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Between Life 
And Death

Our parsha begins with God telling 
Moshe to tell Aharon’s descendents, the 
Kohanim, that they are prohibited from 
becoming tamei – impure. They must not 
participate  in the burial of most dead peo-
ple “lnefesh lo itama b’amav” (21:1). 

We all know that dealing with the dead 
is a very important mitzvah of chesed so 
much so that the person who is occupied 
in burying the dead is exempt from other 
mitzvoth even from wearing tefillin, saying 
Shema and davening. It is one of the ways 
that we follow in the footsteps of God and 
do the mitzvah of  ‘Vhalchta bdrachav” 
(Dvarim 28). So it seems strange that the 
Kohanim would be prohibited from such 
an important mitzvah.

One reason is that the Kohanim need 
to remain pure so that they can do their 
important work in the Mishkan or Tem-
ple. Coming in contact with the dead 
would make them impure and then they 
wouldn’t be able to enter the Holy places 
and wouldn’t be able to do their work – so 
when there are other people who could 
bury the dead person it is best if they do 
it. 

The Oznaim LTorah brings another rea-
son. He says it is important for people to 

care for the dead and to go to the home of 
a mourner because all mortals will die one 
day and that way we can remind ourselves 
of our end and improve our behavior. He 
says that the Kohanim don’t need this 
reminder because they are always living 
in the shadow of death. Their job puts 
them on the tight wire between life and 
death every day since they work in the 
presence of God. If they come to the Holy 
areas to do their work in inappropriate 
ways, ( such as drunk, impure, without 
their special garments, without washing 
their hands and feet…)  the punishment is 
death. This we saw with the death of the 
two son’s of Aharon, Nadav and Avihu, 
“b’kirvatam lfnei Hashem” (10:1). They live 
with a constant threat of death so they are 
more apt to be careful with their behavior.

Yet there are a few exceptions to this 
prohibition, when the Kohanim are actu-
ally obligated to deal with the burial of a 
dead person, such as for the very close rel-
atives that are listed in verses 21:1-3 and 
for a dead person who has no one else to 
bury them. There are times in everyone’s 
life, even the Kohen’s, when they are con-
fronted with death and they must rise to 
those occasions as well. The Rambam 
learns from these verses the general mitzva 
for all Jews, not just kohanim, of aveilut - 
mourning. The Torah does not want us to 
ignore tragedies that may befall us. Crying 
and mourning are normal stages when 
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Shavuot is a holiday that seems to include 
two very contradictory concepts. On one hand 
it is the day we received the Torah from God – 
a very spiritual day. On the other hand it also 
includes many physical components which 
are listed below.

1) The holiday is also called Chag HaKatzir ( 
The Harvest Festival ), celebrating the produce 
from their hard physical work in the fields. 

2) During the time of the Beit Hamikdash 
one of the special mitzvot of the holiday was 
the mitzvah of hanafat shtei halechem – the 
korban of raising the two breads. This cere-
mony was in order that their breads and oth-
er foods ( physical objects) would be blessed 
and be bountiful.

3) The korban of the Shtei Halechem is 
also called Mincha Chadasha - a new mincha 
sacrifice. While all other mincha sacrifices 
must not be chametz – this one, brought on 

Shavuot, is actually supposed to be chametz . 
Chametz is usually connected to the physical 
aspects of man.

4) During the time of the Beit Hamikdash 
Shavuot was when people began bringing 
bikurim – first fruits to the MIkdash. Again, 
most korbanot must not include honey or 
leavening - dvash or seor which are actually 
brought in the Bikurim ( “honey” from the 
dates).

5) It is a judgment day for fruits - (physical 
blessings).

6) In the Torah there are two seemingly 
contradictory verses related to Azeret, another 
name for Shavuot. One says “ Azeret l’Hashem 
Elokecha – the holiday of Azeret is for God” 
( Dvarim 16:8) and “ Azeret Tehiye Lachem – 
the holiday of Azeret is for you.” ( Bamidbar 
29:8). Are we supposed to celebrate Azeret by 
only doing spiritual things for God – daven-
ing, learning Torah, all day and night- which 
would seem appropriate for such an auspi-
cious day as the giving of the Torah? Or are 
we supposed to spend the time doing things 
for ourselves as well– like eating and drinking 
festive foods? The Gemara ( Psachim 58:2) says 
that whereas with the other holidays there is 
a dispute whether they are all for God or part 
for God and part for us – all agree that related 
to Azeret it is 50-50. It is not meant to be a day 

The Holiday of Matan Torah -  
A Spiritual or Physical Holiday?



OU ISRAEL 77

like Yom Kippur –only spirituality. Why so?
 The Torah was given to humans - as it says 

in Berachot ( 25:2) "Lo nitna Torah lmalacehi 
hasharet – the Torah wasn’t given to angels". 
The spiritual Torah was given to us to teach 
us how to live in this physical world. That’s 
why the holiday has those two names "Chag 
matan Torah" – spiritual, and "Chag Hakat-
zir" – physical. We are not meant to live like 
hermits removing ourselves from the world 
around us. The Torah helps us bring the spir-
itual into the physical world that we live in. 
Half the day for Hashem and half the day for 
us to celebrate our receiving the Torah and its 
mitzvot while eating, drinking, singing, and 
rejoicing. The Torah was given and is contin-
uously given to us humans. Let us enjoy this 
amazing present. Chag Sameach!

Sorry to disappoint all those who wanted 
another new cheese cake recipe for Shavuot 
– this year I decided to include a cute meaty 
recipe instead. This is an easy, yummy dish 
that comes out looking like the small modest 
mountain where God gave us the Torah. Chag 
Sameach.

HAR SINAI MEAT AND POTATOES
•	 1/2 kilo ground chicken, turkey or meat
•	 1-3 tsp Cumin
•	  tsp Pepper1 

•	 1-3 tsp Garlic
•	 Salt, to taste
•	 Olive oil
•	 8 small potatoes, peeled and cooked
•	 Paprika
•	 Parsley 

Combine the first 5 ingredients to form one 
mixture. If you like things spicy add more 
spices – less spicy if you like it less spicy. Mix 
well. Spread out on a baking sheet. Spray with 
olive oil. Bake at 200 for 15-25 minutes or until 
done. Take out and cool. Slice into small rect-
angles. (These meat sticks can be made ahead 
and frozen). Arrange the cooked potatoes on a 
flat baking dish. Sprinkle with a bit of paprika 
and parsley ( the flowers of the Har Sinai pota-
to). Lay two of the meat sticks on top of each 
potato. You can attach them upright with a 
toothpick or skewer if you prefer. Spray with 
a bit of oil on top. Serve hot. Have fun with 
this recipe – let the kids come up with their 
own additions. 




