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Parashat Tzav, which we read this Shabbat, deals, 
among other things, with the service of the kohanim 
in the Beit HaMikdash. The daily service of the 

kohen begins with the siluk hadeshen (removal of the 
ashes and leftovers of the korbanot), as it says, “V’heirim 
et hadeshen asher tochal haeish, And he shall separate the 
ash of what the fire consumed” (VaYikra 6:3). The question 
that must be asked is why the daily service of the kohen 
doesn’t begin in an active, positive way, such as sacrificing 
a korban or lighting the Menorah. Why does the daily 
service of the kohen begin with the removal of the deshen?

Further, sefer VaYikra is known as the sefer of the 
Avodah and of the korbanot. The Rishonim argue over the 
reason for the korbanot. The Rambam in Moreh Nevuchim 
3:32 writes that the reason for korbanot is in order to 
remove the traces of those who worship avodah zarah so 
that all religious service be dedicated to Hashem and not to 
false gods. The Ramban, in the beginning of sefer VaYikra, 
challenges this, arguing that it makes no sense to say that 
the whole mitzvah of korbanot is to dispel the notion of 
false gods from fools and pagans, which basically suggests 
that the whole concept of korbanot is a b’dieved, existing 
only because of those who serve avodah zarah.

Therefore the Ramban suggests a different explanation: 
The whole point of the korban is that a person should 
feel that everything done to the animal being sacrificed 
should really be done to him. He should feel as if his blood 
should be spilled and his limbs should be burned, but 
Hashem, in His ultimate mercy, agrees to accept the animal 
as a substitute. This thought will inspire a person in his 
service of Hashem. Our second question is the Ramban’s 
question on the Rambam: It seems highly implausible 
that the whole concept of korbanot is b’dieved, only to 
dispel avodah zarah and its worshippers! How are we to 
understand this?

Rather, the explanation is as follows: The Beit 
HaMikdash is a place of permeation of the Shechinah, 
the place where Hashem reveals Himself to the individual 
and to the tzibbur. In order that we be able to feel the 
Shechinah and the kedushah, the Torah says that we 
must make room for Hashem, so to speak. This is the idea 
behind the siluk hadeshen, making room within ourselves 
for Hashem to enter. It is noteworthy that on the passuk, 
“Adam ki yakriv mikem, When a man from among you 
sacrifices,” Chazal explain that one is not considered Adam 
(man) until he marries. This drasha should seemingly 
appear on the passuk of “Zachar un’keivah bara otam, 
vayikra shmam Adam, Male and female He created them, 
and He called them Man,” instead of here, in sefer VaYikra. 
Why does this drasha appear here, by the siluk hadeshen? 
Chazal wish to teach us that meriting Shechinah and 
kedushah in the Jewish home is just like in the Mikdash. 
Only if a person makes space in his life and in his actions 
for his or her spouse to enter, and everyone in the 
relationship understands that the other is a part of him or 
herself, will the house become a mikdash me’at and a place 
of Shechinah. This is the meaning of sacrificing “mikem, 
of yourself,” as the passuk says—the goal is for a person 
to literally sacrifice of himself in order to make room for 
others.

This is the meaning of the gemara Sanhedrin 7a, “When 
the love between my wife and I was strong, we were able 
to sleep on the blade of a sword.” In other words, neither 
of us took up space, each of us giving space to the other. 
“But when our love was not strong, there was not enough 
room for us to lie together even in a bed of 60 amot.” We 
see that the less territorial a person acts, the more influence 
he actually has. The more space a person tries to take at 
the expense of his fellow, the smaller his influence. This is 
perhaps the meaning of Chazal who say, “When they stood 

The Purpose of Terumat HaDeshen
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they were crowded, but when they bowed they had plenty 
of room.” When everyone stands close together, standing 
in the tiniest space so as to give his fellow more space to 
stand, then they merit being able to spread out with an 
unlimited amount of space when they bow.

This is the Rambam’s intent as well: The reason a 
person serves avodah zarah is because he is searching 
for something to lean on. He misinterprets his source of 
strength as something external, when in fact it comes from 

the sheim shamayim that is within him. A weak person, 
one of little emunah, requires support from others; a strong 
person stands on his own. The more a person removes 
the foreign deshen from within himself, making space for 
Hashem to enter, the more he shows his own strength. He 
who understands the message of the siluk hadeshen merits 
“Od yenuvun b’seivah, d’sheinim v’ra’ananim yiheyu,” 
because deshen refers not just to leftovers, which must be 
removed, but to growth and berachah as well.

Hidden Expenses
Rabbi Josh Hoffman 

This week’s parsha begins with God telling Moshe 
to command Aharon and his sons regarding the 
laws of sacrifices that they are obligated to carry 

out. God tells Moshe, “Command (tzav) Aharon and his 
sons, saying, ‘This is the law of the olah offering...’ (Vayikra 
6:1). Rashi, quoting the midrash, comments that the word 
‘tzav’ is an expression of urging on, for the immediate 
moment, and for future generations. The midrash, as cited 
by Rashi, continues, and mentions Rabbi Shimon, who says 
that it is especially necessary to use this kind of expression 
in regard to a mitzvoh that involves loss of money. Many 
commentaries are bothered by the obvious question, 
exactly what loss of money is involved here? As Ramban 
points out, the sacrifice referred to in this verse is the daily 
olah sacrifice, which was paid for from communal funds, 
not from the pocket of the kohanim specifically. Some 
commentators on Rashi, including Rabbi Dovid Ha-Levi 
Segel in his Divrei Dovid, explain that since the flesh of this 
sacrifice is completely burned on the altar, and the kohanim 
derive no benefit from it other than its skin, it is considered 
as the equivalent of a loss situation. This explanation is 
problematic, because the kohanim are not actually losing 
something in this situation, but merely not gaining much 
from their labors - perhaps a kind of cost efficiency question, 
when one considers the amount of work they must put into 
bringing the olah sacrifice. Ramban himself writes that the 
midrash is referring here, not to the olah sacrifice, but to 
the twice daily meal offering, the minchas chavitin, that the 
kohein godol was obligated to bring from his own funds. 

Rabbi Avrohom Binyomin Sofer, known as the Ksav Sofer, 
writes in his commentary that this explanation is plausible 
because Aharon is singled out in this verse for the first time, 
whereas until now, in the book of Vayikra, the Torah spoke 
of “the kohanim, the sons of Aharon.” Therefore, he says it is 
reasonable to assume that a mitzvoh specifically incumbent 
upon Aharon to perform is being alluded to in the verse. 
Still, this explanation involves a difficulty, because there is 
a gap between the first verse, in which the expression ‘tzav’ 
is used, and the verses referring to Aharon’s daily mincha 
offering. 

Rav Shlomo Goren, in his Toras HaMikra, writes that 
the term’ tzav’ does, indeed refer to the command to bring 
the daily olah. Although the cost of that olah was not really 
very great, he writes, still, situations would arise in Jewish 
history in which there was great expense and self-sacrifice 
involved in bringing it, and that is what the midrash is 
alluding to when it speaks of ‘ loss of money’ involved in 
this process. The expense was not that of the kohanim per 
se, but that of the nation as a whole, which had to provide 
for the sacrifices. Rabbi Yitzchok Horowitz, however, in 
his commentary to Rashi, Be’er Yitzchok, points out, in 
his own explanation of Rabbi Shimon’s statement, that the 
Torah was concerned for the money of Yisroel (see Yoma 
39a, and Netvort to parshas Vayakheil, 5765, available at 
Torah heights.com). We can add that the kohanim, too, 
as representatives of the people, were sensitive to the 
financial burden placed on them on various occasions. 
Rabbi Goren refers to three specific cases mentioned in the 
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The Qorban Todah: Philosophical Perspectives
Rabbi David Horwitz

Parashat Tzav contains a passage that details the laws 
of eating the qorban todah.
This is the ritual of the sacrifice of well-being 

(shelamim) that one may offer to the L-RD. If he offers it 
for thanksgiving, he shall offer together with the sacrifice of 
thanksgiving unleavened cakes with oil mixed in, unleavened 
wafers spread with oil, and cakes of choice flour with oil mixed 
in, well soaked. This offering, with cakes of leavened bread 
added, he shall offer along with his thanksgiving sacrifice of 

well-being. Out of this he shall offer one of each kind as a gift to 
the L-Rd, it shall go to the priest who dashes the blood of well-
being.   And the flesh of his thanksgiving sacrifice of well-being 
shall be eaten on the day that it is offered; none of it shall be set 
aside until morning (Leviticus 7:11-15).

The last law, that in contradistinction to other shelamim, 
qorban todah must be eaten only on the day that it is 
offered (and the following night), but not on the following 
day as well, reminds us of the laws of qorban Pesah.

Talmud in which the Jews were besieged by their enemies 
- in two cases internal enemies, and in the last case, 
external enemies - and had to pay a great deal of money 
to clandestinely bring the animals necessary for the daily 
sacrifice. This explanation is, on its face, also problematic, 
because it seems unlikely that the Torah would use the 
expression of tzav in this verse simply to allude to events 
that would occur so many years in the future, and which 
does not seem to be related to the immediate obligation to 
bring these offerings. However, I believe that we can accept 
Rabbi Goren’s explanation, with a slight twist, and show 
how it is relevant to the immediately mentioned Torah 
obligation to bring the daily olah. 

Making a commitment to do a certain practice on a 
regular basis, and especially on a twice-daily basis, is not an 
easy thing to do. Although, under usual circumstances, a 
person may feel that no difficulty is involved in fulfilling his 
commitment, it is the element of constancy that complicates 
matters. A person can never know what kind of burdens he 
will be faced with in the future, and whether he will always 
have the luxury of time and means that he now has that allow 
him to fulfill his commitment when he initially undertakes 
it. To commit to follow up on a regular basis opens him up to 
situations in which fulfilling the commitment will be quite 
difficult, and, still, because of his commitment, he must not 
shirk his duty, but must, rather, continue to carry out his 
commitment, to maintain his good reputation and good 
name. It is this factor, I believe that the midrash is referring 
to when it says that the korban olah requires a special degree 
of commitment necessary for success. It is in this context 
that we can understand Rav Goren’s explanation, which sees 

the verse as an allusion to those times in Jewish history when 
the olah did, in fact, constitute a great expense. The idea 
is, not that the verse actually directly refers to these three 
instances, but, rather, indirectly, it is telling us that by making 
a daily commitment to bring that sacrifice, the kohanim 
were leaving themselves open to the eventuality that they 
would, in fact, have to undergo great expense in bringing that 
offering. 

The idea of making a regular commitment to carry out 
an obligation also plays a central role in the entire drama 
of Purim. The rabbis tell us that, at Mt. Sinai, even though 
the Jews did say, “ we will do and we will listen,” there 
was an element of duress involved in their acceptance, 
and it wasn’t until Purim that they finally took it upon 
themselves, willingly, to perform all of the mitzvos of 
the Torah as we read in the Megillah (9:27), “ The Jews 
confirmed and took upon themselves”,” meaning, that they 
re-affirmed their commitment to the Torah. However we 
understand this, the fact is that the Jews, at that time, made 
a commitment to God and His Torah. Perhaps because this 
commitment came at a time when the future of the Jewish 
people was in danger, it had added meaning, because it was 
a commitment that was made in the face of difficulties, and 
reflected an understanding that commitment can involve 
sacrifice, but is meaningless without the willingness to 
make those sacrifices.. It was this kind of commitment, a 
dedication to bring the olah sacrifice twice a day, no matter 
what the difficulties involved, that was demanded of the 
Kohanim, and which required an expression of command 
and of urging on, to extend to all future generations, that 
parshas Tzav begins with.
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Manifest Destiny?
Rabbi Shmuel Goldin 

As Parshat Tzav draws to a close, God commands 
Moshe to instruct Aharon concerning the laws 
of the shivat yemei hamiluim, the seven days of 

preparation that will lead to the inauguration of the kehuna 
on the eighth day.

These events will launch the ongoing priestly role of 
Aharon and his progeny across the span of Jewish history.

Questions
Why is the priestly role within Judaism inherited and 

not “earned”? Why is honor given, to this day, to a Kohen 
simply because of his lineage? 

Are we not all “equal” in God’s eyes? If we are equal, 
shouldn’t Jewish society be a meritocracy?

Approaches
A review of the Torah’s outline for Jewish society, 

from both a historical and a legal perspective, reveals a 
fascinating tension and interplay between inherited and 
earned roles and rights.

A. Numerous approaches to the concept of korbanot are 
offered within traditional Jewish literature. Following are 
several of them.

Certain roles within our tradition are inherited 
in perpetuity. All male descendants of Aharon are 
automatically Kohanim, while all male descendants of 
the tribe of Levi are, of course, Leviim (those who serve 
within the Temple). Within each Jewish family, firstborn 
males are accorded specific rights. Jewish men and women 
have different halachic obligations from birth. Once 
David becomes king all authentic royalty descends from 
the Davidic dynasty. Even Jewish identity is unalterably 
inherited through one’s mother. According to Jewish law 
while someone can certainly convert to Judaism, a born or 
converted Jew cannot “convert out.”

B. On the other hand, other critical roles within Jewish 
society are clearly earned. Although the Torah is silent on 
the subject, Midrashic literature clearly reflects the position 
that God’s choice of Avraham is far from arbitrary. Instead, 
the first patriarch secures his position as the progenitor 
of the Jewish people only through years of lonely 
philosophical struggle and search. Moshe, the paradigm of 
leadership and the progenitor of rabbinic leadership, rises 
to greatness as a result of his own initiative. Sages, scholars, 

You shall not leave any of it over until morning; whatever is 
left of it until morning you shall burn (Exodus 12:10).

I think that it is appealing to argue further that qorban 
Pesah is itself, from a philosophical perspective, a type 
of qorban todah. Yetzi’at Mitzrayim was certainly the 
quintessential act of beneficence to the Israelites, worthy 
of a specific reciprocal gesture in return. That notion is 
mirrored in every qorban todah, when one is delivered 
from jail, the perils of a sea voyage, a journey through the 
desert, or a sickness (Psalm 107, which is interpreted in 
the halakhah as the motivating factors for the bringing of 
a qorban todah). The halakhic fact that in both cases, one 
may not eat of the qorban on the following day reinforces 
the conceptual similarity of the two sacrifices.

Ramban in Parashat Tzav suggests that ideally, all 
qorbanot shelamim must be eaten on the day that they 
were brought (and the following night.) The permissibility 

of eating the “leftovers” on the second day does not express 
the le-chatkhila norm. He writes as follows:

In light of the words of the Ramban, one may suggest 
that although in general, God allows us to eat the meat of 
the shelamim on the second day after it was brought, in 
certain situations that permission cannot be given. For 
when one eats leftovers on the second day, one is primarily 
performing an act of self-gratification (eating), and the 
religious impulses that accompanied the initial bringing 
of the sacrifice have already begun to fade from one’s 
consciousness. Eating meat on the second day is more 
fundamentally a secular act than eating on the first day. 
With regard to qorban Pesah and qorban Todah, on the 
other hand, one’s consciousness of gratitude towards God 
must be constantly paramount. Hence, the time for eating 
is restricted to one day and the following night.
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rabbis and teachers across the ages earn their positions of 
authority by dint of scholarship and character. More than 
a few of the scholars of the Mishna and Talmud rise from 
humble origins, including Shmaya and Avtalyon, Hillel, 
Rabbi Akiva, Reish Lakish and others.

C. Most fascinating of all is the tension inherent between 
these two potential paths of communal participation: what 
happens when birth roles and earned roles collide.

The pattern established in the patriarchal era, for 
example, is particularly telling. On the one hand, the 
concept of birth privilege is already recognized, as can be 
seen most clearly in the struggle between Yaakov and Esav 
for the title of firstborn. And yet, in each generation of this 
historical period, the firstborn loses his rights to a younger 
sibling. Yitzchak, not Yishmael, is heir to his father’s legacy. 
Yaakov supplants his older brother, Esav, in the struggle for 
Yitzchak’s blessing. Yehuda, Yosef and Levi each receive a 
dimension of the leadership role which was to rightfully 
have been Reuven’s, as the firstborn. This pattern continues 
in the generations that follow as Yosef ’s younger son 
Ephraim is given precedence over the older Menashe and 
as Moshe overshadows his older brother, Aharon.

Though the firstborn Israelite males are originally 
designated for service within the Temple, they lose 
that privilege through their participation in the sin of 
the golden calf and the Levites are appointed in their 
stead. Although not originally designated to serve as a 
Kohen, Aharon’s grandson, Pinchas, rises to that role and, 
according to some authorities, his descendents serve as 
Kohanim Gedolim (High Priests), in reward for Pinchas’s 
courageous acts in defense of God’s honor.

Even in the less dramatic realm of daily halacha, the 
law dictates that a sage is given precedence over a Kohen 
in the distribution of honors, such as leading the Birkat 
Hamazon (Grace after Meals). Many scholars maintain 
that such precedence would also be shown to the sage 
in the order of aliyot (ascension to the Torah during the 
synagogue service), were it not for the need to apply an 
objective standard in the synagogue, thereby preserving 
congregational harmony.

Perhaps, however, the greatest proof of the 
transcendence of earned rights over birthrights can be 
gleaned from the moment of our nation’s birth. As we 
have noted before, the national era of our people’s history 
begins with the Exodus from Egypt and the Revelation at 

Sinai. Revelation, in fact, becomes both the moment of the 
Jewish nation’s birth and the defining event for individual 
affiliation with that nation.

Full descendants of Avraham and Sara, who choose 
not to leave Egypt at the time of the Exodus, disappear 
into the mists of history. Even further, a full Hebrew 
who participates in the Exodus, reaches Sinai, yet refuses 
to accept God’s law, is also lost to his people forever. 
Conversely, an individual who is not a Hebrew at all, yet 
is present at Revelation and accepts the Torah (e.g., an 
Egyptian who joins in the Israelite Exodus), becomes a full 
member of the Jewish nation. Commitment to God’s law, 
not blood relationship, is the defining factor for individual 
affiliation with our nation at its birth.

The verdict of our tradition seems clear. When a choice 
must be made between earned role and birth role, earned 
role triumphs.

D. The place of both earned role and birth role within 
Jewish experience now becomes readily apparent. As God 
launches the journey of His chosen people through history, 
He weaves two participatory paths into the fabric of their 
society. Together these paths create a balance essential to 
the nation’s survival.

On the one hand, in each generation, earned 
opportunities will exist to encourage personal discovery, 
striving and growth. The realms of Torah scholarship, 
communal contribution and public leadership will lie open 
to those who earnestly seek to enter, regardless of personal 
background.

On the other hand, earned roles alone cannot ensure 
the perpetuation of all the structures critical to our nation’s 
character. Continuing responsibility must be assigned 
for the maintenance of institutions ranging from the 
priesthood to the Jewish home. Only a clear, ongoing 
division of responsibility, through the establishment of 
designated birth roles, will preserve the entire tapestry of 
Jewish life across the centuries.

The dramatic fealty shown by the Kohanim in 
maintaining their own unique heritage for over three 
thousand years demonstrates the true, lasting power 
of inherited roles. This power has helped safeguard the 
character of our nation from Sinai to this day.
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Among the sacrifices detailed in this week’s sedra is 
the korban todah, the thanksgiving offering:

“If he offers it [the sacrifice] as a thanksgiving 
offering, then along with this thanksgiving offering he is to offer 
unleavened loaves mixed with oil, unleavened wafers spread 
with oil, and loaves of fine flour well-kneaded and mixed with 
oil.” (Lev. 7: 12).

Though we have been without sacrifices for almost 
two thousand years, a trace of the thanksgiving offering 
survives to this day, in the form of the blessing known as 
Hagomel: “Who bestows good things on the unworthy”, 
said in the synagogue, at the time of reading of the Torah, 
by one who has survived a hazardous situation.

What constitutes a hazardous situation? The sages 
(Berakhot 54b) found the answer in Psalm 107, a song 
on the theme of giving thanks, beginning with the best- 
known words of religious gratitude in Judaism: Hodu 
la-Shem ki tov, ki le-olam chasdo, “Give thanks to the Lord 
for His lovingkindness is forever”.

The psalm itself describes four specific situations:

1. Crossing the sea:
“Some went out on the sea in ships; they were merchants 

on the mighty waters . . . They mounted up to the heavens and 
went down to the depths; in their peril their courage melted 
away . . .Then they cried out to the Lord in their trouble, and 
he brought them out of their distress. He stilled the storm to a 
whisper; the waves of the sea were hushed.”

2. Crossing a desert:
“Some wandered in desert wastelands, finding no way to a 

city where they could settle. They were hungry and thirsty, and 
their lives ebbed away. Then they cried out to the Lord in their 
trouble, and he delivered them from their distress.”

3. Recovery from serious illness:
“They loathed all food and drew near the gates of death. 

Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble, and he saved them 
from their distress. He sent forth his word and healed them; he 
rescued them from the grave.”

4. Release from captivity:
“Some sat in darkness and the deepest gloom, prisoners 

suffering in iron chains . . . Then they cried to the Lord in their 
trouble, and he saved them from their distress. He brought 

them out of darkness and the deepest gloom and broke away 
their chains.”

To this day, these are the situations of hazard (many 
nowadays include air travel as well as a sea voyage) on 
which we say Hagomelwhen we come through them safely.

In his book A Rumour of Angels, the American 
sociologist Peter Berger describes what he calls “signals of 
transcendence” – phenomena within the human situation 
that point to something beyond. Among them he includes 
humour and hope. There is nothing in nature that explains 
our ability to reframe painful situations in such a way that 
we can laugh at them; nor is there anything that can explain 
the human capacity to find meaning even in the depths of 
suffering.

These are not, in the classic sense, proofs of the 
existence of G-d, but they are experiential evidence. They 
tell us that we are not random concatenations of selfish 
genes, blindly reproducing themselves. Our bodies may 
be products of nature (“dust you are, and to dust you 
will return”), but our minds, our thoughts, our emotions 
– all that is meant by the word “soul” – are not. There is 
something within us that reaches out to something beyond 
us: the soul of the universe, the Divine “You” to which 
we speak in prayer, and to which our ancestors, when the 
Temple stood, made their offerings.

Though Berger does not include it, one of the “signals 
of transcendence” is surely the instinctive human wish 
to give thanks. Often this is merely human. Someone has 
done us a favour, given us a gift, comforted us in the midst 
of grief, or rescued us from danger. We feel we owe them 
something. That “something” is todah, the Hebrew word 
that means both “acknowledgement” and “thanks”.

But often we sense something more. It is not just 
the pilot we want to thank when we land safely after a 
hazardous flight; not just the surgeon when we survive 
an operation; not just the judge or politician when we are 
released from prison or captivity. It is as if some larger force 
was operative, as if the hand that moves the pieces on the 
human chessboard were thinking of us; as if heaven itself 
had reached down and come to our aid.

Insurance companies tend to describe natural 

The Thanksgiving Offering
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks
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The Korban Todah
Rabbi Beinish Ginsburg

There are two types of Korbonos which are eaten 
by the owner.  One is the Shlomim and the other 
is the Todah.  The halachah is that the Korbon 

Shlomim can be eaten for two days and one night in 
between, while the Korbon Todah may be eaten only for 
one day and one night.  So there is more time available 
to eat the Korbon Shlomim than the Korban Todah.  Ii ‘s 
interesting, however, that the Korbon Todah has much 
more food which needs to be eaten.  When a person 
offers a Korbon Todah, he offers 40 loaves along with the 
animal- 30 loaves of matzah and 10 loaves of bread. So it is 

interesting that in comparison with the Korbon Shlomim, 
the Korbon Todah has much more food that needs to be 
eaten and less time allotted to eat the Korbon. What is 
the idea behind these two details of the halachos of the 
Korbon Todah?

The Netziv (Vayikra 7,13) explains the idea as follows.  
A person offers a Korban Todah when he wants to thank 
Hashem for some Neis that Hashem did for the person. 
He saved him from tzaros, or from the dangers of a long 
journey, etc…. So the Netziv writes that when a person 
is thanking Hashem for a Neis, it is appropriate to thank 

catastrophes as “acts of G-d”. Human emotion does 
the opposite. G-d is in the good news, the miraculous 
survival, the escape from catastrophe. That instinct – to 
offer thanks to a force, a presence, over and above natural 
circumstances and human intervention – is itself a signal 
of transcendence. That is what was once expressed in the 
thanksgiving offering, and still is, in the Hagomel prayer. 
But it is not just by saying Hagomel that we express our 
thanks.

Elaine and I were on our honeymoon. It was summer, 
the sun was shining, the beach glorious and the sea 
inviting. There was just one problem. I could not swim. But 
as I looked at the sea, I noticed that near to the shore it was 
very shallow indeed. There were people several hundred 
yards from the beach, yet the water only came up to their 
knees. What could be safer, I thought, than simply to walk 
out into the sea and stop long before I was out of my depth.

I did. I walked out several hundred yards and, yes, the 
sea only came up to my knees. I turned and started walking 
back. To my surprise and shock, I found myself suddenly 
engulfed by water. Evidently, I had walked into a deep dip 
in the sand. I was out of my depth. I struggled to swim. I 
failed. This was dangerous. There was no one nearby. The 
people swimming were a long way away. I went under, 
again and again. By the fifth time, I knew I was drowning. 
My life was about to end. What a way – I thought – to start 
a honeymoon.

Of course someone did save me, otherwise I would not 
be writing these lines. To this day I do not know who it 
was: by then I was more or less unconscious. All I know is 

that he must have seen me struggling. He swam over, took 
hold of me, and brought me to safety. Since then, the words 
we say on waking every day have had a deep meaning for 
me: “I thank You, living and enduring G-d, for You have 
restored my life to me: great is Your faithfulness.” Anyone 
who has survived great danger knows what it is to feel, not 
just to be abstractly aware, that life is a gift of G-d, renewed 
daily.

The first word of this prayer, Modeh, comes from the 
same Hebrew root as Todah, “thanksgiving”. So too does 
the word Yehudi, “Jew”. We acquired the name from Jacob’s 
fourth son, Judah. He in turn received his name from 
Leah who, on his birth, said: “This time I will thank [some 
translate it, “I will praise”] G-d” (Gen. 29: 35). To be a Jew 
is to offer thanks. That is the meaning of our name and the 
constitutive gesture of our faith.

There were Jews who, after the Holocaust, sought to 
define Jewish identity in terms of suffering, victimhood, 
survival. One theologian spoke of a 614th commandment: 
You shall not give Hitler a posthumous victory. The 
historian Salo Baron called this the “lachrymose” reading 
of history: a story written in tears. I, for one, cannot agree. 
Yes, there is Jewish suffering. Yet had this been all, Jews 
would not have done what in fact most did: hand on their 
identity to their children as their most precious legacy. To 
be a Jew is to feel a sense of gratitude; to see life itself as 
a gift; to be able to live through suffering without being 
defined by it; to give hope the victory over fear. To be a Jew 
is to offer thanks.
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This week’s parshah is divided into two sections. The 
first three aliyos deal with regular Mishkan service 
as performed by the Kohanim, while the latter four 

aliyos depict the inauguration of Aharon and his sons into 
the Kehunah (priesthood) and the consecration of the 
Kohanim and their vestments, picking up where Parshas 
Pekudei left off regarding these procedures. Why do these 
two themes comprise the parshah?

It is interesting that Parshas Tzav uses the word 
“vayakrev” (“and he brought near [offered]”) in relation to 
the inaugural korbonos as well as in reference to Aharon 
and his sons. (“Vayakrev es ail ha-olah” - “And he offered 
the ram of elevation” [Shmos 8:18]; “Vayakrev es ha-ayil 
ha-sheni” - “And he offered the second ram” [ibid. v. 22]; 
“Vayakrev es Bnei Aharon” - “And he offered the sons of 
Aharon” [ibid. v. 24]; “Vayakrev Moshe es Aharon v’es 
banav” - “And Moshe offered Aharon and his sons” [ibid. v. 
6]. This phraseology appears repeatedly and interchangably 
throughout the latter four aliyos in reference to the 
Kohanim and the korbonos.) The specific nomenclature 
makes it apparent that the Kohanim were not merely 
employees in the Mishkan, nor were they just sanctified 
servants. Rather, they became uniquely elevated to Avodas 
HaKodesh, akin to korbonos, attaining a superior level 
of sanctity as a prerequisite for their roles. Thus, similar 
to the korbonos depicted in the first part of the parshah, 

the Kohanim were made close to Hashem and thereby 
elevated to Avodah, and for this reason their inauguration 
comprises the balance of Parshas Tzav, as a direct parallel 
to the korbonos.

We learn from this that to be a “regular” in Hashem’s 
house necessitates that one elevate oneself so as to be 
worthy of constant exposure to Hashem’s holiness. 
Recognition of the place and activity in which one is 
engaged mandates that one comport to a state of mind, 
body and spirit in consonance with the the environs and 
one’s role therein. Furthermore, just as the Kohanim were 
sequestered in the Mishkan for a full week (see Targum 
Yonasan ben Uziel on 8:33) in preparation for entry to 
full-time service, all who aspire to be active in the courts of 
Hashem - whether it be in the beis medrash, beis k’nesses 
or Beis HaMikdash itself - must prepare themselves for 
such and be highly-sensitized to the kedusha of their 
surroundings and the nature of their tasks. Lack of proper 
decorum in mekomos kedoshim (holy places) is not 
merely disrespectful; it is defiant of the entire purpose of 
being in such venues and it negates the quality of one’s 
activity there, for just as the Kohanim required extensive 
preparation and sanctification for their avodah to be 
licensed and meaningful, lack of personal preparation and 
seriousness in the places of our avodah constitutes a lack in 
the very avodah itself.

The Real Status of Kohanim in the Mishkan
Rabbi Avraham Gordimer

Hashem in public and talk about it in front of other people. 
Publicize the miracle! Publicize the Neis! The Netziv 
explains that by adding more food and lessening the time 
limit for eating the food, the owner of the Korbon will be 
forced to invite others to eat the meat of the Korbon (and 
40 loaves) with him. There is a halacha of Nosar, that one is 
not allowed to leave over any food from a Korbon.  So the 
person who brings the Korbon Todah, in order to avoid 
the problem of Nosar, will have to invite other people to 
the seudah. He is going to have two seudahs, one during 
the day and one at night. Each of those seudahs will have 
other people there.  So according to the Netziv, the Korbon 

Todah becomes the source from the Torah for a seudas 
hoda’ah, a seudah of thanksgiving.   When a Neis happens 
to a person, or when something special or miraculous 
happens to a person, it is appropriate to have a seudas 
hoda’ah. The Netziv here is pointing out the source in the 
Torah for seudas hoda’ah.   

The lesson for us is that if Hashem does something 
special for us, we should of course thank Him, that is 
obvious; and also we should publicize these good things 
and talk about the chasdei Hashem that He has done for 
us.  


