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On Wednesday morning, a robust group of Jewish Center members and guests met on the 10
th

 

floor of Sotheby’s to view the Michael and Judy Steinhardt Judaica Collection which is 

scheduled to go on auction Monday morning. The breadth and depth of a collection like this has 

not been matched in the public marketplace in the past 50 years.  

 

There are a number of simply extraordinary pieces and if you have the chance to visit the gallery 

tomorrow, you should. But one of the things that struck me was the number of exceptionally 

beautiful Torah binders in the collection. More than 30 in all, they’re predominantly from 

Alsace, Denmark, Germany and Italy – mostly dating back to the 17
th

 and 18
th

 centuries.   

  

You see – in many European communities, rather than simply using a ribbon or string to tie a 

closed Sefer Torah, synagogues would instead bedeck their sacred scrolls with a decorated Torah 

binder. And while we don’t use them here at The Jewish Center, they’re very much in use in the 

Breuer’s community and in other synagogues with Germanic or Italian roots. 

 

Let me share with you one beautiful tradition surrounding these Torah binders. In the Yekkish 

community, the binder is called a wimpel. The prevalent practice is to repurpose the swaddling 

cloth used on the day of a baby’s bris milah. The cloth is cleaned, cut into strips and sewn into a 

sash – usually six or seven inches wide and ten or twelve feet long. The mother or the women of 

the community paint or embroider the child’s Hebrew name and date of birth onto the cloth, 

along with the bracha: ה ולחופה ולמעשים טובים אמןה' יגדלהו לתור .  

 

Then, when the child turns three, he and his family bring his wimpel to shul on Shabbos 

morning. The little boy gets gelila, and with the help of his father, wraps his wimpel many times 

around the Torah scroll. In this way, the child’s individual identity is literally wrapped around 

his communal responsibility, forever binding him to our eternal Torah.  

 

It’s a message that has particular resonance in the context of Parshas Emor. For it’s here in our 

parsha that we find the only instance in ספר ויקרא of an individual who unbinds – who detaches 

himself from the Jewish community. And of course I have in mind the story of the מקלל. The text 

is sparse at best. All we know is that a man born to a Jewish mother and an Egyptian father, in 

the course of quarreling with another man, utters a forbidden curse and is ultimately found guilty 

of blasphemy.   

 

And so we’re left to wonder: Who’s the offender? Why does he curse? And what’s the 

underlying message of this unforgivable offense?  

 

If you take a close look at the text of this little narrative, you’ll notice that it shares a number of 

striking parallels with a much more well-known episode in the Torah. Remember when we’re 

first introduced to Moshe as an adult in the second chapter of שמות. Let me refresh your memory.  
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The Torah tells us: 

 

  שמות פרק ב 
  ֵמֶאָחיו: ִעְבִרי (יא) ַויְִהי ַּבּיִָמים ָהֵהם ַוּיִגְַּדל מֶֹׁשה ַוּיֵֵצא ֶאל ֶאָחיו ַוּיְַרא ְּבִסְב�ָתם ַוּיְַרא ִאיׁש ִמְצִרי ַמֶּכה ִאיׁש

  (יב) ַוּיִֶפן ּכֹה ָוכֹה ַוּיְַרא ִּכי ֵאין ִאיׁש ַוּיַ+ ֶאת ַהִּמְצִרי ַוּיְִטְמנֵהּו ַּבחֹול:

  (יג) ַוּיֵֵצא ַּבּיֹום ַהֵּׁשנִי ְוִהּנֵה ְׁשנֵי ֲאנִָׁשים ִעְבִרים נִִּצים ַוּיֹאֶמר ָלָרָׁשע ָלָּמה ַתֶּכה ֵרֶע-:

 

Notice the parallels: 

• The language of ויצא אל אחיו matches the formulation in our parsha: ויצא בן אשה ישראלית. 
In each case the story begins with someone setting forth.  

 is also telling. The very unusual word for quarrelling reappears ְוִהּנֵה ְׁשנֵי ֲאנִָׁשים ִעְבִרים נִִּצים •

in our narrative, too: וינצו במחנה. 

• And the result is the same for both characters: As a consequence of their respective 

offenses, both are forced to the margins. Moshe has to flee to Midian, while the 

blasphemer is immediately placed מחוץ למחנה – outside the camp.  

 

Clearly sensitive to these literary parallels, there’s a line of thought in the Midrash that goes even 

further. If one pieces the Midrashim together, what emerges is stunning. The blasphemer isn’t 

just any ordinary Egyptian man, the Midrash says. He’s the son of the Egyptian man Moshe 

killed all those years ago. In fact, do you remember how Moshe killed that מצרי? The Midrash 

says he killed him by uttering the ineffable name of Hashem. And now the tables are turned. In 

the next generation, it’s the Egyptian who is aggrieved and uses the name of Hashem to commit 

the crime of blasphemy.  

 

The צרור המור even suggests that there were two offenses here. ויקב and ויקלל indicate that he 

cursed twice. Once he cursed Hashem; and once he cursed Moshe, the man against whom he 

harbored such deep animosity for having killed his father. And it’s the letters of the word השם 

which spell Moshe in the reverse.   

 

Our story, then, is no new episode, but rather the continuation of a story that began many years 

earlier.  

 

But as is so often the case, the striking similarities point up the stark contrast. In fact, our story – 

the narrative’s second chapter – should really be read as the inverse of its antecedent.  

 

When Moshe engaged in conflict – when he uttered the name of Hashem – he did so out of an 

abiding commitment to justice in an environment hostile to such a value. He was attempting to 

bring Godliness into a world in which such notions were unknown.  

 

This man of Egyptian descent does just the opposite. Sefer Vaykira has almost no narratives. It’s 

rather a lofty vision of the Godly world that we are capable of creating if we adhere to the 

mitzvos that elevate and ennoble us. Into this world steps the blasphemer and uses the name of 

God for a decidedly ungodly purpose. What’s his goal? Why does he curse? The Torah doesn’t 

say, but it doesn’t have to. For blasphemy is by definition devoid of constructive value.   
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So it’s little wonder that the first consequence in both cases is exclusion. For neither Moshe nor 

this Egyptian man rightly belong. As a tactical matter, Moshe has to flee because his life is in 

danger. But more fundamentally, he flees because he’s animated by a desire for justice that is 

wholly lacking in the land of Egypt. 

 

And of course the blasphemer must be summarily removed from the camp because his 

misappropriation of the divine name for self-advancement runs totally counter to the entire 

trajectory of the sanctified society we’re trying to create in the Book of Leviticus.  

By painting these narratives side by side in the same brushstrokes, the Torah hopes we’ll 

recognize the yawning gap between these two models.  

 

The question is: To what do we attach? What animates us? What stirs to act and react?  

 

Like Moshe, do we see the world through the lens of צדקה and חסד – as a series of opportunities 

to bring Godliness into the precincts of our lives? Or, like the blasphemer, are we animated 

instead only by personal loss or defeat such that God becomes the object of our scorn and 

derision when things don’t go our way? 

 

What a beautiful tradition: At the age of three – to express in deed what we could not possibly 

communicate in words: That our hope for every Jewish child is that he or she will become 

attached to the Torah.  

 

But for those of us past the age of three, how do we do it? How do we attach ourselves to 

Hashem and His Torah? How do we cultivate the sensitivities to know how and when to react? 

How do we bring more Godliness into the world? 

 

Allow me to conclude with three practical suggestions: 

 

First, follow the model of ויצא. Look around. Even within the four walls of this room. Do a little 

detective work: Who’s absent? When you ask, “How are you doing,” and the response is “great,” 

– who’s answer isn’t convincing? Who could use a lift or a smile or a phone call or an invitation 

for a cup of coffee or a שבת meal? Start with the project of noticing. 

 

Second, follow the advice of פרקי אבות: 

  במקום שאין אנשים השתדל להיות איש: 

Don’t let the fact that you’re not perfectly suited to the task stop you from you trying. Moshe had 

no experience at conflict resolution. But he recognized that there was no one else. And he did the 

best he could under the circumstances. Don’t sell yourself short. I guarantee that there’s someone 

Jewish in your life who knows less than you do: a friend, a neighbor, a co-worker. Be a teacher. 

You don’t need to know all of Shas to explain to someone uninitiated why we celebrate Shavuos. 

You just might open up a conversation that could be transformative.  

 

And finally – though it sounds so obvious – it simply cannot be taken for granted. To be the 

Godly people of ספר ויקרא means that we speak with words that are equally elevated. Even when 

it’s short of the Torah’s definition of blasphemy, profanity should have no place in our 

vocabulary. A parent recently told me that her 9 year old came from home school and confessed 
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to her that he had learned a four letter word. It was so upsetting to her, but her reaction was just 

right. “I recognize that we can’t shield our children from the big wide world,” she said. “But at 

least in our own homes and our schools we should aim higher.”  

 

As we pronounced just a few moments ago before קריאת התורה:  

 

  ְוַאֶּתם ַהְּדֵבִקים ַּביקָֹוק ֱא�ֵהיֶכם ַחּיִים ֻּכְּלֶכם ַהּיֹום: 

You who cling to Hashem are the ones who continue to live.  

For some, perhaps clinging to a collectible piece of Judaica will inspire an attachment to 

Hashem. But Godliness and holiness are seldom the province of the pocketbook. Our treasured 

legacy continues every time we transform the holy words of the Torah into the holy actions of 

human endeavor.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


