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A Thought on Parashas Acharei Mos 

By Jeremy Richards 

In Memory of my Dear Parents, a”h 
L’ilui Nishmos Yitzchok Ben Nachman Halevi a”h and Yenta Bas Yisroel a”h 

נשמת יענטע בת ישראל ע"הלעלוי נשמת יצחק בן נחמן הלוי ע"ה ולעלוי   
 

 

 

 

 ֲאֶׁשר ְיַׁשְבֶּתם־ָּבּה לֹא ַתֲעׂשּו ְּכַמֲעֵׂשה ֶאֶרץ־ִמְצַרִים

 ּוְבֻחֹּקֵתיֶהם לֹא ֵתֵלכּו: ּוְכַמֲעֵׂשה ֶאֶרץ־ְּכַנַען ֲאֶׁשר ֲאִני ֵמִביא ֶאְתֶכם ָׁשָּמה לֹא ַתֲעׂשּו
Like the practice of the land of Egypt, in which you dwelled, you shall not do, and like the 

hich I am bringing you, you shall not do, and you shall not practice of the land of Canaan, to w
(Vayikro 18:3)follow their statutes.   

 

There is a saying, ‘You can take the Jews out of Egypt, but you can not take Egypt out of the 
Jews.’  Now, while this is often said in a tone of irony or jest, it is nevertheless an idea which 
many would consider holds a good measure of truth. 
 
The Jewish People has endured much over the millennia, but our subjugation in Mitzrayim is 
a paradigm for the myriad persecutions we were to endure, and survive (on a national scale, 
at least), in the centuries to follow.  It is important to note, however, that, while our exile in 
Egypt was paradigmatic, it was also different in nature and more profound in quality than any 
other.  “The Egyptian exile was a very particular aspect of spiritual exile,” writes Rav Dessler.  
(Strive for Truth! Vol.IV ~ Sanctuaries in Time, pp.11,12)  He explains that Mitzrayim is from the root, 
‘metzar,’ - ‘מצר’ - which means ‘constriction’ and ‘distress.’  He goes on to note: “On the spiritual 
level, Egypt is known to us as the acme of moral degradation.  It was a spiritual Gehinnom 
(Zohar II, 18a).”  Gehinnom is identified as the complete absence of spiritual values, spiritual 
nothingness.  (Strive for Truth! Vol.III p.215 after Maharal, Gevuros Hashem, ch.34)  
 
It may well be that the spiritual wounds and scars inflicted by 210 years in Mitzrayim never had 
a chance to heal properly, as oppression after oppression and exile after exile repeatedly 
irritated them and reopened them. 
 
Looking back at a long, tiring history of persecution, bullying, victimisation and scape-goating, 
it is then all too tempting to label ourselves as the eternal underdogs.  Moreover, the scourge 
of what has been called, ‘the longest hatred,’ antisemitism, is still very much alive, active and 
dangerous today, such that there is no more reason to feel safe and at ease in our times than 
there has ever been.  Synagogues, Jewish schools and all manner of Jewish events large and 
small require strict security arrangements as standard; violent events in Israel and throughout 
the world are constant reminders that our miraculous survival to this day and our very 
continuing existence is purely due to Hashem’s protection and His wish that we be here on 
earth, living by his Torah and promulgating its (that is, His) timeless values to a world that is 
increasingly losing its way. 
 
With such a stormy past, and a precarious present, it is understandable that a nervous sense 
of fragile vulnerability and subordination might remain rooted in the collective Jewish heart and 
mind.  However, for the Jews to allow such a stain on their national psychology to persist would 
represent a negation of all that their Exodus from Egypt was intended to achieve.  Indeed, we 
see that the emergence of the Jewish People from their mental and emotional state of servitude 
was as integral to the story and purpose of their redemption as their release from physical 
slavery.  Even from the fulfilment of the first of the four expressions of redemption, the spirit of 
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freedom was to enter our hearts, expelling and replacing any remaining feelings of 
subservience and inferiority (to human beings).  The first of 'ה’s four expressions of redemption 
is, "והוצאתי אתכם מתחת סבלת מצרים" - “I will take you out from under the burdens of Egypt,” and 

Rabbi Eliyahu Ki Tov explains this as follows: 
 

ם, רוח של חרות, ולא תוכלו עוד לסבול את המצרים וזוהמתם" "רוח חדשה אתן בקרבכ  
“I will place a new spirit in your midst, a spirit of freedom, and you will no longer be able 

to tolerate the Egyptians and their foulness.”  )איש וביתו תקל"ה( 

 

Having said that, the Torah understands human nature and the way it often tends to triumph 
over even the most compelling of circumstances.  We only have to look at the Torah to see 
how often Bnei Yisroel slipped back into an attitude of rebellion and complaint even as 
Hashem’s guiding hand was palpable, His revealed miracles clear for all to see.  For this 
reason, the Torah gives an explicit warning against behaving like the Egyptians.  We are to be 
active in ensuring no trace of Egypt remains within us.  Memory is a blessing, and often it is a 
blessing to be able to forget.  However, if we forget what life was like in Egypt then we are in 
danger of losing all appreciation for our long-awaited freedom, even to the point of longing for 
our former existence, the existence that made us cry out from our suffering and torment.  How 
ridiculous and how objectionable was the complaint of the Jewish People when, even while 
receiving miraculous heavenly food in the form of מן, they began to desire meat: 

 

“But the multitude among them began to have strong cravings. Then even the children of Israel once 
again began to cry, and they said, "Who will feed us meat?  We remember the fish that we ate in 

Egypt free of charge, the cucumbers, the watermelons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic.  But now, 
our bodies are dried out, for there is nothing at all; we have nothing but manna to look at." 

(Bamidbar 11:4-6) 

 
Was life in Mitzrayim really so good?  How wondrous that we can so easily forget the torture 
and misery!  But then, in forgetting the pain, there is a danger of wishing to return there, to eat 
of its delicacies, to be Egyptians…  Our propensity for forgetting the hardships we endured in 
Mitzrayim may bring with it a dangerous temptation to hanker after the positive aspects that 
now enter the memory in isolation. 
 
Hashem knows our human frailties all too well, and did not want to leave to chance that we 
might completely cast off Egypt and leave it behind us in every aspect.  Human nature is too 
fickle to inspire such faith.  He therefore warned Bnei Yisroel thus: 
 

 ְּכַמֲעֵׂשה ֶאֶרץ־ִמְצַרִים ֲאֶׁשר ְיַׁשְבֶּתם־ָּבּה לֹא ַתֲעׂשּו

 ּוְבֻחֹּקֵתיֶהם לֹא ֵתֵלכּו: ּוְכַמֲעֵׂשה ֶאֶרץ־ְּכַנַען ֲאֶׁשר ֲאִני ֵמִביא ֶאְתֶכם ָׁשָּמה לֹא ַתֲעׂשּו
Like the practice of the land of Egypt, in which you dwelled, you shall not do, and like the practice of 

bringing you, you shall not do,the land of Canaan, to which I am  
(Vayikro 18:3)  and you shall not follow their statutes. 

 
Let us analyse this posuk with the assistance of the Nesivos Sholom, Rabbi Sholom Noach 
Berezovsky (on Parashas Acharei Mos).  There are actions which are not transgressions in and of 
themselves, but which are forbidden under the warning, “do not act in the manner of Eretz 
Mitzrayim.”  The Nesivos Sholom explains (Vayikro 18:1-3):  “The Torah comes to warn us that 
Hashem knows our thoughts and what is in our hearts.  Therefore, the pesukim teach us:  the 
actions of the land of Egypt, and the actions of the land of Canaan, do not imitate, for I am 
Hashem, your G-d, who knows the thoughts behind every action.”  Since the instruction to 
avoid imitating the Egyptians and Canaanites is preceded by, ‘I am Hashem, your G-d,’ the 
Nesivos Sholom explains that copying the practices of those nations involves actions which 
would otherwise be permissible, but Hashem knows our deepest intentions and motivations 
and will know when we are falling foul of this warning. 
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We might wonder, why would the Jewish People wish to imitate Egyptian practices?  Our lives 
were made miserable in Egypt, our existence was lowly, lacking all dignity and self-esteem.  
Hashem then redeemed us and made us His own, elevated us and honoured us with the gifts 
of Torah, holiness and purity.  Why would we reject all this in favour of adopting the ways of 
Egypt that we joyfully left behind us as we stepped into the Yam Suf and began our journey 
through the desert to a great future? 
 
It must only be that, regrettably, something of Egypt may have remained in our hearts and 
minds.  Two centuries in that iniquitous pit may, after all, have left an enduring mark on us, a 
measure of ‘Egyptianness,’ if you will. 
 
The Nesivos Sholom explains that, knowing our very thoughts, Hashem can discern any traces 
of such ‘Egyptianness’ in our behaviour, and it is this against which Hashem commands us in 
these pesukim.  Otherwise innocuous and permissible actions are forbidden if they are 
discoloured with the impurities of base Egyptian culture and values. 
 
In all, the Nesivos Sholom provides us with three explanations for what he calls, the ‘הקדמה’ - 
the introductory words, ‘אני ה' אלקיכם’ in Vayikro 18:2.  Above, we have seen the first, which is 

that Hashem knows our thoughts, and this gives weight to the warning against imitating the 
Egyptians (and the Canaanites) in the next posuk.  In his second insight, the Nesivos Sholom 
focuses on how this ‘introduction’ indicates the status of the Jewish People as Hashem’s 
children:  “Behold, you are the son of the King!  Therefore, do not make yourself loathsome 
with things that do not befit your noble status!”  Different standards of behaviour and etiquette 
apply to the King’s son, continues the Nesivos Sholom, and even behaviours which are 
perfectly permissible to others are nevertheless completely forbidden to him.  This is why the 
instruction to avoid imitating the practices of Egypt are introduced with a reminder that Hashem 
is our G-d, “אני ה' אלקיכם”  “I am your G-d, and you are required to adopt a special mode of 

behaviour; those Egyptian practices which you are doing are forbidden to you, since the king’s 
son is forbidden to do what is allowed to others, for he is the king’s son after all.” 
 
In his third explanation for the hakdomoh, the introduction, “I am Hashem your G-d,” the 
Nesivos Sholom again reminds us that the Egyptian practices which we are being instructed 
to avoid are otherwise innocent behaviours that are free from any liability for punishment.  He 
then asks the following question:  A Jew who experiences a spiritual fall, or is in danger of 
such, will be strengthened and protected by his fear of punishment for particular sins;  but how 
will a person strengthen himself against actions that do not carry the threat of punishment and 
are simply counter to Hashem’s will?  What strength will this person muster in his attempt to 
act against the tendencies of his nature and the character of his soul? 
 
The answer lies in the introductory words, “אני ה' אלקיכם” - “I am Hashem, your G-d.”  This is a 
reminder, explains the Nesivos Sholom, that every Jew is a “חלק א' ממעל” and there is nothing 

over which he is unable to triumph.  Rabbi Berezovsky writes: 

 "כל דבר שהוא נגד רצון ה', בכחו של יהודי להתגבר עליו מכח החלק א' ממעל שבקרבו"
“Anything which is contrary to the will of Hashem, it is within the power of the Jew to triumph over the 

temptation to do it, from the power of the Divine element that exists within him.” 
 )נתיבות שלום על אחרי מות: עמוד פ')

 
To summarise, Hashem knows our inner thoughts, we are ‘the son of the King,’ and we 
possess that spiritual attribute, the “חלק א' ממעל,” the Divine aspect within us.  These three 
explanations for the introductory phrase in Vayikro 18:3, “אני ה' אלקיכם,” can all be taken together 

to form a strong bulwark against the temptation to imitate Egyptian practices. 
 
When we sit at our seder tables at the beginning of Pesach we must remind ourselves that, 
beyond even our physical redemption, our exodus from Egyptian slavery to freedom was 
meant to represent a clean and complete break away from any semblance of ‘Egyptianness’ 



 בס"ד

Acharei-Mos 

 

4 
 

that may have burrowed its way into our national soul.  But, just in case our conviction in this 
wanes, Hashem gives us this direct instruction to ensure we never let our actions be influenced 
in any way by the practices of Egypt and, at the same time, He provides us with the tools and 
spiritual strength to support our efforts in doing His will. 
 
Finally, in order to help ourselves to truly and fully emerge from Mitzrayim and into the light of 
true freedom, let us return to the thought of Rav Dessler (see Strive for Truth! Vol.IV ~ Sanctuaries in 

Time, p.13).  He notes that the Rabbis define freedom as “occupying oneself with Torah.”  
Hashem’s words were engraved,  חרות (‘chorus’) on the luchos, and חרות is closely related to 
 freedom.’  (Note R.’ Eliyahu Ki Tov’s use of ‘cheirus,’ above)‘ (’cheirus‘) חרות
 

)פרקי אבות ו:ב( ַאל ִּתְקָרא ָחרּות ֶאָּלא ֵחרּות, ֶׁשֵאין ְלָך ֶּבן חֹוִרין ֶאָּלא ִמי ֶׁשעֹוֵסק ְּבַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה.  
 
Rav Dessler explains that true freedom is attained once Torah is made an integral part of 
one’s being: “One devoted to Torah as the aim of his life is truly free.” 
 
Devoting oneself to Torah learning is the best way of proactively throwing off the bonds of 
Mitzrayim once and for all.  Rav Dessler adds the following insights: 
 
“No one can be called free until he has abolished from his life the last traces of slavery.  We must take 
a hint from the laws of chametz, which provide that chametz must be completely banished from our diet, 
down to the smallest trace.  Chametz symbolizes the power of the yetzer ha-ra.  By the power of Torah 
we can and must banish materialistic strivings from our lives and emerge into true freedom.” 

(Strive for Truth! Vol.IV ~ Sanctuaries in Time, p.13) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Wishing everyone a Good Shabbos, 
 
Jeremy 


