 17, God takes up a middle position, declaring that the 

Israelites may offer animal sacrifices, on the condition that they bring 
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the sacrifices to the tent of meeting~ 

God's initial command to Isra.el to amend its ways is not obeyed 

because the change demanded is so sudden and severe that the people are 

incapable of responding to it. God then tells them that they may 

continue their pracM.ce, as long as they bring the sacrifice to the 

priest. In so doing, God comes to the recognition that old habits die 

hard. The effort to jolt people from their accustomed ways is doomed to 

be an exercise in futility. The way to effect change is gradually. 

From one angle, thj_s homily encourages us to recognize compromise 

as a significant part of life. Seeing that Israel is not obeying the 

existing prohibition regarding sacrifices, God brings forth a more 

lenient proposal knowing that, while it is not exFictly whRt He wants, it 

is better than what He currently has. Compromise is an important enough 

quality that even God makes use of it. 

This homily may also be seen as an indictment of OlJr da.ily routine 

becoming a rut from which escape is impossible, even when commanded by 

God. Are our lives characterized by so much predictability that they 

hold no hope of change? How can we break out of such a rut? Do we 

really want to? 

The first part of horn iJ y ten refers to this same prohibition and 

states that God has given us a fine balance of things permitted and 

forbidden. The rabbis go on at length, pointing out how many forbidden 

things are permitted in a slightly different context. For example, 

while eating pork is prohibi tea, eating fish with a sim il2r taste is 

allowed. 
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Were we to be completely restricted by prohibitions~ life would be 

unbearable. However; if we had no restrictions; life would be an~rchic 

and we would be unable to appreciate those freedoms which we possess. 

Therefore, this homily shows the need for preserving a good balance in 

our lives. 
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Che.pter twenty..:. three concludes the rabbinic exp::>si tion of pare.shat 

Aha.ray Mot. Many of i,ts themes derive from r,eviticus 18:3 (''You shall 

not copy the practices of the land of Egypt where you dwelt, or of the 

land of Canaan to which I am taking you, nor shall you follow their 

laws"). This verse is und.erstood to refer to the distinctive place 

which God expects Israel to occupy in the world. Like Rebecca, Israel 

is to embody the morality and righteousness so lacking in its 

surroundings. As a "lily among the thorns," Israel's uniqueness is 

pleABing to God and insures the continuation of the world. 

The last three homilies examined in this chapter deal with the 

primary subject matter of Leviticus 18, i.e., sexual immorality. That 

God has and will continue to punish those who di.sregard these laws is 

made quite clear. The rabbis also teach that one may acquire guilt for 

transgressing these prohibitions without even engaging in physical 

contact. Our eyes alone are enough to implicate us in this area. 

Homily one cites Rebecca as an example of a person who obeys the 

warning of Leviticus 18:3. Focusing on Genesis 25:20 ("Isaac was forty 

years old when he took to wife RebAcca, Claughter of ~'tuel the Ara.mean 

of Paddan-aram, sister of Laban the Aramean"), Rabbi Isaac asks why the 

Torah seems to repeat itself unnecessarily by stating that both 

Rebecca's father and brother are Ara.means. Because the words "Aramean" 

( ')Ilk) and "deceiver" ( li).J?) are similar in sound and appearance, he 

answers that each man bears the appellation "Aramean" because each is a 

deceiver. That the righteous matriarch, Rebecca, emerges out of this 

environment makes her like "a lily among the thorns.1190 
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Rabbi Isaac recognizes the difficulty of expressing one's 

individuality because of peer pressure and other environmental factors. 

Nevertheless, he asserts that it is possible to go against the current 

successfully. Simply because one's viewpoint is not shared by the 

majority does not make it wrong. On the contrary, it is important to 

stand up for what one believes in regardless of the perceived level of 

support. 

Homily three extends the concept of individuality to IsrE1.el by 

portraying her as the one good apple which preserves the bunch (the 

world). The rabbis illustrate this idea by way of the analogy of a king 

who plants an orchard containing different crore. Some time later, he 

returns to check on it and finds it full of thorns and briars. As he is 

about to destroy the entire orchard, he notices a rose-colored flower 

whose pleasant fragrance moves him to spare the orchard. The rabbis see 

Israel as the flower whose fragrance (acceptance of the Torah) pacifies 

the Divine King and saves the world from destruction. Does the Jewish 

people still enjoy a special relationship with God? What is the basis 

of the term "chosen people" and what are its implications? Does this 

concept still hold meaning for us? 

In homily nine, Rabbi Hiyya interprets the phrase "I am the Lord," . 
which follows the Divine decree of Leviticus 18:3-4, to be a warning. 

It reminds the Israelites that, just as the Iord punished those people 

guilty of sexual immorality in the past, He will do so again if need be. 

God does not simply declare the law, He reminds Israel that He also 

enforces it. This homUy implies that proper behi::i.vior results only from 
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laws which are enforced and warns _us not to make 1fl:ws which we are not 

prepared to enforce. , This lessens respect for the law and m!'ly make 

people more likely to transgress other, more serious laws. This theme 

may be related to any of a variety of virtually unenforced laws, such as 

possession of marijuana. 

Homily twelve is concerned with the person who lusts in his heart. 

Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish says that_ the term "adulterer" a1so applies to 

one who commits the crime with his eyes. In other words, thinking about 

the act is just as bad as doing it. This homi1y shou1d be compared with 

M'khil ta d'Rabbi Ishmae1,91 which presents a very different view 

regarding being culpable for our thoughts. 

In homily thirteen, Rabbi Measha says that j_f a person accidentally 

looks upon a naked part of another's body, but does not continue to gaze 

upon it, he is worthy of welcoming the Shekhlnah. The rabbis were so 

uncomfortable with nudity that they even prohibited looking upon a 

spouse's nakedness for reasons of modesty.92 This homily, by presenting 

a very strict standard, calls for an updated assessment of Jewish views 

on sex and sexuality. 
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Chapters twenty-four ana twenty-five of Leviticus Rabbeh are based 

on para.shat K'doshim,, which differs from the other parashiot in 

Leviticus in that its p' shat contains many worthwhile sermon topics. 

Chapter twenty-four bases itself on Leviticus 19:2 (11 ••• you sha.11 

be holy, for T, the Lord your God, am holy"). Two of its homilies 

understand the command to be p 1 e;; p in the sense of being separate or 

distinct. The Israelites a.re told that just a.s God is separate, so 

should they be separate; just as God is holy, so should they be holy. 

'Jlhe rabbis note that the principles of the Ten Commandments a.re 

expressed in this chapter (albeit in different words than Fixoaus 20) 

and refer to the significance of such a parasha following one which 

treats of sexual immorality. The last homily interprets the woras, "you 

shall be holy" as a prediction, rather than a command. It adds, how

ever, that while Israel should seek to resemble God's holiness, she 

should realize that she can never equal it. 

Toward its conclusion, homily two explores the meaning of holiness, 

explaining it in the sense of being separate. Goa. distinguishes certain 

people for holy purposes, such as Aaron and David. Israel is also meant 

to be separate, for in following the Holiness Code of Leviticus 1q, she 

establishes her identity as a holy people under God. Israel becomes 

holy by following the ways of the holy God. This idea is rei tera.ted at 

the end of homily four, where God tells Moses to say to Israel: "My 

children, just a.s I a.m separate, so you be separate; just as I am holy, 

so you be holy." 

The conclusions of these two homilies concern the idea. of Jews 

being separate and distinct. All too often in Jewish history, we have 
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been separated by others~ rather than doing so volunta.rily. We have 

been enclosed in ghe.ttos93 and treated as foreigners. From our 

appearance to our demeanor, Jews have be811 considered "different." The 

subject matter of these horn ilies is well suited to an exposition on 

anti-semitism, and mqy be linked with the High Holy Day liturgy, which 

refers to the sin of xenophobia.94 Have we been guilty of xenophobia or 

the victims of it? 

In homily five, Rabbi Levj_ points out that Leviticus 19, the 

Holiness Code, contains the essence of the Ten Commandments. However, 

are the Ten Commandments all that we need to be hoJy? Do we over

emphasize them at the expense of the rest of our tradition, or is the 

latter embodied in them? Is observing the Ten Commandments the goal of 

Judaism or the way to the goal? 

Homily six notes that the section on holiness follows that 

pertaining to sexual immorality. The rabbis employ the principle of 

s'mukhin to show that there is a close relationship between the two 

themes; removing one's self from the temptations of I1evi ticus 18 leads 

to the rewards of Leviticus 19. cy keeping far from the forbidden, we 

may become holy. 

Homily nine compares the potential of Joseph, in Pharaoh's court, 

with that of the Israelites hearing the words of God. Pharaoh tells 

Joseph that, while he will be powerful, he will not attain the power of 

Pharaoh. Joseph should seek to be as great as Pharaoh, in order to 

improve himself; however, he should bear in mind that he will never 
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realize this goal. In the sa.me way; God tells Israel that; while it 

will be holy; it wil~ never reach God's level of holiness: Israel 

should strive to be as holy as God, in order to improve itself; however, 

it should not delude itself into thinking that this effort will be 

successful. God and Pharaoh each serve as the ideal for their subjects' 

aspirations. They exhort Israel and Joseph, respectively, to dream the 

impossible dream. Is such a quixotic quest worthwhile? Should our 

goals be attainable or beyond our reach? In addition, how does one 

distinguish between a goal and a dream? 

The paranoia which sometimes accompanies leadership may also be 

seen in this homily. Why do people work so hard to get to the top and 

then worry about who is behind them? Can we deai with the fact that by 

doing our jobs, we may unwillingly represent a. threat to our bosses and 

leaders? In other words, can one be effective without being 

threatening? Should we concern ourselves with the idiosyncrasies of 

others or simply try to do our job as best we can? This horn ily deals 

with one aspect of the general subject of interpersonal dynamics, 

particularly as it applies to a work environment. 



96 

The homilies of chapter twenty..:..five are based on the first rart of 

Leviticus 1 9:23 ("When you enter the land and plant any tree for 
' 

food . . . "). The three homilies examined here understand this tree to 

be the Torah, stating that just as God be~A.n the world by planting, so 

the Israelites' initial act in the Land of Israel must be to plant seeds 

of Torah. Talmud Torah is a Hfelong process, to be engAged in by both 

young and old. This chapter concludes the homiletic treatment of 

parashat K'doshim. 

Ci ting Proverbs 3: 18 ("It is a tree of life to those "rho hold it 

fast, and all who cling to it find happiness"), 95 homily one declares 

that the tree referred to is none other than the '11orah. The rabbis view 

the Levitical verse as God's charge to the Israelites to plant the seeds 

of Torah in their new home. 

Using this metaphor, the Jewish concept of Torah can be probed. 

What is the root of Torah, its trunk, branches and leaves? What does 

this tree need to grow stronger and flourish in its present environment? 

This question leads into a sermon on Jewish religious education. Again, 

what is its root and which leaves can fall off from time to time without 

any harm being done? Should these variou,.s aspects of Juda.ism be taught 

in the religious school or in the home? How imp:irtant is one's family 

and home environment in strengthening Jewish identity? Of all the trees 

that may surround and shelter our homes, the tree of Torah should be 

given special attention. 

Unapparent in these sermonic themes is the fact that the rabbinic 

interpretation of "tree" as Torah is ma.de possible only by cutting 

I.;eviticus 19:23 off in the middle; the remainder of the verse reads, 
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" ... you shall regard its fruit as forbidden. Three yea.rs it shall 

be forbia den for you; not to be eaten:" Obvj_ously; this pa.rt of the 

verse is not in keeping, with the message the rabbis are trying to 

commmica.te. 

The second half of homi1y three quotes Genesis 2:8 ("The Lord God 

planted a. garden in Eden Pj_ (!/Y ... "). Translating the word not as 
, ~ 

"in the east," but as "from the beginning," Rabbi ,Judah bar Simon says 

that since God began the creation of the world by planting, it is only 

fitting that the Israelites also occupy themselves with planting upon 

entering the Land of Israel. The Israelites' first act in their new 

home, therefore, j_s to ensure that their heritage will continue into the 

future through Torah study. This homily shows the importance of looking 

ahead. To ensure the present, we must plan for the future. 

Homily five relates the story of a one-hundred year old man working 

his land in order to plant fig trees. Seeing the old man, the Emperor 

Hadrian says he would not have to plant now had he done so when he W8S 

yomg. The old man replies that he planted as a youth and will continue 

to plant into the future. Just as his ancestors provided for him, so 

will he provide for his descendants. 

Using the rabbinic understanding of "tree" as Torah, this homily 

presents many lessons, such as, one is never too old to learn. There is 

always more to learn and when one advances in years, there is also much 

to teach. Our elderly are a valuable, educ at ion al resource which we 

fail to make proper use of. They have so much to teach us and all we 

need to do j_s ask. There need not be a generation gap, for education 

can serve to link the generations, and the best place for tt to do so is 
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within the home. The teachings of bubbe and zaydp, to the kinder are 

likely to be more interesting and productive than those of a stranger . 
teaching the children in a formal setting. In addition, the feeling of 

worth it supplies the elder teachers with is vital for thei.r emotional 

well being. Perhaps our Jewish elderly cannot supplant the religious 

school system, but at the very least, they can complement it. 
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It is difficult to extract relevant; sermonic themes from chapter 

twenty-six's exposition. of p8.rashat Emor. Many of the homilies have no 

real connection with Leviticus 21 :1 ("The Lord said to Moses: Speak to 

the priests, the sons of Aaron, and say to them, none shall defile 

himself for any dead person among his kin"). Only one homily provides 

useful, sermonic material based on this parasha; it centers on the 

prohibition against a kohen coming in contact with the dead. A second 

homily deals at great length with the sins of Saul. However, since it 

is based on Leviticus 20:27 ("A man or womi:m who has a ghost or a 

familiar spirit ... ") it is more aptly placed in parashat K'doshim. 

Two homilies in chapter twenty six seek to explain the need for two 

appearances of the root 7 >J J; in IJevi ticus 21: 1; however, these homilies 

lack practicality in the modern context. This chapter is the first of 

seven which expo1md parashat Emor. 

Homily six states that the prohibition regarding contact with a 

corpse is eternal for the kohen. Even though the Temple has been 

destroyed, the sacrifices and the office of the High Priest aboHshed, 

the kohanim remain a group distinct from the rest of Israel, subject to 

a variety of regulations designed to safeguard their purity. 

Reform Judaism has done away with the traditional distinctions 

between kohen, levi and yisra.el, but the terms continue to hold meaning 

for many Jews. Is it proper, however, to elevate one group within the 

community solely on the bci..sis of heredity? What a.re the implications of 

according status by birth, rather than deeds? 

Taking this question one step further, do Jews really believe that 

all tTews are equal? Does our tradition regard women as the equals of 
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men? Do the ultra..:..orthodox Jews of Mea Sh'arim feel themselves to be no 

better than Reform Jew~? Do Reform ,Jews view the black-garbed Jews as 

brethren? How does the State of Israel relate to non~Orthodox Jews~ or 

Jews by choice who do not undergo an Orthodox conversion ceremony? What 

is our reaction to discrimination against Jews by Jews? This homily 

lends itself to an exploration of the phenomenon of Jewish anti..:.. 

semitism: 

Approi::tching this homily from a different angle; if we can no longer 

consider the concept of the Priesthood to be meadngful; the prohihition 

of Leviticus 21 : 1 is a law without a purpose: Wh.101.t other outdated laws; 

programs or attitudes burden us today? How can we Jmow what to preserve 

and what to relinquish from the past? 

At first glance, there seems to be no connection between the lagt 

verse of parashat K'doshim (Leviticus 20:27), which speaks of one who 

makes contact with the spirit world, and the first verse of parashat 

Emor (Leviticus 21 :1 ), which refers to the kohanim. In homily seven, 

however, the rabbis reason that the link between these two verses is 

King Saul, for in his lifetime he inquires of the spirits and orders the 

killing of (eighty five) kohanim. Nevertheless, this horn ily would be 

better placed in pa.rashat K'doshim, for it focuses more on Saul's 

connection with the spirit world than on his killing of the kohanim. As 

such, it serves as the basis for a sermonic exploration into the realm 

of sorcery. Biblical Judaism does not deny the powers of magic; it 

simply feels that there is a better way to achieve the same results. 

This homily, for example, quotes the rabbis as saying that Saul should 

have consulted the Urim and Tumim instead of the spirit world. 96 
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Lastly~ the appearance of the ghost of Samuel plus the cont8nt of 

Leviticus 20:27 serve to raise the topic of Jewish views regarding life 

after death. 
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The significance of the animals in Leviticus 22:27 ("When an ox or 

a sheep or a goat is born, it shall stay seven days with its mother, and 

from the eighth day on it shall be acceptable as an offering by fire to 

the Lord") is the focus of the homilies which follow, from chapter 

twenty-seven. The offering of animals, which are incapable of taking 

responsibility for their ections, is said to indicate our desire to be 

forgiven as though we, too, were blameless. The rabbis also suggest 

that the verse's reference to an "ox" is actually a euphemism for the 

word "calf," which is not mentioned for fear of recalling the incident 

of the golden calf. However, a. later homily contradicts this claim by 

using the terms "ox" and "calf" interchangeably. In fact, it states 

that the ox is placed first among the three animals so as to emphasize 

that it is free of guilt. The offering of oxen, sheep and goats is said 

to be pleasing to God, Who sides with the pursued. These animals are 

also easily secured, thus demonstrating God's desire to make our worship 

as e2sy as possible. Two homilies which are not included in this study 

are virtual reproductions of earlier homilies.97 

Homily one expounds Psalms 36:7 at great length. Only when it 

approaches its conclusion does it relate to Leviticus 22:27. ~here, it 

says that al though we are human, and commit errors knowingly, we ask God 

to forgive us as if we were animals, who act without knowledge and 

cannot be held. responsible for their deeds. 

However, we are not animals in the rabbis' understanding of the 

word. Therefore, we must ask if it is justifiable to rely on others, be 

they animals or other people, to make amends for our actions. This 

hcmily addresses the importance of individual responsibility. 
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In addition; this part of the homily seems to say that we may use 

animals for our own good: However; is there a point at which our use . 
becomes abuse? For example, is hunting for sport just as legitimate as 

hunting for food? 

Homily three says that the horns of all animals are ritually proper 

for blowing except that of the cow, whose exclusion is based on the 

Biblical sin of building the golden calf. Even the mere mention of the 

word "calf" is said to recall the iniquity of Israel. Therefore, the 

rabbis say that al though the text reads "ox," it. actually signifies 

"calf." 

This homily reiterates an earlier point that the prosecutor cannot 

serve as defender.98 In addition, however, it :rays specfal attention to 

the stigma attached to the word "calf." An early usage of the word 

"stigma" was "a mark burned into the skin of a. criminal or slave. 1199 

Why does a stigma remain such a hard mark to remove? Are we who give 

people these reputations to blame for refusing to forgive them their 

past? Do we fear the implication that if a bad person can change, so 

can a good person? Can our labeling of people act as a barrier to their 

rehabilitation? 

Homily five contrasts those that pursue with those that are 

pursued, saying that God is on the side of the latter. After detailing 

many instances which support this view, the rabbis state that this is 

also the case with the sacrifices. God desires only those animals which 

do not engage in violence, such as the three referred to in Leviticus 

22: 27. God cannot be appeased by those committed to violence, for God 
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is a supporter of non-violence. 

Homily six, like that which precedes it, focuses on the three 

animals specified for a fire offering. Rabbi Judah bar Simon points out 

that, rather than sending the people far away in search of animals to 

sacrifice, Gor1 facilitates the process by se1ecting anima1s which are 

easy to find. The rabbis describe how easy God makes it to fulfill our 

religious obligations. However, many Jews feel it is beyond their 

capability to be "religious." Perhaps they suffer from a misconception 

of what it tal-<:es to be "religious." Is the word rea1ly synonymous with 

"orthodox?" Just how hard is it to be "a good Jew?" 

Homily three, which states that the word 7/€2. (ox) is utilized 

instead of f"~Ji (calf) because of the sin of the golden calf, is 

contradicted by the first part of homily eight, which makes no 

distinction between the two terms. Furthermore, the latter homily 

claims that the ox is placed first in order to compensate it for the 

damage done to its reputation by unjustified accusations, such as those 

in homily three. 

Homily eight raises the issue of cleansing one's image a£ter being 

falsely accused. Our society has come to equate accusation with guilt, 

regardless of what transpires in court. This homily presents an 

opportunity to speak out against judging people to be guilty, until 

proven innocent. 

However, we must also ask why this way of thinking has come to be 

so widespread. Is there something wrong with our legal system? Are 

courtrooms more concerned with technicalities than criminality? Why do 
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people today have so little faith in the courts that they feel the need 

to convict the accused in their own minds? 
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Chapter twenty-eight is based on the commM<'l.ment of thA sheaf found 

in Leviticus 23: 10-1 ;1 (" ••• when you enter the land which I am 

giving to you and reap its harvest, you shall bring the first sheaf of 

your harvest to the priest. He shall wave the sheaf before the JJord for 

acceptance in your behalf ... "). Throughout this chapter, the 

rabbis emphasize how little God. asks of us, considering all that Gad 

provides us with. The whole world belongs to God, and we would be wrong 

not to acknowledge our debt to God. The rabbis conclude by stressing, 

once again, the importance of the commBndment of the sheaf. 

Homily two points out how much God does for us in terms of 

safeguarding the food cycle. Among other things, God brings wind and 

clouds to cool the plants and rain to nourish them. In return for all 

this work, God asks only one sheaf. The end of horn ily three furthers 

this point, sa.ying that whereas God gave a sheaf to every person in the 

wilderness, 1 OO God now requires but one sheaf from the whole people. 

Furthermore, this sheaf need only be of barley, which is less expensive 

than wheat . 1 01 

Considering all that God does for us, He asrn so little in return. 

While God is willing to accept these meager wages, the rabbis imply that 

we are not giving Bll that God is due. Israel, in fact, is getting a 

great bargain. However, people tend to take thiUQ;s like wind and rain 

for granted until they are gone. This homily relates to appreciating 

the wonders of creation, which we see all the timA, but rarely perceive. 

The beautiful and the miraculous are all around us, if we but open our 

eyes to them. 
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Homily five asks how the priest waves the sheaf. Rabbi Simon says, 

in the name of Rabbi ,Joshua ben Levi, that it is waved forward and 

backward, upward and downward, in order to symbolize that the world, 

fran front to back and top to bottom, belongs to God. 

Judaism contains much ritual; however, we are often unaware of its 

meaning whether we perform it or not. This homily, by virtue of its 

description of an unusual-looking, religious ceremony, may serve as an 

impetus to an exposition on the general subject of ritual. If ritual 

arises as the effort of one generation to record its experiences, how 

can future generations relate to the ritual in the same way when they 

have not undergone the experience? In other words, how can we make 

ritual meaningful today? Whatever answer one provides should include 

the importance of knowing what the ritual is supposed to signify. This 

homily may, therefore, serve as a call to educate ourselves cJewishly. 

Whether or not we practice the ritual, Reform Judaism says we should 

know what it stPnds for. 

At the beginning of homily six, Rabbi Yohanan says not to let the 

commandment of the sheaf appear trivial in your sight. The fact that he 

says this indicates that the people probably were, indeed, lax in their 

observance of this commandment. As such, the rabbi's statement is 

indicative of the tendency of people to act only after perceiving a 

problem. We don't make rules until situations arise which warrant them; 

we don't go to the doctor until we feel sick; we don't properly 

appreciate people until they are gone. We live in a crisis-oriented 

society. The upshot of this interpretation of horn ily six is that we 

should be more concerned with the condition of things before they go 
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wrong. Preventative treatment should become the rule in law~ medicine 

and society in general., We need to learn the skill of thinking ahead. 
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The Biblical basis for Rosh Hashana is found in Leviticus 23:24 

(" ... in the seventh month, on the first day of the month, you shall 

observe complete rest, a sacred occasion commemorated with loud 

blasts"). The homilies of chapter twenty-nine explore the significance 

of this day in a variety of ways. The rabbis say that since God judges 

and pardons Adam on this day, this is the Day of Judgement for a.11 

humanity. The shofar is explained to be an instrument common to many 

nations. However, by accompanying its call with prayers and repentance, 

Israel makes its sounding of the shofar especially pleasing to God. 

Playing on the root ?o>e, the rabbis show how the shofar calls us to 

improve ourselves and to become worthy of God's forgiveness. Two other 

horn ilies in this chapter utilize plays on words in delivering their 

messages. The name of the seventh month, Tishra,y, is sa,id to indicate 

that this is the time in which God will dissolve our sins. That Tishray 

is the seventh month is reminiscent of the oath to which Abraham is 

faithful, even when it appears that God is not. The loyalty of Abraham 

is presented as just cause for God to forgive the descendants of Isaac 

on Rosh Hashana. 

Homily one quotes Rav as saying that while .Adam is created on Rosh 

Hashana, he also sins, is judged and forgiven on this day. God is 

pictured as saying that just as Adam, the first person, is judged and 

forgiven on the first of Tishray, so will all Adam's descendants stand 

in judgement and be forgiven on this day. 

However, what reason is there for God to judge people if it has 

already been stated that everyone will be forgiven? Perhaps God wishes 

to inspire a sense of humility and repentance within people, by making 



110 

them aware of their deeds~ without subjecting them to Divine wrath: As 

such, this homily sugg~sts that mercy is more important to God than is 

strict justice. Many midrashim may be incorporated in applying this 

theme to the creation of the world, the formation of people to populate 

it and God's judgement of those people. One homily which takes the 

latter approach is homily three, which says that on Rosh Hashana God 

intends to judge Israel strictly according to its deeds. However, upon 

hee,ring the sound of the shofar, God is filled with compassion and mercy 

towards Israel. 

In speaking of the sounding of the shofar, in homily four, Rabbi 

.Josiah says that Israel is not the only nation that knows how to blow a 

horn. Other nations, in fact, have many more horns than does Israel. 

However, by surrounding its shofar calls with prayers anr'.i rP.pentance, 

Israel puts the desired feeling into the sounding of the shofar and 

thereby elicits the lovingkindness of God. Nations with more horns can 

play louder than Israel, but none cBn play better. The volume of thP 

call is less important than the spirit which accompanies it. Quantity 

is less important than quality. This homily asserts that it is not so 

much what one does, but how one does it. 

In homily six, Rabbi Berekhiah states that the root of the word 

"shofar" ( 1Q)e), in the pi'el conjugation, means "to improve." 

Therefore, the shofar is a symbolic call to improve our deeds and 

ourselves. If we do so, God will resemble a shofar in judging our 

deeds. Just as the shofar takes in breath at one end and sends it free 

from the other, so God promises to take in our deeds and dismiss them. 
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Though we are brought up for judgement on Rosh Ha.shana, God will grant 

us freedom if we heed the call of the shofar to improve. 

The end of homny eight also utilizes a play on words in making its 

point. Rosh Hashana begins on the firRt day of the month of Tishray, 

which is said to derive from the root,.? 7 e', meaning "dissolve." Thus, 

the word "Tishray" means "You will dissolve," signifying that, in this 

month, God wi11 dissolve our sins by granting us atonement and 

forgiveness. 

Homily nine plays on the words 1 ~ 1 ii<a(seventh) and ?J~I fie (oath), 

saying that in the seventh month, God promises Abraham that his seed 

will be continued through Isa.ac.102 However, God then tel1R Abraham to 

sacrifice Isaac.103 The rabbis say that Abraham does not question what 

he knows to be contradictory, Di vine messages because of his faith in 

God. Abraham is portrayed as telling God to remember this act of 

devotion when judging the descendants of Isaac, so that they may be 

forgiven. This homily is another illustration of the importance of the 

concept of the merit of the ancestors.104 
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The subject matter of chapter thirty is the festival of Sukkot; as 

it is described in Levitfous 23:40 ("And you shall take on the first day 
' 

the fruit of goodly trees, branches of palm trees, ::i.nd boughs of leafy 

trees, and willows of the brook; and you shall rejoice before the Lord 

your God seven days").105 The homilies in this chapter base themselves 

either on the four species or on the verse's command to take them. With 

regard to the former, the lulav is described as representing God, the 

Jewish people and the human body. The chapter's final homily seems to 

question the validity of the traditional elements which make up the 

lula:v. 

Regarding the command to take, one homily says that this refers to 

taking the instruction of Torah, whose fruit is more precious than 

silver. Two other homilies explain the "how" and "why" of taking. The 

lulav is to be taken by legitimate means only; one obtained through 

robbery does not fulfill the commandment. In addHion, the rabbis state 

that the taking is not for God's sake, but for ours. God issuee 

commands only to reward us for observing them. 

WhereRs earlier homilies compare Torah to a tree, based on Proverbs 

3:18 ("It is a tree of life to those who hold it fast, and all who cling 

to it find happiness"), 106 homily one interprets Leviticus 23:40 as 

telling us to take of the wisdom of Torah so that we might enjoy 

success and freedom. The rabbis say that Torah study costs nothing, for 

whatever is paid out returns to the individual. The implication here 

is that the more one gives to Torah study, the more one receives from 

it. This is illustrated by the story of Rabbi Yohanan, who rj_ds hlmself 

of material possessions in order to acquire Torah (learning). He does 
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so based on the proposition that having Torah is preferable to having 

money. Satisfying one's spiritual needs is~ in the end~ more important 

than accumu.lating additional riches. The rabbis say that the sooner one 

realizes this, the closer one comes to achieving this goal. This 

homily, then, addresses the value of spiritual weal th in relF.ition to 

material riches. 

In homily six, Rabbi Hiyya and Rabbi Levi say that what one does is 

less important than how one does it. In other words, the command to 

take a lulav does not mean to acq_uire it by whatever means are 

necessary, such as theft. The lulav must be acquired through legitimate 

means, such as purchase. Transgressing one commandment in order to 

fulfill another only turns a mi tzvah into a sin. This homily states 

that the ends do not justify the means. 

In quoting verses which refer to each of the four species, homily 

nine shows how the purpose of each is to symbolize God.107 This homily, 

thus, opens the door to a review of the many Names of God, which 

demonstrate that there are various ways of knowing the One God. Seeing 

as Sukkot is sometimes linked. with Thanksgiving, which in turn has 

become an occasion for ecumenical services, this homily may be used to 

show that the different religions of the world a.re not completely 

distinct from one another. Rather, they are linked in that they 

experience different aspects of the One God. 

Equating taste with learning and fragrance with good deeds, homily 

twelve demonstrates how the four species are representative of the 



114 

Jewish r:eople~ Like the etrog~ some Jews have both taste (leB.rning) and 

fragtance (good deeds/ to their credit: Other .Jews resemble the p1=tlm 

branch in that they possess taste (learning), but lack fragrance (good 

deeds). A third category is like the myrtle, which lacks taste 

(learning), but has fragrance (good deeds), while the final group has 

neither taste (learning) nor fragrance (good deeds), just like the 

willow. 

The Jewish r:eople is like the lulav in that our different elements 

are bound up into one. Both tend to be judged as a who1e, rather than 

un their individual elements. As such, t.his bomilv bestBPl~ ea•2h ,J<?~·:' 2 ,,. 

responsibility to k'lal Yisrael. However, how far does this responsi-

bil i ty extend'? Should we al ways present a united front on politic al 

issues, particularly those relating to Israel? Is "united we stand, 

divided we fall" a fair assessment of our lot? This homily affords the 

opportunity to expound on the tension between one's freedoms as an 

individual and one's responsibilities as a Jew. 

Homily thirteen uses the command "to take" in Leviticus 23:40 as 

its basis for expounding on the signj fi cance of ritual. Alluding to 

other i terns which God commands to be tiJken (such as the red heifer and 

olive oil), this homily remarks that God needs none of these. The 

purpose of ritual is for our benefit, not God's. By enhancing our 

spiritual side, ritual can m8ke us more worthy of God's favor. However, 

we should understand the significance of the ritual before we experience 

it. If we move to familiarize ourselves with the tra.ditions which 

enriched the lives of our ancestors, we too may find them to be 

significant in our lives. 
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In homily fourteen, Rabbi Mani suggests that the lulav is the 

embodiment of Psalms 35:10 ("All my bones shall say, Lord, who is like 

You ... "). He illustrates this point by saying that the :palm branch 

of the lulav parallels the human spine, the myrtle resembles the eye, 

the willow represents the mouth and the etrog is shaped like the heart. 

These are the most important parts of the body and, in combining them 

into the lulav, we symbolically praise God with our entire being. 

Homily fifteen seems to be a thinly-veilea. protest against the 

generally accepted designations of the four species. Quoting Solomon's 

lack of understanding of four things in Proverbs 30: 18 (" ... four I 

do not understand"), 1 OS the anonymous author :portrays Solomon as questi

oning the judgement that Leviticus 23:40 refers to the etrog, palm, 

myrtle and willow. After all, says Solomon, all trees bear goodly 

fruit; who is to say that the etrog is specified? The plural form of 

the verse indicates that at least two branches of the palm tree are to 

be used, yet the lulav contains only one. Boughs of thick trees may 

also refer to olive trees, and all trees grow in water, not onJ y the 

willow! If all this is so, Solomon asks, who is res:ponsible for telling 

us that the four species referred to are, in fact, these four? 

Solomon's answer of "the sages" is given without much enthusiasm, 

citing only one brief proof text as textual support. The anonymous 

author seems to be questioning the decision, if not the authority of the 

sages. Is there a similar need to question the decisions of our 

leaders? How can leaders be expected to be responsive if they are 

sheltered from feAdback? Is it, in fact, our duty to question and 

criticize what we feel to be wrong? What a.re the consequences of 
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leadership which feels no need to be res:ponsi ve to those it leads? 

These questions also.present an excellent opportunity to show how 

many of the great figures of the Bible, such as Abraham, Jacob, Moses, 

Jeremiah and Job, questioned God's intentions and, in some cases, 

changed God's mind.109 If God's decisions can be questioned, can the 

same not be said of human authority figures? Judaism is a thinking 

religion, which implies that we do not accept things blindly. We are 

both free and encouraged to question things, so that our faith may 

ultimately be stronger. Beliefs affirmed after questioning a.re much 

stronger than those which come with.out having gone through the process 

of doubting and questioning. 
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The following homilies~ from chapter thirty-one; flow from 

Leviticus 24:2 ("Comman.d the Israelite people to bring you clear oil of 

beaten olives for lighting, to maintain lights regularly"). Two 

homilies approach this verse in identical fashion, saying that God does 

not need these lights; the command is issued solely to make the people 

worthy of God's favor. This chapter's final homily explains the 

significance of the shape of the Temple windows, which derives from the 

unique nature of the light within the Temple. 

Homilies one and eight are very similar in their expositions of 

Leviticus 24:2. Both recognize that, as the Giver of light, God is not 

issuing this command to fill a personal need. Why, then, noes God 

command Israel to bring this oil for lights? 

Both homilies state that, while not in need of these lights, God 

wishes to give us an additional opportunity to merit Divine favor. 

Playing on Leviticus 24:2's usage of the word /,j (clear), the rabbis in 

homily eight, say that the clear, olive oil brings us the merit (J11-.:>,j) 

to deserve God's favor. Therefore, this commandment is actually a 

charitable act on the part of God. It is like buying candy from the 

kids in one's neighborhood, even though the shelves a.re overflowing with 

candy. These two homilies demonstrate how charity is not limited to 

giving money. We can give of our time and emotion, doing vo1unteer 

work, being a Big Brother/Sister, foster parent, etc. Hebrew has one 

word for both charity and righteousness: "i>'j''f3. fy engaging in charit

able acts, we become more rj_ghteous people, demonstrating those 

qualities which prove that we are, indeed, created in the image of God. 
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The first section of homily seven illustra:tes how the windows of 

the Temple serve a different purpose than those of a king's palace. The 

latter are narrow on the outside and wide on the inside, so as to draw 

light into the palace. However, the Temple windows are wide on the 

outside and narrow on the inside, in order to send the Temple's light 

out to the world. The rabbis conceive of the Temple's light as being of 

more importance than that of the sun, and the function of the Temple 

service is to project that light outward. 

Before the Jewish people can be "a light to the nations,11110 we 

must answer two questions: what is the nature of this light today and 

how do we ensure that our modern temples fulfill their historic role of 

projecting this light? How can and will Judaism be able to improve the 

world? This theme may also be applied on an individual basis: how 

successful are we in carrying the lessons of our religion outside of the 

walls of our temples? 

In addition, the idea of sending forth the Temple light to 

illuminate the world brings to mind the Reform movement's, recently

adopted outreach progrRm. Should Reform Judaism seek to show the 

unchurched of society what it has to offer? This homily is relevant to 

this and other qnestions relating to the subject of conversion. 
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The following three homilies; taken from chapter thirty-two, focus 

on both Leviticus 24:10. ("There came out among the Israelites one whose 

mother was Israelite and whose father was Egyptian. And a fight broke 

out in the camp between the son of the Israelite woman and a certain 

Israelite") and Leviticus 24:11 ("The son of the Israelite woman 

pronounced the Name in blasphemy, and he was brought to Moses - now his 

mother's name was Sh'lomit, daughter of Dibri, of the tribe of Dan"). 

In looking at this incident, the rabbis decry the use of God's holy 

Name in the context of a curse, and show how the blasphemer's ancestry 

derives from his father, rather than his mother. They also focus on the 

mother's sexual immorality in the context of their discourse on familial 

responsibility. This chapter concludes the rabbinic exposition of 

para.shat Emor. 

The implication of homily two's understanding of Leviticus 24:11 is 

found in Ecclesiastes 10:20 ("Even in your thought, do not curse the 

k . ") ing . . . . God, the Divine King, has ma.de us to resemble the 

animals with respect to bodily structure, but has given thought, 

intelligence and speech to us alone. These set us apart from the other 

animals and enable us to rule over them. And yet, we use God's Name to 

curse, rather than to praise. In so doing, we violate the third of the 

Ten Commandments, which says: "You shall not take the Name of the Lord 

your God in vain • 11111 This homily shows us an ancient example 

of a problem still current in society, and urges us to show the proper 

respect to God by not using the Di vine Name improperly. 

In the ancient world, a name was more than an appellation. It 

represented the character of that individual. 'flhis concept also a:ppJJ.ed 
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to the Name of God; which was saill to carry tremendous power with it. 

Consequently, its usage was restricted to holy purposes. To take 

something so holy and utilize it in a curse was seen as unforgiveable. 

This homily lends itself to a variety of expositions rele.ting to 

the significance of names. In addition, by raising the issue of mixing 

holy and profane, it encourages us to draw boundaries within the large, 

gray aree that lies between these two extremes. How much of the modern 

world should enter the sanctuary and to what extent may religion 

influence our society? Must we choose between isolating religion in the 

sanctuary or facing groups which seek to introduce (their) religion into 

every aspect of our country's life? This homily encourages us to 

explore this tension between "freedom of religion" and "separation of 

Church and State.'' 

The last section of horn ily three says that the man of Leviticus 

24: 1 0 wants to pitch his tent among the tribe of Dan, since his mother 

is a member of that tribe. The Danites, however, turn down his request 

on the basis of Numbers 2:2 ("The people of Israel shall encamp .•. 

with the ensigns of their fathers' houses ... ") .112 The rabbis say 

that after appealing to Moses, who confirms the decision of the Danites, 

the man goes out and blasphemes God, as is stated in Leviticus 24: 11. 

It is noteworthy that both Moses and the Torah agree that this man's 

ancestry derives from his father, not his Jewish mother. This opinion 

runs counter to t:he tradi tiona1 position that the child of a Jewish 

mother is considered Jewish. As such, it is of great importance in 

supporting the Reform movement's stand that a child with one Jewish 

parent may be considered Jewish. 
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This hom i1y also alludes to the psychological tre.umas which may 

confront children of mixed marriages, unless they are given a clear..:.. 

cut, religious identity. :Because these children face a greater risk of 

(religious) identity crises than children born of two Jewish pa.rents, 

mixed couples have an obligation to discuss and agree upon the religious 

status of their children. The conversion of the non-Jewish spouse is an 

attractive option, in that it presents the chHd with a united family, 

as far as religion is concerned. However, at the very least, it is 

vital to agree upon the religion in which the child will be raised 

before the child is conceived. Parents who :postpone the decision unti1 

one must be made add unnecessary pressure to both their decision and 

their marriage. 

Letting the child choose when he is old enough is also troublesome, 

for a variety of reasons which may be described within a sermon. The 

status of children, within a mixed marriage, need not cause difficulties 

if prospective parents deal with it early. 

The end of homi1y five comments on both sexual immorality and 

familial responsibility. In the first case, the rabbis praise the 

morality of the women of Israel, identifying the one exception as 

Sh'lomit, daughter of Dibri, of the tribe of Dan. :Sy engaging in an 

immoral act, she is said to disgrace herself, her famjly and the tribe. 

The rabbis see having a child out of wedlock a.s a serious sin. Does our 

concept of morality agree with that of the rabbis or does it tend to 

change with the times? What are the pros and cons of a flexible 

morality, as opposed to a clear-cut, moral. code? 
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While the rabbis perceive the woman to be the sinner in this 

episode~ it is the son.who is condemned to death in the Biblical text~ 

His name; however; is not mentjoned; whereas those of his mother; 

grandparent and tribe are given~ This may be said to demonstrate the 

responsibility of a family for the actions of its young. 

This homily does not imply, however, that all bad kids are the 

products of bad families. Rather, it indicates that the family can have 

a tremendous influence on children. Consequently, raising children 

should not be left to chance or intuition. There are many books and 

courses designed to help couples to learn parenting skills. Not to 

avail one's self of their benefits is to shun responsibility for one's 

children. To give children the best lives possible, we must become the 

best possible parents. 
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Chapter thirty..:..three is very short and contains a. minimum of 

relevant, sermonic ma,teria.l. The two homilies which may be useful 

expound Leviticus 25:14 ("When you sell property to your neighbor, or 

buy any from your neighbor, you shall not wrong one another."). The 

first homily understands the word ljlfl (you shall ... wrong) in the 

sense of speaking damaging words to another person. As a result, the 

rabbis are able to show how the tongue is capable of both good and evil. 

The second homily presented here resorts to unwarranted hyperbole in 

discussing the surface meaning (p'sha.t) of the verse. This cha.pter 

opens the rabbinic exposition of para.shat B'ha.r. 

In reaning Leviticus 25:14, homily one asks what the Torah means by 

saying "you shall not wrong one another." The rabbis interpret this to 

mean speakj_ng badly of others. They note that the tongue has the 

potential for both good and evil, and illustrate this point through the 

story of Rabban Gamliel, who sends his servant out to buy good food and 

then asks him to purchase bad food. The servant brings back tongue on 

both occasions, and when Rabba.n Gamliel asks for an explanation, the 

servant replies: "Both good and bad come from it. When it is good, 

there is nothing better, but when it is bad, there is nothing worse." 

This homily, then, is well suited to an exposition on the need to be 

aware of the effect our words have on others. In p:trticular, it may be 

utilized to expound on the subject of slander. 

In horn ily three, the rabbis interpret the word /j I.Tl (you 

shall .•. wrong) to refer to engaging in fraud. In their effort to 

stress the magnitude of this crime, they say that it is worse than idol 
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worship; incest and the sheddin~ of blood. It is; in fact; sa.id to be 

the most serious of sins~ 

While not seeking to.minimize the offense, it does seem incredible 

that the rabbis are capable of hyperbolizing to such an extent. 

Al though they ma,y have felt the need to do so in order to make an impg,ct 

on the populace, we may question whether or not this strategem is a ~ood 

one. To what degree are we influenced by the exRggera.ted claims of 

advertisers and politicians? Why is the truth not enough for people in 

our society? Could not the rabbis have made their point about fraud 

without, in a sense, being guilty of the same crime? 
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While Leviticus 25: 25 ("If your brother becomes poor; and sells 

part of his property, ~hen his next of kin shall come and redeem what 

his brother has sold") 11 3 presents one means of helping the poor, the 

homilies of chapter thirty-four suggest a great m:my more. In so doing, 

they stress the importance of maintaining the dignity of the poor 

person. The rabbis condemn people who refuse the poor, saying tha.t 

every little bit of charHy helps both giver and receiver, provided it 

is given in the proper spirit. Since giving to the poor earns one merit 

in the eyes of God, giving to them is com pared to lending unto God. 

Helping others, whether or not they are in need, is said to be always 

rewarded, whereas refusing them is simHarly punished. This is the case 

whether one is poor in terms of weal th or Torah knowledge. Chapter 

thirty-four concludes the re.bbinic treatment of parasha:t B'har. 

In detailing ways of helping the poor, Yissa, at the beginning of 

horn ily one, speaks of giving them money. However, towards the end of 

this homily, Rabbi Jonah is shown to tell those aBhamed to take charity 

that he is simply loaning them money, which may be repaid when they are 

able. By so doing, the rabbi gives charity without affecting the pride 

of the recipient. 

In addition, this homily praises the person who helps to bury a met 

mitzvah, an individual with.no one to take care of his burial arrange-

ments. While this action and that of Rabbi Jonah are charitable, they 

are notable in that they are characterized by a concern for maintaining 

the dignity of the poor. To take a person's dignity away while giving 

him money is most uncharitable. It should also be held in mind that the 

recipient of one's charity may not feel "poor," and may have quite a 
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strong sense of personal dignity. Reference might be made to the 

millions of Jews who, emigrated to America in the early twentieth 

century, whose sense of self worth helped them to work their way up in 

society. The importance of a person's dignity, regardless of social 

status, becomes sermonic material as a result of this homily, which 

emphasizes the proper ways of assisting the poor. 

Homily two speaks of both the symbolic na.ture of giving to the 

poor, as well as its reward. Proverbs 1CJ:17 ("He who is kind to the 

poor lends to the Lord ... ") 114 is quoted in order to show that one 

who gives help to the poor is sure to be rewarded by God. 

The second part of this homily shows that every little bit of 

charity helps. The example is presented of a poor man who has nine 

p'rutot to his name when a loaf of bread costs ten. Someone comes along 

and gives the man one p'ruta. Though in and of itself this is a pal try 

sum, it is enough to enable the poor man to eat and feel refreshed. The 

small donation can make the difference between life and death. As long 

as it is given freely and to the extent possible, the giving of charity 

is pleasing in the sight of God. As the rabbis have stressed throughout 

the pages of Leviticus Rabbah, quality is of greater importance than 

quantity. 11 5 

This homily may be aimed at those people who shy away from giving 

because they fear that their donation will be insignificant in relation 

to those of the weal thy. Theirs, however, may be that one p'ruta.h 

required to feed that hungry child, plant that additional tree or buy 

that needed land. No amount of money is insignificant if it is given in 

the spirit of righteousness. 
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Homily four also teaches to give wha.t one can to the poor; however; 

it expands on the definition of who is poor; relating the term to one . 
who is weak in the knowledge of Torah. Therefore, the rabbis understand 

the text of Leviticus to refer to the obligation of teaching the less 

knowledgeable person, when one is asked to do so. A rich person, by 

this definition one who is well versed in Torah, who shuns a prospective 

student is to be reminded of Proverbs 22:2 ("The rich and the poor meet 

together; the Lord is the maker of them all").116 This verse shows that 

just as God may bless people with wi8dom, God mAy also take it away if 

it is not handled properly. 

The rabbis apply this same principle to the giving of charity 

money. Those who do so are worth:y of rewarcr;wn1le those who -refuse -are 

to be reminded that they, too, may be poor one day and in need of the 

same assistance which they now refuse to give to others. These two 

sections teach that rather than refusing the ignorant or the poor, we 

should try to imagine what it is like to be in their shoes. 

The requirement for everyone to give charity may be inferred from 

homily six. Its second section lists seven different levels of poverty, 

ranging from ani to makh. The purpose of all these terms is to show 

that no matter how financially troubled a person may be, there is always 

someone in greater need. For this reason, the poor are required to give 

charity, just like everyone else. 

Homily eight uses a series of inferences from minor to major (kal 

vahomer) in showing the aspects of reward and punishment associated with 

the giving of charity. The first pg,rt of the homily refers to Abraham, 
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who is greatly rewarded for showing kindness to the angels~ even though 

they actually do not ,need it.1 17 The rabbis reason that if one is 

rewarded for helping those who do not need it, how much more will one be 

rewarded for helping those who do need it. 

By the same token, the Ammonites aml MoabHes are said to have been 

punished for not showing kindness to the children of Israel. 118 Even 

though the Israelites were not actually in need of food and drink, it 

is said to be common courtesy to offer them to travelers. The rabbis 

say that because these peoples are punished for not giving to those who 

are not in need, how much the more so will people be punished for not 

showing kindness to those who are in need. 

The rabbis are of the opinion that, by making the giver of charity 

eligible for earning merit in the eyes of God, the receiver of kindness 

(charity) does more for the giver than vice-versa. As a result, this 

homily says we should approach the giving of charity, and all good 

deeds, with a cheerful heart. Like horn ily two, this horn ily shows the 

importance of having the proper spirit when giving. It is important 

that the attitude of the giver does not affect the dignity of the 

receiver. Once again, while the actual aDt of giving is important, that 

which is given is less important than the way in which it is given. 
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The doctrine of reward and punishment; which runs throughout 

Leviticus 26, is the ~ocus of chapter thirty-five of Leviticus Rabbah. 

These homilies expound Leviticus 26:3-4 ("If you follow My laws and 

faithfully observe My commandments, I will grant you rains in their 

season, so that the earth shall yield its produce and the trees of the 

field their fruit"). Emphasis is laid on being aware of the consequen

ces of our actions ahead of time, so that we may choose the :i:ath leading 

to reward, rather than punishment. God's promise to grant rain leads to 

a glorification of those gifts which Goa. has bestowed upon the world 

without any preconditions. This chapter begins the rabbinic exposition 

of the final parasha of the book of Leviticus: E'hukofai. 

Homily one presents a number of interesting, homiletic 

possibilities. In its opening lines, King David is presented as saying 

that while he used to make plans to go to one place or another, he 

al ways ended up at the house of study. This may be said to indicate 

that before one embarks on the way, it is necessary to know how to get 

there. Similarly, one has to know what to do when contemplating an act. 

David's statement emphasizes the need for preparation. This general 

theme may appear in a variety of more specific contexts, such as the 

importance of kavana within the framework of a worship service. 

David's wora.s may also be interpreted as saying that in order to 

walk in God's ways, one must first know them. This perspective 

emphasizes the value of a particular type of pre:p::i.ration: study. As a 

result, this homily can be utilized to sermonize on a variety of themes 

relating to the importance of knowledge and education. 
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Basing themselves on the content of Leviticus 26 a.s a whole; the 

rabbis say that when one considers all the rewards for following God's 

statutes, as opposed to the many curses for disobeying them, it is clear 

that one should adopt the first course of action. It is a.lso stated 

that the blessings for following God's statutes are so extensive as to 

encompass the entire alphabet, seeing as they begin (in verse three) 

with the letter aleph ( '.A7na ;0/c) and conclude (in verse thirteen) with 

the letter tav ( ./J / '.N )11 ;i p;::;flk- (I/J:.1). In contrast, the sect ion 

containing the curses (verses 14-46) begins with the letter vav 

( I oJVe.J? JJ ,o/cJ) and ends with the letter hay (µe.N <i'<V). Since vav 

and hay fall next to ea.ch other in the Hebrew alphabet, the extent of 

the curses is as though there were only two. Whereas the actual text 

announces many more curses than blessings, the rabbis' homiletic treat-

ment of the text leaves one with the conclusion that God is much more 

eager to reward than to punish. 

This theme of reward and punishment is also evident in homily six's 

approach to the text. The rabhis teach that, as in Leviticus 26, both 

the reward and punishment for one's actions are known ahead of time. 

They say that the sword and the Torah were given from heaven, wrapped 

together. If the people keep that which is in the Torah (a paraphrase 

of Leviticus 26:3), they will not suffer from the sword. However, if 

they do not observe God's teaching, the sword will be their ultimate 

fate. 

This homily's basic outlook is that there is an explanation for 

that which happens to us. A person who suffers must have done something 

to deserve it. This notion of retribution undergoes its most serious 

challenge in seeking to understand the Holocaust. Were all those who 
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died deserving of such a fate? Surely not, so why did God not 

intervene? Must we conclude that there is no Divine input in life, that 

events occur beca:use of circumstances completely divorced from the realm 

of the Divine? If no, what alternative explanations are available to 

us? If yes, what then is God's role or purpose in our lives? Seeing as 

this pa.rasha is read shortly before Yorn Ha.shoah, this homily may serve 

as the catalyst for dealing with these difficult questions. 

Basing itself upon Leviticus 26:4, homily eight is concerned with 

that which God gives us. The benefits detailed between verses four and 

thirteen are rewards which God promises Israel j f it fulfills the 

condHions set in verse three. These rewards, however, differ from the 

outright gifts which God is said to have given to the world. These 

include the Torah, the sun, moon and rains, peace, salvation, the Land 

of Israel, mercy and a way through the seas. This homily addresses 

itself to the different kinds of giving. What is the value of gifts? 

When is a gift not a gift? What are some of our most valuable gifts and 

do we apprec i.ate them properly? How do these gifts compare with the 

kinds of gifts which we give to one another? 
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The two homilies examined here, from chapter thirty-six, base 

themselves on Levitic~ 26:42 ("Then will I remember My covenant with 

Jacob; I will remember also MY covenant with Isaac, and also MY covenant 

with Abraham ... "). The chronological (and usual) order of the 

Patriarchs is reversed in this verse. This is understood as a means of 

displaying the equality of the three men, for he who is generally first 

is mentioned last and vice versa. The concept ofp;~,l .J11 :Jj (merit of 

the ancestors) is also discussed in terms of the length of time Israel 

can exµ;ct to enjoy the benefits of its ancestors' righteousness. 

Homily one is concerned with the eternal problem of who gets top 

billing. This problem is first explored in seeking to answer which was 

created first: the heavens or the earth? Whereas i?,J:,1 p')Je (heavens 

and earth) is the normal sequence of these words within the Bible, 

Genesis 2:4 reverses them. Moses is generally mentioned before Aaron; 

however, Exodus 6:27 speaks first of Aaron. These and several other 

examples are referred to, since Leviticus 26:42 reverses the usual order 

of the Patriarchs. The rabbis conclude that in each of these cases, the 

purpose of the exception to the norm is to indicate equality. Because 

Abraham's name is generally listed in front of those of Isaac and Jacob, 

he is placed last here in order to show that he is no better and no 

worse than the others. 

The status which society has traditionally placed on being first is 

evidenced in the rabbis' effort to disassociate "first" from "best." 

Nevertheless, there have al ways been many advantages to being first, 

such as the double portion of the father's inheritance which was 

reserved for the firstborn son.11 9 This homily sets up a sermon on the 
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value of being first; both as it applies to that individual and to those 

who come afterwards. When is being first a good idea and when is it not 

so? 

Many earlier homilies in Leviticus Rabbah have dealt with the 

l. ( ) 120 concept of ;11;:1~.J1l::J_j the merit of the ancestors. Homily six a..sks 

how long this merit endures. A number of rabbis propose answers 

indicating that it has already run out. However, the answer of Rabbi 

Yudan bar Hanan, who quotes Rabbi Berekhiah, is the best for homiletic 

purposes. He says that if we are concerned that the merit of the 

Patriarchs and the Matriarchs may no longer be serving us well, we 

should go out and acquire more merit through the performance of good 

deeds. We cannot al ways view ourselves in the context of the past. 

Rabbi Yudan is saying that we must make our own future. 

His statement is followed by that of Rabbi A~a, who says that the 

merit of the ancestors will last forever. Reading his comment in the 

light of Rabbi Yudan' s yields a satisfying synthesis: what our 

ancestors did will always serve as an j_nspiration for us; however, every 

generation determines its own fate. The pg.st should be remembered, but 

the present must be lived. 
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The homilies found in chapter thirty~seven are based on Leviticus 

27:2-3 (" ... when a man explicitly vows to the Lord the equivA.l.ent 

for a human being, the following scale shall apply .•. "). Al though 

the rabbis stress the importance of fulfilling one's words, they dis

courage the making of vows because, at a later time, one m~w be either 

unwilling or unable to fulfill that vow. The Exodus account of Moses 

seeing the burdens of the Israelites is shown to serve as the basis for 

the different valuations ascribed to various categories of individuals 

in Leviticus 27:3-7, based upon age and gender. This chapter concludes 

the rabbinic exposition of parashat B'hukotai and is the final chapter 

in Leviticus Rabbah. 

While homily one presents a variety of opinions and weak 

illustrations, it does make two points quite clearly: 1) do not make 

vows, and 2) if you make a vow, be sure to fulfill it. What are the 

dangers involved in making vows which inspire the rabbis' point of view? 

Are we bound by what we speak when in an emotional state? What can we 

do when, after promising to do something, we have second thoughts? This 

homily lends itself to a survey of the nature of vows, promises and the 

people who make them. 

The end of homily two says that when Moses observes the burdens 

placed upon the children of Israel, 121 he sees women loaded down with 

the burdens of men, children doing the work of adults and the elderly 

doing that of the young. Moses is said to have corrected this 

situation, proportioning workloads to the people according to each's 

ability. Because Moses recognizes that people have differing abilities 
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as workers; the rabbis say that he shows himself qualified to reiterate 

this idea in Leviticus 27:3-7. This pericope "deals with a simple vow 

to contribute a sum equivalent to the valuation - not the value! -- of 

a person who may be the donor; or someone else~ 11122 The scale of a 

person's worth on the labor market is the basis for these valuations 

described in Leviticus 27 and presented here: 

Age Gender Valuatfon 

1 month - 5 years Male 5 shekels 
1 month .:... 5 years Female 3 shekels 

5 - 20 years Male ?0 shekels 
5 .:... 20 years Female 10 shekels 

20 - 60 years Male SO shekels 
20 - 60 years Female 30 shekels 

60+ years Male 1 S shekels 
60+ years Female 10 shekels 

It is difficult to argue with the labor value a.scribed to each 

individual on the basis of age. However, in every age category, the 

worth of the male is higher than that of the female. This scale implies 

that, at any age, a woman cannot do the same work as a man. As such, it 

is a natural opening to a sermon on discrimination against women, both 

in general and in the work force specifically. This homily shows how 

far back the concept of the inequality of the sexes goes and, conse-

quently, it may inspire a. variety of modern-day rebuttals to this way of 

thinking. 
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THEMATIC INDEX 

Accomodation 44~45 
Accusation 104 
Action 8~9; 1~21; 2q; 3Q..:.4.0; 46; 66; 113; 129~130 
· inaction as 33~34 

Adultery 92 
Afterlife 72~73; 100~101 
Alcohol 50-52, 54-56 
Ancestors 52-53, 72, 133 

merit of 84, 111, 133 
Anger 57-58 
Animals (use of) 102-103 
Anti-semi tism 15-16, 54, 93-94 

by Jews 99-100 
Appetite 24 
Arrogance 82 
Atonement 102, 109-111 

through same means as sin 46, 68, 84, 104 
Authority 115-116 

Balance 88 
Beauty 75-76 
Body (see also Physical fitness) 60-61 , 115 

vs. soul 72-73 
Books 49 

Capital punishment 41 
Change (see also Social Action) 

bringing it about 20-21, ITT-88 
Chari ty 11 7, 1 25-128 
Children 81, 121-122 
Chosen People (see also God and Israel) 11-12, 14, 91 
Circumcision 83 
Clothing 48--49 
Compromise 87-8£3 
Conscience 34 
Conversion 118 
Converts 17-18 
Courage 44-46 
Covenant 34, 111 
Crime Prevention 33-34 
Crisis-oriented society 107-108 
Criticism 66 
Curses 119-120 

changing to blessings 70 
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Death (coping with) 52~54 
Deceased (speaking well of) 52-53 
Defense organizations · 54 
Dignity 125-128 . 
Discipline 69 

self-discipline 58-59 
Dreams 94-95 
Drunk Driving 50-52 

Effort (see also Quality vs. Quantity) 22 
Elderly 30-31, 49, 97-98 
Emotional self 28, 58, 64, 73-74 
Equality 29-30, 99-100, 132, 134-135 
Evil 

actions 78, 79 
people 64-65 
question of 77-78, 79 

&Bf.',geration 123-124 

Fantasy 67 
First, Being 1 )2-1 '=33 
Flattery 39-40 
Forgiveness (see also Atonement) 102 
Fraud 1 23-1 24 
Free will 87 
Fundamentalism R3-PA 
Future generations 73, 84-85, 86-87 

planning for 97, 107 

Genealogy 72 
Gifts 131 
Give and take 37, 40 
Giving 131 
Goals (accomplishing) 44-45, 72, 94-95 
God 

and evil 79 
and the Holocaust 129-130 
and individual relationshirs 52-53, 60 
and Israel 15, 91, 104 
and souls 72-73 
and temples 70-71 
as Enforcer of law 91-92, 130 
as Father 14-15, 46 
as Mourner 78 
as Shofar 110-111 
as Soul 28 
covenant of 34 
facilitates worship 104, 106 
flexible 38, 87-88 
mercy and justice of 109-110 
Name of 113, 119-120 
power of 87 
Word of 11-12 

Good deeds 42, 133 



Harm to self 73~74 
Holiness 93; 94~95 
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Home; importance of 26; .35~36; 96; 121~122 
Homosexuality 61~62 
Honesty 1 6; 00~1 
Humanity (qualities of) 43 
Humility 8-9; 109~110 
Hunting 102~103 

"I don't know" 67 
Improvement 11 o~ 111 
Individuality 9'.)~91 
Influence 39~40; 75~76; 121~124 

Jew (good Jew) 104 
Jewish Filucation (see also Learning; Students; Teachers 

and Torah) 96-98; 107 
Jewish People (see also God and Israel; Chosen People) 

communal responsibility of 15~Hi; 25~28; 29; 11'3.~114 
loyal during :r;ersecution 44-45 
people of the book 49 

Judaism 
and diversity of thought 83-84 
and other religions 15, 83-84 
and Ten Commandments 94 
task of toda,y 118 

Kashrut 58-59 
Kavana 129 

Law enforcement 41, 91-92 
Laws 91-92, 99-100 
Leadershi~ 7, 9-11, 27-28, 29-30, 94-95, 115-116 
Learning (see also Jewish education, Students, Teachers 

and Torah) 49, 86, 97-98, 112-114, 127, 129 
Life 

value of 23, 60 
quality of 72-73, 86-87, 133 

Legal system 1 04-1 05 
Light 116 
Listening 67-68 
Living together 81-82 
Lulav 11 3-11 5 
Lying 69 

Magic 100 
Marriage 81-82 
Martyrdom 52-53 
Miracles 47 
Missionaries (see also Proselytism) 32-33 
Mixed marriage 

children of 120-121 
Morality 11-12, 32, 40, 121 



Names 119~120 
of God 11 3; 11 9~ 1 20 

NaturAl resources 73 . 
Nature 106 
Nudity 92 

Objectivity 64 
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Offerings (see also Poor: ~nd their offerings) 19-20, 87-88, 102 
Orthodox Judaism 104 

Parents (see Blso Home) 35-36, 63, 120-122 
Past (as basis for future) 53, 13'3 
Peace 41-42 
Peer pressure 76, CD-91 
Physical fitness 25 
Pollution 73 
Poor 

and their offerings 18-22, 38, 127 
equality before God 18 
responsibilities to 18, 21-22, 125-127 

Possession (vs. ownership) 72-73 
Prayer 16, 18-1 9, 39-40, 85 

non-Jewish 83-84 
Preynration 129 
Prisons 69 
Prohibitions 
Proselytism 
Punishment 

88-89 
118 

41 ' 69, 78 

Quality vs. auantity 20-21, 38, 110, 126-128 
Questioning 115-116 

Rational self 28 
Reform Judaism 14-15, 70-71, 104, 107, 120 
Rehabilitation (see also Punishment) 69, 103 

Religion 113, 120 
Responsibility (see also Jewish People: communal 

responsibility) 64, 73-74, 102, 121-122 
to self 76, 94-95 

Retribution 130, 131 
Revenge 32 
Ritual 38, 107, 113 
Rosh Hashana 109-111 
Routine (daily) 88 

Sacred vs. profane 80, 119-120 
Satan 83 
Scholars 49 
Self-sacrifice 44-46 
Sex 61, 91-92, 94 
Sexual roles 61-62 
Shalom Bayi t 42-4 3 
Sharing 32-33 
Shofar 110-111 
Silence 33-34, 53-54, 67-68 



Sin (unintentional) 24..:..25 
punishment for 29..:..30; 92 

Singles 81.:.S2 
Slander 23..:..24; 65.:.t36; 68, 123 
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Social action 18, 20-21, 41-42, 54, 70 
in mysticism 70 

Soul 25-26, 28, 72-73 
Spirit (see also Soul) 72-73, 85, 112 
Status 99-100 
Stigma 103 
Stress 73-7 4 
Students 79, 112-113, 127, 130 
Suffering 73-74, 130-131 
Sukkot 113 

four species 113, 114 
Superficiality 75-76 
Survival of the fittest 79 

Taking things for grarited 106 
Teachers 49, 67-68, 79, 97-98 
Teamwork 80 
Technology 47 
Temples 70-71 
Ten Commandments 94 
Thanksgiving 40 
Time 76 
Tolerance (religious) 84 
Torah 11, 14-15, 32, 96 
Truth 84 

Unpleasantness 75-76 

19, 103 
12-13, 64 
68 

Violence 
Vision 
Voices 
Vows 134 

Waste 86-87 
Witness 32-33 
Words: :power of (see also 
Worship (see Prayer) 

Xenophobia 93-94 

Slander) 

Yorn Kippur 44-45, 52-53, 83, 84 

67' 123 




