Acharey Mot-Kedoshim

As this week’s parshah begins, Moshe tells Aaron, “Al yavo bekhol et el ha-kodesh.”  You cannot just come before God, however you please.  Rather when you come before God, you must wear the specific garments, the Bigdei Kehunah, designed for the Kohen Gadol.


R. Yosef Wanefsky points out the irony of this situation.  Here is Moshe commanding Aaron to dress himself in these fancy, royal type garments as he approached God.  But how did Moshe himself approach God?  “Shaal nah lekhah meal raglekhah,” Moshe had to remove his shoes before coming near the burning bush.  Removing shoes is the epitome of modesty and humility.  So here we have Moshe who approached God in a modest and humble way, with a lack of clothing, commanding Aaron that he should only approach God when he is dressed like a king.  

What this shows us is that these two great religious leaders had two entirely antipodal paths towards God.  One chose a path through humility and the other a path through dedication and consecration of material goods for God.


And perhaps this is the explanation after all, for the two goats that we read about this morning—sair le-azazel and sair lashem--the goat of the wilderness and the goat sacrificed to God in the Temple.   These are two entirely different paths towards God: one through formal and ostentatious ritual in the holy sanctuary and one through a humble wandering in the wilderness.  

And the message of these two goats and of Moshe and Aaron is that both paths lead towards God.

Parshat Kedoshim begins with the words, “Kedoshim tehiyu, you shall be holy.”  The Torah then lists the different ways in which one is able to sanctify God’s name and make Him holy.

Immediately the Torah says, “Ish Imo Ve-Aviv Tirau, va-et shabtotai tishmoru ani hashem elokeichem, one should fear his father and mother and guard my Shabbat, I am Hashem your God.”

Why is this chosen as the first description of how to sanctify God’s name?  This pasuk highlights two central aspects of Judaism.  The first is the obligation to honor one’s parents.  Now this is a universal truth.  There is nothing unique to Judaism about the obligation of honoring one’s parents.  Perhaps this is the most universal of all religious truths.  Everyone, as a matter of common sense, knows that we should honor and respect our parents.

But this is followed by the obligation to observe the Shabbat.  Shabbat, on the other hand, is a specific—perhaps the most specific--Jewish law.  Its true there was the concept in the ancient Near East of observing one day of the week as a day of rest [see E. From: The Forgotten Language], but that day was a day for mourning and self flagellation.  Judaism entirely transformed that day into a day of happiness and celebration.

The message is that if you want to make God’s name holy: You must incorporate into your actions both the commonly accepted universal truths as well as the uniquely Jewish truths.

Haftorah--Kedoshim

This Haftorah is an extremely messianic passage.  It prophesizes of a time when God will rebuild the Temple, wipe out Israel’s enemies, rebuild our cities, and establish the Jewish people firmly in the land of Israel.

Why are we reading this haftorah this week?  In fact, only Ashkenazim have the custom of reading this haftorah, whereas Sephardim read a passage with a different content entirely.

In the year 1096, right around this time of the year, the Jews in the Ashkenazic lands were brutally massacred.  More than 75% of Ashkenazic Jewry was exterminated as Jews were killed by Christian Crusaders.  It is logical to suppose that the custom developed to read this haftorah as a way of providing hope for the remaining Jews who chose this time of year to remember the fallen ones.

