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Dear Friends, 

 

Parashat Tzav is the second parasha in Vayikra and it continues the description of the 

sacrifices.  This week I had a eureka moment about the human need to sacrifice. For 

years I failed to understand - to really grasp - what drives humans to slaughter and 

sacrifice. I think I have a clue. 

 

God does not want or need our sacrifices, this we already "know". Not only do the later 

prophets say so; the Torah itself is very clear on this matter: from Cain and Abel – the 

first to sacrifice - through Noah, Abraham and Yaakov – God never asked them for the 

sacrifices they brought! They did it without being asked. 

 

And then, suddenly, in Vayikra, that same God mandates sacrificial rites! How can this 

be?   

 

A common answer is that in Vayikra God finally yields to man's deep yearning to 

sacrifice. So, Vayikra's extensive descriptions of the sacrifices are misleading. God is 

not actually demanding burnt offerings, but rather trying to tame and limit this human 

desire. Had a total ban on animal sacrifices been placed, it would, most likely, have been 

ignored at that point in the Israelite evolution. 

 

Today, of course, we no longer offer the prescribed animal sacrifices. But why? Have 

humans changed? Have we evolved? Are we so different from our forefathers and 

mothers? 

 

Absolutely not. Humans have become more refined (perhaps); more cultured (well, 

maybe); more polite (sometimes); more educated (a little bit), but radically different? 

Not at all.  

 

I would like to suggest, that our deep-seated instincts are simply more suppressed today, 

and our embarrassment of our “wild side” greater. Nevertheless, deep inside nothing 

much has changed. Once in a while our usually well-stored instincts erupt in horrific 

acts of violence – in the East and in the West, in all cultures and all civilizations. 

 

We moderns have adopted masks through which we communicate with the world – 

cultural masks, ideological masks, psychological masks. These create a barrier between 

us and others, between us and our Creator, and even between us and ourselves.  They 

allow us to project out to the world only an amicable image, an acceptable ideal. The 

world gets to see a pretty picture of us. Not because we wish to lie or deceive. We really 

value truth, but our need for approval and love is stronger than the value we place on 

truth. 

 

Occasionally, though, we “flip”. A deep and authentic need arises to rip and tear up our 

masks. Once in a while we remind ourselves of our essential Being. And this, I would 

argue, is what the sacrifices did. They helped us experience the raw essence of Being. 

By stripping of the skin of the animal, exposing blood and bones, our ancestors 

metaphorically got to the core of Being.  

 

Many years ago, when I lived in Berkeley, I took a creative writing course. The course 

was called "Writing to the Bone." Well, you can imagine… The idea was to write in 



such a way that would allow us to connect with the burning fire - the eternal flame - that 

is alive within us, and to express it. We didn't share our work out loud in class, to free us 

from other people's opinions and to save us from becoming self-conscious. The first 

layer of writing yielded familiar - albeit personal - themes. But as the course progressed 

things got more interesting and wild. We reached down into our depths and found 

strengths, feelings, and sensations of deep happiness, gratitude, as well as pain and 

sorrow that we never knew were there.  

 

It was indeed wild. The vitality was intoxicating. Getting right down to the bone was 

healing.  

  

Offering a sacrifice - uncovering, peeling off layers of skin and flesh, exposing the bone 

and the blood - may actually be very similar. The blameless animal was simply there, on 

the altar, in our place. 

 

The sacrificial rites enabled our forefathers to "take off their clothes" for one cathartic 

moment before putting them back on again, perhaps allowing them to choose a different 

garment if they dared. The Cohanim and the Levites were the spiritual shamans of the 

time, enabling the people to have this cathartic experience. 

 

Notice in the text how the priests themselves dress and undress as they are performing 

the sacrificial rites: 

 

"And the LORD spoke unto Moses, saying:  Command Aaron and his sons, saying: 

This is the law of the burnt-offering: it is that which goes up on its firewood upon 

the altar all night unto the morning; and the fire of the altar shall be kept burning 

thereby.  And the priest shall put on his linen garment, and his linen breeches shall 

he put upon his flesh… And he shall put off his garments, and put on other 

garments… And the fire upon the altar shall be kept burning thereby, it shall not 

go out … Fire shall be kept burning upon the altar continually; it shall not go out." 

(Vayikra 6:1-6) 
 

The Cohen puts on his linen garments and then takes them off and puts on other 

garments. Everything gets peeled off - clothes, skin, flesh - freeing the deepest prayers 

from the depth of the human soul, to rise with the smoke of the burnt offering (called 

Ollah - that which rises) to the heavens.  

 

We no longer have a Mishkan or a Temple. The Sages are described walking on the 

ruins of the Temple, grieving and wondering how on earth human anguish will rise to 

the heavens. In a masterful way, our Sages moved the altar from the Temple to our very 

own lives. Ohel Mo'ed, the Holy of Holies, is now within us. They are the very private 

spaces in which we commune with ourselves and with our God.  

 

But we have lost the art of peeling off. We have succumbed to culture and finesse.  

 

Can we re-learn how to remove our garments of skin and cloth, to rediscover our 

essence, our bare bones?  

Can we reconnect with that eternal fire that nourishes and maintains all?  

Can we see once again that all of Creation - culture and finesse included - is simply a 

garment that conceals the eternal flame? 

 

Shabbat Shalom, 

Elisha 


