
Parsha: Shemini - “Eighth” 

23 Adar II 5779 - March 30, 2019

Torah: Le 9:1-11:47

Haftorah: 2 Sa 6:1-7:17

Apostolic Writings: Mk 7:14-23; Ac 10:1-35


Leviticus 9:1(NIV) On the eighth day Moses summoned Aaron and his sons and the elders of Israel. 
2 He said to Aaron, “Take a bull calf for your sin offering and a ram for your burnt offering, both 
without defect, and present them before the LORD. 3 Then say to the Israelites: ‘Take a male 
goat for a sin offering, a calf and a lamb—both a year old and without defect—for a burnt 

offering, 4 and an ox and a ram for a fellowship offering to sacrifice before the LORD, together 
with a grain offering mixed with olive oil. For today the LORD will appear to you.’ ” 

5 They took the things Moses commanded to the front of the tent of meeting, and the entire 
assembly came near and stood before the LORD. 6 Then Moses said, “This is what the LORD 
has commanded you to do, so that the glory of the LORD may appear to you.”  

7 Moses said to Aaron, “Come to the altar and sacrifice your sin offering and your burnt offering 
and make atonement for yourself and the people; sacrifice the offering that is for the people 

and make atonement for them, as the LORD has commanded.”  

Commentary - On the eighth day 
1

This was the eighth day of the inauguration services. It was the first day of the month Nissan, 
the day on which the Tabernacle was erected, and the day that received the 10 crowns 
(distinctions) listed in Seder Olam. 
2

 Munk, Rabbi Elie. The Call of Torah - An Anthology of Interpretation and Commentary on the Five Books of Moses. 1

Vayikra. p 74-75.

 Earliest post-exilic chronicle preserved in the Hebrew language. In the Babylonian Talmud this chronicle is several 2

times referred to simply as the "Seder 'Olam" (Shab. 88a; Yeb. 82b; Nazir 5a; Meg. 11b; 'Ab. Zarah 8b; Niddah 46b), 
and it is quoted as such by the more ancient Biblical commentators, including Rashi. In its present form the work 
consists of thirty chapters, each ten chapters forming a section, or "gate." It is a chronological record, extending 
from Adam to the revolt of Bar Kokba, in the reign of Hadrian; but the chronicle is complete only up to the time 
of Alexander the Great; the period from Alexander to Hadrian occupies a very small portion of the work—the end 
of the thirtieth chapter. For more: http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/13377-seder-olam-rabbah
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“That day took ten crowns: 1It was the first day of creation (i.e., a Sunday), 2the 
first for the offerings of the nesi’im (tribal heads), 3the first for the priesthood, 
4the first for [public] sacrifice, 5the first for the fall of fire from heaven, 6the first 
for the eating of sacred food, 7the first for the dwelling of the Divine Presence in 
Israel, 8the first for the priestly blessing of Israel, 9the first day on which it was 
forbidden to sacrifice to G‑d anywhere but in the Sanctuary, and 10the first of 
months.”


— Talmud, Shabbat 87b


• 1 Timothy 4:6-8

• Hebrews 2:6-8; Psalm 8:4-6

• James 1:12

• 1 Peter 1:4

• Revelation 2:10; 3:11


The Midrashim places particular emphasis on the tragic turn of events that occurred on this 
day — a day which the Jewish nation had been awaiting with great excitement. This was the 
day on which the pillar of cloud of the Divine glory was to reveal itself to the nation. For the 
Jewish people, that represented the supreme guarantee of God’s love, kindness, and 
protection. It would re-establish the ideal state that had reigned in Paradise at the beginning of 
creation — Hashem dwelling among his creatures, and their lives completely pure, without sin. 
This state of intimacy with the Divine Presence (Shechinah) would surely constitute a source of 
infinite material and spiritual blessing.


However, Moses knew that this exalted state would require a rigorous discipline from every 
member of the nation. He was aware that ultimately consecration depended on the degree 
of holiness reached and maintained by the people. Just as it had long before in Paradise, the 

Shechinah would withdraw at the first act disobedience (Ge 3:8).


The Shechinah (Divine Majesty) originally wanted to dwell on earth, but withdrew 
to the first of the seven heavens when Adam sinned. It's separated from the 
earth still more with each sin of mankind until Moses brought it back and the 
Shechinah dwelt then in the Tabernacle (Bereishis Rabbah 19). It is generally 
thought that God associates closely with man only in exceptional, extraordinary, 
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cases. The Sages point out the falsity of this assumption: neither the missions 
of the prophets, nor the Divine revelation to the patriarchs, to Moses, and to 
Jewry are exceptional cases. On the contrary, it is this millennia-long 
separation between man and God, which is abnormal. We learn from the 
story of Paradise that the earth holds out to man the possibility a perfect 
harmonious co-existence with the elements of nature and with the animals, of 
standing upright among the creatures of creation, of serving as God’s vice-
regent on earth. In this condition man is accompanied by God, Who speaks to 
him, teaches him, and guide him.


“But as for man — in glory he shall not repose, he is likened to the silenced (Ps 
49:12 (13)).”


The supreme aim of the Torah will henceforth be to have the gates of Paradise 
re-open and to restore the harmony which reigned on earth between the 
animal kingdom and mankind. The ultimate objective of Torah is to cause the 

return to earth of the Divine Majesty. The Torah refers to this when it mentions 
the blessings in the era to come: “I will return in your midst” and Rashi explains, 
“I will walk with you in the Garden of Eden like one of you; you will have no need 

to tremble before me (Le 26:12). 
3

Moses had received warning of that while being instructed in the building and dedication of the 
Tabernacle. The slightest act profaning the sacred chambers will be punished, even if 
committed by those closest to God. The most respected among the people would be held 
accountable for such a violation and so the holiness of the Tabernacle would be revealed 
through them. Moses understood this warning as being meant first of all for the leaders of the 
people, the Kohanim who were the guard of honor watching over the holiness of the Sanctuary. 
The rigorous demands of perfection in service applied to the person's closest to God and 
also to the period of time that was especially holy, the consecration period. The holiness of the 
Tabernacle would also be revealed by a punishment incurred in this elevated period.


 Munk, Rabbi Elie. The Call of Torah - An Anthology of Interpretation and Commentary on the Five Books of Moses. 3

Bereishis. p 48-49
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And so all necessary precautions were taken. Moses himself officiated for the seven days of 
the consecration period and he performed the sacred service as Hashem had commanded him 
(Le 8:4). At the same time he ordered Aaron and his sons to spend seven days in 

contemplation and meditation. This period corresponded to the time of mourning for a close 
relative, thereby giving an additional sense of the seriousness of the warning to protect 
Hashem’s charge so that you will not die (Le 8:35).


Although Aaron and his sons observed the seven days conscientiously, they still did not fully 

appreciate the awesomeness of these days and failed to comprehend the danger in store 
for them. They did not since the peril on their own and Moses was reluctant to dwell on it. 
When they asked him for the symbolic meaning of the week of mourning, he replied simply: 
that is what I was commanded (Tanchuma).


When the seven days passed without incident, Moses awaited the eighth day in trepidation. It 
was the day on which Aaron and his sons were to begin their duties. The Sages in the Midrash 
depict the contrast between the two brothers in the words of Ecclesiastes (Ecc 8:5): the one 
who performs the mitzvah (Aaron) is not conscious of any harm; but the heart of the wise 
man (Moses) knows that the time of judgment is at hand. 

In that atmosphere of mingled anguish and sacred joy, the eighth day began for Moses. The 
Torah denotes these mixed feelings by starting the chapter with the word vay-hiy’, it was, 

which the Midrash tells us is always in indication of troubled joy or a harbinger of distress. 
In this context, the Midrash refers to the words of the Psalmist, I say to the joyful, an end to 
rejoicing (Psalms 75:4 (5)). And so the Midrash makes the bitter observation so often illustrated 

in the Torah that the righteous are not permitted to savor for long their happiness here on 
earth.


Our Sages cite this verse from Psalms 75:5 to introduce the account which follows 
(Tanchuma Shemini). Joy, they tell us, does not last. And after mentioning the examples 
of Adam, Abraham, and Isaac, they show how Jacob, who had overcome the terrible 
trials of the past twenty years and believed that it last he was going to be able to find 
happiness, suddenly faces a setback in his destiny. His household is subjected to a 
succession of calamities: the rape of his daughter, Rachel's premature death, and 
Joseph's disappearance. His father Isaac had experienced hey very similar fate. 
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Nevertheless, if we consider the historic mission of Jacob’s family we can grasp the 
meaning of new trial. This people, which is called on to be a nation of priests and the 
standard-bearer for God on earth, had to experience a moral outrage up on its own 
flesh and blood right from its beginnings. It had to undergo this ordeal so that the 
world could see in its swift and ruthless reaction the sacred character of its ideal 

of purity. It had to suffer this outrage so that I could harden the steel of the 
national soul for all time.  
4

The wife of Aaron, Elisheva the daughter of Aminadav (Ex 6:23), is a classic example. As the 
Midrash puts it, “No Woman had so much joy from her family as did Aaron’s wife. Her husband 
was a prophet and Kohen Gadol; her brother-in-law Moses was the leader of the people and a 
prophet of God; her sons were the young Kohanim of the Divine service; and her brother 
Nachshon was the first among the heads of the twelve tribes. Alas, her joy did not last. Two of 
her sons went to offer their sacrifice and on that very day, they perished before God 
(Tanchuma). 


In his discussion of the mitzvah of circumcision, R’ Hirsch declares that the eighth day 
following a period of seven days has a special significance. In his view, the number six 
represents the limited material and physical element in creation whereas the number seven 
designates the creative freedom of the spiritual element which dominates nature. The concept 

of combining the physical and spiritual in a harmonious relationship is represented by the 
number eight. This is the ideal of Judaism. In our present context, the seven-day period during 
which the Kohanim remained at the entrance to the Sanctuary ended a phase of their lives. 
Starting with the eighth day they cease to be private individuals. They had reached a higher 
level of existence which implied a consecration to God and his people. That is the day on 
which the Shechinah was to appear.

 Munk, Rabbi Elie. The Call of Torah - An Anthology of Interpretation and Commentary on the Five Books of Moses. 4

Bereishis. p 458-459.
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