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Parashat Pinchas

(At the end of last week’s parasha, Pinchas kills Zimri, the leader of
the tribe of Shimon, who had brazenly committed an illicit act, in
front of the whole Israelite congregation, with a Midianite woman;

here, Hashem praises Pinchas and crowns him as a kohen):

 {`i:dk}i¥p §A l ©r ¥n i ¦zn̈£g z ¤̀  ai ¦W ¥d o ¥dŸM ©d oŸx£d ©̀  o ¤A xf̈r̈§l ¤̀  o ¤A qg̈§pi ¦R
...mk̈Fz §A i ¦z ῭ §p ¦w z ¤̀  F`§p ©w §A l ¥̀ ẍ §U¦i

Pinchas the son of Elazar the son of Aharon the kohen has turned My anger away
from the children of Israel by his zealously avenging Me among them...

(Characters in the Torah are usually referred to by their own name
and the name of their father; for example, Pinchas’s victim is
referred to in verse 14 as “Zimri the son of Salu.”  Here, however,

Pinchas is referred to by both his father’s and grandfather’s name:  “Pinchas the
son of Elazar the son of Aharon.”  Rashi comments:)

mi¦li¦l¡̀ z©cFa£r©l mi¦lb̈£r FO¦̀  i¦a£̀  m¥H¦R¤W d¤f i¦hER o¤A m¤zi¦̀ §x©d ,FzF` mi¦G©a§n mi¦hä§X©d Eid̈¤W i¦t§l
.oŸx£d©̀  x©g©̀  Fq£g¦i§e aEzM̈©d `Ä Kk̈i¦t§l ,l¥̀ ẍ§U¦I¦n h¤a¥W `i¦U§p b©xd̈§e

Since the tribes were disparaging him, saying, Have you seen the son of Puti1,
whose mother’s father [Yitro] fattened  calves for idols [see Rashi, Sh’mot 6:25}
and who killed a chieftain of an Israelite tribe? For this reason, Scripture traces

his pedigree to Aaron. 

Why did the tribes denigrate Pinchas’s family background?
Was this merely an ad hominem attack on someone who spoiled

their fun, or did his flawed yichus actually disqualify him from doing the mitzvah

1. A derogatory name for Elazar’s father-in-law Yitro, based on the word pitem - he fattened, because before his
conversion to Judaism he had fattened animals to sacrifice to idolatry.  
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of killing Zimri?

There are two primary elements in each Rashi comment that
must be analyzed: the proof, and the content.  

The proof is the textual difficulty that “bothered” Rashi and
proved to him that the verse needs some special explanation.

Since Rashi does not usually specify his proof, it is necessary for us to identify
something in the verse’s wording,  grammar, or content that is difficult to
understand, and that Rashi then attempted to explain with his comment.  In our
verse here in Parashat Pinchas, the proof is, as mentioned above, in Scripture’s
identification of Pinchas not only by his father’s name, but by his grandfather’s
name as well.    

The content refers to Rashi’s actual comment.  It may consist of--among other
possibilities--grammatical clarifications, precise and novel translations of words, or
homiletical interpretations, all of which resolve the difficulty that Rashi sensed in
his proof.  Rashi culled the majority of his homiletical interpretations, of course,
from the Talmud and Midrash.  Rashi’s homiletical comment on our verse in
Parashat Pinchas is mentioned in several places in Talmud and Midrash, including
Sanhedrin 82b and B’midbar Rabah 21:3.  
 

An essential difference between Rashi’s proof and content is in the use of
Talmudic and Midrashic sources.  When discussing Rashi’s proof it is generally
unacceptable to say that Rashi was “bothered” by an apparent contradiction
between the Scriptural text and a Talmudic or Midrashic passage2.  In the vast
majority of cases, Rashi’s proof is in the Scriptural text itself3, as he writes
{B’reishit 3:8}: 

I have only come to explain the simple meaning of Scripture.

When discussing Rashi’s content, however, it is perfectly acceptable to improve
our understanding and to resolve difficulties by referring to the
Talmudic/Midrashic sources of Rashi’s comments, or by referring to related

2. d`x dxezd lr eyexita i"yx illk.6 llk f wxt (iela .h)
3. A possible exception to this would be in a case where Scripture seems to contradict a very

simple and common-sensical Talmudic or Midrashic comment.  In such a case, it is not so
much that Scripture seems to contradict our Sages, but that it seems to contradict sound
thinking. 
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passages.  

The Talmud (Kidushin 70b) tells us about Pashchur ben Eimar, a
person who is mentioned in the book of Yirmiyah (see 20:1):

Rav Yehuda said in the name of Sh’muel: Pashchur ben Eimar had
four hundred non-Jewish slaves, and some say four thousand; all of them became
mixed with kohanim [Rashi: They married the daughters of kohanim].  Any kohen
that has an insolent, brazen personality is descended from these slaves [and is not

really a kohen]. 

We see from this Talmudic passage that brazenness is a character trait that is
inappropriate for a kohen.  This perhaps was what particularly irked the tribes
about Pinchas: Although his yichus was blemished, he had the brazenness to kill
Zimri, the chieftain of a tribe of Israel.  They complained about this not as an ad
hominen attack on Pinchas, but because they felt that this disqualified him
from being crowned as a kohen, which is what Hashem was in the process of
doing.

Hashem, therefore, inscribed in Scripture that Pinchas was not only the son of
Elazar (who married the daughter of Yitro, a former idolator), but also the son of
“Aharon the kohen”; in other words, Pinchas’s yichus is primarily to his paternal
grandfather, Aharon, and not to his maternal grandfather, Yitro.  

This is perhaps the meaning of the second half of our verse:

[Pinchas] has turned My anger away from the children of Israel by his zealously
avenging Me among them.

Scripture is emphasizing that what motivated Pinchas was not insolent
brazenness--that he may have inherited from his idolatrous ancestors--but rather a
pure zealousness for Hashem’s honor, a trait inherited from his paternal
grandfather, Aharon.   

Although yichus is important, it is always worthwhile to review
the thought that has been attributed to the Vilna Gaon:  Yichus 

is like a long string of zeroes in mathematics.  If you place a 1 in front of them, you
get a very large number; if not, you remain with zero.  So too with yichus.  If you
make something of yourself, then you, plus your yichus, add up to something truly
impressive; if you remain a zero, your yichus is of no value.  
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