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CONNECTING THROUGH SACRIFICE – AN ELEVATION OFFERING 

Parashat Vayikra – March 23, 2012 / 5773 – Rabbi Joel Nickerson 

 
Among the many Israelites who left Egypt were two men: Shlomo and Boaz. 
Slaves never look up; they only look down. And as slaves for their entire lives, Shlomo 
and Boaz had grown so accustomed to  looking down they could no longer lift their 
eyes.  When Moses brought the Israelites across the Red Sea, everyone witnessed the 
great miracle: The sea parted, and the Jews escaped from slavery.  We became a free 
people. We came to know that God has a purpose in our history. 
Shlomo asked Boaz, "What do you see?" 
"I see mud," Boaz responded. 
"I see mud, too. What's all this about freedom? We had mud in Egypt; we have mud 
here!" 
And they missed the miracle of their escape. The sea split before them, but they didn't 
see it. They saw only mud.  
Then all stood at Mount Sinai in the presence of God and heard God's voice proclaiming 
the commandments. The Jews accepted God's covenant and pledged to become a holy 
people, God's partners in healing the world. 
Shlomo asked Boaz, "What do you hear?" 
"I hear someone shouting commands," Boaz answered. 
"I hear commands, too. What's all this about Torah? They shouted commands in Egypt; 
they shout commands here." 
And they missed the miracle of hearing God's voice. God spoke to every Israelite, but 
Shlomo and Boaz didn't hear His voice. They had heard enough commands.   
Finally, after forty years of wandering in the desert, the Jews arrived at the Promised 
Land, the land of milk and honey, the land promised to our ancestors. It was the place 
of a peoples’ fondest dreams. 
Boaz asked Shlomo, "How do you feel?" 
"My feet hurt," Shlomo replied. 
"My feet hurt, too. What's all this about a Promised Land? My feet hurt in Egypt; my feet 
hurt here!" 
And they missed the miracle of entering Eretz Yisrael,  The Israelites returned to the 
land promised them by the Covenant.  The promise to our ancestors was fulfilled, but 
Shlomo and Boaz didn't know it - they knew none of it. Their feet hurt too much.  
So what did they do?  Shlomo and Boaz turned around and began walking back toward 
Egypt.  Some say that Shlomo and Boaz are still wandering in the wilderness, looking 
down at the desert sand and rocks and complaining to each other. Others say they went 
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back to Egypt.  Back to Pharaoh.  Back to slavery. Back to the place they knew best.  
Back to the place where they began. 
 
Still others say they've seen Shlomo and Boaz - or perhaps their descendants - walking 
among us, living right here and now, wandering about with their eyes cast down, 
missing all the miracles that are taking place around them all the time. They haven't any 
idea where they're going. And they continue to miss all the many chances to know what 
life is about. 
If only they could lift up their eyes and see! 

This story, told by Rabbi Ed Feinstein1, captures the essence of both the 
upcoming holiday of Passover and the challenge presented to us in this week’s Torah 
portion.  How often do we neglect to lift our eyes and see the world around us?  How 
often does the week go by and it is only during a brief moment of reflection during 
services or at some point over the weekend that we are able to assess what just flew 
by?  Back in the day, even before all, or at least most, of you, time for reflection was 
built into each and every day.  Our ancestors used to walk to work each morning and 
they would walk home each night.  There was time to consider, reflect, relax.  Today, 
you’re lucky if you walk anywhere.  Most people know I like to have meetings with 
people at the restaurant FOOD.  Yes, it’s because there is something about having a 
conversation outside the building, but it’s also because selfishly, I like the walk to and 
from the restaurant.  I like those few minutes to reflect, rejuvenate, relax.   

We begin the book of Leviticus this Shabbat and the opening chapters offer a 
description of the sacrifices that the Israelites are commanded to bring to the sanctuary. 
At first glance, nothing could seem more distant from our modern lives than a system of 
animal sacrifice. However, behind the specific laws of sacrifice is a profound design for 
creating a sense of spiritual connectedness.  As Jacob Milgrom points out, “In 
sacrificing, people felt a direct line of communication with God; the sight of smoke 
ascending heavenward could be seen as a physical symbol of personal prayers and 
wishes rising to God. By allowing laypersons to make their own sacrifices, under the 
auspices of the priests, the sacrificial laws gave people a degree of control over their 
spiritual lives. By inviting people into the sanctuary for the sacrifice, people felt 
themselves personally invited into God's earthly home.”2 

In other words, the sacrificial system created a method by which the Israelites 
could reach out to God.  The Hebrew word for ‘sacrifice’ is korban and it comes from the 
word karov, which means ‘close’.  The sacrifices were about connection, about 
closeness.  And getting close to God and what matters in life could not be done with 
head down and eyes closed.  The sacrifices took time and effort, a willingness to make 
the space to pursue something that may not yield direct results.  And since the word 
‘sacrifice’ some from a Latin word meaning "to make sacred” it is really about the 
process of moving from the realm of the common to the realm of the sacred.  When the 
Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed, the rabbis had to find a way to replace the 

																																																													
1 Rabbi Ed Feinstein. Capturing the Moon: Classic and Modern Jewish Tales. pg. 133. 
2 Milgrom, Jacob. Leviticus: A Book of Ritual and Ethics. pg. 17. 
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sacrifices described in this week’s Torah portion.  The replacement came in the form of 
verbal prayer, but the prayer service retained the structure and timeframe of the 
sacrifices we read about this week.  Even though ordered, institutional opportunities for 
contemplation may seem like an oxymoron, in fact, the rabbis understood that without 
some discipline and structure, the tasks of daily life and the temptations of leisure would 
overcome our commitment to creating the space for reflection and connection to God. 

The slave-mentality can be extremely powerful.  It can be very difficult to lift your 
eyes and witness the world when you are so used to having your eyes cast down, 
watching your feet as you quickly move through the day, the week, the month, the year.  
Passover is our yearly reminder that we must lift our eyes and witness the world.  
Sometimes we may witness the world’s pain and violence, as we have this week with 
international and national events, such as the murder at the Jewish school in France or 
the killing of the innocent African-American teenager, Trayvon Martin, in Florida.  Or we 
may lift our eyes and see miracles that we otherwise would have missed or taken for 
granted – the miracle of a loving relationship, the miracle of good health, the miracle of 
a new opportunity.   

At the end of the day, instead of closing the day with the American ritual of the 10 
o’clock news and stories about the horrors of the world, why not take three minutes to 
reflect on your day, to raise your eyes and your soul, to reflect, regroup, give thanks and 
celebrate your life or those in it.  This week’s Torah portion and Passover remind us that 
we have the opportunity and the privilege of being free.  Our tradition demands that we 
remember that we were once slaves in the land of Egypt - not only as a reminder that 
we have an obligation, as Jews, to free those who are enslaved in the world around us, 
but also to remind us that we need to break free of our own shackles.   

The first type of sacrifice mentioned in the book of Leviticus is the Elevation 
offering, the olah, as it’s called in Hebrew.  The word olah comes from the root of ‘rise 
up’, as in aliyah.  For the sacrifices of the ancient Israelites and for us today, in our 
search for reflective time and space, the purpose is not to please God or others.  The 
purpose is to elevate, to raise up.  To raise up our spirits to truly live. To lift up our eyes 
and to truly see.   


