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Parashat Acharei Mot and the Pesach Haggada 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Acharei Mot  

Shabbat HaGadol, 5774 

 

Defining some of the prohibited actions in VaYikra 18:3 in light of what the Tora writes 

immediately before and after the verse. 

 At the outset of VaYikra 18, a general principle is stated, ostensibly requiring the Jewish 

people to distinguish themselves from the nations and cultures of their surroundings: 

 

VaYikra 18:3 

After the doings of the land of Egypt, wherein ye dwelt, shall ye not do; and 

after the doings of the land of Canaan, whither I bring you, shall ye not do; 

neither shall ye walk in their statutes.  

 

The first portion of the verse1 could be understood as prohibiting ethnic, cultural and 

religious practices of Egyptians and Canaanites which, while the Tora in this verse does not spell 

out specifically what they are, are probably functions of whatever happened to be current 

behaviors and conduct at the time of the Exodus from Egypt. Yet traditional commentaries 

associate these prohibitions with what is explicitly stated in the Tora either immediately before 

and/or immediately following 18:3, in accordance with the principle of Semichut HaParashiot 

(the juxtaposition of topics next to one another, establishing some sort of relationship between 

them). For example,  

 

Ibn Ezra on VaYikra 17:16 

…Since there was (earlier) mention of satyrs (17:7 “And they shall no more 

sacrifice their sacrifices unto the satyrs, after whom they go astray. This shall be 

a statute forever unto them throughout their generations.”)  which was done in 

Egypt, and this topic was juxtaposed (to what is written in 18:3). And acts of 

sexual immorality are associated with the land of Canaan, as is made explicit at 

the end of the Parasha (VaYikra 18:6-30).  

 Semichut HaParashiot connects 18:3 with both what was stated 

before (17:7) as well as what is stated later (18:6-30).  

 

RaMBaN on VaYikra 18:3 

…According to our Rabbis in the Midrash on VaYikra (Torat Kohanim Acharei 

Mot 9:3), the Egyptians were also involved in sexual immorality in the various 
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“ After the doings of the land of Egypt, wherein ye dwelt, shall ye not do; and after the doings of the land 

of Canaan, whither I bring you, shall ye not do…”  
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forms (mentioned in VaYikra 18)…because male prostitution2 was common from 

then (the Biblical period) to this day (RaMBaN’s dates are 1194–c. 1270). And 

the text attests to this: (Yechezkel 16:26) “Thou hast also played the harlot with 

the Egyptians, thy neighbors, great of flesh; and hast multiplied thy harlotry, to 

provoke Me.”   And it is said, (Ibid. 23:20) “And she doted upon concubinage 

with them, whose flesh is as the flesh of donkeys, and whose issue is like the 

issue of horses.”… 

 Semichut HaParashiot connecting 18:3 specifically to what comes 

after, i.e., 18:6-30).3  

 

In effect such interpretations would appear to be so specific that they extremely limit 

the prohibitions to apply to a relatively few, albeit certainly fundamental, aspects of the 

Egyptian and Canaanite cultures.  

 

The extra dimension added by the end of VaYikra 18:3. 

It is with respect to the phrase at the end of 18:3 that even traditional commentaries, 

basing themselves on one trend within the Rabbinic tradition, suggest broad parameters of 

separation from and avoidance of the overall social practices of not only the Egyptian and 

Canaanite civilizations, but also other pagan/non-Jewish societies as well.  

 

Yalkut Shimoni, Acharei Mot, #590 (see RaShI on VaYikra 18:3)  

“Neither shall you walk in their statutes”—What did the text leave out (that was 

not covered in the first portion of the verse)?... 

(Tanna Kamma) Their cultural activities, things that have become traditional for 

them such as theaters and stadiums.  

Rabbi Meir says: These are the “Darchei Emori” (the ways of the Emorites) that 

the Rabbis enumerated.  

 

Like those who employ Semichut HaParashiot in order to understand the first part of VaYikra 

18:3, R. Meir’s interpretation suggests that the end of this verse prohibits very specific actions, 

most of which we might label as “superstitions” which, while not idolatry, are nevertheless 

based upon irrational thinking, for example:   

 

Entzyklopedia Talmudit, Vol. 7, “Darchei Emori”, col. 708 

                                                           
2
 Midrash Aggada (Buber) (cited in Bar Ilan CD ROM) adds that it was common practice in these societies 

for one woman to be married to two men (thereby making the determination of paternity difficult) and a 
man would be married to a woman and her daughter.  
3
 Since in between the discussion of sacrificing to satyrs (17:7) and the pronouncement of not emulating 

the actions of Egyptians  and Canaanites (18:3), the Tora discusses a different topic, i.e., the prohibition 
against consuming blood and eating animals that have not been properly ritually slaughtered (17:10-6), 
the application of Semichut HaParashiot makes more sense to only involve what follows 18:3 than 
including what comes before in chapter 17.  
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…A person who “whispers” (as an incantation), “I will drink and leave over; I will 

drink and leave over” in order that his wine will be more abundant;  

A person upon hearing a male raven caw, and he “whispers” “Scream”, or one 

who hears a female raven caw, he “whispers” “Be quiet and bring back your tail 

for good”, because ravens announce news;  

A person who says, “Slaughter this rooster because he crows like a raven, or 

because he crows in the evening, much later than other roosters… 

…A person who dances while making porridge in order that the porridge will 

turn out well; 

…A person who when placing lentils into a pot makes everyone be silent in 

order that they cook properly…  

 

However, the Tanna Kamma’s interpretation of the last portion of 18:3 is much broader and 

challenges both the desire and the ability of a traditional Jew to participate in the mainstream 

non-Jewish culture in which he may find himself. While it is possible that in the times of the 

Midrash, theaters and stadiums were associated with idolatrous and immoral activities—dramas 

dealing in pagan themes, gladiatorial contests, orgiastic rites, etc.—RaMBaM in his discussion of 

the application of this phrase addresses general style, deportment and values of practitioners of 

non-Jewish faiths: 

 

RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Avoda Zora 11:1 

We may not follow the statutes of the idolaters4 or resemble them in their 
[style] of dress, coiffure, or the like, as (VaYikra 20:23) states: "Do not follow the 
statutes of the nation (that I am driving out before you)," as (VaYikra 18:3) 
states: "Do not follow their statutes," and as (Devarim 12:30) states: "Be careful, 
lest you inquire after them." (All these verses) share a single theme: they warn 
us not to try to resemble (non-Jews). Instead, the Jews should be separate from 
them and distinct in their dress and in their deeds, as they are in their ideals and 
character traits. In this context, (VaYikra 20:26) states: "I have separated you 
from the nations (to be Mine)." (Thus,) one may not wear a garment which is 
unique to them or grow the tresses of our hair as they do. We may not shave 
our heads from the sides and leave hair in the center as they do. This is called a 
blorit. We may not shave the hair on the front of our faces from ear to ear and 
leave a growth at the back of our heads as they do. We may not build Temples 
in order that many people may enter as they do. Whoever performs one of the 
above or a deed of this nature is [liable for] lashes. 
 

it would appear that given some of the more caustic and immodest aspects of contemporary 

arts, fashion and sports, whether someone who tries to be observant of Tora and Mitzvot, can 

                                                           
4
 While this statement appears in “Hilchot Avoda Zora” (the laws of idolatry), leading one to conclude that 

it is only those engaging in pagan practices who are not to be emulated, there are mainstream views that 
even some Western religions ought to be categorized in this manner.  

http://www.chabad.org/9921#v23
http://www.chabad.org/9919#v3
http://www.chabad.org/9976#v30
http://www.chabad.org/9921#v26


4 
 

or should indiscriminately participate in the broader culture is strongly challenged by the 

Midrashic interpretation of the end of the verse in VaYikra 18:3. 

 

Thinking about a line in the Pesach Haggada. 

 In the Midrashic portion of the Haggada, where verses in Devarim are explained and 

expanded upon, we find the following:  

 

Devarim 26:5 

And thou shalt speak and say before the Lord thy God: “A wandering Aramean 

was my father, and he went down into Egypt, and sojourned there, few in 

number; and he became there a nation, great, mighty, and populous.  

 

Haggada 

And he became there a nation—This teaches that Israel became “Metzuyanim” 

(distinct) there.5  

 

There is no basis to assume that the Jews’ distinctiveness came about via Mitzva 

observance.  

 How the Jews were able to maintain their distinctiveness while living in a vast, alien 

culture is an enigma. From several references in the Midrash it would appear that they were not 

religiously observant: 

 

Mechilta D’Rabbi Yishmael, Parashat Bo, Masechta D’Pischa #5 

R. Matya ben Cheresh would say: Behold it says (Yechezkel 16:8) “Now when I 

Passed by thee, and Looked upon thee, and, behold, thy time was the time of 

love, I Spread my skirt over thee, and Covered thy nakedness; yea, I Swore unto 

thee, and Entered into a covenant with thee, Saith the Lord God and thou 

becamest Mine.”—The time has arrived for the fulfillment of the oath that the 

Holy One Blessed Be He made to Avraham that He would Redeem his 

descendants. But they did not have Mitzvot in which to engage and thereby 

render them worthy of redemption, as it is said, (Ibid. 7) “I Cause thee to 

increase, even as the growth of the field. And thou didst increase and grow up, 

and thou camest to excellent beauty: thy breasts were fashioned, and thy hair 

was grown; yet thou wast naked and bare.”—“naked” with regard to all Mitzvot. 

The Holy One, Blessed Be He Gave them two Mitzvot: the blood of Pesach and 

the blood of circumcisions that they engage in in order to merit being 

redeemed, as it is said, (Ibid. 6) “And when I Passed by thee, and Saw thee 

wallowing in thy blood, I Said unto thee: In thy blood, live; yea, I Said unto thee: 

In thy blood, live.”  And it says, (Zecharya 9:11) “As for thee also, because of the 

blood of thy covenant I send forth thy prisoners out of the pit wherein is no 

                                                           
5
 It is notable that this Midrash does not appear in any of our known sources, other than in the Haggada. 
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water.” This is why the verse required the acquisition of the Pesach sacrifice 

four days prior to its being slaughtered, for one does not receive reward except 

because of actions (as opposed to intentions).  

 

Lekutai Tora, Parashat VaYera (quoted by Ohr HaChayim on Devarim 32:10) 

If Israel would have remained in Egypt (any longer) they would have assimilated 

there forever because they would have entered the fiftieth of the gates of ritual 

impurity.6 

 

Even if the Tora would be officially given at Sinai, the Mitzvot are assumed by the Rabbis to 

have been already known.  

While it could be maintained that since the Tora had not as yet been given to the Jewish 

people, and would not be, until the people reached Sinai some fifty days following the Exodus 

from Egypt, consequently they could not be held responsible for not fulfilling Mitzvot that had 

as yet not been revealed, Rabbinic literature suggests that religious traditions had been 

interpolated and established by the founders of the Jewish people: 

 

Kiddushin 4:14 (the end of the final Mishna in the Masechet) 

…We find that Avraham our Father complied with the entire Tora before it was 

given, as it is said, (Beraishit 26:5) “Because that Abraham hearkened to My 

voice, and kept ‘Mishmarti’ (My Charge), ‘Mitzvotai’ (My Commandments), 

‘Chukotai’ (My Statutes), and ‘Torotai’ (My Laws).”7  

 RaShI on Beraishit 26:5 

“And kept My Charge”— Rabbinic legislation intended to distance an 

individual from violating a Tora law, e.g., 

secondary prohibited marriage relationships, 

Rabbinic prohibitions regarding Shabbat.  

 “My Commandments”—Matters that had they not been written, they 

would have been worthy of being written, e.g., 

(prohibitions against) thievery, and murder.  

“My Statutes”—Matters that the evil inclination and the nations of the 

world mock, e.g., (prohibitions against) 

consuming pork, and wearing mixtures of wool 

and linen, which have no logical reason, but are 

                                                           
6
 By virtue of the Jews having “only” reached the 49

th
 gate of ritual impurity, there remained a sliver of 

hope that they could be redeemed and returned to a more overt state of Jewish identity and Judaism. 
This suggests that they had become alienated from any sort of religious tradition that had previously 
applied.  
7
 The Rabbis felt that the language of the verse demanded such an interpretation in light of the dearth of 

Mitzvot that actually were extent in Avraham’s time, and the excessive language describing how Avraham 
complied with all of God’s Commandments. While it is clear that Avraham passed an inordinate number 
of Divine Tests (e.g., Avot 5:3 “By ten trials was Avraham tested…”), nevertheless the expressions in this 
verse suggest specific legal categories.  
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Decrees of the King and His Laws for His 

Servants. 

 “My Laws”—To include (the contents of) the Oral Tradition, Halacha 

that was Given to Moshe on Sinai (but which has 

no textual basis.) 

  

Sota 13a-b 

All those years that the Israelites were in the wilderness, those two chests, one 

of the dead (containing the remains of Yosef) and the other of the Shechina (the 

Ark containing the Tablets among other things), proceeded side by side, and 

passersby used to ask: 'What is the nature of those two chests?' They received 

the reply: 'One is of the dead and the other of the Shechina'. 'But is it, then, the 

way of the dead to proceed with the Shechina?' They were told, “This one 

[Yosef] fulfilled all that was written in the other'. 

  

Apparently, since prior to Sinai, the Commandments were not obligatory, they were  

perhaps only the purview of a religious elite, like the Levi’im,8 but not the entire nation. 

Therefore if we are told to believe that the Jews were distinct from the surrounding 

peoples, something other than the observance of the Mitzvot of the Tora has to be 

responsible.  

 

A well-known Rabbinic source accounting for Jewish distinctiveness in Egypt.  

A theme that appears in a number of Rabbinic texts suggests that the Jews maintained 

cultural and ethnic identity in Egypt, even if religious practices fell by the wayside: 
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 Shemot Rabba 5:16 

Said R. Yehoshua ben Levi: The Tribe of Levi were exempted from backbreaking work… 
RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Avoda Zora 1:14-6 

He (Avraham) planted in their hearts this great fundamental principle (regarding the prohibition 
against idolatry), composed texts about it, and taught it to Yitzchak, his son. Yitzchak also taught 
others and turned [their hearts to God]. He also taught Yaakov and appointed him as a teacher. 
[Yaakov] taught others and turned [the hearts] of all those who gathered around him [to God]. 
He also taught all of his children. He selected Levi and appointed him as the leader. He 
established him [as the head of] the academy to teach them the way of God and observe the 
Mitzvot of Avraham. [Yaakov] commanded his sons that the leadership should not depart from 
the descendants of Levi, so that the teachings would not be forgotten. This concept proceeded 
and gathered strength among the descendants of Yaakov and those who collected around them, 
until there became a nation within the world which knew God. When the Jews extended their 
stay in Egypt, however, they learned from the [Egyptians'] deeds and began worshiping the stars 
as they did, with the exception of the tribe of Levi, who clung to the Mitzvot of the patriarchs - 
the tribe of Levi never served false gods. 
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Said R. Huna in the name of Bar Kappara: Because of four things were the Jews 

redeemed from Egypt9--1) They did not change their names, and 2) they did not 

change their language, and 3) they did not reveal their secrets, and 4) they did 

not allow their wives to be taken advantage of.10  

 

Only the basis of the fourth of the strategies is explicated by this Midrash:  

 

And how do we know that they were not suspected of engaging in sexual 

promiscuity (another way of articulating 4)? Because there was only one (person 

who violated this prohibition) and her name was publicized in the text, as it is 

said, (VaYikra 24:11) “And the name of his mother was Shlomit bat Divri.”11 

 

VaYikra Rabba 32:5 expands upon the first three elements as well: 

 

1)  They did not change their names—They went down to Egypt named 

“Reuven” and “Shimon”; they went up from Egypt named “Reuven” and 

“Shimon”. They did not call Yehuda “Rofeh”, and not Reuven “Luliani” and 

not Yosef “Listus” and not Binyamin “Alexandri”. 

2)  They did not change their language—There it is written (Beraishit 14:13) 

“And there came one that had escaped, and told Avram the Hebrew--now he 

dwelt by the terebinths of Mamre the Amorite, brother of Eshkol, and 

brother of Aner; and these were confederate with Avram.” Here it is written 

(Shemot 3:18) “And they shall hearken to thy voice. And thou shalt come, 

thou and the elders of Israel, unto the king of Egypt, and ye shall say unto 

him: The Lord, the God of the Hebrews, hath Met with us. And now let us go, 

we pray thee, three days' journey into the wilderness, that we may sacrifice 

to the Lord our God.”  And it is written, (Beraishit 45:12) “And, behold, your 

eyes see, and the eyes of my brother Binyamin, that it is my mouth that 

speaketh unto you.” (Yosef is finally revealing himself to his brothers, and 

instead of continuing to use a translator, he speaks to them directly in 

Hebrew.)   

                                                           
9
 In order to reconcile this Midrash with the Mechilta that was mentioned earlier, one could say that while 

to justify the actual redemption Mitzvot had to be given and carried out, what qualified the Jews to be 
even given such Mitzvot in the first place, was that they had maintained their identity via the four 
strategies mentioned by Shemot Rabba. 
10

 When this Midrashic idea appears in VaYikra Rabba, 3) and 4) are stated in slightly different ways: 
3’) And they did not speak Lashon HaRa;  
4’) And no one was found among them who “broke out” regarding prohibited sexual 

relationships.  
11

 Since the context of the verse is the blasphemer who is described as (VaYikra 24:10) “And the son of an 
Israelite woman, whose father was an Egyptian, went out among the children of Israel; and the son of the 
Israelite woman and a man of Israel strove together in the camp”, it is concluded that his mother was 
promiscuous.   
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3)  And they did not speak Lashon HaRa12--As it is said (Shemot 11:2) “Speak 

now in the ears of the people, and let them ask every man of his neighbor, 

and every woman of her neighbor, jewels of silver, and jewels of gold.” You 

find that this was information that they possessed for an entire twelve 

months,13 and no one disclosed it to the Egyptians.  

 

Did these four strategies for maintaining identity just happen to take place, or were 

they originally formulated and legislated? 

Meshech Chachma posits that these four principles for retaining ethnic and 

national identity and cohesion were actually designed and imposed prior to the Jews 

descending into the Egyptian exile, and set an important precedent for how Jews were 

to conduct themselves during the many generations of living in the Diaspora that would 

follow throughout their history: 

 

Meshech Chachma on VaYikra 26:44 d.h. VeAf Gam Zot Behiyotam B’Aretz 
Oyveihem… 

The matter is that we should reflect a bit on the ways of Divine 

Intervention to the extent that we can understand it, and that is when the 

Divine Wisdom Decreed that Israel will wander among the nations for an 

exceedingly long time, until the time when the Divine Purpose has been 

achieved, which has not been revealed, ways and strategies were considered so 

that Israel would retain its national identity and not assimilate among the 

nations, and the leader of the people decided to impose “fences” and 

“restrictions” that the people would fulfill when threatened by the great waves 

so that they would not drown in the great storm, that blows with a powerful 

and forceful wind. The first who offered such guidance and taught the other 

leaders of the people was our elderly Forefather Yaakov, who foresaw what 

would happen to us at the end of days, and he perceived that if seventy people 

would find themselves living in the midst of a powerful nation like Egypt once 

was, behold a single (Jewish) individual would assimilate among tens of 

thousands (non-Jews). Therefore he thought of strategies by which his offspring 

would be outstanding there by means of their clothing and their names. And 

therefore the Jews remained a nation unto themselves… 
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 See fn. 9. 
13

 The Midrash assumes that since the plan to “borrow” from the Egyptians was already disclosed to 
Moshe in Shemot 3:22 “But every woman shall ask of her neighbor, and of her that sojourneth in her 
house, jewels of silver, and jewels of gold, and raiment; and ye shall put them upon your sons, and upon 
your daughters; and ye shall spoil the Egyptians”, he in turn immediately told the Jews, even though the 
plan was not activated until a year later.  
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Consequently, while VaYikra 18:3 formulates a Tora restriction against trying to externally blend 

in among non-Jews, this commentator attributes the Midrashic strategies accounting for the 

Jews’ maintaining their uniqueness in Egypt to an early form of Rabbinic legislation. 

 

But if being exposed to the Egyptians and Canaanites was so potentially dangerous to Jewish 

identity that measures had to be taken to prevent assimilation, why was this part of the Divine 

Plan for the Jews at all? 

Assuming that Egyptian and Canaanite societies indulged in such contemptible practices, 

it begs the question why God Wished to expose His People to these cultures.  Rav Avraham 

Yitzchak HaKohen Kook14 offers an interesting hypothesis for why the Divine Plan included 

sojourns among such corrupt peoples: 

 

 …Only by when one feels the pleasure of the ravenous stomach being fed, 

(BaMidbar 11:5) “We remember the fish, which we were wont to eat in Egypt 

for naught; the cucumbers, and the melons, and the leeks, and the onions, and 

the garlic”. But all of this was a means to make the impression that there is 

nothing in life that is so lowly that we cannot raise it up, and that it would not 

be precious and desirable once it is raised up and used in the right time and 

place. The golden refining furnace removed the dross, and prepared an 

awesome preparation that the refining would be good in order to appreciate a 

desirable land (Devarim 8:9) “A land wherein thou shalt eat bread without 

scarceness, thou shalt not lack any thing in it; a land whose stones are iron, and 

out of whose hills thou mayest dig brass.”… 

 

R. Kook suggests that the extreme materialism of both Egypt followed by the land of Israel was 

intended to allow the Jews to be in a position to be “Mekadesh Chol” (sanctify that which is not 

holy), i.e., once they have experienced or at least been exposed to extreme sensuality, they will 

be equipped to sublimate and redirect such qualities to Avodat HaShem (Divine Service). So on 

the one hand, the degree of corruption of these societies contained within them the kernel of 

holiness that the Jewish people would be able to develop and appreciate, once given the 

opportunity to do so. Yet on the other, this type of exposure carries with it the considerable 

danger of a Jew losing himself within his surroundings and failing to apply the lessons which this 

experience was meant to teach. While an individual is not expected to be so self-confident that 

he willingly and deliberately places himself in spiritual and ethical harm’s way to test himself 

and prepare for some ultimate transcendent experience, to take the events that we encounter, 

whether we like it or not, and try to  sanctify them might be the object of Jewish existence.  
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 Olat RAYA”H Vol 2, “Hagada Shel Pesach”, Mosad HaRav Kook, Yerushalayim, 5723, pp. 258-9. 


