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A Thought on Parashas Shemini 

By Jeremy Richards 

In Memory of my Dear Parents, a”h 
L’ilui Nishmos Yitzchok Ben Nachman Halevi a”h and Yenta Bas Yisroel a”h 

נשמת יענטע בת ישראל ע"הלעלוי נשמת יצחק בן נחמן הלוי ע"ה ולעלוי   
 

 

 

ר  ֶהםֶאל מֶשה ְוֶאל אַ  ה'ַוְיַדבֵּ אֹמר ֲאלֵּ ֲהֹרן לֵּ  

ָמה ֲאֶשר ַעל ָהָאֶרץ אֹמר זֹאת ַהַחָיה ֲאֶשר תֹאְכלּו ִמָכל ַהְבהֵּ ל לֵּ  ַדְברּו ֶאל ְבנֵּי ִיְשָראֵּ
 )ויקרא י"א:א,ב(
 

And the L-rd spoke to Moses and to Aaron, to say to them:  Speak to the children of Israel, 
saying: These are the creatures that you may eat among all the animals on earth. 

(Vayikro 11:1,2) 
 
 

With these words, the Torah introduces a long set of detailed instructions regarding permitted 
and forbidden foods.  Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch wonders why the dietary laws are 
placed here, and, in particular, what connection this section has with the previous one.  
Thankfully, he does not keep us guessing for long, kindly providing us with the following 
elegant explanation: 
 
"The whole of the previous chapter has a close connection with the dietary laws which form the 
subject of this chapter.  It had shown how even men who were worthy to be consecrated as priests 
could fall into grave capital errors by the force of mistaken and misleading trends of sentiments, 
thereon it had given the warning to priests of the Sanctuary and teachers of the Law, that when they 
were called to service in the Sanctuary or to give a decision on the Law, they were to deny themselves 
such pleasures - though perfectly permissible at all other times - which might lessen the necessary 
clarity of mind or the necessary lack of excitement of feelings..." 
(Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch, commentary on Chumash: Vayikro 11:1 [English edition p.266]) 

 
Rav Hirsch then makes reference to an enigmatic halachic exchange between Moshe and 
Aharon in which Moshe challenges Aharon for burning instead of eating the Rosh Chodesh 
sin offering.  Rav Hirsch writes: 
 
“…the Sanctuary of G-d’s Torah considered the elevation into holiness of even the pleasures of our 
senses as the zenith of the sanctification of our lives, which was its object, and demanded “the meal of 
the priests in the precincts of the Sanctuary” as the completion of atonement by offerings…”  (Ibid.) 
[See detailed discussion of this exchange, in Chumash Kol Menachem, Gutnick Edition: pp.684-687] 

 
In making these connections, Rav Hirsch ingeniously links the episodes in the preceding 
chapter with the halochos of Kashrus that now follow.  From the consequences suffered by 
(two of) Aharon's sons, Nadav and Avihu, and the law which ensued, forbidding kohanim 
from entering the Sanctuary while intoxicated, as well as from the significance of the eating 
of sin offerings, we are to appreciate something important about the relationship between 
food and drink and its potential impact on our Divine service.   
 
In order to understand what Rav Hirsch means by, "which might lessen the necessary clarity 
of mind..." we need only turn to his commentary on Vayikro 10:9-11, in particular on the 
words "Wine and strong drink...": 
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 are only incurred...(the Death Penalty and the desecration of the Service) חילול עבודה and חיוב מיתה"

in the case of drinking in an "intoxicating quantity."  By an intoxicating quantity is understood even a 
'revi'is' of unmixed wine (i.e. undiluted), or any quantity more than a revi'is of diluted wine.  So that 
here there is no question of being really drunk, but only a fear of some slight disturbance in the clarity 

and tranquility of the mind.  After drinking even such a small quantity no עבודה in the מקדש may be 

undertaken (v.9) no decision made with reference to the מקדש (v.10) nor any practical application of 

the laws of the Torah taught (v.11).  Not the unclear realm of excited feelings and fantasy, but the 
tranquil clarity and sharpness of sober intelligence is what the Word of G-d demands for all its 
fulfillment.  Not to fantasy, but to the clear and understanding mind does the symbolism of the 
Santuary speak.  Only the clear and comprehending mind, keeping everything in its right proportion 
and its right place, is able to guide our steps and decide for us what is the right way to carry out the 
dictates of G-d's Torah.  The corpses of the first youthful priests, fallen through the lofty inspirations of 
their stirred feelings, preach the solemn warning to all future priests and leaders of the Jewish 
Teaching to look on themselves only as servants, guardians, teachers and realisers of G-d's 
Sanctuary and G-d's Torah;  and to guard themselves against the serious danger of teaching the 
intuitive ideas of their own ecstatic selves in the place of G-d's Truth and G-d's Will, and in the place of 
being a faithful agent and a reliable leader for the realisation of the Torah, of following the dictates of 
an erroneous imagination....."  (Rav Hirsch on the Torah: 10:9-11) 
 
We are now ready to read Rav Hirsch's continuing words on 11:1 - 
 
"Agreeing with this trend of thought which the contents of the previous chapter led up to, the 
introductory words of verse 1 here at once express the great weight which the Lawgiver lays on the 
dietary laws which are given in this chapter.  Already the fact that not only Moses, but at the same 

time Aaron too, is called up for their reception proves their special importance,  וידבר ה' אל משה ואל

 (Ibid. 11:1)  "... אהרן

 
By linking the previous and forthcoming passages in this way, and also by noting the 
significance of the introductory words to Chapter 11, Rav Hirsch places into our minds a 
sense of the weightiness of the dietary laws, the halochos of Kashrus. 
 
Thus does the Torah introduce us to the laws which govern an aspect of our lives which is 
common to human beings and every other living creature on Earth; yet for us humans the 
occupation of eating and drinking must have higher aspects than the primitive, instinctual, 
mechanical satisfaction of physical need and nourishment. 
 
Pesukim such as the following indicate the link between the physical act of eating and the 
potential for human beings to attain to purity and holiness: 
 

ֶתם ָבם ץ ְולֹא ִתַטְמאּו ָבֶהם ְוִנְטמֵּ יֶכם ְבָכל ַהֶשֶרץ ַהֹשרֵּ  ַאל ְתַשְקצּו ֶאת ַנְפֹשתֵּ

יֶכם ְבָכל ַהֶשֶרץ  ִכי ֲאִני ה' ֱאֹלקיֶכם ְוִהְתַקִדְשֶתם ִוְהִייֶתם ְקדִשים ִכי ָקדֹוש ָאִני ְולֹא ְתַטְמאּו ֶאת ַנְפֹשתֵּ

ש ַעל הָ ָאֶרץ )ויקרא י"א: מ"ג-למ"ד(  ָהֹרמֵּ
You shall not make yourselves abominable with any creeping creature that creeps, and you shall not defile 

yourselves with them, that you should become unclean through them. 
For I am the L-rd your G-d, and you shall sanctify yourselves and be holy, because I am holy, and you shall not 

defile yourselves through any creeping creature that crawls on the ground.  (Vayikro 11:43-44) 
 
Drawing on the thought of Rav Hirsch in ‘Horeb’ (chp.68) Rabbi Aryeh Carmell writes: 
 
“To judge by the time and interest lavished on it by human beings, eating is one of mankind's most 
important activities.  Like most human activities eating is significant on various levels.  Besides its 
physical function it also serves important social and psychological needs.  It can also degenerate into 
a purely animal activity, serving nothing but selfish greediness. 
 
Because of the prominent role it plays in human affairs the Torah lavishes much attention on it, 
surrounding it with mitzvot and regulations whose purpose is to refine and humanize the whole 
process... 
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Only very superficial minds can be satisfied with the suggestion that the reason underlying all these 
regulations is hygiene.  the Torah clearly announces these laws as part of its 'holiness' programme.  It 
repeatedly says, "These foods are 'tamei' to you," "Do not make yourselves 'tamei' through them" ... 
... If you absorb them into your system you may be well-fed in a physical sense but your mind will 
become blunted as an instrument of the spirit.  Instead of being alert and eager to follow all that is holy 
and good, your mind will become apathetic and dull.  Your spirit will be faced with a fiercer battle and 
less well-equipped for the fight.  You become tamei, impure, less capable of your holy mission." 
(Masterplan, Aryeh Carmell, Jerusalem Academy Publications:  pp.95,96) 

 

Rabbi Isidore Epstein writes of the benefits in the halochos of Kashrus for building self-
control: 
 
“For Judaism they [the Dietary Laws] mean a method of training in self-control destined to develop in 
the Jew moral strength with which to face emergencies and crises in his moral and spiritual life which 
are bound to arise… Their observance never failed to strengthen the character of the Jewish people, 
and to develop a self-mastery and self-control which enabled the Jews to withstand the most savage 
assaults on their heritage and on their life…”  (The Jewish Way of Life, Isidore Epstein, Goldston 1947:pp.161,162) 

 
Rabbi Dr. Epstein proceeds to outline the mechanic through which this self-control comes 
about: 
 
“Once the habitude of self-control is entrenched in the human nerve-system, it will be easy to apply it 
to all cases which present themselves.  By firmly resisting some in itself harmless and attractive food, 
the Jew will find himself steeled for resisting harmful temptations such as would induce him to betray 
his ideals of morality, Justice and Righteousness. 
The Rabbis of the Talmud made it repeatedly clear that it was the building-up of strength of character 
that matters in the Dietary Laws.  Their aim was not to develop a phobia towards the forbidden foods.  
Such a phobia would reduce the workings of the Dietary Laws to mere automatism, and instead of 
developing self-control they would, on the contrary, degrade man into a slave of his idiosyncracies.   
“Let not a man say, I do not like the flesh of the swine.  On the contrary, he should say, I like it but 
what shall I do seeing that the Torah has forbidden it to me,” (Sifra on Vayikro 20:26) is an illuminating 
advice of the Rabbis reflecting their attitude towards the Dietary Laws.  The Jew thus feels no 
contempt for the so-called “unclean food”.  The unclean animals are not classed into some lower 
grade, nor does Judaism deny their food value and the pleasure they can offer.  All the difference 
between what is termed “clean” and “unclean” for the Jew lies in the prohibition formulated in the Bible 
and in the duty to resist, under any circumstance, however attractive and alluring, the temptation to 
offend the prohibition.”  (Ibid.162,163) 

 
Let us conclude with some delicious food for thought.  Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik presents 
a beautiful and evocative insight into the human capacity to elevate eating to a spiritual 
activity.  In an exposition of the Pesach Seder, he explains how this becomes possible when 
eating is lifted into and ennobled within a halachic framework.  Rabbi Soloveitchik writes: 
 
“The Seder is the prototype of the se’udah, the meal, a subject with which the Halakhah has always 
been concerned.  It is the se’udah par excellence;  all the elements which make the Seder an exalted 
experience are already present in the halakhic definition of the everyday se’udah. 
 
Let me explain.  In the eyes of the Halakhah, the meal is not something incidental, meaningless, and 
completely mechanical, something that exhausts itself in the act of eating at fixed times of the day.  
The meal is more than this – it is a halakhic institution.  The Halakhah has formulated many rules 
concerning the se’udah, how and when it should be planned and implemented.  Indeed, I would say 
that the Halakhah has developed an etiquette as well as an ethic of se’udah. 
 
At the root of the halakhic conception of the se’udah lies a problem which assailed the minds of our 
Sages.  Man responds to the biological pressure to take nourishment; he has no choice in the matter, 
because the natural need for food is compelling and the drive is irresistible.  So acts the brute, the 
beast in the field;  so acts the insect, jumping from flower to flower on a bright summer morning or 
circling around the bulb in the summer twilight; so behaves even the plant.  There is nothing human or 
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meaningful about the act of consuming food.  It is wholly instinctual, coerced, and mechanical.  Many 
of the Greek philosophers of the schools of the Stoa and the Cynics actually reached the conclusion 
that eating is a disgraceful necessity.  Eating gratifies not the humanus but the beast in man.  The 
pleasure one derives is of a sensual-carnal rather than a spiritual nature.  Thus, according to legend, 
many wise men and philosophers shied away from eating in public; they felt embarrassed to be seen 
while eating.  They used to take their meals in hiding, since they felt that only human qualities and 
human purposive acts should be exhibited to others. 
 
Judaism was concerned with the same problem, but it arrived at a different set of conclusions.  It is 
true, of course, that taking nourishment is a universal mechanical response of any organism to 
biological pain and discomfort.  Any flea or bird takes nourishment.  Beast as well as man eats 
whenever seized by humger.  However, Judaism maintains, the universality of the process does not 
mean that man and animal must engage in an identical performance.  Man need not respond to 
hunger in the same manner as the beast or the brute in the field.  Man can liberate eating from its 
animality and coerciveness, and convert it into an institution which is uniquely human, free willed, and 
meaningful…”  (Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Festival of Freedom - Essays on Pesah and the Haggadah, MeOtzar HoRav / 

KTAV: pp.3-5) 

 
We have discussed the human and halakhic conceptions of food, and perhaps moved on a 
little in our understanding of the possibility for an exalted human response to what may 
otherwise be no more than an animalistic drive for physical gratification. 
 
These thoughts emerge into sharp relief as we sanctify Shabbos with Kiddush on wine, 
challoh, and a family meal uplifted with Torah discussion and Zemiros. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Wishing everyone a Good Shabbos, 
 
Jeremy 


