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Mind Over Matter

The period between the first day of 
Passover and Shavuot, a chunk of time 
totaling seven weeks, precisely 49 days, is 
known as the days of the Omer. There is a 
commandment to count off these days and 
weeks as they pass. The Shulchan Aruch, 
(Orach Chaim 489,) lists the rules: 
basically, we are instructed to recite a 
blessing concerning counting the Omer 
each and every night [in Jewish law the 
new day begins at night as in Genesis; 'it 
was evening than it was morning'] and then 
say how many of the seven weeks and 
forty-nine days have elapsed.

The blessing takes the usual form:

"Blessed are You ... who has 
sanctified us with His 
commandments and has 
commanded us regarding the 
counting of the Omer."

As I write this, it is the 17th day of the Omer,
which we counted last night by saying today
is two weeks and three days in the Omer. At
times it is fairly easy to comprehend how 
the performance of a Mitzvah can invest the
person with an aura of sanctity - the Mitzvot
of praying, learning Torah or observing 
Sabbath come immediately to mind. But 
this is certainly not a claim that can be 
made regarding this Mitzvah of counting the
days of the Omer. How can the mere 
counting of days constitute a sanctifying 
experience?

HOW DOES COUNTING 
DAYS LEAD TO 
SANCTITY?
Let us begin to explore the answer to this 
question by attempting to understand the 
Mitzvah as presented by the Sefer 
HaChinuch, commandment #306:

"The holiday of Passover was 
unquestionably given to 
celebrate the emancipation of 
the Jewish people from the 
slavery of Egypt. However, it is 
important to understand exactly 
what it is that we are celebrating.
In God's view the emancipation 
in itself does not merit 
celebration; it was only a means 
to an end. We needed to be 
released from the bondage of 
Egypt in order to be able to 
accept the Torah. It is the 
acceptance and the fulfillment of 
the Torah that lends meaning 
and purpose to the emancipation
and renders it an event worth 
celebrating. To emphasize this 
point we are commanded to 
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count off the days between the 
emancipation and Shavuot as if 
to say, 'We can't wait until we are
able to receive the Torah. The 
anticipation of its acceptance is 
the true source of the excitement
we feel about our emancipation.'"

But how can God command the 
performance of such a Mitzvah? What if the
truth is that I am more excited about being 
emancipated and being free to do as I like, 
than I am about accepting the Torah whose 
dictates severely limit my freedom? Do I still
have to count the Omer, an act that falsely 
portrays me as panting with anticipation to 
meet God and receive His Torah? What is 
the point of a Mitzvah that expresses a 
feeling? Either the feeling the counting of 
the Omer is meant to express is part of our 
inner furniture in any case, and then, there 
is no need for a commandment to express 
it, or the feeling is absent, in which case the
performance of the Mitzvah is an empty 
gesture.

HOW CAN ANYONE 
COMMAND YOU TO FEEL?
One of the most confusing aspects of life, 
which impacts particularly on our attitude to 
our relationship with God and the way we 
relate to religion, is the establishment of the
proper balance between thoughts and 
feelings. In the establishment of what we 
consider true reality, does what we feel or 
what we know play the dominant role, or is 
there some instinctive combination of 
knowledge and feeling that human beings 
were programmed to apply? We shall 
devote this essay to exploring the Torah 

resolution of this problem, because the 
Mitzvah of counting the Omer holds the key
to this aspect of life.

THE SPIRITUAL 
CONTRAST BETWEEN 
PASSOVER AND SHAVUOT
In a previous essay on this Parsha (see Up 
For The Count) we established that the 
difference between the spiritual quality of 
Passover and Shavuot is expressed by the 
difference between the Omer sacrifice, 
brought on Passover, consisting of barley, 
an animal food, and the sacrifice of the Two
Loaves made on Shavuot consisting of 
wheat, a food people eat. The revelation of 
Passover was unearned; we weren't up to 
attaining the level of spiritual elevation to 
which God raised us. Such revelation is 
symbolized by animal food. Animals were 
not created to develop their potential and 
are not expected to do so; their levels of 
development were implanted by God as 
part of their natures with no potential for 
growth or change.

Inasmuch as the Exodus and the 
Redemption were events that required no 
input on our parts - we passively 
experienced being freed from spiritual 
bondage just as we experienced our 
physical release from Egyptian slavery - a 
Divinely implanted spirituality was sufficient 
to provide the underpinnings of these 
events. On the other hand, the giving of the 
Torah on Mount Sinai required our active 
co-operation and participation. We had to 
resolve to dedicate ourselves to its 
observance in order to make its acceptance

2

http://www.aish.com/torahportion/mayanot/Up_For_The_Count.asp
http://www.aish.com/torahportion/mayanot/Up_For_The_Count.asp


possible. Receiving God's Torah was not 
something wonderful that could merely 
happen to us, like the emancipation. The 
acceptance of the Torah amounts to the 
establishment of an eternal covenant. A 
covenant is a negotiated agreement that 
requires two active participants.

Besides, the Torah is only useful as a tool 
to enable you to develop your spiritual 
potential through the application of your 
own free will. People who need to be 
inspired and stimulated by God to attain 
their spirituality have no need of Torah 
commandments. Such people believe that 
either God will 'save' them spiritually or they
will never attain serious spiritual growth.

TRANSFORMATION FROM 
PASSIVE TO ACTIVE
The passive spiritual inspiration of the 
Exodus is symbolized by animal food; the 
Torah could not be given on the basis of the
spiritual maturity we attained through the 
emancipation of the Exodus.

God had to provide us with the days of the 
Omer as a break between the Exodus and 
the meeting of Sinai so that we could have 
the opportunity of transforming the spiritual 
heights we attained from the status of a gift 
dependant entirely on God's constant 
support to something we could merit and 
maintain through the application of our own 
efforts.

The sign of the accomplishment of this 
transformation is God's willingness to 
accept our offering of the two loaves of 
leavened bread on Shavuot, the day of the 
receiving of the Torah; an offering of people 

food, bread made of wheat - the only time 
of year that leavened bread was allowed on
the Temple Altar. The spiritual level of 
Passover and Shavuot is one and the 
same. The difference is not to be measured
in size but has to be understood in terms of 
maturity. Passover is God-given and 
therefore childish; Shavuot is reached 
through hard work and spiritual maturity.

If we delve into how this difference 
expresses itself existentially, we will 
discover that Passover must be presented 
in terms of emotional certainty, followed by 
confusion and intellectual doubt, while 
Shavuot can be portrayed in terms of the 
intellectual clarity that is reached through 
the resolution of one's doubts through the 
application of the power of reason.

EMOTION VERSUS 
INTELLECT
The Exodus experience was loaded with 
powerful spiritual impact. The miracles of 
the plagues and the parting of the waters of
the Sea of Reeds had the capacity to bring 
the Divine Presence into such sharp focus 
that it became a part of perceived physical 
reality. The song that Israel sang as they 
crossed the dry seabed contained the 
following phrase: "This is my God and I will 
build Him a Sanctuary; the God of my father
and I will exalt Him" (Exodus 15:2). Rashi, 
in the name of the Midrash, writes: God 
revealed Himself so openly to the Jews that
they were able to point to His Presence and
say to each other, "Look over there! You 
see, that is God!"

In our relationship with God we are 
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constantly pursuing clarity and certainty. 
The greatest threat to spiritual 
achievements is the worm of doubt. The 
pursuit of spirituality always comes at the 
expense of devotion to physicality. The 
physical world is palpably real whereas 
spiritual phenomena can only be accessed 
in the perception of the human mind. Any 
doubt that enters our minds concerning the 
reality of our spirituality will necessarily be 
translated into turning away from the pursuit
of spirituality to shelter in the security of 
physicality.

THE ORIGIN OF DOUBT
This relationship between doubt and the 
loss of spirituality is made crystal clear by 
the Torah itself in the presentation of the 
aftermath of the Exodus. As soon as the 
clarity of vision attained during the splitting 
of the sea began to fade, the Jewish people
were in trouble.

"He called the place Massah 
U'meribah, because of the 
contention of the Children of 
Israel and because of their test 
of God, saying, 'Is God among 
us or not?' Amalek came and 
battled Israel in Refidim" (Exodus
17:7-8).

The Rabbis interpret the juxtaposition of 
this 'contention' with the attack of Amalek 
as causal rather than circumstantial; it is 
our spirit of 'contention' that made us 
vulnerable to Amalek's attack. Amalek is 
always ready to pounce on the weakness of
Jewish confusion and uncertainty. As soon 
as Israel questioned whether the Presence 
of God was among them or not, there was 

an opening for Amalek to attack.

If we pause to ponder the nature of this 
uncertainty entertained by the Jewish 
people regarding God's Presence in their 
midst, we are bound to conclude that it was 
clearly only emotional and not rational. The 
Jewish people who doubted whether the 
Presence of God was among them or not 
were living off the manna, drinking the 
waters that flowed from the rock, and 
traveling on the clouds of Glory even in the 
midst of their doubt. In their minds they 
must have known beyond the shadow of a 
doubt that God existed and was watching 
over them as one would guard a treasured 
child. The only way to explain their doubt is 
that emotionally they no longer felt His 
Presence among them. They could no 
longer point to the Divine Presence and 
declare, "This is my God."

HOW CLARITY CAN FADE
As the immediacy of the experience of the 
Divine Presence as a palpable physical 
entity faded in their collective sensory 
memory, it was replaced by feelings of 
confusion and doubt. This demonstrates the
fact that human beings are capable of 
experiencing feelings of doubt about 
spiritual phenomena they perceive as being
real intellectually as soon as these 
phenomena no longer impact on them 
emotionally. The feelings of doubt and 
confusion regarding spiritual phenomena 
are rarely the results of justified intellectual 
skepticism.

These feelings of doubt are the result of our
instinctive orientation to reality. The relative 

4



trust that we invest in our physical 
perceptions and emotional feelings versus 
our intellects as reliable detectors of reality 
is the chief cause of our spiritual confusion. 
If we doubt our spirituality emotionally, it 
matters not that we are certain of it 
intellectually; the things that are only visible 
to our mind are not truly real to us. We get 
upset and confused and lose our bearings, 
and with it the firm grip on our relationship 
with God.

THE DISTRUST OF 
REASON IN THE FACE OF 
ITS ACCURACY
There is a profound irony in this. If you ask 
any well- educated modern person how to 
reliably establish reality, he will tell you that 
you cannot trust your feelings or even your 
physical senses to accurately establish the 
parameters of what is real. Science 
provides us with endless examples of how 
deceiving the perceptions of our physical 
senses can be. Truth can only be 
discovered by subjecting all perceived 
phenomena to the test of logic and reason. 
Only the intelligence of the human mind can
be trusted to reliably guide us to the truth.

Yet the experience of the desert generation 
shows how deeply the distrust of 
phenomena that we can only perceive with 
the power of our minds is engrained within 
us. We realize the necessity of employing 
our intelligence to work out a true picture of 
reality and weed out the false images 
broadcast by our emotions and physical 
senses, but we are not ready to trust the 
picture of reality presented by our minds 

unless it is confirmed by the worthless 
testimony of these false witnesses. Here 
are the Jewish people doubting the reality 
of God's Presence even as their 
surroundings provide them with scientific 
proof of the reality of this Presence. God 
supplies the Manna, the water and the 
clouds and yet He isn't there.

We have just located the precise function of
the Mitzvah of counting the Omer and 
diagnosed the spiritual disease of Amalek 
into the bargain.

THE EFFECTS OF THE 
PASSAGE OF TIME
The great emotional clarity produced by the
miracles of the emancipation inevitably 
fades with time. Emotional feelings are 
physically felt responses to phenomena and
they must inevitably weaken as we recede 
in time and distance from the events by 
which they were stimulated. But truth 
discovered by reason retains its freshness 
eternally. In the cold emotionless light shed 
by the intellect there is no lessening of 
intensity with the passage of time. Either 
things are true or they are not.

There was a way to successfully retain the 
spiritual height we had been helped by God
to reach through the miracles of the 
Exodus. Even after the feelings of 
inspiration fade, the mind fully recognizes 
that the events that inspired us were a part 
of reality. We may no longer be able to point
to God and say, "Look, there He is!" after 
we finish the crossing, but the intellectual 
evidence of God's existence and of His 
concern for us remains entirely 
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undiminished. But we require a 
fundamental change in orientation to exploit
this recognition.

We are all innately programmed to invest 
our trust and allegiance into our hearts and 
to be suspicious of the information 
projected by our minds. The mind informs 
us that God is out there and loves us, but 
because we don't see it with our eyes or 
feel it in our hearts, we do not accept the 
information as true. We must train 
ourselves to transfer our allegiance and 
trust to our minds if we are to take 
advantage of this truth. We must appoint 
our minds to serve as the ultimate arbiters 
of reality and truth.

CHOOSING THE MIND
This internal transformation is what the 
days of the Omer are about. True holiness 
and spiritual greatness can only be reached
by people who choose to be guided by their
minds.

The Talmud (Yoma 69b) informs us that the 
Members of the Great Assembly who 
established the second Temple also 
authored our prayers. The reason why they 
were called 'great' was because they 
restored God's crown. The original text of 
the prayer had introduced God as great, 
mighty and awesome. Jeremiah came 
along and took out the word awesome; he 
said to himself, "How can we refer to God 
as being awesome when the nations are 
desecrating His sanctuary?" Daniel then 
took out the word mighty. He argued, "How 
can we refer to God as mighty when He 
allows the nations to enslave and exile His 

people?"

But the members of the Great Assembly 
reinserted these words. They argued, "On 
the contrary, the fact that the nations are 
out to destroy the Jewish people and yet we
continue to survive and prosper is the most 
powerful indication of the fact that He is 
mighty and awesome." In the light of 
physical perception and emotion we no 
longer feel God's might and awesomeness 
following the destruction of His Temple. If 
our perception of reality continues to be 
based on what we see and feel, we have no
choice but to excise these praises from our 
prayers; God abhors false praise.

HOW TO ACHIEVE 
GREATNESS
The Members of the Assembly were 
referred to as great, because they had the 
breadth of vision to perceive that in reality 
as it is seen and understood by the mind, 
the indications of God's might and 
awesomeness had not diminished by a 
single iota through the destruction and 
exile. Man reaches greatness when he 
learns to see the world through the faculty 
that singles him out from all other creatures 
and makes him great - through the eyes of 
the mind. The prophet Chaggai (2,9) 
pointed out that the glory of the second 
Temple was greater than the first. The first 
Temple was inundated with God's Divine 
Presence, whereas the second was not. In 
the second Temple one could only perceive 
the Divine Presence through the eyes of the
mind. It demanded spiritual maturity and 
greatness of its worshippers.
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The days of the Omer were given to us to 
accomplish this spiritual growth. There is no
better way to convey what they can achieve
than this profound observation made by our
rabbis regarding the relationship between 
the mind and the heart.

"Pharaoh approached; the 
Children of Israel raised their 
eyes and behold! - Egypt was 
journeying after them..." (Exodus
14:10)

Rashi explains: "...with one heart, as a 
single entity."

"They journeyed from Refidim 
and arrived at the Wilderness of 
Sinai and encamped in the 
wilderness; and Israel encamped
there, opposite the mountain. 
(Exodus 19:2)

Rashi explains: "...as one person with a 
single heart."

TYPES OF UNITY
Egyptian unity is attained through the heart.
Only when every Egyptian heart beats with 
a single desire can the Egyptian people 
attain unity. Generally, we all have our own 
dreams and want different things. It is rare 
to achieve national unity through the heart.

The unity of Israel that armed the Jewish 
people with the power to make an eternal 
commitment to the Torah was attained 
through the mind. The days of the Omer 
enabled them to overcome the confusion of 
Refidim that had exposed them to Amalek's
attack. By the time they arrived at Sinai 
they had acquired the ability to judge reality
through the eyes of the mind. We all have 

different feelings and desires, but reason 
speaks to all of us in the same voice and 
teaches all of us the identical lesson. When 
we are united by our perceptions we can 
attain an everlasting unity of desire.

"Israel encamped there, opposite
the mountain."

Teach Your Children

As is often the case, the name of this 
week's parasha is taken from a word in the 
very first verse: emor - "speak". In fact, the 
act of speech appears three times in this 
verse:

And God said to Moshe: Speak 
to the kohanim, the sons of 
Aharon, and say to them: Let 
none [of you] defile himself for a 
dead person among his people 
(Vayikra 21:1).

The double "speak" is strange: The verse is
unremarkable when it states that God 
spoke to Moshe; this is one of the more 
common formulations in the Torah, one we 
have come to expect. But the next two uses
of the verb emor in this verse - translated 
here as "speak" and "say" - create a 
cumbersome textual passage that is 
uncharacteristic.
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One possible understanding of this textual 
quirk is that the Torah's language creates 
an emphasis that might otherwise have 
been absent. By doubling the use of the 
verb, perhaps the message is that Moshe is
charged with speaking to the kohanim in a 
way that will be heard, so that the message 
is understood, internalized and integrated.

Rashi offers an alternative explanation of 
this singular text. In his comments on this 
verse, he paraphrases a Talmudic passage 
that quotes this verse in a discussion 
regarding adults' responsibilities toward 
children (Yevamot 114a):

"Say [to the Kohanim …] and say
[to them]," [This double 
expression comes] to warn 
(l'hazhir) adults regarding 
minors. (Rashi, Vayikra 21:1)

When taken at face value, Rashi's 
comments on this verse contain an uplifting 
message: Not only should adults take 
responsibility for themselves, they should 
invest in the next generation and guide the 
young and innocent away from sin. We 
might easily use this teaching as a 
springboard for a broader discussion 
concerning the importance of positive, 
proactive education and the need to take 
responsibility for the next generation. Such 
would be the thrust of the message of our 
verse - unless we actually consulted with 
the Talmudic text upon which Rashi based 
his comments.

In fact, the Talmudic discussion actually 
contends with a far more ominous topic: 
Our verse is quoted in a passage that 
analyzes a number of cases in which an 

adult may be tempted to actually cause a 
child to sin. Far from an innocuous or even 
uplifting discussion of the virtues of 
religious education, the Talmudic passage 
contends with cases in which adults actively
and purposefully lead children to sin! As 
opposed to the lofty world of educational 
responsibility and values we thought we 
had discerned in Rashi's comments on our 
verse, the Talmud forces us to confront the 
loathsome case of an adult introducing a 
child to sin.

We may attempt to understand the mindset 
of the adults in the Talmudic cases and to 
rationalize their behavior: Perhaps the 
cases involve young children, not yet at the 
age of bar- or bat-mitzvah, who are not 
legally responsible or culpable for their 
actions. For example, when there is a 
limited amount of kosher food available, an 
adult might conclude that the best option 
would be to eat the kosher food and give 
the underage child something non-kosher.

This scenario inevitably leads to a more 
abstract, even philosophical discussion 
about the very nature of sin and its impact 
on the human being. Is sin merely a 
question of culpability? If the transgression 
is not punishable, is it of any significance? 
In more colloquial terms, can we say that 
sin is akin to the proverbial tree that falls in 
the forest; if there is no one to punish, does 
the sin make a sound, as it were? Or does 
sin affect the soul, leaving a mark or stain 
that is independent of culpability? The 
Talmudic passage in question seems to 
extrapolate an additional, even more far-
reaching lesson from our verse: Causing 
someone to sin is akin to feeding them 
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spiritual poison, and this behavior stains the
soul of the instigator as well as the 
perpetrator - particularly when the 
transgression is committed by a young, 
unsuspecting and impressionable soul.

The conclusion we are forced to draw from 
a careful reading of Rashi's Talmudic 
source is that the first verse in Parshat 
Emor teaches responsibility: not, as we 
originally thought, that we must educate the
next generation, but as a warning against 
corrupting the next generation and causing 
our children to sin. This message is far 
more poignant and perhaps more difficult to
fulfill. Certainly, we teach our children to do 
good things and to avoid things that are 
religiously distasteful. The question is, do 
we transmit messages akin to "Do as I say, 
not as I do"? Are we somehow corrupting 
the next generation, causing them to sin 
through unspoken, non-verbal messages 
and by setting a poor example?

In Rashi's comments on the verse, he uses 
the term G'dolim, which we have translated 
as "adults"; this same term is also used 
colloquially to describe our great rabbis. 
The G'dolim have responsibility for the 
k'tanim, those who are underage or of 
lesser stature and learning. This past week 
we lost one of our G'dolim: Rabbi Dr. 
Aharon Lichtenstein, may his righteous 
memory be a blessing. I, along with tens of 
thousands of his students, can attest that 
Rav Aharon not only educated us, he "took 
care" of us spiritually. He was a living, 
breathing model of ahavat Torah, love of 
Torah learning and devout observance, as 
well as yirat Shamayim, God-fearing awe 
and respect for holiness. He shared with us 

his vision and served as a model for proper 
behavior, setting a very high benchmark for 
all Jews in the modern world - and he did all
this with love, dedication, eloquence, 
humility and nobility. For this we will be 
forever indebted, and express our enduring 
thanks and love.

Eternity and Mortality

Our parsha begins with a restriction on the 
people for whom a Kohen may become 
tamei, a word usually translated as "defiled,
impure, ceremonially unclean." A priest may
not touch or be under the same roof as a 
dead body. He must remain aloof from 
close contact with the dead, with the 
exception of a close relative (defined in our 
parsha as a wife, a mother or father, son or 
daughter, brother or unmarried sister).

The law for the Kohen Gadol, High Priest, is
stricter still. He may not allow himself to 
become ceremonially unclean even for a 
close relative, though both he and an 
ordinary priest may do so for a meit 
mitzvah, that is, one who has no one else to
attend to his funeral. Here the basic 
requirement of human dignity overrides the 
priestly imperative of purity.

These laws, together with many others in 
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the books of Leviticus and Numbers - 
especially the rite of the Red Heifer, used to
cleanse those who had come into contact 
with the dead - are hard for us to 
understand nowadays. They already were 
in the days of the sages. Rabban Yohanan 
ben Zakkai is famous for saying to his 
students, "It is not that death defiles nor that
the waters [of the Red Heifer] purify. Rather,
God says, I have ordained a statute and 
issued a decree, and you have no 
permission to transgress it." The implication
seems to be that the rules have no logic. 
They are simply Divine commands.

They are indeed perplexing. Death defiles. 
But so does childbirth (Leviticus 12). The 
strange cluster of phenomena known as 
tzaraat, usually translated as leprosy, 
coincides with no known illness since it is a 
condition that can affect not only a person 
but also garments and the walls of a house 
(Leviticus 13-14). We know of no medical 
condition to which this corresponds.

Then, in our parsha, there is the exclusion 
from service in the Sanctuary of a Kohen 
who had a physical blemish - someone who
was blind or lame, had a deformed nose or 
misshapen limb, a crippled leg or hand, a 
hunchback or a dwarf (Leviticus 21:16-21). 
Why so? Such an exclusion seems to fly in 
the face of the principle that "The Lord does
not look at the things people look at. People
look at the outward appearance, but the 
Lord looks at the heart" (1-Samuel 16:7). 
Why should outward appearance affect 
whether one may or may not serve as a 
priest in the house of God?

Yet these decrees do have an underlying 

logic. To understand them, we have first to 
understand the concept of the holy.

God is beyond space and time, yet God 
created space and time as well as the 
physical entities that occupy space and 
time. God is therefore "concealed." The 
Hebrew word for universe, olam, comes 
from the same Hebrew root as ne'elam, 
"hidden." As the mystics put it: creation 
involved tzimtzum, divine self-effacement, 
for without it neither the universe nor we 
could exist. At every point, the infinite would
obliterate the finite.

Yet if God was completely and permanently 
hidden from the physical world, it would be 
as if He were absent. From a human 
perspective there would be no difference 
between an unknowable God and a non-
existent God. Therefore God established 
the holy as the point at which the Eternal 
enters time and the Infinite enters space. 
Holy time is Shabbat. Holy space was the 
Tabernacle, and later, the Temple in 
Jerusalem.

HOLY SPACE
God's eternity stands in the sharpest 
possible contrast to our mortality. All that 
lives will one day die. All that is physical will
one day erode and cease to be. Even the 
sun, and the universe itself, will eventually 
become extinct. Hence the extreme 
delicacy and danger of the Tabernacle or 
Temple, the point at which That-which-is-
beyond-time-and-space enters time and 
space. Like matter and anti-matter, the 
combination of the purely spiritual and the 
unmistakably physical is explosive and 
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must be guarded against. Just as a highly 
sensitive experiment has to be conducted 
without the slightest contamination, so the 
holy space had to be kept free of conditions
that bespoke mortality.

Tumah should therefore not be thought of 
as "defilement," as if there were something 
wrong or sinful about it. Tumah is about 
mortality. Death bespeaks mortality, but so 
too does birth. A skin disease like tzaraat 
makes us vividly aware of the body. So 
does an unusual physical attribute like a 
misshapen limb. Even mould on a garment 
or the wall of a house is a symptom of 
physical decay. There is nothing wrong 
about any of these things, but they focus 
our attention on the physical and are 
therefore incompatible with the holy space 
of the Tabernacle, dedicated to the 
presence of the non-physical, the Eternal 
Infinite that never dies or decays.

There is a graphic example of this at the 
beginning of the book of Job. In a series of 
blows, Job loses everything: his flocks, his 
herds, his children. Yet his faith remains 
intact. Satan then proposes subjecting Job 
to an even greater trial, covering his body 
with sores (Job 1-2). The logic of this 
seems absurd. How can a skin disease be 
a greater trial of faith than losing your 
children? It isn't. But what the book is 
saying is that when your body is afflicted, it 
can be hard, even impossible, to focus on 
spirituality. This has nothing to do with 
ultimate truth and everything to do with the 
human mind. As Maimonides said, you 
cannot give your mind to meditating on truth
when you are hungry or thirsty, homeless or
sick (Guide for the Perplexed 3:27).

ETERNAL DISTRACTION
The biblical scholar James Kugel recently 
published a book, In the Valley of the 
Shadow, about his experience of cancer. 
Told by the doctors that, in all probability, he
had no more than two years of life left 
(thankfully, he was in fact cured), he 
describes the experience of suddenly 
learning of the imminence of death. He 
says, "the background music stopped." By 
"background music" he meant the sense of 
being part of the flow of life. We all know we
will one day die, but for the most part we 
feel part of life and of time that will go on for
ever (Plato famously described time as a 
moving image of eternity). It is 
consciousness of death that detaches us 
from this sense, separating us from the rest
of life as if by a screen.

Kugel also writes, "Most people, when they 
see someone ravaged by chemotherapy, 
just tend to keep their distance." He quotes 
Psalm 38:12, "My friends and companions 
stand back at the sight of my affliction; even
those closest to me keep their distance." 
Although the physical reactions to 
chemotherapy are quite different from a 
skin disease or a bodily abnormality, they 
tend to generate the same feeling in others,
part of which has to do with the thought 
"This could happen to me." They remind us 
of the "thousand natural shocks that flesh is
heir to."

This is the logic - if logic is the right word - 
of Tumah. It has nothing to do with 
rationality and everything to do with 
emotion (Recall Pascal's remark that "the 
heart has its reasons of which reason 
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knows nothing"). Tumah does not mean 
defilement. It means that which distracts 
from eternity and infinity by making us 
forcibly aware of mortality, of the fact that 
we are physical beings in a physical world.

What the Tabernacle represented in space, 
and Shabbat in time, was quite radical. It 
was not rare in the ancient world, nor in 
some religions today, to believe that here 
on earth everything is mortal. Only in 
Heaven or the afterlife will we encounter 
immortality. Hence many religions in both 
East and West have been other-worldly. In 
Judaism, holiness exists within this world, 
despite the fact that it is bounded by space 
and time. But holiness, like anti-matter, 
must be carefully insulated. Hence the 
stringency of the laws of Shabbat on the 
one hand, the Temple and its priesthood on 
the other.

The holy is the point at which heaven and 
earth meet, where, by intense focus and a 
complete absence of earthly concerns, we 
open up space and time to the sensed 
presence of God who is beyond space and 
time. It is an intimation of eternity in the 
midst of life, allowing us at our holiest 
moments to feel part of something that 
does not die. The holy is the space within 
which we redeem our existence from mere 
contingency and know that we are held 
within the "everlasting arms" (Deut. 33: 27) 
of God.

The True Definition of 
Sanctifying God’s Name

What Does It Mean to Sanctify God’s 
Name?

The famous commandments of Kiddush 
Hashem (sanctifying God’s name) and 
Chillul Hashem (desecration of God’s 
name) feature in this week’s Torah Portion: 
The Torah instructs us: “And you will guard 
My Mitzvot and do them, I am Hashem. And
you will not desecrate My holy Name, and I 
will be sanctified amongst the children of 

Israel, I am Hashem who sanctifies you.:1 
The terms, Kiddush Hashem and Chillul 
Hashem are liberally used, sometimes 
when one disagrees with the action of his 
fellow, yet in truth, the Rambam gives three 

applications of this Mitzva.2

The first is that a person must be willing to 
give up his life rather than transgress one of
the Three Cardinal mitzvot if a non-Jew 
forces him to transgress with the threat of 
killing him. Likewise, one must to 
transgress any Mitzva when he is forced to 
transgress it in order to undermine the 
Torah; and the same applies in a time of 
decrees against the Jews. If one gives up 
his life in any of these situations, then he 
fulfils the Mitzva of Kiddush Hashem. 
Conversely. If a person fails in this test and 
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commits the sin when he should have let 
the non-Jew kill him, then he transgresses 

Chillul Hashem.3

The second, less well-known aspect of 
Kiddush Hashem is when a person resists 
his temptation to sin, or performs a positive 
Mitzva purely for the sake of Hashem. 
Conversely, if a person sins not out of 
temptation, but in order to anger Hashem, 

then he transgresses Chillul Hashem.4 It is 
important to note that these cases apply 
even when nobody else is present.

The final application of Chillul Hashem is 
when a person acts in a way that may not 
technically be forbidden but they are not 
fitting for the person at his level and 
onlookers see that a person representing 
Torah is acting in an inappropriate manner. 
The Rambam, based on Chazal, gives 
examples of a Torah scholar not paying of 
his debts immediately, being too light-
headed, not greeting people with smiling 
face, and getting into arguments. 
Conversely, when such a person speaks 
nicely, smiles towards people, does not 
reply to insults, does business with integrity,
acts beyond the letter of the law, he does a 
Kiddush Hashem.

One area that the Rambam does not 
enumerate as an example of Chillul 
Hashem is when a person proudly observes
Mitzvot even when onlookers will be 

angered because he is keeping the Torah5, 
or mock his actions. The following story 
demonstrates this idea brought by Rav 

Yeshaya Horowitz.6

When Rav Ben-Tzion Fellman 

was a child, he lived in Tel Aviv 
and proudly wore his tzitzit out 
even though he was surrounded 
by many non-observant people. 
Sometimes people stopped him 
in the street to ask about them 
but it didn’t discourage him from 
wearing them.

However, Ben-Tzion faced a 
difficult upcoming challenge – in 
the words of Rav Horowitz: 
“Summer vacation approached. 
The Fellmans arranged to go to 
Beis Bosel, a government-run 
guest house in Tzfat. When Ben-
Tzion asked his friends about it, 
though, they told him that some 
of the people who went there 
didn’t keep Mitzvot. Ben-Tzion 
was worried about spending a 
week among people who didn’t 
know a thing about tzitzit, who 
might make fun of him. He 
considered tucking in his tzitzit, 
just during the vacation, and 
went to ask the Chazon Ish what 
he thought.

‘The Rema answers the question
at the beginning of the Shulchan 
Aruch’, the Chazon Ish told him. 
He got up and took the first 
volume from his shelf. Opening 
it, he pointed to chapter one, 
paragraph one, and invited Ben-
Tzion to read along with him: ‘Do
not be embarrassed by people 
who scorn serving Hashem. With
his other hand, he took Ben-
Tzion’s hand. He got up and they
paced back and forth in the room
holding hands, singing the 
Rema’s words. ‘You hear’, he 
told Ben-Tzion. ‘Continue to 
wear your tzitzit in the open. Do 
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not be embarrassed by people 
who tease you for your Divine 
service’.7

In later years, Rav Ben-Tzion 
spoke about how the Chazon 
Ish’s words gave him the 
strength for the rest of his life, to 
engage in serving God without 
worrying about what others 
thought.”

We have seen the true definition of Kiddush
Hashem and Chillul Hashem. May we merit 
to only sanctify God’s name in private and 
in public.

1. Vayikra, 22:31-32.
2. Rambam, Hilchos Yesodei HaTorah, Chapter 5.
3. See ibid, Halachos 1-9 for all the details of these 

halachos.
4. Ibid, halacha 10.
5. There may be situations where keeping a chumra 

adversely affects others, and it may be preferable to do 
the Mitzva in a way that is normally less ideal. One 
application of this is praying in a minyan on a plane, 
when it will disturb other people sleeping, or block the 
aisles, and bother other people. In such situations, 
many Poskim rule that it is better to pray alone in one’s 
seat.

6. ‘A Treasury of Stories’, Rav Yeshaya Horowitz, Part 1, 
pp.197-198.

7. This story is meant to convey a point, but if a person 
has a specific question about wearing tzitzit out, or with 
regard to any other Mitzva, he should ask an Orthodox 
Rabbi for guidance in his specific situation, as the 
correct way to act may vary according to a number of 
factors.
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