
Parashat Kedoshim: Holiness as Law
Rabbi Joshua Rabin, Astoria Center of Israel, Astoria, New York1

Vayikra 19:2

ר תדַּבֵּ֞ לאֶל־כׇּל־עֲדַ֧ םואְָמַרְתָּ֥בְּניֵ־ישְִׂרָאֵ֛ אֲלֵהֶ֖
ים יתִּהְי֑וּקְדשִֹׁ֣ יקָד֔וֹשׁכִּ֣ אֱלֹהֵיכֶֽם׃יהְוָֹ֥האֲנִ֖

Speak to the Israelite community and say to them: You
shall be holy, for I, the Lord your God, am holy.

1. Holiness as “One” Thing

Rashi on Vayikra 19:2

הָעֲבֵרָה,וּמִןהָעֲרָיוֹתמִןפְרוּשִׁיםהֱווּתהיו.קדשים
עֶרְוהָגֶדֶרמוֹצֵאשֶׁאַתָּהמָקוֹםשֶׁכָּל

קְדֻשָּׁה…מוֹצֵאאַתָּה

תהיוקדשים — This means to keep aloof from the
forbidden sexual relations just mentioned and from
sinful thoughts. Wherever you find in the Torah a

command to fence yourself in against such relations,
you also find mention of “holiness.”

Rabbi David Abudarham, Amidah

בצדקה.נקדשהקדושוהאלשםעלקדושאתה
וקדושיםזהוכנגדשמווקדוששםעלקדושושמך

ישראלאלוסלהיהללוךיוםבכל
תהיו.קדושיםשנא'

You are holy, is based on the verse, “And God the Holy
One is sanctified through righteousness.” And Your

Name is holy, is based on, “Whose Name is holy.” And
these correspond to, And holy beings praise You

every day, forever. These are the people of Israel, as
is written, “You shall be Holy.”

Peninei Halakhah, Berakhot 13:9:4

המידהעליתרלהיגררלאדםאסורלכך,בנוסף
שלכךהרמב"ן,וביארהגשמית.התאווהאחר

יט,)ויקראתִּהְיוּ""קְדשִֹׁיםבציווי:התורההתכוונה
להיותאותנומצווההתורההיתהלאשאםב(.

ברשות"נבללהיותאדםהיהיכולקדושים,
בשתייתולהרבותגבולבלאבשרלזלולהתורה",

עוון,שוםבידושאיןולטעוןחריפים,ומשקאותיין
נצטווינולפיכךלמהדרין.כשריםוהייןהבשרשכן

גסה.אכילהיאכלשלאתִּהְיוּ","קְדשִֹׁים

And to add to the issue that overeating is harmful to
health, it is forbidden for a person to overindulge in
physical cravings. The Ramban explained that,

therefore, the Torah commanded, "You shall be holy"
(Lev. 19:2). If the Torah had not commanded us to be
holy, a person could become "a scoundrel with the

permission of the Torah", to gorge in meat with no limits,
and to get drunk in wine and other strong drinks, all the
while affirming that they are not doing any transgression
since the meat and wine are kosher to the best degree.
Therefore the Torah commanded, "You shall be holy",

that one should not eat like an animal.

1 All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted.



2. Holiness as “Many” Things

Sifra, Kedoshim 1:1

אלהםואמרתישראלבניעדתכלאל"דבר
בהקהל.נאמרהשהפרשה–מלמדתהיו"קדושים
תורהגופישרובמפניבהקהל?נאמרהמהומפני

תהיופרושים–תהיוקדושיםבה.תלוים

"And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to the
entire congregation of the children of Israel, and say to
them: Holy shall you be." We are hereby taught that this

section was stated in the presence of all. Why so?
Because most of the major tenets of Torah are inherent
in it. "Holy shall you be": Separate yourselves [from sin].

Sefer HaMitzvot, Shorashim 4:2

מיוחדבדבראינןואזהרותצווייןבתורהיבואוהנה
מהכלעשהיאמרכאילוכלם.המצותיכללואבל

שהזהרתיךמהמכלוהזהרלעשותשצויתיך
ואיןבו,שצויתיךממהדברתעבורלאאוממנו,
שהואעצמהבפנימצוההזההצווילמנותפנים
עשהמצותשיהיהמיוחדמעשהלעשותיצוהלא
לאמצותשיהיהמיוחדמעשהמעשותיזהירולא

שמנועדכןגםהזהבשרשטעותעשה…וכבר
ידעוולאעשהמצותמכללמצוהתהיוקדושים
קדושיםוהייתםוהתקדשתםתהיוקדושיםשאמרו

קדושהיהיאמרכאלוהתורה,כללקייםצווייןהם
מהמכלונזהרשצויתיךמהכלבעשותך

ממנו.שהזהרתיך

Behold that there are commands and warnings that
appear in the Torah that are not about a specific thing
but rather include all of the commandments. It is as if it
says, "Do everything I have commanded you to do and
be careful about anything from which I have prohibited
you"; or "Do not transgress anything of what I have

commanded you about." And there is no room to count
this command on its own - as it does not command us
to do a specific act, such that it should be a positive
commandment, nor does it warn us from doing a
specific act, such that it should be a negative

commandment…And [others] have already erred in this
principle, such that they counted, "You shall be holy"
(Leviticus 19:2), to be included among the positive

commandments. And they did not know that "You shall
be holy" and "you shall sanctify yourselves and be holy"

(Leviticus 11:44) are commands to keep the whole
Torah. It is as if it said, "Be holy by doing everything I

have commanded you and being careful about anything
I have prohibited to you."

Or Ha-Hayyim on Vayikra 19:2

ישבלט:()קידושיןז"לאומרםדרךעלירצהעוד
כעושהשכרלונותניםעבירהעברולאאדם
במצותתהיוקדושיםהכתובמאמרוהואמצוה,
ובזהמעשות',שיתרחקלידועבירהבבאעשה
תהיו…קדושיםבמאמרשנצטוועשהמצותקיים

Furthermore, our verse may reflect what we learned in
Kiddushin 39: "If a person sits quietly and refrains from
committing a transgression, he is rewarded as if he had

performed a positive commandment. This is the
meaning of our verse. If you are presented with an

opportunity to commit a sin and refrain from it, you have
fulfilled the commandment to be holy.

3. Can You Imitate God?

Rudolph Otto, The Idea of the Holy

Genuine divination, in short, has nothing whatever to do with natural law or the relation or lack of relation to it of
something experienced. It is not concerned at all with the way in which the phenomenon—be it event, person, or

thing—came into existence, but with what it means, that is, with its significance as a 'sign' of the holy.

Barukh Levine, The JPS Torah Commentary, Vayikra 19:2

Rather, “You must be holy!” The verse is distinctive in that it provides a rationale for a commandment: Israel must
be holy because God is holy. To have a close relationship with God, the people must emulate God.
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