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Chapter XXIV: Vayikra (Lev. 1:1-5:26)

Essay 4. Why the slaughter of an offering does not require a priest
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Tractate Berachot, chapter S:

“And they slaughtered the bull and brought the boy to Eli.”! [What?]
Because “they slaughtered the bull,” they “brought the boy to Eli”? [How are
these two facts related?] Rather, Eli said to [those who brought the offering]: Call
a priest to come and slaughter [it]. Samuel saw them looking for a priest to
slaughter [it]. He said to them: Why are you looking for a priest to slaughter
it? Slaughtering by a non-priest is valid. They brought [Samuel] before Eli,
who said to him: How do you know this? [Samuel] said to him: Is it written [in
the Torah]: “And the priest shall slaughter” [indicating that the offering may only
be slaughtered by a priest]? It is written: “And he shall slaughter the bull before
the L-rd; and Aaron’s sons, the priests, shall offer the blood.”” From the receiving
[of the blood] and onward, it is a priestly obligation. From here [we can derive
the halacha that] slaughter by a non-priest is valid.

[Eli] said to [Samuel]: You have spoken well. Nevertheless, you have
issued a halachic ruling in the presence of your teacher, and anyone who issues a
halachic ruling in the presence of his teacher is liable for death [at the hand of
Heaven for ruling in his teacher’s presence]. Hannah came and cried out before
him: “I am the woman who stood here beside you and prayed to the L-rd.”* He
said to her: Let me punish him, and I will pray [for mercy, that the Holy One,
Blessed be He,] will grant you [a son who will be] greater than [this one]. She said
to him: “For this youth I prayed”* [and I want no other].

- Berachot 31b

: English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
'T Sam. 1:25.

2Lev. 1:5.

31 Sam. 1:26.

41 Sam. 1:27.




TRR TPY IR TIVY ALY T 1AV 01 IR232 10y [A2%3W] Rpwa Hy7 nf? n3n nnxY 7p OXRRT XRR A2 MY 1291
9 120 72372 NIYn 3 7YY 050 vOY) 2°N9 RDT RIT 2702 0P 217,109 72008 AU nwaY 2 2oy mvwys X2
73 7% 727K T3 ni?

Question 1: The earlier authorities among the earlier authorities have already cried
out over this: What did Hannah see to say to Eli now that she [had stood] with him here, and
what connection does this have with that?

Question 2: Furthermore, it requires investigation: from where did the error come to
Eli to say that slaughtering requires a priest? For “this is something even a schoolchild could
learn”’: It is not written “and the priest shall slaughter.”

Question 3: Furthermore, why did Samuel say “a priestly obligation”? He should have
said: from the receiving [of the blood] and onward, a priest is required.
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It may be said that it is brought at the beginning of chapter 3 (page 32a) of tractate
Zevachim:

[The verse states with regard to a burnt offering:] “And he shall slaughter
[the bull before the Lord].” The slaughter by a non-priest is valid. [As stated in
the Mishnah:] As the slaughter is valid by non-priests, by women, by [Canaanite]
slaves, and by the ritually impure, and even with offerings of the most sacred order.®
Or [perhaps the term “and he shall slaughter” refers] only [to slaughter] by priests?

You say: From where did you come [to the idea that the verse is referring
only to a priest]? From the fact that it is stated [to Aaron]: “And you and your
sons with you shall guard your priesthood in everything that pertains to the
altar.”’

Maybe [that’s so] even with slaughter. [Thus,] the verse states: “And he
shall slaughter the bull before the L-rd, and Aaron’s sons, the priests, shall offer
the blood,” [to teach that] from collection [of the blood] and onward it is a
priestly obligation. [This] teaches about the slaughter, that it is valid by any
person [, even from the outset, and contradicts the Mishnah’s suggestion that
slaughter of an offering by a non-priest is valid only after-the-fact.]

- Zevachim 32a

5 A saying from Horayot 4a, Sanhedrin 33b, and Shevuot 14b.
6 Mishnah Zevachim 3:1.
" Num. 18:7.
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Earlier in chapter 2 (page 17b) it is stated:

From where do we [know that a priest] lacking [priestly] garments
[disqualifies the rites he performs]? ... As the verse states: “And you shall gird
them with a sash, Aaron and his sons, and bind mitres on them; and they shall
have the priesthood by a perpetual statute.”® When their garments are on
them, their priesthood is upon them. When their garments are not on them,
their priesthood is not upon them.

- Zevachim 17b
Rashi explained: their priesthood depends upon their garments, and if not they are non-
priests; and with a non-priest we find that he invalidates the service.
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Earlier as well (page 13a) it is stated: It was taught: “and they shall offer”—this is the
receiving of the blood. “Aaron’s sons, the priests”—that it be with a valid priest and with a
sacred vessel, which is, according to Tosafot, a number of priestly garments. Rabbi Akiva said:
it is said here “Aaron’s sons,” and it is said there: “These are the names of the Aaron’s sons,
the anointed priests.”® Just as there with a valid priest and with a sacred vessel, so here with
a valid priest and with a sacred vessel. That is, Rabbi Akiva is relying upon a gezerah shavah, a
Talmudic technique connecting two seemingly unrelated Torah passages via identical words or
phrases. Rabbis apply the laws or details of one passage to the other, creating new legal principles.
Rabbi Akiva is connecting Lev. 1:5, that “Aaron’s sons, the priests, shall offer the blood,” with
Num. 3:3, where “Aaron’s sons, the priests” are referred to as “anointed.” This builds on the
teaching of Zevachim 17b cited above, that priests must be wearing priestly garments in order to
be considered as priests. Thus, through the gezerah shavah, the text of “Aaron’s sons, the priests”
in Lev. 1:5 must be understood in the full halachic sense of the priesthood, including the
requirement of valid priests serving in priestly garments.”

8 Ex. 29:9.
® Num. 3:3.
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Tosafot write there: The commentary explained that “sacred vessels” means priestly
garments, and this is difficult, for we derive later on page 17b from the verse that when their
garments are not upon them, they are not viewed as priests. One may say that were it not for
the gezerah shavah here,'° we would have said that the Torah’s strictness concerning one
lacking garments is where garments are written, but where garments are not written, no.
With regard to placing the fire and arranging the limbs, we would not have required
garments from a priest in his priesthood; but since the Merciful One revealed with regard to
receiving through a gezerah shavah, we learn in every place that the priest must be in his
priesthood.
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From all of the above, it follows that before Samuel came, they understood the verse
“everything that pertains to the altar” to mean that even for slaughtering we require a priest,
as it is written “guard your priesthood.” This answers Question 2 of how Eli could have
erroneously believed that.

Question 3 asked why Samuel said “a priestly obligation,” instead of saying, from the
receiving of the blood and onward, a priest is required. Samuel came and said that from the
verse “and Aaron’s sons, the priests, shall offer the blood” we learn that from the receiving
of the blood and onward is a priestly obligation. Thus, [the service] must be performed by a
valid priest, using a sacred vessel, that is, while wearing priestly garments, by the force of the
gezerah shavah mentioned above, and this too is the “priestly obligation” that Samuel said.
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Perhaps you will say: from where did Samuel know this, for it would be quite possible
to say the opposite and to make the derivation the opposite of the discussion above on page
32a. Namely, one might argue that from the verse “and he shall slaughter the bull before the




L-rd; and Aaron’s sons, the priests, shall offer the blood,” that we learn that it is only from the
receiving and onward that priesthood is required. Thus, I could say that slaughtering is valid
even when conducted by a non-priest. Therefore, it is written “you shall guard your priesthood
for every matter of the altar” to include even slaughtering.

It is impossible to say so, for if so, it would be difficult why the verse writes “priest”
regarding placing the fire and arranging the limbs, since we would learn it automatically
from “every matter of the altar.” Rather, since we see that the verse wrote “priest” regarding
arranging and placing the fire, we infer that the verse “for every matter of the altar” does
not deal with this matter at all, and slaughtering is valid by a non-priest.
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Furthermore, it may be said that Samuel compelled his reasoning in this way: since
“Aaron’s sons” were needed in that verse in order to derive the gezerah shavah, why were
they written after “and they shall offer”? If it were so that even for slaughtering we require
a priest, then instead of saying, “And he shall slaughter the bull before the L-rd; and Aaron’s sons,
the priests, shall offer the blood,” it should have said “and Aaron’s sons, the priests, shall
slaughter” for the gezerah shavah, and we would know all the more so that the offering, which
is after the slaughtering, would certainly be invalid by non-priests. In other words, the verse
says “and he shall slaughter,” in the singular tense, without explaining who “he” is. The priests are
only explicitly mentioned afterward, with regard to offering the blood. Rather, it must be that
from the receiving and onward alone is a priestly obligation; and Eli said to him: The
statement you have said is correct; however, one who renders a halachic ruling, etc.
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[Samuel’s] mother came and said: “I am the woman who stood here beside you and
prayed to the L-rd.” Question 1 asked what led Hannah to tell that to Eli. The answer is that we
learn from here that it is forbidden to sit within four cubits of prayer, as the decisors wrote
in the Tur, Orach Chayim (siman 102). The Beit Yosef wrote there explaining the words of
the Rosh that if one comes to pray within the boundary of his fellow, his fellow is not obligated
to stand, but the one who entered into the boundary of his fellow did not act properly, as it
makes his fellow appear to be a denier of G-d when he is not praying. From this viewpoint, if



the one sitting is stringent with regard to the halacha, it is a mitzvah for him to stand so that
there should not be seen here any disgrace to the one praying who did not act properly by
entering into his domain. It is also a mitzvah for himself so that he should not appear in some
respect like a denier of G-d. From this consideration, Eli stood, for a man like him should
have been stringent.
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Hannah also intended to say thus to Eli: you were stringent upon yourself so that
there should be no aspect of disgrace either for you or for me. Here too, you should forgive,
and indeed attribute it and say that [Samuel’s statement]| was not the reasoning of a human
being but that the spirit of G-d spoke through him, since in truth Samuel was only two years
old. For if you do the opposite and say that Samuel said this from his own reasoning and
judge him as one who renders a halachic ruling, etc., and is liable to death, then there will be
disgrace for Samuel who acted improperly, and also disgrace for you that you did not know
to learn this law from your own reasoning. Therefore, she also said: “For this boy I prayed.”!!
As it is stated in the Midrash, before Samuel was born a Heavenly voice proclaimed and said
that a boy would be born and his name would be Samuel and he would be a prophet to G-d. '
All the women would give the name Samuel to their sons who were born, but afterward they
would say: this is not that Samuel. This is why she concluded: “for this boy” specifically, and
he is “asked of the Lord,” meaning like an angel and not a human being. See further on this
below, in Parashat Naso at length (Essay 9).
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1T Sam. 1:27.
12 Chaim Vital, Sha’ar haPesukim, Book of I Samuel, 3.
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