
Priest, Prophet and a Yom Kippur Opportunity to Save a Life
Yom Kippur Morning 5775

This morning, I am going to comment on the Torah portion and the Haftara
reading and then connect them both to the decision to join other congregations in
support of the Bone Marrow Registry Drive.

The Torah reading traditionally read on Yom Kippur morning, the one we
will read, comes from the 16th chapter of Leviticus.  It describes in detail the
ancient Yom Kippur ritual in the days when priests and Levites presided over the
sacrificial system at a central shrine, the Temple, in Jerusalem.  Without a doubt,
among all the many, many sacrificial rituals that took place throughout the year,
the Yom Kippur ritual was the most dramatic and had the most riding on it in terms
of the communal sense of health and wellbeing. It was the means by which the
community could move into the new year having gotten right with God.  However,
given the obvious disconnect between rituals of sacrifice and 21st century life (or
20th or 19th, for that matter), it is quite understandable that some Jewish
communities choose to read a more accessible passage, like the one found in our
Machzorim.

But, as some of you know, I tend to be favor retaining difficult, seemingly
inaccessible or even objectionable texts and see value in wrestling with them rather
than setting them to the side.  In this regard, I happened upon some comments
made by Rabbi Shira Milgrom quoting her father, the eminent Bible scholar, Rabbi
Jacob Milgrom of blessed memory, as follows:

Central to the "Torah" - my father, Jacob Milgrom, z"l, taught me and
countless others - was the revolution of priestly theology. In the priestly
view (that is, the view found in the Book of Leviticus), sin was not a
separate demonic force; rather, sin was/is of human volition - human beings
bring sin and goodness both into the world....In the priestly view, when we
sinned, the power of the wrongdoing traveled, as it were, on waves of
polluting energy, leaving its mark on the Temple. The worse the sin, the
farther into the sanctuary the polluting energy penetrated. Our chatat ("sin"
or "purgation") offerings were part of a ritual that cleansed the Temple of the
polluting effects of our sins. Some sins were so terrible that no purification,
no expiation was possible. These sins penetrated all the way to the Holy of
Holies. The biblical ritual of Yom Kippur was structured to cleanse the Holy
of Holies - once a year - from the effects of this contaminating moral
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pollution. Were the Temple not cleansed of the effects of our wrongdoing,
God's Presence would not be able to abide among us.

Rabbi Milgrom, the younger, then adds the intriguing parenthetic remark:
“This priestly theology would not have understood the cry of our own age: where
was God in the Holocaust? It would have been clear to them that human evil and
indifference would have been responsible for driving God's Presence from the
earth.”

All of a sudden, the theology of the priests as reflected in the Book of
Leviticus, the theology underpinning the elaborate ritual associated with Yom
Kippur, takes on contemporary relevance.  The same theology that insists we make
sacrificial offerings in attempting melioration of the polluting effects of our
misdeeds is unwilling to redirect our collective responsibility for the evils
perpetrated by humans.  We humans alone, by this view, stand guilty of driving
God's Presence from the earth.  We humans alone, therefore, can induce a return.
Seen in this way, priestly theology promotes a heightened view of human
responsibility for the state of the societies within which we live.

The problem with priestly theology, or rather the problem with the way
humans too often apply it, is that we easily and often stop with just the rituals by
which we get right with God and forget or forego other categories of human
responsibility.  Here is where Isaiah’s message as we find it in the Haftara of Yom
Kippur morning joins the conversation about ritual and human responsibility.
Even though Isaiah spoke in a particular historical context among our Judean
ancestors still in exile in the late 6th century BCE or perhaps shortly after being
restored as a community back in Zion, his message transcends the setting in which
he spoke.

As you know and as we will shortly hear, Isaiah rails against ritual piety
unaccompanied by the inner moral rectitude and the upright behavior those rituals
intend to inspire.  He stresses God’s desire that we replace our greed with a spirit
of contrition and that we join to our prayerful rituals, fasts, and heartfelt
supplications deeds of social justice, programs that address hunger, shortages of
housing, and the like, all the assaults on human dignity associated with poverty,
and all the assaults on human dignity associated with persecution or
marginalization, and not to forget the urgency of those living with the constant
horrors that come with war.  Reduced to its non-rhetorical essence, Isaiah tells us:
God abhors the hypocrisy of ritual observance disconnected from the social
conscience it seeks to arouse. At the same time, God wants our ritual piety if and
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when our ritual piety keeps us connected and aware and awake; God wants our
behavior to match our words, our good works to align with our noble words.

This brings us to the decision to join several hundred congregations this year
in a Yom Kippur Bone Marrow Registry Drive, a drive spearheaded by the
Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism [the RAC] and the Gift of Life Bone
Marrow Foundation, one of the premier public registries in North America.
Essentially the drive provides those under the age of 61 with an opportunity to join
the rituals of this day with a mitzvah that has both the qualities of urgency and
rarity.  For how often, does one get to save a life?  Bone marrow and blood stem
cell donors do indeed preserve the lives of recipients.  But because of the need to
match many factors, those who register rarely are invited to donate. Oh, and for
those of us elders, too decrepit to be considered as viable donors of bodily tissue,
we are not off the hook.  As each screening has a cost of $60, our 10 times chai
donations would cover the cost of three registries. Consider these facts [Gift of
Life website]:

Leukemia, lymphoma, and other blood diseases are random killers. They can
strike any of us at any time. For many, there is hope of a cure through a bone
marrow or blood stem cell transplant. That is, of course, if a matching donor
can be found. One in 200 Americans will need a bone marrow or blood stem
cell transplant in their lifetime. While 30% of patients can find a suitable
donor from within their family, 70% must turn to the bone marrow registry
to find a match.

Since tissue type is inherited, it is likely that a matching donor and recipient
will share a similar ethnic background. In the early 1990’s there were so few
Jews in the registry that Jewish patients had less than a 5% chance of finding
a match. Today, because of Gift of Life’s targeted recruitment strategy in
Jewish communities across the U.S., Jews have greater than a 70% chance of
finding a match.

Beyond the general disposition in favor of good works as found in both the
Torah and Hafatara readings of Yom Kippur morning, I would mention and
describe at least three specific Jewish principles or values should inform a decision
to participate in a bone marrow registry and then, if the opportunity arises, to serve
as a donor. First, in chapter 18 of Leviticus, we read: "You shall therefore keep My
statutes and My rules; if a person does them, that person shall live by them: I am
Adonai."  By common understanding, this verse becomes the basis for viewing the
entirety of the system of Jewish Law, including the 613 categories of obligations
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we call mitzvot, as designed to enhance life and not diminish it, for the verse says,
“that person shall live by them.” Therefore, goes the reasoning, if life is at stake,
one must suspend adherence to or performance of a mitzvah in order to attend to
the overriding concern to preserve the life.  That overriding concern or principle
has the name Pikuach Nefesh, preservation of life. Clearly, the opportunity to save
a life by becoming a potential bone marrow donor practically argues its own case.

A second angle: In the ethical literature of musar, Chesed/Lovingkindness is
one of the primary virtues. Rabbi Shimon Hatzadik taught (Pirkei Avot 1:2): "The
world rests upon three things: Torah, service to God, and bestowing
lovingkindness/chesed". About Chesed as the core ethical virtue, Rabbi Simlai in
the Talmud asserts "The Torah begins with chesed and ends with chesed." His
hyperbole means to teach that the ideal life envisioned for us by Torah is
characterized by chesed, kindness, love, mercy and compassion. In concrete terms,
the famous Kabbalist Moses Cordovera enumerates (in Tomer Devorah) specific
actions that embody this quality of Chesed.  Included on his short list is the
mitzvah: “visiting and healing the sick.” To many Jews, the mandate to heal has
led to careers in the healing arts.  For the rest of us, registering to donate blood
stem cells or bone marrow or donating funds to the registry effort would count as
well as a concrete embodiment of Chesed.

On the other hand, I do want to acknowledge a counter claim in that Jewish
tradition also warns against putting oneself in excessive danger, even in the service
of a good end.  One ought to feel obligated to rescue a drowning stranger, for
example.  But what if I cannot swim and the stream is rushing wildly.  If my
attempt at rescue would likely lead to two deaths instead of one, I must restrain the
impulse to assist.  How about bone marrow donation?  Registering carries no risk.
How about donation itself? What is the risk to the donor?  What is the likelihood
of recovery for the patient?  Are there other circumstances or factors that seem
relevant?   My point is that while Chesed as a primary Jewish virtue and Pikuach
Nefesh as an overriding principle both argue loudly and clearly the merit of bone
marrow or blood stem cell donation, they do not overwhelm the potential donor’s
right, even the obligation, to engage in a thorough ethical analysis, with
professional help if desired, if and when a particular opportunity presents itself. In
most cases, I trust, after such analysis, the potential donor, when requested, will
eagerly become an actual donor.

True story: In 2003, the Gift of Life Foundation was asked to organize a
donor search for a patient named Sharon Steiff, z”l, a beloved teacher at The
Maimonides School in Brookline, MA. Sharon's friends and students flocked to



Priest, Prophet, and a Yom Kippur Opportunity to Save a Life—D. Alexander, Page 5

her assistance, launching an urgent recruitment effort in the hopes of finding a
match. A special drive held at the school drew exactly 613 volunteers to the Gift
of Life’s Registry.  Some saw in the number [= the number of mitzvot in the
Torah] a sign that the drive had some higher aspect to it.

Sadly, a match was not found and Sharon did not survive her illness.  But
she realized and often said that she took great satisfaction from knowing that even
if a donor match could not be found for her, others in similar need would find
matches as a result of the drives held for her. One of those who registered in the
registry drive for Sharon was 22 year old Yisrael Meir Goldman. An observant
Jew, Yisrael jumped at the potential chance to save a life. A few years later in fact,
Yisrael was invited to become the donor of blood stem cells for a woman named
Evie Goldfine.  Evie’s story began when she was diagnosed with aggressive stage
IV non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. Following intense treatments, she was declared in
remission, but then relapsed five years later. Evie was told she would need a blood
transplant in order to survive.  Having lost her husband to cancer when her children
were in their teens, she could not bear the thought of leaving them parentless. As
Evie said, “I never cared about living for my own sake. It was only for the sake of
my children.”  After receiving the donor cells from young Ysrael Goldman, Evie is
now the picture of health.

How often does one get a chance to save a life?  How often does one get
such a clear chance to align words and deeds, values articulated and behaviors
performed?  How often do the non-medical professionals among us get to position
ourselves to provide a cure for a desperate patient?  With gratitude especially to
Sara Rimm-Kaufman for organizing every aspect of CBI’s participation in this
drive, in loving memory of her dear husband, Alan, of blessed memory, I urge you
who qualify to register and you do not to join me in the less direct means of
support.


