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Chassidic homiletical readings of verses dealing with sacrifices. 

A partial reading of the first significant verse in Parashat VaYikra is far less challenging 

than when one reads the verse in its entirety. 

 

VaYikra 1:2 

Speak unto the children of Israel, and say unto them: When any man of you 

brings an offering unto the Lord…  

  

When summarizing Chassidic approaches for understanding this portion of the verse,  R. Itamar 

Eldar1 writes,  

 

“When any man of you brings an offering unto the Lord”—it is an expression of 

absolute cleaving to God, of absolute purification and absolute mindfulness 

towards God. “Korban” (sacrifice) indicates “HitKarvut” (making oneself draw 

near), which is fulfilled only when a person aspires to ritual purity and total 

devotion, when he stands before God, may He Be Blessed.2 

 

The concept of living a life of self-sacrifice, where we subordinate our own desires and dreams  

to those of HaKadosh Baruch Hu, is in effect, a fulfillment of the Rabbinic  statement:   

 

Avot 2:4 

He (R. Gamliel, son of R. Yehuda HaNasi) used to say: Make His Will like your 

will, so that He will Make your will like His Will (i.e., internalize the values and 

ideas underlying the Commandments so that He Will Do your will, as if it is His 

Will).   

 

 and even more succinctly:  

                                                           
1
 Rav Itamar Eldar (Rosh Beit Midrash) Yeshivat Petach Tikva 

Rav Itamar studied for many years at Yeshivat Har Etzion, and holds an MA in Jewish philosophy fromBar 
Ilan University. He taught for more than ten years at Midreshet Migdal Oz as well asYeshivat Hesder of 
Chispin and Yeshivat Har Etzion. Rav Itamar currently teaches Jewishthought and Chassidut in several 
different colleges. He is one of the founders and heads ofthe "Batei Midrash for Torah and Life" along 
with Rav Tamir Granot. 
2
 http://www.ypt.co.il/show.asp?id=65378  

http://www.ypt.co.il/show.asp?id=65378
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Nullify (sacrifice?) your will before His Will, so that He Will Nullify the will of 

others, and instead Will Allow your will to be fulfilled. 

  

Reading the verses in terms of their literal meanings forces one to think about sacrifices 

differently.  

As difficult as it may be to properly carry out this Tanna’s  sentiment concerning 

prioritizing God’s Desires over one’s own and even sacrificing person aspirations for some higher 

set of goals, such a mindset is   nevertheless understandably a major part of what constitutes a 

true religious lifestyle. But it’s when we read the verse in VaYikra Chapter 1 in its completeness, 

considering its Peshat (literal meaning) rather than the creative, inspiring Derashot (homiletic 

interpretations) that some may associate with its opening words, that we come up against 

practices that truly jar our feelings that have been powerfully informed by our historical time 

and place: 

 

 VaYikra 1:2 

Speak unto the children of Israel, and say unto them: When any man of you 

brings an offering unto the Lord, you shall bring your offering of the cattle, even 

of the herd or of the flock.  

 

Figurative human sacrifice we can get our arms around even in contemporary terminology;  

literal animal sacrifice is much more difficult and challenging.  And we don’t have to respond 

specifically  to the weekly Tora readings,  which by the way began to deal primarily with matters 

of Mishkan (Tabernacle) and sacrifice already in four out of the five concluding Parashiot in 

Shemot, i.e., Teruma, Tetzave, VaYakhel and Pekudei, to beg this question.  Our liturgy is replete 

with requests that the Temple be restored and that sacrifices resume. Consider the following 

two examples:      

 

1) Every Silent Devotion, on Shabbat, Yom Tov and throughout the week, at the 

conclusion of its middle section, contains the following paragraph:3 

 

Find favor Lord our God, in Your People Israel and their prayer. 

Restore the service to Your Most Holy House,  

And Accept in love and favor the fire-offerings of Israel and their prayer. 

May the service of Your People Israel always find favor with You. 

 

                                                           
3
 Koren Siddur, e.g., pp. 127, 221, 267, 349, 485, 545, 609, etc.  
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2)  Specifically on Shabbat, the Mussaf (additional) Silent Devotion includes the 

following plea:4 

 

Even before Sinai they were commanded about it (Shabbat).5 

Then (on Sinai) You, Lord our God, Commanded us to offer on it 

(Shabbat) the Mussaf (additional offering) of the Shabbat in the 

proper way.6  

May it be Your Will, Lord our God and God of our ancestors,  

to lead us back in joy to our land and to plant us within our 

borders.   

There we will prepare for You our obligatory offerings: the regular daily 

offerings in their order, and the additional offerings according to their 

laws. 

  

Is this (praying for the restoration of the Temple along with the sacrificial rituals that took place 

within) a case of having to be careful for what you wish for, or more specifically what you pray 

for? 

 

A timeless perspective on the meaning of sacrifices. 

What follows is an existential rationale for animal sacrifice, based upon a series of case 

studies in Beraishit, in effect an intertextual7 interpretation, that rather than relying upon the 

                                                           
4
 Ibid. p. 539-41. 

5
 This might be a reference to the Rabbinic  tradition that a few of the Commandments were already given 

prior to Sinai, at Mara (the bitterness). The basis for such a supposition is the following verse: 

Shemot 15:25 

And he cried unto the Lord; and the Lord Showed him a tree, and he cast it into the waters, and 

the waters were made sweet. There He Made for them a statute and an ordinance, and there He 

proved them. 

Sanhedrin 56b numbers Shabbat as one of the Mitzvot given earlier, based upon an extra phrase in the 

version of the Ten Commandments in Devarim, compared to the version in Shemot: 

Shemot 

20:8 Six days shalt thou labor, and do all thy work;  

Devarim 

5:12  Six days shalt thou labor, and do all thy work; 

as the Lord, your God Commanded you.  

Since the two texts of the Ten Commandments that appear in the Tora should be identical, an explanation 

for the phrase “as the Lord, your God Commanded you” is that this is a reference to an earlier moment in 

Jewish history when certain Commandments were given to acquaint the Jews with the sorts of things that 

they will have to observe once they accept the Tora.  
6
 Although the Tora lists the additional Shabbat sacrifices in BaMidbar 28:9, one view in the Rabbinic 

tradition posits that all Mitzvot, including the Shabbat Mussaf offerings,  were initially revealed to Moshe 

on Har Sinai, with some of them repeated to Moshe at later points in time and recorded in the Tora 

accordingly.  
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repetition of a common word or root, focuses instead upon a progressive series of individual 

conceptual events, that precede the formal Commandments to offer sacrifices appearing in the 

later books of the Tora. This  approach for understanding sacrifices was first formulated by a 

great German Rabbinic scholar of the 19th and early 20th centuries, R. David Tzvi Hoffmann,8 in 

                                                                                                                                                                             
7
 Intertextuality is the shaping of a text's meaning by another text…

 
 An example of intertextuality is an 

author’s borrowing and transformation of a prior text or to a reader’s referencing of one text in reading 

another… http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intertextuality  
8
 David Zvi Hoffmann (November 24, 1843, Verbó, Austrian Empire – November 20, 1921, Berlin) 

(Hebrew: דוד צבי הופמן), was an Orthodox Rabbi andTorah Scholar. Born in Verbó in 1843, he attended 
various Yeshivas in his native town before he entered the college at Pressburg, from which he graduated 
in 1865. He then studied philosophy, history, and Oriental languages at Vienna and Berlin, taking his 
doctor's degree in 1871 from the University of Tübingen. His rabbinical training was at the hands 
of Moshe Schick and Azriel Hildesheimer. Shortly after obtaining his degree, he became employed as a 
teacher in Samson Raphael Hirsch's Realschule school in Frankfurt am Main, and in 1873 moved to Berlin 
to join the faculty of the Rabbinical Seminary of Berlin where he eventually became rector in 1899 after 
the death of Azriel Hildesheimer. David Hoffmann occupies a very interesting position in the Wissenschaft 
des Judentums movement of the 19th century, as shown by Ellenson & Jacobs (1988), and is in some ways 
the prototype of the contemporary Orthodox Jewish scholar, facing the ubiquitous tension between 
faithfulness to tradition and the demands of critical inquiry. Though born in Hungary, he adapted 
the German-Jewish approach of openness towards general culture, world and society. He employed the 
critical scientific method to the Talmud and wrote about the history of the development of the form of 
the Oral law (as opposed to the development of the Law itself, the latter being an enterprise antithetical 
to traditional Jewish beliefs; see below). Despite his worldly inclinations, he was an original member of 
the more traditionally oriented Moetzes Gedolei HaTorah (council of great Torah sages), and was also 
known to be a person of great moral conduct and piety. Hoffman was the leading authority on 
traditional halakha (Jewish law) in Germany in his lifetime, as well as an expert in the area of midrash 
halakha(legalistic Biblical exegesis). He was also known for his efforts to disprove the Documentary 
Hypothesis, as expressed by the Graf-Wellhausen theory, with his arguments presented in the work Die 
wichtigsten Instanzen gegen die Graf-Wellhausensche Hypothese (1903/1916). A. Altmann, however, sees 
Hoffmann's writings on these matters (though evidencing great expertise) as pure apologetics, the cause 
of which may be seen as laid out in his introduction to Leviticus (Ellenson & Jacobs 1988), where 
Hoffmann makes the following remarks: 

I willingly agree that, in consequence of the foundation of my belief, I am unable to arrive at the 
conclusion that the Pentateuch was written by anyone other than Moses... 
We believe that the whole Bible is true, holy, and of divine origin. That every word of 
the Torah was inscribed by divine command is expressed in the principle Torah min Ha 
Shamayim... We must not presume to set ourselves up as critics of the author of a biblical text or 
doubt the truth of his statements or question the correctness of his teaching... The Jewish 
commentator must (therefore) constantly be on guard against interpreting the passage in such a 
way as to appear to be in conflict with traditional Halachah. Just as the Torah as a divine 
revelation must not contradict itself, in the same way it must not contradict the Oral Law which is 
of divine origin. 

Yet, despite the piety of the above sentiments, and his repeated proclamations regarding the divinity of 
the Oral Law, Hoffmann was still very much the Wissenschaft scholar. He cites in his work scholars such 
as Z. Frankel, A. Geiger, S.J. Rapoport, and H. Graetz, he studies the influences of Ancient Near 
Eastern culture on the evolution of the Talmud, and he identifies problems in the transmitted text. For 
example, Hoffmann in The First Mishna sees the present Mishna Avot as having been redacted from three 
different sources, a Mishna of Rabbi Akiva, a Mishna of Rabbi Meir, and a Mishna of Rabbi Judah Ha-Nasi, 
the originals of which cannot be completely reconstructed due to their thoroughgoing fusion and 
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his classic two-volume commentary translated from the German into Hebrew, entitled Sefer 

VaYikra.9 It seems to me that R. Hoffmann’s understanding of sacrifices, as opposed to many of 

the medieval commentaries such as RaMBaM and Abrabanel, could serve as a basis for even 

contemporary traditional Jews to better appreciate this apparently central institution of 

Judaism, and perhaps even look forward to its eventual reinstitution. 

 

The first recorded sacrifices in the Tora are brought by Kayin and his brother Hevel,  

the children of Adam and Chava, and are designated as a “Korban Mincha” or gift.10 R. Hoffmann 

contends that Kayin’s sacrifice was motivated by the desire to acknowledge that God has 

brought about and consequently is Master of all that exists, including any possessions that an 

individual may think he owns. Therefore, according to this commentator, Kayin’s sacrifice of 

some of the produce that he had personally grown, was essentially an act of appeasement, in 

the hope that afterwards, God would be prepared to allow Kayin to retain the rest of the things 

that he considered as his own. Just as tithing,11 bringing first fruits to the Kohanim,12 and 

                                                                                                                                                                             
subsequent manipulation. The extent to which Hoffmann resided in the Wissenschaft movement can also 
be seen from the criticism he received from such opponents of the movement as Samson Raphael Hirsch. 
Hildesheimer notes regarding Hirsch's opinion of his Rabbinical Seminary (where Hoffmann worked after 
leaving Hirsch's institution) that "a question certainly exists as to whether Rabbi Hirsch considers the 
seminary to be an Orthodox institution." Hirsch's opposition extended to Hoffmann's own work, judging 
Hoffmann's book Mar Samuel to contain heresies (Ellenson & Jacobs 1988). Hoffmann's resolution of this 
tension between faithfulness to tradition and textual criticism is found by Ellenson & Jacobs (1988) in the 
following passage from the introduction to The First Mishna: 

Thus, in the study of the Holy Scriptures on the one hand, we consider the authenticity and 
integrity to be absolute, and we can recognize as true only such results as do not question that 
premise. With the Mishna, on the other hand, any criticism (unless it contradicts a halachah fixed 
in the Talmud) as well as any research as to the age of the Mishna and the time of its expression 
in the extant form is not only considered permissible to us, but even required for the scientific 
examination of the tradition. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Zvi_Hoffmann  
9
 Vol. 1, Mossad HaRav Kook, Yerushalayim, 5723, pp. 64-6.  

10
 Beraishit 4:3-5 

And in process of time it came to pass, that Kayin brought of the fruit of the ground an offering 

unto the Lord. And Hevel, he also brought of the firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof. And 

the Lord Had Respect unto Hevel and to his offering; but unto Kayin and to his offering He Had 

not Respect. And Kayin was very wroth, and his countenance fell.   
11

 BaMidbar 15:18-21 

Speak unto the children of Israel, and say unto them: When ye come into the land whither I Bring 

you, then it shall be, that, when ye eat of the bread of the land, ye shall set apart a portion for a 

gift unto the Lord. Of the first of your dough ye shall set apart a cake for a gift; as that which is 

set apart of the threshing-floor, so shall ye set it apart. Of the first of your dough ye shall give 

unto the Lord a portion for a gift throughout your generations.   
12

 Devarim 26:10-1 

And now, behold, I have brought the first of the fruit of the land, which Thou, O Lord, hast Given 

me.' And thou shalt set it down before the Lord thy God, and worship before the Lord thy God. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Zvi_Hoffmann#CITEREFEllensonJacobs1988
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Zvi_Hoffmann#CITEREFEllensonJacobs1988
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tanakh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mishna
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Halachah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Zvi_Hoffmann
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traveling to Yerushalayim for the Pilgrimage festivals13 are various manifestations of the same 

realization namely that what one has really does not belong to him, so too Kayin’s first sacrifice. 

 

R. Hoffmann proceeds to contrast Hevel’s sacrifice with that of his brother, and suggests 

that Hevel’s thinking went a step beyond Kayin’s intention. Hevel wished to not only 

acknowledge God’s Ownership of all things, but also Hevel’s personal subservience and respect 

for the Divine. The sacrifice of not only some of his possessions, but specifically the best of what 

he owned, reflected not necessarily begrudging appeasement, but rather deep appreciation and 

obeisance to HaShem, ultimately resulting in this sacrifice being accepted rather than the 

offering brought by his brother. Still, R. Hoffmann continues, both Kayin and Hevel were 

expressing themselves by means of their possessions, Kayin the farmer and Hevel the shepherd.  

 

The next sacrifices, brought by Noach following the flood14 that destroyed all living 

things in existence, aside from his family and select animals riding out the storm in the Ark, were 

precipitated by his realization that not just possessions, but life itself, existed only because God 

Willed it to. It was specifically his pouring of the animals’ blood on the altar contends R. 

Hoffmann, that expressed Noach’s perception that the Nefesh, the animating force in animals 

and humans, was under HaShem’s total Control and had to conform to His Will. R. Hoffmann 

writes,  

 

By means of this sacrifice, Noach’s feelings burst forth as a tangible expression 

of the realization that not only one’s possessions but even his very blood 

belongs to God’s Domain, “that in His Hands is the soul of all living things and 

the spirit of every human being.”15 

  

The third type of personal realization expressed via animal sacrifice is associated with 

the Trial of the Binding of Yitzchak.16 This time, the ram that was offered up in place of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
And thou shalt rejoice in all the good which the Lord thy God hath Given unto thee, and unto thy 

house, thou, and the Levite, and the stranger that is in the midst of thee.   
13

 Shemot 23:17 

Three times in the year all thy males shall appear before the Lord God.  
14

 Beraishit 8:20-1 

And Noach built an altar unto the Lord; and took of every clean beast, and of every clean fowl, 

and offered burnt-offerings on the altar. And the Lord Smelled the sweet savour; and the Lord 

Said in His heart: 'I Will not again Curse the ground any more for man's sake; for the imagination 

of man's heart is evil from his youth; neither Will I again Smite any more everything living, as I 

have Done.   
15

 Sefer VaYikra, Vol. 1, p. 65. 
16

 Beraishit 22:2, 13 



7 

 

Avraham’s son, a Korban Olah, (whole-burnt offering), literally represented the readiness of a 

human being to completely subsume not only his life in general, but his own particular and 

personal interests, hopes and dreams, to the Will of God and His Directives, a maximal 

expression of Yirat HaShem (the fear of God).  

 

And the fourth element in R. Hoffmann’s seminal quartet of sacrifices in Sefer Breishit  

is the Shlamim (lit. wholeness) sacrifice offered by Yaakov,17 following his unnerving encounter 

with his twin brother Eisav, who had sworn to kill him so many years before. It is most 

appropriate that such a sacrifice be offered by Yaakov, of whom the Tora states,  

 

Beraishit 33:18 

And Yaakov came “Shalem” (whole) to the city of Shechem, which is in the land 

of Canaan, when he came from Paddan-aram; and encamped before the city.  

 

Yaakov, via his sacrifice, was essentially expressing his appreciation for how he felt that HaShem 

had literally Been close to him and Protected him throughout this as well as so many other 

challenging experiences that he and his family had undergone. The Shlamim expressed the 

sense of wholeness that Yaakov felt in terms of his relationship with God.18  

 

In summary,  the four fundamental emotional sensibilities that, according to R. 

Hoffmann, someone bringing a sacrifice could and perhaps should be thinking about,  

 1) All that I have and care about belongs to HaShem,  

 2) All living things, including myself, exist by God’s Will alone,  

                                                                                                                                                                             
And He Said: 'Take now thy son, thine only son, whom thou lovest, even Yitzchak, and get thee 

into the land of Moria; and offer him there for a burnt-offering upon one of the mountains which 

I will Tell thee of.'… 

 And Avraham lifted up his eyes, and looked, and behold behind him a ram caught in the thicket 

by his horns. And Avraham went and took the ram, and offered him up for a burnt-offering in the 

stead of his son.   
17

 Ibid. 33:20 

And he erected there an altar, and called it Keil-Elokei-Yisrael (lit. God, God of Israel).  
18

 The offering of Shelamim in general and the Korban Toda (thanksgiving sacrifice) in particular is 

paralleled  today in the absence of the Temple and sacrifices, by the invocation of Birkat HaGomel: 

(Koren Siddur, p. 161)  

Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe, Who Bestows good on the unworthy, who 

has Bestowed on me much good.  

Both the Thanksgiving sacrifice and Birkat HaGomel are accounted for in the following Talmudic passage: 

Berachot 54b 

Rav Yehuda  said in the name of Rav: There are four [classes of people] who have to offer 

thanksgiving: those who have crossed the sea, those who have traversed the wilderness, one 

who has recovered from an illness, and a prisoner who has been set free… 
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 3) My personal life and experience lie entirely in God’s Hands,  

       and 4) I have to acknowledge HaShem’s Direct Involvement in my successes and my 

continued survival, particularly after close brushes with danger and death. 

 

R. Hoffmann’s conscious choice regarding what to emphasize vis-à-vis sacrifices.  

I think that it is notable that R. Hoffmann focuses upon the positive themes in sacrifices,  

i.e., man’s possessions, life, aspirations and personal history, rather than dealing with the 

emotions that lie at the heart of the  offerings associated with atoning for particular types of 

transgressions, Chatat and Asham, which RaMBaN seems to place front and center. Even in his 

description of the Olah (the burnt offering),19 RaMBaN depicts the individual who has sinned 

with his thought, words and actions, as vicariously offering  himself up on the altar in an act of 

contrition and searching for atonement. Unless RaMBaN posits that all sacrifices are attempts 

on the part of man to achieve atonement, he does not explain the thinking underlying the 

majority of the offerings. 

 

R. Hoffmann’s approach is not invulnerable to the critiques of sacrifices found in the Nevi’im. 

Furthermore, however inspiring R. Hoffmann’s suggestions concerning the associations 

that were made in the bible for animal sacrifices, there provide no guarantee that references to 

formative offerings in Beraishit would necessarily inform the intentions of one bringing sacrifices 

at a later point in time. From the stinging prophetic critiques by the likes of Yeshayahu,20 

                                                           
19

 RaMBaN on VaYikra 1:9 d.h. Olah 

…And it is more appropriate to consider the reason that they (the Rabbis) said about them (the 

sacrifices), i.e., that since the actions of human beings are completed via thought, speech and 

action, God Commanded that when a person sins, he should bring a sacrifice, he should place his 

hands upon it (the animal being sacrificed) corresponding to his (sinful) action, and he should 

confess verbally corresponding to his (sinful) speech, and there should be consumed by fire the 

innards and kidneys because they are the organs from which emanate thought and passion, and 

the limbs correspond to the hands and feet by which a person carries out all of his work, and the 

blood is thrown on the altar corresponding to the blood in his soul, so that a person would think 

when he carries out these rituals that he has sinned against God with his body and soul, and it is 

appropriate for him to spill his blood and burn his body, had it not been for the Mercy of the 

Creator Who Accepts from him a substitute, and this sacrifice atones for him, with its blood being 

in place of his blood, its soul in place of his soul, its extremities in place of his extremities, and the 

portions from the sacrifice is to give sustenance to the teachers of Tora that will pray on his 

behalf… 
20

 E.g.,  Yeshayahu 1:11-3 

To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices unto Me? Saith the LORD; I am Full of the 

burnt-offerings of rams, and the fat of fed beasts; and I Delight not in the blood of bullocks, or of 

lambs, or of he-goats. When ye come to appear before Me, who hath required this at your hand, 

to trample My Courts? Bring no more vain oblations; it is an offering of abomination unto Me; 

new moon and sabbath, the holding of convocations--I cannot endure iniquity along with the 

solemn assembly.   
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Yirmiyahu21 and Yechezkel,22 among others, it appears that as in the case of so many 

Commandments that we carry out even today, sacrifices can easily become reduced to exercises 

of mechanical observance rather than instances of meaningful spiritual expression.  If all Mitzvot 

would require Kavanna (intention), reflection and understanding for even their Bediavad 

(mimimal Halachic) fulfillment, how often would we perform any Mitva properly?  HaGahot 

Maimoniot’s pointed observation23 that were we to follow RaMBaM’s admonition that we 

should pray only when we are calm and have our wits about us, that then we would never 

actually pray, is a case in point. But at least from R. Hoffmann’s perspective, there was the 

potential for an offering in the Tabernacle or the Temple to inspire profound thoughts 

concerning the human condition and one’s ultimate relationship with God, things that prayer 

and other forms of Divine worship might not have the requisite visceral quality to achieve.  

 

R. Hoffmann’s suggestion regarding animal sacrifices becomes a manifestation of an 

important Rabbinic principle. 

I would add in conclusion, that R. Hoffmann’s hypothesis allows additionally for an 

interesting contemporary example of the principle of Ma’asei Avot Siman LaBanim (the 

deeds/activities of the forefathers are precursors for their offspring). In other words, an 

individual who brings a sacrifice and entertains similar emotions to those felt by Kayin, Hevel, 

Noach and the Avot when they brought their particular offerings, channels the lives and 

                                                           
21

 E.g., Yirmiyahu 6:20 

To what purpose is to Me the frankincense that cometh from Sheva, and the sweet cane, from a 

far country? Your burnt-offerings are not acceptable, nor your sacrifices pleasing unto Me.  
22

 E.g., Yechezkel 16:18 

And thou didst take thy richly woven garments and cover them (idols), and didst set Mine Oil and 

Mine Incense before them (idols).  
23

 RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Tefilla U’Nesiat Kapaim 4:15 

Proper intention: What is implied? Any prayer that is not [recited] with proper intention is not 
prayer. If one prays without proper intention, he must repeat his prayers with proper intention. 
One who is in a confused or troubled state may not pray until he composes himself. Therefore, 
one who comes in from a journey and is tired or irritated is forbidden to pray until he composes 
himself. Our Sages taught that one should wait three days until he is rested and his mind is 
settled, and then he may pray. 

HaGahot Maimoniot #20 
Tosafot have written that this entire subject is not practiced today, for if we were not to 
say this, we never have that much intention during prayer (i.e., who is to say that when 
we think that we can pray better, this will actually happen?)… 
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experiences of these extraordinary biblical figures, thereby identifying with them and thinking 

their thoughts.  To my mind, it is reminiscent of the inherent message that one of my teachers 

emphasized in the following Aggadic passage: 

  

Pesachim 56a 

For R. Shimon b. Lakish said: (Beraishit 49:1) “And Yaakov called unto his sons, 
and said: Gather yourselves together, that I may tell you [that which shall befall 
you in the end of days].” Yaakov wished to reveal to his sons the ‘end of the 
days’, whereupon the Shechina (lit. the Divine Presence; i.e., his ability to 
prophetically see the future) departed from him. Said he, ‘Perhaps, Heaven 
forfend! there is one unfit among my children, like Avraham, from whom there 
issued Yishmael, or like my father Yitzchak, from whom there issued Esav.’ [But] 
his sons answered him, ‘Hear O Israel (Yaakov’s secondary name, given to him 
by the angel with whom he fought prior to meeting Esav,24 and later ratified by 
God),25 the Lord our God the Lord is One: Just as there is only One in thy heart, 
so is there in our heart only One.’ In that moment our father Yaakov opened [his 
mouth] and exclaimed, ‘Blessed be the Name of His glorious Kingdom for ever 
and ever.’ Said the Rabbis, How shall we act? Shall we recite it (Baruch Shem 
Kevod…), —but our Teacher Moshe did not say it. Shall we not say it — but 
Yaakov said it! [Hence] they enacted that it should be recited quietly. 

 

R. Pesach Oratz Z”L26 told us many years ago that it is not all that surprising when a son carries 

on the religious traditions of his father. But when over the course of thousands of years, 

descendants are still believing the same things that their ancient forbearers believed, that is 

rather remarkable. Consequently, if whenever we recite the Shema, we have in mind when we 

say the name “Yisrael” that we are addressing Yaakov Avinu, and proclaiming to him that the 

beliefs to which he adhered have been passed down for all of these years, it would be a 

profound religious statement. Similarly, when we sacrifice or pray, if we could call to mind the 

intentions of our ancestors, it would confirm the power of our tradition and the staying power 

of our beliefs. 

   

                                                           
24

 Beraishit 32:29 

And he said: 'Thy name shall be called no more Yaakov, but Yisrael; for thou hast striven with 

God and with men, and hast prevailed.'  
25

 Ibid. 35:10 

And God Said unto him: 'Thy name is Yaakov: thy name shall not be called any more Yaakov, but 

Yisrael shall be thy name'; and He Called his name Yisrael.  
26

 See e.g., http://www.jewishpress.com/tag/rabbi-pesach-oratz/  

http://www.jewishpress.com/tag/rabbi-pesach-oratz/

