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Speak and Say – Parashat Emor 5782 

May 14, 2022 

Rabbi Michael Safra, B’nai Israel Congregation, Rockville, MD 

 

 My childhood youth director took a group of clergy from the United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops and National Council of Synagogues on a 2-day Civil Rights journey this week. They 
shared the following quote with him: Being taught to avoid talking about politics and religion has led to 
a lack of understanding of politics and religion. What we should have been taught was how to have a 
civil conversation about a difficult topic. 

 I don’t know what we understand or don’t understand about politics, but I do know something 
about religion. And I want to ask you: At its core, is Judaism a religion of stricture and law and personal 
discipline, or is it a religion of peace and joy and love? The answer is: “yes,” but it’s a really important – 
and historically fraught – question.  

 Last week, I was leading a prayer session with 6th-graders and their parents, and I asked what 
comes to mind when I say, “God loves you.” They said: “It sounds Christian.” I was just quoting our 
liturgy: “Ahavah rabbah ahavtanu Adonai eloheinu, You love us, O God, with an ever-abounding love.” It 
sounds foreign to hear it in English. We’ve probably heard the aphorism that “Judaism is a religion of 
law and Christianity is a religion of love.” But it isn’t true; it may even be antisemitic. Judaism sees no 
conflict between law and love. For us, the law is love; the Torah is God’s gift to us. But there are a lot of 
details, and there are moments when traditional practices seem overly formulaic. And so, we need that 
reminder: God loves us. The law is love. We are commanded to love God, and other people as well.  

 Particularly when we read Leviticus, with its emphasis on pure and impure, kosher and treif, holy 
and profane. … Today’s Torah portion covers those themes: The Lord said to Moses: Emor el ha-
kohanim, Speak to the priests, the sons of Aaron, v’amarta aleihem, and say to them: None shall defile 
himself for any person.” These are the rules about kohanim staying away from cemeteries, which many 
still follow today. And the reason: “They shall be holy to you, for I the Lord who sanctify you am holy.”  

 In context, holiness means distinction. Last week’s portion described how every Jew practices 
holiness by distinguishing between what is prohibited and permitted; and this week’s portion takes that 
concept up a notch. Kohanim are leaders; they are more holy, which means they must accept certain 
prohibitions and boundaries beyond the rest of the community.  

 The commentaries ask about the repetition in the verse. “The Lord said to Moses: Speak to the 
priests, Emor el hakohanim … v’amarta aleihem, and say to them.” What does it mean “to speak” and 
“to say”? It could be, some say, that these rules are just really important; and they apply equally to 
children and adults. So the Torah essentially says: Pay attention – “speak” and “say.” 

 But the Seer of Lublin, Rabbi Yaakov Yitzhak HaLevi Horowitz-Sternfeld, who lived from 1745 to 
1815 in Poland, says the repetition is more significant. These are actually two different statements. 
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“Emor el Hakohanim b’nai Aharon, Speak to the kohanim, the sons of Aaron” means that kohanim must 
be disciples of Aaron, about whom we read: “ohev shalom v’rodef shalom, he was a lover of peace and 
pursuer of peace, a lover of other human beings who brought them close to Torah.” “V’amarta aleihem, 
And say to them” that they must protect themselves from these impurities. In other words, they have to 
be both. They have to follow the law and they have to pursue love. Judaism preaches discipline and 
peace; particularistic values and universal brotherhood. “Speak” and “Say.”  

 A number of years ago, I participated in a multidenominational rabbinic meeting about the 
future of Jewish education in our community. The moderator asked: what is the most critical aspect of 
Jewish education? And you can imagine the answers: Hebrew, prayer, Israel, Jewish holidays, Jewish 
identity. Is there time for Hebrew language or just reading? Modern Hebrew or Biblical Hebrew? And 
then the Chabad rabbi chimed in. “You’re missing the point,” he lovingly told us. “The key ingredient in 
Jewish education is joy. We need to teach students the joys of living Jewishly, the joys of celebrating 
Jewish moments; we can’t just teach the mechanics.” (You can see why people love Chabad; because he 
is right.) It’s not “observe” or “enjoy;” it isn’t law or love. The law is love, and to observe is to enjoy. And 
we who teach religion and we who practice religion need to remember that.  

 And it isn’t a new issue. The Reform movement has changed a lot in the last 100 years, but its 
classical formulation was based on a reaction to traditional Judaism’s emphasis on ritual detail. In 1885, 
the Central Conference of American Rabbis published its Pittsburgh Platform (named for the city where 
they were meeting), which prioritized “the moral laws of Judaism” over classical halakhah. In their 
words: 

We hold that all such Mosaic and rabbinical laws as regulate diet, priestly purity and 
dress, originated in ages and under the influence of ideas altogether foreign to our 
present mental and spiritual state. They fail to impress the modern Jew with a spirit of … 
holiness; [and] their observance in our days is apt rather to obstruct than to further 
modern spiritual elevation. 

 

This was a reactionary platform. The popular image of the traditional Orthodox Jew at that time 
was the Vilna Gaon, one of the great rabbinic leaders of 18th-century Poland-Lithuania. His name means 
“Genius,” as the Vilna Gaon was renowned for his textual insights and his commitment to Jewish 
learning. His students claimed that when the Gaon got tired, he would bathe his feet in ice water so he 
could stay awake to continue his studies. You can sense that the details mattered to him. 

And the classical Orthodox and the classical Reform basically agreed that this was traditional 
Judaism: details, details, details. The one accepted them and the other rejected them; but they agreed 
on what they were. And they were both wrong. It is interesting how much the Reform movement has 
changed in the last 100 years, moving to a more centrist position that acknowledges the value of ritual 
practices like kippah and tallit, and even kashrut. Because Judaism doesn’t choose between ethical 
commandments and religious legislation. Judaism requires both: “Speak” and “Say.” 
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And not just Judaism. I worry about how religion in general is perceived in the public square and 
who gets to define what the “Judeo-Christian Tradition” requires and demands. It is true, for example, 
that the Torah says “You shall not lie with a man as one lies with a woman.” We read it last week and 
the week before, and it is a difficult passage. But that isn’t the only thing the Torah or religious tradition 
says about homosexuality; and we must be wary of those who seek to identify that verse as the religious 
view on the matter. It is not at all clear that the biblical prohibition is speaking of loving relationships 
between two men or two women; the Torah’s examples of homosexual acts all involve violence. And, in 
any case, the same Torah also says that all human beings are created b’tzelem Elohim, in the image of 
God. And the same Torah also commands us to love our neighbors as ourselves. The Torah says “speak” 
and “say,” and we must be wary of those who seek to prioritize one over the other.  

Nobody in our pluralistic public square has the right to say that “this” is what religion says about 
human sexuality, or the beginning of life, or the definition of personhood, or the primacy of one religion 
over another. The promise of America is that it allows all religious communities – not the state – all 
religious communities, and different streams within the religious communities to interpret religious 
doctrine for themselves. “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” 

It isn’t simple. “Emor el hakohanim … v’amarta aleihem, Speak to the kohanim … and say to 
them.” Judaism demands that we balance our reverence for the details of the law with our 
understanding of the needs of particular individuals in particular circumstances at particular moments in 
time. I know of only one religion that gives a single leader the right to interpret divine law with a claim 
of inerrancy, and it isn’t Judaism. A pluralistic society must reserve space to lovingly disagree over 
interpretation of even the most difficult matters of life and living. For that is the essence of holiness, 
“and [we] shall be holy before our God, so as not to profane the name of our God.” Shabbat shalom.  


