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Vayikra has a lot of laws. And today was no exception. We talked about the Kohanim 
and all the rules that restricted them, including who they could and couldn’t marry, ritual 
impurity, and physical deformity. We also read the laws of festivals, the lighting of 
the menorah and blasphemy. It was heavy stuff. This theme continued into the haftorah 
where we read about the kohanim’s duties in the Third Temple. But also, in today’s 
portion we had one of the most well-known verses in the entire Tanakh. ‘And if a man 
inflicts a wound to his fellow, as he did, so shall it be done to him; A break for a break, 
an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth; just as he did, so shall be done to him.’ I think we 
all know not to take this verse literally. I don’t think it’s possible to function in a world 
where we’re constantly taking revenge. 

The Holocaust was one of the worst moments in not only Jewish history, but the history 
of the world. If we had taken the verse literally, we could have done the same to the 
Nazis. But would this have made any difference to the pain and anguish we felt? As 
Jews there is a great significance to preserve life, so this wouldn’t have brought us 
any satisfaction. 

The Gemara tells us that at first Hashem intended to establish the universe on the basis 
of justice. When He realized that humanity would never survive their failings and 
inevitable consequences, He changed His mind and established the universe on the 
basis of mercy. 

Last week, in Kedoshim we read, ‘You shall not take revenge or bear grudge against 
members of your people.’ So why is Hashem telling us to do the opposite here? 

The Sages say that the Torah is not being literal; rather it uses a figure of speech to 
explain that monetary payment should be made for the damages. But I think that 
there is more to this passage than that. After all, Hashem could have just said, you will 
pay them back equivalent to what you have stolen from them. This is interesting, 
especially since everything written in the Torah has a purpose. 

Then what was He talking about in this verse? Maybe, just maybe, he’s giving us a 
chance to amend our acts. What if Hashem is giving us a second chance to redeem 
ourselves? 

But what does redemption really mean? Redemption, in the Tanakh, has lot less to do 
with Hashem and a lot more to do with human intervention. There is a plethora of 
goelim throughout Vayikra and the entire Tanakh. A go-el is a person who saves a 
widow through levirate marriage, co-owns land with a poor, grieving family or returns 
a family to emotional and financial security. These are just a few of the examples 
mentioned. In short this all refers to human driven reaction. 

 



 

We’ve all heard of the classical fairy tale, where a princess is trapped in a tower 
protected by an evil dragon and she waits years for her saviour, a knight in shining 
amour, to come to her rescue. But redemption is more than this … 

Redemption doesn’t mean waiting for a saviour. It means being a saviour. It means 
working for deep change without the charisma or bravado of a protagonist from a 
fairy tale. We can mend our own acts or channel our experiences into something 
positive. 

According to the Rabbinic Sages, the Jews’ great exile after the destruction of 
the Second Temple was caused by the senseless hatred that they had felt towards 
each other. This divisiveness can only be fully reversed when we reacquire the type 
of unity that characterised the Jews – ‘one people with one heart’ – when we received 
the Torah on Mount Sinai, the occasion that Shavuot celebrates. It has been the desire 
of every Jew since then to see the final redemption occur: the arising of the Moshiach, 
rebuilding of the Third Temple and the gathering of Jews all around the world. 

But until that day happens, why can’t we be the superheroes? Just like what happened 
after Holocaust, instead of being bitter, regretful and vengeful, we became our own 
heroes. Thoughts of being a free people in our own land became a reality. So perhaps 
this Shavuot we, too will stop having the same old conversations centred on everything 
that is wrong in the world while waiting for some magical cure from outside of ourselves. 
We too can make a positive impact on many lives through our thoughtful reactions. 

Seeing as we’re on the topic of heroes, I think it’s only fitting to end with a quote from 
the Black Panther: 

‘In times of crisis, the wise build bridges, while the foolish build barriers. We must find 
a way to look after each other, as if we were one single tribe.’ 

Shabbat shalom. 


