
Devar Torah (Sermon) for ���� (Emor)
May 9, 2004 - Interview Shabbat

Note: All translations my own.

 Last week, we read �����	
���� (Parshat Kedoshim), which is perhaps the most global 
reading in the book of ��	�� (Leviticus).  In it, we have  rich combination of ritual and civil 
law.  Reverence for parents, respect for elders, keeping the Sabbath, fair business dealings, 
sacrificial laws etc.  It is no wonder that last weeks parsha began with the words 
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����� speak to the entire congregation of Israel, (Lev. 19:2).  It's no wonder that all those 
laws needed to be taught, as Rashi explains, with a gathering of all the people - everyone was 
directly effected by the laws of that parsha.


 This week, our reading begins on a very different note - with laws pertaining only to the 
priests - for whom they may become ritually impure by tending to their burial, and to whom 
they may get married.  So, it is no wonder why today's reading begins with the words: "
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��� And God said to Moses, 'speak to the Priests, the 
sons of Aaron and say to them' . . ."  (Lev 21:1).  No wonder.  These are laws that pertain to the 
priests, so it makes sense that God would instruct Moses to speak to the priests.  What I do find 
surprising, is the final words of these instructions: "#���������
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and Moses spoke to Aaron, and to his sons, and to all of the children of Israel." (Lev 21:24) 
Why is Moses speaking to everyone now?  Do they need to hear what God has commanded for 
the Priests?  Why is Moses going beyond what seems to be God's instructions?

 It seems to me, that Moses understood that the people should hear all of God's 
instructions, regardless of whether it related to them directly.  God's instructions, even if they 
applied only to the priests, had to be known to everyone.  God's teachings are not reserved for 
the elites, the priest.  Everyone has a right to hear and learn.

 What is true in this week's parsha about the priests, is true also in the book of ���$� 
(Deuteronomy) about the king.  In ���$�, we are told about the King's responsibilities.  
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Deuteronomy 17
(18) When he sits on his throne, he shall write this repetition of the Torah in a 
scroll before the levitical priests.
(19) And it (the scroll) shall be with him, and he shall read it all the days of his 
life, so that he learn to fear the Lord his God, to keep all the words of the Torah 
and to follow these laws.

 The King is what we might call a constitutional monarch, constrained by the law, and 
obliged to know and keep the law.  What's more, it is not enough for this King to have the scroll 
before him and to read and know its contents.  Instead, the entire people must be advised of the 
law.  In ���$�, the people are commanded to have an assembly of all Israelites, "
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�� the men, the women and the children, and the stranger within your 
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borders."  (Deut 31:12).  At that point, "������,�����
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Torah before all of Israel."  In fact, according to the rabbis, it was the King himself who would 
read the Torah to the people.  So, it was not enough for the King to know and observe the law.  
It was the King's responsibility to teach others.  Perhaps the law would apply differently to 
different members of society.  But everyone has a right to know the law.  And it was the King 
who was responsible to to insure that everyone had access to God's laws, so that everyone 
would know their rights and responsibilities, and the rights and responsibilities of others.

 This weeks parsha, as well as these selections from ���$� demonstrate that everyone has 
the right and the privilege to access our Torah.  I imagine most of us can recall the famous 
scene between Tom Cruise and Jack Nicholson in "A Few Good Men." 

- You want answers?
- I think I'm entitled to them.
- You want answers?!
- I want the truth!
- You can't handle the truth!

 Our Torah rejects the words of Colonel Jessep.  You can handle the truth!  The Torah is 
not a classified document.  "$	����
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 ���.� (Torah tsivah lanu Moshe, 
morasha kehilath Ya'akov) Moses commanded us the Torah - an inheritance of the 
congregation of Israel." (Deut 33:4) Think you don't know enough?  You're not a priest?  
You're not a king?  Maybe you're not wise enough?  Maybe you're not "religious" enough?  
Maybe you're not learned enough?  As Deuteronomy 30:12 states: 
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0�/� [The Torah]  is not in the heavens for you to say 'who 
will go up to the heavens and take it for us and teach us that we may do it.'"  You don't need an 
oracle.  Nor an angel.  Here it is.  You can handle the truth!  And I mean this in a very real way.  
In the past I have learned with, and learned from a great many people - rabbis, professors, and 
lay people alike.  I've learned that each person brings their own set of knowledge, their own 
skill sets, and indeed their own being into that learning.  So that each person can make a 
contribution to the learning of Torah that no one else can.  Each person has unique and very 
special access to the words of Torah.  So, I hope that each of you can find time in your lives to 
be a part of the learning of Torah.  Make some time to curl up with (motioning to the chumash) 
a good book.  Go to a class from time to time.  Sit down with your spouse, your friend, your 
child - and read some words of Torah.  Be a part of that age old gift of our inheritance.  
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 �0�1� (Torah tsivah lanu Moshe, morasha kehilath Ya'akov) Moses 
commanded us the Torah - an inheritance of the congregation of Israel." 

 Thank you for allowing me to share this small piece of Torah with you.  I hope it will be 
one piece of Torah, in many lifetimes filled with the study of Torah.
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