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While many of the descriptions of the offerings of the various sacrifices found in 
Parshat VaYikra appear quite repetitive,1[1] commentators pay special attention to 
the differences in language that are associated with these offerings.2[2]  Although 
some of these inconsistencies can be attributed to a literary desire3[3] to not 
describe each sacrifice in a completely identical manner, some variations are 
apparently just too blatant to attribute to mere aesthetic considerations.  
 
One such difference that has been the focus of Biblical interpreters’ attention appears 
in VaYikra 2:1. Consider the terminology of the following verses: 
 

VaYikra 1:2 
…”Adam” (a man) who from amongst you brings a sacrifice to God 
from the domesticated animals, from cattle, from the herd will you 
bring your sacrifice. 
Ibid. 1:10 

                                                             
1[1] E.g., with respect to the “Olah” (the whole burnt offering), when various four legged animals are 
sacrificed—cattle, sheep or goats—the following common phrases appear: 
 a. the animals need to be male and unblemished: VaYikra 1:3, 10. 
 b. the ritual slaughtering has to take place “before HaShem”: Ibid. 5, 11. 
 c. the blood of the animal has to be sprinkled around the altar: Ibid. 5, 11. 
 d. the animal is cut into pieces: Ibid. 6, 12.  
 e. the innards and legs of the animals have to be washed with water: Ibid. 9, 13. 
 f. the Kohen will burn the parts of the animal on the altar.  
2[2] E.g., with respect to the “Olah” involving cattle, sheep and goats and discussed in fn. 1, the following 
“significant” differences in language (if one wants to be very particular, then nuanced differences can also 
be pointed out, such as the presence or absence of a possessive pronoun with regard to the washing of 
the innards and the legs in VaYikra 1:9, 13; however, it is more likely that “significant” differences will 
potentially precipitate important Halachic and Hashkafic implications compared to those which are of a 
more subtle nature) can be found in the pertinent texts: 

a. re only the cattle offering is there a statement to the effect that it must be offered at the 
doorway of the Tent of Meeting in order to be acceptable to HaShem: Ibid. 1:3.   

b. re only the cattle offering is there mention of laying on the hands upon the head of the animal 
in order to achieve atonement: Ibid. 1:4. 

c. re only the sheep/goat offerings does the Tora state that they are to be ritually slaughtered at 
the northward side of the altar: Ibid. 1:11. 

d. re only the cattle offering does the text note that the Kohanim will “offer up the blood”: Ibid. 
1:5. 

e. re only the cattle offering does the Tora state that the location of the altar where the blood is 
to be sprinkled is at the doorway of the Tent of Meeting: Ibid. 1:5. 

f. re only the cattle offering does the Tora note that the animal is to be skinned: Ibid. 1:6. 
g. re only the sheep/goat offering does the text specify that among the pieces into which the 

animal is to be divided are the head and the fat: Ibid. 1:12. 
h. re the cattle offering, mention is made of the Kohanim first placing wood and fire on the altar 

and only then arranging the pieces of the animal upon the fire (Ibid. 1:7) in contrast to the 
sheep/goat sacrifice where the Tora describes an altar that is already alight: Ibid. 1:12. 

3[3] In the seminal disagreement between R. Akiva and R. Yishmael concerning how closely one is to pay 
attention to the words of the Biblical text, the latter’s insistence upon the overall approach that (e.g., 
Berachot 31b; Yevamot 71a) “Dibra Tora KeLashon Benai Adam” (the Tora speaks in the language of 
human beings), suggests that the extreme scrutiny to which some, like R. Akiva, subject every word and 
every letter may be reading too much into the text. Just as people when they converse or, for that matter, 
when they write, do not embed meaning in every last word or variant spelling, the Tora must be viewed 
similarly, since it is a document designed for human beings to read. The school of R. Akiva would counter 
that while the Tora may have been given to man, it originates with God, and therefore infinite meaning 
and interpretations should be attributed to what only appears as a finite, essentially human text.  



And if from the herd is his sacrifice, from the sheep or the goats, he 
shall bring a male animal without a blemish. 
Ibid. 1:14 
And if the whole burnt offering of his sacrifice to HaShem is a bird, he 
will bring his offering from the turtledoves or the young pigeons. 
Ibid. 2:1 
“VeNefesh” (and a soul) who brings a meal offering to HaShem, his 
offering shall be of fine flour… 
 

The transition from the word “Adam” (1:2) and the subsequent pronouns that refer 
to it (1:10, 14) to “Nefesh” is difficult to downplay or overlook. One commentator 
understands the introduction of the term “Nefesh” as indicative of the qualitative 
difference between the symbolisms of offering an animal sacrifice as opposed to one 
of flour: 
 

Rabbi S.R. Hirsch on VaYikra 2:1 
In the preceding offerings (cattle, sheep, goats, birds), it is the blood, 
the “Nefesh” itself,4[4] which is given up to the Altar-height of our 
moral task, as a means of getting nearer to God. The “Nefesh” itself is 
the sacrifice. But in the meal offering, the “Nefesh” is not the sacrifice, 
but the person bringing the sacrifice. It does not bring itself (the soul 
of the individual offering the sacrifice) but rather its possessions before 
the Altar of God… 
 
That flour is generally used as the basic idea of food, of nourishment, 
as a symbol of the necessities of life, can be accepted without further 
proof, and to bring flour as a Mincha as a sign of homage, would 
express the idea that the condition for our very existence lies in the 
Hands of Him to Whom the sign of homage is brought… 
 
Now it is most significant that by the expression “’Nefesh’ who brings a 
meal offering, right from the beginning, voluntary meal offerings are 
restricted to individuals—Menachot 104b: All sacrifices can be brought 
in partnership (i.e., several individuals joining to bring a single 
sacrifice) with the exception of the sacrifice limited by the text 
“’Nefesh’ (singular) who brings a meal offering.”—…In all animal 
offerings, the personality of the human being is in the foreground as 
having a task to fulfill, the animal representing the “Nefesh” with its 
faculties. But this task is something common to all, more, in it, each 
person is really complementary to the other, “All of Israel is 
responsible/a guarantor for one another.” Really the whole nation 
should be moved by one spirit, form one soul, one body… But in the 
meal offering, it is not the personality which is in the foreground, but 
that which is Granted by God to the personality, as a means of 
existence, of comfort, of a life of satisfaction, and with the conditions 
of life to be provided by God, each person stands individually before 
God. Here it aims at establishing the most complete “Hashgacha 
Pratit” (Divine Intervention in the personal affairs of each individual)… 
 

                                                             
4[4] The identity is overt in Devarim 12:23—“Only be strong and do not consume the blood (of a Kosher 
animal that has been properly slaughtered) because ‘HaDam Hie HaNefesh’ (the blood is the soul), and 
you should not consume the soul with the flesh.” 



R. Hirsch’s approach suggests that the voluntary bringing of a meal offering 
constitutes a fundamentally different theological statement on the part of the 
sponsor of the sacrifice, as compared to someone who brings an animal or a bird. 
With regard to the latter, the person presenting the sacrifice is attempting to not 
only state his commitment to acting in accordance with God’s Commandments, but 
perhaps is also trying to inspire himself to reach for a higher level of this type of 
commitment. The animal whole burnt offering then becomes a statement concerning 
the future intentions and actions of the one who donates it, very much in 
accordance with general verbal commitments that are made in the form of “Nedarim” 
(vows)5[5] and “Shavuot” (oaths).6[6] Not only can a person obligate himself to 
bring a sacrifice by means of the process of “Neder”, but the paradigm of “Nidrei 
Issur” (when one verbally imposes a prohibition of deriving benefit either upon 
himself or another) compares the newly prohibited object to a Temple sacrifice from 
which personal pleasure is not to be gained.7[7] In contrast, one who brings a meal 
offering is according to R. Hirsch, making a completely different statement about 
himself and his perspective on life. Rather than focusing upon the future, he is 
assessing the past and expressing his appreciation for God’s Protection and 
Largesse. The animal sacrifice then becomes the purview of an individual who feels 
spiritually inadequate and is trying to jumpstart a new devotion to Tora and Mitzvot, 
while the meal offering should be brought by someone who feels extremely satisfied 
and fortunate, and therefore wishes to make a public statement to this effect. R. 
Hirsch suggests that these are two separate but equal means of religious expression, 
and individuals can avail themselves of either option, depending upon their personal 
circumstances and needs for religious expression within the Tabernacle/Temple 
context. 
 
However, a certain irony is inherent in R. Hirsch’s approach. Animal sacrifices are 
significantly more costly than sacrifices involving no more than flour, oil and some 
spices. Would it not stand to reason that someone who feels that he has enjoyed 
significant success and wishes to publicly demonstrate that without God’s Help he 
would not have been able to come this far financially, would bring a more costly 
sacrifice in terms of financial outlay? While the distinction between whether one is 
offering one’s blood or one’s possessions makes sense in the symbolic universe, in 
the practical realm, the wealthy individual appears to be “getting off easy” if all that 
he has to do is present a meal offering, while the person who is not well-to-do, but in 
search of the sort of atonement best represented by the sprinkling of the blood of an 
animal, might be unable to bring the type of animal sacrifice most apropos to his 
situation.  
 
Perhaps this is why the Talmud, some Midrashim, and the Biblical commentators 
following their respective leads, present a radically different rationale for the sudden 
appearance of the word “Nefesh” in connection with the meal offering that is based 
upon economic patterns and expectations. 
 

Menachot 104b 

                                                             
5[5] See VaYikra 7:16; 22:21; 27:2; BaMidbar 6:2, 5; 15:3, 8; 21:2; 30:3-4, 14; Devarim 23:19, 22. 
6[6] “Shavuot” could be attestations to something that happened in the past; however, in general, verbal 
commitments are future- rather than past-oriented.  
7[7] R. Pinchos Kahati, in his introduction to Mishna Nedarim, writes, “…The accepted paradigm of the 
language of ‘Neder’ is if a person would say to his fellow: ‘A sacrifice that I will eat of your food’, which is 
tantamount to saying, ‘It (the benefit) of any food of yours, should be prohibited to me just as the benefit 
of a sacrifice belonging to the Temple is prohibited to me’… 



Said R. Yitzchak: Why was the Biblical textual presentation for the 
meal offering different with regard to the usage of the term “Nefesh”? 
Said the Holy One, Blessed Be He: Who typically brings a meal 
offering? A poor individual. I will consider his gesture as if he has 
offered up his soul before Me.  
Said R. Yitzchak: Why is the meal offering different in the sense that 5 
different types of oil dishes8[8] are mentioned within its verses? 
This can be compared to a human king for whom a friend is preparing 
a feast. As the king knew that his friend was poor, he said to him: 
Prepare it for me in five kinds of dishes9[9] so that I will derive 
pleasure from you.  
 
Midrash HaGadol (Tora Shleima, R. Menachem Kasher, Parshat 

VaYikra, p. 73-5, fn. 2) 
This is what is meant by the verse (Yeshayahu 57:15) “To give life to 
the spirit of the lowly.”10[10] Said R. Yitzchak: Come and see—When 
the Tora mentions a sacrifice involving an animal, which is the 
sacrifice typically brought by a wealthy individual, no mention is 
made of the souls or the names of the people bringing them, but 
rather “’Adam’ who brings…” But when the meal offering is 
mentioned, which is the sacrifice of the poor, He Loves it and He 
Publicizes it and He Says, “’Nefesh’ who brings…” as if he has offered 
his soul. You should know, that if all he has is enough flour to feed his 
family, and he nevertheless takes it and grinds it and makes it into 
fine flour, and brings it as a sacrifice, and he remains with nothing, the 
verse states regarding him that it is as if he has offered his soul. For 
this reason the Tora states, “’Nefesh’ who brings.”   
 

One commentator uses this Aggadic approach to enter into a polemic, glorifying the 
poor and vilifying the rich:11[11] 

                                                             
8[8]  a) VaYikra 2:1 “Minchat Solet” (fine flour). 

b) Ibid.     2:4 “Ma’afeh Tanur Chalot Matzot” (baked in an oven, unleavened cakes). 
c) Ibid.       “   “Ma’afeh Tanur Rekikai Matzot” (baked in an oven, unleavened wafers). 
d) Ibid.     2:5 “Al HaMachavat” (baked in a pan). 
e) Ibid.     2:7 “Minchat Marcheshet” (baked in a frying pan). 

9[9] Even if the food is very modest, if it is put into different forms, it can give the impression that there 
are multiple courses at this meal.  
10[10] Sources such as Menachot 104b and Midrash HaGadol are attributing to the use of “Nefesh” in 
VaYikra 2:1 a similar intention to examples of Rabbinic legislation intended to decrease the gap between 
religious practices of the affluent as compared to those of the indigent. See e.g., the following Talmudic 
source: 

Moed Katan 27a 
Our Rabbis taught (in a Baraita): Formerly they used to bring food to the house of mourning, the 
rich in silver and gold baskets, and the poor in woven baskets of peeled willow twigs, and the 
poor felt shamed. They therefore instituted that all should bring food in woven baskets of peeled 
willow twigs out of deference to the poor. 
Our Rabbis taught: Formerly they used to serve drinks in a house of mourning, the rich in white 
glass vessels and the poor in colored glass, and the poor felt shamed. They therefore instituted 
that all should serve drinks in colored glass, out of deference to the poor.  
Formerly they would uncover the face of the rich, and cover the face of the poor, because their 
faces turned red in years of drought, and the poor felt shamed. They therefore instituted that 
everyone’s face should be covered out of deference to the poor… 

11[11] From the biographical listing of Klee Yakar in the Encyclopedia Judaica CD ROM, one realizes that 
his Tora commentary has more in common with homiletical interpretations than quest to understand the 
simple meaning of the text:  



 
Klee Yakar on VaYikra 2:1 
(The commentator first quotes R. Yitzchak’s original statement in 
Menachot 104b.) 
And for this reason, it is stated in Parshat Tzav (VaYikra 6:9) 
(describing what is to be done with the remainder of the meal offering 
once a portion has been burnt on the altar): 

“And the remaining portion of it will Aharon and his sons 
eat, in the form of ‘Matzot’ it will be eaten in a holy 
place, in the courtyard of the Tent of Meeting will they 
eat it.”  

“Matzot” are “Lechem Oni” (poor bread)12[12] for all this applies to a 
poor individual whose nature has become subservient, paralleling the 
dough of the “Matza” that does not rise. And following along these 
lines, we can explain the order of all of these sacrifices. The earlier a 
category of sacrifice appears, the more likely those who bring such a 
sacrifice are to sin, as is stated in Devarim 32:15, “And Yeshurun 
became fat and rebelled.” And whomever is greater than his fellow in 
wealth and honor, so too is his Evil Inclination concomitantly greater, 
(in keeping with the aphorism), “The greater the person, the greater 
the Inclination (for evil)”. A proof to this is from what is written, 
(VaYikra 4:22) “…’Asher’ (that) a Prince will sin…”, because the term 
“Asher” indicates the certainty of what is being described taking 
place,13[13] his Princehood bringing him to sin since his Inclination 
must be greater than that of his fellow. For a similar reason, (of the 
“Olah” sacrifices) the sacrifice involving cattle is mentioned first 
(VaYikra 1:2), because the one who is bringing it is probably wealthy; 
afterwards sacrifices from the herds are mentioned, relating to 
individuals who are only moderately comfortable, for it is typical for 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
EPHRAIM SOLOMON BEN AARON OF LUNTSHITS (Leczyca; 1550–1619), rabbi and renowned 
preacher. He was known as "Ephraim of Luntshits," the popular pronunciation of Leczyca among 
Polish Jews. The name "Solomon" was added some time after 1601. In his youth Ephraim was 
sent to study in the yeshivah of Solomon Luria. At an early age he had already gained a 
reputation as a preacher, in which capacity he traveled to Lublin, Lemberg, Jaroslaw, and other 
towns. It is not known whether he ever held a regular communal post before he became head of 
a yeshivah in Lemberg when he was already past fifty. In 1604, he arrived in Prague where he 
served as president of the rabbinical court and head of the yeshivah, but relinquished his 
rabbinical post in the last year of his life. As a preacher he was distinguished for his lucid and 
fascinating sermons. He addressed the heads of the Council of Four Lands when they met in 
Lublin and was apparently on friendly terms with the leaders of that council on whose 
recommendation he was appointed rosh yeshivah in Lemberg. Ephraim's sermons shed much 
light on the religious and communal life of the Polish-Jewish community of his time. He railed 
against the wealthy members of the congregation whose passion for money and luxury 
caused them to withhold assistance from their needy brethren and he criticized their 
pretensions to spiritual and religious status on the basis of their commercial success. 
He said that wealth corrupts and destroys the character of men when they do not 
appreciate its purpose. At the same time, he complained about the poor who wished to enjoy 
the charity of the rich without making any effort to provide for their needs…   

12[12] See Devarim 16:3. The term “Oni” does not have to mean “poverty”. It could also refer to 
affliction, i.e., that this was the form of bread that Jews ate while slaves in Egypt. Pesachim 36a attributes 
to Shmuel the interpretation: the type of bread over which many words, i.e., the tale of the Exodus from 
Egypt, are recited (on the night of the Seder). Consequently, Klee Yakar did not necessarily have to offer 
the interpretation that he does. However, he obviously has an agenda in this regard.  
13[13] This is not the typical interpretation given to the usage of “Asher” in the Biblical text. Usually 
“Asher” is viewed as an alternative to “Ki”, which can mean: a) when, b) that, c) because and d) if. See 
e.g., RaShI on Beraishit 24:33. Once again, Klee Yakar appears to be bent on offering a moral lesson 
rather than open-mindedly approaching the literal meaning of the text.  



someone in such a circumstance to bring sacrifices from the herds; 
then the Tora mentions sacrifices of birds, which would usually be 
offered by a poor individual; and only after all of the above, does the 
Bible discuss the meal sacrifice, which the poorest of the poor would 
bring. For this reason regarding the cattle, it is stated, (VaYikra 1:9) 
“VeKirbo U’Chera’av (and its innards and its legs) he will wash with 
water”, i.e., the innards and legs of the sacrifice. But his own innards 
(of the individual bringing the sacrifice) and the depths of his own 
heart he will not wash, and his impurity will remain with him, because 
usually wealth causes the rebellion, and his contamination he will not 
wash. The person of middling means, he is more pure of thought, and 
therefore with regard to his sacrifice (of sheep/goats) it states, 
(VaYikra 1:13) “’VeHaKerev VeHaKerayim’ (there is no possessive 
modifier indicating ‘its’ to the exclusion of his personal shortcomings) 
he will wash with water” to include also the innards of the person 
bringing the offering, since by means of the sacrifice he will truly 
repent and regret the evil that he has perpetrated, that his innards will 
be awash in the waters of purification. But as for the poor individual 
(who brings the bird sacrifice), HaShem has particular Compassion for 
him, he is more pure of thought than any of the others, and therefore 
it states concerning him, (VaYikra 1:16) “He shall remove its crop with 
its feathers and cast them away…” Removing and casting away are 
better than washing. This is a hint that he will remove from within him 
all sin, and a proper heart will be renewed within him, and the old will 
give way to the new. As for the poor of the poor, who is more 
subservient than any of the others, and whose eyes are always lifted 
towards HaShem, regarding him is written (VaYikra 2:1) “And a soul 
who brings an offering”, because he is not one who merely removes 
from within all inwardness and deception, but rather his entire soul he 
is offering up as a totally consumed sacrifice to HaShem, and he is 
totally transformed into a new creature. It is for this reason it is said 
exclusively with regard to this meal offering, (VaYikra 2:3) “Holy of 
Holies of the burnt offerings to HaShem”, i.e., it is more significant 
than any of the previously mentioned “Olot”.  
 

Clearly, Klee Yakar’s bias against wealthy individuals and on behalf of the poor noted 
in fn. 11 markedly influenced his interpretation of not only the appearance of the 
word “Nefesh” in VaYikra 2:1, but also a number of other turns of phrase in Parshat 
VaYikra. During the course of his diatribe, he appears to leave no room for the 
sincere religious individual of means who wishes to apply some of his resources to 
offering sacrifices in the Temple/Tabernacle. It would seem that in order to appease 
Klee Yakar’s plaints, everyone would have to become poor, with the wealthy either 
giving away or renouncing their possessions. While the commentator’s words may 
provide some sense of satisfaction to the impoverished who are being told that 
despite their terrible personal circumstances, they are in fact spiritually superior to 
their more comfortable co-religionists, Klee Yakar’s commentary suffers from the 
basic flaw that affects all human stereotypes, i.e., people are different, and therefore 
we can rightfully expect to encounter righteous wealthy individuals as well as crass 
and insensitive poor. A much more even-handed and spiritually meaningful approach 
to the issue of “Nefesh” appears in the following Midrash:  
 

VaYikra Rabba 3:5 



A story about a woman who brought a handful of finely ground flour 
(to the Tabernacle/Temple), and a Kohen disparaged her and said, 
“See what they bring to sacrifice? What is there in this to eat? What is 
there in this to offer up?” In the Kohen’s dream (that night he heard a 
voice remonstrating with him), “Do not belittle her! It is as if she was 
offering up her soul.” And it is a logical derivation: A person who does 
not offer up a “soul” (someone who only brings a meal offering), it is 
nevertheless written concerning such a person the word “soul”, 
someone who actually offers up a “soul” (an animal or bird), it is all 
the more true.  
 

This Midrash reads VaYikra 2:1 as stating that while ideally the best sacrifice is an 
animal, an animate living thing, since in this way the person bringing the offering 
can vicariously represent himself as offering his own life up to God, someone who 
cannot afford to do so and can only bring some flour, as long as this is the best that 
the person can do, HaShem will accept such a sacrifice in exactly the same spirit and 
the sacrifice will be identically as efficacious as an actual animal offering. Each case 
therefore will be judged individually, and HaShem will ultimately decide whether one 
has done his spiritual best to worship Him.  
 
The term “Nefesh” is certainly an extremely evocative one, and therefore it should 
not be surprising that interpretations of the particular use of the word within our 
context of Parshat VaYikra should result in such a range of views. Applying the rule 
that (Eiruvin 13b) “Eilu VeEilu Divrei Elokim Chayim” (lit. these and these are the 
words of the Living God, i.e., even if we can critique the individual approaches for 
inconsistencies or for not accounting for certain situations) we can come away with 
the following awarenesses: 

a)  We must turn to God not only when we feel guilty and/or needy, but also 
to express our appreciation and thankfulness for all that He has Done for 
us,  

b)  We must be careful that we do not allow our material comforts make us 
insensitive to personal spiritual shortcomings, and when necessary we 
should be prepared to overhaul and improve our attitudes and behaviors 
should they be in need of adjustment,  

    and c)  We should never stand in judgment of someone else’s attempts at spiritual 
growth and development. The only one that we are entitled to judge is 
ourselves.  

 
Shabbat Shalom, and may our religious observances not only engage our bodies, but 
also our minds and souls.  
 
 

 


