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Meditation # 1 on Leviticus 

“The Lord called Moses, and spoke to him from the tent of meeting, saying,  
Speak to the people of Israel.” 

 
Along with “self-examination and repentance, … prayer, fasting, and self-denial,” the 
Church bids us to the observance of a holy Lent “by reading and meditation upon God’s 
holy Word” (BCP, p. 612).  Tonight we begin a little series of meditations on the Book of 
Leviticus. But why Leviticus? Not only is it one of the least read books of the Bible, I 
suspect, and certainly in the liturgical life of the Church but perhaps one of the most 
formidable books of the Bible. Nonetheless it belongs to Holy Scripture, which, as our 
Articles of Religion note, “containeth all things necessary to salvation,” apart from which 
nothing is required to “be believed as an article of the Faith” (Art. VI, p. 700). Leviticus 
belongs to the Torah, the Law, which has pride of place in the Jewish understanding even 
as the Gospels do for Christians. 
 
It is certainly the least read book in the Church’s lectionaries. The Hebrew Scriptures are 
too extensive to be read through in their entirety in the course of the year in terms of the 
Daily Offices and the Sunday Offices of Morning and Evening Prayer and in the Eucharistic 
readings, unlike the New Testament which is more or less read through twice in the course 
of the year. The endeavour with the first lessons at Morning and Evening Prayer is to read 
substantial sections of all the canonical texts of the Old Testament, as well as passages at 
certain times from the Deuterocanonical books. But while there are great chunks of 
Genesis, Exodus, Numbers and Deuteronomy that are read both in the Sunday Offices and 
in the Daily Offices, Leviticus gets exceptionally short shift even though it is part of the 
Torah. 
 
Passages from Leviticus are read only at Evening Prayer on Friday of the Week of Lent 4, 
and at Morning Prayer and at  Evening Prayer on the Saturday of that week, and then on 
the Wednesday of Holy Week at Evening Prayer; a total of four readings. As minimal as 
this may seem, the choice of readings and the time of their appointment are significant. 
The Friday evening and Saturday first lessons usher us into Passiontide, to deep Lent; in 
short to a more intense reflection on the sacrifice of Christ. It is not by accident that the 
New Testament counterpart to Leviticus, perhaps, is the Letter to the Hebrews from which 
the Epistle for Passion Sunday is taken (Heb.9.11ff), a passage which builds upon the 
imagery and meaning of ritual and sacrifice found in the Torah and especially in Leviticus. 
In this sense, reading and meditating upon Leviticus belongs to our contemplation of 
Christ’s sacrifice in the Christian understanding. “By his own blood he entered in once into 
the holy place, having obtained eternal redemption for us,” marking at once a connection 
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and a difference between the two covenants. “For if the blood of bulls and of goats, and 
the ashes of an heifer sprinkling those who are unclean, sanctifieth to the purifying of the 
flesh” (distinct references to Leviticus); “how much more shall the blood of Christ, who, 
through the eternal Spirit, offered himself without spot to God, purify your  conscience 
from dead works to serve the living God?” Christ is, as Hebrews insists, “the mediator of 
the new covenant.”  
 
The great Patristic commentator and theologian, Origen, sees Christ as the hermeneutical 
key who unlocks the mysteries of God with the cross as the axis of interpretation for the 
events of the Old and New Testament. Later this will be captured by Abbot Suger of St. 
Denys in the 12th century: “Quod Moyses velat, Christi doctrina revelat” - what Moses 
veiled, the doctrine of Christ unveils or reveals. Moreover, “They who uncover Moses 
reveal the meaning of the Law.” As we will have opportunity to see, Origen’s homilies on 
Leviticus argue for a spiritual interpretation that is grounded in the historical and cultural 
significance of the events presented in the Scriptures. 
 
There is another reason for considering the Book of Leviticus. It concerns the Summary of 
the Law. “Hear O Israel, The Lord our God is one Lord: and thou shalt love the Lord thy 
God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy 
strength,” it begins, as Mark presents it (Mk. 12. 29,30) quoting Deuteronomy 6. 4,5. This, 
we are told,  “is the first and great commandment” (BCP, p.69). But then we are told that 
“the second is like unto it: Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself” which is taken directly 
from Leviticus 19.18. “You shall love your neighbour as yourself: I am the Lord.”  
 
Critical to the Torah, the so-called five books of Moses, sometimes known as the 
Pentateuch, meaning five scrolls, is God’s Revelation to Moses in the Burning Bush as “I 
am Who I am” understood not as a human invention but as divine revelation. No part of 
the Torah or Pentateuch refers to this concept “I am the Lord” more than Leviticus, 
especially in what is called the Holiness Code, Leviticus 17-26 where it appears more than 
thirty times in slightly various ways.  “I am the Lord,”“ I am the Lord thy God,” “I am the 
Lord who sanctify you,”“I am the Lord your God, who have separated you from the 
peoples” - these all emphasise the idea of God as the principle of all reality and freedom. 
“I am the Lord who sanctify you, who brought you out of the Land of Egypt to be your 
God: I am the Lord” (Lev. 22.32,33).  Thus with Leviticus we see the necessary connection 
between God in himself, “I am who I am”, and the idea of holiness. Moses is commanded 
to proclaim to Israel “You shall be holy; for I the Lord your God am holy”( Lev. 19.2).  
 
The phrase “I am the Lord” punctuates repeatedly the various directives and laws in 
Leviticus and so too here in Leviticus 19.18 with the commandment to love your neighbour 
as yourself. Thus this important ethical teaching is grounded in God and God’s relation to 
our humanity. The ethical and the holy are united. Leviticus can help us to think about the 
meaning of holiness and to see its relation to our lives ethically. 
 

What makes Leviticus then so formidable? It is simply a collection of rules and regulations 
that may seem arbitrary and obscure in their detail and proscription. And yet is that really 
very much different from the technocratic world which we inhabit? A world of dictates 
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and rules, of the endlessness of bureaucracy that seems to serve only itself? Unlike our 
world, we may find in reading and meditating upon Leviticus a wisdom in the details 
which speaks to us in our relation to God and to our life in Christ. 
 
“The Lord called Moses, and spoke to him from the tent of meeting”. So begins the book 
which we call Leviticus. The title is actually derived from the Greek Septuagint and carried 
over into the Latin Vulgate and from there to the various translations in the vernacular. 
For the Hebrews, the Torah is really one work written on five scrolls where the opening 
words of each scroll becomes the name for each part. Thus Leviticus in the Hebrew is 
simply, “And he summoned” or called (wayyiqrã’). Leviticus picks up from Exodus and 
carries over into Numbers by way of a series of directions about various kinds of sacrifices 
and rules about the Levitical priesthood. As such it presents a certain working out of a 
logic about creation in relation to the complete otherness of God as Creator, to the Exodus 
theme of the people of God as defined by the “I am Who I am” whose will is disclosed for 
our humanity in the Ten Commandments, and to the Exodus journey of learning to live by 
the Word and Will of God revealed. God journeys with his people. 
 
The tent of meeting is crucial to the Exodus theme and carries over into the Temple 
traditions of Israel post-exile which is the thrust of Leviticus even though it reflects a 
number of earlier or pre-exilic themes reaching back to the period of the Kings. A number 
of features about the tent of meeting, the tabernacle, and the ark of the Covenant which 
inform the architecture of the Temple of Jerusalem may be projected back to the periods of 
exile and wandering in the wilderness. The strong idea, though, is about God’s presence 
with his people and in an intentional form indicated by the divisions belonging to the tent 
of meeting with its threefold divisions of the courtyard, the Holy Place, and the Holy of 
Holies. 
 
The symbolic significance of the tent of meeting should not be missed, for in the Christian 
understanding, Christ’s Incarnation, the Word made flesh, is spoken about in similar 
terms. In John’s Prologue, “the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us.” Literally, 
“dwelt among us” is tented among us, recalling the nomadic journeys of the people of God 
and the forms of their learning about what it means to be God’s people. Thus from the 
outset, Leviticus calls us into the tent of meeting, to the idea of the holy and sacred places 
where we attend to the holy Word of God.  
 
Thus all the rituals and rules really speak to that sense of intentionality that belongs to the 
truth of our humanity as found in God, the one whom Isaiah, picking up on the themes of 
the Torah signalled most compellingly in Leviticus, calls “the Holy One of Israel.” 
Attending to Leviticus may teach us about the meaning of the holiness of God and about 
our sanctification.  
 

“The Lord called Moses, and spoke to him from the tent of meeting, saying,  
Speak to the people of Israel.” 

Fr. David Curry 
Lenten Meditation I on Leviticus 
March 15th, 2022 
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Meditation # 2 on Leviticus 
“Hail, thou that art highly favoured, the Lord is with thee” 

 

This year the Annunciation falls near mid-Lent. In other years it may fall later in Lent or 
early in Eastertide. The conjunction between this Feast and the cycle of Lent and Easter, of 
the Passion and the Resurrection of Christ, however, is most significant. All of the Marian 
festivals are tagged to the Feasts of Christ; there is an inescapable and profound connection 
between Mary and Jesus. Her Annunciation marks the beginning in time of Christ’s 
Incarnation; the Angel’s announcement and her ‘yes’ to God mark the moment of Christ’s 
conception in her womb; the union of God and Man accomplished through her comes to 
fruition nine months hence, at Christmas in the Christian imaginary.  
 

The story is intriguing. The Angel’s words, at once wonderful, are also troubling. The 
communication between God and our humanity is not one of equals. There is the profound 
sense of the difference, of the incomparable otherness of God, yet, at the same time as an 
awareness of utter dependence, there is an amazing reciprocity. Mary turns both into the 
highest expression of human dignity. There is a reasoning engagement, a form of holy 
questioning, that arises from her immediate response to Gabriel’s words. “She was 
troubled at this saying, and cast in her mind what manner of salutation this should be.” 
This leads to an angelic interpretation. “Fear not, Mary;” Gabriel says, “for thou hast found 
favour with God. And behold, thou shalt conceive in thy womb, and bring forth a Son, and 
shalt call his name JESUS” (the capitalization is crucial), and, in an allusion to Isaiah 9.6 
and other prophetic passages that hint at the reign of a Messiah, “he shall be great, and 
shall be called the Son of the Highest … and of his kingdom there shall be no end.”  
 

Mary’s response is to ask Gabriel, “How shall this be, seeing I know not a man?” He 
explains that this is not simply a human matter but of God’s doings through her. “The Holy 
Spirit shall come upon thee, and power of the Highest shall overshadow thee,” images that 
recall the opening verses about creation in Genesis, and thus to the theme of redemption, 
a new creation, and a renewed relation to God. “Therefore also that holy thing which shall 
be born of thee shall be called the Son of God.” The words are suggestive; “that holy thing” 
is Jesus, born of Mary, who has “found favour with God,” literally, grace. The neuter 
gender term - holy thing (αγιον) - belongs to the sense of difference, the idea of an action 
which cannot be simply reduced to human processes, further explicated by the example of 
Mary’s cousin, Elizabeth, conceiving a son in her old age when she was already considered 
barren, hence, beyond the age of child-bearing. The account echoes the story of the 
promised son, Issac, born to Abraham and Sarah in her old age; “for,” as Gabriel says “with 
God nothing shall be impossible.”  
 

This back and forth between Mary and Gabriel highlights the idea of an active engagement 
between God and our humanity wonderfully expressed in Mary’s fiat mihi: “behold the 
handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to thy Word,” words which define Christian 
faith precisely in terms of an active openness to God. Mary embodies the truth of our 
humanity considered in and of itself as pure and whole. Why? How?  
 

Why? Because of the logic of salvation. Christ cannot be the redeemer of humanity, 
wounded and broken as a result of sin, if he himself is a sinner. He becomes sin for us only 
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by becoming fully human through the body he assumes from Mary. He does so to free us 
from all sin and all death. He is “like us in all respects save sin” but in his incarnation 
subjects himself to the consequences of human sin and death.  
 

How? By grace. She who “conceives” Christ is in turn “conceived” in the mind of God who 
is her Son and brother; “ere by the spheres time was created, thou was in his mind,” as 
John Donne puts it in his extravagant and intense poem, Annunciation (La Corona). It 
provides a strong meditation on the necessity of Mary’s purity for the reason of Christ’s 
purity. The logic is wonderfully captured by Ireneus. Christ is “that pure one opening 
purely that pure womb which regenerates men unto God and which he himself made 
pure.” Thus the Annunciation emphasizes the interrelated themes of purity and activity as 
critical to human wholeness. The focus is on conception. 
 

The Annunciation is the conception of Christ in the womb of Mary for the sake of human 
redemption which is equally about our wholeness. Conception, as Lancelot Andrewes 
notes, is neither reception nor deception. For Mary, “to conceive is more than to receive. It 
is so to receive as we yield somewhat of our own also. A vessel is not said to conceive the 
liquor that is put into it. Why? Because it yieldeth nothing from itself. The Blessed Virgin 
… [gave] of her own substance.”  Nor is it a kind of docetic deception, some sort of 
theatrical illusion, a magical trick. This is the point of the Proper Preface for Christmas and 
the Annunciation. Christ, “was made very man of the substance of the Virgin Mary his 
mother; and that without spot of sin, to make us clean from all sin.” The words “substance” 
and “without spot of sin” are powerful signifiers of theological meaning and 
understanding. 
 

17th century Anglican Marian theology celebrates the purity of Mary because of the purity 
of Christ. It is perhaps at this point that we begin to see how the Annunciation in mid-Lent 
connects to our Lenten project of meditating on the text of Leviticus. The point of 
connection is entirely with respect to the concept of purity, of holiness. Passages from 
Leviticus inform the narratives of Mary and Jesus both in terms of his Circumcision, eight 
days after his birth, and in terms of Candlemas, Christ’s Presentation and Mary’s 
Purification, forty days after his birth. Both are informed or shaped by the logic of the 
Annunciation, the logic of the Incarnation, to be more precise. 
 

Leviticus, chapters 11 through 15, focus on questions about purity and the rituals of purity. 
They are among the most daunting passages in Leviticus and belong to cultic rituals and 
practices that have emerged over many centuries, the origins of which are obscure. Initially 
they seem entirely arbitrary but actually there is a logic at work in the distinction between 
clean and unclean, or pure and impure. Following the work of Mary Douglas, holiness and 
purity are closely associated but holiness means more than simply that which is set apart 
from common usage. It also relates to wholeness, to the integrity of being as pure. As she 
puts it: “To be holy is to be whole, to be one; holiness is unity, integrity, perfection of the 
individual and the kind and thus in the food laws of Leviticus ‘the underlying principle of 
cleanness in animals is that they shall conform fully to their class’”.1 As such, the 
distinctions in Leviticus may be seen as a further working out of the Genesis logic of 

 
1 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger, [1966] 2002, p. 67. 



6 

creation as order through the distinguishing of things from one another. Reality is divided 
”into distinct spheres such as sky/earth/sea, clean/unclean, life/death, Israel/other 
nations, holy/profane”.2  
 

At issue is the crossing of boundaries, on the one hand, and the idea of bodily integrity 
which corresponds to the holiness of God, on the other hand. Thus the eating of animals 
with split-hooves and who chew their cud - clearly preferencing pastoral life - is permitted. 
But not those who fail to meet this standard in some way or another: the camel, the rock-
badger, the hare, and swine, for instance, because while they chew the cud, they do not 
part the hoof (Lev. 11. 4-7). Perhaps, too, the use of swine in the rituals of other nations 
contributes to its being proscribed in Israel. The argument is not a modern one about 
medical materialism and our fear of pathogens. There is a sense of a moral order to 
creation, to the idea of things being in their proper place over and against things which 
fudge or cross the boundaries of sky, earth, and sea such as shellfish which live in the sea 
but crawl on the land or winged insects which both fly in the air and crawl on the land. It 
is a way of distinguishing and classifying creatures in terms of categories. Those which 
cross categories are proscribed; this reflects perhaps the idea of the fallen nature of creation 
because of sin that results in disorder.  
 

Also it is worth noting with respect to the animals which chew the cud and are split-hoofed 
that they are herbivores. The proscription against certain birds seems to be in terms of 
predators and/or eaters of carrion, dead meat. Blood as the principle of life is the property 
of God and that sensibility guides what also become the Kosher laws for observant Jews 
(and later Halal in Islam), which insists on the complete draining of the blood of animals 
before consumption. 
 

In terms of sacrificial requirements, what is wanted is not an animal with blemishes or 
some defect but a pure and perfect sacrifice as reflecting the purity and perfection of God, 
not the left-overs but the first-fruits of our labours; in short, what is worthy of God the all-
worthy. Such things concern our God-awareness and a sense of integrity. 
 

The logic of bodily integrity recognises blood as the life of the creature but that life is from 
God, the author and sustaining principle of all reality. Thus the emissions of blood or 
bodily fluids whether voluntary or involuntary require rituals of purification. This is the 
sense which underlies the Purification of Mary. The rituals signal the restoration of 
wholeness. Contact with dead things is also a form of impurity with various rituals which 
require the priests to negotiate between the dead and the living in terms of the care of the 
dead, which like procreation, is an action necessary and proper to the social order. It is an 
important sensibility that goes beyond our medicalization of both pregnancy and now 
death itself. 
 

But another form of impurity has to do with contact with the sacred itself which has to be 
approached and negotiated in certain ways precisely because God is beyond human 

 
2 J. Rogersonn, ‘Social Sciences and the Bible’ in The Oxford Companion to the Bible, ed. Metzger & Coogan, 
1993. 
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knowing, manipulation, and control. The underlying logic is that the power of life and 
death belongs not to us but to God. Once again, it is a question of the boundary lines. 
 

In the ancient cultures, monsters are really about the confusion of categories, too, a 
confusion of animality and rationality, for instance. Hence the minotaur is about a category 
confusion. King Minos’ wife Pasiphae mates with a bull; a form of bestiality condemned in 
Leviticus. For the Greeks, the outcome is the minotaur: the body of a man with the head of 
a bull. The combination is intriguing; it suggests an inversion. Centaurs, on the other hand, 
are a mixture of horse and human but the other way around; the head of a man and the 
body of a horse.  
 

These are different ways of thinking about the relation between humans, nature and the 
divine. In the case of the Annunciation, what is theologically at stake is the purity of Mary 
in the sense of her full integrity as human in all of its wholeness and truth, unblemished, 
“without spot of sin” as our liturgy puts it but only in relation to the purity of the humanity 
of Christ, true God and true Man.  
 

The distinction between clean and unclean foods will be done away in the New Testament 
even as it was undergoing a change in the world of late Judaism. Peter’s vision sees the 
whole of creation in a new light and as all good, a way of pushing the Genesis idea further. 
But what remains is the idea of holiness as wholeness through our openness to grace. As 
we shall see, there is a strong ethical demand that provides not simply for the rich but also 
the poor. That is why at the Presentation and Purification, Joseph and Mary offer a sacrifice 
of “a pair of turtle-doves, or two your pigeons” rather than a lamb in accord with Leviticus 
12. 6-8. The long section on skin diseases (generally lumped under the rather loose category 
of leprosy) is also about the rituals that reintegrate individuals to the life of the community 
and thus display a sensibility about social order and justice.  
 

Chapter 11 of Leviticus ends with what is the leitmotif of the entire work. Grounded in the 
Exodus, it is moved by the concept of the holiness of God and the forms in which the 
human community participates by grace in God’s holiness. The various proscriptions 
about pure and impure are grounded in God. “For I am the Lord who brought you up out 
of the land of Egypt, to be your God; you shall therefore be holy, for I am holy”. To say “I 
am the Lord” - a greatly repeated phrase especially in the Holiness Code of Leviticus (Ch. 
17-26) - means “I am the I am who I am.” The holiness of God is the condition of our 
holiness wonderfully expressed in Mary’s Magnificat which follows her Annunciation. 
“For behold, from henceforth/ all generations shall call me blessed./For he that is mighty 
hath magnified me; / and holy is his Name./And his mercy is on them that fear 
him/throughout all generations.”  
 

  “Hail, thou that art highly favoured, the Lord is with thee”     
 

Fr. David Curry 
Meditation # 2 on Leviticus 
Eve of the Annunciation, March 24th, 2022   
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Meditation # 3 on Leviticus 
“You shall be holy; for I the Lord your God am holy” 

 

The Holiness Code of Leviticus (ch. 17-26) is particularly significant since it sets before us 
the conditions of holiness - not just of being set apart but of wholeness - which is to be 
found in terms of our relation to God and his grace moving in us. The Holiness Code is 
repeatedly punctuated by recurring refrains about God as the I AM, the principle of our 
liberation and sanctification. That important spiritual idea is complemented by the ethical 
demands which belong to that sense of our identity with God. 
 

In other words, holiness is necessarily connected to our identity with God which, in the 
Christian understanding, is about our identity and life together in the body of Christ. It is 
not accidental, then, that the second half of the Summary of the Law is based on Leviticus 
where the principle of loving your neighbour as yourself is first expressed (Lev. 19.18) and 
then later joined to the Deuteronomic principle of loving God. Love of God and love of 
neighbour belong together. If nothing else, the Christian understanding simply intensifies 
that way of thinking and acting. 
 

As such, the ethical demands in Leviticus are grounded in the identity of God who 
identifies himself to us as the fruition and perfection of our humanity. In these chapters 
which seem to be forbiddingly particular and restricted to the limits of a tribal culture, we 
see the aspects of something more universal: an ethical understanding about the stranger 
in our midst, about the sabbath of the land, about the concept of jubilee, and about how 
one deals with the inequalities of wealth. Though Leviticus seems to point to older tribal 
forms of identity, the text makes clear that it also points forward to ‘the gestalt of the spirit,’ 
to our openness to the grandeur and grace of God; in short, to our wholeness as holiness 
in Christ. 
 

This does not take away from some of the troubling forms of worship in its injunctions and 
prohibitions that we find in Leviticus. There is a rigour to the Holiness Code precisely 
about the holiness of God and thus about any disdain and dismissal of God’s holiness. The 
latter constitutes a form of blasphemy not just from within Israel but for all of humanity. 
The penalty is severe - being put to death for blasphemy whether one is of Israel or not! 
This challenges our contemporary viewpoint which, since it sees all religious conviction as 
essentially a personal matter, cannot help but regard the idea of blasphemy resulting in 
death as something utterly abhorrent and inhuman, primitive and barbaric. Yet the point 
in Leviticus is, I think, fairly clear. We only live when we are alive to God and his word. 
Those who do not are ‘the already dead,’ we might say, dead to God and to his word as 
Law. Like the deaths of Aaron’s own sons in Leviticus because of their presumption about 
ritual - namely, acting independently of the order, as it were - the stoning of the 
blasphemers, both Jew and non-Jew, is about their presumption in the denial of God, 
effectively making themselves God, but violating the conditions of life itself. 
 

The idea of the violation of the created or natural order is not unique to the Torah or to 
Leviticus within the Torah. Sophocles’ play Oedipus Rex concerns in part the idea of the 
violation of the order of the cosmos. The play begins with the city of Thebes being afflicted 
with a plague which is the result of a lack of justice in the city with respect to the death of 
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the previous king, Laius. Oedipus famously undertakes to solve the problem of the city 
only to discover that he is the problem, not just in having murdered his father and married 
his mother, albeit unknowingly, but in assuming that his form of reasoning, a kind of 
calculative, problem-solving kind of thinking, is the only form of knowing. Sophocles’ 
interest is in how Oedipus comes to know who he truly is, which requires his 
acknowledgement of another form of knowing, the prophetic insight or intellectus of 
Teiresias. That is a knowledge of the whole. In that sense the play works through the 
wisdom of the Delphic Oracle - “know thyself.” It means to know your place in the order 
of the cosmos, to know your place within the order of reality which is greater than you.  
 

Justice is a major concern in Leviticus. “You shall do no injustice in judgement” (Lev. 19.15) 
both in terms of deeds and in thought. “You shall not hate your brother in your heart” 
(Lev. 19.17). And the directives about justice extend to the stranger, the sojourner. “When 
a stranger sojourns with you in your land, you shall not do him wrong. The stranger who 
sojourns with you shall be to you as the native among you, and you shall love him as 
yourself” (Lev. 19. 33,34). The stranger, the sojourner is thus your neighbour, and this way 
of thinking is grounded in God’s relation to his people, “for you were strangers in the land 
of Egypt: I am the Lord your God” (Lev. 19.34). This is one side of the argument of 
Leviticus. 
 

Such ethical demands of Leviticus also extend to human dealings with the land, to dealing 
with the created order with justice and care; again, an echo of Genesis and the idea of 
creation as order. Thus Leviticus extends the sabbath of God to “a sabbath of solemn rest 
for the land, a sabbath to the Lord” (Lev. 25, 4), a time of leaving the fields fallow. There is 
also the idea of leaving the gleanings of the fields after harvest “for the poor and for the 
stranger.” The concept of Jubilee in the fiftieth year signals the proclamation of “liberty 
throughout the land” in terms of debts owed and in the making of contracts. What is 
emphasised is an ethic of justice, of not wronging one another in the pursuit of self-interest. 
Once again, the teaching is grounded in God. “You shall not wrong one another” in matters 
of the buying and selling of goods, “but you shall fear your God; for I am the Lord your 
God.” 
 

It is easy, perhaps, to cherry-pick the passages that please us and/or to highlight those that 
offend us. There is no end of hard sayings in Leviticus, to be sure. The greater challenge is 
to understand the underlying spirit of Leviticus which ultimately informs the later 
expressions of ethical responsibility and behaviour. We should no doubt find slavery 
abhorrent and find its acceptanance in Leviticus and elsewhere in both the Old Testament 
and the New Testament disturbing. But what is equally of significance is how Leviticus 
enjoins an ethic of care towards those who are slaves and towards “your brother who 
becomes poor.”  
 

Leviticus articulates a series of regulations that belong to the ordering of the life of Israel 
and therefore maintains a sense of distinction between Israel and the other nations. This is 
the other side, the particular aspect of Leviticus. Slavery exists in that context of the 
relations between peoples; you may have “male and female slaves from among the nations 
that are round about you” (Lev. 25.44) but “over your brethren the people of Israel you 
shall not rule, one over another, with harshness” (Lev. 25. 46). But even there Leviticus 
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undertakes to limit abuse of slaves, particularly women, and puts strictures upon those 
who do. “If a man lies carnally with a woman who is a slave, betrothed to another man 
and not yet ransomed or given her freedom, an inquiry shall be held. They shall not be put 
to death because she was not free; but he shall bring a guilt offering for himself to the Lord 
… a ram for a guilt offering … for his sin which he has committed”(Lev. 19.20-22). This is 
intriguing since it implies the idea of taking care of the victim while punishing the abuser.  
 

Adultery is taken very seriously but unlike the scene in John’s Gospel about the woman 
taken in adultery (Jn. 7.53-8.11), Leviticus makes it clear that in matters of adultery “both 
the adulterer and the adulteress shall be put to death,” not just the woman. Leviticus, too, 
is sometimes cited as proving that the Bible is opposed to homosexuality. “If a man lies 
with a male as with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination” (Lev. 20.13) 
but Leviticus like the rest of the Scriptures has no concept whatsoever of ‘homosexuality’ 
or for that matter of ‘sexual orientation.’ What is proscribed are acts; there is no sense of a 
‘homosexual nature,’ whatever that might mean; such are the questions and assumptions 
that belong to the contemporary world and to its confusions.  
 

Leviticus also undertakes to reduce the extreme inequalities of wealth within the 
community of the people of Israel. “If your brother becomes poor, and cannot maintain 
himself with you, you shall maintain him; as a stranger and a sojourner he shall live with 
you. Take no interest from him or increase, but fear your God; that your brother may live 
beside you. You shall not lend him your money at interest, nor give him your food for 
profit”(Lev. 25. 35-38). And “if your brother becomes poor beside you, and sells himself to 
you, you shall not make him serve as a slave: he shall be with you as a hired servant and 
as a sojourner” and “you shall not rule over him with harshness” (Lev. 25. 39-43). 
Moreover, he shall be liberated in the year of Jubilee, freed from all debt.  
 

The Holiness Code in Leviticus with all of its rigour and strictness provides at the very 
least the foundations for the later expressions of ethical order and freedom that will 
contribute to the life of the Christian Church. It points to an idea of care and of responsible 
behaviour towards the natural world. The rituals of sacrifice point to the idea of 
forgiveness and mercy. It speaks to the strong idea of order for the sake of the whole 
community and for all those within it but as grounded, not in the abstract notion of the 
autonomous individual, but in God himself. “The letter killeth but the Spirit giveth life,” 
Paul will rightly note. What is at issue in our limited study of Leviticus is about trying to 
grasp something of the Spirit that is at work in the laws and regulations it lays down.  
 

Since there can be no flight from the natural world nor from our lives in community, the 
task is to think seriously about what belongs to the ordered life of the community and to 
the sanctity which is about our holiness understood as wholeness. Leviticus belongs at the 
very least to that challenge. 
 

“You shall be holy; for I the Lord your God am holy” 
 

Fr. David Curry 
Lenten Meditation # 3 on Leviticus 
Tuesday, March 29th, 2022 
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Meditation # 4 on Leviticus 
“He shall let the goat go into the wilderness” 

 
It is the goat not offered as a sin offering to the Lord but the goat “sent away into the 
wilderness to Azazel.” Such are the rather obscure origins of a fairly common concept and 
term, scapegoat. It first appears in English with John Wyncliffe’s 14th century translation 
and from there is carried forward by Tyndale in the 16th century and into the 17th century 
King James Version. The Latin Vulgate following the Greek Septuagint simply refers to 
“the goat which is sent away,” capro emissario, as the Vulgate puts it. Scapegoat is the goat 
that gets away, we might say, but in Leviticus, it is the goat which is sent away with the 
sins of Israel imposed upon it and sent away into the wilderness, to Azazel, a kind of 
demonic figure. 
 
But for us the term is familiar as the figure of blame for social and political catastrophes 
especially those that seem to have an apocalyptic aspect. As René Girard observes, the use 
of the scapegoat belongs to the collective persecution narratives that accompany major 
disruptions and catastrophes to the social order such as plague. The scapegoat is the figure 
who is blamed for what is happening. He demonstrates this with respect to the black death 
of the 14th century which was blamed by some if not many upon the Jews. As Girard 
suggests, such events as a plague result in the leveling of all cultural distinctions and 
differences - all are affected. This leads, he argues, both historically and mythologically, to 
the assigning of blame to a victim, often one who conveniently has a disability, a difference. 
In other words, our use of the term scapegoat is about the persecution narratives which we 
produce. 
 
Girard notes that this modern and ancient understanding contrasts with the revolutionary 
and revelatory perspective of the Bible, both in terms of the Jewish Scriptures and the 
Christian Scriptures. As he argues, the biblical view inverts this logic of the scapegoat 
mechanism; the whole direction of things, Old and New Testament alike, convict us as the 
persecutors while emphasizing the innocence of the appointed and chosen victim 
identified as the persecutor. The scapegoat as such is not the persecutor but the persecuted. 
Jesus’ passion completes the paradox, the victim is victor, the persecutor as the persecuted 
annuls or negates the conflict. “He reigns and triumphs from the tree,” as Venantius 
Fortunatus’ Passion Sunday hymn puts it. What the Gospels highlight is that we are the 
persecutors not the persecuted; we are those who condemn Christ without a cause, echoing 
the Psalmist’s phrase that “they hated me without a cause” (Ps. 69.4; Jn. 15.24), which 
carries over into the stupendous first word of the Cross, “Father, forgive them for they 
know not what they do” (Lk.23.34).  
 
The ambiguity of the term “scapegoat” is wonderfully shown in Origen’s Homily 9 which 
uses the term scapegoat allegorically and analogically to refer to the forms of our 
separation from God. He writes: 
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Therefore, for that reason, it was necessary for my Lord and Saviour not only to be 
born a man among men, but also to descend into Hell as “a prepared man” he could 
lead away “the lot of the scapegoat in the wilderness” of Hell. And returning from 
that place, his work completed, he could ascend to the Father, and there be more 
fully purified at the heavenly altar so that he could give a pledge of our flesh, which 
he had taken with him, in perpetual purity. This, therefore, is the real day of 
atonement when God is propitiated for men; just as the Apostle also says, “Since 
God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself.” And in another place, he says 
about Christ, “making peace through the blood of his cross whether with things in 
heaven or things on earth. But let us see who this one is who takes it, whose “lot” it 
is to become “a scapegoat” that he may cast it out “into the wilderness.” It says, “A 
prepared person will take the he-goat which comes into his lot to which the lot of 
the scapegoat has fallen and he will lead it away into the wilderness. The end of this 
lot is “the wilderness,” that is, a desolate place - desolate of virtues, of God, desolate 
of justice, desolate of Christ, desolate of all good.” 

 
It is a remarkable passage which helps us to understand something of the deeper and more 
radical nature of Christ as the atonement, the Mediator who reconciles us to God and God 
to us through the unity of the divine and human in his own sacred person.  
 
We learn from this a necessary counter to the egregious ways in which the language of 
scapegoat is thrown around in our contemporary distresses. We demonize, that is to say, 
persecute those whose views we do not accept, effectively persecuting them as the enemies 
of our own discontent. It is the meaning of the Passion of Christ to reveal this to ourselves 
even as Christ, the scapegoat goes into the wilderness of our sins and Hell to draw us back 
to himself in his love for the Father. Leviticus 16. 2-24, it is worth noting, is read on 
Wednesday of Holy Week just as we enter by way of Tenebrae, the service of shadows or 
darkness, into the Triduum Sacrum of Holy Week. 
 
Fr. David Curry 
Meditation # 4 on Leviticus  
April 5th, 2022 
 

 


