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Vayikra

The Prophetic View
of Sacrifice

5 acrifices, the subject of this parasha, were central to the religious
life of biblical Israel. We see this not only by the sheer space devoted
to them in the Torah, but also by the fact that they occupy its central
book, Leviticus.

We have not had the sacrificial service since the destruction of the
G Second Temple almost 2,000 years ago. What is deeply relevant today,
however, is the critigue of sacrifices we find ImOAE the prophets of {he prophets of the
First Temple. That critique was sharp and deep and formed many of
their most powerful addresses. One of the earliest was delivered by the
prophet Samuel: “Does the Lord delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices
as much as in obedience to the Lord’s command? Surely, obedience is
better than sacrifice, compliance than the fat of rams” (I Sam. 15:22).
Amos said in the name of God: “If you offer Me burnt offer-
ings — or your meal offerings — I will not accept them; I will pay no heed
* to your gifts of fatlings.... But let justice well up like water, righteous-
[ (1; ness like a never-ending stream” (Amos 5:21-24). Likewise Hosea: “For
I desire goodness, not sacrifice; obedience to God, rather than burnt
offerinigs” (Hos. 6:6). '
~ We find a similar critique in several Psalms: “Were I hungny,‘%
would not tell you, for Mine is the world and all it holds. Do I eat the
W flesh of bulls, or drink the blood of goats?” (Ps. 50:8-15); “Lord, open
my lips, and let my mouth declare Your praise. You do not want me
bring sacrifices; You do not desire burnt offerings. True sacrifice to God ]
is a contrite spirit; God, You will not despise a contrite and crushed

1

heart” (Ps. s1:17-19).
6 Jeremiah seems to suggest that the sacrificial order was not God's -
initial intention: “For when I freed your fathers from the land ongypt,-;;

I did not speak with them or command them concerning burnt offer
ings or sacrifice. But this is what I commanded them: Do My bidding
that I may be your God and you may be My people; walk only in the

'J{ way that [ enjoin upon you, that it may go well with you” (Jer. 7:22-23)
Strongest of all is the passage at the beginning of the book of Is:

iah that we read on Shabbat Hazon before Tisha bAv: ““What need have.
Tofall your sacrifices?” says the Lord. ‘1 have more than enough of bur!'lfr
offerings, of rams and the fat of fattened animals; I have no pleasure in"
%\pthe blood of bulls and lambs and goats. When you come to appear before
Me, who has asked this of you, this trampling of My courts? Stop bring-

ing meaningless offerings! Your incense is detestable to Me™ (Is. 1:11-13)._

This entire line of thought, sounded by many voices and sustained
across centuries, is extraordinary. The people were being criticised not

a[ lfor disobeying God's law but for obeying it. Sacrifices were commanded.

Their offering was a sacred act performed in a holy place. What then &

aroused the prophets’ anger and rebuke?

It was not that they were opposed to sacrifice as such. Jeremiah
foresaw the day when “people shall come from the towns of Judah and

blq from the environs of Jerusalem ... bringing burnt offerings and sacrifices
meal offerings and frankincense, and bringing offerings of thanksglvmg

to the House of the Lord” ( Jer. 17:26). 3
Likewise Isaiah: “I will bring them to My sacred mount and let

them rejoice in My house of prayer. Their burnt offerings and sacrifices =

5’\ shall be welcome on My altar, for My house shall be called a house of .

prayer for all peoples” (Is. 56:7).

%\3%} NSEE] *E'\P" - [

Up

Relrac_

\/

M.



@)

v

®

{ They were not criticising the institution of sacrifices. They were
criticising something as real now as it was in their time. What distressed

them to the core of their being was the idea that you could serve God and
al the same time act disdainfully, cruelly, unjustly, insensitively, or callously
towards other people. “So long as T am in God’s good graces, that is all

(o that matters” That is the thought that made the prophets incandescent
with indignation. If you think that, they seem to say, then you haven't
understood either God or Torah,

The first thing the Torahtells us about humanity is that we
are each in the image and likeness of God Himself, Therefore if you

[ wrong a human beillw’]:l_3!0:_1?}_!?}118_{[}8gnly C
verse o which God has set His image. A sin agair
sin against God. T
In the first mission statement of the Jewish people, God said about
Abraham, “For I have chosen him that he may instruct his children and
lC his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is
justand right” (Gen. 18:19). The way of the Lord is to act justly and righ-
teously towards your fellow human beings. In context, this meant that
God was inviting Abraham to pray on behalf of the people of Sodom,
even though he knew that they were wicked and sinners.
mn It is specifically in the book of sacrifices, Leviticus, that we find
the twin commands to love your neighbour":i‘sT -);B‘Lu‘se[f, and love the
st?iin_g\f.mafig?x& 33-34). Thesacrifices that express our love and awe
of God should lead to love of the neighbour and the stranger. There
should be a seamless transition from commands between us and God
qz to commands between us and our fellow humans.

Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Micah, and Jeremiah all witnessed societ-
ies in which peof people were punchilions i bringing their offerings to the
Terfiple, but in which there was bribery, corruptic TVersion of jus-
tice, abuse of i)*(—);e};:md the exﬁ]ol‘t:xtio—;(-)fﬁtﬂhlewpo;; é: by the pow-

7* erful. The prophets saw i this a profound and dangerous contradiction.
"M Very act of bringing a sacrifice was fraught with ambigu-

ity. Jews were not the only people in ancient times to have temples,
priests, and sacrifices. Almost everyone did. It was precisely here that

the religion of ancient Israel came closest, outwardly, to the practices

% of their pagan neighbours. But the sacrificial systems of other cultures
were based on totally different beliefs. In many religions sacrifices
were seen as a way of placating or appeasing the gods. The Aztecs

e
Ny person is a
e

" believed that sacrificial offerings fed the gods who sustained the uni-

verse. Walter Burkert speculated that the ancient Greeks experienced
r/t guilt when they killed animals for food, so they offered sacrifices as a
way of appeasing their consciences.

All these ideas are alien to Judaism. God cannot be bribed or
appeased. Nor can we bring Him anything that is not His. God sustains
the universe: the universe does not sustain Him. And wrongs righted
by sacrifice do not excuse other wrongs. So intention and mindset were
essential in the sacrificial system. The thought that “if I bring a sacri-
fice to God, He will overlook my other faults” — in effect, the idea that
I can'bribe the Judge of all the earth — turns a sacred act into a pagan

. one, and produces precisely the opposite result than the one intended
y\ by the Torah. It turns religious worship from a way to the right and the
good, into a way of easing the conscience of those who practise the

wrong and the bad.
To serve God is to serve humanity. That was the point made
memorably by Micah: “He has told you, O man, what is good, and what
S/o the Lord requires of you: To do justice, to love goodness, and to walk
humbly with your God” (Mic. 6:6-8). Jeremiah said of King Josiah: “He
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judged the cause of the poor and needy; then it was well with him: Was
not this to know Me? says the Lord” (Jer. 22:16). Knowing God, said
Jeremiah, means caring for those in need.

Ramibam said essentially the same at the end of The Guide for the
Perplexed (111:54). He quotes Jeremiah: ““Only in this should one glory:
that they have the understanding to know Me, that I am the Lord, who
exercises kindness, justice, and righteousness on earth, for in these I
delight, says the Lord” (Jer. 9:23). To know God is to know what it is
to act with kindness, justice, and righteousness.

The danger of the sacrificial system, said the prophets, is that it
can lead people to think that there are two domains, the Temple and
the world, serving God and caring for one’s fellow humans, and they are
disconnected. Judaism rejects the concept of two disconnected domains.

Halakhically they are distinct, but psychologically, ethically, and spiritu-

ally they are part of a single indivisible system.
I believe that to love God is to love our fellow humans. To
honour God is to honour our fellow humans. We may not ask God

‘to listen to us if we are unwilling to listen to others. We may not ask.

g Gud to forgive us if we are unwilling to foggkvg_g_thg_[s To know God
~is to seek to imitate Him, which means, said Jeremiah and Rambam, to

exercise kindness, justice, and righteousness on earth.
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Give -All That You Can Give
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( HE d.S. ARMY’S RECRUITMENT SLOGAN WAS
once: “Be all that you can be.” If we had to come up
with a recruitment slogan for a Jew's life as Hashem'’s

soldier, it would be “Give all that you can give.”

Rashi famously notes that only when it comes to a
minchah offering do we find the person offering the korban
described as “nefesh, a soul.” Rashi explains that a minchah
was brought by a person who was so poor that he could not
even afford two small birds for a korban. All he could muster
was some flour for a minchah.

U\ Hashem tells such a person, “I consider it as though you
have sacrificed your soul to Me, because you have glven Me
all that you can afford.”




l Although we are unfortunately unable to bring korbanos
_ howadays, | want to share a story about how this concept still
endures until today.

A taxi driver in Eretz Yisrael once told an American yeshi-
vah bachur about a high-profile passenger he once drove in
({ his taxi — none other than the Steipler Gaon.
“Da you designate time for learning Torah?” the Steipler
had asked this driver. “Do you learn Gemara?”

The driver told the Steipler that when he gets home after a @
long day in his cab, he eats supper quickly and then runs out 9,
{( for a nightly shiur. “I'm usually so exhausted that I fall asleep f

five minutes into the shiur,” he admitted, “and | only wake up
from the snap of the maggid shiur's Gemara closing some 55
minutes later.
“I only learn about five minutes of Gemara each day,” he
((l concluded, somewhat abashed.
“V'nefesh ki sakriv!” the Steipler exclaimed. “You are giv-
ing up-your nefesh!”
Many people would look at this story and see the nega-
tive: a i i er
A ez
The Steipler looked at it differently. This man’s exhaustion
wasn'’t by choice. He needed parnassah, and driving all day
made him very drowsy. The fact that he voluntarily showed

up each night at the shiur took tremendous mesirys nefesh,
Y, and giving all that we are capable of giving is all that Hashem

expects of us. e :
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fulfilled, the king made a feast for all the people that were present in
Shushan the capital, both great and small, seven days. Megillat Esther
manifests a remarkable phenomenon of duplication. The repetition of R Lawr
certain things twice seems to crop up all through the work in a manner [ & Y
(p that begs explanafion. Thus there are two drinking parties, one for the %] f 3 (:/(‘ c
nobility and one for the masses. "There are two feasts, one for Vashti and
one for Esther. Even more astounding, because it is inherently irrational
(for which reason the Sages and commentaries offer a variety of expla-
nations), there is a repetition of the gathering of the maidens at a beauty
U contest to choose a queen — even though Esther had already been
chosen after her predecessor, Vashti, was disposed of. Esther invites the
king and Haman twice — even though she could have accused Haman
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[ at the first party. The legislation of two days of Purim, one for closed
cities and one for open cities, is a distinction which has no parallel
elsewhere in the Torah and which defies easy explanation. Mordecai
and Esther twice legislate the reading of the Megillah and the attendant
mitzvot of Purim — even though once would have sufficed, How shall
we explain all this?

[ram indebted to the late Rabbi Zev Goethold for the following
insight. Perhaps it is a subtle reaction — but one which most Persian
Jews of that time would have been sensitive to and have understood
immediately — against the dominant Persian pagan religion. It has

| | been commented often that Megillat Esther goes out of its way not to

emphasize the Jewish religion; thus, there is no exnlicit mantinn ~frgd.
The references to Him are vague and indirect. This is so, apparently, ™

because the Jews of that era were still in exile, and did not want to upset
the local authorities and masses w would not want the Jewish God
to be credited with the redemption of Israel and the humiliation of a
prominent fellow citizen. .

For the same reason, the Megillah included a subtle polemic, sar-
donic-and satiric and even humorous in nature, against thg duglism of
ah'_cig_gt“ Persian religion. By emphasizing the number two iﬁ~t'h_e"§f6ry
of Jewish redemption, it meant to emphasize that the very number that
characterized the Persian religion — the shetei reshuyot, or dualism —
was the one utilized by the One God of Israel to secure His people’ tri-
umph ‘égairx_gt‘_t_‘hg__l}g_@i_a_pﬂ tyrapt. (Had the Megillah been composed in
a Christian country, perhaps all the above events would hiave happened

A/ and been described three times.) Just as the pagan deities of ancient

Egypt — the Nile, the frogs, and so on — became the instrument of
the redemption of Israel, so was the dualism of Persia the medium for
the salvation of the Jews by the One God. The tendency to assert the
principle of Judaism even under the most unfavorable political and
social conditions is thus beautifully expressed in Megillat Esther in this
disguised numerical polemic.
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