
Torah Portion: Vayikra 
 

(Book of Leviticus) 
 
The book of Leviticus is about finding holiness through ritual celebration.  For the 
ancient Israelites, ritual consisted of animal and grain sacrifice.  The Hebrew word most 
commonly associated with sacrifice is Korban, meaning, “to draw near.”  Animal and 
even human sacrifice were deeply embedded in the religious mindset of the ancient 
near east.  The Israelites continued the practice, but 1) forbade human sacrifice and 2) 
preserved animal sacrifice as a means of  “drawing nearer” to God.   
 
With the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in 70 c.e., the sacrificial cult came to an 
end.  By the 1st century of the common era, Jews had grown weary of sacrificing animals 
in the worship of God.  Prayer would replace animal sacrifice as the means of drawing 
nearer to God.  Nonetheless, ritual observances continued to be the central focus of 
Jewish worship. 
 
The Eitz Hayim Humash notes, “The modern temper tends to discount prescribed 
ritual in favor of spontaneous religious expression.  Yet something in the human soul 
responds to ritual, whether it is the formality of a traditional wedding or the rituals of a 
sporting event or a public meeting.  There is something comforting about the familiar, 
the recognizable, the predictable.  There is something deeply moving about performing 
a rite that is older than we are, one that goes back beyond the time of our parents and 
grandparents.” 
 
U.S. Naval vessels still formally announce, “the smoking lamp is lit” or “the smoking lamp 
is out”, a tradition predating the Navy, itself.   The smoking lamp was where one went 
to light a cigarette.   “Take me out to the ballgame” is sung during the “7th inning stretch” at 
every professional baseball game.  In the British parliament, the mace symbolizing the 
sovereign authority of Queen Elizabeth-is ceremoniously carried in and out at the 
beginning and end of each session of parliament.  As noted above, there is a sense of 
comfort in connecting with a process that is older and greater than us. 
 
The same is true with religious ritual.  Whether one be in the depths of despair or 
heights of celebration, there is comfort and solace found in participating with others in a 
worship service, being called to the Torah for an aliyah, lighting Shabbat candles, 
reciting the words of the Sh’ma, and seeking the spiritual presence of God through 
familiar and time-honored rituals.   
 
In a world of change, there is an innate desire to hold on to those people, places, and 
things that have come to define us.  For the Jew, it is the One God.  A lyric from the 1967 
song How Can I Be Sure (performed by the Young Rascals) says it best: How can I be sure?  
In a world that’s constantly changing, how can I be sure? I’ll be sure with you. 
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