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/ omething fundamental happens at the beginning of Parashat

Kedoshim, whose story is one of the greatest, if unacknowledged, con-
tributions of Judaism to the world.
Until now Leviticus has been largely about sacrifices, purity,

O the Sanctuary, and the priesthood. It has been, in short, about a holy

. {}if place, holy offerings; and the elite and holy people — Aaron and his
o\ Se?! n, descendants - who minister there. Suddenly, in chapter 19, the text opens
! L S E:wlc's up to embrace the whole of the people and the whole of life: “The Loxrd
E, 5% ] said to Moses, ‘Speak to the entire assembly of Israel and say to them: be |
holy because I, the Lord your God, am holy” (Lev. 19:1-2).

i This is the first and only time in Leviticus that so inclusive an
address is commanded. The sages said that it meant that the contents of
the chapter were proclaimed by Moses to a formal gathering of the entire
nation (hak’hel). It is the people as a whole who are commanded to “be
holy,” not just an elite, the priests. It is life itself that is to be sanctified,

[ ;ﬁ as the chapter goes on to mzke clear. Heliness is to be made manifest
in the way the nation makes its clothes and plants its fields, in the way
justice is administered, workers are paid, and business conducted. ‘The

valnerable - the deaf, the biind, the elderfy, and the stranger - are to
be afforded special protection. The whole society is to be i,;ovcmed by
‘}/{ love, without resentments or revenge,

What we witness here, in other words, is the radical demiocratisa-
tiorr of holiness. Al ancient sodioties ii]j';'id'[.ﬁ'ieﬁt's. We have cn_umntc.ud
four instances in the Torah thus far ofnon-lsraclite pricsts: Melchizedek,
Abrahain’s contemporary, described as a priest of the most high Gad,

‘7,6 Potiphera, Joseph’s father-in-faw; the Loyptian priestsaya whul:‘ whose
land Joseph did not nationalise; and Yitro, Moses” father-in-law, o Midi-
anite priest. The priesthood was not unigue Lo Israel, and ecverywhere i
was an elite. HL_‘]'L’ for the first time we find a code of holiness directed
ter the people as a whole, We are all called on tobe holy. 77
7_) ( I acstrange way, though, this comes as n-nmsur.prisc‘ The idea, il
not the details, had already Deen hinted at, ‘The mast explicil instasee
comes in the prciudv tathe great cm'cn.mbnmi\'ing ceremany al Mount

Sinai when God tells Moses to say to the people, "Now i you abey M
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f fully and keep My covenant, then out of all nations you will be My treg
sured possession. Althougly the whale carth is Mine, you will be for pe
a kingdon of pricsis ond o froly nation™ (Ex. e -6), that i, kingdom
afl ol whose members are to be in BUIC seise priests, wnd a nation (ha)
isinils entirety holy.
\ g The first intimation is moech carlier stifl, in the firgt chapter of
’E Lienesis, with its monnmental assertion, "Let us make mankind in our
7 7 image, in our likeness, ... So God created mankind in Lis own image, in
Lo, the image of Gad He created them; male and female He created them”
/ {Gen. 1:26-27). What Is revolutionary in this declaration dsnolthat a
{ff human being could be in the inage of God. 'Ihat is precisely how kings
of Mesopotamian city-states and pharaohs i:ﬁ'kigygwl were icgarded. ey
were seen as the representatives, the li\fing images, of the gods. That is
how they derived their authority, The revolutionary dimension of the
statement is that rot some, but all, humans share this digﬁi&j -Ji‘l.:‘g:]l‘d-
3 less of class, colour, culture, or creed, we are all in the i[i};lgt§ and l‘ii;c—
ness of God. .
‘Thus was born the cluster of ideas that, though they took many
miflennia to he realised, led to the distinclive culture of the West:
the non-negotiable dignity of the human persan. the idea of human
24 rights, and eventually the political and economic expressions of these
ideas — liberal democracy on the one hand, and the free market on
the other.
The point is not that these ideas were fully formed in the minds
of human beings during the period of biblical history. Manifestly rhis
2 is not s0. The concept of human rights is a product of the seventeenth
century. Democracy was not fully implemented until the twentieth, But
alrcady i Genesis 1 the seed was planted, That is what Jefferson meant
when he winte, God Wiio gave s life gave us Hiberty, And can the lib-
ertics ofa nation be thoupht secure when we have removed their only
] firm basis, a conviction in the minds of the people that these liberties

are of the Gift ol God?™ . (. « - «

e e

¢ Monotheism removes the entire mythological basis of hierarchy.

There is no order among the gods because there are no gods, there is
onrly‘the' one God, creator of ail. Some form of hierarchy will always
exist: armies need commanders, flms need directors, and orchestras,

conductors. But these hierarchies are Fupctional, not ()ntolognczlw They

b are not a matter of birth, So it is all the more impressive to find the most
ega‘litm'i;&n sentiments comming from the world of the priest, whose reli-
giots role was a matter of birth.

The concept of equality we find in the Torah specifically and .
Judaism generally is not an equality of weaith: Judaism is not o
¢  munism. Noris it an equality of power: Judaism is ,11,(‘)_3;3.1;13;;}1}./_ It is
fundamentally an equality of dignity. We are all equal citizens in the
nation whose sovereign is God. Hence the elaborate political and
economic structure set out in Leviticus, organised around the nam-
ber seven, the sign of the holy. Every seventh day is free time. Every
(ﬂj seventh year, the produce of the field belongs to all; Lsraclite slav_es are
to be liberated and debts released. Every fiftieth year, the year follow- :
ing the seventh set of seven years, ancestral land was to return to its_ ;
original owners. Thus the inequalities that are the inevitable result of
freedom are mitigated. The logic of all these provisions is the priestly

q}\‘ insight that God, creator of all, js the ultimate owner of all: “The land

must not be sold permanently, because the land is Mine and you reside

in My land as strangers and temporary residents” {Lev. 25:23). God

therefore has the right, not just the power, to set limits to inequality.

No one should be rebbed of dignity by total poverty, endless servitude,
% or unrelfieved indebtedness. .

? ‘%d)
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YV idL IS rly remarKanie nowever 18 what nappenea r.;jr.ef the
bxbncal era and the destruction of the Seconc Temp]e Faced with the
loss of the entire infrastructure of the h holy - the Temple, its '};nesﬁs,
its sacrifices ~ Judaism translated the entire system of avoda, divine
service, into the everyday life of o 01dma1y jews In prayer, every Jew
became a puest mffermg a sacuﬁce In: repentance, e’lch became a high
priest, 1tomng for his or her sins and those of his or her people, Every
syhagogue, in Israel or elsewhere, became a fmgment of the Temple in
Jerusalem. Every table became an aftar, every act of char ity or hosp;tahty

a kind of sacrifice.

P Torah study, once the speciality of the priesthood, became the
n‘ght and obligation of everyone. Not everyone could wear the crown
of priesthood but everyone could wear the crown of Torah. A mamzer
talmid liakham = Q Toral s¢holat 6F Mlégitimaté birth ~said the sages,
was greater than an am haaretz kohen gadol, an ignorant high priest. Out
of the devastating tragedy of the loss of the Temple, the sages created
a pehgzous and social drder that came Closer fo the ideal of the : people
as “a kingdom of p puests and a holy nation” than had ever previously
been realised. The seed had been phntecf lcmg Tefore, in the opening
of Leviticus 19, “Speal to the entire assembly of Isracl and say to them: be
holy because 1, the Lord your God, am holy.”

Holiness bdongs to all of us when we turn our lives into the
service of God and society into a ne for the Divine Presence That
is the moral life as lived by ‘the kmgddm of pnests a world where we
aspire to come close to God by coming close, in justice and love, to our

fellow humans.
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