Eating: Elevation & Connection
arasha Shemini
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22 Aaron raised his hands toward the people and blessed them; then he descended from
having performed the sin-offering, the elevation-offering, and the peace-offering. 2 Moses and”
Aaron came to the Tent of Meeting, and they went out and they blessed the people — and the
glory of HASHEM appeared to the entire people! ' i

24 A fire went forth from before HASHEM and consumed upon the Altar the elevation-offering
and the fats; the people saw and sang glad song and fell upon their faces. -
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1 HASHEM spoke to Moses and to Aaron, saying to them. 2 Speak to the Children of Israe|,
saying: These are the creatures that you may eat from among all the animals that
are upon the earth. * Everything among the animals that has a split hoof, which is completely
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2.0 nRY — These are the creatures. Neither the traditional sources nor the

later commentators fully explain the transition from the chapters concerning the
sacrificial service to those dealing with the dietary laws. ~
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At the end of this chapter (vs. 43-45) the Torah stresse

the reason for kashrus in very clear and powerful terms: By
observing these laws the Jew can pull himself up the ladder
of holiness; by ignoring them. he not only contaminates
himself, he gradually builds a barrier that blocks out his
comprehension of holiness, Just as someone who is con-
stantly exposed to loud music and harsh noise, slowly and *

_imperceptibly, but surely, suffers a loss of his ability to hear
fine sounds and detect subtle modulations. so tan the
Torah informs us, a Jew's consumption of non-kosher food
deadens his spiritual capacities and denies him the fyl|
opportunity to become holy. And worst of all, it renders him
incapable of even perceiving his loss. For this reason. Rama
(Yoreh Deah 81:7) cautions that even small children should
be prevented from eating forbidden foods, lest their spiri.
(_{« tual potential be harmed.,
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There are Torah sources which explain that this
sentence of mankind, namely the fact that we sustain

_ourselves by ingesting other forms of life, is in fact its own

correction. When one creature eats another, the first

becomes part of the body and the life-energy of the second.
The eaten becomes absorbed into, and therefore part of, the

eater. When plants assimilate inorganic matter and’

incorporate that matter into their substance, the inorganic
elements are elevated into the life-forms of the plant world.
When animals eat those plants, the plants in turn are
elevated to the level of the animal world. And when humans

eat animals, the entire chain is brought to the level of the

human. ‘
S Of course, this process is vulnerable in that the tikkun,
or correction, made by the human depends on the spiritual

level of the human who brings those elements of the
inanimate, the plant and the animal to their completion:
(uwhen a righteous individual is nourished by food derived
from the animal world, that food is elevated immeasurably.
' When meat is ingested by a person who uses the

gl

nourishment of that meat to perform mitzvos and benefit the
world, that meat has in a deep sense become those mitzvos
and that benefit. The food of a person who lives correctly,
spiritually, is transmuted into spirituality. There is no higher
destiny for any plant or animal than to become part of the
life of a spiritually developed person.

As always in the spiritual world, the converse is also
true. When food is eaten by a person who makes no effort to
develop beyond the level of the physical, that food is simply
destroyed. In depth, it is a dismal fate for any element in the
world to become part of the life of a person who achijeves
nothing with the nourishment derived from that element.
Food which is brought to such an end has lost its
opportunity to be elevated. And the ultimate degradation for
an element of the non-human world is to be used by a
human who performs negative and harmful acts with the
nourishment derived from that element; in a sense, such a
plant or animal has been transformed into negativity. This is
the depth of the statements found in the teachings of the
Sages to the effect that the eating of meat is not to be taken

lightly.
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Hence, food is central to the struggle between the animal instincts in
man and his soul. Certain foods strengthen the animal traits. Vegetative
matter has no character and cannot affect man in any way. Animal
mater, however, carries the nature of the animal and may be h-arm_Eul to
the spirit of man by influencing and strengthening his own animal traits
%or imparting to him a harmful nature. Ingestion of an'lmal matter may
affect a Jew adversely through absorption of debasing and defiling

elements which will corrupt his soul. -




g Absorption ot these carriers of
corruption will make it most difficult to grow in sanctity and closeness
10 Hashem through the ascendancy of soul and'the transformation of
the body. It is no wonder that all vegetative species are permitted by

Torah law. These have no nefesh or character that can be absorbed by

vae who eats them. Indeed, the animals permitted by the Torah are all
ruminators that subsist on vegetative matter alone. Thus the food chain
& one of simple foods that cannot affect man in a significant manner.
Species of animal and fowl that are carnivorous are those forbidden by
the Torah, since one who eats of their meat will be influenced by their
cruel nature. While we cannot expect to understand why each of the
forbidden species is .orohibited, we can understand and accept that
Hashem, who created all these species, understands their nature and
prohibited those that may impact negatively in a spiritual sense. [For
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And Moses told Aaron, and Elazar and Itamar, his
remaining_sons, “Take the meal-offering which—is—left
from the sacrifice of the Lord. and eat it, in the form of
cakes, beside the altar ..." Then, Moses urgently inqui-
red for the he-goat of the sin-offering, and he found it
had been burnt! And Moses was angry with Elazar and
Itamar, the remaining sons of Aaron, and said to them,
“Why did you not eat the sin-offering in the holy place ?
for it was a holy thing of the holiest things, and it was
given you in order to lift the sin of the community, and
to atone for them before God ..."” Then Aaron said to
Moses, “'See this day they sacrificed their sin-offering
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as a burnt-offering before God, and such things befell me
that if 1 had eaten of the sin-offering this day, would this
have been good in the eyes of God?” And Moses listened,
and agreed with Aaron's reasoning. )

And instantly he became angry with Elazar and Itamar
and as soon as he became angry, the Halachah, the just
legal decision, was obscured from him. Immediately,
Aaron spoke up, with an ‘a fortiori argument: If even
the tithe, which is comparatively trivial, is forbidden to an
‘Onen,’ then surely the sin-offering, which is more signifi-
cant, should be forbidden to him? And Moses listened
to him, and found his point justified. Then Moses issued
a proclamation to all the camp, saying : I made a mistake
in decision, but Aaron my brother came and taught me
the just verdict. All this while, Elazar and Itamar had
known the correct decision, but had kept silent. And
for this, they were rewarded by having their names
associated with God's during their lifetime—'And God
spoke to Moses and 1o Aaron to tell them'—'to tell them,’
referring to his sons, Elazar and Itamar.
(3 From the Midrash, the greatness of Elazar and Itamar is
one of the main points to emerge. This gyeatness lay in. their
silence, a silence of almost super-human restraint. They felt
deeply their father’s sorrow, and they knew that Moses’ reproach
was unjustifitd—that their father had been quite right in not
eating of the sin-offering. And yet they did not burst out in
contradiction of Moses, in his unmerited anger: did not even
attempt to explain his mistake to him. We would be far indeed
from the truth, if we were to imagine them as simply lacking in
initiative, or in deep feeling. It was, in fact, an extra-ordinary

strength that was demonstrated by this silence—a strength of a
kind that is rarely appreciated, the strength of repression, of
determined control, the refusal to expres X ion.
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The reward for this kind of restraint is th W e
a_teacher of Halachah. _R. Chaim Zaichyk' elaborates this at
first cryptic promise: the pupil who has the ability to keep silent,
to_cultivate a_deep inner intellectual activily, unrelieved by the
frequent questionings and objections that are often a psychological
escape from the necessity of thought—this pupil who has the
power of absorption and inner concentration, that can analyse
and discriminate even between the mistakes of his teacher and his
Justified criticisms—he will be granted the opportunity of develop-
ing this faculty of his, for intense reflection and discrimination,
for close uninterrupted study, to a point where his grasp of the
fine distinctions of Halachah will make him a teacher in Israel.

This, then, is the meaning of the Gemara that we quoted
at the outset: the virtue of silence before one’s master, even in
the face of his unwarranted anger, betokens a deep, reflective
inner life, that does not seek the extrovert self-expression of the
shallow and the volatile, !

[ We find in the Ethics of the Fathers a triple direction that

is immediately relevant to this point.
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—'Be deliberate in judgment, and raise many disciples, and make
a_fence for the Torah.*® These are the stages by which one
reaches the position of a Halachic authority, of a teacher in Israel.
Why, asks Maharal,'” is it necessary to be deliberate in judgment,
and to raise many disciples ?” He explains that since_man is
not, after all, pure reason. since he is clothed in flesh,
and his objectivity is obscured bv many passions and personal EE“
motives, it is his duty to be deliberate, above all—to try to view "
_the question at issue from as many different viewpoints as possible.
For this reason. he should raise many disciples, whose varying
attitudes and_opinions will give him a complete spectrum of
reactions, by which to view any problem. Only in this way, by

R



assimilating the opinions of others, will he deepen his own power
of concentrated reflection on the life-problem with which he
is faced.

1© In the case of Elazar and Itamar, who actually knew the
correct decision in_Halachah and vyet kept silent, this strength
of inner lify ted at its most intense. Their reaction,
in a moment when human nature must have been strained to
the uttermost, was a paradigm of this intense quality of delibera-
tion, of receiving the words of others, without external self-
expression—the quality that ultimately fashions the Halachic
leaders of Israel.

We have said that silence can indicate a powerful inner life—
that the ability to listen quietly to the opinions of others, for
instance, marks out the man of real spiritual substance. In which
respect exactly is this true 7 one might well ask. Where is the
connection between silence and intrinsic quality? Obviously, it
is not a universal connection ... how can we justify, then, the
generalisation we have just made ?

I?" The comment of Rabbenu Bachya!®* on the stones of the
Choshen, the priestly breast-plate, is relevant to our question.
He explains the significance of the choice of each stone, as
symbolic of the nature of each of the twelve tribes. The selection
of Benjamin’s stone is discussed as follows:
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Benjamin was symbolised by the Yoshpheh, which is
_composed of many colours. This was given to Benjamin,

O0DAYK "MKT — TO SAY TO THEM.

1

This faculty, of silence, in the creative sense, is, then, a
symptom of a very profound quality. The attitude of receptivity,
of sensitive and concentrated reflection is what we have, in speak-
ing of Esther, called ‘Tseniuth’—a word much richer in its con
notations that the usual English equivalent of ‘modesty.” This
was the quality demonstrated by Elazar and Itamar, who knew.
and could easily have retorted against Moses, and yet kept silent,
out of a habitual attitude of assimilating the words of others;
the quality of Benjamin, who might well have revealed everything
to his father, and yet could restrain himself—and was rewarded
by the Yoshpheh—the token of all-inclusiveness, of many faceted
unity : and the quality, too, of Esther, whose ‘Tseniuth,” was that
hidden inner essence that appealed equally to all who knew her.
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mnt yoRb mxw -ng:; — [HasHEM] said that [Aaron] should

because his mind, too, underwent many changes, and he

had had many complex thoughts when Joseph was sold—
_whether to reveal the whole thing to his father or not.
Nevertheless, he restrained himself, and, against his

instinctive desire, did not tell his father. For this act of

self-control, he was granted this stone, which is called

say to Elazar and Ithamar. *x7tp1% - mxY,, K9% 1% 18 — Or perhaps “nxY means only “to say”
to Israel?” -nix ximwy — When it says in the following verse, “bratr 133 Yx 137, — “speak to
the Children of Israel,” “x7tn% mx 717 717 ~ you can see that speaking to Israel has been
stated in that verse. “my7x "MK, BRR 1K M &7 — What, then, do I maintain “to say to them” of
our verse means? 3% — To his sons, °'mnm‘n 71y%x% — to Elazar and to Ithamar.s

2. 531?113 5 1937 — SPEAK TO THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL. mw 093 nx — He made them all equal,

nowr, composed of two words qw w (lit. ‘there is a insofar asbeing messengers from God to the Children of Israel regarding this statement,
mouth’) And this is to indicate his greatness, that though mm73 — because they were equal in their silence!
he ‘had a mouth,’ and he could easily have revealed his the decree of the Omnipresent upon themselves

brother's fate to his father—yet he kept silent, and did

ie., God drew no distinction between Moses, Aaron, Elazar and Ithamar o1 1372 ombe nvae -
Y
oipR N5 By 9ap) — and they accepted

73983 — with love.

not divulge it ...

_point on any matter.

\8 Perhaps now we can understand more clearly the sense in
which silence means a deep inner quality. The individual, because
of his physical limitations, can only give birth to a single view-
And if he is hasty to express this, he has

deprived himself of the chance to enrich his unck*.rstamdin_g_byﬁ
absorbing first the view-points of others around him. The man
who, on the other hand, can keep silence, can assimilate the
opinions of others, turns his energy inwards—on the problem itself.

Moreover, what he is absorbing into himself is the true essence
of the human-beings that surround him—and that seem so dis-
parate in their outward forms. And in this essence, all men are
united: in all men, the image of God glows from their innermost
heart of being. It requires, however, a stilling of the disruptive§s
outside noises, if these pure harmomous voices are to reach one.
For this reason, the ablhty to listen, the gift of stillness and
receptivity, is allied with an inner life growing ever richer and

more embracmg in harmony
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The GQ/( ot e Bl ke Hunk. e The most plausible

explanation seems to be the one implied by the saying of R’ Yochanan and R’

U'{ Eliezer: In the days of the Temple, the Altar brought forgiveness to Israel; now
the family table does (Berachos 55a). Having explained at length the laws that +
make the Sanctuary the focal point of holiness and forgiveness in the Jewish
nation, the Torah now turns to the laws that elevate the family table to become
the focus for holiness and forgiveness in the Jewish home.

Wolmasle - K Fk
As we have attempted to understand, soul and body
represent opposite polarities, and their npatural state is
separation. A special energy is required to keep them
together, and this energy is provided by food. The function
of food is to maintain the bond between body and neshama,

s

AT MY DR TN TR 72 P e oY
MTTIOR MPIRD "D PORN XP R0 w3
4172p0n T oYpnan

o1
“The heavens belong to Hashem and the earth was given to man™
(Psalms 115:16). Said the Chiddushei HaRim "and the earth was givem
to man — to turn it into heaven.” At the same time however, the animal
in man wishes to overpower and rule over the spirit, to make heaven
into earth. Thus, life is a struggle between the animalistic and spiritual
aspects of man.
In essence human existence is a partnership between body and soul in
which each “partner” seeks controlling interest. All the vicissitudes of

man’s life — his triumphs and failures, ascents and descents — are
linked to this ongoing struggle. The ultimate victory is achieved when
man, who rules over the animal kingdom, can subdue and transform I}w';(!F

to keep the neshama in the body. If a person does not eat, the
neshama begins to move out, to distract itself from the body;
the person becomes faint. If starvation is prolonged,
unconsciousness results; a further degree of separation. And
of course, if starvation is prolonged sufficiently, the

separation will become permanent. One cannot live without
food; in spiritual terms, the neshama cannot be held in_the
body without the connecting energy of food.

>
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On the most basic level the act of eating facilitates the remarkable

.

fusion of body and soul. Man is defined as an earthbound creature

who has the potential to reach heaven. It is through the life susuin.in;
process of eating that the “dust of the earth” is transformed into “a
living soul” 'wo1 vy Sk pry (Mishlei 13:25), the tzaddik
(righteous individual) eats for the purpose of satiating the soul Man ws
unique in his stature as a creation combining the lowest and simplest @
nature — earth, and the most sacred and spiritual — the Divine itself
Man in his physical body shares the nature of the animal kingdom b

The goal of the human experience
is to subdue the beast in man and to live one’s life in accordance with a
standard unique to humans alone. The goal of a Jew goes beyond thaz.
to bring holiness from the soul to the body, to raise the mundane to a
level of spirituality, and to sublimate and transform the temporal inso

animal within himself.

Thus, the act of eating, which grants life to the human being, is itself
the point of fusion between the spiritual and physical. It is the place
where the combatants engage, where the ongoing struggle to forge a
productive relationship between the physical and the spiritual is at ms
fiercest. Since eating, more than any other mitzvah brings about the %
integration of these two opposing Fforces, it stands forever at the
crossroads of life (See Ruach Chaim 3:3).

23

One of the most recurrent activities, and at times overwhelming
responsibilities, of any observant Jew is eating. The Torah places
extreme emphasis upon all aspects of eating. The food itself and the
manner in which it is eaten is microscopically scrutinized by the Torah
and Chazal. In Kabbalistic and Chassidic schools of thought “‘achilah
b’kedushah” — (consecrated consumption), plays an extremely impor-
tant role in one’s service of Hashem.

R’ Tzadok HaKohen of Lublin writes that the primal desire of man is
to eat of the forbidden. Adam and Chava succumbed to that desire, and
as a result it has remained pre-dominant in the human psyche since that
eventful day. The overwhelming sway of this desire dawned upon
Adam when God confronted him with his treason. “The woman whom
You gave to be with me, she gave me of the tree and I ate” (Bereishis
3:12). While the meaning of the word 9311 is, and [ ate, the form
literally means, and [ will eat. The Midrash (Bereishis Rabbah 19:22)
explains this as a new awareness that dawned on Adam. At the moment
of truth he realized how powerful a current had now been unleashed.

the sublime.

He knew that he would eat the forbidden again, because food and its
pursuit were now an intrinsic part of his “nature.” Thus it was through

“eating” that man emerged from Gan Eden into the darker world of
sinfulness.
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_The night of the fifteenth of Nissan celebrates the birth of the
“revised” and “corrected” version of humanity — Knesses Yisrael —
the Jewish nation. For this reason their initiation to kedushas Yisrael —
the sanctity of Israel — occurs by means of consecrated consumption.
The mitzvah of eating the Korban Pesach (Passover sacrifice), as well as -
the numerous other food-related mitzvos delegated to the holiday of
Pesach, are indispensable in the formation of the “second edition” of
_man. Through achilah b'kedushah man’s primal desire and basic flaw is

redirected toward a higher purpose. This is the beginning of the
corrective process.

()
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The highest form of this process of elevation is found
in the world of korbanos — sacrifices. Without a deeper level

of insight the idea of sacrifices is difficult to understand:
why does the Torah prescribe the sacrificing of animals?
What is the purpose of giving up the life of an animal thus -
the word korban, sacrifice, means bringing close; what
exactly is the closeness achieved by a sacrifice? Why is the .
Beis Hamikdash, the Temple, a place not only of sublime
music and indescribable incense, but also of animal sacrifice
- this is a concept which the modern mind struggles to
grasp.

The Nefesh Hachaim reveals a depth in this area based

on the idea which we have been studying, the idea of
connection between worlds. We have noted already that the
human body is a microcosmic reflection of the Universe. Any
pattern discernible in the body must have its parallel in the
world. What is the function in the Universe which parallels
eating in the human dimension?
3( The answer is this. Just as the human consists of body
and soul, so too does the world in general. At the universal
level, the body of the world comprises the entire physical
Universe. And the soul of this immense physical structure is
none other than the Divine Presence. Hashem Himself, as it
were, is the neshama of the world.

Now just as Hashem has created the human in such a
way that he must eat in order to survive, to maintain the

connection between body and soul, so too has He built the
world. The world must eat in order to stay alive; in order to
maintain the soul of the world — Hashem Himself — within
the body of the physical Universe, the world must eat. And
the food of the world consists of the sacrifices offered in the
Beis Hamikdash.

© 32_ The Nefesh Hachaim explains this startling idea as the

23 Sacrifices are indeed a “bringing close”, a way of

holding the life energy of the Universe within its physical
bounds. And the fact that we lack this practice today reflects
exactly the distance manifest now between the physical and
spiritual — “Hashamayim kis'i v'ha'aretz hadom raglai — The
Heavens are My throne and the earth is My footstool,” so
great is the distance. The world is faint indeed. We have no
open revelation of the Shechina, the Divine Presence,
without the Beis Hamikdash as the pulsating core of the
Universe.

We must substitute prayer for sacrifices in order to
experience some of the closeness we lack; “Un’shalma parim
s'faseinu — And we shall pay for bulls with our lips,” we must
use speech, that form of connection generated with our
mouths, and speech in the form of prayer which is itself an
expression of longing for closeness. ’

2y The secret of eating as connection manifests in other
ways too. It is remarkable that when people eat together

there is a special sense of togetherness. Why is it that a
unique awareness of connection between people forms
around the seemingly mundane and earthy experience of
eating? The depth here is exactly the idea we have been

studying - eating is intrinsically a function of connection,
and when it is done in company a unique experience of

human connection can be generated. In halacha this is”

reflected in the laws of beniching — grace after meals: when
three or more eat together, a special introduction is added.
And when ten or more eat together, the Divine Name is
mentioned in the mezuman. The level of connection achieved

is sufficient that the Divine Presence participates, something

which takes place when ten gather for prayer - the link is
clear.

25 The function of eating has two components:
nourishment and pleasure. What is their common element?
There is a deep relation between the experience of
connection and pleasure. When disparate elements connect,
bond, achieve unity, a potential for great pleasure is

released. The origin of the world is Unity; the manifest

reason that the Torah refers to sacrifices as Hashem's “food”,

world is all multiplicity, differentiation, breakdown into
parts. In spiritual terms it is the particulate nature of the
world, its lack of unity, which is the source of all pain. When

as it were; “korbani_lachmi — My sacrifice, my bread”, and
many other similar references. The altar is referred to as
“shulchan_gavo’a — the table of the Most High.” And many of
the laws of the korbarios reflect their connection with the idea
of meals such as those eaten by humans.

individual parts of the world bond, when there is movement

towards oneness, the result is a taste of the ecstasy of the

next world. “Hashem Echad — Hashem is One”, the deepest

declaration of Jewish faith expresses the idea of the Oneness
of the Divine. Our task in this world is to bring its parts into
the harmony which reveals that supernal Unity. It is no
surprise, therefore, that any bonding of separate parts into
unity holds such potential for exhilaration.

o N
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Food nourishes; it provides the energy for the bond
between body and neshama. This bond is life, and life itself is
the greatest pleasure imaginable. The blessing we
pronounce after experiencing the pleasure of food, “Borei
n'fashos”, is worded for the life energy we derive from that
food, the energy which connects the opposite poles of body
and neshama into an integrated whole which can move
towards a unity with the Creator.

3%

2%

Many aspects of Jewish life are marked by meals; there
are many mitzvos which we celebrate with a se‘udas mitzva -
a festive meal honoring the mitzva. It is a mistake to think

that this is simply a social occasion; nothing in Torah life is
superficial. The idea behind this practice is that we celebrate
the togetherness with Hashem which we achieve by means
of the mitzva, and we do so by partaking of a meal which is
itself a reflection of togetherness. The root of the word
“mitzva” contains a deep connotation of togetherness — the
word “tzavta” means “together” in Aramaic. Mifzvos bring us
closer to the Divine; we celebrate in kind.

Shabbos is a time of closeness with Hashem, a_time

‘when the higher world becomes tangible, and that is why

the celebration of Shabbos is built around its three special
meals. The Jewish table, compared to an ‘altar even on
weekdays, is further elevated on Shabbos. The day is alive

with the feeling of connection between this world and the
next, between the dimension of striving and_the dimension

of reward, and there can be no better way of expressing this
connection than by meals dedicated to_the sanctity of the

day.
33 Tsgeeedond Shorght- B (3

When, as a three-month-old, Moshe Rabbeinu was taken from the
water by the daughter of Pharaoh, he would not nurse from the
Egyptian women. As the Gemara (Sotah 12b) comments. the mouth
that was destined to speak with the Shechinah, Divine Presence,
could not nurse from a non-Jewess. Rashi (ibid) explains that a
mother’s milk has in it the flavor of those foods that she consumes. In
this case, the Egyptian women had certainly consumed foods
forbidden to a Jew, therefore Moshe could not drink of their milk.
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Summary:
»  Connection: Inaguration Kosher animals:
¢  Silence before Hashem the highest level.
4 Eating= connection of higher and lower levels.
>  Primacy on eating:
¢  Elevating all the worldly elements to Hashem.
¢  Connecting body and soul.
»  'Speak to them":
¢  Elazar and Itamar = reward for silence.
¢ All the Jews = prophets in potential.
»  Lessons:

¢ The importance of silence of thought.

¢  Words of Torah while eating, elevating the connection.
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The Mishnah in Avos (3:4) states:
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R’ Shimon said: "'If three have eaten at the same table
and have not spoken words of Torah there, it is as if
they have eaten of offerings to dead idols.”

A table where Jews eat is likened to a sacred altar upon which
offerings are brought. It is through the words of Torah spoken
during the meal that the mundane act of eating becomes a means of
attaining kedushah. However, when Torah is not discussed, then the

meal is nothing more than a means of satisfying one’s physical

desires. It is devoid of kedushah and may even be spiritually

detrimentai; thus, it is likened to a meal of niEK NIbaKN.
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