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Chapter XXX: Kedoshim (Lev. 19:1-20:27)

Essay 7. Israel should strive to retain its holiness and its connection to G-d
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There is a midrash on the verse, “ ‘You shall be holy to Me, for I the L-rd am holy, and I
have set you apart from other peoples to be Mine’ (Lev. 20:26): If you hold yourselves apart
from them then you will be Mine, but if not, you belong to Nebuchadnezzar and others like
him.”! This is astonishing, for what is it coming to inform us?
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This will be understood by what the Kabbalists explained on the verse, “Those who
distress her have become the chief, her foes are at ease because the L-rd has afflicted her for her
many transgressions; her infants have gone into captivity before the enemy” (Lam. 1:5). The
[rabbis] of blessed memory said, “Anyone who distresses Israel will become the chief” (Gittin
56b). That is, it’s proper for Israel that all are rooted in holiness and then that’s truly when
they do the will of the Omnipresent. But when they sin, holiness flies away from them and to
the contrary, impurity holds onto them. But because they always keep some mitzvah or other,
because of that, some spark of holiness remains within them. But the spark remains angry
with them because they have caused it to be separated from the root of holiness, and to the
contrary, now it is forced to sit with the impurity.

* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein.

! Sifra, Kedoshim 9:12. The midrash continues: “R. Elazar b. Azaryah says: Whence is it derived that a man
should not say: I do not desire to wear sha'atnez; I do not desire to eat the flesh of a pig; I do not desire to have illicit
relations? [Rather, he should say,] I do desire it, but what can I do? My Father in Heaven has decreed against it! [It is
derived from the verse, ‘and I have set you apart from the peoples to be unto Me.’ It is found, then, that he separates
from illicit relations because he accepted upon himself the Kingdom of Heaven.”
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Behold, all the kings of the nations have a spark of holiness, on account of which we
say a blessing upon seeing such a king that [G-d] “has given of His glory to flesh and blood,”
and as was the case with Esau, as it is written, “Isaac favored Esau because he had a taste for
game; but Rebekah favored Jacob” (Gen. 25:28). For he had a sacred spark in his head, and
because of this, his head merited to be buried in the Cave of the Patriarchs, as is known,? and
because of this spark, Isaac loved him, that maybe he would turn him around for the better.
From now, when Israel sins, the spark that remains within them, which is alone, wants to
cling to that other spark of the king of the nation controlling Israel, and increases the power
of that nation against Israel, because he is angry with them.
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This is what the Midrash said, “If you hold yourselves apart from them then you will
be Mine,” rooted in holiness; “but if not, then you belong to Nebuchadnezzar and others like
him,” because since you clung to them, your spark increases the power of the enemy.
Similarly, we find that Nebuchadnezzar was called “a lion” and destroyed the Temple that
was called “a lion.” As [the rabbis| of blessed memory said in the first chapter of tractate
Berachot (7b), “the verse: ‘The wicked swallows the man more righteous than he’ (Habakkuk
1:13) [means]: The [man who is] more righteous than he, [but not completely righteous], he
swallows. The completely righteous he does not swallow.”
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2 Targum Jonathan, Gen. 50:13.
3 See Chapter LVII: Kinnot (Lamentations), essay 9 for sources and extension discussion.
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