
“Adonai spoke to Moses: Speak to Aaron and say: No man of your offspring throughout 
the ages who has a defect shall be qualified to offer the food of his God.” (Leviticus 
21:16-17) 
 
This verse, contained in Emor, this week’s Torah portion, is, following contemporary 
standards, problematic, to say the least. How do we come to terms with a statement like 
this? How can we accept this disqualifying pronouncement as part of the Judaism that 
we believe in and that we are comfortable practicing? 
 
I heard a story about a Bar Mitzvah student who, upon reading this verse, asked his 
tutor: 
 
“I wouldn’t have been able to be a Cohen back then, would I?” When the tutor 
challenged him why he felt this way, the young student responded, “Well, I have dyslexia 
pretty badly. That’s a defect, right?” 
 
We can find myriads of disappointingly apologetic explanations to this restriction found 
in the book of Leviticus. Most of them go along the following lines: Perhaps their 
disfigurements would distract the worshippers from concentrating on the ritual and, like 
the offering of the blemished animal, would compromise the sanctuary’s image as a 
place of perfection reflecting God’s perfection. 
 
The justification sounds, in my opinion, worse than the restriction itself. Is the purpose 
of this religious system to worship God through a model of perfection? Will God only 
accept perfection as a way to approach the Divine? 
 
I am glad that this model is not in place any longer; we don’t have a Temple in 
Jerusalem, where these practices would have been still in place. More than that, we have 
moved away, far away from this model by making plenty of efforts to welcome those who 
are different; we have become more sensitive and inclusive. 
 
As the Etz Hayim Hummash points out, there are plenty of religious institutions who 
are willing to accept their own imperfections and are willing to engage physically 
handicapped spiritual leaders as being better able to welcome worshippers who are 
painfully aware of their own physical or emotional imperfections. 
 
We, human beings, are by nature, different from each other. We recognize that in being 
different from each other, we must move away from a hierarchical order because the 
differences are what make our society colorful, richer and, in the long run, healthier. 
 
If we lived in a society where that which is not perfect should be discarded, there would 
be no physicians, no mechanics, no mental health professionals or no menders. 
 
We can divide humans into five categories: those who build, those who break, those who 
fix and repair, those who do nothing and finally, those who criticize. By doing that, 
criticize, they try to convince themselves that they are better. 
 



Back to our Bar Mitzvah young candidate, in his D’var Torah, he spoke of how his 
dyslexia taught him to be more patient with others and a more compassionate person. 
This in turn made him a better brother, son and friend. 
 
At his young age, he did what we should all be doing, he defied Levitcus’s narrow 
recognition of perfection and saw himself just as deserving to be an active player in 
God’s creation. Furthermore, by engaging in Tikkun Olam, in trying to make this world 
a better place, he joined the team as one of God’s partners. 
 
Are you ready to join? 
 
Shabbat Shalom! 
 
Rabbi Eliseo D. Rozenwasser 


