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The Brooklyn Toll-Dodgers

“They shall be consecrated to their G-d, and they shall not desecrate the Name of their G-d. For the sacrifices of G-d, the bread of their L-rd, do they bring, they shall remain holy” (Leviticus 21:6).


The family of Aaron, Moshe’s brother, was given the special position of serving as priests in G-d’s Holy Temple. Known as Cohanim (plural for Cohen), these descendants of Aaron are commanded with several extra mitzvahs. Included among them are the mitzvah to partake from some of the edible sacrifices, the prohibition to come in contact with a human corpse and a ban on certain relationships.


These additional mitzvahs serve to set the Cohanim apart from the nation in honor of their exalted status, as the Torah states, “They shall be consecrated to their G-d.” Nevertheless, they are not at liberty to forfeit their priestly status and its privileges, allowing them to transgress their unique set of mitzvahs. As the Torah states further, “You shall make him holy” – even against his will (1).


Why is it, though, that a Cohen cannot relinquish his honored status? We find in other areas of Torah law that one may decline an honor bestowed upon him. For example, we are obligated to return a lost object to its proper owner (2). An elderly person, however, is offered an exemption from this mitzvah, for it is beneath his dignity to involve himself in the affairs of material possessions (3). Nonetheless, this distinguished individual may forgo his self-respect and retrieve the lost item in order to return it to its owner (4). Why is the honor of a Cohen different in that it is not forfeitable, the transgression of which even violates the negative commandment, “They shall not desecrate the Name of their G-d”?


There is actually a fundamental distinction between the honor of the Cohen and that of an elderly person. An older individual is worthy of special reverence in merit of his own experiences and accomplishments – if he so wishes, he may decline the honor and remain like the rest of society.


The consecration of the Cohanim, on the other hand, does not represent their own exalted status. Rather, it owes to the fact that they represent the Holy One, blessed be He. The Cohanim’s duty is to serve before G-d in the people’s stead. They are members of a “Chosen Family” within G-d’s “Chosen People.” As such, the honor afforded them is not their own to waive. It is G-d’s, and they must uphold it so as not to allow His Name to be desecrated (5).


Similarly, all Jews represent G-d and His Torah’s value system to the rest of society. In fact, this week’s parsha also defines that role of the Jewish people with the commandment to “observe My mitzvahs and perform them, I am G-d. Do not desecrate My Holy Name, (but) make Me sanctified” (6).

Consequently, our claim to be members of the “Chosen People” is not an egotistic quest for admiration, but a duty that must be approached solemnly and diligently. It is a responsibility, which, whether we like it or not, the nations of the world have always held us up to. Even today, as the United States is given a free hand to engage in its “War on Terrorism” in an attempt to root out terror wherever it may be, notwithstanding the danger to civilian lives and property, the world demands of the Jewish people to act with (self-destructive) compassion and restraint.

We can never be too careful about our actions, to ensure that we are properly representing G-d’s Holy Name. People are looking to see our behavior when we don’t even realize.

One morning several years ago, Mrs. Chaya Kleinbart of Brooklyn, NY went into labor. She dutifully informed her husband, Yehuda, and they started to make their way to the hospital in Manhattan. As it was during the morning rush hour, traffic was crawling along at an agonizing pace. The Kleinbarts started to worry if they were going to make it to the hospital on time.

Approaching the entrance to the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel, the cars weren’t moving at all. In desperation, Mr. Kleinbart switched into the lane reserved for commercial vehicles, and sped past the tollbooth without paying. By the time they exited in Manhattan, however, the police were awaiting their “toll dodgers.”


Mr. Kleinbart quickly explained the situation, and the policeman told him to hurry along. Thank G-d, the Kleinbarts made it to the hospital in one piece, and the baby was born shortly thereafter.


That night, when Mr. Kleinbart returned home through the tunnel, he handed the toll collector two tokens. As Yehuda started to explain himself with the morning’s events, the toll collector interrupted, “Oh! What did your wife have? All the workers are anxious to know.”


Mr. Kleinbart was appreciatively surprised. “But how did you…why did you think - ”


“We heard about your story from the police, and, sensing that someone like you would surely pay the toll when he returned, we figured we’d hear from you soon enough.”


Yehuda Kleinbart, an obviously Jewish-looking individual, didn’t realize it, but a whole group of people had already judged his integrity. To his credit, Mr. Kleinbart didn’t let them down.


But how did those toll collectors know about Yehuda’s sterling character? After all, they had only seen him for a moment as he sped by them illegally.


The credit for that is due to all the wonderful and honest Jews with whom those people had crossed paths (7). “Fortunate are you, Israel. There is none like you among the nations!” (8).   
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