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Chapter XLI: Pinchas (Num. 25:10-30:1)

Essay 2. Pinchas and the priesthood
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“The L-rd spoke to Moses, saying: ‘Pinchas, son of Eleazar son of Aaron the priest, has
turned back My wrath from the Israelites by displaying among them his passion for Me, so that |
did not wipe out the Israelite people in My passion. Say, therefore, "I grant him My covenant of
peace, and it shall be for him and his descendants after him a covenant of priesthood for all time,
because he was zealous for his G-d, thus making expiation for the Israelites.” > !

People question that these words, “because he was zealous for his G-d, thus making
expiation for the Israelites,” appear to be superfluous. That is, He already said “when he
avenged My avenging,” which Rashi explained as, “when he displayed the anger that I should
have displayed.”” Because of this, we hear that he merited the covenant of peace and the
covenant of priesthood. He should have said, “He has turned back My wrath from the
Israelites by displaying among them his passion for Me, so that I did not wipe out the Israelite
people in My passion. Say therefore, ‘I grant him My covenant of peace’ ”—for peace is eternal
life—* ‘and it shall be for him and his descendants after him a covenant of priesthood for all
time,” ” and not said anything else.

Also, regarding what Rashi explained, “when he displayed the anger that I should
have displayed,” a difficulty is if the Holy One, Blessed be He, should have displayed anger,
why didn’t He display anger? Also, as the Holy One, Blessed be He, didn’t display anger, we
hear from this that it wasn’t appropriate to display anger for some reason, and how did
Pinchas know to show anger? Granted, without the explanation of Rashi, it is fine that he
was zealous for the sake of the Holy One, Blessed be He.

’ English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
"'Num. 25:10-13.
2 Rashi on Num. 25:11.
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It can be said that in the 9™ chapter of tractate Sanhedrin, it is said, “one who engages
in intercourse with an Aramean woman, zealots strike him [and kill him].”* If zealots do not
strike him, it is written about them, “May the L-rd cut off from a man who does this one who
calls and one who answers,”* and it is explained in the Gemara, he should not have anyone
[among his descendants] who calls [and initiates conversation] among the Torah scholars, nor one
who answers among the students [i.e., who can answer questions posed by the Torah scholars].’
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If so, as long as zealots did not harm Zimri, his punishment would be that the Holy
One, Blessed be He, would cut him off from the world. But everyone who is obliged to be cut
off does not die directly and immediately after he sins, but after a while. When Pinchas struck
Zimri, it was fitting to refer to this as displaying the anger that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
should have displayed, which was to cut [Zimri] off from the world. But the Holy One,
Blessed be He, would have done this after a while, whereas Pinchas did this immediately, for
thus was the obligation imposed upon him. Therefore, as a measure-for-measure reward, the
covenant of peace was given to him, which is eternal life, against the death that was given to
Zimri and against the anger that [Pinchas] turned back by his zealotry.
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Also, the killing of Zimri also benefited [Zimri’s] sons, for if he had not been struck
by zealots, he would have been cut off by G-d after a while, and “not have anyone among his
descendants who calls and initiates conversation among the Torah scholars, nor one who
answers among the students. If [the sinner] were a priest, he would not have a son who will
present a meal-offering.”® But if he were struck by zealots who would carry out the law
against him, then his sons would be able to be wise and priests, for this punishment affecting

3 Mishnah Sanhedrin 9:6; Sanhedrin 81b.
4 Malachi 2:12.

3 Sanhedrin 82a.

6 1d.



offspring would only be heard for one being cut off by G-d, which is the case when he is not
struck by zealots. Also, when there is justice below, there is no justice above.’ Le., if a human
court or zealot acts, then G-d does not need to act.
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Therefore, measure-for-measure, he was given a covenant of priesthood for all time,
that the High Priest would forever be a descendant of Pinchas. In any case, he would also be
a Torah scholar, as it is written, “For the lips of a priest guard knowledge, and rulings are
sought from his mouth, for he is a messenger of the L-rd of Hosts.”® Because of this, He
repeated, “because he was zealous for his G-d, thus making expiation for the Israelites,” as if
to say, this covenant of priesthood for all time that I mentioned doesn’t necessarily mean that
he and his offspring will be common priests. This was not even the case until now, for Pinchas
did not attain the priesthood until he had killed Zimri, as is known. That is, the priesthood was
given to Aaron and his sons who were anointed with him, and to their offspring who were born
after that time. But Pinchas had been born before them, and had not been anointed with Aaron.
Thus, he did not become a priest until he killed Zimri.’

Rather, His intent was to say that the covenant of priesthood for all time will be that
he and his descendants will be High Priests. Why is this so? “Because he was zealous for his
G-d,” as it is said that by his displaying anger, that the Holy One, Blessed be He should
display anger, as it is written, “May the L-rd cut off from a man who does this one who calls
and one who answers,” since his sons will be Torah scholars and won’t be in the category of
one who calls and initiates conversation among the Torah scholars, nor one who answers among
the students. Therefore, even his sons will be priests and Torah scholars.
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Also, it is said in the first chapter of tractate Yoma:

On Yom Kippur eve [in the] morning, [the Elders] stand him at the eastern
gate [of the courtyard] and pass before him bulls and rams and sheep so that he

7 Shmuel de Ugeda, Midrash Shmuel on Avot, 1:18.
§ Malachi 2:7.
° Rashi on Num. 25:13; Zevachim 101b.



will be familiar [with the animals] and be accustomed to the service [as these were
the animals sacrificed on Yom Kippur].

[A different Tanna] taught [in the Tosefta]: Even goats [were brought
before him. The Gemara asks:] And the Tanna of our [Mishnah], what is the
reason that he did not teach that goats [were among the animals that passed before
the High Priest?] Since [goats] come [as atonement] for sins, [passing them before
the High Priest will evoke transgressions and he will] become distraught.

If so, a bull [should not be passed before him], as it too comes [to atone]
for sin. [The Gemara answers that there is a difference in the case of] a bull, since
[it is to atone] for his [sins] and for [the sins] of his brethren the priests that it
comes; among his brethren the priests, if there is a person who has a [sinful]
matter, [the High Priest] would know [about it] and [lead] him back to [the path
of righteousness] through repentance. [Therefore, passing a bull before the High
Priest will not render him distraught, as it will merely remind him of his
responsibility toward his priestly brethren. On the other hand], with regard to the
entire Jewish people, he does not know [of their sinful matters and is unable to
facilitate their repentance. Passing goats before the High Priest will evoke their sins
as well as his inability to correct the situation, leaving him distraught.]

-Yoma 18a
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If so, the path of the High Priest is to bring the priests back in repentance, and when
the priesthood is given to him “because he was zealous for his G-d,” you must necessarily say
that this was the High Priesthood, that he can still grasp his measure of always being zealous.
That is, if he were a common priest, he would not have the power to bring the other priests
back in repentance. Also, Scripture said, “thus making expiation for the Israelites,” that the
main atonement, which is in the Yom Kippur service, is not legitimate unless conducted by a
High Priest.

VYV TYY ,"19270" RPN MR PR "IN 92708 931" ,PY32 NYD A1 1P XPRT NOX 7772 Vea N
137 "192°1" 191 "R3p WK NoA" 2327 992y nih v A7 777 7991 .5"ov onnd YY1 19371 THiY XN 91 XD
JPERRD RIp WK TRY ARYY iR 1927 TINYAWI X7 N7 00197 AN 0y N3 Y nenan ap ni:

Alternatively, in a different way of interpretation, it is brought in the Yalkut Shimoni
at the end of parashat Balak, remez 771, “It is not written ‘to atone for the children of Israel,’
but ‘and he will atone for the children of Israel.” Until now he only stands and atones until the
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revival of the dead.” IL.e., instead of simply standing and praying for forgiveness, do something
for the sake of atonement! According to this way of understanding, it can be said that the
Scripture repeated “because he was zealous for his G-d, thus making expiation for the
Israelites,” as if to say this is the covenant of eternal priesthood that I gave to Pinchas, him
especially, when he will stand up and atone as he did now “when he was zealous for his G-d.”
L.e., the High Priest should strive to bring people to atonement, or should strike out against
evildoers.
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[Scripture] also repeated “because he was zealous for his G-d,” as is brought in the
Keli Yekar in the name of the Midrash on the verse, “For I honor those who honor Me, but
those who spurn Me shall be dishonored,”!’ that initially, because of the incident at Shittim,
where Pinchas killed Zimri, that the High Priesthood was given to Aaron’s son Elazar and his
offspring, that is, to Pinchas. But in the days of the Concubine of Gibeah,'' Israel had
renounced most of the commandments, and who caused this? Pinchas, for he should have
prevented this by going from city to city to reprove them. Then, the High Priesthood was
removed from him and given to the offspring of Aaron’s youngest son Itamar, which was the
House of Eli. When the Temple was built, Solomon sent away Eli’s great-great-grandson
Abiathar, who was a descendant of Itamar, and brought Zadok, who was a descendent of
Pinchas, to serve as High Priest.!?
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107 Sam. 2:30.

' Judges chapters 19-21 relate that a Levite’s concubine was upset with him and fled to her father’s house. He
retrieved her, and while journeying home, stayed in Gibeah with a visiting Ephraimite. Local Benjamites demanded
the surrender of the Levite man, stating they intended to sodomize him. He instead sent out his concubine, and she
was assaulted and died. This led to a war between the other tribes and the tribe of Benjamin.

12 This is not the more famous Keli Yekar commentary on Torah, authored by Shlomo Ephraim ben Aaron
Luntschitz (Lublin 1602), but rather the commentary on Prophets by Samuel ben Abraham Laniado (Venice 1603).
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