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Parashat Vayikra describes in vivid detail the five types of sacrifices, the ancient Israelite

method of worship.

Most korbanot (offerings) are of animals, with the exception of the meal offering (a plant-based

offering of flour, oil, frankincense and other flour-based offerings).

Ritual sacrifice was a cross-cultural norm in the ancient world, utilized to pay homage to a god

(or gods).

James L. Kugel:

“The sacrifice—the passage of a small, palpable, breathing animal from life to death and from

the world of the living upward through the flickering flames of the altar—spoke louder than any

prayer.”

This form of worship was what the Israelites knew; it gave them comfort to engage in a ritual

that was familiar in the context of the covenant between God and Israel.The Israelites needed a

system to connect with God (a need clearly on display during the episode of the Golden Calf).

God, in turn, gave the Israelites the opportunity to give of themselves, one method of many

Judaism has included over the millennia.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks explained:

“… the act of renunciation. We give up something of ourselves, offering it to God in recognition

of the gifts [God] has given us. It is remarkable how readily the sages found substitutes for

sacrifices, most notably in the form of prayer, but also in Torah study (learning about the

sacrifices is equivalent to bringing them, say the rabbis), charity, and hospitality.”

Sacrifice was the Israelites’ way of being close with God. How might we, as moderns, be inspired

by this seemingly outdated (and gory) system?

We can give more of ourselves in devotion to God, service to others, and doing everything in

our power to make amends for our misdeeds. Judaism has developed many ways of being close

with God and those around us, through practices of prayer, justice, and gemilut hasadim (acts of

loving kindness). As the ancient rabbis taught by example:



Avot D'Rabbi Natan 4:5

“Once, Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai left Jerusalem,

and Rabbi Yehoshua followed after him and saw the

Holy Temple destroyed. Rabbi Yehoshua said: ‘Woe to

us, for the place where all of Israel’s sins are forgiven

has been destroyed!’ Rabbi Yochanan responded: ‘My

son, do not be distressed, for we have a form of

atonement just like it. And what is it? Acts of kindness,

as scripture says, ‘For I desire kindness, not a well-being

offering.' (Psalms 89:3).

The Power of Preparation

Leviticus 1:1

And He called to Moses, and the Lord spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting, saying

Rashi: For every communication [between God and Moses], whether denoted by the

expressions: “And He spoke,” “and He said,” “and He commanded,” all were preceded by a prior

summons ויקרא This is an expression of affection, the same expression employed by the

ministering angels [when addressing each other], as it says, “And one called to the other…” (Isa.

6:3).

Rashi has a habit of opening each and every book of the Torah with a comment about God’s

love for Israel.Here Rashi suggests that God calls out to Moses before engaging him in

conversation or instruction, giving him the opportunity to prepare himself and to enter the

divine encounter in the appropriate frame of mind. God is sensitive to Moses in that he doesn’t

want to take him by surprise. But the upshot of this comment is that a Godly epiphany

necessitates that one is primed, focused.

Rashi adds a further point. He suggests that a spontaneous address by God reflects “impurity.”

The corollary then is that sanctity is based in an atmosphere of preparation, by planning and

forethought.

Our contemporary society romanticizes spontaneity, as if immediate, instinctive and impulsive

actions are an ultimate test of truth; a window into one's heart, a person's inner world.



Rashi here is proposing an alternative model of authenticity, as we recite in Lecha Dodi: The

(successful) completion of a process is due to the initial thought and planning

A look at peshat (the literal meaning) explains it beautifully.

At the end of the Book of Shemot, we read:

Then a cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the Tabernacle. And

Moses was not able to enter into the Tent of Meeting, because the cloud abode on it, and the

glory of the Lord filled the Tabernacle. (Exodus 40:34-36) Moses is waiting for God to invite him

in.

Why is Moses not allowed in initially? Why the wait? And at what point does God respond? Very

simply, it is in our opening verse: And [He] called to Moses, and God spoke to him from the Tent

of Meeting, saying... (Leviticus 1:1) In other words, Moses has to wait for God! Then, Vayikra -

God calls him in, VaYedaber - he speaks to him. But why the wait?

Back to Rashi: There is value in the wait. It prepares Moses for the great rendezvous with the

Almighty. God teaches us that when something is valuable, it would be good to adjust and focus

our senses, to purify our thoughts and minds. And indeed our tradition teaches the power of

preparation.

The month of Elul precedes Rosh Hashanah, halakha mandates preparations on Friday for

Shabbat; what is Pesach without the planning beforehand? To enter the Temple, all manner of

purification processes are necessary! If it is to be worthwhile, it needs prior planning and

forethought.

The Talmud tells us that the pious men of that era would sit and prepare before they prayed.

They planned, meditated and studied for a considerable amount of time. We cannot rightfully

expect prayer to be deep and moving if we run off the street with a hundred things on our

minds and then say the words. Our minds are elsewhere! Proper prayer needs serious planning.

This lesson is a difficult one in our digital, instant, online age. And yet, if we do want to reach

kedusha, a genuine contact with God and a deep sense of His presence, it needs to be preceded

by קריאה - by anticipation and preparation, a slow, gradual process. Not spontaneity but rather

hard persistent work must precede our encounter with God. Shabbat Shalom!

Please discuss:

• What is more authentic, a spontaneous feeling, or a moment that you have prepared for?



• Do prophets prepare to talk to God or does it just happen?

• Is a vacation better if you plan for it? How about a business meeting? A date?

Why do some people salt their ַחָּלה (hallah) on Shabbat?

The source for this custom is in our parashah, where we learn that all ִמנְָחה (minhah) offerings

were brought on the ִמְזֵּבַח (mizbei’ah, altar) with salt (Vayikra 2:13).

The Talmud says that our dining room tables are similar to the mizbei’ah in the ַהִּמְקָדׁשֵּבית (Beit

Ha-Mikdash, Temple in Jerusalem):

Chagigah 27a

When the Temple was standing, the mizbei’ah helped a person get forgiveness from God; now

that the Temple has been destroyed, a person’s table provides that forgiveness.

Because of this table-mizbei’ah connection, the Rema writes that we should dip our bread in

salt, to make our meals more like the korban minhah on the mizbei’ah (Orah Hayyim 167:5).

A In fact, there may not be a special reason to do this only on Shabbat—the salting requirement

could apply any time we are eating bread!

Some people take this comparison between the mizbei’ah and the dining room table even

further. For example, the Shulhan Arukh (Orah Hayyim 180:5) writes that you should cover the

knives on your table before ַהָּמזֹוןִּבְרַּכת (Birkat Ha-Mazon, Grace after Meals). One explanation

for this practice is that we want to make our tables more like a mizbei’ah, where metal was not

allowed.

Vayikra. The Salt Covenant

Salt is traditionally placed alongside the bread at our Shabbat table (Orach Chayim 167:5). The

source for the Jewish practice of dipping the bread into salt comes from our parsha this week:

Leviticus 2:13 You shall season every flour offering with salt; Do not omit the salt of your

covenant with God from your flour offerings; with all your offerings you must offer salt.

Ibn Ezra: “Don’t serve the sacrifices plain without seasoning such that they will not be eaten;

that is degrading.” Is this just a culinary concern? If so, why does is the verse refer to “the

covenant of God” when it gives the instruction to salt the sacrifices?

https://www.sefaria.org/Leviticus.2.13?
https://www.sefaria.org/Shulchan_Arukh%2C_Orach_Chayim.167.5?
https://www.sefaria.org/Shulchan_Arukh%2C_Orach_Chayim.180.5?


The phrase, “a covenant of salt” (Num 18:19; 2 Chron 13:5) is biblical terminology for an

unwavering, everlasting commitment, where salt is used as a metaphor, in the same manner as

it preserves meat and other foodstuffs. But this hardly explains why sacrifices need to be salted!

Ramban explains beautifully: Salt is (sea)water which, through the power of the sun upon it,

becomes salt. Water, in its original form, gives life to the land and causes things to grow, but

after it becomes salt, it destroys every place and burns it, such that nothing can be sown or

grown… The salt is like a covenant, so the Torah says, “the kingdom to David over Israel

eternally, for his descendants, a covenant of salt."

Rabbeinu Bachya elaborates on this Ramban: Salt possesses two contrary, contradictory

powers - water and fire - which correspond to the two qualities by virtue of which the world

exists – the attribute of mercy and the attribute of strict justice. For this reason, God says "the

salt of the covenant of your God." the covenant of God is compared to salt, because through it,

the world is either preserved or destroyed… Similarly, salt can preserve or destroy. It preserves

meat, and gives flavor to all foods. But it also has the potential to cause death and destruction;

after all, land that has been salted will fail to produce any vegetation…” Accordingly, we will say

that every sacrifice needs salt because it expresses the essential idea of the Jewish “korban”.

Korban from the root KR”V expresses nearness to God, approaching God. In this encounter, the

“korban” itself is not intrinsically pleasing to God, it offers no assurance of blessing. It is the

loyalty to God’s covenant that grants life or death, not the offering of a sacrifice. Maybe this

explains why salt accompanies all the sacrifices. Preservation or destruction are a function of

the covenant. Only a person who obeys God’s law will find their offering to God’s pleasure.

Rabbeinu Bachya: “The world is a third desert, a third inhabited, and a third water. The sea

stood before God and complained: Master of the universe, The Torah was given in the

wilderness; the Temple was built in the inhabited region of the land, - what will be with me?

God responded: Israel will always bring salt on the altar” • What do you make of this Midrash?

What values is it expressing?

Please Discuss: • What is the purpose of the salt on the Temple altar? • How does salt in

particular express the God-Israel covenant? • Why is that important to remember when

engaging in the sacrificial ritual?


