Jewish Guilt? What is the big idea behind the Korban Asham? Zevahim 54b

The korban chatat is clearly for accidental transgressions that would be worthy of the
punishment of karet (excision) if one committed them purposely. But what is the korban
asham for?

Questions? Comments? Email dinanddaf@gmail.com
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These are the halakhot of communal peace offerings and guilt offerings. These are guilt
offerings: The guilt offering for robbery, brought by one from whom another demanded
payment of a debt and he denied it and took a false oath (see Leviticus 5:20-26); the
guilt offering for unwitting misuse of consecrated property (see Leviticus 5:14—16); the
guilt offering of an espoused maidservant, brought by one who engaged in sexual
intercourse with a Canaanite maidservant betrothed to a Hebrew slave (see Leviticus
19:20-22); the guilt offering of a nazirite who became impure via contact with a corpse
(see Numbers 6:12); the guilt offering of a leper, brought for his purification (see
Leviticus 14:12); and the provisional guilt offering, brought by one who is uncertain as to
whether he committed a sin that requires a sin offering (see Leviticus 5:17-18).
Concerning all of these, their slaughter is in the north of the Temple courtyard and
collection of their blood in a service vessel is in the north, and their blood requires two
placements that are four. And the meat portions of the offering are eaten within the
curtains, i.e., in the Temple courtyard, by male priests. And they are eaten prepared in
any manner of food preparation, on the day the offering was sacrificed and during the
night that follows, until midnight.
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When a person commits a trespass, being unwittingly remiss about any of God’s sacred
things: One shall bring as a penalty to God a ram without blemish from the flock,
convertible into payment in silver by the sanctuary weight, as a guilt offering.



That person shall make restitution for the remission regarding the sacred things, adding
a fifth part to it and giving it to the priest. The priest shall make expiation with the ram of
the guilt offering on behalf of that person, who shall be forgiven.
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And a person who, without knowing it, sins in regard to any of God’s commandments
about things not to be done, and then realizes guilt: Such a person shall be subject to
punishment. That person shall bring to the priest a ram without blemish from the flock,
or the equivalent, as a guilt offering. For the error committed unwittingly, the priest
shall make expiation on behalf of that person, who shall be forgiven. It is a guilt offering;
guilt has been incurred before God.
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When a person sins and commits a trespass against God—by dealing deceitfully with
another in the matter of a deposit or a pledge, or through robbery, or by defrauding
another, or by finding something lost and lying about it; if one swears falsely regarding
any one of the various things that someone may do and sin thereby— when one has
thus sinned and, realizing guilt, would restore either that which was gotten through
robbery or fraud, or the entrusted deposit, or the lost thing that was found,
or anything else about which one swore falsely, that person shall repay the principal
amount and add a fifth part to it. One shall pay it to its owner upon realizing guilt.
Then that person shall bring to the priest, as a penalty to God, a ram without blemish
from the flock, or the equivalent, as a guilt offering.
The priest shall make expiation before God on behalf of that person, who shall be
forgiven for whatever was done to draw blame thereby.
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On the eighth day that person shall take two male lambs without blemish, one ewe lamb
in its first year without blemish, three-tenths of a measure of choice flour with oil mixed
in for a meal offering, and one log of oil.
These shall be presented before God, with the party to be purified, at the entrance of
the Tent of Meeting, by the priest who performs the purification.
The priest shall take one of the male lambs and offer it with the /og of oil as a guilt
offering, and he shall elevate them as an elevation offering before God.
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If a man has carnal relations with a woman who is a slave and has been designated for
another man, but has not been redeemed or given her freedom, there shall be a a
searching out; they shall not, however, be put to death, since she has not been freed.
But he must bring to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, as his guilt offering to God, a
ram of guilt offering.
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If someone dies suddenly nearby, defiling the consecrated hair, the [nazirite] shall shave
the head at the time of becoming pure, shaving it on the seventh day.
On the eighth day that person shall bring two turtledoves or two pigeons to the priest, at
the entrance of the Tent of Meeting.
The priest shall offer one as a sin offering and the other as a burnt offering, and make
expiation on the person’s behalf for the guilt incurred through the corpse. That same
day the head shall be reconsecrated;
and that person shall rededicate to God the term as nazirite, bringing a lamb in its first
year as a penalty offering. The previous period shall be void, since the consecrated hair
was defiled.
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AND HE SHALL BRING ‘ASHAMO’ (HIS GUILT-OFFERING) UNTO THE ETERNAL...
Now it has not been explained why the name of one offering is “a sin-offering,” and that
of the other, “a guilt-offering,” since they both come to effect atonement for sin! We
cannot say that the reason is since the sin-offering is a female [unlike the guilt-offering
which is male, and therefore the word asham which is masculine cannot be applied to
the female sin-offering], for there are sin-offerings which are male — namely the goats
[brought as sin-offerings in case of the public worshipping idols, or the usual sin-offering
of the prince], and the bullocks [brought by the anointed priest as a sin-offering, as well
as his bullock on the Day of Atonement]. Again, it cannot be said that [the guilt-offering
is so called] on account of the severity of the sin [for which it is brought], for behold, the
leper brings two offerings — the name of one being “the sin-offering” and the name of
the other, the “guilt-offering!”
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It appears to me that the term asham denotes some serious deeds for which the person
who did it deserves to be shameim (ruined) and destroyed because of it, similar to the
expressions: ‘ha’ashimeim’ (destroy them), O G-d; the pastures of the wilderness waste
away. So also: ‘Te’sham Shomron’ (Samaria shall be laid waste), for she hath rebelled
against her G-d, and we are ‘asheimim — means “we are being punished.” The word
chatath (sin) denotes something which has turned aside off the way, this being of the
expression, every one could sling stones at a hair-breadth and not ‘yachti’ (miss).
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Now the guilt-offering for robberies, and the guilt-offering for carnally knowing a
handmaid already promised in marriage would then be called asham [indicating a
serious sin] because they have to be brought even for wilful commission of the sin. So
also the asham (qguilt-offering) of the Nazirite [which he brings for becoming defiled by a
dead body, even if his defilement was caused wilfully, and is therefore deserving to be
shameim — destroyed]. The guilt-offering for misusing sanctified objects, however, even
though it is brought only when the sin was committed in error, yet because it concerns
the holy things of the Eternal, it is called asham, because the great sin that he did
makes him deserve to be shameim (destroyed) because of it, even as it is called me’ilah
(treachery). The reason for the name [asham] of the leper’s offering is because a leper
is regarded as dead, and thus he is shameim (ruined) and destroyed. The leper’s first
offering, then, is called asham in order to protect him from the guilt for which he is
“ruined,” and the second is the sin-offering which effects atonement for his errors.

The reason for the suspensive guilt-offering is because the owner thinks that he is not
liable to be punished [since his sin has not been confirmed]; therefore Scripture was
more severe with him in the case of his doubt than in that of certainty [of sin], requiring
him to bring a ram of the value of shekels of silver, whilst if the sin is confirmed, he
brings a sin-offering which could be worth only a danka [a small Persian coin — the
sixth of a denar]. Scripture calls it asham in order to say that it must be worth two s’laim
just like the graver guilt-offerings [i.e., like the guilt-offering brought for appropriating
sanctified objects, and that brought for carnally knowing a handmaid already promised
in marriage, which must be worth at least two s’laim], thus indicating to the sinner [since
he is in doubt as to whether he has sinned], that if he treats it lightly and will not bring
his [offering for] atonement, he will be destroyed by his sin. This is the sense of the
verse, ‘Asham hu, ashom asham lashem’ (It is a guilt-offering — he hath surely incurred
guilt before the Eternal). That is to say, although this offering is brought only on a
doubtful sin, it is a guilt-offering, for he has surely incurred guilt before the Eternal Who
knows all hidden things, and if indeed he did sin before Him, He will requite him.
Similarly, that which He said above, and he shall bring his guilt-offering, is because
among those sins mentioned above are also those which require the bringing of an
offering even when they are committed wilfully, such as for the “oath of testimony; ”
therefore He mentions the term asham with reference to them although the offering is
called a sin-offering...
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The Ark of GOD remained in the territory of the Philistines seven months.
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Then the Philistines summoned the priests and the diviners and asked, “What shall we do
about the Ark of GOD? Tell us with what we shall send it off to its own place.”
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They answered, “If you are going to send the Ark of the God of Israel away, do not send it
away without anything; you must also pay an indemnity. Then you will be healed, and he
will be made known to you; otherwise his hand will not turn away from you.”
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The monetary value of the animal teaches us a lot about the nature of the guilt offering,
which is fundamentally related to the sin of embezzlement and theft, and to the return of
something taken without permission. Since even in the case of theft by a fellow believer,
the Torah begins and defines it (for some reason) as a theft from God: "A soul, for you
have sinned and transgressed against God" (5:21), we can be more precise - and this
will be proven later - that the guilt offering atones for a high theft, for a theft from God.
The guilt offering must have a certain monetary value because this offering is related to
the process of 'restitution’, of 'compensation of value.' It seems that this principle
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explains all cases of guilt, and it can also explain why in two cases a lamb must be
brought and not a ram. Before we examine this, | would like to note that this may also
be related to the word 'guilty". | have already noted that this is an ambiguous word in the
Bible, and one of its instructions is 'return of monetary compensation' (especially in
Shema 6). Since in some cases of guilt, alongside the sacrifice, there is the return of
something that was taken without permission, it is reasonable to derive the name of the
sacrifice from this light — the sacrifice that is brought with the return of theft (in certain
cases). Indeed, it is still possible to argue that semantically, a guilt sacrifice should be
seen as a sacrifice that is returned for 'guilt’; it does not come for the sin but for the guilt.



