
פרשת אחרי מות
The opening of Parshas Acharei Mos and its final section have a clear similarity – 
both contain warnings.

The first warning, the one that opens our Parsha, is directed to Aharon HaKohen 
HaGodol.

We read (Vayikro Perek 16/P’sukim 1-2):

וַיְדַּבֵר ה' אֶל מֹׁשֶה ַאחֲרֵי מֹות ׁשְנֵי ּבְנֵי ַאהֲרֹן ּבְקָרְבָתָם לִפְנֵי ה' וַּיָמֻתּו: וַּיֹאמֶר ה' אֶל 
מֹׁשֶה ּדַּבֵר אֶל ַאהֲרֹן ָאחִיךָ וְַאל יָבֹא בְכָל עֵת אֶל הַּקֹדֶׁש מִּבֵית לַּפָרֹכֶת אֶל  ּפְנֵי הַּכַּפֹרֶת 

אֲׁשֶר עַל הָָארֹן וְלֹא יָמּות ּכִי ּבֶעָנָן אֵרָאֶה עַל הַּכַּפֹרֶת:

Hashem spoke to Moshe after the death of the two sons of Aharon when 
they approached before Hashem and they died.  Hashem said to Moshe, 
‘Speak to Aharon your brother that he should not come at any time 
whatsoever to the Holy of Holies, inside the paroches-separation curtain, to 
the face of the kapores-covering that is upon the Ark so that he should not 
die; because I Hashem will appear upon the kapores.

Rashi writes:

וידבר ה' אל משה אחרי מות שני בני אהרן וגו' - מה תלמוד לומר, היה רבי אלעזר 
בן עזריה מושלו משל לחולה שנכנס אצלו רופא. אמר לו אל תאכל צונן ואל תשכב 
בטחב. בא אחר ואמר לו אל תאכל צונן ואל תשכב בטחב שלא תמות כדרך שמת 

פלוני. זה זרזו יותר מן הראשון, לכך נאמר אחרי מות שני בני אהרן:  

Hashem spoke to Moshe after the death of the two sons of Aharon etc. – 
What are we taught [by mentioning in this context the two sons of Aharon 
who died]?  Rabi Elazar ben Azaria explained with a parable.  One who was 
ill and went to the doctor who told him, ‘do not eat cold foods and do not 
sleep in a damp place.’   

Another doctor told him, ‘Do not eat cold food and do not sleep in a damp 
place so you will die like this other person died.’

The second doctor encouraged him more than the first. That is why it says 
here ‘after the death of the two sons of Aharon’. 



At the beginning of our Parsha, Aharon is warned that his entry into the highest 
level of sanctity on Yom HaKippurim must be done with caution.  Seeking kedusha 
must be pursued in a proper manner.

The last section of our Parsha, dealing with forbidden relationships, also begins 
with a warning.

That warning seems to be directed at the very opposite pole of people because it 
warns against depravity and extreme immorality.  

The Torah writes (Perek 18/Posuk 2):

ּכְמַעֲׂשֵה אֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם אֲׁשֶר יְׁשַבְּתֶם ּבָּה לֹא תַעֲׂשּו ּוכְמַעֲׂשֵה אֶרֶץ ּכְנַעַן אֲׁשֶר אֲנִי מֵבִיא 
אֶתְכֶם ׁשָּמָה לֹא תַעֲׂשּו ּובְחֻּקֹתֵיהֶם לֹא תֵלֵכּו:

As what was done in the Land of Egypt where you lived in it, do not do; and 
as is done in the Land of Canaan that I Hashem am bringing your there, do 
not do and do not follow in their statutes.  

The ones being addressed here are seemingly the very opposite of Aharon 
HaKohen.  Rather than seeking holiness, they are attempting to escape from it and 
the Torah gives the exhortation that is appropriate for them as well.

Both the first section and this final section of Parshas Acharei Mos are read on Yom 
HaKippurim, in the morning and the evening, respectively.

That is because all segments of the people need proper direction and cautionary 
Mitzvos to avoid whatever may tempt them.   Perhaps, Aharon was attempted to 
seek sanctity improperly; he had to be cautioned.  Perhaps others would like to 
stray from the moral and righteous behavior that the Torah demands; they had to 
be told that it was unacceptable to go beyond the limits that the Torah sets.

It would not be an unreasonable assumption to think that those who are reading 
these Divrei Torah would need to focus on the nature of Aharon, why he needed 
to be warned and caution and then to focus on applying the warnings and cautions 
for us, on our own level.

It would seemingly follow that those who need some form of the caution addressed 
to Aharon HaKohen would have little need for the form of caution directed to those 
who seek to live licentiously.



Let us see if such an assumption is true.

Rashi writes regarding the warning against immorality:

 כמעשה ארץ מצרים - מגיד שמעשיהם של מצריים ושל כנעניים מקולקלים מכל 
האומות, ואותו מקום שישבו בו ישראל מקולקל מן הכל:

As what was done in the Land of Egypt: This verse teaches that the actions 
of the Egyptians and the Canaanites were the most ruinous of all of the 
nations. The place where Israel dwelled was the most ruinous1.

We are not shocked to read about the decadence of Egypt. We have no 
expectations from them.  Those who would murder infants in a wholesale fashion 
have no rules of morality.  The absence of Divinity from their midst2 is inevitably a 
prescription for disaster. 

1 There are texts that have the word ‘Goshen’ written explicitly.
The supra-commentaries to Rashi, Mizrachi, Gur Aryeh and others, discuss how 
Rashi saw this verse as referring to Eretz Goshen.

2 In a brief biography of Rav Yaakov Yechiel Weinberg ZT”L, the author of Seridei 
Eish, that is found in the Haggadah Shel Pesach that has selected passages from his 
multiple writings and integrates them into a commentary on the Haggadah we find 
the following episode.

In the early 1930’s, Rav Elchanan Wasserman ZT”L Hashem Yikom Domo was 
visiting Berlin and was invited to give a Shiur in the Berlin Rabbinical Seminary of 
which Rav Weinberg was the head. 

One of the students who attended the shiur is quoted with the following synopsis of 
a portion of the shiur and his immediate reaction to it, and his understanding that 
came years later.

Among that which Reb Elchonon spoke about was that the students in the Berlin 
Yeshiva should not be taken by the ‘sophisticated’ culture that they saw in Germany 
and contrast it with what they saw as the more ‘primitive’ and backward culture of 
Eastern Europe, particularly that of the Jews of Poland, Russia and Lithuania.

He quoted the words of Avraham Ovinu to Avimelech when the latter protested that 
Avraham would be concerned regarding the safety and welfare of Sarah I’meinu.

The P’sukim (B’reishis Perek 20/P’sukim10-11) read:



What is surprising, though, is the final segment of this Rashi:

ואותו מקום שישבו בו ישראל מקולקל מן הכל:

The place where Israel dwelled was the most ruinous.

Is there anyone of our readers who does not know and cannot identify ‘the place 
where Israel dwelled’?   The Torah tells us clearly about that place and how Israel 
were able to settle there.

We read in Parshas Vayigash (B’reishis Perek 46/Posuk 28):

וְאֶת יְהּודָה ׁשָלַח לְפָנָיו אֶל יֹוסֵף לְהֹורֹת לְפָנָיו ּגֹׁשְנָה וַּיָבֹאּו ַארְצָה ּגֹׁשֶן:

Yaakov sent Yehuda before to Yosef to teach and tell him how to go to 
Goshen3; they came to the Land of Goshen.

Now the choice of Goshen in and of itself is not surprising. Yosef was the one who 
suggested that location as we read in the message he sent to his father through his 
brothers (ibid. Perek 45/P’sukim 9-11): 

וַּיֹאמֶר אֲבִימֶלֶךְ אֶל ַאבְרָהָם מָה רָאִיתָ ּכִי עָׂשִיתָ אֶת הַּדָבָר הַּזֶה: וַּיֹאמֶר ַאבְרָהָם ּכִי ָאמַרְּתִי רַק אֵין 
יִרְַאת אֱ...לֹ'קים ּבַּמָקֹום הַּזֶה וַהֲרָגּונִי עַל ּדְבַר אִׁשְּתִי:

Avimelech said to Avraham, ‘What did you see fit to do this thing?’  Avraham 
said, ‘Because I said only that there is no fear of G-d in this place and they will 
kill me because of the matter of my wife.’

Reb Elchanan only quoted some of the verse:
אֵין יִרְַאת אֱ...לֹ'קים ּבַּמָקֹום הַּזֶה וַהֲרָגּונִי

There is no fear of G-d in this place and they will kill me.

Though he did not spell out his point; Reb Elchanan’s implication was clear: The 
students in the Berlin Yeshiva should fear for their lives despite the perceived high-
level of culture in Germany.  In the absence of ,יראת א...ל'קים, perceived etiquette is 
illusory.  There is no guarantee that such etiquette is permanent because it is not 
based on Divine principles and guidelines for behavior.

The student said at that time he and his peers were offended.  They felt that the 
honor of Germany was being attacked.  Only afterwards, he writes, did the 
truthfulness of the words of Rav Elchanan Wasserman ZT”L become so tragically 
validated. 

3 This is the translation according to Rashi based on Targum Onkelos.



מַהֲרּו וַעֲלּו אֶל ָאבִי וַאֲמַרְּתֶם אֵלָיו ּכֹה ָאמַר ּבִנְךָ יֹוסֵף ׂשָמַנִי אֱ...לֹ'קים לְָאדֹון לְכָל מִצְרָיִם 
רְדָה אֵלַי ַאל ּתַעֲמֹד: וְיָׁשַבְּתָ בְאֶרֶץ ּגֹׁשֶן וְהָיִיתָ קָרֹוב אֵלַי ַאּתָה ּובָנֶיךָ ּובְנֵי בָנֶיךָ וְצֹאנְךָ 
ּובְקָרְךָ וְכָל אֲׁשֶר לָךְ: וְכִלְּכַלְּתִי אֹתְךָ ׁשָם ּכִי עֹוד חָמֵׁש ׁשָנִים רָעָב ּפֶן ּתִּוָרֵׁש ַאּתָה ּובֵיתְךָ 

וְכָל אֲׁשֶר לָךְ:

Hurry and go up to my father and you shall say to him, ‘So says your son 
Yosef, “Hashem has placed me a master to all of Egypt, come down to me; 
do not stay.  You shall dwell in the Land of Goshen and you will be close to 
me, you, your sons, your grandchildren, your sheep and your cattle and all 
that you have. I will support you there because there are another five years 
of famine, lest you become impoverished, you and your household and all 
that you have [if you remain in the Land of Canaan].”

Malbim explains there:

וישבת. ששם תשב ישיבת קבע...אל תדאג שתשב בין המצרים שהם עובדי אלילים, 
כי תשב בארץ גשן לבדך...

You shall dwell- You shall have a permanent place to live there.  Do not be 
concerned about living among the Egyptians who are idolaters.  You will live 
in the Land of Goshen, alone [and separate from the idolaters].

So, the question needs to be asked, if Yosef had already designated that the Land 
of Goshen would be their dwelling, why did Yaakov find it necessary to send Yehuda 
ahead of him to make the arrangements?  It would seem strange to think that Yosef 
who was the most powerful person in Egypt would be less capable of fulfilling his 
promise to his father than Yehuda, a foreigner who had no standing in Egypt 
whatsoever.

On its face, it is difficult to understand Seforno’s explanation:

להורות לפניו גושנה. למען יורה יהודה איך יתוקן בית דירה לפני בוא יעקב לגושן:

To teach and tell him how to go to Goshen – So that Yehuda could instruct 
how Yaakov’s house should be set up before Yaakov arrived in Goshen.

We have not been told that Yehuda specialized in architecture or interior design.  
What was his special talent that served as the reason for his choice as Yaakov’s 
representative?

Rabbenu Bachye replies to that question and writes:



ואת יהודה שלח לפניו אל יוסף. שלח לפניו את יהודה להכין לו בית בגושן לפי שהוא 
הגבור והזריז משאר האחים. ודקדקו ז"ל אחר מלת "להורות" ואמרו: (תנחומא ויגש 

יא) להתקין לו בית תלמוד שיהא מורה שם הוראה, שיהיו השבטים הוגין בתורה.

Yaakov sent Yehuda before to Yosef – Yaakov sent Yehuda to prepare 
Yaakov’s house in Goshen because Yehuda was the most mighty and the 
most efficacious of all the brothers.  

[Additionally] Chazal paid attention to the term that Yaakov used – להורות 
which means ‘to teach’ and they said in the Midrash: ‘Yaakov sent Yehuda to 
establish a Beis Midrash in which Halachah could be taught so that the 
Shevatim would study Torah.’

That is, Yosef designated Goshen, not only for its proximity for his family to be close 
to him, but also as a safe-place, far from Egyptian society.  That may be the 
explanation that we find for the choice of Goshen because Yosef knew that Yaakov 
would not want to live in the Egyptian capital4.  And, it may be that Yaakov, knowing 
the burdens of rule that were upon Yosef, chose the son most fit to take care of the 
details – Yehuda. 

Now we have no doubt that Yosef was most sensitive to the nature of the Egyptian 
people.  He almost fell victim to Potifar’s wife’s advances.  Because of his 
courageous choice to risk embarrassment5, imprisonment and death, Yosef fled 
from her; his resistance to her seduction and his strength in overcoming his desire 
earned him the title of Yosef HaTzaddik for all generations6.

And, according to one explanation, it was the visage of his father Yaakov that 
prevented Yosef from sinning. That is what Rashi writes in Parshas Vayeshev 
(B’reishis Perek 39/Posuk 11).  The verse reads:

4 See Rabbenu Bachye and Malbim.

5 The Torah tells us (B’reishis Perek 39/Posuk 12) that Eishes Potifar grabbed his 
clothes and Yosef fled without them. 

6 In fact, the Divine attribute of Yesod which we remember on the sixth day of every 
week of Sefiras HaOmer and during its entire sixth week which refers to the purity 
and morality of Israel is permanently associated with Yosef, just like Chessed is 
associated with Avraham Ovinu, Gevurah with Yitzchak, etc. 



וַיְהִי ּכְהַּיֹום הַּזֶה וַּיָבֹא הַּבַיְתָה לַעֲׂשֹות מְלַאכְּתֹו וְאֵין אִיׁש מֵַאנְׁשֵי הַּבַיִת ׁשָם ּבַּבָיִת:

It was on this day that Yosef came to the house to do his work; no man from 
the men of the house were there in the house.

Rashi writes:

לעשות מלאכתו -…וחד אמר לעשות צרכיו עמה, אלא שנראית לו דמות דיוקנו של 
אביו וכו', כדאיתא במסכת סוטה (דף לו ב):

To do his work – one opinion says that he came to the house to be with Eishes 
Potifar, but he did not sin because the picture of his father appeared before 
him, as we learn in Masseches Sotah.

Even in Yosef’s weakest moment, the sanctity of his father Yaakov was so 
prominent that it became a most powerful deterrent to which Yosef heeded.

So let us make a brief summary.  Could we imagine any better planning committee 
than that of the threesome of Yaakov Ovinu, Yehudah, the King-designate and 
Yosef the ruler at present and Tzaddik to prepare a wholesome and pure 
environment?  Would that arrangement not be the ideal choice to examine all 
possibilities, based on the exigencies that were present at that time, to promise a 
safe and protected environment? 

Who would be more capable of understanding the needs of his family than Yaakov 
about whom it will be said (B’midbar Perek 24/Posuk 5):

 מַה ּטֹבּו אֹהָלֶיךָ יַעֲקֹב מִׁשְּכְנֹתֶיךָ יִׂשְרָאֵל:

How good are your tents, Yaakov! How good are your dwellings, Israel!

Rashi writes there:

מה טובו אהליך - על שראה פתחיהם שאינן מכוונין זה מול זה:

How good are your tents! – Bil’am saw that the openings of the tents in the 
wilderness were not opposite one another so that there would not be direct 
sight from inside one abode to the other.

The need to maintain modest privacy was inbred within Israel and such is attributed 
to Yaakov! 

And Rashi in our Parsha writes:



ואותו מקום שישבו בו ישראל מקולקל מן הכל:

The place where Israel dwelled was the most ruinous.

How is this to be understood in light of all that we have written until now?

Let us look at our verse once more and attend to its final clause, and Rashi’s 
explanation of it, in order to gain some insight into our question.

The verse reads:

ּכְמַעֲׂשֵה אֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם אֲׁשֶר יְׁשַבְּתֶם ּבָּה לֹא תַעֲׂשּו ּוכְמַעֲׂשֵה אֶרֶץ ּכְנַעַן אֲׁשֶר אֲנִי מֵבִיא 
אֶתְכֶם ׁשָּמָה לֹא תַעֲׂשּו ּובְחֻּקֹתֵיהֶם לֹא תֵלֵכּו:

As what was done in the Land of Egypt where you lived in it, do not do; and 
as is done in the Land of Canaan that I Hashem am bringing your there, do 
not do and do not follow in their statutes.  

ּובְחֻּקֹתֵיהֶם לֹא תֵלֵכּו:

Do not follow in their statutes.

What are the unique Egyptianized practices that the Torah warns against here?

Rashi writes

ובחקתיהם לא תלכו - מה הניח הכתוב שלא אמר, אלא אלו נמוסות שלהן, דברים 
החקוקין להם, כגון טרטיאות ואצטדיאות. רבי מאיר אומר אלו דרכי האמורי שמנו 

חכמים:  

Do not follow in their statutes – What has the Torah not said (since it has 
commanded us many Mitzvos regarding moral behavior)?  But this refers to 
their practices, those things that are engrained in their culture such as: their 
theaters and their stadiums.  Rabi Meir says, this refers to the various 
practices of the Emorites that our Chachamim has listed7.

Now when we put these examples of Egyptian [and Canaanite] behavior in the 
context of Rashi’s comment that ‘Goshen was the worst of them all’, does this mean 

7 For a complete discussion of the Halachic concepts of Darchei HoEmori and Chukkos 
HaGoyim and their prohibitions, see their respective entries in the Encyclopedia 
Talmudit, volumes 7 and 17.



to say that the carefully planned community of Jewish life in Goshen became the 
home of all these things8 that the Torah forbids?

The answer is ‘yes’?  We can imagine that in the lifetimes of Yaakov, Yosef and 
Yehuda that the answer was still ‘no’.  But after their death, after the guardians 
departed this life, the virtual fences that they established eventually disappeared. 

As great as they were, as inimitable as they were, those heroes of our people had 
limited success in guarding against the incursion of a foreign society that they did 
their best to keep separate and away, distant and segregated.

What is the answer for us?  Any honest person will admit that we do not have any 
fool-proof solution.  History has demonstrated the absence of fool-proof solutions 
throughout the generations.  

If we could all be imbued with the purity, the righteousness and the vigor of Yaakov, 
Yosef and Yehuda9 then we may have a chance.  But we are not imbued with their 
purity, righteousness and vigor –and even if we were – they were not successful 
throughout their generations.

If we have no answer, do we at least have a path that we could try to follow?

It may seem fantastical to learn from the days of Pesach that we are now 
celebrating, but at least it is something to consider as our Parsha follows 
immediately after that Yom Tov10.

When we designate something as chometz we separate ourselves from it 
completely and totally.  Not only do we not consume it, we rid it from our presence.

8 We will not enter the discussion of the programming of the Egyptian and Emorite 
theaters nor that of their stadiums with their gladiator battles.  We can all consider 
for ourselves the similarities and dissimilarities between Broadway programming 
and the ancient theaters and football stadiums and the contests of gladiators.
 
9 And we remember the tests to which Yehuda subjected himself to with Yosef and 
Tamar, as we read in Parshas Vayeshev.

10 In Chutz LaAretz, Parshas Acharei Mos is a complete week after the final day of 
Pesach.  In Eretz Yisroel it is the following day: the seventh and final day of Pesach 
is Friday; Isru Chag is Shabbos, Parshas Acharei Mos.



Now, of course, once Pesach is over, we replenish our supply of Chometz and it is 
found everywhere.  So, that analogy won’t work.

On the other hand, let’s think about our behavior in the weeks and days 
immediately prior to Pesach.

What do we say: ‘This room is clean, don’t go in there with chometz.’  ‘It’s Pesach 
in a week, why buy those cookies?’  ‘That closet has been cleaned, don’t put that 
shirt that you just wore back in it.’

All of us have our own additional comments from our own experiences.

When chometz is on our mind, we have an enhanced awareness of it, even when it 
is not yet forbidden.  We want to distance ourselves from it even before it becomes 
contaminating.

Perhaps we can adopt the cautious approach that we have when Pesach 
approaches – being mindful and attentive.

It is wrong and foolish to minimize the challenges of our modern living and its 
realities.  It does us no good to ignore the reality in which we live. 

At the same time, let us not minimize the lesson of this week’s Torah Reading and 
ignore its message:

ּכְמַעֲׂשֵה אֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם אֲׁשֶר יְׁשַבְּתֶם ּבָּה לֹא תַעֲׂשּו ּוכְמַעֲׂשֵה אֶרֶץ ּכְנַעַן אֲׁשֶר אֲנִי מֵבִיא 
אֶתְכֶם ׁשָּמָה לֹא תַעֲׂשּו ּובְחֻּקֹתֵיהֶם לֹא תֵלֵכּו:

As what was done in the Land of Egypt where you lived in it, do not do; and 
as is done in the Land of Canaan that I Hashem am bringing your there, do 
not do and do not follow in their statutes.  

כמעשה ארץ מצרים -ואותו מקום שישבו בו ישראל מקולקל מן הכל:

Goshen was the most ruinous:

Chag Sameach

Shabbat Shalom

Isru Chag Sameach

Kayitz Ba’ri
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