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 Parashat Reʼeh speaks of “desire” multiple times.  From a religious perspective, we o�en think 

 of desire in terms of how we may  control  it, or even completely suppress it. But actually 

 religious life without desire is flat and one-dimensional. Ultimately, the richness and depth of 

 our religious experience hinges on appreciating, valuing, and even  cultivating  desire.  In 

 Parashat Reʼeh, we can trace an approach that embraces human craving and desire as a 

 powerful mechanism to fully live a life of  mitzvot  , meaning and integrity. 

 Parashat Reʼeh discusses where, when, and how to respond to the human desire to eat meat.  1 

 At first glance, it approaches human desire with boundaries and limitations: 

 1  The question of whether/how to eat meat is a core problem that rabbinic tradition traces back to Gan Eden 
 where there is a debate whether or not Adam and  H  ava ate meat. 
 See  Talmud Bavli Sahendrin 59b 

  אמר רב יהודה אמר רב: אדם הראשון לא הותר לו בשר לאכילה, דכתיב לכם יהיה לאכלה ולכל חית הארץ - ולא חית הארץ
  לכם… מיתיבי: היה רבי יהודה בן תימא אומר: אדם הראשון מיסב בגן עדן היה, והיו מלאכי השרת צולין לו בשר, ומסננין לו

  יין. הציץ בו נחש וראה בכבודו, ונתקנא בו!
  התם בבשר היורד מן השמים...
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  דברים יב:יד-טו, כא,כג
  ִּכי ִאם-ַּבָּמקֹום ֲאֶׁשר-ִיְבַחר ְיקָוק, ְּבַאַחד ְׁשָבֶטי�--ָׁשם ַּתֲעֶלה ֹע�ֶתי� ְוָׁשם ַּתֲעֶׂשה ֹּכל ֲאֶׁשר ָאֹנִכי

  ְוָאַכְלָּת ָבָׂשר ְּכִבְרַּכת ְיקָוק ֱא�ֶהי� ֲאֶׁשר ָנַתן-ְל�--ְּבָכל-ְׁשָעֶרי�  ִּתְזַּבח  ְּבָכל-ַאַּות ַנְפְׁש�  ְמַצֶּוָּך. ַרק
  ַהָּטֵמא ְוַהָּטהֹור יֹאְכֶלּנּו ַּכְּצִבי ְוָכַאָּיל.

  ֱא�קי� ָלׂשּום ְׁשמֹו ָׁשם ְוָזַבְחָּת ִמְּבָקְר� ּוִמּצֹאְנ� ֲאֶׁשר ָנַתן  ִּכי-ִיְרַחק ִמְּמ� ַהָּמקֹום ֲאֶׁשר ִיְבַחר ְיקָוק  …

  ַהָּדם, ִּכי ַהָּדם,  ַרק ֲחַזק, ְלִבְלִּתי ֲאֹכל  …  .  ְּבֹכל ַאַּות ַנְפֶׁש�  ְיקָוק ְל�, ַּכֲאֶׁשר ִצִּויִת�--ְוָאַכְלָּת, ִּבְׁשָעֶרי�

  הּוא ַהָּנֶפׁש ְולֹא-תֹאַכל ַהֶּנֶפׁש, ִעם-ַהָּבָׂשר.

 Devarim 12:14-15, 21, 23 
 But only in the place that God will choose in one of your tribal territories. There you 
 shall sacrifice your burnt offerings and there you shall observe all that I enjoin upon 
 you. But  whenever you desire  , you may slaughter and eat meat in any of your 
 settlements, according to the blessing that the Lord your God has granted you. The 
 impure and the pure alike may partake of it, as of the gazelle and the deer… 

 If the place where God has chosen to establish the divine name is too far from you, you 
 may slaughter any of the cattle or sheep that God gives you, as I have instructed you; 
 and you may eat  to your heartʼs content  in your settlements…But make sure that  you 
 do not partake of the blood; for the blood is the life, and you must not consume the life 
 with the flesh. 

 The ideal seems to be that whenever someone craved meat, they brought a  korban  on the 

 altar,  2  bound by all of the laws of sacrifices. The bodily desire to eat meat had to be controlled, 

 and could only be expressed in the limited context of a relationship with God. It also had to be 

 in relationship with community. The laws of sacrifices strictly require the meat to be 

 consumed within a very short period of time, which meant that the person wealthy enough to 

 freely slaughter an animal would be highly motivated to share of this abundance with those 

 who were less well off.  3  The religious approach to desire and craving here is to restrict it and 

 channel it into contexts dictated by relationship with God and responsibility toward others. 

 3  See for example the discussion of sharing the holiday sacrifices in Devarim 16:11. 

 2  Note that verses 14 and 15 appear to send conflicting messages about the centralization of worship. For more 
 discussion, see 
 www.thetorah.com/article/debates-over-centralizing-sacrificial-worship-and-eating-non-sacrificial-meat. 
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 Parashat Reʼeh goes on to say that when the central Sanctuary is too far, the people are 

 allowed to eat meat in any location, “to your heartʼs desire.” Even though this desire cannot 

 be channeled in the ideal way as laid out above, it is permissible as long as it is expressed 

 within other specified parameters. We are not to consume the blood. We may only eat kosher 

 animals. The rabbis also record that we must perform  she  h  itah  , slaughtering the animal in a 

 specific way.  4  The religious approach to desire here is best characterized as tolerance. Desire 

 can be tolerated, as long as it is channeled within specific limitations.  . 

 Rabbinic  terminology  makes  a  clear  distinction  between  meat  for  a  sacred  sacrifice  ( זבחי  

 Even  as  both  are  technically  permitted,  this  5  .(   תאוה  בשר )  and  meat  for  our  own  desire  (   שלמים

 linguistic distinction drills down on a picture where the axis of the sacred and the axis of 

 human desire are fundamentally at odds.  Human desire is not sacred, and it is only 

 acceptable as long as it is properly restrained  .  This approach assumes that human desire is 

 ultimately a spiritual liability rather than an asset. It is decidedly not a positive part of our 

 religious lives. Like a thing wild and dangerous, it must be restrained and controlled, if not 

 entirely eliminated.  6 

 But there is evidence in our  parashah  that supports an opposite view.  In the very same 

 parashah  we find the roots of an approach that embraces  desire and craving. These can be 

 6  The approach of constraint assumes that human desire is separate from our relationship with God and 
 ultimately a liability rather than an asset, and this can lead to a much stronger condemnation of desire. In his 
 comments on Parashat Reʼeh, the sixteenth century pietist R. Shlomo Efraim of Lunshitz offers a wholesale 
 critique of desire: 

  כי ירחק ממך המקום גורם לך שרחוק ה' מכליותיך על כן כל היום תתאוה תאוה גם בוש לא תבוש מלומר אוכלה בשר
 “When the Place becomes distant from you” - this causes God to be distant from your kidneys. That is why you 
 will have cravings all day and wonʼt be embarrassed to say ʻI shall eat meat.̓  
 According to this, our very desire for meat expands by virtue of being far away from Godʼs presence. Conversely, 
 though, our desire for meat would diminish in accordance with the degree to which we were close to God. The 
 religious view here is that human craving is a symptom of being far from God, and we should strive to minimize 
 our desires altogether. 

 5  See, for example, Mishnah Maʼaser Sheini 1:3. 

 4  She  h  itah  is  derived  from  word וזבחת   which  has  an  otherwise  subversive  meaning  as  an  indication  of 
 non-centralized sacrifice. 
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 seen not only as spiritual liabilities to be minimized, but as religious assets to be appreciated 

 and mobilized.  7 

 In the instruction to bring of oneʼs harvest to the central place of worship (known rabbinically 

 as Maʼaser Sheni), we find that desire is a critical part of performing the  mitzvah  . Rather than 

 bringing the harvest as food, one may sell the produce, bring the money instead, and 

 purchase new food items there: 

  דברים יד:כו
  ;  ֲאֶׁשר ִּתְׁשָאְל�, ַנְפֶׁש�  ּוְבֹכל  ַּבָּבָקר ּוַבּצֹאן, ּוַבַּיִין ּוַבֵּׁשָכר,  ְּבֹכל ֲאֶׁשר-ְּתַאֶּוה ַנְפְׁש�  ְוָנַתָּתה ַהֶּכֶסף

  ְוָאַכְלָּת ָּׁשם, ִלְפֵני ְיהָוה ֱא�ֶהי�, ְוָׂשַמְחָּת, ַאָּתה ּוֵביֶת�.

 Devarim 14:26 
 and spend the money  on anything you want  —cattle, sheep, wine, or other intoxicant, 
 or  anything  you  may  desire  .  And  you  shall  feast  there,  in  the  presence  of  your  God ה   ', 
 and rejoice with your household. 

 The  mitzvah  is not only to buy food to eat in the central place, but to specifically buy food that 

 you  crave  . It is impossible to fulfill this  mitzvah  without wanting something, and knowing 

 what it is that you desire. This isnʼt merely about managing an existing desire. This is a vision 

 of religious life that embraces the fact that our bodies have desires, where  mitzvot  are 

 intertwined with visceral pleasure and passion. 

 In light of this requirement that our desire  become part of  mitzvot  , we can see ways in which 

 later religious sources also elevate craving and desire. One midrash makes a connection 

 between  mitzvot  about food and an evocative verse from Psalms that puts forth a religious 

 sensibility embedded in our bodies and our desires: 

 7  Much has been written on the topic of desire, especially the concept of the  yetzer  in rabbinic literature. See, for 
 example, Ishay Rosen-Zvi's  Demonic Desires  . The centrality  of desire as a positive component in religious life is 
 also critical to, and highly developed throughout, Hassidic thought. My goal here is not to reiterate those 
 writings, but to observe how the roots of that embrace of desire are here within the Torah itself, and particularly 
 so with respect to craving for food. 
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  ט  :  מ  תהלים
  מעי  בתוך  ותורתך  חפצתי  אלקי  רצונך  לעשות

 Tehillim 40:9 
 To do what pleases You, my God, is my desire; Your teaching is in my guts. 

 This language describes a visceral desire for God and Godʼs Torah. It evokes a more integrated 

 approach where our religious lives are animated and fueled by our bodies and our passions. 

 Rather than leaving the body behind, the Torah beckons it forth. Torah cannot live without the 

 body being present. It needs to seep into the bodyʼs inmost parts. 

 In midrash, this verse comes to represent a visceral commitment to both the ethical and ritual 

 aspects of  mitzvot  . In one version, King David describes his very body as the sacred backstop 

 for living up to his interpersonal responsibilities. He refuses to put anything into his mouth 

 unless it has been tithed; before he eats and fulfills his own bodily craving, he first fulfills his 

 craving that all the necessary gi�s be given to people without their own source of income.  8  A 

 later version of the  midrash  expands to associate all 248 negative  mitzvot  with the limbs of the 

 body. Through  mitzvot  that apply to each part of the body, we come to feel the words of the 

 Psalm, “Your teaching is in my inmost parts.”  I feel Torah in my stomach by not eating 

 forbidden food. I feel Torah in my skin by refraining from tattoos. I feel part of Godʼs name 

 etched in the shape of my hands as I refrain from corrupt business dealings. The meeting 

 point between the Divine presence and human desire comes through each part of our body 

 living up to the integrity that  mitzvot  demand, both ritually and ethically.  9 

 9  Tan  h  uma Shemini Parashah 8 (Warsaw) 
  (תהלים מ), אשריכם ישראל שבכל אבר ואבר  בתוך מעי  ותורתך  זאת החיה אשר תאכלו, זש"ה לעשות רצונך אלהי חפצתי

  שבכם נתן מצוה שמאתים וארבעים ושמונה איברים באדם ולכך אנו אומרים בכל יום ברוך אתה ה' אלהינו מלך העולם אשר
  יצר את האדם בחכמה וברא בו נקבים נקבים חלולים חלולים, חלולים חלולים בגימטריא רמ"ח הוי כמנין איברים שבאדם,

  שנא'  מילה  לא תתנו בבשרכם (שם /ויקרא י"ט/), ועוד מצות  ושרט לנפש  בבשר  לא תקיפו פאת ראשכם (ויקרא יט)  בראש
  ,  במילה  והיו"ד  ביד  והדל"ת  באפין  (בראשית יז) ונמלתם את בשר ערלתכם, ועוד שחתם שמו שהוא שדי בבני ישראל, השי"ן

  השי"ן באפים שלא יקבלו ולא יהנו מגזל, והדל"ת ביד שיהא משא ומתן של אדם בכשרות ולא בגזל, היו"ד במילה שלא יחטא
  אדם וכו'

 8  Pesikta de-Rav Kahana Pis. 10 ‛aser Te‛aser 
  כך  לא  מעיים,  בתוך  תורה  יש  עולא  בר  אחא  א"ר  ט).  מ:  (תהלים  מעי  בתוך  ותורתך  חפצתי  אלקי  רצונך  לעשות  או'  שדוד  הוא

  אותו  עשרתי  שלא  עד  מעיי  בתוך  דבר  ירד  אם  עלי  יבא  דוד  אמ'  אלא  לב),  לא:  (ירמיה  אכתבנה  לבם  על  כת'
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 This  midrash  teaches that just as the human body has physical cravings, it also craves to be in 

 deep, responsible relationship with God and others.  Mitzvot  should be a passionate, 

 embodied pursuit, not a stifling of human passion.  Our Torah is lived in the body and the 

 cravings of the body are what bring us closer to God. A similar idea is encapsulated in the 

 verse from Psalms: “My soul thirsts for You (God), my  flesh  yearns for You” (Psalms 63:2). 

 One of the most concrete manifestations of a religious ethos that grows from, rather than 

 suppresses, our visceral cravings emerges in the Talmudʼs discussion of the  mitzvah  to eat 

 matzah  at the Seder on an empty stomach so we will crave it.  10  We can see the requirement to 

 cultivate craving for  matzah  as a paradigm for our relationship with  mitzvot  . The Passover 

 sacrifice in Egypt was the first  mitzvah  we had as a people, and reenacting it each year at 

 seder is an opportunity to reset our fundamental posture towards  mitzvot  . A visceral craving 

 for  matzah  the food aligns with a visceral craving  for the  mitzvah  of  matzah  , and this can 

 become a paradigm of craving and passion in our relationship to  mitzvot  writ large. 

 The Talmud posits that we must cultivate this craving for  matzah  - the blandest of foods - but 

 not for the meat of the Passover sacrifice, where we might imagine the smell of roasting meat 

 more naturally leading to a sensation of craving. Although it is counterintuitive to crave bland 

 matzah  , it is actually quite powerful, as it teaches  us to cultivate desire for even the most 

 “tasteless”  mitzvot  . Those parts of Torah that feel  “bland” demand our passion and desire all 

 the more so, as we strive to better understand, and perhaps actively interpret  mitzvot  so that 

 their beauty and power shines forth. The requirement to “crave”  mitzvot  pulls us into the work 

 of making  mitzvot  as beautiful as they can and should  be. 

 10  Talmud Bavli Pesa  h  im 99b 
  דתניא: לא יאכל אדם בערבי שבתות וימים טובים מן המנחה ולמעלה כדי שיכנס לשבת כשהוא תאוה, דברי רבי יהודה. רבי

  יוסי אומר: אוכל והולך עד שתחשך.
  אמר רב הונא: לא צריכא אלא לרבי יוסי, דאמר: אוכל והולך עד שתחשך — הני מילי בערבי שבתות וימים טובים, אבל בערב

  הפסח, משום חיובא דמצה מודה.
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 In our trek through the parshiyot over the past year, we have seen multiple times that our 

 desire plays an important role in our relationship with God and  mitzvot  .  11  A religious life 

 cannot only be about restricting and suppressing human craving. A religious life hinges on the 

 mechanics of craving. We need to deeply crave what Torah represents -truth, integrity, 

 wholeness - with our entire being. Religious craving is not just about a personal feeling of 

 “spirituality.”  As we saw with David and the midrash traditions, visceral desire can drive our 

 pursuit of both ritual and ethics.  A feeling of craving can motivate us even and especially 

 when the appeal of mitzvot does not feel obvious in our lives and in our world. The power of 

 our craving can mobilize us to fill that void, as the taste of our craving for the integrity of Torah 

 turns into vision, and we passionately dedicate ourselves to do the work of turning this vision 

 into reality. 

 11  In  Parashat Emor  , we explored the significance of  ratzon  (volition) in the system of sacrifices - that a sacrifice 
 enables the possibility for intimacy in a human-divine encounter about mutual will and desire. God only wants 
 our  sacrifices  when  they  are  accompanied  by  our  will  and  desire  to  be  in  relationship  - לרצונכם   . 
 In  Parashat Naso  , we saw that  mitzvot  cannot be “bundled”  to be dispensed with as efficiently as possible, like a 
 weight  or  burden,  but  are  meant  to  be  “beloved”  ( חביבין   )  to  us,  a  source  of  affection  and  desire.  The  religious 
 vision is not primarily focused on  mitzvot  as a means  to  curb  our desire, but  mitzvot  as a means to cultivate  an 
 attitude of passion and desire. 
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