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This week a friend brought in a gift for the shul.  She said someone had given it to her as a wedding present many years ago after they it bought in a pawn shop in Cairo.  She unrolled it and showed me a beautiful, but very fragile, fragment of an old and worn Torah scroll.  Unlike the scrolls in our congregation, this Torah scroll is written on sheep skin.  The fragment comes from Deuteronomy, Parshat Reeh

I showed it to an expert scribe who told me that at first glance it appeared to be more that 400 years old.  
Something about this Torah scroll has really touched me.  Over the past week I have taken it out and looked at it several times and I have just been in awe of the sanctity of this very special fragment.

It has also spurred me to have an idea for our community, which I want to share with you this morning in the context of a discussion of this week’s portion.

The Torah this morning discusses two models of spirituality.  

One model is that of the Nazir. A Nazir is a person who takes a vow not to drink wine, cut his or her hair, and come in contact with any dead person, even the body of a close relative.

The Torah discusses the Nazir immediately after the paragraph of the Sotah, the woman who is accused of being unfaithful.  Rashi explains that the Nazir saw the Sotah in her embarrassment and as a result was disgusted.  The Nazir turns away from the world of the Sotah and swears himself or herself off from living in the world that we know.  The Nazir stops drinking wine because he feels that wine led the Sotah to sin; the Nazir keeps his hair long because he doesn’t want to focus his life on caring for his physical body.
The very word Nazir means to separate.  And this is what the Nazir does: He separates himself from the world.  Indeed, he even separates himself from his own parents.  He prohibits himself from even attending to their funerals.

This is one model of spirituality.  It sees separation as the greatest path to spirituality.  The world is filled with sinners and sinful attractions.  The Nazir looks at the world and runs away from his community in order to come closer to Hashem.

But ultimately the Nazir is an inadequate model of spirituality.   The Torah tells us that when the Nazir finishes his days of being a Nazir he must bring a sin offering.  He is bringing a sin offering because there is something fundamentally wrong about being a Nazir.

In order to achieve his spiritual high the Nazir leaves society.  But the Torah wants us to live in the real world.  As the verse states, lo tohu verah elah leshevet yetzarah, the world was created for us to live in and inhabit.  Hashem created the universe for us to develop it within the context of society and not to live the lives of loners seeking our own spiritual perfection.

Moreover, the more one separates himself in the service of Hashem, the more mitzvoth he will end up missing out on.

The great early 20th century commentator, the Meshekh Chochma explains that the reason the Nazir brings a sin offering is because he misses out on many mitzvoth as a result of his Nazirut.  For example, because he does not drink wine, he misses out on the proper way to recite Kiddush; because he does not attend to his parents at their funeral he misses out on the mitzvah of honoring his parents.  

So Nazirut is a flawed spiritual model because it causes the person to separate from society and the Torah teaches that God wants us to serve Him within a communal context.  And also, even though he is separating with the express intent of coming closer to God, the Nazir actually moves further away from God as he loses out on the ability to perform basic mitzvoth.  

But there is another spiritual model described in this week’s portion.  This is the model of the Kohein, the priest.  The Kohein is an example of a figure that lives the life of a spiritual leader by being involved in the nitty gritty of the community.  

Here are three examples of this from this week’s portion:

First, we see that the Kohen became directly involved in the matter of the Sotah.  The Sotah and her husband are involved in a bitter marital dispute.  In the midst of this dispute the Kohen plays a vital role, “ve-heivi haish et ishto el hakohein,” the man and his wife come before the Kohen.  

There is nothing more involved than getting involved in a bitter marital dispute.  But the Kohen does not retreat to make an offering in the Temple.  Instead he steps into this situation with the ultimate goal of making shalom bayit, peace in the house.  

A second example of the Kohen’s spiritual life being immersed in the welfare of the community arises from his relationship with the ger, the convert.

This week’s portion tells us of a scenario of gezel hager; i.e. where a person steals from a convert and then the convert dies without any relatives at all.  To whom does the money get repaid to?  

Now we know that if someone dies in D.C. without any relatives and without any will the money goes to the Mayor’s discretionary fund.  But the Torah has other plans.  The Torah tells us that the money goes to the Kohen.  The reason why the Kohen receives these funds is because the Kohen is responsible for the protection of the convert.  When the convert joins the Jewish people, and is a vulnerable member of society, as a spiritual leader of the Jewish people the kohen must step up and offer protection.
And now we turn to a third example from this week’s portion of the kohen’s involvement in society.  The Torah tells us that there were three circles of camps within the Jewish people.  The outer circle was where everyone lived, except for the lepers and those who needed to be placed outside that camp.  

The second circle was called machine leviyah, or the camp of the Levite tribe.  This circle was open to people who had purified themselves from tumah that was excreted from the body by going to the mikvah. 

The third level was the machaneh shekhinah, the camp of the Divine Presence.  This camp one could not enter into if they were tamei because they encountered a dead body.  

Now the Kohein Gadol was not allowed to attend to a dead body of even a close relative.  The Kohein Gadol had to be always ready to enter the machaneh shekhinah.  But a regular Kohein did not face this level of prohibition.  He was required to become ritually impure or tamei when his own relatives died.  The regular kohein was required to be a member of society.

The kohein presents in this week’s portion as the foil to the Nazir.  If the Nazir is the person who is removed from the world in order to gain his spirituality; the kohein’s spirituality grows the more he involves himself in social concerns of the community. 

I believe that it is the model of the Kohein, and not the Nazir, that the Torah wants us to follow.  Sure the spiritual model of a community is an imperfect model.  There will always be issues and people in a communal setting that force even the most gentle souls to turn away and have a reaction similar to a Nazir.  But it is the best model that we have; and it is the model that the Torah teaches will best bring us closest to Hashem.
We are a spiritual community that davens together, gives tzedakah together, and acts on each others behalf at all times.  But I think it will be helpful to our spiritual growth both as individuals and as a community if we take on a mitzvah together as a community.

The very last mitzvah of the Torah, the 613th mitzvah, is to write a Sefer Torah.  This week when I held this fragment of the Torah scroll in my hand I felt that this was a mitzvah our community should do.  

Many of our Torahs are old and fragile and on their last legs and this is something that our community needs to do.  
We should take this mitzvah upon ourselves with tremendous excitement and in a holistic manner.
We should learn the laws of writing a Torah, learn about the spirituality of writing a Torah, learn about the uniqueness of certain Torahs and their commonality, learn about incredible Torahs like the Aleppo Codex, and as shul commission the writing of a Torah scroll.

The awe that I felt when I held the Torah fragment in my hind was something very special.  I want to expand upon that feeling personally and I want to share that feeling with everyone in our community.

It is my hope that as we do this mitzvah together as a community we will direct ourselves to an even higher spiritual path—a path where the fulfillment of mitzvoth happens entirely immersed within the context of our sacred community.  It is my hope that as our new Torah parades around the synagogue we look at the Torah with a deep and loving connection—in every sense of the word—that remains with us for many generations to come.
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