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

Essay 5. The decreasing number of sacrifices over Sukkot

Num. 29:12-39 discusses the seven days of Sukkot and the Eighth Day of Assembly,
Shemini Atzeret. The Torah lists the animals to be sacrificed each day, with the numbers decreasing
each day. On the first day of Sukkot, 13 bulls are sacrificed. On the second day of Sukkot, 12 bulls
are sacrificed. On the third day of Sukkot, 11 bulls are sacrificed. On the fourth day of Sukkot, 10
bulls are sacrificed. On the fifth day of Sukkot, 9 bulls are sacrificed. On the sixth day of Sukkot,
8 bulls are sacrificed. On the seventh day of Sukkot, 7 bulls are sacrificed. These sacrifices for the
seven days of Sukkot total seventy bulls. On the Eighth Day of Assembly, only one bull is
sacrificed.
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There is a Midrash Rabbah on the verse, “On the eighth day, you shall have for
yourselves a break; you shall not work at your occupations. You shall present a burnt offering, an

offering by fire of pleasing odor to the L-rd; one bull, one ram, seven yearling lambs, without
blemish.”! The Midrash states:

“On the eighth day.”: What was the reason for [the number of sacrificial
animals]| being reduced each day? The Torah is simply teaching you etiquette
from the sacrifices. Thus, if someone goes for lodging, and his host receives
him; on the first day he receives him properly and feeds him fowl. Then on the
second he feeds him meat; on the third he feeds him fish; on the fourth he feeds
him greens. So does he continue to reduce, until he is feeding him legumes.

“You shall have for yourselves.” What is [the meaning of] “for
yourselves?” [G-d] said to them, “Festival times are pleasant for you.”

- Num. Rabbah 21:26

’ English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com
"' Num. 29:35-36.
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The commentators questioned why the Midrash questioned, “What was the reason
for [the number of sacrificial animals] being reduced” on the verse, “On the eighth day.” It
should have questioned this on the verse adjacent to this, “You shall present a burnt offering,
an offering by fire of pleasing odor to the L-rd, one bull, one ram, seven yearling lambs, without
blemish,”? as [the Midrash] is speaking about the matter of the sacrifice, which is specifically
addressed in Num. 29:36, rather than in Num. 29:35. L.e., why didn’t the Midrash first question the
meaning of “you shall have,” from Num. 29:35, and then question why the number of sacrifices
decreased each day, from Num. 29:36?

Rather, certainly it must be said that the Midrash advanced the later [verse] in order
to question and analyze the earlier verse about the words “you shall have,” for it wouldn’t have
been good according to this explanation, i.e., had the Midrash first taught its explanation of “you
shall have” and then afterward taught its explanation of the diminishing number of sacrifices. It
requires investigation how, without this explanation of the teaching of etiquette via the
sacrifices, the words “you shall have” would have been fine, and after this explanation there
is the difficulty of what is [the meaning of] “you shall haver” requiring the Midrash to answer,
Festival times are pleasant for you.”
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They explained that without this, I would have said that the explanation of “you shall
have” would be like the explanation of another Midrash, as Rashi brought on the parsha,
i.e., on our verse, Num. 29:35, “You find that on every day of the Festival they brought bulls
corresponding to the seventy nations of the world,” and on the eighth day, they brought [a
sacrifice] for themselves.® This is brought in the Talmud:

Rabbi Elazar said: These seventy bulls [that are sacrificed as additional
offerings over the course of the seven days of Sukkot], to what do they correspond?
They correspond to the seventy nations [of the world, and are brought to atone for
their sins and to hasten world peace]. Why is a single bull [sacrificed on Shemini
Atzeret]? It corresponds to the singular nation, Israel.

- Sukkah 55b

2 Num. 29:36.
3 Rashi on Num. 29:35.



[This is like] a parable of “a king that made a feast lasting for seven days to which he
invited all of the country’s inhabitants. On the final day, he said to his close associate, ‘We have
given the citizens that which is due them. Let us now celebrate together, you and I, with
whatever can be found—a portion of meat, or of fish or a vegetable.’ This is what G-d told Israel:
‘On the eighth day, it shall be an assembly for you.” Celebrate with whatever can be found, with a
single ox.”*
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However, according to the Midrash above, this explanation cannot be, as the Midrash
instead says that the Torah is simply teaching you etiquette from the sacrifices, that if one is a
guest, he should be treated to the best food on the best day, and then the food can gradually decrease
in quality. If the Midrash’s explanation is so, what is the meaning of “you shall have”? The
Midrash answers that “Festival times are pleasant for you”? It requires investigation what this
solution is that “Festival times are pleasant for you,” for how does this relate with [a meal]
being reduced each day for lodging?

Another difficulty is for what reason did [G-d] say that “Festival times are pleasant
for you,” for why did he specifically choose to say pleasant for them, i.e., for Isracl, and not
for the nations, as Rabbi Elazar said that the seventy bulls sacrificed were to atone for the seventy
nations?

Another difficulty is we still don’t know the certainty of the reason written in the
Zohar I11:259a, at the end of parshat Pinchas that the sacrifices were reduced each day as
indeed the prosperity of the nations [of the world] diminishes, a hint of the matter, “And the
waters decreased continually until the tenth month; in the tenth month, on the first of the month,
the tops of the mountains became visible.” See there in the Zohar at length. The Zohar states:

During the seven days of Sukkot, Israel used to sacrifice seventy bulls to
make atonement for the seventy ministers of the seventy nations, so that the world
would not remain destroyed because of them. And this is what the verse says: “And
on the fifteenth day . . . you shall offer a burnt offering, a sacrifice made by fire, of
a sweet savor to the L-rd: thirteen young bulls . . . without blemish.”® And on the
second day twelve, and on the third day eleven bulls, and on the fourth day ten, and

4 Num. Rabbah 21:24.
3> Gen. 8:5.
* Num. 29:12-13.



on the fifth day nine bulls, and on the sixth day eight bulls, and on the seventh day
seven. And all told, there are seventy bulls, each day one less being presented.
[Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai] asks, why was there a reduction?

And he answers that the verse here gives us a hint. “And the ark rested in
the seventh month,”” which is Tishrei. And just as then in the days of the Flood,
when the waters decreased continually, so also here, in Tishrei, which is the seven
month, in which there are a number of precepts, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur,
Sukkah, Lulav and Etrog, the kinds of the Lulav and Shofar. For then, the upper
Shechinah rests on Yisrael, and this is Repentance, namely, [the Sefira of] Binah,
which is called “repentance,” and is the esoteric secret of Sukkah, Etrog, which is
[the Sefira of] Malchut, and Lulav, that is the Holy One, blessed be He, namely,
Zeir Anpin. Immediately, “And the waters decreased continually,”® for the sins of
Israel become less. So, too, the angels of destruction who are appointed over them,
over the iniquities, become less, for the iniquities are similar to the waters of the
Flood, as has been taught: He that commits one transgression, gets for himself one
accuser. And at the time that the iniquities become less, their bulls are reduced in
number, the appointees over the seventy nations are reduced, the seventy nations
diminish, and their prosperity becomes less.

- Zohar I11:259a
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It can be said that [the author of the Midrash] also knows this, but it is difficult for
him [to understand the words] “On the eighth day,” because indeed the selection of the word
“on_the eighth day” [0¥°2] [ba’yom] is fine, showing that it is separate from the other days,
because for all the other days it is written “and on the xth day” [2721] [u 'va ’yom], i.e., “and on

the second day,” “and on the third day,” . . . “and on the seventh day.” But here, it is written only,

“on_the eighth day,” i.e., without the prefaced “and,” to teach that Israel has no relation or
connection to the nations. But the selection of the word “the eighth” [*1nwa] [ha shmini] is
problematic, for it is still a name that partners with those that precede it. I.e., even without

7 Gen. 8:4.
8 Gen. 8:5.



the prefaced “and,” the fact that it is called “the eighth day” means that it is related to the other
days of the Festival.

I.e., we say that Shimini Atzeret is not part of Sukkot, but is instead a separate holiday, so
why then do we refer to it as “the Eighth Day of Assembly”? How could a greater distinction have
been made? In introducing Sukkot, Num. 29:12 says, “On the fifteenth day of the seventh month,
you shall observe a sacred occasion: you shall not work at your occupations; seven days you shall
observe a festival of the L-rd.” In introducing Shemini Atzeret, [Scripture] in Num. 29:35 should
have said “On the twenty-second day of the month,” so as not to attach Israel at all to the
nations. l.e., instead of referring to it as “the eighth day,” as though it’s a continuation of Sukkot,
Scripture could have referred to it by the calendar day on which it falls.

Rather, it’s certainly necessary to say that if Scripture had said “on the twenty-second
day of the month,” the nations could have resented Israel and hated them, because when they
brought the bulls for sacrifice as is brought in tractate Sukkah (55b), it would not be
completely good. Rather, it would have been a short measure. In other words, as it stands now,
the Eighth Day of Assembly is considered to be somewhat of an extension of Sukkot, so 70 bulls
are sacrificed on the first seven days, and one bull is sacrificed on the eighth day, totaling 71 bulls
for the seventy nations and Israel. If instead, the twenty-second day of Tishrei had been considered
a completely separate holiday, not even called the “eighth day,” but given another name or just
called after the calendar date, then Sukkot could only be considered as a Festival in which seventy
bulls were sacrificed for seventy nations, for if it were intended to be for the seventy nations and
Israel, the sacrifices would be short by one bull. Then, they would have complete evidence that
on the eighth day, i.e., on the holiday that would not be called Shemini Atzeret, but rather known
by a different name, that Israel was separated from them. This by itself would lead to resentment
and hatred. Also, we had no other reason to tell them why the sacrifices were decreasing every
day; i.e., it would have been an admission that the sacrifices were decreasing as a sort of curse,
that the prosperity of the seventy nations should decrease.
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But now that Scripture said, “On the eighth day,” that seems to include Israel with
them, it must necessarily be said that there is another reason why the sacrifices are reduced,
because we don’t want to say that Israel only being represented by one bull means very little
prosperity for Israel. In that reason, Israel can be included with the nations, and they can no
longer resent and challenge Israel, as perhaps the first reason, as given by the Zohar, that the
decreasing numbers represent the decreasing prosperity of the nations, is not true.

Because of this, the Midrash questions, “What was the reason for [the number of
sacrificial animals] being reduced each day?” The Midrash therefore comes up with an
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explanation different than that of the Zohar, that the Torah is simply teaching you etiquette from
the sacrifices, that if one is a guest, he should be treated to the best food on the best day, and then
the food can gradually decrease in quality.
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Afterward, [the author of the Midrash| went back to Num. 29:35 and questioned,
“What is [the meaning of] “for yourselves?” For it was known that on the Festival of Sukkot,
honored guests [Ushpizin] come with you into the Sukkah,’ if it should enter your mind to
say that even Israel should do this, that each and every day they should decrease the honor
of the Festival. The solution, to the contrary, is that Festival times are pleasant for them, that
they intend to add to the honor of the Festival. That is, in the first days, they are a bit more
refined in the interests of the body because they are happy with the mitzvot of the Sukkah
and lulav. On the last day, to the contrary, they add enjoyment, as was taught in a Mishnah
in the fifth chapter of tractate Chullin, entitled, “He and his son,” that, “On four occasions
during the year, one who sells an animal to another is required to inform him: I sold the
mother of [this animal today for the buyer] to slaughter [it, or]: I sold the daughter of [this
animal today for the buyer]| to slaughter [it, for there is a prohibition against slaughtering an
animal and its offspring on the same day]. And those [four occasions] are: The eve of the last
day of the festival [of Sukkot], the eve of the first day of the festival of Passover, and the eve of
Shavuot, and the eve of Rosh HaShana.”!? I.e., the warning was given because these were times
in which people were preparing big feasts to enjoy on the Festival.

9 Zohar I11:103b.
10 Mishnah Chullin 5:3.



