Are We Still a

NATION?
An All-Embracing Kedushah

By Mayer Schiller

We are repeatedly summoned in the
Torah “to be holy.” The exhortation
features prominently at the beginning
ofparshat Kedoshim where it is based
upon the Creators own holiness. We
are to be “holy” for He is “holy.”1 In
addition to this bold imperative, we are
also informed by the ToratKohanim
that “by making ourselves holy it is
considered as if we have rendered the
Creator holy.”2 Indeed, the final
expression of this concept in the
parshaW links the pursuit of holiness
to the division between the Jewish
nation and the rest of mankind: “And
you shall be to Me holy for I, Hashem>
am holy; And | will separate you from
the nations to be for Me.” Thus, we are
first to sanctify ourselves. By so doing,
we attach ourselves as a people to the
Creator who, in some manner, is ren-
dered sacred by the process.

Definition of Holiness

What is this oft cited, but seldom
defined, quality (kedushah) that figures
so centrally in our Jewish spiritual
agenda? How can we, physical crea-
tures living in this world, in a decided-
ly intolerant, secular age (at least in
Western Europe and North America),
achieve, what seems to be, a most lofty
ideal? In parshat tzitzitwz are told that
“remembering” and “performing” the
Divine commandments yield some
standard of holiness. Yet, surely even
the most punctilious observance of
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mitzvot is but one aspect of, or con-
tributing factor to, our pursuit of holi-
ness. From other sources it seems that
there is an important negative compo-
nent to this Divine injunction as well.
In awell-known disagreement, Rashi
and Ramban offer two definitions of
kedushah that point us in the direction
of this other factor. The former sees it
primarily as the avoidance of lust and
sexual sin. The latter broadens the com-
mandment to forbid luxury and excess
of any kind and demands that we do
this in order that “we be worthy to
attach ourselves to Him when we are
holy.” What emerges from the forego-
ing is that both the meticulous obser-
vance of halachah and the shunning of
this-worldly desires, (certainly those
forbidden but extending even to the
permissible if pursued with inappropri-
ate and distasteful zeal) create kedushah.
This is the formulation of Rav Elyahu
Vedesh in Reishit Chochmahwhere he
explains at length that fleeing evil and
doing good creates within us the ability
to receive holiness from Above. It is a
Divine response to our actions.
Holiness is a Divine quality of soul
which people are granted in proportion
to their devotion to the above dual
agenda.4 Thus, kedushah cannot be
achieved if we are to be lax in die prac-
tice of any area of Torah, regardless of
that area’s importance in our own partic-
ular version of Orthodoxy The kadosh is
focused on God, not communal accep-
tance. In Rav Samson Raphael Hirsch’
formulation, the kadosh is seeking an
“attribute of My essence.”5The result
of the pursuit of kedushah is attachment

to the Divine, the ultimate goal of all
our spiritual strivings.

Kedushah and the World

Is this aspiration realistic for the Jew
who is not immersed in full time Torah
study? Can he too escape “desire” and
cleave to the Creator? Most important-
ly for many of our readers, what is the
pursuit ofholiness to those who value
the totality of creation as it reveals itself
in knowledge, beauty and human expe-
rience and who see work as possessing
other than functional value? In sum, is
there a contradiction between the pur-
suit of holiness—involving as it does a
strenuous |hunning, not only of the
explicidy evil, but the sensual, needless
and frivolfus as well—and the notions
of Torah im Derech Eretzand Torah
uMaddayUKkkun olam and active
engagement with the marketplace in
pursuit ofa dignified living? (Our con-
cern is, at present, only with those
whose Tofkh commitment is firm in all
four volmjfies of the Shulchan Aruch
and follow its strictures even when they
conflict with comfortable citizenship in
the secular cities of modernity.) Must
the practitioners of these broader paths
in Gods service exhibit less zeal for the
holiness-agendas outlined in Reishit
Chochmah, Chareidimy Shaarei
Kedushah, Shelah and earlier and later
works? On the contrary, it seems that
the reverse need be true. These paths,
by virtue of their engagement with the
non-explicitly spiritual manifestations
of existence, create the need for more
powerful spiritual filter systems and far
greater discipline of mind and soul



than do those of the Torah-only
worlds, if they are to realize the goal of
kedushah. Those who venture along
these paths need a clear and unyielding
commitment to avoid the occasion of
sin, impurity and heresy, while coinci-
dentally seeking that which uplifts and
can be uplifted from the world.

KedushahdZomciousness of the
Divine
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weaken it.” This focus
on the Divine is
achieved, continues the
Rambam, by absolute
concentration, during
Torah study and prayer, upon the
meaning of the words we speak. Then,
after having linked ourselves to these
twin sources of spiritual sustenance we
are to occupy our minds during free
moments “when alone by oneself or
awake on your couch with the intellec-
tual worship of God to approach Him
and serve Him.” Eventually, devoted
study and prayer and occupying ones
mind during “free moments” with
thoughts of love, fear of and attach-
ment to God will enable a man to real-
ize a stage when “while speaking with
others, or attending to our bodily
wants, our mind is all that time with
God; when our heart is constantly near
God, even while our body is in the
society of men.”8This, then, is an
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inkling of the demanding task of the
servant of God who seeks to pursue
Him, who seeks kedushah, even outside
of the confines of the belt midrash.

Is all this way beyond the reach of
the “average Jew”? Actually, Rav Moshe
Isserles makes it the very basis of the
Code ofJewish Law, when he quotes
extensively from the conclusion of
Rambam’s Moreh Nevuchim in his
opening paragraph: “We are to con-

stantly think about being in Gods
presence.” This awareness should cause
us to be overwhelmed with “humility”
and “fear [of Him].”All this is probably
more easily achieved within the con-
fines of Torah only-ism. However, it is
the belief of many, this writer included,
that given the bounty and beauty of
creation, the diversity of mankind and
the insights and marvels of mans cre-
ativity, that the Torah-only approach
does not lead to a kedushah that is Ime-
hadrin. It denies far too much of the
Creator’s handiwork. How then to pur-
sue Gods world given its disfigurement
at the hands of so many, Jews and
Gentiles, over recent centuries? First,
one must clearly understand the para-
meters of faith and heresy, and of good

and evil. To pursue the good, or to
uplift the neutral in existence, requires
constant attention to filtering out the
bad. The lust and luxury that Rashi
and Ramban see as holiness’ primary
enemies, must be fearlessly defined and
ruthlessly defeated before higher levels
may be aspired to. This demands the
ability to say “no,” even when that
“no” leads to social opprobrium.
Indeed, it is the same Rambam who
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pursued God through the philosophi-
cal and scholarly speculations of his
generation who is the most adamant
about the need to flee the negative
influence of cultures, individuals and
even family members who embrace
evil.9 Thus, there would seem to be lit-
tle room on the agenda of the Torah
uMadda or Torah im Derech Eretz oved
for almost all of contemporary popular
culture. Obviously there are exceptions.
Our concern is with the norm. The
foundation stone of Gods service is the
truth of Torah. The seeker of kedushah
would have no tolerance for the assort-
ed Jewish heresies that today confuse so
many of our people. Nevertheless, he
would have love for those of our
brethren captured by toxic doctrines.
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