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How can the Parsha help us grow this week?

Emor — The Torah view of equality?

This week’s Parsha of Emor contains a number of passages that seem at odds with our Western
democratic principles and our modern notions of equality:

e The special status of the Kohanim: “You shall sanctify him [the Kohen], for he offers the
food of your G-d, he shall remain holy to you...”? Kohanim are given a special status
amongst Bnei Yisrael. We are commanded to treat them with respect. For example, they are
the first to be called to the Torah and they take priority in leading Birkat Hamazon. This status
is simply inherited through the paternal line. Wouldn't it be fairer for the priesthood to be
allocated based on merit?

e Kohanim with blemishes: There are a number of physical blemishes that disqualify a
Kohen from serving in the Bet Hamikdash (see Vayikra 21:16-21). Kohanim who are blind,
lame or disfigured, Kohanim who have one limb longer than the other, unusually long
eyebrows or certain skin conditions are disqualified from service. Western notions of
democracy would dictate that such a policy breached equal opportunity principles.

o Class system: Kohanim are prohibited from marrying certain people (see Vayikra 21:7 and
14). For example, regular Kohanim cannot marry divorcees and the Kohen Gadol cannot
marry a widow. Shouldn’t people be free to marry whomever they chose?

e The case of the blasphemer: The Parsha ends with the story of the Jew who committed the
terrible sin of blaspheming Hashem’s name and was punished with stoning. The Midrash
provides us with the background to the story. This man was the son of a Jewish woman from
the tribe of Dan and an Egyptian man. According to the Midrash, he became angry because
the tribe of Dan prevented him from living in their area because tribal affiliation followed the
father. Each tribe had their own separate camp in the midbar. This man did not qualify as a
member of Dan and he would therefore be forced to live amongst the Erev Rav (the mixed
multitude of people that accompanied Bnei Yisrael when they left Mitzrayim). The court of
Moshe ruled in favour of Dan which prompted the man to utter his curse.

The passages cited above demonstrate that one’s birth status influenced one’s job, one’s right to
marry certain people and one’s ability to live in particular areas! This seems contrary to Western
notions of equality and equal opportunity. Modern society holds principles such as equal rights,
positive discrimination, minority rights and diversity as ideal. Gender, race, religion and disability
should all be irrelevant. Furthermore, the government should not be able to restrict people’s
choice of who to marry or where to live.

However, let’s explore this principle of equal opportunity more closely. In reality, people are born
with different talents and skills which limit their ultimate status. Though we can learn new skills,
many of our skills and talents are ours from birth. Some people are born more intelligent, or
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stronger, or more skilful. They are more likely to succeed at certain jobs. Studies have shown
that Chief Executive Officers are on average 3 inches taller than the rest. It seems that if we look
up to someone physically we are more comfortable looking up to them for leadership as well.
Furthermore, some people just don’t have what it takes for certain jobs. How safe would you feel
in an airplane with a blind pilot?® A blind person probably wouldn’t make a very good sniper
either! So perhaps equal opportunity is not so fair after all!

Hashem creates us and determines at birth our circumstances, talents, families etc. He also
gives us each a unique tafkid — a purpose. He gives us the resources and abilities that we need
to accomplish our task and then He judges us on how well we fulfil our potential. Our job is to ask
— how can | best serve Hashem in my circumstances? What does Hashem want me to do? And
then achieve it to the best of our ability.

If someone is born as a Kohen, their job is to be the best Kohen they can be. Similarly, if
someone is born as a Levi or Yisrael, then their job is to be the best Levi or Yisrael that they can
be. If a Kohen is excluded from service in the Bet Hamikdash due to a blemish then Hashem has
obviously given them another tafkid, a role that is more suitable for their spiritual and physical
make-up. Instead of focusing on other people’s roles and purposes, we should simply try to work
out what is our own unique job that Hashem wants us to perform and how we can perform it to
the best of our ability.

The halachik restrictions on who we can marry are very difficult for us to understand and have
led to some painful situations. However we need to accept that Hashem knows best. If He
decrees that two people cannot marry, then such a marriage must be inappropriate.

Each of the tribes had a unique method of serving Hashem. At the beginning of our history it was
important for the tribes to keep somewhat separate so that their characteristics would not be
diluted. We need to remember that there is more than one valid way to serve Hashem. The
Torah has 70 faces. If we serve Hashem differently to our neighbour that does not necessarily
mean that either of us is wrong. We are all unique.

By fully internalising these messages we can reduce the likelihood of comparing ourselves
against others or becoming jealous. Rather, we can actively focus on our strengths and
appreciate our own unique task and all the amazing resources that Hashem has granted us in
order to achieve our tafkid.

Let’s try something this week:

1. Tryto make a conscious effort to focus on serving Hashem in the best way possible in our
own circumstances without comparing ourselves to others.

2. Be aware of judging other people for serving Hashem in a way that is different to us. Try to
accept our own role and its uniqueness and then accept the individuality of others too.

Shabbat shalom, Rabbi Ledder

Darchai Noam is now available online at www.divreitorah.net/darchai-noam. You can access this
week's edition of Darchai Noam, archived back issues of Darchai Noam and other divrei Torah.

Note: as the majority of our readers are located outside of Eretz Yisrael we will be following the
calendar of Parshiyot for Chutz L’Aretz.
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3 Thank you to my dear friend Rabbi Richard Chasen for this example.
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About Darchai Noam

The passuk in Mishlei (3:17) describes the Torah as follows: “Its ways are ways of pleasantness
(Darchai Noam) and all its paths are peace”. The Torah is our guidebook for life. It is packed full of
good advice as to how we should live our lives.

The aim of the Darchai Noam weekly email is to examine an idea from the weekly parashah relating
to good middot (character traits). It will focus particularly on treating each other with respect and how
to interact with each other in a more peaceful and pleasant manner. It will also suggest some practical
tips for implementing these ideas in our daily lives.

By learning together each week, and making an effort to regularly put the ideas into practice, with
Hashem’s help we can all gradually improve our character traits and our observance of ‘v’ahavta
I're’echa kamocha’ — loving one’s fellow as oneself.

If you know someone who might enjoy receiving this email please feel free to pass it on to them or
email me their details so | can add them to the subscription list.

You are welcome to use the content of this email in any way that will help to spread the learning of
Torah. However please attribute credit appropriately.

Many of the ideas that | use in Darchai Noam are based on ideas that | read or heard from various
sources. Where possible | try to quote the source. However in some cases | cannot recall the source.
For that | apologise. If | do discuss an idea that | heard from somewhere else, any errors are purely
my own.

How to subscribe or unsubscribe

If you would like to subscribe or unsubscribe to Darchai Noam, please send an email to
darchai.noam@gmail.com with the word ‘subscribe’ or ‘unsubscribe’ in the subject.
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