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Many Rabbis think that last week’s parsha, Vayikra, with its long chapters on animal sacrifice, 
does not lend itself to creating meaningful modern sermon. After all, Judaism has not 
performed animal sacrifices for over 2000 years. Sacrificing is not a part of Jewish ritual, liturgy 
or mitzvot. For modern Jews, the laws of sacrificing are arcane and useless. There is no point in 
studying these laws and it is just way too hard to justify the practice to a modern congregation.  

 

So, if last week’s parsha was hard, this week’s parsha, Tzav, is even harder. The Torah spent all 
of last Shabbat teaching us about the order of all the sacrifices. This Shabbat, the entire reading 
repeats the rules from last week, adding to it the rules for how the priests, officiating at the 
sacrificial service, are to handle each part of the Temple ritual.  There is much that is new in our 
parsha but there is even less here that we modern Jews could find interesting to learn.   

 

The Haftarah today is from the prophet Jeremiah. And you don’t have to read much to see that 
Jeremiah is on a tear. He is an angry prophet. He is insistent that God does NOT want sacrifices. 
God does NOT care if we bring animals or not and the sacrifice of animals is a worthless action. 
Jeremiah contradicts the Torah when he says that “God does not want sacrifices,” after all, 
Parshat Tzav says that sacrifices are the cornerstone of worship in the Temple. Jeremiah, 
however, says that it is not. Why? Why does the prophet insist that bringing sacrifices is not the 
way to serve God?  

 

Rabbi Shai Held explains the reasons behind Jeremiah’s anger. He writes, “The prophet’s 
message is clear: “the normal rules of sacrificial offering to God are moot when the worshipers’ 
sacrifice is tainted with the blood of the innocent and the disobedience of a covenanted 
people.” What has Israel done to elicit such fierce condemnation? Earlier in the chapter from 
which the Haftara is taken, Jeremiah inveighs against the people for being both unfaithful to 
God and cruel too one another. Blithely indifferent to their own waywardness and corruption, 
they persist in coming to the Temple smugly self-assured they are secure regardless of their 
conduct. So Jeremiah asks: “Will you steal and murder and commit adultery and swear falsely 
and sacrifice to Baal, and follow other gods whom you have not known and then come and 
stand before Me in this House which bears my name and say, “We are safe”? The people 
violate six of the Ten Commandments in one verse and still have the audacity to assume that 
God will protect them no matter what. Neither God nor the prophet can contain their 
revulsion.” 

 



It would be easy for us to dismiss Jeremiah, his anger and his teaching because, after all, we 
don’t have animal sacrifices anymore. We don’t put animals on the altar as a way to prevent or 
to repent from sins we committed knowing full well that we were not living a godly life. One of 
my teachers used to call this thinking; when one would steal thousands of dollars from another 
person and then put fifty dollars on the table to buy an animal for sacrifice so God would not be 
angry, he called this sacrifice “Just the cost of doing business”. 

 

Religious hypocrisy exists even today. We know and understand this. We all know people who 
act all day as if they have no ethical standards but they come to shul every Yom Kippur to 
repent from all their sins. As if spending a few hours in synagogue could insure a good night’s 
sleep. We all have been sitting near someone who should have been squirming in their seat as 
the Rabbi taught a lesson from the Torah but they just didn’t think the Rabbi’s words applied to 
their situation. Or maybe we ourselves are guilty of thinking that there are others who should 
be listening to the lessons of the Torah but the words could not possibly be addressed to us. 

 

The words of Torah are meant to be a mirror, reflecting back to us the way our lives should be. 
When a person looks in a mirror, they say one of two things: they say either “looking good” or 
“Oy”. What do we see when we look at our lives reflected in Torah? All too often we look in the 
mirror and say “looking good” when, if we were really honest, we should look in the mirror and 
say “Oy!” 

 

The problem is not the mirror, it is that we close our eyes and refuse to see what is reflected 
back. Jeremiah is teaching us that we must not create a disconnect between the way we live 
our lives in the world and the way we conduct ourselves when we are in synagogue. Ritual is 
designed to remind us of our responsibilities when we are not in synagogue. Just as sacrifices 
only worked when the one bringing the offering understood and truly repented from his sinful 
past, only then could the sacrifice remove the guilt. Ritual does not change us; it only gives us 
closure after we acknowledge our mistakes and resolve to do better in the future.  

 

Rabbi Held agrees. He writes, “theology matters in all of this; we can serve a God who 
challenges and unsettles us, who asks us again and again who and what we are, and who 
summons us each day to respond to God’s will and to the suffering of the other. Or we can 
worship a God who only blesses and affirms us, . . .  and guarantees us that no matter how we 
conduct ourselves, “we are safe”. . ..God may not actually kick us out of the synagogue, but God 
may abandon us there, leaving us alone with our hypocrisy.” 

 

This is Shabbat HaGadol; the Shabbat before Passover. In almost every home, there will be 
some kind of a seder. Some families will recite every word of the Haggada before they eat. 
Some will just give it lip service before having a fancy meal. Some families may serve only 
Matza, some may only have a symbolic Matza; but the size of the Seder does not matter, not 



does it matter how much ritual you do or don’t do. What matters is that we hear the call of 
God, to leave Mitzrayim, the narrow place of confinement, where we limit the Judaism of our 
lives, and let our faith and the commands of God out into all the rest of the world we inhabit. 
To no longer imprison our Judaism in synagogue or behind closed doors, and to bring Jewish 
values, ethics and mitzvot into every moment in our lives.  

 

This is not about feeling guilty that we can’t do more ritual; it is about feeling good about how 
we practice what we believe. This is about seeing where we have disconnected between the 
Jewish lives we value and reconnecting it to the lives that we live. We should eat matzah, the 
bread of affliction, on Pesach, but we should also make sure that we do not afflict others in our 
lives. We should not just remove Hametz from our homes but we should seek to remove the 
fermented/rotten parts of our lives. We should be working every day toward the goal of not 
treating others the way we would not like to be treated. We are being called to be kind for no 
reason other than God wants us to be kind. Our Haftara today tells us that it is not enough to 
just understand what God wants from us, but Jeremiah is calling us to be determined to live our 
lives by those very same values.  

 

Perhaps we can point to others and say that they are bigger hypocrites than we have ever been. 
Yet all of us know that the prophet is calling all of us to be better neighbors, better human 
beings and better Jews. We should not be happy that we no longer do animal sacrifices; rather 
we should see these sacrifices as a call to us today, to sacrifice what is easy in life to the greater 
good that comes from living according to what is right.  

 

May God open our eyes to see how we can bring the divine into everything we do and may we 
then use our hands and feet to make those values the cornerstone of our lives. As we say …. 
Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


