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Leviticus in a Ring 

This is only a rough and ready approximation of the general struc
ture. It is enough to demonstrate that the delayed completion is part of 
the scheme. When the end is reached, the proportions of the theme fall 
into place. Just as the prologue warned, the book is about the Holy 
Things which have been consecrated or which belong to the Lord. It 
started with the meat of sacrifice and went on to blood, the priests, 
dedicated animals, and the land and the people in ch. 25. The Lord's 
holy things and his holy people cannot be alienated. 

To say that the book divides in half at 19 goes against the scholarly 



20 Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 59 (1993) 

When a man causes disfigurement in his neighbour, as he has done, it 
shall be done to him, fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, as 
he has disfigured a man, he shall be disfigured (24.19-20). 

In the KJV the phrase is: 

If a man causes a blemish in his neighbour, as he has done, so it shall be 
done to him: breach for breach, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, as he has 
caused a blemish in a man, so it shall be done to him. 

So causing a blemish in a neighbour is doing him a damage according 
to the elementary principles of justice: taking away something that is 
his by right, leaving him with too little. Or by oppression, giving him 
a heavy load to bear. Causing a blemish is giving a labourer excessive 
burdens. The interesting thing is that the neighbour who has suffered 
outrage in the case of the blasphemer is the Lord himself, and we soon 
see, in ch. 26, that the Lord is included squarely in the law of talion 
with the rest of his creation. The statements on blemish connect it with 
inequitable dealings. It would now appear that the forbidden species 
which are not covered by the law against eating blood, either have 
something lacking (like joints, legs, fins or scales) or something 
superfluous (like a burden on their backs) and that their disfigurement 
has something to do with injustice. 

Justice and Righteousness 

Having shown the cross-references between chs. 11 and 21 and 22, we 
should now examine the two turning points, chs. 19 and 26. The main 
message of the book is given at these points, and the rest of the book 
has to be consistent with them. We are alerted to finding a connection 
between ch. 11 and ch. 19. Encouragingly, 19.2 starts with the 
injunction to be holy, in the same way that ch. 11 ends. We find that 
through ch. 19 we are being told what holiness means at every verse. 
You shall revere your parents (Lev. 19.3), you will not turn to idols, 
the harvester will respect the wants of the poor and the sojourner. 
Then (19.11-22) follows the list of discriminations and righteous 
behaviour: no hate, no vengeance, no grudge, no slander, impartiality 
in judgment, 'love your neighbour as yourself (19.17), and even 'love 
the stranger as yourself (19.34). Holiness will achieve the ideal of the 
city renowned for judgment and righteousness that Isaiah's prophecy 
promised. Chapter 19 ends with the simple injunction that sums it all 
up: 
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you shall do no unrighteousness in judgment, in measures of length, in 
weight, or in quantity. Just balances, just weights, a just ephah, and a just 
hin, shall you have (19.35-36). 

If righteousness means, as Robert Murray cogently argues, the com
plete cosmic order, these analogies of equitable dealings have to be 
taken to their fullest extent. It should no longer be a surprise to real
ize, as he has pointed out,12 that compassion inspires the Pentateuch as 
much as it does the prophets. 

Chapter 11 has told us of how animals that have too little or too 
much should not be butchered for food, and chapter 26 has told us 
that righteousness requires not too much and not too little. Chapter 26 
starts with the warning against idolatry and says that if the people will 
walk in his statutes the Lord will give them rains and the land will be 
fertile, and he will walk among them and they will be his people 
(26.13). Then the other side of the covenant is given: if they will not 
do his commandments, a series of terrible disasters will afflict them 
(26.14-39). Reminding them of how he rescued them from Egypt, the 
covenant is presented as a debt owed to God, and the law is that debts 
should be honoured. Finally, the threats give way to loving kindness 
and renewal of the covenant (26.40-46). This is how the law of talion 
applies to the covenant between God and his people. He demands 
righteousness of them in their dealings with one another, the lightness 
of true weights and measures, hurt for hurt, blessing for blessing. 
And he exacts the same Tightness from them to himself. 

Two conditions stand for the results of injustice: to be despoiled, 
that is to be victim of theft or fraud, and to be oppressed, that is to 
carry a heavy load. The unfair loss on the one hand, the unfair burden 
on the other, these are the conditions of poverty. Think of beggars in 
any city, crowding the steps of public buildings, staggering on 
crutches, or crawling with maimed feet, hands clutching their scav
enging bags, and we can recognize the prophet's description of the 
poor and oppressed. 

In Leviticus the body is the cosmos.13 Everything in the universe 
shows forth the righteousness of the Lord. Animals and humans, people 

12. Murray, The Cosmic Covenant, pp.110-16. His argument has called for a 
complete reconstruction of the world-view of the Bible (see Introduction and ch. 1). 

13. The importance of the theme of the microcosm in Leviticus has been central 
to my analysis of the meaning of Atonement, ' Atonement in Leviticus' forthcoming 
in Jewish Studies Quarterly. 
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and priests, animals for food, animals for the altar, their bodies are 
figures of righteousness and unrighteousness. The forbidden animal 
species exemplify the predators, on the one hand, that is those who eat 
blood, and on the other, the sufferers from injustice. Consider the list, 
especially the swarming insects, the chameleon with its lumpy face, 
the high humped tortoise and beetle, and the ants labouring under 
their huge loads. Think of the blindness of worms, and bats, the 
vulnerability of fish without scales. Think of their human parallels, 
the labourers, the beggars, the orphans and the defenceless widows. 
Not themselves but the behaviour that reduces them to this state is the 
abomination. No wonder the Lord made the crawling things and 
found them good (Gen. 1.31). It is not in the grand style of Leviticus 
to take time off from cosmic themes to teach that these pathetic 
creatures are to be shunned because their bodies are disgusting, vile, 
bad, any more than it is consistent with its theme of justice to teach 
that the poor are to be shunned. Shunning is not the issue. Prédation is 
wrong, eating is a form of prédation and the poor are not to be a 
prey. 

Now we are in a position to make the connection between all three 
types of forbidden animal foods. First, out of honour to the blood and 
the life that is in the blood (Lev. 17.14), no flesh with blood in it is to 
be eaten. This rule identifies herbivorous land animals and birds, and 
excludes carnivores on the earth or in the air. Second, animal species 
that resemble in shape the sufferers from physical injury must not be 
eaten, that is, an equivalence is drawn between species and individuals 
lamed, or maimed or otherwise disfigured, and connects with the rule 
against offering blemished animals. Third, in the waters those crea
tures without fins or scales must not appear on the table as food. The 
Mishnaic tradition has looked to water monsters for exemplars of this 
rule, octopus or crab. But it would be more congenial to the interpre
tation that we are here suggesting that young fish were intended in the 
prohibition. It is not their repellent monsterhood but their vulnerable 
youthfulness that would be symbolized by absence of scaly covering. 
Fishes hatch out naked, their fins and scales grow on them, so shoals 
of baby fishes, minnows, whitebait and larvae of insects, the orphans 
of the water world, would be forbidden by this rule. 

Holiness is incompatible with predatory behaviour. The command 
to be holy is fulfilled by respecting blood, the symbol of violent préda
tion, and respecting the symbolic victims of prédation. The forbidden 
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animals in this perspective represent the endangered categories for 
whom Isaiah spoke, the oppressed, the fatherless, the widow (Isa. 
1.17). Respect for them is a way of remembering the difference 
between the clean and unclean, the holy and the unholy. 

Though this interpretation makes the dietary rules symbolic for 
virtues and vices, the permitted animals do not stand for any virtues, 
they simply keep the rule of avoiding blood, and the forbidden ani
mals do not represent vices in their own bodies, but the effects of 
vicious actions on the part of others.14 It is unexpected for readers 
who do not take it for granted that kindness to animals, or wit about 
animals, or the slightest sense of humour concerning humans and 
animals, would be found in Leviticus. The other rules about respecting 
shed animal blood, respecting the right of a mother animal to be with 
her new born infant for 8 days, are congenial with the dietary rules. 
This so-called purity code only looks superficially like purity codes in 
other parts of the world: it has none of the usual political uses, and it 
is a primarily a code of justice and honour. As a philosophical exer
cise it multiplies allegories of justice for all. Making a general survey 
of the universe, its elements, its origins, and the destiny of the people 
of Israel, Leviticus declares that God is manifest in his righteousness, 
completely in accord with what the prophets said. 

ABSTRACT 

The traditional interpretation of Lev. 11 is that the animals which are forbidden 
symbolize vices, while the permitted animals symbolize virtues. There is a strong 
anthropological basis for criticizing the foundation of this tradition, a concept of 
primitive defilement that does not stand comparison with other systems of ritual 
defilement. This old interpretation also assumes that ch. 11 is an isolated piece, 
unconnected with the rest of Leviticus, and so not related to the concept of blemished 
bodies, nor with the legislation against eating blood. It supposes that the Priestly 
work does not flow from the prophets' vision of a theology of justice and com
passion. Here it is argued that the forbidden animals are to be honoured as symbols 
of the victims of injustice, enacting Isaiah's concern for the fatherless and oppressed. 

14. Although this interpretation depends on symbolizing virtue and vice, it is 
very different from that offered by Philo, whose free-wheeling allegories do not 
depend on Isaiah's teachings about righteousness. Philo with an English Translation, 
Vili (trans. F.H. Colson; London, Heinemann; Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1954). 
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