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in the Torah may have been a way of preventing 
people from offering human sacrifice in the form 
of violence and war. But the principle of sacrifice 
remains. It is the gift we bring to what and 
whom we love. 
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The philosopher, when he sees a miracle, looks for a natu-
ral explanation. The Jew, when he sees nature, looks for 
the miracle. 

 

To become one with another person, you must first recog-
nize that you are but a broken half. Only then can you 
give all of yourself and become whole. To become one with 
the Infinite L ight, you must know you are but a broken 
half, the Infinite L ight is your other half, and only then 
can you give all of yourself and become whole. 
 

/LYH�	�/DXJK 

 

The big red "F" stared back at young Sammy on 
his exam paper. Sammy's friend Noah looked at 
his glum friend and asked, "Why did you get 
such a low grade on that test?"  
 

"Because of an absence," Sammy answered. 

 

"You mean you were absent on the day of the 
test?" Noah questioned. Little Sammy replied, 
"No, but the kid who always sits next to me 
was." 
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Without going into the whole question of 
sacrifices, one difficult phrase that appears in 
this week’s reading and throughout the early 
chapters of V ayikra (Leviticus) is reiach 
nichoach l’Hashem –  a satisfying aroma to G-d. 
These few words seem to accentuate an ele-
ment of appeasing the Deity in the sacrifices.  
Why the repeated emphasis on satisfying G-
d? does G-d need our sacrifices? Is he hungry 
for a good braai?  

 

Some have suggested that with all the pag-
eantry associated with Temple rites and ritu-
als, people might come to place undue im-
portance on the Kohanim and their ceremo-
nials. The ritual directors might become so 
prominent in people’s eyes that they might 
completely forget about the Almighty. It was 
therefore necessary to remind worshippers to 
whom they ought to be directing their offer-
ings, thoughts and prayers.  

 

As a rabbi, I am often called upon to pray for 
people. This one is in need of a blessing for 
improved health, the other wants to earn a 
better living and so it goes. Of course, there 
are set times for such prayers in the syna-
gogue service and I am happy to oblige. But I 
also suggest to people that they themselves 
should be in Shul for the prayer too. Further-
more, there is no more sincere prayer than 
that of the person in need. Surely their sincer-
ity will be unmatched, even by the most pious 
of rabbis.  

 

The story is told of a saintly rabbi of yester-
year who was approached by a woman in 
need of a blessing for her child. The Rabbi 

7KH�2QO\�2QH 
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demanded a large amount for charity in return for 
his prayer. The woman was apologetic and said she 
didn’t have that amount of money. Could the rabbi 
reduce the price? But he was adamant. After all her 
haggling got her nowhere, the woman stormed out 
in a huff. “I’ll pray for myself,” she said angrily. 
“Aha,” said the Rabbi. “That is exactly what I was 
hoping to hear. Your prayer will, in fact, be better 
and more effective than anyone’s.” The saintly 
man understood that this woman was placing too 
much credence on him and forgetting about G-d. 

 

There used to be an unhealthy -  and thankfully 
now largely discredited -  attitude among many that 
one could hire a Rabbi to perform all religious 
duties on their behalf. Let the Rabbi keep kosher 
and let him observe Shabbos and Yom Tov. Let 
him study the Torah to keep it alive (barely) to pass 
on to the next generation… of Rabbis! Meanwhile, 
I will live the easy life and pay for the services of a 
rabbinical professional when I need them. Until 
then, don’t bother me, I’m busy. 

  

I once encouraged someone to try putting on Te-
fillin in the mornings. His response: “Rabbi, you 
do it for me.” I asked him if I could also eat for 
him and sleep for him. Rabbis are not meant to be 
intermediaries between Jews and G-d. Every Jew 
has a personal and direct relationship with G-d. 
There are not 612 commandments for ordinary 
Jews and 614 for Rabbis. We all have the same 613 
obligations, no more, no less. Rabbis are only 
teachers, to advise and to guide. The Rabbi will be 
happy to help and do whatever he can, but remem-
ber that, ultimately, we have to help ourselves and 
each of us can turn to the single most important 
address in the universe and that is G-d. 

 



Rabbis may be very reliable but don’t rely on the 
rabbis. Kohanim, Levites, Rabbis and teachers 
all have their important roles to play. But never 
confuse the messenger with the One who sent 
him. Long ago, our sages taught (and it has now 
even become a popular Israeli bumper sticker) we 
have no one to turn to but our Father in Heaven.� 
 

3DUVKD�3RLQWHUV 
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G-d instructs Moses to command Aaron and his 
sons regarding their duties and rights as Koha-
nim (“priests”) who offer the korbanot (animal 
and meal offerings) in the Sanctuary. 

 

The fire on the Altar must be kept burning at all 
times. In it are burned the wholly consumed 
Ascending Offering; veins of fat from the Peace, 
Sin, and Guilt Offerings; and the "handful" sepa-
rated from the Meal Offering. 

 

The Kohanim eat the meat of the Sin and Guilt 
Offerings and the remainder of the Meal Offer-
ing. The Peace Offering is eaten by the one who 
brought it, except for specified portions given to 
the Kohen. The holy meat of the offerings must 
be eaten by ritually pure persons, in their desig-
nated holy place, and within their specified time. 

 

Aaron and his sons remain within the Sanctuary 
compound for seven days, during which Mo-
ses initiates them into the priesthood. 

 

8QGHUVWDQGLQJ�6DFULILFH 
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One of the most difficult elements of 
the Torah and the way of life it prescribes is the 
phenomenon of animal sacrifices – for obvious 
reasons. First, Jews and Judaism have survived 
without them for almost two thousand years. 
Second, virtually all the prophets were critical of 
them, not least Jeremiah in this week’s haftarah. 
None of the prophets sought to abolish sacrific-
es, but they were severely critical of those who 
offered them while at the same time oppressing 
or exploiting their fellow human beings. What 

disturbed them – what disturbed G‑d in whose 
name they spoke – was that evidently some peo-
ple thought of sacrifices as a kind of bribe: if we 
make a generous enough gift to G‑d then He may 
overlook our crimes and misdemeanors. This is an 
idea radically incompatible with Judaism. 

 

Then again, along with monarchy, sacrifices were 
among the least distinctive features of Judaism in 
ancient times. Every ancient religion in those 
days, every cult and sect, had its altars and sacri-
fices. Finally, it remains remarkable how simply 
and smoothly the sages were able to construct 
substitutes for sacrifice, three in particular: prayer, 
study and tzedakah. Prayer, particularly Shacharit, 
Mincha and Musaf, took the place of the regular 
offerings. One who studies the laws of sacrifice is 
as if he had brought a sacrifice. And one who 
gives to charity brings, as it were, a financial sacri-
fice, acknowledging that all we have we owe to 
G‑d. 

 

So, though we pray daily for the rebuilding of 
the Temple and the restoration of sacrifices, the 
principle of sacrifice itself remains hard to under-
stand. Many theories have been advanced by an-
thropologists, psychologists and Bible scholars as 
to what the sacrifices represented, but most are 
based on the questionable assumption that sacri-
fice is essentially the same act across cultures. This 
is poor scholarship. Always seek to understand a 
practice in terms of the distinctive beliefs of the 
culture in which it takes place. What could sacri-
fice possibly mean in a religion in which G‑d is 
the creator and owner of all?  

 

What, then, was sacrifice in Judaism and why does 
it remain important, at least as an idea, even to-
day? The simplest answer – though it does not 
explain the details of the different kinds of offer-
ing – is this: We love what we are willing to make sacri-
fices for. That is why, when they were a nation of 
farmers and shepherds, the Israelites demonstrat-
ed their love of G-d by bringing Him a symbolic 
gift of their flocks and herds, their grain and fruit; 
that is, their livelihood. To love is to thank. To 
love is to want to bring an offering to the Be-
loved. To love is to give. Sacrifice is the choreog-
raphy of love. 

 

This is true in many aspects of life. A happily mar-
ried couple is constantly making sacrifices for one 
another. Parents make huge sacrifices for their 
children. People drawn to a calling – to heal the 
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create peace in a Europe that had for centuries 
been ravaged by war. The democratic state and 
the market economy were serious attempts to 
harness the power of self- interest to combat the 
destructive passions that led to violence. The fact 
that politics and economics were based on self-
interest did not negate the possibility that families 
and communities were sustained by altruism. It 
was a good system, not a bad one. 

 

Now, however, after several centuries, the idea of 
love-as- sacrifice has grown thin in many areas of 
life. We see this specifically in relationships. 
Throughout the West, fewer people are getting 
married, they are getting married later, and al-
most half of marriages end in divorce. Through-
out Europe, indigenous populations are in de-
cline. To have a stable population, a country 
must have an average birth rate of 2.1 children 
per female. In 2015 the average birth-rate 
throughout the European Union was 1.55. In 
Spain it was 1.27. Germany has the lowest birth-
rate of any country in the world. That is why the 
population of Europe is today rendered stable 
only on the basis of unprecedented rates of im-
migration. 

 

Lose the concept of sacrifice within a society, and sooner or 
later marriage falters, parenthood declines, and the society 
slowly ages and dies. My late predecessor, Lord 
Jakobovits, had a lovely way of putting this. 
The Talmud says that when a man divorces his 
first wife, “the altar sheds tears” (Gittin 90b). 
What is the connection between the altar and a 
marriage? Both, he said, are about sacrifices. Mar-
riages fail when the partners are unwilling to 
make sacrifices for one another. 

 

Jews and Judaism survived despite the many sac-
rifices people had to make for it. In the eleventh 
century Judah Halevi expressed something closer 
to awe at the fact that Jews stayed Jewish despite 
the fact that “with a word lightly spoken” they 
could have converted to the majority faith and 
lived a life of relative ease (Kuzari 4:23) Equally 
possible though is that Judaism survived be-
cause of those sacrifices. Where people make sac-
rifices for their ideals, the ideals stay strong. Sac-
rifice is an expression of love. 

 

Not all sacrifice is holy. Today’s suicide bombers 
sacrifice their lives and those of their victims in a 
way I have argued (in Not In G‑d’s Name) is sacri-
lege. Indeed the very existence of animal sacrifice 

sick, or care for the poor, or fight for justice for 
the weak against the strong – often sacrifice 
remunerative careers for the sake of their ideals. 
In ages of patriotism, people make sacrifices for 
their country. In strong communities people 
make sacrifices for one another when someone 
is in distress or needs help. Sacrifice is the super-
glue of relationship. It bonds us to one another. 

 

That is why, in the biblical age, sacrifices were so 
important – not as they were in other faiths but 
precisely because at the beating heart of Judaism 
is love: “You shall love the L‑rd your G‑d with 
all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your might.” In other faiths the driving motive 
behind sacrifice was fear: fear of the anger and 
power of the G‑ds. In Judaism it was love. 

 

We see this in the Hebrew word for sacrifice 
itself: the noun korban, and the verb lehakriv, 
which mean, “to come, or bring close”. The 
name of G‑d invariably used in connection with 
the sacrifices is Hashem, G‑d in his aspect of love 
and compassion, never Elokim, G‑d as justice 
and distance. The word Elokim occurs only five 
times in the whole of the book of Vayikra, and 
always in the context of other nations. The 
word Hashem appears 209 times. And as we saw 
last week, the very name of the book, Vayikra, 
means to summon in love. Where there is love, 
there is sacrifice. 

 

Once we realize this we begin to understand 
how deeply relevant the concept of sacrifice is in 
the twenty- first century. The major institutions 
of the modern world – the liberal democratic 
state and the free-market economy – were predi-
cated on the model of the rational actor, that is, 
one who acts to maximize the benefits to him-  
or herself. 

 

Hobbes’ account of the social contract was that 
it is in the interests of each of us to hand over 
some of our rights to a central power charged 
with ensuring the rule of law and the defense of 
the realm. Adam Smith’s insight into the market 
economy was that if we each act to maximize 
our own advantage, the result is the growth of 
the common-wealth. Modern politics and eco-
nomics were built on the foundation of the ra-
tional pursuit of self- interest. 

 

There was nothing wrong with this. It was done 
for the highest of motives. It was an attempt to 


