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Vayikra Messages: Not Just for Children  

Parshas Vayikra 
 

  

Harav Hagaon Nissan Kaplan Shlit”a 

 

This week we begin Chumash Vayikra, which opens with the words:  

 

ר  ְקָרא ֶאל מֶשה ַוְיַדבֵּ אֹמר ה'ַויִּ ד לֵּ ֹאֶהל מֹועֵּ ָליו מֵּ ל . אֵּ ְשָראֵּ ר ֶאל ְבנֵּי יִּ ֶכם ָקְרָבן ַדבֵּ יב מִּ י ַיְקרִּ ֶהם ָאָדם כִּ ְוָאַמְרָת ֲאלֵּ

 ה'... לַ 

 

Two famous questions are asked regarding the beginning of this parashah. First, it has 

been the minhag in Klal Yisrael for thousands of years that when children first start to 

learn Torah, we teach them the beginning of Vayikra, and only after that do we switch to 

Bereishis. Parashas Vayikra discusses korbanos, which is a very difficult topic to explain 

– certainly to children. Why, then, do we start with Parashas Vayikra? Shouldn’t we start 

with something the children can relate to?  

 

A similar question can be asked regarding the minhag to introduce children to the study 

of Gemara by teaching them Eilu Metzios. Why don’t we start from the beginning, with 

Maseches Berachos?  

 

Rav Yisrael Salanter explains that we want to teach the children how important it is to be 

careful with other people’s money. In Eilu Metzios, the children learn that when we find 

something, there are halachos regarding when you may keep it, and when you may not.  

 

Regarding why we introduce children to Chumash with Parashas Vayikra, Chazal tell us 

the well-known answer: םיבואו טהורין ויתעסקו בטהורי  – children, who are pure and free of 

sin, should involve themselves with matters of purity, namely the korbanos.  

 

The second famous question on the beginning of this parashah relates to the small alef of 

the word ויקרא. Why is this letter small in the Sefer Torah? The Baal Haturim gives the 

well-known answer, which is that Moshe, in his humility, wanted to write the word ויקר, 
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which is related to the term מקרה, rather than the word ויקרא, which is an expression of 

affection. He had to write the word with an alef in the Torah, however, so he made the 

alef small.  

 

Two famous questions, two famous answers.  

 

But why, indeed, do we start teaching Chumash with Vayikra? And what exactly are we 

learning from this alef?  

 

Adam vs. Nefesh 

In order to shed some light on these questions, I would like preface with an insight from 

my great-grandfather through marriage, Rav Elya Lopian. Rav Elya says that there are 

three words the Torah uses to refer to a human being: adam, ish, and nefesh. Adam is the 

lowest name for a human being, related as it is to the word adamah, earth, from which the 

original human being was fashioned. Ish is a higher level, as we find that the Gemara 

says: יהןאיש ואשה זכו שכינה בינ . Nefesh represents the highest level, for the nefesh is the 

chelek Eloka mimaal.  

 

In Parashas Vayikra, the term nefesh is used frequently in to the context of a person who 

has sinned: י ֶתֱחָטא  and so on. The Midrash explains this with a mashal. A kohen had ,ֶנֶפש כִּ

two wives, one who was a bas kohen and the other who was a bas Yisrael. Erev Yom 

Tov, the kohen received matnos kehunah – terumah, challah, etc. – but it became tamei 

and therefore useless. The kohen was upset at his wives for not being careful with the 

matnos kehunah, but he penalized only the bas kohen, and did not punish the bas Yisrael. 

 

“You were upset with both of us,” the bas kohen pointed out, “so why did you punish 

only me?”   

 

“The bas Yisrael is not trained to keep terumah b’taharah,” he explained. “She wasn’t 

brought up that way, so she made a mistake. But you’re a bas kohen – you know how 

careful you have to be with terumah, because you grew up with it. I punished you 

because you should have known better.”  

 

L’asid lavo, continues the Midrash, as explained by Rav Elya, the guf and the neshamah 

come up to Shomayim, and each one blames the other for the aveiros the person did. 

“Without the neshamah I couldn’t have moved,” says the guf. “Without the guf I would 

never have sinned,” says the neshamah.  

 

“You’re both right,” Hakadosh Baruch Hu answers. “You’re both to blame for the 

aveirah.” Nevertheless, Hashem is more upset with the neshamah than the guf. The 

neshamah, the chelek Eloka mimaal, knew exactly what would happen l’asid lavo; it 

knew exactly what an aveirah means. How could it have transgressed?  

 

This is the reason the passuk emphasizes the role of the nefesh in a person’s misdeed: 

י ֶתֱחָטאכִּ  ֶנֶפׁש . The nefesh bears more responsibility for the aveirah than the guf.  
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Yet when the Torah introduces the korbanos at the beginning of the parashah, it uses the 

term adam: יב י ַיְקרִּ   ?Why is that .ָאָדם כִּ

 

Although the nefesh is primarily at fault for the cheit, when discussing a korban, the 

Torah emphasizes that it must come from the guf, from the adam. In bringing a korban, a 

person has to sanctify the physical part of himself and show mesirus nefesh in offering a 

part of his physical being.  

 

Rashi in Menachos famously notes that when the passuk discusses the minchah of a 

pauper, it says יב י ַתְקרִּ יב not ,ְוֶנֶפש כִּ י ַיְקרִּ  as it does in regard to other korbanos. Since ,ָאָדם כִּ

the pauper doesn’t have anything to give – he scrapes together until he manages to bring 

a minchah – Hashem considers it as if he offered his nefesh. In general, though, when a 

person brings a korban, he has to offer up his guf, the adam portion of himself. Korbanos 

come from the gashmiyus. 

 

Someone once told me that he needs a tikkun. I told him that he should certainly give 

tzedakah, but for him, that was not enough, because he had the money to give, and it was 

not a big deal for him to give it. He had to be makriv something, to sacrifice something 

personal for Hashem, whether by adding something in learning, resolving not to talk 

during davening, or not to look at things on his phone where he didn’t need to be looking. 

Adam ki yakriv – you have to be makriv the adam. When a person is makriv the adam, 

then the korban works.  

 

Rav Moshe Feinstein notes that just as there are poor people and rich people in 

gashmiyus, to the same applies to ruchniyus as well. A person who is fluent in Shas and 

Poskim can be considered “rich” in ruchniyus, but then there is a person who’s “poor” in 

ruchniyus, for whom learning is very hard. If he pushes himself to learn, that’s  י ְוֶנֶפש כִּ

יב  Hashem accepts it as though he offered his nefesh, just as the korban of the – ַתְקרִּ

pauper is considered to have offered his nefesh.  

 

A person should not underestimate himself by saying things like, I’m not such a baal 

kishron, it’s hard for me to learn, I’m not managing to be mechadesh, I can’t write 

sefarim. What Hashem wants is  ְנָחה יב ָקְרַבן מִּ י ַתְקרִּ ה'לַ ְוֶנֶפש כִּ !  

 

Sacrifice the Self 

This is why we start with Chumash Vayikra. We are teaching a child what Hashem wants 

from him. From the time he is a child, he has to understand the concept of יב י ַיְקרִּ  a – ָאָדם כִּ

person has to offer Hashem the part of himself – the adam – that is hard for him to 

sacrifice. That is the part that we have to be meshabed to the Borei Olam.  

 

When a child begins to learn Torah, we teach him this principle – a principle that is 

reflected in the small alef as well. The alef stands for adam, and we have to keep that 

adam small. When a person makes himself small, when he is makriv and meshabed 

himself to Hashem, then he is zocheh to everything.  
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There is a famous mashal from the Chofetz Chaim about two people who reach the Olam 

Ha’emes with no mitzvos. “What did you do in this world?” they are asked.  

 

“Nothing,” they admit. “But we were makpid on tefillah b’tzibbur.” 

 

The first one goes into Gan Eden, while the second one does not. “What is the difference 

between us?” they ask.  

 

“You had a lot of aveiros and only one mitzvah,” the first one is told, “the mitzvah side 

of the scale is weighed down with bags of mud, snow, and slush. We collected all the 

mud, snow, and slush you trudged through when you went to shul, and put it on the scale. 

With that, you were zocheh to Gan Eden.” 

 

“In that case,” says the second one, “why aren’t you putting my limousine on the scale? It 

weighs a lot more than the mud and the slush!” 

 

But up in Shomayim, they don’t weigh limousines. What they weigh is יב י ַיְקרִּ  The .ָאָדם כִּ

harder it is, and the more avodah you have to invest, the more valuable the offering.  

 

The nefesh is held accountable for the transgression – י ֶתֱחָטא  but it is the adam that – ֶנֶפש כִּ

is called upon to offer the korban.  

 

This concept relates to Yetzias Mitzrayim as well. Mitzrayim was the kur habarzel where 

we were enslaved, after which we were zocheh to ים ַעל ָהָהר ַהֶזה  When it .ַתַעְבדּון ֶאת ָהֱאֹלהִּ

comes to mitzvos and avodas Hashem, our attitude should be not that we have do it even 

though it’s hard, but rather that the difficulty is the whole purpose. The shibud is the 

tachlis – ים ַעל ָהָהר ַהֶזהקִּ ַתַעְבדּון ֶאת ָהֱאֹל .  

 

When a person is moser nefesh for avodas Hashem, then he’s zocheh. When you need to 

fix something, the point isn’t just to take what’s easy and say, “Yes, I’ll keep it.” Find 

something that you consider a hakravah, and then you’ll be zocheh to יב ָקְרַבן י ַתְקרִּ ְוֶנֶפש כִּ

ְנָחה לַ  ה'מִּ .  

 

When a person is makriv a part of his adam, Hakadosh Baruch Hu accepts it and puts it 

tachas kanfei haShechinah, and through that, the person is zocheh to serve the Ribbono 

Shel Olam.  

 

A freilichen, kosheren Pesach. 

 


