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Again, I want to welcome you all to Washington and to the Religious Action Center. [Introductions have already happened.]
This past Shabbat we read Parashat Va-yikra, a guide to performing sacrifices – specifically, burnt offerings, sin offerings, offerings of well-being, offerings for the expiation of sin.  The text is technical and detail-oriented, easily mistaken as obscure and legalistic.  It is a Torah portion that, unfortunately, has the potential to evoke the following response: “That part of Leviticus is just a product of ancient times – it doesn’t have anything to say to us, now that we don’t perform sacrifices anymore.”  But, as is always the case with Torah, kernels of truth can be hidden beneath an opaque and tough outer layer – the way a pomegranate’s rough and unappealing skin conceals the sweetness of its seeds.
During the Temple periods, I want to suggest, sacrifices served several precise and essential religious purposes that are still relevant today.  They reinforce the separation between profane and sacred, earthly and heavenly, human and divine.  And, perhaps more importantly, sacrifices demonstrate the relational dynamics of these distinct yet fundamentally interconnected realms.
The common immediate purpose of the sacrifices outlined in this parashah is to offer a pleasing odor to the Lord.  By my count, there are at least 8 places in this portion alone where a “pleasing odor to the Lord” results from a properly-conducted burnt offering.  It is difficult for me to read this as anything other than an illustrative metaphor.  I think it is precisely wrong to think of God responding to these offerings like a human at a barbecue, experiencing the olfactory enjoyment of fragrant smoke emanating from burning fat.  Rather, referring to these offerings as producing odors pleasing to the Lord should remind us that their ultimate impact is not in the physical realm but in the spiritual, and that the material world is a medium through which we experience the sacred.
Indeed, the pervasively legislated process of sacrifice laid out in Leviticus serves these dual purposes.  The comprehensive, methodical – almost obsessively detailed – procedure focuses us on material reality but only insofar as it is a tool for reaching the divine.  It makes us aware of the separation and simultaneous connection between the Holy and the vehicle of the holy.
This point is all the more apparent in comparison to pagan sacrificial rites, which on the surface might look like biblical sacrifices.  But the Greeks and Romans sacrificed to idols, hoping for earthly rewards like a fruitful harvest or victory in battle.  For them, the odor emanating from the burnt offering was quite literally pleasing to whichever god they intended to appease at the moment.  They praised the works of their hands with gifts and sacrifices in the hopes of being remunerated in kind, not in order to life their souls up to the divine.
Which brings us to this week’s Haftarah portion, from Isaiah 43:21-44:23.  After castigating the Israelites for impiety and improper sacrifices, Isaiah draws a connection between Leviticus’ delineation of sacrificial rites and the irrationality of idol-worship.  He asks, rhetorically,
Who would fashion a god

Or cast a statue

That can do no good?

Lo, all its adherents shall be shamed; 

They are craftsmen, are merely human….

They shall be cowed, and they shall be shamed.

How can a man, on the one hand, fashion an idol – an object of his worship – from wood and, on the other hand, use that very wood for fuel?  “He pursues ashes!”
  Isaiah declares.  His exasperation is palpable.
It is interesting to consider that the Israelites themselves, at the foot of Sinai, were guilty of this very type of idolatry when they cast and worshiped the golden calf.  (On a side note, I wonder if the folks at JPS intended a pun when they translated the verb in that last line as “cowed”….)  
The evil at the heart of idol-worship is in its misunderstanding of the relationship between the things we build or consume, and the things we worship and glorify.  These things are separate and distinct, and at the same time spiritually linked.  Idolatry blurs the distinction and severs the link.  Performing sacrifices according to the biblical prescription fosters the proper, pious understanding of this relationship.  
The lessons of Leviticus and Isaiah get at the heart and beauty of the Jewish view of our relationship to the world, and our place in the universe.  This world is neither evil nor inferior; it is God’s creation and gift to us.  We honor our relationship with the world when we remember its divine origin and its power to guide us, through ritual and spiritual reflection, to a vibrant communion with a living God.
Nowadays, in lieu of animal sacrifices, we employ different yet equally powerful rituals to bring us closer to God and to discover holiness through the material world.  When we join together in communal prayer and raise our collective voice in song, we bring an offering, a pleasing sound to the Lord.  When we reach out to the grieving, the poor, the ill, we bring an offering, a pleasing touch to the Lord.  And surely, when we gather together with our Christian neighbors to further mutual understanding, tolerance, and trust, we bring an offering, a pleasing sight to the Lord.  These actions, like the ancient sacrifices, infuse our lives with a sense of the sacred.
May our dialogue today bring us closer to each other and to the divine, and may our relationships in this world be infused with the spirit of God.
Amen.
� Isaiah 44:10-11, JPS.
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