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Metal may not be used to cut the stones of the Altar 
שהברזל נברא לקצר ימיו של אדם והמזבח נברא להאריך ימיו של 

 אדם, אינו בדין שיניף המקצר על המאריך

T he Mishnah (3:4) describes the manner by which the 

stones for the construction of the Alter were obtained and 

fashioned. 

Stones were removed from a quarry at Beis Kerem, 

where the stones were generally very smooth. The stones 

were removed from the ground with axes with wooden 

blades, because if the stones would be touched with metal 

they would be disqualified to be used for the Altar. The 

stones were plastered and whitened twice a year, before 

Pesach and before Sukkos, and the outside walls of the 

Sanctuary were cleaned once a year, before Pesach, to 

clean them from the blood which was sprinkled on the 

Altar regularly.  Rebbe holds that the blood was cleaned 

off these surfaces every erev Shabbos with a moist cloth, so 

there was no need to plaster them bi-annually. 

According to the view that plaster was regularly applied 

to the stones of the Altar, the Mishnah again emphasizes 

that the tool used to do this was not allowed to be of met-

al, because if metal would come into contact with the 

stones of the Altar, the stones would become disqualified 

for use. The reason for this law is that “metal was created 

to shorten the life of man, while the Altar was provided to 

lengthen the days of man.  If is not appropriate for the 

item which shortens man’s life to be used to shape that 

which lengthens the life of man.” 

In addition to this reason given in the Mishnah, other 

explanations are offered why we may not use metal upon 

the stones of the Altar.  In Mechilta (Yisro 11), Rabbi 

Yochanan b. Zakkai says that the Altar is the vehicle which 

creates peace between Yisrael and our Father in heaven, 

and it is not proper for it be built with metal, which cuts 

and destroys. 

Ibn Ezra (to Shemos 20:21) says that we may not use 

cut stone, because after using a large section of a boulder 

for the Altar, the left over pieces might then be tossed into 

a garbage heap, or they might be used for idolatry.  It is 

not respectful for pieces of the same stone being used for 
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Distinctive INSIGHT 

Today’s Daf Digest is dedicated  

In memory of the 32nd yaharzeit of our father 

HaRav Simcha Bunim ben R’ Zalman Moshe HaLevi 

1)  MISHNAH 2:  The Mishnah continues its description 

of the Altar, focusing on the two holes in the southwest 

base. 
 

2)  MISHNAH 3:  Descriptions of the area beneath the 

Altar and the ramp are presented. 
 

3)  MISHNAH 4:  The stones of the Altar and ramp are 

the topic of discussion, as well as how often they would 

clean the Altar and the exterior walls of the Heichal.  The 

reason touch by iron disqualifies a stone is explained. 
 

4)  MISHNAH 5:  The arrangement of the rings in the 

floor of the Azarah  as well as the tables and posts in the 

slaughtering area are described. 
 

5)  MISHNAH 6:  The layout of the area between the Al-

tar and the Antechamber is discussed. 
 

6)  MISHNAH 7:  The physical dimensions of the Ante-

chamber are described in this Mishnah. 
 

7)  MISHNAH 8:  This Mishnah discusses what was in-

side the Antechamber. 
 

 הדרן עלך המזבח
 

8)  MISHNAH 1:  The Mishnah describes the entrance of 

the Sanctuary and presents a disagreement regarding the 

design of the doors of the Sanctuary. 
 

9)  MISHNAH 2:  The two minor doors are described.  A 

disagreement between Tanna Kamma and R’ Yehudah is 

presented concerning the path to go from the minor doors 

to open up the larger doors.    � 

 REVIEW and Remember 
1. How often was the Altar covered with a new layer of 

lime? 

2. What was done with the golden vine that was at the en-

trance to the Antechamber? 

3. How did the doors of the Sanctuary open? 

4. What path was taken by the Kohen to open the doors to 

the Sanctuary? 
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Covering the knives before reciting birkas hamazon 
 שהברזל נברא לקצר ימיו של אדם

Iron was created to shorten a man’s life 

T he Mishnah teaches that the stones that were used in 

the construction of the Altar were taken from the virgin soil 

in the valley of Beis Kerem.  The stones were removed from 

the ground whole and if they were touched by iron the stone 

becomes invalid for use in the Altar.  The reason is that iron 

was created to shorten the life of man while the Altar was 

created to lengthen the life of man, and it is not proper that 

the material designed to shorten man’s life should come in 

contact with that which lengthens a person’s life. 

Beis Yosef1 in the name of Rokeach writes that while 

reciting birkas hamazon one must cover the knives that are 

on the table.  The Torah warns against iron touching the 

stones of the Altar and since in the absence of the Beis 

HaMikdash the table upon which we eat is comparable to 

the Altar, it is inappropriate for a knife to be on the table.  

Magen Avrohom2 notes that if the rationale is based on the 

comparison between the Altar and the table the restriction 

will only apply to knives that are made from iron.  Orchos 

Chaim3 in the name of Shibolei HaLeket cites another rea-

son to remove or cover the knives for birkas hamazon.  It 

happened once that someone was reciting birkas hamazon 

and when he reached the beracha of בונה ירושלים he became 

so distraught that he took a knife from the table and thrust 

it into his stomach.  This incident became the reason for the 

start of this custom. 

Beis Yosef4 writes that the custom on Shabbos and Yom 

Tov is that the knives are not covered.  Although based on 

the reason mentioned by Orchos Chaim there is no reason 

to distinguish between Shabbos and Yom Tov on the one 

hand and the rest of the week on the other hand, neverthe-

less, the customs of the Jewish People are considered law 

and must be followed.  Mishnah Berurah5 also writes that 

the custom is that knives are not covered while reciting bir-

kas hamazon on Shabbos and Yom Tov.  � 
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In Honor of the Festival 
 וההיכל פעם אחת בפסח

I n Bagdad the custom was to white-

wash the houses once a year, and all of 

the Jews would do so before Pesach. A 

certain wealthy man preferred to paint 

his house on Sukkos. But could he? 

After all, one does not wish to deviate 

from the custom. It is well known, 

”מנהג ישראל תורה“   , and he wondered 

if this applies to every custom. After 

all, if there is no source for this cus-

tom, couldn’t he whitewash the walls 

before Sukkos instead? 

When this question reached the 

illustrious Ben Ish Chai, zt”l, he sup-

plied a thorough reply. “On a simple 

level, the reason for this custom is be-

cause people spend Pesach in their 

homes. It is therefore an honor for the 

eight days of the Yom Tov for the 

house to be pristine. On Sukkos we 

spend almost all of our time in the 

Sukkah. Therefore, it makes more 

sense to plaster before Pesach, not Suk-

kos when one will enjoy the results of 

his labor on only the final day of Yom 

Tov. 

“But the truth is that in Maseches 

Middos 36 we find that they would 

whiten the stones of the ramp and the 

mizbeach twice a year: before Pesach 

and before Sukkos. The Heichal itself 

was whitened once a year: before Pe-

sach. It is now clear that they have an 

excellent source for their custom. And 

who knows if there isn’t a deep kabba-

listic reason for this? 

“It seems clear therefore, that if 

you wish to be an upright Jew who acts 

as is fitting, you will plaster your home 

before Pesach, as is the custom in our 

region. 

The Ben Ish Chai added, “But you 

can also plaster before Sukkos each 

year if you desire!”1     � 
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STORIES Off the Daf  

the Altar to be used for disgraceful purposes.  This is why 

we may not use stones which are cut for the Altar. 

Ramban (ibid.) says that metal represents the sword, 

which is the tool of destruction and weapon used by Eisav.  

God despises Eisav and his implements (see Malachi 1:3), 

so the Torah prohibits metal to be brought into the Mik-

dash for construction purposes. 

Ba’al HoAkeida writes that we do not want any indi-

vidual to take credit and say, “It was my work that finished 

the construction of the Altar, or of the Mikdash.”  The 

Torah therefore commands to use complete, pristine 

stones, complete and ready without man’s labor needed to 

be finish it off.    � 

(Insight...continued from page 1) 


