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Leviticus: A Labour of Love? 
Shabbat Parshat Behar-Behuqotai 

 
What do pickled herring, flamenco music, and Sefer Vayiqra have in common? They all 
demand what we might call an “acquired taste.” Rare is the person whose initial 
encounter with any of these three entities goes smoothly. That inaugural bite of herring is 
inevitably too acidulous and sharp, those first flamenco notes jarring, even irritating and 
the maiden plunge into Leviticus is bound to leave one baffled, if not bored. However, 
with due diligence, dedication and discretion, it is indeed possible to not only acquire a 
taste for these three things, but to even cultivate a love for them. Or such has been my 
experience.  
 
This morning we completed Sefer Vayiqra. I suspect I am among the few here today who 
is actually saddened that it will be a whole year until we return to Leviticus once more. I 
absolutely adore Vayiqra. (Now, apparently, I have a propensity to say things that may at 
times be slightly sarcastic, a little edgy, and even controversial, perhaps pushing the 
envelope a bit. Or so I’ve heard, I’m not really sure. To be clear though, this is not 
intended to be one of those pronouncements). I genuinely love Leviticus. Why, you might 
ask?  
 
Well, it’s not because I have a soft spot for scale disease, bodily emissions and priestly 
imperfections. Rather, because Vayiqra, the third and middle book of the Torah, contains 
within it Judaism’s foundational theology. Indeed, for this reason, Sefer Vayiqra has been 
the first Torah taught to young schoolchildren in traditional heder.   
 
But how does one acquire a taste for Leviticus?  
 
As with all acquired tastes, patience, perseverance and a penchant for particularities are 
essential. Love for Sefer Vayiqra hinges upon an appreciation for both its content and its 
form. After all, in Scripture, content is inseparable from form – how the Torah says 
something is integral to understanding what it is saying.  
 
Let us first explore the “what” of Vayiqra and only then move on to the “how.” 	  	  
	  
The first 10 chapters of Leviticus concern the service in the sanctuary. Picking up where 
Shemot leaves off, Vayiqra opens with a focus on the Mishkan’s rites and its dedication. 
We learn that the sanctuary is holy, and that its attendants, the priests, are also holy.  
 
Next, chapters 11-17 focus upon tumah ve-taharah, the dietary laws and the defilements 
that bar one from entering the sanctuary itself. The restrictions on what we can and 
cannot consume center on the Torah’s humbling premise that the world is the Lord’s and 
that the natural environment is not to be exploited nor animals mistreated. On the 
contrary, so sensitive is our posturing towards life that we are barred from ever 
consuming its elixir – blood. The purity and impurity laws teach that the Lord celebrates 
life and scorns the appearance of death and decay.  
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Here, it becomes clear that not only priests are holy, but that we might all strive towards 
holiness, the route to doing so is observance of the Torah’s ritual ordinances – laws 
governing what exits and enters our bodies.  
 
Chapters 18-22 are the center and pinnacle of Vayiqra, if not the entire Torah, focusing 
upon holiness both in person and place – how to act and how not to defile the sanctuary 
and land. “Qedoshim tehiyu ki qadosh ani Hashem elokeikhem– You shall be holy, for I, 
the Lord your God, am holy.” In this the Torah is revolutionary – holiness is not achieved 
merely through observance of ritual laws, but also through an adherence to a strict code 
of ethics. No other law code or culture from the Ancient Near East places ethical conduct 
in the realm of the holy – this union of the ritual and the ethical and their dual role in 
achieving holiness is unique to Judaism alone. It is Vayiqra’s central teaching.  
 
With Chapter 23 we turn from holiness of person, to holiness of time, with the miqraei 
qodesh, the Jewish calendar. Humans are capable of not only becoming holy, but making 
time holy, by observing holy days.  
 
In Chapter 24 we learn a few specific laws related to the menorah and shulhan in the 
sanctuary and the danger of desecrating God’s name.  
 
Finally, we arrive at this morning’s two parshiyot. Chapter 25 outlines in detail the laws 
of the holy land, specifically the Sabbatical and Jubilee years. So strong is the Lord’s 
concern for the downtrodden – the slave, the homeless and those in debt that a system is 
put in place restraining their inevitable exploitation and suffering.  
 
Then we have the blessings and the curses – if we do not follow God’s prescription for 
holiness, specifically the laws of shemitah and yovel, the land will inevitably spit us out. 
The sefer concludes with the brief discussion of the laws concerning consecrations.  
 
Leviticus is a collection of laws. It lacks the drama of Genesis and the thrill of Exodus. 
Unlike Numbers its laws are not interspersed with colorful narratives and dissimilar to 
Deuteronomy, it contains neither a history of our people nor a stirring speech.  
 
However, not only does the content of Vayiqra stand at the core of our religion – that 
holiness is achievable in person, space and time. But, close attention to the text reveals 
that Leviticus’ form is equally compelling, if only we search to appreciate it.  
 
The late Mary Douglas, a Christian anthropologist, in her book Leviticus as Literature, 
forever alters the way we approach Vayiqra. She observes that the book has a careful 
tripartite structure, divided into three distinct sections, corresponding to the three 
different parts of the desert Tabernacle and later the Temple.  
 
Chapters 1-17 correspond to the Hatser, Outer Court. Here, the largest part of the 
Sanctuary is where the bulk of the sacrificial service is performed. And, all pure 
laypersons are allowed to enter. It is thus no coincidence that these chapters concern 
sacrifices and govern purity and impurity – who may and may not enter the Sanctuary.  
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The middle zone of the Mishkan is the Qodesh or Outer Sanctum. This area is 
significantly smaller and access to it is restricted to priests alone. Chapters 18-24 mirror 
this area of the Sanctuary. Appropriately, this part of Vayiqra outlines specific laws 
concerning priests; the only people allowed to enter this area. It also discusses the 
menorah and shulhan, which are situated in this Outer Sanctum and are its focal point.  
 
The third and most exclusive part of the Mishkan is the Qodesh ha-Qodashim, Holy of 
Holies. Herein lies the Aron ha-Berit, Ark of the Covenant, containing the tablets of the 
law, the covenant itself. Fittingly, these final chapters of Vayiqra detail the society we are 
to build and the blessings and curses that will befall us depending on whether or not we 
observe the covenant, the laws contained within the Aron, resting in the Holy of Holies.  
 
(If you look around the room right now you will notice that our own, even make-shift 
sanctuary is divided into three different sections, corresponding to the Temple’s three 
distinct sections – we have azarah, where you are all sitting, the shulhan, where only 
those praying ascend and finally, the bimah, where our Torahs rest within the Ark.)  
 
To study Vayiqra is not merely to read a compilation of laws, but instead to travel 
through the sanctuary. Over the past several weeks, reading the parshiyot of Leviticus, 
we have collectively journeyed through the Mishkan, arriving, this morning, in the Holy 
of Holies.  
 
But, there’s more here. Douglas’ observation is an extension of the Ramban’s 
commentary back on Parshat Terumah in Shemot. There, Nahmanides observes that the 
structure of the Mishkan parallels the division of Har Sinai. The foot of Sinai is open to 
all people, including the laity, just as the Outer Sanctum is open to all. The midsection of 
Sinai is restricted to priests and elders, much like the Inner Sanctum of the Tabernacle, 
wherein only priests are admitted. Finally, the peak of Sinai is approachable to Moses 
alone, corresponding to the Holy of Holies, which is open exclusively to the High Priest 
on the Day of Atonement.  
 
The enormity of Douglas’ observation and Ramban’s Torah cannot be overstated. To 
enter the Holy of Holies and to receive the Torah at the peak of Sinai is to embody the 
teachings of the covenant outlined by Sefer Vayiqra – that the ethical and the ritual go 
hand-in-hand, to be holy is to turn towards the human other, just as it is to turn towards 
the Divine Other. Mitsvot bein adam le-haverio and bein adam la-maqom are inseparable.  
 
Too often we have a tendency to privilege one over the other. American society primarily 
views religion through the prism of values as opposed to ritual observances. Certain 
communities place a premium on the minutia of ritual, at the cost of the ethical.  
 
Our community gets its right. We understand that the ethical and the ritual go hand in 
hand. Of course, this recognition places a heavy burden upon our shoulders; this 
balancing act is anything but easy. At times we lose sight of the ritual, allowing its 
meaning and sublimity to fall through the cracks of our understanding. Consider the 
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following discussion that transpired just this past week with my 11th grade Accelerated 
Talmud students at Ramaz. 
 
A student raised the issue of kashrut, expressing frustration over its challenging 
restrictions. In response, another student began to explain that most ritual laws of the 
Torah are huqim, which he noted are laws for which there is no reason or explanation. 
Thus, if there is no compelling reason behind this ritual law and many others, why 
observe them at all, asked the student? A number of students nodded in agreement.  
 
I was alarmed by this conversation. Not because of the students’ frustration over 
observing ritual mitsvot. That is more than understandable, who among us does not 
struggle with this challenge and those akin to it on a daily basis? Rather, I was concerned 
with the misunderstanding that pervaded the classroom – that ritual laws are arbitrary and 
meaningless. This could not be farther from the truth. The book of Leviticus is the key to 
unlocking the meaning behind the Torah’s myriad ritual laws. Close attention to the text 
and its details enables the attentive reader to appreciate the theology of Leviticus. There 
is a clear, coherent philosophy underpinning Vayiqra’s seemingly random ordinances like 
scale disease, bodily emissions and the dietary laws, to name but a few. All of which 
emphasize the value of life over death, respect the order of the world and highlight our 
humbling place in the cosmos.  
 
In that class at Ramaz we took pause from our planned lesson and instead explored in 
depth the dietary prohibitions and the reasons that undergird them. At the end, a different 
student remarked, “oh, I guess keeping kosher actually does makes sense.” 
 
Of course, keeping kosher more than makes sense. To be clear, a hoq is not a law for 
which there is no reason, but rather one whose reason seems elusive. To appreciate these 
mitsvot, to acquire a taste for them, demands work. But it’s all there, if only we endeavor 
to uncover it, to lovingly labor through Leviticus.  
 
Let us return to the tripartite structure of the Mishkan, Har Sinai and Vayiqra. It could not 
be more appropriate that we are completing Sefer Vayiqra just a week before Shavuot. 
The message is obvious: to finish Leviticus, to enter the Holy of Holies, to ascend Mt. 
Sinai, is not restricted merely to the High Priest and Moses alone. Rather, we are all 
invited in, if only we cleave to the central teaching of Vayiqra – that the ethical and the 
ritual compliment one another. To scale the peak of Sinai demands that we bridge the 
first panel of the luhot that concerning our relationship with God, together with the 
second panel, which deals with human interactions.  
 
Perhaps this Shavuot, as we receive the Torah anew and bind ourselves under the 
Covenant once more, it might be appropriate to examine the theology of our ritual mitsvot 
and their interconnected with our ethical ordinances. Journeying through the knottiness of 
our questions and frustrations, making our way through the sanctum and up the mountain, 
to receive the Divine, is anything but easy.  Like herring, flamenco music and Leviticus, 
it is an acquired taste – but one well worth cultivating.   
 


