Habituating Holiness
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PARASHAS KEDOSHIM

ASHEM spoke to Moses, saying: * Speak fo the entire assembly of the Children of Israel and

say o them: You shall be holy, for holy am I, HASHEM, your God.

3 Every man: Your mother and [ather shall you revere and My Sabbaths shall you observe —
[ am HasHeM, your God. * Do not turn to the idols, and molten gods shall you nol make for
yourselves — I am HASHEM, your God.

people.| The injunction to be holy calls upon Jews to avoid
the illicit relationships described in the previous chapter,
because wherever there is a separation from immorality
there is holiness (Rashi; Vayikra Rabbah 24:6). ’

Ramban maintains that the concept of holiness is not
limited to the observance of any particular category of
commandments, Rather, it is an admonition that one's
approach to all aspects of life be governed by moderation,
particularly in the area of what is permitted. In Ramban's
memorable phrase, someone who observes only the letter
of the law can easily become mmmn mwaa 33, a degenerate
with the permission of the Torah, for such a person can
observe the technical requirements of the commandments

while surrendering to self-indul i
: - v gence, gluttony, and licen-
270 ¥NT ﬁ\ 13 3 ) ¥p tiousness. But God demands more of a Jew than obedience
974 to the letter of the law, The commandment to be holy tells
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us, as _the Sages put it, 77 1nn2 Jpyy w1p, Sanctifly yourself in
what is permitted to you (Yevamos 20a), by refraining not
only from what is expressly forbidden, but from too much of
what is permitted.
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To explain these Midrashim, let us first examine the concepl

of kedushah. Kedushah is both the most fundamental and per-
_ihaps the most enigmatic word in the lexicon of Yahadus. There
is nothing in our heritage that cannot be characterized with the

sin), as is evident in Rashi and the Ramban, and asei {ov (doing
\ positive deeds) — vnwna neTp WKy, Who sanctified us with His/
commandments.

(cgngept of kedushah. It refers to both sur mei’ra (refraining rrom“

e So what is kedushah? It means separation. Betrothing a woman
is called kiddushin — she becomes separated from all men other
than her husband. Separating oneself from the impurities of this
world is kedushah, as Rashi explains, It doesn’t have to be sepa-
rating oneself from sin; even practicing asceticism, i.e., refraining
from the pleasures of Olam Hazeh, marks one as a kadosh; some-
one who fasts is a kadosh (Taanis 11a).

Doing a mitzvah is mekadesh (sanctifies) because it elevates
ﬁe soul over the physical, making the person into a more spiritual
being, and separating him further from the baseness of this world.

When we refrain from indulging in the lures of this world, we act
albeit on a very low level — like malachim. But there is another
way we can be kadosh — by engaging in this world with kedushah,;
by eating, relaxing, and enjoying this world in a refined, elevated
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manner, and not boorishly sinking into worldly pleasure __with insa-
tiable lust.
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his is a unique, general mitzvah, commanding us to realize

that the reason we merited to be given all the Torah's mitg-

yos is that we have the holiness that comes from being a

Jew. This is reflected in the opening of the berachah we recite before

performing a mitzvah: Blessed are You, Hashem, our God, King of the

universe, Who sanctified us with His commandments — we were
given the commandments because we are sanctified. .

Kohanim have mitzvos that do not apply to other Jews, and this

is because they have additional sanctity. That is why the blessing

they recite when performing Bircas Kohanim, their special mitzvah

to bless the Jewish people, opens with Blessed are You, Hashem, our

God, King of the universe, Who sanctified us with the holiness of Aharon.
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fter this introduction, we would expect our pamshah to

delve into topics that involve exceptional holiness. Sur- B .

prisingly, the pesukim that follow discuss many mitzvos PN DRITP MXN 10XYI DPM YAV HY 10N DTRA DR NNT AW
"that are logical, such as the obligations to revere parents and leave ~ .Iyav-9p Aamn% 1NNt nInwn NN 021va DA TR ,YI07 YY RYINAN vpnat

portions of one’s crop for the poor, or the prohibitions against .OTPANT YTANM @1 ,D7WA KNan MK™ENR DR DR 72v s
withholding wages, cursing others, or misleading people. Some of ONWTR 19783 D9 7R 19PN 0oN¥Y DNR DWTPN OX' 1Uapn TmIRw T
the laws that are mentioned are even among the Seven Noachide MINM Y20 9P DNYPHM SR NOITR 19N 937 7 AN
Laws, such as the prohibitions against idolatry and stealing. e e ST, O BT ST 5D
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The fact that many of the mitzvos in this parashal are logical 0r  yan pwiTp MYk 12 ,Ma3 NWIS N DIDIRY K17 Y1POA YON DO IPRYd z
seem to be unrelated to holiness is the very lesson that underpins 1335 1mx a9 17av% 1911 — 773p0% 1012 WY DR DTR] NORY AWITE
the entire Torah: We must observe even the “logical” mitzvos not PWOR DTIAYY BATP9 PYTIE A 33 TTAY JAARY 1950

because they are logical, but out of holiness — with fear of Heaven, §
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[ the recognition that these are Hashem's commandments, and with )
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refined character traits.
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Two people might refrain from stealing, each with entirely dif-

. 012730 NP
ferent motivations. One does so-because society couldn't exist if -
people robbed each other, or_because a thief will be imprisoned.
The other person does so because the Torah prohibits it; he bears in
mind that stealing reflects a lack of belief that Hashem is Master of -
the world and He determines what a person will receive.
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We can now better understand why this passage mixes together
different types of mitzvos — interpersonal obligations, mitzvos
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that are logical, and those that are inscrutable Divine decrees. They

TP WIXY LO0Iwn MY LWTR MM D730

iymst all be approached and performed with the understanding
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hat they are Hashem'’s commandments and embody His holiness.
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This, then, is why “most cf the Torah's fundamentals depend
on” our parashah.
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fe tend ta asgociate holiness with exceptional tzaddikim, and yet the

Torah comigghds all the members of our nation to be holy. If holiness

were to consist of abstinence from worldly affairs, this would indeed be diffi-

cull to understand. But in reality, the title “holy” is reserved for someone who

engages in worldly matters for the sake of Heaven and avodas Hashem, and

not for the sake of physical pleasure. Our physical essence must be elevated,
not negated.

That is the difference between us and the nations of the world. Their idea
of holiness is personified by “spiritual” recluses such as monks, who consider
a withdrawal from society and self-denial to be prerequisites for a spiritual ex-

" istence. By contrast, the Torah hashkafah is that holiness can be attained even
when living together in society, as long as all of a person’s actions during the
M day — his speech, eating, and so on — are perforined for the sake of Heaven.

Hence, on Shabhos, the holiest dav of the week, it is a mitzvah to partake of
the choicest food. Far [rom contradicting the holiness of the day. the act of eat-
ing is conducive (o holiness if the person eats for the sake of kedushas havom

rather than for his own personal pleasure.

- The navul birshus ha'lorah (a depraved person acting within the letter of
Halachah) — found in the Ramban’s commentary — uses this world fer the
sake of deriving pleasure from it, in complete contrast to the kadosh, who ded-
icates his life to performing the will of Hashem. I'hat is why the Ramban uses
the term “naval,” as in the passuk “The fool {(naval) has said in his heart: ‘there

8-.is no God™ (Tehillim 14:1), because since a naval lives in accordance with his
own desires, and not in order to fulfill the will of Hashem, it is if as if he is

denying Hasheny’s existence.. l
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~ So how does a person fulfill their life's purpose and form a bond with
Hashem? The Mesillas Yesharim goes on to tell us:
Amy 7720 YR 1077Y 119 TYR NTERn 0N D N7202 DR N O7PMR0 0PN

W0 O2iva p1 R niyn mpy oipm — The means that enable a person to
reach this goal are the mitzvos that God, blessed be His Name, commanded
us. And the place for fulfilling these mitzvos is only in this world.

i The Mesiilas Yesharim is teaching us that the way to form a bond with
Hashem is through the mitzvos that He gave us. It is impossible to con-

nect to Him in any way other than fulfilling His co
nd Similarly, the Rambam explains that the purpose of all our avodah —

prayer, Krias HaTorah and all other mitzvos — is to help us to be less 7

involved with the mundane activities of this world and connect us to
ashem.®

Likewise, the Zohar HaKadosh tells us that the 613 mitzvos are actual-
ly 613 nixy, picces of advice. They are 613 pathways to connect a person
o Hashem.f!

Although all the mitzvos are different from one another, there is a
common thread that binds them all: every mitzvah is a way of building a
connection, of helping us achieve d'veikus to Hashem.®

The Mesillas Yesharim continues:

rigAn D) OM 1YY N7 ORTIRY DUyR tha MR i3 PR YTAYNY ). This
means that one should attempt to connect to Hashem, Blessed be He,
through the power of actions that cause this result — and these actions
are the mitzvos.®
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Of course, it is true that one who does mitzvos will be greatly rewar:
ed in the World to Come; we learn this from the youngest age. But he
we are learning that mitzvos play a much deeper role than simply bein
a means to achieve a reward. Mitzvos are actually acts of kedushah th:
attach a person to their Creator in both this world and the Next. And th

gloseness in the World to Come is the greatest good that a person ca
attain,*

~v Since mitzvos are the means by which we forge a bond with Hashe:
we can understand the need to do them with kavanah. Kavanah meai
adding our mind to the mitzvah, to first pause and think, "l am doing th
mitzvah owin ny WK — as Hashem commanded.”
The sefer Nasan B’Libo gives a beautiful explanation why doing a mit
vah with the intention, “l am doing what Hashem commanded” connec
a person to Hashem. He writes:

)

This-point is also made by HaGaon Rav Avigdor Miller. The Rav ex
plains that the purpose of all mitzvos is to bring us closer to Hashem
In Hashem's kindness, He gave us the opportunity to draw close t
Him through thinking about Him when performing the mitzvos.

person who does mitzvos habitually and mindlessly, says Rav Mille

‘.ls not only missing out on the crucial component of kavanah requires
to fulfill the mitzvah but is also lacking the even more fundamenta
understanding of why we do mitzvos to begin with! If a person doe
nitzvos habitually, they will no longer value the mitzvos or their pur
pose; the awareness that mitzvos are the means by which we drav
close to Hashem via the service of our mind is totally lost on such
person.’?

—~p Without kavanah b’mitzvos, a person will miss out on the ultimat;
opportunity of their lifetime, the greatest thing that they can achieve
d'veikus b'Hashém!,Somebody may well be doing all the mitzvos physi
cally, but without kavanah, they are not thinking about Hashem whils
foing them!
pJRav Miller taught that “the real perfection is d'veikus, clinging t
Hashem by filling the mind at all times with the thought of Him."””
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230 / RAV WOLBE ON CHUMASH

In a similar vein, the Raavad makes a suggestion to those who are

mgested ln_repentmg, but lack the physical stamina to fast: “One
"ﬁ'should not finish his meal in its entirety; instead, he should leave
over a small portion on his plate” (Shaar Hakedushah). At first
glance this seems to be a simple action that anyone can do. Only
after attempting to follow this directive does one realize why this
apparently insignificant action is the key to controlling his desires
and achieving t holiness.
A[though this exercise involves no physical distress, it may prove
more difficult than fasting. When food is especially appetizing or a
essert is particularly enticing, it can be extremely difficult to leave
wer a portion and not indulge one’s desires by finishing the deli-
acy to the last crumb. One has to subdue his cravings and fight the
ter]dency to give in to his “needs.” He might even be tempted to
ranaﬁahze that the Torah forbids one to waste perfectly aood food

l'umself that thts exercise is not an act of destroymg food, but part
of a process of improving his character.
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How does not giving into one’s desires bring the person to hali-
ness? By way of illustration, magnetic fields surround all the heay-
enly bodies. When a star passes through the magnetic field of the
sun, the gravitational force causes it to veer ever so slightly from its
course. Similarly, spiritual forces have “magnetic fields” that sur-
round them. The vetzer hara exerts'a powerful pull on us, in the
form of cravings that seem irresistible. Our.neshamah and seichel
(the positive spiritual forces) have a corresponding “maanetic field.”
but it is not as powerful as the field surrounding our vetzer hara.
When a person resists his desires, he draws himself away from the
“pull” of the yetzer hara, and is no longer under the influence of its

agnetic field. This enables him to enter the field of his neshamah
and seichel, which is the core of kedushah.

If we can make even an occasional habit of leaving over a small
portion on our plates, we will merit an impressive portion not only
in this world but in the next world as well.

(Shiurei Chumash, Parashas Kedoshim 19:9; Alei Shur, Vol 11,
p. 250; Alei Shur, Vol. 11, pp. 43-46)
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