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ARE OUR CHILDREN READY 
A SERMON DELIVERED  ON SHABBAT EMOR 5760, MAY 13, 2000

BY RABBI 

I
“Sex is pleasurable,” one boy, 13,

said.  “Why not now? Sometimes
people get hurt. Sure, I’ve been hurt.
But that’s going to happen.”

This was the rather shocking blurb
that highlighted an article on the front-
page of the Sunday Styles section of
The New York Times on April 2, 2000.
The general heading was: “The Face of
Teenage Sex Grows Younger” and it
shocked many of us into a recognition
that things are very different from the
way they were only ten or twenty years
ago. The difference, and our response
to it, deserve a serious discussion. That
discussion could very well be rooted in
the Torah portion of Emor which
represents the culmination of three
Torah portions dealing with limits on
sexuality as far as Jews are concerned.  

Parshat Emor is not the first place
in which sexuality is discussed in the
Torah. According to our teacher, Rabbi
Joseph B. Soloveitchik, of blessed
memory, the first discussion of
sexuality in the Torah concerns a
universal sex ethic and is set forth in
the first two portions of Bereishit.
There, the Torah establishes certain
basic limits on sexual behavior for all
human beings. Explicitly or implicitly,
the Torah endorses marriage and
forbids adultery, incest with some
blood relatives, homosexuality, 
and bestiality. 

“Why do these limits apply to all
humanity?” asks the Rav. He answers
that every human being is created in
the image of God - b’tzelem E-lokim.
When we violate these sexual limits
we, in effect, destroy our tzelem 
E-lokim. We are no longer human; we
are behaving like animals.

In the Torah portions of Acharei
Mot and Kedoshim, the Torah sets forth
the sexual ordinances for Jews.  Here
we find many more limits in addition
to the fundamental limits that apply to
all humanity. The parameters for incest

are wider. The rule of prohibiting
sexual relations between a Jewish man
and woman when the woman is in a
state of nidah is presented. The
difference between the Bereishit list
and the Acharei Mot and Kedoshim
lists is in the details. Jews have many
more limits than do non-Jews.  

Why these extra limits? The Rav
answers that Jews have kedusha —
sanctity — and kedusha always means
limits. Kedusha in time — Shabbat
and Yom Tov — is manifested in
limits on work. Purim, for example,
having no prohibitions on labor, also
has no kedusha. Chanukah is the same
— a holiday without limits and,
therefore, without sanctity. Shabbat,
Yom Tov and Yom Kippur, on the
other hand, all have strict limits and all
have kedusha.  

In personal kedusha — kedushat
Yisrael — the limits are sexual. This is
the reason for the lengthy lists 
of prohibited sexual behavior in 
the portions of Acharei Mot
and Kedoshim.

The proof of this thesis, that
personal kedusha is expressed through
limits on our sexuality, is found in the
portion of Emor. This is the portion
that deals with the priesthood. The
difference between a priest and a
regular Israelite is that the priest has
more limits on his sexuality. He is not
allowed to have relations with a
prostitute, a chalala (a woman born
from a union between a priest and a
woman whom he is not allowed to
marry) or a divorcee. Why does a
priest have more limits than a regular
Jew? Simply because he has more
kedusha. “For he sacrifices the bread
of God and therefore he is holy”
(Leviticus, 21:6). A Kohain is more
holy and therefore he has more limits
on his sexual behavior.

Finally, the High Priest has the
greatest amount of kedusha and it
should therefore come as no surprise

that he also has a further limit on his
sexuality. In addition to all of the
prohibited unions for regular priests,
the High Priest is not even allowed to
marry a widow. “Rather a virgin from
his people shall he take as a wife”
(Leviticus, 21:14).

I recall hearing the Rav present this
thesis and I shall never forget his
illustration of the difference in sanctity
between a High Priest, a priest, and a
regular Jew. He asked his listeners:
“What would you think would be a
way of manifesting the difference in
levels of sanctity? You probably would
think that a regular Jew has to daven
three times a day while a priest would
have to daven five times a day and the
High Priest seven times a day. In fact,
however, such is not the case. All
Jews daven the same way and the
same amount.  The differences
between us in kedusha are reflected in
limits, the more kedusha the 
more limits — particularly, sexual
limits.” (These were the Rav’s
approximate words.)

In summary, therefore, there are
two fundamental concerns in the
Torah’s limits on sexual activity: 

1.  Tzelem E-lokim — the creation
of human beings in the image of God.
This is common to all mankind. This
requires the avoidance of marital
infidelity, homosexual behavior, and
bestiality, all of which defile our
tzelem E-lokim. 

2.  For Jews there is the additional
concern of kedusha and imatatio Dei.
“You shall be holy because I the Lord
your God am holy” (Leviticus, 19:2).
This requires more sexual limits,
more self-control, more tz’ni’ut —
modesty — more restraint.

II
It is against this background that we

must view the explosion in sexual
activity and stimulation in our day and
consider what effect it has on us and
especially on our children.  There is
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FOR ALL THAT THEY SEE AND READ?
AT CONGREGATION KEHILATH JESHURUN
HASKEL LOOKSTEIN

hardly a film today without explicit
sex. There is MTV, lurid rap lyrics, and
now there is even cybersex on 
the Internet.

The traditional warning to parents
used to be: “It’s ten o’clock — do you
know where your children are?”  Now,
the warning might very well be: “It’s
5:00 P.M. — do you know what your
kids are watching and doing?”  

Our children, down to the
elementary school grades, are being
exposed to news reports, images and
internet material for which they cannot
possibly be ready. All of the media
treatment of the Clinton-Monica
Lewinsky saga was very damaging to
our children’s psyche. They had no
business being exposed to the explicit
sexual messages they were reading in
the papers and watching on television.  

Consider the following excerpts
from the article quoted at the
beginning of this sermon:

“On the Upper West Side, Dr.
Marsha Levy-Warren, a psychologist,
said she is seeing more and more pre-
teenagers who are going on junior
versions of dates in fifth grade, at 10 or
11 years old (sound familiar?). By
seventh grade, they have graduated to
sex” (I hope this part is not yet
familiar).  

“In the suburbs, on Long Island, Dr.
Wayne Warren, a psychologist, said
groups of seventh and eighth graders
rent limousines to take them to clubs in
Manhattan, where they get drunk,
grind on the dance floor and have oral
sex in dim corners.”

“Before, the dialogue was, ‘I love
you and care for you, so let’s
experiment.’  Now the dialogue is,
‘this is safe and fun and okay, and you
have nothing to worry about.’”

“Despite the paucity of data about
young teenagers, educators say that the
anecdotal evidence points to increased
sexual activity, often of a detached,
unemotional kind....  What’s  most

troubling to Dr. Levy-Warren and
others is a new casual, brazen attitude
about sex.  ‘I call it body-part sex,’ she
said. ‘The kids don’t even look at each
other, it’s mechanical, dehumanizing.
The fallout is that later in life they have
trouble forming relationships, they’re
jaded.’” (Ther is potentially the most
tragic result of this early exposure to
something for which children are
simply not ready).

III
What are we to do about this very

disturbing phenomenon? For our part,
Ramaz will significantly expand its sex
education program in the Middle
School. We simply must deal with the
reality of information, disinformation
and premature stimulation to which
our children are exposed.

What is particularly important,
however, is the role of parents. Parents
have to be ready to talk frankly with
their teen and pre-teen children and to
set limits — and not to be afraid to talk
about what kedusha means and how
kedusha means being ready to be
separate and different, with standards
that the general society may 
consider prudish.

I discussed this with a family in our
congregation. The mother in that
family told me that when her children
were young she and her husband  used
to tell them that there are certain things
you don’t do because es past nisht.
There may be no absolute logic for
what they were telling their children
not to do; it was simply a matter of es
past nisht. It’s not right for a nice
Jewish person to do this.  

Her children are now grown and
when they sit around the table and talk
about certain bizarre types of behavior,
one of the now adult children will say:
“This is probably one of those “past
nisht” things.

I found that report rather refreshing.
I know that I grew up with that
expression. My parents, of blessed

memory, often said: “es past nisht.” 
I also know that I haven’t heard it for
about forty years. People seem to be
afraid to say it. Why? Why can’t we
simply say to our kids “no?” My father
once preached a sermon, the theme of
which was: “No!” is also an answer.
Maybe it’s time that parents stopped
being afraid to say to their children:
“No!” Or, if you will, “es past nisht.”

We also have to take teenage
drinking seriously. To do so, however,
may mean being a little more careful
about adult drinking — especially in
front of teenagers. I am particularly
troubled about the burgeoning
phenomenon of kiddush clubs in
synagogues all over America. What is
the message that we are giving to our
children when anywhere from a couple
of minyanim of men to as much as
one-third of the congregation leave
after the Torah reading in order to take
a few drinks and perhaps even enjoy
some food. Some shuls actually have
catered kiddush clubs with weekly
sponsors. What do they think the
teenagers in those congregations are
learning? Teens want to be cool and
they look for signals from adults as to
what constitutes being cool. What kind
of cool models are we presenting to
our children?

We have to be careful about how
we pressure children at Bar and Bat
Mitzvahs to disco, to join in slow
dancing and to play certain games.
These are all messages that we are
giving children who are absolutely not
ready for such messages.

We must be circumspect about the
kind of dresses we buy for 12 and 13-
year-old girls. It’s not good to grow up
too fast. Children should dress like
children — not debutantes. And we
should err on the side of modesty, not
on the side of provocative dress.  And
if our daughters want something else,
it is no sin to say to a child: “No!” or
“es past nisht.”. “No!” (or “est past

(Continued on page 14)
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JEWISH WRITERS / IRISH WRITERS
We are proud to congratulate our

esteemed member, Rabbi Maurice
Wohlgelertner on the publication 
of his newest book: JEWISH
WRITERS / IRISH WRITERS:
SELECTED ESSAYS ON THE
LOVE OF WORDS.

Rabbi Wolgelernter has always had
a passionate love for words and
language. In the book, he
demonstrates a powerful link between
Jewish and Irish literature. In both
arenas he discusses the human
struggle with life and death as well 
as virtue and weakness, success and
failure, and dreams and nightmares, 
all in the context of their 
respective cultures.

The book is divided into four
general categories: The Holocaust,
Jewish-American Writers, Irish
Writers, and Memoirs and
Autobiography. He discusses the
assimilation of both groups as they
establish themselves in America and
their departure from past traditions. 

We are particularly impressed with
the very positive reviews this book
has already received, including the
words of Cynthia Ozick and Oscar
Handlin. We expect it will be equally
successful with the public and
encourage you to purchase a copy.
The book is available at 
Judaica Classics by Doina in the
synagogue lobby. 

NISHMAT DINNER HELD
WEDNESDAY, MAY 31, 2000

We are very happy to
announce that Nishmat's Tenth
Anniversary Dinner was held this
year on Wednesday, May 31, at
the Essex House. 

The guests of honor were Mrs.
Joseph Lieberman (wife of

Senator Lieberman) and Sharon
(Mrs. Adam) Mintz. On 
the Dinner and Journal
Committee were, among others,
our members Rachell
Maidenbaum Gober, Lauren
Merkin and  Jennifer Roth.
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86TH STREET
WINE & LIQUORS
306 East 86th Street

(212) 396-3535

LARGE SELECTION OF

KOSHER WINES & LIQUORS

UNBEATABLE SINGLE MALT

SELECTION AND PRICES

10% Discount to KJ
Members

15% off any purchase of
wine by the case (750)

FREE DELIVERY

nisht.” “No!” (or “est past nicht,”) is
also an answer.

A recently published book by Kay
S. Hymowitz carries a title that should
give all of us pause even as it sums up
our message: “Ready or Not: Why
Treating Children as Adults
Endangers Their Future and Ours.”

If all of this sounds somewhat
prudish, perhaps it is; but perhaps it
sounds that way only because we live
in a society where the rules have

broken down. As humans we must
protect our tzelem E-lokim and that of
our children as well. — As Jews, we
must be sure that we do not sully our
kedushat Yisrael.

Kedusha always requires limits,
whether in sex or in diet or in anything
else that tends to move toward excess.
It is time to be proud of our stature as
kedoshim and to live the kind of life —
with defined limits — that ensures our
continuation as a holy people.
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