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Sacrificial Values 
Vayikra 5767  

Rabbi Elie Weinstock 
 

 Some rabbis don’t like Vayikra. Now, it’s not that they don’t LIKE it; 

they just don’t find it as compelling a subject matter as the other books of 

the Torah. There is a strong view, though, that the third book of the Torah be 

the first book taught to students. The Midrash teaches, “Yavo tehorim 

v’yitasku b’tehorim – Let the innocent and pure children first study the 

sacrificial order which is pure.”  Vayikra’s contents have left many 

scratching their heads. What exactly is the purpose – and need – for 

sacrifices? One of the first reforms of liberal Judaism 200 years ago was to 

expunge all mention of the sacrificial order from the liturgy. In theory, a 

karban, sacrifice, is quite noble. The term comes from the Latin meaning “to 

make something holy.” We know how much of a premium Judaism places 

on kedushah, holiness, but what is the role of the karban?  

 Even our commentators could not agree on a unified explanation for 

sacrifices. On the one hand is the famous view of the Rambam 

(Maimonides), who writes in his Guide to the Perplexed (Part III, Chapters 

32 & 46): “The purpose of sacrifices being incorporated into the Divine 

service of the Jewish people was to accommodate the transition of the 

people going from the extreme falsehood of idol worship to the extreme 
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truth of worshipping one true God. The Jewish people had been steeped in 

an idolatrous culture and could only free themselves from it by utilizing the 

same form of animal sacrifice that they were accustomed to. Now, through 

strict rules and regiments, they could direct it toward the service of God.” 

 The Ramban (Nachmanides) disagrees vehemently. He feels that the 

key element of the karban is to draw the individual closer to God. This 

comes from the shoresh, root, of the word karban – which is karev, to bring 

close. The sacrifice provides an opportunity for man to bridge the chasm that 

exists between him and God.  

 Throughout the ages, attempts have been made to reconcile these two 

polar views or to synthesize them. Maybe the Rambam really meant to imply 

more like the Ramban. Or maybe they were each speaking of different stages 

in Jewish history. Some scholars have interpreted the Rambam to be 

implying that sacrifices were merely meant only to be temporary and will 

not return during the Messianic age. While I feel this is incorrect, it cannot 

be disputed that sacrifices have lost a great deal of their relevance in the 21st 

century. While the Talmud excitedly tells of the Kohanim (Priests) wading 

up to their knees in blood on Erev Pesach, that image does not appeal to 

many today. Believe it or not, but there are actually Jewish vegetarians. 
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 Karbanot, though, are especially relevant. They are a part of our 

history and a model for our prayers. Sacrifices are an essential paradigm for 

all things relating to closeness, of striving for a more intimate relationship 

with God – for ourselves and to bring others closer as well. And sacrifices 

lay the foundation for values in everyday Jewish living in, at least, three 

areas. 

 1. “V’im nefesh achat techeta bi’shegaga mei’am ha-aretz b’asota 

achat mi’mitzvot Hashem asher lo tei’asena v’asheim – If an individual 

person from among the people of the land shall sin unintentionally by 

committing one of the commandments of God that may not be done, and he 

becomes guilty.” (Leviticus 4:27) The Torah describes the sin-offering 

which must be brought by the unintentional sinner. It is difficult to 

understand why the Torah requires an offering for an act which was 

completely accidental, with no aim to transgress whatsoever. Let the person 

apologize to God and commit to do his best in the future. Why a sacrifice? 

The korban chatas represents an important value: The value of 

mistakes, the opportunity to take note of and learn from our mistakes. 

The sin offering is a tangible reminder of the error. There is a charge on the 

credit card for the animal or the family photos of the trip to Jerusalem to 
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bring the sacrifice in person. The mistake is to be memorialized even though 

it was innocent.  

 In real life, even little mistakes matter. Here’s what you'd get if 99% 

were good enough: No phone service for 15 minutes each day. 1.7 million 

pieces of first class mail lost each day. 35,000 newborn babies dropped by 

doctors or nurses each year. 200,000 people getting the wrong drug 

prescriptions each year. Unsafe drinking water three days a year. Two 

million people would die from food poisoning each year. On a personal 

level, though, mistakes shape who are. The Talmud (Gittin 43b) teaches: “A 

person does not properly grasp a Torah principle unless he errs in it.” As 

Rabbi Dr. Abraham Twerski explains: “People usually do not really grasp 

anything unless they first do it wrong.” 

 In Jewish history, some of our greatest religious heroes were products 

of years not maximized for religious and development. Rabbi Yochanan ben 

Zakkai and Rabbi Akiva both lived for 120 years, 40 of which were in non-

Torah pursuits. Rabbi Yochanan was a businessman while Rabbi Akiva was 

a shepherd. They each then studied for 40 years and taught for 40 years. One 

might think that had their first 40 years been used for spiritual purposes they 

would have been greater, but this is not the case. It was only by virtue of the 
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years spent in non-spiritual pursuits that allowed them to achieve their 

greatness. 

 We shouldn’t try to make mistakes, but the korban chatat teaches us 

the value of embracing our mistakes to allow us to move on to bigger and 

better things. 

 2. There are sacrifices that MUST be brought and there are sacrifices 

which MAY be brought. One such voluntary offering is the karban 

shelamim, or peace offering. The karban shelamim is one of the sacrifices 

where some of the animal is burnt on the altar, some is given to the Kohein, 

and some goes to the individual who brings it for himself or to share with 

others. It is understood as a celebration – of life, of good fortune, of friends 

and family. It is a very positive experience, but why must this celebration 

take place by bringing a sacrifice? The karban shelamim teaches a value of 

using what we have in the appropriate fashion. Rabbi Samson Raphael 

Hirsch understands the shelamim to represent the individual’s celebration of 

all that he has. The person offers his wealth, so to speak, to God. He declares 

that in truth he does not need all of this excess, but that once he has it, he’ll 

do what is right with it. He writes: “Shelamim epitomizes the Jewish 

philosophy of life. Not grief but joy is to form the eternal bridge to God; the 

highest form of Divine service is to enjoy one’s existence on earth before the 
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countenance of God. To seek God even if, and precisely because, one does 

not seek any particular favors from Him, not even to give thanks to Him for 

some extraordinary good fortune – this is the concept on wish the shelamim 

offerings are based.” 

 The karban shelamim teaches the Jewish attitude towards all things 

material. The Torah does not look negatively upon wealth itself but is 

concerned with the proper attitude towards worldly possessions. A 

distinction must be made between what we need and what we enjoy, 

between the essential and the expendable. The karban shelamim teaches 

the value of using what God gives us in the proper fashion.  

 3. The sacrifices teach us the value of learning from our mistakes and 

how to properly view what we have, but, thirdly, they also inform us of just 

what exactly a “sacrifice” really is. The first karban introduced is the karban 

olah, translated as an “elevation offering.” What is this? Well, it’s not 100% 

clear. The Torah says that the olah is a voluntary sacrifice and serves as an 

atonement for the one who brings it. An atonement for what? The Torah 

does not say. Rabbi Dovid Tzvi Hoffman notes that the olah atones for a 

lack of devotion and passion. It makes up for a general inadequacy or 

spiritual malaise a person may feel at times. It expresses the individual’s 
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desire to take a more proactive role in fulfilling responsibilities. The olah 

teaches us the value of making sacrifices by giving of oneself.  

All of us are required to take stands, make decisions, and take action. 

The olah is a reminder that actions and passion, at times, require sacrifice. 

Our passion cannot be obligated in a single command nor transmitted 

through a series of laws. Self-sacrifice must come from within like the 

voluntary olah.  

The soldiers of the IDF are all heroes, and there are countless stories 

of sacrifice. One that stands out is the battle for Ammunition Hill during the 

Six Day War. The mission was clear enough: to take control of the hilltops 

surrounding Jerusalem’s Old City. In the middle of the night, columns of 

armor, supporting paratrooper infantry units, advanced towards the hill’s 

fortifications, but the tanks became ensnared in the minefields forcing the 

paratroopers to proceed alone through the trenches. The Jordanians were 

well prepared for Israel’s advance, and the Israelis in the trenches came 

under murderous fire from the Jordanian police tower at the top of the hill 

that suppressed any cover fire to allow an advance. Realizing the 

implications, one soldier jumped out of the trench and began to return fire, 

running alongside the men in the trenches below to cover their advance. It 

didn’t take the Jordanians long to cut this soldier down, again exposing the 
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Israeli troops in the trenches, whereupon another paratrooper immediately 

jumped up out of the trench to take up a covering position, again running 

alongside the men. And every time the Jordanians succeeded in cutting 

down the man above the trenches, another Israeli soldier would jump up to 

take his place, and all this without ever being ordered to do so. In the 

aftermath of that battle the men could not recall any order or request for such 

action. By nightfall, Ammunition Hill was in Israeli hands.  

It is not about our courage under fire. But it is about our giving of 

ourselves and doing what is within our grasp to help make a difference. As 

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein notes in discussing Esther’s sense of purpose and 

self-sacrifice, “Someone who really cares, someone whose consciousness is 

deeply rooted in the collective experience of Am Yisrael…disregards any 

consideration of danger…In fact, such a person doesn’t even have to 

disregard these thoughts – they don’t even enter his mind. Such 

considerations arise…out of a perception that everyone else may perish, but 

I will manage to save my own skin. Esther was asked a fatal question: Do 

you care or do you not care? We are all, to some degree, Esther…” One who 

brings an olah appreciates the value of sacrifice.  
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In just over one week, we’ll celebrate Pesach, the holiday named after 

a sacrifice we no longer bring. The Seder night, however, is replete with 

reminders of the Korban Pesach. We have the shank bone and the egg to 

recall the festival offerings, we wash our hands before the Karpas 

reminiscent of the practice during Temple times, and our Afikoman matzah 

is meant to replace the lamb chop dessert of bygone days. The last step of 

the Seder is Nirtzah. We end the evening with the hope that we have fulfilled 

our responsibilities correctly and in prayer that we will once again have the 

chance to celebrate the Seder with the actual Karban Pesach. Sacrifices may 

not be on our minds today, but the values they impart – to view mistakes as 

learning opportunities, to appreciate what we have, and to give of ourselves 

in self-sacrifice - are eternal. Let our service and sacrifice always live up to 

these standards. 

 


