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Sprints and Marathons
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks

It was a unique, unrepeatable moment of leadership 
at its highest height. For forty days Moses had been 
communing with God, receiving from him the law 

written on tablets of stone. Then God informed him that 
the people had just made a golden calf. He was about to 
destroy them. It was the worst crisis of the wilderness 
years, and it called for every one of Moses’ gifts as a leader.

First, he prayed to God not to destroy the people. God 
agreed. Then he went down the mountain and saw the 
people cavorting around the calf. Immediately, he smashed 
the tablets. He burned the calf, mixed its ashes with water 
and made the people drink. Then he called for people to 
join him. The Levites heeded the call and carried out a 
bloody punishment in which three thousand people died. 
Then Moses went back up the mountain and prayed for 
forty days and nights. Then for a further forty days he 
stayed with God while a new set of tablets was engraved. 
Finally he came down the mountain on 10 Tishri carrying 
the new tablets with him as a visible sign that God’s 
covenant with Israel remained.

This was an extraordinary show of leadership, at times 
bold and decisive, at others slow and persistent. Moses had to 
contend with both sides, inducing the Israelites to do teshuvah 
and God to exercise forgiveness. At that moment he was the 
greatest ever embodiment of the name Israel, meaning one 
who wrestles with God and with people and prevails.

The good news is: there once was a Moses. Because of 
him, the people survived. The bad news is: what happens 
when there is no Moses? The Torah itself says: “No other 
prophet has risen in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord 
knew face to face” (Deut. 34: 10). That is the problem 
faced by every nation, corporation, community and family. 
What do you do in the absence of heroic leadership? It 
is easy to say, “Think what Moses would have done.” But 
Moses did what he did because he was what he was. We are 

not Moses. That is why every human group that was once 
touched by greatness faces a problem of continuity. How 
does it avoid a slow decline?

The answer is given in this week’s parsha. The day Moses 
descended the mountain with the second tablets was to 
be immortalised by turning its anniversary into a holy day, 
Yom Kippur. On it, the drama of teshuvah and kapparah, 
repentance and atonement, was to be repeated annually. 
This time, though, the key figure would not be Moses but 
Aaron, not the prophet but the High Priest.

That is how you perpetuate a transformative event: 
by turning it into a ritual. Max Weber called this the 
routinization of charisma. A once-and-never-again 
moment becomes a once-and-ever-again ceremony. 
As James MacGregor Burns puts it in his classic work, 
Leadership: “The most lasting tangible act of leadership 
is the creation of an institution – a nation, a social 
movement, a political party, a bureaucracy – that continues 
to exert moral leadership and foster needed social change 
long after the creative leaders are gone.”

There is a remarkable midrash in which various sages put 
forward their idea of klal gadol ba-Torah, “the great principle 
of the Torah.” Ben Azzai says it is the verse, “This is the book 
of the chronicles of man: On the day that God created man, 
He made him in the likeness of God” (Gen. 5: 1). Ben Zoma 
says that there is a more embracing principle, “Listen, Israel, 
the Lord our God, the Lord is one.” Ben Nannas says there 
is a yet more embracing principle: “Love your neighbour as 
yourself.” Ben Pazzi says we find a more embracing principle 
still: “The first sheep shall be offered in the morning, and the 
second sheep in the afternoon” (Exodus 29: 39) – or, as we 
might say today, Shacharit, Mincha and Maariv. In a word: 
“routine.” The passage concludes: The law follows Ben Pazzi.

The meaning of Ben Pazzi’s statement is clear: all the 
high ideals in the world – the human person as God’s 
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image, belief in God’s unity, and the love of neighbours 
–  count for little until they are turned into habits of action 
that become habits of the heart. We can all recall moments 
of insight or epiphany when we suddenly understood what 
life is about, what greatness is, and how we would like to 
live. A day, a week, or at most a year later the inspiration 
fades and becomes a distant memory and we are left as we 
were before, unchanged.

Judaism’s greatness is that it gave space to both prophet 
and priest, to inspirational figures on the one hand, and 
on the other, daily routines – the halakhah – that take 
exalted visions and turn them into patterns of behaviour 
that reconfigure the brain and change how we feel and 
who we are.

One of the most unusual passages I have ever read 
about Judaism written by a non-Jew occurs in William 
Rees-Mogg’s book on macro-economics, The Reigning 
Error. Rees-Mogg (1928-2012) was a financial journalist 
who became editor of The Times, chairman of the Arts 
Council and vice-chairman of the BBC. Religiously he was 
a committed Catholic.

He begins the book with a completely unexpected paean 
of praise for halakhic Judaism. He explains his reason for 
doing so. Inflation, he says, is a disease of inordinacy, a 
failure of discipline, in this case in relation to money. What 
makes Judaism unique, he says, is its legal system. This has 
been wrongly criticised by Christians as drily legalistic. In 
fact, Jewish law was essential for Jewish survival because 
it “provided a standard by which action could be tested, a 
law for the regulation of conduct, a focus for loyalty and a 
boundary for the energy of human nature.”

All sources of energy, most notably nuclear energy, need 
some form of containment. Without that, they become 
dangerous. Jewish law has always acted as a container for 

the spiritual and intellectual energy of the Jewish people. 
That energy “has not merely exploded or been dispersed; 
it has been harnessed as a continuous power.” What Jews 
have, he argues, modern economies lack: a system of self-
control that allows economies to flourish without booms 
and crashes, inflation and recession.

The same applies to leadership. In Good to Great, 
management theorist Jim Collins argues that what the 
great companies have in common is a culture of discipline. 
In Great By Choice he uses the phrase “the 20 mile march,” 
meaning that outstanding organisations plan for the 
marathon, not the sprint. Confidence, he says, “comes not 
from motivational speeches, charismatic inspiration, wild 
pep rallies, unfounded optimism, or blind hope.” It comes 
from doing the deed, day after day, year after year. Great 
companies use disciplines that are specific, methodical 
and consistent. They encourage their people to be self-
disciplined and responsible. They do not over-react to 
change, be it for good or bad. They keep their eye on the 
far horizon. Above all, they do not depend on heroic, 
charismatic leaders who at best lift the company for a while 
but do not provide it with the strength-in-depth they need 
to flourish in the long run.

The classic instance of the principles articulated by 
Burns, Rees-Mogg and Collins is the transformation that 
occurred between Ki Tissa and Acharei Mot, between the 
first Yom Kippur and the second, between Moses’ heroic 
leadership and the quiet, understated priestly discipline of 
an annual day of repentance and atonement.

Turning ideals into codes of action that shape habits of 
the heart is what Judaism and leadership are about. Never 
lose the inspiration of the prophets, but never lose, either, 
the routines that turn ideals into acts and dreams into 
achieved reality.

Nahmanides on the Prohibition to Eat Blood
Rabbi David Horwitz

Ramban (Leviticus 17:11) composed a lengthy 
comment on the prohibition to eat blood, and 
we cite it in its totality. This topic presents a good 

illustration of a theme that regularly appears in Ramban’s 
Commentary on the Torah: he will present a rationalistic 
view (in the case at hand, that of the Rambam) concerning 
a topic, but because of, among other reasons, his 

commitment to peshat, the plain sense of the words of the 
Bible, he rejects this interpretation in favor of another one. 
Ramban writes as follows:

For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and i have given it to 
you upon the altar to make atonement for your souls. 

The sense of this verse is to state that He (God) forbade 
us ( to eat) blood because He has given it to us to be upon 



3 
YUTORAH IN PRINT • A PROJECT OF YESHIVA 

UNIVERSITY’S CENTER FOR THE JEWISH FUTUREAcharei Mot 5774
Download thousands of audio shiurim and articles at www.yutorah.org

the altar and to effect atonement for our souls, and it is 
therefore the part dedicated to God, just as is the case with 
the forbidden fat. And if one should ask: “Why then has 
He (God) forbidden us to eat (even) the blood of a wild 
animal and that of a fowl, from which offerings are not 
brought?” We will dismiss the questioner by saying that 
it was His wish to keep us far away from eating any kind 
of blood, in order that we should never make a mistake 
therein (and eat forbidden blood as a result of failing to 
distinguish between one kind of blood and another). In 
the case of fat, however, He (God) did not (categorically) 
forbid all kinds of fat, because (the permissible kind of fat) 
is distinguishable from the non-permissible.

 Now the Rabbi (Moses ben Maimon) wrote in his 
Moreh Nebuchim (III: 46) that the Chaldeans loathed 
blood, considering it impure and only those who sought 
to establish contact with the demons and to foretell the 
future would eat it. Now the Torah always seeks to destroy 
these foolish theories, by (ordaining measures which are) 
contrary to their ideas. Therefore He (God) prohibited 
the eating of blood and chose it as the means of purifying 
(the impure) by means of the sprinklings thereof (such as 
in the case of the leper, Leviticus 14:14), and to throw it 
upon the altar of God for atonement. Therefore He said, 
I will set My face against that soul that eats blood (Lev. 
17:10), just as He said with reference to him who gives of 
his children to Molech (Lev. 20:6- And I will set My face 
against that soul), because this (practice of eating blood) 
leads to a kind of idol worship, such words (that is, the 
harsh language of the Bible) not being stated concerning 
any other commandment.

Now these words (of Rabbi Moses ben Maimon) are 
sensible in themselves, however the verses do not indicate 
(that the reason for the prohibition against eating blood 
is) so (as the Rambam has said), for (the biblical verses) 
always state the reason for that prohibition to be, For as to 
the life of all flesh, the blood thereof is all one with the life 
thereof (Lev. 17:14); For the life of the flesh is in the blood 
(Lev. 17:11). And in the Book of Deuteronomy He (God) 
again states, Only be steadfast in not eating the blood; for 
the blood is the life; and you shall not eat the life with the 
flesh (Deut. 12:23).

It is proper, therefore to explain the reason for the 
prohibition against eating blood by saying that God 
created all lower creatures for the purpose of man, since 
only he amongst them recognizes his Creator. Nonetheless, 

He did not at first permit man to eat anything except 
for vegetation, but no living creatures at all, just as it is 
stated in the Chapter of creation where it is said, Behold, 
I have given you every herb yielding seed etc. for food 
(Genesis 1:29). But when the flood came and they (the 
lower creatures) were saved  by the merit of Noah, and 
he brought offerings from them to God which were more 
acceptable before Him, (Genesis 8:21), He gave man 
permission to slaughter (and eat animals), since their 
existence was because of man. Thus He permitted man to 
use their bodies for his benefits and needs because their 
life was on account of man’s sake, and that their soul (i.e., 
blood) should be used for man’s atonement when offering 
them up before Him, blessed be He, but not to eat it, 
since one creature possessed of a soul is not to eat another 
creature with a soul, for all souls belong to God. The life of 
man just as the life of an animal are all His, even one thing 
befalls them, as one dies, so dies the other yes, they have all 
one breath (Ecclesiastes 3:19).

Now in the opinion of the Greek philosopher (i.e., 
Aristotle) as interpreted by those who scrutinize his words, 
it was out of the Active Intellect that there emitted a very 
fine and bright flash and glitter of light, from which came 
forth the spark which is the soul of the animal. It is thus 
in a certain sense a real soul. It (i.e., the animal) therefore 
has sufficient understanding to avoid harm, and to seek its 
welfare, a sense of recognition towards those with whom 
it is familiar, and love towards them, just as dogs love their 
masters, and they have a wonderful sense of recognition of 
the people of their households, and similarly pigeons have 
a sense of knowledge and recognition.

Now it is also known that the food one eats is taken 
into the body of the eater and they become one flesh (see 
Genesis 2:24). If one were to eat the life of all flesh (Lev. 
17:14), it would then attach itself to one’s own blood and 
they would become united in one’s heart, and the result 
would be a thickening and coarseness of the human soul so 
that it would closely approach the nature of the animal soul 
which resided in that which he ate, since blood does not 
require digestion as other foods do, which thereby become 
changed, and thus man’s soul will become combined 
with the blood of the animal! And Scripture states: Who 
knows the spirit of man whether it goes upwards, and 
the spirit of the beast whether it goes downward to the 
earth?  (Ecclesiastes 3:21). It is for this reason that He 
(God) said: For as to the life of all flesh, the blood thereof 
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How Strange
Rabbi Josh Hoffman 

In the beginning of parshas Acharei Mos, we are told 
that God spoke to Aharon after the death of his two 
children, who died when they came close to God. 

Aharon is told not to come into the sanctuary, within the 
curtain, at all times, so that he should not die. To enter that 
area, he needed to follow a certain procedure. At the end 
of this section, the Torah says that this procedure should 
be followed by the kohein gadol on Yom Kippur in order 
to enter the holy of holies. Rashi, in the beginning of the 
parsha, cites the comment of the midrash that God’s words 
to Aharon were similar to the advice that a doctor gives to a 
patient. He may tell him, for example, not to eat cold food or 
eat in a damp place, so that he should not die in the way that 
someone else who did those things died. Similarly, God was 
warning Aharon not to act in the same way as his sons when 
he enters the holy of holies, so that he will avoid the kind of 
death they suffered. 

One may ask, if what the midrash says is the sole message 

being delivered through mentioning the death of Aharon’s 
sons, why wasn’t it recorded immediately after those deaths. 
The prohibition of entering the sanctuary in an inebriated 
state, for example, is mentioned then, and the rabbis explain 
that this is because Nadav and Avihu entered in that state, 
and that was the cause of their deaths. I believe that the 
mentioning of their deaths separately, in connection with 
Yom Kippur, indicates that there is a wider message here, 
that relates to Yom Kippur experience as a whole. 

Rabbi Avraham Aharon Yudelevitch, who was Rov of the 
eldridge Street Shul on the Lower east Side in the 1920s,  
cites, in his commentary Derash Av, a strange midrash, 
which says that Iyov ( Job) was not comforted until he 
heard of the deaths of the two children of Aharon. Although 
Rabbi Yudelevitch himself goes on to present an elaborate 
explanation of this midrash, based on remarks he made at 
his eulogy for Queen Victoria of England, while he served 
as a Rov in Manchester.I would like to suggest a somewhat 

is all one with the flesh thereof (Lev. 17:14), for all flesh, 
whether man or beast, has its soul in the blood, and it is 
not fitting to mix the soul that is destined to destruction 
with that which is to live (in the hereafter).  Rather, it is 
to be atonement upon the altar to be acceptable before 
God. This is the sense of the expression Therefore I said to 
the children of Israel: No soul of you shall eat blood (Lev. 
17:12), meaning: “Because the blood is identical with the 
soul, and it is not proper that one soul devour another, 
therefore I had compassion upon man’s life and gave it 
(that is, the animal soul) to him upon the altar, so that the 
soul of the animal should effect atonement for his soul.”

Thus we have been taught in the Sifre (Parashat Re’eh, 
piskah 76): “Only be steadfast in not eating the blood 
(Deut 12:23): R. Yehudah says: (From the fact that it 
states only be steadfast, which indicates that a special effort 
was required), you learn that they were addicted to eating 
blood, etc. For the blood is the life- (Deut. 12:23): this 
teaches you why it was prohibited. And you shall not eat 
the life with the flesh- (Deut 12:23):   this prohibits the 
eating of a limb cut from a living animal.” This is a hint and 
proof for what we have explained.

It is for this reason that He (God) further commanded 

us that we are to cover up all blood of an (edible) wild 
beast or fowl (which have been ritually slaughtered- Lev. 
17:13) because their blood is not brought upon the altar, 
for even of fowls only two species (i.e., young pigeons 
and turtle doves) may be brought as offerings, and they 
too are not slaughtered (in the usual way), but in the case 
of cattle, most of them that are found among men may 
be slaughtered to the Glorious Name (of God) and their 
blood is used for atonement, and it is therefore not to be 
covered. There was no necessity to require the covering 
of the blood of an ordinary (unconsecrated) animal, 
since the slaughtering of cattle for ordinary meat was not 
permitted in the desert, and even afterwards (when the 
children of Israel came into the Land of Israel and a meal of 
ordinary, that is, non-consecrated meat was permitted), the 
commandments of the Torah are directed to the majority 
(of cases). (That is, since in most cases, cattle were brought 
as offerings and their blood would be needed for the altar, 
therefore God did not require covering of the blood even 
in the remaining cases where cattle were not slaughtered as 
offerings.)

(I have used the translation found in Charles B. Chavel, 
(New York, 1974), p. pp. 238-41, with slight modifications.)
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The Unfathomable Practice of Molech Worship
Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald

In Leviticus 18, the last chapter of this week’s parasha, 
parashat Acharei Mot, we encounter a long list of 
prohibitions that include unlawful marriages, and 

unchaste and immoral behavior.
In Leviticus 18:3, G-d speaks to Moses, exhorting him 

to address the children of Israel and to say to them in G-d’s 
name: “K’mah’ah’seh eretz Mitzrayim, ah’sher y’shav’tem 
bah, loh tah’ah’soo.” Do not follow the practices of the land 
of Egypt, where you dwelt, and after the practices of the 
land of Canaan, to which I bring you, do not follow their 
traditions. Moses instructs the people of Israel to diligently 
carry out G-d’s laws, to safeguard the divine decrees and 
follow them, for it is through performing these laws that a 
person shall live.

After presenting the extensive list of prohibited marital 
and family relationships, the Torah concludes with 
specific prohibitions against Molech worship, sodomy and 
bestiality.

Despite prohibiting the practice, the Bible does not 
clearly identify the nature of Molech worship. Only by 
piecing together various biblical references is the worship 
of Molech partially identified as some form of child 
sacrifice. For instance, in Kings II 3:27, it is stated that the 
Moabite king, Mesha, sacrificed his eldest son at a time of 
a national crisis, thinking that the offering would stave off 

defeat at the hands of Israel. However, the text there does 
not specify that the sacrifice was made to an idol named 
“Molech.”

Another source, in Kings I 11:7, identifies Molech as 
the national god of the Amonites. In Deuteronomy 12:31, 
the Bible states that the Canaanite burned their children 
as an offering to the gods, but again, the name “Molech” is 
nowhere mentioned. Nor does the Torah mention Molech 
in Deuteronomy 18:10, where it forbids the Hebrews from 
making their sons and daughters “pass through the fire.” 
Both Leviticus 18:21 and Jeremiah 32:35 speak of offering 
children to Molech, but the use of fire is not mentioned. 
Only in Kings II 23:10, are Molech and fire mentioned 
together.

As a result of the non-definitive nature of the biblical 
references, the Talmud (Sandhedrin 64b) suggests two 
alternative methods of worship of Molech. One opinion 
maintains that children were made to walk between two 
fires as a symbol of their dedication to god, but were not 
physically harmed. The other is that the children were 
tossed back and forth over the fire until they were burned 
alive.

The Bible in Kings II 21:6, says that the wicked king, 
Menashe, passed his son through the fire and participated 
in all sorts of witchcraft. From here, some sages conclude 

different explanation, that will help us answer our original 
question. The Torah in parshas Shemini tells us that Nadav 
and Avihu died when they brought a strange fire before God. 
The rabbis however offer a wide range of other reasons for 
their deaths. Some have explained that these reasons are 
merely the underlying causes behind their ultimate sin of 
bringing a strange fire. However, perhaps we can suggest 
that this proliferation of reasons is due to the fact that it was 
difficult to understand why they would die for wanting to 
come closer to God. Granted, they did so in an incorrect 
manner, but one could perhaps argue that the punishment 
was too harsh. Therefore, the rabbis looked for more subtle 
reasons to explain their punishment. Aharon’s reaction to 
their death was one of total silence and acceptance, and 
the rabbis praise him for reacting in this way, saying that he 
received a divine reward for it. 

On Yom Kippur, the kohein gadol performs a special 
service, some of which is done in the holy of holies. The 
object of the service is to achieve atonement for himself and 
for the nation. However, no matter how the kohein fares 
in this service, people always die in the course of the year, 
and tragedies occur which no one can understand. Perhaps 
then this is the reason that the deaths of Nadav and Avihu 
are mentioned before the Torah’s description of the Yom 
Kippur service, to remind us of the human limitations in 
our understanding, and for our need to simply accept God’s 
judgments, just as Aharon did. I believe that this is the 
meaning behind the midrash cited by Rabbi Yudelevitch, 
that Iyov was creacted to  the deaths of his sons with 
accepting silence, so, too, Iyov now realized that he could not 
fathom the ways of God, and fell silent.
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that the original practice was to “merely” pass the child 
through the fire, but not to harm the child. Eventually, the 
practice “advanced” to full child sacrifice. Once Menashe 
introduced the practice into the kingdom of Judea, it 
quickly spread among the masses during his reign.

The difference of opinions that are found in the Talmud, 
are found among the later biblical commentators as well. 
Nachmanides (Ramban, Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman, 
1194-1270, Spanish Torah commentator) points out that 
worshiping Molech involves two separate prohibitions. 
From the verse (Leviticus 18:21) “Loh tee’tehn,“ thou shalt 
not give, Nachmanides rules that handing the child to the 
heathen priests is one prohibition. The second prohibition, 
deduced from the word, “L’ha’ah’veer,“ is the act of actually 
passing the child over the pyres of wood, into the actual 
flames. Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki, 1040-1105, 
foremost commentator on the Bible), however, does not 
include sacrificing the child as a feature of Molech worship.

The prophet Jeremiah bitterly chastises the Jewish 
people for their frequent immoral behavior throughout 
the generations. In Jeremiah 7:30-31, the prophet rails 
against the peoples’ practice of placing their abominations 
in the House [the Temple], upon which G-d’s name was 
proclaimed, to contaminate it. He also fiercely condemns 
the people who erected the high altars of “Tophet” that 
were located in the valley of Ben-Hinnom, to burn their 
sons and their daughters in the fire. Rashi explains that on 
the high places of Tophet, a brass idol with outstretched 
hands, was erected into which the child offering was 
placed, while beneath, the fire burned. During the 
sacrificial rite, the priests used to beat on their drums 
(tuppim) to drown out the cries of the infant victims, 
which might have stirred the mercy of the parents.

It is almost inconceivable to imagine that our ancestors 
actually performed any of these abominable practices. 
Unfortunately, Biblical evidence asserts that they did, and 
that the practice was, at times, quite popular. Ironically, 
while we bemoan the mass assimilation wreaking havoc 
in Jewish communities throughout the Diaspora today, 
the abominable practices of the Jews of old were far more 
reprehensible, and represented a far greater and graver 
assimilation than we are experiencing in contemporary 
times.

The fact that the Bible warns against the practice of 
Molech is an indication that these terrible rites were 
undoubtedly practiced. The same is true of bestiality and of 
the many other immoral practices mentioned in the Bible.

How far did our people stray in their reprehensible 
practices? Probably much further than we can ever 
imagine. And yet, somehow, our people always found their 
way back, or at least a minority of Jews found their way 
back. Only about 60 years after the death of the wicked 
king Menashe, his grandson, the righteous king Josiah, 
inspired the people to return and repent, cleansing the land 
of Judea of idol worship, and renovating the holy Temple. 
Despite the popular appeal of the Molech cult, the Jewish 
people abandoned that shameful form of worship, and 
returned to G-d.

Let us pray, that our contemporary brothers and sisters, 
who seem to have drifted so far away from their Jewish 
roots, but not nearly as far as the ancients who practiced 
the evil Molech rituals, will return to their Jewish practices. 
May we see the Temple renewed and rebuilt in the near 
future, and may we all merit soon to worship G-d in peace, 
tranquility and joy.

Although the demise of Nadav and Avihu occurred 
three parshiyos ago (in Parshas Shemini), Parshas 
Acharei Mos commences by referencing their 

deaths. Toras Kohanim, quoted by Rashi, explains that 
the Torah invokes the memory of the deaths of Nadav and 
Avihu to illustrate and emphasize the severity of the first 
mitzvah of the parshah - the prohibition of unlicensed 

entry to the Kodesh Ha-Kodoshim. The Torah’s intent is 
to associate this prohibition with Nadav and Avihu, so as 
to forcefully and strikingly convey the idea that unlicensed 
entry is punishable by death “just as occurred to Aharon’s 
sons”. (Rashi on Vayikra 16:1-2 from Toras Kohanim 16:3)  

Although Rashi invokes the connection of the demise of 
Nadav and Avihu to the lav (the prohibition) of unlicensed 

Location Makes All the Difference
Rabbi Avraham Gordimer
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entry to the Kodesh Ha-Kodoshim, explanation of another 
issue is needed.

In Parshas Shemini, immediately after Nadav and Avihu 
perish, the Torah commands that one may not serve 
in the Mishkan or Beis Ha-Mikdash while intoxicated. 
Midrashim explain that this prohibition is featured in 
conjunction with the deaths of Nadav and Avihu because 
(according to some interpretations) their sin was that they 
entered and served in the Mishkan while intoxicated. (See 
Targum Yonasan ben Uziel on Vayikra 10:9.) Thus, similar 
to what we find at the beginning of Parshas Acharei Mos, 
the Torah associates a lav with the deaths of Nadav and 
Avihu in order to emphasize and illustrate the severity of 
the lav.

The question that arises is why does the Torah not also 
feature the prohibition of unlicensed entry to the Kodesh 
Ha-Kodoshim back in Parshas Shemini, immediately after 
the demise of Nadav and Avihu, as is done with the lav of 
serving in the Mishkan or Mikdash while intoxicated? Why 
does the Torah delay the lav of unlicensed entry to the 
Kodesh Ha-Kodoshim until Parshas Acharei Mos?

The first section of Parshas Acharei Mos deals with 
Avodas Yom Ha-Kippurim, the Yom Kippur Service. We 
read in the parshah, as per the explanations in the Mishnah 
and Gemara, that the Kohen Gadol entered the Kodesh 
Ha-Kodoshim four times on Yom Kippur, and how he 
performed the extremely difficult and awe-inspiring 
Avodas Ha-Ketores (Incense Service) and other Avodah 
therein, concluding with a tefillah before departing. 
The entire scenario is captivating and exhilarating; one 
who reads about it is gripped by the tension and the 
delicateness of this Avodah, which is in large part due to 
the ultra-sensitive location of the Kodesh Ha-Kodoshim 
where it occurs.

This is precisely the reason that the lav of unlicensed 
entry to the Kodesh Ha-Kodoshim appears at the 
beginning of Parshas Acharei Mos, as part of the Avodas 
Yom Ha-Kippurim, rather than in Parshas Shemini. In 
order for one to truly appreciate the flavor and import 

of the Avodas Yom Ha-Kippurim, and in order for the 
Avodah to itself be infused with such meaning, the lav 
of unlicensed entry to the Kodesh Ha-Kodoshim and 
the heavenly death sentence that it precipitates must be 
a central part of the picture. Without the fact and the 
knowledge that the Kodesh Ha-Kodoshim is the holiest 
place on earth and that entry therein without permission 
is a gravely severe transgression that invokes lethal 
consequences, the Yom Kippur Service would be lacking. 
As much as its content is very significant, its context is 
critical. Only when the Kohen Gadol realizes and is awed 
that he is standing in a location of such intense kedushah 
and sensitivity is his Avodas Yom Ha-Kippurim elevated to 
the level of intensity and holiness that it must embody and 
represent. This is why the prohibition of unlicensed entry 
to the Kodesh Ha-Kodoshim appears in Parshas Acharei 
Mos as the introduction to the Avodas Yom Ha-Kippurim 
rather than in Parshas Shemini. 

On a broader scale, when performing any mitzvah, 
we need to view our actions from the perspective of that 
mitzvah’s unique contextual requirements. One may not 
daven in the presence of nudity, offensive odors, rotting 
material or in a place of levity. The basis for this is that 
when davening, one must realize that he stands before 
God, and one cannot be in Hashem’s presence when the 
context is contradictory to encountering the Shechinah. 
Tefillah is not merely saying words to Hashem; tefillah is 
standing before Him, and one must realize this and have a 
proper context for it.

So, too, when we learn Torah, we must realize that we 
are engaged in a most holy activity and are also interacting 
with God. This is evidenced by the requirement to rise 
in the presence of a talmid chochom, as he is a bearer 
of the holiness of the Torah. One may likewise not 
learn Torah in the presence of nudity, offensive odors, 
rotting material or in a place of levity. By looking to the 
contextual requirements of mitzvos, we can enhance their 
performance and adhere to Hashem’s Law according to 
both its letter and spirit.
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The end of the parsha makes an amazing statement 
about Eretz Yisroel. Apparently, the land has 
‘feelings’. The Torah tells us that the seven nations 

which had previously inhabited the land were kicked out 
because of their sins. The land was unable to bear their 
transgressions and expelled them. The Jewish people are 
warned not to make the same mistake, lest the land spit 
them out as well.

The Seforno (Vaykira 18:29) points out that the Torah 
outlines specific sins to which the land is sensitive. The 
next pasuk (18:29) tells us that the punishment for the 
‘abominations’ which are spoken about is kares – cutting 
off of the soul. This is a serious punishment, and it is 
these types of sins specifically which we are warned not 
to commit in Israel. The pesukim continue with harsh 
language calling these sins abominations and telling us that 
they ‘make the land impure.’

The sins under discussion are sins of a sexual nature, 
prohibited relationships (giluy arayos). What is it about 
this category of sin specifically which creates such extreme 
punishment? The Rambam (Moreh Nevuchim 3:41) feels 
that the level of punishment is commensurate with the 
level of desire. The more desirable a sin is the greater the 
consequence must be to deter us from said sin. In the case 
of giluy arayos it is one of the basest and strongest urges 
humanity struggles with and as such it carries with it one of 
the most severe punishments.

The Ramban (18:29) agrees with the Rambam but adds 
another facet to the discussion. He comments that giluy 
arayos is ‘very disgusting’ (nimas meod) in the eyes of 
the Torah and so it carries a heavy penalty. The Ramban 
doesn’t explain himslef but there are other sources which 
shed light on this idea.

The Maharal (Derech Chaim 1:2) pairs the three 
things the world stands on with the three cardinal sins. He 
explains that they are polar opposites. Avodah, service of 

Hashem, is the opposite of idolatry. Chessed, kindness, is 
the opposite of murder. Finally, he claims that Torah is the 
opposite of giluy arayos. This final comment mirrors the 
Ramban but is a more difficult connection to understand. 
Why is sexual impropriety the opposite of the Torah more 
than any sin is the opposite of the Torah?

The Maharal explains the connection beautifully. Our 
existence is a constant tension between the physical drives 
of our body and the spiritual drives of our soul. Our 
purpose in this world is to harness our body and enlist it 
in the service of the soul. A comparison could be made to 
driving a car. The body should be the vehicle of the soul in 
this world. Clearly, the driver drives the car, not the other 
way around.

When we study the Torah and its lessons we 
empower our mind and spirit to take control and use 
the body as a vehicle. This is the pillar the world stands 
on. Giluy arayos stands in stark contrast to this idea. 
When a person commits adultery or another of the 
giluy arayos their body is setting the agenda. Instead 
of the mind and soul controlling the body, the body 
desires and the mind finds a way to accomplish the sin.

This explains well why the punishment is so severe. 
The negation of our spiritual compass is a dangerous 
and perverse sin. When the animalistic desires call the 
shots and the mind is subjugated to the whims of the 
body we are truly out of control and headed down the 
wrong path. Similarly, the land of Israel which is our 
spiritual home is a place of kedusha. The land is unable 
to stomach giluy arayos for the same reason. When 
we raise ourselves to our spiritual pinnacle and make 
sure that the Torah is our spiritual compass we align 
ourselves perfectly with the innate values of the land. 
Then we are assured that the land will work together 
with us to assure that we will flourish in all aspects of 
our lives.

This Land is His Land
Rabbi Maury Grebenau 


