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Physical perfection as a pre-requisite for Temple service.  

Not only are the sacrifices that are brought on the altar required to be without blemish,1 but 

even the Kohanim who carry out the Divine Service in the Tabernacle/Temple similarly are required to be 

devoid of physical imperfections: 

 

VaYikra 21:17-23 

 17 Speak unto Aharon, saying: “Whosoever he be of your seed throughout their 

generations that has a blemish, let him not approach to offer the Bread of his God. 18 

For whatsoever man he be that has a blemish, he shall not approach: a blind man, or a 

lame, or he that has anything maimed, or anything too long, 19 Or a man that is broken-

footed, or broken-handed, 20 Or crook-backed, or a dwarf, or that hath his eye 

overspread, or is scabbed, or scurvy, or hath his stones crushed; 21 No man of the seed 

of Aharon the priest, that has a blemish, shall come near to offer the Offerings of the 

LORD made by fire; he has a blemish; he shall not come near to offer the Bread of his 

God. 22 He may eat the Bread of his God, both of the most holy, and of the holy. 23 

Only he shall not go in unto the veil, nor come near unto the altar, because he has a 

blemish; that he profane not My Holy Places; for I Am the Lord Who Sanctify them.  

 

Biblical precedents for sacrifices needing to be physically without blemish. 

It is easier to understand why the sacrifices themselves must be as physically perfect as possible. 

A verse that is often cited with respect to how Divine Service on every level should be respectful and 

aesthetically pleasing is:  

 

Malachi 1:8 

“And when you offer the blind for sacrifice, is it no evil? And when you offer the lame 

and sick, is it no evil? ‘Hakriveihu Na LePechatecha’ (Present it now unto thy governor); 

will he be pleased with you? Or will he accept your person?” Says the Lord of Hosts. 

                                                           
1 VaYikra 22:20-5 

But whatsoever has a blemish, that shall you not bring; for it shall not be acceptable for 

you. 21 And whosoever brings a sacrifice of peace-offerings unto the Lord in fulfilment of a 

vow clearly uttered, or for a freewill-offering, of the herd or of the flock, it shall be perfect 

to be accepted; there shall be no blemish therein. 22 Blind, or broken, or maimed, or 

having a wen, or scabbed, or scurvy, you shall not offer these unto the Lord, nor make an 

offering by fire of them upon the altar unto the Lord. 23 Either a bullock or a lamb that has 

anything too long or too short, that may you offer for a freewill-offering; but for a vow it 

shall not be accepted. 24 That which has its stones bruised, or crushed, or torn, or cut, ye 

shall not offer unto the Lord; neither shall you do thus in your land. 25 Neither from the 

hand of a foreigner shall you offer the Bread of your God of any of these, because their 

corruption is in them, there is a blemish in them; they shall not be accepted for you. 
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(The questions are obviously rhetorical, and therefore the sense of the verse is that just 

like it would be improper for one who is seeking to win favor with a flesh-and-blood 

ruler to send him a gift that reflects lack of care or respect, so too when it comes to 

offerings directed at HaShem.)  

 

The abject lesson of making sure that whatever is offered is of the highest quality was already 

indicated by God in His Reactions to the first sacrifices recorded in the Tora:  

 

Beraishit 4:3-5 

3 And in process of time it came to pass, that Kayin brought of the fruit of the ground an 

offering unto the Lord. 4 And Hevel, he also brought of the firstlings of his flock and of 

the fat thereof.2 And the Lord Had Respect unto Hevel and to his offering; 5 but unto 

Kayin and to his offering He Had not Respect.  

 

Yet shouldn’t a distinction be made between the physical perfection necessary for a sacrifice, as 

opposed to parallel requirements for the one offering the sacrifice? 

 The verses in Beraishit make clear that God’s favorable Acceptance of Hevel’s sacrifice was at 

least in part due to the superior quality of what he chose to offer. However concerning this same text, 

commentators point out that what also influenced God was the noteworthy intention that underlay 

Hevel’s sacrifice, rather than merely its physical attributes: 

 

RaDaK d.h. VaYosha HaShem El Hevel VeEl Minchato  

The Will of God was towards Hevel because He Saw his good intentions, and His Will was 

towards his sacrifice (as well) for it was respectful and worthy of being offered. (The 

biblical text would appear to include a superfluous two words, “El Hevel.” If the text 

chose to go beyond saying that God was Well-disposed towards this man’s sacrifice, and 

emphasized that He was Impressed by the man himself, this therefore indicates that 

Hevel’s intentions were part of the Divine Calculus.) 

  

Alshich, 3 d.h. Ach Hevel Heivi Gam Huh 

That is to say, he did not bring only animals, but he brought also himself (“Gam Huh” = 

also himself), i.e., also his true self, because initially he thought in his heart that it was 

himself that he was offering by means of the firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof. 

Therefore Hevel brought two sacrifices, himself and his animals, and this is what is 

meant by “And the Lord Had Respect unto Hevel and to his offering.” 

 

                                                           
2 It is interesting to note that the text does not address whether Hevel’s offerings were without blemish; just that 
they were the first-born and the fattest. Should it be understood that they must have been without blemish, or 
was such a requirement added at a later point when the massive number of sacrifices had to be subjected to 
objective standards? 
3 Moshe Alshich, also spelled Alshech, (1508–1593, Safed), known as the Alshich Hakadosh (the Holy), was a 

prominent rabbi, preacher, and biblical commentator in the latter part of the 16th century. The Alshich was born in 
1508 in the Ottoman Empire, and was the son of Hayyim Alshich. He later moved to Safed where he became a 
student of Rabbi Joseph Caro. His students included Rabbi Hayim Vital and Rabbi Yom Tov Tzahalon. He died in 
Safed in 1593… http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moshe_Alshich  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Safed
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bible
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottoman_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yosef_Karo
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hayyim_ben_Joseph_Vital
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yom_Tov_Tzahalon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moshe_Alshich
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Therefore when it is a question of what the requirements are for a  human being to be best- 

suited to carry out the Divine Service going forward, at least one Halachic commentator notes that when 

it comes to serving as the leader of the congregation during prayer,4 it is specifically the individual who 

is grappling with physical difficulties who may be best suited for the task, by way of his rarified Kavana 

(intention) resulting from his infirmity:   

 

Mishna Berura on Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chaim 53, #13 

…Physical imperfections disqualify only Kohanim (from their Divine Service) and not the 

prayer leader (within the context of a Minyan [prayer quorum]); on the contrary 

(Tehillim 51:19) “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, 

O God, Thou wilt not despise”…5 6 

 

Couldn’t human physical perfection actually serve as a detriment to spiritual excellence? 

The correlation between human physical perfection and an inappropriate and potentially 

destructive exalted sense of self-esteem is suggested in the following Talmudic anecdote: 

                                                           
4 The Talmud, according to one view,  derives the times of daily prayer from the sacrificial service, suggesting an 
intrinsic connection between sacrifices and the institution of synagogue prayer: 

Berachot 26b 
R. Yehoshua b. Levi says: The prayers were instituted to replace the daily sacrifices... 
It has been taught also in accordance with R. Yehoshua b. Levi: Why did they say that the morning Tefilla  
could be said till midday? Because the regular morning sacrifice could be brought up to midday. R. 
Yehuda, however, says that it may be said up to the fourth hour because the regular morning sacrifice 
may be brought up to the fourth hour. And why did they say that the afternoon Tefilla can be said up to 
the evening? Because the regular afternoon offering can be brought up to the evening. R. Yehuda, 
however, says that it can be said only up to the middle of the afternoon, because the evening offering 
could only be brought up to the middle of the afternoon. And why did they say that for the evening Tefilla 
there is no limit? Because the limbs and the fat which were not consumed (on the altar) by the evening 
could be brought for the whole of the night. And why did they say that the additional Tefillot could be said 
during the whole of the day? Because the additional offering could be brought during the whole of the 
day. R. Yehuda, however, said that it can be said only up to the seventh hour, because the additional 
offering can be brought up to the seventh hour. 

5 RaDaK, d.h. Zivchei Elokim Ruach Nishbara. 
The sacrifices Desired by Him, is a broken spirit… and the sacrifice You Despise when the heart (of the one 
bringing it) is not broken. And the broken heart will never be Disparaged, even if there is no actual 
sacrifice accompanying it.  

MaLBIM, d.h. Zivchei. 
The essential sacrifice that God Desires is the broken spirit, that a person “breaks” his inner spirit, with 
the spirit being understood as the images that one has in his heart. (A broken spirits connotes that) the 
individual would no longer imagine images of evil, only images of wisdom and the fear of God. This 
HaShem Receives as a sacrifice. Also a heart that is broken and subservient, for the heart is the external 
receptacle that within it dwells the spirit. It reflects the power to arouse oneself, the evil inclination as 
well as the ability of the soul to dominate it, if the heart is broken by means of subservience, fasting and 
self-abnegation, that by means of these practices the external receptacle is broken and will no longer lust 
improperly…this too God will never Disparage… 

6 While Chafetz Chaim in the continuation of his comment states that there are those who are strict about not 
offering the role of leading prayers to such an individual, and therefore when all other things being equal, they 
would argue that if there are available for leading the service those who do not suffer from physical maladies 
and/or handicaps, they are to be preferred, the commentator also states that even according to such a view, this is 
only LeChatchila (a priori) rather than MeiIkar HaDin (the essential final Halachic view).  
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Ta’anit 7a7 

…The story of the daughter of the Roman Emperor who addressed R. Yehoshua b. 
Chanania: “O glorious Wisdom in an ugly vessel?” (R. Yehoshua is described as having 
been markedly unattractive, yet very wise and brilliant.) He replied, “Does not your 
father keep wine in an earthenware vessel?” She asked, “Wherein else shall he keep it?” 
He said to her, “You who are nobles should keep it in vessels of gold and silver.” 
Thereupon she went and told this to her father and he had the wine put into vessels of 
gold and silver and it became sour. When he was informed of this he asked his daughter, 
“Who gave you this advice?” She replied, “R. Yehoshua b. Chanania.” — Thereupon the 
Emperor had him summoned before him and asked him, “Why did you give her such 
advice?” He replied, “I answered her according to the way that she spoke to me.” “But 
are there not good-looking people who are learned?” — “If these very people were ugly 
they would be still more learned.”8  
 

MaHaRShA,9 Chidushei Aggadot on Nedarim 50b d.h. Tora Mefuara BeChli 

VeChulai. 

…The words of Tora will be preserved only within someone who is humble. An 

individual who is endowed with physical beauty will have a tendency to be 

overly impressed with himself, as in the story about the Nazirite appearing at 

the beginning of Nedarim…10  

                                                           
7 The same story is recounted in Nedarim 50b with slight variations: 

The Emperor's daughter said to R. Yehoshua b. Chanania: “Such comely wisdom in an ugly vessel!”   He 
replied’ “Learn from thy father's palace. In what is the wine stored?” “In earthern jars,” she answered. 
“But all (common) people store (wine) in earthern vessels and thou too likewise! Thou shouldst keep it in 
jars of gold and silver!” So she went and had the wine replaced in vessels of gold and silver, and it turned 
sour. “Thus,” said he to her, “The Tora is likewise!” “But are there not handsome people who are learned 
too?” “Were they ugly they would be even more learned,” he retorted. 

8 This perspective is reminiscent of a classical scene in Woody Allen’s 1977 film Annie Hall. The protagonist is 
walking down the street and meets an attractive, “happy” couple. When he asks them the secret to their 
happiness, they respond, “It’s because we are shallow and empty, we have no ideas in our heads and nothing to 
say.” The implication is that someone who engages with the problems of human existence will by definition be 
weighed down by them and this will affect their appearance and the manner in which they carry themselves.   
9 Shmuel Eidels (1555 – 1631) (Hebrew: שמואל אליעזר הלוי איידלס), was a renowned rabbi and Talmudist famous 
for his commentary on the Talmud, Chiddushei Halachot. Eidels is also known as Maharsha ( א"מהרש , a Hebrew 
acronym for "Our Teacher, the Rabbi Shmuel Eidels")… http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maharsha  
10 Nedarim 9b 

For it was taught: Shimon HaTzaddik said: “Only once in my life have I eaten of the trespass-offering 
brought by a defiled Nazirite. On one occasion a Nazir came from the south, and I saw that he had 
beautiful eyes, was of handsome appearance, and with thick locks of hair symmetrically arranged. Said I 
to him: 'My son, what (reason) didst thou see to destroy this beautiful hair of thine?' (By becoming a 
Nazirite, the individual is aware that at the end of his term, he will have to shave off his hair.)  He replied: 
'I was a shepherd for my father in my town. (Once) I went to draw water from a well, gazed upon my 
reflection in the water, whereupon my evil desires rushed upon me and sought to drive me from the 
world (through sin) (as a result of my being so taken by my own appearance). But I said unto it (my lust): 
‘Wretch! Why do you vaunt yourself in a world that is not yours, with one who is destined to become 
worms and dust?  I swear that I will shave thee off (his beautiful hair) for the sake of Heaven.' I 
immediately arose and kissed his head, saying: 'My son, may there be many Nazirites such as you in Israel! 
Of you says the Holy Writ, (BaMidbar 6:2) ‘When either a man or a woman shall separate themselves to 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmud
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acronym
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maharsha
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The question that arises from the above. 

Wouldn’t it make more sense for Kohanim to be chosen for performing the Avoda 

primarily as the result of their perceived piety, sincerity and expertise rather than their outward 

appearance? Particularly with respect to congenital defects that are not at all dependent upon 

lifestyle or personal choices, why should this deprive an otherwise deserving Kohen of an 

opportunity to facilitate the worship of God in the most inspiring manner? Furthermore, isn’t 

insisting upon a certain standardized appearance implying that those lacking such characteristics 

are somehow lacking in who and what they are? At some point, does this not become a moral 

issue in terms of discrimination and insensitivity towards certain segments of the population?11 

Apparently with regard to the Avoda in the Temple, there were particular considerations that 

outweighed the more detrimental aspects of insisting upon a standard idealized appearance for 

the Kohanim. 

 

Four approaches addressing this question from varying perspectives. 

a. Focusing upon the viewers.  

The Chinuch,12 as one of the reasons that he offers during the course of his discussion of 

what could account for the requirement of the Kohanim to be physically perfect in order to 

qualify for offering sacrifices, emphasizes the effect that the sight of a Kohen who is 

physically limited might have, rightly or wrongly, upon the people who are watching the 

Temple service:  

                                                           
vow a vow of a Nazirite, to separate themselves unto the Lord.’” (The resemblance of this story to, 
LeHavdil, the myth of Narcissus is striking, as is the fundamental difference between the two stories.) 

11 See Ruth Graham’s August 23, 2013 Boston Globe column, “Who Will Fight the Beauty Bias?” at 
http://www.bostonglobe.com/ideas/2013/08/23/who-will-fight-beauty-
bias/Kq3pbfOy4VRJtlKrmyWBNO/story.html  
12 The Sefer HaChinuch ( ספר החינוך Hebrew: "Book of Education"), often simply "the Chinuch" is a work which 

systematically discusses the 613 Commandments of the Tora. It was published anonymously in 13th century Spain. 
The work's enumeration of the Commandments (Hebrew: Mitzvot; sing. Mitzva) is based upon Maimonides' 
system of counting as per his Sefer HaMitzvot; each is listed according to its appearance in the weekly Tora portion 
and the work is structured correspondingly. For each, the discussion starts by linking the Mitzva to its Biblical 
source, and then addresses the philosophical underpinnings of the Commandment (here, termed the "Shoresh", or 
"root"). Following this, the Chinuch presents a brief overview of the Halacha (practical Jewish law) governing its 
observance - usually based on Maimonides' Mishneh Torah - and closes with a summary as to the Commandment's 
applicability. Because of this structure, the work remains popular to this day. The philosophic portions are widely 
quoted and taught, while the legal discussion provides the basis for much further study in Yeshivot… The sixteenth 
century author Gedaliah ibn Yacḥya credited the Sefer HaChinuch to Rabbi Aharon HaLevi of Barcelona (1235-c. 
1290), a Talmudic scholar and Halachist; but others disagree, as the views of the Chinuch contradict opinions held 
by HaLevi in other works. This has led to the conclusion that the true author to Sefer HaChinuch was a different 
Reb Aharon Halevi, a student of the RaShBA, rather than his colleague. Though there is a debate about who is the 
true author, it is agreed upon that the Sefer HaChinuch was written by a father to his son, upon reaching the age of 
Bar Mitzva… http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sefer_ha-Chinuch  

  

 

 

http://www.bostonglobe.com/ideas/2013/08/23/who-will-fight-beauty-bias/Kq3pbfOy4VRJtlKrmyWBNO/story.html
http://www.bostonglobe.com/ideas/2013/08/23/who-will-fight-beauty-bias/Kq3pbfOy4VRJtlKrmyWBNO/story.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/613_mitzvot
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spain
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mitzvah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maimonides
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sefer_Hamitzvot
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Weekly_Torah_portion
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Halakha
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mishneh_Torah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yeshiva
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gedaliah_ibn_Ya%E1%B8%A5yah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aharon_HaLevi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barcelona
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmud
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shlomo_ben_Aderet
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bar_Mitzvah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sefer_ha-Chinuch
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Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzva 275, “A Kohen with a physical imperfection should not engage 

in Divine Service.” 

…Among the bases of the Mitzva:  

Because the majority of human actions are viewed favorably by onlookers in accordance 

with the importance of the ones carrying them out. Because when a person is of goodly 

appearance and does good things, he will find favor and understanding regarding all 

that he does in the eyes of those who see him. And if he is the opposite of this, i.e., his 

form is lacking and his  limbs are abnormal, despite him acting properly with respect to 

his actions,  the things that he does will not be perceived as favorably by onlookers. 

Therefore it is entirely appropriate that the representative (of the individual or the 

group bringing the sacrifice), upon whom atonement depends, should be a person who 

is graceful, attractive, and of good appearance, as well as pleasant in all of his ways, so 

that the thoughts of man be engaged to follow him…  

Therefore, it is not appropriate in any way that there be within him (the Kohen) some 

sort of aberration concerning his external form, lest the soul of the one contemplating 

him be distracted by the aberration and he will thereby digress from what is desirable 

(in terms of his thoughts and intentions)…  

 

Apparently the “beauty bias”, that in everyday life could be deemed objectionable, irrational 

and unfair, is being used by the Tora for its positive dimension of removing a possible distraction from 

the people whom the Avoda is meant to inspire and bring closer to God. The responsibility that would 

then fall to the religious leadership of the Jews would be to not allow them to extrapolate from the 

Tora’s insistence on standardization in the case of the Kohanim, a support for in general treating 

attractive individuals more preferentially than those who are of more irregular appearance. I even 

wonder if by having all Kohanim, with the exception of the Kohen Gadol,13 of course, wearing the same 

“uniform” and looking the same, that they don’t become objectified to the point where the onlookers 

don’t think of them as real-life individuals “looking” a certain way, advancing attractiveness as an 

essential ideal. Naturally, only if we could actually experience what the Avoda in the Beit HaMikdash 

was like, would we be in a position to truly understand the personal dynamic that pertained.  

 

b. Analogizing the Divine King with a human king.  

                                                           
13 In Hermann Hesse’s Das Glasperlenspiel (Eng. trans.: The Glass Bead Game or Magister Ludi) a community of 
intellectuals is described, with the head of the community, LeHavdil, someone occupying the role of Kohen Gadol, 
remaining anonymous because his identity was tied up exclusively with his proficiency for the “game” rather than 
developing or focusing upon his personal identity. In such a setting, perhaps as long as one’s appearance is not out 
of the ordinary, it would not even be noticed. Ironically, at the end of the book, the Magister Ludi escapes from the 
community because he no longer could stand being so anonymous.  
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The commentator Alshich posits that HaShem “Deserves” no less than what would be given to 

or done for a human king:  

 

Alshich on VaYikra 21:18 

And the reason is that this is the way of the world, “Any man that has in him a physical 

blemish ‘Lo Yikrav’” (the typical translation is that “he shall not offer [sacrifices]”; 

Alshich is taking a more generic path and translating “he shall not come close,” i.e., he 

shall not be chosen to serve the great), that is to say, any “closeness” entailed in serving 

the king. In that case, this is true all the more so with respect to handling the “Lechem 

Elokai Olam” (the Bread of the King of the Universe, i.e. sacrifices.)14 And this is in the 

spirit of (Malachi 1:8) “’And when ye offer the blind for sacrifice, is it no evil? And when 

ye offer the lame and sick, is it no evil? Present it now unto thy governor; will he be 

pleased with thee? Or will he accept thy person?’ says the Lord of Hosts. (See p. 1 of this 

essay.) And this is why the text states, “Yikrav”15 (come close) and not “LeHakriv” (the 

causative, specifically associated with offering sacrifices), because it is speaking about 

coming close before the King (God)…  

 

If the Kohanim, according to one view, are “Shluchei DeShamaya” 16(surrogates of Heaven/God), 

then they could be viewed as part of the Heavenly “entourage”, begging the question of whether 

members of such an illustrious group have specific qualifications as to their appearance. It becomes a 

matter of who will be pressed into Divine Service, and whether such individuals will have to “look” a 

certain way.  

 

When the people initially approached Shmuel, asking for a king to be appointed over them, the  

prophet described what a typical king would do vis-à-vis acquiring, in effect “drafting”, a retinue of 

servants for himself: 

 

I Shmuel 8:11-3 

11 And he said: “This will be the manner of the king that shall reign over you: he will 

take your sons, and appoint them unto him, for his chariots, and to be his horsemen; 

and they shall run before his chariots. 12 And he will appoint them unto him for captains 

of thousands, and captains of fifties; and to plow his ground, and to reap his harvest, 

and to make his instruments of war, and the instruments of his chariots. 13 And he will 

take your daughters to be perfumers, and to be cooks, and to be bakers. 

 

                                                           
14 As in, e.g., VaYikra 21:17 

Speak unto Aharon, saying: “Whosoever he be of thy seed throughout their generations that hath a 
blemish, let him not approach to offer the bread of his God.” 

  כא פרק ויקרא15 
י( יח) ִּ֥ יׁש כ  ִ֛ ֹו ָכל־א  ר־בִּ֥ א ֖מּום ֲאׁשֶׁ ב ל ֹ֣ ְקָרָ֑ יׁש י  ִ֤ ר   א  ּוֵּ ֹו ע  ח   אֹ֣ סֵֵּּ֔ ֹו פ  ם אִּ֥ ֖ ֹו ָחר   :ָשֽרּוע   אִּ֥

16 Nedarim 35b 
The scholars propounded: Are the priests (in sacrificing) our agents or agents of the All-Merciful? What is 
the practical difference? — In respect of one who is forbidden to benefit (from a priest): if you say that 
they are our agents, surely he (the priest) benefits him (by offering up his sacrifices); hence it is 
prohibited. But if you say that they are the agents of the All-Merciful, it is permitted…   
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While the individuals who will serve behind the scenes at the palace, or even within the ranks of the 

military probably had to meet only age requirements and measures of physical ability, those who would 

comprise the king’s inner circle, who would constitute his “face” to the public,17 would most probably 

need to qualify in terms of their overall outward appearance as well.  

 

 Another indicator of how the king would most certainly be concerned with making a favorable 

outward impression upon his subjects is the following Mishna: 

 

Yoma 8:1 (73b) 

On the day of atonement, it is forbidden to eat, drink, to wash, to anoint oneself, to put 

on sandals, or to have marital intimacy. A king or bride may wash the face; and a woman 

after childbirth may put on sandals. This is the view of R. Eliezer. The sages however 

forbid it… 

  
  Ibid. 78b 
 (Gemora) Why (may) a king (wash his face)?  Because Scripture said: (Yeshayahu 33:17) “Thine 

 eyes shall see the king in his beauty.” 

Therefore, as opposed to the Chinuch’s supposition that the appearance of the Kohanim is intended to 
enhance the experience of those present while sacrifices are being offered, Alshich is emphasizing how 
outward appearances are important in order to assure that the “king,” in this case HaShem, in general, 
as well as the institutions and practices most associated with him, i.e., the Temple and its sacrificial 
rituals, will be taken seriously and treated with the proper respect. 
 

R. Shimshon Rafael Hirsch, already at the outset of his commentary on VaYikra, reflects at great 

length upon the requirement to have physically “perfect” Kohanim. During the course of his explication 

of this aspect of the Divine Service, he makes to my mind two very important points:  

 

c. Requiring Kohanim of goodly appearance refutes the general impression that religion 

appeals only to those who are disadvantaged and ill: 

 

R. Hirsch first suggests that in light of a general attitude towards religion which some people 

believe to this very day, that young, vigorous, healthy individuals are neither attracted to Divine Service 

or have any need of it, the physical requirements for Kohanim directly negates such an impression at 

least in terms of Judaism:  

 

R. S.R. Hirsch on VaYikra 1:3  

                                                           
17 This could be one understanding of the common phrase, “Eved Melech KeMelech Dami” (the servant of the king 
is equivalent to the king). Although this typically is understood to connote that when one respects and is loyal to 
someone employed by the king, it is as if he is extending the same consideration directly to the king himself, as in 
RaShI on Beraishit 15:18 d.h. HaNahar HaGadol, it could also refer to the need for the servant to look 
appropriately in order to elicit respect for the king.  
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…Malachi in Ch. 118 scourges those that offer up the blind, the lame and the sick, as 

being a degradation of the Name of God and the Altar of God. The priests19 are 

reproached (by Malachi in the previous verse, v. 7) for having provoked such 

degradation by their teaching. “But you have profaned it in your speeches the Table of 

God is represented as being one which is rejected with disdain by others, and that which 

it garners is such the eating of which is contemptible.” It is quite clear that here the 

priests are reproached that, instead of representing God and His Sanctuary as the very 

highest, that demands the best, the freshest, the most vigorous and strongest of all that 

Man can give, they have degraded the Sanctuary into a hospital and old-age home 

erected for the wrecks of humanity, a place where only those come who are of no use 

to the world, and can find no home anywhere else, and who must be satisfied with what 

is left over from the tables of the rest of humanity. “Just trying to bring that to your 

Pasha” cries the Prophet in indignation “and see if he will be pleased with you and 

receive you!” It is exactly the same reproach which Hoshea 10:5 makes against the 

“priests” of Israel: “When the people mourn over it, their priests rejoice thereat.” They 

and their sanctuaries speculate on the pain and grief of the “believers.” It is not the 

vivacious and happy ones who go to their halls. It is the blind, the lame, the sick and the 

weak who wend their way to their altars. Not as the ruler of fresh pulsating active life, 

and of the joy of life, but the consoler for that they have to endure and suffer and do 

without, is what religion is to them.  Not so is the God and His Temple which Israel is to 

bear through history as the God of the whole of humanity. The Sanctuary of His Tora 

demands the full complete life with nothing left out, nothing missing, and promises in 

exchange a rich full life in which even death and pain lose their sting. So just as the 

priests serving at Israel’s Altar of the Law have to be without wound or mutilation, so 

must the animals be without wounds or mutilation and vigorous undamaged if they are 

to serve as the means by which human beings celebrate their entry into, and progress 

in, the “covenant of nearness of God” on the Altar of His Tora…  

 

One wonders if insisting upon having youthful, vigorous practitioners will alter the attitude of 

those who do not relate to religious matters all that much, and thereby alter their attitudes in a positive 

direction. It is possible that young people might relate better to peers. And there are some older 

individuals who definitely feel invigorated when surrounded by co-religionists who are younger. Granted 

that if only the elderly frequent the Temple, and now, in its contemporary manifestation, the synagogue 

and the house of study, a disincentive is created for those who do not identify all that much with this 

cohort in the population; yet how to address this type of indifference or even hostility is a problem that 

religious leadership has been grappling with for time immemorial.  

 

d. The symbolism of physical perfection representing overall spiritual wholeness.  

                                                           
18 See the citation on p. 1 of this essay. 
19 The context of Malachi 1:6 : 

“A son honors his father, and a servant his master; if then I Be a Father, where is My Honor? And if I Be a 
Master, where is My Fear?” Says the LORD of Hosts unto you, O priests that despise My Name. And you 
say: “Wherein have we despised Thy Name?” 
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 A second issue addressed by R. Hirsch is how requiring “wholeness” in every aspect of the 

sacrificial service, including the physical appearance of the Kohanim, constitues an observable, external 

statement that will hopefully parallel and encourage an  internal sensitivity to Shleimut, in light of the 

fact that God Expects from those who worship Him total commitment and perfect devotion: 

  

So that for each and every aspect of our relation to God which is to be expressed by an 

offering, “Temimut” (completion/wholeness), i.e., the demand for the application of the 

whole of oneself to that aspect, is the first and most indispensable condition. It is the 

(Devarim 6:5) “BeChol Levavcha U’BeChol Nafshecha U’BeChol MeOdecha.” It is the 

most direct consequence of the very first demand made to us: (Shemot 19:5) 

“…VeHeyitem Li Segula…” whereby it is just this relation to God excluding every and any 

other consideration which is made the foundation-stone of our whole mission. Anything 

missing of the living creature which is to express our relation to God would give the idea 

of excluding this missing organ and thereby the sphere of our life which this organ 

serves to represent, from our relation to God, and from our giving ourselves up to Him 

that particular sphere. In such a case, we would not be giving ourselves completely up to 

the bond with our God as we should, with every particle of our being and in every 

sphere of our life. We are making some reserve, keeping something back. But as certain 

as it is that the most immediate result of our conception of the Achdut of God is the 

completeness with which we give ourselves up to Him, the result of Shema, etc. is 

VeAhavta etc. so certain is it that the very smallest, the slightest keeping back of any 

part of ourselves and our lives as being excluded from our relation to God is a denial of 

His Oneness. As we have already remarked on Beraishit 17:1, the root T-M-M from 

which Tamim is derived, has the innate meaning equally strong of the negation of every 

other state of existence as the positiveness of a really complete existence…  

 

R. Hirsch’s impassioned plea for observers of religion to be wholehearted about their 

observance as implied by the demand that Kohanim be physically “perfect” might address a value that 

could be embraced by many, but those with handicaps or diseases, particularly if these conditions are 

no fault of their own, can hardly be expected to relate to the implications of such a Tora requirement. 

While it is difficult to create practices and explanations that will satisfy all people, given their variety and 

fundamental differences, one could still ask when is it acceptable to simply say, “We are concerned with 

the majority of people, and cannot standardize rituals to such a point where every single person will find 

meaning within them.  

 

Conclusion.  

Although sacrifices, at least their myriad details and particular demands, are standardly 

categorized as Chukim, i.e., Commandments whose explanations are oblique at best, nevertheless we 

should be sensitive to how some of these details could have an adverse affect on certain groups who 

might feel discriminated against by the Tora and Judaism in light of such criteria. Requiring Kohanim to 

be physically without blemish challenges those, even non-Kohanim, who suffer from various types of 

afflictions and conditions to wonder whether the Jewish tradition is sufficiently sensitive to their 

respective plights? Do you think that any or all of the four explanations described would be satisfactory 

to them?  
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