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Aharei Mot/Kedoshim – Rabbi Peltz 

 

Outside of our building, on the corner of Kresson and Cropwell, is a multi-colored sign with the 

words Ve’ahavta l’reyakha ka’mokha – “Love your neighbor as yourself.” This verse comes in 

the second of the two Torah portions we read this Shabbat, Aharei Mot/Kedoshim. It is 

particularly resonant this week, in the wake of Derek Chauvin being found guilty on all three 

counts of the murder of George Floyd. It is found at the end of the powerful words of what 

scholars call the Holiness Code. This section of Torah begins with God’s command for us to be 

holy, and ends with what Rabbi Akiva in the Talmud calls the great principle of the Torah, 

Ve’ahavta l’reyakha ka’mokha – “Love your neighbor as yourself.” In between, we find laws 

like: “You shall not render an unfair decision: do not favor the poor or show deference to the 

rich; judge your fellow fairly. Do not traffic in gossip, and do not stand idly by the blood of your 

fellow.” This week our judicial process hewed to these Torah laws. But we know that, too often, 

when it comes to justice for Black people in America, we fall short of these ideals. There is still 

much work to be done to achieve the just society that these verses describe. 

 

Yet one way we move in that direction is encapsulated in that final verse of this section, “Love 

your neighbor as yourself.” The 17 verses that come before it are all described as real life 

situations that are easier said than actually done. In addition to what I quoted above, we also 

have: revere your parents, help support the poor and the immigrant, be honest in business 

dealings, don’t take advantage of those in need, don’t profit at someone else’s expense, and don’t 

hate. We, as individuals and as a society, often fall short of these laws. And this can make our 

world feel cruel and callous, and too many people uncaring and selfish. But the Torah’s responds 

by saying Ve’ahavta l’reyakha ka’mokha – “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Rabbi Samson 

Raphael Hirsch, in the 19th century, builds off of what Rabbi Akiva said in the 2nd century. Rabbi 

Hirsch writes that this verse represents is the “intended climax of humanity.” He goes on to 

explain why: “Everyone is to find and recognize in everyone else their image, the furthering of 

their own well-being, and conditions for his own happiness in life. No one may look on the 

progress of another as a hinderance to his own progress, or look on the downfall of another as the 

means for his own rising, and nobody may rejoice in his own progress if it came at the expense 

of his neighbor’s. Ve’ahavta l’reyakha ka’mokha tells us that the spiritually and morally ideal 

person is the person who transcends selfish instincts, and instead identifies with God’s love of all 

human beings.” 

 

The fact that this teaching comes at the end of the Holiness Code tells us that the world is not 

built on love, but on loving actions. Love is often put forward as a slogan or a lofty aspiration, 

but really it is about how we live every day. Think about how you express love to your partner, 

your parents, yours children, and your friends. It is not only in words, but it is in deeds. Doing 

the dishes, taking them for water ice, giving a call to check in, giving a thoughtful gift. These 

loving actions are also the practical ways that we support those in need, and work to fulfill the 

laws of justice, like the ones that appear in our portion. This week justice was done, but we know 

that, in working towards a more just society for Black Americans, there is more work to be done. 

Ve’ahavta l’reyakha Ka’mokha teaches us that each loving action we do pushes us towards a 

better and more just world. Let’s keep pushing together. 


