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Let’s take a second to define the word “holy.” It appears as a status in Leviticus 19:2 

which is the opening of what we call the holiness code. The text reads: “Speak to the 

whole Israelite community and say to them: You shall be holy, for I, the LORD your 

God, am holy.” Since it appears twice in the sentence, let’s make sure we understand 

what it means.  Here is what I know–the adjective holy comes from the Old English 

word hālig and is related to the German word heilig, meaning “blessed.” There is a 

relationship between holy and whole, and the religious sense probably developed from 

keeping believers spiritually whole—and pure. A place, object, or person who has been 

blessed can be described as holy, meaning "associated with God.” 

The Cutler definition makes this an individual status, but there is a dissenting 

perspective. The Chatam Sofer was a late 18th-early 19th-century rabbi and thinker; he 

was known not only for his keen insights but his staunch anti-Reform stance within 

Judaism. He will define holiness as a communal thing—he justifies it by the presence of 

the words “whole Israelite community” in our verse. He wrote: “one who separates from 

the community as in the case of a Nazir will interpret Torah, but one who lives in a 

saintly fashion within the community is deemed holy.” I stand by my definition—as a 

liberal Jew, personal autonomy is at the heart of my spiritual journey; I draw from 

communal heteronomy and will even yield to it at times, but who I am and what I 

believe is defined by me. 

I am a product of my environment. My faith was shaped by the principles of early 

Reform Judaism, rooted in the German concept of Weissenschaft deJudentum—the 

rationale/scientific study of Judaism. It was further defined as a student in the 

American public school system that fostered a deep appreciation for critical analysis. 

The sense of community is linked to patriotism fostered by the principles of 

Enlightenment thinkers such as John Locke who spoke of a social contract between 

citizens and government. But the Chatam Sofer sees it differently—heterological flow 

defines the community standards which an individual is bound to as community links 



the person to God. This tension between me and the Chatam Sofer defines the creative 

tension between a liberal approach to Judaism and a strictly traditional one.  

Joining my side of the argument is the Ba’al Shem Tov, the founder of Chasidic 

Judaism. His philosophy stated that the essence of the Torah is to be a Torah yourself; 

an individual embodies Torah through studying it and then how one lives their lives, 

becomes a living Torah scroll. That, my friends, is a great definition of holiness—

personal autonomy, shaped by tradition and its teachings, finds voice through one’s 

actions. But the Chatam Sofer [who was one of those mitnagidim, who stood against the 

Chasidic reforms of the Ba’al Shem Tov] sees the tradition and its teachings as absolute 

Divine truth, and the whole community is bound to it; interpretation is limited to the 

kavaanah, the spiritual integrity in which it is done. 

How does this play out in our lives? In a metaphoric interpretation, let’s view the early 

days of COVID 19 as an expression of the Chatam Sofer’s view. We locked down and 

quarantined as a community standard; for the sake of communal health. But as we 

prepare to open up a year or so later, we do so as individuals coming back together into 

a community with newfound perspectives. From them, new standards of communal 

responsibility and individual commitment to the community will be defined. 

“Speak to the whole Israelite community and say to them: You shall be holy, for I, the 

LORD your God, am holy.” Be holy. Respect communal standards of holiness. Live up to 

your definition as you shape the community. There is fluidity between the community 

and the individual—thus Cutler and the Chatam Sofer can co-exist in the realm of 

holiness.  


