
 
 
Parashat Emor: Our Essence, Which is Without Blemish 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
Parashat Emor is the eighth parasha in Vayikra, and it opens with personal priestly issues, 
such as whom they may marry and which funerals they may attend. And then the parasha 
tells us that a Cohen who has any kind of defect cannot perform his job:  
“No man among the offspring of Aaron the priest who has a defect shall be qualified 
to offer the LORD’s offering by fire; having a defect, he shall not be qualified to offer 
the food of his God... he shall not enter behind the curtain or come near the altar, for 
he has a defect. He shall not profane these places sacred to Me, for I the LORD have 
sanctified them.” (Vayikra 21: 21-22) 
 
For the modern ear this sounds deplorable. Just two days ago two women and one man - a 
doctor, a sportswoman, and an officer, all three with serious physical defects - lit three out of 
the twelve torches “for the glory of the State of Israel”, as part of the ceremonies marking the 
end of the Day of Remembrance and the beginning of Independence Day. Ostracizing those 
with defects contradicts our value system, thank God.  
 
This is one of those cases in which we would like to say: “Okay, this is the way it was long 
ago, but it is no longer relevant to us today. Let’s find meaning in a different passage.” 
 
Yes, we can say this, but this is not the way Torah is learned. The essence of interpretation 
is that when we come across a difficulty in the Torah, we understand that WE do not 
understand. As the Torah is timeless, we need to go back and try again until we find 
meaning, relevance, and even inspiration for our lives. 
 
The Cohanim bore “holiness” on their shoulders. Bnei Yisrael made pilgrimage to them in 
both senses of the word, in order to connect to the divine; to thank, to ask forgiveness, to 
purify the soul, and to celebrate life and abundance. It is very much like our expectation that 
our teachers at all stages of our lives meet certain standards. We have a hard time 
accepting a teacher who errs or simply lives his ordinary, human life. I still remember fondly 
my kindergarten teachers and my teachers in elementary and in high school. I remember my 
bar mitzvah teacher and my youth leaders. I remember significant commanders in the army 
and my teachers in rabbinical school. I admired many of them; some I even revered. And, of 
course, I appreciate and honor my current teachers greatly (I try to learn constantly). 
 
I wonder what the purpose of this admiration is. What does the respect we feel towards our 
teachers instill in us? 
 



In the past I would respond unequivocally, that a good teacher is a role model. He or she 
reminds his students where it is possible and desirable to aspire to, and she inspires us to 
be better, deeper, more caring, etc.  The Cohanim in the Temple - with their ornamental 
clothes, and the High Priest with his vest and breastplate - gave a sense of spirituality, a 
feeling of majesty and grandeur of spirit. They most probably caused the pilgrims to wish to 
be like them, to imitate them, to be close to God, to be channels for divine blessings into the 
world. The Torah seeks to present a “perfect” Cohen to the people, so that the inspiration, 
too, will be powerful and “perfect”, and generate qualities of holiness within them. 
 
Today I would give an entirely different answer. 
 
A person who inspires us does not show us what we can or should be. Rather, he 
reflects who we already are deep within us under thick layers of conditioning, habits, 
and thoughts! A person is described as “inspiring” (the literal Hebrew translation is 
“awakens inspiration”) because he awakens qualities that already exist within us, but 
are dormant, hiding perhaps, or covered with a layers of denial, but there nonetheless.  
 
I suggest - although I can’t prove it - that if we were not already “like this”, if these qualities 
did not exist within us, then there would be nothing inside us to awaken. Perhaps we would 
find the other person interesting, nice, or pleasant, but not inspiring.  
 
Not only that...I would call that “thing” we all have within us essence.  
 
When Avraham, Moshe, and the rest of the spiritual giants of the Torah said “Hineni” (here I 
am), they were connected at that moment to the essence that glimmered within them. That 
essence, by definition, is complete, pure, powerful, and alive. It is without defect. 
 
Just like the Cohen! 
 
Like the Cohen, our essence is complete. Like the Cohen, our essence is holy (perhaps the 
only holy thing within us). Like the Cohen, our essence has a large wardrobe with which to 
cover itself, clothes which must be washed, because they get “dirty” and impure from our 
interactions with life. Yet the essence itself never becomes dirty or impure. 
 
The Cohen - more than any other figure in the Torah - represents holiness, the connection to 
the divine, to the height of perfection. He is there to remind us that under all of our various 
colorful coverings, beneath our conditioning, beyond our sense of guilt and beyond who we 
thought we were, we are truly whole, pure, healthy, and even divine! 
 
These days perhaps we do not need a human being to be pure of defects in order to feel 
inspired. Today, as we saw in the torch lighting ceremony, it is actually those who have 
overcome great difficulties and even have trouble walking, who remind us of the wonderful 
human spirit, and of the pure, eternal essence within us.  
 
Let us remember, though, that we, too, worship all kinds of characters - movie stars, military 
leaders, politicians, artists, scholars, and other accomplished professionals. We know 



nothing about their lives - which is the reason for the juicy gossip columns - and we are very 
disappointed when we discover that they, too, are flesh and blood, full of defects, just like us. 
But we love to admire them - or at least what they represent for us - because it is easier for 
us to connect to our sparkling essence through them. 
 
When the Temple was destroyed, and with it the role of the Cohen, Our Sages made a 
brilliant switch: they taught us to bring holiness from where it was, outside of us, to within 
ourselves. Our family table became the altar, the prayer of the heart replaced sacrifices, etc. 
The Sages understood that it was time to meet the perfect priest within ourselves. This is 
true for each and every one of us. Because every person carries visible and invisible 
defects, but our essence is always whole, pure, and holy. 
 
This is the image of God within us. 
 
Shabbat Shalom, 
 
Elisha  

 
 


