
Parshat HaShavua – and Crowd-Sourcing our Dvar/Discussion 

VAYIKRA:  Lev. 1:1-4, 5-9, 10-13, 14-17.  Lev. 5:24-26.  Isaiah 43. 

 

• Have your chumash out!  Lots more good stuff, thanks to W. Gunther Plaut 

• The Aleph Ze’ira – the teeny tiny aleph in the opening word 

• Relevance-o-mometer:  Proceed; Pivot; or Punt? 
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PROCEED:    The Sacred Pause 

Dena Weiss – weiss@hadar.org 

Parashat VaYikra 5779 

God speaks to Moshe on a regular basis. The formula that usually introduces this communication is   לאמר
וידברמשה אל' ה   ,God spoke to Moshe, saying. However this parashah and the book of Vayikra opens with 

God’s summoning Moshe before He speaks to him:  ויקראמשה אל  ,God called to Moshe. Instead of just 
speaking to Moshe, God invites him to listen first. God’s invitation to Moshe can teach us about what it 
means to listen to God’s voice and to accept His personal invitation to learn His Torah. 

[With Dena Weiss as our guide, we’ll go deep on the Rashi (1040-1104, Troyes) comment to Leviticus 1:1 --] 

אל משהויקרא   AND [THE LORD] CALLED UNTO MOSES — All oral communications of the Lord 

to Moses whether they are introduced by דבר or by אמר or by צו were preceded by a call (to prepare 

him for the forthcoming address) (cf Sifra, Vayikra Dibbura d'Nedavah, Chapter 1 1-2). It is a way of 

expressing affection, the mode used by the ministering angels when addressing each other, as it is 

said (Isaiah 6:3) “And one called unto another [and said, Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts]”.       

To the prophets of the nations of the world, however, God revealed himself in a manner which 

Scripture describes by an expression ordinarily used for denoting events of a casual character and of 

uncleanness, as it is said, (Numbers 23:4) “and God happened to meet (ויקר) Balaam” (the term ויקר, 

from the root ,קרה, is connected with מִקְרֶה which denotes “chance”, “occurrence”, and has also the 

meaning of “uncleanness”, by analogy with Deuteronomy 23:11: לא יהיה טהור מקרה לילה) (cf. Bereishit 

Rabbah 52:5).                [though contrast this with the ויקר of the teeny tiny aleph!] 

 AND HE CALLED UNTO MOSES — This implies that the Voice went on and reached ויקרא אל משה

his (Moses’s) ears only, but all the other Israelites did not hear it).  One might think that for the 

subsections there was also such a call!  It, however, states, “[And the Lord called unto Moses] and 

spake (וידבר) [to him]”, thus intimating that a  דבור, a complete section had (was preceded by) a call (e. 

g., in our text chapters 1-4), but not the subsections.  And what purpose did these subsections serve (i. 

e., why are the larger sections broken up into smaller ones)?  To give Moses an interval for 

reflection between one division and another, and between one subject and another — something 

which is all the more necessary for an ordinary man receiving instruction from an ordinary man 

(Sifra, Vayikra Dibbura d'Nedavah, Chapter 1 9).  

 TO HIM — This is intended to exclude Aaron.  Rabbi Judah said, “Thirteen communications in the Torah אליו

are stated, according to the wording of the text, to have been spoken to Moses and Aaron together; but corresponding to 

these there are thirteen which include expressions with a limitative force to teach you that they were spoken not to Aaron 
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but to Moses only, with the view that he should communicate them to Aaron. The following are the thirteen limitations: 

(Numbers 7:89) “[And when Moses had come into the appointed tent] that He might speak with him, [then he heard the 

Voice] speaking unto him … [from between the two cherubim]: and he spoke unto him”; (Exodus 25:22) “and there I will 

be met by thee”; — all the thirteen instances you will find in Torath Cohanim (Sifra, Vayikra Dibbura d'Nedavah, 

Chapter 2 1. — I might, however, think that they (Aaron and all Israel) heard at least the sound of the Divine utterance 

 ,וישמע את הקול מדבר אליו :even though they could not distinguish the words!  However, in the text, Numbers 7:89 ,(הדבור)

where it might have said  ה[קול ...לו], it says ה[קול …אליו], “And he heard the voice (הקול) uttering itself (מדבר) right up to 

him (אליו)” — consequently Moses alone heard the utterance, and all Israel did not hear it) (Sifra, Vayikra Dibbura 

d'Nedavah, Chapter 2 8).  

 FROM THE APPOINTED TENT — This teaches us that the Voice broke off and did not מאהל מועד

issue beyond the appointed tent.  One might think that this was so because the Voice was a very low 

one!  Scripture, however, states, (Numbers 7:89) “[when he entered the tent he heard] the Voice”. 

What does it mean by the Voice?  It was the Voice that is so minutely described in Psalms, (29:4, 5) 

“The voice of the Lord is powerful; the voice of the Lord is full of majesty. The voice of the Lord 

breaketh the cedars”. But if this be so (that it was a very powerful voice), why does Scripture state, 

“[and the Lord spoke to him] from the appointed tent” (מאהל מועד and does not state באהל מועד)? 

Because it intends to tell us that the Voice broke off and that it was heard only in the tent).              

A similar case we have in Ezekiel that a powerful sound uttered within the Temple was not heard 

outside: (Ezekiel 10:5) “And the sound of the cherubims’ wings was heard up to the outer court”. 

One might think then that the sound was a very low one! Scripture, however, continues “as the Voice 

of the Almighty God when He speaketh”! If this was so why, then, does Scripture state, “[it was 

heard] up to the outer court only”? Because when it (the sound) reached there it broke off (Sifra, 

Vayikra Dibbura d'Nedavah, Chapter 2 10-11).  

 ,OUT OF THE APPOINTED TENT [AND THE LORD … SPOKE UNTO HIM] מאהל מועד לאמר

SAYING — One might think from this that the Lord spoke to him from the entire house (i.e. from 

any part of the appointed tent)! Scripture, however, states, (Numbers 6:89) “[and he heard the Voice 

speaking unto him] from off the covering”. From this, again, one might think that he heard the Voice 

coming from off the entire covering (from any part of it)! Scripture, however, continues, “from 

between the two cherubim”. Consequently the words מאהל מועד cannot denote the place from which 

the Lord spoke to Moses, but the area within which the Voice was heard (Sifra, Vayikra Dibbura 

d'Nedavah, Chapter 2 12).    [the two cherubim, facing each other from either side – social distance!] 

 SAYING — This implies “Go and speak to them words that will bring them to a subdued לאמר

frame of mind):‘It is for your sake that He communicates with me’!” And indeed we find this was 

so; for all the thirty-eight years during which Israel in the wilderness were placed, as it were, under 

excommunication — from the time of the incident of the spies and onwards — there was no intimate 

conversation of God with Moses, for it is said, (Deuteronomy 2:16, 17) “So it came to pass, when 

were consumed all the men of war (i. e. the men who had waged war immediately after the return of 

the spies; cf. Numbers 14:40-45. It was they and their generation who wandered in the wilderness as 

though excommunicated) … that the Lord spake unto me, saying, …” — only then was a divine 

communication again made to me (Sifra).                Another explanation of לאמר is that it means “to 

speak to God”: it implies, “Go and tell them My commands and bring Me back word whether they 

will accept them, as it is said, (Exodus 19:8) “And Moses returned the words of the people unto the 

Lord (Sifra, Vayikra Dibbura d'Nedavah, Chapter 2 13).  [hmm: will the people accept expert word?!] 
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The first element that Rashi notices is the strange verb of calling, VaYikra, which, as we noted,he 
explained as a language of affection. Rashi wants to make sure that the reader hears God’s tone correctly. 
God is not yelling at Moshe and demanding his presence; God is inviting Moshe to join Him. Just as the angels 
use this language to make sure that they can pray in unison, so too God asks Moshe to join Him in a loving, 
respectful, and joint communication. 

The second aspect that Rashi notices is the redundant language of  “to Moshe ”and then  “to him.  ”
The verse would have been more simply written as,  “God called out and spoke to Moshe. ”The extra 
reinforcement of calling to Moshe and then speaking  “to him ”indicates that the communication was 
exclusive to Moshe, only to him.  God calls out and only Moshe, His intended recipient, hears.  

The third element that Rashi addresses is the redundancy in the verse of calling, vayikra, then 
speaking, vayedabeir, then saying, leimor. Rashi resolves this peculiarity by pointing to what we learn from 
the word, vayedabeir -- the calling only that  precedes speaking and doesn’t precede silence. 

e stopped his comments thereRashi could hav .  et Rashi goes on to ask a question that the text does notY  
Moshe needs to be interrupted, whyknow why God’s communication with compel him to ask. Rashi wants to  

ion. Why can’t God continue speaking without cessationsecond and renewed invitatthere needs to be a  ?
needs somestop. Moshe-answer is that God is speaking to a human and Moshe himself cannot listen nonThe  

een lessons to process what he is learningtime in betw . . 

n to us, telling us the importance of taking a moment to process. If Godalso a lessoRashi’s third comment is  
needwebuilt in time for pausing, for the learning to sink in, then we too have to understand that and Moshe  

This need is not limitedat we observe.to strategically place gaps in our schedules so that we can absorb all th 
progress, accomplishing, there is ato the study of Torah. Whenever we are engaged in learning, making  

more, do more, get more. Rashi’s interpretation warnswe want to see—htension between breadth and dept 
not to sacrifice better for more. It is important to receive the Torahconfuse more with better andus not to   ,

trate deeply, and to let its lessonsto hold on to the Torah, to let its words penebut it is equally important  
Sometimes you need to stop and be still in order to fully understandhave an impact..  

studyPerhaps this is what Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel meant when he praised the role of silence in :  

 משנה אבות א:יז 

ים, ולא מצאתי לגוף טוב אלא שתיקהימי גדלתי בין החכמשמעון בנואומר, כל  . 

Mishnah Avot 1:17     Shimon [Gamliel’s] son says: All of my life I grew up among the wise, and the most 
valuable thing I found was silence. 

On a first read, Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel seems to be advocating for listening. He seems tobe saying that 
when you are among the wise you should seize the opportunity to be receptive,to listen to the wisdom that 
is being shared. However, Rabban Shimon does not say that whathe found to be most valuable was listening; 
what he actually found to be most valuable wassilence. Perhaps what he learned from the noise of the 
academy was that, sometimes, inorder to really internalize what was being spoken and what he was hearing, 
he needed to step away from his colleagues and teachers and into silence. 

Understanding the import of the last of Rashi’s comments invites us to look at his earlier explanations in a 
different light. Right before Rashi’s teaching about pausing for the sake of deepening our understanding, 
Rashi taught that the teaching that God shared with Moshe,   In fact, in Devarim 5:18, God’s voice in the 
giving of the Torah is described as a סףָ יָ אֹולְ גּדוֹלָ קוֹל ,often translated as  “a great unceasing voice. ” 

…was in a voice that reached only to him. This teaching is consistent with other Rabbinic teachings about the 
Torah and the way that it is designed to speak to each person individually: 



 מדרש תנחומא )ורשא( שמות כה

ים לפי היאך הקול יוצא, אצל כל ישראל כל אחד ואחד לפי כחו, הזקנים לפי כחן, הבחורים לפי כחן, והקטנ  

 כחן, והיונקים לפי כחן, והנשים לפי כחן, ואף משה לפי כחו, שנאמר )שמות יט:יט( משה ידבר והאלקים

כח, בכחו תהלים כט:ד( קול ה' בכח, בכחו לא נאמר אלא ביעננו בקול, בקול שהיה יכול לסובלו, וכה"א )  

 ...של כל אחד ואחד

Midrash Tanhuma (Warsaw) Shemot 25     And how did the voice emerge? To all of Israel, each individual 
according to their ability. The elders according to their ability, the young men according to their ability, the 
little kids according to their ability, the infants according to their ability, the women according to their ability, 
and even Moshe according to his ability. As it says, Moshe would speak and God would respond in the voice 
(Shemot 19:19) —in the voice that he could bear. And it  says, The voice of God is in power )Tehillim 29:4(  ,

power/ability of each individualthe—er, but powernot in His pow....  

ccording to ouraIt was not only Moshe for whom God has a specific and exclusive message. Each of us,  
rah. But ine Tolearning from thabilities, interests, inclinations, and needs, has a unique way of hearing and  

need to be present as an individual. You needorder to understand what the Torah comes to teach you, you  
your own tent of meeting where you can bear witness too your own ohel mo’ed,to separate yourself int  

tune out the sound of every other voice that is trying to mold andyourself. When you take the time to  
Yes, we need to pause init may be.able to hear your own voice, still and small as influence you, you will be  

uce the quantity in order toneed to redorder to concentrate and to grasp the Torah intellectually. We may  
we also need to be careful to listen to ourselves, lestimprove the quality of our experience of learning. And  

absorbing Torah is to understand not only what the Torah says, butmiss that a critical component of fully we  
is the Torah that you need to hear and what is the Torah that only you can hearWhatt says to you. what i ? 

words and youpauses, in the silence. When you stop listening to the something that you can only do inThis is  
of your own heart. You canthe words, you can hear the sound stop listening to other people’s opinions of  
y you need to make the Torahand the privachear yourself listening and provide yourself the time, the space, 

your own .  

about usxclusively for orYet, Rashi’s first comment reminds us that the Torah that we learn is not e  .
is not only love. The TorahAccording to Rashi, God’s invitation to Moshe is an expression of His affection and  
betterith God and turning us into the wout building ourselves up, but about improving our relationshipab  

it is—about understanding, it is not only about meaningThe Torah is not onlypeople God wants us to be.   
. When we feel ourselves becoming tooresponsibility and interdependencee,also about connection and lov 

ice, we should listen for God’s call of VaYikra againlistening to our own vopreoccupied with. . 

anothers call to oneThe source for the idea that VaYikra is a language of love is that it is how the angel  
Prayer might be instructive.before they jointly praise God. This image, in addition to being sweet, is also  

own. But before the angels go on their missionseen as a task that concerns each angel turning to God on its  
They learn from and teach one another. They have a kind ofcheck in with one another.of prayer, they   

pray. The angels demonstrate that divine service is not limited to ourspiritual hevruta before they  
for one another. If our Torah study is onlyis also constituted by our care and regard interactions with God, it  

about us then it is not for and about Godfor us and. . 

God in unisonThe angels call to one another in order to make sure that they are all ready and able to sing to .
contemplation, but that needs to happenflection, for silence andre is a time for solitude and individual reThe  

whom you are in community. We don’t always get toon a schedule that works for the other people with  



to them. Weion to someone else’s needs, to be present attentdecide when we are going to need to pay  
alone with those who need us to be with themneed to coordinate our time. . 

. First, God makes sure tothe pausing on Shabbat functionsThis is the subtle way that  complete His work by 
complete our work in six days, so thatls us tothat He can rest on Shabbat. Then, God tel the seventh day, so  

we too can rest on Shabbat. God is coordinating with us, constructing the world and the religious calendar in 
same timea way that allows us to be free at the  .  o stopwe are free at the same time, we are able tWhen   

distracted from anything other than the task at hand: being present to God and oneourselves from being 
another on the day of rest . .  Shabbat shalom. 

 

 

 

 

SECOND:  SHAI HELD, HADAR, at file:///C:/Users/fsd/Downloads/CJLIParashatVayikra5774.pdf -- five brilliant 

pages of social science and human and biblical insight.   Then “What does all this have to do with Vayikra?  An 

awful lot, I think…”    Picking up near the end:   

 

The tabernacle (mishkan) is nothing if not a tightly structured, highly ordered space. Who may enter 

where, at what time, and in what garb—all is tightly regulated. The profane must never spill over into and 

thus violate the sacred. The sacrifices are carefully choreographed and presented “just right.” In a chaotic, 

terrifying world, one place, at least, is governed by order and structure.  

Bible scholar Richard Nelson explains that in Leviticus, “sacred space was seen as an island of structure 

and order surrounded by malevolent chaos. Sacred space provided the human mind with a fixed center, the 

solace of formed order in the midst of formless chaos.”   

It is perhaps tempting for many of us to adopt a condescending approach to all this preoccupation 

with order. We may imagine that we have moved beyond the kind of anxiety that seems at least partly to 

underlie Leviticus’ manifold legislation, and congratulate ourselves for our willingness to embrace life’s 

messiness. To be sure, there is something important—humanly and religiously—in our ability to tolerate and 

even embrace messiness. And yet the reality of chaos and the experience of seemingly total randomness are 

always with us, and the fear they induce is real—as, for many of us, is the theological questioning and 

struggle they call forth.  

Leviticus presents another, alternate reality to inhabit. Worship in the mishkan is “intended [as] a 

counterworld to Israel’s lived experience, which is dangerous and disordered. The counterworld offered in 

the tabernacle holds out the gift of a well-ordered, joy-filled, and peace-generating creation.” Bible scholar 

Samuel Balentine captures beautifully the point I am trying to make: “Who among us does not yearn for that 

one place, however small and difficult to find, that invites us to believe the ‘very good’ world God created 

and the world in which we scratch out our frail existence are in fact one and the same?” 

 Leviticus attempts to describe and thus to evoke that place. In reading and studying Leviticus, we are 

invited to imagine and inhabit just such a space—if only for a brief moment.   Just as God has separated and 

ordered, so Israel must engage in separation and ordering.  

file:///C:/Users/fsd/Downloads/CJLIParashatVayikra5774.pdf


What happens to a person who has visited the mishkan—and by extension into our own time, who has 

imaginatively entered the mishkan through close study of the book of Leviticus? Having partaken of, or 

merely glimpsed, the counterworld that the mishkan represents, a person is changed (at least when the 

practice “works”). After the glimpse he has been afforded, nothing looks quite the same anymore. He sees 

that another reality is possible, that the chaos and suffering he observes all around him are not ultimately all 

there is.  

As the anthropologist Clifford Geertz wonderfully puts it, “Having ritually ‘lept’... into the framework of 

meaning which religious conceptions define, and the ritual ended, returned again to the common-sense 

world, a man is—unless, as sometimes happens, the experience fails to register—changed. And as he is 

changed, so also is the common-sense world, for it is now seen as but the partial form of a wider reality 

which corrects and completes it.” 

 To read Leviticus, then, is to enter a different kind of world, a small pocket of reality in which God’s 

will is heeded and perfectly executed, in which chaos and disorder are kept at bay—in which, thus, God is 

already fully God, even as the realities outside fall painfully short of that long longed-for dream. Shabbat 

Shalom. 

 

 

 

 

 

PIVOT:       Former UK Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks (3/25/20): 

Sacrifices, the subject of this week’s parsha, 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, Vayikra. 
 
We have not had the sacrificial service since the destruction of the second Temple almost 2000 
years ago. What is deeply relevant today, however, is the critique of sacrifices we find among the 
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” (1 Sam. 15:22). 
 
Amos said in the name of God: “If you offer Me burnt offerings—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, 
righteousness like a never-ending stream” (Amos 5:21-24). Likewise Hosea: “For I desire 
goodness, not sacrifice; obedience to God, rather than burnt offerings” (Hosea 6:6). 
 
We find a similar critique in several Psalms. “Were I hungry, I would not tell you, for Mine is the 
world and all it holds. Do I eat the 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 to 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 heart” (Ps. 51:17-19). 
 
Jeremiah seems to suggest that the sacrificial order was not God’s initial intention: “For when I 

https://rabbisacks.us7.list-manage.com/track/click?u=2a91b54e856e0e4ee78b585d2&id=f6c123d725&e=a6004453f2
https://rabbisacks.us7.list-manage.com/track/click?u=2a91b54e856e0e4ee78b585d2&id=294482e9ff&e=a6004453f2
https://rabbisacks.us7.list-manage.com/track/click?u=2a91b54e856e0e4ee78b585d2&id=294b9541eb&e=a6004453f2
https://rabbisacks.us7.list-manage.com/track/click?u=2a91b54e856e0e4ee78b585d2&id=0768bd767d&e=a6004453f2
https://rabbisacks.us7.list-manage.com/track/click?u=2a91b54e856e0e4ee78b585d2&id=8a12fc23e1&e=a6004453f2


freed your fathers from the land of Egypt, I did not speak with them or command them concerning 
burnt offerings 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 way that I 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 Isaiah that we read on Shabbat Chazon 
(before Tisha b’Av): “‘What need have I of all your sacrifices?’ says the Lord. ‘I have more than 
enough of burnt offerings, of rams and the fat of fattened animals; I have no pleasure in the 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 bringing 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 for 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 from the environs of Jerusalem … bringing burnt offerings and 
sacrifices, meal offerings and frankincense, and bringing offerings of thanksgiving to the House of 
the Lord” (Jer. 17:26). 
 
Likewise Isaiah: “I will bring them to My sacred mount and let them rejoice in My house of prayer. 
Their burnt offerings and sacrifices shall be welcome on My altar, for My house shall be called a 
house of prayer for all peoples” (Is. 56:7). 
 
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 at the same time act disdainfully, cruelly, unjustly, insensitively or callously 
toward other people. “So long as I am in God’s good graces, that is all 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 Torah tells us about humanity is that we are each in the image and likeness of 
God Himself. Therefore if you wrong a human being, you are abusing the only creation in the 
universe on which God has set His image. A sin against any person is a sin against God. 
 
In the first mission statement of the Jewish people, God said about Avraham, “For I have chosen 
him that he may instruct his children and his posterity to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is 
just and right” (Gen. 18:19). The way of the Lord is to act justly and righteously toward your fellow 
human beings. In context, this meant that God was inviting Avraham to pray on behalf of the people 
of Sodom, even though he knew that they were wicked and sinners. 
 
It is specifically in the book of sacrifices, Vayikra, that we find the twin commands to love your 
neighbour as yourself, and love the stranger (Lev. 19:18, 33-34). The sacrifices 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 to commands between us and our fellow 
humans. 
 
Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Micah and Jeremiah all witnessed societies in which people were punctilious 
in bringing their offerings to the Temple, but in which there was bribery, corruption, perversion of 
justice, abuse of power and the exploitation of the powerless by the powerful. The Prophets saw in 
this a profound and dangerous contradiction. 
 
The very act of bringing a sacrifice was fraught with ambiguity. Jews were not the only people in 
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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 believed that sacrificial 
offerings fed the gods who sustained the universe. Walter Burkert speculated that the ancient 
Greeks experienced 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 sacrifice 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 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 
practice 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 the Lord requires of you: To do justice, to love goodness, and to walk 
humbly with your God.”(Micah 6:6-8). Jeremiah said of King Josiah: “He 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. 
 
Maimonides said essentially the same at the end of The Guide for the Perplexed (III, 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. Halachically they 
are distinct, but psychologically, ethically and spiritually 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 God to forgive us if we are unwilling to forgive others. To know 
God is to seek to imitate Him, which means, said Jeremiah and Maimonides, to exercise kindness, 
justice and righteousness on earth. 
 
Shabbat Shalom  
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(Lev. 1:1:) “Then [the Lord] called unto Moses [and spoke unto him].” This text is related (to Ps. 

103:20), “Bless the Lord, O His messengers,1Mal’akhaw. Throughout this section of the midrash 

mal’akh(im) is interpreted as referring to humans; therefore “messenger(s)” is a more appropriate 

translation here than the more usual “angel(s).” mighty in strength who fulfill His word.”2Lev. R. 

1:1. These are the prophets, since they are called messengers where it is stated (in Numb. 20:16), 

“and He sent a messenger (mal'akh) who brought us out of Egypt.”3Numb. R. 16:1; see also Gen. R. 

68:12, according to which the angels on Jacob’s ladder symbolized Moses ascending and descending 

Sinai. So also (in II Chron. 36:16), “But they mocked the messengers (mal'akhim) of God, [disdained 

His words, and taunted His prophets].” R. Huna said in the name of R. Aha, “These [messengers] are 

Israel, since it says (in Ps. 103:20), ‘mighty in strength who fulfill His word, hearkening to the voice 

of His word,’ in [reference to the fact] that they [were the ones who] had put fulfilling ahead of 

hearkening.”4In Exod. 24:7, where Israel promises: WE WILL FULFILL AND WE WILL HEARKEN, 

in that order.  
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R. Isaac the Smith said, “These are those who observe the sabbatical year. So why were they called 

mighty in strength? When [such a one] sees his field abandoned, his trees abandoned, his fences 

breached, and sees his fruit trees eaten, he suppresses his drive (like one mighty in strength) and does 

not speak.” And thus have our masters taught (in Avot 4:1): And who is mighty? One who subdues 

his drive.5Also Tamid 32a.  

R. Tanhum ben Hanila'i says (Ps. 103:20), “’Mighty in strength.’ This is Moses because no one is as 

mighty in strength as Moses. When Israel stood before Mount Sinai, they were not capable of hearing 

the divinely spoken word, as stated (in Deut. 5:22), ‘if we continue hearing the voice of the Lord our 

God any longer, we shall die.’ But Moses was not harmed.” [This is ] in order to teach you that the 

righteous ones are greater than the ministering angels, since the ministering angels are not able to 

hear His voice. Rather they stand with excitement and dismay, while the righteous are able to hear 

His voice. It is so stated (in Joel 2:11), “The Lord shouts aloud before His army, for His host is very 

great, for mighty is the one who fulfills His word.” “His host” denotes angels, since it is stated 

(regarding angels in Gen. 32:3), “This is God's host.” And so it says (in Dan. 7:10), “thousands upon 

thousands ministered to Him.” And who is stronger than them? The righteous, of whom it is stated (in 

Joel 2:11), “for mighty is the one who fulfills His word,” i.e., a righteous person who does His 

bidding. And who is this? This is Moses, to whom the Holy One, blessed be He, said, “Make a 

tabernacle.” So he was hurried and made it. Then he stood alone outside, because he was afraid to 

enter the tent of meeting, as stated (in Exod. 40:35), “Now Moses could not enter the tent of 

meeting.” The Holy One, blessed be He, said, “It is not right for Moses, since he made the tabernacle, 

to stand outside while I stand inside; so look, I am calling upon him to enter.” It is therefore written 

(in Lev. 1:1), “Then [the Lord] called unto Moses.” Ergo, greater is the strength of the righteous, in 

that they are able to hear His voice! So also it is written concerning Samuel (in I Sam. 3:10), “Then 

the Lord came, and stood there, and He called as at other times, ‘Samuel, Samuel’; so Samuel said, 

‘Speak, for Your servant is listening.’” Therefore David has said (in Ps. 103:20), “mighty in strength 

who fulfill His word.” Now if you say that, when He spoke with Moses, He spoke in a low voice, 

[and] for that reason he was able to hear, He only spoke in the voice [used in] the giving of Torah. 

[That was] when they heard His voice and were dying at the first utterance. It is so stated (in Deut. 

5:22), “if we continue [hearing the voice of the Lord our God any longer, we shall die].” And so it 

says (in Cant. 5:6), “my soul departed when He spoke.” And where is it shown that He spoke with the 

voice [used in] the giving of Torah? Where it says (in Ps. 29:4), “The voice of the Lord has power.” It 

also says so (in Numb. 7:89), “When Moses went into the tent of meeting to speak with Him, he 

would hear the voice speaking unto him,” the voice which he heard in the giving of Torah. He also 

spoke thus for each and every utterance and for each and every saying, as it is stated (Ps. 29:5), “The 

voice of the Lord breaks the cedars.” Perhaps you will say that Israel heard the voice from 

outside.6Sifra to Lev. 1:1, (2: Wayyiqra, Pereq 2). The text (of Numb. 7:89) reads, “he would hear the 

voice.” He alone heard the voice. But since He spoke in a loud voice, why did they not hear? Because 

the Holy One, blessed be He, decreed over the utterance, that it would go forth and come to Moses. 

So the Holy One, blessed be He, made a path for it by which the utterance went forth until it reached 

Moses, but it was not heard here and there. It is so stated (in Job 28:25), “To fix a weight for the 

wind.” Thus, when each saying went forth from the mouth of the Holy One, blessed be He, every one 

had a [fixed] weight. And so it says (in Job 28:26), “and a way for the thunder of voices,”7The 

midrash requires this literal translation. A more idiomatic translation would read: A WAY FOR 

THUNDERSTORMS. in that the Holy One, blessed be He, made a way for that voice, because it was 

going forth to Moses alone. Thus it is stated (in Lev. 1:1), “Then [the Lord] called unto Moses and 

spoke unto him.” It was heard by him and not by another. It is therefore stated (in Ps. 103:20), 

“mighty in strength who fulfill His word.” (Lev. 1:1:) “Then [the Lord] called unto Moses [and spoke 

unto him].” This text is related (to Prov. 25:7), “For it is better that you be told, ‘Come up here,’ than 
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that you be put down before a prince, whom your eyes have seen.” R. Tanhum says, “Keep two or 

three places distance from your [rightful] place so that they will say to you, ‘Come up higher.’ So do 

not come up, lest they tell you, ‘Go down.’” R. Tanhuma says (Prov. 20:15), “’There is gold and a 

multitude of jewels, but lips with knowledge are a precious object.’ The proverb says, ‘If you lack 

knowledge, what do you possess? If you possess knowledge, what do you lack?’8Ned. 41a; PRK 3:1; 

Numb. R. 19:3; Eccl. R. 7:23:1. Even Moses did not ascend until the Holy One, blessed be He, called 

him (in Lev. 1:1), ‘Then [the Lord] called unto Moses.’”
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