Mussar Torah Commentary
Parashat Emor: Reflections on Boundaries and Order
By Rabbi Daniel S. Alexander

Parashat Emor continues the theme of holiness found in Parashat Kedoshim. In Emor,
we find holiness expressed as a series of rules pertaining to the Kohanim, the priestly
descendants of Aaron. These rules include such matters as whom a priest may marry,
limitations regarding contact with the dead, detailed instructions about how sacrifices
shall be handled, who may partake of them, and what bodily conditions render a priest
unsuitable for the performance of his work. Further along, Parshat Emor includes an
enumeration of all the Biblical festivals and Shabbat, the catalogue of temporal carve-
outs in the yearly calendars we Jews still observe.

Thus, Parshat Emor presents us with the unrelenting insistence found throughout the
Book of Leviticus on the importance of paying attention and adhering to boundaries,
boundaries in space and boundaries in time.

The topic of boundaries calls to mind Robert Frost’'s famous poem, “Mending Wall”. As |
read it now in the context of a reflection on boundaries, | detect Frost’s recognition of an
irony about walls and boundaries in general. The poem begins with a demurral against
the notion of walls as positive structures: “Something there is that doesn’t love a wall.”
Within the poem and along the same lines of demurral, Frost’s narrator poses the
rhetorical question “what am | walling in or walling out?” The narrator here expresses
the impulse to remove the wall as if doing so will eliminate unnecessary separations and
obliterate unwanted barriers or distinctions. But the neighbor in the poem holds sway,
twice repeating his father’s epitaph, “good fences make good neighbors.” As the
neighbor opines, having boundaries and knowing where they are prevents disputes,
overcomes the chaos of unbounded territory, creates the stability requisite for
interpersonal trust and communal civility.

As good fences order the territory of neighborhoods and thus make good neighbors,
good boundaries promote a healthy sense of self and in turn healthy relationships,
families, and communities. Poor boundaries cause distrust, anxiety, even paralysis. A
total lack of boundaries causes a reversion back to the primordial tohu and vohu
(formlessness and void), a reversion away from the physically and morally ordered
universe created by the Holy Blessed One.

Yet, | do find myself at times in the camp of “Something there is that doesn’t love a
wall.” Especially so when the boundary, the rule, the order, arrives imposed and seems
arbitrary. Over the years, many b’nei mitzvah students | have guided in preparing divrei
Torah for a sacrifice-laden Torah portion like this one would pick up on the element of
arbitrariness they detected They would often implore: “Why so much detail?” “Why so
many rules?” “Why a goat for this kind of sacrifice and a pigeon for that one?”



About arbitrary rules, | once learned some Torah at a baseball game, a Boston Red Sox
game | attended while seated next to an anthropology student from Australia. | am a
baseball fan well versed in the rules of the game. The Australian had never seen a
baseball game and knew nothing about it. Prior to the game, as we observed the
players warming up, she gazed out to the field, noticed the four bases, and asked: “what
are the four stations called?” As | began explaining the game, | came to realize that
many of the rules of baseball | take for granted — three strikes is an out, four balls and
you go to first, nine innings for a full game, 90 feet between the bases, 66 feet or so
from home plate to the pitcher's mound — are arbitrarily drawn boundaries, an order
imposed by baseball tradition. Arbitrary as they surely are, specific boundaries needed
to be drawn in order to have a game that can be played, one in which one can
determine a winner and a loser and can measure the performance of each player. That
is to say, the arbitrary boundaries which came to be fixed by tradition create the
possibility of the endeavor of baseball.

Late in the game, after a strike out, the catcher threw the ball to the third baseman. As
the ball was thrown around the infield, the anthropologist was about to pose her
question about what had just transpired. But before the question formed in her throat,
she triumphantly provided her own answer: “that was a post-strike out ritual!” Indeed, it
was just that! The post-strikeout ritual, an ordered acknowledgment and celebration, a
Shehechyanu if you will, like many of the rituals handed down to us by Jewish tradition,
channeled the players’ impulses to celebrate without having to invent or deliberate or
devolve into time-consuming or hurtful excess.

In so many ways, Judaism extols boundaries and promotes order in the form of mitzvot
which provide us with “sacred obligations” (in the language of Rabbi Richard Levy, of
blessed memory), opportunities to channel our aspirations for holy living into doable
practices. Jewish tradition would have us order our prayer life with a book, a siddur,
whose very name refers to the ordered structure of prayer. Jewish spiritual practice
allows for and encourages spontaneity but assumes that we grow spiritually when we
adhere to an ordered spiritual routine where we attach consciousness-raising rituals,
often simple brachot (blessings), to moments of awareness, opportunities for the
performance of a mitzvah or the experience of pleasure or loss. Thus, Mussar would
have us regard order, seder, as a middah, trait of character or soul. The Kelm school of
Mussar [see Everyday Holiness, Alan Morinis, p. 88] teaches the importance of
maintaining a clean house as a prerequisite for purity of spirit. A clean and ordered
space may seem unrelated to one’s spiritual state. However, | can attest that when |
clean my study and create order from the chaos too often reigning on my desk, the
tightness in my chest eases, my breathing becomes steady, my ability to focus returns,
and my appreciation for bounded space and bounded time expands.

Shabbat Shalom.



