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Get a Life!
The pasuk says, “You should keep My statutes 

and My laws, which if a man obeys, (‘v’chai bahem’) 
he shall live through them, I am Hashem.” [Vayikra 
18:5] The Gemara learns from this source that if a 
person is faced with the choice of committing an 
aveira or being murdered (or alternatively, neglecting 
a mitzva or being murdered), the halacha requires the 
person to commit the aveira or neglect the mitzva, and 
not die. However, there are three exceptions: avoda 
zarah [idol worship], shfichas damim [murder], 
and giluy arayus [forbidden relations].

Barring these three exceptions, the halacha says 
that one should eat pork, violate the Shabbos, eat 
bread on Pesach, and do not die. Why? Because 
we learn from this pasuk: these are the mitzvos that 
I gave you, “v’chai bahem” and you should live by 
them. The Gemara in Sanhedren 74a interprets 
this to mean, “You should live by them, and not die 
by them.”

A cursory examination of this pasuk seems to 
indicate that the Torah is telling us that human life is 
more precious than keeping the mitzvos. Therefore, 
if you have a choice between observing Shabbos 
and staying alive, your life is more valuable than the 
mitzva. This is a general rule: life is more important 
than the mitzvos, with just three exceptions.

Rav Moshe Feinstein zt”l in his Igros Moshe says 
(in the course of answering a query on a different 
subject) that this common understanding of 
the pasuk is incorrect. That is not what the pasuk is 

saying, and this is the basic understanding of 
Targum Onkelos on our pasuk.

The Targum Onkelos translates this pasuk as: 
“and you should live through them in the World to 
Come.” In other words, the pasuk is not telling us 
to stay alive and neglect the mitzvos, because life 
is more precious than mitzvos. The pasuk is telling 
us that the most precious thing in life is keeping 
mitzvos, because they bring us to olam haba.

Therefore, if I have a choice between observing 
the Shabbos or being murdered, the Torah says, 

“live!” Why? Not because life, for its own sake, is more 
precious than G-d’s Commandments. Rather, life is 
precious because you can do those Commandments! 
Therefore, do work on this Shabbos so you can keep 
so many more Shabbasos in the future. Eat chametz 
on Pesach. Why? So you can go on and do more 
mitzvos, and be worthy of life in the world to come.

This is an entirely different perspective. Life is 
not valuable just for the sake of life itself, without 
a purpose. Life is not valuable simply in order for 
a person to work, do errands and go to ball games. 
That is not what makes life worth living! What does 
make life worth living? “V’chai bahem” – “l’chayei 
alma” [in the world to come]. This life leads to a goal.

The Torah is telling us to violate the Shabbos and 
to eat chametz on Pesach. Why? Because a human 
life is valuable because it can do so many more 
mitzvos in this world. Therefore, violate the Shabbos 
once so that you can observe Shabbos many more 
times.
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As a rabbi involved in kiruv, one of the most often asked questions I receive is: ‘Isn’t it enough 
to be a good person?’ The implication behind the question is that the Torah is so full of mitzvos, 
halachos, and rituals that don’t seem to be significant to a person’s spiritual well-being, and if 
the Torah is really only about building a relationship with G-d... well then surely all the mitzvos 
are secondary in importance to simple menstchlichkeit? And as long as a person is a mentsch, 
then that is all that matters. So – isn’t it enough to be good?

The first observation here is that 
the terms ‘enough’ or ‘good’ really 
require proper definition in order to 
be meaningful (as if anywhere on the 
road to excellence is ever enough??) – 
but putting that aside for the moment, 
regardless of definitions, the answer is 
given in the parsha this week....

Parshas Kedoshim opens with 
the instruction to be......well, not just 
good but......holy! And regardless of 
definitions, we have a hunch that ‘holy’ 
is somehow considerably more than 
‘good’. Certainly, the person asking the 
question would never have thought 
that the purpose of Torah living is to 
achieve holiness – that is something 
for saints and angels, not mere mortals. 
Moreover, when we hear that this is 
what the Torah requires, many people 
who ask the original question aren’t 
too happy! Holiness sounds really 
hard! And doesn’t even sound all that 
rewarding either…

So what does it mean to be holy? Well, 
the parsha tells us quite specifically: 
Honour parents, Love your neighbour, 
Be honest in business, Don’t speak 
badly of others. In fact, ironically, all 
the things we normally define as being 
‘good’! So, what’s the difference? The 
difference is all in the details – it’s only 
by way of halacha that we can see how 
we move from plain old ‘good’ to Torah 
level ‘holy.’

To honour parents means to never 
answer them back!

To love your neighbour means to 
look after his things as if they were 
your own!

To be honest in business means 
to pay your workers on time, with 
no excuses!

To not speak badly of others means 
even if it’s true, even if he deserves 
it, and even if he wouldn’t mind!

All of a sudden goodness is taken to a 
whole different level. And it is apparent 
that what the Torah requires of us, 
even on basic level, is actually a lot 
more than just ‘being good’. And again, 
regardless of what is meant by the 
term ‘enough’, clearly mentschlichkeit 
by the simple understanding certainly 
is NOT enough. We need to strive for 
something that is G-dly. Does anyone 
really live with this? But imagine what 
an amazing world we would have if 
we tried!

One of the best and most famous 
examples of this in the parsha is the 
pasuk that prohibits taking revenge 
or bearing a grudge. It really is quite 
incredible that the Torah mandates 
such an enormous level of ‘goodness’ 
that we are prohibited from refusing to 
lend a tool to a neighbor in response 
to his refusal to lend to us; and 
moreover, that even if we do lend him, 
we shouldn’t do so with a feeling of 
superiority for not being like him by 
not repaying his meanness in kind. We 
should simply lend him the tool with a 

gracious smile, and excuse him for his 
apparent spitefulness, and not consider 
it personal. This is a truly elevated level 
of being – but obviously so right. This 
is really what it means to be truly good. 

But now we have to ask.......how come 
the one who bears a grudge gets in 
trouble, but the guy who demonstrated 
the bad character to begin with is not 
seen as being responsible at all? We 
don’t see here that there is a prohibition 
on the first guy not to lend, when his 
actions may have been out of spite – 
why does the second guy get all the 
blame if he should react in kind? 

And this is where we really get to the 
core of the matter – the Torah does not 
criticise the first guy with bad middos 
here – yes, he certainly has what to 
work on, but we have to accept him 
for his limitations, maybe he is just 
having a bad day! That is not the focus 
of parshas Kedoshim. But the second 
guy, who normally has good middos, 
who would normally lend to his friend 
and has to make himself nasty in order 
to take revenge – that is unacceptable! 
True, it may be a part of human nature 
to take revenge in this way – but this is 
precisely what it means to be a kadosh!!! 

We are required to rise above the 
normal limitations of human existence 
and be something really special, 
something G-dly – even putting aside 
all the ritualistic aspects of Judaism, 
being simply ‘good’ really isn’t enough!

Rabbi Sandler can be contacted at: rabbiyitz613@gmail.com
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Rabbi roberts can be contacted at: rabbidroberts@gmail.com

‘The Missing Link’
There is one word, a value, that is entirely missing from public and private discourse in 
contemporary society. There are no public debates about its identity, relevance and meaning, 
no academic journals, no conferences. You can’t study it in University (only incidentally as 
part of theology or religion), there isn’t a single TED talk on this topic. In short, it just simply 
does not feature at all as part of our cultural milieu.

That word, that value, is kedusha, holiness, 

sanctity.

By way of contrast, ethics and morality 

do however feature very prominently. There 

is much impassioned debate in many fora 

regarding the morality and ethics of business 

and the markets, the rationing of medical 

care and resources, human rights, women’s 

rights, children’s rights, animal rights, rights 

of every shade and stripe, environmental 

ethics, the refugee crisis, the morality of war, 

cheating in sport, the use of torture etc. There 

are currently over 1,000 degree courses in the 

UK in which ethics feature. The significance 

of this disparity cannot be overstated. We 

have a world struggling to find meaning and 

purpose, and apparently genuinely concerned 

with notions of right and wrong, yet utterly 

convinced that it is able to ‘go it alone’. Man 

will be the ultimate arbiter of right and wrong, 

and do so by means of reason alone. Or so 

the tune goes. The self-assuredness that 

logic and reason will prevail over self-interest, 

duplicity, greed, and all other manner of vices 

and human frailties, is clearly misplaced. All 

the cultural icons and institutions held up as 

exemplars of virtue and nobility, have been 

knocked down like ninepins in the last decade. 

Hardly a week goes by without a top-tier 

financial institution being fined millions for 

financial impropriety, a media darling being 

arrested for unspeakable behaviour, a sports 

personality or institution investigated for 

doping or bribery and corruption. 

One of the best-known data points in the 

anti-corruption field, is the estimate from 

Global Financial Integrity that US$ 1.1 trillion 

in proceeds of corruption, crime and tax 

evasion are taken from developing countries 

every year and invested in Western banks, real 

estate, and luxury goods. The volume of illicit 

financial flows is higher than the total value of 

development aid and foreign direct investment 

into poor countries combined. 

Rav Yitzchak Hutner zt’’l, upon being shown 

a photo of the monolithic UN Headquarters in 

New York, was reported as commenting with 

his trademark insight and prescience, that the 

structure was in actuality ‘the matzeivah of 

emmes’ – the headstone for the internment of 

truth itself. 

When morality is outsourced away from the 

Divine, chaos and anarchy is the natural result. 

Avrohom Ovinu understood this well - ֵאין  ַרק 

ִאְשִׁתּי ְדַּבר  ַעל  ַוֲהָרגּוִני  ַהֶזּה  ַבָּמּקֹום  ֱאֹלקים   if‘ – ִיְרַאת 

there is no fear of Heaven in this place, they 

will kill me to legitimise stealing my wife’ – the 

veneer of morality is paper-thin, and without 

real foundation, unless it is based upon an 

acknowledgment of the authority of Hashem.

We are charged with a national mission – 

to be a קדוש וגוי  כהנים   a Kingdom of - ממלכת 

Priests, and a Holy Nation. Every mitzva is 

preceded by the words אשר קדשנו במצותיו. This 

Sedra opens with a general mitzva incumbent 

upon every Jew – תהיו  Be holy, its – !קדושים 

simply not good enough to avoid transgressing 

aveiros – כי קדוש אני - for you are connected to 

Me, says Hashem – I gave you a נשמה טהורה – 

preserve it, protect it, don’t expose it to טומאה, 

it is not enough to be good and kind and 

moral, important though that is. Be constantly 

conscious of the quest for elevated and refined 

thoughts, speech and actions. 

The מהרש"א (Avoda Zara 3a) in an 

astounding comment, (in response to the 

question of our celebrating Shavuos on the 

50th, rather than the 51st day of the Omer, when 

Mattan Torah actually took place), sees the 

significance of having completed the Sefira 

period, having fostered the correct approach to 

Torah and purified ourselves from the tumah 

of Mitzrayim, as the yirah that must precede 

the chochma

נ״א  ביום  אח׳׳כ  שזכינו  הטהרה  נגמרה  נ׳  שביום  "ולפי 
לקבל התורה קבע השי״ת אותו יום חמישים חג שבועות 

כי יראת חטא קודם לחכמה במעלה ובזמן”

This avoda is what we celebrate every year, 

for, in his immortal words, the yiras shamayim 

that we generate is more significant than the 

events of the subsequent day when we were 

actually given the Torah! And so, for all time, 

the date of Shavuos is set, as the day that 

we celebrate the achievement of integrating 

tahara and yirah into our lives, enabling us to 

have the correct approach to Torah.
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Fences of Holiness
Do not imitate the practice of the land of Egypt in which you dwelled; and do not imitate 
the practice of the land of Canaan to which I bring you, and do not follow their traditions. 
[Vayikra 18:3]

The common theme running through Acharei 
Mos, Kedoshim and Emor is the kedushah of 
Klal Yisrael and the need for its preservation and 
protection. In Acharei Mos, we are enjoined not to 
behave in the depraved manner of the Egyptians 
and Canaanites (Vayikra 18:3). The question is 
asked: Why did the Torah command us only with 
respect to the extreme depravity of the Egyptians 
and Canaanites? Part of the answer lies in the verse 
that concludes this parsha and sums it up: “And you 
shall guard My observances” (Vayikra 18:30). Chazal 
(Yevamos 21a) derive from this verse the need to 
make fences around the Torah.

Those fences include general Rabbinic decrees 
designed to distance one from transgressing Torah 
law and the specific protective measures each 
individual must implement in his own life to protect 
himself in areas of personal vulnerability. The Torah 
is not merely exhorting us not to lead immorally 
depraved lives, but warning us that if we do not 
implement safety measures to prevent us from such 
depravity, we will sink to the lowest level, that of the 
Canaanites and Egyptians.

Often we hear those who do not understand the 
true nature of Rabbinic legislation complain that 
the Rabbis made observance much more difficult, 
complicating our lives with extra prohibitions and 
restrictions. The following analogy demonstrates 
the fallacy of this argument. A group of people are 
situated on a mountaintop which ends in a sheer 
cliff and a drop of several thousand feet. One civic-
minded member of the group erects on his own 
initiative a safety fence to prevent anyone from 
venturing too close to the edge of the cliff and falling 
off inadvertently. Would anyone complain that the 
fence limited his freedom of movement by making 
it less likely that he plummet off the mountain to 
his death?

One who appreciates the seriousness of 
transgressing a Torah law - the devastating effects 
of such transgressions on one’s neshamah, one’s 
eternal life and the world in general - surely feels 
more secure knowing that safety fences have 
been erected to make it more difficult for him to 
inadvertently transgress.

Thus, the first function of Rabbinic “fences” is to 
prevent one from transgressing Torah prohibitions 

inadvertently. For instance, the prohibition on 
handling certain objects associated with prohibited 
activities on Shabbos. The danger of inadvertently 
striking a match on Shabbos is drastically reduced if 
one never touches matches. Similarly, the Rabbinic 
prohibition on trapping any animal on Shabbos 
reduces the chance of confusing animals that we are 
permitted to capture and those which we may not 
according to Torah law.

Nevertheless, there are Rabbinic prohibitions 
that seem excessively far-fetched as protective 
enactments. Sometimes this is because we lack 
Chazal’s sensitivity to the potency of forces that may 
drive one to sin.

A congregant once asked me about allowing 
a sick old uncle to stay in an apartment usually 
occupied by his two teenage daughters. When I told 
him that his daughters could not remain there alone 
with their great uncle due to the prohibition of yichud, 
he complained at the seeming absurdity of worrying 
in this case.

Hashem created us with extremely strong and 
potent physical desires, all of them intended to be 
used for important and holy purposes. But if not 
channelled properly, these desires can lead to the 
greatest impurity and defilement. Recognising how 
potent these drives are, necessitates extreme caution 
and strong protective measures. Complaining of the 
stringency of Chazal’s protections is like complaining 
about the protective lead-lined clothing one wears in 
a nuclear plant. If one understands how dangerous 
the radioactivity- ity is, such protective measures are 
not viewed as excessive.

Other times, Rabbinic rules work indirectly by 
instilling attitudes that reduce temptations to sin. 
The Rabbis, for instance, prohibited drinking wine 
touched by a non-Jew or eating food cooked by a non-
Jew as a fence against intermarriage. On the surface, 
it seems ludicrous that drinking wine in the confines 
of one’s home that has been touched by a non-Jew, 
or eating food cooked by a gentile and bought in a 
store could in any way make it more likely that one 
would marry a gentile.

That response, however, fails to comprehend 
the purpose of the Rabbinic enactment, which is 
not designed to protect one against intermarriage 

with any particular non-Jew, but rather to create 
an all-pervasive attitude that is in itself a protective 
measure. The prohibition against eating food cooked 
by non-Jews and from drinking wine touched by 
non-Jews has effectively created an attitude of an 
absolute chasm between Jew and non-Jew. The 
mere knowledge that the food cooked by a non-Jew 
is forbidden engenders a feeling of separateness 
that makes the thought of intermarriage even 
more remote.

Similarly, the Rabbinic strictures regarding 
chametz on Pesach have created a mind-set which 
makes it extremely unlikely that we will have any 
contact with chametz, though it is not something 
from which we naturally separate ourselves.

There is yet another aspect to Rabbinic 
legislation. The Torah commands us to be a nation 
of priests, a holy nation. An aura of holiness must 
surround us, not just an absence of external sin. 
True, being alone with the old sick uncle may not 
lead to immorality, but allowing a situation where 
immorality is even remotely possible is not holiness. 
Holiness demands removing oneself totally from 
any taint of anything that can be associated with 
immodesty. Rabbinic fences enclose us in an 
environment that reflects holiness and cordons off 
all that opens into unhappiness.

Thus, the observance of Rabbinic prohibitions 
reflects our holiness even more than observance of 
Torah prohibitions. Rabbeinu Yonah (to Pirkei Avos 
1:1) writes:

It is very great and praiseworthy to make a 
fence to the Torah’s mitzvos so that one who fears 
and respects God’s word will not stumble into 
transgressing the mitzvah. One who observes the 
Rabbinic laws that form the fences around the Torah 
shows more fear of God than one who fulfills the 
mitzvah itself. Performance of the mitzvah does not 
imply fear and respect as much as observance of the 
fences by one who is careful not to even come close 
to inadvertent transgression.

Thus Rabbinic fences, besides protecting us 
from inadvertent transgressions, create an attitude 
of yiras shamayim and an environment of kedushah 
that enhances the performance of each and every 
mitzvah.

Rabbi Leff can be contacted at: leff@matityahu.org
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Have you ever banged your thumb accidentally while using a hammer? What was your immediate 
reaction? Did you simply scream out in pain? Or maybe you cursed the hammer, the person you 
were hammering for, or at life in general, possibly even using less than appropriate language.

Why do we express ourselves that way? What 
compels a person to lash out in frustration with 
profanities instinctively with no real purpose or gain?

 לא תקלל חרש ולפני עור לא תתן מכשל ויראת מאלקיך אני
 You shall not curse the deaf, and you ,ד' (ויקרא יט יד)
shall not place a stumbling block before the blind; you 
shall fear your G-d- I am Hashem.

This verse would seem to be simply expressing 
the Torah’s concern to protect the disadvantaged, 
warning us not take advantage of the handicapped. 

In the first half of the verse we are prohibited 
from cursing someone who is incapable of hearing 
the invective hurled at him. While in the second part 
of this directive we are forewarned from capitalising 
on someone’s infirmity, in this case a blind man, in 
order to harm him.

Truth be told, as Rashi informs us, neither the 
injunction not to curse is exclusive to a deaf victim 
nor is the admonition not to place an obstacle in 
front of another human limited to a blind person. 

We may not curse any person nor even just give 
bad advice to an otherwise intelligent and healthy 
sighted individual if he is ‘blinded’ to the reality of 
the situation at hand. In essence then the terms ‘deaf’ 
and ‘blind’ are merely being used figuratively. 

You shall not curse another even when the 
recipient of your good wishes is totally unaware 
of your ‘kind’ words. You should never supply 
misleading information to those who are ‘blinded’ 
to your selfish intentions that are not in their 
best interests.

 Additionally we interpret this verse to forbid us 
from assisting in providing prohibited material to 
others who choose to indulge in sin, ‘blinded’ by 
their passion for illicit pleasures.

If this is true, then these two components of the 
verse are quite distinct in their applications, and are 
not integrally related whatsoever, as we might have 
otherwise thought were the Torah merely looking out 
for the disabled.

What is the common thread in these two 
commands that warrant their placement together in 
one verse? Why is it indeed prohibited to curse if it 
will never be heard by the object of one’s wrath?

The Sefer HaChinuch (רלא) elaborates about 
the metaphysical power of negative words to affect 
those they are aimed at. Sticks and stones will break 
our bones but words may be even more harmful, he 

teaches. He adds that underlying this injunction is 
the fear that a ‘little bird’ may inform the individual 
that was otherwise unaware until now of someone 
having cursed him.

According to the Chinuch then the Torah would be 
emphasizing in placing these two directives together, 
the need to refrain not only from physically attacking 
someone but to even hold back from assaulting 
others with powerful words and poisonous advice.

The Rambam (שיז ל"ת   however, takes (סה"מ 
a different tack and reveals a most fascinating 
understanding of this mitzvah. The Rambam 
discusses the human instinct for anger and revenge. 

There are times when one might feel compelled 
to totally do away with one’s enemy in order to 
placate one’s need for revenge. At times physically 
harming the perpetrator might suffice to calm one’s 
anger. In a lesser offense the directing of insult and 
deprecating words might be adequate to diminish 
and reduce his foe.

The Rambam then goes on to describe man’s 
need sometimes to simply vent. Even when the 
object of one’s rage is not listening to one’s ranting; 
one often finds solace in merely letting off steam 
in isolation.

The Rambam continues that contrary to what 
one might have thought that venting in private is 
harmless or perhaps even healthy, the Torah comes 
to allay that notion. One may never grow accustomed 
to anger. 

It is for that objective that the Torah instructs us 
here in not cursing ‘deaf ears’. It matters not that no 
one is being harmed, what concerns us more is that 
man never allow himself to indulge in ‘comforting’ 
rage. It is ultimately all about self-control. 

What is so calming about the process of venting, 
especially when it is ‘colored’ with foul language? 

When others get the better of us we feel a loss 
of control. The natural reaction is to strike back, 
reasserting ‘our’ control. When a physical response 
is not possible, we affirm a level of control by verbally 
afflicting our adversary. 

At the very least, even while our object of rage is 
out of hearing distance, we find some aspect of ‘self-
preservation’ and regained stature, by defining our 
antagonist in the most derogatory of terms, even if 
just in our own mind and emotions, that places us 

once again superior to him.Animals when attacked 
and finding themselves cornered, emit a deep cry 
of self-assertion in a last ditch effort to maintain 
their stance.

Is it a wonder that ‘swear words’ often evince the 
most visceral and crass aspects of our being.

Think about it, the times we are most agitated is 
when things don’t go the way we ‘expected’.

How do you react when another car suddenly 
cuts you off? What’s the first word out of your mouth 
when the computer unexpectedly crashes? What is 
our response to losing ‘service’ in the middle of an 
important business call?

Venting is treif! 

The Sifsei Cohen interprets our verse in a most 
unique fashion. You shall not curse the deaf, and you 
shall not place a stumbling block before the blind, the 
blind one referred here being the Satan himself. He 
sees in the verse a forewarning from empowering the 
Satan. 

The Satan is euphemistically referred to as 
the blind one, as the Talmud teaches he is מלוא 
כ) ’filled with eyes‘ ,עינים  for he seeks every ,(:ע"ז 
opportunity, not missing anything, to ensnare us in 
his clutches. He is for this reason called a מכשול, a 

‘stumbling block’ (סוכה נב.).

The Torah is teaching us that we shall not ‘curse 
the deaf’; not vent in frustration and anger when 
things go awry. 

For if we do, we are merely fueling the evil 
inclination by reinforcing the falsehood of control 
in our lives’ circumstances, becoming addicted 
to a false notion of self-determination, constantly 
stumbling over our own feeble and angry methods 
to maintain control. 

The Sifsei Cohen adds, that חרש is an acronym 
for, חיים רעים שלך, your bad life.

חרש תקלל   You shall not curse “your difficult ,לא 
life”! 

We must see our lives, no matter how difficult the 
obstacles, as opportunities to control that which we 
were ennobled to master fully, our emotions.

We are assured that if we can attain that, we 
will be infused with an ever greater sense of G-d’s 
presence in our lives and the joy and true pleasure 
that accompany it.

Rabbi teichman can be contacted at: ravzt@ohelmoshebaltimore.com
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5. What is the connection between Parshas Acharei-Mos and Parshas Kedoshim?
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Acharei Mos - Two of a Kind
“He shall take the two goats and stand them before Hashem at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting. Aharon 
shall place the lots upon the two goats: one lot ‘for Hashem’, the other ‘for Azazel. And Aharon shall bring near 
the goat designated by lot ‘for Hashem’ and make it a sin-offering. Whereas the goat designated by lot ‘for 
Azazel’ shall be stood, alive, before Hashem – to provide atonement through it, to send it to Azazel in the desert.” 
(Vayikra 16:7-10)

 The beginning of this week’s parsha deals with the 
intricately detailed laws of the Yom Kippur service. One 
of if not the most perplexing sections of this service 
was the taking of two male goats, drawing lots to 
determine their respective ‘fate’, then sacrificing one as 
a regular sin-offering and dispatching the other with the 

‘appointed man’ to be thrown from a cliff in the middle 
of a bleak and punishing desert. The commentaries 
struggle1 to define the term ‘To Azazel’, a word that 
doesn’t appear anywhere else in the entire Torah that – if 
taken literally – could even contain pagan overtures2. A 
closer look at the requisite laws of the two goats only 
serves to confuse matters further….

“The two goats of Yom Kippur should ideally be 
identical in appearance and in size. They should cost the 
same amount and be purchased together at the same time. 
However, if these requirements are not met, the goats may 
still be used.” (Tractate Yoma 6:1). 

 When we consider the fact that these two goats 
represent seemingly diametrically opposed purposes3, 
the insistence that they be ‘identical twins’ in every 
way possible is surprising. One goat is sanctified ‘to 
Hashem’,  the other is sent to a gruesome demise – 
symbolically ‘carrying’ on its shoulders the countless 
sins of an entire nation4. And yet they are to be identical 
in appearance, size and worth?! Wouldn’t it have been 
far more appropriate to select two completely different 
animals to begin with? 

 In 1935, American psychologist J.Ridley Stroop 
conducted a series of experiments whose purpose was 
to test how quickly we make decisions, and to what 
extent exterior interference could inhibit our ability 
to make them. A devoutly religious man, Stroop was 
fascinated by the human capacity to so often act (and 
sin) ‘without thinking’, and wanted to explore how the 
subconscious processes information and stimuli from 
the outside world. 

 What followed was the publication of a paper 
that became a part of psychology lore. With over 700 
variants published since, ‘The Stroop Effect’ is still 
regarded as one of the most important contributions to 
cognitive psychology in the discipline’s history. Here’s 
an example:

 Say I show you the following...

RED     BLUE    GREEN    ORANGE 

...And ask you to read the words. Pretty easy, isn’t it?

But let’s say I were to complicate matters a little:

BLUE    GREEN   RED   ORANGE  

All of a sudden, the instruction to ‘read through the 
colours’  becomes a bit harder. It is still a pretty easy 
task, but research shows that the vast majority of people 
take longer to complete the second set of words than 
they do the first. Now, let’s say I make this fiendishly 
difficult with a later variant of the Stroop Test...

BLUE    GREEN   RED   ORANGE  

Your task is to ‘find the colour blue’. 

Here, reaction time slows drastically. Why?

 The cognitive paradox here is known as ‘semantic 
interference’, and refers to a situation where our 
subconscious (or conscious) is presented with two 
pieces of information simultaneously – the name of 
the word and the colour it is written in. In the first set 
of words, the information is referred to as ‘congruent’, 
i.e. what is written  and how it is written match, so 
our processing time is rapid. In the second set, the 
information is ‘incongruent’, i.e. there is a contradiction 
between what is written and how it is written. So we 
struggle to ‘unravel’ the fact that ‘BLUE’ is orange, 

‘GREEN’ is red, etc. 

 The third set is a nightmare of a task. In a real Stroop 
Test, you would be looking at an entire A4 page filled 
with multiple contradictory cues. What makes the task 
so hard is the fact that you were asked to ‘find the colour 
blue’. Some people automatically look at the word ‘BLUE’ 
(written in orange). Others might head straight for the 
word ‘ORANGE’ (written in blue). But most people grind 
to a mental halt as their subconscious is bombarded 
by the fact that one word is written ‘BLUE’, another 
is coloured blue, and both of them could well be what 
the questioner is looking for! Which one is the correct 
answer?! I have been asked to ‘find the colour blue’...
which is it?!

 The shtei se’irim (two goats) that form perhaps the 
centrepiece of the Yom Kippur service remind us of this 
crucial life lesson. Sometimes; in fact: most of the time, 
there are two paths stretched out in front of us. One leads 
to the Beis Hamikdash, ‘to Hashem’. The other leads to 
the desolate, lifeless desert - ‘to Azazel’. And the mishna 
in Yoma gives us a clarion call: at first glance, those 
paths can look identical. So adept are we at convincing 
ourselves of the righteousness of our ways, so fluent 
are we at deceiving ourselves into believing that the 
path to the desert is actually a shortcut to the holiest 

place on Earth, that we often forget to stop, breathe and 
think: is this really what the Almighty is asking of me? 
Can I really trust my gut instinct? Is what I believe to 
be the path of life necessarily the right one? What if I 
have it all wrong? What if I am blind to the fact that I 
am processing two approaches and seeing them as if 
they are identical, as if there is no difference whatsoever 
between them?

 To this end, the entire nation gathered in the Beis 
Hamikdash and looked at the two goats. Two animals 
with such different purposes, such distinct fates, and 
yet...they look identical. These goats remind us that 
every time life places us at a crossroads, we can stumble 
onwards blindly, or we can stop for a moment to really 
study the signposts above – get the instruction clear, 
and take the path that leads to true fulfilment.

 As the Talmud (Sotah 3a) puts it: “A person does not 
sin unless a spirit of insanity enters him”. To not check 
and double-check that what we are doing is the right 
thing, irrespective of how we have convinced ourselves 
that both sides of the choice are ‘identical’, is to deny 
ourselves the opportunity to tread a path of clarity 
through a world of confusion.  

1  Numerous interpretations and translations are offered. From the more 
esoteric (such as that seen in Yoma (67b), which writes that the ‘goat for 
Azazel’ was intended to atone for the sins of the fallen angels Aza and 
Azael), to the more literal (such as Rashi to 16:8; the word ‘Azazel’ is a 
contraction of ‘aza – harsh’ and ‘el – strong’, thus it is merely meant as a 
description of the landscape). 

2  See Ohr Hachayim (16:7) who asks this question explicitly. See also 
Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer (46), who writes that the ‘goat for Azazel’ was meant 
figuratively as a means to “bribe” the Evil Inclination (Kli Yakar to 16:8 
explores this approach further). But see Ramban (16:8) who concludes 
quite categorically that the brutal fate of the ‘goat for Azazel’ was meant 
precisely to demonstrate the fact that we do not subscribe to pagan or 
polytheistic beliefs. To this end, the goat is quite unceremoniously and 
insultingly thrown from a cliff and left to rot; quite the opposite treatment 
to what is normally appropriate for a holy sacrifice.

3  See Ohr Hachayim (ibid.) who discusses at length how the goat ‘for 
Hashem’ represented the iniquities of the people in terms of entering 
the Mikdash while impure. It was ‘offered up’ to symbolise our hope that 
Hashem would overlook the fact that the person in question was impure, 
and instead ‘accept’ and see his misdemeanour in a positive light as 
one who at the very least was trying to accomplish something positive 
by coming to the Beis Hamikdash. This stands in stark contrast to the 
goat ‘for Azazel’, whose function was to carry ‘the vile and rebellious 
transgressions of the people’. This goat was destroyed, symbolising 
our hope that Hashem would simply eradicate these innumerable and 
shameful sins from our record, ‘wiping the slate clean’. 

4  See Tractate Zevachim (13b) which comments that the sins of the 
Kohanim were also ‘placed’ upon the ‘goat for Azazel’. 

Rabbi birnbaum can be contacted at: rav.birnbaum@gmail.com
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6. Which mitzva in Parshas Kedoshim that stands out as being more central than others? 

"כל המציל נפש אחת מישראל כאילו קיים עולם מלא" (משנה, סנהדרין ד ה)
Young yeshiva bochur from London on dialysis, desperately seeks kidney donor, blood group O

Donating a kidney is a low-risk procedure with a high success rate, and the satisfaction for the donor is immeasurable! The mitzvah is the reward! 
Dialysis is a painful lengthy procedure 3 times a week, the patient is often ill, is greatly restricted as to food/liquid intake and most patients on dialysis die without �nding a kidney donor.

For information, please contact Matnat Chaim UK: 0800-0488276 or matnatc@gmail.com www.kilya.org.il/en 
(If you wish to learn more about donating a kidney from a recent London donor, please contact Stephen Colman on 07956 234 524 – stephencolman2@aol.com)

 Matnat Chaim operates under rabbinical guidance and transplants are carried out in top hospitals under the NHS. Matnat Chaim also needs kidney donors of all blood groups for our list of kidney patients.

Halacha
Charity

A Practical Guide to the Halachos 
of Communal Obligations, Mitzvas 
Tzedakah and Ma’aser Kesafim

Excerpts from the sefer Easy Giving / פתח תפתח את ידך (which includes extensive notes and 
comprehensive halachic sources), authored by Eli Katz and Emanuel Meyer and available 
from sefarim shops in NW London. Contact us at info@tzedokoh.co.uk

By popular demand, 
Easy Giving -  Second 

Edition  now 
available in all UK 

seforim shops
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In Section A, we clarified the obligation to support the essential communal infrastructure and its precedence over mitzvas tzedokoh. In 
Section B, we focused on the mitzvah min hatorah of tzedokoh, its exclusive purpose to financially support aniyim / poor people and the 
prohibitions related to tzedokoh including the obligation not to ignore the requests of an oni. In Section C, we discuss the laws relating to 
the custom of ma’aser kesofim - donating 10%-20% of your income, the two primary sources as well as the ma’aser kesofim income and 
expenditure calculations. We then enumerated the four categories for distribution, in order of precedence: - 1) tzedokah & Torah support 
for aniyim, 2) chesed (non-aniyim / good causes), 3) other mitzvos and 4) restricted uses. In Section D, we conclude by providing an overall 
summary of all 3 Sections – Communal Obligations, Tzedokoh and Ma’aser Kesofim, including Graphs and Tables.

Section D: Conclusions & 
Summary Chapter 2: Chart & Tables

Chart 1: 
Divison of ma’aser kesofim

This chart shows the division of your 10% ma’aser kesofim 
funds in its most elementary form. The following tables will 
provide more precise details how the funds should be divided.

Table 1 : 

Allocation Guidelines for 
Ma’aser Kesofim

This table shows how your 10% ma’aser kesofim should 
be allocated.

 Â A minimum of 66% of your ma’aser kesofim funds, is for 
aniyim, as your fulfilment of mitzvas tzedokoh (Priority 3).

 Â A minimum of 50% of your ma’aser kesofim funds should 
go towards Torah support – supporting aniyim who are 
studying Torah. In other words, 75% of the funds which 
you direct to aniyim (50:66 = ~75:100), should go to those 
aniyim who study Torah.

 Â Money donated to a cause which is both for aniyim and for 
Torah counts towards both percentages.

 Â A maximum of 33% of your ma’aser kesofim funds should 
go to general chessed projects (Priority 4), even for non-
aniyim. If you are able to donate the full 20%, then a 
minimum of 50% (i.e. your full first 10%) of your ma’aser 
kesofim should go to Torah support for aniyim (Priority 3).

To be Continued ....

contact the authors:
eli katz: eli@familykatz.co.uk  

emanuel meyer: emanuelmeyer@gmail.com
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 ANSWERS
1. A theme in the parsha is the punishment of kareis. The majority of mitzvos that come with 

this punishment appear in Parshas Acharei Mos, most notably those of arayos, forbidden 
relationships. 

2. They represent the two identical pathways that start off the same and how one branches 
to the good and ends up connected to the Kodesh Hakodashim while the other goes to the 
bad and ends up killed thrown down a mountain. This is the bechira, free choice, given to 
a person which pathway he takes. 

3. There are the sacrifices brought on behalf of the entire community and there are the 
sacrifices brought that come from the Kohen Gadol.

4. The haftorah of the first parsha is read instead of the second parsha because the second 
parsha mentions abominations done by people in Yerushalayim and we prefer to avoid 
mentioning this. Therefore when we have this option when the parsha is paired with 
the previous week’s we read the other haftorah, that of Parshas Acherai Mos and not 
Kedoshim’s. (See the Machatzis Hashekel for an explanation of the argument between the 
Rema and Levush.)

5. Rabbeiny Bachaye says that after saying the forbidden relationships Parshas Kedoshim 
starts of saying to be careful to do what is allowed and this will result in kedusha, holiness.

6. Rashi (19:18) brings that Rabbi Akiva says that the mitzvah of “Loving your friend like 
yourself” is a rule in the Torah.

Parshah

Rabbi  
Alan Wilkinson
Rabbi, Great Ormond Street Hospital
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Reaching for the sky
One of my duties within the hospital is to visit wards to ascertain if there are any patients or 
families who require spiritual support and assistance. On a recent visit to one particular ward 
the administrator stopped to talk to me and asked me about a particular family. ‘They are your 
people aren’t they’. Before I could respond she continued: ‘Such holy people. They really make 
you believe in G-d’.

This weeks’ parsha, Kedoshim, begins with 
the famous exhortation: Kedoshim tiheyu ki kadosh 
Ani - “Be holy, because I am holy.” Interestingly, 
Kedoshim tiheyu, “You shall be holy,” is a mitzvah 
which is addressed to all of Klal Yisrael, not just 
a select few. Every Jew is enjoined to achieve a 
level of holiness, not just good, but holy! Whilst 
no mitzvah is simple it does seem possible to 
assess whether we are achieving something in 
our mitzvah performance: generally speaking we 
can work out if we are keeping kashrus, giving 
tzedakah, dwelling in a succah, wearing tzitzis 
etc, although our self-assessment may be less 
accurate when we come to Shabbos, davening 
and avoiding lashon hara. How can we judge if 
we are kadosh? How are we to define the concept 
of kedushah which applies to each and every one 
of us?

Regardless of how we translate kedushah, 
holiness, it clearly represents a state of being 
which is above and beyond the usual. One may 
be good, wonderful, a ‘real mentsch’ but does that 
make us holy? Is it only once one has achieved 
all the appellations which define upstanding 
behaviour that we can achieve kedushah, holiness.

Rashi’s definition of holiness is a strict 
separation from specific sins, particularly those 
of a sexual nature. Ramban is not satisfied 
with this approach: “The answer lies in the fact 
that the Torah has very clearly admonished 
us not to be promiscuous and to refrain from 
forbidden foods. But at the same it permits 
marital relations and the consumption of meat 
and wine. It is therefore quite conceivable that 
a person will act improperly with his own wife, 

gluttonously consume quantities of meat or 
become intoxicated with wine. He may utter 
vulgar obscenities, piously claiming that such 
language is not explicitly outlawed by the Torah. 
Such a person can be a naval b’reshus haTorah, a 
knave with the Torah’s permission.” People can 
conform to the strictest rules regarding forbidden 
foods and still be gluttons and drunkards. They 
can be absolutely faithful husbands and yet be 
foul-mouthed and coarse in their interaction with 
their wives. They can remain within the Torah’s 
parameters and yet be bad people.

For Ramban, there are ethical standards 
which are distinct from sins. We are expected 
to be “good” people, yet conforming to the letter 
of the law will not guarantee that we are “good”. 
Therefore, the Torah asks that we be “holy”. For 
him holiness is a category which includes a 
very wide range of behaviours which are neither 
explicitly prescribed nor prohibited by the Torah. 

“Holiness” is not synonymous with “saintliness”. 
Rather, it is the expectation that we be neat and 
clean, courteous and polite, considerate and fair, 
modest and moderate. We are holy to the extent 
that we excel in the realms of ethics and morality.

Holiness, explains the Rambam, means 
making daily choices on the basis of a higher 
purpose. The Baal Sham Tov declared that it 
means imparting spirituality into our physical 
reality. The Chasam Sofer says “You shall be 
holy, but not removed from the world.”

Holiness, then, is not about escaping reality 
but about enhancing reality. It is not about 

rejecting the world, but about elevating it. As the 
Ohr Hachaim says: Kadosh means ‘separated’; 
however, it does not mean separated from, but 
separated to- dedicated and committed to a 
spiritual existence. R’ Menachem Mendel of 
Kotzk in his inimitable fashion described the 
requirement to be holy in a ‘mentschlich’ fashion, 
one that is not detached from life. 

Another possibility is that since we are His 
people, our (collectively) being holy - or failing 
to be so - reflects on Him. Therefore, at this 
gathering of the entire nation, Hashem told the 
people to be a “holy nation” (see Shemos 19:6 
and Devarim 26:19), as it affects the perception 
of His holiness. This is in line with Rashi’s 
approach to holiness being layers of protection 
added to avoid inappropriate behaviour, as such 
rules followed by the community will help ensure 
that the community remains “holy.” Ramban’s 
explanation that “holiness” refers to limiting even 
those things that are permitted would seem to 
be speaking to the individual, not the nation as 
a whole. 

The ward administrator was probably not 
aware of the different Rabbinic interpretations 
of ‘being holy’. When she spoke of a ‘holy 
people’ she spoke of a family who were polite 
and respectful. A family who kept themselves to 
themselves, prayed frequently and with feeling, 
cared for their child, had kind words for others on 
the ward and greeted everyone with a smile even 
in very challenging circumstances. This is holy 
behaviour that we can all try to emulate. 

Rabbi wilkinson can be contacted at: genesisasw@gmail.com
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