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Between 
Role and 
Relationship 

In the middle of this coming month, 
our reading of Sefer Vayikra will take 
a sudden turn…

After coursing through the highly ritualized 
parshiot of the book’s first half; we will 
abruptly encounter the ethical laws of 
Parshat Kedoshim.  

Marking this sudden transition in the 
text, God opens Parshat Kedoshim by 
commanding Moshe: “Speak to the entire 
assembly of Children of Israel” and say 
to them ‘Holy shall you be, for I, the Lord, 
your God, am holy…”

The rabbis are puzzled…

“Normally,” the rabbis note, “Moshe 
is commanded simply to ‘speak to the 

Children of Israel.’ Why, on this occasion, 
is he commanded to ‘speak to the entire 
assembly of the Children of Israel?’

The variation in the text leads the rabbis to 
conclude that HaShem commands Moshe 
to teach the laws of Parshat Kedoshim in 
an exceptional way.

Normally, the rabbis explain, the Torah 
was transmitted to the Israelites in the 
‘hierarchical fashion’ described in the 
Talmud:

“Moshe learned from the Almighty himself. 
Aharon then entered, and Moshe recited 
the lesson for him. Aharon then stepped 
aside, as his sons entered, and Moshe 
recited the lesson for them. Aharon’s sons 
stepped aside, as the Elders entered, and 
Moshe recited the lesson for them. Finally, 
the Elders stepped aside, as all the people 
entered, and Moshe recited the lesson for 
them. In this way, the people heard [the 
lesson] once, the Elders twice, Aharon’s 
sons three times and Aharon four times.”

This regular procedure was suspended, 
however, when it came to the laws of 
Parshat Kedoshim. So singularly significant 
are these laws that they had to be taught 
B’hakhel, in ‘full assembly;’ directly by 
Moshe to the entire nation at once. Thus, 
concerning this parsha, Moshe is divinely www.translationsandadvocacyforolimhadashim.com
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commanded to ‘speak to the entire assembly 
of the Children of Israel.’

This rabbinic explanation, however, seems 
counterintuitive. To quote an oft-used 
Talmudic admonition: Mima Nafshach, 
either way you look at it-it doesn’t appear 
to make sense!

If, on the one hand, the usual ‘hierarchical 
method’ of Torah transmission is the most 
effective; then this method should certainly 
have been employed in the communication 
of Parshat Kedoshim, one of the most 
important sections of Torah law.

If, on the other hand, ‘full assembly’ is the 
most effective form of Torah transmission, 
why was this method not utilized in the 
communication of the entire Torah text?   

While several answers to this question are 
suggested by the rabbis, perhaps the boldest 
is offered by the 16th century scholar, Rabbi 
Moshe Alshikh. The Alshikh maintains that 
Parshat Kedoshim is specifically taught 
in ‘full assembly’ in order to convey, to 
all those present, their equal ability to 
achieve a life of holiness. As Sefer Vayikra 
turns to its foundational ethical laws, God 
commands Moshe to set aside the divisions 
that normally characterize his teaching of 
Torah text. This time, the nation will stand 
together, as equals, when they hear the 
command: “Kedoshim tihiyu, Holy shall 
you be…”

The Alshikh’s comments highlight an 
extremely important distinction within 
Jewish life of which we too often lose 
sight - the distinction between “role” and 
“relationship.”
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In the realm of role, we clearly are not all 
created equal…

Many life positions within Jewish 
experience are automatically assigned 
at birth. Men and women are obligated 
differently under Jewish law. Specific 
leadership roles, such as the priesthood 
and the monarchy, are inherited. These 
birth-roles are not open to personal choice.

Even earned roles, technically open to all, 
are not, on a practical level, equally open to 
all. Here, biological genetic factors rather 
than ritual genetic factors are the primary 
determinants. While all can aspire to 
Torah learning, for example, not everyone 
can become a Gadol Hador, the luminary 
of a generation. Our lives are defined not 
only by our hopes, aspirations and efforts, 
but also by the ‘predetermined’ DNA with 
which we enter the world. Other factors 
such as: the environment into which we are 
born, the historical period in which we live, 
the choices made by those who precede us, 
and more; all help determine the specific 
roles that we will ultimately play within 
our nation’s story.

Each of us relates to God 
as we are; soft or strong, 
scholar or novice, spiritual 
or cerebral. In the realm of 
this relationship, the only 
yardstick by which we are 
judged is ourselves

The usual hierarchical mode of Torah 
transmission was structured to preserve 
and emphasize the critical roles assigned 
to, or earned by, individuals within 
Israelite society at the time. The Kohanim, 
the Leviim and the Elders, who served as 
ritual representatives of and as teachers to 
the people, thus received a different level of 
training than the bulk of the nation. 

In the realm of ‘relationship’ with our 
Creator, however, we are all potentially 
equal.

Every relationship within human experi-
ence is unique, a product of the participants 
and their singular personalities. Our rela-
tionship with God is no exception.

Each of us relates to God as we are; soft 
or strong, scholar or novice, spiritual or 
cerebral. In the realm of this relationship, 
the only yardstick by which we are judged 
is ourselves. Whatever our life role may 
be, the strength of our connection to God 
is determined by how well we fulfill that 
role and by the personal qualities we 
demonstrate as we fulfill it. 

This is the realm of sanctity, a realm 
in which we are all potentially equal- 
the greatest Rabbi and the unlearned 
tradesman, the high priest in the sanctuary 
and the farmer in the field. Sanctity is 
attained through God’s presence in our 
lives; through the forging of a relationship 
with the Divine that is unique and specific 
to each of us. 

The Rambam underscores the universal 
potential for holiness in his review of the 
laws of Teshuva:
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“Every man possesses the capacity to be as 
righteous as Moshe or as wicked as   

Yeravam (who rebelled against the Davidic 
dynasty after Shlomo’s death).”1

Notably, Maimonides does not claim that 
we can each ‘be a Moshe’ but, rather, that 
we can each be “as righteous as Moshe.” Just 
as Moshe reached his potential for holiness, 
so, too; judged against the backdrop of our 
own abilities, character and environment; 
we can each aspire to reach ours. 

As God turns in Sefer Vayikra from ritual 
to ethics, as He begins to elucidate the 
laws most clearly designed to shape the 
sanctified nature of our lives, He commands 
Moshe to eschew the communal hierarchy 
and to gather the nation together in ‘full 
assembly’:

As they hear the commandment, “Holy shall 
you be…”, let the cobbler stand shoulder 
to shoulder with the High Priest; let the 
blacksmith stand with the Elders; let the 
unlearned stand with the scholar… that 
they may know that the search for holiness 
knows no favorites… that a relationship 
with their Creator is equally open to all. 

Rabbi Goldin is the author of the OU press 
volumes “Unlocking the Torah Text,” and 
“Unlocking the Haggada.

1  Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot 
Teshuva 5:2


