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Independence and Interdependence:
When Do We Need To Stay Together and When Do We Need To Strike

Out
R. Avi Strausberg - strausberg@hadar.org

July Learning Seminar 5785/2025

1. Ma’or VaShemesh-Parashat Kedoshim, R. Kalonymos Kalman Epstein (1753-1823, Poland)

God spoke to Moshe saying: Speak to the
entire people of the children of Israel and
you shall say to them—Be holy for |,
HaShem your God, am Holy.

And Rashi explained: This teaches that this
section was spoken when the people were
gathered because most of the essential
components of the Torah are dependent upon
it. [He further explains] Be holy—you should
be separate.

Rashi's words need to be explained—what
does the fact that this section was spoken to
a gathering teach us? And furthermore,
presumably all of the mitzvot which apply to
the Israel generally were said in a gathering.

It appears to be related to what the Rambam
wrote in Hilkhot De'ot: If a Jewish person
lives in a place where there are bad attitudes
and bad leaders he needs to run away from
that place and he needs to go from place to
place and country to country until he comes
to a place of Torah, proper attitudes, and
good leaders. There he should settle himself
[lit. set the place of his dwelling, cf Yeshayahu
66:1]. And if he does not find any place that
will benefit him, he needs to seclude himself
in deserts and forests so that he can escape
from bad attitudes and people who do evil.

And the truth is that a person does need to
escape to the forests and separate himself
from the general multitudes in order to be

N NTY 7D IX AT INX? Aawn X 'n1aTi
N UIT? D I'NN D'YTR DAIX NNXL R
NMXIy A7 "t "wn el ' arndaIN 'n

.N2 [M17N NN 912 2N 1191, 70702 IT NYWI9
121 0'WN9 11N - DN D'YIT?

N2 NT'M NN IR DY 'y NI

75 XNnnon ,TIVI 70PN NN IT NWISY
SNP7N2 NMNIN 7R D702 niannn nixnn

1"9) NIYT NID7N22ND 02NN NINT,NTA AR
12 W'Y DI7NA TR IT 7RI WX DX (RN

/1 NINA77"X,010 X7 0'A'NI1 NIV NIVT
N2'TAAI1 DI7A7 DI7RA )7'7 )X1L,XIND DIZAN
NN NIYTI NN DI7NA7 X2'Y TV N1 TA7

12'X DXI.1NN1A DIZNA YA7' DY - 0'210 D'A'NIN1
TTIANN7 )Y - 17 2'0" VWX DI7A DIY XXIN
NIV NIYTA NI2'Y *T2 NINYAI NNATAA

v waxni

LMY NNAY7 DTRN )Y DY, RIND DNRDI
NIV NIYTA 7¥1'Y 1D ,0Y [INN [N INXY UIN97I
[n 7¥107 K7XR 7'y 1'R NIXT X ;DY D'wynnl

Page 1 of 8

R3PS



mailto:strausberg@hadar.org

1Ti]
HADAR

TORAH - AVODAH - HESED

saved from bad attitudes and bad practices.
But this will only be effective for saving
oneself from the things that inhibit the
service of God, may God be Blessed.
However, in order to achieve the higher
holiness? This will only happen if he
attaches himself to the notable people,
those who truly serve God, and if he
participates with them in great service
whether it be Tefillah or studying Torah. The
crux of the Mitzvot is that everything should
bein a collective, joining together with those
who seek God—then he can achieve the
higher holiness. And in proportion to the
increased number of people who gather
together to engage in the service of God so
does the higher holiness of God rest upon
them. Like the sages of the Mishnah said:
According to the increased number of the
congregation, so they would bless because it
is in accordance with the increased number
of the congregation that we achieve the
higher holiness, for many people is an
honor to the king.
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But if a person wants to separate himself
from the group and to isolate himself to pray
as an individual or for any critical
component of the service of God that is
[usually] done in a joint collective—it is
impossible for him to achieve the higher
holiness. And not only this, but he will be
able to stray (God Forbid!) from many of the
fundamentals of the Torah if he isolates
himself and separates from the group. As it
says in the Gemara on the verse a sword on
the beams and there it says, not only that,
but they become dumber...Foritis
impossible for any creature to be alone
except for the Creator who is alone and
unique. And that is one - that is unique, that
itis impossible for any creature to be alone,
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with the exception of the Creator, may God’s
name be Blessed, God is one, alone, and
unique. Therefore a person needs to attach
himself with those who serve God, to bein a
gathering with them for all holy service.

This is the explanation of the verse: God
spoke to Moshe saying: Speak to the
entire people of the children of Israel And
Rashi explained: This teaches that this
section was spoken when the people were
gathered. This explains that this section of
Be holy should be in a gathering—that is
that it is impossible for a person to merit to
come to Holiness unless heisin a joint
collective with the community in serving
God. Because most of the essential
components of the Torah are dependent upon
it. That is group prayer and the like. The
verse concludes by saying—Be holy—you
should be separate means that in this
section Israel is commanded to be holy and
a person might mistakenly think that the
explanation of Be holy is that if he isolates
himself and separates himself from the
community he will merit Holiness. Therefore
Rashi cleverly explained before this point,
This teaches that this section was spoken
when the people were gathered. That is that
he will only merit this holiness when he
gathers himself to the group who seek God.
But regarding that which we have been
commanded to guard ourselves from, the
things which inhibit the service of God—only
for that is isolation good. That is why Rashi
said, This teaches that this section,
specifically “this” section (Parashah) of Be
holy (Kedoshim) was said in a gathering.
Specifically “this” one.

That is the explanation of the Midrash in
VaYikra Rabbah—Be holy—possibly like Me?!
The verse comes to teach—For I am holy. My
holiness is above your holiness.
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Meaning—Possibly like Me?! That a person
might want to isolate themselves, to be
alone and they will think that through this
they will achieve the higher holiness, The
verse comes to teach—For | am holy. My
holiness is above your holiness. For [being
alone] is only for the Creator, Blessed is He,
alone, for He is alone and unique. But if a
person wants to draw down the holiness of
the Holy Blessed One—they can only do so
by gathering together to serve God as one
body, as mentioned before.
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More on the verse above. God spoke to
Moshe saying: Speak to the entire people
of the children of Israel and you shall say
to them—Be holy like I, HaShem your God,
am Holy. In the Midrash, VaYikra Rabbah, it
says: The Holy Blessed One said to
Moshe—God and tell Israel: My children, just
as | am separate, so you should be separate.
Just as | am holy, so too you should be holy.
That is why it says, Be holy [like | am].

This Midrash is very surprising. First, isn't it
the case that the Holy Blessed One does not
make unreasonable demands on His
creations (God forbid)?! And is it possible for
a person to be holy like God? Or, how is it
possible for the entire people of the
children of Israel to be separate? Specifically,
how is it possible for the entire people of the
children of Israel to be separate like the Holy
Blessed One, as it were?

It should be explained in a straightforward
way that there are many paths that a person
has to walk in the service of God, God’s
name be Blessed, but the primary service of
God is out of love, so that a person can come
through this to attach oneself to Blessed
God. And yet, there are some people who
think that the way of serving God and the
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way to get to Attachment is through
isolation—isolating themselves in a room
inside a room, learning there and not
speaking to another single soul, and not
being seen by anyone else—that this is the
primary way of coming to Attachment, but
this is not the complete truth. Foritis
possible that a person will isolate
themselves for many years and not speak to
anyone and still won't come to the truth at
all!

And so | once heard from the renowned
Rebbe, my teacher Elimelekh of Lizhensk
(author of the Noam Elimelekh) an
interpretation of the verse, God says: Can a
man hide himself in a hiding place and |
won't see him?! He said that the verse
means to say that sometimes a person
secludes himself in a special secret room
and thinks that this is the crux of [divine]
service, but God says, and | won't see him.
Meaning, that |, [God] as it were, won't see
him [in the room].

Rather the primary form of worship is that a
person should join with the children of Israel
who are Tzaddikim and fine people. And
through this he will come to truly serve God,
to learn from their good behavior. For the
primary aspect is to be isolated in one's
mind and to be constantly thinking about
the loftiness of the Blessed God. Even when
heisin a large community he should
constantly attach his mind to the Blessed
Creator, as the author of the Hovot
Halevavot (R. Bahya ibn Pakuda, 11" cent.
Spain) wrote in the Gate of Separation that
the primary element of Separation is that
when a person is in a house full of people, he
should imagine that/it will seem to him that
[the house] is empty. This means to say that
he should he should attach himself to the
Blessed Creator with his mind as if he

X71 DIV NN XY TTAN'Y NIY 210D 1ima
270 nnx XA X7 -7 DX DIw? AT

DONI9NN AN "' INTRN NNKX DY 'NyNY DI
7109 7V wIN'o 7" pINT pOWTIN IR N "IN
X7 "ANI D'YNONA WX N0 DX (TI D In'!YY)
DXV ,AN17 XY 7"'T NIN NRY LD DN IR
7120 N'N',IN02 TNIM TN 1YY DX TTIAN!
AMIX RIN N WITEN 72K - NTIAY 'Y INTY
X7' 710120 IX DAY ;17 DX 'IIRIR K7 AN
JIA RN

12 OV 1NXY DTX MANN'Y KIN ATIAYN 2V N
NI127 210" 0T T 2V, 0MWD1 0TY 7RO

, 010N DN'YYNN TIM%7 Nnaxa own'? nTiavY
TN AIYNT7 NAYNNN NITTIANN KN 7'Yn D
11 707 1N XKINY DA ,)NAN ININZR NinnN2
JNDY 1N ,7NAN' X1IANA T'AN INAYWNN 2T -
AV ' NIYMIDN 1WA NIAA7N NaIN 7y

'] KINWI INXY] DT NNT'Y KIN NIYNI9N
XY PAT'Y ,AN17 NX1.0NN 7D 0TR A XN
Y'Y YT X7 DLYNDOY KIN N2 X1IAN2 INAvNN]
DTN X N7'ONN NY2 V91 .0TR DIY Y KD
[ND W'Y INXY NNT RIY TY 2ITA NzaT? RIAY
'V INTILRIN N2 XKD 7Y NN DY

'MINS DTN 12 DY NATNYA DALNITTIANN
YINO N’ 71,0NNY W91 1NYN! K7 - wn
N2ANn' ININYR MMM 2IYNY,0NN INAYNN

Page 5 of 8

R3PS




1Ti]
HADAR

TORAH - AVODAH - HESED

doesn't know that there is anyone else
there. Specifically, a person needs to come
to great attachment during prayer until it
almost seems to him that there is not other
creature there aside for the Holy Blessed
One. And this is the primary form of
isolation. And even when he speaks to
people of low value- he should not mix
himself with them, rather he should be
separate from them in his thoughts and
think about the loftiness of Blessed God.

And this is the explanation for the verses
mentioned above—that this section was
taught in a gathering, specifically to all of
the people of children of Israel. Be
holy—that is you should be separate. That is
that even when you are in a gathering of the
holy people together— each person should
be separate, to attach himself and tie
himself to the Blessed Creator in his
thoughts and it will be like you are entirely
alone without anyone else, like the words of
the Sage, when a person is in a house full of
people, he should imagine that/it will seem to
him that [the house] is empty. That is the
intent of the Midrash mentioned above, just
as | am separate. Just as God is separate, as
it were, even though He fills all worlds and
surrounds all worlds and there is no place
empty of God. And even so, God is
completely immaterial. So you should be,
even though you are inside the
community—you should also be separate
from them in order to be attached to Blessed
God and you don't mix in with their
physicality and you will be holy.
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2. R. Shalom Noah Berezovsky, Netivot Shalom, Vayigash

My lord asked his servants, ‘Have you a
father or another brother?’ (Genesis 44:19)

And as the Sages said (Avot 2:16), 'Make for
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yourself a rabbi and acquire for yourself a
friend, for these are the counsels for the
individual and the way for him to reach the
Holy One that he should be connected to a
rabbi and to companionship, for without this
heis in the state of a lone individual who
cannot achieve anything, for he sins
sometimes and defiles his limbs, and how
can he reach the Holy One? And this is the
hintin the verse 'My lord asked,' etc., that
when they ask for grace and mercy, the
answer is 'My lord asked his servants, saying,
have you a father?' meaning, do you have a
rabbi to whom you are connected who is in
the aspect of a father, 'or a brother,’ meaning
connection to brothers and friends who are
united together, for the way to reach the
Holy One is through connection to 'the
entirety of Israel,' and this is through
nullifying oneself to a rabbi and to
companionship. And to this was the answer
given, 'We have an old father and a young
child of his old age' for indeed we have these
powers of connection, 'we have an old
father, the aspect of 'make for yourself a
rabbi,' 'and a small child of his old age, the
aspect of 'acquire for yourself a friend, 'and
his brother died,’ meaning that brother with
whom we were divided is no longer, 'and
now there is no longer any dispute between
us and we are all connected as onein
brotherhood.'
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3. Talmud Bavli Ta’anit 7a
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Rabbah bar bar Hannah said: Why are the words of
Torah compared to fire? As it says, Aren’t my words like
fire, Says God. To tell you that just as fire isn't lit alone
so too words of Torah do not keep individually. And that
is what R' Yosi bar Hanina said—What does the verse
mean when it says, A sword against the diviners
(badim). They'll be made fools. A sword on the
“haters” of the sages who engage in torah one by one
(bad b'vad). And not only that, but they become dumb!
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4. Marge Piercy, “Amidah: On Our Feet We Speak To You”

We rise to speak

a web of bodies aligned like notes of music...
Yet you have taught us to push against the walls,
to reach out and pull each other along,

to strive to find the way through

if there is no way around, to go on.

We will try to be holy,

We will try to repair the world given us to hand on.

Precious is this treasure of words and knowledge and deeds that moves inside us,
Holy is the hand that works for peace and for justice,

Holy is the mouth that speaks for goodness

holy is the foot that walks toward mercy.

Let us lift each other on our shoulders and carry each
other along.

Let holiness move in us.

Let us pay attention to its small voice,

Let us see the light in others and honor that light.
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