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Chapter XX: Tetzaveh (Ex. 27:20-30:10)

Essay 5. The limitation that some sacrifices be “without blemish”

“Seven days you shall perform purification for the altar to consecrate it, and the altar shall become
most holy; whatever touches the altar shall become consecrated. Now this is what you shall offer
upon the altar: two yearling lambs each day, regularly.” — Ex. 29:38-39
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There is a verse: “Now this is what you shall offer upon the altar: two yearling lambs
each day, regularly.”! The author of the sefer Or Yekarot’ asks why “without blemish” isn’t
written here, as it is written in parashat Pinchas: “Say to them: These are the offerings by fire
that you are to present to the L-rd, two yearling lambs without blemish, as a regular burnt offering
every day.”® He answers, that for this regular daily offering spoken of here, in parashat
Tetzaveh, there is no need for it to be written “without blemish,” for this was before the
establishment of the Tabernacle. Prior to the establishment of the Tabernacle, it was
permitted to bring animals with defects as a sacrifice, but in parashat Pinchas, which speaks
of a time after the establishment of the Tabernacle, then the prohibition took effect regarding
a defect in a sacrifice. This is why it was written “without blemish” there in parashat Pinchas.
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There is a difficulty any way you look at it. If prior to the establishment of the
Tabernacle, they didn’t bring regular daily offerings, and this parasha of Tetzaveh speaks

" English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Find additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com
"' Ex. 29:38.

2 Aryeh Yehuda Leib ben Shmuel Gershon, Livyat Chen v’Or Yekarot (Venice 1742).

3 Num. 28:3.



of what they should do afterward, when the Tabernacle is standing—if so, this doesn’t solve
anything. That is, if Ex. 29:38 is presented because now they were commanded regarding the
regular daily offerings after the establishment of the Tabernacle, they should also speak of
them being “without blemish,” for now there is a need that they should be without blemish.

Perhaps one will say that there’s an opinion that they brought regular daily offerings
in the seven days of consecration prior to the establishment of the Tabernacle. If so, Ex. 29:38
was directed only to sacrifices during that seven-day period. Because of this, it’s not written
“without blemish” about [the sacrificial animals], for then this law against blemished animals
wasn’t in effect. However, isn’t it found in the Yalkut Shimoni at the beginning of parashat
Shmini (remez 520) that the same day spoken of in Lev. 9:1, viz, “On the eighth day, Moses
called Aaron and his sons, and the elders of Israel,” was the first day for the sacrificial service?
Also, the commentator known as Seder Olam* comments there that the same day, they began
to bring regular daily offerings, and bringing regular daily offerings is something which they
did not do during the seven days of consecration. So if Ex. 29:38 relates to after the
establishment of the Tabernacle, why doesn’t it require “without blemish”?
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This appears to be solved by what we learned in a Mishnah in the ninth chapter of
tractate Zevachim (page 83):

[Certain unfit items, once they have been placed on the altar, are
nevertheless sacrificed.] The altar sanctifies [only items] that are suited to it.
Rabbi Yehoshua says: Everything that is suited to [be consumed by] the fire
[on the altar, e.g., burnt offerings, and the sacrificial portions of other offerings
which are burned on the altar], if it ascended [upon the altar, even if it was always
disqualified from being sacrificed], it shall not descend. [This is] as it is stated:
“This is what is burned on [the] hearth on the altar all night until the morning.”
Just as for a burnt offering, which is suited to [be consumed by] the fire [on the
altar], if it ascended it shall not descend, so too, for everything that is suited to
[be consumed by] the fire [on the altar], if it ascended it shall not descend.

Rabban Gamliel says: Everything that is suited to [ascend upon] the
altar [even if it is not typically consumed], if it ascended, it shall not descend
[even if it was always disqualified from being sacrificed], as it is stated, “The burnt

4 Seder Olam is a chronology detailing the dates of Biblical events, traditionally ascribed to Yossi ben Halafta,
ca. 160 CE.
SLev. 6:2.



offering itself shall remain where it is burned upon the altar all night until
morning.” Just as for a burnt offering, which is fit for the altar, if it ascended it shall
not descend, so too, everything that is fit for the altar, if it ascended it shall not
descend.

The difference between the statement of Rabban Gamliel and the
statement of Rabbi Yehoshua is only [regarding disqualified] blood and
[disqualified] libations [which are not consumed by the fire, but do ascend upon
the altar]. . .

- Mishnah Zevachim 9:1; Zevachim 83a

Rashi explained this Mishnah, “ ‘Rabbi Yehoshua says’: The Tannaim disagree on the
meaning of “suitable for it.” Per the anonymous rabbi who authored our Mishnah, “suitable”
is to exclude that which is not “suitable for it,” and he explains in greater detail below how it
is suitable. Disagreeing are the rabbis he quoted: Rabbi Yehoshua, according to whom it means
suitable for the fire, and Rabban Gamliel, according to whom it means suitable for the altar.
In other words, Rashi is saying that the anonymous rabbi who wrote this Mishna gave his own
opinion (“The altar sanctifies [only items] that are suited to it””) and the disagreeing opinions of
Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabban Gamliel.
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We must examine what forced the Rashi to interpret that “the altar sanctifies” is the
anonymous opinion of the rabbi who wrote our Mishnah, and that Rabbi Yehoshua and
Rabban Gamliel disagreed with this interpretation. Why didn’t [Rashi]| explain that “the
altar sanctifies” is the introduction of the Mishnah, that the Tanna teaches this as a principle
here and then explains in greater detail below how it is suitable, “according to one sage as he
holds, and according to another sage as he holds.”® I.e., why don’t we say that Rabbi Yehoshua
and Rabban Gamliel agree with the introductory premise, and simply disagree on the details? This
would be an analysis as we have mentioned several times in the Mishna as such.

Apparently, we must say that this position of Rashi is necessary, because the language
of “the altar sanctifies what is suitable” is not exactly the opinion of Rabban Gamliel of the
Mishnah saying, “everything suitable for the altar.” Thus, [the anonymous author of the
Mishnah| had to say the words of Rabban Gamliel that said, “Everything that is suited to

¢ Sotah 15a.



[ascend upon] the altar [even if it is not typically consumed], if it ascended, it shall not descend.”
And afterward, he added that Rabbi Yehoshua says, “Any [item] that is suited to [be consumed
by] the fire [on the altar, e.g., burnt offerings and the sacrificial portions of other offerings, which
are burned on the altar], if it ascended [upon the altar, even if it was always disqualified from being
sacrificed], it shall not descend.”
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But this is still difficult, for initially, how does the anonymous Tanna distinguish
between suitable and not suitable? In any case, this conflicts with the plain meaning of the
Scripture, “everything touching the altar shall become consecrated,”’ meaning whether
something is suitable or not suitable, it shall become consecrated. Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabban
Gamliel also hold this way, but how is it possible to derive from Lev. 6:2 from the word
“hearth” or from the word “altar” that what is not suitable is not consecrated by the altar,
for doesn’t this Scripture require another interpretation, that in tractate Yoma, we derive the
number of arrangements of wood on the altar from the word “hearth”?8

The answer is that they also derive this from Torat Cohanim, the Torah instructions to
the priests, that the Scripture comes to prevent burning them during the day. Rather, they are
burned from the sun’s exit shortly after sundown, in order that they should be on the altar
all night, as the author of Korban Aharon’ writes. This is also brought in tractate Menachot
(page 26b), and see there.!” Rashi writes there at Menachot 26b, at the words beginning “limbs
and fats,” “that their way was to bring it near at night from this verse itself of Torat
Cohanim,” i.e., from Lev. 6:2. Thus, it seems that the rabbis do indeed learn different lessons from
this one verse.

7Ex. 29:37.

8 Yoma 45a.

9 Aharon Ibn Hayyim (1545, Fez, Morocco—1632, Jerusalem), Biblical and Talmudic commentator. He lived in
Venice for a while, publishing numerous works. The Korban Aharon (Venice 1609) is a commentary on the Sifra.

10 Menachot 26b: “From where [is it derived that these items may be brought up and burned concurrent] with the
setting of the sun, in which [case] they are consumed throughout the entire night [and not during the day]? The verse
states: ‘This is the law of the burnt offering’ (Lev. 6:2).”
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It can be said that there in the adjoining section, it is brought in a Baraita that:

Rabbi Yossi haGelili says: From that [which] is stated: “Everything
touching the altar shall be sanctified,”'! I derive [that the altar sanctifies any
item that ascends upon it,] whether it is fit [for the altar] or whether it is unfit.
[Therefore,] the verse states: [“Now this is that which you shall offer upon the
altar: Two] lambs”'? [to teach]: Just as lambs are fit [for the altar and are
sanctified by it], so too, everything fit [for the altar is sanctified by it]. [This
position excludes a bird burnt offering, as birds are not a type of domesticated
animal similar to lambs.]

Rabbi Akiva says [that the verse states]: “Burnt offering,” [to teach]: Just
as a burnt offering is fit [for the altar and is sanctified by it], so too, everything
fit [for the altar is sanctified by it]. [He rules that] even a bird burnt offering
won’t descend [from the altar once sanctified], for it is also a burnt offering.

Afterwards, [the Gemara] asks: What [difference] is there between [the
opinions of] these Tannaim [of the Baraita, Rabbi Yossi haGelili and Rabbi
Akiva, and the opinions of] these Tannaim of the Mishna? Rav Pappa said: [The
difference] between them is [with regard to] handfuls [of flour, removed from
meal offerings], that were sanctified in [a service] vessel [and were then
disqualified.] [According] to our Tannaim [in the Mishna, Rabbi Yehoshua and
Rabban Gamliel, those handfuls] shall not descend [as they are fit for the altar and
for consumption by the fire as well]. [But according] to the Tannaim of the Baraita
[Rabbi Yossi haGelili and Rabbi Akiva, those handfuls] shall descend [as those
Tannaim hold that the halacha applies only to animal offerings and bird offerings].

- Zevachim 83b
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Because of this, Rashi explained that Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabban Gamliel only
disagreed about the interpretation of the anonymous rabbi who authored our Mishnah about

Ex. 29:37.
12 Ex. 29:38.



the meaning of “suitable.” This is as if to say the principal of the teaching, that the Tanna
taught us an unattributed Mishnah, comes from the reliance of “Now this is what you shall
offer upon the altar” of Ex. 29:38 to the preceding words of Ex. 29:37, “everything touching
the altar shall become consecrated.” This is saying that this word “everything” only comes to
include things that are specifically suitable. That is, from the verse “everything touching the
altar shall become consecrated,” we are not able to permit disqualified animals to the altar
based on the grammar (i.e., that it is the burnt offering on the hearth alone). We could not permit
disqualified animals if Scripture wasn’t revealing this to us explicitly. If so, you must
necessarily say that the first clause of our Mishnah is inclusive, which we hear expressed
generally from “everything touching the altar shall become consecrated,” with the adjacent
text, “Now this is what you shall offer upon the altar.”
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These Tannaim disagree with the explanation of “suitable.” Regarding what Rabbi
Yehoshua and Rabban Gamliel expound from “hearth” and from “altar,” this is like
Scriptural support for a rabbinical enactment. For “everything” was already written, and the
meaning of “everything” is inclusive. Because of this, it includes handfuls [of flour, removed
from meal offerings], that were sanctified in [a service] vessel [and were then disqualified.] Thus
the Korban Aharon also explained, at the beginning of parashat Tzav, and these are his words,
that “after Rabbi Yossi haGelili and Rabbi Akiva agreed that what didn’t descend is
consumed by the altar, they came to explain what is suitable for the altar.”
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Now we see that it’s the opinion of the entire world that this verse, “Now this is what
you shall offer upon the altar: two yearling lambs each day, regularly,” comes to explain to us
what was written above in the Baraita, that only suitable things may touch the altar. If so, we
aren’t able to write “without blemish” in [this verse], because there is the possibility of error
and to say that it doesn’t exclude from “everything” those things whose disqualification did
not [occur] in the sanctified area, rather it only excluded animals with defects. If that’s not so,
it should be silent regarding “without blemish,” for this is derived from “lambs.” As
discussed above, just as lambs are fit for the altar and are sanctified by it, so too, everything fit
for the altar is sanctified by it. Everything whose disqualification did not [occur] in the



sanctified area, i.e., it was disqualified beforehand, is not called “suitable,” and on its own
excludes everything that is disqualified.
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Also, Rabbi Akiva was teaching that the word “burnt offering” includes a bird burnt
offering that is considered suitable. If “without blemish” had been written here, we wouldn’t
have been able to expand a bird burnt offering from the word “burnt offering,” as
“unblemished condition and male” is required for cattle sacrifices, while unblemished
condition and male is not required for sacrifices of fowls. We excluded from the rule of the
bird burnt offering the limitation of “without blemish,” for it’s not similar to a burnt offering
of cattle. This was not like the halacha, for everyone agrees that if a bird burnt offering
ascends the altar, it does not descend, except for Rabbi Yossi haGelili, and because of this, it’s
not written here “without blemish.”
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The Tosafists wrote there, Zevachim 83a, (at the words beginning, “the altar
sanctifies”): “Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabban Gamliel came to explain the first clause of the
Mishnah. We find an action like this in ‘The presumptive ownership of houses,’ the third
chapter of Bava Batra (28a). At the last clause, Rabbi Yishmael and Rabbi Akiva explain the
presumption of the first clause.” But it’s difficult to understand what the Tosafists are
questioning.
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According to our way of understanding, they came to instruct that the teaching in the
first clause, “The altar sanctifies [only items] that are suited to it,” is the opinion of Rabbi
Yossi haGelili and Rabbi Akiva, who derived it from “Now this is what you shall offer upon
the altar.” In this teaching, Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabban Gamliel didn’t disagree, except
Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabban Gamliel disagreed from the force of Scripture that “this is the
ritual of the burnt offering.”'®> This appears to them to also include handfuls [of flour,

3 Ex. 6:2.



removed from meal offerings], that were sanctified in [a service] vessel [and were then
disqualified.] This is similar to that in the third chapter of Bava Batra, “The presumptive
ownership of houses,” that Rabbi Yishmael and Rabbi Akiva acknowledged the first Tanna
who derived a presumption of ownership of three years of daily use, that they came to include
even 18 months or 14 months, as is written there.'*
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Thus we can well understand what the Tosafists wrote in tractate Menachot [page 26b,
the words beginning with ¢ ‘This is the law of the burnt offering’ inclusive”]: “Still, we
expound this from [Niddah 40b], ‘[The verse] included in one law everything that ascends
[upon the altar, even disqualified offerings, teaching] that if they ascended, they shall not
descend.”

We need to investigate why they didn’t question that this requires another
interpretation, as we question in every other place.
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But surely it should be said that the main teaching and the inclusion of “this is the law
of the burnt offering” was that of tractate Menachot, and even so, we derive from it in the
fifth chapter Yotzei Dofen of tractate Niddah, that “[the verse thereby] included [in] one law
everything [addresses] that ascends [to the altar, even disqualified offerings, teaching] that if they
ascended, they shall not descend.”!® Because this is only mere support, for the principal of the
derivation coming out of this to us from Ex. 29:37-38 that “everything touching the altar shall
become consecrated. Now this is what you shall offer upon the altar” as above, for if you say
that the teaching of “one law [addresses] everything that ascends,” is this a complete
teaching? If so, the Scripture of “everything touching the altar shall become consecrated” is
completely superfluous. Also, since we need Scripture for this derivation, we wouldn’t be
able to learn from it the inclusion from there in Menachot.

14 Mishnah Bava Batra 3:1; Bava Batra 28a.
15 Niddah 40b.



