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A Diet Adjustment for High Elevations

“Do not make your souls impure (through the consumption of) any creeping creature that creeps on the ground, for I am G-d, Who elevated you out of the land of Egypt to be for you a L-rd” (Lev. 11:44-45).

G

enerally, when the Torah refers to the Exodus it says that G-d ‘took’ us out from Egypt. Why then does it say in connection to forbidden foods that He ‘elevated’ us from there?


The Talmud (1) answers that G-d is telling us, “It would have been worthwhile to take you out of Egypt if only for you to refrain from becoming impure through the consumption of creeping things.” That is why the Torah uses an expression of elevation; this mitzvah serves to elevate us above the other nations of the world, who do consume these non-kosher items. 


But how does this mitzvah elevate us more than any other mitzvah? Furthermore, a Gentile is not doing anything wrong when eating something non-kosher. Why does the Talmud imply that there is something intrinsically impure with the consumption of non-kosher food items?


We can understand this by comparing the spiritual effects of food to those of the physical effects. There are certain products that would be considered unfit for infantile consumption, yet perfectly fine for a mature digestive system.

 So, too, G-d has determined that while most food products are spiritually fine for many, nevertheless for some more spiritually sensitive and impressionable people those same items would be detrimental. 


A Gentile does himself no harm by eating those foodstuffs that are not kosher for a Jew. On the other hand, those same food items are spiritually damaging for a member of G-d’s chosen people (2).


That is why this mitzvah serves as an elevation for us, because it demonstrates our unique position as a spiritually elevated nation. 

------------------

(1) Bava Metziah 61b. (2) Tanchuma 6.

*******************

Smooth Ride Ahead

“One might have thought (that the mitzvah to discuss the Exodus) begins from the first of the (Jewish) month (of Nissan); says the Torah, ‘On that day (the 15th, which is Passover)’” (Haggadah).

T

his week concludes the four-week series of special “Maftir-Haftorah” readings. This week’s special “Maftir” reading (Ex.12: 1-20) is the prophecy that Moshe received from G-d on the first of the month of Nissan. It discusses the many mitzvahs of the Passover holiday and its reading this week signals to us that time is running short.  


The Passover holiday starts on the 15th day of Nissan, the anniversary of the Jews’ exodus from Egypt. Why, then, does the Haggadah say that we might have thought to commence the Exodus discussion on the first of Nissan? True, the prophecy concerning the laws of Passover was received on that day, but the actual holiday is first fifteen days later?


The answer can be found in the Mechiltah (1) to Ex. 12:28. That verse says, “And the Children of Israel went and did as G-d had commanded Moshe and Aaron (concerning the Passover laws).” Asks the Mechiltah, how can the Torah write that the Jews “went and did as G-d had commanded,” fifteen days prior to the scheduled observance? 


The reason is because when we resolve to perform a mitzvah, G-d considers it as though we have already fulfilled that mitzvah. 

The strength of the Jews’ intention alone to fulfill G-d’s command concerning the Passover laws was sufficient to proclaim that they “went and did as G-d had commanded.” 
The same can be said with regards to the above-mentioned statement from the Haggadah. Of course, the actual holiday only starts on the 15th of Nissan. However, just as it was considered as though the Jews in Egypt had performed all the mitzvahs of Passover already on the first of Nissan, perhaps we too should commence our discussion of the Exodus from that time.

 Therefore, the Torah writes explicitly that although their power of resolve was certainly very great, nevertheless, the mitzvah of our actual discussion is only “on that day,” the fifteenth.

With the same line of reasoning, a peculiar Mishnah in Ethics (2) can also be explained. The Mishnah there says, “All whose mitzvah performances outnumber their knowledge (of mitzvahs), their knowledge will persevere.” How can we perform more mitzvahs than we are aware of (3)?

Naturally, we can’t. But we can make a commitment to accept any mitzvah that we will learn about, which will then be considered as though performed. 

Such determination and dedication will be the vehicle to preserve our present Torah knowledge and the catalyst to build upon it as well.

“All beginnings are difficult,” says the Mechiltah (4), but it’s only that: the beginnings. Whether it’s Torah observance in general, or a specific mitzvah in particular, all it takes is the initial resolve. After that, we are assured of a smooth ride.

----------------------
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