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Parshat Emor is primarily devoted to matters relating specifically to “Kohanim” 
(priests).1[1] It is consequently striking that several verses (VaYikra 22:31-33) 
that appear to be relevant to all of Jewish law and all Jews,2[2] are attached to the 

                                                             
1[1] The contents of Parshat Emor relating to Kohanim is the following:  

a. (VaYikra 21:1-5) the laws of mourning as they relate to Kohanim, in contrast to other 
members of the Jewish people;  

b. (21:6-9) how the holiness intrinsic to Kohanim impacts upon the conduct of their children as 
well as limits whom they are permitted to marry;  

c. (21:10-15) the even more extreme requirements with respect to mourning and marriage 
partners that apply to the Kohen Gadol (High Priest);  

d. (21:16-23) Kohanim serving in the Mishkan/Mikdash must satisfy an aesthetic standard 
whereby they are devoid of physical imperfections;  

e. (22:1-9) the prohibition against Kohanim who happen to be ritually impure from 
consuming foods that have been sanctified by sacrifice or tithing;  

f. (22:10-13) which members of the Kohen’s extended family can share in the holy foods 
that are allotted to the Kohen;  

g. (22:14-16) the consequences for and warning against improper consumption of holy 
foods;  

h. (22:17-26) all sacrifices that are to be offered up must be physically perfect;  
i. (22:26-30) additional miscellaneous laws of sacrifices regarding an animal’s minimum 

age, the prohibition against slaughtering the parent and child animal on the same day, and 
the prohibition against allowing edible portions of a sacrifice to remain uneaten beyond the 
time limit allotted to that particular sacrifice;  

j. (24:1-4) matters concerning the Menora in the Mishkan/Mikdash;  
k. (24:5-9) details regarding the “Lechem HaPanim” (the “showbread”) that was weekly placed 

upon the “Shulchan” in the Mishkan/Mikdash. 
The only sections of Parshat Emor that do not specifically address matters relevant exclusively to 
Kohanim, are the sections on the holidays of the Jewish year, VaYikra 23:1-44 (it could be maintained 
that since various sacrifices associated with each of the holidays are listed—23:8, 11-14, 16-20, 25, 27, 
36-38—this too could be directed at the Kohanim; however, the bulk of the verses in this section (29 out 
of 44) speak of the manner in which the entire people are intended to celebrate these special holy days), 
and the incident of the Blasphemer and its associated laws, VaYikra 24:10-23 (for an in-depth 
discussion of this latter topic, see http://www.kmsynagogue.org/Emor.html  
2[2] The major Halachic principles that are based upon VaYikra 22:32 alone demonstrate how central this 
verse is understood to be in terms of the overall Oral Tradition: 

a.    Shabbat 33a. Severe punishments will result from violations of superfluous oaths, false 
oaths, profanation of HaShem, and profanation of Shabbat, based upon the shared word 
“Chillul” and the “Gezeira Shava” (hermeneutic principle deriving from a shared common 
word a connection between diverse topics).  

b.    Midrash Tanchuma Beraishit. The importance of precisely understanding the words of  
the Tora, by warning against substituting a “Heh” for a “Chet” in the word “Techallelu”, 
thereby rendering it “Tehallelu” meaning “praise”, rather than “profane”. 

c.    Torat Kohanim. Because it states “In the midst of the Jewish people” you derive that there 
is a qualitative difference between being ready to die for your religion in public, with a 
representative number of the Jewish people looking on, as opposed to being ready to 
sacrifice your life in private.  

d.    Sanhedrin 74a-b. For which Commandments must one give up his/her life, even if 
threatened with death.  

e.    Berachot 21b. Prayers which are defined as being particularly holy (“Devarim 
SheBeKedusha”) cannot be recited if less than 10 adult males are present.  

f.    Yerushalmi Berachot 7:3. The derivation for a Minyan consisting of 10 adult males. 
g.    Yerushalmi Shevi’it 4:2. Does a non-Jew have the obligation to sanctify God’s Name? 
h.    Midrash Tanchuma Yashan, Parshat VaYetze, #21. An “Eiruv Chatzeirot” in a courtyard 

where non-Jews also reside does not take effect until the non-Jews approve.  



end of Chapter 22 in a manner that seems at first glance to be almost an 
afterthought.3[3]  
 

And you will observe My Commandments and you will do them; I Am 
HaShem. 

And you shall not profane My Holy Name, and I will be Sanctified in 
the midst of the Children of Israel, I Am HaShem Who 
Sanctifies you. 

Who Takes you out of the land of Egypt to Be to you a God, I Am 
HaShem.  

 
Sephorno (22:29-32), in attempting to make sense of the juxtaposition of these 
general principles with the specifics of Kohanim and sacrifices that are mentioned 
immediately before in Chapters 21 and 22, suggests that a philosophy of living can 
be identified from the preceding laws that could be applied to the religious lives of all 
Jews, and not just the Kohanim.  
 

“ ‘LiRetzonchem’ (To find favor on your behalves) should you 
sacrifice; on that day should you eat”4[4]—your desire and your 
intent on the day of your sacrificing should be that you will eat (the 
permitted portions of the sacrifice) on that day, and this is because “I 
Am HaShem” Who Carries out My Activities in a perfect manner, and 
Sets boundaries for refusing to accept that which is lacking and 
that which is superfluous.5[5]  
“And you shall not profane My Holy Name”—and once you observe 
My Activities that reflect this perfection, therefore, you, who are 
sanctified to walk in My Ways, “Do not profane My Holy Name” with 
actions that are lacking or inappropriate, similar to (Yechezkel 
36:20) “And he will come to the nations where they came there and 
they profaned My Holy Name”.  
 

Rather than assuming that the sacrificial cult in Judaism is comprised of laws defined 
as “Chukim” (statutes), i.e., essentially ritual practices that are not subject to 
theological analysis, Sephorno adopts the approach of earlier great Sephardic 
Rabbinic figures, e.g., RaMBaN and RaMBaM, who argued that while the rationale for 
such laws may not be as readily apparent as those categorized as “Mishpatim” (civil 

                                                             
3[3] Typically, when there is a change of topic, or in order to set apart an important section of the Tora 
from that which comes before and/or after, a “space” is inserted in the text. Such a space either occupies 
the space from a word in the column of text until the end of the column (“Petucha” [open-ended]) or 
appears in the middle of a column and is equivalent to the space which would ordinarily be taken up by 
nine letters (“Setuma” [closed]). Neither type of space separates 22:31-33 from the text that 
immediately precedes it, giving rise to the question of what its relationship of these verses might be to the 
laws of Kohanim in particular, as opposed to a general exhortation to all Jews to comply with the 
Commandments and avoid the profanation of God’s Name by inappropriate behavior.  
4[4] i.e., do not allow the permitted meat from the sacrifice to turn into “Notar” (left over) by not 
consuming it during the allotted time period. 
5[5] While the Tora does warn against “adding” or “subtracting” from the Commandments in Devarim 
13:1, the standard interpretations see this prohibition as relating to rather overt digressions from 
standard Mitzva performance, such as precluding adding or eliminating chambers to the Tefillin Shel Rosh 
(phylacteries that are placed on the head) (Shemot 13:9, 16; Devarim 6:8), or taking more or less than 
the four species mandated to be lifted and waved on Sukkot (VaYikra 23:40). The idea that a more 
subtle addition or subtraction may be indicated by VaYikra 22:31-33, such as were a person not 
extremely careful with regard to the manner in which an animal is slaughtered in order to render it Kosher 
for human consumption, or how precisely Matza is made in order to avoid Chametz, they would be 
engaged in a “Chilul HaShem” is not normally considered by the average observant Jew. 



law), nevertheless important principles about religious life can be derived from 
them6[6] and applied to Judaism as a whole. 
 
In the case of the sacrifices, the specific characteristic of general religious practice 
that can be extrapolated for application to all aspects of Judaism to which Sephorno 
draws attention in his commentary on the verses in question, what the commentator 
refers to as “HaShem’s Perfection in His Actions”, is the precision that proper 
fulfillment of the sacrificial rituals demand. Similar to the specific example appearing 
in VaYikra 22:30, that the Thanksgiving sacrifice has a clear-cut time limit by when 
the portion that can be eaten by the individual presenting it to the Mishkan/Mikdash 
must have completed consuming it, throughout Sefer VaYikra, and in Parshat Emor 
in particular, we find very clear rules and formulations governing the types of 
animals, their age, their physical condition, the location where the sacrifices are to 
be prepared, which parts of the sacrifice are to be burned and which can be eaten, 
by whom can those portions be consumed, for how long after the actual sacrifice can 
pieces continue to be eaten, etc. as well as the severe penalties meted out for non-
conformity with these requirements.  
 
Furthermore, not only do we encounter legal formulations in the Tora regarding the 
need for careful and rigorous fulfillment of the Divine Commandments in the matter 
of sacrifices, but anecdotal evidence of what happens as the result of 
thoughtlessness or carelessness is supplied as well.  
 
While Kayin’s intentions in terms of bringing sacrifices in Beraishit 4:3 would have 
appeared at first glance to be beyond reproach, “...And Kayin brought from the fruits 
of the earth a gift to HaShem”, and it is possible that had his brother Hevel not also 
brought sacrifices, there would not have been any basis for a negative comparison 
that led to Kayin’s offering being rejected (4:4 “And Hevel also brought from the 
first born of his flock and the fattest thereof...”), nevertheless HaShem pointedly 
did not Accept Kayin’s sacrifice, because it apparently just wasn’t good enough in 
terms of God’s Expectations.  
 
Nadav and Avihu may have, according to at least some views,7[7] performed the 
sacrificial ritual properly during the dedication of the Mishkan in VaYikra 10:1; 
however because their service was not precisely as HaShem at that time had 
Commanded the Jews (“...a strange fire that He had not Commanded them”), 
even if what Aharon’s sons did would eventually become standard procedure, their 
action at the time that they carried it out was deemed so unacceptable by God, that 
it cost them their lives. 
 

                                                             
6[6] e.g., see RaMBaN on VaYikra 1:9; Devarim 22:6; RaMBaM, Mishna Tora, Hilchot Temura 
4:17. 
7[7] Midrash Tanchuma Achrai Mot #7 suggests nine different sins as possible reasons for their 
deaths: 1) they were drunk, 2) they were not wearing the appropriate priestly garments, 3) they did not 
have permission to enter the Holy of Holies, 4) they did not wash their hands and feet prior to entering 
the Tabernacle area, 5) they offered a sacrifice that was uncalled for, 6) they brought fire from an 
inappropriate source, 7) they did not consult with each other or anyone else prior to their offering the 
sacrifice, 6) they never had children, 7) they never married, 8) they were eagerly awaiting the demise of 
their father and uncle so that they could become the leaders of the people, and 9) they were among those 
who saw God on Mt. Sinai while eating and drinking. Only hypotheses 4) and 6) assume that they did 
something objectively wrong. Otherwise, while their action in terms of how they performed the sacrifice  
may have either already been correct or eventually would have been considered proper protocol; however 
since it was not precisely what they were supposed to do at that time and place, they were condemned 
for their fundamental disrespect to HaShem, i.e. a “Chillul HaShem”. 



It would appear that the common theme with regard to the general laws of the 
sacrifices as well as those stories in the Aggadic portion of the Tora where failure to 
carry out sacrificial laws properly resulted in rejection and death, is a 
misunderstanding of how only a careful and precise fulfillment of the sacrificial 
rite will be considered (VaYikra 22:29) “LiRetzonchem” (a means by which you 
will find favor with the Divine). By extension, not only would it be considered a 
profanation of God’s Name were any Divine Commandment ignored entirely, but 
even if Jews basically attempt to meet the requirements of the various aspects of 
Jewish law, if they were to do so in only a half-hearted and careless manner, such an 
approach will be considered to reflect a lack of seriousness and respect for 
HaShem.8[8] The additional invocation in 22:33 of the Exodus from Egypt then 
suggests that if we truly believed in and were grateful for our being redeemed from 
Egypt, we would be taking our Divine Responsibilities so much more exactly and 
carefully. Only a faithful performance of a Mitzva in all of its manifestations and 
requirements would qualify as a “Kiddush HaShem” (a Sanctification of God’s Name) 
and reflect the level of obeisance that we owe to God.  
 
Whereas Sephorno emphasizes attention to detail as the quality that reflects whether 
or not only a sacrifice will be considered by HaShem as a form of worship that is 
properly respectful and reverent, but other Mitzva fulfillments as well, Tosefet 
Beracha defines “LiRetzonchem” in terms of the enthusiasm that accompanies 
the Divine Service. Citing R. Eliezer’s statement in Berachot 28b as his jumping off 
point, “One who makes his/her prayer ‘Keva’ (rote, automatic), his/her prayer will 
not serve as a proper supplication on his/her behalf”, the commentator explains that 
the attitude that accompanied the unacceptable prayer was that this action was a 
burden and responsibility that the pray-er wished simply to be rid of. A successful 
prayer, according to R. Eliezer, would be one that emanates from a deep soulful 
desire and the longing of the heart. With regard to the example that the Tora gives 
in VaYikra 22:30, i.e., the immediacy with which the “Toda” (thanksgiving sacrifice) 
is eaten, Tosefet Beracha claims that had the preparation of this sacrifice stemmed 
from a deep seated sense of spiritual excitement, then as soon as the food was 
ready to be eaten, there would not be any hesitation, but rather it would be 
consumed immediately. Consequently, a litmus test with regard to the level of desire 
and positive feeling accompanying the sacrifice is how quickly it is totally eaten.  
 
As does Sephorno, Tosefet Beracha too extends his interpretation from the context 
of Temple sacrifice to other aspects of Jewish law, specifically the regulations of 
Shabbat. He notes that in Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 267:2 and 271:1 R. 
Yosef Karo, the author of the Shulchan Aruch emphasizes how prayers on Friday 
night should be scheduled earlier in order that one can eat immediately, and that as 
soon as one comes home following the Friday night service, one should eat his/her 
Shabbat meal. Tosefet Beracha speculates that were the preparations for and the 
experience of Shabbat something that was personally meaningful and inspiring, no 
unnecessary time would be allowed to elapse, and everyone would eagerly 
commence the Shabbat meal as early as possible. He concludes his insight by 

                                                             
8[8] Perhaps it is this type of frivolous attitude that the Talmud has in mind in Bava Kamma 50a, when it 
states, “Said R. Chanina: Whomever says that HaShem is not particular with regard to what people do, 
will have put his life in jeopardy, as it is said, (Devarim 32:4) “The Rock, His Activities are perfect 
because all of His Ways are just…” While we are expected to believe that HaShem is a God of Mercy and 
Kindness, we are not supposed to depend upon these Divine Attributes to allow for our own lack of 
readiness to carry out the Halacha carefully and precisely. While we hope that after the fact, if we end up 
doing something wrong, we will be the recipients of Divine Consideration, we cannot count on this from 
the outset.  



advocating that the Shabbat morning meal should similarly be consumed as soon as 
possible since the same considerations that are in play Friday night should inform 
those partaking in the Shabbat morning meal.  
 
It could be said that Tosefet Beracha’s approach to explaining VaYikra 22:29-33 in 
terms of the enthusiastic manner in which food associated with Jewish rituals, be 
they sacrifices or otherwise, is consumed, is more specifically consistent with the 
example of the “Korban Toda” appearing in 22:30, than Sephorno’s contention that 
the rules of “Notar” (not leaving the remains of sacrifices to be eaten beyond their 
allotted time) are simply a single example of how HaShem Expects us to be careful 
when we engage in His Divine Service. Yet the simultaneous drawback of T.B.’s 
perspective is that the particular sensuality of the eating experience is not so easily 
transferred to Mitzvot not involving food, or at least those lacking the engagement of 
the senses,9[9] and therefore an inconsistency is created between the relatively 
narrow scope of food-related matters10[10] discussed in 22:29-30, and the more 
global pronouncements of 22:31-33, a difficulty that Sephorno does not have.  
 
Ketav Sofer suggests an approach to “LiRetzonchem” which does not relate as 
much to the manner in which or by which Mitzvot are performed, but rather to the 
general demeanor of those committed to a religious lifestyle, outside the specific 
context of complying with Tora Commandments. This commentator’s starting 
point is the relatively atypical definition11[11] given to the elements in 22:32, 
”Kiddush HaShem” and “Chillul HaShem” (the sanctification vs. the profanation of 
HaShem’s Name), by Yoma 86a. 
 

As it was taught: (Devarim 6:5) “And you shall love the Lord your 
God”—that the Name of Heaven is beloved because of you.  
 
If someone studies Bible and Mishna and helps scholars in their 
everyday lives, is honest in business and speaks pleasantly to people, 
what do people say concerning him/her? Happy is the parent who 
taught him/her Tora! Happy is the teacher who taught him/her Tora! It 
is too bad that some people never study Tora. This individual who has 
studied Tora, look at how fine are his/her ways and righteous his/her 
deeds... 
 
But if someone studies Bible and Mishna and helps scholars in their 
everyday lives, but is dishonest in business and discourteous in his/her 
dealings with other people, what do people say about him/her? Too 
bad that s/he has studied Tora. Too bad for the parent who taught 

                                                             
9[9] Mitzvot pertaining to the senses aside from those that are food-related include: a) “Besamim” 
(spices) and “Ner” (candle) of the Havdala ceremony, b) candles in general such as those lit for Shabbat, 
Yom Tov, Chanuka, and Yahrzeit, c) fulfillments of “Hidur Mitzva” (beautifying an object used with respect 
to the fulfillment of a Commandment) such as a beautiful Etrog, a beautiful Sefer Tora, a beautiful set 
table, and d) the recitation of blessings upon seeing various impressive sights, e.g., lightning, the sea, a 
scholar, a newly flowering fruit tree.  
10[10] Additional examples of Mitzvot that centrally involve food include: a) all contexts, in addition to 
Shabbat and Yom Tov, where a “Seudat Mitzva” (a meal that celebrates a ritual event) is called for, e.g., a 
circumcision, a “Pidyon HaBen”, an engagement, a wedding, a “Siyum”, and b) specific Commandments 
and customs that involve the consumption of particular foods, e.g., Matza and Maror on Pesach, honey as 
well as other symbolic foods on Rosh HaShana, latkes on Chanuka, hamentaschen on Purim.   
11[11] Typically, the concept of “Kiddush HaShem” is identified with the giving up of one’s life for the sake 
of demonstrating unflagging loyalty to Judaism, as in Sanhedrin 74a-b, rather than one’s general 
deportment with respect to fellow members of society. 



him/her Tora. Too bad for the teacher who has taught him/her Tora. 
This individual who has studied Tora, look at how corrupt are his/her 
ways, how ugly his/her behavior… 
 

While the above passage from Yoma draws attention to the high expectations for 
admirable deportment that are placed upon those known to be serious Tora 
students, Ketav Sopher implies that the same is expected of Kohanim who spend 
such a significant amount of time engaged in Divine Service.12[12] However diligent 
and enthusiastic a Kohen might be with regard to carrying out the Divine Service, if 
that same individual is not simultaneously an exemplary individual in terms of his 
dealings with his fellow man, then a serious “Chillul HaShem” has taken place.  
 
Such a line of reasoning would not be applicable exclusively to Tora scholars and 
Kohanim engaged in Temple Service; all observant Jews, to the extent that they 
present themselves as striving to do God’s Will—in Shemot 19:6 we are collectively 
referred to as a “Mamlechet Kohanim” (kingdom of priests) and a “Goi Kadosh” (a 
holy nation)—then when we, the observant Jewish community, act poorly towards 
others, the degree of “Chillul HaShem” is uncomfortably magnified. We can 
reasonably expect ourselves to be viewed by those who are either less observant or 
not Jewish altogether, as adhering to higher moral and ethical standards in keeping 
with more extensive Jewish ritual observance. Failure by us non-Kohanim and non-
Tora scholars to meet such expectations once again perpetrates a most regrettable 
“Chillul HaShem”.  
 
Shabbat Shalom, and may we be inspired by the descriptions of the Korbanot in both 
VaYikra in general and our Parsha in particular, to practice the laws of our religion 
carefully and precisely, to do so with enthusiasm and excitement, and to strive for 
consistency between high levels of ritual and ethical observances and behavior.  
 
 

   

                                                             
12[12] Regarding the phrase that appears in Yeshayahu 3:10 “…Tzaddik Ki Tov…” (a righteous person 
who is good), Rav Idi is reported by Rava in Kiddushin 40a to have explained that a “Tzaddik” that is 
good is one who is good to both HaShem and other human beings, while the implication that “Tzaddikim” 
exist who are not good, refers to individuals who are good to God, but bad in their dealings with others.  

While Ketav Sopher is implying that both the Tora scholar and the Kohen who engage in poor 
interpersonal relationships are guilty of “Chillul HaShem”, a case could be made regarding why each of 
these two cases may be more reprehensible than the other. One of the Tora scholar’s objectives during 
the course of his/her study is to discern the Will of HaShem as reflected in the texts that s/he analyzes. 
The Tora does not dichotomize in terms of relative importance between Commandments between man and 
God and those between man and man. Consequently a scholar who does not reflect a heightened 
sensitivity to and empathy for the rest of humanity as a result of his/studies, has sadly missed the point, 
and perhaps would have been better off not being identified with such study. This would appear to be the 
rebuke given by God to R. Shimon bar Yochai in Shabbat 33b when he sentences the fugitive from Rome 
and his son to return to the cave in which they had hid for 12 years for one more year of soul searching, 
after they were fiercely critical of a farmer who was tending his fields rather than studying Tora.  

As for the Kohen, his role in the offering of sacrifices has been viewed alternatively in Nedarim 
35b as either a surrogate for the individual bringing the sacrifice, who is prohibited from performing 
particular aspects of the sacrificial rites, or the surrogate for HaShem, and in effect receiving the sacrifice 
on His Behalf. In terms of either role, acting improperly towards others would essentially negate at least 
the metaphoric if not the outright legal status of the Kohen and therefore his Service. An individual can 
only serve as another’s surrogate if the latter appoints him to do so; why would anyone want anything to 
do with a Kohen who is dishonest or dismissive of his fellow man? And with respect to his serving as 
HaShem’s Representative, it is hard to imagine that he would be qualified to do so were he not equipped 
with appropriate personal traits and qualities.  

   



 
 

 


