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Inconsistencies
This week’s Parshah, Emor, begins with the special laws for the
Kohanim, one of which is that a
Kohain cannot marry a divorcee.
Orthodox Jewry still enforces this
prohibition, but both Reform and
Conservative Jewry no longer ban
such marriages. And although
Orthodox rabbis will not perform a
marriage of a Kohain to a divorcee,
they consider such marriages legal
if they have been done by a Rabbi.
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Emor in a Nutshell
Leviticus 21:1–24:23
The Torah section of Emor (“Speak”) begins with the
special laws pertaining to the kohanim (“priests”), the
kohen gadol (“high priest”), and the Temple service: A
kohen may not become ritually impure through contact
with a dead body, save on the occasion of the death of
a close relative. A kohen may not marry a divorcee, or
a woman with a promiscuous past; a kohen gadol can

The Conservative Movement’s
Committee on Jewish Law and
Standards, in 1952 adopted a responsum authored by Rabbi Ben
Zion Bokser permitting Rabbinic
Assembly members to solemnize
such a marriage. This opinion
has been widely accepted by the
overwhelming majority of the
Rabbinic Assembly. However,
he went further, recommending
that, “where such marriage is
to take place, the rabbi seek to
persuade the couple to refrain
from a large public wedding...”
From the start this recommendation was not widely followed.
And in 1996, by a 12-4 vote, the
Assembly eliminated the proviso
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marry only a virgin. A kohen with a physical deformity
cannot serve in the Holy Temple, nor can a deformed
animal be brought as an offering.
A newborn calf, lamb or kid must be left with its mother
for seven days before being eligible for an offering; one
may not slaughter an animal and its offspring on the
same day.
The second part of Emor lists the annual Callings of
Holiness—the festivals of the Jewish calendar: the
weekly Shabbat; the bringing of the Passover offering on
14 Nissan; the seven-day Passover festival beginning on
15 Nissan; the bringing of the Omer offering from the
first barley harvest on the second day of Passover, and
the commencement, on that day, of the 49-day Counting
of the Omer, culminating in the festival of Shavuot on
the fiftieth day; a “remembrance of shofar blowing” on
1 Tishrei; a solemn fast day on 10 Tishrei; the Sukkot
festival—during which we are to dwell in huts for seven
days and take the “Four Kinds”—beginning on 15 Tishrei;
and the immediately following holiday of the “eighth
day” of Sukkot (Shemini Atzeret).
Next the Torah discusses the lighting of the menorah
in the Temple, and the showbread (lechem hapanim)
placed weekly on the table there.
Emor concludes with the incident of a man executed
for blasphemy, and the penalties for murder (death)
and for injuring one’s fellow or destroying his property
(monetary compensation).

'Mor' on Emor
This week’s parshah, Emor, is packed full of interesting
items. There are numerous mitzvahs detailed. There are
laws concerning the purity of Kohainim. There is even
the often misunderstood concept of, “an eye for an eye.”
There is certainly plenty to comment about, so this week
I am going to use a new source, the Conservative Yeshiva
in Jerusalem’s uscj.org/blog/torahsparks, as the source
for some very interesting commentary on the parshah.
I hope you find it enlightening.
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that the Rabbi try to persuade the
couple to refrain from a large public wedding. They also said that
such weddings should be permitted because such a wedding was
far better than a Kohain marrying
outside of the faith, adding to
the growing problem of interfaith marriages, many of which
result in offspring being raised as
non-Jews in accordance with the
Jewish proviso that children take
the religion of the mother.
Although even the Orthodox
agree that a Kohanin remains a
Kohain even if he marries a divorcee, Orthodox shuls and some
Conservative shuls do not honor
a Kohain who marries a divorcee
with the first aliyah, which is traditionally awarded to a Kohain.
Interestingly, the parshah also
says, even befor it talks about
Kohains marrying divorcess,
that, “They (Kohaninim) shall
not make bald patches on their
heads, nor shall they shave the
edge of their beard, nor shall
they make cuts in their flesh.”
And yet I have never seen a
shul deny the Kohain aliyah to
a Kohain who shaves the edge
of their beard. As a Kohain who
has married a divorcee, I find the
lack of consistency on the part
of most shuls and Rabbis to be
most perplexing. After all, if shuls
are to deny Kohainim who marry
divorcees the Kohain aliyah,
shouldn't they also deny the first
aliyah to a Kohain who shaves
the edges of his beard?

Torah Sparks — Parashat Emor
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D’var Torah: Power & Responsibility
This week’s parasha, Emor, contains a variety of
laws that God commands Bnei Yisrael through
Moses. Among these laws are prohibitions
concerning Kohanim and dead bodies, the
Kohen’s physical appearance, who a Kohen can
marry, and when a Kohen is unfit for service.
There are also laws regarding the requirements
and suitability of sacrifices, who may eat them
and when, instructions for the Ner Tamid, as
well as an overview of the obligations and
schedule for Shabbat, Pesach, Sefirat HaOmer,
Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and Sukkot. The
parasha concludes with a short story about
the son of an Israelite woman who, in the
heat of a fight, profaned the name of God and
is sentenced to death by stoning. This event
prompts God to deliver the final laws of the
parasha which deal with civil restitution, wherein the famous phrase is recorded “eye for an
eye and tooth for a tooth.” (VaYikra 25:20).
What connects this long and seemingly unrelated list of laws is the central value of holiness/
sanctity, and the dual imperative to sanctify and NOT defile/profane. At the end of Chapter 22
Bnei Yisrael is instructed to observe these laws so that “You shall not profane My holy name,
that I may be sanctified in the midst of the Israelite people – I the Lord who sanctify you.”
(VaYikra 22:32) This echoes back to last week’s parasha, when God tells Bnei Yisrael that they
“shall be holy, for I, the Lord your God, am holy.” (VaYikra 19:2).
But parashat Emor takes this further, exploring what holiness means through detailed rules
regarding holy people (Kohanim/Priests), holy places (Mishkan/Tabernacle), holy things
(Kodshim/Sacrificial Gifts) and holy time (Moadim/ Holidays). Since the Kohanim “are holy to
your God” (VaYikra 21:7), a Kohen must observe the laws pertaining to cemeteries, shaving,
and marriage so that “…he shall not defile himself…and so profane himself.” (VaYikra 21:4).
The holy people (Kohanim) must be careful about who enters the Mishkan lest, “He profane
these places sacred to Me…” (VaYikra 21:23). And they must “be scrupulous about the sacred
gifts that the Israelite people consecrate to Me, lest they profane My holy Name.” (VaYikra
22:2). Chapter 23’s instructions regarding the Moadim are not accompanied by an explicit
charge against profanation, but as mikraei kodesh (holy occasions) they also reflects this
duality. Their sanctity calls for us not only to perform holy acts (sacrifices and other rituals),
but also to refrain from mundane activities (work/melacha).

Parashat Emor teaches that the holiness with which we are charged is not a stable state of
being, it is an elevated status that requires perpetual safeguarding and sanctifying. Bnei Yisrael
is holy so long as they behave accordingly: so long as the Kohanim honor and maintain their
own holiness, so long as the Mishkan is protected from defilement, so long as the sacrifices
are suitable and significant, and so long as the holidays are celebrated at their appointed times
and in the proper manner. With the great power to sanctify, comes the great responsibility not
to defile/profane.
But what of the final laws of the parasha? Why does profaning God’s name (in essence, using
God’s name to curse and not bless) require putting someone to death, and how does that
connect to “an eye for an eye”? The overall message seems to be the reflexive nature of
profanation and sin. Profane the holy, and you profane your own holiness. Violate someone’s
sanctity, and your sanctity is violated. Fail to protect God, and you forfeit God’s protection.
But there seems to be another level here as well. Verse 24:14 says that “all those who heard
him should lay their hands on his head.” This laying of hands, reminiscent of what is done with
a sin offering, communicates that it is not only the blasphemer, but all those who heard him,
who need expiation before God. Having heard someone profane God’s name, their connection
to God, indeed their very lives, are at risk. As we know from elsewhere in the Torah, when
Israelites spurn God, people die. By laying hands on the blasphemer and then stoning him, the
hearers purge themselves of their sin, and the community purges itself of the defilement in its
midst, returning the community to the level of holiness needed to maintain God’s protective
presence. In essence, the blasphemer’s life is forfeit because he made their lives forfeit. It’s
just that in this instance, God gave them a chance to fix things first.

