1

OU Parsha Shiur 2020-2021
Shiur20 Parshat Vayikra
Rabbi Shmuel Goldin
rgoldin@ahavathtorah.org

CONFRONTING KORBANOT

l. Historical Development
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3 And in process of time it came to pass, that Kayin brought of the fruit of the ground an
offering to Hashem. 4 And Hevel, he also brought of the firstlings of his flock and of the
fat thereof. And Hashem turned to Hevel and to his offering; 5 but to Kayin and to his
offering He did not turn. And Kayin was deeply angered, and his countenance fell. 6 and
Hashem said to Kayin: '"Why are you angry and why has your countenance fallen? 7 Is it
not true that if you do well, you will be lifted up? And if you don’t do well, sin couches at
the door? And its desire is towards you; and yet you can conquer it.
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3 Speak to the entire assembly of Israel, saying: On the tenth day of this month they
shall take for themselves -every man- a lamb for his father’s house, a lamb for the
household; 4 and if the household be too small for a lamb, then he and his neighbor
who is near to his house take one according to the number of the people; everyone
according to what he eats shall be counted for the lamb. 5 A lamb without blemish, a
male of the first year shall be for you; you shall take it from the sheep, or from the
goats.



2

OU Parsha Shiur 2020-2021
Shiur20 Parshat Vayikra
Rabbi Shmuel Goldin
rgoldin@ahavathtorah.org

. Struggling for a Rationale

A. Rambam: Two Opposing Approaches
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Two separate approaches proposed by the Rambam are central to the rabbinic discussion

of Korbanot.

1. In his Halachic magnum opus, the Mishneh Torah the Rambam categorizes Korbanot
as Chukim, Mitzvot for which no reason is given in the Torah. While one is encouraged
to seek meaning in such Mitzvot, says the Rambam, God's true reasoning may well ,
remain elusive. Shrouded in mystery, Chukim such as Korbanot emerge as a true test of
our loyalty to God's will.

2. In his Guide to the Perplexed, however, the Rambam offers a vastly different, rational
approach to the inclusion of Korbanot in Jewish law.

Many phenomena in the Torah, he maintains, are based upon the principle that abrupt
major change in human behavior is impossible. Man simply cannot journey immediately
"from one extreme to the other"” (see Shmot, Ki Tissa 2 Approaches A).

God cannot expect the Israelites, reared in idolatrous surroundings replete with sacrificial
rite, to totally reject rituals which they have come to see as necessary for communion
with the divine. He, therefore, commands his chosen people to sanctify the profane by
adapting aspects of the prevailing sacrificial rite to His worship within the Sanctuary.
From this perspective, Korbanot emerge as a Divine concession to man’s need. The
Israelites’ difficult transition to their new-found faith is eased through the incorporation
of a familiar ritual pat
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B. Midrashic Foreshadowing
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Rabbi Pinchas said in the name of Rabbi Levi: The matter [of sacrifices] can be compared
to the story of a prince whose haughtiness leads him to the consumption of despicable
substances. The King determines: ‘Let my son attend my table regularly and he will
abstain [from his evil doing] of his own accord.’
Similarly, because the Israelites were drawn to idolatrous practices in Egypt and
regularly sacrificed to pagan deities, the Holy One Blessed be He declared: ‘Let them
offer their sacrifices before Me at all times in the Sanctuary and they will separate
themselves from idolatry.”

B. Ramban: A Rejoinder and an Alternative
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After dismissing the Rambam's proposals as "empty words which address a deep
concern in superficial fashion,"! the Ramban quotes an alternative approach for those
seeking a rational foundation for Korbanot (the Ramban himself prefers a mystical

! Ramban Vayikra 1:9
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approach). Sacrifices are offered, he notes, in large measure as a response to man’s
failure and sin. God, therefore, designs the steps of the sacrificial rite to correspond to
the three components of human activity through which sin occurs: thought, words and
deeds.

Sins committed through deed are addressed through the ritual of S’micha, whereby the
individual bringing the Korban "lays his hands" upon the animal prior to its slaughter.
Sins committed through speech are reflected in the Vidui, the verbal confession offered
by each supplicant. Finally, the sinful thoughts and desires which have coursed through
the supplicant’s heart and soul are referenced through the animal’s consumption in the
fire of the altar and through the sprinkling of its blood.

As an individual witnesses and participates in these graphic rituals, he is forced to
recognize the extent of his own sinfulness and culpability. Were it not for God's merciful
acceptance of this Korban "in his stead", the petitioner himself would have merited a
place upon the altar

C. A Sampling of Other Approaches
Numerous additional approaches to the concept of Korbanot are offered within
traditional Jewish literature.
e Rav Saadia Gaon maintains that the sacrificial rite enables the Israelites to
demonstrate the depth of their dedication to God by offering of the “best of
their possessions”.

e The Ba’al Hachinuch remains true to his general postulate that a person’s
thoughts and sentiments are shaped, in great measure, by his concrete actions.
The performance of symbolic mitzvot is thus critical to the process of attitude
formation. A sinner cannot purify his heart simply through a passive confession
"between himself and the wall". Such confession requires no real effort and,
therefore, has minimal effect. If, however, the individual is forced to act; if he
becomes obligated in a demanding series of atoning rituals; if he must select
from his flock, bring his offerings to the Sanctuary and participate in the detailed
sacrificial rite; he will then become acutely aware of the extent of his sin and he
will avoid such failure in the future.

The Ba’al Hachinuch also suggests that the very act of offering a Korban reminds
man of the tenuous nature of his own superiority over the beasts of the field.
Man's distinctiveness lies in his ability to "reason". When an individual's
reasoning fails and he consequently sins, that individual loses his status as a man
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and becomes no different from the animal. The Torah, therefore, commands the
"sinner" to offer a Korban in the Sanctuary. The slaughter of the animal and the
consumption of its remains upon the altar graphically demonstrate that a
"reasonless" being is valueless and ultimately destined to destruction. The depth
of the supplicant’s failure and the toll of that failure upon his soul are thus
underscored.

e For his part, the Maharal of Prague perceives the sacrificial rite, with its
intimations of mortality, as a fundamental reflection of the inconsequentiality of
all creatures in the face of God’s greatness. Nothing exists in the world except as
a result of God’s kindness and munificence.

e Finally, numerous commentaries move beyond general explanations for the
phenomenon of Korbanot and painstakingly analyze the symbolic significance of
each detail of the Temple ritual.

lll. A Global Insight: What Happens to the Korbanot?
Pattern Set by the Korban Pesach: Shared meals with Hashem

IV. The Future

A. Rambam: The Party Line
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The Messianic King is destined to rise in the future and reestablish the Kingdom of
David, to build the temple and to gather the dispersed of Israel. In his day, all the laws
will return to their original state. Korbanot will be offered, the Sabbatical and Jubilee
years will be observed ... Anyone who does not believe this, or does not await his (the
Mashiach’s) arrival, not only denies the words of the prophets but denies the Torah and
Moshe, our teacher.
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B. A Tantalizing Possibility

A solitary alternative position is raised by the first Chief Rabbi of the State of Israel,
Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak Hacohen Kook.

After first maintaining that "with regard to sacrifices it is correct to believe that all
aspects will be restored to their place...", Rav Kook builds on Kabbalistic literature and
envisions a “distant time” when all aspects of the world will be elevated. At that time,
he states, humans will no longer need to take the lives of animals for their physical,
moral or spiritual needs. The prophet Malachi perhaps references this future period
when he states, “Then the grain-offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be pleasing to God
as in the days of old and as in former years.”? Strikingly absent from Malachi’s vision is
the reinstitution of animal offerings. The Midrash seems to go even further with the
startling prediction, “All sacrifices will be nullified in the future.”

To further strengthen his position, Kook identifies a series of clues within the Torah
itself which he claims reflects the secondary status of animal sacrifices. These offerings
remain appropriate as long as man makes use of animals for other needs, such as food
and clothing. The time will come, however, when man, reaching his highest state of
refinement, will no longer feel the need to take animal life for any purpose. At that
point, only grain sacrifices will be offered in the Temple.

2 Malachi 3:4



