This is the second of the lectures for the session on the Levitical rituals. In the first part, I offered some narrative context, and introduced the structures – physical and institutional – within which our rituals take place. Now it’s time to cover the rituals themselves. I will warn you that I expect this to be the most technical and challenging lecture in the course. When I finished writing it, excluding as many details as I felt I could get away with, it came in at nearly twice the length of a script lasting half an hour. So I’ll recommend a pause between the ‘nice’ rituals and the ‘spooky’ rituals; and a couple of pauses for reading Leviticus. 

I’m going to try and make the following material as sympathetic as possible, by beginning with an overall interpretation of it, in terms comfortable and familiar to a 21st Century mind, heart and ear: the terms of moral psychology. I suggest that the overarching, unifying goal of all these rituals is uniting God and Israel in love. The key piece of linguistic for this is that the one Hebrew word used consistently for all these rituals, which usually gets translated as “offering”, and sometimes as “sacrifice”, is qurban. Surprisingly he morphological root for this noun is not the one for offering things, from which we get verbs telling Israelites to offer things to God. Rather, it connotes the action of approaching. God is transcendent and terrifying, and these are the things He asks them to do to draw near to Him. 

Now, here are some examples of ways different rituals we already know about contribute to this unification of the divine and human. I’ve told you that burnt offerings are one ritual whose details we can understand as a way of giving to God the best gift we can give. This allows burnt offerings to achieve a range of purposes in the life of the worshiper, because there are a range of reasons we give gifts. In all contexts, gifts bring about reciprocity, and expectations of further gifts and responsibilities between the parties. They express love, give thanks, show remorse, and so on. I’ve also argued that the elements of the Passover ritual allow multiple people to give together one burnt offering, by eating some of the meat of the animal offered; and I’ll talk more about meal-sharing, corporate action, and unification later. But I argued as well that the blood of the Passover seals a covenant between God and Israel. This idea of a covenant opens  a clear, wide inroad for using moral psychology to understand the value and meaning of the rituals in the Tabernacle and Temple.  

Now, there are two human-human models for the covenants between God and Israel. One of these is the treaty between a king and a subordinate vassal. Unfortunately, we can’t work much with this, because in the 21st Century we have relationships to political authority that are either wholly transactional, or else built on some emotionally saturated modern myths that are totally alien to the Biblical worldview – stuff about freedom and democracy and equality and whatnot. But the other human-human model for the covenant is marriage. In any marriage, the two parties always enter with specific characters and specific preferences already formed. For one party to show the other love, they will want to know about those specific preferences, so that they can give gifts and celebrate special occasions in the most loving way. Now, as well as routine special occasions, events might happen in their marriage – good and bad – that invite a response from the spouses, in their interactions. It’s really helpful for a husband to tell his wife what his preferences and expectations are. We might think this doesn’t apply to God: perhaps we think God can’t have aesthetic preferences. I think there are no Biblical grounds for this view, and my sense is that the philosophical grounds for it can end up suggesting God has no rich inner emotional life at all, except in a mysterious analogical way. But even if God had no aesthetic preferences, he knows a lot about what actions – both ritual and one-off – will be best for us to perform as devoted spouses. So He would still have lots of reasons for asking Israel to give specific gifts in specific ways. Consider this: if I know my wife thinks flowers are disgusting, I won’t get them for her. But I also won’t ask her to get them for me, since it would be an unnatural way for her to express her love, to give me a disgusting gift. 

On this model, we can understand the sacrifices in the Temple as a system of routine actions, and less routine reactions, which allow Israelites to do all the things a loving wife needs to do in a successful marriage. Their details make use of natural signs, so that they can function successfully, given the details about human psychology, which God knows perfectly. God delivers them at a time and place in history where social conventions, including those surrounding religious practices which Israel has learnt from the surrounding cultures, can clarify remaining ambiguities. We might ask why God didn’t also give Moses a detailed explanation of the rituals’ meanings, along with the rubrics. To my mind, the most obvious answer is that the resulting legislative text would undercut the effectiveness of the rituals, by removing the demand on those handing down and receiving them, to meditate on the signs.[footnoteRef:1] Insofar as the rituals are ways for two parties to develop a loving relationship, it’s important for the Israelite users to have internalized the meanings and functions so that they have the right intentions and affective reactions. If understanding is achieved through the wrong way, the threat of mere formalism grows.  [1:  Generally speaking, an analytical explanation of the meaning of symbols is wooden in comparison to the symbols themselves, or of any poetic words set to accompany them. A powerful piece of evidence for this can be found in the comparison of liturgies written in the 1970s which attempt to explain, during the ritual, the meanings of the symbols of the ritual, in the managerial lexis becoming fashionable in that decade (“Christian community” rather than “Church”; “spiritual drink”, etc.) – with liturgical texts developed over centuries, in historical contexts where the hierarchy assumed those who heard the words would know what the symbols meant.] 


Having tried to earn your sympathy by providing an overarching model for understanding Levitical sacrifices, in terms of human relationships and moral psychology, I now want to warn you: when we get to the business of expiation, and in particular the annual day of atonement, this model will break down. At that point, the details of the ritual imply that the Israelites understood something objective to be going on which was not a matter of thoughts, feelings, or legal interactions. Just wait and see. 

Now, when I began drafting my script for this lecture I thought I would summarise the physical actions for each ritual, and then interpret it each I go along, for the sake of clarity. But when I returned to the texts themselves, they are already so terse I can’t summarise them much so what I am going to do is invite you to get the designated Scripture passages ready. I’ll tell you exactly which bit to read through – if they are too long, I will be able to summarise them. As we advance, I will be able to focus on the differences rather than repeating similarities. 

Remember that the narrative context for the delivery is Moses attempting to enter the Tabernacle for the first time: the divine presence fills it like a mist, and he finds himself unable to enter. Then God speaks, to deliver all the instructions you’re about to hear, less a few explanatory details we need to find in other texts. It’s important to note that, unlike for King David and his heirs, any Levitical priests who take any liberties with the instructions meet horrible fates in the narratives: you have to do them exactly as God asks for them: no parish notices before the dismissal. OK, Let’s go through the rituals in the order they are presented: 
1. The burnt offering
2. The grain offering
3. The well-being, or peace offering
4. The purification, or sin offering
5. The guilt offering
Then there are more regulations, and lots of rules about how to maintain ritual purity so that you’re ready to make these offerings. In Chapter 17, we have the Day of Atonement Ritual.

It’s worth noting there are some offerings – you can call them sacrifices or not, it might be semantics – which don’t involve blood or meat, like the grain offering: that is, drink offerings. These tend to go with other sacrifices in ways that tell us about the meanings of those sacrifices.

Leviticus Chapter 1: The burnt offering. See also Leviticus 6:8-12 for more regulations. Pause, read these, and then play. 
I’ve already suggested that the burnt offering is the ritual in which the one bringing the sacrifice is trying to give God a perfect gift – it involves an animal as expensive as the giver can afford, and chosen to be spotless, and given over completely to God without remainder. The range of functions it can carry out are simply any of the functions in a relationship which can be carried out by giving a gift. The mechanism for how these functions are achieved these is obvious: giving someone a gift. Speaking philosophically, I think that attempts by anthropologists to break down gift-giving into more basic mechanisms to explain the moral expectations we have about gifts, tend to work by eliminating what makes gifts, gifts, and so they always fail to explain those special expectations. If I say a burnt offering achieves functions of giving thanks, showing devotion, showing repentance, or whatever other aspect of uniting two hearts and minds might be going on, we don’t need to say more about how that works. 

But there are two translational problems I want to draw your attention to, because right off the bat the burnt offering raises a problem about using functions to explain mechanisms and mechanisms to explain functions, and how to make sense of these different rituals involving the same actions.

Firstly, in your English Bibles, in verse 9, it might tell you that “priest is to burn all of it on the altar. It is a burnt offering, a food offering, an aroma pleasing to the Lord.” That’s what my NIV has. But my RSV has instead of “food offering” an “offering by fire”, which is more literal. There is an interpretative judgment here about whether to emphasise that a burnt offering is an edible gift for God, and analyse it that way; or whether to emphasise that the burnt offering is completely destroyed, and hence given over to God. The linguistic argument for the “food” translation is that in Numbers 28 the burnt offering ritual is re-summarised, and the burnt offering is referred to as both “food” and “by fire”. Often reference to God enjoying the smell of burning fat is made. The food emphasis reads Israelite practices as continuous with pagan ones. Even today, if you visit a Hindu mandir, you might hear the staff discussing the times for placing offerings in front of murti as times for their ‘meals’. 

Now, I think that if we are focussing on the role of gift-giving in a relationship, it doesn’t really matter whether the Israelites understood the gift as edible for God or not; clearly, they didn’t think God needed to eat beef fat to survive, like the Aztec gods needed to drink human blood. But it does make a difference to how we understand the sacrifice as carrying out its function in the relationship. So Roy Gane writes that because the burnt offering is food, it “comprises a social analogy that explains how this one category of sacrifice could carry more than one function: a meal provides a setting in which various kinds of interpersonal interactions can take place.” And from this, he concludes that “the goal of the burnt offering is accomplished by the entire ritual process that culminates in burning the victim; in other words, it is not accomplished only through the slaughter and application of blood to the altar.” He uses this to argue that when burnt offerings are offered to atone for sins, it is the whole ritual that does so. And this picture is going to lead us to misunderstand atonement: it is as if atonement is about doing penance, and the burnt offering is a gift of penance. Well, it might be; someone should obviously feel repentant for their sins, if they are giving God a gift for whatever reason. But this is to impose on the ritual a mechanism for achieving an outcome, which we borrow from the mechanism from how we achieve the same outcome in the realm of moral psychology.

This brings me to the second translational problem. Perhaps your translation tells you that burnt offerings make “atonement” for the person who has lain their hand on the animal. The English term “atonement” basically means reconciliation between two parties divided by conflict. It describes the outcome of whatever it is that happens between God and humans, when humans make sacrifices described as “atoning” in English translations. The outcome is that the Israelite’s conscience is clear, they are pure, and they are right with God. The danger is that when we read the English word “atonement”, we already have ideas from our moral intuitions, and our everyday experience, about what actions achieve reconciliation – repentance, penance, perhaps reparation of the damage, or suffering the just retribution for our wrong. So we assume that the way sacrifices achieve “atonement” is by doing one or more of these things. Hence, the view that animals sacrificed at the Temple were being killed in place of Israelites who deserved death for their sin. On this view the splashing of blood around the base of the altar is their life being given over in the place of the sinner’s.

But this English word is highly misleading, a bit like “redemption”. The Hebrew word translated this way really indicates the mechanism through which the problems of sin are addressed. The Hebrew word, different forms of the root often verbalised as “kipper”, means something more like washing or covering over. I am going to use the term expiation, because unlike atonement it won’t mislead us; but it is neutral between washing and covering. Now the more literally you take the understanding that expiation washes or covers, the more these rituals start to make sense. Against Gane’s view that the whole burnt offering ritual is what expiates the sins of the offerer, not the splashing of blood, I would argue that it is the splashing of blood which expiates the sins of the penitent. The one offering the sacrifice does not have blood splashed on himself. Indeed, although in psalm 50, David asks to have purifying blood sprinkled on him, he is being poetic: this is not what ever happened. David is poetically treating himself as an altar; or, he is saying he feels so guilty he needs the blood on him directly, in spite of proper ritual practice. The following sacrifices will show that the altar works as a stand-in for the body of the person offering the sacrifice. Now, this fact about the ritual needs some explaining. Perhaps it is a very natural practical consideration, because in the case of livestock sacrifices there would be much too much blood to pour on the sinner without causing serious infection risks in due course. This establishes a convention, so that even if the burnt offering only involves a bird, the bird’s blood is still shed against the side of the altar. 

When the blood covers the sides of the altar, it literally covers over the sins, or literally washes them. In the previous lecture I mentioned that we have no instructions about washing the altars in the tabernacle or Temple. Let’s suppose that’s because they didn’t. Then the stain of blood made by the sacrifice you offer at the altar just stays there, on and around it. Perhaps at that point, your sins are covered over so God doesn’t look at them and see your guilt. But I don’t think that’s right – there are some features of expiation that are even stranger yet, which imply not only that blood can wash sin away, but also explain how blood does wash sin away. 

Even the burnt offering ritual already hints at the specific way in which blood washes sin. Often analyses of expiation stop at saying that blood is life – Leviticus 17 verse 11 tells us that “the life of the flesh is in the blood”. And life cancels out death, as an opposed cosmic force. Perhaps it is like mixing acid and alkali, and getting harmless salty water.  But here’s one last detail in the regulations for burnt offerings, in chapter 6 verse 11: even after the whole body has been given over completely to God in fire, nature leaves some ashes that can’t go up to God in smoke. The priest has to come along in the morning and scoop these out of the bottom of the fire. Then he puts them beside the altar – that is, in the drying pool of blood. And then he carries the ashes outside the camp to be disposed of. What on earth is going on here? To find out, let’s consider shared meal offerings as quickly as we can, and get on to rituals whose only purpose is expiation. To control the length of this lecture I am going to skip over grain offerings in the audio-recording, benching what I have to say to a footnote in the transcript at this point.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Chapter 2: Grain offerings
Don’t stop and read the instructions for grain offerings instructions in chapter 2. What they do is regulate what offerings of baked flour Israelites are allowed to give to God. For priests, they are obligatory, and their name, minha, is the term for homage or tribute. But there is no other hint in Leviticus 2 at any functional purpose – and Gane supposes this to mean they are for saying whatever someone wants to give God a gift to say, just like burnt offerings, but routine and easy, rather than absolute. On special occasions or moments of crisis, I will try to go beyond my wife’s expectations to give her a great gift – although it usually underscores that we share our bank account, and the Israelites are in no better position when they give a burnt offering, ultimately. But that does not stop me from also buying her her favourite sweets on the way home, or making her cups of tea when I get there. Now, perhaps you will read this chapter and think it unfitting for God to be so fussy. We spoke about the two reasons a husband might have for giving specific advice about gifts or displays of affection to his wife. Here we have substances which are natural signs of careful and extravagant cooking, like olive oil and salt. Remember that God is trying to teach His people to love Him, and that they are never perfect. If someone told you they didn’t care what you got them, as long as you got them something, then over time you would no doubt cut corners. 

Before continuing, it’s worth mentioning a kind of grain offering described not here in Leviticus 2, but in Leviticus 24: the “Bread of the Presence”, or “Bread of the Face”, or “Shew-bread” as the King James has it. This was a set of 12 loaves baked before the Sabbath, then put on a gold table inside the holy place, and left there all week with frankincense on them. Exodus 25 tells us there should always be bread in God’s presence, but Leviticus 24 tells us the priests eat it. The implication there is that they eat it when it has been sitting out for a week, with frankincense on it, which sounds awful. But this is the bread which David and his men eat when they are on the run and starving, and Jesus alludes to in defending his disciples’ gleaning on the Sabbath. One more thing Brant Pitre points out about this offering: the bread shows God’s presence in the Temple at all times, and pilgrims visiting the Temple would have a chance to see it as the priests took it out, elevated it, and called out “see, the love of God for you”.] 



Chapter 3: Peace, or Well-being, Offerings:
Don’t go and read about these in detail: now we know enough to focus on comparison. A quick translational note. A selamim, sometimes translated “peace-offering” and sometimes “well-being offering”, is a type of ritual called a zebah, and also presumed to be a qorban. Confused? Me too. In your NRSV translation, Leviticus 3 verse 1 begins with “If the offering is a sacrifice of well-being, then…”, before it launches into the rubric. In Hebrew, that’s: “if your qorban is a zebah which is a selamim.” But zebah does not have the same etymological roots as sacrifice.[footnoteRef:3] Instead, zebah connotes eating a meal. It’s actually a genre of rituals which includes both the well-being offering and the Passover.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  “Sacrificium” and zebah share roots only if we make some assumptions about the essence and origins of Roman sacrifices, and the same assumptions about the essence and origins of Israelite rituals with this name: namely, that a meal and its eaters are being sanctified by being offered to the deity. It could just as well be that in the zebah an offering to the deity which is already holy is being made shareable by being offered to more humans. And it could be that the same direction is also true in the Greco-Roman case. That’s what St Paul seems to assume: that when you eat a meal offered to idols, you are doing it to join in idol worship, not that you are eating a meal and making it holy by offering it to the idol. But St Paul is writing under Mediterranean cultural influence, at least 1300 years after Moses receives these rubrics outside the tabernacle.]  [4:  Scholars sometimes argue that the first Passover was not a “sacrifice” because it fails to meet some condition they think is necessary for something to fit in that category, but that Passovers celebrated later, in the Temple, were, because they met them. The problem with this is that one of the two Hebrew terms we are translating as “sacrifice” is zebah. The other is qorban, the term for approaching God, which we translate as “offering”; and it’s true that in Exodus 12 this term is not used; and that there is not a fat portion given to God first. But I just don’t see why the fat portion should be a necessary condition for something counting as a sacrifice. And although on the night of the first Passover the Israelites may not be seeking union with God in His presence in the Temple; but as I argued last week, they are seeking union with Him by signing up to Abraham’s covenant. Now, when the Passover ritual develops to accommodate the requirement to only offer sacrifices in the Temple, Israelites replace the blood-daubing with the pouring of blood on the altar. 
This raises an interpretative question: should we see the later Passover’s blood-splashing as an expiation, which it seems explicitly to be when this action is done in the burnt offering; or should we see it as a covenant-sealing, as it seems to have been on the night of the Tenth Plague, or should we see it as both, together? This is an important question because some analysts of these rituals want to say that a blood manipulation can be either expiation or consecration, but not both at once. And there are good reasons for this, because of what happens to the blood, and the animal that blood came from, when blood is used to expiate sin. 

Well, here’s my opinion. A long tradition of commentary on these rituals in both Jewish and Christian traditions wants to insist that their details are intended by God to teach something to the Israelites. And if God had the exact same action carry out mutually incompatible functions in circumstances that look so similar – namely, the burnt offering and well-being sacrifices, and the Temple’s Passover – this would be highly confusing. Rather, I think we should accept that blood can play both roles. The altar of burnt offering can act as a stand-in for the Israelite’s family at the annual Passover pilgrimage, just as the lintel of his house did on the night of the first Passover; and he carries out a precautionary, backup purification of his household, to render them all fit to re-seal their Covenant with God.] 


OK, now to compare the well-being sacrifice and the burnt offering. The main thing that makes wellbeing offerings different from burnt offerings is that the meat is eaten: God receives the fat, but the priest gets a specific cut, and the rest is given to the person who offered the sacrifice; and the meat can be shared with others in a communal meal, as long as they are ritually pure. This difference presents us with two questions. 

Firstly, there is the question of whether this is a communal meal between people and God. There is lots of evidence that this is how sacrifices with this shape were understood in pagan cultures, and this is how St Paul understands pagan sacrifices in 1 Corinthians 10. He seems to extend this understanding to the Eucharist, but that could be because of features unique to the Eucharist, rather than because he sees well-being offerings this way. As Milgrom points out, although Leviticus talks about “offerings of fire” or “food offerings” or perhaps “cooked offerings” to God, it doesn’t explicitly identify sharing a meal with God as what this sacrifice achieves. But we don’t know whether this lack of explicit explanation in the text is because that was unthinkable given God’s transcendence, or because it was too obvious given Israelite assumptions about sacrifice from surrounding cultures.

As I’ve been arguing throughout, when we can’t securely infer the explicit function of a ritual action from anywhere in Scripture, we can consider the natural signs involved. We are as human as the ancient Israelites. God did not have to institute any zebah, and he didn’t have to institute the wellbeing offering. So, why might He institute rituals where the meat was shared between people, and where the animal is shared between those people, and Him? Sharing a meal with His people provides an obvious answer to this question, given that these are all qorban, all ways of approaching God, or drawing nearer to Him. When we share a meal with someone, and we all desire emotional intimacy in good faith, we get it. We actually overcome our divisions, and have an opportunity to turn forgiveness and repentance into real reconciliation. We actually show our family and friends the love we owe them, even without giving gifts.

The difficulty with this is that this action can’t truly happen in the Israelite Temple or tabernacle. God doesn’t actually eat the fat, and He’s not there in the way a husband is there on date night – He’s not even there in the form of a cloud, except at the grand restaurant opening events like the end of the book of Exodus, and the completion of Solomon’s Temple. So the wellbeing sacrifice can’t unite humans to God by meal-sharing, in the Old Covenant. They will have to wait for God to become a human; and then they only get a 33 year booking window, and at most roughly 8,000 people get to share a meal with Jesus face-to-face in that period, and no more. As we all know, Jesus uses His control over nature to get Himself to be physically present at countless Eucharists after the Ascension; but by then, we have much much more intimate ways of being united to God than meal-sharing.

I have argued already, as well, that we should avoid accepting an interpretation of these rituals according to which they are mere symbols designed to provoke an emotional reaction. Perhaps we should accept the line that one of their roles is typological, to get Israel ready for Christ. But in the places where the functions of rituals are fairly explicit, the texts present them as truly working to carry out those functions. God cannot lie through the mouth of Moses, or the other sources of Leviticus; and this principle, by the way, is going to force us to read Paul and the author of Hebrews really closely, since there are crude interpretations of these New Testament authors which do make the Temple cult a big practical joke on the Israelites by God. So, then, we have to say what real action the well-being sacrifice carries out which the burnt offering does not. It can’t be sharing a meal, even if it feels like sharing a meal with God thanks to the natural signs involved. But here’s another thing it can be: eating something is a natural sign of endorsement or co-operation. This is one of the things going on in Corinthians, when Paul is proposing how the Church should regulate eating food which may or may not have been consecrated to pagan gods. Conversely, it’s what’s going on when your vegetarian or vegan guest leaves half their plate untouched, even though you’ve already cooked the meal, and their enjoying it is not going to affect Tesco’s stock control and save any animal lives in future. This is less obvious in the regulations for the well-being offering, and more explicit in the Passover, where everyone must eat some of the lamb to join God’s side so the household survives the Tenth Plague. The Passover is not a well-being sacrifice, but it is the only zebah which all Israelites had to do every year; so I find it plausible that its mechanics would be read into its neighbour ritual. 

OK, I said there are two questions raised by the comparison of the well-being sacrifice to the burnt offering. Here’s the next.

Remember, the instructions in Leviticus make no reference to expiation as a purpose of a well-being offering. But the well-being offering includes the pouring of blood out around the altar. This puts some pressure on my interpretation of that action in the burnt offering, as a washing or covering of sin. Now, Gane points out the same action can have different functions in different contexts: in one context sprinkling blood could be washing away or covering sin, and in another it could be staining someone to mark them as belonging to the covenant. So, the pouring of blood on the altar in a wellbeing offering could just be part of giving the gift of the animal to God. At the end of this chapter we are told that “All fat is the Lord’s”, and so “you must not eat any fat or any blood.” On this interpretation, the altar stands in not for a sinner, but for God. But if this is what is going on with the blood in the wellbeing offering, then it could also be what’s going on in the burnt offering: the pouring of blood doesn’t atone for sin by expiating, but rather by being part of a penitential gift, along with the meat. 

But one way to solve this problem is to remember how terse these texts are. While this kind of ritual has a name, “well-being offering”, which indicates how its function differs from others, we aren’t told explicitly what it does or doesn’t achieve. Now, in chapter 1, we read that “You shall lay your hand on the head of the burnt-offering, and it shall be acceptable in your behalf as expiation for you.” Then in the next verse it says that the bull will be killed and the priests pour the blood around the altar. But here at the start of chapter 3 we read that “You shall lay your hand on the head of the offering and slaughter it at the entrance of the tent of meeting; and Aaron’s sons the priests shall dash the blood against all sides of the altar.” To me, this reads as if the expiatory function of well-being offerings is taken for granted. And, and remember this, it’s the first thing that happens, before any meat or fat gets cooked or smelt or eaten by anyone. 

This detail is so important I’m going to give a spoiler: when we first look at the whole Levitical system, including the Passover, it seems to involve some mechanical redundancies: actions which achieve the same goal. So, when we use it to interpret Christ’s work, we find the same problem. That is, if Christ’s body can be a perfect, infinitely valuable gift then offering it can do enough penance to make reparation for all sin; and if Christ’s blood has the life-force of God Himself, then it can purge the cosmic stain of all human sin; and if Christ can bear sin into death, then Christ can destroy sin, or perhaps launch it at the devil, as a sort of missile. But each of these mechanisms seems sufficient to set humanity free from sin. On the other hand, it might be that these are all separate problems, not metaphors or symbols for the same problem; that they all have to be dealt with; and that they have to be dealt with in the right order. And it might be that setting us free from sin is not enough: that redemption is only the first step toward at-one-ment. First we have to get out of Egypt, then we have to drown Pharoah, and then we have to join ourselves to God by putting half the blood on us and half on His altar. To use our analogy of marriage: suppose, however implausibly, that I manage to plan a date night so carefully designed, and so extravagant, that it would somehow do penance for an act of adultery. If my wife arrives for the date, and I still smell of the perfume from the affair, and she can see in my phone that I have just stopped communicating with this other woman, but not actually said a permanent goodbye and deleted all contact details – the date night will be useful. So, however it is expiation is going to work, any other act of sacrifice is going to have an act of expiation as a prerequisite.

An argument against this interpretation is that nothing is said about which sins disqualify the offerer from offering a well-being sacrifice; but we know from the next two rituals that not just any animal, and not just any ritual, can expiate just any sin. And we’re not told that an Israelite in a state of grace can skip the blood-splashing bit, which is what we would expect if it were an expiation. But when you think about the practicalities, it is obvious why there is no point in specifying these things. Israelites aren’t allowed to eat animal blood. So by the time the animal has been slaughtered to have its fat offered up and its meat shared, there’s a big bronze bucket of blood already full. And there’s a wide zone of floor and bronze altar already covered in blood. Finally, there’s the fact that the meat of the animal offered is about to be shared with other people. In Leviticus 7, we get some rules about who is allowed to eat this meat, and the time-frame they must eat it in, depending on the offerer’s intentions in offering it. Some of these time frames are tight enough that there is real risk of inadvertent violation by the offerer. I could have agreed beforehand with a dozen people to have a feast to give thanks for my son’s healthy circumcision, and got verbal reassurances about everyone’s meeting these conditions. But someone might be keeping a sin a secret. Or, a fortiori, someone might be on the fringes of the Israelite people and not take these things as seriously, but it be too distant for me to track their ritual purity when I plan the feast and invite them along with their native Israelite spouse or master. The important thing to say about the expiatory function of the blood-splashing in the well-being offering, however, is that it is a precaution. As in the burnt offering, any known or intentional sins must have already been expiated by a properly expiatory sacrifice. And we can this also from the mechanics, not just the rules: because normal people will eat the meat. As we will see with specifically expiatory sacrifices, the blood’s role in expiation contaminates the meat, so that it has to be dealt with in different ways.

Now, at long last, it is time to talk about those focussed sacrifices of expiation. Let’s go to Leviticus 4 and 5. Rather than read out all the instructions now, I’ll discuss in broad brushstrokes the contrast between these two rituals, and the preceding ones; and then the differences between them. This is where I recommend taking a break!

The two types of sacrifice described in Leviticus 4 and 5 are often translated as “sin offerings” and “guilt offerings”, because of other uses of the root consonants in the names they are given. I’m going to follow Roy Gayne’s preference for “purification offering” and “reparation offering”, which is based on inferring the specific, contextual meaning of their Hebrew names from analysing the actions involved, and how they might work mechanically to carry out their functions. First, general differences between both of these, and the previous kinds. On the other hand, for most of these, no-one eats the meat except the priest. For some of them, not even the priest eats the meat. There is precisely one purification ritual, which I am going to bench discussion of until our seminar, in which not even God gets to smell the fat: the red heifer ritual. The other big difference is what happens with the blood. So far, just one kind of blood handling has come up: pouring the blood around the base of the altar outside the Temple; unless you’re dealing with a bird and all you can do is squeeze it out. But in purification offerings there are all sorts of different actions to be done with the blood, depending on the occasion.

Let’s square away reparation offerings first. They are required when someone has defrauded someone, or damaged something belonging to the Temple. As well as offering the animal, they have to pay the Temple or victim the right amount of silver, plus a twenty percent fine. The blood is splashed as expiation for the wrongdoing of the fraud or sacrilege, and the fat of the animal is burnt – it’s easy to see this as a penitential gift to God. Then the meat has to be got rid of. Now is the right time to talk about the standard explanation of why the priest gets his own cut, which applies to well-being offerings, too. Roy Gane calls the priest the “commissioning agent” of God; his role in running the ritual gets him a reward. When the tribes settle Canaan, the Levites don’t get given a viable division of land to support themselves; instead, they live off the Temple tax and their cut of sacrifices, which frees them up for their rota of service. Now, in the reparation offering, all the meat has to be eaten in the Temple precinct, by the priests. This makes sense: otherwise, what is supposed to be an occasion of repentance ends up looking a lot like the feast of a well-being offering.

Purification offerings are required when someone makes a mistake and realises it after the fact; or, for some actions making someone so ritually impure that washing with water won’t cut it, such as childbirth, leprosy, or bleeding out of your orifices when you shouldn’t be. These are obviously not sins, hence the new translation. They are also required when the priest has sinned, deliberately or not. They have different rules depending on whose the venial sin, or ritual impurity is. And these are pretty mysterious: they involve two new kinds of blood manipulation, daubing the horns of the altar and sprinkling various parts of the Temple or tabernacle. For some of them, no-one eats the meat; it is not burnt on the altar; it has to be taken all the way out of the camp, or Jerusalem’s city walls, and burnt there under carefully controlled conditions. Now is a good time to read Leviticus 4 and 5, up to the introduction of “guilt offerings”, to give yourself a flavour of the complexity. Pause, and return when you have read them.

The most intelligible way for me to explain what is going on here is to present the interpretation I glean from Roy Gane, and let you work out how it is supported by the ritual actions.
Throughout all this expiation of individual Israelites’ sins, a problem has been slowly building up. Expiation deals with sin not by destroying it, nor by covering it, but by washing it. Taken literally ,that has really worrying implications for the Temple and its priests. Now, Milgrom calls the blood a “detergent” for sin or death. Detergents do not clean the way that anti-bacterial chemicals clean. They bond with the grease to break it into tiny bits that water can carry away. Imagine the sinner is really dirty with sin, and the altar stands in for him. The blood splashed all over it rinses the Israelite who brought the offering, by a kind of telekinesis, and when the blood hits their sin or impurity, it mingles with it, picking it up like hot water full of fairy liquid poured in a greasy pan. But the Temple does not have a drain for the blood to go down, and blood crusts, rather than evaporating. So the sin pools there in the Temple, staining the altar, slowly accumulating and detracting from the purity it needs to allow the Israelites to commune with God. Maybe scrubbing it with water from the giant basin will help, but we don’t know, and we don’t know what the Israelites knew – after all, water does not have the properties of blood. Maybe scrubbing off the blood just leaves the impurity and sin on the altar. 

But the situation is even worse than that. Leviticus tells us that “the life of the flesh is in the blood”. That is, the purifying power in the blood belongs to the flesh of the animal. Some of that flesh has been roasted on the altar, making the grill impure – the grill that cooks God’s own food. And some of the flesh has been eaten by the priest. In the case of a well-being sacrifice, most of it is eaten by Israelites, away from the Temple precinct. But, Gane argues, the priest’s portion allows him to take on the contamination in the flesh, so that the impurity or sin doesn’t just go straight back into the Israelite who brought the well-being offering. Now, those poor priests are eating a diet of this stuff. And they are hanging around the Temple all the time, the place which is supposed to be ritually pure and perfectly holy, as a house for the LORD. They are fiddling with all the light fittings and the basins and knives, while bearing these particles in their bodies.

Now, before we get on to the Day of Atonement, or as Gane calls it, we can explain some of the distinctive features of the purification ritual. Daubing the horns with blood purifies the altar, whereas splashing the base purifies the sinner. Since the altar stands in for a normal sinner, if someone represents ordinary people in other contexts – like a clan chief, in verses 22-26 – then the altar needs to be purified, too, so its horns get daubed. On one level up, since the holy place stands in for Israel – it’s the place Israel has built to invite God to dwell with them – then if the whole community needs purifying, then the holy place needs purifying, so its altar and curtain get daubed and sprinkled, respectively. If a priest needs purifying, well, he can’t eat the meat of a sacrifice bearing his own sin, in the way he can eat the meat and bear the sin of a normal Israelite seeking purification, on their behalf. And he can’t roast it whole as a gift to God, since it is contaminated; so he has to send it outside the boundary of the community, to be  destroyed there.

This is all to set the stage for the Day of Atonement. You can go and read all the instructions in Leviticus 16 before you press play. The basic idea is this. If part of the Temple is contaminated, then all its parts are contaminated. But each part needs to be purified separately. And it needs to be purified from the inside out – from God’s footrest, the lid of the Ark of the Covenant, outward to the horns of the altar of burnt offering. Imagine that you are in a house with just one door, and the floor is covered with soapy, greasy water. You will need to mop it from the end farthest from the door to get it all out, and clean the house. But to complicate things, the blood is bearing the life of the flesh, so passes the contamination into the animal’s body; so the animal supplying the blood for all this is now contaminated. The high priest is responsible for the ritual, so there is no-one who can take on its contamination by eating the meat: it has to be taken outside the camp, and burnt. 

The really famous detail of the Day of Atonement ritual that expiation does not explain is the so-called scapegoat. But before I offer an interpretation of what that does, I want to emphasise something. At no point in all this expiation is bloodshed or killing functioning as any kind of substitute punishment. Nor is it functioning to “propitiate” God, that is, to please him with violence or a gift so that He will not punish people. When the high priest takes blood into the Temple, the blood is not a gift to God. It is a cleaning fluid to clean His house. Now, some scholars take for granted that the goal of keeping the Temple clean, and even of burnt offerings, is to attract God’s presence into the Temple, and by extension to be with Israel. This is based on looking at the structural similarities between the Temple and the Ark, and Canaanite or Mesopotamian temples, and their idols. But this interpretation is untenable because all these rituals are set within a narrative context in which the local presence of God is completely visible to the naked eye: as a ground-level mist filling the tabernacle or Temple, or the most holy place. So the Israelites could not have believed the combination of purification and burnt offering functioned to secure that presence – at least not after the desert wanderings. In a non-local sense, of course, God is always with Israel, and poetic lamentation of His absence is really expressing confusion at His permission of suffering. So what is the point of keeping the Temple pure? Because, I argue, the giving of burnt offerings and well-being offerings requires ritual purity – you need to get dressed for your date – but the burnt offerings, grain offerings, and  well-being offerings are not transactional. They are given from love: from awe, or gratitude, or contrition.

At last, then, the scape-goat ritual. This does seem like a redundancy: if we are purifying the Temple with the best bull’s blood from Ark to outside altar, why does the high priest also need to place the sins of Israel onto this second goat and send it away? Well, I mentioned how this buildup of sin and impurity in the Temple happens because blood is a detergent, but there is no drain to let the greasy soapy water away. After the high priest has finished purifying the Temple, he goes to the live goat outside, and places both hands on its head, and verbally confesses all the sins of the Israelites that year, everything he has just cleaned the stain of. This transfers the contamination into the live goat, who can then be sent away. The scapegoat is the drain, a drain which opens out not just outside the camp, or just outside the city, but safely away, in the wilderness. Indeed, it’s better even than that. “Scapegoat” is Tyndale’s misleading English term which references what he thought the goat’s function was, as a Protestant who thought that the point of sacrifices was to kill animals – it “escapes”, as opposed to the one used to supply blood. The actual Hebrew means goat for Azazel. Unfortunately, we can’t be sure whether Azazel is a name for Satan, or some unique subordinate of his, or actually means “for sending away”, which is how the translators of the Greek Septuagint, familiar to Christ and the apostles, thought. So it might be that the goat is carrying all the contamination down to Hell, or to poison some rebel angel, or Satan himself; or it might just get it out of the kingdom. 

One reason for thinking it is not destined for Hell or a demon is that someone was responsible for leading it out to the wilderness and releasing it there. Now, I can’t see whether or not blood really dissolves sin and impurity. But I can see what happens to this goat. The medieval period was full of clergymen dabbling in the occult out of curiosity, so I find it hard to believe an Israelite priest wouldn’t hire some shepherds to watch this goat and see what happens.

The scapegoat raises two more problems. Firstly, the possibility of transferring sin and impurity from the body and blood of one goat, and into another, by verbal confession seems to undercut the quite robust metaphysics presupposed by the rest of the system of blood expiation. It seems like we could achieve the results of expiation just by verbally confessing our sins with both hands on a goat’s head in the first place. This would make the whole rigmarole into merely a teaching tool on God’s part. But in that case, it would have been one that seriously misled a millennium of Israelites. Indeed, many Jews and Protestants have drawn precisely that conclusion – that all one needs to be right with God is a verbal confession, without even a goat, or words spoken out loud. Secondly, the whole system seems too effective. What does it not do, that Christ alone must come and do?
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