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The Torah outlines a series of cases where acts 
committed b’shogeig give rise to obligatory sin 
offerings. Covered in the text are unintentional sins 

committed by priests, communities, rulers and individuals.
In each of the above situations the Torah raises the 

possibility of sin, with one glaring exception…
When the Torah describes the potential sin of a nasi 

(leader), the text reads: Asher nasi yecheta, “When a 
leader sins…” (Vayikra 4:22)

Question: Why does the Torah state “when a leader sins” 
rather than “if a leader sins”?

Approaches

A: There are scholars who are willing to embrace the pshat 
of this phrase and the troubling philosophical message 
it conveys. This straightforward approach is mirrored in 
the comments of the Sforno: “[The Torah states] ‘When 
a leader sins’ ...for, after all, it is expected that he will 
sin.”(Sforno, ibid.)

At the dawn of history, the Torah establishes a truth 
most famously verbalized centuries later by the nineteenth-
century moralist Lord John Emerich Edward Dalberg 
Acton: “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power 
corrupts absolutely.” (Expressed in a letter to Bishop 
Mandell Creighton in 1887)

Through a simple twist of text, God warns of the dangers 
of leadership. From the Torah’s perspective the issue is not 
“if a leader will sin” but “when a leader will sin.” Whether 
because of the corrupting influence of power or simply 
because of the risks a leader must take, the assumption of a 
leadership position carries with it the inevitability of sin.

What, however, is the lesson the Torah wishes to 
convey? If sin and leadership are synonymous, does 
the Torah’s moral system discourage the assumption of 

leadership roles?

B: A strange Talmudic passage may well shed light upon 
the rabbinic attitude towards the interface between 
leadership and sin.

The rabbis taught: Four individuals died “at the urging 
of the serpent” [i.e., sinless: their deaths did not result 
from their own sins but from the mortality introduced into 
man’s existence, at the instigation of the serpent, in the 
Garden of Eden]. They were: Binyamin, the son of Yaakov; 
Amram, the father of Moshe; Yishai, the father of David; 
Kil’av, the son of David. (Talmud Bavli Bava Batra 17a.) 

The contemporary scholar Rabbi Zevulun Charlop 
notes that the Talmudic identification of each of these 
individuals is strange. Why, he asks, doesn’t the Talmud 
simply list their names? Why identify each historical 
figure by his relationship to another: Binyamin, the son of 
Yaakov; Amram, the father of Moshe; Yishai, the father of 
David; Kil’av, the son of David? (Rabbi Zevulun Charlop, 
Shabbat drasha)

Clearly, the Talmud wants us compare each of these 
four individuals to a more well-known relative. When we 
do so, a striking truth emerges. Each of the four figures 
identified in the Talmud as having died “without sin” 
pales in comparison to a close relative who cannot make 
that claim. While some Midrashic traditions maintain 
otherwise, (As we have noted before (see Bereishit: Lech 
Lecha 2, Questions; Toldot 4, Approaches A), a spectrum 
of opinion exists within rabbinic thought concerning the 
potential fallibility of biblical heroes. At one end of the 
spectrum are those who refuse to see any possible failing 
on the part of the heroes of the Torah and Tanach. A 
clear example of this approach is the Talmudic statement 
“Anyone who says that David sinned is mistaken” (Talmud 
Bavli Shabbat 56a).) the straightforward reading of events 
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Between Destiny and Chance
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks 

The third book of the Torah is known in English 
as “Leviticus”, a word deriving from Greek and 
Latin, meaning, “pertaining to the Levites”. This 

reflects the fact that in Judaism the priests – descendants of 
Aaron – were from the tribe of Levi, and that the ancient 
rabbinic name for the book was Torat Cohanim, “the law 
of the priests”. It is an appropriate title. Whereas Shemot 
and Bamidbar are shot through with narrative, the book 
between them is largely about sacrifices and the rituals 
associated, first with the Tabernacle and later with the 
Temple in Jerusalem. It is, as the name Torat Cohanim 
implies, about the priests and their function as guardians of 
the sacred.

By contrast, the traditional name Vayikra, “And He 
called”, seems merely accidental. Vayikra just happens to 

be the first word of the book, and there is no connection 
between it and the subjects with which it deals. The truth, 
I will argue here, is otherwise. There is a deep connection 
between the wordVayikra and the underlying message of 
the book as a whole.

To understand this we must note that there is something 
unusual about the way the word appears in asefer Torah. Its 
last letter, an aleph, is written small – almost as if it barely 
existed. The standard-size letters spell out the word vayikar, 
meaning, “he encountered, he chanced upon.” Unlike 
vayikra, which refers to a call, a summons, a meeting by 
request, vayikar suggests an accidental meeting, a mere 
happening.

With their sensitivity to nuance, the sages noted the 
difference between the call to Moses with which the book 

indicates that Yaakov, Moshe and David certainly sin, and 
that their sins are recorded for posterity in the Tanach 
and rabbinic literature. Nonetheless, their place in Jewish 
history is unsurpassed. In spite of faults and human 
failings, Yaakov remains the greatest of our patriarchs, 
(Midrash Sechel Tov Bereishit 33) Moshe the greatest of 
our prophets, (Devarim 34:10) David the greatest of our 
kings. (Midrash Tehillim Mizmor 1)

Is it preferable to be Binyamin or Yaakov, Amram or 
Moshe, Yishai or David, Kil’av or David? While all of these 
personalities were righteous men deserving of emulation, 
the Talmud’s answer is clear: Better to risk sin and rise to 
leadership than to remain unblemished in the shadows.

Points to Ponder
A cursory glance at trends within Jewish day school and 

yeshiva education today reveals that we are not training the 
best of our children towards Jewish communal leadership.

So much emphasis is placed in the “yeshiva world” on 
the goals of personal piety and Torah study that many 
of our brightest are loathe to venture outside the walls 
of the beit midrash (house of study). Success within the 
system is defined by a willingness to engage in full-time 
Torah study. As a result, many young men and women 
whose contributions to the Jewish nation are potentially 
invaluable remain cloistered, unwilling to take the risks 

associated with involvement with the community at large.
At the same time, for years, the choice of a career in 

Jewish leadership has rarely been promoted by parents in 
the Modern Orthodox and non-Orthodox communities. 
Within those sectors, the rabbinate is generally perceived 
as “no job for a good Jewish boy” and teaching is often 
discouraged as a vocational choice. The hours in both 
the communal and educational spheres are seen as long, 
the burdens overwhelming, the responsibilities great, the 
social position lonely, the material rewards (in many cases) 
limited.

The rabbis, already in Talmudic times, acknowledged 
the moral risks inherent in positions of power. They 
determined, however, that the benefits of communal 
involvement far outweigh the cost. Today, we are 
challenged to recapture for ourselves and to communicate 
to our own children that sense of commitment and 
mission.

Thankfully, strides have been made to increase the 
professional stature and financial remuneration of those 
who choose careers in Jewish leadership. We still have 
a ways to go, however, before those careers become as 
attractive and as respected as other opportunities available 
to the young men and women of our community.

The call to leadership is far from risk-free. Ignoring that 
call, however, carries the greatest risks of all.
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begins, and G-d’s appearance to the pagan prophet Bilaam. 
This is how the midrash puts it:

What is the difference between the prophets of Israel 
and the prophets of the pagan nations of the world? . . . 
R. Hama ben Hanina said: The Holy One blessed be He 
reveals himself to the pagan nations by an incomplete form 
of address, as it is said, “And the Lord appeared to Bilaam”, 
whereas to the prophets of Israel He appears in a complete 
form of address, as it is said, “And He called to Moses.”

Rashi is more explicit:
All [G-d’s] communications [to Moses], whether they use 

the words “speak” or “say” or “command” were preceded by 
a call [keri’ah] which is a term of endearment, used by the 
angels when they address one another, as it is said “And one 
called to the other” [vekara zeh el zeh, Isaiah 6:3). However, 
to the prophets of the nations of the world, His appearance is 
described by an expression signifying a casual encounter and 
uncleanness, as it says, “And the Lord appeared to Bilaam.”

The Baal HaTurim goes one stage further, commenting 
on the small aleph:

Moses was both great and humble, and wanted only to 
write Vayikar, signifying “chance”, as if the Holy One blessed 
be He appeared to him only in a dream, as it says of Bilaam 
[vayikar, without an aleph] – suggesting that G-d appeared to 
him by mere chance. However, G-d told him to write the word 
with analeph. Moses then said to Him, because of his extreme 
humility, that he would only write an aleph that was smaller 
than the other alephs in the Torah, and he did indeed write it 
small.

Something of great significance is being hinted at here, 
but before taking it further, let us turn to the end of the 
book. Just before the end, in the sedra of Bechukotai, 
there occurs one of the two most terrifying passages in the 
Torah. It is known as the tokhachah (the other appears in 
Devarim 28), and it details the terrible fate that will befall 
the Jewish people if it fails to keep its covenant with G-d:

I will bring such insecurity upon those of you who survive 
in your enemies’ land that the sound of a driven leaf will make 
them flee from the sword. They will fall with no one chasing 
them . . . The land of your enemies will consume you. (26: 36-
38)

Yet despite the shocking nature of the forewarning, the 
passage ends with a note of consolation:

I will remember My covenant with Jacob, as well as My 
covenant with Isaac and My covenant with Abraham. I will 
remember the land . . . Even when they are in their enemies’ 

land, I will not reject them or abhor them so as to destroy them 
completely, breaking My covenant with them. I am the Lord 
their G-d. But for their sake I will remember the covenant with 
their ancestors whom I brought out of Egypt in the sight of the 
nations to be their G-d, I am the Lord. (26: 42, 44)

The key-word of the passage is the word keri. It appears 
exactly seven times in thetokhachah – a sure sign of 
significance. Here are two of them by way of example:

“If in spite of this you still do not listen to Me but continue 
to be hostile towards Me, then in My anger I will be hostile 
towards you, and I myself will punish you seven times for your 
sins.” (26: 27-28) What does the word keri mean? I have 
translated it here as “hostile”. There are other suggestions. The 
Targum reads it as “harden yourselves”, Rashbam as “refuse”, 
Ibn Ezra as “overconfident”, Saadia as “rebellious”.

However, Rambam gives it a completely different 
interpretation, and does so in a halakhic context:

A positive scriptural command prescribes prayer and 
the sounding of the alarm with trumpets whenever trouble 
befalls the community. For when Scripture says, “Against the 
adversary that oppresses you, then you shall sound an alarm 
with the trumpets” the meaning is: Cry out in prayer and 
sound an alarm . . . This is one of the paths to repentance, for 
when the community cries out in prayer and sounds an alarm 
when threatened by trouble, everyone realises that evil has 
come on them as a result of their own wrongdoing . . . and that 
repentance will cause the trouble to be removed.

If, however, the people do not cry out in prayer and do not 
sound an alarm but merely say that it is the way of the world 
for such a thing to happen to them, and that their trouble is 
a matter of pure chance, they have chosen a cruel path which 
will cause them to continue in their wrongdoing, and thus 
bring additional troubles on them. For when Scripture says, 
“If you continue to be keri towards Me, then in My anger I will 
be keritowards you”, it means: If, when I bring trouble upon 
you in order to cause you to repent, you say that the trouble is 
purely accidental, then I will add to your trouble the anger of 
being-left-to-chance. (Mishneh Torah, Taaniyot, 1:1-3)

Rambam understands keri to be related to the word 
mikreh, meaning “chance”. The curses, in his interpretation, 
are not Divine retribution as such. It will not be G-d 
who makes Israel suffer: it will be other human beings. 
What will happen is simply that G-d will withdraw 
His protection. Israel will have to face the world alone, 
without the sheltering presence of G-d. This, for Rambam, 
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Go with the Flow
Rabbi Josh Hoffman 

This week’s parsha presents us with a description of 
the offering of sacrifices on the altar.Among the 
various laws mentioned as part of the sacrificial 

order is the prohibition of adding honey or any manner 
of leaven to the sacrifice.Rather, we must put salt on all of 
our sacrifices.Rambam explains that it was the practice of 
idolaters to add honey and leaven to their sacrifices, and, 
therefore, we are enjoined from doing so to our sacrifices.
The requirement of putting salt on sacrifices is explained 
by Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra as a sign of respect to God.
Our offering is more complete with salt added.to it, just 
as our food is considered more tasty when salt is added.
This requirement finds an echo in our practice of placing 
salt on the table when we eat, since our table is likened to 
an altar.There is, seemingly, no connection between the 
prohibition of adding honey or leaven to the sacrifice and 
the requirement to add salt, except for the fact that they 
constitute rules for what can or cannot be added to our 
sacrifices. 

Rabbi Mordechai Gifter, in his Pirkei Torah, explains 
these mitzvos in a way that connects them through a 
common theme.Honey, he says, is an additive, a sweetener 
unrelated to the food it is added to, while leaven transforms 
the foodstuff it is added to.In both cases, the food being 
treated is changed through the addition of an outside 
factor.Salt, on the other hand, preserves and brings out the 
natural flavor of the food.Symbolically, then, these mitzvos 
are teaching us that our service of God must be a natural 
expression of our inner connection with Him, and not an 
artificial exercise.Moreover, our service of God should 
enable us to develop our inner potential, just as salt brings 
out the inner flavor of the food it seasons. Although we 
unfortunately are not able, at this time, to offer sacrifices 
in the Temple, the prayers we offer each day are, the rabbis 
tell us, patterned after the daily sacrifices in the Temple.
and, so, the character of divine service in the Temple 
carries a message for us, as well. 

To carry Rabbi Gifter’s idea further, we can add that 

is simple, inescapable measure-for-measure (middah 
kenegged middah). If Israel believe in Divine providence, 
they will be blessed by Divine providence. If they see 
history as mere chance – what Joseph Heller, author of 
Catch-22, called “a trashbag of random coincidences blown 
open by the wind” – then indeed they will be left to chance. 
Being a small, vulnerable nation, chance will not be kind to 
them.

We are now in a position to understand the remarkable 
proposition linking the beginning of Vayikra to the end – 
and one of the most profound of all spiritual truths. The 
difference between mikra and mikreh – between history 
as G-d’s call and history as one event after another with 
no underlying purpose or meaning – is, in the Hebrew 
language, almost imperceptible. The words sound the 
same. The only difference is that the former has analeph 
while the latter does not (the significance of the aleph is 
obvious: the first letter of the alphabet, the first letter of the 
Ten Commandments, the “I” of G-d).

The letter aleph is almost inaudible. Its appearance in a 
sefer Torah at the beginning of Vayikra (the “small aleph“) 
is almost invisible. Do not expect – the Torah is intimating 

– that the presence of G-d in history will always be as clear 
and unambiguous as it was during the exodus from Egypt 
and the division of the Red Sea. For much of the time it 
will depend on your own sensitivity. For those who look, 
it will be visible. For those who listen, it can be heard. But 
first you have to look and listen. If you choose not to see 
or hear, thenVayikra will become Vayikar. The call will be 
inaudible. History will seem mere chance. There is nothing 
incoherent about such an idea. Those who believe it will 
have much to justify it. Indeed, says G-d in the tokhachah: 
if you believe that history is chance, then it will become so. 
But in truth it is not so. The history of the Jewish people 
– as even non-Jews such as Pascal, Rousseau and Tolstoy 
eloquently stated – testifies to the presence of G-d in their 
midst. Only thus could such a small, vulnerable, relatively 
powerless people survive, and still say today – after the 
Holocaust – am yisrael chai, the Jewish people lives. And 
just as Jewish history is not mere chance, so it is no mere 
coincidence that the first word of the central book of the 
Torah is Vayikra, “And He called”. To be a Jew is to believe 
that what happens to us as a people is G-d’s call to us – to 
become “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”
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prayer should not be approached as an isolated part of 
our day, unrelated to what precedes or follows it.Rabbi 
Yehudah HaLevi, in his masterpiece the Kuzari, describes 
the day of the chasid, the pious man.The focal point of 
his day is the time that he prays, establishing contact with 
God.After finishing his morning prayers, he looks forward 
to the next opportunity he will have to communicate 
with God.His whole day, then, is centered around that 
connection.Prayer is not a compartmentalized part of his 
life, but its guidepoint and focal center.His thoughts are 
constantly focused on God, so that when he prays it is 
not a break from the rest of his day but part of a natural 
flow.Perhaps the ultimate example of this approach is 
King David, who wrote “I am prayer..” David’s connection 
with God was so strong that he described himself as 
a personification of prayer.Rabbi Eliezer Waldman of 
Kiryat Arba has pointed out that it is in this sense that 
the Rabbis referred to prayer as sicha - a conversation.
Just as a conversation is a natural part of a person’s life, 

so, too, should prayer be.Our entire day should, ideally, 
be permeated with a sense of God’s presence, so that 
the time that we actually engage in prayer is seen as 
an intensification and reinforcement of an ongoing 
relationship.This is the sense of the verse written on many 
synagogue prayer stands,-”I have placed God before me 
constantly.” Rabbi Moshe Isserles begins his glosses to 
the section of Shulchan Aruch that deals with the laws of 
everyday life-Orach Chaim-with a quotation of this verse, 
and the explanation of it given by the Rambam in his 
Guide to the Perplexed.The Rambam relates this verse not 
to prayer but to man’s daily activity. A person does not act 
in the presence of the king, he writes, in the same manner 
that he acts in front of ordinary people.An awareness of 
God’s presence, he continues, must permeate our lives 
and guide our actions.By following this directive of the 
Rambam, we will be able to join with King David in his 
declaration, “I am prayer.”

The Structure of the Laws of Sacrifice
Rabbi David Horwitz

Ha-Rav Dr. David Zvi Hoffman, zatzal, in the 
introduction to his work Das Buch Leviticus 
(Berlin, 1905) (translated into Hebrew by Zvi 

Har Shefer and Dr. Aaron Lieberman as Sefer Va-Yiqra 
[ Jerusalem, 1966]), discusses (Hebrew ed., pp. 17ff.) 
the two distinct groups of laws that are formulated in 
the first seven chapters of the Sefer, that is, laws that are 
enumerated in this week’s parashah (Va-Yiqra) and in next 
week’s parashah (Tzav). The first group consists of laws 
enumerated in the first five chapters of Leviticus. They 
entail laws of the ‘olah (chapter 1), the minhah (chapter 
2), the shelamim (chapter 3), the hata’t (4:1-5:13), and 
finally the asham (5:14-26). The second group, consisting 
of the laws cited in Leviticus, chapters 6 and 7, presents 
additional rules concerning various ‘olot (6:1-6), menahot 
(6:7-11), hata’ot (6:17-23), ashamot (7:1-10), and 
shelamim (7:11-21 and 7:25-36). This second group also 
entails laws regarding the minhat ha-tamid of the high 
priest, the kohen gadol, and the minhat ha-milu’im of 
the regular priests, as well as the prohibition to eat blood 

(dam) or forbidden fat (helev). The laws regarding the 
menahot of the high priest and the regular priests were 
listed after the laws concerning the other menahot, and the 
prohibitions concerning helev and dam were listed after 
the laws concerning shelamim.

To be sure, in order to follow the Laws regarding 
sacrifices in their totality, one must learn and observe 
the laws stated in both sections. Why then, did the Torah 
divide the enumeration of the laws into two distinct 
sections?

R. Hoffman, who fought against the Bible Critics, 
advocating for a unified understanding of the Pentateuch, 
while at the same time advocating a rationalist/peshat 
explanation of both specific, individual verses and the 
thematic totality of the parshiyyot, explained the matter 
with the following observations: Elsewhere in the 
Pentateuch we find laws concerning other topics are also 
divided into two as well. The list of prohibited sexual 
relations is found in both Leviticus 18 and Leviticus 20. 
Neither one of those lists is exhaustive: one must study 
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both to establish the total list of prohibited relations. The 
list of holidays, of course, is found in Leviticus 23 and 
elsewhere, such as in Numbers 28 and 29. But the list 
of Leviticus does not detail the specific contours of the 
individual offerings brought on each day of the specific 
holidays. Thus the division of Leviticus chapters 1-5 and 
chapters 6-7 is per se not unusual. What one must attempt 
to discern, however, is the specific nature of what is listed 
in the first group and what is listed in the second group. 
What is the principle of division? R. Hoffman writes that 
the initially appealing view that the first five chapters were 
addressed to the children of Israel (those that bring the 
sacrifices) as a whole and the sixth and seventh chapters 
were addressed to the priests (those that receive the 
sacrifices) must be rejected, unless it is seriously modified. 
A simple priests/ Children of Israel distinction cannot be, 
he continues, because the first section includes various 
tasks of the priests, such as throwing the blood, burning 
the sacrifices, and the like: all activities that concern the 
obligations of the priests. Moreover, in the second group 
many obligatory actions of the priests are not listed. 
Moreover, the presentation of asham in Leviticus chapter 
5 only deals with the causes of the obligation to bring 
an asham and the various ingredients of an asham. No 
‘avodot of the kohanim are mentioned there at all. But the 
other types of sacrifices mentioned in Leviticus chapters’ 
1-5 detail the entire ‘avodah, from the initial slaughter 
(shehitah) to  the burning of the cuts (serefat ha-netahim)!

Rav Hoffman’s breakthrough distinguishes between two 
different locations: the specific laws written at Ohel Mo’ed 
and those written immediately after Har Sinai. But before 
he discusses the case of sacrifices, he revisits a famous 
dispute.

A well known Tannaitic debate between R. Aqiva and 
R. Ishmael (Zebahim 115b) concerns the various places 
where God revealed His Law to Moses. According to R. 
Ishmael, the general rules (kelalot) were given at Sinai, 
but the individual specifications (peratim) were given at 
Ohel Mo’ed (the Tent of Meeting. Indeed, the Mishkan 
was called the Tabernacle of the Tent of Meeting; [Exodus 
40:2]. The Mishkan was set up on the first day of the 
first month in the year subsequent to the Exouds of the 
Israelites from Egypt.). R. Aqiva argues and claims that 
both the kelalim and the peratim were given at Sinai, 
repeated at Ohel Mo’ed, and repeated again at the plains of 

Moab (‘arvot Moav) (during the last year of the sojourn of 
the Israelites in the desert).

      R. Hoffman argues that even according to R. Akiba, 
although the particulars of the commandments were also 
given at Sinai (as Torah she-be-‘Al Peh, the Oral Law), and 
that the content of the laws was given at Sinai, repeated at 
Ohel Mo’ed, and repeated again at ‘Arvot Moab, there was 
a difference in the written form of the laws written down at 
the various junctures.  That is, the specific words through 
which the content of the laws were expressed in writing 
was different in each case. Thus, certain laws as written in 
Deuteronomy were expressed differently than those same 
laws as written in Exodus. With respect to sacrifices, even 
as God explained the specific parameters of those laws as 
well at Sinai (be’al peh), and subsequently repeated them at 
two other junctures, certain specific laws were not written 
down in the fashion that we possess them in the Torah 
until after the children of Israel had reached the Mishkan-
Ohel Mo’ed stage. Consequently, the first verse in Va-Yiqra, 
The L-RD called to Moses and spoke to him from the Tent 
of Meeting (ohel mo’ed) (Leviticus 1:1) expresses the 
place where the laws detailed in Va-Yiqra chapters 1-5 were 
written down after they had been given (orally) at Sinai. 
The conclusion of chapter 7, on the other hand, These 
are the rituals of the burnt offering, the meal offering, the 
sin offering, the guilt offering, the offering of ordination, 
and the sacrifice of well-being, with which the L-RD 
charged Moses on Mount Sinai, when He commanded 
that the Israelites present their offerings to the L-RD, in 
the wilderness of Sinai (Leviticus 7:37-38; JPS translation) 
details the sacrifices that God charged Moses on Mount 
Sinai. The specific laws entailed in those chapters were 
written at Sinai, before the ohel mo’ed stage.

      The beginning of Sefer Va-Yiqra, which mentions 
the “address” of ohel mo’ed, refers to the written form 
of Leviticus chapters 1-5, and concerns the laws written 
davka at that time (and not at Sinai). The conclusion of 
chapter 7, which mentions the “address” of Sinai, refers 
to the group of laws written in Leviticus chapters 6 and 
7. Moreover, it seems clear that the passages in Exodus 
chapter 29 (the milu’im) were also given to the priests at 
Sinai, and one can find common motifs between Exodus 
29 and Leviticus 6 and 7. Hoffman further suggests that 
although the original (written) instruction at Sinai from 
God to Moses regarding these two chapters was from Sinai, 
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Appreciating the Importance of Vayikra
Rabbi Dovid Gottlieb 

The weekly readings from Sefer Vayikra are 
unfortunately often met with feelings ranging 
from boredom to disinterest. Because of the 

preoccupation with the details – and then more details – 
of the korbanos, the sacrifices, these parshios tend to be 
people’s least favorite part the Torah. It comes as a quite 
a shock, therefore, to learn that numerous commentators 
cite an old custom, practiced once upon a time in many 
communities, to begin a child’s learning with Sefer Vayikra 
(Shach, Yoreh Deah 245:8).

The source of this surprising practice is the teaching of 
a Midrash (Vayikra Rabbah 7:3) which states that children 
should start their learning with Vayikra – and not Bereishis 
– because both children and the sacrifices are pure and 
therefore, “yavo’u tehorin ve’yisasku be’tehorim,” let the 
pure (children) be involved with the pure (sacrifices).

While this educational practice has fallen out of favor, a 
number of commentators, in trying to better understand 
the rational of the custom, have suggested additional 
explanations for the significance of Vayikra which are in 
fact relevant to all students, young and old alike.

One possibility is to highlight the number of mitzvos 
which are mentioned in Vayikra. The Midrash (Bereishit 
Rabba 3:5) notes that the word “ohr,” light, is mentioned 
5 times in the opening verses of Bereishis corresponding 
to the 5 books of the Torah. In explicating the third such 
mention the Midrash says that the reference is to Vayikra, 
“she’hu malei halachos rabbos,” which contains many 
commandments. In fact, almost half of all of the mitzvos in 
the Torah – 247 – are found in Vayikra.

The message of this Midrash – and perhaps what 
influenced the educational direction of numerous 
communities over the generations – is that the mitzvos are 
a source of light and, therefore, the many mitzvos which 
are contained in Sefer Vayikra possess the power to create 
great illumination for the world. While everyone enjoys 
learning the fascinating and important stories contained in 
the other parts of the Torah, this Midrash reminds us that 

when it comes to the primary source of light in the world 
– the mitzvos – Vayikra is not only relevant but first among 
equals.

A second explanation focuses on the virtue of sacrifice. 
The Pardes Yosef suggests that focus on korbanos in Sefer 
Vayikra underscores, more broadly, the primary role that 
self-sacrifice plays in Judaism. In addition to the hopefully 
rare situations where we are called on to make the ultimate 
sacrifice, there are many daily sacrifices that we must accept 
to live a life faithful to our tradition. While we should 
generally focus on – and teach our children about – the 
joys and privileges of Jewish life, we cannot deny – to 
ourselves or to our children – the sacrifices that come 
along with that life. It is wonderful, though sometimes 
challenging, to live as a Jew and the deeper message of 
Sefer Vayikra is that we must be willing to sacrifice for our 
beliefs.

Finally, Rav Shaul Yisraeli (Siach Shaul) suggests that 
the importance of Sefer Vayikra comes from the fact that 
the korbanos are the paradigmatic example of avodah, 
our active worship of Hashem. The famous Mishna (Avos 
1:2) teaches that the world “stands” on 3 pillars: Torah, 
which represents the elevation of our thoughts, gemillus 
chasadim, which ennobles our interactions with other 
people, and finally avodah, through which we interact with 
Hashem. As important as the other pillars are, a religious 
life is incomplete unless it contains an equal measure 
of avodah as well. R. Yisraeli explains that the korbanos 
symbolize the broader notion that in addition to religious 
contemplation and ethical interaction with others, 
Judaism demands that we actively engage with the divine. 
By performing mitzvos – like offering sacrifices – we 
transform mere physical objects and actions into spiritual 
tools through which we create a relationship with Hashem.

Sefer Vayikra is full of details and seemingly esoteric 
information. But it also contains numerous overarching 
religious themes which remain as relevant today as they 
were when they were originally taught.

its popularization (pirsum) to the population at large (as 
opposed to the priests) was presented to the people at 
Ohel Mo’ed, after the writing of chapters 1-5. That is why 

Leviticus 1-5 precedes Leviticus 6-7. The content of both 
groups, however, was already given at Sinai.
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The Crime of Ignorance
Rabbi Ephraim Meth 

The secular school of determinism seeks to absolve 
humans of blame by claiming that all their actions, 
whether good or evil, are inevitable. One can easily 

imagine a counter-position that indicts humans for all 
their actions, overextending the dictum that “humans are 
perpetually warned [and therefore responsible], whether 
[they act] accidentally or purposefully, awake or asleep … 
unwillingly or willingly.”1

Halacha does not subscribe to either of these 
unilateral positions; rather, it views the realm of human 
responsibility from a wide range of perspectives. At times, 
we acknowledge that a sinner had no alternative, and we 
do not punish him.2 Thus, if one were forced to commit 
a sin upon pain of death, he would be entirely guiltless 
according to halacha. In contrast, one who wantonly 
transgresses is fully punished for his actions, either by 
death, lashes, or fines.

Between these two poles lies the category of shogeg, 
accidental transgression, whose penalty can be either exile 
(for murder) or the obligation to bring a chattos sacrifice. 
This in-between level of responsibility perplexed the 
Ramban, who wondered, how could we hold someone 
liable for an accident? This question is especially difficult 
when applied to sins between man and G-d, where others’ 
rights to restitution do not override the sinner’s innocence.

Ramban3 responds that the accidental sinner “did not 
guard himself. He did not sufficiently fear Hashem so as 
not to eat or act without careful investigation” into the 
halachik status of his actions. Each person is obligated 
to perceive his own actions within a moral and ethical 
framework. Failure to conform to this obligation is itself 
considered a sin, and therefore necessitates the offering of 
a chattos sacrifice.4

According to Ramban, one must consider both halacha 
and reality before acting. Thus, when confronted with an 
unidentified piece of meat, any diner must be familiar with 
the rudimentary laws of kashrus. He must know that cows 
are kosher while pigs are non-kosher. Moreover, he must 

be able to differentiate between cow meat and pig meat. 
Failure to research these facts can lead to a shegagah, an 
accidental transgression. The diner may accidentally eat 
pork because he thought it was halachically kosher, or 
because he thought it was really veal. Ultimately, however, 
he will be punished for his failure to perform proper 
research rather than for his actions. Ignorance – whether 
of halacha or reality – is thus considered a crime. A master 
halachist cannot plead ignorance of reality to obtain 
pardon for his unwitting misdeeds. Similarly, an expert 
scientist cannot excuse his accidental transgressions by 
pleading ignorance of halacha. Rather, accurate knowledge 
of both the law and of the world is necessary to practically 
avoid sin.5

Although it is impossible to learn enough to fully avoid 
crimes of ignorance, R. Yonah of Gerondi provides a 
ray of hope to us finite-minded and fallible humans. The 
Mishnah6 says that “wisdom will be preserved in anyone 
whose actions exceed his wisdom.” R. Yonah asks: if 
someone lacks knowledge of what to do, how can he do 
it? He answers that once one wholeheartedly resolves to 
heed the sages’ instructions and to not willfully disobey 
them, all of his actions are treated as mitzvos. Thus, despite 
the specter of ignorance that hangs daily over our heads, 
we preserve our actions’ purity by displaying a steadfast 
commitment to living and constantly upgrading our 
halachik lifestyle.

1. Bava Kamma 26a-26b 
2. Sifrei, Devarim 22:26 
3. Toras ha-Adam, Sha’ar ha-Gemul 
4. Ramban also suggests that each sinful act has inherent potential to 
‘soil’ the soul, and that the chattos offering is brought to combat this 
dirtying. For further discussion of this alternative, see “Ma’asim ke-
Mechalkim le-Chata’os,” Beis Yitzchak 37, pg. 176. 
5. The relative importance of halachic knowledge and knowledge of 
reality is disputed by Rashi and Tosfos. See “Hakdamah le-Inyanei 
Shegagos,” Beis Yitzchak 37, pg. 168. 
6. Avos 3:9


