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"THE 'KOHEN' TOD&Y" 

In an important essay published not too long ago, Dr. Samuel Belkin, President 

of the Yeshiva University, presented a creative insight into the understanding 

of the commandments of the Torah. •Lhere is a great l i t e r a t u r e on taamei ha~mitzvot, 

the reasons for the commandments. What Dr. Belfein has proposed i s a fundamental 

d i s t inc t ion between "Reason" for a mitzvah and the "Purpose" of the commandment. 
(\ 

The Reason is h i s t o r i c a l , i t i s something about which man may speculate and 

conjecture; but ult imately i t i s known with cer ta inty only to G-d Himself. 

Actually, the Reason for l eg i s l a t i ng a mitzvah does not make too much d i f f e rences 

i t i s of l i t t l e consequence to man hiwoolf. What i s of importance, however, i s • 

the Purpose of the mitzvah. Here man must always ask himself: what i s i t the 

Torah wants me to accomplish as a r e su l t of performing th i s mitzvah? The Reason 

for a mit zvah remains the same through a l l e t e r n i t y , although i t may always remain 

unknown to man. The Purpose may change from generation t o generation, from 

culture to cul ture , from society to socie ty . While the Reason i s d ivine , the 

Purpose i s human — and therefore, while a l l of us observe the same mitzvot in 

the same manner, each observance may mean something subtly different for each 

individual person. Hence, while i t may be f r u i t l e s s to inquire in to the fifeason 

for a mit zvah, i t i s most worthwhile to investigate the Purpose of the Mitzvot. 

I t i s in t h i s s p i r i t tha t we may ask a fundamental question about the teachings 

of t h i s morning!s Sidra. And that i s , what i s the purpose of the i n s t i t u t i o n of 

Kehunah, the hereditary Priesthood, for modern Jews l iving in a free and democratic 

soc ie ty ! Centuries ago, in the days of the Temple, the Kohen was a most 

important functionary in the r e l ig ious l i f e of the country. I t was he who 

off iciated a t the s a c r i f i c i a l r i t e s in the Temple. He was supported by an 

elaborate system of-xJ/bhes, and so fo r th . Today, the Kohahim, descendendants 
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of Aaron, the brother of Moses, are distinguished from other Jews by only a 

few laws, such a s : they are honored with the reading of the f i r s t portion of 

the Torah, they may not defile themselves by contact with the dead, they are 

limited in their choice of a mate by ce r ta in mari ta l regula t ions , and/ they 

off ic ia te a t the blessing of the congregation on -the holidays. Now, in what 

manner can th i s residual Kehunah said to be relevant to our l i v e s and times? 

Once again, we do not ask for the reason, we do not demand tha t the Torah 

jus t i fy i t s claim upon us . We sha l l observe whether our l imited i n t e l l e c t u a l 

f acu l t i e s fuHy understand or not . But what specif ic purposes, what special 

nuances of neaningfullness, l i e within t h i s b ib l i ca l l eg i s l a t ion? 

There are many answers. Those that we shal l mention t h i s morning are cal led 

especial ly from the Commentary on the Prayer Book (Plat R'iyah) by the l a t e 

Chief Rabbi of the Holy Land, Rabbi Kook, of Blessed Memory. 

&t the very beginning, we must understand that Kehunah in Jewish l i f e was never 

meant as a ministry of magic. The Kohen never waved a wand or performed miracles . 

Rather, as we discover from a reading of the Bible, the priesthood, with a l l i t s 

highw hierarchical and hereditary features , was intimately connected with the 

concept of teaching, especial ly Torah. Thus, Ezekiel in t h i s morning's Haftorah 

defines the function of the Kohen as v ' e t ami yoru bein kodesh l e ^ h o l j "and 

they shal l teach Tfiy people t o dist inguish between the sacred and the profane." 

Malachi proclaimed s i f t e i kohen yishmeru daat , torah yevakshu mi-pihu, "and 

the l i p s of the p r i e s t shal l keep knowledge, they sha l l seek Torah from h is 

mouth." In assigning Kehunah to -the t r i b e of Levi, Moses declared, yoru 

mishpatekha le'yaakov ve ! toratkha l e f y i s r a e l , "they shal l teach Thy laws to 

Jacob and Thy Torah to I s r a e l . " Kehunah, therefore, i s a ministry of horaah, of 

teaching, of education and ed i f ica t ion . 



An important aspect of our daily morning service thereby becomes more s ign i f ican t . 

At the very beginning of the service, one of the f i r s t things we rec i te i s the 

birkhot ha-torah, the blessings over the stuo^ of Tor ah. After we thank G-d 

for giving us a Torah, we immediately proceed to perform the mitzvahs we study 

Torah. And what passage of the Bible i s i t t ha t we choose to rec i te as pa r t 

of the study of Torah? - the birkhot kohanim, the blessing tha t i s rec i ted by 

the p r i e s t s , "the Lord bless thee and keep t h e e . . . " 

Why, of a l l the sublime passages in the Torah, do we choose the Priest\|>y Blessing 

as the •meajbujj gjwwM iTint one over which to thank G~d for Torah? Obviously i t 

must be because of the fac t t ha t the p r i e s t s themselves are teachers of Torah or, 

i nd i rec t ly , by the i r very presence in our midst they remind us and challenge us 

t $ study the Torah of the Lordo 

The great medieval Spanish Rabbi, Abudrahm, observed that the Pr ies t ly Blessing 

consists of three verses . The f i r s t verse, yevarekhekha ha-Shem ve*yishmerekha, 

"the Lord b less thee and keep thee ," contains three Hebrew words. The second 

verse contains five words, and the t h i r d - seven words. Abudrahm rem^l^s that 

the birkhot kohanim i s thus equivalent to the Reading of the Torah, for on week

days we have three Aliyot, on holidays five Aliyot , and on Saturdays a minimum of 

seven. 

Rav Kook, however, goes beyond a mere ari thmetical equivalence and f inds deep 

significance in th is re la t ionship of birkhot kohanim to birkhot ha-torah, of 

priesthood to the teaching of Torah. Kehunah.after a l l , i s not an anachronism. 

I t indicates to us t h a t there are amongst us **ews a family, descended from 

Aaron, who possess (as Rav Kook c a l l s i t ) a segulah k e l a l i t ha-baah bi-yerushah s 

a general t a l e n t or predisposi t ion tha t i s bequeathed by heredi ty . From the 

very e a r l i e s t days of tine history of our people u n t i l 1962, the Kehunah has 

come down from father to son; a whole family, throughout a l l these many centur ies , 



has been distinguished by a mandate from the Almighty that i t s sons be the 

Ministers of G-d in the midst of I s r a e l , tha t they be charged with the 

function of horaah, of teaching the Children of I s r a e l , so that "they sha l l 

seek Torah from his mouth.!t ôw the very presence amongst us of t h i s family 

who are marked by th i s cha rac t e r i s t i c , reminds us tha t a l l of us Jews, non-

Kohanim as well as Kohanim, possess more general and precious segulah k e l a l i t 

ha-baah bi-yerushah, a heri tage of inc l ina t ion for — the study of Torah* 

G-d not only gave us a Torah from above, but implanted within us a readiness 

to love i t and a will ingness t o obey and follow i t . There i s in every Jew, 

by vir tue of his being a Jew, t h i s element of s p i r i t u a l i t y . Every Jew wears 

the/Crown of Torah, even as the descendants of Aaron wear the Crown of P r i e s t 

hood* 

This does not mean tha t every Jew is born a full-fledged lover of Torah, a 

mature sp i r i t ua l personal i ty . By no means. Rather, i t means tha t he has 

within him the poten t ia l for these lofty ends, tha t i f he exer ts himself he 

can a t t a i n 1hem, for they are par t and parcel of the national cu l tura l heritage 

of our people. 

Here too Rav Kook offers a comment of great ins igh t . When the Kohanim b less 

the congregation, they accompany the i r verbal blessing with nes ia t ftapayim, the 

ra is ing of t h e i r hands with f ingers extended. To Rav Kook t h i s is a profound 

symbol. I t i s a point ing t o the fu ture , an aspira t ion for transcendence, a 

reaching out %» what i s beyond.a stretching of the self to greater he ights . 

Part icularly> Rav K0ok reminds us tha t the r i gh t s and the pr iv i leges of the 

Kohen to bless his f e l low-Is rae l i t e s derive not from his own actual re l ig ious 

excellence, for not every Kohen who blesses the congregation i s necessari ly a 

holy man. Rather, i t derives from the charge placed upon him to be holy. 

Because the Kohen i s expected by t he Torah to a t t a i n a greatber measure of 

sanct i ty , because he was given 1he hereditary injunction to reach higher than 

others , because he was endowed with the predisposi t ion for a great s p i r i t u a l 
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g e s t a l t , therefore the mitzvah of blessing the congregation devolves upon 

the Kohen. The prerogative of blessing derives not from the ac tua l i ty , 

but from the po t en t i a l i t y of the Kohen; not from his r e l ig ious character 

a t the present , but from that which he could a t t a in were he to s t r ive for 

i t with sufficient e f fo r t and exer t ion . That i s why the Kohen r a i s e s h i s 

hand in the nesia t kapayimi he i s pointing to the future, to the rea l iza t ion 

of the potent ia l within him# His extended arms are a bridge, which he i s 

bidden to c ross , from promise to fulf i l lment , from small beginnings to great 

achievements, from what he i s to what he can and ought t o be. 

And th is i s t rue of a l l Jews with regard to Torah. At the foot of Sinai , when 

we were given the Torah, we were designated a mamlekhet Kohanim — a kingdom 

in which a l l ci tL zens are p r i e s t s . we are Kohanim of Torah to a l l of mankind. 

Hence, we are different from others not because of what we a re , but because 

of what we can and ought to be . Religious l i f e in Judaism i s not a matter only 

°* being holy, but of becoming ho l i e r . The hands of the Kohen ra ised in 

benediction are for every Jew the symbol of the study of Torah - constant 

progress, unceasing i n t e l l e c t u a l ferment, never-ending sp i r i t ua l development. 

^he Kohen in our midst teaches us something about our own character and what 

we ought to do with i t . He t e l l s us , as Yehudah Halevi taught in the Kuzari, 

tha t I s r ae l i s caught up^ in the inyan Elohi^ marked with the indel ib le t races 

of the encounter with G-d. ^e reminds us , as the great founder of the Habad 

School of Hassidism taught in h i s Tanya, tha t every Jew i s born with a nefesh 

ha-Elohit , with a Divine soul , which contains within i t an ahavah t i v ' i t or 

ahavah mesuteret, a natural love for G-d and Torah which i s hidden and unaroused. 

Just as a descendant of Aaron i s na tura l ly a Kohen, a s ta tus from which he 

cannot res ign a t w i l l , so i s every Jew by nature a homo r e l i g i o s i s , a sp i r i t ua l 

creature . Whether he knows i t or not — indeed, whether he wants i t or not — 



every Jew has a re l ig ious potent ia l within him, the seed of s p i r i t u a l i t y , the 

embryo of Kedushah. But from the Kohen he must learn tha t blessing can come 

only when, as the extended fingers symbolize, he i s wi l l ing to ac tual ize his 

po ten t i a l , make the seed grow, develop h i s embryonic t a l e n t , express h is 

hidden, na tura l resources of ^oraho 

So tha t the hereditary Kehunah cer ta in ly does have a relevant purpose for our 

l i v e s . I t teaches us tha t Judaism was not superimposed upon Jews. Rather, 

i t i s natural and preexistent in the Jewish soul , Torah may have been given 

from Heaven, but the recept iv i ty for i t already exis ted in the Jewish hear t . 

All t ha t the Jew^ need do in order to achieve blessing for himself and for a l l 

mankind i s to arouse and express the s p i r i t u a l i t y which l i e s dormant within him. 

I t i s for that reason that we loyal Jews ought to accept with great skepticism 

and with a sense of humor the predict ions of many of our secular and non-

observant co - re l ig ion i s t s who per iodical ly produce from amongst themselves 

modern nevi^ei sheker, fa l se prophets, who proclaim the end of c l a s s i c a l , 

t r ad i t iona l Judaism in Jewish l i f e . For us i t is unthinkable to imagine Jews 

without Judaism, Even if Torah should be forgotten for a century, i t must 

return to i t s former eminence amongst Jews, for there isy in us as &av Kook 

called i t , a segulah k e l a l i t ha-baah bi-yerushah, a hereditary predisposi t ion 

*• the sp i r i t ua l i t y of Torah; or, as the author of xanya called i t , a natural 

love hidden in the divine soul in every Jew; or , as Halevi termed i t , the 

inyan Elohi, When we see before our eyes a Kohen, a di rect descendant of Aaron, 

the f i r s t )fjigh P r i e s t , when we behold the physical continuity of ancient I s rae l 

and i t s survival into modern t i n e s , then we are seized with a great optimism 

and hope for survival and ultimate triumph of the s p i r i t u a l character of I s r a e l 

into the f u t u r e . 

This i s an exh i l i ra t ing thought, f o r i t encourages us never to despair of any 

single Jew. Within every Jewish bosom, every Jewish hear t , there l i e s t h i s 


