Normalizing Human Blemishes? The case of Birkat Kohanim - dialoguing
with Bekhorot perek 7
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A priest who has blemishes on his hands should not perform the raising of the hands
(=the priestly blessing). Rabbi Yehuda says, even one whose hands are dyed should not
perform the raising of the hands (= the priestly blessing) because the audience will look
at him.
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Rabbi Yehuda, son of Rabbi Nahmani, the disseminator of Reish Lakish, interpreted a
verse homiletically: Whoever looks at the following three things, his eyes will grow dim:
One who looks at a rainbow, at a Nasi, and at the priests. He explains: At a rainbow, as it
is written: “As the appearance of the bow that is in the cloud on the day of rain, so was
the appearance of the brightness round about, this was the appearance of the likeness of
the glory of the Lord” (Ezekiel 1:28). At a Nasi, as it is written: “And you shall put of
your splendor upon him” (Numbers 27:20), which indicates that the splendor of the
Divine Presence rested upon Moses, who was the Nasi of Israel. The third item, looking
at priests, is referring to one who looks at the priests when the Temple is standing, as
they would stand on their platform and bless Israel with the ineffable Name.
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So that they won’t look to see what is innovative and be distracted. However, if he is well
trodden in his town, or the local custom is for the priests to put the tallit over their
hands, it is permitted.
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And if he was a member of the town - i.e., that everyone knows him. And in the
Yerusahlmi and Bavli there they said: And if he was well trodden in his city, he is
permitted, and this is the same thing. And R. Aptowitzer in the additions on page 128
explained: And out of honor to him, we do not have people look at his blemishes...
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Anyone may ascend the steps of the ulam, whether unblemished or blemished, whether
it is their watch or not, except those with a blemish in their face, hands or feet, for he
should not raise his hands (=recite the priestly blessing) in the Temple because the
nation will look at him. And like the raising of the hands in the Temple is the raising of
the hands outside the Temple.
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The word “in the Temple” is erased and does not appear in some of the manuscripts.
And in our Mishnah there: a priest who has blemishes on his hands should not raise his
hands (=perform the priestly blessing). And in the Yerushalmi there 4:8, 75c¢ is states
“and on his face.” And the Tosefta adds that even if he has blemishes on his fee he
should not perform the priestly blessing because the priests stood barefoot at the time of
the blessing...And we think it applies in the Temple, and therefore the baraita adds that
this law is explicitly in the Temple, as specifically in specifically in the Temple they



would perform the blessing barefoot, but not in the synagogues, and therefore blemishes
in the feet would not invalidate, as they were not revealed...

And regarding the issue, we concluded on page 1210 that some ancient sources disagree
on the issue and invalidate those with blemishes from performing the priestly blessing...
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A priest who has a blemish on his face, his hands, or his feet should not perform the
raising of the hands (=the priestly blessing) in synagogue because the audience will look
at him. But if he was a haver of the city, this is permissible...
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...And likewise in the Sifrei Shoftim section 208, p243: For the Lord your God chose
them to serve God and to bless with God’s Name: this teaches that the priestly blessing
is is not valid if done by those with blemishes. And likewise in Pesikta Zutrata Ekev 10:7
- just as service is done with those who are valid and unblemished, likewise the priestly
blessing may only be performed by valid priests and those who are unblemished. From
here the sages states that any priest with a blemish does not ascend to the duchan. But
based on our mishnah here, the Tosefta, the Yerushalmi and the Bavli, it is proven that
those with blemishes ARE valid for performing the priestly blessing...
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It was stated, in his face. But was it not stated, if he was known in his town he is
permitted? As the following: The finger of Rebbi Naftali was bent. He came and asked
Rebbi Mana, who said to him, since you are known in your town it is permitted. Rav
Huna disqualified one with sparse facial hair. But was it not stated, if he was known in
his town he is permitted? Rebbi Mana said, it was a crowded holiday; so they should not
say, we saw a minor lifting his hands. Rebbi Yose said, this implies that one is forbidden
to look at the Cohanim at the moment when they are blessing Israel. Rebbi Haggali,
when they said, one does not look, was it not because of inattention? By Moses, I shall
look and my attention will not be diverted.
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GEMARA: It is taught in a baraita: The blemishes that the Sages said disqualify a
priest from reciting the Priestly Benediction include any blemishes found on his face,
hands, and feet. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: If his hands are spotted with
white blotches, he may not lift his hands to recite the Priestly Benediction. The
Gemara notes that this is also taught in a baraita: If a priest’s hands are spotted,
he may not lift his hands to recite the Priestly Benediction. Similarly, if his hands are
curved inward or bent sideways, he may not lift his hands to recite the Priestly
Benediction.
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Rav Asi said: A priest from Haifa or Beit She’an may not lift his hands to recite
the Priestly Benediction. This is also taught in a baraita: One may not allow the
people of Beit She’an, nor the people of Beit Haifa, nor the people of
Tivonin to pass before the ark in order to lead the service because they
pronounce alef as ayin and ayin as alef, and they thereby distort the meaning of
the prayers.
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Rabbi Hiyya once said to Rabbi Shimon, son of Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi: If you
were a Levite, you would be disqualified from singing on the platform in the
Temple courtyard because your voice is thick. Offended by this remark, Rabbi
Shimon went and told his father, Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi, what Rabbi Hiyya had said.
Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi said to him: Go and say to him: When you study and reach
the verse: “And I will wait upon [vehikkiti] the Lord” (Isaiah 8:17), will you not
be a maligner and a blasphemer?
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Rav Huna said: A priest whose eyes constantly run with tears may not lift his
hands to recite the Priestly Benediction. The Gemara asks: Wasn’t there a certain
priest with this condition in the neighborhood of Rav Huna, and he would
spread his hands and recite the Priestly Benediction? The Gemara answers: That
priest was a familiar figure in his town. Since the other residents were accustomed
to seeing him, he would not draw their attention during the Priestly Benediction. This



is also taught in a baraita: One whose eyes run should not lift his hands to
recite the Priestly Benediction, but if he is a familiar figure in his town, he is
permitted to do so.
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Rabbi Yohanan said: One who is blind in one eye may not lift his hands to
recite the Priestly Benediction because people will gaze at him. The Gemara asks:
Wasn’t there a certain priest who was blind in one eye in the neighborhood of
Rabbi Yohanan, and he would lift his hands and recite the Priestly Benediction?
The Gemara answers: That priest was a familiar figure in his town, and therefore
he would not attract attention during the Priestly Benediction. This is also taught in a
baraita: One who is blind in one eye may not lift his hands and recite the
Priestly Benediction, but if he is a familiar figure in his town, he is permitted to
do so.
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We learned in the mishna that Rabbi Yehuda said: One whose hands are colored
should not lift his hands to recite the Priestly Benediction. It was taught in a
baraita: If most of the townspeople are engaged in this occupation, dyeing, he
is permitted to recite the Priestly Benediction, as the congregation will not pay
attention to his stained hands.



