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Aspire for Accountability 

 
 With the Mishkan complete, the work of building at its end, it is �me for the Israelites to 

make use of this portable sanctuary. And so the Book of Levi�cus, Vayikra, the central book of 

the Torah, describes in great deal the various korbanot, sacrificial offerings, that were brought 

within the sacred precincts. No, these next few parshiyot are not the most cap�va�ng, nor are 

they applicable in a world without sacrificial offerings. Even for the ancient Israelites, who only 

delivered their offerings to the kohanim, to the priests who would actually perform the requisite 

rituals to set the offering before God, those ancient Israelites too must have felt a certain 

degree of distance from the very rites and rituals that were designed to bring them closer to 

God. Ironically, perhaps, the word for sacrifice in Hebrew, korban, is related to the Hebrew word 

karov, close or nearby. Through the sacrifices, we were supposed to come closer to God, to 

bridge the gap between our world and the realm of the Divine. And so when the Torah sets a 

par�cularly obscure passage before us, we get closer, we draw nearer to it. We mine the text to 

try to beter understand the lessons hidden beneath its surface.  

The sacrificial offerings varied based on purpose and kind, and they also varied based on 

who was the one bringing the sacrifice itself. In the fourth chapter of Levi�cus, the Torah 

teaches us about one who commits a transgressions bishgaga, uninten�onally or unknowingly. 

Perhaps you ate a piece of bacon but did not know that the Torah prohibits Jewish people from 

doing so! Perhaps you were carrying something around on Shabbat, and without knowing it, 

you walked beyond the limits of the eiruv and should not be carrying beyond that limit! There 



 2 

are limitless examples, and many we encounter in our daily life that are not specifically Jewish 

or ritualis�c in nature. We all make mistakes. We all do things uninten�onally. The Torah here 

establishes a system whereby everyone is held accountable for their ac�ons, but one who does 

something wrong accidentally is not equated with one who does something wrong inten�onally. 

In the case of someone who commits a wrongdoing uninten�onally, the Torah differen�ates 

between four categories of people in the community, and describes a slightly different ritual for 

each one to atone for their uninten�onal wrongdoing. These four categories are (1) the high 

priest, (2) the collec�ve community leadership, (3) the individual leader,  and (4) an ordinary 

person. What is expected of one person is not necessarily expected of another. It really does 

depend on the role that they occupy in society. Do you represent the religious life of the 

community? Its poli�cal life? Are you a regular person just going about your day? Who we are 

and the roles we occupy make a difference when we are found to have done something wrong, 

even if it was accidentally or uninten�onally.  

In his book, Lessons in Leadership, Rabbi Jonathan Sacks carefully examines this chapter 

from Levi�cus and points out an interes�ng gramma�cal feature of the text. Of the four 

categories introduced, three of them begin with the Hebrew word im, if such an individual does 

something wrong uninten�onally. But one category is introduced with the word asher, when 

such a person does something wrong uninten�onally. For whom it is assumed that they will 

eventually do something wrong, and it is just a mater of when? The case of an individual 

leader. Rabbi Sacks says, “It is possible that a high priest, the Supreme Court, or an individual 

may err. But in the case of a leader, it is probable or even certain. Leaders make mistakes. It is an 

occupa�onal hazard. Talking about the sin of a nasi, a leader, the Torah uses the word ‘when,’ 
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not ‘if.’”1 Rabbi Sacks, who was a leader himself, knew that leadership is complicated. Whether 

you serve as a leader at work, in school, as part of an organiza�on, or in any other capacity, 

leaders are called upon to make difficult and complicated decisions. There is no one single way 

to lead—that is why leadership manuals abound all tou�ng different approaches. Two 

reasonable people can each lead in very different, yet effec�ve ways. With all of this ambiguity 

and uncertainty, there is a very high chance that at some point in �me, a leader will make a 

mistake. It is, in the words of Rabbi Sacks, an occupa�onal hazard.  

 We are not always privileged to see leaders take accountability for their mistakes. More 

o�en than not, we hear excuses and explana�ons rather than an honest acceptance of 

responsibility, even for uninten�onal wrongs. That is precisely what makes it so powerful when 

leaders do step forward and admit that they have done something wrong, and then do the real 

work of righ�ng their wrong. We see it in poli�cs, both here and abroad. We see it amongst 

celebri�es with millions of followers on Twiter. We see it in school, at work, and perhaps even 

at home. We all have the capacity to make mistakes, and we also have the ability, or beter yet, 

the responsibility, to take accountability for our mistakes. Parshat Vayikra is a reminder to all of 

us, regardless of your sta�on in life, that we must do beter to accept accountability for our 

ac�ons and be honest with one another and with ourselves when we mess up. In the Talmud, 

Tractate Horayot (which itself is about holding leaders accountable) the following teaching is 

brought about our verse, ֲאֶׁשר ָנִׂשיא ֶיֱחָטא, “When a leader sins”1F

2: Rabbi Yoḥanan ben Zakkai said, 

“Happy [ashrei] is the genera�on whose leader brings an offering for their uninten�onal 

 
1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Lessons in Leadership, p. 124. 
2 Levi�cus 4:22. 
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wrongdoing. If that genera�on’s leader brings an offering, you must say all the more so what an 

ordinary person will do to atone for their wrongdoing.”3 The interpreta�on is a wordplay based 

on the Hebrew words asher and ashrei, meaning “when” and “happy.” But the importance of 

the teaching is the lesson it offers: When leaders demonstrate that even they are fallible and 

make mistakes, and when they take accountability for those errors, then we too, us ordinary 

individuals in the world, we can certainly make mistakes and take accountability too.  

I o�en talk about Judaism being an aspira�onal religion. We strive to be beter people in 

the world and improve ourselves each and every day. Judaism does not imagine us as sta�c 

individuals who remain the same for years. Judaism encourages us to learn throughout our 

lives, to grow and develop, to finetune and perfect our character traits. Parshat Vayikra is a 

reminder that we should aspire for accountability, for even if we are not leaders ourselves or if 

we do not always func�on in such a role, we can s�ll aspire to see ourselves as if we are leaders, 

and therefore give ourselves permission to name our mistakes and, more importantly, to take 

accountability for them to right our wrongs.  

In fewer than two weeks, we will sit down at the Passover sedarim, hopefully 

surrounded by family and friends. As part of the retelling of the Passover story, we read in the 

Haggadah, “In every genera�on, one is obligated to see oneself as one who personally went out 

from Egypt.” In other words, we use our imagina�ons to see ourselves as recently liberated 

Israelite slaves, wandering through the wilderness, wondering what comes next on this journey 

of uncertain�es. In doing this, we aspire to feel as apprecia�ve as the Israelites must have felt 

a�er leaving Egypt. We aspire to feel a true sense of liberty and freedom. If we can imagine 

 
3 Talmud Bavli, Horayot 10b. 
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that, then so too we can imagine ourselves as leaders with a great following, individuals with 

power and influence in the world. In seeing ourselves this way, we recognize that we are people 

who will, inevitably, make mistakes. We will not always get it right. And, we are people who can 

proudly stand up and take accountability for our ac�ons, and do the necessary work to repair 

the brokenness of the world. This sacred work is our offering, our korban, our way of coming 

closer to one another and to God. Shabbat shalom.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


