Parah

Parshat parah consists of a discussion of the mysterious, red heifer.  

Immediately after the Jews crossed the Yam Soof, and sang Az Yashir, the Torah writes, ve-shamarta kol chukav, and the Jews shall watch all of God's commandments.  Rashi explains this phrase to mean that at that point, after they had finished singing to God, God gave them the mitzvah of parah adumah, the obligation to sacrifice a red heifer. 

However, there is a problem with this Rashi.  For Rashi in parshat hukat, explains that the parah adumah comes to atone for the great sin of the Golden Calf.  Since the Golden Calf happened at a later time then the song of Az Yashir, how could Rashi have earlier declared that parah adumah was taught to the Jews immediately following Az Yashir?

One answer to this contradiction focuses on the way in which the ritual of parah adumah resembles the ritual of the Kohen Gadol, the High Priest, on Yom Kippur.  The Kohen who sacrificed the parah adumah was required to wear the special white garments, without the avnet, the belt--and the only other time this special garment was used was when the Kohen Gadol entered the Holy of Holies on Yom Kippur.  Similarly, before the Kohen sacrificed the parah adumah he had to separate from his wife for a period of seven days.  This too, parallels the pre-requisite required of the Kohen Gadol on Yom Kippur. 

Finally, there are two reasons why the Kohen Gadol only wore white garments on Yom Kippur: To atone for the sin of the Golden calf, which took place with gold, and to resemble an angel as he entered into the Holy of Holies.

We see now that the parah adumah parallels the service of the Kohen Gadol on Yom Kippur.   The Kohen wears white, and sacrifices a cow in order to atone for the sin of the golden calf--and at the same time, the Kohen urges each of us to resemble angels.  This explains the contradiction in Rashi:  Rashi is referring to the two aspects of the parah adumah.  The fact that we should be inspired to resemble angels, as the Jews were right before Sinai, and also that this sacrifice is an atonement for the sin of the golden calf.  

