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The
Introductory
Verses to
Chapter
Eighteen

Impurity and Holiness,
Forbidden Relationships and the
Land of Israel

« What words appear in both the first and last
verses of this chapter?

« What are the ‘acts’ of the Canaanites and
Egyptians that are mentioned at the beginning
of the chapter?

« What is the significance of the numerous
repetitions in the first and last verses of the
chapter?

« Who becomes impure by engaging in forbidden
relations?

A. The Introductory Verses

Parashat Acharei Mot concludes with the warning
against forbidden relations (Lev. 18). This section is
preceded by five verses which serve as a conceptual
introduction, after which the Torah details the
various prohibited relationships:

And God spoke to Moses, :TNRYIDON T2
saying: “Speak to the Children 5§77 2 5% 923
of Israel and say to them: ‘1 ‘7 %N D7ON 779DN)
am the Lord, your God. Like vI§ mwyns :2me-
the acts of the land of Egyptin =2 dmavh Wy oIsn
which you dwelled, you shall y§ mwyn wyn 8
not act; and like the acts of the N1 N R WD

~3~



Forbidden
and

Appropriate
Acts

land of Canaan to which 1 bring  swyn N> moy/ ooy
you, you shall not act; and you  n¥:1920 N> Dmpi
shall not live by their laws. My mprnN)iwym wowhs
judgments you shall enact, % 072 m2%% yoUn
and My laws you shall keep, to  opwh :22m>-§ ‘0
walk by them; | am the Lord, vowh nN) *opn oy
your God. And you shall keep D787 oIN fiwy W

My laws and My judgments, SINNDTm
which if a man shall do, he -8NP
shall live by them; I am God.””

(Lev. 18:1-5)

In these verses, the root 7-w-v [‘act,” ‘do’] is repeated
six times. In verse 2, the Torah mentions the acts of
the Egyptians and Canaanites, regarding which it
commands: “You shall not act.” Verses 4-5 describe
God’s laws and judgments “which...a man shall do.”

These verses distinguish between forbidden and
appropriate acts.' This distinction is also made with
regard to laws: Verse 3 states: “And you shall not live
by their laws”; conversely, verses 4 - 5 state: “My laws

»” o«

you shall keep”; “And you shall keep My laws.”

1 The root n-w-y is used four times in a negative context (i.e.,
“what not to do”) and twice in a positive context. The four
negative instances may be divided into two groups:

(1) Like the acts of the land of Egypt... (2) You shall not act

(3) And like the acts of the land of Canaan... (4) You shall
not act

Two groups are described as engaging in inappropriate
behavior - Egypt and Canaan. In parallel, the root 7-w-v is
used twice to describe desirable behavior. We will return to
this point below.
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QUESTIONS

« What are these forbidden acts and why are they
linked specifically to Egypt and Canaan?

« What are the laws and judgments that were
given in this chapter? Does this refer to all of
the commandments, or only to those that are
the antithesis of the Egyptians’ and Canaanites’
behavior?

« Why do the verses repeat each statement?

« Why is the phrase “Like the acts of..you shall
not act” stated twice - once with regard to Egypt
and a second time with regard to Canaan? Why
didn’t the Torah simply state: “Like the acts of
Egypt and Canaan you shall not act”?

« Why does verse 5 reiterate what is stated in
verse 4 - that the nation must keep these laws
and judgments?

« Which forbidden acts does the text refer to?

Rashi: A Rashi interprets these verses broadly, explaining that
General  they apply to all the commandments:
Warning

' “My judgments you shall - "wyn vown NN’
Regarding ”
do” - These are matters that o787 2937 BN
all the . .
are stated in the Torah in »xw oWk 79
Command- . .
judgment, for if they had not >NT> P17 ymNy XD
ments

been stated, they would still JIONS
have been worthy to be stated
[by manl].
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“And My laws you shall keep” "wwn 'npn oz
- These are things that are the n™% omw M7 -
decree of the King, against wnyIIw,Tomm
which the evil inclination argues, w5 ubmbomby
“Why should we keep them?” pawin DHwn MmN
And the nations of the world n>»x > o7by
argue against them, for example: woyw nwad mn
eating pig, wearing a garment of 3% ,nNwr M 0T
linen and wool, and purification 79 "7 N 9N
via the waters of the sprinkling. DN 0IN N, 025y
For this reason it is said: “I am ol
God” - | have decreed this upon 7,17 RPN Y
you, and you are not permitted

to be exempt from it. (Rashi on

Lev. 18:4)

According to this interpretation, the laws and
judgments mentioned in the verses refer to all the
commandments detailed in the Torah. “Judgments”
refer to logical commandments - those which
man should instinctively observe even without
being commanded by God to do so. “Laws” are
commandments that man would not have conceived
of by himself. These commandments are observed
solely because of God’s decree, which we uphold
with no knowledge of the reasons behind these
commandments.

In contrast to God’s commandments, the forbidden
behavior of the Canaanites and the Egyptians refers
to a corrupt culture that the Torah commands us to
distance ourselves from. Rashi describes this culture
in his commentary on verse 3:
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“Like the acts of the land of "oM%1 yIN qwyny”
Egypt” - this tells us that the omwyny Tm -
acts of the Egyptians and the Stn orsn 5w
Canaanites were the most %5pn oo
corrupt of all the nations, N MmINT 50
and the place in which the Sy anwwopn

Israelites had dwelled was the Lo 5hen
most corrupt of all. (Rashi on
Lev. 18:3)

Rashi’s interpretation assumes that the opening
verses to chapter 18 are an independent section
and are not linked to the verses which detail the
prohibitions regarding forbidden relationships.

1bn Ezra IBN EZRA - FROM IDOLATRY TO FORBIDDEN
reduces the RELATIONSHIPS

scope of the .
> And since [the Torahl had 337 27w My

prohibitions . .
_ mentioned the customs relating Wy Yiw DPYwn
included .
- to satyrs that they would do in % mnoy  093ma
In these
Egypt, this section was put piBniaiimiiivalsn
verses:

2 Yet in his commentary on verse 2, Rashi quotes the opinion
of Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi: “’I am the Lord, your God’ - Rabbi
[Yehuda HaNasil says: It is revealed and known before Me that
in the end they will be drawn after forbidden relationships in
the days of Ezra; therefore, He came to them with a decree...”
According to this interpretation, the first verses of the
chapter are connected to the topic of forbidden relationships.
However, Rashi’s preferred interpretation is that verses 2-5
separate the previous verses from the discussion of forbidden
relationships that follows.
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adjacent to it. And the forbidden 155,130 yoN mwyn
relationships [are mentioned in A0 WNEH
connection with] the acts of
the land of Canaan, for this is
mentioned explicitly at the end.
(Ibn Ezra on Lev. 18:2)

3,1 NI RIY-13N

According to Ibn Ezra, “the acts of Egypt” refers
to their custom of sacrificing to satyrs, which was
mentioned in the preceding verses (Lev. 17:7)2 “The
acts of Canaan” refers to their engaging in forbidden
relations, mentioned immediately afterwards (Lev.
18).4 Verse 3 marks the transition between two
sections: the prohibition of slaughtering an animal
outside of the camps (Lev. 17) and the prohibitions
regarding forbidden relationships (Lev. 18). This verse
emphasizes that both of these practices are gentile

3 The Torah states: “And they shall no longer sacrifice their
sacrifices to the satyrs after whom they go astray. This shall
be a law forever for them, throughout their generations” (Lev.
17:7). Ibn Ezra comments: “And the words ‘no longer’ teach
us that the Israelites had done so in Egypt” (Ibn Ezra on Lev.
17:7).

4 This interpretation is supported by a later statement in verse
24: “Do not become impure by any of these, for by all of these
the nations that I cast out from before you became impure.”
Apparently, these transgressions were widespread among
those who lived in the Land of Israel (see also Ramban on Lev.
18:2).

5 The reason for this prohibition is stated explicitly in Lev 17:7
- to keep the nation from offering idolatrous sacrifices to the
satyrsin the fields. Itis possible that the other commandments
detailed in chapter 17 (the prohibition against eating blood,
the obligation to cover blood, and the prohibitions against
eating animals that were not slaughtered properly or had
certain defects) are also meant to distance the nation from
the Egyptians’ customs.
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Ramban - An
Introduction
to Forbidden

Relationships

customs - whether Egyptian or Canaanite - and it is
forbidden to practice them.

This interpretation explains the apparently
superfluous repetition in verse 3: “Like the acts of..
you shall not act.” According to Ibn Ezra, this verse is
a warning against two distinct acts corresponding to
two different nations.

Ramban quotes Ibn Ezra’s opinion and comments
that “according to the opinion of the Sages on
Leviticus, the Egyptians were also immersed in
immorality, in all of the forbidden relationships..
and this is the truth.” Ramban interprets the “acts
of Egypt” as referring to forbidden relationships as
well.” According to this explanation, the first verses of
chapter 18 serve only as an introduction to the topic
of forbidden relationships, and are unrelated to the
previous chapter.

L O e e e e

6 The fact that the Egyptians are mentioned in connection with
forbidden relationships, despite that they did not live in the
Land of Israel, is explained by the Ba’alei HaTosafot:

TON JIDRIDRY TOWID NS "3 79 P Ton N5 S 01 DIRD VIR YD

W TRYRD NI ey N5 2 wyn 8D o b

“Like the acts of the land of Egypt, etc.” - This may be likened

to a princess with two neighbors - one who is a sorceress

and another who is an adulteress. The king says to her: My

daughter, do not act like this one or like that one... (Ba’alei
HaTosafot on Lev. 18:3)

7 However, Ramban does not interpret the phrase “laws and
judgments” mentioned in verses 4-5 as referring specifically
to the prohibitions of forbidden relationships. Rather, he
explains the word “judgments” [mishpatiml as referring to
“the laws stated in Parashat Mishpatim.”
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In summary, we have seen three opinions with
regarding the purpose of the opening verses of chapter
18. We will now shift our focus to the remainder of
chapter 18 and return to these verses later.

B. The Structure of Chapter 18

The rest of chapter 18 includes a long list of forbidden
relationships. At the end of the chapter, the Torah
emphasizes the severity of these prohibitions and the
punishment for disobeying them:

shall not do any of these
abominations, neither the
native nor the stranger who
lives among you; for the
people of the land before you
did all of these abominations,
and the land became impure;
so that the land not vomit
you out when you defile it,
as it vomited out the nation
that was before you. For
anyone who does any of these
abominations - those souls
that do them shall be cut off
from among their people.

And you shall keep My
charge not to do any of
these  abominable  laws
that were done before you,

~ 10 ~
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The End
Recalls the

Beginning

and you shall not become nywn nN opwh
impure by them; | am the mpmy vy ¢%3%
Lord, your God. Wy WN e
(Lev. 18:24-30) D72 W N9 097
DR TN
5-75,1" RIPN

These verses are reminiscent of the opening
verses of the chapter:

The chapter begins and ends with “I am the
Lord, your God” (verses 2, 30).

The root 7-w-y [“act”, “do”] is repeated several
times in both the beginning (six times) and end
(five times) of the chapter. This parallel indicates
that the first and last verses of the chapter relate
to the same topic - forbidden and appropriate
behavior® Both the beginning and the end of
the chapter discuss inappropriate behavior that
is associated with particular gentile nations
and warn specifically against imitating such
behavior.

In the opening verses, the commandment to
observe God’s laws and judgments is mentioned
twice (verses 4-5); in the conclusion, the
directive to observe God’s commandments is also
mentioned twice (verses 26, 30). (In fact, verse 26

8 Itshould be noted thatin the closing verses of the chapter,
the root 7-w-v is used only to describe negative actions,
while the obligation to observe God’s commandments
and laws is described using the root 1-n-w [‘keep’].
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The
Complete

Structure

is nearly a word-for-word repetition of verse 5: “And
you shall keep My laws and My judgments.”)’

The introductory verses contrast the laws of
the gentiles with the laws of God. The final verses
also reference the laws of the gentiles - which are
described as “abominable” in contrast to God’s laws.

The word “land,” which appears twice in the
opening verses (“land of Egypt” and “land of Canaan”)
is repeated five times in the final verses - seven times
altogether in the chapter. This indicates that the
entire chapter is one unit.

The parallel between the opening and final verses
supports the interpretation that the opening verses
serve as an introduction to the chapter and, together
with the final verses, form a framework for the
chapter.

9 With one minor addition: “And it is you who shall keep...” This
emphasizes the contrast between the nation of Israel and the
gentiles.
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THE BASIC STRUCTURE" OF THE CHAPTER MAY BE
DEFINED AS FOLLOWS:

Verses Introduction “I am the Lord, your God”

1-5 Warning against the “acts of
Egypt and acts of Canaan”
Keeping God’s laws

Verses Main Details of the laws of

6-23  Content forbidden relationships
Verses Summary Severity of the transgression,
24-30 its accompanying impurity

and its punishment (“the land
vomited out its inhabitants”)
Keeping God’s laws

“I am the Lord, your God”

The final verses of the chapter clearly indicate that
the forbidden behavior mentioned earlier refers to
engaging in forbidden relations. In this case, it would
seem that the first verses in the chapter refer to
forbidden relationships as well, which is consistent
with Ramban’s opinion" that both “the acts of
Egypt” and “the acts of Canaan” refer to forbidden
relationships.”

10 This is only a basic outline of the structure of the chapter. As
we develop a more precise understanding of the final verses of
the chapter, we will revise our interpretation of the structure
and content of the chapter.

11 Rashi’s statement, quoted above, may be explained by the
commentary of the Emek Davar (see Emek Davar on Lev. 18:3).

12 Ibn Ezra’s interpretation, which understands “the acts
of Canaan” as referring to forbidden relationships, is
apparently based on the fact that the final verses refer only

~ 13 ~



Repetition
in the
Final

Verses

The
Severity of
Forbidden

Relations

Rampant

Immorality

C. Why the Repetition?

In the final verses of the chapter, a number of
phrases are repeated. The gentiles’ abominable
acts and subsequent impurity are mentioned three
times (verses 24, 26 and 30). The warning against
imitating their behavior appears twice (verses 26 and
30). Twice the Israelites are commanded to observe
God’s commandments and laws (verses 26 and 30),
and twice they are warned not to make themselves
impure through all of these inappropriate acts (verses
24 and 30). The impurity of the Land of Israel and
its inclination to vomit out its inhabitants are also
mentioned twice (verses 25, 27-28). Why does the Torah
repeat all of these warnings and commandments?

As the verses explain, the prohibition against
forbidden relationships is extremely severe because
it brings impurity both upon the person and the land.
Repeated warnings are necessary to emphasize the
gravity of these actions and the impurity they cause.
The nation must take particular care to distance
themselves from these transgressions.

In addition, these warnings must be emphasized
because the Israelites lived among immoral nations,
Egypt and Canaan. The Israelites required repeated
warnings against forbidden relationships since
immoral behavior was so prevalent in the surrounding

to the inhabitants of Canaan as being sexually immoral, as is
stated explicitly later on: “For the people of the land before
you did all of these abominations...” Below we will discuss
Ramban’s solution to the challenge this verse presents for his
interpretation.

~ 14 ~



Eliciting an
Emotional

Response

Not
Repetition,
but
Different

Emphasis

culture. They must be constantly reminded that
these actions - which were accepted and perhaps
even considered holy among the other nations, who
included such acts in their religious rituals - are
actually a source of severe impurity.

The final verses of chapter 18 repeat the root x-n-v
[“become impure”] six times. Variations on the word
“abomination” appear four times. Being cast out of
the Land of Israel is described three times as being
“vomited out” - a description that truly captures the
attitude of disgust towards forbidden relationships.
Ibn Ezra comments: “Anything that a person vomits
is disgusting to him, and it will not return to him”
(Ibn Ezra on Lev. 18:25).

The Torah chose two ways of establishing
the nation’s emotional response to forbidden
relationships: (a) it describes such acts as viscerally
disgusting and (b) it repeats the same warnings and
phrases several times. This conditioning was especially
necessary in the Israelites’ case, as they had spent a
prolonged period living among the sexually immoral
Egyptian culture.

Eachrepetition ofthe warningsmightbeindependently
significant. The closing verses of chapter 18 warn
twice against imitating other nations’ behavior:

And you shall not do any of raymg S wyn 89
these abominations..for the mRI%IN’3... 287
people of the land before you TwNyINT LN YONT
did all of these abominations... Raleliisp)

(Lev. 18:26-27) 19-12,11°9 RPN
~ 15~



Personal

Impurity

.Not to do any of these mipm vy 'm%%
abominable laws that were w1 WX mand
done before you... (Lev. 18:30) 51" XN .07

In both cases, the forbidden, abominable acts are
associated with the gentiles who inhabit the Land of
Israel -the Canaanites.

The Egyptians’ behavior is not mentioned here. 1bn
Ezra seems to be correct in his interpretation that
the acts of the Canaanites are related to forbidden
relationships, while the Egyptians are guilty of other
sins. However, a closer look at the verses reveals
that these verses focus specifically on the impurity
brought upon the Land of Israel through forbidden
relationships. This might be why the Canaanites
actions are highlighted - they are the current
inhabitants of the Land.

Is this the only issue that these verses seek to
emphasize?

D. Two Types of Impurity

The first words of the final section of the chapter
are: “Do not become impure by any of these,”
and the last words are “And you shall not become
impure by them; I am the Lord, your God.” These
two statements, which frame the section, describe
the impurity brought about by sexual immorality -
but they refer specifically to personal impurity, not
to impurity of the land.

~ 16 ~



The main focus of the chapter seems to be the
impurity brought upon the land by forbidden relations
(this point is repeated a number of times throughout
the chapter), yet the introduction and summary of
the chapter both emphasize the personal impurity
caused by such acts. (Of course, the commandment to
abstain from forbidden relations is not dependent on
beingin the Land of Israel, and these transgressions are
first and foremost a source of personal impurity.)"

In summary, the verses discuss two issues: impurity
of the land and personal impurity. The verses may
thus be divided into two groups:

A. PERSONAL IMPURITY

The verses that refer to this issue appear at the end
of the chapter:

Do not become impure by any 3 o8 523 wmn 58
of these, for by all of these the ...2% w3 % 53

nations [that | cast out from 1,0w
before youl became impure.
(Lev. 18:24)

For anyone who does any of 5 iy Jwy 53 3
these abominations - those 93y moN7 Maymn
souls that do them shall be 2pn vy mwps
cut off from among their ny opoows owy
people. And you shall keep My  riwy 1335 mypwn
charge not to do any of these WX maywz mpmn

13 See Ramban on Lev. 18:25, where he comments on the link
between forbidden relations and bringing impurity upon the
Land of Israel. We will discuss this point at the end of the
lesson.
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abominable laws that were mwnN DL WM

done before you, and you shall gkl
not become impure by them; 5-105,0w
| am the Lord, your God. (Lev.

18:29-30)

According to these verses, forbidden relations
primarily cause a person to become impure -
like the nations whom the Israelites are warned
against imitating, who will be punished by spiritual
excision [karet]. Any lIsraelite who transgresses these
commandments will likewise be punished by excision.
The Land of Israel is not mentioned in these verses
with regard to impurity or punishment.

B. IMPURITY OF THE LAND

In the Land of lIsrael, transgressions of this kind
assume significance beyond the aspect of personal
impurity. The unique sanctity of the Land of Israel
is marred when the people who inhabit it engage in
forbidden relations.

The remainder of the summary verses of the
chapter discuss the impurity of the land caused
by forbidden relations. The summary may thus be
divided into verses that discuss the impurity of the
land and verses that discuss personal impurity:

Do not become impure by any 533 iXpwn 5% (D)
of these, for by all of these the 9K 5229179
nations that | cast out from mhwn uy N D
before you became impure. Hnply}ola)
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And the land became impure,
and 1 visited its sin upon it,
and the land vomited out
its inhabitants. And it is you
who shall keep My laws and
judgments, and you shall not
do any of these abominations,
neither the native nor the
stranger who lives among
you; for the people of the land
before you did all of these
abominations, and the land
became impure; so that the
land not vomit you out when
you cause it to become impure,
as it vomited out the nation
that was before you.

For anyone who does any of
these abominations - those
souls that do them shall be
cut off from among their
people. And you shall keep My
charge not to do any of these
abominable laws that were
done before you, and you shall
not become impure by them;
| am the Lord, your God. (Lev.
18:24-30)

~19 ~
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Chapter
Summary
- Division

into Two

Types of

Impurity

Verses Verses describing
describing impurity of the land
personal
impurity
The acts of | Not to do ..And you shall not
the other do
i of these
nations :
(Gl abominable any of these
o laws abominations...
act”/“do”)
for all of these
abominations

that were done

the people of the

before you land before you did
Warning | And you shall And it is you who
(N-n-w, keep My charge |shall keep My laws
“keep”) and judgments
Impurity | Do not become |And the land became

impure by any
of these, for

by all of these
the nations...
became impure

And you shall
not become
impure by them

impure

And the land became
impure... when you
cause it to become
impure
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The
Isolated

Verse

Punish- Those souls that | And | visited its sin
ment do them shall upon it

(spiritual | be cut off from
excision) | among their
people

and the land vomited
out its inhabitants

so that the land
not vomit you out...
as it vomited out
the nation that was
before you

The table above demonstrates that the Torah uses
similar language to describe both types of impurity.
The numerous repetitions evident in this section
reveal that this section is discussing two distinct
topics.

C. IMPURITY OF THE NATION AND THE LAND

Verse 28 - “So that the land not vomit you out when
you cause it to become impure, as it vomited out
the nation that was before you” - does not seem to
fit into the structure outlined in the above table.
This verse, which describes the land vomiting out
its inhabitants, does not have any linguistic parallels
to the verses that describe personal impurity. It also
seems to repeat the idea, stated in verses 25 and 27,
that the land becomes impure and vomits out its
inhabitants. Is verse 28 merely another repetition to
emphasize this point?
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The Link
between
Impurity
of the
Nation
and
Impurity
of the
Land

There is an additional significance to verse 28.
Verses 25 and 27 illustrate how the sins of the gentile
inhabitants of the Land of Israel caused the land to
become impure and vomit them out. However, verse
28 emphasizes the role of the Israelites and how they
may be affected by their own actions. This verse adds
two significant points:

A. The nation of Israel is not immune from being cast
out of the Land of Israel if they cause it to become
impure. This is an important point, as the nation may
have otherwise thought that only the gentiles were in
danger of being cast out of the land if they sinned.

B. Verse 28 describes the scenario where the Israelites
engage in forbidden relations as “When you cause
it to become impure.” This contrasts the verses that
describe the gentiles’ actions, which state only that
the people became impure, or that they or engaged in
abominable behavior that caused the land to become
impure. This verse emphasizes the nation’s active role
in the process and the link between the impurity of
the nation and the impurity of the land.

D. Summary

Verses 24-30 summarize the topic of forbidden
relationships. These verses emphasize the two types
of impurity that result from these actions - personal
impurity and impurity of the land.

Personal impurity is mentioned at the beginning
and end of this summary. This reflects the importance
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of this point and its status as a fundamental aspect
of forbidden relations, despite that it is mentioned in
only a few of verses and is not mentioned at all in the
main section of the chapter.

Impurity of the land is strongly emphasized in the
main section of the chapter. The word “land” is also
repeated a number of times in the introduction and
summary verses. This reflects the inherent moral
significance of the purity of the land.

Personal impurity as a result of sin exists
everywhere, both inside and outside the Land of Israel.
However, forbidden relationships within the Land of
Israel result in an additional aspect of impurity since
they cause the land itself to become impure and cast
out the offending inhabitants.™

E. EQypt and Canaan

In the introductory section, verse 3 mentions two
nations whose behavior must not be imitated - Egypt
and Canaan.

14 In his commentary on verse 25, Ramban states that “the main
portion of the commandments is given to the inhabitants of
the Land of God” (Ramban on Lev. 18:25). According to this
interpretation, the prohibitions against certain relationships
hold greater significance in the Land of Israel. Here Ramban
develops the link between forbidden relationships and
impurity of the land, but also states that this connection is
a “great and hidden secret.” Below we will expand upon the
unique relationship between forbidden relationships and the
Land of Israel.
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Until now, we have interpreted this to mean that
the Israelites lived in close proximity to two nations,
whose acts were mentioned to contrast with God’s
commandments to His people. Why are the two
nations mentioned separately, as opposed to the text
simply stating: “Like the acts of Egypt and Canaan”?

This too may be explained according to the
interpretation suggested above, which focuses on the
distinction between personal impurity and impurity
of the land. The transgressions of both the Egyptians
and the Canaanites were in the realm of forbidden
relationships. However, the Canaanites’ sins caused
the land to become impure and cast them out, while
the Egyptians’ sins led only to personal impurity.

Just as the closing verses of the chapter distinguish
between personal impurity and impurity of the land,
so too the introductory verses describe two separate
types of impurity caused by two distinct acts - the
acts of Egypt (which led to personal impurity) and the
acts of Canaan (which led to impurity of the land).
This emphasizes the additional element of impurity
inherent in performing these acts in the Land of
Israel.”

15 As we mentioned at the beginning of the lesson, the
commandment to observe God’s laws and judgments appears
twice in the introductory verses as well. In light of the
interpretation suggested above, this repetition may be viewed
as two individual warnings against imitating the distinct
actions of two nations. This commandment also appears
twice in the final section of the chapter - once in the verses
that discuss impurity of the land and again in the verses that
describe personal impurity.
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Ham’s
Sin and
Canaan’s
Flawed

Nature

F. Forbidden Relations and
Impurity of the Land

While this theme is heavily emphasized in this parasha,
it is actually first mentioned in the book of Genesis.

The verses in Gen. 9:18-29 describe the sin of Ham,
Noah’s son: he saw his father naked and revealed
this to his brothers. Many commentators attempt to
explain the exact nature of Ham’s sin, but all agree that
it was of a sexual nature.” Following Ham’s actions,
Noah curses Ham’s son Canaan and blesses Ham’s
brothers Shem and Japheth, who acted respectfully
towards their father.

This story raises a number of questions,” but here
we will focus on one: why did Noah curse Canaan,
when the verses state that his father Ham was the
one who sinned?

A number of commentators have suggested
answers to this question,” including Radak:

[Noah] saw that he and his N 7 9 O 1IN0
descendants would be evil OO T WM
forever... (Radak on Gen. 9:24) 9,0 PRI DT

According to this interpretation, Canaan was
cursed not because of Ham’s previoud actions, but
because Noah realized that these actions reflected

16 See our lesson on Parashat Chayei Sarah.

17 For further discussion of this topic, see Sharon Rimon, “Migdal
Bavel” in Dor HaPelaga - HaSippur BeHekshero, p. 142-155 (MA
thesis).

18 See Bereshit Rabba 26:7 (on Parashat Noach).
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the inherently negative nature of Ham and his
descendants.

Umberto [Moshe David] Cassuto expands upon this
idea:

Noah’s words regarding
Canaan’s curse and his servitude
under Shem and Japheth are
not directed personally against
Canaan, son of Ham, but against
the nation of Canaan, Canaan’s
descendants generations later,
who are nearly as far removed
from their forefather Canaan as
theyarefromHam.Itisnotacase
of a son receiving punishment
for his father’s sins; rather, the
perspective here is broader.
Even those distant descendants
are not punished for the sins of
their forefather. In fact, Ham
represents the Canaanites who
would later be known to the
Israelites, and Ham’s actions
are symbolic of the later
actions of the Canaanites. This
is the meaning of the phrase
“father of Canaan.” The curse
will affect the descendants of
Canaan not because of Ham’s
sins,but because they will act
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Ham'’s
Descendants
- Immersed
in Forbidden

Relationships

as Ham did - because of their 277,07 DNYA
own sins, which are similar or® oo THORS

to those attributed to Ham in 715100 D3
this symbolic story. (Umberto “py,“DimaN Ty mn”
[Moshe David] Cassuto, MiNoach 117-102

ad Avraham, p. 102-117)

Canaan’s curse indicates that Ham’s sin was not a
one-time act. Rather, it is a reflection of his nature
-not only Ham'’s personal nature, but one that would
be passed on to his descendants. Had the curse
been directed at Ham himself, we would not have
understood that this curse relates to an inherent
flaw that is evident in Ham’s offspring. This narrative
reveals Ham’s moral shortcomings in the sexual
sphere.

WHO ARE HAM’S DESCENDANTS?

Gen. 10 details the genealogy of Noah and his sons.
Among Ham'’s sons are Mitzrayim [Egypt], Pelishtim
[Philistine]® and Kena’an [Canaanl. Throughout the

19 Gen. 10:13-14 states:
DTIZP2 M) DRI M) DRSS 1IN 0372 DY) DY ) 0T 1 7 D1y
[DIRD MY D20 DY NS WK
And Mitzrayim [Egypt] fathered Ludim, and Anamim, and
Lehavim, and Naphtuhim; and Pathrusim, and Casluhim -
from whom the Philistines came forth - and Caphtorim. (Gen.
10:13-14)

Rashi explains:
DPDIID P INS DI — "DIWHD DY INS TN DD AN DYDY N
LDPIWHD D INEN HRD N DRI 35wn PO rmbos)
“Pathrusim and Casluhim - from which the Philistines went
forth” - [The Philistines] came forth from both of them, for
the Pathrusim and Casluhim would exchange their wives for
relations, and the Philistines came forth from both of them.
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Bible, these nations engage the same forbidden sexual
acts as their forefather Ham - acts that reflect this
flaw in their nature:

The Egyptians were known for their utter lack of

(Rashi on Gen. 10:14)

Ramban, however, prefers to interpret the verse according to
its simple understanding:

yDIPAN DN DY WN NI 1IN S5om )2 YW Y 2wy ainiplenBiy
YINT I A o> MR 105 M50 P B WK D NND5N 115 DD INEN
NITY,YINT O DY, D205 70 0N RPN, WD [T 1IN DD 1A onNd
DM ,"DNMN 12WN DITHRWR NNOOH DRIV DNNDY" (35,72 ©*3T) MW b
NN PIN WY miniplemRiala
The Casluhim inhabited a city of the same name, and it
was part of the land of Caphtor, where their brothers the
Caphtorim lived. And they left the Caphtorim, who were
descended from the Casluhim, and went in search of a restful
place, and they left the land to their brothers. And they
captured a land called Peleshet, and from then on they were
called Pelishtim [Philistines], after the land. And this is what
is written: “The Caphtorim, who came forth out of Caphtor,
destroyed them and dwelled in their stead” (Deut. 2:23) - they
are the descendants of the Casluhim who lived in the land of
Caphtor.

The Philistines are identified with the descendants of Caphtor
in Jeremiah as well:
N IR 2 3 T B3 e A9 m19ab oomehe 53 ny et xag 0P Sy
JIRD N I DmYRD
Because of the day that comes to pillage all of the Philistines,
to cut off from Tyre and Zidon every remaining helper; for
God will pillage the Philistines, the remnant of the island of
Caphtor. (Jer. 47:4)

See also Amos 9:7.

However, it is generally accepted among archaeologists that
the Philistines are not descended from the Egyptians, based
on an Egyptian document that identifies the Philistines as
one of the nations of the sea, who were at war with Egypt
during the reign of Ramses IIl (at the beginning of the 12t
century BCE). Further discussion of this issue may be found
in Umberto [Moshe David] Cassuto, MiNoach ad Avraham, p.
115-117.
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The
Borders
of Canaan
in Noah'’s

Genealogy

morality,* which forces Abraham to present Sarah as
his sister so that the Egyptians would not kill him to
make her available to them. The same sequence of
events repeats itself with Abimelech, the Philistine
king of Gerar. The rape of Dina is committed by
Hamor the Hivvite, one of the descendants of Canaan.
The abhorrent behavior of Sodom (mentioned in Gen.
10 as being within the borders of Canaan)” is also
related to forbidden sexual acts.

As mentioned above, Gen. 10 details a genealogy of
Noah and his sons. The only geographical borders
mentioned in this list are those of the land of
Canaan:

And the Canaanite border was 73» w337 %33 °mM
from Zidon, coming toward Y Y 790 TN
Gerar, until Gaza; coming Ty T MOND
toward Sodom and Gomorrah .yw% 7y D3 M)
and Admah and Zeboim, until v, PWNI
Lasha. (Gen. 10:19)

The chapter may be merely listing the people and
places that appear in later narratives. The borders of
Canaan are important background information for
God’s promise to Abraham that he would inherit the
land.

Many commentators explain that the borders

20 See also Ezekiel 23.

21 In Genesis 10, which outlines the general borders of Canaan,
Sodom and Gomorrah are explicitly mentioned. Apparently,
it is no coincidence that the Torah chose to mention these
two particular cities.
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Inheriting
the Land
of Canaan;
Becoming
the Land

of Israel

of Canaan are mentioned because of the singular
significance of this land, which will ultimately be
promised to the chosen people.> Moreover, the link
between sexual morality and inheriting the Land
of Israel (formerly Canaan) is established from the
time of Noah, the rebirth of humanity. The detailed
lineage of each of the nations appears immediately
after the story of Ham'’s sin. The borders of Canaan
are outlined specifically within the list of Ham’s
descendants, who are described as sexually immoral.
This juxtaposition emphasizes the incompatibility
between the holiness of the Land of Israel and the
immorality of its inhabitants, who are ultimately cast
out of the land.

The land of Canaan, son of Ham, is the land to which
Abraham is commanded to travel. It is the same land
promised to him and his descendants; the land that
would become the focal point of a conflict between
the nations of Israel and Canaan for generations.
This very land rejected the descendants of Ham due
to their sexually immoral nature; it is the land that
the Children of Israel, the descendants of Shem, are
given as the land of God. In this land the connection
between God and the nation is fully expressed - a
connection that was first described by Noah:

Blessed is the Lord, God of oy 7o 7 12

Shem; and Canaan shall be their Riap Rl 81
servant. (Gen. 9:26) D, YR

22 See Ramban, Hizkuni and Radak ad loc.



In Parashat Acharei Mot, the Torah reminds the
Israelites that their land, the land of God, rejected
the Canaanites due to their unacceptable sexual
behavior. God warns the nation repeatedly to
avoid engaging in forbidden relations not only
because of the counterproductive influence of the
surrounding culture, and not only because of the
individual transgressions involved, but because the
nation’s inheritance of the land depends upon
their commitment to observe the commandments
regarding forbidden relationships. Lack of caution
in this area may cause the Israelites to forfeit their
land. It is no coincidence that the Land of Israel was
originally given to the Canaanites, who were later cast
out when the Israelites inherited the land (perhaps if
God had known in advance that their actions would
cause the land to become impure, he could have given
them a different land at the outset). This process
underscores the clash between the descendants of
Ham and the descendants of Shem - one not based
solely upon ownership of a certain piece of land, but
a deeper cultural-spiritual conflict.

G. “You shall be holy”

In this parasha, the Torah addresses the negative
side of sexual behavior by warning against forbidden
relations and their consequences - being cast out
of the Land of Israel. The next parasha, Parashat
Kedoshim, adds the positive aspect of sexual morality
- the holiness granted to the nation of lIsrael for
observing these laws.
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Parashat Kedoshim opens with a command to be

holy:

You shall be holy, for I, the Lord
your God, am holy. (Lev. 19:2)

YATR 03 PR DU
DTN TN
3,0" XN

Rashi links this verse to the previous discussion of

forbidden relationships. He writes:

“You shall be holy” -abstain
from forbidden relationships
and sin, for anywhere you find
a precaution against forbidden
relations, there you find
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holiness. (Rashi on Lev. 19:2)

The discussion of this topic in Parashat Kedoshim
(Lev. 20) specifically emphasizes the holiness brought
about by observing God’s laws and taking precautions
against forbidden relationships. This section begins
with the following verses:

And make yourselves holy, and
be holy, for I am the Lord, your
God. And keep my laws, and do
them, | am God, Who makes
you holy. (Lev. 20:7-8)

It concludes with the verse:

And you shall be holy to Me, for
I, God, am holy... (Lev. 20:26)
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