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Discussing the laws of sacrifices, Parshat Emor 
enumerates a very limited class of animals which 
are acceptablefor religious ceremonies in the Beit 

Hamikdash.Animal sacrifices in the Temple were offered 
exclusively from oxen sheep or goats-not exactly a colorful 
or exciting group of animals!! More “sensational” or exotic 
animals would certainly lend more drama to the “sacrifice 
experience”. Imagine the powerful scene of a ferocious sabre-
tooth tiger being tugged into the Temple and offered to G-d 
as a demonstration of raging religious devotion.Likewise, 
imagine the drama of hauling a mammoth hump back 
whale thousands of miles to the seaside ports of Israel and 
subsequently towing it to Jerusalem as a sign of our untiring 
devotion to G-d. Somehow, the extremely limited list of oxen, 
sheep and goats feels very boring and extremely lackluster. 
Why are our choices for sacrifices so humdrum?

The Midrash elaborates that religious ceremonies are 
conducted solely with domesticated animals. Even though 
several wild animals are kosher and may be eaten, they aren’t 
suited for Temple sacrifices. These restrictions upon animal 
sacrifices provide an important lesson about religious identity 
and religious experience.

By definition,religion implies interacting with, and 
searching for, “something else”-beyond the routine of daily 
life. We search for a relationship with the “Other”who isn’t 
limited to our human world. We follow His Law, even when 
it urges us to transcend our day-to-day routine. We study His 
Torah,which contains His timeless will –a wisdom which 
lies beyond our immediate reality. Additionally, we assert 
that history is evolving to a Messianic era, which will be 
dramatically different from our current condition. Finally, 
though we embrace our current world,we acknowledge a more 

eternal realm which awaits us. Religion is a journey and a quest 
for something beyond the concrete reality we inhabit.

Yet,in searching for the “beyond”, we sometimes convince 
ourselves that religious experience cannot truly be attained in 
our current condition or in our current lives. When pursuing 
religious meaning we sometimes attempt to become “someone 
else” or “something else” because we simply cannot envision 
our current wearisome lives as religiously “suitable”or as 
opportunities for religious encounter. In extreme cases, people 
feel compelled to change their name, their dress or their 
community because their current condition feels too drab 
and too empty-incompatible with true religious experience. 
Restricting religious sacrifices to domesticated animals stresses 
that religious opportunity lies right beneath our own two 
feet-in our own backyards. Religious meaning doesn’t demand 
combing the jungles or traversing the high seas to locate some 
other reality to replace our current “boring”or simple reality. 
Encountering G-d doesn’t demand that we divest our current 
selves to transform into something entirely different or altered. 
Instead, genuine religious experience consists in reframing our 
common and daily routine with religious motivation and in 
rerouting our ordinary experiences toward religious goals. The 
foundation of religion must be crafted from the commonplace; 
upon this foundation we can then assemble more 
sophisticated religious ideas and more spectacular religious 
moments. As surpassing as religion can become, it must be 
firmly founded upon the “ordinary” and the domestic: simple 
goats and oxen from our own courtyards serve as the platform 
for religious experience. To grow religiously we needn’t travel 
to distant shores; it is sufficient to stay at home.

This truth about religion has become even more evident 
during the current corona crisis, as we have been literally, and 

Everything We Need is Right Beneath Our Own Two Feet
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Excluding Exclusion
Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner

A lesser-known villain appears at the end of our 
parshah; his crime is simple, but the text presents it 
as part of a larger story, with a larger message. “And 

the son of an Israelite woman, the son of an Egyptian man, 
went out among the Children of Israel. And they fought in 
the camp – the son of the Israelite woman, and the Israelite 
man. And the son of the Israelite woman proclaimed the 
Name and cursed. And they brought him to Moshe; and his 
mother’s name was Shlomit, daughter of Divri, of the tribe of 
Dan.” (Vayikra 24:10-11)

A midrash notes the story’s emphasis on lineage and 
location, and reconstructs the story: A man “went out” to 
claim living space among his mother’s tribe of Dan. The 
people of Dan rejected him; his father was Egyptian, and 
so he did not belong to the patriarchal structure of the 

tribe. So he went to Moshe’s court to seek help, and lost the 
case – leading him to “go out” and blaspheme against G-d. 
(Midrash, Sifra Emor 14:18)

Read in this light, the blasphemer’s story is tragic. He is 
a victim of his mother’s dalliance with an Egyptian, forever 
linked to a sin not his own. He is turned away by his closest 
kin – his maternal tribe. Finally, he finds no recourse with 
Moshe. The tribe’s rejection is confirmed as correct, and 
Moshe is only implementing the law, but we are left to 
wonder if the blasphemer and his mother are the only 
people at fault in this story.

If we are meant to learn inclusion here, that may explain 
the purpose of a verse added after G-d’s verdict for the 
blasphemer. “There shall be one justice for all of you – the 
stranger and the native alike – for I am Hashem, your 

imaginatively, quarantined at home. The gala Pesach seders 
of past years were replaced with more muted and private 
gatherings. The communal gathering in Synagogues, were 
cancelled, yielding quiet personal prayers offered in our 
homes. So much of our religious energy –typically invested 
outwards, has now been turned inwards, to our inner lives 
and our own family life. Living with our families in such 
close quarters and for such concentrated periods,we face 
some very challenging questions: have we become more 
tolerant, generous, selfless and sympathetic? Have we 
transformed into more nobler, more righteous and more 
religiously sensitive versions of ourselves? Have we grown 
religiously even though that growth hasn’t radiated outward 
but spiraled inward? Spending two months at home has 
reinforced the sense that religious growth must begin at 
home-literally in our own backyard.

Home quarantine hasn’t just reminded us that religious 
identity starts at home; it has also spotlighted the true source 
of human identity and, ultimately, of human happiness and 
contentment. Under normal conditions, our self-fulfillment, 
and self-affirmation are products of many different spheres 
of human activity. Our identity and sense of self are molded 
by our professional achievements, our social interactions, 
our financial successes, our academic endeavors and by 

many other areas of human experience. An invisible virus 
has shut down many of these spheres and has reduced 
human identity to its most basic core. This reduction has 
posed a haunting existential question: Can we be happy in 
our own skin without any other external circles of human 
experience? Can we draw happiness and self-esteem solely 
from our religious identity, our very personal and private 
moments, and our basic interactions with our nuclear 
families? Ultimately, without this elementary contentment, 
other forms of satisfaction remain transient and artificial. 
If this internal and self-sufficient contentment is missing, 
externally supplied fulfillment rings hollow and is, ultimately, 
illusory. 

When –with G-d’s help-the crisis passes will we be 
able to maintain this core happiness even as we return to 
our routine and add additional layers of human activity to 
our lives? Will we be able to maintain a sense that, ideally, 
everything we need for human happiness can be located 
in our private lives?Can we remember that happiness is 
found in our own backyard and not on international flights 
or in busy malls? This once-in-a-lifetime health crisis strips 
human identity to its very core. What and who will we find 
looking back at us in the mirror?



3 
YUTORAH IN PRINT • A PROJECT OF YESHIVA 

UNIVERSITY’S CENTER FOR THE JEWISH FUTUREEmor 5780
Download thousands of audio shiurim and articles at www.yutorah.org

G-d.” (Vayikra 24:22) The idea of equal justice seems to be 
irrelevant – but if one of the story’s messages is to endorse 
inclusion, then this verse is apropos.

So perhaps the blasphemer’s story argues for an inclusive 
Judaism. But coming where it does in the Book of Vayikra, 
that message may be too black-and-white. The bulk of 
Vayikra is dedicated to havdalah, excluding particular 
populations from roles or activities: non-kohanim and 
disqualified kohanim, non-kosher and impure creatures, 
people with tzaraat and other forms of impurity, Egyptians 
and Canaanites. In each example, one population is accepted 
for entry or to serve in a particular role, and the other 
is barred or rejected. A midrash on Chapter 24 cannot 
be honestly read as a denial of the many chapters which 
preceded it. It may be more accurate to suggest that the 
story of the blasphemer serves to introduce a moderating 
influence which comes next.

Vayikra 25 commands inclusion, and particularly of the 
vulnerable. It speaks of leaving our fields open to all in the 
sabbatical year, and returning land to its ancestral holders – 
who generally sold it due to poverty – in the Jubilee year. It 
prohibits using a position of strength to take advantage of 
those who are desperate to sell or purchase. It adjures us to 
redeem fields for those who are forced to sell them due to 
poverty, and it commands us to make funds available to the 
indigent, without charging interest. Finally, it requires us to 
take care of those who are sold as slaves due to poverty.

Due to reason or Revelation, the Torah identifies negative 

qualities in certain creatures, people or phenomena, and we 
must recognize that. However, Chapter 25 moderates this 
message; Judaism is not about leaving the excluded to their 
own devices.

This message begins with the son of an Egyptian. True, 
he was born from a transgression, and he owns no claim to 
the territory of his mother’s tribe. Nonetheless, our reaction 
should have been to find a way to help. Like those who have 
sold their land, or who are desperate in commerce, or who 
sell themselves, this man had a claim on our support, and 
we failed him. And not only did he deserve our aid, perhaps 
he could have helped us in return; as the Talmud pledges, 
the children of the indigent and unlearned may become 
scholars. (Nedarim 81a, Sanhedrin 96a)

This message remains relevant. Jewish society must be 
wise in dealing with those who lose elections, or whose ideas 
are defeated in the public arena. Being disenfranchised is 
painful and dangerous. If we are to survive as a nation, we 
must look out for those who have been excluded, even when 
the exclusion is necessary.

Vayikra 25 is followed by a passage promising a utopia if 
we follow Divine rules, and catastrophe if we fail to listen. 
May we follow the lessons of exclusion when necessary, 
but may we also look after those who have been excluded. 
As Yeshayah said: to G-d, all are worthy of being looked 
after. G-d calls each star by name, and “because of His great 
strength and power, not one will be lost.” (Yeshayah 40:26)

Happiness & Wholeness
Rabbi Dr. Mordechai Schiffman

Toward the end of Parshat Emor we are presented 
with a description of the various holidays spanning 
the Jewish calendar. The seventh month—what 

we now call Tishrei—is jam-packed with holidays, starting 
with Rosh Hashana, continuing with Yom Kippur, and 
culminating in Sukkot and Shemini Atzeret. After describing 
the holidays of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur in great 
detail, Rabbi Shamshon Raphael Hirsch summarizes their 
essence as a buildup and counterpoint to the holiday of 
Sukkot. Both Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur are days 
of seriousness and somberness, permeated by negative 
emotions. Rosh Hashana is a “a day of Teruah, a day of 

shatteringly shaking us up out of ways of life displeasing to 
God” and Yom Kippur makes us “appear before God, ‘poor’ 
in every justification for further living and working” ( Judaica 
Press translation).  In stark contrast, on Sukkot we celebrate 
by “taking of the produce of the earth to gain the joy of living 
and working in happiness before God.”

Rabbi Hirsch then adds one simple, yet powerful, 
observation. Both Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur are one 
day each, yet Sukkot is comprised of seven days. The lesson 
he gleans from this straightforward calculation is that the 
Torah is prescribing what our baseline mood should be 
throughout the year.  It shouldn’t be the “bowed down 
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The Truest Simcha
Mrs. Michal Horowitz

broken feeling” associated with Rosh Hashana and Yom 
Kippur, but the “happy joy of life” experienced while living 
“a life faithfully devoted to duty,” symbolized by the seven 
days of Sukkot.  

If our status quo mood should be one of happiness, the 
challenge becomes, how do we work on getting to such a 
state?  There is an entire field called positive psychology 
dedicated to the study of happiness and well-being. One 
important observation that several psychologists have made 
is that relentlessly pursuing happiness usually does not lead 
to happiness. Moreover, unless we learn how to understand 
and accept our negative emotions, we will also not likely 
find lasting happiness.  Healthy negative emotions such 
as sadness, frustration, concern, guilt, and embarrassment 
serve functional value.  If we try and suppress these negative 
emotions because they make us feel uncomfortable and we 
want to be happy, the less likely it is that we will actually be 
happy. 

Perhaps this idea is subtly hinted at within Rabbi Hirsch’s 
comments as well.  While our operating status quo to strive 
for is to serve God through happiness, we must also make 
time and psychological space for those more negative 

emotions. There is an important place for the “bowed down 
broken feeling” symbolized by Rosh Hashana and Yom 
Kippur and that must be experienced, if we want to build 
toward the happiness of Sukkot.  Our pursuit of serving 
God with joy needs to incorporate a healthy expression of 
negative emotions, as well.

This may also be reflected in another aspect of the Jewish 
calendar mentioned in Parshat Emor, one that we are in 
the midst of currently, namely, the counting of the Omer.  
The counting is supposed to be “temimiot,” meaning whole 
or complete.  While wholeness in this context has a serial 
connotation to it, in the sense that we shouldn’t miss a day, 
wholeness here can also hint at the concept of wholeness 
of personality.  On the one hand, the counting of the Omer 
represents an exciting build up and progression, whether 
agriculturally or as a preparation for the giving of the Torah. 
On the other hand, it is a time (on a rabbinic level) of 
mourning and solemnness. Perhaps the “wholeness” of this 
time requires us to validate and experience both the positive 
and negative emotions simultaneously. With this, we serve 
God with our whole selves and it is within this wholeness we 
can truly experience psychological and spiritual flourishing.

In chapter 23 of this week’s parsha, Parshas Emor, the 
Torah outlines the festivals on the Jewish calendar year.  
And G-d spoke to Moshe saying, Speak to the Children 

of Israel and say to them: מֹוֲעֵדי ה’, ֲאֶׁשר-ִתְקְראּו ֹאָתם ִמְקָרֵאי ֹקֶדׁש 
 Hashem’s appointed festivals which you shall - ֵאֶלה ֵהם, מֹוֲעָדי
designate as callings of holiness - these are My appointed 
festivals (Vayikra 23:1-2).  After commanding us regarding 
Shabbos (23:3) and the sanctification of the new moon (23:4 
with Rashi), the Torah moves on to Chag Ha’Pesach, the 
Omer offering, Sefiras Ha’Omer, Atzeres, Rosh HaShana, 
Yom Kippur, and the final chag of the year (counting from 
Nissan), Succos.  

In regard to chag ha’Succos, the pasuk says:
ּוְלַקְחֶתם ָלֶכם ַבּיֹום ָהִראׁשֹון ְפִרי ֵעץ ָהָדר ַכֹפת ְתָמִרים ַוֲעַנף ֵעץ ָעֹבת 

ְוַעְרֵבי ָנַחל ּוְשַמְחֶתם ִלְפֵני ְיהָוה ֱאֹלֵהיֶכם ִׁשְבַעת ָיִמים.
And you shall take for yourself on the first day, the fruit of a tree 

of splendor (esrog), fronds of date palms (lulav), and branches of a 
cordlike tree (hadasim), and brook willows (aravos), and you shall 

rejoice before Hashem, your G-d, for seven days (23:40).  
Elsewhere, the Torah furthers commands us regarding the 

mitzvah of Simchas Yom Tov as it relates to Succos, and the 
pasukim say:

 ַחג ַהֻסֹכת ַתֲעֶשה ְלָך, ִׁשְבַעת ָיִמים 
the festival of Succos you shall make for yourself, seven days…
 ְוָשַמְחָת, ְבַחֶגָך: ַאָתה ּוִבְנָך ּוִבֶתָך, ְוַעְבְדָך ַוֲאָמֶתָך, ְוַהֵלִוי ְוַהֵגר ְוַהָּיתֹום 

ְוָהַאְלָמָנה, ֲאֶׁשר ִבְׁשָעֶריָך - 
and you shall rejoice on your festival, you and your son and your 

daughter, and your manservant and your maidservant, and the 
Levi and the convert, and the orphan and the widow that is in your 
city (Devarim 16:13-14).

Once again, in regard to Chag ha’Succos, we see the 
concept of being b’simcha.  

What is the connection between “you, your son, your 
daughter, your man and maidservants” to the second category 
of people listed who are to be b’simcha, the Levi, convert, 
orphan and widow?



5 
YUTORAH IN PRINT • A PROJECT OF YESHIVA 

UNIVERSITY’S CENTER FOR THE JEWISH FUTUREEmor 5780
Download thousands of audio shiurim and articles at www.yutorah.org

Chazal teach that Hashem is saying to us:
 ַאְרָבָעה ֶׁשִלי ְכֶנֶגד ַאְרָבָעה ֶׁשְלָך, ִאם ַאָתה ְמַשֵמַח ֶאת ֶׁשִלי ֲאִני ְמַשֵמַח 

ֶאת ֶׁשְלָך.
My four (the Levi, convert, orphan and widow), says Hashem, 

are corresponding to your four (your children and your servants); 
If you bring joy to Mine, I will bring joy to yours (Rashi to 
Devarim 16:11).  

We see, then, that the mitzvah of simchas Yom Tov is not 
merely to rejoice with the abundant bounty that G-d grants 
us, nor to rejoice only with our families, reveling in our wealth 
and the blessings of life.  It is to share our abundance, our good 
fortune, and our blessings, with those who have less than we 
do.  

If you bring happiness to Mine, says Hashem, I will reward 
you and bring happiness to yours.

On the command in our parsha, ַבֻסֹכת ֵתְׁשבּו, ִׁשְבַעת ָיִמים - and 
you shall dwell in Succos for seven days (Vayikra 23:42), R’ Dr. 
Abraham J. Twerski tells over the following story: 

The Chassidic master, R’ Pinchas of Koritz (d.1791), was 
beloved by his community.  His home was constantly buzzing 
with people.  Some sought advice, some sought his blessing 
and some simply wished to unburden themselves of their 
troubles.  But all this distracted him from his Torah study and 
prayer, and he was greatly distressed by this.  He prayed to 
G-d, “Let the people not love me.  Let them leave me alone.”

Since a righteous man decrees, and G-d, so to speak, fulfills 
his wishes, the very next day, his prayer had been answered!  

The next day, no one came to R’ Pinchas’ home.  He had a 
difficult time finding ten people for a minyan.  However, he 
was happy because he could pray as long as he wished, and his 
Torah study was not interrupted.

One day, R’ Pinchas’ wife said to him, “I don’t understand 
what has happened.  The people in the marketplace seem to be 
avoiding me.  They always used to talk to me, but now when I 
try to talk to them, they turn away.”  

R’ Pinchas explained to his wife that he had prayed for 
solitude, and apparently his wife was given the status along 
with him.  His wife said that she was not pleased with being 
shunned, but if this was necessary to allow him to devote all 
his time to Torah study and prayer, she was willing to accept it.

Every Succos, many people helped R’ Pinchas put up his 
Succah, but this Succos no one came to help.  He had to put 
up his Succah singlehandedly, but he was willing to forego 
the help as long as he was free to devote himself totally to the 
Divine Service of the festival.

Every Succos, R’ Pinchas’ Succah was full of guests who 
joined him in the meal, but this Succos he was alone.  R’ 
Pinchas regularly welcomed the Ushpizin (the seven special 
Succah guests: Avraham, Yitzchak, Yaakov, Moshe, Aharon, 
Yosef and Dovid) to his Succah.  This Succos, however, R’ 
Pinchas saw the patriarch Avraham standing outside his 
Succah!  He invited Avraham to come in, but Avraham Avinu, 
the very epitome of acts of gemillus chassadim and hachnasas 
orchim (welcoming guests) replied, “I do not enter a Succah 
where there are no guests.”

With this admonishment, R’ Pinchas realized that he had 
erred.  He understood that as important as Torah study and 
prayer are, they should not be at the expense of closeness with, 
and doing kindness for, others.  R’ Pinchas then prayed to have 
his charm returned to him.  Soon, his home - and Succah - 
were bustling with guests once again.  

Concludes R’ Dr. Twerski, “The Talmud says that receiving 
guests surpasses in importance even welcoming the Divine 
Presence (Shabbos 127a).  Our homes should always be open 
to others, and we should offer our hospitality to everyone” 
(Twerski on Chumash, p.250). 

Let us strive to always be mesamayach others - on the 
chagim, and every day of the year -  and in return, may G-d 
be mesamayach us and our families, with good health and 
bountiful nachas.  בברכת בשורות טובות ושבת שלום.

Sefiras Haomer 
Rabbi Shimon Schenker

There was a man, who at the end of the first Seder 
was told by one of his kids to count Sefi-ra. He 
responded that it is incorrect, we start to-morrow 

night. Why is this? If we are going from Pesach to Shavuos 
wouldn’t you think that we should just start counting 
right away? After all, the Sefer Hachinuch tells us that the 

counting is to connect Pesach to Shavuos. While they are 
differ-ent Yomim Tovim, there is a bridge: Sefiras Ha-omer. 
After we become a dependent people, the Sefer Hachinuch 
tells us that the whole purpose of bringing Bnei Yisrael out 
of Mitzrayim, was to give them the Torah. Why don’t we 
start counting on the first night? 
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The Sefer Hachinuch answers that it is very im-
portant to just stop and experience Pesach. While we 
are  experiencing Pesach, we need to realize how much 
Hashem loves us, he took us out of Mitzrayim, split the 
Yam Suf, gave us Man and wa-ter. Once we understand this 
and take one day and one day of Pesach to internalize it, 
then we can move forward with Sefiras Haomer, build to-
wards Shavuos, and fully accept the Torah at Har Sinai. 

We see this as well, on Har Sinai itself. When Moshe got 
the Luchos, the first of the Aseres Hadibros was “’אנכי ה 
  I  am  Hashem  your  God ...אלקיך אשר הוצאתי ךמארץ מצרים
who  took  you  out  of Egypt.” 

The Sefer Hachinuch asks, why isn’t the second part of 

the Passuk, who created the world, instead of who took you 
out of Egypt? What’s the connec-tion? 

The  Sefer  Hachinuch  answers  that  the  words Anochi 
Hashem Elokecha teach us that Hashem runs the universe. 
The words Asher HotzesichaMe’eretz Mitzrayim, teach us 
that Hashem is in-volved in every single detail of mylife. 
The Torah was not only given to Bnei Yisrael as a whole, 
but rather to every person individually. The ultimate goal 
of Limud Hatorah is to learn Hashem’s teach-ings, so that 
we can build a relationship of love with  Hashem.  In  order  
to  love  something,  one needs to trust in it. The first day of 
Pesach is to remind us that Hashem is in our lives, after that 
we can learn his messages and build a relationship of love.

Waving Away the Conflict 
Rabbi Dr. Dvir Ginsberg

A large percentage of the weekly portion of Emor is 
dedicated to the description of the various festivals 
Jews are obligated to celebrate, and included in this 

section is the commandment concerning the omer (Vayikra 
23:9-11):

“And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, Speak to the children 
of Israel and say to them: When you come to the Land which I 
am giving you, and you reap its harvest, you shall bring to the 
kohen an omer of the beginning of your reaping. And he shall 
wave the omer before the Lord so that it will be acceptable for 
you; the kohen shall wave it on the day after the rest day.”

The idea of waving the omer, known as tenufa, is 
something we see previously in the Torah. For example, 
in the introduction of many of the stages of worship in the 
Temple, the Torah recounts the following (Shemot 29:26-
27):

“And you shall take the breast of the ram of perfection which 
is Aaron’s, and wave it as a waving before the Lord, and it will 
become your portion. And you shall sanctify the breast of the 
waving and the thigh of the uplifting, which was waved and 
which was lifted up, of the ram of perfection, of that which is 
Aaron’s and of that which is his sons’.”

Rashi explains that “waving” refers to a horizontal action 
of moving away from you and back again, while that which 
is “lifted up” refers to a vertical raising and lowering.

Tenufa also serves as a template for the action of shaking 
the Four Species. The Talmud relates that the minimum 
size of the lulav must be large enough to be able to wave, 

and the source is derived from the tenufa done in the 
Temple.

What is the purpose of tenufa?
There are various interpretations offered by Midrashim, 

which ultimately boil down to two overall formualtions. 
In the first, one moves the omer horizontally back and 
forth to the One who the world is His, while the vertical 
movement is to the elyonim and tachtonim (the heavenly 
and earthly creatures) which are His. The second way of 
learning sees the horizontal movement as nullifying the 
harsh winds, while the vertical nullifies the injurious dew (in 
contract to normative dew).

When we analyze the above Midrashim, it becomes 
difficult to understand the philosophical objectives the waving 
movements are seeking to achieve. What are the dual ideas 
about God in the first opinion? Once one recognizes God’s 
supreme control over the world, what more is there? And 
the second approach? Without a deeper analysis, it would 
appear one is engaged in a superstitious ritual to ward off these 
potential weather phenomena.

The primary focus of these two approaches deal with our 
sense of control over our surrounding world. A common 
theme in many of the laws regarding agricultural growth and 
their various cycles is the balance between man’s effort and 
subsequent results against the elements beyond his purview. 
Commandments such as teruma and bikurim consider the 
idea that one must give up some of his produce to recognize 
the limitations of his control over the agricultural process. The 
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procedure involved with the waving of the omer is part of this 
same class of commandments.

The difference in the above two approaches highlights 
two somewhat conflicting views we have of the world around 
us. On the one hand, the fruits of our labor are constantly 
apparent, and the willingness to accept the limitations of our 
control is a challenging endeavor. On the other hand, we sense 
vulnerability, knowing deep inside our foothold on the world 
is more of an illusion than anything else. This idea is present in 
considering the two approaches.

The first opinion lines up with the overinflated sense 
of control possessed by humanity. When the omer is 
waved, there are two discrete ideas being expressed. The 
first concerns God’s control over the universe. In this 
context, the understanding is about God’s knowledge of the 
universe He created, and the inability of mankind to master 
the information. The scale of the universe, alongside the 
commonality of its fundamental components, reflects the 
a clear expression of God as Creator. However, as human 
beings, there is another view we must have of God. The 
elyonim and tachtonim are referencing the created beings 
themselves, specifically those which have the means of 
perceiving God. We must see God not just as Creator, but 
as Ruler. God dispenses justice, rewarding and punishing 
based on our actions. The success of the agricultural process 
is dependent on Divine Providence alongside the physical 
effort exerted. When the omer is moved forward and back, the 
physical world is referenced. And the vertical axis obviously 

references the elyonim and tachtonim. Thus, the waving of the 
omer in this context reflects seeing God as both Creator and 
Ruler.

The other opinion focuses on the aspect of man’s sense of 
helplessness, especially when it comes to the idea of planning 
ahead. With the time of the omer comes the stretch of 
summer, and much hangs in the balance. With all the work put 
in, will success ensue? The two categories in this instance are 
more related to each other, as each targets a specific potential 
negative effect on future growth. Both the damaging winds 
and harmful dews are areas of weather beyond our control. 
The limitations in our predictive abilities are a constant source 
of insecurity. In this instance, the horizontal motion reflects 
the directions the winds blow in, while the vertical point to 
the dew (as dew is condensation and found on the ground). 
The waving, then, is not a ritualistic expression of superstition. 
Instead, the entire process functions to allow for man to 
recognize the importance of placing his security in God.

While we are not as in touch with the workings of the 
agricultural world as we once were, the ideas of the tenufa 
without question are timeless. Developments such as the 
technological revolution has created dangerous and damaging 
notions of human superiority. At the same time, cosmology 
has demonstrated to such a large extent the vulnerability 
of our existences. We struggle with these two extremes, 
an internal tug of war as to how to view ourselves and our 
relationship to the world around us. Only through turning to 
God, in both of the above contexts, can we resolve the conflict.

The Gift of Celebration 
Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald

The second half of this week’s parasha, parashat 
Emor, presents a review of most of the Biblical 
festivals of the Jewish calendar.

Leviticus 23:3, opens with a pronouncement 
concerning the sanctity of Shabbat. The chapter then 
continues with a description of the Biblical festivals. The 
Torah, in Leviticus 23:4 declares in G-d’s name:

 ֵאֶלה מֹוֲעֵדי הׁשם, ִמְקָרֵאי ֹקֶדׁש, ֲאֶׁשר ִתְקְראּו ֹאָתם ְבמֹוֲעָדם.
These are the festivals of G-d, the holy convocations, which 

you shall designate in their appropriate time. 
This same verse is repeated, as a recurring theme line for 

each festival.

The Jewish calendar and the holidays are not only very 
special, they are extremely rational. They resonate! There’s 
something very natural about them, at least for those who 
live in the Northern Hemisphere. Celebrating the new year 
in the middle of the winter, as northerners who follow the 
secular calendar do, is somewhat dissonant (and cold). 
Frankly, of all the times of the year to begin a new year, 
the end of summer and the beginning of fall seems most 
natural. The new school term begins, heat waves are, for 
the most part, not a concern, and if ever there were an 
appropriate time for self-improvement resolutions, the 
two seasons with longer nights seem the most appropriate 



8 
YUTORAH IN PRINT • A PROJECT OF YESHIVA 
UNIVERSITY’S CENTER FOR THE JEWISH FUTURE Emor 5780

Download thousands of audio shiurim and articles at www.yutorah.org

times for introspection and self-evaluation.
Imagine a calendar without a day of rest and without 

special holidays. How long could humans endure?
I recall, as a little boy, being told by my father, of blessed 

memory, a wonderful story (it was actually a story entitled 
Am HaYovlim, written by Yitzchak Katzanelenboigen) 
concerning a very ancient people that had lost its way, and 
its religion. The nation was extremely prosperous, and 
the king was deeply beloved by his subjects. But life was 
oh-so routine, nothing special, absolutely nothing exciting. 
Eat, work, sleep—eat, work, sleep. How boring! How 
mundane! How frustrating!

Suddenly, word reached the king concerning a wave of 
depression besetting the nation. One day, a report arrived 
at the palace that deeply shocked the monarchy and its 
leaders: a citizen had actually taken his own life due to 
depression and despair.

The king summoned his wise advisors for an emergency 
consultation, and concluded that the repetitive routine 
of life in the kingdom was simply overbearing, and that 
special events and celebrations were needed to add color 
and joy to the lives of the citizens.

Not long before the discovery of the national 
“emotional” emergency, there was an actual physical threat 
to the nation’s existence. Fierce enemies had attacked 
the empire, but a heroic warrior arose who saved the 
country from what would have been certain destruction. 
The advisors suggested: “Let’s celebrate the great military 
victory and our heroic leader!” With that, a wave of 
celebrations began throughout the empire.

To make a very, very long story short, celebrations 
became the rage of the day. Eventually, they got so 
out of hand, that celebrations were planned for every 
inconsequential and insignificant occasion. People had to 
be literally kidnapped and dragged to the celebrations!

Soon, a mob of discontented citizens gathered in front 
of an old dilapidated temple, the seat of their ancient 
neglected religion. The king was dismayed at the possibility 
that his people might be planning an insurrection. 
Gathering courage, he went to confront the people. Upon 
entering the temple, he encountered an old priest who told 
him that the people had lost their way because the empire 
had abandoned their ancient faith. The priest reminded the 

king of the wonderful celebrations of Shabbat, Passover, 
Shavuot and Sukkoth that were observed in previous times.

Of course, they all lived happily ever after, as the empire 
reintroduced the ancient seasonal celebrations which were 
so logical and meaningful.

As the French say, “Plus ça change, plus c’est la même 
chose.” Clearly, things have a way of repeating themselves.

We who dwell in the most prosperous nation on the face 
of the earth, enjoy many of the greatest comforts of life. 
But, are we a happy people? In order to keep us smiling, 
our entertainment industry must constantly push the 
envelope, producing more and more, so-called, “exciting” 
entertainment, often nothing more than more graphic, 
more violent and more sexual fare.

Contemporary society needs a profound change of 
direction, especially the Jewish people. We need to strive 
for a more meaningful existence-–to encounter the 
spiritual and the metaphysical forces that are naturally 
embedded in our souls. This transformation should start 
by looking for the very special essences that are to be 
found in each of our wonderful holidays. Our holidays 
must be celebrated wholeheartedly, with enthusiasm and 
earnestness. We must allow ourselves to feel the magic of 
the seasonal changes-–the mystique of the ingathering of 
the harvest. We must acknowledge how much we truly 
rely on G-d for our economic, agricultural and spiritual 
sustenance, by leaving our homes in the fall and dwelling 
in booths (Sukkot), entirely vulnerable to the elements. 
We must be certain to salute springtime, by celebrating 
Passover, the season that marked the dawn of our liberation 
from Egypt. We must rejoice with enthusiasm at the arrival 
of summer and the new crops, the wheat and the barley, 
and celebrate Shavuot, the occasion on which our people 
received its greatest intellectual and religious legacy, the 
Torah.

I’ve often said that, irrespective of whether one believes 
in G-d or not, Judaism and the Jewish way of life is a 
totally rational system. It’s normal and natural. The Jewish 
life cycle is in total sync with our bodies and minds. 
Unquestionably, life becomes much more meaningful 
when G-d is sincerely accepted into our lives.

May the future years be thoroughly enhanced, by many, 
many Divine celebrations.


