
 

 

Parashat Tsav – March 19, 2022 – 16 Adar II 5782 

Dear TBE Family and Friends, 

The institution of the Temple sacrifices, which is the focus of a 
substantial portion of the Book of Vayikra (Leviticus), is something 
that feels quite foreign and frankly, distasteful, to most modern 
readers.  How could it be that YHVH, the universe’s ultimate 
creative Source, would take “delight” in humans butchering 
animals and splattering their blood upon the altar and the walls of 
the innermost Temple precinct?  And how is this bloody act 
supposed to convey to God our commitment to abide by a code of 
laws intended to bring the world to a state of greater wholeness? 

Several classical Jewish thinkers, among them Moshe ben 
Maimon (the “Rambam”, 12th century Spain) and Joseph Albo 
(15th century Spain), came to the conclusion that the sacrifices 
could not themselves have been the end that God was desiring in 
dictating the rites described in these chapters and elsewhere in 
the Tana”kh.  Rather, they ventured, the sacrifices must be the 
means to an (implied) end.  What that underlying endpoint was 
remained the subject of some debate. 

We can find some clues to this mystery in the language of the 
sacrifices themselves, which gets repeated incessantly in this 
week’s Torah portion (Parashat Tzav).  The text speaks, for 
example, of the sacrifice that accompanies the inauguration of a 
new priest, saying (Lev 6:13): Zeh korban Aharon u’vanav asher 
yakrivu l’Adonai bayom himashakh (“This is the sacrifice of Aaron 



and his sons, which they should bring to Adonai on the day of 
[their] anointment”).  

Even a reader unfamiliar with Hebrew grammar can see in the 
repetition of sounds (note the letters that I have underlined in my 
transliteration) the prominence of the three-letter root k-r-b/v (bet 
and vet are  equivalent in Hebrew).  This term, which in the 
context of Jewish ritual is typically translated as “sacrifice” or 
“sacrifices” (as a verb), actually stems from a root meaning “to 
draw close”.  In other words, at the core of the sacrificial act as 
described in Hebrew is not the euphemistic “sanctification” of the 
dead animal through the taking of its life (the English derivation), 
but rather the offering-maker’s intention to draw close to God.  In 
this framing, the animal is effectively little more than a “door gift,” 
a token of appreciation offered to our host as we enter their 
precinct – and hence, ultimately dispensable. 

The significance of this derivation, and the reason I bring it to your 
attention, is that in this sense the act of worship has changed 
little, if at all, since ancient times.  We still enter into our shared 
sanctuaries, the places where we find peace, protection and 
holiness, with the goal of drawing closer, drawing closer not only 
to God, God’s self, but also to the holy assembly amidst which, 
our sacred texts assure us, God’s presence can be found. 

Of course, prayer can be offered from (almost) any locale and at 
any time.  Our tradition assures us that this is the case.  But there 
is a particular transformative power attributed to prayer offered as 
part of a congregation, in the spaces they designate as holy. 

I recognize that there are members of our community for whom 
embodied gatherings for any purpose are still impossible, and 
sadly it looks like this will always be the case.  But there are many 
others for whom participation in in-person worship is simply a 
habit they have fallen out of, a legacy of a by-gone era back 
“before” the world was turned on its head.  If we are to undo the 



great inversion that COVID created in our lives – much as we 
celebrated Esther’s prodigious reversal of a cosmic wrong in her 
own time on Purim day – then we must be willing to venture forth 
to stand before the King.  We have to take the brave step of 
coming back into our sacred spaces, our communal home, to 
worship, to celebrate and to learn.  I am hopeful that as the 
weather warms and COVID numbers continue to fall, more of our 
members, who are now beginning to venture out to restaurants, 
cultural activities and friends’ homes, will return too to our shared 
community home.  We stand ready to greet you! 

  

Shabbat shalom, 

- Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 


