
This Week In Torah  Emor 
Rabbi Matt Cutler 
5.7.20 
 
“There are set times of the LORD, the sacred occasions which you shall celebrate at its 

appointed time.”  [Leviticus 23:4] 

Why do we need holidays anyway? Holidays are not for God’s sake—that primitive 
notion of appeasing a deity is not at the heart of our biblical commands. Rather, it is 
placed on us to respond, to do, and to find meaning. There’s certainly a dyadic 
exchange here between us and God. But remember there is an internal dialect here 
with us the worshippers as well. We wonder what this is all about. How we'll be enriched 
by this encounter? How will our awareness be enhanced by doing these rituals? 
 
Let’s not kid ourselves that God NEEDS us to do these holidays, rather we need them. 
Our mindfulness is a reminder to acknowledge and limit our hubris. Holidays help us 
mix the seasonal joy that permits us to appreciate Divine providence, while at the same 
time learning to tame our hedonistic tendencies. Other holy days are much more serene 
and introspective and at times, mournful. Such holy days let us grieve and learn while 
not becoming enthralled with any sense of asceticism. Inherent in observing holy days, 
we see that there is a balancing act that occurs—to be joyful, but not too joyful… to be 
introspective, but not forgetting the blessings of our world. 
 
There is a classic Midrash that states a person should carry two notes; one in each front 
pocket. On one, it should be written: “The world was created for me.” On the other, it 
should be written: “I am just dust and ashes.” That polarity establishes the extremes in 
understanding, but there is a balancing act that each of us seeks between those two 
poles. In our tradition, that is the shvil HaZahav—a golden balance. Our holy days help 
us establish that equilibrium. Our harvest holidays [Passover, Shavuot, and Sukkot] let 
us rejoice in Divine providence, while at the same time showing humility by the offer of 
some of the harvest to God in gratitude. It also encourages us to help the neediest in 
the community through rituals involving Tzedakah. Other holy days give us a set limit of 
how much asceticism is permitted---Yom Kippur tells us to fast but only for one day; 
even outside of the land of Israel which traditionally added a second day to holiday 
observances. Rabbi Heskell Bernat z”l wrote that holiday rituals nowadays have 
“dramaturgy” to them. By performing them, they bring us to an understanding of the 
sacred drama that God has performed thru-out time. Rabbi Lawrence Hoffman adds to 
this by saying that holidays have an “idea-complex” to them, meaning that often holiday 
and liturgy has a value laden message and/or underlining political agenda to it.  
 
Yet holy day observation must transcend the realm of the rational and intellectual. If 

they don’t, their meaning becomes lost over time. Empty verbiage is met with empty 

pews. God’s most sacred seasons as mandated by Torah law are met with indifference. 

We should strive to embrace a sense of the sacred, adding that to our intellectual and 

rational way of seeing the world. Somehow we should seek to blend in the sense of awe 

which is best expressed through an emotional and spiritual experience. This is nothing 



new—in the 19th century, the author of Kenafei HaNesharim [“Eagles’ Wings] wrote that 

a person sharing the ritual mitzvot with others in the community can open one’s self to 

the presence of the Holy One and through it we encounter something he referred to as 

the “seat of glamour and splendor that is within Judaism.” For us, performing these 

rituals with our creative imprint as a community helps us experience and connect to our 

Jewish heritage.  

For me, doing this creates an internal, sacred bliss which makes the holidays come 

alive. There is a sense of ascending spiritually to new heights which is made ever more 

positive through a profound intellectual awareness that comes with studying beforehand 

and a rational awareness that what I am doing has meaning because I have defined it 

for myself. This is the value of svil hazahav, the golden middle ground, which was 

described earlier.  

If you are feeling lost or a bit confused by this pithy diatribe. Pause. Look at the texts:  

“There are set times of the LORD, the sacred occasions which you shall celebrate at its 

appointed time.”  [Leviticus 23:4]…  See the phrase “set times of the LORD?” 

Understand that to be your intellectual and rational approach to observing holidays. See 

the phrase: “the sacred occasions which you shall celebrate at its appointed time?” 

View that as your spiritual awareness and your emotional presence as you make rituals 

relevant and meaningful.  

 

 
  

 


