Netvort: Parshas VAYIKRA, 5769:  It’s the Thought that Counts
By Rabbi Joshua (thoughtfully known as The Hoffer) Hoffman

Several times in Parshas Vayikra, the Torah, in describing the process of bringing sacrifices on the altar, uses the term “it is a burnt-offering, a fire-offering, a pleasant aroma." This phrase first occurs, in the parsha, in regard to the olah, or burnt-offering (Vayikra, 1:9), from cattle then in regard to the offering of an olah from a fowl (Vayikra, 1:9) and then in regard to the mincha, or meal-offering (Vayikra, 2:2).  The Mishneh at the end of Menachos (13:10) derives from this recurrence of the phrase in all three instances that whether one brings a lot or one brings a little, his offering is equally acceptable to God as long as his heart is geared towards heaven. Rabbi Chaim ben Attar, in his commentary Ohr HaChaim, raises an interesting question in regard to this teaching and its derivation. He asks, couldn’t the Torah have delivered its message by saying only in regard to the olah offering from a fowl that it is acceptable to God, thus implying that a more expensive offering is certainly acceptable and a pleasant aroma? He answers that had the phrase only been mentioned in regard to the olah offering from a fowl, we may have thought that its acceptance is a function of God's mercy on the poor man, but that the more expensive offering is actually considered greater in His eyes. Therefore, the Torah mentions the phrase in all three cases, to teach us that all three sacrifices are equally accepted and regarded as a pleasant aroma. I would like to suggest a different answer to this question, based on a teaching of Rav Yisroel Salanter, which I heard from my teacher, Rav Aharon Soloveichik, zt'l, many times. 

Rav Yisroel taught that there are two kinds of tests in life, that of poverty and that of wealth. While the common perception is that the test of wealth is the more severe one, in truth, the test of wealth can, sometimes, be much greater.  The Torah often warns us of the possible disastrous effects, most notably in the book of Devarim, when it describes how, after the people enter the land and are met with material success, they need to guard themselves from attributing that success to their own efforts and not acknowledging God's role. Rav Aharon mentioned that an ancestor of his, a certain Rav Yeshaya, was a student of the Vilna Gaon, the Gra, and known to be a great tzaddik, or righteous person, to the extent that even non-Jews would ask him to bless their fields. Rav Yeshaya, said according to the story, was worried about his future descendants, who would not have the benefit of the Gra's influence, and asked his teacher.  The Gra answered that he should pray every day that none of his descendants become rich, based on the verse in Mishlei, 30:8, in which King Shlomo asks God not to cause him either poverty or wealth, but that He should grant him his daily portion ('hatrifeini lechem chuki').  Rav Yeshaya followed the Gra's advice, and according to Rav Aharon, the prayer was answered. Rav Aharon went on to say that by realizing that wealth can be an even bigger test of one's faith we can understand why, in the prayer we say before announcing the new moon, we repeat our request to live a life filled with fear of heaven. The reason for this, said Rav Aharon, is that an extra degree of fear of heaven is needed once wealth is attained. Parenthetically, while this request for wealth would seem to be opposed to the prayer of king Shlomo in Mishlei, perhaps we can differentiate between a prayer for riches on a personal level, and a prayer for riches on a collective level.  In any case, the point is that the challenge of maintaining one's faith in God after he has attained wealth can be greater than the test he has when poor, when he may very likely feel that his only recourse for help is turning to God in prayer. 

Based on Rav Yisroel Salanter's teaching, we can offer a different answer to the Ohr HaChaim's question. When the Mishneh tells us that whether one gives more or gives less, his offering is acceptable, as long as his intention is directed to God, the surprising idea is not that the poor man's offering is equally acceptable, but that the rich man's offering is also a pleasant aroma to God.  Although we may think that it is the larger offering that is more likely to be accepted, and, therefore, if the Torah would only mention the acceptance of the poor man's offering, we would then infer that the bigger offering of the rich man is certainly accepted, by mentioning the pleasant aroma of all the offerings, we are being taught that sometime the rich man's offering may be less likely to be accepted, because he may have an attitude of arrogance in bringing it, and perhaps have intention for his own personal honor rather than to show his allegiance to God and His Torah, while the poor person naturally has a contrite heart and is more likely to direct his intention toward God therefore, the Torah had to teach us that in all three instances, a person's offering is equally acceptable to God, as long as his intentions are directed towards Him.

Correction: The work by Rabbi Yosef Y'avetz referred to in last week's Netvort as Orach Chaim is actually Ohr Hachaim. I apologize for the error. 

