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Leviticus 21
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The Lord said to Moses: Speak to the
priests, the sons of Aaron, and say to
them: None shall defile himself for
any [dead] person among his kin,
2except for the relatives (iNxv) that
are closest to him: his mother, his
father, his son, his daughter, and his
brother; 3also for a virgin sister, close
to him because she has not married,
for her he may defile himself. 4 7ya
I'aya shall not defile himself, and so
profane himself.
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Sifra, Emor | (Lev. 21)

“[None shall defile himself for any
'R, IR 2NN MKW DX D" dead person among his kin,]
MWKR XYX Nxw  €xcept for NXY“: INNY means his
wife.



Maimonides, Evel, chapter 2
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1. These are the relatives for whom a person
must mourn according to Torah law: mother,
father, son, daughter, and a fraternal brother or
sister. Following rabbinic law, a man must also
mourn for his wife.

6. See how stringent the mitzvah of mourning
is! For the prohibition against ritual impurity is
superseded so that a priest can tend to his
relatives' burial and mourn for them. ... [He
qguotes our verses.] This is a positive
commandment; if he does not desire to become
meurl?, we force him to become impure against
is will.

7. A priest must defile himself for his wife (i.e.
attend her funeral) even against his will. The
Ioasi]s for this rule is rabbinic [i.e. it is not Torah
aw].
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Rashi (1040-1105)
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INNWY7: [The expression iNXY] “his
relative” refers only to his wife.

A husband shall not defile
himself for [a wife who causes]
his desecration, [while she is]
among his people: He may not
defile himself for his [deceased]
wife who was unfit for him, and by
whom he was desecrated while
she was with him.



Abraham lbn Ezra (1089/1092-1164/1167)

NXI NI ANpPEN NRYT? OX D
ANY D INWUINR UK DD 1IWIN'D D 117
12 ONX1,770 oW (1,N' X'l NwA
"I'my2 7va" Dyoul .aN?1 IMR? 00O
INWUNXA 7van XnLo' XY - (1)

XNL' 2 N'NIN [P'NYAY 12'RY TYUNRDI
. . NT1DNOX 1N "NRY" I INWUKXY
JANIYN YN 71Ta 7va "o D nnNl .
702 ,(2' , 20 NINY) My 'K 1'792 10D
MY ahibh

It used to seem to us [or “it would
have seemed to us”] that the phrase,
“except for a close relative (INXW),” is
a general statement followed by a
list of details: mother, father.... And
that the meaning of I'ya 7y2, in
verse 4, is that a kohen should not
defile himself when his wife dies.

But when we saw that the rabbis
passed on the tradition that a kohen
does defile himself for his wife.... The
first interpretation is cancelled.



Rashbam (c. 1080 — c. 1165)
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NO 7va FROM THE COMPANY [OF
PRIESTS] SHALL DEFILE HIMSELF: No
husband from the company of priests
shall defile himself by [becoming
impure through contact with the dead
body of] his wife, 1'7nn7—for that would
render him unfit for the priesthood.

But according to the rabbis, [the verse
means that] he should not defile
himself by [hbecoming impure through
contact with the dead body of] his unfit
or disqualified wife. But he ma?/1 defile
himself by [hbecoming impure through
contact with the dead body of] his
legitimate wife.



Rabbi Yosef Bekhor Shor (late 12t century)
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Our rabbis said: INX¥ means his
wife. So one can also see at the end
of the section...

Also, the verse says [He shall make
himself unclean] “for h|s virgin sister
who has no husband.” So, it she has
a husband, [her brother] does not
make himself unclean. Rather her
husband—even if he is a kohen—
buries her and becomes unclean. So
it is written [about husbands and
wives], “they shall become one
flesh” (Gen :24); there is no kinship
relationship closer than that.



Torah Temimah
(Rabbi Baruch Halevi Epstein, 1860-1941)
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Many struggled to interpret this midrash
[INXW means his wife]. To me, the
explanation is simple. Since we have found
that the Torah often uses the word WX to
refer to a family relationship between
people . .. and since here it writes “to his
XY that is closest to him,” we interpret
this as a reference to his wife, since,
following the custom of the world and the
ways of modesty, there is no relationship as
close as that of husband and wife. All those
who had difficulty understanding this
midrash made the mistake of thinking that
the Talmud was saying that Nxw really
means his wife. That is not the case. ...
Think this through and all will become clear.



Torah Temimah (cont.)
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In the Laws of Mourning (2:2)
Maimonides ruled that the fact that
a kohen attends his wife’s funeral is a
rabbinic law. He thinks that the
midrash “INXW means his wife” is just
an asmakhta. It seems that he
understands that the word NXw is an
introduction to the list of relatives
that is enumerated after that. . ..
There is much to say about this
approach of his; nevertheless, it is
not impossible that he understands
the language of the biblical verse in
the way that | explained.



The word 1y




The four times that the word 1Y appears in
Leviticus 21

All Priests:

... Speak to the priests, the sons of Aaron, and say to them: “None
shall defile himself for any [dead] person 1'"aya.” (Lev 21:1)

'y2 7y shall not defile himself and so profane himself. (Lev 21:4)

The High Priest:

Only a virgin '"ayn may he take to wife. (Lev 21:14)
He may not profane his offspring 'nya. (Lev 21:15)



Rashbam (on verse 4, review)

NO 7ya2 FROM THE COMPANY [OF
PRIESTS] SHALL DEFILE HIMSELF:

No husband from the company of
DY2 7Y2 DIV - I'"QY] 7Y] KNO' X7 priests shall defile himself by

-17NN"7 :1NWNX? Xnv' X7 DN [becoming impure through

INANON 220NN Y optact with the dead body of] his
wife, I7nn7—for that would
render him unfit for the
priesthood.



Rashbam (on verse 1)

NO ONE SHALL DEFILE HIMSELF
I'my2: [This means] no one from
the company (DY) of priests
should defile himself for [i.e.

DY W'N — I'yd XNL' X7 woi1b?  through contact with] any [dead]

‘N> ,0TX w917 Xnv' X7 0 1ndn  human body. [The word 1y in
NWX N7 Iyn n'72ima  this verse is not a reference to the

person who died, but to the
subject of the sentence, the
priest, and his "DyY-company,"] as
in the phrase (vs. 14), "he shall
take a virgin 1'ayn as a wife."




Shadal (Samuel David Luzzatto [1800-1865} on vs. 1
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[Quoting Rashbam]: “No one from
the company (DY) of priests
should defile himself for [i.e.
through contact with] any [dead]
human body, as in the phrase (vs.
14), "he shall take a virgin I'nyn
as a wife.”]

Since, following the peshat, he
[the high priest] must marry a
kohenet.



Baruch Levine, JPS Torah Commentary
(Lev. 21:14)

Again the term am, “kin,” refers specifically to the priestly clan, as was
true in verses 1 and 4. This means that the High Priest must marry a
virgin from a priestly family. Verse 15 reasons that if he were to marry

outside the priestly kinship, ‘he would profane his offspring among his
kin” (zar‘o be‘amav).



Philo of Alexandria (born c. 25 BCE)
The Special Laws

(110) And besides these commands, he also defined precisely the
family of the women who might be married by the high priest,
commanding him to marry not merely a woman who was a virgin, but
also one who was a priestess, the daughter of a priest, that so both
bridegroom and bride might be of one house, and in a manner of one
blood, so as to display a most lasting harmony and union of disposition
during the whole of their lives.

(111) The others were permitted to marry women who were not the
daughters of priests, partly because their purificatory sacrifices are of
but small importance, and partly because he was not willing entirely to
disunite and separate the whole nation from the order of the
priesthood



27 Py on Lev 21:14
Commentary of Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin (1816-1893)
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The text clarified that the high priest
should marry only a virgin from his
people. It would be fitting that the
high priest marry a virgin who excels
in wisdom. But if he does not find
one like that, he should marry any
virgin from his people. He can’t
remain single! That is why heis
allowed to marry “from his peoples,”
i.e. from any [Jewish] group, even
the daughter of an Israelite
commoner.



David Rosin’s (1823-1894) edition of Rashbam
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A priest with a blemish



A priest with a blemish
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The LORD spoke further to Moses: Speak to
Aaron and say: No man of your offsprin
throughout the ages who has a defect shall
be qualified to offer the food of his God. No
one at all who has a defect shall be
qgualified: no man who is blind, or lame, or
has a limb too short or too long; ... No man
among the offspring of Aaron the priest
who has a defect shall be qualified to offer
the LORD’s offering by fire; having a defect,
he shall not be qualified to offer the food of
his God. He may eat of the food of his God,
of the most holy as well as of the holy; but
he shall not enter behind the curtain or
come near the altar, for he has a defect. He
shall not profane these places sacred to Me,
for | the LORD have sanctified them.
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The mitzvah is based on the principle that
actions of human beings most often influence
the minds of those who see those actions to the
degree of the importance of the person who
performed those actions.

People who are distinguished in appearance and
good in deeds will find favour and make a good
Impression on all those who see them.

Conversely, if they are diminished in appearance
and of strange limbs, even if they behave well
their actions will not influence the minds of
those who see them as much.

Accordingly, it is fitting that the representative
(sha/iach% of the community be a man of grace,
well built and handsome, and pleasant in all his
ways, so that the thoughts of people will be
attracted to him.



Responsa #249 Rabbi Meir of Rotenberg
(c. 1215-1293)
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As to your question whether a man whose
arms have fallen off because of [God’s]

uality of strict judgment is worthy of being
the sheliach tzibbur:

It is obvious! Of course, he is certainly
worthy! In fact, it is the ideal way of
performing the mitzvah.

The supreme King of kings prefers to use
broken vessels, unlike the preferences of
human officials.

So it is written (Psalms 51:19) “God, You will
not reject a crushed and contrite heart.”

Only priests are disqualified because of
blemishes.



Blind person reading
Torah



Shulhan Arukh OH 139
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Someone who does not know how to
read must be prevented from taking an
aliyah to the sefer Torah. And if such a
person who does not know how to read
Is needed, because he is a Kohen or Levi
and there is no other [Kohen or Levi]
besides him — if he can follow the
shaliach tzibbur word for word, and
read along with him directly from the
written text itself, then he can receive
an aliyah, but if not, he cannot receive
an aliyah.

... A person who is blind cannot read
[from the Torah], because it is forbidden
to read even one letter not directly from
the written text.



Masat Binyamin, R. Benjamin Aaron Salnik
(Poland, ca. 1550-1620)
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The gaon and the greatest sage of
his generation, Rav Yosef Karo, in
his work the Beit Yosef, collected
and gathered all the opinions and
weighed and evaluated them, and
came to the conclusion that it is
forbidden, that a blind person is
not permitted to be called up for
an aliyah among those who are
counted. . ..



Masat Binyamin (cont.)
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Now in my old age, vision has darkened
from my windows, and my eyes have grown
dim from sight. According to what the Rabbi
(Yosef Karo) concluded, I'will be driven
away this day from seeking refuge in the
inheritance of the Lord, in the Torah of
truth and of eternal life, that | shall not be
included in the number of those who are
counted to rise up (and read). Therefore, |
said and decided in my heart, “God forbid
that | should abandon the way of the tree
of life, and cease grabbing on to its
branches ... And | will now open with a
halakhic discussion, to determine why the
Rabbi did such a thing to me.”



