Parshat Vayikra 5772
By David Singer
March 24, 2012
The book of Leviticus begins with a call. The first word of this section of Torah, from which it gets its Hebrew
name vayikra describes God calling out to Moses, inviting the prophet to enter in to the Tent of Meeting, the
space in which Moses is able to communicate with God and exercise his role as leader of Israel.

Moses has spoken face-toparable
throne room without hesitation.2 Surely, Moses had
to embark on his important work.
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By way of a

not Moses already acutely aware of the need for his service to the Divine? In waiting for an explicit call, might he
have delayed important work or undermined his own significance as a religious leader with the tools and skills
necessary for addressing the needs of his people?
To make sense of his odd behavior, the Rabbis argue that
knowledge that he was needed and welcome in the Tent of Meeting, he still was not so brazen as to just walk in
without an invitation. Great is the person, the Rabbis say, who is so restrained in his ego that he stands ready to serve,
but does not begin the work before being asked.3

he pleased hesitated before intruding, how much more so should we, in our lives, pause before assuming that our
problems before being asked?
This was espec
Tent of Meeting, waiting for the call. My colleagues and I wanted to offer our help to a community living in poverty,
but it was clear that there was no invitation coming. Senegalese men and women certainly needed aid, but the help
they needed was that of financial grants and training; they weren
-term service volunteers.
And my experience was not unique. Every year, thousands upon thousands of people, young and old, face this same
quandary as they seek to volunteer their time in the Global South, wanting to help solve the problems that
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See, for example, Exodus 33:17-23 and Exodus 20:15.
Midrash HaGadol on Vayikra 1:1.
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hoping that we will be useful. Given this reality, it may seem prudent to question the value of service-learning trips.
Instead, I suggest a new paradigm for understanding these experiences and their worth: we are not going to solve
problems; we are going to learn, listen and connect.
of service-learning
programs in this way. She writes:
I suggest we stop thinking about short-term missions as a service to perform, and start thinking of
brothers and sisters are facing, what we can do to help, and how we can build long-term
relationships.4

forever before signing up to volunteer. Rather, we can and should enter the Global South, but we must do so with
humility. In engaging in service-learning opportunities, we must recognize that our role there is not that of problemsolver, but of guests in the holy space of others. Thus humbled, we
their midst, and remain cognizant that we are there in order to learn, develop relationships and to build ever-growing
global commitments to the pursuit of peace.
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