
Torah Portion: Emor 
 

(Book of Leviticus) 
 
In the Talmudic tractate Baba Metzia there is a discussion regarding the disposition of property 
acquired illegally. Are the heirs of one whose wealth is acquired through  illegal means 
responsible for returning the wealth to the victims of their father, and if so, why?  One teaching 
states, “it is out of respect for their father that these heirs are required to return the property.”   
The Sages disagreed.  “Applying the rule of the Torah that enjoins respect for a figure in 
authority, such as the law requiring children to honor their parents, applies only if the venerated 
person behaves properly.”  That is, “honor your father and mother” only if they are morally and 
ethically deserving!    
  
The following incident is reported in this week’s Torah portion:“The son of the Israelite woman 
pronounced the Name of God in blasphemy and he was brought to Moses-now his mother’s 
name was Shulamit daughter of Dibri of the tribe of Dan.” (Lev. 24:11) Rabbi Brad Artson asks, 
“. . .he cursed God alone, so why involve his innocent mother, grandfather, and tribe?” His 
answer: “Our deeds implicate those who love us and those who are connected to us through 
family or through culture.”   
  
Several years ago, I spent two weeks driving through Germany. While in Berlin, I visited a 
stylish old mansion in the suburban community of Wannsee. It was in this location on January 
20, 1942, that the likes of Reinhard Heydrich, Adolf Eichmann, Heinrich Muller and other noted 
Nazis devised “the total solution of the Jewish question.” At Wannsee, Heydrich emphasized that 
once the mass deportation was complete, the SS would take complete charge of the 
exterminations. A secondary goal was to arrive at a definition of who was formally Jewish, and 
thus determine the scope of the genocide. Today, this home is a museum to the “Final Solution.” 
Among the artifacts are current photographs of the children and grandchildren of the men who 
determined the fate of six million Jews. Each picture is accompanied by often sad and tragic 
stories of those related to these despicable human beings, in most cases innocent and unknowing 
family members, whose lives-and those of their offspring-are forever tainted by the evil of their 
fathers and grandfathers. 
  
Each of the above incidents are linked by the ripple effect one’s actions can have on generations 
yet unborn. In summing up the extent of this collateral damage, Rabbi Artson writes: “We may 
think we act alone, but we touch more lives than we know, and our deeds have the power to taint 
or adorn the lives of those who love us.” 
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