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I was listening to Mavis Staples sing “I will take you there” earlier today. Google it; it is a great song—her 

voice is mesmerizing. It is so soulful. The melody had me tapping along and the lyrics are uplifting. Since 

it is the Passover season, it made me think whether Moses said something similar as he led the Israelites 

from slavery to freedom. “I will take you there”—did he have the same inspirational quality in his tone 

as Mavis Staples or was it something different? 

This week’s sedra gives a glimpse into a possible answer to this question (as well as some insights to our 

own spiritual growth). “Then Moses inquired about the goat of sin offering, and it had already been 

burned! He was angry with Eleazar and Ithamar, Aaron’s remaining sons, and said, Why did you not eat 

the sin offering in the sacred area? For it is most holy, and He has given it to you to remove the guilt of 

the community and to make expiation for them before the LORD?” (Leviticus 10: 16 & 17) Notice there 

was a sternness in his words; he was angry at their actions. These are a few lines after Elazar and 

Ithamar stepped up into new found roles after their brothers, Nadav and Abihu, died in the Mishkan 

after they offered a “foreign fire” as a sacrifice. The rabbis indicate that they were not following Divine 

protocol. Verses later, Moses keeps a watchful eye over them. What is interesting about the text is NOT 

captured by the English translation—the verb “inquired” is repeated twice: darosh darash—when the 

verb is repeated as an adverb, it usually is translated with emphasis to signify the intensity of the verb.  

But rabbinic commentators see this as fertile ground for interpretation—there are two types of darash 

going on here in their view. 

Rabbi Yosef Cohen was a late 19th century rabbi who lived for most of his life in Lemberg, Ukraine and 

then moved to London. He interpreted each darash to signify half of the command God gave pertaining 

to the sacrifice: did Eliezar and Ithamar do like they were supposed to? AND did they do so with a sense 

of emet hamidah a sincere understanding of the value being implied by the mitzvah? Which implies—

did they do it correctly and have the spiritual integrity to know why they were doing it? 

This interpretation is a reflection of the creative tension inherent in pursuing a spiritual life. It is the 

question of tone on how we hear “I will take you there.” Do we perform the acts with utmost care for its 

details or do we focus more on its meaning? Let me rephrase it a couple of different ways—Do we do 

what is demanded of us by our religious tradition because that is what we are commanded to do or do 

we focus on its meaning as we might be less demanding of the ritual aspects? Do we perform acts with 

utmost seriousness or do we focus on the joy that we can glean from it? Is it a “shut up and do” or is 

there something relevant regardless of what we do? To put a theological spin here—do we perform the 

rituals for God’s sake or does God command us to do for our own sake? The answers to these may not 

be either/or and the balance between the two may vary.  

This is the spiritual balancing act we all should wrestle with, my friends. The main difference is that in 

our text, Moses does so with a sense of judgement; he gets angry when they don’t do the way he 

believed it should be done. For us, we can leave that aside… for now.  



Throughout Jewish history these types of creative tensions did exist. During the temple period, it was 

found in the perspectives of the Sadducees (who were literalists of the Torah and how the korbanot 

were offered) and the Pharisees (who as the forerunners of the Rabbis opened the Jewish world to the 

model of prayer and study as alternatives/addendum to sacrifices). In the Talmud, the rabbis debated 

whether a joke is appropriate to start with when studying so that the words are sweet to us or should it 

be done with a great deal of seriousness as if our lips are dripping with myrrh (or bitterness). In the 

Chasidic world, it was embodied by two brothers who were highly respected rabbis; Rabbi Zusia and 

Rabbi Elimelech. Zusia was known for his humor and great laughter; he saw the good that was inherent 

in every person and he approached life in a joyful way. Elimelech, on the other hand, was far more 

critical in his thinking; he saw flaws in people that he pointed out so that they could improve themselves 

and his teaching demanded a strict understanding of principle. The best way to understand these 

examples is by seeing them as polar end points—we need to find the balance. Or as Rabbi Israel of 

Kozhenitz described: “view life as if we are tightrope walkers. Our balance is always an issue. Sometimes 

we need to lean to the left; other times to the right–all in order to keep our balance and move forward.” 

The passion of “I will take you there” is more than a melody and lyrics of a great song. The singer will 

inspire, but what we do with it in our souls is up to us. Moses will lead… he will bring us to Mount Sinai 

and deliver Torah to us. But what we do and how we do it is the balancing act that belongs to each of us.  

 

 


