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Something in us recoils at the opening chapters of Vayikra. We have moved from the
dramatic narratives of Shemot into what reads like a technical manual: which animal, how
much blood, where to sprinkle, what to burn. The discomfort is visceral. Why would an
infinite God desire the smoke of dead animals?

The Psalms themselves press this objection. “If I were hungry, I would not tell you,” God
declares, “for the world is Mine and all that fills it. Do I eat the flesh of bulls, or drink the
blood of goats?” And again: “You do not desire sacrifice, or I would give it; You take no
pleasure in burnt offerings.” The God who commands sacrifice is the same God who insists
He has no need of it.
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The answer requires shifting the question. The issue is not what sacrifice does for God but
what the act of sacrificing does for the human being. Vayikra 1:2 opens with the word
korban, from the root meaning “to draw near.” Examined through anthropology, psychology,
and Jewish thought, the korban emerges as a technology of the soul: It externalizes our
internal world, imposes the tangible cost of commitment, channels our capacity for
destruction, and addresses the human need to give in order to belong. The messiness of
Vayikra is not primitive. It is precise.

1. The Language of Intimacy: Korban Means Nearness

Begin with the Hebrew. “Adam ki yakriv mikem korban l’Hashem” means “When a person
brings an offering to the Lord.” The word korban tells us something the English obscures: a
korban is fundamentally about closing the infinite distance between finite human beings and
the Divine. When you hear “sacrifice,” you think of deprivation. When you hear “drawing
near,” you think of relationship.

This linguistic insight finds confirmation in modern psychology. Research on attachment
theory, developed by John Bowlby (1969), demonstrates that human beings form deep
emotional bonds through closeness-seeking, particularly in moments of uncertainty or
distress. We are wired to reach for connection when we feel vulnerable. The sacrificial
system speaks directly to this fundamental drive, providing a concrete mechanism for
approaching the One from whom distance feels unbearable.

Yet if God owns everything and needs nothing, why would He require any mechanism at all?
Rambam, in the Guide for the Perplexed, offers a provocative answer. Sacrifice was
essentially a concession to human limitation. The Israelites, emerging from centuries of
Egyptian culture saturated with animal worship, could not simply abandon all ritual at once.
God commanded sacrifice as a transitional technology, redirecting existing religious
instincts toward the one true God rather than toward idols.

Ramban reads the psychology differently. When you bring an animal to the altar and watch
its blood poured out and its flesh consumed by fire, you are meant to internalize something:
That should be you. Your animalistic drives, your selfish impulses, your ego. As Rabbi Ari
Kahn explains, the blood serves as “a vivid reminder of man’s vulnerability,” calling on the
offerer “to sacrifice the animal within himself.” Despite their sharp disagreement about
mechanism, Rambam and Ramban share a crucial premise: Neither claims God needs the
sacrifice. Whether concession or mirror, the sacrifice is a technology for the giver.
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The anthropologist Mary Douglas, in Purity and Danger, extends this insight beyond
Judaism, arguing that what appear to be “primitive” purity and sacrifice laws across
cultures are actually sophisticated languages for organizing the boundaries of life, death,
and holiness. This is what Rabbi Joey Rosenfeld explores on 18Forty: Religious systems
function as languages of meaning that must be learned and spoken. The grammar may seem
foreign at first, but fluency reveals that the blood and smoke are the vocabulary of
approach, the concrete words for an abstract longing.

2. The Burden We Cannot Carry Alone

The grammar of sacrifice addresses more than the longing for intimacy. Human beings also
carry destructive impulses, guilt, and resentment, and these too require somewhere to go.

The Yom Kippur ritual described in Vayikra 16:21-22, which appears later in Parshat
Acharei Mot, makes this transfer explicit. Aharon places both hands on a live goat and
confesses over it all the iniquities of the Israelites. The goat then carries those sins into the
wilderness, sent away to a place called Azazel. Human guilt moves from the community onto
an animal and is physically removed from the camp. This is the origin of the term
“scapegoat,” and it raises a reasonable objection: Is this just primitive projection, a naive
belief that you can dump your problems onto an animal and walk away clean?

The Sefer HaChinuch, a 13th-century work explaining the 613 commandments, suggests
otherwise. The principle is “Acharei hapeulot nimshachim halevavot“—the heart is drawn
after the actions. You cannot simply think your way out of guilt; you need to do something,
to create a physical anchor for the internal work. The scapegoat ritual is not naive but
psychologically sophisticated in its insistence that invisible burdens require visible vehicles.

Modern anthropology confirms this psychological insight. René Girard argued in Violence
and the Sacred that all human communities generate internal violence through competition
and resentment. Without a mechanism for release, this violence destroys society from
within. The scapegoat provides that release by focusing communal aggression onto a
substitute, allowing the community to purge its destructive energies without tearing itself
apart. The benefit flows to the community, not to a deity hungry for victims.
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This need for externalization persists even without ritual containers. Elie Schulman
discusses how modern therapy operates on a similar principle: The act of speaking trauma
out loud creates a kind of transfer that internal rumination cannot achieve. And when
societies lack such ritualized mechanisms altogether? Anne Applebaum’s essay on modern
“cancel culture” provides a sobering answer: The online mob destroys reputations with fury
that ancient communities once directed at sacrificial animals, but without the containment
that ritual provided. The scapegoat was sent away and the community moved on; digital
scapegoating has no endpoint.

The sacrificial system, for all its strangeness, encoded hard-won wisdom: Destructive energy
does not disappear when ignored. It must go somewhere. The only question is whether we
channel it through structures that heal or allow it to consume us.

3. Why Sacrifice Must Cost Something

Channeling destructive energy is one function of sacrificial grammar. Creating genuine
commitment is another, and this function depends on a principle we recognize even if we
resist it: We value what costs us.

A subtle phrase in Vayikra 1:2 reveals how commitment is forged: The offering must come
“mikem,” “from you,” from your own resources. A God who owns everything cannot need
our gifts; Psalm 50 makes this explicit. The cost therefore serves not the receiver but the
giver, transforming the act of giving into an act of self-definition.

King David understood this intuitively. When offered a threshing floor as a gift for building
an altar, he refused, insisting on paying full price: “I will not offer burnt offerings to the
Lord my God that cost me nothing.” David grasped that an offering without cost transforms
nothing; it is the giving up that does the work.

This principle operates across economic circumstances, though differently in each case.
Zevy Wolman discusses how parting with money reveals spiritual reality. Those who have
accumulated substantial wealth have typically sacrificed years of time, comfort, and ego in
the process; their contributions represent the distillation of countless prior sacrifices. Those
with fewer resources may give smaller amounts in absolute terms, but the relative cost can
be far greater.
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Evolutionary research formalizes this dynamic. Richard Sosis’s study, “Why aren’t we all
hutterites?”, demonstrates that religious communities with demanding rituals generate
stronger commitment than those with easy obligations. The cost proves the commitment is
real. Anyone can claim devotion; the willingness to sacrifice resources makes the claim
credible.

Rashi, commenting on the mincha (flour) offering, captures this beautifully. When the Torah
describes the poor person’s flour offering, it says that this person offers their nefesh, their
soul. The wealthy bring bulls; the poor bring flour. But the flour represents more of the
giver because there was less to give. The spiritual weight of sacrifice is measured not by
what lands on the altar but by what it costs to bring it there.

We witnessed this principle following October 7, 2023, when thousands of Israelis
abandoned jobs, safety, and comfort to volunteer. The cost people willingly paid generated a
solidarity that nothing cheaper could have produced. This is the paradox at the heart of
Vayikra: Sacrifice binds us to what we give for, and the depth of the bond is measured by
the depth of the cost.

4. Strange Fire: The Danger of Passion Without Form

Cost matters, but so does form. The sacrificial system imposes structure on religious
passion, and the consequences of bypassing that structure could be fatal.

Immediately following the inauguration of the Mishkan, Vayikra 10:1-2 records Aharon’s
sons Nadav and Avihu bringing “strange fire” before God, which He had not commanded.
Fire comes forth and consumes them. These are not wicked men but priests, elevated
figures who had every reason to approach with reverence. What went wrong?

The Netziv in Haamek Davar offers a reading that cuts against modern sensibilities. Their
failure lay in excessive love rather than rebellion. They were so intoxicated with desire for
closeness that they bypassed the commanded forms, seeking authenticity over obedience.
Sforno adds that the brothers erred by acting on their own initiative rather than awaiting
instruction. The failure was not in the intensity of their desire but in their assumption that
sincerity could substitute for form.
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This interpretation makes the modern reader’s objection all the more acute. The punishment
seems disproportionate. Good intentions met with fatal consequences feels like the response
of an angry god demanding precise obedience. But if God has no need for sacrifice itself, the
severity cannot be about offended divine sensibilities. It must be about something inherent
in the nature of uncontained intensity.

We recognize this principle readily enough in other domains. Fire that escapes its container
does not ask about intentions. A society in which everyone acts on passion without structure
is not liberated but anarchic. The capacity for self-restraint is what makes communal life
possible. Whether that capacity is inherited through some deep moral intuition or learned
through deliberate practice, Vayikra insists it must be developed intentionally. The rituals
are the training ground.

Professor Chaim Saiman discusses how legal forms function as containers for meaning,
similar to how a constitution channels political energy rather than suppressing it. Adam
Seligman and colleagues extend this insight in Ritual and its Consequences, distinguishing
between “sincerity” and “ritual” as modes of human action. Modernity strongly favors
sincerity: If you do not feel it, why bother? But Seligman argues that ritual sustains
precisely because feelings fluctuate while rituals persist. The person who prays when
inspired will eventually stop praying; the person who prays because the structure demands
it will pray through seasons of inspiration and dryness alike, and over time the structure
shapes the soul.

Nadav and Avihu wanted the fire without the container, the intensity without the discipline,
and Vayikra records what happened when passion outran its boundaries. The specificity of
the rituals that fill this book is not bureaucratic excess but the architecture that makes
sustainable devotion possible.

5. From Altar to Heart: What Sacrifice Always Was

The sacrificial system did not operate in silence. From the very beginning, Vayikra 5:5
makes clear that confession, viduy, accompanied the offering. The animal was the vehicle,
but the words were the soul of the act. This verbal component was built into the original
design, suggesting that what God sought was never the blood itself but the transformation
the ritual enacted.
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Rambam, in codifying the laws of repentance, confirms this priority. Verbal confession is the
essential component; the animal was always secondary to the words that accompanied it.
This understanding reframes what happened when the Temple was destroyed. The
transition from altar to prayer was not a desperate substitution but a revelation of what had
been present all along.

The prophet Hoshea articulated this continuity: “Render as bulls the offerings of our lips.”
Read in light of the viduy already present in Vayikra, Hoshea’s words are recognition, not
innovation. A God who does not eat the flesh of bulls was never after the flesh; He was after
the turning of the heart that the offering occasioned.

Abraham Joshua Heschel, in Man’s Quest for God, describes prayer as an act of self-
purification where the ego surrenders to a higher will. The parallel to sacrifice is exact:
Both require the offering of something we would rather keep. Rav Moshe Weinberger
discusses how prayer, avodah shebalev, fills the role of the Temple service through this
same motion of approach, vulnerability, and subordination of self to structure.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks articulates where this leaves us now. We sacrifice our time when we
stop to pray rather than rushing to productivity. We sacrifice our ego when we admit
wrongdoing. We sacrifice our desires when we accept halachic limits on what we may eat,
wear, or do. Every act of self-subordination to something larger is a korban, an act of
drawing near.

The Temple is gone, yet the human need to approach remains as urgent as ever. You already
sacrifice daily, in ways you may not name: time to work, comfort to relationships, autonomy
to community. The grammar of Vayikra persists because the human heart has not changed.
What has always mattered is not the smoke but the turning, not the altar but the approach.
The only question worth asking is the one the ancients faced and we still face: To what are
you drawing near?

Questions for Reflection

What is a specific area of your life where you feel a need to “draw near” but lack the1.
ritual language to do so?

Where do you see the Nadav and Avihu dynamic: spiritual passion that bypasses2.
structure, or structure that has lost its fire?
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What do you sacrifice daily without naming it, and to what altar are those sacrifices3.
directed?

This project is made possible with support from the Simchat Torah Challenge and UJA-
Federation of New York. Learn more about the Simchat Torah Challenge and get involved at
their website. 
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