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Orientation to the Book of Leviticus 
 

ר.ה.ט  (t-h-r) pure > uncharged 

א.מ.ט  (t-m-') impure > charged 

ב.ר.ק  (k-r-v) proximity, inwardness > sacrifice 

ה.ל.ע  ('-l-h) ascent > burnt offering (olah) 
 

 
 
. 
 

 Vayikra: a Poem by Rick Lupert
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Leviticus 1:1 

קְרָ ִּ ה אוַי ר אֶל־מֹשֶׁ  אֵלָיו יהו''ה וַידְַבֵּ
 לֵאמֹר׃ מוֹעֵד מֵאֹהֶל

1-3. YHVH called to Moshe and spoke to him from 
the Tent of Witnessing, saying… 

 
 

 

 
 

רוךְּ ה בָּ ​יהו׳׳ה אַתָּ
ּ ​הָעוֹלָם מֶלֶךְ אֱלהֵֹינו

ר נוּ אֲשֶׁ מִצְוֹתָיו קִדְשָׁ ​בְּ
ּ נו ָּ דִבְרֵי לַעֲסוֹק וְצִו  תוֹרָה: בְּ

Barukh Atah Adonai​
eloheinu melekh ha'olam​

asher kidshanu b'mitzvotav 
v'tzivanu la'asok b'divrei Torah. 

Blessed are You, YHVH, our God, 
eternal sovereign, who sanctified us 
in God’s mitzvot and commanded us 
to busy ourselves in words of Torah. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Ll_y554WLc&t=180s


 

Leviticus 1:1-13 
קְרָ ִּ ה אוַי ר אֶל־מֹשֶׁ  אֵלָיו יהו''ה וַידְַבֵּ

ר לֵאמֹר׃ מוֹעֵד מֵאֹהֶל בֵּ נֵי דַּ  אֶל־בְּ
רָאֵל י־ אָדָם אֲלֵהֶם וְאָמַרְתָּ יִשְׂ  כִּ
ן מִכֶּם יקְַרִיב  לַיהו''ה קׇרְבָּ

קָר מִן־הַבְּהֵמָה  ומִּן־הַצֹּאן מִן־הַבָּ
קְרִיבוּ  עֹלָהאִם־ קׇרְבַּנכְֶם׃אֶת־ תַּ

נוֹ קָר קׇרְבָּ מִים זָכָר מִן־הַבָּ ּ תָּ  יקְַרִיבֶנוּ
תַח  אֹתוֹ יקְַרִיב מוֹעֵד אֹהֶל אֶל־פֶּ

 יהו''ה׃ לִפְנֵי לִרְצֹנוֹ

1-3. YHVH called to Moshe and spoke to him from the 
Tent of Witnessing, saying: Speak to the Children of Israel 
and say to them, “When one of them korban-ifies from 
themselves a korban to YHVH, bring a korban from the 
cattle, from the herd or from the flock.  If one's korban is an 
olah from the herd, the korban will be an unblemished 
male: make a korban as one wills at the opening of the Tent 
of Witnessing before YHVH.”    

 לוֹ וְנִרְצָה עֹלָההָ רֹאשׁ עַל יָדוֹ וְסָמַךְ
ר חַט עָלָיו׃ לְכַפֵּ ן וְשָׁ קָר אֶת־בֶּ  הַבָּ
נֵי וְהִקְרִיבוּ יהו''ה לִפְנֵי  אַהֲרֹן בְּ

ם הַכֹּהֲנִים ם וְזָרְקוּ אֶת־הַדָּ  אֶת־הַדָּ
חַ זְבֵּ תַח סָבִיב עַל־הַמִּ ר־פֶּ  אֹהֶל אֲשֶׁ

יט מוֹעֵד׃ ח עֹלָהאֶת־הָ וְהִפְשִׁ  וְנִתַּ
 לִנתְָחֶיהָ: אֹתָהּ

4-6. One will place one's hand on the head of the olah, for 
it to be desired for their atonement.  One will slaughter 
the bull before YHVH, and Aharon’s sons, the kohanim, 
will korban-ify the blood, sprinkling the blood on the altar 
around the opening of the Tent of Witnessing.  One [of 
them] will spread out the olah and cut it into pieces. 

ּ נֵי וְנָתְנו  עַל־ אֵשׁ הַכֹּהֵן אַהֲרֹן בְּ
חַ זְבֵּ  עַל־הָאֵשׁ׃ עֵצִים וְעָרְכוּ הַמִּ

נֵי וְעָרְכוּ  אֵת הַכֹּהֲנִים אַהֲרֹן בְּ
דֶר אֶת־הָרֹאשׁ הַנתְָּחִים  וְאֶת־הַפָּ

ר עַל־הָעֵצִים ר עַל־הָאֵשׁ אֲשֶׁ  אֲשֶׁ
חַ׃ זְבֵּ  יִרְחַץ וכְּרָעָיו קִרְבּוֹוְ עַל־הַמִּ

יִם מָּ  אֶת־הַכֹּל הַכֹּהֵן וְהִקְטִיר בַּ
חָה זְבֵּ ה עֹלָה הַמִּ ֵ  רֵיחַ־נִיחוֹחַ אִשּׁ
 לַיהו''ה.

7-9. The sons of Aharon the kohein will put fire on the 
altar, and arrange wood on the fire.  Aharon's sons, the 
kohanim, will arrange the pieces, the head and the fat on 
the wood that is on the fire that is on the altar.   One [of 
them] will kirbo and wash its innards and legs in water; 
and the kohein will put incense on everything on the altar, 
to be an olah for a fire of pleasing odor to YHVH. 

נוֹ וְאִם־מִן־הַצֹּאן בִים קׇרְבָּ  מִן־הַכְּשָׂ
ים אוֹ ִּ מִים זָכָר עֹלָהלְ מִן־הָעִז  תָּ

חַט יקְַרִיבֶנוּ׃ּ חַ יֶרֶךְ עַל אֹתוֹ וְשָׁ זְבֵּ  הַמִּ
נֵי וְזָרְקוּ יהו''ה לִפְנֵי צָפֹנָה  אַהֲרֹן בְּ

מוֹ הַכֹּהֲנִים חַ אֶת־דָּ זְבֵּ  סָבִיב׃ עַל־הַמִּ

10-11. If one’s korban is an olah from the flock, of sheep or 
of goats, one will make one’s korban a male without 
blemish. It will be slaughtered before YHVH on the north 
side of the altar, and Aharon’s sons, the kohanim, will dash 
its blood against the altar all around. 

ח  וְאֶת־ וְאֶת־רֹאשׁוֹ לִנתְָחָיו אֹתוֹ וְנִתַּ
דְרוֹ  עַל־הָעֵצִים אֹתָם הַכֹּהֵן וְעָרַךְ פִּ
ר ר עַל־הָאֵשׁ אֲשֶׁ חַ׃ אֲשֶׁ זְבֵּ  עַל־הַמִּ

רֶב יִם יִרְחַץ וְהַכְּרָעַיִם וְהַקֶּ מָּ  בַּ
 וְהִקְטִיר אֶת־הַכֹּל הַכֹּהֵן וְהִקְרִיב

חָה זְבֵּ ה הואּ עֹלָה הַמִּ ֵ  נִיחֹחַ רֵיחַ אִשּׁ
  לַיהו''ה׃

12-13. When it has been cut up into sections, the kohein 
will lay them out, with the head and the suet, on the wood 
that is on the fire that is on the altar.  The insides and the 
legs will be washed with water; the kohein will korban-ify 
and turn it all into smoke on the altar.  It is an olah, an 
offering by fire, of pleasing odor to YHVH. 

 
R. Yosef Hirschman, “Drawing Close With A Korban” 

 
Korban, a word used only in the context of relationship to [God], derives from the root 
karev – closeness. In the verb form it means “to draw close.” It follows, then, that a 
korban is the means to achieve a closer relationship. A korban draws close. It is far 
removed from any connotation of destruction, annihilation and loss.  And its object is 
not to appease or satisfy the Recipient, but to bring the giver closer. 

 

https://ohr.edu/this_week/letter_and_spirit_/9788
David Evan Markus
WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT AT ALL?
• personal proximity = individual effort, can’t be outsourced
• physical, visceral = emotionally impactful
• sensory impacts = use all the pathways
• “expensive” effort = bringing our best

David Evan Markus

David Evan Markus
Our own mortality
Amidah: “God of death and life”

David Evan Markus

David Evan Markus
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Ellen Frankel, The Five Books of Miriam 
 

LEAH THE NAMER TEACHES: In contrast [to the Hebrew], the English word “sacrifice” 
comes from a Latin root meaning “make sacred.”  [In] these differing interpretations lie two 
fundamentally different understandings of what it means to offer something to God. 
 
OUR DAUGHTERS ASK: How do you transform something profane into something sacred? 
 

THE SAGES IN OUR OWN TIME ANSWER: According to the Christian understanding of 
the word, to sacrifice means to give something up in order to appease God or pay homage to 
God. What you gain in doing so is believed to more than compensate you for what you lose: 
protection from divine punishment for our sins. 
 

THE RABBIS EXPLAIN: But [Judaism] understands sacrifice quite differently. In our view 
(which, of course, is the Torah’s view), the primary function of “sacrifice” is to restore the 
spiritual equilibrium of the community…. For when we inadvertently sin against God, one 
another or community, we upset the delicate balance so carefully regulated and maintained 
by God’s law.  In “going public” with their error at the Temple altar, the people proffered a 
peace offering, asking God to be lenient with them as they encroached upon sanctified 
space. But after their offering had been accepted, they still needed to right the wrongs they 
had done – by reimbursing the victim, paying a fine, or discharging other legal penalties. 
 

OUR MOTHERS SUGGEST: In a very real sense, the ancient Israelite system of sacrifice 
served the same function that psychotherapy does today.  Those of us plagued by feelings of 
guilt, shame, anxiety, depression, and other “sins” harmful to our souls seek out women and 
men specifically trained in the art of expiation, who for a sacrificial fee help us to surrender 
these burdens to God (or a Higher Power) and reach a new psychic balance. We too must 
still right the wrongs we have committed – but we no longer need to drag [them] behind us, 
like a fatted ox or sheep….. These we can turn over to God [for release]. 

 

Sforno on Lev. 1:2 

י אָדָם י מִכֶּם. יקְַרִיב כִּ  יקְַרִיב כִּ
וִדּויּ מֵעַצְמְכֶם בָרִים בְּ רֶךְ עַל וְהַכְנָעָה, דְּ לְּמָה דֶּ פָתֵינו״ּ פָרִים ״ונּשְַׁ  שְׂ

 ״זִבְחֵי וכְּאָמְרוֹ יד:ג(, )הושע
רָה״ רוחַּ אֱלהִֹים בָּ  )תהלים נִשְׁ

י נא:יט(, כְּסִילִים חֵפֶץ אֵין כִּ  בַּ
קְרִיבִים י הַמַּ לְתִּ  קוֹדֶמֶת. הַכְנָעָה בִּ

 מִכֶּם לִבְרָכָה זִכְרוֹנָם אָמְרוּ וכְּבָר
 הַמּומָּר. אֶת לְהוֹצִיא כֻלְּכֶם, וְלאֹ

When one of them korban-ifies from themselves – When one 
draws close to God by means of confessing sin and humility, 
as in (Hos. 14:3), “We will pay with bulls of our lips“ and (Ps. 
51:19): “An offering to God [is] a shattered spirit.” God does 
not desire simplistic sacrifices unless one humbled oneself 
first.  Our sages note that Torah says here mikem [=from 
themselves], not kulkhem [=all of them], to prevent hypocrisy. 

 

Rabbi Dr. Hillel Ben David, “Drawing Near to Hashem” 
 

If you want to come near to [God], it must come “from you.” … Whenever we find a 
korban in the Tanach, we find that it is always associated with the name of [YHVH].  
It is not associated with the names Elohim, El, or Shaddai….  [YHVH] is associated 
with the attribute of loving-kindness and rahamim [=mercy, compassion].  It is not 
associated with the attribute of Judgment.  This tells us something very profound 
about the korbanot… Because “Hashem desires the heart,” Hashem wants us to 
give from our hearts. 

 

https://www.betemunah.org/korbanot.html
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A form of 
“tum’ah”
(impurity,
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Leviticus as process
to grapple with spiritual
‘barriers’ to closeness
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“WE WILL DO AND WE WiLL HEAR.”
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Hizkuni on Lev. 1:2 

 מקבלים שהם גרים, לרבות אדם
 י‎א״ ‎אפי׳ ולרבות כישראל ברית
 … ישראל כאן משמע דאדם ג‎ואע״
 מאומות ולא מכם דמשמע מכם

 מעוט…. אחר מעוט והוי אחרות

A person [Ed. – literally “man”] – Including converts who took 
on the covenant like Israel, and including those who did not, 
though here only Israelites are addressed [expressly]....  The 
sages understood gentiles as included. 

Torat Kohanim, Emor 22:18 

 הגר ומן ישראל מבית איש איש
 לכל קרבנו יקריב אשר בישראל
 לרבות בישראל וגו', נדריהם

 ועבדים. נשים

Any person in the house of Israel, and among converts in Israel, 
who korban-ifies a korban in all their vows, etc.  “In Israel,” this  
category includes women and slaves.  

The Women’s Torah Commentary 
 
When any of you... The Hebrew has “when an adam from among you.” Because the 
word adam refers to a human being in a generic sense (see Gen. 1:26; 5:2), the language 
of this verse makes clear that the laws apply to both women and men…. 
 
…presents an offering. English has no good way of reproducing the important 
wordplay embedded in this phrase. The two Hebrew words translated as “presents” 
and “offering” (yakriv…korban) are derived from the same root, k-r-b, meaning “to come 
near.” Thus, the language of sacrifice carries a sense of coming close to the Divine, 
describing a safe way to interact with the supreme power. The precautions taken by 
ancient worshippers and priests (such as approaching only in specified ways and 
times) are analogous to those taken by modern technicians when handling radioactive 
material: potent energy that can heal and kill must be approached with maximum 
attention to protective procedures. 
 

R. Shefa Gold, Vayikra 
 
THE MEDICINE that Vayikra gives us for the ‘dis-ease’ of our alienation from God is 
described in the language of korbanot, the “sacrifices.” Literally, korbanot means 
“bringing ourselves near” again to God. The korbanot were a powerful and effective 
means of engaging all of the senses, witnessing the power of Life and Death, and then 
sharing a sacred meal in the Presence of God.  The result was experienced as total 
purification — removal of obstructions and a re-connection to the flow of God’s love 
and presence. And for a time this was a spiritual technology that worked well. 
 
OUR TRADITION TELLS US that prayer now takes the place of the sacrifices. The 
spiritual challenge of Vayikra is to make our prayer-life as powerful, as intense, and as 
effective as the sacrificial system was for our ancestors. 

 

 
 

 

https://www.rabbishefagold.com/vayikra/
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Non-Jews
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Song of Songs 2:10-16 

 לִי וְאָמַר דוֹדִי עָנָה
 ולְּכִי־לָך׃ְ יָפָתִי רַעְיָתִי לָךְ קומִּי

י־הִנֵּה תָו כִּ  עָבָר הַסְּ
ם ֶּשֶׁ  לוֹ׃ הָלַךְ חָלַף הַג

נִים צָּ  בָאָרֶץ נִרְאוּ הַנִּ
מִיר עֵת ָּ יעַ הַז ִּ  הִג

מַע הַתּוֹר וְקוֹל אַרְצֵנו׃ּ נִשְׁ   … בְּ
 לוֹ וַאֲנִי לִי דּוֹדִי

ים׃ הָרֹעֶה נִּ וֹשַׁ שּׁ  בַּ

My beloved spoke thus to me, 
“Arise, my darling!  My fair one, come away! 
For now the winter is past, 
The rains are over and gone. 
The blossoms have appeared in the land, 
The time of pruning has come; 
The song of the turtledove is heard in our land…. 
My beloved is mine and I am his 
Who shepherds among the lilies. 

Song of Songs 6:1-4 

ָּפָה דּוֹדֵךְ הָלַךְ אָנָה ים הַי נָּשִׁ  בַּ
נָה אָנָה  דוֹדֵךְ פָּ

ּ נוּ ך׃ְ ונּבְַקְשֶׁ  עִמָּ
 לְגַנוֹּ יָרַד דּוֹדִי

ם לַעֲרֻגוֹת ים לִרְעוֹת הַבֹּשֶׂ ַּנִּ ג  בַּ
ים׃ וְלִלְקֹט נִּ  שׁוֹשַׁ

 לִי וְדוֹדִי לְדוֹדִי אֲנִי
ים׃ הָרֹעֶה נִּ וֹשַׁ שּׁ      בַּ

 כְּתִרְצָה רַעְיָתִי אַתְּ יָפָה
לָם נָאוָה ירושָּׁ ה כִּ ָּלוֹת׃ אֲיֻמָּ דְג  כַּנִּ

“Whither has your beloved gone, fairest of women? 
Whither has your beloved turned? 
Let us seek him with you.” 
My beloved has gone down to his garden, 
To the beds of spices, to shepherd in the gardens 
And to pick lilies. 
I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine; 
He shepherds among the lilies. 
You are beautiful, my darling, like Tirzah, 
Lovely as Jerusalem, awesome as bannered hosts. 

 
Shir HaShirim Rabbah 6:4 

י כְּתִרְצָה, רַעְיָתִי אַתְּ יָפָה  יהְודָּה רַבִּ
תַר סִימוֹן בַּר נוֹתבְּ קְרָיָה פָּ  ,קָרְבָּ

ּ כְּתִרְצָה, רַעְיָתִי אַתְּ יָפָה  אֵלּו
נוֹתהַ רְבָּ ם ,קָּ אַתֶּ ים שֶׁ  מִתְרַצִּ
נוֹתבְּ רְבָּ  אָמַר: דְאַתְּ מָה הֵיאַךְ ,קָּ

ר לוֹ וְנִרְצָה  נָאוָה עָלָיו. לְכַפֵּ
לָיִם ירושָּׁ ּ כִּ ים אֵלּו דָשִׁ  הַקֳּ

לַיִם ירושָּׁ בִּ  אָמַר: דְאַתְּ מָה הָאֵיךְ שֶׁ
ים כְּצֹאן לָיִם. כְּצֹאן קָדָשִׁ  ירְושָּׁ

 
''אַ ּ כְּתִרְצָה, רַעְיָתִי אַתְּ יָפָה דָּ  אֵלּו
י ירְעָן, נשְֵׁ אָמַר תִּ י דְּ י רַבִּ ירְעָן נשְֵׁ  תִּ

רוֹת  עַצְמָן עַל ומִּחוּ עָמְדוּ הָיוּ, כְּשֵׁ
זְמֵיהֶם נָתְנוּ וְלאֹ ה מִנִּ  הָעֵגֶל, לְמַעֲשֶׂ

יסְטַטִירִין מַה אָמְרוּ ה לִּ שֶׁ בְּרוֹ הַקָּ  שִׁ
 אַחַת עַל הָרַךְ לִיסְטַטִירִין הַקּב׳׳ה,

ה ה. כַּמָּ  וְכַמָּ

You are beautiful, my darling, like Tirtzah – R. Yehudah bar 
Simon opened this verse to be about korbanot.  “You are 
beautiful, my darling, like Tirtzah” [=desired, (f.)] – these are 
the korbanot, as you achieve mutual desire [with God] via 
korbanot, as in (Lev. 1:4), “For it to be desired for their 
atonement.  “Lovely as Jerusalem,” these are the [Holy of] 
Holies in Jerusalem, as in (Ezek. 36:38), “Like the consecrated 
flock, like the flock of Jerusalem.” 
 
Another matter, “You are beautiful, my darling, like Tirtzah”​
– These are the women of the desert generation, as Rav said: 
The women of the desert generation were upright: they stood 
and asserted themselves, and did not give their rings for the 
Golden Calf.  They said: If the Holy Blessed One would 
smash a hard idol, all the more so [offerings korbanot without 
the humble heart open to love]. 

 

 


