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

Essay 5. Atonement and the power of the Shaliach Tzibur
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Hophni and his brother, Phinehas, were two of the sons of Eli, the High Priest. They were
renowned for their corruption, stealing the best portions of sacrifices and engaged in sexual
immorality with women serving at the tabernacle. This led G-d to curse the Eli’s descendants.

Regarding this, Jerusalem Talmud, Rosh Hashanah, Chapter 2 (halacha 5), taught:
“Rav Kahana said: [Regarding the verse,| ‘And therefore I have sworn unto the house of Eli, that
the iniquity of the house of Eli shall not be expiated with sacrifice [zevac/h] [72]] nor meal-
offering [mincha] [7nin] forever’' —by sacrifice and meal-offering it is not atoned, but it is
atoned by prayer.”

Question 1: Asarah Ma’amarot raises a difficulty: since it is specifically by sacrifice
and meal-offering that it is not atoned, if so, how can it be atoned by any other
commandment? What is distinctive about prayer, that Rav Kahana singled it out over other
commandments?

Question 2: He further raised a difficulty regarding what was said — “but it is atoned
by prayer”—for prayer is already included within sacrifice and meal-offering, since the
essential element of the offering is the confession and the prayer that accompanies it. For
without these elements, the offering is not accepted, and since even with sacrifice and meal-
offering atonement is not achieved, how much more so is atonement achieved with prayer
alone? See there for his discussion.’

" English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com

'T Sam. 3:14.

2 Rabbi Menachem Azaria da Fano (“Rema M’Pano”) (1548-1620), Italian Kabbalist and commentator on the
Talmud. Asara Ma’amarot (“Ten Utterances”) (Venice 1597), Ma’amar Chakor Din, chapters 22-23.
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yeyaloh!

Now, regarding the resolution of his second difficulty, one may say that indeed the
essential element of the offering is the confession and prayer that accompanies it, and this
confession and prayer took place at the time of the semicha, the laying of hands on the
sacrifice.’ The Rambam rules in Chapter 3 of the Laws of Sacrificial Procedure (halacha 12)
that if one did not perform the laying of hands, atonement is still achieved, for the laying of
hands is not indispensable, except that it is counted against him as though he had not
achieved atonement.

This is a Baraita in the first chapter of Zevachim (page 6a), as it is written (Leviticus
1:4): “And he shall place his hand upon the head of the burnt-offering; and it shall be accepted
for him to atone for him.”*

And does placing hands atone [for one’s sins]? But isn’t atonement
[achieved] only by [the sprinkling of] the blood, as it is stated: “For it is the blood
that makes atonement by reason of the life.”> Rather, why does the verse state: “And
he shall place . . . and it shall be accepted for him to atone”? [This teaches] that if
one deemed the placing of hands to be a non-essential mitzva [and thus failed to
perform it], the verse ascribes to him [blame] as though it did not atone [for his
sins]; but it [nevertheless] did atone [for his sins].

- Zevachim 6a
However, atonement is achieved even without it, as Rashi explained there® — from which we
learn that the offering atones when one repents in his heart, even without the verbal
confession and prayer, that is, without the act of laying of hands.
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Therefore, the verse properly teaches us that the iniquity of the House of Eli would
not be atoned by sacrifice and meal-offering alone at all, but indeed it would be atoned by
prayer, meaning the act of laying of hands.

3 In this essay, the Zera Shimshon uses “prayer” (tefillah) and “laying hands” (semicha) interchangeably, because
the Rambam (Laws of Sacrificial Procedure 3:13—15) explains that the essential content of the semicha was the verbal
confession (vidui) and supplication accompanying it, the inner spiritual act of the worshiper turning to G-d. When Rav
Kahana therefore says the sin of the House of Eli “is atoned by prayer,” Zera Shimshon understands this to mean by
the confessional prayer, as distinct from the physical offering itself.

4Lev. 1:4.

SLev. 17:11.

¢ Rashi on Zevachim 6a interpreted that the verse ascribes blame as if it didn’t atone, to show that the laying of
hands is important, but in practice it did atone.
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One may further say that the difficulty does not arise in the first place, since the verse
specifies sacrifice and meal-offering in particular. That is, while the laying of hands on other
offerings does indeed constitute confession and prayer, the laying of hands performed on
peace-offerings (shelamim) consisted only of words of praise and thanksgiving, not confession
and prayer. This is as the Rambam wrote at the end of the aforementioned Chapter 3 (halacha
15): sacrifice (zevach) refers specifically to peace-offerings (shelamim).”

Furthermore, in the case of a meal-offering there is no laying of hands at all. Even the
waving, which is likewise a form of prayer — moving forward and back to restrain evil
winds, etc. — is not practiced with an ordinary meal-offering, as we learned in Chapter 5 of
Menachot (60a). Therefore, it is properly stated that by sacrifice and meal-offering,
atonement is not achieved, but it is achieved by prayer.

Thus, we come to the Zera Shimshon’s resolution of Question 2. While prayer may be
included as a requirement in some sacrifices, it is not included in all sacrifices. This proves that
prayer is distinct from sacrifice. With this understanding, “the iniquity of the house of Eli shall not
be expiated with sacrifice nor meal-offering forever” is not saying “even sacrifice with prayer
doesn’t atone.” Rather, it is saying “sacrifice without the confessional-prayer component
(shelamim and minchah) doesn’t atone, but prayer — meaning the semicha-confession present in
other offerings — does.”
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Having resolved Question 2, why prayer is distinct from sacrifice, we now turn to Question
1, what makes prayer greater than all other commandments?

Regarding the first difficulty, one may say that we are told in Chapter 5 of Berachot
(32b) that Rabbi Elazar said: prayer is greater than good deeds, for there is none greater in

7 Mishneh Torah, Laws of Sacrificial Procedure 3:15: “[For a burnt offering] how does he confess? He says: “I
sinned, I transgressed, I committed iniquity, and I did this-and-this, and I have repented before You and this is my
atonement.” If he is bringing a peace-offering, he should perform laying of hands with all of his strength anywhere he
desires within the Temple Courtyard, where [the animal] will be slaughtered. It appears to me that one does not confess
on a peace-offering [which is not offered to atone for a sin]. Instead, he says words of praise.”

8 The Asarah Ma’amarot must have known that the Rambam ruled that zevach refers to shelamim, and that prayer
is not an element of shelamim. So why did he write that “prayer is included in zevach™? Perhaps he was interpreting
zevach as a more general reference to Temple offerings, many of which do incorporate prayer as a requirement.
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good deeds than Moses our Teacher, peace be upon him, and yet he was answered only
through prayer [when G-d permitted him to climb the mountain and look out over the Land of
Israel].”

Rabbi Elazar further said there: “Prayer is greater than offerings, as it is said, ‘To
what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices to Me, says the L-rd. I am full of the burnt-
offerings of rams and the fat of fed beasts; I do not desire the blood of bulls and sheep and goats.”®
If so, it is properly stated that by sacrifice and meal-offering, atonement is not achieved, but
it is achieved by prayer, for prayer is greater than offerings.
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However, regarding that very statement of Rabbi Elazar, one may inquire why he
divided it into two clauses; he should have said: prayer is greater than good deeds and than
offerings. Moreover, offerings are already included within good deeds. A further difficulty:
if prayer is indeed greater than offerings, why do we say with anxiety and desolation:
“Instead of bulls we will pay [the offering of] our lips.”'° That means that our prayer should
be considered before the Holy One, Blessed be He, as the offerings. In other words, when
prayer is in fact more valued than offerings, once we have prayed, what need is there for an
offering at all?

iy,

If it is because of what was said in Chapter 5 of Berachot (32b), “From the day the
Temple was destroyed, the gates of prayer were locked,” we ought to have used a different
formulation and not this one, which implies that our anxiety is because prayer is not as valued
as the offering.

Furthermore, this itself raises a question: if the gates of prayer are locked, why do we
pray in vain and without benefit, and recite so many blessings?

Also, why were the gates of prayer locked specifically upon the destruction of the
Temple, what is the connection between one thing and the other?

9 Isaiah 1:11.
10 Hosea 14:3.
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Although the Iyun Yaakov on tractate Bava Metzia (59b) explained that without this
we would not grieve at all over the destruction, the language does not support this. For it
says: “From the day the Temple was destroyed, the gates of prayer were locked,” implying
that the destruction caused this, and not as a penalty or precaution. It should have said:
“Now that the Temple has been destroyed, the gates are locked,” or “because the Temple was
destroyed,” or in some other formulation that would give us a hint. Furthermore, what are
these gates of prayer? It should have simply said: “Our prayer is no longer accepted.”
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One may say that with respect to the wise and the righteous, Rabbi Elazar needed to
say “prayer is greater than good deeds,” and with respect to the wicked who have repented,
he needed to say “prayer is greater than offerings,” and this is why he divided it into two
clauses. For even if a person has many good deeds and is entirely righteous, his heart should
not lead him to say that the Holy One, Blessed be He, will fulfill his requests without his
asking through prayer. This is not a good quality, firstly because this is called serving in order
to receive reward, and furthermore because the reward of commandments is not given in
this world.
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Moreover, it is stated in the Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayyim (siman 128, se’if 26)

that while the priests are pronouncing the blessing, one should not recite any verse but should
remain silent and focus on the blessing. The reason is given in tractate Sotah (40a): Is there

such a servant who is being blessed and does not attend to the blessing being bestowed upon



him? Here too, one who needs something and does not wish to pray does not act properly,
and even though he performs many good deeds, those are not relevant to this. For it is
written, “And the L-d your G-d will bless you in all that you do,”'! meaning that a person
must call out to the Holy One, Blessed be He, and then the Holy One, Blessed be He, will
answer. Furthermore, the Tur (Orach Chayim, siman 102) wrote:

It is forbidden to sit within four cubits of one who is praying,
specifically when sitting idle, but if one is engaged in prayer that is permitted,
and if one is engaged in Torah study it is forbidden, for in this matter prayer
takes precedence. The reason it is forbidden is because it appears that one’s
companion is accepting upon himself the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven while
he is not. But when one is engaged in the recitation of Shema or in prayer, this
reason is removed; but if one is engaged in Torah study, this reason still applies.

- Tur (Torat Chayyim) (section 102)
Therefore, it is properly stated that prayer is greater than good deeds. See above at the
beginning of the parashah (Essay 2) regarding the statement that from Leviticus Rabbah that
for a Torah scholar who does not use his mind to think and understand, neveila—an animal that
has died of natural means, rather than having been ritually slaughtered—is better than him.
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Afterward, with “prayer is greater than offerings,” he wished to teach us that one
who has sinned and repented — whose rectification is to bring an offering and achieve
atonement, and certainly the laying of hands will accompany the offering, that is, the
confession and prayer — prayer is more valued than the offering. But the offering brings
about the prayer, and great is the offering in that it leads to prayer, as we say: “Great is study,
for study leads to action.”'”

1 Deut. 15:18.
12 Kiddushin 40b.



For in Chapter 1 of Kelim (Mishnah 8) we are taught: the Court of the Priests is more
sacred than it, in that Israelites do not enter there except when they require it — for laying
of hands, for slaughter, and for waving. Rabbi Ovadiah of Bartenura explained: Even though
it is possible through priests, and it is also possible for a non-priest to slaughter in the Court
of Israel, even so they did not forbid Israelites from entering the Court of the Priests to
slaughter the offering.

One may ask: what need was there for this dispensation? Rather, one must certainly
say that every place that is more sacred than another is more prepared for the reception of
prayer, for the place is a determining factor. This is as the commentators wrote in I Kings,
chapter 8, on the verse, “And when You hear the supplications that Your servant and Your
people Israel offer toward this place, give heed in Your heavenly abode—give heed and
pardon.”!3 For example, the Metzudat David wrote: “Not that You should sit here to listen, but that
the prayer made here will be heard by Heaven, accepted with mercy, and the sin of the prayerful
will be forgiven.”!4

Therefore, since the Court of the Priests was more sacred than the Court of Israel,
they did not wish to forbid the Israelites from entering the Court of the Priests to perform
the laying of hands, that is, the confession, prayer, and slaughter. This was since we require
that slaughter follow immediately upon the laying of hands; and likewise the waving, since it
too was a form of prayer: moving forward and back to restrain evil winds, etc., raising and
lowering to restrain harmful dews.'”
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Thus we find that prayer is greater than the offering, for the offering gains nothing
by being slaughtered in the Court of the Priests rather than the Court of Israel, whereas
prayer is more readily accepted in the Court of the Priests. This place is called the Gate of
Heaven, as Scripture says, “and this is the Gate of Heaven,”'® and Rashi explained: a place
of prayer, to carry their prayer up to heaven. By this, it is well understood that from the day
the Temple was destroyed, the gates of prayer were locked, meaning those sacred places most
prepared for the reception of prayer, which are called gates. But indeed, places and windows

131 Kings 8:30.

14 Rabbi David Altschuler (1687-1769), Metzudat David (Altona 1736) on I Kings 8:30.
15 Sukkah 37b.

16 Gen. 28:17.



for the reception of prayer remain, though they are not as great as the gates, and the gates
were locked because the Temple was destroyed. This is the intent of what is written: “gazing
through the windows, peering through the lattices”—when we are in exile and there are no
longer open gates.!” The beginning of that verse bears this out: “My beloved is like a gazelle,
or like a young stag; there he stands behind our wall.” See the Targum on the verse “Flee, my
beloved, and be like a gazelle,”'® which deals with the subject of the exile and prayer.

The Targum writes:

“In that hour the elders of the Assembly of Israel will say, ‘Flee, my
Beloved, Lord of the world, from this polluted earth, and let your Presence dwell
in heaven above. But in times of trouble, when we pray to you, be like a gazelle
which sleeps with one eye closed and one eye open, or like an antelope fawn which
looks behind as it runs away. Just so, look on us and regard our pain and affliction
from heaven above, until the time when you will be pleased with us and redeem us
and bring us up to the mountains of Jerusalem and there the priests will burn before
you the incense of spices.’ ”’

- Targum to Song of Songs 2:9

This is the meaning of “behold, he stands behind our wall, gazing through the windows, etc.”
Therefore, we say with anxiety: “Instead of bulls we will pay [the offering of] our
lips,” because we no longer have the offering that would bring us to prayer in a sacred place.
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Regarding prayer, it is stated in a Baraita in Chapter 1 of Berachot:

Rabbi Natan says: From where do we know that the Holy One, Blessed
be He, does not despise the prayer of the masses? As it is stated: “Behold, God
is mighty but despises no one,”'” and it is written: “He has redeemed my soul
in peace from the battle against me; it is as though there were many on my
side].”** The Holy One, Blessed be He, says: Anyone who engages in Torah and
in acts of kindness, and prays with the congregation, I ascribe to him [credit]
as if he redeemed Me and My children from among the nations of the world.

- Berachot 8a

17 Song of Songs 2:9.
18 Song of Songs 8:14.
19 Job 36:5.

20 ps. 55:19.
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Everyone asks: the verse gives the reason only as “it is as though there were many on
my side.” Furthermore, Rabbi Natan himself came only to say that the Holy One, Blessed be
He, does not despise the prayer of the many — from where do we know that Torah and acts
of lovingkindness are also required?

NYIM Y2y TIEYR DMYIY 1T XY OX "WOpTRT?2 Wigd T8T0R" mIgnT Ko P93 WImNT el Ul
"M P9 WHNDN WNDH YTV on DX 1972 103pR XD L1173 INIR2 PRY nivenY Wi w3 qun Do i
SRY? PRY7IINY 210D DY WTR2 191 000070 1Y Wpa 22 PER 79 1002 7in2 vy ¥ vy on XN27

One may say that we are told in Chapter 1 of Ta’anit:

“If the serpent [nachash] bites [yishokh] before it is charmed [lachash],
then the charmer has no advantage.””! If you see a generation [for whom] the
heavens corrode [meshatkhin] like copper [nechoshet], [preventing them] from
bringing down dew and rain, because there are none in the generation who
pray the silent prayer [Amidah].

What is their remedy? [They should] go to one who knows how to pray
the silent prayer, and he will pray.

- Ta’anit 8a
Also, we read in Chapter 8 of Bava Batra (116a): “One who has distress within his
household should go to a sage and ask him to seek mercy on his behalf.”
Likewise, see in the Midrash on the verse “He grants the wishes of those who fear
Him,”??> where we read:

The prophet said to Hezekiah, “Instruct your household, as you are dying.
Hezekiah turned his face to the wall [and he prayed to the Lord].”** The Holy One,
Blessed be He, said to him: “I have heard your prayer... I hereby add fifteen years
to your days.”?* As it is written: “He grants the wishes of those who fear Him, and
He hears their cry and saves them.”

- Deut. Rabbah &:1

21 Eccl. 10:11.
22 ps. 145:19.
23 Isaiah 38:2.
24 Isaiah 38:5.
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We now return to Question 1. The iniquity of the House of Eli could not be atoned by
sacrifice or meal-offering, that is, by the external Temple rite stripped of its inner prayer. What can
atone is precisely that prayer, offered sincerely and in a holy place, by one whose life embodies
the qualities that make prayer acceptable before G-d. This is the role of the shaliach tzibbur, the
communal prayer leader, who stands in place of the Temple service, bringing together Torah,
lovingkindness, and sincere supplication in the way that the semicha once united gesture,
confession, and holy place.

If so, prayer will be accepted when offered by some sage or righteous person. We are
also told in Ta’anit (15a) that they bring before the ark as shaliach tzibur (prayer leader) an
elder who has children, so that he should be full of compassion — that is, acts of
lovingkindness. Regarding this, the text says: when one is fit to be a communal prayer leader
— meaning one who knows Torah and acts of lovingkindness, for “Torah scholars increase
peace in the world,”?® and acts of lovingkindness likewise increase peace, then it is “as if he
redeemed Me and My children from among the nations of the world.”

From the fact that [Ps. 55:19] says “redeemed” in the singular, i.c., “He has redeemed
my soul in peace from the battle against me,” and then concludes “it as though there were many
on my side” in the plural, one must necessarily say this refers to the communal prayer leader.
It says “my soul” following the manner of what was said in the Zohar on the verse “who has
not taken a false oath by My life,”?® etc. That is, our text of the Torah, based on the Leningrad
Codex, is written “who has not taken a false oath by My life [*¥91]. However, there are other
versions in which “His life [1w/91]” is written, though even in those cases the Mesorah was to read
nafshi. The Zohar states:

“Who shall ascend into the mountain of the L-rd? He that has clean hands,
and a pure heart, who has not taken My name [nafshi, literally, ‘My soul’) in vain.”
It is written nafshi [“My soul”], yet is read nafsho [“My Nefesh]. Why [is it
written] nafshi [but read] nafsho? It is all the same thing, as it is written, “The L-rd
G-d has sworn by His soul [nafsho],”?’ “that shall do according to that which is in
My heart and in My soul [nafshi].”*® King David united with that heart and nefesh,
Hence, it is written, “who has not taken nafsho in vain.”

- Zohar, 111:45b, Tazria 16:69

25 Berachot 64a; Yevamot 122b; Nazir 66b; Keritot 28b; Tamid 32b.
26 Ps. 24:4.

27 Amos 6:8.

281 Sam. 2:35.
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That is, nafshi corresponds to the soul of David, the side of faith (i.e., the Shechinah/Malchut),
while nafsho corresponds to the soul of the individual person. One who guards his own soul by
not swearing falsely is also guarding and honoring the Shechinah (since the two are linked), and
thereby “shall receive a blessing from the L-rd.”

The Zera Shimshon is using the Zohar as support for explaining why Psalm 55:19 uses the
singular (“He redeemed my soul”) before switching to a plural context. The Zohar’s identification
of nafshi with the soul of David, the Shechinah, and the “side of faith” suggests that the shaliach
tzibbur (communal prayer leader) who prays faithfully is not merely acting for himself. Rather, his
prayer is aligned with the soul of David, the side of faith, the Shechinah herself. This is why his
prayer has special power to “redeem” G-d and Israel from among the nations.
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Nevertheless, even among the wise themselves there is a difference, for there are those
who find their prayers are answered more readily than others. As we are told in Chapter 5 of
Berachot:

Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa, who went to study Torah before Rabbi Yochanan
ben Zakkai, and Rabbi Yochanan’s son fell ill. He said to him: Chanina, my son,
pray for mercy on behalf of [my son] so that he will live. Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa
placed his head between his knees and prayed for mercy upon his behalf, and [Rabbi
Yochanan ben Zakkai’s son] lived. Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai said [about
himself]: Had ben Zakkai stuck his head between his knees throughout the entire
day, they would have paid him no attention. His wife said to him: And is Chanina
greater than you? He replied to her: No, but his prayer is better received than my
own because] he is like a servant before the King [and can enter before the King
and make requests at all times]. I am like a minister before the King [and can
enter only when invited].”

- Berachot 34b
Now the commentators, may their memory be blessed, labored greatly to explain this
expression. In my humble opinion it seems that the strict line of justice would have had Rabbi
Chanina — who was so righteous and pious — be a great wealthy man, enjoying even this
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world in accordance with his merit. Now that we observe he enjoyed nothing beyond his bare
subsistence, he was evidently not sustained according to his merit but rather through an act
of charity that the Holy One, Blessed be He, performs for all His creatures, as it is written:
“You open Your hand and satisfy every living thing.”?

He is thus like a servant, sustained through the principal of charity and lovingkindness,
beyond what is strictly required, in accordance with our ruling that a master may say to a
Canaanite servant: work for me, but I will not feed you.>* Therefore, when he prays on behalf
of some sick person, even if that sick person by strict justice has no merit to be healed, Rabbi
Chanina could nevertheless argue that the Holy One, Blessed be He, should heal him through
an act of charity and lovingkindness. [G-d] should not hold [the sick person’s] healing to the
strict line of justice, just as [Rabbi Chanina] himself did not enjoy this world according to
his merit and by the strict line of justice, but through an act of charity.

Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai, however, who was a prince — as he said: “I am like a
minister before the king” — and who enjoyed this world according to his merit and by the
strict line of justice, has no power to argue that the Holy One, Blessed be He, should heal that
sick person if that person has no merit to be healed, since for him everything proceeds by the
strict line of justice.
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Alternatively, along a different line: we find in Eruvin (65a), the 6 chapter, entitled
“One who resides,” that “Rabbi Chiyya bar Ashi said in the name of Rav: whoever’s mind is
not settled should not pray, as it is said: ‘In distress, one should not issue decisions.’ !

“One who returns [home] from a journey should not pray for three days [while
recovering from the hardship of being on the road].”

One who is a minister, like Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai, who was head of the academy
and prince of his generation, was forever preoccupied with communal affairs, and therefore
his mind was not settled for prayer — for “the heart of kings is unsearchable.”*? But Rabbi
Chanina ben Dosa is like a servant who has no preoccupying concerns in his thoughts, and
therefore it befits him to pray.

2 Ps. 145:16.
30 Ketubot 43a, 58b; Gittin 12a, 12b; Bava Kamma 87b, Bava Metzia 93a.

31 Rashi believed that the phrase came from Ben Sira, but it does not appear in extant copies of Ben Sira.
32 Prov. 25:3.

12



