
I mmediately af-
ter the Mishkan 

is inaugurated the 
Torah tells us “וישא 
אל ידיו  את   אהרן 
ויברכם  And“ -”העם 
Aharon lifted his 
hands toward the 
nation and blessed 
them” (Vayikra 9:22). 

 The Torah however does not tell us what it was that 
Aharon said in his blessing. This is quite unusual. Through-
out the Torah, whenever one blesses someone else, the text 
or the message of the blessing is clearly stated. What did 
Aharon say when he blessed the Jewish people? The Ram-
ban suggests that it may be that Aharon delivered impromptu 
blessings of appreciation and that the blessing was simply not 
recorded in the Torah. Most commentators, however, follow 
Rashi who quotes the midrash saying that Aharon blessed 
the nation with the Birkat Kohanim. But how could Aharon 

have known the text of Birkat Kohanim if it is only first 
mentioned in Sefer Bamidbar? The Ramban suggests that if 
Rashi is right, we would have to assume that God taught the 
Birkat Kohanim to Aharon before the Birkat Kohanim actu-
ally gets mentioned in the Torah. Perhaps we can advance a 
different solution that combines elements of the interpreta-
tions both of Rashi and the Ramban.  

The Sifra, which Rashi references, says:

Perhaps the midrash is telling us that Aharon himself invent-
ed the bracha of Birkat Kohanim. When Aharon was inau-
gurated as the first Kohen Gadol he was overcome by love 
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 ״ויברכם- זו ברכה סתומה שאין אתה יודע וחזר 
הכתוב ופירש להלן יברכך ה׳ וישמרך...״

“This blessing is unclear and we do not know 
its content until later on in Bamidbar when 
it was repeated, May Hashem bless you and 

watch over you….”



and appreciation for the Jewish people and for God; he 
declared this love not as the result of a command but as 
a spontaneous declaration of blessing. Later on in Sefer 
Bamidbar, God commanded the kohanim to use the text 
of Aharon’s blessing in their daily blessing of the Jewish 
people. 

 In Sefer Bamidbar, God instructs all kohanim 
to model their daily blessing on the original “Birkat Ko-
hanim” declared with love and spontaneity by Aharon in 
our parsha. This interpretation may also resolve a perplex-
ing anomaly in the text of the bracha that a kohen recites 
before saying the Birkat Kohanim. The text of that bracha 
states that a kohen is commanded:

 
...to bless the Jewish people with love. The commentators 
struggle to find a source for this unusual location. Where 
in the Torah do we find that the kohanim were instructed 
to bless the nation ,באהבה  with love?

 Rabbi Yehuda Nachshoni offers a novel answer. 
 ”.is actually a code and does not mean “with love באהבה
The gematria of אהבה is 13, and the letter Bet refers to 
double. Double 13 is 26, which is the gematria of Hashem’s 
name. In other words, the bracha is saying that the ko-
hanim were instructed to bless the Jewish people with 
God’s name. Perhaps our interpretation yields a simpler 
yet meaningful answer. When the kohanim are instructed 
to bless the Jewish people ,באהבה  with love, they are 
meant to follow the model of Aharon’s original Birkat Ko-
hanim. Although the kohanim are reciting a bracha that 
they themselves did not design, they nevertheless should 
strive to follow the lead of Aharon’s Birkat Kohanim from 
this week’s parsha. His Birkat Kohanim was a spontaneous 
outpouring of love and devotion. 

 So too, all kohanim every day should infuse their 
blessings with feelings of love, spontaneity, and heartfelt 
emotion. This dialectic of planned spontaneity and com-
manded love should serve as a model for our own prayers 
everyday. While we recite the prepared text of the prayers 
in our siddur, may we also develop the sensitivity to infuse 
our prayers with the boundless emotions of appreciation 
and love that Aharon showed in his Birkat Kohanim. 

 In Parshat Shmini we read about the laws of 
kashrut. In regard to fowl, the Torah states:

“These shall you abominate from among the birds, they 
may not be eaten - they are an abomination: the chas-
sidah.” (Vayikra 11:13, 19). The Ramban writes that the 
birds enumerated in this portion are forbidden for con-
sumption because of their cruelty. But the gemara (Chulin 
63a) states that the Hebrew name for the white stork is 
“chassidah,” because it acts with kindness, chesed, towards 
its friends. Why, then, should the stork be considered “de-
testable” and an “abomination”? It should be permissible 
to eat since it does kindness! Even though it’s only doing 
kindness to its friends, its fellow storks…it is still kind! 

 The Chidushai Ha-Rim answers: The stork does 
favors only for its friends. Since it doesn’t do chesed for 
strangers, it is considered not kosher. A person must do 
chesed for everyone, not only his or her friends! When 
people are similar to each other, with the same views, 
similar looks, and common interests, it’s relatively easy 
for them to become friends. However, if two people have 
nothing to do with each other, they often feel as if they 
have no allegiance to each other. 

 The “kosher” form of chessed teaches us to ex-
press our kindness equally to anyone and everyone, re-
gardless of whether we have anything in common. The 
chassidah acts kindly toward its companions, but only 
to its companions. It does not act kindly towards anyone 
else. To Jews, that is not an admirable characteristic, and 
we learn not to follow the ways of the stork.  While they 
use their kindness with one kind, we use our kindness 
with all kinds!

 Many great people were known for their love and 
care for every single Jew, whether they wore a black hat, 

״לברך את עמו ישראל באהבה״
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knit kippah, or no kippah. Being kind to just your own 
kind is not a “kosher” concept! No matter what a person 
looks like or how he or she may act, we must always re-
member to care for everyone and always be kind!

“These are the creatures that you may eat...” (11:2)

Rabbi Noach Weinberg tells the following story: 

 There was a nursing home in America where 
only three residents were Jews. The Jewish director served 
them only strictly kosher food. One day, a government in-
spector came to check that everything there was in order. 
A 95-year old woman complained to him. “I’m unhappy 
here. I want to eat the same foods as everyone else, but the 
director won’t let me.”

 The inspector demanded an explanation, and was 
told the truth by the director: As an observant Jew, he was 
forbidden to feed another Jew non-kosher food. He as-
sured the inspector that the food that was being served 
was the highest quality and that the woman’s complaints 
were unfounded.

 The inspector didn’t seem to care how good the 
kosher food tasted. He felt that the woman had the right 
to eat whatever she wanted. He said that the next time he 
came to pay a visit, he expected to see that she was be-
ing served the same food as anyone else -- just like she 
requested. The director knew there was no way he could 
obey the inspector’s instructions. What he had to do was 
convince  the woman to drop her demand for non-kosher 
food.

 He told the woman, “Our kosher food is actually 
tastier than our non-kosher food. It’s also healthier. In fact, 
it’s even more expensive!” The woman didn’t care. So the 
director tried a different approach. He spoke to this wom-
an, who had been non-religious her whole life, about the 
beauty of Torah and mitzvot. His words had the desired 

effect. Eventually, the woman began to observe Shabbos, 
say brachot over her food, daven every day-- and eat only 
kosher.

 When Rabbi Weinberg was told this story by the 
director himself, he asked the director exactly what he had 
said that convinced this woman to become a ba’alat teshu-
va. 
The director replied: “I’ll tell you the truth; I really don’t 
know. I can’t remember what I said. All I know is that I 
begged, pleaded, explained, and coaxed. You see, I had to 
get that woman to keep kosher, or they would’ve closed 
my nursing home down. I simply had no choice.”

 Rabbi Weinberg reflects on this and explains to us 
that we must reach out to every non-religious Jew with the 
urgency that the director of the nursing home felt when 
he spoke to the old woman! If only we would feel that we 
have no choice and that we cannot rest until we’ve led ev-
eryone onto the path of Torah and Mitzvot. With this ap-
proach we will meet Judaism with success!

 A common theme in Parshat Shmini, the 
maftir of Parshat Parah, and even the haftorah is purity 
vs. impurity. Again and again we are told the laws of how 
to treat pure and impure people and the consequences if 
we do not follow these laws. Why must these instructions 
be repeated so many times? Why not tell us once, like the 
Torah does with most of the mitzvot that we read about? 

 Furthermore, we no longer have access to many 
of purifying processes the Torah discusses (such as the 
sprinkling of the ashes of a red cow to make an impure 
person pure), and it seems as though we ourselves are in a 
perpetual state of impurity. 

 Our purpose is to bring God into the world, to 
elevate the mundane to the holy, and to bring spirituality 
and light into the materialistic world of Man. Therefore, 
these mitzvot of purity are vital to a person’s existence as a 
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spiritual being in a physical world. Purifying processes are means by 
which to rectify what we have done and re-elevate our own bodies 
and our own selves. 
 
 We have a difficult task, because we don’t have access to the 
Torah’s system of purification. Modern-day Jews must go above and 
beyond in our actions in order to preserve our spiritual and intel-
lectual purity. We must think before we do, understand the long-
term consequences of our actions, and assess whether our actions 
are worthwhile, knowing that we can’t rectify our sins the way that 
Bnei Yisrael used to in Biblical times. 

 At the beginning of this week’s parsha, Moshe tells 
Aharon, “Come close to the Altar, and perform the service” (Vayikra 
9:7). Rashi points out that Moshe has to ask Aharon to come closer 
because Aharon was too embarrassed to approach the keilim in the 
Mishkan on his own. He felt that he was not worthy of serving Hash-
em as the Kohen Gadol. Moshe had to tell Aharon that it was okay 
for him to approach, because, “this was why you were chosen.”

 Rabbi Label Lam points out an interesting ambiguity in the 
words of Rashi. It is unclear if Moshe is saying that Aharon was cho-
sen in order to serve or that he was chosen because of his reluc-
tance to serve. Moshe may be saying to Aharon to forget his humility 
and come closer because Hashem wants Aharon to do this work, or 
Moshe may be saying that it is Aharon’s humility that is actually the 
reason that it is okay to come closer. According to this second under-
standing of Rashi, it seems that there was not necessarily anything 
special about Aharon except for the fact that he was very humble. 
This is similar to Moshe himself, who is described as being the most 
humble person ever. It is clear that reaching a spiritual high and get-
ting close to Hashem is not only about education, meditation, and 
going through the motions of doing the mitzvot. 

 Although those are all wonderful tools, what is perhaps 
most important is our attitude. We must view our relationships with 
Hashem through this lens of humility. Once we realize that we are 
not so great, we become eligible, just like Aharon, to serve Hashem 
at the highest level.
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