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Parshat Acharei Mot-Kedoshim

Dying to Live Holy
Simon Wolf

This week’s Parsha begins, “Speak to all the
congregation of the Children of Israel, and tell
them, "You shall be holy; for | God, your Lord,
am holy (0y'77x @it 'y Wity 2 4:an owTy).”
This Mitzva is many times conflated with the
directive found in Parshat Emor, “You shall not
profane my holy name, but | will be made holy
among Bnei Yisrael. | am God who makes you
holy (DYTizn i X X! 112 in2 "HYTRh).™
Rabbi Yishma’el derives from this verse the
necessity for one found in a public setting to
forfeit their life rather than abrogate one of the
Torah’s laws.> Therefore, in the common
parlance, sanctifying God’s name ('n wiT'y), has
become synonymous with dying rather than
violating one of the three cardinal sins or, in a
public setting or times of persecution, any other
Torah law. It has been extended to include
those that were killed simply because they were
Jewish or those that die in defense of their right
or other’s right to live as a Jew.*

Though, what becomes clear from the verses
that follow the demand to be holy (1'an p'wTR)
is that this is clearly not the case. “Each one of
you shall fear their mother and his father. You
shall keep my Shabbat...You shall not take
vengeance or bear any grudge...you shall love
your neighbor as yourself.”™ These are all
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directives as to how to conduct one’s life in order
to be holy and certainly not anything to do with
dying. This is reinforced by the Gemara in
Yoma which queries as to what is considered a
profaning of God’s name (own 717'n mT''0).6 It
then lists potential conduct by the Sages that
would cause such a profaning. The most
elucidating response is proffered by Abaye who
cites a Braita that contrasts behaviors that will
lead to a profaning of God’s name and the
opposite of which would seem to produce a
sanctification of God’s name. “One should read
the Torah, learn Mishna, and serve Torah
scholars, and they should conduct themselves
pleasantly with people and deal honestly with
others. What do people say about such a
person? Fortunate is their father who taught
them Torah, fortunate is their teacher who
taught them Torah, woe to the people who have
not studied Torah. So-and-so, who studied
Torah, see how pleasant are their ways, how
proper are their deeds. The verse states about
them ‘You are My servant, Yisrael, in whom | will
be glorified (WWonX 22 WK KW ARXTAW).
The Rambam in his enumeration of the Mitzvot
counts as positive commandment number nine,
the Mitzva to sanctify God’s name (nwn wTi?7).8
Before discussing the necessity to forfeit one’s
life for the sake of God, he begins with the
following description of basic principles of the
Mitzva, “that we are to publicize the true faith
and belief in God in the world, and that we not
fear the injury of any aggressor.” In his codex,
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the Rambam concludes the chapter on
sanctifying God’s name with the following,
“When a sage is stringent with himself, speaks
pleasantly with others, his social conduct is
attractive to others, he receives them
pleasantly, he is embarrassed by them and
does not humble them in return, he honors them
- even those that disrespect him - he conducts
his business faithfully, and does not socialize
with indecent people or sit with them, and at all
times is seen only studying Torah, wrapped in
Tzitzit, crowned with Tefillin, and carrying out all
his deeds beyond the measure of the law -
provided he does not separate too far from the
mainstream and thus become forlorn — to the
extent that all praise him, love him, and find his
deeds attractive - such a person sanctifies
God's name.” The inescapable conclusion is
that leading a life of holiness (1"an D'wTyR)
involves a lifetime of commitment and effort and
is not simply a momentary demand to sanctify
oneself in the face of a threat to their life that
contravenes the demands of their faith.

Nevertheless, one has to explain the
overwhelming emphasis by the commentaries
on the necessity of dying to sanctify God’s name
as the primary manifestation of this Mitzva
despite the evidence that it has much broader
application and implications.'®  This could
simply be a result of an unfortunate historical
reality that Jewish communities repeatedly
faced these types of pressures and persecution
(WTIT 02w KX 1'NI170Y7 Y7V Ty TA71 TR K7Y
1'MI757 n*7v ormiy) and therefore it was at the
forefront of their religious existence and
definition of living lives of sanctification. It also
could be the result of the fact that leading a life
of holiness requires a certain amount of
separation, differentiation and sacrifice. As it
states later in the Parsha, “You shall be holy to
me, for I, God, am holy, and have set you apart
from the peoples, that you should be mine.”"
That commitment requires foregoing many
opportunities, choices and things in favor of
being a holy servant of God whose ultimate
expression is in sacrificing one’s life in service
of God. Therefore, the commentaries
accentuated this aspect of the Mitzva to shed
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light on the barometer by which one measures
living a life of sanctity. While both of these
speculations seem to resonate as being
reasonable and likely explanations for this
phenomenon, they still leave something
wanting. That is because one would hope for
and expect a possible deeper and more
fundamental positive connection between living
a life of sanctification and the demand to forfeit
one’s life for the sake of God. As to the exact
nature of the Mitzva “to be holy (1'an owp)”
please see Parshat Acharei Mot-Kedoshim — A
Personalized Torah.

The Battle of Bunker Hill was one of the early
and decisive Dbattles of the American
revolutionary war. It took place on a peninsula
in Boston harbor on June seventeenth 1775 and
was an attempt by the Continental army to wrest
control of Boston Harbor from the British and
prevent the tightening of the already existing
siege on the city of Boston. The battle was
fierce and bloody and the heavily outnumbered
and poorly armed Continental army was soundly
defeated and forced to retreat. Though, in
victory, the British suffered significant losses,
dead and wounded, of around a thousand men,
which was more than twice the losses suffered
by the Continental army. While it was a
battlefield defeat for the Continental army, it,
nevertheless, heartened them that there was a
possibility, a glimmer of hope, that the colonial
militias could actually defeat the better equipped
and trained British army. Fifty years later, on
June seventeenth 1825, the fiftieth anniversary
of the battle, the cornerstone for an obelisk
monument was laid at the site of the battle on
Breed’s Hill. It eventually became the Bunker
Hill Monument which still stands there until
today. Daniel Webster (1782-1852), a
longstanding member of Congress from New
Hampshire and Massachusetts and later a
Secretary of State was the featured speaker at
the cornerstone laying ceremony. Following
below are excerpts from his speech

“This uncounted multitude before me and
around me proves the feeling which the
occasion has excited. These thousands of
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human faces, glowing with sympathy and joy,
and from the impulses of a common gratitude
turned reverently to heaven in this spacious
temple of the firmament, proclaim that the day,
the place, and the purpose of our assembling
have made a deep impression on our hearts.

If, indeed, there be anything in local association
fit to affect the mind of man, we need not strive
to repress the emotions which agitate us here.
We are among the sepulchers of our fathers.
We are on ground distinguished by their valor,
their constancy, and the shedding of their blood.
We are here, not to fix an uncertain date in our
annals, nor to draw into notice an obscure and
unknown spot. If our humble purpose had never
been conceived, if we ourselves had never been
born, the 17th of June, 1775, would have been
a day on which all subsequent history would
have poured its light, and the eminence where
we stand a point of attraction to the eyes of
successive generations...

We know that no inscription on entablatures less
broad than the earth itself can carry information
of the events we commemorate where it has not
already gone; and that no structure, which shall
not outlive the duration of letters and knowledge
among men, can prolong the memorial. But our
object is, by this edifice, to show our own deep
sense of the value and importance of the
achievements of our ancestors; and by
presenting this work of gratitude to the eye, to
keep alive similar sentiments, and to foster a
constant regard for the principles of the
Revolution...

We wish that this column, rising toward heaven
among the pointed spires of so many temples
dedicated to God, may contribute also to
produce, in all minds, a pious feeling of
dependence and gratitude...

We still have among us some of those who were
active agents in the scenes of 1775, and who
are now here, from every quarter of New
England, to visit once more, and under
circumstances so affecting — | had almost said
so overwhelming — this renowned theater of
their courage and patriotism.

Venerable men! You have come down to us
from a former generation. Heaven has
bounteously lengthened out your lives, that you
might behold this joyous day. You are now
where you stood fifty years ago, this very hour,
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with your brothers and your neighbors, shoulder
to shoulder, in the strife for your country.
Behold, how altered! The same heavens are
indeed over your heads; the same ocean rolls at
your feet; but all else, how changed! You hear
now no roar of hostile cannon; you see no mixed
volumes of smoke and flame rising from burning
Charlestown. The ground strewed with the
dead and the dying; the impetuous charge; the
steady and successful repulse; the loud call to
repeated assault; the summoning of all that is
manly to repeated resistance; a thousand
bosoms freely and fearlessly bared in an instant
to whatever of terror there may be in war and
death — all these you have witnessed, but you
witness them no more.

All is peace. The heights of yonder metropolis,
its towers and roofs, which you then saw filled
with wives and children and countrymen in
distress and terror, and looking with unutterable
emotions for the issue of the combat, have
presented you to-day with the sight of its whole,
happy population, come out to welcome and
greet you with a universal jubilee. Yonder proud
ships, by a felicity of position appropriately lying
at the foot of this mount, and seeming fondly to
cling around it, are not means of annoyance to
you, but your country’s own means of distinction
and defense. Allis peace; and God has granted
you this sight of your country’s happiness, ere
you slumber in the grave. He has allowed you
to behold and to partake the reward of your
patriotic toils; and he has allowed us, your sons
and countrymen, to meet you here, and in the
name of the present generation, in the name of
your country, in the name of liberty, to thank you!

But, alas! you are not all here! Time and the
sword have thinned your ranks...

Veterans! You are the remnant of many a well-
fought field. Veterans of half a century! When in
your youthful days you put everything at hazard
in your country’s cause, good as that cause
was, and sanguine as youth is, still your fondest
hopes did not stretch onward to an hour like this!
At a period to which you could not reasonably
have expected to arrive, at a moment of national
prosperity such as you could never have
foreseen, you are now met here to enjoy the
fellowship of old soldiers, and to receive the
overflowings of a universal gratitude.

But your agitated countenances and your
heaving breasts inform me that even this is not
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an unmixed joy. | perceive that a tumult of
contending feelings rushes upon you. The
images of the dead, as well as the persons of
the living, present themselves before you. The
scene overwhelms you, and | turn from it. May
the Father of all mercies smile upon your
declining years and bless, them! And when you
shall here have exchanged your embraces,
when you shall once more have pressed the
hands which have been so often extended to
give succor in adversity, or grasped in the
exultation of victory, then look abroad upon this
lovely land which your young valor defended,
and mark the happiness with which it is filled;
yea, look abroad upon the whole earth, and see
what a name you have contributed to give to
your country, and what a praise you have added
to freedom, and then rejoice in the sympathy
and gratitude which beam upon your last days
from the improved condition of mankind!...

And now, let us indulge an honest exultation in
the conviction of the benefit which the example
of our country has produced, and is likely to
produce, on human freedom and human
happiness. Let us endeavor to comprehend in
all its magnitude, and to feel in all its importance,
the part assigned to us in the great drama of
human affairs. We are placed at the head of the
system of representative and popular
governments. Thus far our example shows that
such governments are compatible, not only with
respectability and power, but with repose, with
peace, with security of personal rights, with
good laws, and a just administration.

We are not propagandists. Wherever other
systems are preferred, either as being thought
better in themselves, or as better suited to
existing conditions, we leave the preference to
be enjoyed. Our history hitherto proves,
however, that the popular form is practicable,
and that with wisdom and knowledge men may
govern themselves; and the duty incumbent on
us is to preserve the consistency of this
cheering example, and take care that nothing
may weaken its authority with the world. If, in
our case, the representative system ultimately
fail, popular governments must be pronounced
impossible. No combination of circumstances
more favorable to the experiment can ever be
expected to occur. The last hopes of mankind,
therefore, rest with us; and if it should be
proclaimed that our example had become an
argument against the experiment, the knell of
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popular liberty would be sounded throughout the
earth...

And let the sacred obligations which have
devolved on this generation, and on us, sink
deep into our hearts. Those who established
our liberty and our government are daily
dropping from among us. The great trust now
descends to new hands. Let us apply ourselves
to that which is presented to us, as our
appropriate object. We can win no laurels in a
war for independence. Earlier and worthier
hands have gathered them all. Nor are there
places for us by the side of Solon, and Alfred,
and other founders of states. Our fathers have
filled them. But there remains to us a great duty
of defense and preservation; and there is
opened to us, also, a noble pursuit, to which the
spirit of the times strongly invites us. Our proper
business is improvement. Let our age be the
age of improvement. In a day of peace, let us
advance the arts of peace and the works of
peace. Let us develop the resources of our
land, call forth its powers, build up its
institutions, promote all its great interests, and
see whether we also, in our day and generation,
may not perform something worthy to be
remembered. Let us cultivate a true spirit of
union and harmony. In pursuing the great
objects which our condition points out to us, let
us act under a settled conviction, and an
habitual feeling, that these twenty-four States
are one country. Let our conceptions be
enlarged to the circle of our duties. Let us extend
our ideas over the whole of the vast field in
which we are called to act...And, by the blessing
of God, may that country itself become a vast
and splendid monument, not of oppression and
terror, but of wisdom, of peace, and of liberty,
upon which the world may gaze with admiration
for ever!”

If one simply replaces the names and places
found in the speech, there are tremendous
parallels to the modern State of Israel. The
lessons and the messages in his speech are
profound and still relevant for us today. | would
like to focus on the “sacred obligations” that he
mentions at the close of his remarks which |
think can shed light on the Mitzva of being holy
(1"an o'Tp) and the unbreakable connection
between living and dying to sanctify God’s
name.

Except for in extenuating circumstances, life is
always better than death and people would
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choose to live rather than to die. Therefore,
dying for a cause, faith or God seems illogical
and counterproductive. Though, that is only true
one when one looks at life through the prism of
the individual. When one expands their
perspective, that conclusion can be altered. In
that broader context, while life is still better than
death, there can be significance to the choice to
forfeit one’s life. That is why the Torah’s
overarching categorical charge is to live ('ni
Dn1) and only in rare circumstances does it
condone choosing death or the risk of dying. To
die for the sake of dying or to spur more death
in its wake is a perversion of the sanctity of life
and the image of God (n'7'7x n7¥) in which man
is fashioned. Death is only meaningful in the life
that it produces and the good which it leaves
behind. That is why the offspring, students or
people influenced by an individual can provide
them redemption even after their death.’> And
what is true on the individual level is also true at
the national level.

Webster spoke of a “sacred obligation” to those
that sacrificed on our behalf. Daniel Webster
tried to live up to his charge in his service to his
country and when he gave his famous Seventh
of March speech (1850). Init, he unsuccessfully
petitions his fellow politicians with differing
views with regards to slavery to uphold the
sanctity of their unity and to not allow the
rhetoric to dissolve the union and result in a civil
war. While he spoke of a debt owed by the next
and future generations to those that built and
founded, through sacrifice and heroism, that
which we are the beneficiaries of, it can be
equally, if not more so, true of those that died to
enable our lives and beliefs. The more
meaningful a life that we live, the more their
sacrifices or deaths are actually living rather
than being in vain. This is the profoundly deep
connection between dying and living to sanctify
God’s name ('n wiT). While we do believe that
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adhering to God’s will, and therefore dying to
sanctify God’s name has inherent value,
nevertheless, it can have infinite more worth if it
leads to living lives of sanctity. The reason the
Torah, Judaism and Bnei Yisrael exist today is
because our ancestors and brothers died to
preserve it for us. Those that died to sanctify
God’s name whether willingly of forcibly; from
Rabbi Akiva to the Sho’a; from the Israeli
soldiers to the victims of terror; they create for
us a “sacred obligation (1'an nwiTp)” to live lives
of holiness in order to infuse their sanctity in
death with life. To be holy, we must ask
ourselves, are we leading lives that carry on the
principles of the Torah, love for Bnei Yisrael, Am
Yisrael, Eretz Yisrael and God’s will which they
passed on to us with their deaths? Will we live
lives of sanctifying God’s name and breathe life
back into those that died satisfying God’s name.
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