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Almost as soon as the festivities of Purim are out of the way our thoughts turn to the task of 

preparing ourselves for the upcoming festival of Pesach. The task set before us in this respect 

is outlined for us in several places in the Tanakh, as Shemot 12:14-20 illustrates. ““‘This will be 

a day for you to remember and celebrate as a festival to ADONAI; from generation to 

generation you are to celebrate it by a perpetual regulation. For seven days you are to eat 

matzah — on the first day remove the leaven from your houses. For whoever eats hametz 

[leavened bread] from the first to the seventh day is to be cut off from Isra’el. On the first and 

seventh days, you are to have an assembly set aside for God. On these days no work is to be 

done, except what each must do to prepare his food; you may do only that. You are to 

observe the festival of matzah, for on this very day I brought your divisions out of the land of 

Egypt. Therefore, you are to observe this day from generation to generation by a perpetual 

regulation. From the evening of the fourteenth day of the first month until the evening of the 

twenty-first day, you are to eat matzah. During those seven days, no leaven is to be found in 

your houses. Whoever eats food with hametz in it is to be cut off from the community of 

Isra’el — it doesn’t matter whether he is a foreigner or a citizen of the land. Eat nothing with 

hametz in it. Wherever you live, eat matzah.’””  From this passage we glean several critical 

facts. For a start the celebration of Pesach is to continue in perpetuity, literally “from 

generation to generation” and “wherever you live.” In other words according to this passage 

the annual celebration of our exodus from Egypt is to continue regardless of historical, 

geographical, political, religious or any other circumstances. Thus whether we are living in the 

Land or in the diaspora we are to celebrate Pesach at exactly the same time each year 

precisely according to all the mitzvot that we have just heard. Another important fact that 

emerges from the passage is that the mitzvot which regulate Chag Pesach are not only to 

apply to those who are born Jewish, but to gerim as well. Thus, as it says, “it doesn’t matter 

whether he is a foreigner or a citizen of the land.” “Whoever eats food with hametz in it is to 

be cut off from the community of Israel”. These statements are particularly interesting in view 

of what they tell us about the position of those who were not born Jewish within the Jewish 

community. If we understand the word whoever as an expansion on the previous statement 

this would imply that a ger or foreigner, though he/she was not born within the Jewish 

community, has since become part of it - or how else could they be cut off from the 

community of Israel? Thus, each and everyone of us today is commanded to celebrate Pesach 

and observe the feast of unleavened bread. After all, as Yeshua said, “Don’t think that I have 

come to abolish the Torah or the Prophets. I have come not to abolish but to complete. Yes 

indeed! I tell you that until heaven and earth pass away, not so much as a yud or a stroke will 

pass from the Torah — not until everything that must happen has happened. So whoever 

disobeys the least of these mitzvot and teaches others to do so will be called the least in the 

Kingdom of Heaven. But whoever obeys them and so teaches will be called great in the 

Kingdom of Heaven.”  

 

As is apparent, the passage of time has not diminished Hashem’s desire that His people keep 

His commandments, and this is particularly so with regard to Pesach and Chag Matzot. But if 
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the commandments and the promise still remain, what about the imprecations too? Has the 

threat of being “cut off” receded? In fact, what does the Torah mean when it threatens that 

those who do not keep the Pesach will be “cut off”? Is this something that we should still 

fear?  After all, do we not read that, “whoever eats food with hametz in it is to be [karet or] 

cut off from the community of Israel”. This threat of being “cut off” is in fact found in many 

places in Scripture with regard to a variety of offences. Thus, in our parashah this morning, 

we read for example, that “a person in a state of uncleanness who eats any meat from the 

sacrifice of peace offerings made to ADONAI will be cut off [or karet] from his people. 

Anyone who touches something unclean — whether the uncleanness be from a person, from 

an unclean animal or from some other unclean detestable thing — and then eats the meat 

from the sacrifice of peace offerings for ADONAI, that person will be cut off from his people.’” 

We also read that “whoever eats the fat of animals of the kind used in presenting an offering 

made by fire to ADONAI will be cut off from his people.” And, it adds, “Whoever eats any 

blood will be cut off from his people.’”  The threat of being “cut off” is clearly a major theme 

of this week’s portion. But elsewhere too we read of similar threats. Concerning b’rit milah we 

therefore read that “any uncircumcised male who will not let himself be circumcised in the 

flesh of his foreskin - that person will be cut off from his people, because he has broken my 

covenant.” In Shemot 31:14 we read that “you are to keep my Shabbat, because it is set apart 

for you. Everyone who treats it as ordinary must be put to death; for whoever does any work 

on it is to be cut off from his people.” Similarly, whoever failed to observe Yom Kippur and 

afflict himself on that day was to be cut off from his people. Those who committed certain 

sexual offences were also to be cut off, and so on and so forth. I am sure you will agree that 

there is enough repetition of this threat to warrant our taking an in-depth look at it.  

 

The JPS Torah commentary provides us with some important reflections in this respect. “On 

the most elemental level, “cutting” a person off is a metaphor borrowed from the felling of 

trees and other forms of vegetation. Such actions are often conveyed by the verb k-r-t.” “A 

metaphor of this type,” it continues, “is preserved in the words attributed to Jeremiah’s 

enemies, who plotted against his life: “Let us destroy the tree with its sap, / Let us cut him off 

(nikhretennu) from the land of the living. / That his name be remembered no more!” It 

appears then that in the first instance to be ‘cut off’ was literally to suffer some terrible fate, 

and it is as a result of this that, as the JPS Torah commentary continues to explain, “In priestly 

literature, the penalty of karet was understood to include a series of related punishments at 

the hand of God, ranging from the immediate death of an offender... to his premature death 

at a later time, and even to the death of his descendants. In Mishnah Sanhedrin 9:6 and 

Mishnah Keritot 1:2, this penalty is characterized as mitah bi-ydei shamayim, “death at the 

hands of heaven.” There are many such instances of divine summary judgement, that is of 

‘karet’, in the Scriptures, including Uzzah’s being struck down for merely touching the ark and 

the deaths of two of Aharon’s sons, Nadav and Avihu, who were blasted by God’s fire 

because they offered “hateful” incense. Then there is the case of Korach and his band who 

were suddenly destroyed for attempting to usurp the priesthood from Aharon’s clan. In the 

Messianic Writings too we read of the sudden deaths of Hananyah and Shappirah, mitah bi-
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ydei shamayim, by the hand of heaven. There is an interesting instance of karet in the 

Shabbat laws of Shemot 31:14-15 and Bmidbar 15:32-33 whose passages provide a fascinating 

insight into the interaction between human and divine punishment, and helps to clarify the 

penalty of karet. In the Shemot passage the penalty for failure to keep Shabbat is made 

abundantly clear. We are told twice that one who desecrates Shabbat “shall be put to death” 

by human agency. “Therefore you are to keep my Shabbat, because it is set apart for you. 

Everyone who treats it as ordinary must be put to death; for whoever does any work on it is 

to be cut off from his people. On six days work will get done; but the seventh day is Shabbat, 

for complete rest, set apart for ADONAI. Whoever does any work on the day of Shabbat must 

be put to death.” As is apparent, the passage commands the community to put the Shabbat 

violator to death. In the Bmidbar passage we read all about a man who was found to have 

gathered wood on Shabbat in violation of the Torah. This man, we are told, was put to death 

by the congregation, on explicit instructions from God to Moshe. This being so the meaning 

of the karet in Shemot 31:14-15 is made clear. The community were to put the offender to 

death, but if they failed to uncover the offence or to mete out the demanded punishment, 

God Himself would mete out the punishment in His own way and in His own good time. Thus 

the understanding developed that in all cases of karet the judgement was not simply to be 

left to the hand of heaven; on the contrary, it was the responsibility of the community to 

police itself so that God would effectively only have to mete out His own punishment - mitah 

bi-ydei shamayim - to those who managed to evade the long arm of the law! 

 

It is important to note, however, that not all cases of karet were capital ones. In some 

instances one could be karet or ‘cut off’ from a particular office or status. Thus, in Mlakhim 

Alef 2:45, Melech David is assured that literally “no person of your line shall be ‘cut off’ from 

the throne of Israel.” Moreover, at times karet took the form of banishment or ostracism. As 

the JPS Torah Commentary observes, “In the ancient Near East, especially in sparsely 

inhabited areas, banishment would often have resulted in death, or at least in the extinction 

of a family or clan as a social unit. Hagar and her son Ishmael almost died after their 

banishment, as we read in Genesis 21:16f., and they were only spared by God’s intervention. 

The wilderness is known in Leviticus 16:22 as the land “cut off” (’erets gezerah) from the living, 

which expresses the same theme in other words.” The idea that the community was 

responsible for the anticipation, interpretation and execution of God’s will via it’s judicial 

process rested upon the presumption that the relevant human authorities possessed 

delegated divine authority. In the book of Ezra we find Ezra exercising this precise power to 

execute judgement on offenders. As we read in Ezra 7:25-26, the Babylonian King bestowed 

upon Ezra the power to ““to appoint magistrates and judges to judge all the people in the 

territory beyond the River, that is, all who know the laws of your God; and you are to teach 

those who don’t know them. Whoever refuses to obey the law of your God and the law of the 

king, let judgment be executed on him swiftly, whether it be death, banishment, confiscation 

of goods or imprisonment.”” Thus Ezra wielded the power to inflict loss of property and to 

separate from the community in cases where the authority of the community’s leaders was 

not recognised. The concept underwent further evolution and refinement after the time of 
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Ezra, so much so that by the tannaitic period there existed various degrees of 

excommunication or ‘cherem’. The nezifah  or ‘reprimand’, for example, was the least 

stringent of all. This was a period of voluntary as opposed to compulsory isolation from the 

community which lasted for only seven days. Since it was voluntary it was not dictated so 

much by the command of the Beth Din but by the shame and remorse of the offender. After 

seven days the nezifah automatically expired. This was not the case, however, with the niddui 

which was imposed by the Beth Din for periods of thirty days at a time. When the thirty day 

period expired the punishment was automatically renewed by the Beth Din. Niddui is the 

term employed in tannaitic literature for the punishment of an offender by his isolation from, 

and his being held in enforced contempt by the community at large. Appeal was made in 

justification of this judgement to Miryam’s enforced exclusion from the community in 

Bmidbar 12:14, after she had become inflicted with tzara’at on account of her slandering 

Moshe. There are examples of the punishment of niddui among the Prushim in cases where a 

member of the sect failed to maintain the required standards. He would be expelled from the 

sect and declared ‘menuddeh’ or ‘defiled’ and his former comrades would withdraw from his 

company lest they be contaminated by his influence. As with Ezra this penalty was exercised 

as a means to ensure compliance with the rules of the governing authority. The penalty of 

niddui, however, was also a general criminal one and as such it was meted out to laymen as 

well. Talmudic scholars counted 24 offences for which niddui was prescribed, and these are 

listed by Maimonides. They included such varied offences as insulting a scholar, even after his 

death; disobedience to a court summons; keeping dangerous dogs or other dangerous 

things without properly guarding them; non-observance of the second festival day 

customarily observed abroad; doing work in the afternoon of Erev Pesach; mentioning God’s 

name in speech or oath in trifling matters; failure to have knives used for ritual slaughter 

periodically inspected; and engaging in such business relations with one’s divorced wife as 

might lead to intimacy. Maimonides’ list was by no means exhaustive and thus in turn the 

Shulchan Aruch added several other offences which included disobedience to Torah precepts 

on the strength of spurious analogies or arguments; insisting on minority views overruled by 

the majority and usurpation by a disciple of his teacher’s functions.  

 

It is clear from the Messianic Writings that Yeshua and his shlichim took on board and re-

asserted for the Messianic community the idea of being ‘cut off’. Though, as with wider 

Judaism, their idea of being ‘cut off’ had evolved away from the practice of capital 

punishment, the social and spiritual punishments that were to be meted out upon a 

menuddeh were nevertheless considered to be no less mortal since for them the enforced 

separation from the community was synonymous with spiritual death. As Yochanan made 

clear in his letter to the Corinthians the presence of the menuddeh was to be feared by the 

community because his presence was defiling and, like tzaraat was contagious. “Don’t 

welcome him into your home. Don’t even say, “Shalom!” to him; for the person who says, 

“Shalom!” to him shares in his evil deeds.” (2 Yoch 1:7–11). The need to expel the menuddeh 

from the community in order to preserve it from his contagion was further asserted by Rav 

Shaul in his letter to the Corinthian congregation, whom he condemned for tolerating sexual 
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sin. His comments are particularly interesting in that they illustrate how closely aligned the 

shaliach’s thinking on this matter were with the practice of Pesach when we clear out chametz 

from our homes. “It is actually being reported that there is sexual sin among you,” he said, 

“and it is sexual sin of a kind that is condemned even by pagans — a man is living with his 

stepmother! And you stay proud? Shouldn’t you rather have felt some sadness that would 

have led you to remove from your company the man who has done this thing? For I myself, 

even though I am absent physically, am with you spiritually; and I have already judged the 

man who has done this as if I were present. In the name of the Lord Yeshua, when you are 

assembled, with me present spiritually and the power of our Lord Yeshua among us, hand 

over such a person to the Adversary for his old nature to be destroyed, so that his spirit may 

be saved in the Day of the Lord.” “Your boasting is not good. Don’t you know the saying, “It 

takes only a little hametz to leaven a whole batch of dough?” Get rid of the old hametz, so 

that you can be a new batch of dough, because in reality you are unleavened. For our Pesach 

lamb, the Messiah, has been sacrificed. So let us celebrate the Seder not with leftover hametz, 

the hametz of wickedness and evil, but with the matzah of purity and truth.”  

 

It’s clear that just as we have seen the normative Jewish authorities claimed divine authority 

to ‘cut off’, so too did Rav Shaul. Indeed, it was precisely this idea that Yeshua asserted for 

the Messianic community in Matt 18:15-20. As we read, “if your brother commits a sin against 

you, go and show him his fault — but privately, just between the two of you. If he listens to 

you, you have won back your brother. If he doesn’t listen, take one or two others with you so 

that every accusation can be supported by the testimony of two or three witnesses. If he 

refuses to hear them, tell the congregation; and if he refuses to listen even to the 

congregation, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax-collector. Yes! I tell you people that 

whatever you prohibit on earth will be prohibited in heaven, and whatever you permit on 

earth will be permitted in heaven. To repeat, I tell you that if two of you here on earth agree 

about anything people ask, it will be for them from my Father in heaven. For wherever two or 

three are assembled in my name, I am there with them.”” Contrary to popular opinion this 

passage has nothing to do with what is called ‘spiritual warfare’. The authority to ‘bind’ and to 

‘loose’ was claimed by the rabbinical authorities with regard to legislating for the community 

that which was permitted and that which was forbidden. In restating this concept with regard 

to the Messianic Jewish community Yeshua established a similar judicial framework for his 

followers. Leaders of the Messianic community were thus empowered to govern and, if 

necessary, to ‘cut off’ miscreants. They were to be treated like pagans and tax collectors, both 

of whom were considered to be unclean and who existed beyond the bounds of the 

community. One normally had no social or other kind of discourse with tax collectors and 

gentiles just as during Pesach we are to purge out and have no interaction with chametz, for 

their presence within the community would be defiling. 

 

That we must protect the integrity of our community even today is self-evident. Not everyone 

who has come through our doors in the past 17 years has come with the best of intentions. 

Very occasionally we have had to ask people to leave. More often than not, however, many 
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even of those who came with the best of intentions, simply wilted on the vine and, for a 

smorgasbord of reasons, left of their own accord, cutting themselves off. On reflection I think 

that, whether people are pushed or walk off by their own accord, we ourselves are the 

executors of our own fate. It is we, and not God, or the rabbi who, by our own thoughts and 

actions, effectively include or exclude ourselves from community. No community can exist 

without the good will, beneficent actions and enthusiastic involvement of its members. If a 

community does not have these things then it ceases to be a community and is a collection 

of disparate individuals pursuing their own agendas. What makes us a community is a 

common set of values, beliefs and practices. No, that does not mean uniformity. God forbid 

that we should all think the same! Diversity is a glorious gift from God. And yet there must be 

something that we hold in common which we find compelling enough to cause us to crawl 

out of our beds on a Saturday morning and gather together. If each of us were to come up 

with our own list I am sure that while there would be many items that might be unique to 

ourselves, like a Venn diagram there would be many points of intersection, such as the 

centrality of Yeshua, Jewish identity and Torah observance. And I believe that this is what our 

portion, with its threat of being ‘cut off’, asks us to consider. At what point, though he or she 

might still physically be part of the community does someone leave it emotionally and 

spiritually? At what point though they might be counted in the number have they cut 

themselves off metaphysically? As we have seen the Torah itself sets out boundaries in this 

respect. The non-observance of Pesach, particularly the eating of chametz is an immediate 

case in point. Our practice or non-practice defines who we are and determines whether we 

are ‘in’ or ‘out’. Rather than being a judgement from God, to be ‘karet’ is a condition that we 

choose for ourselves. As Moshe said after he had recapitulated the commandments, “For this 

mitzvah which I am giving you today is not too hard for you, it is not beyond your reach. It 

isn’t in the sky, so that you need to ask, ‘Who will go up into the sky for us, bring it to us and 

make us hear it, so that we can obey it?’  Likewise, it isn’t beyond the sea, so that you need to 

ask, ‘Who will cross the sea for us, bring it to us and make us hear it, so that we can obey 

it?’ On the contrary, the word is very close to you — in your mouth, even in your heart; 

therefore, you can do it! Look! I am presenting you today with, on the one hand, life and 

good; and on the other, death and evil… Therefore, choose life, so that you will live, you and 

your descendants, loving Adonai your God, paying attention to what he says and clinging to 

him — for that is the purpose of your life! On this depends the length of time you will live in 

the land Adonai swore he would give to your ancestors Avraham, Yitz’chak and Ya’akov.”" 

 


