THE SACRIFICIAL LAMB

RUCIFIXION kills by asphyxiation, exhaustion, organ failure,
C exposure, heart attack, or pulmonary embolism—Dbut not, gen-
erally, by exsanguination. Yet the New Testament language on the
death of Jesus flows with blood. It is, in fact, a blood-soaked text. Je-
sus gives his disciples a cup of wine and proclaims, “This is my blood
of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness
of sins” (Matt 26:28; cf. Mark 14:24); repeating this Last Supper ac-
count, Luke changes the phrasing slightly: “And he did the same with
the cup after supper, saying, “This cup that is poured out for you is
the new covenant in my blood”” (Luke 22:20). The Gospel of John
makes the commandment to drink blood even more visceral:

So Jesus said to them, “Very truly [Greek amen amen], I tell you, unless
you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no
life in you. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life,
and I will raise them up on the last day; for my flesh is true food and my
blood is true drink. Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide
in me, and Iin them.” (John 6:53-56)

In Acts 20:28, Paul advises, “Keep watch over yourselves and over all
the flock, of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shep-
herd the church of God that he obtained with the blood of his own
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Son,” and in his own letters, he insists that Jesus is the one “who
God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effecti

through faith” (Rom 3:25). Indeed, he proclaims, “Much more surelyi’f
then, now that we have been justified by his blood, will we be saved

through him from the wrath of God” (Rom 5:9).

Paul also reminds the Corinthians: “The cup of blessing that we
bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ? The bread that we
break, is it not a sharing in the body of Christ?”—for “in the same
way he [ Jesus] took the cup also, after supper, saying, “This cup is
the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in

remembrance of me’” (1 Cor 10:16; 11:25).

The Epistle to the Ephesians, ascribed to Paul but likely written
by one of his followers, makes the blood an agent of reconciliation
between Jews and gentiles by telling its gentile audience, “But now
in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by
the blood of Christ” (Eph 2:13). Its companion volume Colossians,
also ascribed to Paul and with better claims for Pauline authorship,

offers that through Jesus “God was pleased to reconcile to himselfal

things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the

blood of his cross” (Col 1:20).
The Epistle to the Hebrews, as we have seen, insists that blood is
required for sealing a covenant (Heb 9:18), that “without the shed-

ding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins” (9:22), and that the only
effective blood sacrifice is the one Jesus makes of himself. Jesuss

blood, which with his flesh marks him as human (Heb 2:14), is of
unique value, for “if the blood of goats and bulls, with the sprinkling
of the ashes of a heifer, sanctifies those who have been defiled so that
their flesh is purified, how much more will the blood of Christ, who
through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God,
purify our conscience from dead works to worship the living God!”
(Heb 9:13~14). Evoking similar sacrificial language, the First Epistle
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of Peter speaks of “the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb

ithout defect or blemish” (1 Pet 1:19). The First Epistle of John pro-
laims that Jesus’s blood cleanses from all sin (1 John 1:7; cf. 5:6, 8),

_and Revelation, also stating “for you were slaughtered and by your
blood you ransomed for God” (Rev s:9; cf. 12:11), even speaks of the
"cleansing properties of the “blood of the Lamb” (7:14).

These texts do not explain how blood seals a covenant or atones

for sin; they do not need to do so. The world of Jesus and his earliest
followers was a world in which sacrifice was religious currency; ev-
_eryone knew of it and everyone recognized its value. Sacrifice wa’s
‘normative not only for Jews but also for pagans, as we see in Paul’s
_concern that followers be careful about eating meat sacrificed to idols

(see 1 Cor 8), lest fellow believers think the diner is participating in

.idolatrous worship. It would have been very strange had Jesus’s fol-

lowers, in light of the cross, not developed the category of sacrifice.
And it is entirely understandable that this development depended

substantially on the scriptures of Israel.

The Gospels and Paul draw connections between the death of Je-

sus and one specific sacrifice, the Passover offering. For the Synoptic

Gospels, Jesus’s Last Supper is a Passover celebration, a meal that de-
veloped in postbiblical tradition into the seder, a Hebrew term mean-

_ing “order”” Several elements of this choreographed meal were already

in place while the Jerusalem Temple still stood, including eating cer-
tain foods, such as matzah (unleavened bread) and bitter herbs.
At the time of Jesus, the dinner also consisted of a lamb, sacri-
ficed in the Temple on the Day of Preparation, with the holiday be-
ginning that evening at sundown. The lamb is to remind the people
_of how the Israelites in Egypt sacrificed lambs and then painted the
‘ doorposts of their houses with the lambs’ blood. God instructs, “The
blood shall be a sign for you on the houses where you live: when I
see the blood, I will pass over you, and no plague shall destroy you
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ame common vocabulary. In John 1:29 (cf. 1:36), John the Baptist

roclaims, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the

orld!” The sacrificial imagery is implicit: the lamb becomes effica-

ous only in terms of removing sin when its blood is shed in sacrifice.

sus becomes, as the Epistle to the Hebrews emphatically insists,

e perfect sacrifice, whose blood creates a new covenant, saves from
eath, and washes away sin. First Peter 1:19 speaks of the “precious
blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without defect or blemish,” and
the book of Revelation consistently refers to the Christ through the
symbolism of a slain lamb. This entire program of Jesus as a paschal
offering that removes sin is a specific understanding of the Passover
offering not found outside of the followers of Jesus.

The Passover offering was not, as we will see, ever regarded by the

Jewish community as a sin offering. Josephus reports:

apotropaic function, that is, it protected the people. Exodus 12:27 de;
scribes this offering: “It is the passover [Hebrew pesach] sacrifice ;

over recalled the Israelites’ freedom from slavery
In John’s Gospel, the Last Supper is not a Passover meal, Rather,
Jesus dies the day before, when the priests slaughter the Passover
lambs. John 19:14 describes: “Now it was the day of Preparation for
the Passover [“the” Passover refers to the paschal offering, the lamb
and by extension to the dinner at which it is eaten]; and it)was abou
noon. [Pilate] said to the Jews, ‘Here is your King!”” In John’s Gos
pel, Jesus thus becomes the new “Passover,” whose blood will protec
his followers from (eternal) death. John enhances this connection
between Jesus and the Passover lamb by mentioning that the people -
standing near the cross as Jesus dies “put a sponge full of the wine on
a branch of hyssop and held it to his mouth” (John 19:29). Accord-
ing to Exodus 12:22, the Israelites used hyssop branches to paint the
blood on their doorposts.
Writing earlier than John’s Gospel, Paul had already connected
Jesus to the Passover rituals and the paschal offering: In 1 Corinthi-
ans 5:7, he exhorts the assembly, “Clean out the old yeast so that you

In the month of Xanthicus, which is by us called Nisan, and is the be-
ginning of our year, on the fourteenth day of the lunar month, when
the sun is in Aries for in this month it was that we were delivered from
bondage under the Egyptians, and law ordained that we should every
year slay that sacrifice which I before told you we slew when we came
out of Egypt, and which was called the Passover; and so we do cele-
brate this Passover in companies, leaving nothing of what we sacrifice

till the day following. (Antiquities 3.248)

~ He puts no stress on blood and makes no mention of sin. Philo finds
_ an allegorical meaning rather than an atoning one in the festival cel-
ebrations: “The Passover is when the soul is anxious to unlearn its

subjection to the irrational passions, and willingly submits itself to a

lamb, Christ, has been sacrificed.” As Exodus 12 describes, because
the Israelites, fleeing Egypt, did not have the time needed for the
dough to rise, they ate unleavened bread. In Paul’s day, and to the

present day, Jews traditionally eat matzah for the seven- to eight-day
Passover celebration.

reasonable mastery over them” (Heir 192).
In the New Testament, the ancient sacrifices all bleed into one:

Eventually, th ' ificial « »
Y, the understanding of Jesus as a sacrificial “lamb” be- Jesus is the lamb of God, associated with the paschal offering, which
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His followers, especially after

SACRIFICES IN ANCIENT ISRAEL

TACRIFICE, in its various forms, was fundamental to ancient Near
Eastern life—sacrifices represented a return to God (or gods) of
the gifts people thought God (or gods) had given them. Sacrifice also
eflected the confidence that God/gods would reward the worshiper
with additional animals or produce.

Ancient Israel’s sacrificial system—its gifts to God—developed
ver time and involved offerings of both animals and agricultural
roducts. The J author depicts Abel offering “the firstlings of his
{lock, their fat portions” (Gen 4:4 ), while his brother Cain “brought
to the LORD an offering of the fruit of the ground” (4:3). The divine

What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices?
says the Lorp;

I'have had enough of burnt offerings of rams
and the fat of fed beasts;

Ldo not delight in the blood of bulls,
or of lambs, or of goats.

emphasis, as | boetry establishes not ap elimination, byt an
» 85 We see also in 1 Samue] 4 “ .
than sacrifice, / and to heed than thesfzzb)f Surely, to obey is better preference for Abel’s sacrifice over that of his brother may suggest
at of rams.” In the following that this author placed greater value on animal sacrifice, although

chapter, Samuel invit id*
es Davids father, Jess i
yJesse, toa sacrifice. Thege texts, Genesis 4 never specifies the rationale for God’s preference. Likely it

ched the idea of sacrifice reflects the greater cost of an animal sacrifice as well as an imagined
divine preference for more “tasty” and good-smelling meat, rather
than grain or vegetables. Noah builds an altar after the flood (Gen
8:20), and because of the “pleasing odor” of the offering, God prom-
ises never again to destroy every living creature by water (8:21).
Moving from the primeval history to the time of the patriarchs,
- Genesis recounts how Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob all built altars
(Gen 12:7; 26:25; 33:20). This altar building shows the centrality
of animal offerings: mizbe'ach, the Hebrew word for an altar, is de-

227




P L0 BIBLE WI'TH AND WITHOUT JESUS

rived from the root z-b-ch, “to slaughter,” and thus means “aslan
ter site.” T

your freewill offerings, and the firstlings of your herds and flocks
Deuteronomy offers some details of how different animals shoulg
be sacrificed, but only the later initial chapters of Leviticus, from th
Priestly (P) source, prescribe specific rituals concerning sa)criﬁces
The extensive Priestly sacrificial system, the background for Ne;.w

Testar.nent texts that concern sacrifice, blood, and atonement dif.
ferentlates among types of sacrifice. The burnt offering (He{)rew"
olah; Greek holokautoma, the origin of the term “holocaust”) is fully
consumed by God (Lev 1), and the well-being offering (shelamimy:
Lev 3)* is shared between the offerer and God, with God receivin .
the choice parts. This sharing indicates human-divine communiong
In these offerings, blood plays no role, other than that the people do

not consume it.

In contrast, rituals that involve the manipulation of blood playa -

.central role in what the NRsv and most translations call a “sin offer-

» 2 .
;zg, Hebrew chata’t—the offering most relevant for understanding
e role of the cross. The word chata’tis used both for “sin,” as in Gen-

esis 4:7 where God tells Cain, “sin [chata't] is lurking at the door”
3

and for the sacrifices that counter sins. This offering is not typified by

the formula “a pleasing odor to the LOrD™ because its blood, notits

consumption on the altar, was central. For this offering, an animal is
almost always used—for animals, not plants, have blood.*

Leviticus 4 outlines five different types of chata’t offerings: ones
brought by the high priest (vv. 3-12), by the entire community (vv.
13-21), by the ruler (vv. 22-26), by an individual who brings a female.
goat (vv. 27-31), and by an individual who brings a sheep (vv. 32-35).
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The offerer eats no part of the sacrifice, although some of the meat
is given to the priests (Lev 6:26, 29; 6:19, 22 Heb.). The chapter con-

des with a note that clarifies the objective of these offerings (Lev
35): “Thus the priest shall make atonement [Hebrew k-p-r, as in

Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement] on your behalf for the sin that
you have committed, and you shall be forgiven.” As we shall see, it is

specifically the blood that atones.

Each of the offerings in Leviticus 4 involves blood manipulation.

For example, in the first offering, the text prescribes:

The priest shall dip his finger in the blood and sprinkle some of

the blood seven times before the LORD in front of the curtain of the
sanctuary. The priest shall put some of the blood on the horns of
the altar of fragrant incense that is in the tent of meeting before the
Lorp; and the rest of the blood of the bull he shall pour out at the

base of the altar of burnt offering, which is at the entrance of the tent

of meeting. (Lev 4:6-7)

Leviticus 4:17-18, 25, 30, and 34 also describe blood rituals. In the
first two cases, which concern sins by the high priest or the entire
community (vv. 3-21) and which therefore are especially grievous,
the priest sprinkles the blood against the curtain that protected the
holy of holies from view. Thus, the blood comes as close as possible
to the ark and the divine presence imagined residing behind the cur-
tain. In these as well as the other cases, the priest “put[s] [the blood]

_ on the horns of the altar of burnt offering, and he shall pour out the

rest of its blood at the base of the altar” These “horns” are quarter-
round stone protuberances that have been found in several excavated
altars in Israel—they were probably utilitarian, designed to keep the
sacrifice on the flat altar. In sum, the chata’t involved lots of blood.’
The Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) ritual in Leviticus 16 of-
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tral the i Leviticus 16:33: “He shall make atonement for the sanctuary, and he
ral the idea of blOOdf? shall make atonement for the tent of meeting and for the altar, and
: he shall make atonement for the priests and for all the people of the

assembly”

centrality of blood; in thig long qu

otati “ »
appears repeatedly: ation, “blood” (Hebrew 4

s these verses testify, atonement according to Leviticus is not ac-
omplished through prayer, contrition, and fasting but through pre-
sely following rituals of blood manipulation.

Unclear, however, is who (or what) is atoned for (kiper-ed)—
cover; Hebrey e people (v. 30) or various physical spaces, such as the sanctuary

the blood with his finger seven times, He shall slaugh he shall sprink v.33a). This crucial question of the object that receives atonement is
ail s

sin offering that is for the people and by ) aug. t“-f‘ the goat of th intrinsically related to the proper translation of chata’t, and it there-

ng its blood inside the curtain, fore has implications for understanding how Jesus served as a chata’t.

and do with its blood as he did with the blood of the b
upon the mercy seat and before the mercy seat. , , .
to the altar that js before the Lorp and make aton
and shall take some of the blood of the bull and of
goat, and put it on each of the horns of the altar, H

of the blood on it with his finger seven times
/]

ull, sprinkling it Until 1976, translators typically rendered chata’t as “sin offer-

ing” (so in the NRSV and the original version of the NJPs) and un-

derstood the term as indicating a sacrifice for undoing sin and/or

removing the consequences of sin, that is, the punishment of the

sinner. In 1976, Jacob Milgrom published an article titled “Israel’s

Sanctuary: The Priestly ‘Picture of Dorian Gray.”” In Oscar Wilde’s
novel The Picture of Dorian Gray, Dorian Gray’s portrait absorbs his
misdeeds and becomes hideous, while Dorian himself stays young
and healthy. Milgrom states, “On the analogy of Oscar Wilde’s novel,
 the priestly writers would claim: sin may not leave its mark on the
_ face of the sinner, but it is certain to mark the face of the sanctu-
 ary [with ritual impurity—NRsV’s “uncleanness”], and unless it is
- quickly expunged, God’s presence will depart.™ Milgrom observes
that particular sins create impurities that are attracted to particular
parts of the sanctuary; such attraction is due to the “Priestly notion
of impurity as a dynamic force, magnetic and malefic to the sphere
of the sacred, attacking it not just by direct contact but from a dis-
tance.” This thesis explains the beginning of Leviticus 16:33, cited

ement on its behalf,

the blood of the

e shall sprinkle some
and cleanse it and hallow

o ( )

of the blood:

Le iti :30: ¢ i y )4
VILiCus 16; 30: FOI’ on thls da atonement shall be made fOI' oy, to
s

cleanse you; from al] your sins you shall be clean before the Lorp”
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above: “He shall make atonement [Hebrew kiper] for the sanctu

anses only the sinner, not the tabernacle. He cites Leviticus 16:30,
and he shall make atonement for the tent of meetin

hich notes that Yom Kippur “cleanse[s] you; from all your sins you
ﬂl be clean before the LorD”; similarly, Leviticus 16:33 stateslth;t
éhigh priest “shall make atonement for the ];?nests and ‘for al ‘t i
ople of the assembly.” Blood did not serve this purpose in ancien

. , K
i i sing people from sin loo
Mesopotamia," so verses concerning cleansing peop

g and for the g
tar”°—in other words, the chata’t cleanses not the sinner but the

purities that various sins created, impurities that now reside at
sanctuary, the tent of meeting, and the altar.
Central to Milgrom’s argument is his understanding of the root

k-p-r as “purge,” on the basis of the same root in Akkadian, which
connotes “wipe off” or “cleanse”

{ing.

tz:cl::r?iz::\lf*egder, the blood purifies the sinners; conve;’sely,
Milgrom suggests that the blood purifies the templ:e/ t.abernac e ar-
“ s that were made ritually impure through people’s sins. Each po-
sition has some support in parts of Leviticus 16. They may both be1
ﬁght. And according to both interpretations, blood plays a crucia
fole in this kiper-ing, this atoning and/or purging. o
Blood elsewhere in the Bible is similarly superpowerful. Levz-
icus 17:11, forbidding Israelites from consuming any type of l?loo ;
explains: “For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I he.ive glve? hl
to you for making atonement [Hebrew k-p-r] for your lives ,?111/[ et
altar; for, as life, it is the blood that makes aton.en'ment .[kq‘ai-r] .'th o;
likely, this verse indicates that “animal blood is identified with a .
imal life, and the application of animal life to ’the'a alfar has a-po:;-
tive impact on the life of the offerer: the animals life, m»tjle ar;z;; s
blood, functions as a ransom for the life of the oﬁ‘c?rer. By -mg.
the animal and completing certain blood rituals, sinners .rnay hve};
their lives are ransomed. We have here the origins of quota:,lons slec
as Revelation s:9, “by your blood you ransomed for God.” The i e;
of Jesus’s death as a “ransom” appears as well in Matthew 20:28 (; X
Mark 10:45), where Jesus states that “the Son of Man came not”to e
served but to serve, and to give his life [as] a ransom for many” (see

im 2:6; 1 Pet 1:18)." |
als:o,]w;:r:r,é’;he conce;t of an animal’s life replacing a hur;xan life
appears only in Leviticus 17:11,"® and the precise meaning and trans

Milgrom translates Leviticys
16:33 as “He shall purge [NRsv: “make atonement for”] the holiest
part of the sanctuary, and he shall purge

[NRSV: “make atonement
for”] the Tent of Meeting and the altar’

" Such cleansing is needed
because impurities may cause the divine presence, which likes to

live in a low-sin environment, to flee the sanctuary. The initial cha ‘
ters of Ezekiel display this concern (e.g., Ezek 3:12, “as the glory of
the LORD rose from its place”). Milgrom translates “Yom Kippur”
usually known as “the Day of Atonement,” as “the Day of Purgation”f
and so keeps the focus on the blood rituals practiced while the san
tuary still stood.

Milgrom also coined a brilliant term, “ritual detergent,” to explain
the function of the sacrificial blood of the chata’t.” Just as real de-kf
tergent cleanses dirt from clothes, so blood—properly applied—
cleanses (or purges) sin from the sanctuary. This cleaning can be
done any time of the year, as noted in Leviticus 4, and Yom Kippur
is a special annual cleansing in the early fall—comparable to weekly
housecleaning and a giant, daylong spring cleaning. And this cleans
ing is effective without any personal repentance,

Some scholars have pushed back against Milgrom’s understanding
of the root k-p-r and the function of the chata't, Yitzhaq Feder,
that “blood is used as a means of expiation,

noting
purification, and conse-
cration” in Hittite rituals from the fourteenth to thirteenth centuries

BCE (in what is now modern-day Turkey),* suggests that the chata’t
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riginal. A third possibility is that the Greelzotranscribers took “ear

éstand, as a metonymy, for the entire body. e

| In other cases, the Greek includes new ntua? ;1_0 rentioned

in any extant Hebrew sources. Leviticus 24:7, 1:‘vhlc ;;;; > of the

ﬁowbread, or “bread of the Presence,” reads, -You s : greag y

ankincense with each row, to be a token f)ffermgt h‘f:rGtreee ; tran;la_
2 is mixture,

. Off;:gs,gall)t): f:: :\Ztt; :nla:r(l);:f' thz‘i::il;;ts, the difference is literally

o1 a ;

live, does not appear to hold for the nNumerous other descriptions

chata’t as harmarti, “sin,” and its readers may well have understogq matter of taste.

from the Temple, there was greater concern for the person than fo
the building surfaces,

tian understandings of sacrifice. For example, the Epistle to the
Hebrews uses the Greek of Psalm 40:6a (40:7a Heb.; 39:7 LXX)
to support its claim of the Christ’s superior sacrifice. The Hebrey
reads, “Sacrifice [zevach] and offering [minchah) you do not desire,
but you have given me an open ear [Iiteraﬂy “ears you have hollowed
out or bored” from the Hebrew verb k-r-h, “hollow out”]” Severa]
early Septuagint Mmanuscripts (e.g,, Vaticanus, Alexandrinus, and
Sinaiticus) translate, “Sacrifices and offerings you do not wish, butg
body you have prepared [Hebrew b-r-h] for me” It is possible that the
translators misread one letter in Hebrew, such that barah ( “choose”)
became kargh (“hollow out”)—in Hebrew script, the letters “k” ()
and “b” (3) visually resemble each other, That would explain the
distinction between “choose” or “prepare” and “hollow out” How
certain Septuagint manuscripts came to read “body” (Greek soma)
for “ear” is less clear, It Is possible that the scribes who prepared the
Septuagint fmanuscripts read backward from Hebrews to the psalm;
it is also possible that there were different versions of the Hebrew
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the blood on the lintel and on the two doorposts, the LORD will pass
_over that door and will not allow the destroyer to enter your houses to
strike you down.”
P ASSOVER e use of the blood here differs significantly from the blood of the
ta't because the paschal lamb is not a chata’t offering. Unlike the
ta’t, this lamb is not primarily for God and the priests but is a fam-
y offering, eaten by the laity. In both sources, the sacrificial blood
f the Passover lamb is “a sign” (so explicitly in Exod 12:13), a way
d to Passover and N :f saying “Israelites inside,” so that they are not killed. The blood is
¢ Passover offor e assove‘r sacrifice “potropaic——athat is, it protects rather than atones. Furthermore, this
b of the ritua] oa g aPPears in Exodys lood ritual is a one-shot deal; blood does not play a significant role
ried into the Second subsequent Passover offerings because only in Egypt did the Isra-
lites need protection from “the destroyer.”

| E

12:1-28, although how muc
Temple period is, as wi

- Another factor, however, may have connected blood to subse-
uent paschal lamb offerings. In general, P’s “signs,” such as the Sab-
bath and circumcision, are perpetual,” and the blood in Exodus 12:13
isalso called a “sign.” This may have caused some readers to see the
blood of the paschal lamb in Egypt as having perpetual significance,
even if the ritual was not perpetually practiced. What, however, it

houses where you live: when I'see the blood “signified,” since the Israelites were not annually placing the blood on

no plague shall destroy yo
2123 (E) read:

, Iwill pass over you,and their lintels, cannot be determined.
For the followers of Jesus, this sign becomes the warding away
of death. Jesus, sacrificed as the paschal lamb, protects his followers,

through his blood, from eternal death, or damnation.

None of you shall g0 outside

the door of your ho ; .
the LORD wil] pass through t use until mor ning. For

0 strike down the Egyptians; when he sees
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ts mother; on the eighth day you shall give it to me” The offering
from the harvest and presses are given to God, and the oxen and
heep are given, presumably as sacrifices; the command “The first-
orn of your sons you shall give to me” may be read in the same way.
The text may suggest the time when firstborn sons served in priestly
apacities, since there is no indication that Exodus expected human

acrifice. Micah 6:7 similarly reads:

Human SACRIFICE
IN THE HEBREW BisrLEg

Will the Lorp be pleased with thousands of rams,
with ten thousands of rivers of 0il?
Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression,

HEI : .
/ E v DEA of human sacrifice asdepicted in the scriptures of Israe]
the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?

al 13 . .
2 so:nforms the passion narrative, Genesis 22 is called in Jewish
tradition “the Akedah,” the “binding”

ham to offer his son as a “burnt offerj
take Isaac to Mount Moriah, tie him s

» «

 The quotation suggests that offering the “firstborn,” “the fruit of my
:"‘body,” could sometimes happen. This was an offering of something
of great value, like “thousands of rams” or “ten thousands of rivers of
oil” Alternatively, such verses again may imply that the firstborn was
_donated to serve at a local temple, as illustrated by Hannah dedicat-
ing her son Samuel to the temple at Shiloh (1 Sam 1:24). Eventually
these firstborn sons may have been replaced by the Levites.

The scriptures of Israel only rarely depict human sacrifice. Ac-
cording to Judges 11, Jephthah sacrificed his daughter in fulfilling a
vow: were God to grant him military victory, he would offer the first
to come out of his house (the oft-heard proposal that he was thinking
of the family dog is unlikely, as well as itself abhorrent). Unambig-
uously indicating that human sacrifice both occurred and was seen
as efficacious, 2 Kings 3:27 explains how the Moabite king “took his
firstborn son who was to succeed him, and offered him as a burnt
offering on the wall” The continuation of this verse, written by an
Israelite author, is remarkable: “And great wrath came upon Israel,
so they [the enemy force] withdrew from him and returned to their

ng,” and Abraham proceeds to-
ecurely, and raise the knife; he

I Israel’s scriptures, Genesig 5
n : | ) Genesis 2245
tapolemic against human sacrifice.” At the end of the chapter, the
ythe

ange}lﬂappears( to Abraham and repeats the promise of progeny, land
and blessing (vv. 17-18). This ange] + have
| . gel does not say, “Becauge ou h
shown your willingness to sacrifice your son, I will now ﬁn(}ir hunjI .
. ’ an
sacrifice abhorrent among your descendants (or a]] peoples).”
A number of texts may suggest that unde .

human sacrifice is expected, and effective, E
29 Heb.), in the oldest legal collection in th

I certain circumstances
xodus 22:29-30 (22:28-
e Bible, contains the fo].
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NONSACRIFICIAL ATONEMENT

LOOD 18 NOT the only way ancient Israel effected atonement.
The chata’t texts, emphasizing the tabernacle and so the Tem-
ple, all come from the Priestly (P) source. Deuteronomy and related
works, emphasizing not sacrifice but “repentance,” use the Hebrew
oot sh-u-v, “to turn, return” (in this case, to God).

The first usage of sh-u-v in reference to (re)turning to God is Deu-
eronomy 4:29-30, which addresses Israel in exile. The setting is key,
ince it presumes that Israel had no access to Jerusalem and so to
the Temple: “From there you will seek the LORD your God, and you
will find him if you search after him with all your heart and soul. In
_your distress, when all these things have happened to you in time to
come, you will return [Hebrew sh-u-v] to the LORD your God and
heed him” That root reappears several times to frame Deuteronomy
30:1-10, which speaks about the results of turning away from sin and

toward standing in a right relationship with God:

atoning. In the Hebrew Bible, on
offering, not human blood, atoneg

When all these things have happened to you, the blessings and the
curses that I have set before you [as described in Deut 28], if you call
them to mind among all the nations where the LORD your God has
driven you, and return [sh-u-v] to the LORD your God, and you and
your children obey him with all your heart and with all your soul,

just as I am commanding you today, then the LoRD your God will
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have built for your name; then hear in heaven your dwelling place their
prayer and their plea, maintain their cause and forgive your people

~ who have sinned against you, and all their transgressions that they
have committed against you; and grant them compassion in the sight

of their captors, so that they may have compassion on them. (1 Kgs

8:46-50)

huv-ing, not sacrifices or blood, brings about reconciliation. This
rayer not only repeats the root but also offers similar sounding
1oots such as veshavum shovehem (from the root sh-v-h), “that they
are carried away captive” in verse 46, or nishbu . . . shovehem, “have
been taken captive . . . captors” in the following verse. These word-

plays are difficult to reproduce in English.
Shuv-ing, apart from sacrifice, is a core idea of prophetic texts. Jer-

emiah 4:1 quotes God as saying,

This emphasis op turning is different from the language of forgive.
ness (Hebrew s--ch) effected by sacrifices, which typifies the Priit] .
y

: :
- E . 25 I - . N |

(1Kgs 8:63), but the cha i
| pter focuses instead on ¢
In various situations; e efﬁcacy Ofpmyer ‘}

Ifyou return [sh-u-v], O Israel,
says the LORD,
if you return [sh-u-v] to me,
if you remove your abominations from my presence,

and do not waver.

Hosea 14:1—2 (14:2-3 Heb.), a passage read on the Sabbath before
 Yom Kippur, explicitly demands shuv-ing with words (namely,

prayer) rather than sacrifices:

that they are carried away captive to the land of the enemy, far off
near; yet if they come to their senses literally “returp ” shi—v; '0 ;r
land to which they have been taken captive, and repex;t [s}z-u ]m »
plead with you in the land of their captors, saying, “We have —1'} ’ al:ld
ar.ld have done wrong; we have acted wickedly”; if they re enstHEI;e ,
with all their heart and soul in the land of thejr enemies vfho t Sk— -
them captive, and Pray to you toward their land, which )’rou gav(:to

their '
ancestors, the city that you have chosen, and the house that |

Return [sh-u-v], O Israel, to the LORD your God,

for you have stumbled because of your iniquity.

Take words with you
and return [sh-u-v] to the LoRD;

say to him,




Tese v e JEouUS
“Forgive all guilt

And accept what i good;
Instead of bulls we will pay

[the offering of ] our lips2

Again) no animals,

blood, or chaty’t offering is required

SACRIFICE IN POSTBIBLICAL JUDAISM

HE INSISTENCE that repairing a relationship with God is possi-

ble without sacrifice continues after the Temple’s destruction in
o CE. Indeed, not a single text in the huge corpus of rabbinic Juda-
sm suggests that after the Temple had been destroyed, atonement is
mpossible or that blood is essential for atonement. When rabbinic
texts speak about the power of blood to effect atonement, they refer
to past Temple ritual, not the postdestruction reality.

Several rabbinic texts, imagining that sacrifices were carried out,
cite Leviticus 17:11, “For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and L have
given it to you for making atonement for your lives on the altar; for,
as life, it is the blood that makes atonement,” to make the point that
sacrificial blood atones. From the Babylonian Talmud, Zevahim 6a
begins with Leviticus 1:4, “And he shall place his hand on the head
of the burnt offering, and it shall be accepted for him to atone for
him,” which might suggest that the laying of hands on the sacrifi-
cial animal atones for the person offering the sacrifice. The talmudic
passage then suggests that only the blood atones: “And does plac-
ing hands atone for one’s sins? But isn’t atonement achieved only by
the sprinkling of blood, as it is stated, ‘For it is the blood that makes
atonement by reason of the life (Leviticus 17:11)’2”” Rabbinic au-
thors recognized that, while the Temple stood, blood is the typical
~ ritual detergent, but even there it is not always necessary.® And after
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the Temple was destroyed, altern

0 g)”
g

, one
tional response to the medieval Unetaneh Tokef pra}l;eir ™
rega :
I’tllfe fentral prayers recited on Rosh Hashanah and ’Scioz}r: ) ;Izor.
a :
iBm repentance [Hebrew teshuvah), prayer [teﬁllah]”;aZnInc:Other for
: d geeds”) [tzedakah] cancel the harsh decree! + o other e
00 makes -
i dy of the Tora
i inic texts, fasting or the stu .
- I;a Efxllr;;:n :till ,other texts, “The death of the righteous atones for
; ’ i is idea to an-
me?:’ In Leviticus Rabbah 20:12, the rabbis backdate this 1c1;a Ccl)eath
" e
. t Israel: “Just as the Day of Atonement atones, so :ozs e death
honnt is i that...the deatho
i And where is it shown
fthe righteous atone. ‘ Lo eehe
it d, ‘And they bur
i tones? Where it is stated, .
lghlteoui\ixzré}od responded to the plea of the land thereaﬁ;r (tj e
o istian
aut' is to 2 Sam 21:14). Here we may see a response to Chr
itation :

$ Or two pigeons, you shalj brin

you have committeq one-tenth of ap

ephah of chojce flour for a sin offering; you shal not put oil on it or lay

offering. You shal bring it to the priest,
and the priest sha]] SC00p up a handful of jt 55 its memoria] portion,

and turn this into smoke on the altar, with the offerings by fire to the

roclamation.

single exception,

The rabbinic tradition regards Tepentance, apart from blood sacri
fice, as fully effective, While the scriptures of Israe] speak of shuy, tyrp-
ing, in the sense of an action, rabbinjc material stresges the efficacy of
teshuvah in the senge of internal contrition® and repentance, As the
great scholar of rabbinjcg Ephraim Urbach Summarizes concerning

the idea of repentance in the Yerushalmij (the Jerusalem Talmud):
““The Holy One, blessed be He, was asked: “

Obviously, the homilist intendeg to ascribe to God that the power

of repentance was absolute, transcending that of atonement throdgh
sacrifices™ Some early rabbis claim that the daily prayers along with

ace the morning and afternoop Temple
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sbandoned (female) Israel, whom he eventually marries and then
punishes in lurid terms when she strays. Ezekiel 16:6 describes the
newborn baby “befouled and uncared for”*—not even cleaned of
T the blood from birth. Ezekiel's phrase bedamayich chayi means “in

HE BLooD OF CIRC UMCISION your blood(y state), live!”—words of encouragement to the aban-
doned child. But the circumcision prayer understands the preposi-
tion be- as “because of” (instead of “in,” its more typical meaning),
another meaning it has in Biblical Hebrew. And thus the prayer states
A LTHOUGH circumcision ig mention that the blood of circumcision is life-giving.

significance develops over time The idea that the blood of circumcision is life-giving is found only
in the rabbinic interpretation of Ezekiel 16, not in Ezekiel itself. How-
ever, according to Exodus 4:24-26, set when Moses is returning from

remains closely aligned with atoneme Midian to Egypt, the blood of circumcision does preserve life: “On

nt in the bri ]
2225211; :;Z?u}?ciation) milah, the circumcisi(r)lli c::l;e:;o(f aSteeT
o g t-day-old Jewish males, Immediately fo]] 'y : ‘:
Physical act of circumcising, g oo
the person performing the cj
typically the professional circ

the way, at a place where they spent the night, the LORD met him
and tried to kill him. But Zipporah took a flint and cut off her son’s

, foreskin, and touched Moses’s feet with it, and said, “Truly you are a
as part of the boy’s naming ceremony, ! ’ ? vy

rcumcision (the child’s fathey

rear ) O more
mciser [Hebrew mohel|) says: k

bridegroom of blood to me!” So he let him alone. It was then she said,
‘A bridegroom of blood by circumcision.” The laconic text is “terribly
mysterious”;” it is not even clear from the Hebrew whom God seeks
to kill: Moses or the child. The account fits folktale patterns of attack-
ing demons and using blood to ward off evil (apotropaic magic), as

Our God and God of our fathers
mother,

andlethis N preserved this child to his father and
name be called in Israe] (baby’s
n ,
Y's name son of father’s we saw also with the blood of the Passover lamb put on the doorposts

) B of the Israelite houses. While the story may have something to do
b, asis written, “May your father and e 8

and she who bore you be glad” [Proy 23:25] And it is

ssed by you and saw you downtrodden in your blood

u: Because of your blood live;
cause of your blood Jjve”* l

mother rejoice, with an early concern that Moses, raised in an Egyptian household,

said, “Then I pa was not circumcised, it has nothing to do with sin and repentance.”
Postbiblical Jewish authors likely knew that gentile Christians did

not circumcise their sons. In fact, Paul so strongly argues against such

and I said to yo
¥y and I said to you: Be-

a practice in his Epistle to the Galatians that he says of those who

This last verse jg from Ezekiel 16 one of
. ]
atic, even pornographic,

. , preach circumcision to the gentiles, “I wish those who unsettle you
Scripture’s most problem-

chapters. It describes Gods adoption of would castrate themselves!” (Gal 5:12). For Paul, gentiles should re-

. main gentiles, but they should give up their pagan religious practices,
24
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T orRasivuU L JESUS

such as sacrificing to the state .
’ ! blessed be He, passed over to plague the Egyptians, He saw the blood
_ of the covenant of circumcision upon the lintel of their houses and

 the blood of the Paschal lamb, He was filled with compassion on Is-
rael, as it is said, “And when I passed by thee, and saw thee weltering
 [lying in blood] in thy (twofold) blood, I said unto thee, In thy (two-

fold) blood, live; yea, I said unto thee, In thy (twofold) blood, live”

re=—

Spective, being put in 5
rather than fajth »

(Bzek 16:6).

Here may be a polemic against seeing Jesus as a paschal offering,

The basis of its exposition is Ezekiel 16:6, “in your blood(y state),

ivel”—or “in/because of your blood live.”

After clarifying that the double mention of blood refers to the
blood of circumcision and the blood of the paschal lamb, the mid-

ash continues:

Rabbi Eliezer said: Why did the text say twice, “I said unto thee, In

cumcision, the sam
e chapter notes,
» €veryone who brings hi
gs his son
thy blood, live; yea, I said unto thee, In thy blood, live”? But the Holy

for circumcisjon is as though (h
meal offer; _— e were) a high priest bringing h;
veree i :f}l)tgs;gi h:sldm?k offering upon thegto;)) of th];r;iir},gﬁ s
Melchizedel (see Cp: emic aga'tinst claims that Jesus, in the h‘.ne o;
anti-Christian poop aPter '5); is the only effective high priest. Th
dab the p P‘ Ication is secured by the next line: “R. bb'. e
ince] said: Isaac circumcised Jacob, and Esay; :ndlE[ Jo
7] Sau

One, blessed be He, said: By the merit of the blood of the covenant of
circumcision and the blood of the Paschal lamb ye shall be redeemed
from Egypt, and by the merit of the covenant of circumcision and
by the merit of the covenant of the Passover in the future ye shall be
redeemed at the end of the fourth kingdom; therefore it is said, “I said

unto thee, In thy blood, live; yea, I said unto thee, In thy blood, live”

 This rabbinic connection among circumcision, blood, and Passover
again looks like an anti-Christian polemic: it is the blood of Passover

Pirkei de-Rabbj Ejj
. ezer 29 also connect .
ston to the blood uged in the Passover rituals the blood of circumci-

( )
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lood may reflect the “mutilation that will befall whichever party
roves faithless.”*
The only other Hebrew Bible text to associate blood and covenant
the postexilic Zechariah g:11, which likely refers back to Exodus
4.* Thus, blood and covenant are not strongly connected in Isra-
s scriptures; that connection develops only in postbiblical Jewish
thinking concerning the brit milah, the covenant of circumcision.
'Ihxs is another case where something peripheral in the ancient texts
‘becomes central in the New Testament and then reappears in Jewish
thinking,
plicitly only in two texts,
Exodus 24,

describes the Blood remains a powerful image in both biblical testaments. In

Christian thought, the Christ’s blood atones for sin, and the wine of
the Bucharist is, whether literally or metaphorically, his blood. For
Jews, male circumcision—and the blood of circumcision—remains
aritual central to Jewish identity.

It is not unusual for Jews to be told by some Christians that they

gion. Speaking of Moses, verses 4b-8 read:

He rose early in the morning, and built an altar a¢ the foot of the

mourtain st s s are damned to hell because they do not accept the atoning blood of

corresponding to the twelve tribes
people of Israel, who offered burnt
rings of well-being to the Logrp,

ut it in basins, and half of the blood
e took the book of the covenant, and
; and they said, “Al] that the Lorp
be obedient” Moses took the blood

ot T o Jesus to save them from their sins or ransom them from hell. Such

offerings and sacrificed oxen as offe
Moses took half of the blood and p
he dashed against the altar. Then h
read it in the hearing of the people

has spoken we will do, and we wil]

comments reflect a lack of knowledge of Jewish views of atonement,
including the rabbinic emphasis of repenting and turning (shuv-ing)
_ from sin and toward God. At the same time, Jews would do well to
understand the Jewish background of Christian claims regarding the
blood of Jesus. The development of Jewish and Christian rituals, es-
k pecially absent the animal sacrifice conducted in the Temple, shows

See the bl i it
e blood of the covenant ~ how deeply interwoven the two traditions are.

Most likely the shared blood “establish

t i es a bond between the two
parties™ of God and Israel. Alternative]

¥ or in addition, the animal’
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