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Times change and we change with them – so said the sixteenth century English clergyman William Harrison in 

his work, “A Description of Britain”. 

But he could have been speaking of Judaism, a religion that has re-invented itself at least four times during its 

history. 

During the Pharisaic Revolution, rabbis started to say, “You must still obey the written Torah but henceforth only 

through us. Using the Oral Torah, we shall distill the words that God spoke”.  

In the Levitical Revolution, the priests were told, “You can still call yourself Cohanim and Levi’im but, as there is 

no longer a Temple for you to work in, you’ll only keep your right to be called up first to the Torah and to recite 

Birkat Cohanim”. 

In the Egalitarian Revolution, we are told, “You can still worship God, but you don’t have to be obligated in order 

to lead other worshippers”. 

In the Sacrificial Revolution, introduced in this week’s sedra, the rules refer, for the first time, to “bringing an 

offering to the Lord”. According to Maimonides (Guide for the Perplexed Part III, Chap 32), it would have been 

impossible suddenly to move from one extreme (sacrifices as before) to the other extreme (no sacrifices at all). 

The nature of man will not allow him suddenly to discontinue everything to which he has become accustomed. 

The general mode of worship in which the Israelites were brought up consisted of sacrificing animals in temples 

containing images, to bow down to those images and to burn incense before them. God did not command them 

to give up and discontinue these modes of worship, since people like to cling to what they are used to. It would 

have been, says Maimonides, as anathema to the people as if a prophet had said to the people of his generation 

that they shouldn’t pray to God and that they shouldn’t fast but that they should seek God in thought and not by 

action. Therefore, says Maimonides, God allowed these rituals to continue. The revolution was that God 

transferred to His service rituals which previously had been carried out only in the worship of created beings. 

Furthermore, henceforth all sacrifices were to be carried out in God’s prescribed place and only the Levitical 

family could officiate in the ritual. In this way, the traces of idolatory were blotted out and the existence of God 

established. There had been no abolition of the service to which the people had become accustomed. 

The other difference between God’s sacrifices and those of idolaters is that some of the forbidden sacrifices were 

now permitted, for example, sheep (an abomination to the Egyptians), and cattle (banned by the Hindus). Hence 

what is a crime to a heathen becomes, to the Jews, a way of approaching God. 



Judaism constantly re-invents itself to cope with changing times and changing customs. When the old way of 

doing things is no longer possible, when the people have to be steered away from idolatory, when the people 

want to express their love of God in a new and better way, Judaism finds ways to adapt. 

We find this happening a number of times over the centuries. But, in the Masorti world we find this happening a 

number of times in the same century! 
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