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Rabbi Leah Cohen 

An Odor Pleasing Unto the Lord
Those who have been following along with the theme for these High Holy Days know that today we come to the sense of smell, the last of the five senses and perhaps the most nuanced.  There are subtleties which the nose can detect more keenly than any other sense, even when we cannot name the actual odor or its origin. You will never guess where in the Torah the word for “odor” appears the most frequently.  It is in the book of Leviticus, which we read from today.  This text is primarily a how-to manual for the priests making burnt offerings.  The phrase “a pleasing odor unto the Lord,”  reyach nichoach l’Adonai is used repeatedly after each type of sacrifice is described.  This expression is particularly puzzling considering what burnt flesh actually smells like. What subtleties does the divine nose discover that we mortals are missing?  

The ancient practice of animal sacrifice seems downright repugnant to most of us. It defies our modern sensibilities.  First of all, there is the issue of animal cruelty, slaughtering animals in this way seems barbaric.  Secondly, the system was politically incorrect by today’s standards; it was extremely elitist.  Only the cohanim, a hereditary priestly caste, were allowed to perform the sacrifices.  Even within that select group, females and handicapped priests were excluded.  
From a historic perspective, there is the blatant manipulation of using religion to consolidate power. Earlier in Israelite history anyone could make sacrifices anywhere.   But gradually the centralization of political power required that all sacrifices had to be made at the Temple in Jerusalem by the Cohanim in order to be considered acceptable to God. Deviating from these official requirements would render the sacrifice unacceptable and was considered a punishable offense.  Finally, there is just the general “yuckiness” factor.  Often the blood of the sacrifices had to be dashed against the altar, or the fat, entrails and other organs cut out and burnt separately in a manner we would find grotesque.  For all these reasons and more, it would be easy for us to dismiss the whole sacrificial aspect of our religion as merely a relic from the past, something that our ancestors felt was necessary but which we have outgrown.

Before we toss out the baby with the bath water or the goat with the blood we might want to examine sacrifice a little more closely.  In our Reform liturgy, we have taken out any references to the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem. Reform Judaism clearly takes the position that we are not interested in reestablishing the sacrificial cult. Instead, we emphasize the prophetic voice over the priestly one.  This morning’s Torah portion that specified how the High Priest was to sacrifice two goats, one ram and one bull does not touch us in the same way that the prophetic voice of Isaiah does.  In today’s haftarah portion he criticizes the Israelites for their callous fast.  He says is this what you think God wants, your shallow, self righteous rituals? No, what God wants is for you to do social justice, to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, banish oppression and speak out for those with no voice in society.  This ethical imperative is the dominant voice that Reform Judaism embraces.    

In addition, as Reform Jews we are quick to point out that prayer, has replaced sacrifice as an acceptable way to please God.  Many of our prayers have even kept the same names as the ancient sacrifices. Certainly, prayer and social action as substitutes for sacrifice is in keeping with our values and modern taste.  I would be hard pressed to stand before you on this sacred day and argue against any of this.  It makes sense.   

And yet….every once in a while, this happens. I am called to do a funeral and the deceased, usually a gentleman in his 70s or 80s, long since retired, had once upon a time been a soldier. Suddenly, at the graveside, amidst the grieving family, and the elderly friends, there appears a small cluster of military personnel in crisp uniforms and white gloves. They speak very little and move very stiffly, as if they are from another dimension of time and space.  They drape a flag over the coffin, march in formation, fire rifles, fold the flag, present it to the next of kin and salute acknowledging out loud the sacrifice the deceased had made. When this happens there is never a dry eye. And when they play taps, it is like a shofar call that goes right to the soul.  Whether he died on the battle field or on the golf course, the truth that this man had served defines him in life and in death.

What is so moving about this simple ceremony is its gracious acknowledgment of sacrifice.  The individual’s actual role or accomplishments are not mentioned; rather it is that he served his country which makes him worthy of this dignified ritual. Lingering in the air, long after the body has been committed to its final resting place, is a whiff of nostalgia for a time when this kind of sacrifice was better understood.     

More than any specific action itself, it is an attitude that defines sacrifice. This attitude is a necessary prerequisite for the action of sacrifice. It is this attitude which we seem to have lost. It is a blend of humility and duty, of passion and perseverance, of selflessness and commitment.  

Though this attitude leads to action, it cannot be substituted by deed alone.  Let me give you an example.  Many high schools in our area have a community service requirement for their students.  Sometimes the students really get into these projects. But more often they see this project as just one more requirement to check off, something to put on a college resume perhaps.  They usually select a project that is the most convenient and requires the least effort.  Often they feel detached and do not see their work as important or transformative in anyway.  And this experience is called community service.  

Ironically, this kind of experience does prepare our kids for the kind of society they live in.  Many adults today have the attitude of “I know I’m supposed to be sacrificing some part of my time, energy and resources for the good of others but I really don’t want to.  Therefore, I will duck out of as much as I can, not raise my hand, hope I don’t get called on, and find excuses why I cannot sacrifice. I will perfect these skills so I can fly under the radar as much as possible during the course of my life. When absolutely coerced, I will do the least I can and be done with it.” 

Some think the solution to this problem is to create more requirements and greater pressure. This might work in the short term, but I believe this actually makes the problem worse. It is not for lack of projects or pressure that people remain disengaged, it is our attitude that must change first before our behavior does. 

In the ancient system there were two underlying assumptions that fostered an attitude that was conducive to making sacrifices. One was the belief in something larger than oneself and two was the belief that one person could make a difference.  Let’s see how these two beliefs apply to the kinds of sacrifices we are called to make today. 
Let’s start with the first assumption.  Both the priests making the sacrifices and the people bringing the offerings believed in something larger than themselves.  They believed in God.  They believed there was an entity called God who cared about these sacrifices.   They believed in community. They saw themselves as part of a community that was protected and maintained through these sacrifices.  
This belief in something larger than our selves is something that today has been too often sacrificed to the god of individualism. We believe we should satisfy our personal needs and desires in order to maximize our comfort and minimize our pain.  The problem with not believing in something greater than ourselves is that it makes us the First Cause for all that we do.  Our ancestors believed that God was the First Cause, the one who got the day started and brought on the evening, the one who was responsible for life and death. 

In order to make sacrifices, one must believe in something bigger than oneself.  For some, that could be God.  But people can have other things they believe in that motivate them to sacrifice- for example they might believe in their country, or in saving the environment or equal opportunity or universal human rights.   

This attitude of believing in something greater than oneself leads to action. One might argue that a gun held to your head also leads to action, so does a promise of a big bonus.  But when it comes to one’s spiritual development outside coercion in the form of punishment or reward is second to an internalized, enduring system of ethics.  

I have seen this attitude of true sacrifice- that rare combination of humility, perseverance, and selflessness in the most unlikely places in our congregation.  Take for example our House Committee.  This is what it looks like they doing cleaning closets and fixing thermostats. Now, if you ask them they would not disagree, but this is why they do these things.  They have a belief that a spiritual home has a physical manifestation that should be maintained in a dignified manner. They believe in sacred space.  So when they see soiled carpets or broken bookcases, these are not merely shoddy appearance, these are detractors that diminish the kehillah kedoshah the holy congregation.  This attitude leads to action to repair all they see in the sacred space   without any threat or reward.  
The same can be said for all our other committees.  They have a belief in something bigger than themselves that leads them to take action that is for the good of the whole. We see this same attitude in people who support causes outside of the synagogue too.  People who serve in the military, police and fire departments, people who work in various government, education and social services when asked will often describe a belief in something bigger than merely supporting themselves financially. 
This attitude is not limited to service personnel or those who volunteer or work for non-profit organizations.  There are people who work in the for profit world who also see their jobs as vehicles to serving a larger cause. Whether it is creating jobs for a community, providing funds for a charity or developing a cure for patients, the belief that one is serving a larger cause can impact everything we do.  

The second piece that is essential to having an attitude of sacrifice is also a matter of belief. You have to believe that what you do matters. This belief flies in the face of the cynicism that is rampant in our society.  Our ancestors believed that the sacrifices they performed actually made a difference – they were efficacious both in the earthly realm as well as in the heavens.  Each little step had to be done in just the prescribed manner in order to achieve the desired result.  Even though it might not seem like a big deal to us if the remains of a sacrifice were eaten after the third day, or if the priests did not change his clothes after removing the ashes from the altar, each of these little acts was understood to be essential. The myriad of details in the sacrificial process, the complexity of the social structure, the vastness of the cosmos- none of this overwhelmed the sacrificer or undermined his belief in his ability to be effective.   

Many would-be sacrificers today, face the challenge of cynicism. If I check the box on my electric bill, will the money really go to help the needy heat their homes? If I give to that man begging will he just go buy drugs? How does my one box of diapers make any difference, in the scheme of things? With so many needs in our society it is easy to get overwhelmed and become paralyzed and do nothing.  
But I am reminded of the folks at the ABC organization.  This group sacrifices their time, resources and energy to give a better chance to extremely worthy high school students by taking them out of their poor schools and bringing them to the fine schools in our communities. Every year they bring out a handful of students.  Does this really address all the educational issues facing our country?  How does this trickle of hope solve the bigger issues of poverty and discrimination?  The answer is it is as good a place as any to start.  This program has an excellent track record of preparing these students to enter college and become productive citizens in the future. Although it may not solve all the problems, it is a step in the right direction.    

Last week we had our first day of confirmation class.  These are the tenth graders who are in their last year of religious school.  All year long we study Jewish values of social justice.  Then we go out in the community and do a variety of projects and lobby on Capitol Hill to effect change at a legislative level. After explaining to the students what this year was about, I asked them why they were in class.  They all have busy schedules and there is no longer the carrot of a bar mitzvah and he stick of a parent’s anger is not so effective at this age. So what are they doing here?  One student replied, “You see Rabbi, it’s like this.  The ocean is made up of many drops of water.  We are just adding our drops and this will make the ocean level rise.” 
Not being a scientist I have no idea if this is actually how the ocean works, but what was amazing to me is that this is how this student’s mind works.  He believes his action, however small, will impact the larger good. Could you imagine if everyone in our country, in the world had this attitude?  It would be a very full Confirmation class and a much better world.      

You might ask- why is this attitude so important?  Isn’t it really the act itself that is most important?  If you can get a corporation to go green by giving tax cuts, or a dictator to stop terrorizing by imposing sanctions, or a high school student to do community service by making it a graduation requirement, then does it really matter what their attitude is as long as their action results in some good? 

To answer this question we will have to look at the commentaries of Maimonides and Nachmonides, two commentators from the Middle Ages, who disagree on the meaning of the   sacrifices found in the Torah. 

Nachmanides said human conduct is expressed as thought, speech and action and we are to serve God with all three.  Making sacrifices was a tangible way to serve God.  For Nachmanides, the slaughtering and burning of an animal in a particular way was good in itself, because it was an act, albeit a symbolic one, that served God.  It is the act that mattered most to him.  

Maimonides said you’ve got it all wrong. Do you think God needs our burnt hotdogs?  Really, is this the thing the Master of the Universe is after?  No, the whole sacrificial system is a method to change the people’s attitude.  Look, they had been idol worshippers used to making sacrifices to pagan gods.  This is nonsense.  But in order to wean them over to ethical monotheism, let them keep making burnt offerings. But not to a bunch of carved statues or stones, let them make sacrifices to Adonai.  Eventually they will begin to understand Adonai’s ethical obligations as well as these ritual demands.  
Human nature changes gradually, so to get to what God really wants, which is a just, compassionate and peace loving society He will put up with the burnt hamburgers, but let’s not kid ourselves about the Creator’s true desires.  The sooner the people’s attitude changes to selflessness, humility and duty towards their fellow human beings, the better.  Till then, keep the grill hot.  It is the sacrificial attitude that leads to a just society not the buckets of blood that is the desired outcome.

But we might challenge Maimonides.  You might say, as a Reform, social action loving Jew, that’s fine Maimonides.  I agree God doesn’t need burnt flesh; he wants a just society, but which comes first the chicken or the egg?  Do we first have an attitude of sacrifice, then go out to make the world better, or do we start working in the soup kitchen and that experience changes our attitude to believe in a cause greater than ourselves and to believe that our individual actions can make a difference?

Wait, wait! Here comes a Chabad rabbi in a pair of Nike sneakers.  He’s muttering into his beard while he wraps a tefillin around your arm, “Just do it, just do it, you’ll understand more after the hundredth time you just do, just do it.” 

“Ahhh,” we exclaim as we wave him away, “but we are Reform Jews, doubly burdened, doubly blessed with our need to question and our search for meaning and relevance.”

Oh great! Look who’s coming now. Here comes Isaiah.  I think the rabbi and him use the same barber.  He’s shouting.  That’s what prophets do, (they are rebellious teenagers, in white sheets and flip flops.)

  “Didn’t I tell you already.  You just don’t understand me. This is what God wants you to do: To unlock the fetters of wickedness, and untie the cords of the yoke. To let the oppressed go free, to break off every yoke. It is to share your bread with the hungry and to take the wretched poor into your home.  When you see the naked, to offer clothing, and not to ignore your own kin.  At that time your light shall burst through like the dawn and your healing spring up quickly.”

“ Don’t you get it? It’s one and the same!  When you sacrifice for others, you will immediately be healed of your own brokenness.  You will see the light- you will believe in something greater than yourself and you will believe that you can make a difference.  Don’t worry about which to do first, fix your own attitude or fix the world.  It’s one and the same. It’s so annoying how you don’t listen to me!  What a waste of my life.” 
There he goes, stomping off. “Don’t slam the door!”  Oh we’re done; he’s putting in his ear plugs, turning up his Ipod.  “Get your homework done.  We’ll be eating in a couple hours.  Yeah come back for the break fast.  Thanks for stopping by.”
Look maybe we got it all wrong. You know the word reyach-odor comes from the same root as ruach- meaning spirit.  Maybe what is pleasing to the Lord is not a particular smell, but a particular spirit that comes with sacrifice, a spirit that includes both attitude and action, that reconciles our individualism and cynicism with our belief in a greater good and our ability to make that happen, maybe it is a bit of Nachmanides and Maimonides, maybe even Chabad and Reform could both come to the same BBQ, perhaps we could repair the inside world and the outside world in the same text. Surely the aroma that arises from this fire would be pleasing unto the Lord.                          THE END 
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