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How the Tora Provides a Commentary on Itself  

Vis-à-vis Birchat Kohanim 

 
R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Naso, 5775 

 

A possible double-entendre in a comment by RaShI.  

RaShI1 employs an expression in one of his first comments on the Tora that has particularly 

resonated with me over the years: 

 

RaShI on Beraishit 1:1 d.h. Beraishit Bara 

This text demands, “Interpret me!...”2 

 

While RaShI applies this particular personification to a grammatical form of a word that leaves the 

reader “dangling”, i.e., “Beraishit” (see fn. 2), the Tora with respect to the organization of its own verses 

and topics sometimes offers hints regarding what the deep meaning of a particular passage or specific 

Mitzva might be. Therefore it is not only a particular verse or phrase, but the Tora in its entirety that 

“calls out” for close reading and interpretation. 

 

The hermeneutic approach of Semichut HaParashiot. 

 While there is disagreement concerning where and when it is appropriate to invoke the 

methodological rule “Ein Mukdam U’Me’uchar BaTora” (lit. there is no earlier or later in the Tora; one 

cannot assume that the accounts in the Tora are arranged chronologically) particularly with respect to 

particular Aggadic sections of the text,3 nevertheless such a principle is thought to certainly apply to the 

sequence of at least some of the Mitzvot that are presented over the course of the Tora’s Parashiot.4 

While a traditionalist believes that all of the Mitzvot contained in the Tora were revealed by God to 

Moshe at some point during the period that immediately followed the Exodus from Egypt and continued 

during the people’s journey in the desert,5 the order in which the Commandments are arranged in the 

Tora is thought to be thematic rather than chronological. For this reason, the hermeneutic principle6 of 

Semichut HaParashiot7 (interpretations based upon the juxtapositions of one topic with another) is one 

of the most overt means8 by which the Tora can be viewed as commenting on and interpreting itself. We 

will proceed to consider the Parasha of Birchat HaKohanim as an example of utilizing this 

methodological approach.  

 

The Mitzva of Birchat Kohanim. 
Towards the end of Parashat Naso, the blessing(s?)9 that Kohanim have pronounced over the 

Jewish people10 for time immemorial are recorded: 
BaMidbar  6:22-7 

And God Spoke to Moshe, Saying:  
Speak to Aharon and his sons, saying: “So you shall bless the children of Israel, saying to them:  
‘God should Bless you and Protect you; 
God should Shine His Face upon you and Be Graceful to you; 
God should Lift up His Face towards you and Give you Peace.’ 
And they shall place My Name on the Children of Israel and I will Bless them.” 
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Applying the perspective of Semichut HaParashiot to Birchat Kohanim. 
While the sentiment expressed in these blessings describing an ideal relationship between man 

and God, is very beautiful and inspiring, the placement of these blessings at this particular juncture in 
the Tora text, i.e., the end of BaMidbar 6, is curious, to say the least. Immediately preceding Birchat 
Kohanim is the Parasha of Nazir,11 and the account that follows immediately afterwards is the 
description of the various offerings brought by the twelve Princes of the different tribes upon the 
dedication of the Tabernacle.12 To paraphrase a classical question posed by RaShI on VaYikra 25:1,13 “Ma 
Inyan Birchat Kohanim Etzel Parashiot Nazir VeHaNesi’im?” 

 
One approach identifies a linguistic associative theme that connects this series of Parashiot. 

The bible scholar M.D. Cassuto14 creatively suggests that an associative theme links: a) the 
arrangement of the encampment,15 b) the laws of the Asham sacrifice,16 c) the gifts to be given to the 
Kohanim,17 d) Sota,18 e) Nazir19 and f) Birchat Kohanim:20  

 
According to a literary approach, there is an order and an interrelationship. At the end 
of the discussion of the encampment, it is written that the Jews are Commanded to 
send from the encampment anyone afflicted with Tzora’at.21 Mentioning someone so 
afflicted brings to mind by means of an association of ideas the concept of Asham, 
(either the sacrifice or terminology for sin), since the Metzora is obligated to bring this 
sacrifice on the day of his purification. 22 23    
 

In other words, Cassuto suggests the following associative chain: 
a) BaMidbar 5:2 “Command the children of Israel, that they put out of the camp every leper, 

and every one that hath an issue, and whosoever is unclean by the dead.” 
a’)   VaYikra 14:12 “And the priest shall take one of the he-lambs, and offer him for a guilt-

offering, and the log of oil, and wave them for a wave-offering before the LORD.” 
(Purification of the Metzora.) 

b) BaMidbar 5:8 “But if the man have no kinsman to whom restitution may be made for the 
guilt, the restitution for guilt which is made shall be the Lord's, even the priest's; besides the 
ram of the atonement, whereby atonement shall be made for him.” 

c) Ibid. 9-10 “9 And every heave-offering of all the holy things of the children of Israel, which 
they present unto the priest, shall be his. 10 And every man's hallowed things shall be his: 
whatsoever any man giveth the priest, it shall be his.” 

d) Ibid. 15 “Then shall the man bring his wife unto the priest, and shall bring her offering for 
her, the tenth part of an Ephah of barley meal; he shall pour no oil upon it, nor put 
frankincense thereon; for it is a meal-offering of jealousy, a meal-offering of memorial, 
bringing iniquity to remembrance.” 

e) Ibid. 6:11-2 “11 And the priest shall prepare one for a sin-offering, and the other for a burnt-
offering, and make atonement for him, for that he sinned by reason of the dead; and he 
shall hallow his head that same day. 12 And he shall consecrate unto the Lord the days of his 
Naziriteship, and shall bring a he-lamb of the first year for a guilt-offering; but the former 
days shall be void, because his consecration was defiled.” 

f) Ibid. 23 “'Speak unto Aharon and unto his sons, saying: On this wise ye shall bless the 
children of Israel; ye shall say unto them:”  

  
 While Cassuto’s approach claims that just as discussions in the Talmud are constructed 
associatively, with one idea running into another due to words reminding someone of a related topic, or 
an authority who said one thing, is cited for other ideas, without the ideas necessarily being connected 
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conceptually, so too topics in the Written Law may have been chosen for an interconnected 
presentation for no reason other than they share in common a common word or ritual practice. 
Personally, since I look to Tora study for ideas that can inspire heightened spiritual and moral 
awareness, such an approach leaves me “cold”; while I can admire the virtuosity underlying the ability to 
recognize common themes that are not readily apparent, I do not come away with a thought that allows 
me to understand and appreciate the Tora system to a greater extent than before.  
  
Another approach identifies the common denominator of wine in Nazir and Birchat Kohanim, leading 
to an important question regarding the framing of the contemporary practice. 

The Talmud poses the question of the significance of the Semichut HaParashiot between Nazir, 
the previous topic, and the blessings of the Kohanim, and presents the following hypothesis: 

 
Ta’anit 26b 
R. Yehoshua b. Levi said in the name of Bar Kapara: Why does the section dealing with (the 

blessing by) the priest follow immediately after the portion of the Nazirite? 

In order to teach you that, just as the Nazir is forbidden to drink wine, so too is the 

priest about to recite the priestly benediction (forbidden to drink wine). 
 

The Tora states explicitly that part of the Nazir’s vow prohibits him from drinking wine while the special 
status that he has chosen to undertake continues to apply to him: 
 

BaMidbar 6:3 
He shall abstain from wine and strong drink: he shall drink no vinegar of wine, or vinegar 
of strong drink, neither shall he drink any liquor of grapes, nor eat fresh grapes or dried. 
 

Similarly, with regard to the Kohen, a prohibition against his drinking wine is also pronounced in VaYikra: 
 

VaYikra 10:8-9 
8 And the Lord Spoke unto Aharon, saying: 9 “Drink no wine nor strong drink, thou, nor 
thy sons with thee, when ye go into the Tent of Meeting, that ye die not; it shall be a 
statute forever throughout your generations.24 
 

Should we therefore assume that the same standard that applies to the Kohanim’s involvement in the 

Temple service, should likewise apply to their continuing to bless the people?  

 Yet one might have thought that the prohibition against being drunk might apply only to a 

Kohen who blesses the people within the context of the Divine Service,25 i.e., just as he is prohibited 

from being drunk while performing the actual Avoda involving sacrifices, the same is true for all other 

aspects of the Temple rituals, including blessing the people. However, in light of how Birchat Kohanim  

continues to be bestowed today,26 even when the Temple is not standing and there is no context of 

sacrifices, should the standard of sobriety for the Kohanim blessing the people, be required of the 

Priests who wish to now assume their place on the “Duchan”?27 Just as no one insists that the Kohanim 

be ritually pure or physically without blemish in order to bless the people, today, perhaps the same is 

true regarding drunkenness.   

 

A wide-spread custom that suggests that the prohibition against drunkenness, among all other 

qualifying requirements for Kohanim, is still relevant with respect to Birchat Kohanim. 
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 A custom practiced on Simchat Tora would appear to indicate that the application of the 
prohibition against inebriation for the Kohanim is still in effect when it comes to this particular Mitzva: 
 

Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 129:1 
Birchat Kohanim does not take place at the Mincha service “because drunkenness is 
prevalent at that time of day, lest the Kohen be drunk at that time.” 
 
RaMA, Orech Chayim 128:44 
The custom in all of these (Ashkenazic) countries that the only time that Birchat 
Kohanim is actually done is on Yom Tov, because then the Jews are surrounded with the 
joy of Yom Tov, and one who experiences gladness of heart is worthy of bestowing 
blessing. This is not the case on the other days of the year, including Shabbat, because 
people worry about their livelihoods and their inability to work (on these days). And 
even on Yom Tov, Birchat Kohanim takes place only at Mussaf, because then people are 
preparing to exit the synagogue and they are suffused with the joy of Yom Tov.  
 
Levush on Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chaim, 669 
The custom is not to go up to the Duchan at Mussaf on Simchat Tora because of the joy 
of the people who are overwhelmed with their joy and drunkenness is common.  
 
Kitzur Shulchan Aruch, 138:8 
On the day of Simchat Tora, the custom in many places is for the Kohanim to bless the 
people during Shacharit and not during Mussaf because by Mussaf there is the 
possibility of their being drunk. 28 
 

How might the persistence of the idea that Kohanim are not to be drunk when they bless the people 
be accounted for?  

Several commentators pick up on Ta’anit 26b’s comment, each offering his own rationale: 
 
a) Panim Yafot.29 

Based upon the Rabbinic comment, also based upon a Semichut HaParashiot between Sota 
and Nazir, that seeing the Sota in her humiliation inspires people to swear off wine by 
becoming Nezirim,30 the commentator suggests that wine is associated with the lowering of 
inhibitions and giving in to lusts and passions. Furthermore, the Nazir’s requirement to 
shave off his hair at the end of term,31 addresses the arrogance that undertaking such a vow 
is intended to address. And the Tora describes how a spirit of jealousy overtook the 
suspected wife’s husband,32 leading him to subject his spouse to the Sota trial. These three 
destructive human traits, (Avot 4:21) “HaKina (jealousy), HaTa’ava (lust) and Kavod (the 
quest for self-regard) cause a person to “be taken from this world,” and the Mitzvot of Nazir 
and Sota are last-resorts to trying to negate such tendencies in an individual. As for Birchat 
Kohanim, Panim Yafot explains, “to remove from them (the Jewish people) jealousy, as is 
explained in the three verses of the blessing of the Priests.” 

 

The contention by Panim Yafot that Birchat Kohanim constitutes a blessing that people should 

not suffer from jealousy in their dealing with one another, while moving, is not self-apparent. The 

following interpretations would be required: 

“God should Bless you and Protect you;”—from suffering from the negative emotion of jealousy. 
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“God should Shine His Face upon you and Be Graceful to you;”—God’s Showering the people 
with His Grace is understood as preventing them from becoming susceptible to jealousy 
and all that that emotion might entail.  

“God should Lift up His Face towards you and Give you Peace.”—Perhaps specifically the end of 

this verse is what influences Panim Yafot to interpret the rest of Birchat Kohanim in 

terms of preventing feelings of jealousy. Feeling resentful vis-à-vis others in terms of 

their possessions, status, opportunities, etc. is a very fundamental cause of strife among 

individuals as well as groups. If HaShem Desires that human beings will live peacefully 

with one another, giving them the wherewithal to be able to resist jealousy would 

obviously go far in that direction.  

 

b) Klee Yakar.33 

The commentator states very evocatively that the reason why, based upon the juxtaposition 

with Nazir, the Kohen is prohibited from drinking wine when he wishes to bless the people is 

because, “wine serves as a blessing for the one who drinks it, but not for others (who will be 

subject to his actions in a less than cogent state.)” He proceeds to list not only how wine has 

not been the source of blessing, but in fact the source of curses in various biblical contexts: 

a) according to the view that the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil was the 

grape, it brought about curses for Adam and Chava; b) the offspring of Noach (after he 

became drunk and was disparaged by one of his children);34 and c) Lot (his drunkenness was 

the means by which his daughters became impregnated by their father).35 It would 

therefore be unconscionable to bestow a blessing when under the influence of a substance 

associated with various curses.  

 

c) R. S.R. Hirsch.36 

R. Hirsch argues that the connection between Divine Service and these blessings is 

preserved even today, when they are invoked in the prayers associated with sacrifices.37 

“For this reason, (Sota 38b) if a Kohen does not ascend the Duchan (the platform from which 

he blesses the congregation) at the time when the Avoda (the passage in the prayers that 

begin ‘Retzeh HaShem Elokeinu B’Amcha Yisrael U’BeTefillatam’), then he can no longer 

ascend that day.” Furthermore, he states that “the Kohen who pronounces the blessing is 

nothing more than a ‘vessel’ that has been set aside for this purpose. Through him there will 

be articulated the actions there (the sacrifices in the Temple) and the words here (the 

blessing when there is no Temple).”  

 

Conclusion.  

With respect to the Semichut HaParashiot relationship between Nazir and Birchot Kohanim, if 

we try to conclude something beyond mere literary association, the jumping-off point appears to be a 

requirement that the Kohanim be sober when they bless the congregation. Whether the symbolism of 

the restriction on wine is due to Birchat Kohanim’s emphasis upon our needing Siyata D’Shamaya 

(Divine Assistance) in order to keep some of our baser emotions in check, our recognition that wine and 

inebriation has a sordid history with respect to its effects on human beings, therefore rendering such a 

state antithetical to the act of bestowing blessing, or that the Priests’ blessing is truly a reenactment of 

at least one aspect of the Temple Service, and therefore the same rules, at least when it comes to not 

being drunk, apply, is obviously a bone of contention among the commentators. But this does not 
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appear to be an issue where one understanding per force excludes the others. The application of the 

principle of “Shivim Panim LaTora” (lit. there are seventy faces of the Tora; fig. the Tora lends itself to 

multiple interpretations) would appear to be apt in this instance.  

 

However, I did not find anyone who discussed the other aspect of the Semichut HaParashiot of 

Birchat Kohanim, i.e., how does this Parasha relate to what is described by the Tora immediately 

afterwards regarding the donations of the Princes of the tribes. Shouldn’t Semichut HaParashiot work 

“both ways”?  Any thoughts?  

1 Shlomo Yitzchaki (Hebrew: 22 ;רבי שלמה יצחקי February 1040 – 13 July 1105), in Latin Salomon Isaacides, and 
today generally known by the acronym Rashi (Hebrew: י"רש , RAbbi SHlomo Itzhaki), was a medieval French rabbi 
and author of a comprehensive commentary on the Talmud and commentary on the TaNaCh. Acclaimed for his 
ability to present the basic meaning of the text in a concise and lucid fashion, Rashi appeals to both learned 
scholars and beginning students, and his works remain a centerpiece of contemporary Jewish study… 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rashi  
2 The phrase “Beraishit Bara” grammatically means “In the beginning of (the Semichut/construct form) He 
Created”, resulting in the lacuna of not knowing what “beginning” the Tora is referring. While the Tora in general 
requires interpretation for understanding its contents, certain sections and turns of phrase are so atypical that 
they literally “beg” to be interpreted.  
3 For example, regarding the verse in Shemot 18:1, “Now Yitro, the priest of Midian, Moshe's father-in-law, heard 
of all that God had Done for Moshe, and for Israel His People, how that the Lord had Brought Israel out of Egypt,” 
there is a dispute as to what Yitro had heard that inspired him to reunite Moshe with his wife and children in the 
desert. RaShI states that Yitro heard about 1) the splitting of the sea (Ibid. 14:21-8), and 2) the war with Amalek 
(Ibid. 17:8-16). Ibn Ezra insists that Yitro came during the second year following the Exodus, after the Mishkan had 
been constructed. RaMBaN asserts the view that Yitro came after the Tora was given, but before the Mishkan was 
constructed, during the first year following the Exodus. It is obvious that both Ibn Ezra and RaMBaN are of the 
opinion that the Tora’s account regarding this matter is not chronological.  
4 The most glaring example of Mitzvot being recorded in the Tora “out of order” is the case of Pesach Sheini. The 

instructions given by Moshe regarding what those who were unable to offer the Pesach sacrifice on the 14th of 
Nissan of a given year, were to do to “make up” this Mitzva, is recorded after an event that took place later: 
BaMidbar 1:1-16 A Census: 

1 And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe in the wilderness of Sinai, in the tent of meeting, on the first day of the second month, in the 
second year after they were come out of the land of Egypt, saying: 2 “Take ye the sum of all the congregation of the children of Israel, by 

their families, by their fathers' houses, according to the number of names, every male, by their polls; 3 from twenty years old and upward, 
all that are able to go forth to war in Israel: ye shall number them by their hosts, even thou and Aharon. 4 And with you there shall be a 
man of every tribe, every one head of his fathers' house. 5 And these are the names of the men that shall stand with you: of Reuven, Elitzur 
the son of Shedeiur. 6 Of Shimon, Shelumiel the son of Tzurishadai. 7 Of Yehuda, Nachshon the son of Aminadav. 8 Of Yisachar, Netanel the 
son of Tzuar. 9 Of Zevulun, Eliav the son of Cheilon. 10 Of the children of Yosef: of Ephraim, Elishama the son of Amihud; of Manashe, 
Gamaliel the son of Pedatzur. 11 Of Binyamin, Avidan the son of Gidoni. 12 Of Dan, Achiezer the son of Amishadai. 13 Of Asher, Pagiel the 
son of Ochran. 14 Of Gad, Eliasaf the son of De’uel. 15 Of Naftali, Achira the son of Einan.” 16 These were the elect of the congregation, the 
princes of the tribes of their fathers; they were the heads of the thousands of Israel. 

BaMidbar 9:1-13 Pesach Sheini  
1 And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe in the wilderness of Sinai, in the first month of the second year after they were come out of the 

land of Egypt, saying: 2 “Let the children of Israel keep the Passover in its appointed season. 3 In the fourteenth day of this month, at dusk, 
ye shall keep it in its appointed season; according to all the statutes of it, and according to all the ordinances thereof, shall ye keep it.” 4 
And Moshe spoke unto the children of Israel, that they should keep the Passover. 5 And they kept the Passover in the first month, on the 
fourteenth day of the month, at dusk, in the wilderness of Sinai; according to all that the Lord Commanded Moshe, so did the children of 
Israel. 6 But there were certain men, who were unclean by the dead body of a man, so that they could not keep the Passover on that day; 
and they came before Moshe and before Aharon on that day. 7 And those men said unto him: “We are unclean by the dead body of a man; 
wherefore are we to be kept back, so as not to bring the offering of the Lord in its appointed season among the children of Israel?” 8 And 
Moshe said unto them: “Stay ye, that I may hear what the Lord will Command concerning you.” {P} 9 And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe, 
Saying: 10 “Speak unto the children of Israel, saying: ‘If any man of you or of your generations shall be unclean by reason of a dead body, or 
be in a journey afar off, yet he shall keep the Passover unto the Lord; 11 in the second month on the fourteenth day at dusk they shall keep 
it; they shall eat it with unleavened bread and bitter herbs; 12 they shall leave none of it unto the morning, nor break a bone thereof; 
according to all the statute of the Passover they shall keep it. 13 But the man that is clean, and is not on a journey, and forbeareth to keep 

                                                           

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/France_in_the_Middle_Ages
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmud
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_commentaries_on_the_Bible
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rashi
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the Passover, that soul shall be cut off from his people; because he brought not the offering of the Lord in its appointed season, that man 
shall bear his sin. 

5 Gittin 60a 
Abaye asked Rabba: Is it permitted to write out a scroll (containing an isolated passage) for a child to 
learn from (as opposed to writing out the entire Sefer Tora)? This is a problem alike for one who holds a) 
that the Tora was transmitted (to Moshe) scroll by scroll (each section as it happened was given to Moshe, 
who at the end of his life combined all the individual sections—see Devarim 31:22-6) and b) for one who 
holds that the Tora was transmitted entire (at the end of Moshe’s life). It is a problem for one who holds 
that the Tora was transmitted scroll by scroll: since it was transmitted scroll by scroll, may we also write 
separate scrolls, or do we say that since it has all been joined together it must remain so? It is equally a 
problem for one who holds that the Tora was transmitted entire: since it was transmitted entire, is it 
improper to write (separate scrolls), or do we say that since we cannot dispense with this we do write 
them? — He replied: We do not write. What is the reason? — Because we do not write (according to a 
tradition, rather than a derivation or logical analysis). 

6 Hermeneutics, the study of the general principles of biblical interpretation. For both Jews and Christians 
throughout their histories, the primary purpose of hermeneutics, and of the exegetical methods employed in 
interpretation, has been to discover the truths and values of the Bible… 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/263195/hermeneutics  
7 As is evidenced in the following Midrash Halacha, not everyone feels the same about this type of interpretation: 
 Sifre, BaMidbar #131 

 R. Akiva says: “Every topic that is juxtaposed next to another, it should be a source of learning.” Rebbe (R. 
Yehuda HaNasi) says: “There are many topics juxtaposed next to one another, and in fact are “distant” 
from one another as east is distant from west.” 

8 Probably the most obvious form of the Tora commenting upon itself is the hermeneutic device known as the 
Hekeish, whereby two diverse elements that at first glance have no intrinsic relationship to one another, share the 
same verse, as in VaYikra 19:3 “a) Ye shall fear every man his mother, and his father, and b) ye shall keep My 
Sabbaths: I Am the Lord your God.” Whereas it is possible to maintain that in an instance of Semichut HaParashiot, 
it just so happened that when one topic was completed, another was begun, without any additional implication, 
this is impossible with respect to a Hekeish, where a conscious choice was made to incorporate two topics within 
the same verse. Other hermeneutic devices can similarly be understood as instances of the Tora commenting on 
itself to various degrees.  
9 While in common parlance, “Birchat Kohanim” is the singular form (as opposed to “Birchot Kohanim”) thereby 
suggesting that this is a single Mitzva, one could still ask whether these three verses be viewed as three separate 
blessings, each dealing with a different aspect of human existence and relationship with God, or three parts of the 
same blessing and therefore constituting a single Mitzva? RaShI interprets BaMidbar 6:24-6 as dealing with the 
following human experiences: 

a) (v. 24) God should Bless one’s possessions, as well as Provide Protection in order that one can hold 
onto those possessions.  

b) (v. 25) God should Look upon one Favorably and with Grace. (This blessing would appear not to focus 
upon the material things that a person has, but rather how his actions will be Interpreted and 
Appreciated.) 

c) (v. 26) God should Restrain His Anger from us. (While this sentiment could be seen as the converse of 
that expressed in v. 25, it is also possible that we are referring to two different aspects of our actions, 
i.e., when we do something that is neutral or even positive but due to some ulterior motive, in 
contrast to when we simply fall short of Divine Expectations, and the question becomes the extent to 
which we ought to be punished vs. being given another chance to improve in the future.) 

Yet, Sefer HaChinuch #378, rather than acknowledging that there are different elements contained within what the 
Kohanim are supposed to pronounce over the people,  counts this as a single Mitzva, based upon the language of 
the verse in BaMidbar 6:23 :  “So you shall bless the children of Israel…” (The proof text is not compelling since the 
verb “bless” could refer to either a single or multiple blessings.) 
 Could the Chinuch and those who similarly assume that a single Commandment is being presented by the 
Tora assume that this is a type of “Gilgul Beracha” (a rolling Beracha), i.e., once I bless for one thing, I continue on 
to include other things as well. An archetype for such a phenomenon is Birkat HaMazon, which becomes a Tora 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/64396/Bible
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/263195/hermeneutics
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obligation, in light of Devarim 8:10 “And thou shalt eat and be satisfied, and bless the Lord thy God for the good 
land which He hath Given thee.” Although the Mitzva is triggered by having eaten a satisfying amount, the 
thanksgiving required is mandated to include the land upon which the food grew, specifically the land of Israel. 
(Although the text would suggest that Grace after Meals is a Mitzva HaTeluya BaAretz [a Commandment that is a 
specific function of the land of Israel, implying that it would not apply neither to those who live in the Diaspora nor 
to food not grown in Israel, this is not the manner in which the Oral Tradition understands the Halachic obligation.)  
10 Although the Tora only mentions these blessings within the context of Kohanim blessing the people, and most 
probably as part of the Tabernacle/Temple service—see Devarim 10:8; 21:5—they have been widely co-opted to 
serve as part of the blessings given weekly by parents to their children— 

“Siftei Ranenut”, #43, in Ma’avor Yabok (R. Aharon Berachya bar Moshe MiModina; 17th century) 
They said with respect to raising children: One should place his hand on the head of the child being 
blessed, as it is said, (Beraishit 48:14) “And he extended his hand and laid it on Ephraim’s head…” and it is 
written, (Ibid. 20) “And he blessed them that day, saying: 'By thee shall Israel bless, saying: God Make 
thee as Ephraim and as Menashe.'” Because the hand of man contains fifteen sections (thumb=2; each 
finger=3, and therefore 12; the palm=1) equivalent to the fifteen words in the blessing ( 

ך3 ( ְיֹקָוָ֖ק2 ( ְיָבֶרְכך  1( כד)  ס: ( ְוִיְשְמֶרֶֽ
ר4( כה) יך7 ( ָפָנָ֛יו6 ( ְיֹקָוָ֧ק׀5 ( ָיא ֵ֨ ֶלָ֖ ֶּֽךָ 8 ( א  יֻחֶנֶֽ  ס: ( ִוֶֽ
א9( כו) יך12 ( ָפָניו  11 ( ְיֹקָוָ֤ק׀10 ( ִיָשֵ֨ ֶלֶ֔ ם13 ( א  ֹום15 ( ְלךָ֖ 14 ( ְוָיש    ( :( ָשלֶֽ

And the custom is to recite this in particular on Shabbat evening because of the mystical principles of the 
Shabbat Queen as well as Additional Soul that attach themselves to the Bless-er as well as Bless-ee to 
bless on the Holy Shabbat these Blessings. Furthermore there is no Satan or other Evil spirit to oppose the 
Blessing… And it is a great need to bless children on Shabbat. And if one has a daughter, she should also 
be included in the blessing… http://www.daat.ac.il/daat/kitveyet/taleley/birkat-2.htm  

as well as in other  contexts:  
…In German communities, it was the custom that both father and mother would bless their children on 
Friday evenings. There is also the custom that a father would bless his son prior to his entering the Chupa, 
and “LeHavdil” before the father’s death. In some communities, a teacher would bless his students, and in 
other settings the synagogue Rabbi would bless the children of the congregants… 
http://he.wikipedia.org/wiki/  
11 BaMidbar 6 
1 And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe, saying: 2 Speak unto the children of Israel, and say unto them: When either man or 
woman shall clearly utter a vow, the vow of a Nazirite, to consecrate himself unto the Lord, 3 he shall abstain from wine 
and strong drink: he shall drink no vinegar of wine, or vinegar of strong drink, neither shall he drink any liquor of grapes, 
nor eat fresh grapes or dried. 4 All the days of his Naziriteship shall he eat nothing that is made of the grape-vine, from 
the pressed grapes even to the grapestone. 5 All the days of his vow of Naziriteship there shall no razor come upon his 
head; until the days be fulfilled, in which he consecrateth himself unto the Lord, he shall be holy, he shall let the locks of 
the hair of his head grow long. 6 All the days that he consecrateth himself unto the Lord he shall not come near to a dead 
body. 7 He shall not make himself unclean for his father, or for his mother, for his brother, or for his sister, when they die; 
because his consecration unto God is upon his head. 8 All the days of his Naziriteship he is holy unto the Lord. 9 And if 
any man die very suddenly beside him, and he defile his consecrated head, then he shall shave his head in the day of his 
cleansing, on the seventh day shall he shave it. 10 And on the eighth day he shall bring two turtledoves, or two young 
pigeons, to the priest, to the door of the tent of meeting. 11 And the priest shall prepare one for a sin-offering, and the 
other for a burnt-offering, and make atonement for him, for that he sinned by reason of the dead; and he shall hallow his 
head that same day. 12 And he shall consecrate unto the Lord the days of his Naziriteship, and shall bring a he-lamb of 
the first year for a guilt-offering; but the former days shall be void, because his consecration was defiled. 13 And this is 
the law of the Nazirite, when the days of his consecration are fulfilled: he shall bring it unto the door of the tent of 
meeting; 14 and he shall present his offering unto the Lord, one he-lamb of the first year without blemish for a burnt-
offering, and one ewe-lamb of the first year without blemish for a sin-offering, and one ram without blemish for peace-
offerings, 15 and a basket of unleavened bread, cakes of fine flour mingled with oil, and unleavened wafers spread with 
oil, and their meal-offering, and their drink-offerings. 16 And the priest shall bring them before the Lord, and shall offer 
his sin-offering, and his burnt-offering. 17 And he shall offer the ram for a sacrifice of peace-offerings unto the Lord, with 
the basket of unleavened bread; the priest shall offer also the meal-offering thereof, and the drink-offering thereof. 18 
And the Nazirite shall shave his consecrated head at the door of the tent of meeting, and shall take the hair of his 
consecrated head, and put it on the fire which is under the sacrifice of peace-offerings. 19 And the priest shall take the 
shoulder of the ram when it is sodden, and one unleavened cake out of the basket, and one unleavened wafer, and shall 
put them upon the hands of the Nazirite, after he hath shaven his consecrated head. 20 And the priest shall wave them 
for a wave-offering before the Lord; this is holy for the priest, together with the breast of waving and the thigh of 
heaving; and after that the Nazirite may drink wine. 21 This is the law of the Nazirite who voweth, and of his offering unto 
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the Lord for his Naziriteship, beside that for which his means suffice; according to his vow which he voweth, so he must 
do after the law of his Naziriteship. {P} 
12 BaMidbar 7 (This is the first of the offerings. The Tora describes the identical offerings brought 
by each of the other Nesi’im.) 
1 And it came to pass on the day that Moshe had made an end of setting up the tabernacle, and had anointed it and 
sanctified it, and all the furniture thereof, and the altar and all the vessels thereof, and had anointed them and sanctified 
them; 2 that the princes of Israel, the heads of their fathers' houses, offered--these were the princes of the tribes, these 
are they that were over them that were numbered. 3 And they brought their offering before the LORD, six covered 
wagons, and twelve oxen: a wagon for every two of the princes, and for each one an ox; and they presented them before 
the tabernacle. 4 And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe, saying: 5 'Take it of them, that they may be to do the service of the 
tent of meeting; and thou shalt give them unto the Levites, to every man according to his service.' 6 And Moshe took the 
wagons and the oxen, and gave them unto the Levites. 7 Two wagons and four oxen he gave unto the sons of Gershon, 
according to their service. 8 And four wagons and eight oxen he gave unto the sons of Merari, according unto their 
service, under the hand of Itamar the son of Aharon the priest. 9 But unto the sons of Kohat he gave none, because the 
service of the holy things belonged unto them: they bore them upon their shoulders. 10 And the princes brought the 
dedication-offering of the altar in the day that it was anointed, even the princes brought their offering before the altar. 
11 And the Lord Said unto Moshe: 'They shall present their offering each prince on his day, for the dedication of the altar.' 
{S} 12 And he that presented his offering the first day was Nachshon the son of Aminadav, of the tribe of Yehuda; 13 and 
his offering was one silver dish, the weight thereof was a hundred and thirty Shekels, one silver basin of seventy Shekels, 
after the Shekel of the sanctuary; both of them full of fine flour mingled with oil for a meal-offering; 14 one golden pan of 
ten Shekels, full of incense; 15 one young bullock, one ram, one he-lamb of the first year, for a burnt-offering; 16 one 
male of the goats for a sin-offering; 17 and for the sacrifice of peace-offerings, two oxen, five rams, five he-goats, five he-
lambs of the first year. This was the offering of Nachshon the son of Aminadav. {P}… 

13 On VaYikra 25:1 “And the Lord Spoke unto Moshe in mount Sinai, Saying:”, since it is atypical for a verse like this 
to contain a specific location, and the verse introduces a discussion of the Sabbatical Year,  RaShI queries, “Ma 
Inyan Shemitta Etzel Har Sinai” (what is the relevance between the Sabbatical Year and Mt. Sinai”. Naturally this is 
not an instance of Semichut HaParashiot, because 25:1 is not discussing a different Mitzva, but nevertheless it 
does constitute a catalyst for interpretation since there is a blatant inconsistency in the terminology used, as 
compared to other such introductory verses throughout the Tora.  
14 Umberto Cassuto, also known as Moshe David Cassuto (1883–1951), was a rabbi and Biblical scholar born in 
Florence, Italy… http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Umberto_Cassuto  
15 BaMidbar 2:1-5:4. 
16 Ibid. 5:5-8. 
17 Ibid. 5:9-10. 
18 Ibid. 5:11-31. 
19 Ibid. 6:1-21. 
20 Ibid. 6:22-7. 
21 Ibid. 5:2-4. 
22 E.g., VaYikra 14:12. 
23 Cassuto is cited by N. Leibowitz in the teaching guidelines for her worksheet on Parashat Naso for 5718, at 
http://www.nechama.org.il/guidance/530.html  
24 Tangentially, Semichut HaParashiot is applied in this instance to suggest that perhaps one reason why Nadav and 
Avihu died, the story described immediately before the restriction against Kohanim entering the Tabernacle in a 
drunken state,  

VaYikra 10:1-2 
1 And Nadav and Avihu, the sons of Aharon, took each of them his censer, and put fire therein, and laid 
incense thereon, and offered strange fire before the Lord, which He had not Commanded them. 2 And 
there came forth fire from before the Lord, and devoured them, and they died before the Lord. 

is that Aharon’s two sons were drunk when they offered their “strange fire.” Of course, one might wonder that as 
long as this rule had not been explicitly given prior to their offering, how could they have known that this was not 
appropriate? On the other hand, perhaps it is considered one of those Mitzvot Sichliot, that R. Saadia Gaon states 
were not in need of being revealed since they are so obvious. 
25 This could be implied by the phrase in VaYikra 10:9 “…when ye go into the Tent of Meeting…”.   
26 Birchat Kohanim takes place in Israel on a daily basis as part of the Shacharit and Musaf services, while in Chutz 

LaAretz, Ashkenazim, at least, read the verses of Birchat Kohanim during Shacharit, but only enact the ritual 

blessing by all Kohanim present on the Musaf of holidays and Festivals.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Florence,_Italy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Umberto_Cassuto
http://www.nechama.org.il/guidance/530.html
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27 Although the text of Birchat Kohanim has been appropriate for other ritual uses, e.g.,  

“Siftei Ranenut”, #43, in Ma’avor Yabok (R. Aharon Berachya bar Moshe MiModina; 17th century) 
They said with respect to raising children: One should place his hand on the head of the child being 
blessed, as it is said, (Beraishit 48:14) “And he extended his hand and laid it on Ephraim’s head…” and it is 
written, (Ibid. 20) “And he blessed them that day, saying: 'By thee shall Israel bless, saying: God Make 
thee as Ephraim and as Menashe.'” Because the hand of man contains fifteen sections (thumb=2; each 
finger=3, and therefore 12; the palm=1) equivalent to the fifteen words in the blessing ( 

ך3 ( ְיֹקָוָ֖ק2 ( ְיָבֶרְכך  1( כד)  ס: ( ְוִיְשְמֶרֶֽ
ר4( כה) יך7 ( ָפָנָ֛יו6 ( ְיֹקָוָ֧ק׀5 ( ָיא ֵ֨ ֶלָ֖ ֶּֽךָ 8 ( א  יֻחֶנֶֽ  ס: ( ִוֶֽ
א9( כו) יך12 ( ָפָניו  11 ( ְיֹקָוָ֤ק׀10 ( ִיָשֵ֨ ֶלֶ֔ ם13 ( א  ֹום15 ( ְלךָ֖ 14 ( ְוָיש    ( :( ָשלֶֽ

And the custom is to recite this in particular on Shabbat evening because of the mystical principles of the 
Shabbat Queen as well as Additional Soul that attach themselves to the Bless-er as well as Bless-ee to 
bless on the Holy Shabbat these Blessings. Furthermore there is no Satan or other Evil spirit to oppose the 
Blessing… And it is a great need to bless children on Shabbat. And if one has a daughter, she should also 
be included in the blessing… http://www.daat.ac.il/daat/kitveyet/taleley/birkat-2.htm  
 
…In German communities, it was the custom that both father and mother would bless their children on 
Friday evenings. There is also the custom that a father would bless his son prior to his entering the Chupa, 
and “LeHavdil” before the father’s death. In some communities, a teacher would bless his students, and in 
other settings the synagogue Rabbi would bless the children of the congregants… 
http://he.wikipedia.org/wiki/  

I have not come across any discussion that suggests that within these settings, a restriction against drunkenness 
exists as well.  
28 I am proud to say that at KMS, we have a long-standing policy of no hard liquor being available during Simchat 
Tora services, and we therefore perform Birchat Kohanim at Mussaf, just like on other Yomim Tovim.  
29 R. Pinchas son of R. Zvi Hirsh HaLevi Horowitz (or Ish Horowitz) was born in Tchortekov, Poland, in 1730, to a 
rabbinical family, studied Tora with his father who was the Rav of Tchortekov, and with his big brothers, R. 
Nachum, later Rabbi of Preskov, and R. Shmuel Shmelke, later rabbi of Nicolsburg. Later, the two brothers, R. 
Pinchas and R. Shmuel became close students of R. Dov Baer of Mezritch, the disciple of the Ba'al Shem Tov. R. 
Pinchas served as rabbi of various cities, and in 1772 was appointed to replace R. Avraham Abush (d. 1768) as 
rabbi of Frankfort am Main, serving as its rabbi for 33 years, until his death in 1805. During this period he had close 
ties with R. Yechezkel Landa, author of the Noda beYehuda and R. Nathan Adler of Frankfort am Main and mentor 
of R. Moses Schreiber (Sofer) , author of the Chatam Sofer, and other Chassidic leaders… Bar Ilan CD ROM. 
30 See RaShI on BaMidbar 6:2, d.h. Ki Yafli. 
31 BaMidbar 6:18. 
32 Ibid. 5:14, 30. 
33 Rabbi Shlomo Ephraim ben Aaron Luntschitz (or Ish Luntschitz) was born in Luntschitz (Lenczyk, Poland) c. 1540. 
His mentor was R. Shlomo Luria. For some period he was Rosh Yeshiva in Lvov (Lemberg) . From 1604 he was 
assistant Rabbi to R. Judah Loew (Maharal) in Prague and was Rosh Yeshiva, and eventually succeeded Maharal 
(after his death) as Rabbi of Prague in 1609. He was known for his sermons, and he authored volumes dealing with 
ethics and the fear of Heaven. He is most famous for his book of homilies, Olelot Ephraim, and for his commentary 
to the Tora, Kli Yakar. Besides its deep commentary to Scripture, there are many ethical issues included. Based on 
this commentary, he is often referred to as the author of the Kli Yakar. He was active in public affairs and a 
member of the Council of the Four Lands. He had many disciples, the most famous being R. Yom Tov Lipman Heller 
(author of the Tosfot Yom Tov to the Mishna) , and R. Shabbtai HaLevi Horowitz, son of the Shela (author of Vavei 
haAmudim)… Bar Ilan CD ROM. 
34 Beraishit 9:20-5. 
35 Ibid. 19:31-8. 
36 Samson b. R. Raphael Hirsch (usually referred to with his father's name: R. Samson Raphael Hirsch) was born in 
Hamburg, Germany, in 1808. In his youth he was very influenced by R. Isaac Bernays (Chacham Bernays) , who 
integrated Torah scholarship and scrupulous observance of the commandments with some openness to 
modernity. At the age of twenty he went to Mannheim to study in the Yeshiva of R. Jacob Yukob Etlinger, author of 
the Aruch laNer. After having studied for one year in university, he was appointed in 1830 Landrabbiner of the 
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principality of Oldenburg. Here he became involved in written and oral debates with Jews who tended towards 
reform. In 1838 he published Horeb in German, which explained the rationale of the commandments and their 
classification, a book that enjoyed great fame. It influenced the general public and especially the youth 
pedagogically over a number of generations, and was translated into a number of languages. Afterwards he was 
elected chief rabbi of the Hanoverian districts of Aurich and Osnabrück, with his residence in Emden (1841 - 1846) . 
In 1846 he was appointed rabbi of the important city of Nikolsburg in Moravia and in1847 he became chief rabbi of 
Moravia and Austrian Silesia. About four years later he answered a call by eleven families in Frankfort - am - Main 
to be rabbi of a separate community that was founded after the general community had been taken over by the 
reformers. R. Hirsch gave up his important position to serve as rabbi of this tiny congregation, establishing 
institutions that became the cornerstone of a great community that developed over the years, including a school 
of which he was its principal and in which a synthesis of Torah and general studies was practiced. For many years 
Congregation Yeshurun of Frankfort was famous as the most important congregation in Germany, and Hirsch's 
Torah im Derekh Eretz has been accepted by most Western European communities and in other places, and has 
saved many generations of youth. In 1876 he succeeded in persuading the German government to change the law 
obligating each urban Jew to be a member of the general Jewish community, even if it was reformed. This was 
considered a great achievement for his community and other communities in Germany. R. Hirsch was a prolific 
author, in addition to his well - known works Horeb and The Nineteen Letters of Ben Uziel, etc., and many articles 
in the journal Jeschurun which he founded, he is most famous for his commentary to the Pentateuch which 
included a German translation of the biblical text and an extensive commentary, also in German. It had an 
outstanding pedagogical perspective and was published between 1867 - 1878, and afterwards in many additional 
editions. 
37 Koren Siddur, p. 816. 

Find favor, Lord our God, in Your People Israel and their prayer. Restore the service to Your most Holy 
House, and Accept in love and favor the fire-offerings of Israel and their prayer. May the service of Your 
People Israel always find favor with You. 
(Introduction to Birchat Kohanim on those days when the Priests pronounce the blessing upon the 
congregation:)  
May our entreaty be as pleasing to You as a burnt-offering and sacrifice. Please, Compassionate One, in  
Your Abounding Mercy Restore Your Presence to Zion, Your City, and the order of the Temple service to 
Jerusalem. There there we may serve You with reverence as in the days of old and as in former years. 
Blessed Are You, Lord, for You alone do we serve with reverence.  


