Is Holiness Contagious?
About the concept wTpn natnn - The altar sanctifies - Zevahim 83a-b

In the opening of the ninth perek (chapter) of Zevahim, we are introduced to the concept that
even an invalid offering that is put on the altar, should be burned there rather than being
removed. What is the logic behind this? Is the holiness of the altar somehow contagious, and it
gets transferred even to an invalid sacrifice? What can we learn from this concept?

Questions? Email dinanddaf@gmail.com
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Certain unfit items, once they have been placed on the altar, are nevertheless sacrificed. The
mishna teaches: The altar sanctifies only items that are suited to it. The tanna’im disagree as to
the definition of suited for the altar. Rabbi Yehoshua says: Any item that is suited to be
consumed by the fire on the altar, e.g., burnt offerings and the sacrificial portions of other
offerings, which are burned on the altar, if it ascended upon the altar, even if it is disqualified
from being sacrificed ab initio, it shall not descend. Since it was sanctified by its ascent upon the
altar, it is sacrificed upon it, as it is stated: “It is the burnt offering on the pyre upon the altar”
(Leviticus 6:2), from which it is derived: Just as with regard to a burnt offering, which is suited to
be consumed by the fire on the altar, if it ascended it shall not descend, so too, with regard to
any item that is suited to be consumed by the fire on the altar, if it ascended it shall not descend.
Rabban Gamliel says: With regard to any item that is suited to ascend upon the altar, even if it is
not typically consumed, if it ascended, it shall not descend, even if it is disqualified from being
sacrificed ab initio, as it is stated: “It is the burnt offering on the pyre upon the altar,” from which
it is derived: Just as with regard to a burnt offering, which is fit for the altar, if it ascended it shall
not descend, so too, any item that is fit for the altar, if it ascended it shall not descend. The
mishna comments: The difference between the statement of Rabban Gamliel and the statement
of Rabbi Yehoshua is only with regard to disqualified blood and disqualified libations, which are
not consumed by the fire but do ascend upon the altar, as Rabban Gamliel says: They shall not
descend, as they are fit to ascend upon the altar, and Rabbi Yehoshua says: They shall
descend, as they are not burned on the altar. Rabbi Shimon says: Whether the offering was fit
and the accompanying libations were unfit, e.g., if they became ritually impure or they were
brought outside their designated area, or whether the libations were fit and the offering was
unfit, rendering the accompanying libations unfit as well, and even if both this and that were
unfit, the offering shall not descend, as it was sanctified by the altar, but the libations shall
descend.
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God spoke to Moses, saying:
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Command Aaron and his sons thus: This is the ritual of the burnt offering: The burnt offering
itself shall remain where it is burned upon the altar all night until morning, while the fire on the
altar is kept going on it.
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21 n'yn nun nxt THIS IS THE LAW OF THE BURNT OFFERING: [SUCH BURNT
OFFERING SHALL REMAIN ON THE FIRE-PLACE UPON THE ALTAR ALL NIGHT] — This
paragraph (vv.1—2) is intended to teach, with reference to the burning of the fat-portions and
limbs of sacrifices that it is permissible during the whole night (Megillah 21a); and to teach
regarding disqualified sacrifices, which of them, if already brought up on the altar, must be taken
down, and which, if brought up, need not be taken down. The latter case may happen, because
the term, nnin wherever it occurs in Scripture as an introduction to a group of laws (cf. Leviticus
6:7, 18; 7:1,11 etc.) is intended as an all-inclusive term (to include all of the class mentioned);
here it is intended to tell us: One law applies to all animals that may be brought up on the altar,
even certain disqualified ones — that if these have once been brought up on the altar they shall
not be taken down again (Sifra, Tzav, Chapter 1 7; Zevachim 27b).
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n7Ivn Xin — is intended to exclude from the general law of n'21v male and female cattle with
which sexual sin had been committed and the like (i. e. that even if they were put on the altar
they must be taken down again), because their disqualification did not occur in the Holy Place,
since they were dis-qualified before they came into the forecourt (Sifra, Tzav, Chapter 1 8).
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And one should examine regarding the invalid sacrifices that ascended and therefore do not
descent - weather they require salting in order to burn them, for perhaps only valid sacrifices
whose burning are proper burning and effect Divine validation require salting, but invalid
sacrifices which do not effect Divine validation, but instead are only burned because there is a
rule that they should not be removed (once they have ascended), perhaps there is no law of
salting these.
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Concerning this challenge, Rabbi Yohanan said: ...service vessels sanctify items placed in them
only when they are placed there with specific intent that they be sanctified by that vessel.
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Rabbi Yosei HaGelili says: From that which is stated: “Whatever touches the altar shall be
sacred” (Exodus 29:37), | would derive that the altar sanctifies any item that ascends upon it,
whether it is fit for the altar or whether it is unfit. Therefore, the verse states: “Now this is that
which you shall offer upon the altar: Two lambs” (Exodus 29:38), to teach: Just as lambs are fit
for the altar and are sanctified by it, so too, all items fit for the altar are sanctified by it. Rabbi
Akiva says that the verse states: “Burnt offering,” to teach: Just as a burnt offering is fit for the
altar and is sanctified by it, so too, all items fit for the altar are sanctified by it.
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Seven days you shall perform purification for the altar to consecrate it, and the altar shall
become most holy; whatever touches the altar shall become consecrated.

TN D7 D9Y MY DY DATADT7Y NYYR YK DTl N
Now this is what you shall offer upon the altar: two yearling lambs each day, regularly.
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And the altar will be(come) holy. And what is it holiness? All that touches the altar will
become holy.
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All that touches the altar will become holy: The plain meaning that it will be holy means that one
needs to become holy and purify themselves because the altar is holy of holies. And one might
say that because the altar is consecrated through anointing, one who touches it will become
anointed by it: for one who touches something anointed will also become anointed - for the
anointing in it also anoint whoever touches it, and so that people will not touch it unnecessarily it
says so. And our rabbis explained: anything that it fitting for the altar, the altar consecrates it to
have physical sanctity (as opposed to simply its value being sanctified - o'nT nwiT). And the
same applies to the other service vessels, which also consecrate that which is fitting for them.
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All that touches the altar will become holy: Like “all that touches is flesh shall become holy.
Some say this is only about the bread - i.e., that they may not touch it unless they are holy,
meaning that they may not be ritually impure.
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This is what you shall do to them in consecrating them to serve Me as priests: Take a young bull
of the herd and two rams without blemish;
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also unleavened bread, unleavened cakes with oil mixed in, and unleavened wafers spread with
oil—make these of choice wheat flour.
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Seven days you shall perform purification for the altar to consecrate it, and the altar shall
become most holy; whatever touches the altar shall become consecrated.
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God spoke to Moses, saying:
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Speak to Aaron and his sons thus: This is the ritual of the sin offering: the sin offering shall be
slaughtered before God, at the spot where the burnt offering is slaughtered: it is most holy.
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The priest who offers it as a sin offering shall eat of it; it shall be eaten in the sacred precinct, in

the enclosure of the Tent of Meeting.
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Anything that touches its flesh shall become holy; and if any of its blood is spattered upon a
garment, you shall wash the bespattered part in the sacred precinct.
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Holy of holies: holy like one of the consecrated items.
All that touches the altar: Anyone who wishes to touch it should prepare and purify themselves
ritually beforehand. And likewise it is written: “or when they approach the altar...” and likewise,
“and also the kohanim who approach God should purify themselves.”
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Put these on your brother Aaron and on his sons as well; anoint them, and ordain them *and
ordain them Lit. “and fill their hands.” and consecrate them to serve Me as priests.
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You shall also make for them linen breeches to cover their nakedness; they shall extend from
the hips to the thighs.
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They shall be worn by Aaron and his sons when they enter the Tent of Meeting or when they
approach the altar to officiate in the sanctuary, so that they do not incur punishment and die. It
shall be a law for all time for him and for his offspring to come.
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The priests also, who come near God, must stay pure, lest God break out against them.”
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Yonatan ben Uzziel translated: All who come close to the altar from among the sons of Aaron

shall purify themselves. However, from among the rest of the nation, no one may come close.



And it is like the explanation of the Rashbam and Ibn Ezra: Anyone who touches and comes
close to the altar should become consecrated, i.e., should be pure before coming close to the
altar. However, according to our rabbis (Zevahim 83, 84) the meaning of the verse is that all that
is fitting to the altar even if it has become invalued once it entered the azarah, if it ascended to
the altar, the altar consecrated it to make it valid to the degree that it will not descend. And this
is not only if the sacrifice went to the top of the altar and physically touches the altar; rather,
even if it is in the hand of the kohen standing at the top of the altar, it also becomes purified, for
the very airspace of the altar is like the altar, for the resting of the land of the kohen is like the
resting of the sacrifice. And the only question is when the sacrifice ascended to the airspace of
the altar via a reed that is in the hand of the kohen, who is standing below, see there.
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From the fact that our rabbis said “that it ascended to the top of the altar,” even without it having
touched it - if so, why does the verse use the language of “that touches”? And we must explain
the language of “touches” like “and his head reaching the clouds (lyov 20:6)” which is not about
literally touching something, but only something ascended from below above. And its similar to
“for her punishment reaches to heaven (Yirmiyahu 51:9)” - i.e., it ascended to the heavens.
And the “2” of “natna” is like the word “on” - like “the beast that | was riding (Nehemiah 2:12,”
meaning riding upon. And the meaning of “all that touches aaltar” means “on the altar.” And the
fact that the verse did not use the language of “ascending on the altar,” which is clearer
language- it seems to me that it comes to also include the necessary condition for those which
become sanctified by ascending to the altar: namely that they must be fitting for the altar and
became invalid in the kodesh - not that they became invalid before they came to the azarah.For
the language of touching
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For the language of “touching” our rabbis use it a lot about the belonging of one thing with
another - e.g., implicated by the testimony, and the like - which is an ideational connection,
closeness and connected will. And the verse indeed to such ideational touching like this which
really refers to belonging as secondary intention through the language of “touching the atlar,”
meaning any sacrifice that is connected to the altar - e.g., if it had been worthy of being given on
the altar.



