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Chapter XXVI: Shemini (Lev. 9:1-11:47)

Essay 8. Disgusting creatures, circumcision, and the Sabbath
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There are verses at the end of our parasha:

For I am the L-rd, your G-d: you shall sanctify yourselves and be holy, for
I am holy; you shall not make yourselves impure through any swarming thing that
moves upon the earth. For I am the L-rd, Who brought you up from the land of
Egypt, to be your G-d: you shall be holy, for I am holy. These are the instructions
concerning animals, birds, all living creatures that move in water, and all creatures
that swarm on earth, for distinguishing between the impure and the pure, between
the living things that may be eaten and the living things that may not be eaten.

- Lev. 11:44-47

Adjacent to this, at the beginning of the next parasha, Tazria, we read: “Speak to the
Israelite people thus: When a woman at childbirth bears a male, she shall be impure seven days;
she shall be impure as at the time of her condition of menstrual separation. On the eighth day the
flesh of his foreskin shall be circumcised.”!

The rabbis, of blessed memory, interpreted: “On the ... day” as meaning, “even on
the Sabbath.”’

The commentators questioned: Why is the commandment of circumcision written
here? The interpretation of “on the ... day” as meaning, “even on the Sabbath” is similarly
difficult. Why was the permission of acting on the Sabbath written here, as it could have been
written above, in the section on circumcision?

’ English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at https://zstorah.com
'Lev. 12:2-3.
2 Shabbat 132a.




VA" PY W AL I AWRY L IR VT 92 P TAYLS 23" 33T XY 73 ,NiwIen nisno vank v

KPR 070 KOW ROYT Xp9o °2),"m92" el 2"nny vt i2 19 mg Miny vt ik "wiTp vt 2" nn

Jdngpn

One can solve the juxtaposition of the sections with that which the verse said: “I
planted you with noble vines, entirely a true seed.”” A difficulty is what is the meaning of the
term of “a true seed”? “A holy seed” or “a pure seed” should have been said, but what is this
“a true seed”?

Also, what is the meaning of “entirely”? Would you think that it would be only
partially so?
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It can be said what the Iyun Yaakov* wrote on chapter [5] of tractate Bava Metzia (page
61b), that the reason for the prohibition of disgusting creatures and creeping animals is to be
a sign and distinction between Israel and the nations.

This is difficult: from where did he learn that disgusting creatures and creeping
animals specifically create a sign and distinction? Aren’t all the mitzvot distinctions between
us and them? One could say that the distinction created by the prohibition of disgusting
creatures and creeping animals is a specific matter, unlike that of the other commandments.
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Because it is stated in chapter 9 of Shabbat, “[a woman who] discharges semen [even]
on the third day [after relations] is ritually impure,” and Rashi explains: “Impure, that on
the third day, the semen has not yet decayed and is still fit for fertilization and for producing

a child from it, and it is called semen capable of insemination.”®

3 Jer. 2:21.

4 Jacob ben Joseph Reischer (Bechofen) (1661-1733), Austrian rabbi. His sefer, Iyyun Ya'akov (Wilmersdorf,
1729) is a commentary on the Ein Ya'akov.

3> Mishnah Shabbat 9:3; Shabbat 86a.

¢ Rashi on Shabbat 86a.



It is also brought there:

Rav Pappa raised a dilemma: What is [the halacha with regard to] semen
of a Jew in the womb of a gentile woman? [Do we say that since] Jews are
concerned about [fulfilling] mitzvot, their body [temperature] is hot [and semen
that is not absorbed decays faster, versus gentiles who are not concerned about
[fulfilling] mitzvet [for whom that is] not so? Or, perhaps, since [gentiles] eat
detestable creatures and creeping animals their body [temperature] is [also]
hot?

- Shabbat 86b
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It’s found that we have learned that Israelites and gentiles are equal in this regard,
that their bodies may be considered heated. However, for Israelites, this is due to them
observing the Torah, and for the nations, it is due to the eating of unclean creatures.

This is a great difference between Israel and the nations: for non-Jews, if they do not
eat creepy creatures, their bodies are not heated; and even if they do eat them, it is not certain
that their bodies will be heated, since the matter remains unresolved. But for Israel, all are
equal: their bodies are certainly heated due to the Torah and the commandments. However,
if Israelites also eat unclean creatures, then even though their bodies are heated, there
wouldn’t be a distinction and difference [from the nations], for they would say that their
bodies are heated due to the unclean food.
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It’s fine that the Iyun Yaakov said that the prohibition of disgusting creatures and
creeping animals is in order to be a sign and distinction between Israel and the nations. For
this reason, the Torah juxtaposed the section “when a woman at childbirth” with the
prohibition of disgusting creatures. This is also the reason that they are specifically called “a
true seed”, and it is written, “entirely a true seed,” because the entire distinction comes
because all of Israel are involved in the commandments, that is, because of the Torah, which
is truth.
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The rabbi, i.e., the [yun Yaakov, also wrote there that in the future to come, the
disgusting creatures will be permitted. This is because, in this world, Israel is under the
dominion of the Holy One, Blessed be He, but the nations are under the dominion of heavenly
ministers. This is the meaning of the verses: “Who brought you up from the land of Egypt”
and “you shall sanctify yourselves and be holy, for I am holy.” But in the future, when the
heavenly ministers will be nullified, and all will be “of one language”’ to serve the L-rd, “and
the L-rd shall be sovereign over all the earth,”® and all will be servants of the L-rd, then the
disgusting creatures will be permitted to all.
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Hence, Israel is called “a true seed,” because they are separated from the nations, who
are called “a seed of falsehood,” and this distinction comes from the prohibition against
eating disgusting creatures, “For I am the L-rd, Who brought you up from the land of Egypt.”
It is specifically in this world that they are prohibited, for it is called the world of falsehood.
This is as it is stated in the Yalkut Shimoni: “When Saul raised Samuel through the medium
of the necromancer, [Samuel] said, ‘When I was with you, I was in the world of falsehood...
but now I am in the world of truth.’ »°

In this world, they were forbidden because the nations are under the dominion of the
heavenly ministers, and this is the world of falsehood. Because of this, it is necessary to
distinguish between Israel and the nations. But in the World-to-Come, when all will be under
the rule of the Holy One, Blessed be He, the disgusting creatures will be permitted, since
there will no longer be a need for distinction.

" Gen. 11:1: “Everyone on earth had the same language and the same words.”
8 Zech. 14:9.
® Yalkut Shimoni on Prophets 139:11.



Therefore, Israel is called “a true seed” because they are under the rule of the Holy
One, Blessed be He, as it is written, “And the L-rd is a G-d of truth.”'° Since Israel is a true
seed, therefore they are called by the name Jacob, whose character is truth, as it is written,
“You will give truth to Jacob.”!! Why was truth given to Jacob? Because he sold this world
to Esau in exchange for the World-to-Come, ' which is truth—while this world is falsehood.
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For this reason, the inheritance of Jacob is given specifically to Sabbath observers, as
it is written: “If you refrain from trampling the Sabbath ... then you can seek the L-rd’s
favor . . . and you will enjoy the heritage of your father Jacob ... .”"

That is because the character of the Sabbath is truth, as the verse concludes: “And G-d
blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, because He rested on it from all His work created ex
nihilo [X"32] [bara] by G-d [2"i77%] [Elohim] for making [n'iwy?] [/a ‘asot],”'* and the final letters

will be entirely Sabbath, i.e., the World-to-Come, which is truth.
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This is the reason we say in chapter 4 of Demai, Mishnah 1, that the fear of the Sabbath
is upon the ignoramuses, for they are more afraid to transgress or to lie on the Sabbath than
on weekdays. See there in the commentary of Rabbi Ovadiah ben Abraham of Bertinoro.

But it is difficult to understand this, for our own eyes see that they commit many other
transgressions on the Sabbath. Furthermore, “an ignoramus is not a pious person.”'®> Rather,
since the attribute of the Sabbath is truth, as we said, therefore the merit of the Sabbath
guards them so that they are careful specifically in this matter, in which the entire esoteric
secret of the Sabbath depends.

19 Jer. 10:10.

' Micah 7:20.

12 1.e., Esau sold his birthright, representing the Priesthood, Torah, and the World-to-Come, for a bowl of lentils,
representing the physicality of this world.

13 Isaiah 58:13-14.

14 Gen. 2:3.

15 Pirkei Avot 2:5.
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Behold, it is known that Jacob is the esoteric secret of the letter vav in the Name of
G-d,'¢ whose four letters are the esoteric secret of the four legs of the Chariot of Ezekiel.!”
The Yalkut Reuveni, in parashat Tazria, writes in the name of Sefer HaPliah'® as follows:

“On the eighth day the flesh of his foreskin shall be circumcised [1°]
[vimol].” [Focusing on the vav of the word yimol, the Gematria value mispar kidmi
is calculated by adding the values of the letters. Thus,] from the alef to the vav
total 21,'° as with the Name “I Will Be” [27%] [E/yeh],?® and 21 times 21 [the
mispar ha’merubah ha’klali], is [441, which is the Gematria of] nu& [emef]
[“truth”]. That is [the meaning of] “You will give truth to Jacob.” [L.e., Jacob is
associated with vav, with a mispar kidmi of 21, the value of 777%, which has a mispar
ha’'merubah ha’klali of 441, the value of n»X.] The wonders of the Great Name!

“Truth” written fully, that is, [when the letters of the word npy {emet}

{“truth”} are spelled out] 09 [alef], 2"% [mem], Y"'>n [tav], one can take the
letters [for the word] ®"#> [yimol] [“shall be circumcised”], which are second to
the first letters, [viz,] n»8 [emet] [“truth”]. The remaining letters [after taking]
from [the spelled-out letters 1°n on a9% {alef mem tav} the letters for the words]
n»8 [emet] and % [yimol] are "5, which [has the value 86, which] is the

Gematria for the word 7% [milah] [“circumcision”], [when spelled fully with a
yod and when adding one for the word itself, i.e., the mispar kolel].

All of the letters [of the word] nui [emet] [“truth’] with the full [spelling
of 1n on 77%] are eight [letters], and this is [an esoteric secret of the verse], “On
the eighth day the flesh of his foreskin shall be circumcised.” Since the
circumcision is from the power of [the Divine Name] “I Will Be” [0X] [Ehyeh],
which rolls into n»y§ [emet] [“truth”], which is Jacob. Therefore, circumcision
overrides the Sabbath. Jacob was born circumcised, for the foreskin
[representing falsehood] was not relevant there [for Jacob, who represents truth].

- Yalkut Reuveni, parashat Tazria

16 111 Zohar 244b (Pinchas 609).

17 Ezek. 1:5-7: “In the center of it were also the figures of four creatures . . . the legs of each were [fused into] a
single rigid leg, and the feet of each were like a single calf’s hoof.”

18 Sefer haPliah is a 14th or early 15th century composition on parshat Bereisheet in which the anonymous author
collected interpretations of early Kabbalists.

19 1.e., the mispar kidmi of vav is calculated as follows: alef= 1, bet = 2, gimel = 3, dalet = 4, he = 5, vav = 6, the
total of whichis 1 +2+3+4+5+6=21.

20 Ex. 3:14: “I Will Be What I Will Be.”
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From here, it is proven that the esoteric secret of circumcision, and the esoteric secret
of Jacob, and the esoteric secret of truth, and the esoteric secret of the World-to-Come, and

Jacob to coexist even one moment with the foreskin after the eighth day, which is n»8 [emet]

spelled in its fullness as above, which is eight letters. For this reason, circumcision overrides
the Sabbath.

This is juxtaposed to the prohibition of disgusting creatures, which is also the esoteric
secret of the World-to-Come, as we said: “For I am the L-rd, Who brought you up from the
land of Egypt.” The disgusting creatures are a sign and distinction between Israel and the
nations.

The Sabbath is also a distinction between Israel and the nations, as it is said in chapter
16 of tractate Shabbat:

[The Roman] emperor said to Rabbi Yehoshua ben Chananya: Why does
the fragrance of a cooked Sabbath dish spread out? He said to him: We have a
certain spice called dill [shevet] [n2w],%! which we place in [the cooked dishes]
and its fragrance spreads out. [The emperor] said to him: Give us [some] of it. He
said to him: For anyone who observes the Sabbath, it is effective for him, but
for one who does not observe the Sabbath, it is not effective for him.

- Shabbat 119a
Circumcision is the most visible distinction of all, as it is said:

The emperor said to Rabbi Tanchum: Come, let us all be one people.
[Rabbi Tanchum] said: Very well. We, who are circumcised, cannot become
[uncircumcised] as you [are]; you [all] circumcise [yourselves] and become like
us.

- Sanhedrin 39a
Therefore, these verses were placed adjacent to one another.

2l Having the same consonants as the word n2w, Sabbath, though pronounced differently.
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