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Almost the entire book of Leviticus is devoted to animal sacrifice and the ancient sacrificial  
cult. Rabbi Harvey Fields asks an important question: “How do you find meaning or relevant 
messages in obsolete ritual practices? 
 
The sacrificial cult of Jewish tradition was effectively extinguished with the destruction of the 
2nd Temple in Jerusalem in the year 70 C.E. In point of fact, the practice of animal sacrifice had 
already become distasteful, and its purveyors-the-priests-corrupt, long before the Temple walls 
were toppled by the ancient Romans. Yet, the book of Leviticus (essentially the priest’s manual 
for doing animal sacrifice) remains a part of the canon of the Torah. The ancient rabbis were 
challenged to reinterpret sacrifice for a world that had moved beyond it. 
 
There is no better example of their efforts to re-understand the book of Leviticus than their 
explanation of the zevach shelamim/peace sacrifice. Rabbi Meir, a leading 2nd century teacher  
in Israel taught, “Great is peace.  For the sake of peace a person may suffer humiliation.”   
The following story of Rabbi Meir appears in the ancient text Leviticus Rabbah: 
 
 “There was a woman who was fond of listening to the teachings of Rabbi Meir. Once, when  
the rabbi’s lesson lasted a long time, she was late in returning to her home. Her husband asked, 
“Where have you been?”  When she told him she had been listening to the teachings of Rabbi 
Meir her husband scolded her, “I will not allow you into this house until you have spit in Rabbi 
Meir’s face!”  Her friends suggested she seek counsel from Rabbi Meir. When Meir heard what 
had happened, he said to the woman, “I have a favor to ask. Since the time you left my lesson,  
I have developed a serious eye infection that can be cured only with the spittle of your mouth.  
Therefore, please spit in my eye seven times.” After the woman had heeded Rabbi Meir’s 
request, he told her, “Now go and be reconciled with your husband. Tell him you have spit in  
the eye of Rabbi Meir!” Meir then told his students the story concluding, “You may suffer  
shame to make peace between friends, between a wife and a husband.” 
 
The rabbis go on to note that the peace offering is the last sacrifice mentioned in Leviticus.  
From this they taught “peace is the culmination of all blessings”, and for that matter all sacrifice. 
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