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ABSTRACT
This study is an analysis and comparison of rituals in two different settings. Due to its ancient
content, the book of Leviticus has been negatively received or is simply ignored by most western
Churches. They see the book of Leviticus as irrelevant to today’s Christians. This research grows
out of the interest to find why Malagasy Christians feel at home when reading the book of
Leviticus. My research starts from the hypothesis that there might be some identifiable
correspondences between ancient rituals in the book of Leviticus and some traditional Malagasy
rituals. These correspondences might be the rationale behind the familiarity of Malagasy readers
with the book of Leviticus and hence their positive acceptance. All these rituals have to do with
sin, purification and sacrifice.
My research is divided into two main parts. In Part One, I study three rituals from the book of
Leviticus, namely, the ritual purification relating to intentional and unintentional sins in Lev 4:1–
5:13, the postpartum ritual purification in Lev 12 and the global ritual purification on the Day of
Atonement in Lev 16. Part Two is devoted to the study of three seleted traditional Malagasy rituals,
namely, the ritual purification relating to violation of taboo (fady), the eighth day postpartum ritual
purification of the Malagasy northern ethnic groups and the New Year royal bath ritual of
purification called fandroana.
Throughout my study I seek to explore and analyze these rituals with the purpose of finding
identifiable correspondences between rituals in Leviticus and Malagasy traditional rituals. As a
result, I find out that the first “pair” of rituals have the same cause and consequence: violation of
divine (or ancestral) prohibitions inevitably leads into sin and impurity that is fatally threatening
God-human and human-human relationship. Violation of divine prohibitions does not only incur
guilt towards God but also delineates the violator from his/her surroundings. To remedy such a
catastrophe the violator must perform ritual purification by means of bloody sacrifice which
substitutes for the transgressor.
The second point to be highlihted is that in the second “pair” of rituals, after childbirth, the
parturient has to offer a sacrifice to God. The purpose and the output of the sacrifice is slightly
different in the two settings. In Leviticus, it aims at purifying the parturient who becomes ritually
impure because of the postnatal discharge while in the Malagasy context the sacrifice is offered to
beg the ancestors’ blessings for the newborn baby and the mother.
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The third “pair” of rituals relate to the need for a global purification used to purify the whole
nation. In Leviticus, according to the Priestly theology, daily sacrifices purify sinners and
transgressors from their sins and impurities but their impurities are accumulated in the Holy of
Holies, which is the dwelling place of God in the sanctuary. Consequently, each year the ancient
Israelites must undergo a global ritual purification on the Day of Atonement with the purpose of
purifying both humans and the Tabernacle. The same concept is found in the traditional Malagasy
royal bath called fandroana. At the New Year celebration a ritual purification is led by the monarch
to purify the whole kingdom and the population. In both contexts sacrificial blood plays central
role since it functions as ritual purifying detergent.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Why Leviticus?
Today many Western Christians as well as churches seem to have lost interest in the book of
Leviticus. In their opinion the book of Leviticus is irrelevant to modern society, and they think that
Leviticus contains strange and archaic prescriptions, teachings and practices. Here are some of the
things people find strange: It is recorded in the book of Leviticus that if someone touches
something unclean (animal or human uncleanness, for example Lev 14–15), then he or she will
become unclean; all four-legged fowls are abominations; weasels, mice, turtles, ferrets, and
chameleons are all unclean, even when dead (Lev 11); the fruit of freshly planted trees is
“uncircumcized” and cannot be eaten for three years (Lev 19:23–25). A natural and biological
process such as menstrual blood defiles the menstruating woman and blood flowing at childbirth
defiles the parturient and she must offer a sacrifice (Lev 12). Even the method used in the massive
slaughtering of animal sacrifices prescribed in Leviticus is seen by today’s generation as unfair,
too violent and even barbaric. The most shocking feature of this book to today’s readers is probably
its prescription of death penalty which seems so inhumane to today’s ears. The reason is that crimes
that merit the death penalty are generally crimes against God, such as sexual transgressions, the
daughter of a priest practicing prostitution (death by fire, Lev 21:9), a man taking a wife and her
mother (all must be burned to death, Lev 20:14), cursing one’s father or mother (put to death, Lev
20:9). Many Christians think that there is nothing of importance or worth in Leviticus for us to
read today; thus, unfortunately many Western churches do not give much attention to Leviticus.
Despite these modern views, I assert that the book of Leviticus remains one of the most important
books in the Old Testament for both Christians and Jews. It is an important Old Testament book
for the New Testament. For Christians, it contains both the entire cultic system of ancient Israel
and the theological foundation for the New Testament doctrine about the expiatory work of Jesus
Christ. Leviticus helps Christians understand better the atonement aspect of the death of Christ as
it is portrayed in the New Testament that Jesus’ death was the accomplishment of the once-a-year
sacrifice at the Yom Kippur. The New Testament portrays Jesus as the sin offering par excellence
(cf. Rom 8:3; 2 Cor 5:21; Heb 9:12; 10:12, 14) and as the hilastērion (Rom 3:25), that is, as a
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sacrifice of atonement or, more likely, as the “atonement plate.”
The place of Wayiqra (third, that, is in the middle), within the Five books of Moses, seems to
indicate its importance as religiously central to the Jewish faith. It is also the first book taught at a
Jewish school.1 As I will explicate below, for observant Jews today, who maintain niddah as a
central guiding principle of their day to day lives, the laws of impurity relating to the birth of a
child are immutable and cannot be ignored. However, many liberal Jews, for whom most of the
Levitical laws have little relevance and practical application in their lives, simply ignore them.
The seemingly strange and unfamiliar content of Leviticus does not legitimize the rejection and
neglect of the book by today’s readers. Leviticus was written by and to the ancient Israelites who
lived far away from our postmodern society. Today’s readers should acknowledge that Leviticus
contains theological views that must be read and understood within its ancient contexts.
My choice of Leviticus for this study is a personal issue relating to my home country and my
Church. In Madagascar, Christians never question the authority of any biblical book, including
Leviticus. Leviticus is not only accepted to be fully authoritative, but readers even feel familiar
with its content. The motivation behind my choice is a growing curiosity and interest in finding
the rationale behind this Malagasy acceptance and familiarity.
1.2 Statement of the Problem
In recent years, there has been an astonishing outbreak of new approaches to the Old Testament.
Some scholars approach it only as ancient history, using it as a piece of evidence in answering
archeological or sociological questions about the ancient world. Other scholars try to reconstruct
the thought of a book or an author without considering how its words could impact us today. The
historical approach helps to reconstruct the original, intended meaning of the author and is not
much concerned with how readers read and understand the text. Recent scholars are more
interested in how today’s readers actually read and react to the Old Testament. This approach is
known as reader-response criticism. The significant contribution of a reader-response approach is
to call attention to the importance of the reader in the construction of literary meaning. The
approach asks questions such as how do we feel when we read a certain biblical passage, and how
does each one of us read differently. Recently, the so-called psycho-literary approach even asks
1
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how our psychology affects the way we read literary texts. According to a reader-response
approach, the meaning of a text exists somewhere between the words on the page and the reader’s
mind. This approach is occupied with “how” we read the Old Testament texts.
In this work, I seek to explore “why” readers read the Old Testament texts the way they do. To be
more precise, why do Malagasy seem to be familiar with the book of Leviticus? The book of
Leviticus is a difficult book. One scholarly work has greatly inspired me. In his book Reading
Ritual: Leviticus in Postmodern Culture, Wesley J. Bergen emphasizes the importance of readers’
engagement with the biblical text. He stresses that a good commentary is not to produce a fancy
and dull interpretation but rather to creatively give an opportunity to readers to interactively
respond to the biblical text. He states, “Perhaps a better approach would be to produce a variety of
creative responses to a text.”2 He studies many passages from Leviticus and brings them to today’s
readers through a creative, hermeneutical approach. Part of the purpose of his study is to help us
understand (or even experience) how much we do not understand, and why we do not understand
it. His goal, as he says in his book, is “to help you visualize the nature of the gulf that separates
you from ancient tribal societies, from animal sacrifice, from blood manipulation.”3
Unlike many modern Western Christians, we can fairly say that the Malagasy feel “at home” when
they read the book of Leviticus. Instead of being shocked or even “rejecting” Leviticus, they
actually feel liberated and can better comprehend what they do and think themselves through the
reading of this book. Hence, the gap between the world of Leviticus and the Malagasy culture is
not a dangerous gulf into which they inevitably fall, as many modern readers do, but rather, they
would see the culture behind Leviticus as an affirmation of their own culture. I suspect that the
feeling of familiarity among Malagasy with Leviticus becomes particularly apparent in rituals
reflected or exposed in the biblical text, and for this reason the realm of rituals is probably the most
promising area to delve into for investigating the relationship between the book of Leviticus and
Malagasy readers.
1.3 Research Question
On this background, I start from the hypothesis that there exist points of correspondence in the
2
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rituals underlying the book of Leviticus, on the one hand, and in Malagasy traditional rituals, on
the other hand, that might appear as similarities in both performance and contents. A common
denominator of these two separate contexts and groups of rituals is that they both have to do with
issues of sin, sacrifice and purification. Based on this hypothesis, the overarching guiding research
question for this study is: Is a relation of some kind identifiable between rituals underlying some
selected texts in the book of Leviticus and some selected Malagasy traditional rituals?
1.4 Methodology and Structure of the Thesis
In order to answer the research question mentioned above, the two involved entities must be
covered separately in appropriate ways. This needed approach materializes in an outline
comprising two major parts, subdivided into a number of chapters. Part One is dedicated to the
study of rituals behind the book of Leviticus. These rituals are solely attainable to us through
exegesis of the text of Leviticus. Thus, Part One is composed of three chapters of a historicalcritical exegetical analysis and study of selected texts that appear as promising in regard to
mirroring rituals regarding sin, sacrifice and purification.
In chapter 2, I start my research by providing a preliminary investigation on the two key concepts
of this work, namely the  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice and the root כפר, especially in the verbal form  ִּכ ֶּפר.
Previous scholarly views on  ַח ָּטאתand the meaning of  ִּכ ֶּפרwill be the main focus of this chapter.
In chapter 3, which is a mixture of lexical and theological studies of Lev 4:1–5:13, my main task
is to explore the concept of sin and the distinction between specific unintentional and deliberate
sins as well as the atonement aspect behind the  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice and the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual. In chapter 4,
an exegetical study of the postpartum ritual purification in Lev 12 is carried out. The basic question
that drives the exegesis is why a  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice and  ִּכ ֶּפרritual are required in such a case where
no sin is inherently involved. Chapter 5, which ends the first part, is devoted to an exegetical study
of the Day of Atonement in Lev 16 where the global purification and its ritual significance through
the  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice and the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual is highlighted.
The choice of these passages is based on the following assumption: the selected texts enable me
to study various rituals involving the  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice and the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual in two distinct contexts
where both moral sin and ritual impurity are found. Lev 4:1–5:13 contains prescriptions on sin and
its accompanying ritual atonement. The  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice and the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual performed in this
context are related to moral sin. Lev 12 brings another case where the  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice and the ִּכ ֶּפר
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ritual deal with ritual impurity (postpartum discharge) which involves no moral sin. Finally,
according to Lev 16, on the Day of Atonement the  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice and the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual purify both
moral and ritual impurity.
Part Two is dedicated to the study of some selected Malagasy traditional rituals. Chapter 6 is a
general background providing the readers with some important information on Madagascar, its
people and its culture. In chapter 7, three Malagasy traditional rituals are studied and analyzed.
First, I study the concept of sin within the Malagasy belief system and the expiatory and
propitiatory ritual sacrifices relating to sin and transgression. The second section is the study of
various rites in relation to childbirth by highlighting the postpartum ritual sacrifice called
fampiboahagna tsaiky (bringing the newborn infant out). The third ritual I explore is the famous
annual royal ritual bath called fandroana (bathing). I study the various elements of the fandroana
by highlighting their religious and ritual aspects.
Although the analyses undertaken in the two parts are conducted separately and independently,
nevertheless, the selection of texts in Part One and of rituals in Part Two is informed by the
overarching search for points of correspondence. Hence, within the exegetical study throughout
Part One there will be a focus on elements relevant to its positioning over against Part Two, most
clearly seen in passages of preliminary conclusions pointing towards the Malagasy traditional
rituals covered in Part Two. Correspondingly, Part Two will contain passages of preliminary
conclusions, where links of any kind to the biblical rituals discussed in the previous Part One are
identified. Finally, the conclusion chapter will, prepared and informed by the investigations in Part
One and Part Two, interconnect and unite the findings of the study and on this basis offer a precise
answer to the research question.
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PART ONE: STUDIES OF RITUALS IN LEVITICUS
Part One is dedicated to an exegetical investigation of three blocks of texts from Leviticus, namely,
Lev 4:1–5:13 on intentional and unintentional sin and the corresponding sacrifices, Lev 12 on the
postpartum ritual purification and the annual purification of the Yom Kippur in Lev 16. These
texts display some similarities. They all deal with either moral or ritual purification where the

 ַח ָּטאתoffering and the  ְִּכ ֶּפרritual play an important role. In Lev 4:1–5:13, the  ַח ָּטאתoffering,
through the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual brings forgiveness to the sinner. In Lev 12, the  ַח ָּטאתoffering is prescribed
for the parturient as part of the ritual purification processes after childbirth. The  ַח ָּטאתand the
 ִּכ ֶּפרritual in the context of the Yom Kippur in Lev 16 brings a global purgation of the whole
nation of Israel, including the Sanctuary, the land, the high priest and the people of Israel from all
kinds of sin and impurities during the year. For this reason, in the following chapter, I will focus
on the study of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering and the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual in order to shed some light on their role and
function within Leviticus.
Before I engage in the study of these texts, I will present a preliminary investigation on the two
Hebrew concepts  ַח ָּטאתand  ִּכ ֶּפרin chapter 2. This chapter will focus on a brief presentation of
scholarly views on  ַח ָּטאתand a lexical analysis of  ִּכ ֶּפר.
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Chapter 2: Preliminary Investigation of  ַח ָּטאתand ִּכ ֶּפר
Recently, the term  ַח ָּטאתhas been the focus of scholarly debates. In this chapter my purpose is to
recall the previous main scholarly debates on its function and meaning. My presentation will be
more or less chronological, taking into consideration the development and history of the scholarly
views on the function and the meaning of the  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice. This approach enables me to follow
the scholarly debate and the contributions scholars bring in the debate.
For the second part of this chapter, which is a study of the meaning of  ִּכ ֶּפר, I have chosen a
different approach. Since the various senses of the pi’el form of  כפרis my main concern there,
my presentation is based on a lexical analysis of its contextual uses in the Old Testament.
2.1 Brief Survey of Scholarly Views on the ַח ָּטאת
The purpose of this section is not to trace in a comprehensive way the history of the scholarly
works on  ַח ָּטאת. Our sole concern here is to consider the two significant issues around  ַח ָּטאת,
namely, its function and its meaning in the Old Testament. There has been much scholarly debate
on the question of whether (1) the  ַח ָּטאתoffering solely purifies the Sanctuary, or (2) whether it
only purifies the offerer (sinner), or (3) whether it purifies both. The other issue which has been
raised concerns the role of the laying on of hands in the  ַח ָּטאתoffering. (1) Some scholars think
that the laying on of hands performed during the  ַח ָּטאתoffering signifies a transfer of sin from
the offerer to the sacrificial victim; (2) others hold that it merely symbolizes the ownership, (3)
still others think that the laying on of hands symbolizes dedication and (4) identification, i.e., the
sinner ‘transfers’ his identity as sinner upon the animal which represents him. There is also a debate
about to which verbal stem the noun  ַח ָּטאתbelongs, and which translation is correct. This has led
recent scholars to abandon the rendering “sin offering” for contextual and linguistic reasons. These
aspects of the scholarly debates on  ַח ָּטאתwill be developed below.
Karl Christian Wilhelm Felix Bähr and Johann Heinrich Kurtz
This survey has profited greatly from work already done in the field. The earliest still valuable
studies were published mainly in Germany. Among the first scholars who largely discussed the

 ַח ָּטאתoffering and its function are the two Germans, Bähr and Kurtz. In his book on “Symbolism
of the Mosaic Cult”, published 1837, Bähr examined the meaning and the symbolisms underlying
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various elements in the Pentateuchal sacrificial system.1 He argues that the laying on of hands in
the  ַח ָּטאתoffering signified the offerer’s ownership of the animal and his willingness to give it
up to YHWH in death. The most essential element in the sacrifice is the blood which is “the
principle of life.” He also holds that the sprinkling of the blood on the altar symbolizes the giving
away of the soul or life of the offerer, and thus an emblematical act of repentance, faith, and selfdedication to God.2 He emphasizes that all sacrifices, in particular the  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice, have an
expiatory function.3 He concludes from the study of Lev 4:
if the theocratic standing of an individual was the determining rule for the sin offering, then also
must the sin with which the sin offering has to do, have a theocratic character, that is, must be a
violation not of the universal, moral laws, but of the positive-religious law which was given to the
people of Israel.4

He is against the so-called “imputation and penal death” theory (the sin and impurity of the offerer
are imputed in the blood of the  ) ַח ָּטאתsince, in that case, the blood would have defiled anything
it touches including the Sanctuary where it is daubed (judiciary theory).
Kurtz comments upon and criticized Bähr’s views on Mosaic sacrifice and challenged his
understanding of their function.5 He denies the idea that all sacrifices have an expiatory function.6
By referring to Num 15:27–30 and Lev 4, he points out that only unintentional sins and errors can
be atoned for while sins committed ביָּ ד ְָּר ָּמה, “with upraised hand,” are punished with death.7
Such exclusion, according to Kurtz’s view, is necessary to the existence and permanence of the

1
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theocratic confederacy.8 In his “theocratic” view, he holds that, since the God of Israel was also
the King of Israel, the whole law is theocratic and religious and that every sin committed must be
a theocratic offense.9 He then accuses Bähr of excluding not only intentional offenses but also all
violations of the universal, moral law, all moral transgressions in the strict sense. He refutes Bähr’s
limitation of the sin offering to the positive religious commands.10 He is in support of the “penal
death” theory by arguing that sin is symbolically imputed to the animal by the laying on of hands.11
The whole animal is infected with sin and this, according to Kurtz, is expressed in the strongest
manner by the fact that the animal itself is now called ( ַח ָּטאתsin).12 Since the blood is the seat of
the soul, feelings, and desire, it is then the birthplace and source of sin. Consequently, the shedding
of the blood means death, and as soon as the blood is shed, the sin is “annulled and abolished.” He
recognizes that the impurity of the blood remains until it is shed since its desire is not annulled and
it is still alive.
Paul P. Saydon
Saydon concentrates his work on the distinction between the sin offering ( ) ַח ָּטאתand the trespass
offering () ָּא ָּׁשם. He states that the nature of those two categories of sacrifices and the theological
conceptions underlying this distinction are uncertain.13 Even though they are intended to atone for
sins, it is unclear what kind of sins they are supposed to atone for, and he remarkes that the
difference between them was already misunderstood from a very early date onwards: Josephus, St
Augustine, St Gregory the Great.14 He concludes his article by stating that the Hebrew theology
distinguishes three classes of sins with regards to their expiation:15
(1) Sins committed with upraised hand (דְר ָּמה
ָּ ָּ)בי, consciously and willfully, which involve
disregard and contempt of the law, are not expiable by any sacrifice.
(2) Ordinary sins committed with a greater or lesser degree of consciousness and willfulness,
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but which are due to human frailty rather than to any disregard of the law, are atoned for
by a  ַח ָּטאתoffering (sacrificium pro peccato).
(3) Sins of ignorance or unintentional sins are atoned for by an  ָּא ָּׁשםoffering (sacrificium pro
delicto)
Evode Beaucamp
As we have seen above, the scholars presented so far agree that the  ַח ָּטאתhas an expiatory
function within Israel’s sacrificial system. However, there are also some diverging voices.
Beaucamp, for example, sees the blood of the טאת
ְָּ  ַחas “the protection of the things and persons
which it covers.”16 As the paschal lamb protects the Israelites at the Exodus, the blood protects
from various evils which are the sequel of sin. This is what he calls the “negative effect” of the
blood (Exod 12:1–15). The positive effect, since the blood is life, is that it gives life, and that is
the reason why YHWH has given it as an “effector of atonement” (Lev 17:10–12).
Gnana Robinson:  ַח ָּטאתis an exorcizing sacrifice
Robinson associates the  ַח ָּטאתwith primitive therapeutic sacrifice.17 He claimes that in addition
to its propitiatory function it is also an exorcizing sacrifice directed towards the domain of evil and
impurity.18 Its association with various sorts of maladies is evidence that in pre-exilic times it may
have had a role in the priestly therapy like the Babylonian therapeutic sacrifices. He recalls the
desert narrative about serpent bite to support the view that  ַח ָּטאתis both “the malady (sin) and the
remedy for that malady.”19 In the wilderness when the serpent bites afflicted the Israelites, the
serpent itself became the remedy (Num 21:4–9). Owing to the presence of the ark in their midst,
the Philistines were afflicted by plagues and, as a remedy, they made images of their tumors and
images of the mice that ravaged their land and sent the guilt offering to YHWH (1 Sam 6:1–9).
Robinson thinks that in a similar way the  ַח ָּטאתwas an agent of evil bringing among men the
malady of sin, and the  ַח ָּטאתwas offered symbolically as a remedy for sin.20 In the early stage,
all kinds of human maladies were believed to be the effect of sin and, according to his view, the
16
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origin of sin was associated with a sort of a demonic being which is perhaps known as  ַח ָּטאת. He
cites Gen 4:7 to support this view. He understands the origin of sin to be “associated with some
kind of a demonic being whose name and function are now forgotten beyond recovery.”21
Hartmut Gese
For Gese the ח ָּטאת
ְַ is “sin offering” with atonement function and is a late sacrifice since “in preexilic times there is no evidence at all for the existence of a sin offering.”22 He holds that the
atonement act carried out by means of the kipper ritual does not mean either forgiveness or
reconciliation. It, however, “means to snatch one away from a death that is deserved.”23 Sin brings
punishment of death and the blood in the kipper ritual, according to Gese, is the ransom (kôpher)
or, in the other word, the payment for the penalty of death.
With regards to the laying on of hand, according to Gese the symbolic act of laying on of hand has
a significant meaning. First, the offerer’s hand is placed on the head of the sacrificial victim as the
locus of the laying on of hand because it is “the expression par excellence of individuality.”24
Second, the laying on of hand signifies identification in the sense of delegated succession. The
offerer, through the laying on of hand, is symbolically identified with the sacrificial animal, which
means that he or she symbolically dies by surrendering his or her own life to God.25
Alfred Marx:  ַח ָּטאתis a rite of passage
Marx tries in his article “Sacrifice pour les pechés ou rite de passage? Quelques reflexions sur la
fonction du ḥaṭṭā’t” to identify the  ַח ָּטאתand its function by studying the circumstances where it
is applied. He comes up with a very new idea that the  ַח ָּטאתis not aimed at purifying from
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impurities but rather is used to re-integrate into the cultic community.26
He is strongly against the association of  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice with sin and impurity since, according to
him, very few cases of sin/impurity need  ַח ָּטאת.27 Only the  ַח ָּטאתoffered at the “changement de
l’année” (change of year) deals with sin and yet its object is not to forgive sins but to cleanse the
country (land) for the new year. These facts lead him to conclude that sin and impurity are not the
main concerns of the  ַח ָּטאת.28 What is common to all of the instances where  ַח ָּטאתis offered is
the notion of “passage,” a movement from one state into another: by bringing the sinner or the
impure person from his/her abnormal and negative state outside the cultic community into his/her
previous, normal and positive state within the cultic community.  ַח ָּטאתis, therefore, a “rite of
passage.”29
Jacob Milgrom: The Picture of Dorian Gray
Milgrom is the first scholar to reverse the traditional view on the  ַח ָּטאתoffering, vigorously
denying that  ַח ָּטאתexpiates. According to his view, it is rather a purifying sacrifice, and therefore
the appellation “sin offering” is not appropriate since the sacrifice is also applied where no sin is
involved.30 In his opinion this translation is not accurate contextually, morphologically and
etymologically. He argues that “the very range of the  ַח ָּטאתin the cult graisays the notion of sin,”
for example, recovery from childbirth (Lev 12), the safe completion of the Nazirite vow (Num 6)
and the dedication of the newly constructed altar (Lev 8:15; Num 29:36f).31 He refutes the view
that impurity and sin are sharply different and cannot lead to the contamination of the Sanctuary.
The purpose of the Yom Kippur ritual of Lev 16, according to Milgrom, is to purgate the impurity
caused by all Israel’s sins.32 He establishes that the ritual of the Day of Atonement and the ַח ָּטאת
sacrifice in all its varieties are both rituals of purification. He has also provided grounds for holding
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that the Sanctuary is a direct object of purification in both cases.
In particular, Milgrom has argued that, contrary to what many have thought of such atonement
rituals, their primary focus is not purging the individual of impurity, but the maintenance of the
ritual purity of the Sanctuary. In his commentary on Leviticus, he writes: “Whom or what does the

 ַח ָּטאתpurge? Herein lies the first surprise: it is not the offerer of the sacrifice.”33 Thus Milgrom
has argued that “sin offering” is a misleading translation of the Hebrew  ַח ָּטאת, which he thinks is
best understood as a “purification offering.” Indeed, a survey of the recent secondary literature
reveals his influence – most scholars now refer to the “purification offering” rather than the “sin
offering.” In essence, Milgrom wants to move us away from the idea that the offering cleanses the
offerer himself – it is the Sanctuary that is primarily in view since his contrition and repentance
suffice alone for his own personal purification. He develops this idea in his famous article “Israel’s
Sanctuary: The Priestly ‘Picture of Dorian Gray’.”34 He explains it as follows:
I call their response “the priestly Picture of Dorian Gray.” In the novel by Oscar Wilde, when
virtuous Dorian was granted eternal youth, he embarked on a career of increasing evil. Oddly, his
evil acts did not affect his young, handsome appearance. His portrait, however, hidden away,
became ever uglier and more grotesque. Like this Wilde character, the priestly writers would claim
that sin may not blotch the face of the sinner, but it is certain to blotch the face of the Sanctuary,
and, unless quickly expunged, God’s presence will depart.35

The fundamental idea is that transgressions against the LORD are borne by the Sanctuary.36 The
sacrifices effectively purify the Sanctuary from the resulting impurity incurred by Israel.
Noam Zohar and Jacob Milgrom
Zohar challenges Milgrom’s view on  ַח ָּטאת. He criticizes Milgrom for dissociating the spiritual
process from the concrete ritual.37 He insists that that such dissociation is mistaken and the sinner’s
purification is indeed involved in the  ַח ָּטאתritual.38 He develops his view in two points: (1) the
33
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efficacy of blood in achieving atonement; (2) the transference of contamination from contaminated
to the sacrificial animal.
Milgrom conceives the  ַח ָּטאתblood as a “ritual detergent” in the sense that it has the power to
remove the contamination caused by sin (or by an impurity).39 Zohar then asks the questions: Why
is blood believed to have such a power of purification? Just what is it in the nature of blood that
gives it this great power, and how does it work? Is the contamination “erased”? Alternatively, is it
swallowed up and “overpowered”? Or is it perhaps “cast out” by the blood’s power―and if so,
whither? He holds that the atoning powers of blood are clearly explained in Lev 17:11: “For the
life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have assigned it to you for making expiation for your lives
upon the altar; it is blood, as life, that effects expiation” [Zohar’s translation].40 The “atoning power
of the blood is related to its nature as the essence of animation ( )נֶּ ֶּפׁשand some connection between
this and the animation ( )נֶּ ֶּפׁשof those attaining atonement.”41 He denies Milgrom’s claim that the

 ַח ָּטאתsacrifice is an agent of purification and his reference to a Babylonian ritual agent called
kupiratu which is removed since it becomes contaminated in fulfilling its function.42 The ַח ָּטאת
sacrifice, according to Zohar, cannot be an agent of purification since only (some of) the blood is
taken and used.43 But Milgrom suggests that the  ַח ָּטאתitself becomes contaminated when the
impurity attaching to the altar is being purged.44 Zohar sees this as unacceptable since it is not
possible for the impurity to leap from the inner shrine to the carcass which lies outside. If
Milgrom’s thesis is correct that the Sanctuary is the sole locus of impurity, the carcass of the ַח ָּטאת
sacrifice must become impure after the daubing of the blood upon the Sanctuary in the process of
purification. However, this is not the case since Milgrom claims that the impurity resides in flesh
and blood of the  ַח ָּטאתanimal, not consequently to sprinkling of blood in the Sanctuary but
antecedent to it.45 Then if the impurity does not come from the Sanctuary, “the evident source,”
claims Zohar, “is the sinner himself.”46 He holds that the transference of the sin-contamination
39
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from the offerer to the animal actually happens through the laying on of hands performed on the
Day of Atonement as well as in the  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice.47 Through the laying on of hand(s), the
impurity is transferred into the animal so that its whole body is now contaminated, especially its

( נֶּ ֶּפׁשspiritual nature rather than physical) since “the seat of passion and volition is definitely the
נֶּ ֶּפׁש.”48 Moreover, Zohar argues that it is the blood that is contaminated since, in the biblical
context,  נֶּ ֶּפׁשmeans its blood (Gen 9:4). This is the evidence that after the slaughter of the animal
sacrifice, its blood, as well as its flesh is contaminated.
Bradley H. McLean and Noam Zohar
In 1991, McLean leveled criticism against Zohar’s argument.49 He contends that a critical
understanding of the sin offering sacrifice on the one hand and the scapegoat ritual on the other
will reveal Zohar's arguments to be both confused and self-contradictory. To show that this is so,
his argument is based on four points:
(1) The scapegoat ritual cannot be used to interpret the meaning of sin offering: this scapegoat
ritual was borrowed from outside the Israelite religious system and therefore is
unrepresentative of normative Levitical theology.50 Since the scapegoat is not a sacrifice
in the Levitical sense, the scapegoat, having become a carrier of sin, is no longer suitable
for sacrifice to YHWH. Secondly, this scapegoat cannot be interpreted as a sacrifice to
Azazel. The goat was expelled, not as a sacrifice, but simply to exclude it from populated
areas so that it would not spread its highly contagious impurity. The crucial fact is that the
desert is unpopulated (Jer 17:6; Job 38:26; cf. Jer 22:6; 51:43).51
(2) Zohar’s theory falls by the same criticism which he directs against Milgrom: If Zohar does
not allow that the blood represents the whole animal, including its carcass, then he cannot
argue that the high priest represents the whole people. For Zohar's arguments to be
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consistent, each individual sinner ought to make physical contact with the scapegoat.52
(3) Zohar fails to appreciate the distinction in Levitical ritual between the use of one and two
hands in ritual hand laying.53 In those texts which specify laying on of two hands, the
gesture marks the transfer of something such as authority (Deut 34: 9) or sin (Lev 16:21;
cf. 24:14-15) from one “( נֶּ ֶּפׁשlife”) to another. In contrast to this, a single hand is used for
sin offering victims (e.g. Lev 1:4; 3:2, 8, 13; 4:4, 24, 29, 33). The imposition of a single
hand does not imply that the offerer’s sins are transferred to the victim but only that a
particular animal is being offered by a particular person or group and that it is being
sacrificed for his or their benefit. No coefficient of sin is made over a sin offering victim
because the intention is not to transfer sin.
(4) Zohar’s theory is explicitly refuted by Lev 16:20: The Atonement ritual is a combination
of two distinct ceremonies for the removal of two different kinds of evil. The first goat
used as a sin offering purged the Temple of “uncleanness” (Lev 16:16), while the second
goat – the scapegoat – carried away the “deliberate transgressions” of the people (Lev
16:21). Lev 16:20 makes it clear that the sin offering goat was used to purify the temple
precincts alone. Only when the high priest had finished ( )כלהthe sin offering ritual, did
the atonement ritual begin with the scapegoat.
It seems that McLean concurs with Milgrom’s view in many points.
Roy Gane and Jacob Milgrom
Gane, a student of Milgrom, has offered the most balanced and well-argued critique of Milgrom’s
work in his Cult and Character: Purification Offerings, Day of Atonement and Theodicy.54 Gane
points out that, contrary to Milgrom’s view, the text indicates that the offerings are made for ()מן
the offerer―not simply the Sanctuary. Gane always translates the term in a privative sense (that
is, the ablative) when used in  כפרclauses. He translates Lev 4:26b as “so the priest shall make
atonement for him for ( )מןhis sin, and he shall be forgiven.” Gane looks at the use of the
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preposition in Lev 15:15b, which describes the case of a person who has contracted ritual impurity
because of a discharge: “the priest shall offer [two turtledoves or pigeons], one for a sin offering
and the other for a burnt offering; and the priest shall make atonement for him before the LORD מן
(= for, from, or on behalf of?) his discharge” (Lev 15:15). Here Gane argues that the preposition

 מןshould be translated as indicating that the priest is to effect purgation on behalf of (=for the
benefit of) the offerer from his discharge―in other words, the sacrifice is meant to remove residual
impurity from him. He states, “blood is only a cultic carrier of defilement that is downgraded by
preliminary purification.”55 Gane holds that the blood acts as a carrier of impurities away from
sinners during normal  ַח ָּטאתsacrifices and then away from the altar on Yom Kippur.56
In fact, Milgrom wrote a response to Gane’s work in “The Preposition Min in the Chatta’th
Pericopes.”57 To be more specific, in this article Milgrom asks the question whether the meaning
of  מןin the  ַח ָּטאתpericopes in Leviticus―passages concerning purification offerings―should be
translated as from (privative) or as for, on account of, because of (causative). Milgrom claimed
that purgation ( )כפרis not offered ‘from’ but ‘for, because of’―‘his flow’ (Lev 15:15).58 In other
words, Milgrom contended that the Sanctuary is what has been defiled because of the person’s
sin―the offering, therefore, is made to atone/purge it. Thus, the offering is made on behalf of the
impurity caused by the discharge. As we have already seen above, according to Milgrom, the mark
that human sin leaves on the Sanctuary has to be quickly expunged if God’s presence is not to
depart. Therefore, the understanding of  מןas causative makes sense within this reconstruction.
This is why Milgrom said that “the precise rendering of this preposition is critical, for on it hangs
the fundamental understanding of the modus operandi of the pollution caused by sin and its
purification.”59 In the case of Lev 16:16a, for example, Milgrom translates as follows: “Thus he
shall purge the adytum of ( )מןthe pollution and transgressions of the Israelites, including all of
their sins.” The difference is that Gane agrees that “the Sanctuary and its sancta are purged by the
blood of the purification offering on Yom Kippur, but, during the year, these violations only defile
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the sinner, not the sancta.”60
Jay Sklar
Jay Sklar approached the problem with linguistic tools. In his book Sin, Impurity, Sacrifice,
Atonement: The Priestly Conceptions, Sklar asked, why, according to the priestly writings, an
atoning sacrifice was required both for sin and for impurity.61 Part of the purpose of his study is to
define the key Hebrew terms, ( ִּכ ֶּפרpi’el verb) and ( כ ֶֹּּפרnoun). It is impossible to atone for
deliberate sin, whose consequence is death or at least premature death. But it is possible to atone
for inadvertent sin. Provisionally,  ִּכ ֶּפרis accepted as a denominative of  כ ֶֹּּפרin the sense of
“ransom” in contexts of sin. The ransom is a “mitigated penalty” for a life; it is paid at the
discretion of the offended party, and it effects a reconciliation with the offended party. Both
“ransom” and “appeasement” are essential to the meaning of כ ֶֹּּפר. (Sklar would, therefore, have
preferred the technical, but uncommon, legal term “composition,” the settling of differences by
payment of an agreed form of compensation).
In some contexts,  ִּכ ֶּפרdoes refer to an act of כ ֶֹּּפר, but possibly to more than that. For even
inadvertent sins may indirectly defile the Sanctuary (Lev 4–5). In particular cases the offended
party (the LORD) specifies the כ ֶֹּּפר-arrangement: purification offering, scapegoat, golden plate. In
contexts of impurity,  כ ֶֹּּפרrefers only to purification by blood (not water). This links ִּכ ֶּפר
especially to blood sacrifices. In contexts of consecration,  ִּכ ֶּפרalways appears in conjunction with
a sacrifice (not with anointing etc). Moreover, since major impurities both pollute and endanger,
the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual must both cleanse and rescue ()כ ֶֹּּפר. The verb  ִּכ ֶּפרexpresses the double function of
“composition” and purgation for major impurities (non-moral). The  ִּכ ֶּפרritual performs this
double function through the blood of sacrifice. “For the life of the flesh is in the blood, and I myself
have bestowed it to you upon the altar to ransom your lives, for it is the blood that ransoms by
means of/as the life” (Lev 17:11, Sklar’s translation).62 With most interpreters, Sklar applies the
verse to all sacrifices (not just the peace offering). Conversely, “there is only one legitimate use
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for blood, namely, for the making of atonement.”63
Ziony Zevit and Jacob Milgrom
Zevit regards Milgrom’s thesis as not entirely convincing.64 He agrees that the primary function
of the  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice was to purge the Sanctuary from sins/impurities of the people. The ַח ָּטאת
sacrifice benefits the Sanctuary in that it purifies it and ensures YHWH’s continued presence and
blessing (cf. Lev 15:30–31) and this, in turn, benefits the people in that the  כפר-ְח ָּטאת
ַ act results
in forgiveness/purification. He emphasizes that in Ancient Israel the notion of sin “encompassed
both overt moral offenses and ritual impurities that were not due to human fault.”65 He holds that
the distinction between sin and impurity is not so clear in P. Therefore, Milgrom’s insistence that
the  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice should be translated with the word “purification” rather than “sin” might be
unnecessary.
Christophe Lemardelé
Lemardelé introduced a strikingly new view of the  ַח ָּטאתto the scholarly debate. The focus of his
study is the question to whom the  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice is offered. He opposes the view that  ַח ָּטאתhas
a purificatory function.66 Unlike the other three types of sacrifices, say, ע ָֹּּלה,  זֶּ ַבחְׁש ָּל ִּמיםand

 ָּא ָּׁשם, the blood of the  ַח ָּטאתis put on the horn of the altar of incense in case of sin committed by
the high priest and the people (Lev 4:5–7, 16–18) and on the horn of the sacrificial altar in the case
of other types of faults (Lev 4: 25, 30, 34). But in both cases, the blood of the  ַח ָּטאתis daubed at
the base of the sacrificial altar. He then concludes that the  ַח ָּטאתis used to protect from demonic
power such as Azazel but sometimes unnamed for a monotheistic reason. The  ַח ָּטאתis then
ambivalent, having both heavenly and earthly dimensions. It has a prophylactic and apotropaic
aspect and addresses mysterious or unrevealed beings. The fact that the vegetable  ַח ָּטאתis offered
without incense is an evidence to Lemardelé that  ַח ָּטאתis not, a priori, destined to a heavenly
deity (cf. Lev 5:11).
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Albert I. Baumgarten
Baumgarten sees in  ַח ָּטאתa power ritual.67 According to him the red heifer is best understood as
a power ritual in which the sacred force present in a very special animal is employed to raise the
level of the person whose power has been diminished by contact with death.68 Those who
participate in the preparation or the sprinkling of the ashes, who begin at the line of the normality,
are raised very high above that line by contact with the powerful agent. They, therefore, need to
undergo a rite of passage to return to the state of lack of anomaly; hence, they are impure until
they bathe.69
Baumgarten then understands the  ַח ָּטאתas a ritual of empowerment. In the other cases, ַח ָּטאת
offerings are employed in rites of purification to restore force to the altar, force which has been
diminished by sin (Lev 16:19).70 In rites of consecration, they raise the status of the altar, in
preparation for its service by the newly inaugurated priests (Exod 29; Lev 8) or Levites (Num 8).
At festival times, they also restore the power of the Sanctuary which has been attenuated by the
presence of so many pilgrims, who are not necessarily all perfectly purified.
Yitzhaq Feder
One of the most recent works on the topic is Feder’s book Blood Expiation in Hittite and Biblical
Ritual: Origins, Context, and Meaning.71 He thinks that the rites in Lev 16 have passed through
three distinct phases of literary development. His diachronic study of the text reveals the following
thematic continuity:72
(1) emergency rituals to address national crises,
(2) a ritual for undoing the effect of Nadab and Abihu’s catastrophic sin
(3) an annual purgation ritual for temple and congregation.
He also describes the major stages of development of the sin offering ritual as follows:73
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(1) the fact that only the blood manipulation (no burning of the suet as offering to God) is
mentioned in the book of Ezekiel is an evidence that at this stage the rite has not yet become
an offering but a mere “symbolic gesture serving to consecrate the Sanctuary.”
(2) the later phase is represented by the ordination ritual (Lev 8). At this phase, the burning of
the suet tells us that the rite has become a sacrifice to God.
The earliest stage of the historical development of sin offering texts contains the formula ִּכ ֶּפר ַעל
which shows that the beneficiary of the sacrifice is the offerer.74 The later editorial layers of P and
H as well as in Ezek 40–48, the formula  ִּכ ֶּפר ֶּאתand  ִּח ֵּטא ֶּאתwith sancta as the direct object
express the idea that the sacrifice is purging these objects. This view suggests that “Ezekiel
represents a relatively late stage of Priestly tradition.”75
With regards to the meaning of  ַח ָּטאתFeder distinguishes the pi’el of  חטאfrom the pi’el of

 כפרand the pi’el of  טהר: mostly, the pi’el of  חטאrefers to a physical action that is used to purify
a house, altar or temple through physical act such as sprinkling or daubing of blood while the pi’el
of  כפרgenerally describes the effects such actions have on their human beneficiaries.76 In
addition, the pi’el of  כפרis used to describe the expiation of sin while the pi’el of  חטאis never
used explicitly in association with sin. Feder’s main conclusion is that “whereas  ִּכ ֶּפרrefers to a
change in a person’s standing vis-à-vis the Deity, טא
ְֵּ  ִּחi refers only to the physical act of
cleansing.”77 The pi’el of  טהרdescribes an act of purification (e.g., Lev 16:19; Ezek 43:26) or
refers to the execution of a purification procedure in a general sense (e.g., Lev 14:11). It is also
used in the priest’ proclamation that a person is pure of leprosy (e.g., Lev 13:6). Feder emphasizes
that pi’el of  טהרdoes not describe a specific act of purification.
So understood as a denominative of ( ַח ָּטאתsin offering) the pi’el of  חטאoriginally denoted the
actions associated with the  ַח ָּטאתoffering, but later developed into a general sense “to perform a
purification rite.”78 He traces the history of the semantic development of the pi’el  ִּח ֵּטא: from “to
perform a sin offering”, via “to perform an act of cleansing” and finally to “to cleanse.” Because
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the verbal form is a denominative derivative of the offering, the translation “sin offering” is
accordingly correct. But this fact does not exclude the meaning “to cleanse”, it came, according to
Feder, with the later understanding of the rite as purging the sancta.79 He claims that “purification”
is an ill-advised rendering for two reasons: First, the verbal forms describe the actions involved in
the already existing  ַח ָּטאתrite. Second, the pi’el form of  חטאas an act of purification seems to
be a later semantic development. At the same time, we must acknowledge an important point as
reflected by the semantic development of the verbal form,  ַח ָּטאתoffering was understood by the
priesthood as purging evil, whether sin or impurity, from the object of the rite, that is, the altar.80
As a summary, the following points have to be highlighted:
First, with regards to the meaning and function of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering there are three distinct
scholarly views:
(1) The  ַח ָּטאתoffering is a sin offering with an expiatory function:
Traditionally, scholars hold that this sacrifice is a sin offering with expiatory function (e.g., Bähr).
The blood of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering represents the giving away of the offerer’s life. For these scholars
the Old Testament appellation  ַח ָּטאתconveys the idea that it has to do with sin. The ַח ָּטאת
offering is designed and meant to deal with sin and the function of its corresponding kipper ritual
is to expiate for the sin of the offerer.
(2) The  ַח ָּטאתoffering has nothing to do with expiation nor purification:
In this second view some scholars think that the  ַח ָּטאתoffering has no expiatory or purificatory
function: the  ַח ָּטאתoffering is a rite of passage, aiming at bringing the offerer from his/her
abnormal state (impurity) to the normal state (purity) (Alfred Marx); the  ַח ָּטאתoffering has a
therapeutic function since it serves as an exorcizing sacrifice (Gnana Robinson); the ַח ָּטאת
offering has a prophylactic and apotropaic function and as such it is offered to some kind of
demonic power rather than to YHWH (Christophe Lemardelé); the  ַח ָּטאתoffering is a power
sacrifice since it restores the power of both the offerer and the altar diminished by sin (Albert I.
Baumgarten).
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(3) The  ַח ָּטאתoffering is a purification offering with a purificatory function:
Latter scholars present differing views. First they refute the rendering “sin offering.”81 Seen from
this perspective, the main function of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering through its kipper ritual is purificatory.
The rendering “purification offering” is a more accurate translation of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering since it
is required in some cases where sin is not involved (e.g., childbirth, Lev 12).82 Though recent
scholars’ arguments against Milgrom are sound, it seems that most of the scholars and bible
translations still use the rendering “purification offering.” In my opinion Milgrom’s view is correct
only in the sense that the  ַח ָּטאתoffering purifies both the Sanctuary and the offerer.
Second, with regards to the meaning of the laying on of hand(s) performed with the  ַח ָּטאתoffering
four views have been proposed by scholars: (1) transference (the offerer’s sin is transferred or
imputed into the sacrificial victim through the laying on of hand), (2) ownership, (3) dedication
(e.g., Noam Zohar) and (4) identification (Hartmut Gese). The most favored among these four
views is identification.83
2.2 Study of the senses of ִּכ ֶּפר
Coming to the second part of this chapter, we will now turn to an overview of the senses of  ִּכ ֶּפר.
This study is based on the lexical analysis of the occurrences of  ִּכ ֶּפרin the Old Testament. Hence,
the classification into the following nine senses, presented below, is the result of my own analysis
of the occurrences of  ִּכ ֶּפרin the Old Testament. These senses come out of lexical and exegetical
analyses of the pi’el of  כפרin the various Old Testament contexts where it occurs. The pi’el of

 כפרoccurs 92 times in the Old Testament.84
(1) “to appease (anger), to propitiate”
This sense is found in Gen 32:21 where the subject of the verb is Jacob and the object is “anger”:
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הְפנָּ יו
ָּ  ֲא ַכפ ָּר, “I will appease his anger.”85 According to BDB the pi’el  ֲא ַכפ ָּרהcarries the meaning
“to cover” used metaphorically.86 It suggest that this sense denotes the action of covering the face
so that one does not see the offence. This view probably comes from the traditional understanding
of the  ִּכ ֶּפרas meaning “to cover.” This translation is also due to the literal translation of the term

ְ ָּפנָּ יוas “his face” rather than its idiomatic meaning for anger (for example, Lev 20:5; 1 Sam 1:18;
Jer 3:20).87 The cohortative here expresses Jacob’s resolve which carries the meaning “to appease”
or “to pacify” in the sense of removing anger due to sin or guilt by offering a gift to his brother
Esau.88 This meaning includes “to allay the anger or agitation of,” “to ease the anger,” “to appease
the anger” which implies a smoothing or calming.89 In this context, the gift serves as an
appeasement gift with the purpose of assuaging Esau’s anger.90
The meaning around “appeasement” is also found in the Priestly texts where Aaron must intercede
on behalf of the Israelites who infuriate YHWH by their persistent complaints and sends forth a
plague to obliterate them (Num 17:11–13 [ET 16:46–48]):
11

Moses spoke to Aaron: Take the fire pan and place on it coals from upon the altar and add incense.
Go quickly to the congregation and make appeasement for them ( )וכפרְעליהםbecause wrath has
come forth from YHWH and the plague has begun! 12 Aaron took it as Moses had commanded and
he ran into the midst of the congregation, and, behold, the plague had begun among the people. He
put on the incense and made appeasement for the people ()ויכפר על־העם. 13 He stood between the
dead and the living and the plague ceased.91

The context in Num 25:11–13 also conveys the meaning “to appease God’s burning anger.” In this
passage God’s kindled anger is aroused by the Israelites’ participation in the pagan cult. The

 ִּכ ֶּפר עלthrough Phineas’ act results in the appeasement of the divine anger. The  ִּכ ֶּפרrite in this
passage serves to appease YHWH’s anger and brings him to spare the rest of the congregation but
at the same time Israel’s sin is expiated (removed). In these sources, Aaron’s and Phineas’ acts of
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pacifying YHWH on behalf of the people are expressed by the form  ִּכ ֶּפר על.
(2) “to ward off,” “to repel, to avert” and “to turn away”
This sense is close to “to appease,” but the difference is that here the meaning is “to appease” in
the sense of preventing the occurrence of or preventing something from happening, in other words,
“to avert something to happen.” It is found in Prov 16:14: ְְח ָּכם
ָּ י־מוֶּ ת ְו ִּאיׁש
ָּ ְמל ֲא ֵּכ
ַ ת־מ ֶּלְך
ֶּ ֲח ַמ

י ַכפ ֶּרנָּ ה, “a king’s wrath is a messenger of death, but a wise man averts it” and in Isa 47:11, ְוְ ִּתפֹּל
יְכפ ָּרּה
ַ  ָּע ַליִּ ְךְהֹּוָּ הְלֹּא תּוכ ִּל, “and disaster will fall upon you which you will not be able to avert.”
(3) “to absolve” or “to declare innocent”
This sense occurs in Deut 21:8. The meaning of the pi’el imperative  ַכ ֵּפרis quite ambiguous and
has been the object of scholarly debate. This verse belongs to instructions on an unsolved murder
(Deut 21:1–9). This instruction applies to אְח ָּלל
ָּ י־יִּמ ֵּצ
ָּ “ ִּכone found slain” lying in the open field
(( ) ַב ָּש ֶּדה נ ֵֹּּפלDeut 21:1). The adjective “ ָּח ָּללone pierced” indicates that the murder is carried out
through stabbing and thereby the corpse bears some wounds.92 The instruction gives us some
details on how to deal with this special case and, as it is mostly the case, there is no further
information given on the rationale behind the ritual acts. Nevertheless, there are some symbolisms
which might help us understand the verse and especially the pi’el in question: first an heifer () ֶּעג ָּלה
is to be taken into a wadi ( )נַ ַחלwhich may neither be plowed nor sown (ע
ְַ )לֹּא־יֵּ ָּע ֵּבדְבֹוְולֹּאְיִּ זָּ ֵּר
(Deut 21:4) and its neck has to be broken (qal of  )ערףthere and then the elders, who are in charge
of the rite, have to wash their hands over the head of the slaughtered heifer and pronounce the
following words: אְראּו
ָּ ֹּ םְהזֶּ הְו ֵּעינֵּ ינּוְל
ַ ת־ה ָּד
ַ נּוְא
ֶּ אְׁשפ ָּכה ו ָּע
ָּ ֹּ יָּ ֵּדינּוְל, “our hands did not shed this
blood and we did not see (did not witness)” (v.7), a statement which excludes them and the
inhabitants of their town from being guilty of the murder. It is clear from the context that the heifer
does not represent a sacrifice but rather its violent slaughtering and the accompanying rites show
that there are symbolisms behind them.93
The expression qal of  רחץ+ “ יָּ דto wash hand(s)” in v. 6 is mostly employed in ritual purification
context denoting the washing of hands as part of the cleansing process (Exod 30:19, 21; 40:31;
Lev 15:11). It is also used in non-ritual sense such as the one found in Exod 2:5. But its sense in
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Deut 21:6 is an unfamiliar construction if referring to innocence from bloodguilt. The usual
expression in the Old Testament for this sense is qal of  רחץ+  ַכף, “to wash (palm of) hand” (Ps
26:6: “I wash my hands in innocence, and go around your altar, o LORD” (NRSV); 73:13: “All in
vain I have kept my heart clean and washed my hands in innocence” (NRSV). 94 All the
symbolisms―the heifer which has not yet pulled in yoke, the breaking of its neck, the stream of
running water, the field which has not yet been ploughed and unsowed and the washing of hands
over the heifer―performed around this rite show that all the elements of rite are unused which
symbolically implies that they are not yet contaminated by any common use.95 Driver elucidates
the meaning of the symbolisms as follows: the heifer substitutes for the unknown murder and
thereby the heifer bears the penalty; the slaughtering by a running water in uncultivated field
symbolizes “that the blood may be carried away by the torrent, and that any which falls upon the
earth may sink into it, without the risk of being uncovered at some future time when the soil is
disturbed by the plough.”96 Citing Exod 13:13; 34:20, Gese notes that this ritual of slaying the
heifer is an act of “taking life, for which the breaking of the neck is typical.”97 The ritual described
here is, in Janowski’s view, a replication of the criminal’s execution.98 Other scholars see in this
ritual “a kind of ceremonial judicial execution.”99 The heifer, taking the place of the unknown
murderer, is executed. These views are in accordance with the law in Num 35:30–34 which not
only demands the murderer’s death but also says that “no expiation can be made . . . except by the
blood of the one who shed it” (Num 35:33).  ִּכ ֶּפר, in other words, entails the sinner’s death. It
seems that the rite aims at showing the innocence of the people nearest to the place of murder and
their guilt should be pardoned or absolved by God. This ritual may have been used to prevent any
blood avenger from the victim’s family from killing an innocent member of the nearest village in
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retaliation.100 And since the object of the verb  ַכ ֵּפרis not the offended party as in Gen 32:21 but
rather those suspected of bloodguilt, the sense “to absolve” or “to declare innocent” fits well in the
context.
(4) “to pay ransom” or “to make amends”
We encounter this sense in 2 Sam 21:3. The pi’el  ֲא ַכ ֵּפרprobably expresses a strong intention.101
Saul’s un-expiated blood-guilt toward the Gibeonites has brought about a three-year famine on the
land. Later the reason of the famine was revealed to David who asked the Gibeonites, “What shall
I do for you?” (NRSV), which is followed by the question הְא ַכ ֵּפר
ֲ ּוב ָּמ
ַ “and with what shall I
amend?” The Gibeonites reply by stating that, on the one hand, it is not a question of silver and
gold between them and Saul which means that they will not accept blood money, and that, on the
other hand, they do not require victims from Israel. After David’s further inquiry in v. 4 they now
precisely say that they need seven sons of the perpetrator (Saul) of their massacre to be hung up
before YHWH.
The Old Testament’s high regard for human life is found in two principles: (1) legal sources forbid
the acceptance of ransom to protect a premeditated murderer from revenge (Num 35:31; cf. Exod
21:12–14; Deut 19:11–13) and (2) no human life can be taken under any circumstance and “human
life is not fungible and cannot be translated into pecuniary terms.”102 These two principles imply
that the punishment of homicide must be the execution of the offender. This is the rationale behind
the refusal of the Gibeonites to accept monetary blood guilt, who, instead, demand lives from the
offender’s family to be executed as blood ransom. In this case the victims are not to be taken as
expiatory sacrifices but rather as amend or ransom demanded by the victim in order to appease
YHWH’s anger. Gese rightly notes, “Once again sin is removed by the sacrifice of a life.”103 The

 ִּכ ֶּפרin this case both appeases the anger of God who, consequently, forgives the offender’s sin.
Life-for-life payment must be paid to the offended party by the guilty party.
(5) “to wipe” or “to erase” (sin)
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This sense is found in Jer 18:23. The context here is Jeremiah’s plea to YHWH not to cleanse his
enemies’ “ ָּעֹוןguilt” and “ ַח ָּטאתsin.” The construction pi’el of  כפר+  ַעלis common in the Old
Testament and mostly it denotes the atonement carried out on behalf of a human being or an
object.104 The pi’el is construed along with the hiph’il of “ מחהto blot out” which predominantly
refers to actions such as wiping or blotting out human being and physical objects (for example,
Gen 6:7; 7:4) but sometimes is used in metaphorical sense as blotting out abstract objects such as

“ זֵּ ֶּכרmemory”, “ ֵּׁשםname” (Deut 9:14; 29:19; 2 Kgs 14:27; Ps 96), “ ַח ָּטאתsin” (Isa 44:25; Jer
18:23; Ps 109:14), “ ֶּפ ַׁשעtransgression” (Isa 43:25; 44:25; Ps 51:3), “ ָּעֹוןguilt” (perhaps Zech 3:9;
Ps 51:11). The verb also means “to erase” (see LXX, ἐξαλείφω, “to erase,” e.g., Exod 32:32). It is
sometimes construed in synonymous parallelism with the pi’el of “ כסהto cover,”סְעל־
ַ ו ַאל־ת ַכ

ל־ת ָּמ ֶּחה
ִּ יָךְא
ַ ֶּםְמל ָּפנ
ִּ את
ָּ “ ֲעֹונָּ םְו ַח ָּטDo not cover their guilt, and do not let their sin be blotted out
from your sight; for they have hurled insults in the face of the builders” (Neh 3:37 [ET 4:5 NRSV])
and in antithetic parallelism with the niph’al of “ זכרto remember,” ְְאל־יהוָּ ה
ֶּ ְאב ָֹּּתיו
ֲ ְעֹון
ֲ יִּ זָּ ֵּכר

ל־ת ָּמח
ִּ מֹוְא
ַ אתְא
ִּ
“ ו ַח ַטMay the iniquity of his father be remembered before the LORD, and do not
let the sin of his mother be blotted out” (Ps 109:14 NRSV), in synonymous parallelism with the
negation qal of “ זכרto remember,” אְאזכֹּר
ֶּ ֹּ אתיָךְל
ֶּ ֹּ יְאנ ִֹּּכיְהּואְמ ֶֹּּחהְפ ָּׁש ֶּעיָךְל ַמ ֲענִּיְו ַחט
ָּ “ ָּאנ ִֹּּכI, I
am He who blots out your transgressions for my own sake, and I will not remember your sins” (Isa
43:25 NRSV). As we see here, the pi’el of  מחהcarries the meaning around “to wipe” and “to
erase.” When used in the same context with the verb זכר, the verb  כפרcarries the same sense, and
I think this is the meaning of the pi’el  ת ַכ ֵּפרin this verse. The prayer addressed to YHWH asks
Him not “to wipe,” or “to erase” the sin of Jeremiah’s enemies.
A similar meaning is found in Isa 6:1–7 with the pu’al ת ֻכ ָּפר. This passage contains Isaiah’s vision
of YHWH which causes him to realize his uncleanness with the consequence of imminent death.
Confronted with the divine purity and perfectness, Isaiah experiences his own “death-demanding
sin.”105 This confrontation, as Oswalt points out, “cannot help but produce despair. For the finite,
the mortal, the incomplete, and the fallible to encounter the Infinite, the Eternal, the Selfconsistent, and the Infallible is to know the futility and the hopelessness of one’s existence.”106
The text shows that YHWH did not reveal Himself to destroy but rather to redeem. A seraph flies
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to Isaiah and touches his mouth with a live coal from the altar declaring רְעֹונֶּ ָך
ֲ “ ו ָּסyour guilt has
departed.” The use of the verb “ סורto depart” in v. 7 suggests that the last part  ו ַח ָּטאתָךְת ֻכ ָּפרis
to be rendered “your sins are blotted out” or “taken away.”
(6) “to forgive (sin)”
This sense occurs in Ezek 16:63. The construction י־לְך
ָּ ( ב ַכפ ִּרpi’el of  כפר+ ְ )לappears to be
slightly different from the previous construction pi’el of  כפר+  ַעל. It occurs only here and in Deut
21:8. It seems that the verse is built in such a way that the expression ת
ְ “ ִּתזכ ִּרי ְוָּ בֹּׁשyou will
remember and you will be ashamed” is antithetically parallel with י־לְך
ָּ ב ַכפ ִּר. The root  זכרoccurs
several times in this context: YHWH remembers his covenant (v. 60), Israel remembers his ways
and is ashamed (v. 61) and Israel may remember (his ways) and is ashamed (v. 63). The sense of
the pi’el  ַכפ ִּריhas to do with “forgetting” which is, in this context, better understood as “to
forgive.”107 We have now seen that the construction pi’el of  כפר+ְ לrefers to a meaning around
forgiveness and absolution.
The same sense “to forgive” is also found in 2 Chr 30:18 where Hezekiah prayedְהְהטֹובְי ַכ ֵּפר
ַ ָּיהו

“ ב ַעדmay the good YHWH forgive” and in the following Psalms where God (ֹלהים
ִּ  ) ֱאis the
subject: ינּוְא ָּתהְת ַכפ ֵּרם
ַ רּוְמנִּ יְפ ָּׁש ֵּע
ֶּ יְעֹונֹּתְגָּ ב
ֲ “ ִּדב ֵּרWhen deeds of iniquity overwhelm us, you
forgive our transgressions” (Ps 65:4 [ET 65:3 NRSV]), ְעֹון
ָּ והּוא ְַרחּום ְי ַכ ֵּפר, “Yet he, being
compassionate, forgave their iniquity…” (Ps 78:38 NRSV) and the last occurrence is ְילנּו
ֵּ ו ַה ִּצ
אתינּו
ֵּ ֹּ ל־חט
ַ רְע
ַ …“ ו ַכ ֵּפdeliver us, and forgive our sins…” (Ps 79:9 NRSV).
(7) “to purify”
In Ezek 45:20 the Israelites are asked to purify the temple: ת־ה ָּביִּת
ַ םְא
ֶּ “ ו ִּכ ַפר ֶּתyou shall purify
the temple” (with the construction pi’el of  כפר+ ְ ֵּאת+ the object of the ritual purification). In this
construction, the nota accusativi  אתpoints to the object of the purification. Its objects are all
around the temple and its surroundings: the holy place, the Tent of Meeting and the altar (Lev
16:20), the Sanctuary (Lev 16:33), the altar (Ezek 43:26) and the temple (Ezek 45:20). This means
that the pi’el of  כפרconveys an idea of purification of inanimate objects and never applies to
human beings. There is one case where the pi’el is immediately followed by the object of the
purification, תֹוְעמֹו
ַ רְאד ָּמ
ַ “ ו ִּכ ֶּפand purifies the land for his people” (Deut 32:43).
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(8) “to perform ritual purification”
In this category, the  ִּכ ֶּפרrefers to the atonement ritual as a whole. This sense is marked by the
two constructions (1) the pi’el of  כפר+ “ ַעלto perform ritual purification upon / to atone on behalf
of” and (2) the pi’el of  כפר+ “ ַב ַעדto perform ritual purification on behalf of.”
The first construction pi’el of  כפר+ ַעלis the most frequent.108 In this construction the pi’el of

 כפרhas various objects which point to the beneficiary of the atonement where  ַעלmeans “for” or
“on behalf of.” The atonement is carried out on behalf of various terms for human beings such as
“Israel” (Neh 10:34; 1 Chr 6:34; 2 Chr 29:24), “people” (Lev 16:30, 33; Num 17:12; Ezek 45:15),

“ ֵּע ָּדהcongregation” (Lev 4:20; 10:17; Num 15:25; 17:11), “Aaron” (Lev 8:34), אָדם
ָּ “human
being” (Lev 1:4), “ ִּאיׁשman” (Lev 19:22; Num 5:8), “ ִּא ָּשּׁהwoman” (Lev 12:7, 8; 15:30), “ ֵּבןson”
(Lev 8:34), “Israelite son” (Lev 16:34; 23:28; Num 8:19; 25:13; 28:22, 30; 29:5), “ נָּ ִּשׂיאprince”
(Lev 4:26), “ כ ֵֹּּהןpriest” (Lev 16:33), “ ֵּלוִּ יLevite” (Num 8:12, 21) and “ נָּ זִּ ירNazirite” (Num 6:11).
One important construction in this category is  ִּכ ֶּפר עלְנפׁשwhich means “to effect/act as ransom
for life” (cf. Exod 30:15, 16; Lev 17:11; Num 31:50). In Exod 30:15, 16 the half shekel offered to
YHWH has the purpose to ransom lives. Lev 17:11 is an important verse to understand the role
and the function of blood in the Priestly theology: it is the life in the sacrificial blood that effects
ransom of human life through a substitution process.109
In most of the cases this construction means “to atone for” or “to atone on behalf of,” but there are
a few cases where the preposition  ַעלis immediately followed, not by the recipient of the
atonement, but by a sin term as for example in אתינּו
ֵּ ֹּ ל־חט
ַ רְע
ַ (ְו ַכ ֵּפPs 79:9). Its sense is “to atone
concerning” or “to atone with regards to” in which, the pi’el carries the sense “to forgive” or “to
purge.” Translations differ on how to translate this pi’el: “to expiate our sins,” (K&D)110 “cover
over our sins for,” (ICC)111 “forgive our sins” (for example NASB, NIV, NRSV), “efface nos
pechés” (TOB). Both renderings “to forgive sins” and “to wipe off” are possible. But the previous
verse (v. 8) gives us a clue about the context in which the pi’el in question is employed. Ps 79 is a
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plea for mercy for Jerusalem and in v. 8 the psalmist pleads God with ֹּתְראׁש ֹּנִּים
ִּ נּוְעֹונ
ֲ ר־ל
ָּ ל־תז ָּכ
ִּ ַא
“do not remember the iniquities of those who are before us (ancestors).” The sense behind the pi’el

 ַכ ֵּפרin v. 9 is likely close to the negative ל־תז ָּכר
ִּ “ ַאdo not remember” and I think renderings such
as “to forget” or “to wipe off” or, even more appropriately, “to forgive” fit in the context.112
The sense “to perform ritual purification” occurs in various expressions:


The most common is pi’el of  כפר+  על+  מן+ sin terms

In this category, we find pi’el of  כפר+  על+  מן+  ַח ָּטאתwhich literally means “to atone on one’s
behalf for one’s sin.” This construction occurs in ןְמ ַח ָּטאתֹוְונִּ ס ַלחְלֹו
ֵּ יוְהכ ֵֹּּה
ַ רְע ָּל
ָּ (ְו ִּכ ֶּפLev 4:26,
“and he atones on his behalf for his sin and he shall be forgiven),” ןְמ ַח ָּטאתֹו
ֵּ רְע ָּליוְהְַכ ֵֹּּה
ָּ ( ו ִּכ ֶּפLev
5:6, “and the priest atones on his behalf for his sin”), ְר־ח ָּטאְונְִּס ַלח
ָּ אתֹוְא ֶּׁש
ֲ
ןְמ ַח ָּט
ֵּ יוְהכ ֵֹּּה
ַ רְע ָּל
ָּ ו ִּכ ֶּפ

( לֹוLev 5:10, “and the priest atones on his behalf for his sin which he sins and he shall be
forgiven”).
Then we also find pi’el of  כפר+  על+  מן+  ֶּפ ַׁשעinְר ֵּאל
ְָּ ְמ ֻטמאֹּת ְבנֵּי ְיִּ שׂ
ִּ ל־הק ֶֹּּדׁש
ַ ְע
ַ ו ִּכ ֶּפר

יהם
ֶּ ּומ ִּפׁש ֵּע
ִּ (Lev 16:16, “and he atones for the Sanctuary because of the uncleanness of the people
of Israel and because of their transgressions”). In three of these four occurrences, the overall output
of the atonement is forgiveness as expressed by the niph’al ונִּ ס ַלח, “and he shall be forgiven.” The
privative meaning behind the pi’el of  כפרin these contexts is obvious, and it is shown by the
preposition מן. It is then clear from these contexts that this pi’el refers to an action of taking sin
and transgressions away from the beneficiary of the atonement.


pi’el of  כפר+  על+  מן+ impurity terms (sometimes + sin terms)

In this category, there are various types of ritual uncleanness mentioned in Leviticus. First ְו ִּכ ֶּפר

יה
ְָּ ֹּרְד ֶּמ
ָּ הְממק
ִּ יה ְו ָּט ֲה ָּר
ָּ ( ָּע ֶּלLev 12:7, “and he atones on her behalf and she shall be clean from
her flow of blood”). The expression “flow of blood” refers to the postpartum blood discharge and
it is listed among the discharges that make a woman unclean. As we see here, the output of the
atonement is the state of cleanness as conveyed by the qal ו ָּט ֲה ָּרה, “and she shall be clean.” The
second occurrence of this type is רְמ ֻטמ ָּאתֹו
ִּ ־ה ִּמ ַט ֵּה
ַ רְעל
ַ ( ו ִּכ ֶּפLev 14:19, “and he atones on behalf
of the one to be cleansed from his uncleanness”). The context of this occurrence is the purification
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of the one with skin disease which, according to the ritual instruction, makes the one who contracts
it unclean. The output of the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual is “ ו ָּט ֵּהרand he shall be clean” in Lev 14:20. Another
occurrence is found in הְמזֹובֹו
ִּ ָּןְלפנֵּ יְיהו
ִּ יוְהכ ֵֹּּה
ַ רְע ָּל
ָּ (ְו ִּכ ֶּפLev 15:15, “and the priest atones on his
behalf before YHWH for his discharge”) and the same idea but expressed in slightly different way
in זֹובְטמ ָּא ָּתּה
ֻ
הְמ
ִּ ָּןְלפנֵּי ְיהו
ִּ ְהכ ֵֹּּה
ַ יה
ָּ רְע ֶּל
ָּ ( ו ִּכ ֶּפLev 15:30, “and the priest atones on her behalf
before YHWH for her unclean discharge”). In Lev 16:16 the atonement is carried out in order to
purify the Sanctuary “ ִּמ ֻטמאֹּתְבנֵּ יְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלfrom uncleannesses of the people of Israel,” יהם
ֶּ ּומ ִּפׁש ֵּע
ִּ ,
“and from their transgressions,” אתם
ָּ ֹּ ל־חט
ַ ל ָּכ, “all their sins.” The context here is the annual Yom
Kippur, and what is important to notice is that uncleanness, transgression and sin defile the
Sanctuary. The preposition  מןin those contexts confirm the privative meaning behind the pi’el
which carries the sense “to purify.”
The other occurrence which is still in the context of the Yom Kippur is found in רְע ָּליו
ָּ ( ו ִּכ ֶּפLev
16:18, “and he shall atone on its behalf [that is the altar])”). This construction is of course familiar,
but the output of the atonement, as we see it in the continuation of the ritual itself, isְו ִּקדׁשֹוְ ו ִּטהְֲרֹו

( ִּמ ֻטמאֹּתְבנֵּ יְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלLev 16:19, “and cleanses it and sanctifies it from the uncleannesses of the
people of Israel”). The output of the atonement is both purification and sanctification from
uncleanness. The same idea of purification from sin occurs inְְמכֹּל
ִּ ְאת ֶּכם
ֶּ יכם ְל ַט ֵּהר
ֶּ ְע ֵּל
ֲ י ַכ ֵּפר

יכם
ֶּ את
ֵּ ֹּ ( ַחטLev 16:30, “and he (the high priest) shall atone on their behalf in order to clean them
for all their sins”). What we have here is that  ַח ָּטאתdefiles both the people of Israel and the
Sanctuary which is mostly represented by the altar. This purification occurs only once a year and,
according to v. 34 (אתם
ָּ ֹּ ל־חט
ַ לְמ ָּכ
ִּ רְעל־בנֵּיְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּא
ַ “ ל ַכ ֵּפto atone on behalf of the people of Israel
for all their sins”), it puries all Israel’s sins committed during the year.


The third type is pi’el of  כפר+ על

This construction is found in Lev 4:31; 5:26 and again the output is the same: ונִּ ס ַלח, “and he shall
be forgiven.” In this construction, the subject is the priest but the object of the atonement is not
specified: יוְהכ ֵֹּּהןְונִּ ס ַלחְלֹו
ַ רְע ָּל
ָּ ו ִּכ ֶּפ, “and the priest atones on his behalf and it shall be forgiven
for him.” In Lev 5:26 the first part, which is the atonement formula, is the sameְיוְהכ ֵֹּּהן
ַ רְע ָּל
ָּ ו ִּכ ֶּפ

 ִּלפנֵּ יְיְהוָּ ה, “and the priest atones on his behalf before YHWH,” but in the second part containing
its output we find another sin term ( ) ַאׁש ָּמהin הְבּה
ָּ ֹּלְא ֶּׁשר־יַ ֲע ֶּשׂהְל ַאׁש ָּמ
ֲ  ִּמכ, “from what one does
in order to incur guilt”
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Sometimes the preposition is merely locative and the construction pi’el of  כפר+ על, means “to
perform ritual purification upon.” This sense is found, for example, in Exod 30:10 (bis) where the
context is about Aaron performing his priestly duty: ל־קרנ ָֹּּתיו
ַ ְע
ַ ְא ֲהר ֹּן
ַ ו ִּכ ֶּפר, “and Aaron shall
perform ritual purification upon its horns,” and ְע ָּליו
ָּ י ַכ ֵּפר, “and he shall perform a ritual
purification upon it” (Lev 9:7 [bis])


Pi’el of  כפר+  ַב ַעד+ sin term

The only occurrence where the preposition  ַב ַעדpoints to a sin term is i Exod 32:30: ְיְא ַכפ ָּרה
ֲ אּול
ַ

ְח ַטאת ֶּכם
ַ “ ב ַעדperhaps I will atone for your sin.” In this context, the preposition “ ַב ַעדfor”
introduces the object of the atonement which is sin that is atoned for or forgiven. Its function is
the same as the preposition  עלwhen construed with sin or impurity terms. In this context (vv. 30–
32), Israel committed “great sin” ( ) ֲח ָּט ָּאהְגד ָֹּּלהby worshipping idols, and Moses sought YHWH’s
forgiveness by strikingly imploring YHWH to blot his name out of the book of life if he refuses to
forgive Israel (Exod 32:32). The qal of  מחהcarries the force of “wiping, obliterating,
exterminating”113, and Clements correctly notices that its use here signifies death.114 Gese sees in
this context that atonement involves a life substitution through self-surrender in his comment:
“Moses wants to atone. He offers himself a kopher, that is, he offers his existence which is recorded
in the book of life. It is a substitution of life for life through a total surrender of self.”115


Pi’el of  כפר+  ַב ַעד+ the beneficiary

This construction mostly occurs in Leviticus (Lev 9:7; 16:6, 11, 17, 24), once in Exod 32:30; 2
Chr 30:18 and Ezek 45:17 with the meaning “to atone for the benefit of” or “to atone on behalf
of.” The preposition points to the beneficiary of the atonement, and it is mostly a group of people
such as household or the people of Israel: דְה ָּעם
ָּ רְב ַעדָךְּוב ַע
ַ ( ו ַכ ֵּפLev 9:7; cf. 16:24, “and make
an atonement for yourself [referring to Aaron] and for the people [referring to the people of
Israel]”), דְביתֹו
ֵּ רְב ֲעדֹוְּוב ַע
ַ ( ו ִּכ ֶּפLev 16:6, 11, “and he [Aaron] atones on his behalf and on behalf
of his family”), דְכל־ק ַהלְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאל
ָּ דְביתֹו ּוב ַע
ֵּ רְב ֲעדֹוְּוב ַע
ַ ( ו ִּכ ֶּפLev 16:17, “and he atones on his
behalf and on behalf of his family and on behalf of the whole congregation of Israel”), דְבית־
ֵּ ב ַע

( יִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלEzek 45:17, “on behalf of the house of Israel”). We have seen from this brief survey of its
113
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objects that they mostly refer to family and the people of Israel as a whole. The preposition ַב ַעד
has the same function as  עלin the other constructions though their fields of use are slightly
different.
(9) “to effect ransom”
For the understanding of this sense of  ִּכ ֶּפרi, the term  כ ֶֹּּפרwhich refers to the “price of a life” or
“ransom” plays an important role.116 The LXX renders it with nine different terms: ἄλλαγμα,
ἀλοιφή, ἀντάλλαγμα, ἄσφαλτος, δῶρον, ἐξίλασμα, Κύπρος, λύτρον, περικάθαρμα.117 The term

 כ ֶֹּּפרdenotes a price for ransom of a life.118 The term as such refers to an expiation given for an
injury, wrong or sin. The pi’el then refers to the action of bringing an offering which represents
the כ ֶֹּּפר.
Scholars’ views on the senses of  כ ֶֹּּפרvary. Janowski, for example, renders  כ ֶֹּּפרas “ransom”
(Lösegeld).119 He divides the Old Testament uses of the term  כ ֶֹּּפרinto two categories, namely, the
legal and theological uses by emphasizing that its purpose is to rescue the life of the guilty. 120 As
such it represents a ransom of life (Exod 21:30; 30:12; Num 35:31). Brichto uses the term
“composition” to describe the  כ ֶֹּּפרgift as an act of settling differences between two conflicting
parties.121 Sklar presented three senses of כ ֶֹּּפר, namely, “ransom,” “appeasement” and Brichto’s
“composition.”122
Feder defines  כ ֶֹּּפרas “a propitiatory gift or payment given in situations when the giver is at risk,
usually in mortal danger, and placed at the mercy of another.”123 The  כ ֶֹּּפרwas used to mitigate the
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guilty’s punitive actions. In the Old Testament, its semantic nuances include “bribe” (for example,
1 Sam 12:3; Amos 5:12; Prov 6:35; Job 36:18), “ransom,” and “compensatory payment” (Exod
21:30; Num 35:12; Ps 49:8; Job 33:24). Due to the fact that the pi’el verbal form  ִּכ ֶּפרis used in
conjunction with the giving of a כ ֶֹּּפר, some scholars have drawn from this evidence that the verb
is a denominative verbal derivative of  כ ֶֹּּפרwith the sense “to ransom” and/or “to make
compensation.”124 Reacting to this view, Feder states:
In fact, such sources seem to indicate that appeasement is more fundamental to the sense of the
verbal form than the act of gift giving. Furthermore, verbal forms of r”pk are employed in the sense
of compensating bloodguilt in contexts where monetary compensation or ransom are strictly
forbidden. Consequently, a denominative derivation from  כ ֶֹּּפרseems highly doubtful.125

What is common here is the view that bloody sacrifices or offerings are required since blood
represents life and the redemption of a life demands another life. Sin brings the threat of death and
it is understandable why both pi’el of  חטאand pi’el of  כפרare used together in some contexts.
The pi’el of  חטאrefers to the purification from sin and the pi’el of  כפרdenotes the ransom offered
to rescue the life of the sinner. This idea is found particularly in Lev 4–5 which I will develop in
chapter 3.
The above study can be summarized in the following model syntagmas:
-

Model syntagma 1:126
Subject
Human being

-

Verb
Pi’el of “ כפרto appease”

Object
 Anger

Model syntagma 2:127
Subject
Human being

Verb
Pi’el of “ כפרto avert”

Object
 Messenger of death
 Disaster
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-

Model syntagma 3:128
Subject
Priest

-

Nota accusativi
ֵּאת

Objects
 Tent of Meeting
 altar
 Sanctuary
 holy place

Model syntagma 4:129
subject
Priest

-

Verb
Pi’el of “ כפרto purify”

Verb
Preposition
Pi’el of “ כפרto perform ritual “ ַעלupon”
purification”

Objects
Horn

Model syntagma 5:130
Subject
Priest

Verb
Preposition
Pi’el of “ ַעל כפרon behalf of”
“to atone”

Object
 Israel
 Fungous house
 People
 “ ֵּע ָּדהcongregation”
 Aaron
 אָדם
ָּ “human being,”
 “ ִּאיׁשman”
 “ ִּא ָּשּׁהwoman”
 “ ֵּבןson”
 Israelite
 “ נָּ ִּשׂיאruler”
 “ כ ֵֹּּהןpriest”
 “ ֵּלוִּ יLevite”
 “ נָּ זִּ ירNazirite”
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-

Model syntagma 5:131
Subject
Priest

-

Verb
Pi’el of כפר, “to absolve, to declare innocent”

Object
Israel

Preposition
ְל

Object
Israel

Model syntagma 7:133
Subject
King David

-

preposition
ְל

Model syntagma 6:132
Subject
God

-

Verb
Pi’el of כפר, “to forgive”

Verb
Pi’el of “ כפרto make amends”

Object
No object

Model syntagma 8:134
Subject
God

Verb
Pi’el of כפר, “to wipe”

Preposition
“ ַעלwith regards to”

Object
 “ ָּעֹוןiniquity”
 “ ַח ָּטאתsin”

-

Model syntagma 9:135

Subject

Verb

Priest

Pi’el of ַעל כפר
“on נָּ ִּשׂיא
“to atone”
behalf of”
“ruler”

Priest

Preposition

Object

Pi’el of ַעל כפר
“on anyone
“to atone”
behalf of”

131

See sense (6) on p. 30.
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See sense (3) on p. 26.

133

See sense (4) on p. 28.
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See sense (5) on p. 29.
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See sense (8) on p. 31.

Prepositio
n
“ ִּמןfor”

sin terms

Output

 “ ַח ָּטאתsin”

forgiveness

 “ ֶּפ ַׁשעtransgression”
“ ִּמןfor”

“ ַח ָּטאתsin”

forgiveness
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Model syntagma 10:136

-

Subject
Priest

Verb
Preposition
Object
Pi’el of “ כפרto “ ַעלon behalf Parturient
atone”
of”

Priest

Pi’el of “ כפרto “ ַעלon behalf The one to be “ ִּמןfor”
cleansed
atone”
of”
Pi’el of “ כפרto “ ַעלon behalf Anyone with “ ִּמןfor”
blood
atone”
of”
discharge
Pi’el of “ כפרto “ ַעלon behalf Woman with “ ִּמןfor”
blood
atone”
of”
discharge

Priest
Priest

Priest

Pi’el of “ כפרto “ ַעלon behalf Altar
atone”
of”

Preposition
“ ִּמןfor”

“ ִּמןfor”

Impurity terms
Flow of blood

output
Be clean

Impurity

Be clean

“ זֹובdischarge”

Be clean

ְטמ ָּא ָּתּה
ֻ
 ִּמזֹובBe clean
“unclean
discharge”
“ ֻטמ ָּאהimpurity” Be clean

Model syntagma 11:137

-

Subject
Moses

Verb
Pi’el of “ כפרto atone”

Preposition
“ ַב ַעדfor”

Sin terms
“ ַח ָּטאתsin”

Model syntagma 12:138

-

Subject
Aaron

-

Verb
Pi’el of “ כפרto atone”

Model syntagma 13:139

Subject

Verb

136

See sense (8) on p. 31.
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See sense (8) on p. 31.
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See sense (8) on p. 31.
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See sense (9) on p. 39.

Preposition
“ ַב ַעדon behalf of”

Beneficiary
- Aaron
- people of Israel
- the whole congregation
- Aaron’s family
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Human being

Pi’el of “ כפרto effect ransom”

The verb  ִּכ ֶּפרis used in both cultic and non-cultic contexts. In the non-cultic texts, anger is the
direct object of  ִּכ ֶּפר, implying that  ִּכ ֶּפרsignifies a means of assuaging anger, generally to avoid
life threatening danger.140 Feder rightly remarks, “Although these sources do not indicate a
concrete meaning for  ִּכ ֶּפר, they do exemplify a concrete social situation, namely that of appeasing
a rival.”141 I agree with Feder that in relation to  ִּכ ֶּפר, two concrete social situations can be
identified: appeasing a person of authority to avert a harsh punitive action and removal of
culpability for bloodguilt.142 It seems that the original sense of  ִּכ ֶּפרis “to appease anger” which
semantically and contextually corresponds to  כ ֶֹּּפרin the sense of “propitiatory gift” or “bribe.”143
In the context of the bloodguilt, the  ִּכ ֶּפרrefers to “compensation,” and the  כ ֶֹּּפרto “ransom.”
Feder’s view on the semantic development of the  ִּכ ֶּפרmakes sense:
Appeasement ⇒ expiation for ⇒ cultic expiation ⇒
bloodguilt

expiation for sin in
prophetic, wisdom, and
psalm literature

In its non-cultic uses,  ִּכ ֶּפרmostly refers to one’s readiness to give a payment or a substitute as
atonement in a context of incurred guilt. The offending party must give a life to the offended party
in substitution or compensation of the guilt committed. The  ִּכ ֶּפרinvolves the concept of
substitution and death. Gese’s emphasis on the interrelationship between one’s readiness to
surrender to death and  ִּכ ֶּפרis sound. He states, “atonement means a readiness to die ... kipper
means ... to pay the penalty of death, and from the human side that can be accomplished only by
total surrender.”144 In Gese’s view, this understanding of how non-cultic atonement works was
later ritualized in Israel’s cult and should accordingly inform our understanding of the logic of
cultic atonement.145
Regarding the cultic usage, it must be noted that it is an act of God’s initiative, not ours. He
instituted the office of atonement as a means of remedy to sin and its consequences.  ִּכ ֶּפרrefers to
140
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“appeasement,” “ransom,” “forgiveness/purification” and the ritual act as a whole. In a few
passages, the use of the  ִּכ ֶּפרis connected to YHWH’s burning anger due to Israel’s sin. In these
contexts, YHWH’s burning anger can be mitigated by the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual in form of a ransom gift and
divine retribution is averted. And since after the performance of the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual divine anger is
mitigated, scholars’ view that  ִּכ ֶּפרi’s meaning in these contexts refers to appeasement is sound.
Hartley, however, comments as follows: “In contrast to these rare occurrences of God’s display of
his anger, the cult is concerned with the usual, daily means of approaching God. Thus, not God’s
kindled wrath but his potential wrath is the direct focus of the expiating sacrifices.”146 This brings
us to the question about the focal object of the Israelite sacrificial system: is it to appease God or
to remove sin? Dunn remarks, “In Hebrew usage God is never the object of the key verb (kipper).
Properly speaking, in the Israelite cult, God is never ‘propitiated’ or ‘appeased’. The objective of
the atoning act is rather the removal of sin… acting on the sin rather than on God.”147
The bloody sacrifice plays a central role in the process of the  ִּכ ֶּפרrite. Through the  ִּכ ֶּפרact, the
blood purifies moral sins and ritual impurities and YHWH blots sins out and forgives the sinner.
In ancient Israel the consumption of blood is strongly prohibited since according to the Priestly
theology, the blood constitutes the essential element of the atonement since it represents life.148
This is, according to Gese, the only legitimate use of blood; YHWH gives the permission to
manipulate blood only within the cultic sphere.149 There is a close connection between the cultic
sacrificial blood and the nephesh of the offerer. Gese states that “the ritual release of blood is the
release of (individual) life, of the nephesh, and in a cultic sense, blood is the life substance that has
been set free.”150 The nephesh of the offerer is identified with the sacrificial animal. Gese aptly
expresses the function of the blood in the atonement process as follows:
The decisive factor for the cultic act of atonement is that this sacrifice of life is not a mere killing, a
sending of life into nothingness, but it is s surrender of life to what is holy, and at the same time an
incorporation into the holy, given expression throughout contact with blood. By means of the
atoning rites in which blood is applied, the nephesh is dedicated to and “incorporated into” the
holy.151
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The blood, as nephesh substance, has both a consecration and an integration functions to the
holy.152 Both “appeasement” and “expiation” are found in the meanings of the  ִּכ ֶּפרin the Old
Testament. Sin always provokes YHWH’s anger and the  ִּכפְֶּרritual both appeases/propitiates God
and expiates/purifies sin. The details of these cases will be dealt with later in the three blocks of
texts from Lev 4:1–5:13, Lev 12 and Lev 16.
2.3 Concluding Summary
The survey above shows that questions relating to the  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice are complex and
complicated. Some of the issues under debate are already solved and a scholarly concensus has
been reached. The meaning of the  ַח ָּטאת, for example, is almost generally agreed to be
“purification offering” rather than the traditional “sin offering.” Recent scholarly efforts of
retaining the rendering “sin offering” have not yet gained any general acceptance. Its function as
purificatory is also accepted by most scholars though the object of its purification is still under
debate. Some scholars claim, against Milgrom, that the  ַח ָּטאתoffering purifies the offerer from
sin in some cases, for example Lev 4, where the output of the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual is forgiveness, while in
Lev 16 it brings a global purification which aims at cleansing the Sanctuary, the land and the
Israelites from impurities and sins. The meaning of the laying on of hands performed in the ַח ָּטאת
offering has been thought as expressing transference of the offerer’s sins into the sacrificial victim.
Later scholars, however, have proposed differing views such as identification, substitution and
ownership. After the laying on of hand, what happens to the  ַח ָּטאתsacrifice? Does its carcass or
its blood become unclean? There are also some questions relating to the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual performed in
the context of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering.
My study of the meaning of  ִּכ ֶּפרhas shown that its senses can be divided into two categories: (1)
in its non-cultic contexts, it refers to averting anger or danger and absolution from guilt; (2) in its
cultic contexts, it refers to purification, purification of both sins and ritual impurities, forgiveness
of sins where the blood of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering is used to effect the ritual purification. As such the
blood represents life and it is manipulated in the cultic sphere in order to effect ransom on behalf
of the sinner.
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Chapter 3: Sin and Ritual Sacrifice in Leviticus 4:1–5:13
This chapter is devoted to the study of sin and its corresponding sacrifice, the  ַח ָּטאתoffering. My
research will be confined within Lev 4:1–5:13 where deliberate and unintentional sins and the

 ַח ָּטאתoffering are presented in a comprehensive way. And since Lev 4:1–5:13 belongs to the
Priestly traditions (P), it is worth noting that in the present work, “the Priestly traditions” refer to
pentateuchal texts that share common language, style, themes, and content; they reflect the work
of “the priestly traditionists.”1 My interest is to explore the meaning of sin described in this section
of Leviticus and the process behind the  ַח ָּטאתoffering. Of course such an investigation involves
a vast area of study but the scope of my work will be the meaning of sin and its interrelationship
with the  ַח ָּטאתoffering and its accompanying  ִּכ ֶּפרritual.
Lev 4:1–5:13 can be divided into two parts. The first part is Lev 4 which describes the appropriate
rites to be undertaken in each case when unintentional sin occurs: (1) if the anointed priest sins
4:3–12, (2) if the whole congregation of Israel sins 4:13–21, (3) if a ruler sins 4:22–26, (4) if an
ordinary Israelite sins 4:27–31, 32–35. The second part, Lev 5:1–13, contains two main themes:
Lev 5:1–4 describes the four cases of deliberate sins (public adjuration [v. 1], touching any
uncleanness [v. 2], touching human uncleanness [v. 3] and improper oath [v. 4]) and Lev 5:5–13
gives various ritual instructions relating to these four cases.
This study will then take into consideration the lexical and theological significance of sin terms
within the aforementioned passages and the function and the theological significance of the ַח ָּטאת
offering and the atonement process through the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual.
3.1 Key Terms and Concepts
3.1.1 The qal of חטא
3.1.1.1 Semitic Cognates
The root ḫṭʿ is attested in many Semitic languages where it is mostly used in the religious contexts
referring to human negative conditions and conduct: the Arabic ḫaṭiʿa “to make mistake,” the

1
Frank H. Gorman, Divine Presence and Community : A Commentary on the Book of Leviticus (ITC; Grand
Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1997), 2.

44
Ethiopic ḫaṭaʿa “to fail to find.”2 Its cognate in Ugaritic is ḫṭ’. The verbal stem means “to make a
mistake, to sin, to do evil,” as the following examples show: “or whether you have sinned by your
anger (…), or whether you have sinned in connection with (/ against) the sacrifices”; “they do evil
to your back(s)”; “may your back suffer evil.”3 When attached to the suffix š it means: (1) “to lead
astray”, for example, “they lead him astray in his sleep”; (2) “to awake”, “to disturb.” In Aramaic,
both  ָּח ָּטאand  חּובare found in reference to sin.4 It is worth noting that the same meaning, but
with different root, is found in Hittite language. The verb ṷaštaḫḫ-i means “to sin, to offend.”5 Its
derivatives clearly display the same range of meanings: ṷašdulae-zi, “to offend”, ṷašta-i/ ṷašta-,
“to sin”, ṷaštanu- zi, “to make into a sin, to regard as an offense.”6
In Akkadian, we find the verb ḫaṭû which carries a wide range of meanings: (1) “to make a mistake,
to fail, to neglect, to miss (the proper time)” (2) “to commit an offense, to trespass and to sin”:7


“To make a mistake, to fail, to neglect, to miss”: in this first range the verb denotes
imperfection in carrying out actions such as making mistake, failing or neglecting to
accomplish an obligation or a duty; the next group of meanings is about “neglecting”,
“being neglectful” and “omitting”; the root is also used to convey an idea about “missing
a proper time”: it is used in both human and animal spheres.



One of the most important uses of the root is about “offense,” “trespass” and “sin.”
(1) In a general level, the root denotes several actions of unfaithfulness between humans:
for example, an act of unfaithfulness between spouses, an offense against a relative and
a theft. It is important to mention that the verb is employed in connection with the
notion of restitution or compensation caused by the offense, for example, “I am a thief,
I shall make up fifty times for the loss caused by the offense which I have committed.”
It is also used in the context of war such as enemies’ trespass across a boarder.
(2) The second group is sin against a king, which is sometimes portrayed as a crime against
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a king; it is also conceived as a violation of an oath which is then considered as a revolt
against a king. The oath can be sworn by a deity such as Ashur and the unfaithfulness
or the failing to keep it represents a sin against the king. The verb is also construed in
parallel with terms referring to pardon.
(3) The third group is sin against gods: it is attested in several texts that human “sin,”
“commits misdeeds” or “is careless towards gods.” The penalty of such sin is death and
the fear of the godhead of the deity is the reason for not sinning against him/her.
3.1.1.2 Senses of the qal of חטא
The root  חטאis the most frequent root referring to sin; it occurs some 595 times in the Old
Testament. The basic sense of the root חטא, as confirmed by Akkadian and other Semitic cognate
evidence above, is “to be mistaken, to be found deficient or lacking, to be at fault, to miss a
specified goal or mark.”8 Below, I will start from a short survey of the meanings of the qal of חטא
in the Old Testament and, subsequently, focus on its meaning within Lev 4–5. The qal of  חטאhas
both a concrete and a metaphorical or theological sense.
The qal of  חטאoccurs in the Old Testament 181 times. 25 percent of its occurrences are found in
Leviticus and mostly within Lev 4–5 (4:2, 3 [bis], 14, 22, 23, 27, 28 [bis], 35; 5:1, 5, 6, 7, 10, 11,
13, 15, 16, 17, 21, 22, 23; 19:22). Its basic meaning “to miss” a target can be seen from Judges
20:16 where the hiph’il  יַ ֲח ִּטאrefers to a physical missing of a hair by stone. 9 Indeed, the qal form
is used to denote the act of missing, for example, Job 5:24, “to miss nothing.” The same idea is
found in Prov 19:2 where the qal participle חֹוטא
ֵּ “the one who misses” refers to a concrete act of
missing the way by a person. The act of failing to meet the (personified) wisdom in Prov 8:36 is
shown by the qal “ חֹּט ִּאיthe one who fails to find me” as opposed to מצ ִּאי
ְֹּ “the one who finds
me” in Prov 8:35. The qal of  חטאcan also refer to the failure to attain a standard, for example, an
old age (Isa 65:20) and forfeiting life (Prov 20:2; Hab 2:10).
It seems that its metaphorical or theological meaning was a development from its basic and
concrete meaning around missing and failing. 10 Originally, sin was “viewed as a failure, a lack of
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perfection in carrying out a duty.”11 First, the qal of  חטאsignifies a “falling short of the
expectations inherent in certain relationships.”12 In this case it expresses an act which is best
understood as “offense” rather than “sin” which is a theological concept.13 In Gen 39:9, for
example, Joseph said that having a sexual affair with Pharaoh’s wife is a הְהגד ָֹּּלה
ַ “ ָּה ָּר ָּעgreat evil”
since it is an offense ( )חטאagainst both his master (a breach of trust) and God (transgression).
Offense can also be a failure to fulfill a duty as a master or as a servant. We find this case, for
example, in Gen 40:1. The Egyptian baker and cupbearer were jailed because “they offended”
( ) ָּחטאּוthe Pharaoh by “failing” to obey his orders. The qal of  חטאcan also describe a failure to
fulfill a duty which is qualified as an unjust act of a master toward his servants.14 In Exod 5:16,
for example, the Pharaoh offended (“ ָּח ָּטאתyou offend” or “you are unjust to”15) his people by
not providing straws for making bricks.
Sometimes the qal of  חטאrefers to a failure of mutual relationship expressed by “ethical failure
of one person to perform a duty or common courtesy for another.”16 This can be a breaking of an
agreement relationship between human beings or a transgression of the covenantal relationship
between YHWH and his people. Between two individuals, the righteousness of both parties is
measured by their loyalty to the content of the relationship or agreement. Friendship is often
confirmed by an oath.17 Toorn remarks that, sometimes, YHWH himself is the judge between the
parties, for example, in the case of Jacob and Laban (Gen 31).18 In some other cases, the
transgression of the agreement is a  ֶּפ ַׁשעand the offense is called “ ַח ָּטאתsin, offense” or ָּעֹון
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“guilt.”19 The one who remains faithful to the claims of a relation or an agreement is righteous
( )צדיקand the one who breaks it offends his partner (conveyed by the qal of  חטא-ְ בor qal of

 חטא-ְ)ל: “Jonathan spoke well of David to his father Saul, saying to him, ‘The king should not
sin against his servant David, because he has not sinned against you, and because his deeds have
been of good service to you’” (1 Sam 19:4 NRSV).20 The same concept is found in the story of
David and the king Saul in 1 Sam 24:12 (ET 24:11). David tried to show his innocence by saying
that there is no evil ( ) ָּר ָּעהand rebellion ( ) ֶּפ ַׁשעin his hand and, therefore, he did not offend () ָּח ָּטא
Saul. David demonstrated that, as subordinate, he is still bound and loyal to his agreement
relationship with the king Saul, his superior, by obeying him. Though David saw that his superior
is not righteous by breaking their mutual relationship, he decided not to avenge, but instead, to let
God judge between them (1 Sam 24:13 [ET 24:12]). Retaliation and retribution belong to God.
This also applies to a covenantal peace relationship between two countries. When the king of the
Ammonites attacked Israel, Jephthah sent him word explaining that there had always been a
relation of peace between the two peoples, and he addressed to him the following reproach: ְ

ְםְבי
ִּ יְר ָּעהְל ִּה ָּל ֶּח
ָּ הְא ִּת
ִּ יְלְךְו ַא ָּתהְע ֶֹּּשׂ
ָּ את
ִּ א־ח ָּט
ָּ ֹּ “ ו ָּאנ ִֹּּכיְלI have not sinned against you but you do
me evil to war against me” (Judg 11:27). In this context, “to sin” or “to offend” is to breach the
covenantal relationship that exists between the two peoples. In 2 Kgs 18:14, when Sennacherib
threatened Judah, king Hezekiah sent a messenger to him, saying אתי
ִּ “ ָּח ָּטI have sinned.” His sin
is nothing else than the “violation of his vassal duties.”21 ְ
In some instances, the qal of  חטאcarries its unusual meaning “to bear the blame” or “to be
culpable before a person”22 rather than “to sin/offend.” One encounters this meaning in Gen 43:9
where Judah said to Israel יָּמים
ִּ ל־ה
ַ ָךְכ
ָּ אתיְל
ִּ “ ו ָּח ָּטlet me bear the blame all my life.” The same
meaning is found in Gen 44:32.
The failure denoted by  ָּח ָּטאalso concerns the relationship between God and humans. The sin
19
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against God was conceived as a failure to fulfill one’s obligation toward God. The qal of חטא
“denotes an action, that failure is neither an abstraction nor a permanent disqualification but a
concrete act with its consequences.”23 The adultery, for example, is a “sin” against YHWH (Gen
20:6, 9; 39:9; 2 Sam 12:13) since it is forbidden by the law, as in Exod 20:14 and Lev 20:10. In
the prophets, some social and religious acts are qualified as “sins” (Isa 58:1ff.; 59:2ff.; Jer 2:35;
5:25; Ezek 14:13; 16:51; 33:14; Hos 12:9; Amos 5:12; Mic 3:8; 6:13) since they are contrary to
commandments of the divine law such as Exod 20:16 (13); 23:1–9 and Deut 27:17–19. The concept
of failure behind the qal  ָּח ָּטאextends to cultic obligations, occasional divine premonitions (Num
22:34) and even to unintentional violation of ritual prescriptions (Lev 4–5).
As a summary, we find that the qal of  חטאrefers to missing and failing to attain a certain target
and it is confirmed by its cognates and its uses in the neighboring Semitic languages as well as its
uses and contexts within the Old Testament. One of the recent studies of  חטאand  ַח ָּטאתis that
of Nobuyoshi Kiuchi. He represents a strikingly new point of view on the subject. In a study of the
verb  ָּח ָּטאwithin the prescriptions for the purification offering in Lev 4–5, Kiuchi concludes that
traditional “conduct-oriented” translations, such as “sin” and German “sündigen”, are
unsatisfactory.24 He preferably renders the verb “to hide oneself (against the LORD)”, which
according to him captures its symbolic meaning.25 He argues that  חטאconnotes an existential
condition, unrelated to ethics, which parallels Adam and Eve’s hiding from the LORD in the
Garden.26 This view has not been accepted by scholars. Undoubtedly, the concrete meaning of

 חטאis “to miss” and “to fail to attain.” In these cases, it refers to actions such as missing a target
by deviating from it (for example, a stone) or a failing to attain a certain standard (an age). Its
metaphorical and theological meaning is a development from this basic sense. “Sin” or “offense”
is portrayed as a failure to remain faithful to a mutual relationship bound such as friendship
23
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binding, responsibility and duty, vassal duties or covenantal peace relationship between two
countries. A sin against God consists of a missing of his divine commandments or a failure to
follow his instructions regarding holy matters in the cultic contexts. Harrison beautifully describes
sin as follows: “In sinning the offender does indeed miss the real objective of existence, which is
to live in obedience to God’s commands and be holy as he is holy (Lev 11:44; 19:2, etc.).”27
3.1.2 The qal of אׁשם
The Arabic ’aṯima “to sin, to go astray, to transgress, to be guilty” is widely accepted by scholars
as cognate with the root אׁשם.28 The qal of  אׁשםoccurs 33 times in the Old Testament.29
Kellermann, however, takes  ו ָּא ֵּׁשםin Hab 1:11 as a textual error and reads veyasim “and he set”
with 1QpHab instead and reads ת
ְָּ “ ָּא ָּׁשמyou are guilty” with the LXX ἥμαρτες in Ezek 35:6
instead of את
ְָּ ֵּ“ ָּשׂנyou hate.”30 It occurs most frequently in Leviticus (about one third) and its uses
there are confined within Lev 4–5. Its basic meaning is related to offense and guilt: “to be/become
guilt-obligated or liabilty-obligated;”31 “to act wrongly, to become guilty, to become culpable”;
“to be accounted guilty.”32
The qal of  אׁשםis sometimes attached to a preposition where its meaning is related to the previous
clause, so, it means “to become guilty” of something mentioned previously in the context (Lev
5:4ff.); it can be a crime against other people (Num 5:7) or an offense against YHWH (Lev 5:19).
The big picture behind the meaning of the qal form is that a person must bear the shame, the guilt
27

R. K. Harrison, Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary (TOTC 3; Nottingham, England: Inter-Varsity
Press, 1980), 63.
28
D. Kellermann, “’ ָּא ַׁשםāshām,” TDOT 1: 429–430; R. Knierim, “ ָּא ַׁשםāšām,” TLOT 1: 191. For more details
on the debate of the cognate of the root אׁשם, see E. Carpenter and Michael A. Grisanti, “( ָּא ַׁשםʾāšam),” NIDOTTE
1: 553. The other cognates such as Ugaritic, Ethiopic are still debated and even rejected, see, for example, HALOT,
s.v. “” ָּא ַׁשם: Ugaritic aṯm; Arabic ʾaṯima “to do wrong”? Ethiopic ḥašama, Tigr. Wb. 72a ḥasama “to be bad”. BDB:
Arb. (ʾiṯmun) offence, (ʾaṯāmun, ʾiṯāmun), requital, fault, mulct Ethiopic (ḥəšam).
29

Lev 4:13, 22, 27; 5:2, 3, 4, 5, 17, 19 (bis), 23 (ET 6:4); Num 5:6, 7; Judg 21:22; 2 Chr 19:10 (bis); Ps 34:22,
23 (ET 34:21, 22); Prov 30:10; Isa 24:6; Jer 2:3; 50:7; Ezek 6:6; 22:4; 25:12 (bis); Hos 4:15; 5:15; 10:2; 13:1; 14:1
(ET 13:16); Hab 1:11; Zech 11:5.
30

Kellermann, TDOT 1: 435.

31

Knierim, TLOT 1: 194.

32
Kellermann, TDOT 1: 435. See also BDB, s.v.  ָּא ַׁשם: 1. “commit an offence, a trespass, do a wrong, or an
injury (Num 5:7); 2. be or become guilty Judg 21:22 Jer 50:7 Hos 4:15 Hab 1:11; in offences requiring sin-offering
Lev 4:13, 22, 27 of trespass-offering Lev 5:2, 3, 17, 23; Num 5:6; 3. be held guilty, bear punishment Ps 34:22, 23;
Prov 30:10 Isa 24:6 Jer 2:3 Hos 5:15; 10:2; 14:1; Zech 11:5; Ezek 6:6.” DCH attributes the sense “to be accounted
guilty” to Ezek 6:6; Hos 10:2; Isa 24:6; Zech 11:5; Prov 30:10 and perh. Judg 21:22; Hos 4:15.

50
and the punishment of the offense or crime he/she has committed.33 For example, in Hosea (4:15;
5:15; 10:2; 13:1; 14:1 [ET 13:16]) those who rebel against God and worship other gods such as
Baal are culpable ( )אׁשםbefore God.
Within the context of Lev 4–5 it has been debated by scholars whether  אׁשםrefers to a person’s
ethical/legal culpability (objective aspect) or to a person’s existential feelings (subjective aspect).34
Milgrom distinguishes two meanings of the stative verb אׁשם: (1) When it is followed by the
preposition ְ לand a personal object it means “to incur liability to” someone for reparation; (2)
without an object, it refers to the inner experience of this liability, that is, to feel guilt.35 He
challenges the traditional translation “is guilty” and claims that the qal form carries a consequential
meaning.36 He contends that the verb connotes the offense and its corresponding retribution. The
qal form expresses the internal remorse and experience of guilt of the one who does wrong and,
hence, is better translated “to feel guilt.” And the Priestly code postulates “repentance as a factor
in the mitigation of divine retribution” and stands in a sort of complementary distribution with the
more familiar term “ ׁשובto repent” used in the prophets.37 Kiuchi, however, convincingly, shows
that the meaning of the qal  ָּא ֵּׁשםhas both objective and subjective aspects.38 He proposes that the
qal form within Lev 4–5 should be rendered “realizes guilt” rather than “feels guilt.”
The context itself points to the fact that the sinner once made known of his/her sin recognizes and
realizes the guilt he/she incurs. Nevertheless, the feeling of guilt cannot be dissociated from this
context. Unatoned sin or ritual impurity always places an individual under the danger of pollution
and, therefore, creates a feeling of guilt of being exempted from the Sanctuary worship or even
being cut off from the community. Apparently, the fear of breaking divine commands relating to
cultic and social rules would probably create a feeling of guilt especially when the inadvertant sin
is revealed and confessed.
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In some of its occurrences, the qal form of  אׁשםis used to express punishment subsequent to
offense and guilt rather than referring to the offense itself. HALOT attributes the meaning “to pay,
suffer for one’s guilt by punishment” to Isa 24:6; Zech 11:5; Ps 34:22f. (ET 34:21f.) and Prov
30:10.39 The qal ת
ְָּ  ָּא ָּׁשמin Prov 30:10, for example, has been translated variously: “be found
guilty” (JPS), “you will pay for it” (NIV), “you suffer for it” (NJB), “tu paieras pour ta faute” (you
will pay for your fault) (BFC). In some instances, meanings such as “to condemn” and “to punish”
become apparent. In Psalm 34:22 (ET 34:21), for example, the qal of  אׁשםcan be understood as
carrying the meaning “to be condemned” as its parallel verb “ מותto die” expresses the severe
punishment by death of the wicked () ָּר ָּעה.40
3.1.3 The qal of  ׁשגג/  ׁשגהand the Noun ׁשגָּ גָּ ה
The etymology of both roots is not yet clarified.41 Biconsonantal roots that expanded into
geminates and lamed-he are frequent and in Job 12:16 the two roots coalesce.42 The root ׁשגג
occurs only in qal form four times in the entire Old Testament (Lev 5:18; Num 15:28; Job 12:16;
Ps 119:67). Suggestions have been made that in the cultic context, it means “to sin ignorantly,
inadvertently,” “to make a mistake inadvertently, unwittingly.”43 Here the act behind the qal verb
refers to unintentional error or mistake against God. Its meaning in the two occurrences from the
poetic literature, however, might be different. According to DCH, the participle  ׁש ֹּגֵּ גin Job 12:16
means “one who is deceived.”44 Clines thinks that, in this verse, it refers to a moral deliberate
error, as in Prov 28:10.45 A close look at the structure of the verse reveals a beautiful alliteration
where the two subjects of the line have similar sounds (“ ׁשגגdeceived” /“ ׁשגהdeceiver”). It shows
the two extremities: the deceived refers to one who goes astray and the deceiver is the one who
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causes someone to go astray or become lost.46 The active meaning “one who deceives” (as opposed
to passive “one who is deceived”) refers to hiphil participle of  ׁשגהin both verses. The meaning
“to deceive” is confirmed by the context.
The qal of  ׁשגהoccurs 17 times in the Old Testament and its meaning is very close to that of the
root ׁשגג.47 It seems that, originally, it is a verb of motion referring to moving in error or out of
control.48 The subject of the verb acts consciously but is not aware of its consequence. 49 Its
concrete meanings include: (1) “to stray” (of a sheep) (Ezek 34:6); (2) “to lose one’s ability to
walk straight” or “to stagger” because of alcoholic drinks and “to see blurringly” (Isa 28:7).50 The
idea here is that what they swallow (eat, at 25:6–8) swallows (confuses) them.51 Prov 5:19ff. is a
difficult passage and displays an unusual context which probably implies a different usage and
meaning. The meaning of the qal  ִּתׁשגֶּ הin v. 19 is not clear. Translations and scholars render it
variously: “to be exhilarated” (Kitchen) as referring to a man’s sexual relationship with his wife,52
“to be intoxicated” (NRSV, Kidner) as referring to drinking alcohol during sexual intercourse.53
Fox reports that Driver even translates it as “to be wrapped in.”54 Its metaphorical meaning is “to
do wrong inadvertently, to sin unintentionally” (Lev 4:13; Num 15:22 (cf. v. 24); Ezek 45:20; Job
46
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6:24; 19:4).55 Its meaning in Lev 4:13, the only occurrence in Leviticus, is “to sin or to transgress
unintentionally.” The wrong decision taken by the high priest will cause the whole community of
Israel (ל־ע ַדתְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאל
ְֲ  ) ָּכto sin against YHWH. This sin is committed unintentionally ( ) ִּבׁשגָּ גָּ הand
is atoneable in contrast to the deliberate sin committed with raised hand which is not expiable and
is sanctioned by a severe cutting off ( )כרתfrom the community.56
The question of importance in the context of Lev 4–5 is whether the act referred to by ׁשגג/ ׁשגהis
committed consciously or not. There are three main scholarly views regarding this issue:57
(1) the act was done consciously, forgotten, and later remembered,
(2) the act was done unwittingly and later the doer became aware of it,
(3) the act was done deliberately, forgotten, and then remembered.
Milgrom claims that their uses presume a notion of consciousness about an act.58 He argues that
all the  ַח ָּטאתcases assume that the sacrifice should be brought only after the sin becomes known
to the sinner either by his own realization or by others pointing it out. Knierim, however, opposes
Milgrom’s view by emphasizing that “the majority of instances take no cognizance at all of the
subjective state of the actor at the time of the act.”59 He also cites some instances where the use of

 ׁשגגimplies conscious act (1 Sam 26:21; Isa 28:7b; Ezek 45:20). Janowski, following Knierim,
rejects Milgrom’s view and says that the sins in Lev 5:1–4 are deliberate, and maintains that they
are caused by ignorance. In support of this view Janowski refers to the root  עלםin Lev 4:13; 5:2,
3, 4; Num 5:13 (in niph’al); Lev 20:4 (in hiph’il). He claims that those sins are a “Mischung von
Irrtum und Verantwortlichkeit,” (mixture of error and responsibility) and assumes that the whole
section of Lev 4:1–5:13 deals with sins which begin unconsciously.60 These two opposing views
depend on the meaning scholars attribute to the verb ( ָּא ֵּׁשםe.g., Lev 4:22) which describes the
state of the sinner after the committed act. As I already mentioned above, for Milgrom its
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appropriate translation is “feels guilt” while Janowski and Knierim prefer “is or becomes guilty.”
The differing translations are due to the different understanding of the verb  ָּא ֵּׁשם: does it refer to
the objective status of the sinner or to the subjective situation of a sinner who has become aware
of his offence, either by feeling guilty or by having his sin drawn to his attention. In my view
Knierim’s claim that “the term describes the objective result of a deed as an undeliberate,
unintended error, without reference to the subjective state of the actor” is well founded within the
context of Lev 4, but with regards to Lev 5 the situation seems to be different.61 According to this
view the act in question was performed unconsciously (םְמ ֶּמנּו
ִּ  ונֶּ ע ַלfor example, Lev 5:3) but it
was later discovered ( והּואְיָּ ַדעfor example, Lev 5:3). This view is adopted by most exegetes who
translate “ ָּא ֵּׁשםbe guilty,” in which case  והּואְיָּ ַדעis translated “when he knows it.” Since the sin,
whatever it may be, is confessed in the end ( ִּהתוַ ָּדהLev 5:5), it is unlikely that the initial act was
performed unconsciously. Kiuchi proposes that the pi’el “ ַב ֵּטאspeak rashly” (Lev 5:4) assumes a
conscious act.62 He convincingly solves the problem by proposing, “That the acts in vv. 2–3 are
deliberate does not seem to conform to our exegesis of והוא ְידע, which holds that though the
sinner was conscious of his action he was not aware that it was sinful; ‘deliberately’ is different
from ‘consciously’.”63 The sins in Lev 5:1–4 are more appropriately characterized as “neglect of
judicial and cultic order.”64 In contrast to those mentioned in Lev 4 which are sins committed
unintentionally, they are mainly indifferent to divine norms. Recognition of guilt brings with it the
responsibility to make a public confession and then to undertake the appropriate offering.
The substantive  ׁשגָּ גָּ הhas a cultic connotation referring to “unintentional and atoneable sin.”65 Its
uses are almost exclusively restricted to P.66 The formulaic phrase ( ב/ְ ל+  )ׁשגָּ גָּ הrefers to acts of
transgressing YHWH’s prescriptions by inadvertence. Apart from some communal unintentional
sins, it can also be committed by individuals: eating holy thing (( )ק ֶֹּּדׁשLev 22:14), negligent
homicide (Num 35:11; Josh 20:3, 9). Deriving from its root ׁשגה,  ׁשגָּ גָּ הrefers to inadvertent error
committed consciously, which means that the one who commits the error acts consciously but
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he/she is not conscious of its consequence (see above). Its best translation would be “inadvertent
act” or “error.”67
The expression with the qal of  חטא+ “ ִּבׁשגָּ גָּ הto sin inadvertently or unintentionally” occurs three
times within Lev 4–5 (4:2, 27; 5:15) and once in Num 15:27. It refers to two distinct cases: (1)
sinners are aware of a prescription, but unaware of breaking it. For example, Israelites might not
realize that they were ritually impure, and eat חְהשּׁ ָּל ִּמים
ַ רְמזֶּ ַב
ִּ “ ָּב ָּשׂpeace offering meat” (cf. Lev
7:20). A modern parallel would be “unwittingly driving the wrong way down a one way street,
missing a stop for a toll ticket, or starting to enter a restroom designated for the opposite gender.”68
The two passive verbs “ נֹוד ָּעהto be known” and הֹודע
ַ “to be made known” point out to the fact
that the sinner is made aware of his/her inadvertent sin by others (Lev 4:14, 23, 28; 5:1, 3, 4, 17,
18). The text does not state how the sinner gets informed of his/her sin. (2) In the second scenario,
sinners are not aware of the law to begin with. In either scenario, however, they are
held responsible. (The same is true in modern law: one can be liable for breaking the speed limit,
even if it is done unintentionally.) In order to atone for their wrong, sinners must bring a
purification offering (or in some cases, a reparation offering; see 5:14–19).
Lev 4 lists four cases of unintentional sins and their corresponding prescribed sacrifices.
3.2 Four Cases of Deliberate Sins in Lev 5:1–4
The deliberate sins listed in vv. 1–4 are structured chiastically as follows:69
A

public adjuration (v. 1)
B

touching any unclean thing (v. 2)

B' touching human uncleanness (v. 3)
A' improper oath (v. 4)
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This first case refers to the act of withholding an evidence. One who hears a proclamation adjuring
everybody who possesses information in a certain case to come forward and testify, but who fails
to assist the judicial process and withholds evidence, is liable to a penalty. The point at issue in v.
1 is the failure of a witness to testify in a legal case. Failure to give testimony is referred to as
breaking an oath. An oath is a solemn promise between individuals (Gen 24: 41; 26:28) and refers
to court testimony as in Prov 29:24.
The Hebrew term  קֹולwhich literally means “voice, sound,” here carries its technical sense “oral
proclamation” (see, e.g., Ezra 1:1)70 The “ ָּא ָּלהadjuration” consists of a statement pronouncing a
curse over anyone who fails to uphold the law. In this respect, an  ָּא ָּלהhas the same force as an
oath that a person might take to clear himself of a charge, swearing that he has indeed fulfilled his
obligation.71 According to Jewish tradition a defendant who refuses to take an oath is subject to a
ḥerem “ban” pronounced against him for thirty days (b. Šebu. 41a; m. Yad. 1:4).72 If the person
continues to refuse to testify, he will then be subject to flogging (m. Yad. 1:5). The person who
refuses to testify ְעֹונֹו
ֲ “ נָּ ָּשׂאbears his guilt” “is held responsible” of his act.73 This expression
frequently occurring in Leviticus and elsewhere is technical (Lev 5:1; 7:18; 17:16; 19:8; 20:17,
19; Num 5:31; 14:34; 18:23; Ezek 14:10; 44:10, 12). Knierim writes, “By this expression an
authoritative party sentences, or is expected to sentence, the party pronounced as guilty to carry its
state of guilt, and this irrespective of a determination about the special manner of or further
consequences from such carrying (Ezek. 14.8-10; 18).”74 The expression conveys the idea that the
transgressor is now officially declared to be subject to punishment which is imposed upon the
guilty one through the judgment of an authority.75 According to the Priestly laws, depending on
the degree of the transgression, the punishment can be a “ ֵּח ֶּרםban,” a term referring to killing of
people and life and the destruction of goods, occasionally perhaps also merely the confiscation of
70
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possessions (Exod 22:19 [ET 22:20]; Lev 27:29; Deut 13:2–6, 7–12, 13–19 [ET 13:1–5, 6–11, 12–
18]; 17:2–7; Ezra 10:8; 1 Sam 15:2–3, 7–9, 10–33; Isa 34:2–5; 43:28; Jer 51:3; see also Deut 7:26–
27; 20:17–18; Josh 7:13). In case of defiant sin committed with raised hand ()ביָּ ד ְָּר ָּמה, the
punishment is a severe kāret action.76 It consists of eliminating evildoers (Exod 31:14; Lev 20:2–
3; Num 15:32–36) or it operates as banishment in the sense of exclusion from the clan or national
community, even from land, city or parental home. It is also understood as excommunication from
the worshipping community, decided by the appropriate judicial agencies.77 Milgrom cites five
categories of infractions in which the kāret was applied: (1) violation of sacred time, as in the
neglect of certain holy days, (2) violation of sacred substance, such as in the consumption of blood,
(3) neglect of a purification ritual, such as circumcision, (4) illicit worship, such as idolatry or
sorcery, and (5) illicit sexual activity, such as incest or bestiality.78
The basic principle behind this case is that an oath taker has put himself/herself under obligation
by promising to do or not do something (see for example 1 Kgs 1:13, 17, 30). Failure to fulfill an
oath is punishable by God (Ezek 17:13, 16, 18–19) since divine sanctions are part of the oath
formula (1 Sam 3:17; 14:44; 2 Sam 3:35; 1 Kgs 2:23; 13:5–6).79


Touching any unclean thing (Lev 5:2)

V. 2 brings a case on impurity due to contact with any unclean thing (רְט ֵּמא
ָּ ל־ד ָּב
ָּ ) ָּכ. The qal verb

“ ִּתגְַעtouches” points to the fact that the impurity is caused by direct contact with an unclean object
such as תְחיָּ הְט ֵּמ ָּאה
ַ “ בנִּ ב ַלcarcass of unclean beast,” “ בנִּ ב ַלתְב ֵּה ָּמהְט ֵּמ ָּאהcarcass of unclean
livestock,” ץְט ֵּמא
ָּ תְׁש ֶּר
ֶּ “ בנִּ ב ַלcarcass of unclean reptiles.” The person becomes unclean but the
incident is forgotten which implies that the appropriate ritual purification is not carried out. The
problem here is the prolonged period of uncleanness because of one’s forgetfulness or negligence,
which is “tantamount to disregarding the cultic and judicial order,” and requires a purification
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process by means of the purification offering.80


Touching human uncleanness (Lev 5:3)

The third case concerns touching any human uncleanness (תְא ָּדם
ָּ  ;) ֻטמ ַאthis can be understood to
be contact with bodily discharge (cf. Lev 15) or objects contaminated by any kind of human
uncleanness. Such impurity is probably not primary (that is, the source) but secondary (that is,
contracted).81 It can be one of the following cases: touching a gonorrheic or anything he or she sits
or lies on (15:4–10, 26–27); touching a menstruant or anything she sits or lies on (15:19–24);
touching or being in the same room with a corpse (Num 19:14–16). Primary impurity bearers, by
contrast, such as a menstruant or one experiencing sex or an emission of sperm (15:16–18), one
with skin disease (Lev 13), the parturient (Lev 12) would not qualify for the graduated purification
offering because they would be fully conscious of their situation.


Uttering a rash oath (Lev 5:4)

This fourth case concerns אְבשׂ ָּפ ַתיִּ ם
ִּ יְת ָּשּׁ ַבעְל ַב ֵּט
ִּ ׁשְכ
ִּ “ נֶּ ֶּפthe one who swears rashly with his
lips.” The expression  ִּבשׂ ָּפ ַתיִּםwhich literally means “with his lips” assumes that the swearing is
done loudly and open to public hearing. The Hebrew יטיב
ִּ  ל ָּה ַרעְאֹוְל ֵּהrefers to “totality” or “any
purpose at all.”82 The oath referred to here binds the person to do or not to do something and is
similar to what is found in Num 30. The point here is that the one who swears must fulfill his/her
oath, and if one neglects to do so or allows the matter to escape his/her notice, he or she offends
God, in whose name the oath was taken, as well as those affected by it. This principle is clearly
stated in Deut 23:24: “Whatever your lips utter you must diligently perform, just as you have freely
vowed to the LORD your God with your own mouth” (NRSV, ET 23:23). The fact that the oath
was verbally expressed is a significant factor in this case. We encounter a concrete example in
Judg 11:35 where Jephthah feels bound to his vow to YHWH: “For I have opened my mouth to
the LORD, and I cannot take back my vow” (NRSV), and his daughter expresses the same thought:
“My father, if you have opened your mouth to the LORD, do to me according to what has gone out
of your mouth” (Judg 11:36 NRSV).
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3.3 The  ַח ָּטאתOffering and the  ִּכ ֶּפרRitual
In this section, I will study the meanings and significances of the various elements of the sacrificial
rites found in Lev 4:1–5:13.83 These rites are not dead practices and gestures, they must have
significant ritual and theological meanings within the Priestly cultic context. Every detail of the
sacrificial procedures has its own meaning. Grabbe writes:
All ritual and liturgy has meaning, however repetitive and mechanical it may seem on the surface.
What is apparent—at least, to some extent—are the mechanics of sacrifice; what is lacking is the
theology which accompanied it. This fact has often been overlooked and has led scholars to dismiss
the priestly material as dead ritual rather than living spirit. 84
In short, it would be a mistake to assume that the priests were only repetitively and mechanically
going through empty rituals. On the contrary, there is reason to believe that the rites had considerable
spiritual meaning for the priests and for the ordinary Israelites. One may only guess at this meaning,
but it is certain that it was there. The priests were probably the first theologians in ancient Israel. 85

The  ַח ָּטאתritual is a complex ritual system that comprises five rites. In Lev 4:4, the following
instruction is given to the ancient Israelites in case that an anointed priest committed sin: “He shall
bring the bull to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting before the LORD and lay his hand on the head
of the bull; the bull shall be slaughtered before the LORD” (NRSV). This passage presents three
rites (the presentation rite, the laying on of hand(s) rite, the slaughtering rite) accompanying the

 ַח ָּטאתritual. Leviticus 4:5–7 gives further information on the blood manipulation, such as taking
some of the blood of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering to the Tent of Meeting, dipping of the priest’s finger into
the blood and sprinkling it seven times before YHWH in front of the curtain of the Sanctuary. He
then puts some of the blood on the horns of the altar of fragrant incense in the Tent of Meeting and
pours out the rest of the blood at the base of the altar of burnt offering which is at the entrance of
the Tent of Meeting. Afterwards, the priest removes all the fat that covers and is around the entrails
(v. 8,) the two kidneys with its fat from the  ַח ָּטאתoffering (v. 9) and burns them on the altar of
the burnt offering (v. 10). The priest carries the skin of the bull, its flesh, its head, its legs, its
entrails, and its dung to a clean place outside the camp and burns it on a wood fire (vv. 11–12). As
a summary, the  ַח ָּטאתritual has five rites which I will present below: (1) the presentation rite, (2)
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the laying on of hand(s) rite, (3) the slaughtering rite (4) the blood rite, (5) the burning rite. Of
these five rites only (2), (3), (4), (5) will be dealt with in detail below as their significance is
important to the understanding of the atonement process.
3.3.1 The Laying on of Hand(s) Rite
After the presentation of the sacrifice to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting (Lev 4:3, 14, 23, 28,
32; 5:7) comes the rite of laying on of hand(s). The standard elements of the rite consist of the
expression qal of  סמך+  יד+ “ עלto lay hand upon.” The expression is exclusively used in ritual
contexts throughout the Old Testament, except for some general uses (Ps 37:24; Amos 5:19) where
the expression refers to “putting the hand” and has no sacrificial reference at all.86 Within its
sacrificial context, the main idea is that the offerer, the priest, especially Aaron and his sons, in
Leviticus are asked to lay their hands on the heads of the sacrificial victims before slaughtering
them. The problem is that the texts of the Old Testament do not give a clear description of this
issue. Our text in Lev 4 is unclear, but only one issue interests me in this study: what could such a
gesture have meant for the offerer?
The attempt of scholars to explain the laying on of hand in the Old Testament from the ancient
Near Eastern context proves to be unfruitful.87 The meanings of laying on of hand in the ancient
Near Easter context can be grouped into three: protection, magical transfer and ownership.88 A
deity lays hand on a human being as an expression of ownership and protection. Laying on of hand
was also used as means of magical transfer. In this context, a conjurer heals a patient by laying on
his hand. Correspondingly, a maleficent god inflicts illness on a human being by laying on his
hand. As I will show below, these meanings are hardly applicable to the laying on of hand
performed within Lev 4–5.
According to late Jewish tradition, the laying on of hands (יכה
ָּ  )ס ִּמperformed in the sacrificial
contexts has to fulfill some conditions. First, it is an obligatory act whenever sacrifices are offered
by individuals (m. Menaḥ. 9:7; Maim. Yad, Ma’aseh ha-Korbanot 3:6); second, the offerer has to
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lay both his hands with all his might between the horns of the animal immediately before it was
dispatched (Lev 1:4ff.; Sipra 4; Maim. Yad, Ma’aseh ha-Korbanot 3:13). Third, the ceremony took
place in the courtyard of the Temple, where the animal was slain (b. Menaḥ. 93a, b). Fourth, it had
to be performed with bare hands, so that nothing might interpose between them and the head of
the animal (Maim. Yad, Ma’aseh ha-Korbanot 3:13). It did not apply, with two exceptions, to
communal sacrifices (m. Menaḥ. 9:7), nor to birds (b. Giṭ. 28b). Another requirement was that the
act had to be carried out by the owner in person and could not be performed by proxy (m. Menaḥ.
9:8; Maim. Yad, Ma’aseh ha-Korbanot 3:8). The requirements found in these late, rabbinic texts
seem to point to the idea that the laying on of hands within the context of sacrifice consitutes the
dedication of the sacrificial animal by the offerer/owner.89
Outside Lev 16:21, where the gesture clearly signifies the transference of Israel’s sin and impurity
to the scapegoat on the Day of Atonement, the meaning of the laying on of a single hand rite
performed in the other instances in Leviticus (1:4; 3:2, 8, 13; 4:4, 15, 24, 29, 33; 8:14, 18, 22) is
unclear. The instruction is primarily given in Lev 1:4: ְאׁשְהע ָֹּּלהְונִּ ר ָּצהְלֹוְל ַכ ֵּפר
ָּ
ֹּ דֹוְעלְר
ַ ְָּו ָּס ַמְךְי

ְ“ ָּע ָּליוand he (i.e., the offerer) shall lay his hand on the head of the burnt offering and it shall be
accepted for him to make atonement for him.” The instructions on the laying on of hand in Lev 4
(vv. 4, 15, 24, 29, 33) do not give us enough information regarding the laying on of hand performed
in the sacrificial context. Therefore, we do not know the details of its practice and its meaning.
Fabry suggests that the rendering “hand leaning” is more appropriate since, according to the
rabbinic view, it was applied with much pressure.90 Facing the difficulty of the meaning of the
laying on of hand in the biblical sacrificial rite, scholars have proposed several hypotheses:
(1) Transference: according to this hypothesis, by means of the laying on of hands, Moses
transferred his authority to his successor (Num 27:18; Deut 34:9), and on the Day of
Atonement the High Priest transferred the sins of Israel to the scapegoat (Lev 16:21) and in
regular sacrifices, the offerer transfers his/her sins to the sacrificial victim.
(2) Ownership: According to this interpretation the laying on of hand is an act by which the
offerer signifies his ownership of the animal. This view has been promoted by Wright and
Milgrom.91 Wright’s view is significantly influenced by what he finds in the studies of the
89
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laying on of hands in the ancient Hittite sacrificial context. This interpretation, however,
presents some difficulties. First, if the gesture signifies ownership, why is its use only confined
to bloody sacrifices? Non-bloody sacrifices are equally owned by the offerer.92 Second,
Wenham rightly states, “This is so self-evident that it hardly seems necessary to express such
a sentiment in a specific act.”93 Third, this understanding does not seem to express the meaning
conveyed by the verb  סמךas referring to “leaning.”
(3) Dedication: This view interprets the laying on of hand as signifying the “dedication” or
“setting apart” of the animal for a specific sacrificial purpose.94 We still face the same problem
as before. If it signifies the dedication of the animal to YHWH, why is it done with some
sacrifices and not others like the grain offering?
(4) Identification: This is the most favored scholarly view. Scholars proposed differing yet
relating views. For Noth, for example, identification means that through the laying on of hands
the offerer transfers his/her person to the sacrificial animal.95 For Gese, however, the laying
on of hand(s) identifies the offerer with the sacrificial victim which surrenders its life for
atonement.96 Janowski says that “the essential element in cultic representation is not
transference…of the materia peccans to a ritual bearer of sin and the following elimination of
this bearer, but rather the symbolic surrender of life on the part of the homo peccator in the
death of the sacrificial animal, into which the sinner is taken when he identifies with this
creature through the laying on of hands.”97
Here are some points that characterize this view:98 1. the sacrificial victim is identified with and
hence symbolises the offerer. 2. The fact that according to Lev 1:3–4, YHWH’s acceptance of the
sacrifice means his acceptance of the offerer strongly suggests that the animal is identified with
the offerer; 3. According to Gese, the offerer lays his hand on the head of the animal for it is “the
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expression par excellence of individuality;”99 4. scholars have argued that the laying on of a single
hand refers to identification in contrast with the laying on of both hands (Lev 16:21) which
signifies transference100 and 5. Identification seems to be the signification of the gesture outside
the cultic context. Dunn writes:
Thus, in Num. 27:18, 23 and Deut. 34:9, Moses lays hands on Joshua, thereby imparting some of
Moses’ authority to him, that is, conveying some of himself in his role as leader to Joshua, so that
Joshua becomes in a sense another Moses. In Num. 8:10, the people lay their hands on the Levites
so that the Levites become their representatives before the LORD, in particular taking the place of
their first-born. Finally, in Lev. 24:14, hands are laid on a blasphemer prior to his execution by
stoning. The whole people perform the execution, but only those who witnessed the blasphemy lay
their hands on his head. This suggests that they do so to identify themselves with the blasphemer
insofar as by hearing the blasphemy they have been caught up in his sin.101

Ashby writes, “[C]learly we are dealing with an action of identification.”102 Averbeck similarly
writes, “The laying on of the hand identified the offering with the one presenting it.”103 But what
does it mean for the offerer to be identified with the sacrificial animal? Gese states that it
“expresses an identification in the sense of delegated succession, a serving in the place of, and not
a transferal of mere ‘sinful material.’”104 Wenham emphasizes the substitutionary aspect of the
laying on of hand and claims that the gesture means “a dramatic declaration that he is this animal,
that it is taking his place in the ritual.”105 The laying on of hand identifies the sinner with the
sacrificial victim to be slain and symbolizes the offering of his own life.106 This means that what
the offerer does to the animal he does symbolically to himself: “The death of the animal portrays
the death of himself.”107 In Janowski’s expression, through the laying on of hand, the offerer
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participates in the animal’s death which symbolically represents the surrender of his life to God.108
The idea of identification behind the laying on of hand is well clarified by Gese: “Atonement takes
place through the sacrifice of the life of an animal which, by a laying on of hands, is identified
with the one bringing the sacrifice.”109 In this takes place what Gese calls “Stellvertretung”
translated by Bell as “inclusive place-taking” in contrast to “ausschließende Stellvertretung”
(exclusive place-taking) which is mainly a substitution.110 The appropriate expression is
“einschließende Stellvertretung” (inclusive place-taking) which is an act of identification in which
the offerer symbolically participates in the animal’s death.111
3.3.2 The Slaughtering Rite
Following the performance of the laying on of hand is the slaughtering rite (Lev 1:5; 4:4, 15, 24,
29, 33). It is emphasized that the slaughtering must be executed by the offerer. The high priest
slaughters the animal only when he brings forth his own offering (see Lev 4:4) and on the Day of
Atonement where he represents the people of Israel (Lev 16). The sinner brings the animal to the
Tent of Meeting, identifies himself with it, and slaughters it “ ִּלפנֵּ יְיהוָּ הbefore YHWH.” This
phrase primarily conveys the cultic character of the laying on of hand and the slaughtering rites
but also shows that the atonement is between YHWH and the sinner by means of the death of the
sacrificial victim. The verb  ָּׁש ַחטused in this context is a technical term referring to “cutting the
throat” which ensures a maximal draining of blood from the victim’s body.112
In order to understand the meaning behind the slaughtering rite, we have to establish the
relationship between sacrifice and death. The Old Testament’s view of death as consequence of
sin is found in passages such as “the soul that sins shall die” (Ezek 18:4, NRSV). Sin is portrayed
as the main factor that alienates sinners from God, and as such it brings death as Bromiley explains:
By its very nature, sin is alienation from God, and alienation from God means necessarily alienation
from life. Furthermore sin, again by its very nature, is destructive. Indeed, even in the most literal,
the physical sense, the sinful acts of men are frequently directly responsible both for suffering and
for death. But beyond that, in the wider spiritual sense, sin destroys the moral and spiritual being. It
108
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brings both the understanding and the will into bondage. The final result of sin is the destruction of
the moral personality, or spiritual death. 113

Transgression of divine instructions leads to pollution which inevitably implies death (see e.g.,
Lev 21:9; Num 18:32). Death is even shown in the Priestly texts as an immediate and imminent
punishment of sin. Transgression and sin pollute the Sanctuary (Num 19:13, 20), infuriate YHWH,
and, consequently, the taking away of the transgressor by means of death ( )כרתboth removes the
sinner and the pollution from his people (see e.g., Lev 7:20, 21, 25, 27; 17:4, 9, 10). The narrative
about Nadab and Abihu in Lev 10 clearly illustrates this case. Sin is “the infringement of the divine
law, the opposition of the divine will, the affront to the divine righteousness.”114 Death is both
sin’s consequence and the means by which sin is annihilated from the sinner.115 Death removes
what Koch calls “the sphere of  ַח ָּטאת.”116
With regards to the slaughtering of the sacrificial victim, its death is necessary because it has to
bear the offerer’s death through which the offerer’s sin is annihilated and purified. And here the
slaughtering rite plays a significant role: through the killing of the animal sacrifice, the offerer
participates in his/her own death and this is performed before YHWH by means of the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual
through the manipulation of blood.
3.3.3 The Blood Rite
Once the three previous rites—namely, presentation, laying on of hand and slaughtering—are
complete, the priest’s duties start.117 He is in charge of the rest of the sacrificial ritual since only
he can officite at the altar. Before I start presenting the blood rite process, I think it is imperative
to talk in few lines about two major issues central to the  ִּכ ֶּפרrites, namely, the three types of ִּכ ֶּפר
rites that constitute the Priestly  ִּכ ֶּפרtheology and the role and function of blood within the Priestly
theology.
The Priestly texts show that essentially there exist three types of

 ַח ָּטאתceremony with their

corresponding  ִּכ ֶּפרrites. These rites are characterized by various blood manipulations performed
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by the priests/high priest. One could be called “outer altar  ִּכ ֶּפרrite” (or “minor blood rite”
according to Gese) in which the priest makes atonement on behalf of the leader ( )נָּ ִּשׂיאand the
individual (cf. Lev 4:22, 27).118 The blood of the  ַח ָּטאתis put on the horns and poured out at the
base of the burnt offering altar in the courtyard (see, e.g., Lev 4:25, 30, 34).
The other could be called “outer sanctum  ִּכ ֶּפרrite” (or major blood rite according to Gese) in
which the high priest (or Aaron) makes atonement on his behalf or on behalf of the whole
congregation (see, e.g., Lev 4:3, 13). In this second type of  ִּכ ֶּפרrite, the blood manipulation takes
place within the Sanctuary where the high priest sprinkles the  ַח ָּטאתblood seven times on the
curtain that separates the holy place and the holy of holies, on the horns of the incense altar and
the rest is poured out at the base of the burnt offering altar in the courtyard (Lev 4:6, 7, 17, 18).
These two  ִּכ ֶּפרrites are performed throughout the year.
The third type of  ִּכ ֶּפרrite could be called “inner sanctum  ִּכ ֶּפרrite” in which the blood
manipulation is performed inside the holy of holies only once annually, this is, on the Day of
Atonement (Lev 16).119 Gese argues that the major blood rite is a development and intensification
of the minor blood rite. The major blood rite reaches its climax when the blood is sprinkled on and
before the atonement plate in the holy of holies on the Day of Atonement.120
Concerning the role and function of blood in the Priestly theology, Lev 17 is our key passage. Vv.
3–4 state that if anyone slaughters an ox or a lamb inside or outside the camp and does not offer it
as a sacrifice in the Tabernacle, that person is held guilty of bloodshed and must be cut off ()כרת
from the community. Vv. 8–9 repeat the same instruction with the same כרת-threat, but this time
the warning is extended to the alien ( ) ַהגֵּ רwho resides among the Israelites. The most informative
verses that help us understand the role and function of blood in the cultic realm are vv. 10–11. V.
10 states that the כרת-threat is pronounced upon anyone who eats blood: any person who eats
118
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blood must be cut off from the midst of the people (בְע ָּמּה
ַ ) ִּמ ֶּק ֶּר. The use of the verbe “ אכלto
eat” instead of “ ׁשתהto drink” implies that the consumption in question is the “eating of flesh
with the blood still in it.”121 This is probably the meaning behind Gen 9:4: “Only, you shall not eat
flesh with its life, that is, its blood” (Gen. 9:4). The prohibition of blood consumption also occurs
in other passages in Leviticus (cf. 3:17 and 7:26–27). In all these passages the consumption of all
blood, not just the sacrificial blood, is strictly prohibited.
The expression יׁשְמ ֵּביתְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאל
ִּ
יׁשְא
ִּ
 ִּאin v. 10 means that the legal warning presented here is
applicable to all Israelites as well as the resident alien () ַהגֵּ ר. The Hebrew יׁשְאיׁש
ִּ  ִּאis distributive
and means “any (or every) man.”122 The rationale of the כרת-threat behind the blood consumption
is given in v. 11 which is a well-known crux interpretum for blood atonement in the Old Testament.
In this chapter  נֶּ ֶּפׁשis a Leitwort, appearing over and over again in one sense after another, and
these appearances have to do with the ingestion of blood. The rationale is introduced by two
occurrences of the conjunction “ ִּכיfor, because” and an emphatic “ ֲאנִּ יI”:
11aα

םְהוא
ִּ רְב ָּד
ַ ׁשְה ָּב ָּשׂ
ַ ִּכיְנֶּ ֶּפ

11aβ

יכם
ֶּ רְעל־נְַפׁש ֵֹּּת
ַ ל־ה ִּמז ֵּב ַחְל ַכ ֵּפ
ַ םְע
ַ יוְל ֶּכ
ָּ וַ ֲאנִּ יְנ ַת ִּת

11b

םְהּואְבנֶּ ֶּפׁשְי ַכ ֵּפר
ַ
י־ה ָּד
ַ ִּכ

First, because “the life of the flesh is in the blood;” second because “I (YHWH) have given it
(blood) to you to ransom your lives on the altar;” and third, because “the blood by means of the
life makes atonement.”123 The expression  ִּכפְֶּר עלְנפׁשin this verse means “to act as ransom for
life.”124 The function of the blood is to ransom life through the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual. Since life is in the blood,
only blood can substitute for a forfeit life through the shedding of blood of the sacrificial animal
on the altar. Usually the verb “ נתןto place” has a human being as subject (e.g., Exod 29:12; Lev
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8:15; 9:9; 16:18). Here in this verse God himself is the one who puts the blood on the altar.
Schwartz rightly remarks that this unusual usage is intended to convey that “[i]t is not you
(Israelites) who are placing the blood on the altar for me, for my benefit, but rather the opposite:
it is I (YHWH) who have placed it there for you—for your benefit.”125 YHWH institutes that
animal blood substitutes for human life on the altar through  ִּכ ֶּפרritual.
As stated above, the blood rite is the essential element for effecting atonement. In Gruenwald’s
view, it is the “sacrificial quintessence of the entire sacrificial act.”126 The omnipresence of blood
in the Sanctuary shows its prominent role in the Israelite cultic system. The blood can be “tossed,
dashed, scattered” on the altar and also on people (Exod 24:6, 8; Lev 17:6; Num 18:17); it can be
“sprinkled” toward the curtain, against the side of the altar, on people, on houses, and on the
atonement plate (Lev 4:6, 17; 5:9; 14:7, 51; 16:14, 15, 19); it can be “daubed” on the horns of the
altar (Lev 4:7, 25, 30, 34); and it can be “poured out” at the base of the altar (Lev 4:7, 18, 25, 30,
34; 8:15; 9:9). Gruenwald comments:
The blood is thus displayed and is visible everywhere. Its omnipresence makes it a key factor in the
ritual and its expected consequence are [sic] made present. The presence of the blood clearly
demonstrates that basic life processes, or existence as such, are at stake. Blood that is accepted by
God removes the evil that caused it to be sacrificially spilled.127

The blood of the  ַח ָּטאתis sprinkled on the four horns of the burnt offering which “are indicative
of the four directions, i.e. the cosmos.”128 As such the blood of the  ַח ָּטאתpurifies the altar, the
space where the sin of the world is expiated. The blood of the  ַח ָּטאתmust effect its purificatory
function on the altar before any further sacrifice is to be accomplished. But what does the ִּכ ֶּפר
ritual do to the offerer? Does it bring forgiveness to the offerer or does it solely purify the Sanctuary
as Milgrom claims?129
First, against Milgrom’s claim, the close analysis of Lev 4 shows that the main concern of the
various atonement instructions in Lev 4 is sin (moral impurity) committed unintentionally and
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ritual impurity:

ְ־ת ֱח ָּטא
ְֶּ ׁשְכי
ִּ לְלאמֹּרְנֶּ ֶּפ
ֵּ רְאל־בנֵּ יְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּא
ֶּ ְ ַד ֵּב
( ִּבׁשגָּ גָּ הLev 4:2)

Speak to the children of Israel that a person
who sins unintentionally

ְןְה ָּמ ִּׁש ַיחְיֶּ ֱח ָּטא
ַ םְהכ ֵֹּּה
ַ ( ִּאLev 4:3) If the anointed priest sins
ל־ע ַדתְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלְיִּ ׁשגּו
ֲ םְכ
ָּ ( ְו ִּאLev 4:13) And if the whole congregation of Israel

commits unintentional sin
ְרְחטאּו
ָּ אתְא ֶּׁש
ֲ
הְה ַח ָּט
ַ ( ְונֹוד ָּעLev 4:14) And when the sin which they committed is
known
ְ( ֲא ֶּׁשרְנָּ ִּשׂיאְיֶּ ֱח ָּטאLev 4:22) When a ruler sins
אְבׁשגָּ גָּ ה
ִּ תְת ֱח ָּט
ֶּ ׁשְא ַח
ַ ( ְו ִּאם־נֶּ ֶּפLev 4:27) And if anyone sins unitentionally

ְי־ת ֱח ָּטא
ֶּ ׁשְכ
ִּ ( ְונֶּ ֶּפLev 5:1) And when anyone sins
ְרְט ֵּמא
ָּ ל־ד ָּב
ָּ רְתגַ עְב ָּכ
ִּ ׁשְא ֶּׁש
ֲ ( ְאֹוְנֶּ ֶּפLev 5:2) If a person touches any unclean thing
ְתְא ָּדם
ָּ אֹוְכיְיִּ גַ עְב ֻטמ ַא
ִּ ְ (Lev 5:3) Or if he touches human uncleanness
ְאְבשׂ ָּפ ַתיְִּם
ִּ יְת ָּשּׁ ַבעְל ַב ֵּט
ִּ ׁשְכ
ִּ ( ְאֹוְנֶּ ֶּפLev 5:4) Or if one who swears rashly with his lips
ְאתֹוְא ֶּׁשר
ְֲ
לְח ָּט
ַ הְע
ַ ָּמֹוְליהו
ַ ת־א ָּׁש
ֲ יאְא
ֶּ ְו ֵּה ִּב
ְ( ָּח ָּטאLev 5:6)

And he shall bring his guilt offering to YHWH
for the sin that he has committed

ְרְח ָּטא
ָּ מֹוְא ֶּׁש
ֲ ת־א ָּׁש
ֲ יאְא
ֶּ ( ְו ֵּה ִּבLev 5:7) And he shall bring his guilt offering for the sin
he committed

Second, several times, the text points out that the focus of the sacrifice is נֶּ ֶּפׁש, “person, soul.” The
following passages clearly show that the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual in Lev 4–5 is carried out on behalf of the
Israelites as congregation and individuals such as high priest, ruler and common people:
Object of  ִּכ ֶּפרrites The  ִּכ ֶּפרrites130

־ע ַדתְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאל
ֲ ְ ָּכל
“The whole
congregation of
Israel” (Lev 4:13)

“ נָּ ִּשׂיאruler”
130

The outcome of the Translation

 ִּכ ֶּפרrites
חְל ֶּהם
ָּ  ונִּ ס ַלAnd the priest shall

ְםְהכ ֵֹּּהן
ַ רְע ֵּל ֶּה
ֲ ו ִּכ ֶּפ

make atonement for
(Lev 4:20) them and it will be
forgiven for them

(Lev 4:20)

ְיוְהכ ֵֹּּהן
ַ ְו ִּכ ֶּפרְ ָּע ָּל

( ְונִּ ס ַלחְלֹוLev 4:26) And the priest shall

For the construction  ִּכ ֶּפר+  על+ human being, see pp. 31ff.

make atonement for
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(Lev 4:22)

ֵּמ ַח ָּטאתֹו
(Lev 4:26)

ׁשְא ַחת
ַ ְנֶּ ֶּפ
“individual” (Lev
4:27)

ׁשְא ַחת
ַ ְנֶּ ֶּפ

יוְהכ ֵֹּּהן
ַ רְע ָּל
ָּ ( ְו ִּכ ֶּפLev
4:31)

ןְעל־
ַ יוְהכ ֵֹּּה
ַ רְע ָּל
ָּ ְו ִּכ ֶּפ

“individual” (Lev
4:27)

ר־ח ָּטא
ָּ אתֹוְא ֶּׁש
ֲ
ַח ָּט

ְ“ נֶּ ֶּפׁשindividual”
(Lev 5:4)

ְיוְהכ ֵֹּּהן
ַ רְע ָּל
ָּ ְו ִּכ ֶּפ

ְ“ נֶּ ֶּפׁשindividual”
(Lev 5:4)

ְ“ נֶּ ֶּפׁשindividual”
(Lev 5:4)

ְ( ְונִּ ס ַלחְלֹוLev 4:31)

ְ( ְונִּ ס ַלחְלֹוLev 4:35)

(Lev 4:35)
Not mentioned

ְ( ֵּמ ַח ָּטאתֹוLev 5:6)
ְיוְהכ ֵֹּּהן
ַ רְע ָּל
ָּ ְו ִּכ ֶּפ

( ונִּ ס ַלחְלֹוLev 5:10)

ר־ח ָּטא
ָּ אתֹוְא ֶּׁש
ֲ
ֵּמ ַח ָּט
ְ(Lev 5:10)
ְ ןְעל־
ַ יוְה ְכֹּ ֵּה
ַ רְע ָּל
ָּ ְו ִּכ ֶּפ

( ונִּ ס ַלחְלֹוLev 5:10)

ְר־ח ָּטא
ָּ אתֹוְא ֶּׁש
ֲ
ַח ָּט
(Lev 5:13)

ְ“ נֶּ ֶּפׁשindividual” ְרְע ָּליו
ָּ ( ְו ַהכ ֵֹּּהןְי ַכ ֵּפLev
(Lev 5:15)
5:15)

ְ( ְונִּ ס ְַלחְלֹוLev 5:15)

ְ“ נֶּ ֶּפׁשindividual”
(Lev 5:17)

ְ( ְונִּ ס ַלחְלֹוLev 5:18)

ְןְעל
ַ יוְהכ ֵֹּּה
ַ רְע ָּל
ָּ ְו ִּכ ֶּפ
ר־ׁשגָּ ג
ָּ תֹוְא ֶּׁש
ֲ
ִָּּׁשגג
ְ(Lev 5:18)

ְ“ נֶּ ֶּפׁשindividual”
(Lev 5:21)

ְיוְהכ ֵֹּּהן
ַ רְע ָּל
ָּ ( ְו ִּכ ֶּפLev
5:26)

ְ( ונִּ ס ַלחְלֹוLev 5:26)

him for his sin and it
will be forgiven for
him
And the priest shall
make atonement for
him and it will be
forgiven for him
And the priest shall
make atonement for
him for the sin he has
sinned and it will be
forgiven for him
And the priest shall
make atonement for
him for his sin
And the priest shall
make atonement for
him for the sin he has
sinned and it will be
forgiven for him
And the priest shall
make atonement for
him for the sin he has
sinned and it will be
forgiven for him
And the priest shall
make atonement for
him and it will be
forgiven for him
And the priest shall
make atonement for
him for the wrong he
has
committed
unintentionally and
it will be forgiven
for him
And the priest shall
make atonement for
him and it will be
forgiven for him

The outcome of the atonement in these instances is forgiveness of the offerer who brings his/her
sacrifice for his/her sin. The logic of the atonement behind the  ִּכ ֶּפרrites is that the blood of the

 ַח ָּטאתoffering both purifies the Sanctuary and cleanses the sinner from sin. Finlan writes that
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according to Milgrom “the Hebrew sacrifice is not a matter of substitutionary death, but concerns
the purity of the temple, which was a kind of spiritual barometer registering the degrees and kinds
of sin committed in Israel.”131 In doing so Milgrom reduces the function of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering to
be solely purificatory in the sense that it does not effect forgiveness to the sinner/offerer but merely
aims at purging the Sanctuary from the Israelites’ impurities attached to it. Finlan rightly criticizes
Milgrom:
If “sin-sacrifice” is too narrow a term for the hattat ritual, so also is “purification sacrifice” if it is
meant to drive out the possibility of sin-purgation or expiation. Milgrom imposes a new narrowness
of meaning upon a ritual whose name is, after all, the same as the word for sin () ַח ָּטאת. By insisting
on “purification” alone, Milgrom is minimizing the fact that it is sin-caused impurity that is being
cleansed.132

Milgrom’s one-sided view is hardly acceptable. The table above exhibits several occurrences of
the niph’al “ ונִּ ס ַלחand it will be forgiven” which describes the state of the offerer after the
completion of the  ִּכ ֶּפרrites. The use of the passivum divinum “ ונִּ ס ַלחְלֹוand it will be forgiven
for him” in these cases clearly shows that only God can forgive sins. The officiating priest is only
there to perform the ritual and has nothing to do with the outcome of the sacrifice.
Commenting on Lev 4:20, Milgrom holds that “[t]he rendering ‘forgive’ for sālaḥ is, in reality,
not accurate.”133 He cites Num 14:18–20 and Exod 34:7, 9–10 and claims that the verb  סלחdoes
not connote forgiveness but rather refers to “reconciliation,” a meaning which conveys a sense
more than forgiveness. He states:
By the same token, the offender who brings the ḥaṭṭāʾt does so because he knows that his wrong,
though committed inadvertently, has polluted the altar and, hence, has alienated him from God. By
his sacrifice he hopes to repair the broken relationship. He therefore seeks more than forgiveness. If
God will accept his sacrifice he will be once again restored to grace, at one with his deity. 134

This view is due to his strong emphasis on the purificatory function of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering. It is
true that only God can forgive and the concept of reconciliation and reparation of the broken
relationship between YHWH and his people is indirectly included in the idea of סלח. In my view,
131

Stephen Finlan, The Background and Content of Paul’s Cultic Atonement Metaphors (AcBib 19; ed. Saul M.
Olyan and Mark Allan Powell; Leiden: Brill, 2004), 33.
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however, forgiveness is obviously an accurate renderering of  סלחin this context. First, in its
ancient Near Eastern cultic uses, its Ugaritic cognate slhú refers to “sprinkling” performed in a
purification process.135 Second, the parallel terms and expressions referring to forgiveness of sins
in the Old Testament strongly suggest that sin is “removed” or “taken away” from the sinner: נָּ ָּשׂא

 ַח ָּטאת/  ֶּפ ַׁשע/ “ ָּעֹוןremove sin/transgression/guilt” (Exod 32:32; 34:7; Num 14:18; Josh 24:19;)
ְ “ ִּכ ֶּפר ָּעֹוןpurify guilt” (Isa 22:14; Jer 18:23; Ezek 16:63;) ְפ ַׁשע
ֶּ “ ָּמ ָּחהblot out
transgression/rebellion” (Isa 43:25; 44:22; Jer 18:23;) ל־פ ַׁשע
ֶּ ְע
ַ “ ע ֵֹּּברtaking away or letting
transgression pass by” (Mic 7:18;) pi’el of “ כבסwash, cleanse” (Jer 2:22;) pi’el of “ טהרpurify”
(Ps 51:2 [ET 51:4]); hiph’il of  ׁשלך+ “ ַא ֲח ֵּריcast behind (one’s back)” (Isa 38:17; Mic 7:19;)
hiph’il of  סתר+ נִּיםְמן
ִּ
“ ָּפconceal from face” (Ps 51:9 [ET 51:11]); אְח ַׁשב
ָּ ֹּ ל, “never to consider
guilt” (2 Sam 19:19 [ET 19:20]; Ps 32:2); “ לֹּאְזָּ ַכרnever to remember” (Isa 43:25).
Third, its collocation with the pi’el  ִּכ ֶּפר, which refers, in some cases, to purification and
forgiveness, suggests that the meaning of the niph’al  נִּ ס ַלחhas to do with the state of the offerer
being purified from sin. Furthermore, morphologically, the noun  ַח ָּטאתderiving from its pi’el
form which connotes the action of “getting rid of” or “taking away,” refers to the action of “desin” or “un-sin” the sinner who brings the sacrifice.136  נִּ ס ַלחin Lev 4–5 connotes forgiveness, that
is, it describes the state of the offerer after the  ִּכ ֶּפרrite in which the sinner is free from both moral
and ritual impurity. This does not exclude the notion that the  ַח ָּטאתpurifies the Sanctuary, but the
main focus of its function is the sinner. The blood of the  ַח ָּטאתrepresents “the offerer’s own
life.”137 Accordingly, its shedding symbolically represents the offering of the life of the offerer
who is, therefore, symbolically brought into YHWH’s presence.138 He is symbolically surrendering his life to and being incorporated into the holy.139 The altar is the place where contact
between the human and the divine occurs.140 The contact of the blood of the sacrifice with the altar
represents the offerer’s contact with the divine. The altar is the locus of interaction between Israel
and YHWH and a portal to the sphere of the holy.141 Since the blood represents the offerer’s life,
135
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its application on the altar symbolically brings the offerer into fellowship with YHWH.
The centrality of the sinner in the process of the atonement can be found in two aspects: (1) the

 ִּכ ֶּפרritual primarily expiates sin and secondarily propitiates divine burning wrath; (2) the טאת
ְָּ ַח
offering primarily brings forgiveness to the sinner and secondarily purifies the Sanctuary from sin
and impurity. Therefore, the appellation “sin offering” of the  ַח ָּטאתwithin the context of Lev 4–
5 is completely sound. It is a “sin-sacrifice” with a purificatory function.
3.3.4 The Burning Rite
The rite of burning the whole or part of the animal sacrifice is an important element of the ancient
Israelite sacrifice. It is common to all five types of offerings. In the burnt offering, the entire animal
carcass, except its hide, is burnt (Lev 1:6–9, 12–13, 17). In the grain offering, the memorial portion
is burnt (Lev 2:2, 9, 16). In the  ַח ָּטאתoffering, the guilt offering, and the well-being offering, the
animal’s fat, kidneys, and the covering of its liver are burnt (Lev 3:3–5, 9–10, 14–15; 4:8–10, 19–
20a, 21a, 26a, 31a, 35a; 7:3–5). The skin of the  ַח ָּטאתand all its flesh, its head, its legs, its inwards
and its dung have to be carried outside the camp to a clean place (קֹוםְטהֹור
ָּ
 ) ָּמcalledְְךְה ֶּד ֶּׁשן
ַ ֶּׁש ֶּפ
“ash heap” where ashes are poured out (Lev 4:11–12). Harrison presumes that this place is located
to the east of the altar of burnt offering, where refuse (cf. Lev 1:16), fat-soaked ashes, and similar
debris were deposited.142
The verb  קטרwhich literally means “to turn into smoke” is a technical term referring always to
the burning rite on the altar.143 The whole offering is identified as ְליהוָּ ה
ַ יחֹוח
ַ ִּהְר ַיח־נ
ֵּ  ִּא ֵּשּׁ, “a fire
gift for a soothing aroma to YHWH”144 (see, e.g., Lev 1:9, 13, 17; 2:2, 9, 12; 3:5, 16; 4:31). קטר
has a specific cultic significance, being always used to refer to the burning rite on the altar in
contrast to ( שׂרףe.g., Lev 4:12) which denotes the incineration of leftovers and never the burning
of offerings on the altar.145 What is the significance of the burning rite applied to the  ַח ָּטאתin
relation to the atonement?
One view which has been rejected by scholars is that it symbolizes YHWH’s consuming wrath
142

Harrison, Leviticus, 65.

143

Hartley, Leviticus, 22.

144

Ibid.

145
C. A. Eberhart, “A Neglected Feature of Sacrifice in the Hebrew Bible: Remarks on the Burning Rite on the
Altar,” HTR 97 (2004): 489.

74
utterly destroying the animal which represents the sinner and, as such it symbolizes hell’s eternal
fire.146 The expression ְליהוָּ ה
ַ יחֹוח
ַ ִּ ֵּר ַיח־נis a key to understanding the significance of the burning
rite. This expression literally means a soothing, quieting or tranquillizing scent ascending to
YHWH. The burning rite is then better understood as a transforming rather than destroying
process.147 Through the burning rite, the animal is transformed into a pleasing soothing smoke
ascending to YHWH. The anthropomorphic concept behind it is that the soothing aroma aims at
changing YHWH’s mood, probably from anger and rejection to favor and acceptance (see, e.g.,
Gen 8:21).
3.4 Preliminary Conclusion
My study of the deliberate and unintentional sins in Lev 4:1–5:13 confirms the concept of sin as
“failure,” “missing the goal” and “straying away” (see pp. 49ff). The sins recorded in Lev 4 are
unintentional, which means that they are committed inadvertently or by ignorance (see pp. 44ff).
They are done consciously, that is, the transgressor is conscious of the act but is unaware that it is
sinful. The various terms used to refer to these sins all basically denote motion of straying away
from the divine commands which contain several prohibitions (see pp. 49–50).
As we will see in chapter 7, from the religious perspective, these prohibitions are quite similar to
the Malagasy concept of taboos with regard to the following aspects:148
(1) they are a set of prohibitions that regulate both societal and religious lives;
(2) they are transmitted from a deity (in this context YHWH) to Moses who plays the role
of a guardian of traditions;
(3) sin, as violation of a taboo, is disrespect for the deity and, consequently, potentially also
for the elders and, therefore, violators find themselves socially alienated from their community;149
146
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(4)

their violation causes pollution and without the appropriate ritual purification incurs

punishment or even death by means of the kāret (cutting off) (see p. 58).
The frequent occurrence of the qal “ ָּא ֵּׁשםrealizes guilt/feels guilty”—ten times in Lev 4–5 (see p.
50 and n. 29)—strongly suggests that everyday life is tainted by the fear of transgressing divine
commands, and thereby creates some feeling of guilt. This aspect is quite similar to the concept of
tsiny and tody among the Malagasy. These two concepts represent the Malagasy notion of
consequence of sin.150
There are two main sources of impurity: contact with any uncleanness and human uncleanness. A
carcass of an unclean animal pollutes through contact (see p. 58). One of the most important
sources of impurity is the contact with a corpse or being in the same room with a corpse (see p.
59; cf. Num 19:14–16). A contaminated person is not only unclean but pollutes his/her
surroundings, be it objects or human beings. As we will see in Part Two, this aspect also has some
affinity to the Malagasy culture according to which various contacts with uncleanness causes
impurity. A corpse is inherently impure and all items related to the funeral are impure.151 The
contact with a corpse not only pollutes but also brings curse and evil.
The pollution and its accompanying threat can be removed through ritual purification by means of
bloody sacrifices. Two elements characterize this ritual, namely, blood manipulation and
symbolism. My study of Lev 4–5:13 shows the importance and the centrality of blood in the ritual
purification process (see pp. 66–69). The blood of the animal sacrifice both purifies and substitutes
for the endangered life of the offerer. The substitution concept behind the sacrifice is made
manifest through special symbolic gestures which require direct contact with the animal sacrifice:
(1) the offerer lays his/her hand on the head of the animal sacrifice, and (2) the offerer must
slaughter the animal sacrifice. These two symbolic gestures make sense only within the ritual
purification system that involves both the  ַח ָּטאתoffering and the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual. Through the death
of the sacrifice, the sinner participates in his/her own death and the surrendering of his/her own
life. This is vital to the Israelites’ life. The shedding of the blood on the altar symbolizes the
them is also condemned (see the parallel between God and leader in Exod 22:27 [ET 22:28]). As will be presented in
section 6.2.2, ancestor worship is the key aspect of the Malagasy religion, and, consequently, as demonstrated in
section 7.1, disrespect for the ancestors in the form of violating inherited taboos is a very serious transgression of
societal rules with an aleniation effect comparable to a violation of God’s commandments and prescriptions in Israel.
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sinner’s contact with the holy YHWH (sanctification) and therefore a new fellowship is granted
(see p. 74). Through the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual the sinner is forgiven, impurity taken away and YHWH
continues to dwell in the midst of his chosen people (see pp. 73–74). Through blood manipulation
the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual averts evil (pollution and punishment) that endangered human life and at the same
time restores the relationship between YHWH and humans. The  ִּכ ֶּפרritual also restores humanhuman relationship since after the completion of the appropriate ritual, the purified violator is reintegrated into his/her family and community.
In Part Two, chapter 7 I will present and analyze the Malagasy sacrificial system and focus on the
concept of sin and the substitution sacrifice that might exhibit some points of correspondence with
Lev 4:1–5:13. From the Malagasy context, sin is both a violation of a taboo and a transgression of
societal norms. The so-called taha (substitution sacrifice) and fanalana faditra (averting of curse
sacrifice) have been part of the Malagasy traditional religion.152 Through the manipulation of
sacrificial blood accompanied by various symbolic gestures, a priest-diviner averts evil and curse
caused by pollution due to violation of taboos and transgression of prohibitive societal rules.
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Chapter 4: Postpartum Ritual Purification in Leviticus 12
4.1 Introductory Notes
Purification is one of the major issues addressed in Leviticus. The concern with bodily impurities,
of both males and females, is signaled by the two chapters that frame this text unit. Chapter 12
deals with the impurities females incur in giving birth. Chapter 15 addresses the impurities that
both males and females incur in genital discharges. It is quite striking to the modern world that
most of the situations one may think of as natural and normal physical processes, such as
menstruation and childbirth, require ritual purification. Ritual purification after childbirth, as it is
prescribed in the tazria law in Lev 12, might be thought of as gender bias today: a woman remains
in a state of ritual impurity twice as long after giving birth to a female baby compared to giving
birth to a male baby. The text itself does not provide any reason for this difference. From a
theological point of view, it is even less logical that a parturient is required to offer a “sin offering.”
Klei Yakar, who lived in the 17th century, offers a much humbler explanation, emanating from the
folk tradition, cited by Alexander Zusia Friedman:1
“Why must the mother bring a sin-offering after childbirth, and why must she keep more ‘days of
purification’ for a girl-child than for a boy-child?
According to the Sages, she must bring a sin-offering after childbirth because many women in the
agony of their labor vow never to have relations with their husbands, but then, in their rejoicing over
the new-born infant, they regret their resolution. The sacrifice serves to atone for the rashly made
vow.” His commentary continues by explaining that a woman, after giving birth to a girl, waits
longer to make the offering that ends her period of impurity because, “When a girl-child is born, the
rejoicing is not so great as it would be over a boy-child, so that the mother will take longer to regret
her rash vow than if the baby had been a boy.”

Ellen Frankel in her commentary on the Torah, entitled The Five Books of Miriam, presents a
dialogue between many different voices. She writes:
Our Daughters Ask: Does Jewish tradition consider giving birth a religious experience? You’d never
know it from this parashah! The Rabbis Answer: Of course we consider it a religious experience!
For in bearing children, women come in intimate contact with divine creation. And because giving
birth connects a woman uniquely with both life and death, the Torah subjects her to special laws
1
Alexander Zusia Friedman, Wellsprings of Torah: An Anthology of Biblical Commentaries (Wellsprings of
Torah; New York: Judaica Press, 1990), 226.
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during this time. So for a week after giving birth to a son and two weeks after bearing a daughter, a
new mother remains ritually impure. The Torah compares this period to “the time of a woman’s
menstrual infirmity” (12:2), when she is likewise barred from her husband’s bed, as well as from
certain religious precincts. After this period comes a longer but less restrictive phase, which ends
when she brings a sin offering and is declared pure. A woman who bears a daughter remains ritually
impure for twice as long as for a newborn son because of the physical differences between the
genders. As with all distinctions, this one needs to be marked. The Sages in Our Own Time Explain:
This double period of quarantine was the Torah’s way of acknowledging that a newborn female
child would herself become a mother someday and would therefore become a source of blood
defilement, like her mother.2

Today we do take great notice of this gender distinction, and Frankel responds by trying to make
sense of the tradition. The text does make it clear that the nature of the state of ritual impurity
(niddah) is compared to the state of ritual impurity that the woman enters into during her period
of menstruation. When issuing blood, she is prevented from contact with her husband, and from
participating in the ritual life of the community. Ritual impurity is transmittable, and so if she were
to come into contact with her husband, he too would become impure. This is considered to be a
bigger deal for men since they carry a higher obligation to worship, whereas women are exempt.
It must be noted that ritual impurity comes from any number of natural acts, and is not connected
with sin or evil. It happens to everyone at one point or another. But, even if the childbirth would
have made her ritually impure, why would birthing a girl result in twice the period of impurity?
The general consensus, as the sages referred to by Frankel suggest, is that this specific impurity is
related to blood. Bleeding renders one impure, and women bleed on a regular, natural cycle. Blood
is the “stuff” of life, but it is also scary as unstoppable bleeding will lead to death. Especially in
ancient times, the flow of blood was so understood. Jews were prohibited from consuming blood,
and blood was a central element in sacrificial worship.3 Blood was, in and of itself, holy and pure,
but coming into contact with it rendered one impure. It is not easy to understand Lev 12 with its
prescription about the parturient, and it needs special attention to what the context and the text say,
and this is the aim of this chapter. The focus of this chapter is mainly an exegesis of Lev 12 and a
close look at its own context as an ancient ritual. Methodologically, apart from an interpretation
of the text, this exegetical endeavor will take into consideration cultural and anthropological facts

2
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around the text and point towards similar Malagasy rituals to be addressed in Part Two.
4.2 Exegesis of Lev 12:1–8
4.2.1 Text and Translation of Lev 12:1–8
4.2.1.1 Textual Criticism of Lev 12:1–8
The apparatus of BHS presents five minor problems of translation within this pericope. In 12:2,
the Masoretic text (hereafter MT) reads the active form יע
ְַ ( ַתז ִּרliterally meaning ‘produces seed’)
which occurs only twice in the entire OT, i.e., here and in Gen 1:11–12. The Septuagint (hereafter
LXX), however, reads σπερματισθῇ (passive form of the verb σπερματίζω “to conceive, to become
pregnant”) which is closer to the Samaritan Pentateuch (hereafter SP)  תזרעwhich is in niph’al
and means literally “she shall be inseminated” or simply “becomes pregnant, conceives.” 4 The
same trend is also attested in the Targum Onqelos (TgO) by ת ַע ֵּדי, pa’el form of עדי, “to become
pregnant.” However, emendation would be unnecessary as  זרעcan carry the meaning “offspring.”5
The same variant as in the MT is found in 4Q265 Frag 7ii:14. The literal sense “produces seed” is
more relevant to the ancient thinking about pregnancy: conception starts from the time when the
blood of the woman is united with the male sperm.6
In v. 3, the SP reads  אתafter as  יִּמֹולas nota accusativi of “ ב ַשׂר ָּער ָּלתֹוflesh of his foreskin.”
The expression  מול+  ב ַשׂרwith  אתreferring to circumcision occurs in Gen 17:11, 14, 23, 25,
but it is also used without  אתin, for example, Gen 17:24. Therefore, there is no need for any
emendation here.
In v. 7, one Hebrew manuscript, the SP, the LXX, the Peshitta and the Targum Pseudo-Jonathan,
add הכהן, “the priest” after ( עליהfor her). This addition is not necessary here because v. 7 is, of
course, the continuation of what is commanded in v. 6 and thereby the verb  כפרhas no other
subject than  הכהןin v. 6. The LXX has καὶ καθαριεῖ αὐτήν = ט ֲה ָּרּה
ְִּ “ וand he shall purify her,”

4
Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 743. For σπερματίζω, see E. Eynikel J. Lust, and K. Hauspie, in A Greek-English
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Levine, Leviticus, 73.
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different from the Masoretic passive concept רה
ְָּ “ ו ָּט ֲהand she shall be purified” which is an active
of the same verb. However, the idea here is that the priest is performing the offering which means
that he represents the active part of the whole process, an action which is carried out using the

 ַח ָּטאתoffering. Thereby, we follow the MT as its variant fits perfectly into the context.
In v. 8 the MT “ ְׁשנֵּ יtwo” is in accord with the LXX (δύο, “two”) and the SP but slightly differs
from the fragment of Leviticus found in the Cairo Genizah which reads “ לׁשניto two” or “for two.”
We opt for the MT because, grammatically, it fits with the previous contruction ׁשתי־ת ִֹּּרים
ֵּ “two
turtledoves” where the adjective ְׁש ֵּתיis without the preposition ל.
4.2.1.2 Translation of Lev 12:1–8
(1) YHWH spoke to Moses saying: (2) Speak to the Israelites saying: If a woman conceives and
gives birth to a male child, she shall be ritually unclean seven days; as in her time of menstrual
infirmity she shall be unclean. (3) On the eighth day, the flesh of his foreskin shall be circumcised.
(4) Her time of blood purification shall be thirty-three days; she shall not touch any holy thing or
come into the Sanctuary until upon the (time of the) completion of her purification. (5) If she gives
birth to a female child, she shall be unclean for two weeks, as in her menstruation; her time of
blood purification shall be sixty-six days. (6) and upon the (time of the) completion of her
purification, whether for a son or a daughter, she shall bring a one-year old lamb for a burnt
offering, and a pigeon or a turtledove for a purification offering to the priest at the entrance of the
Tent of Meeting. (7) He shall offer it before YHWH, and perform ritual purification on her behalf;
then she shall be clean from her flow of blood. This is the law for her who gives birth to a child,
male or female. (8) If she cannot afford a sheep, she shall take two turtledoves or two pigeons, one
for a burnt offering and the other for a purification offering; and the priest shall perform ritual
purification on her behalf, and she shall be clean.
4.2.2 Structure of Lev 12:1–8
Lev 12 belongs to the larger corpus which deals with bodily impurity. It starts from chapter 12 and
ends at chapter 15. Chapters 12 and 15 are sets of regulations about human impurity relating to
natural processes such as childbirth, male and female discharge, and man’s emission of semen as
well as impurity caused by skin disease and fungous house:
1.

A woman’s discharge after childbirth (12:1–8)
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2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Purification ritual in case of skin disease (13:1–14:32)
Purification of fungous house (14:33–57)
A man’s long-term discharge (15:1–15)
A man’s emission of semen (15:16–18)
A female’s discharge in her menstrual period (15:19–24)
A female’s long-term discharge (15:25–30)
Concluding words (15:31–33)

Wenham proposes the following inner structure of Lev 12: 1–8:7
1
2–5

6–7a
7b
8

Introduction
Uncleanness following birth
2–4 of a boy
5 of a girl
Sacrifice after birth
Summary
Additional provision for the poor

The structure of this law is evident. First, there is a definition of how long a woman is impure after
childbirth, and what she must do during this time (vv. 2–5). The main case, which is the impurity
following the birth of a boy, is introduced by ( ְ ִּכיv. 2), whereas the subsidiary case is introduced
by ( ְ ִּאםv. 5). Moreover, such a structure of a main case and a subsidiary case is also apparent in
Lev 1:1–17 and 4:1–5:13. When the period of impurity expires, appropriate sacrifices are specified
(vv. 6–7). There is a summary of the contents of the law (v. 7) and finally a provision for the poor
(v. 8).
This basic structure reappears in the following chapters:

Period
uncleanness

of 12:2ff.

13:1ff.

15:1ff.

15:25ff.

14–15

29–30

Sacrifice

6–7a

14:1ff

Summary

7b

13:59; 14:32, 54

Provision for the 8
poor

7
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14:21ff.

32–33
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4.2.3 Interpretation of Lev 12:1–8


V. 1 mentions that the prescription on the postpartum ritual purification is given to Moses
from YHWH.



V. 2: the puzzling question behind this verse is: why does childbirth cause impurity?

V. 2 is quite ambiguous and has been interpreted differently by commentators. First, one is facing
two questions relating to this verse: Why is the mother impure, and why does bearing a daughter
require the double time of impurity compared to bearing a son (cf. v. 5)? Of course, commentators
have found difficulty with this section of purification laws because the act of childbirth that
resulted from God’s command to be fruitful and multiply in Gen 1:28 seems to cause impurity.
Apparently, passages such as Ps 127:3 which states that children are a divine heritage and a gift
contradict Lev 12 which requires the mother at childbirth to bring an offering for atonement since
it suggests that the childbirth itself is somewhat sinful and impure. Thus, what makes the parturient
impure?
As I mentioned in the preliminary notes above, traditional explanations from Jewish sages and
commentators pointed out that the cause of the defilement at childbirth is the parturient’s harsh
vow at delivery. This view probably comes from the traditional thinking that the ְ ַח ָּטאתoffering
required in this ritual has to do with sin. They might have looked for any possible sinful act during
childbirth but found nothing than a harsh vow of the suffering woman during delivery.
The term יע
ְַ ְתז ִּר
ַ “conceives” is used to denote the process of producing offspring (v. 2).8 There is
an analogy between the earth and the mother’s womb. The womb is associated with the womb of
the earth. Human offspring, like the earth’s vegetation, can reproduce.9 Milgrom sees in this verb
an internal hiph’il which connotes the completion of an action, which is in this case the completion
of the pregnancy of the mother.10 In rabbinical writings, one can find that conception occurs when
the woman’s blood united with the male sperm.11 Moreover, more interestingly, many of the
ancients assume that menstrual blood contains the seed (that is, ovum) that unites with the male

8

See some scholars’ views on יע
ְַ  ַתז ִּרon p 87.

9
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seed (that is, semen) to produce the human being.12 Milgrom recalls the Aramaic ( ת ַע ֵּדיtaʿădê)
(Tgs. Onq., Ps.-J.) which is semantically related to terms for youth, pubescence, and menstrual
clothing (cf. Isa 64:5 [ET 64:6]; Jer 2:32 and Ezek 16:7), thus creating a semantic field around the
basic meaning “[genital] seed.”13 What Milgrom mentions here is crucial to the understanding of
the purification process at childbirth in ancient Israel. If the unity of the woman’s blood with the
male’s sperm produces a human being, then the discharge, which is part of the conception process,
at the childbirth means a loss of life which is death. I will bring up this issue below when dealing
with the parturient’s impurity.
V. 2 states that after childbirth a parturient becomes impure () ָּטמ ָּאה. Some translations try to
clarify the type of impurity in this verse. The NRSV, for example, renders the qal  ָּטמ ָּאהby “she
shall be ceremonially unclean.” First, it is worth mentioning that this concept of impurity attributed
to a parturient is not peculiar to Israel. Throughout history many cultures all over the world have
believed that genital discharges, such as blood loss at menstruation and childbirth, cause ritual
impurity.14
Some scholars think that what cause the mother’s uncleanness are the secretions that occur at
parturition.15 At first sight, this view seems to be convincing, but a close observation of what is
happening at childbirth would show that it is not quite satisfactory. As we know, an impurity is
contagious and spreads around by touch. If that is the case and if the secretions at childbirth really
cause impurity to the mother’s body and those who are surrounding her, why is it not mentioned
in this purification law that the baby becomes impure?
Milgrom cites in his comparative material parallels not only in societies that are culturally directly
related to ancient Israel, such as ancient Babylon, Egypt, Persia, and Greece, but also in various
ancient societies such as Tahitian, the Indian, the Sinaugolo of British New Guinea, and the BaPedi of South Africa.16 Moreover, the belief and practices associated with childbirth continued to
be addressed in rabbinic Judaism and in the early Church. Even today this concern is still seen in
12

Ibid.

13

Ibid.

14
John H. Walton, Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary (Old Testament) : Genesis, Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy (vol. 1; Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2009), 301.
15

See, for example, Harrison, Leviticus, 137.

16

Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 763–765.

84
some of the Christian churches. The Greek Orthodox Church prohibits menstruating women from
participating in the sacrament of confession.17 In Madagascar, menstruating “shepherds” cannot
perform their duties during the revival ministry among the Protestant Churches.18
Milgrom states that this view and belief about impurities from childbirth “cannot be traced to a
creed or a ritual but must reside in some universal human condition that has evoked the same
response all over the globe. In a word, we have to do with human psyche.”19 To Milgrom scholarly
attempts to interpret these phenomena in terms of the customs or values of any given culture or
society would fail.20
The mother is ritually impure for seven days. This impurity is compared to the impurity associated
with menstruation. There is no doubt that the mother is not considered unclean because of sin since
giving birth was nowhere in the Old Testament thought of as sin. Indeed, Gen 1:28 clearly states
that human fertility is part of God’s blessing. It is crucial to have some understanding of the
rationale behind the impurity associated with the childbirth.
Most scholars associate the parturient’s impurity with the state of death she enters during the
childbirth. They observe that there are the two polarities, life and death, that cause her impurity.
In this line, Gorman holds that the key to understanding it “is found in the priestly concern
regarding defining and guarding the boundary that separates the realm of life and the realm
death.”21 It is the ambiguous state between life and death that the mother enters that makes her
impure. She loses some of her own life through the loss of blood by giving a new life. 22 Levine
presents three reasons why a childbearing mother is regarded impure:23 (1) protection of the mother
and the child; (2) safeguarding the purity of the Sanctuary and the surrounding community from
17
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defilement; (3) representing a strong response to the emphasis on fertility in Ancient Near Eastern
polytheism. He sees that the two terms “pure” and “impure” are the ancient versions of the modern
“immune” and “susceptible.” First, since infant mortality was so common in the ancient societies,
both the mother and her child are in danger and need protection. Secondly, in ancient societies the
fear of destructive and demonic or “antilife forces” is widespread. A mother and her child are
vulnerable and prone to demonic attack. Demons and witches are believed to kill newborn children
and afflict their mothers. The new mother is prohibited from attending the Sanctuary and from
touching any sacred things to prevent her from carrying the “antilife forces” into the Sanctuary.24
Thirdly, this purification law can also be viewed as a response to the Ancient Near Eastern
polytheism. He assumes that the participation of the new mother in the rituals performed at the
Sanctuary could have promoted “a mythological attitude toward God himself.”25
Wenham sees the association of the impurity with demonic powers improbable and considers it a
“risky procedure reading” as there is no mention of a demon in the text in question.26 And since
there is no mention of the baby being unclean, it is the discharges (lochia) at the delivery that make
the mother unclean.27 Douglas associates it with the bleeding or the discharging body which,
according to her, is a sign of a lack of wholeness and is, therefore, unclean.28 The loss of blood
can lead to death, the antithesis of normal healthy life and anyone losing blood is at least in danger
of becoming less than perfect and therefore unclean. Vasholz states that “a bloody issue makes
one unclean.”29 Moreover, since childbirth is a bloody affair this is the reason why the whole
passage in Lev 12:1–8 talks about impurity after childbirth. However, as circumcision is not
defiling and the fact that the newborn baby is not unclean, I simply see this as an overstatement.
Blood as such is not the source of the defilement at all. Matthews distinguishes between moral and
ritual impurity. In Lev 12:2b the reference is to the ritual impurity which means that a sin reference
is out of the question. Moreover, following the other scholars, he holds that the discharge shows
24
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the imperfection of life and he sees this phenomenon as a physical disorder, the reason why the
parturient is prohibited from attending the Sanctuary.30
The second line of scholarly view is the association of the parturient’s impurity with sin. Keil, for
instance, thinks that a decaying corpse which emits discharges reminds of sin and death.31 This, of
course, could explain why a  ַח ָּטאתis required, but this argument proves to be too weak to be
convincing.32 Kiuchi, among others, has made out a carefully argued but not altogether convincing
case for seeing a connection between Gen 3 and Lev 12. In his recent commentary, Kiuchi connects
Lev 12 with Gen 3 and sees that the rationale behind the impurity of the parturient is actually
“sin.”33 To him, childbirth reminds us of the fall and its ongoing nature.34 He blames commentators
for having neglected the notion of original sin and fall which is inherently associated with this
context. He rejects both the scientific and anthropological reasons that scholars have proposed.35
He follows some pre-critical exegetes such as Kellogg and Kurtz who relate the impurity in Lev
12 to sin. Kellogg considers that the mother’s uncleanness is due to original sin.36 Kiuchi’s key is
the term יע
ְַ “ ַתז ִּרconceives” which refers to seeds yielding plants.37 He assumes that the choice of
this verb in Lev 12:2 is motivated by the legislator’s intention to associate it with the rootְ זרעand
the principle reflected in Lev 11:37–38. The principle there is that a potential life symbolized by a
seed is unaffected by uncleanness, while new life is contaminated by uncleanness. The theme of
childbirth is similar to the growth of a seed. Since human life begins in the mother’s womb, the
30
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newborn child is prenatally unclean. Hence, Kiuchi proposes that the rules in vv. 2–5 bear a
symbolic meaning drawn from the fall and that this symbolic meaning rather than the literal
observation is ultimately what is commanded.38 Kiuchi cites Gen 3:16 in order to explain why both
the mother and her newborn child are unclean. He proposes to interpret Lev 12 in view of the
woman’s destiny after the fall in the Garden of Eden. The meaning of the term “unclean” is a
spiritual state before God and this means, according to Kiuchi, that by referring to the literal
discharge from her reproductive organ, the law aims to remind the mother of her spiritual
condition, which is “hiding herself.”39 The purpose of the law about impurity in childbirth is to
remind the Israelites that the divine sentence on the woman remains the same.
I have to admit that Kiuchi’s view is strikingly new and seems to be efficient in solving the
problems lying behind the impurity of the parturient and the issuing sacrifice required by the
Levitical law. Since the term  ַח ָּטאתused for offering in this particular prescription is linguistically
related to the verb  חטאfor sin, Kiuchi’s view, once again, seems to be attractive. However, I find
three problems with his interpretation with regards to method and approach. First, his attempt to
relate Lev 12 to Gen 3 seems impossible. The second issue is about his speculative statement that
the child is also unclean. This is attested nowhere in Leviticus or in any other biblical book. All
the rites around this purification concern the mother and nothing is said about the newborn baby
except the circumcision, in the case of a male child, on his eighth day. As I already mentioned
earlier, since the child is not unclean and the purification solely has to do with the mother, the
question of sin behind this purification law is out of the question. Third, it seems that Kiuchi’s
interpretation fails to appreciate the importance of the statement ֹותּה ִּתט ָּמא
ָּ ימי נִּ ַדתְד
ֵּ  ִּכ, “as in her
time of menstrual infirmity she shall be unclean” in this context. I assume that this statement is a
key to understanding the rationale behind this purification prescription. Milgrom gives the most
probable answer to the question why a parturient becomes impure when giving birth:
In physical impurity too, the demonic continued to reside. It was no longer an autonomous force but
was inherent in the very nature of the impurity. The loss of vaginal blood and semen, both containing
seed, meant the diminution of life and, if unchecked, destruction and death. And it was a process
unalterably opposed by Israel’s God, the source of its life: “you shall keep my laws and my norms,
by the pursuit of which men shall live: I am the LORD” (18:5).
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Moreover, in the Israelite mind, blood was the archsymbol of life (17:10–14; Deut 12:23). Its oozing
from the body was no longer the work of demons, but it was certainly the sign of death. In particular,
the loss of seed in vaginal blood was associated with the loss of life. Thus it was that Israel—alone
among the peoples—restricted impurity solely to those physical conditions involving the loss of
vaginal blood and semen, the forces of life, and to scale disease, which visually manifested the
approach of death.40

This view makes sense of all the ritual impurities recorded in the book of Leviticus; it is death
itself that makes one impure and the most severe is the corpse. It is not the blood or the blood loss
that automatically causes uncleanness, but a particular blood loss which is related to the symbol
of the loss of life and one of them is the discharge at childbirth. As Milgrom makes clear in the
above quotation, since the vaginal blood contains the seed which develops and produces life which
is a human being, its loss indeed symbolizes death. This also explains why the newborn does not
become unclean; since he/she is a new life, he/she cannot be unclean. I agree with Kiuchi that the
choice of  זרעis significant in this context. To understand what the authors/editors of Leviticus
want to convey through its use, we need to know their view and principle on “seed.”41 Once the
seed is in the ground, it cannot be rendered impure, and in a similar way, the “seed” which is the
embryo in the womb cannot become impure. This still reinforces what I said above, explaining it
from the perspective of life and death; new life is pure.42
Moreover, the statement ֹותּה ִּתט ָּמא
ָּ ימי נִּ ַדת ְד
ֵּ  ִּכ, which literally means “as the days of the
menstrual flow of her menstruating she shall be unclean” in v. 2 clearly shows the same trend of
argument.43 The expression ֹותּה
ָּ  נִּ ַדתְדsimply means “her menstrual period.” The use of the ימי
ֵּ  ִּכ,
“as the time, like in the time” may refer to the duration of the time of impurity which is seven days
just as it is at the menstrual period. However, it can also be a way of showing the rationale behind
the impurity. The term “ נִּ ָּדהmenstrual flow” comes from the root נדד, “to retreat, flee, depart,
stray, wander, flutter” which carries a close meaning to the root נדה, “to put away, to exclude.”44
Its Akkadian cognate nadû includes a wide range of meanings: (1) “to throw into water or fire…,
to cast down, to throw out a corpse, to spit out, to swoop down, to throw away, to pour, to scatter,
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to sprinkle, to let water flow, to irrigate a field…”; (2) “to place a piece of furniture, to erect a reed
hut, to set out objects for exhibit, a sacrifice, to erect a house…”; (3) “to excrete, to discharge
saliva, mucus, tears, blood, feces, semen, to vomit, to sweat, …”45 The root carries the basic
meaning of “expelling, flowing out, spitting out.” The Hebrew term  נִּ ָּדהthen refers to the excretion
of the blood flowing out of the women’s body during their menstrual period. It is thus clear that
the term refers to a flowing out as well as to the idea of losing part of the body. From this sense,
the term denotes the menstrual discharge and the impurity that accompanies it. However, what is
interesting here is the common feature between the menstrual blood and the discharge at childbirth.
They both refer to a loss of blood, but not an ordinary bleeding. In the case of the menstrual period,
the flowing blood is believed to contain “seeds” which fail to develop and produce new life, and
it is this failure which is the symbol of death that brings impurity to the parturient. Moreover, the
same procedure happens during childbirth, the blood flowing from the mother symbolizes a loss
of life and, especially, it can be conceptualized as a failure since the new life is already produced.
I also want to consider the importance of ֹותּה
ָּ ד, the qal infinitive of the root  דוהwhich means both
“to menstruate” and “to be faint, ill.”46 This is probably the reason why Milgrom translates ְנִּ ַדת

ֹותּה
ָּ  דas “her menstrual infirmity.”47 It is possible that in ancient Israel the menstrual period is
considered as infirmity, and seen from that perspective it is easy to understand that it symbolizes
death itself. The association of blood with life and its loss with death is fully comprehended in the
rabbinic law that a quarter of a log of human blood can cause defilement.48 Milgrom mentions that
“the rabbis go beyond Leviticus in ruling that not only does vaginal blood defile, but if blood issues
in large enough quantities from any part of the body, it also defiles.”49


V. 3 talks about the circumcision of the male baby. This is the only verse that directly talks

about the newborn baby. Milgrom believes this is an editorial parenthesis.50 And since there is no
parallel practice for the female child, it is clear that circumcision is not a purification rite. The rite
of circumcision is attested throughout the world. According to Jer 9:25 (ET 9:26), it was practiced
45
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by the Egyptians, Edomites, Ammonites, Moabites, and Arabs as well as by Israel. Milgrom
reports that in Egypt, however, it seems, at least in the Hellenistic period, to have been limited to
the priests.51 It appears that it is a puberty rite that prepares a man for marriage.52 In Israel alone is
it associated with infancy, though originally it also may have been a premarital rite. Such an earlier
practice may be reflected in Ishmael’s circumcision at the age of thirteen (Gen 17:25). The foreskin
(prepuce) is the loose fold of skin that covers the penis glans. Today’s Jewish custom of Brit Milah,
“covenant of circumcision,” is performed in a ceremony, typically at home, by a specially trained
rabbi, a Mohel, who after the procedure declares a blessing and announces the name of the baby
boy (see Luke 2:21). For medical or cultural purposes, many non-Jewish babies are surgically
circumcised in a hospital setting within twenty-four hours of the birth.53 But the significance of
circumcision in other cultures was typically a rite of male puberty when a boy begins a
transformation physically into a mature adult. Hebrew circumcision was commanded to Abraham
and his descendants as the sign of the covenant that God had made with the patriarch and all his
descendants (Gen 17:9–14, 23–27; 21:4). This mark on the body indicated that the child was a
member of the covenant community. A resident alien, for example, could only celebrate the
Passover memorial if he and his household had chosen circumcision (Exod 12:48). The Passover
meal itself was a sign of the salvation that God had given his people in delivering them from the
slavery of Egyptian bondage (Exod 12). Both rites, circumcision and the annual Passover meal,
declared that the participants were members of the community of Israel. Hartley explains the
rationale behind this tradition:
A male child is to be circumcised on the eighth day as Yahweh directed Abraham (Gen 17:10–14).
It is appropriate that the sign of the covenant is on the organ of reproduction, for God promised to
Abraham a great nation (Gen 12:2), even numerous descendants (Gen 17:6; 22:17). No longer was
this a puberty rite done at age thirteen as some peoples such as the Arabs practiced. This rite
consecrates the child to Yahweh and identifies him as a member of the covenant community.
Yahweh’s claim on a person’s life is from infancy. 54

The practice consists of cutting off (“ מולto cut off”) the foreskin (רְער ָּלתֹו
ָּ )ב ַשׂ. This construct
expression denotes the skin that covers the male reproductive organ. The term  ָּער ָּלהhas literal as
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well as metaphorical meaning.55 And this, once again, is evidence that it is not the loss of blood
that causes uncleanness. Otherwise, the male baby at circumcision could have been declared
impure.


Exegetes have seen a difficulty in vv. 4–5. When the baby is born, the mother is

contagiously unclean for one or two weeks (v. 2). In the week following the menstruation a woman
is not only unclean in herself and unable to visit the Sanctuary, but anyone or anything she touches
becomes unclean as well. On the eighth day, a baby boy shall be circumcised (v. 3), but the woman
remains unclean in herself, although she no longer pollutes other people. The verb  ֵּת ֵּׁשבfrom the
root יׁשב, “to remain, to stay, to dwell,” implies an exclusion or isolation of the parturient as well
as sexual abstinence.56 She has, therefore, to refrain from touching ( ) ִּתגָּ עanything holy (ב ָּכל־

)ק ֶֹּּדׁש, from eating meat from a peace offering (7:20–21), and if she is a priest’s wife from eating
the priestly portions to which she is entitled (22:3ff.). She is also prohibited from joining the
community’s worship in the Sanctuary () ַה ִּמק ָּדׁש. The expression  ִּבד ֵּמי, literally, “in blood of,”
refers to the period in which a woman remains impure because of her postnatal discharge. Three
times the mother’s discharge is mentioned (vv. 4, 5, 7). The discharge may last from two to six
weeks, and since the first phase of lochia resembles the menstrual discharge, it is consistent for the
woman to be treated in a similar way when she menstruates.57 However, the problem here in this
law is why the birthing of a girl requires twice as long a period of uncleanness as the birthing of a
boy, namely, 80 days as compared to 40 days. By appealing to Lev 27:2–7––a passage which states
55
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that the redemption price of women is about half that of men––some scholars have suggested that
the disparity reflects ancient Israel’s understanding of the relative status of the sexes.58 But this
interpretation proves to be unconvincing.59 At least there are two possible reasons for the doubling
of the purification times for the female.
Milgrom reports that ancient Israel is not the only society to require a longer purification period
for the birth of a daughter.60 It is also believed by ancient cultures, such as ancient Greece and
ancient Israel, that the female embryo requires a longer period of formation than the male.61 A
physician has once supported this view.62 The second possibility is the vulnerability of both the
mother and the newborn daughter. A female baby requires a longer period of purification because
she is more vulnerable. This is because, as I already mentioned above, the loss of blood at delivery
and the postnatal discharge leave her in the weakened state which, according to the ancient Israel’s
point of view, makes her susceptible to sickness and death. Moreover, the same risk can threaten
the female baby, who as a mother-to-be will one day share the experience of losing some of her
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life in order to bring another new life.63 This explanation makes sense as regards to the doubling
of time of purification in the case of a female newborn baby. The allusion is on the double––the
mother in question and her mother-to-be daughter––loss of blood which symbolizes double deaths.
The expression  ד ֵּמי ָּט ֳה ָּרהis referring to the parturient’s state after her initial seven (or fourteen)
days of impurity. Milgrom holds that  ָּט ֳה ָּרהis an abstract noun meaning “purity” (cf. Neh 12:45)
and suggests that it is a frozen idiom (meaning “blood purity”) which refers exclusively to the
parturient’s state after her initial seven (or fourteen) days of impurity.64 During the 33 (or 66) days
the parturient is only impure in regards to sancta.65 The blood discharge during this period is
somehow pure and its contact with common spheres, including sexual relationship, does not defile.


V. 6: When the יְט ֳה ָּרּה
ָּ  י ֵּמare complete, she is required to offer two kinds of sacrifices. It

is better to render the expression ּובמלֹּאת
ִּ “and upon the completion of” so that the whole phrase

יְט ֳה ָּרּה
ָּ ּובמלֹּאתְי ֵּמ
ִּ means “and upon the (time of the) completion of her purification.” Whether
the newborn is a male or a female ()ל ֵּבןְאֹוְל ַבת, the required offerings are the same, שְׂבן־
ֶּ ֶּכ ֶּב
“ ׁשנָּ תֹוְלע ָֹּּלהa one-year old lamb for a burnt offering” and תְר ְל ַח ָּטאת
ֹּ ּובן־יֹונָּ הְאֹו־
ֶּ “and a pigeon
or a turtledove for a purification offering.” The suggestion that the female fetus is considered more
defiling than that of a male is not borne out by the nature of the purificatory rites, which are the
same for both male and female offspring.
In v. 6, the parturient is required to bring to the priest at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting a oneyear old lamb for a burnt offering, and a pigeon or a turtledove for a  ַח ָּטאתoffering. It has been a
lengthy discussion on how to render the term  ַח ָּטאת. Some scholars relate the term to its root

חטא, “to miss, to sin, to offend” and, thus, translate it “sin offering.” Kiuchi, for instance, as I
already mentioned above, holds that the rationale behind the parturient’s purification is the fall so
that the term is fittingly adequate as childbirth is the ongoing process of actualizing women’s sin.66
This view is, as I already have stated, not convincing at all, especially because the baby is nowhere
mentioned to be impure. The text itself addresses nothing concerning the newborn––except the
circumcision––a fact which shows that the whole rite concerns solely the parturient. Most recent
63

Balentine, Leviticus, 103.

64

Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 749. See also Wenham, The Book of Leviticus, 186 and Levine, Leviticus, 73.

65

Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 749.

66

See p. 88 above.

94
scholars have been following Milgrom and argued that it has to do with the purification process of
the parturient. However, the fundamental question here is the function of the two offerings. Kiuchi
accepts that propitiation is needed because the altar has been polluted by the uncleanness of the
mother.67 And since the altar represents the people it also represents her in particular. Kiuchi sees
that behind the use of the verb  ִּכ ֶּפר, “to make propitiation,” is the notion that the woman is under
the wrath of God. This wrath is directed against her for hiding herself.68 But his view attributing
to  חטאa meaning “to hide” is difficult to grasp, as the root itself has nothing to do with that sense.
It has been established that the pi’el of the root can be employed in the privative sense of “un-sin”
or “de-sin” in the sense of purging from any evil whether it is moral or ritual.


The structure of v. 7 shows that this purification process results in a state of purity of the

mother. In v. 5 the parturient becomes impure ( ) ָּטמ ָּאהdue to her discharge, then the requisite
offerings ( ע ָֹּּלהand  ) ַח ָּטאתare brought to the priest ( )כ ֵֹּּהןwho performs a purgation () ִּכ ֶּפר, and
the output of this process is the parturient’s being clean () ָּט ֵּה ָּרה.

 ע ָֹּּלהand ַח ָּטאת

ָּטמ ָּאה

ִּכ ֶּפר

ָּט ֵּה ָּרה

The paradigmatic analysis of the root  טהרshows that it is always used in the context of cleansing
and purging. In most of its occurrences, it deals with the cleansing of objects whether it is related
to ritual purification or not, and, in a few cases, it denotes the purification from sin (e.g., Ps 51:4
[ET 51:2]). Hence, it is now clear that in Lev 12 it refers to ritual impurity. Milgrom states that
“the ablution requirement is always omitted for the simple reason that it is taken for granted except
in cases in which it is not self-understood.”69 According to my analyses of the senses of the pi’el
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of כפר
ְ , the verb  ִּכ ֶּפרused in this verse corresponds to the sense (8) “to perform ritual
purification”.70 There is no doubt that here both  ִּכ ֶּפרand  ַח ָּטאתinherently refer to the purificatory
process of the parturient. It is a purification offering.
Indeed, at no point does the passage in Lev 12:1–8 say or suggest that either the priest or God has
passed the judgment on the woman to have “sinned” or “brought guilt” on herself or the
community. Rather, once she brings the required offerings, she is “cleansed” from a natural
impurity that has only temporarily restricted her normal participation in the life and worship of the
community.71 Here then the  ַח ָּטאתfunctions as a purificatory agent; it has nothing to do with sin
or wrath. With regard to why a burnt offering is needed, it is possible that it is offered in the
thanksgiving of the new child.72 The second possibility is that it restores the new mother to the
fellowship of the holy place.73 The list of offerings given here is in reverse order from that
prescribed in the list of sacrifices in earlier chapters. The  ַח ָּטאתis primarily of a purificatory
nature, while the ע ָֹּּלה, when sacrificed by the officiating priest, restores the new mother.


V. 8 mentions that a parturient who could not afford a choice lamb had to provide two

doves or two young pigeons for the purification and burnt offerings. It was important for the
Israelites to have a choice between these two closely related species, since the former was
migratory, spending its winters in Africa and occurring in Palestine only between April and
October. By contrast, the nests of the pigeon could be found locally at any time of the year, and so
these birds were suitable for sacrifices occurring during the winter.74
4.3. Preliminary Conclusion
As a conclusion, I will bring two major issues from the study of Lev 12. First, this passage deals
with postpartum ritual purification. The text is clearly showing that the purification itself does not
imply any sinful nature. Childbearing is not a sin. The Old Testament portrays the childbearing as
a blessing and a divine gift. No biblical text refers to procreation as sinful. What makes the
parturient impure is the postnatal discharge which is believed by the ancient Israelites to be a loss
70
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of life. The mother enters a weakened state after the delivery because of the loss of blood which is
both life and element of life. The  ַח ָּטאתoffering required in this process of purification is better
understood as effecting purification than propitiation. The offering does not imply any atonement
for sin. It is offered to achieve purification of the parturient from her ritual impurity caused by the
postnatal bleeding.
The second important point is the fact that after a certain period of time after the childbirth, a
sacrificial rite is performed. The sacrificial ritual has four main characteristics:
(1) a parturient must accomplish the postpartum ritual,
(2) the rite consists in offering a bloody sacrifice to a deity (YHWH),
(3) the sacrificial rite is officiated by a priest in a holy place, and
(4) the aim of the rite is to purify the parturient.
These four points will be explained below.
First, as part of the Israelite cultic system, the postpartum ritual purification must be carried out by
all Israelite women. The postnatal bleeding is compared to the menstrual period since they both
symbolize death and cause impurity. This postpartum state requires a seclusion and exclusion from
any duties in the Sanctuary. Hence, the parturient is prohibited from participating in any of the
sacred duties as she may defile the holy place and pollute her surroundings.
Second, the parturient shall offer two sacrifices to YHWH. She shall bring one burnt offering and
one purification offering to the holy place, which is the Tabernacle. What is of interest here is the
lamb for burnt offering and the pigeon or turtledove required as purification offering. The priest
manipulates the blood of the purification offering as part of the  ִּכ ֶּפרrite.
Third, the postpartum sacrificial rite is entirely performed in the Tabernacle. The sacrificial blood
is manipulated by a priest who collects the bloof of the purification offering and performs the ִּכ ֶּפר
rite before YHWH in the Tabernacle.
Fourth, as stated above, according to the Priestly theology, postpartum discharge causes impurity
to the parturient. The function of the sacrificial blood is to purify the parturient from her postnatal
uncleanness. The  ִּכ ֶּפרrite is executed on behalf of the parturient. This atonement act is not to be
taken as effecting a propitiation but rather a purification. The blood purifies the parturient and
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restores her ritual state vis à vis her surroundings and the Sanctuary.
As we will see in Part Two, these four characteristics of the postpartum ritual purification in
Leviticus display some points of correspondence with the Malagasy postpartum ritual purification.
(1) Malagasy parturients perform the so-called first outing sacrificial rite (fampiboahagna tsaiky),
(2) which consists of offering an animal sacrifice to God and the ancestors and which has two
functions: thanksgiving and propitiation. (3) This sacrifice is also performed at a sacred shrine
called togny within the village. (4) The blood of the postpartum sacrifice plays a significant role
since it symbolically protects the parturient and the newborn by averting evil and curse. I will bring
these four points in my conclusion of the Malagasy postpartum sacrificial rite in chapter 7.
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Chapter 5: The Day of Atonement in Leviticus 16
The Day of Atonement, or Yom Kippur (also yôm hakkippurîm), was so central to the Old
Testament and thereafter that it outlived the destruction of the Temple in 70 A.D. and the sacrificial
system. In the New Testament it is called The Fast (Acts 27:9). All branches of Judaism throughout
the world universally recognize it. It is called in Leviticus the Sabbath of Sabbaths, the Semitic
way of stating the superlative (Lev 16:31). It is the day of complete rest and the Year of Jubilee
began on that day (Lev 25:9). The Day of Atonement is a special day for the ancient Israelites.
5.1 Unit Delimitation
Various prescriptions in the book of Leviticus mostly begin with the divine speech formula ְוַ י ַד ֵּבר

הְאל־מ ֶֹּּׁשה
ֶּ ָּיהו, “and YHWH spoke to Moses.” Our pericope clearly starts with the same divine
speech הְאל־מ ֶֹּּׁשה
ֶּ ָּ וַ י ַד ֵּברְיהוin Lev 16:1 and ends in v. 34b with the concluding phraseְוַ יַ ַעשׂ
הְאת־מ ֶֹּּׁשה
ֶּ ָּרְצּוָּ הְיהו
ִּ  ַכ ֲא ֶּׁש, “and he did as YHWH commanded Moses.” The reapparence of the
formulaic phrase הְאל־מ ֶֹּּׁשה
ֶּ ָּ וַ י ַד ֵּברְיהוin Lev 17:1, albeit extended with  ֵּלאמֹּר, confirms that the
textual unit beginning in 16:1 has come to its end in 16:34b.
5.2 Establishment of the Text
5.2.1 Study of Textual Variants


v. 1: ב ָּקר ָּב ָּתם

The adding “strange fire” is found in the following three versions:
LXX: καὶ ἐλάλησεν κύριος πρὸς Μωυσῆν μετὰ τὸ τελευτῆσαι τοὺς δύο υἱοὺς Ααρων ἐν τῷ
προσάγειν αὐτοὺς πῦρ ἀλλότριον ἔναντι κυρίου καὶ ἐτελεύτησαν
Targum: יׁש ָּתא
ָּ רֹוביהֹון ב ָּק ֵּר ֵּיביהֹון ִּא
ֵּ יְאהר ֹּן ב ָּק
ַ ֵּיתוְת ֵּריןְבנ
ֻ הְב ַתרְד ִּמ
ָּ ילְיויְעםְמ ַֹּׁש
ִּ
ּומ ֵּל
ַ ְיתא
ָּ וכר
ָּ ֻנ

יתו
ֻ םְיויְּומ
ִּ
ק ָּד
Vulgate: locutusque est Dominus ad Mosen post mortem duum filiorum Aaron quando offerentes
ignem alienum interfecti sunt
By comparing these three versions with the MT, we immediately notice the adding of the phrase
πῦρ ἀλλότριον, “strange fire” (LXX,) יתא
ָּ וכר
ָּ ֻיׁש ָּתאְנ
ָּ  ִּא, “alien fire” (T) and ignem alienum, “alien
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fire” (Vulg.) in lieu of the MT ב ָּקר ָּב ָּתם, “when they drew near.” The SP, however, supports the
MT with בקרבתם, “when approaching.”
Both MT’s rendering “when approaching” and LXX’s “when they brought near strange fire”
(NETS) are possible. The difference is not significant since the last rendering can be viewed as a
broad interpretation of the incident recorded in Lev 10 about Nadab and Abihu. The Nadab and
Abihu catastrophe took place on the inauguration day described in Lev 9. There is a close temporal
connection between the tragic incident recounted in Lev 10 and YHWH’s fire that consumed the
offerings at the end of Lev 9:24 and the prescription given to Moses in Lev 16:1. Therefore, the
presence of the phrase “strange fire” here contextually makes sense. It means that the fire in Lev
9:24 that is YHWH’s fire devouring the sacrifice, is not strange, whereas the one in Lev 10 is
strange/uncommon and therefore is rejected. Nevertheless, it is possible that the LXX translators
insert the phrase πῦρ ἀλλότριον, “strange fire” as a clarification. There is a reference to the same
incident in Num 3:4 where the MT displays the expression “ ְ ֵּאׁשְזָּ ָּרהstrange fire” rendered as
πῦρ ἀλλότριον by LXX, ignem alienum by Vulg and יתא
ָּ וכר
ָּ ֻיׁש ָּתאְנ
ָּ  ִּא, “alien fire” by T. Hence,
both the rule of lectio brevior and the fact that there is another reference to this episode where the
addition appears strongly confirm the originality of MT. I think that the LXX represents an
interpretational development of the text. The change could have occurred in the Hebrew Vorlage
as well.

 v. 2: יְה ַכפ ֶֹּּרת
ַ ֵֶּּאל־פנ
The BHS signals that it is a homoioteleuton. Although this phrase is missing in the fragmentary
Hebrew Codex Cairensis, it appears in most of the important ancient witnesses including the
Samaritan Pentateuch and the LXX εἰς πρόσωπον τοῦ ἱλαστηρίου, “in front of the propitiatory.”
There is no significant reason to doubt that it is part of the original text.


v. 4: כתֹּנֶּ ת

The reading of the LXX καὶ χιτῶνα, “and a tunic” is a closer match to the Samaritan Pentateuch

וכיתנת, “and a tunic” than the MT כתֹּנֶּ ת, “tunic.” The appearance of the conjunction in the SP
makes it likely that the conjunction in the LXX relies on its Hebrew Vorlage. These two witnesses
may represent an earlier text than the MT at this instance. Therefore, I prefer this reading over the
MT’s.
The Samaritan Pentateuch’s reading כלְבשרו, “all his body/his entire body” and the LXX’s πᾶν

100
τὸ σῶμα “his whole body” also slightly differ from the MT  ֶּאת־ב ָּשׂרֹו, “his body” with the nota
accusativi  ֶּאת. The same reading is found in the Targumְסריה
ֵּ יָּתְ ִּב, “his body.” The reading “his
whole body” poses a problem. No passage in the Old Testament prescribes a washing of the whole
body in water before entering the Sanctuary. Exod 30:19 mentions only the washing of hands and
feet: “with the water, Aaron and his sons shall wash their hands and their feet” (NRSV). Milgrom
thinks that the washing of the entire body ritual might have taken place as a change during the
second Temple period.1 This can explain why these following witnesses such as the LXX and the
Samaritan Pentateuch read “entire body.” The MT’s reading is preferable in this case.


vv. 8, 10 (bis), 26: ַל ֲעזָּ אזֵּ ל

This term occurs only four times in the entire Old Testament and is found only in Lev 16. There
are some few variants found: The SP reads once  לעזזאלin v. 10 and reads  לעזאזלin the other
two occurrences in vv. 8, 102; 4Q180 1:7 reads  לעזזאלand the Syriac version reads לעזזאיל. In
spite of the slight different reading found in the SP and the Qumran text,  ַל ֲעזָּ אזֵּ לis the only form
found in the MT. It is obviously made of two elements, namely, the lamed auctoris ( )לand the
noun עזאזל.3 It seems that the LXX avoids this ambiguous term by rendering  ַל ֲעזָּ אזֵּ לas τῷ
ἀποπομπαίῳ “to the one carrying away” in v. 8 and by reformulating v. 26aα as καὶ ὁ
ἐξαποστέλλων τὸν χίμαρον τὸν διεσταλμένον εἰς ἄφεσιν “and the one who sends off the goat
determined for sending away”.


v. 10: יָּ ֳע ַמד

The LXX reads στήσει αὐτόν (= )יַ ֲע ִּמיד אֹּתֹו. MT’s reading  יָּ ֳע ַמדis hoph’al of the root עמד, “to
stand,” where the subject is the he-goat allotted to Azazel: “but the goat on which fell the lot for
Azazel is to be placed alive before.” As already noted, the LXX reading seems to presuppose the
hiph’il form of  עמדas its Vorlage, and with this formulation Aaron appears as the subject: “and
the goat which the lot fell on of the one to be sent off he shall set it alive…” (NETS). The MT’s
passive form is most likely the older wording as the verse itself starts from the “…the goat” which
is the subject of the verb עמד.

1

Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 1017.

2

Aron Pinker, “A Goat to Go to Azazel,” JHebS 7 (2007): 3. Pinker remarks, “However, the Samaritan Bible
has in Lev 16:10 once  עזזאלinstead of עזאזל, though it agrees with MT in all the other cases. This might be a scribal
error, or a case that escaped a later editor’s deliberate change of  עזזאלinto עזאזל.”
3

Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 1020.
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v. 11: ַפר

BHS apparatus signals that this word is missing in a fragment of Leviticus found in the Cairo
Genizah, but it appears in other ancient witnesses such as the SP ( )פרand the LXX (μόσχον,
“cattle”).


v. 11: ְ ֲא ֶּׁשר־לֹו

The addition τὸν αὐτοῦ καὶ τοῦ οἴκου αὐτοῦ μόνον “on his behalf and on behalf of his house only”
in Codices Vaticanus and Alexandrinus is clearly secondary. The information in v. 11aβ clearly
indicates that the bull is not only for Aaron but also for his household.


v. 15: ָּל ָּעם

The LXX has ἔναντι κυρίου, “before the LORD” ( ) ִּלפנֵּ יְיהוָּ הwhich can be an explicative gloss in
the Vorlage. The phrase  ִּלפנֵּ יְיהוָּ הoccurs 59 times in Leviticus, and it is used as a technical term
referring to sacrificial activities performed in front of the LORD in the Sanctuary.4 In this case, the
LXX might have inserted it to match the three previous occurrences in vv. 7, 10 and 13.

ת־דמֹו
ָּ א:
ֶּ The LXX reads ἀπὸ τοῦ αἵματος αὐτοῦ, “from its blood,” instead of the MT’s “its blood.”
It seems that the MT in v. 15 is an exception. We have the same formulations with preposition ְ
 = ִּמןἀπό in the blood rites in Lev 4 (see vv. 5, 16, 25, 30, 34) and in vv. 14, 18 (bis), 19 in Lev 16.
The problem here is that the formulation without preposition gives the impression that all the
blood, not only some of the blood from the sacrificial victim, is talked about. But the dynamic of
the rite and the occurrences above clearly point out that only part of the blood from the goat is
taken by the high priest inside the curtain to be sprinkled upon and before the atonement plate.
Hence, the LXX’s reading “from its blood” is preferable.


v. 17: ק ַהל

The LXX and the Syriac version read “congregation of the sons of Israel.” Tov suggests that the
LXX’s συναγωγῆς υἱῶν Ισραηλ might have originated from the Hebrew  ק ַהל בנֵּ י יִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלrather
than the MT’s “ ק ַהלְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלcongregation of Israel.”5 The construct form  בנֵּ יְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלoccurs five
times within Lev 16 referring to the community of the sons of Israel ( ֲע ַדתְבנֵּ יְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלLev 16:5);
4

Lev 1:3, 5, 11; 3:1, 7, 12; 4:4, 6–7, 15, 17–18, 24; 5:26; 6:7, 18; 7:30; 8:26–27, 29; 9:2, 4–5, 21; 10:1–2, 15,
17, 19; 12:7; 14:11–12, 16, 18, 23–24, 27, 29, 31; 15:14–15, 30; 16:1, 7, 10, 13, 18, 30; 19:22; 23:11, 20, 28, 40; 24:3–
4, 6, 8.
5

Tov, The Parallel Aligned Hebrew-Aramaic and Greek Texts of Jewish Scripture , Lev 16:17.
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(from) the uncleanness of the sons of Israel ( ִּמ ֻטמאֹּתְבנֵּיְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלLev 16:16, 19); the iniquities of
the sons of Israel ( ֲעֹונֹּתְבנֵּ יְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלLev 16:21) and the atonement of the people of Israel (ְל ַכ ֵּפר

 ַעל־בנֵּ יְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלLev 16:34). The expression  ק ַהל בנֵּי יִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלdoes not occur in Leviticus, we only
find  ֲע ַדתְבנֵּ י־ ְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלtwice (Lev 16:5; 19:2). The Greek expression above is a Hebraism, which
strongly indicates that it occurred in the Hebrew Vorlage. That the expression  ק ַהל בנֵּ י יִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלis
uncommon to Leviticus may indicate that it is secondary to the MT reading.


v. 20: ח
ְ ַ ַה ִּמז ֵּב

The LXX reads καὶ περὶ τῶν ἱερέων καθαριεῖ, “and he shall pronounce clean the things that pertain
to the priests” (Lev 16:20 NETS) as additional information.


v. 24:  ַב ֲעדֹו/ ָּה ָּעם

As in v. 20 the LXX has additions. The LXX adds καὶ περὶ τοῦ οἴκου αὐτοῦ “and on behalf of his
house” to the MT’s ְ“ ַב ֲעדֹוon his behalf” and ὡς περὶ τῶν ἱερέων “as for the priests” to the MT’s ְ

[“ ָּה ָּעםon behalf] of the people.” The LXX then reads “and make atonement on his behalf and his
house and on behalf of his people as for the priests.” I assume that the longer reading of the LXX
is an interpretation made by the translators.


v. 27: ו ָּשׂרפּו

The SP reads 3rd pers. singular ושרף, “and he shall burn” instead of the MT’s 3rd pers. plural

וְ ָּשׂרפּו, “and they shall burn.” The LXX’s καὶ κατακαύσουσιν, “and they shall burn” matches the
MT’s reading. I opt for the SP’s “ ושרףand he shall burn” since it accords with the previous
hiph’ilְיֹוציא
ִּ which is in in 3rd masc. sing.


v. 29: ְו ָּהי ָּתה

The LXX’s addition of the demonstrative pronoun τοῦτο “this” is probably influenced by its use
in v. 34.


v. 30: י ַכ ֵּפר

Based on Peshitta’s reading ntḥsʾ, perhaps the reading of the pu’al  י ֻכ ַפרis preferable over the the
MT’s pi’el י ַכ ֵּפר. The LXX’s ἐξιλάσεται and the SP’s  יכפרmatch with the MT’s pi’el form.


v. 31: ִּהיא
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The SP, the Cairo Genizah, and the Targum Pseudo-Jonathan read the 3rd pers. masc. sing. הוא,
instead of the MT’s 3rd pers. fem. sing.  ִּהיא. The technical expression תְׁשבְָּתֹון
ַ  ַׁש ַבoccurs four
times within Leviticus (Lev 16:31; 23:3, 32; 25:4) and twice in Exodus (Exod 31:15; 35:2) in the
entire Old Testament. In Leviticus, its gender is not uniform, sometimes it is considered as
feminine (Lev 16:31; 23:3) and, in some other cases, as masculine (Lev 23:32; Lev 25:4). The
feminine pronoun used with it is also not uniform,  ִּהיאin Lev 16:31 and  ִּהואin Lev 23:3. Hebrew
dictionaries differ on their genders: for DCH, both nouns are in masculine; for BDB,  ַׁש ָּבתֹוןis in
masculine and  ַׁש ַבתis in the feminine. Feminine is most likely the correct gender of the expression

תְׁש ָּבתֹון
ַ  ַׁש ַב. The other masculine pronoun found in the Old Testament might have come out of a
later wrong vocalization.


v. 32: ו ִּכ ֶּפר

The SP and the LXX (ἐξιλάσεται) and the Targum Pseudo-Jonathan seem to presuppose the
imperfect form  ְי ַכ ֵּפרinstead of the MT’s ו ִּכ ֶּפר. Also, the SP adds “ חקתְעולםperpetual statute”
at the beginning of the verse (cf. v. 34). This adding seems to show that this prescription is a
perpetual divine statute which the priestly family should follow. The pi’el perfect with waw
consecutive  ו ִּכ ֶּפרis the most likely reading in this context as it conveys better than the imperfect

 י ַכ ֵּפרthe consecutiveness of the actions which the high priest performs on the Day of Atonement.
In the same verse, the MT reads the active qal 3rd pers. sg. “ יִּמ ַׁשחhe anoints” and the active pi’el
3rd pers. Sg. “ י ַמ ֵּלאhe consecrates” while the LXX reads the subjunctive aorist active 3rd pers.
pl. χρίσωσιν “they anoint” and the indicative future active 3rd pers. pl. τελειώσουσιν “they shall
consecrate.” The subject of the LXX’s verb is many people anointing the priest while the MT’s
subject of the verb  יִּמ ַׁשחis the priest. The MT seems to be the correct reading since, usually, it is
a single person who anoints the high priest.


v. 34: וַ יַ ַעשׂ

The MT reads וַ יַ ַעשׂ, “and he did,” an active qal imp. 3rd pers. masc. sing. while the LXX reads
the ind. fut. pass. 3rd pers. sing. ποιηθήσεται, “it shall be done.” This difference of readings is due
to different subjects, “the new consecrated priest” for the MT and “the eternal statute” for the LXX.
I opt for the MT since its reading fits well into the context. Nevertheless, the delayed mentioning
of Moses, covered up in most modern translations of MT (“and Moses did as YHWH commanded
him” instead of “and he did as YHWH commanded Moses”), might have provoked the passive
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reading because then Moses does not any longer appear as delayed.
5.2.2 Remarks
The study of the variants above shows that the MT, in most of the cases, preserves the oldest
reading. The variations are few and insignificant.6 For the most part, the ancient versions support
the MT. The most important are the SP and the LXX. Despite some variants between the MT and
the LXX, I have found that mostly the text of the MT in Lev 16 is uncorrupt. Most of the LXX
readings are later developments of the text, most likely already present in the Hebrew Vorlage of
the LXX. Wevers remarks that the LXX translator did not follow a consistent pattern of
translation.7 For example, the Hebrew  ַל ֲעזָּ אזֵּ לappears to have been translated with three different
Greek phrases: τῷ ἀποπομπαίῳ, “for the one carrying away the evil” (v. 8), τοῦ ἀποπομπαίου /
τὴν ἀποπομπήν (v. 10) and τὸν διεσταλμένον εἰς ἄφεσιν (v. 26). This, in my opinion, does not
indicate any variant in the Vorlage, but a few attempts to explain the meaning of a difficult term
such as  ֲעזָּ אזֵּ ל. I also found one case where the SP reads a short phrase “ חקת ְעולםperpetual
statute” (v. 32) where it differs from the MT and other ancient versions. This might have been
inserted for harmonization purpose as it reads “ ְחקת ְעולם ְיכפר ְהכהן ְאשר ְימשח ְאתוas
perpetual statute, the priest whom he anoints.” In four instances, I follow the LXX/SP: in v. 4 I
read וכיתנת, “and a tunic” instead of the MT’s כתֹּנֶּ ת, “tunic,” in v. 15 I read “ ִּמן ְ ָּדמֹוfrom its
blood” instead of the MT’s ת־דמֹו
ָּ “ ֶּאits blood,” in v. 17 I read “ ק ַהל בנֵּ י יִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלcongregation of
the sons of Israel” instead of the MT’s “ ק ַהל יִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאלcongregation of Israel,” and in v. 27 I read
the singular “ְו ָּשׂ ַרףand he shall burn” instead of the MT’s plural ו ָּשׂרפּו, “and they shall burn.”
5.2.3 Translation
(1) And YHWH spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron, when they approached
in front of YHWH and died. (2) YHWH said to Moses “Speak to Aaron your brother, he shall not
come at any time into the Holy of Holies inside the curtain in front of the atonement plate which
is on the ark of the covenant, otherwise (or) he will die, for I will appear in the cloud on the
atonement plate. (3) At this (time) Aaron shall come into the holy place with a young bull for a
6

See also Milgrom’s remarks in Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 2.

7
John William Wevers, Text History of the Greek Leviticus (MSU; vol. 19; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und
Ruprecht, 1986), 72.
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purification offering and a ram for a burnt offering. (4) And a holy linen tunic he shall put on, linen
leggings have to cover his body, and he shall wrap himself with a linen sash and wrap his head
with a linen turban; they are holy garments. He shall bathe his body in water and put them on. (5)
And from the congregation of the sons of Israel he shall take two male goats for purification
offering and one ram for a burnt offering. (6) Then Aaron shall present the purification offering
bull which is for himself, and he shall make atonement on his behalf and on behalf of his
household. (7) He shall take the two goats and let them stand before YHWH in front of the Tent
of Meeting. (8) And Aaron shall cast lots over the two goats, one lot for YHWH and one lot for
Azazel. (9) Then Aaron shall present the goat on which fell the lot for YHWH and shall make it
as a purification offering. (10) But the goat on which fell the lot for Azazel shall be placed alive
before YHWH to make atonement over it by sending it to Azazel in the wilderness. (11) Then
Aaron shall present the purification offering bull which is for him, and he shall make atonement
on his behalf and on behalf of his household. He shall slaughter the purification offering bull which
is for himself. (12) Then he shall take a censer full of coals of fire from the altar before YHWH
and two handfuls of finely ground fragrant incense and bring them inside the curtain. (13) He shall
put the incense on the fire before YHWH, and the cloud of the incense will cover the atonement
plate which is above the ark of the covenant, so that he will not die. (14) He shall take some of the
blood of the bull and sprinkle it with his finger on the front of the atonement plate towards the
east, and before the atonement plate he shall sprinkle some of the blood seven times with his finger.
(15) Then he shall slaughter the purification offering which is for the people, and he shall bring
some of its blood inside the curtain, and he shall do with its blood as he did with the blood of the
bull; he shall sprinkle it on the atonement plate and before the atonement plate. (16) Then he shall
purify the holy place from the impurity of the sons of Israel and from their transgressions from all
their sins, and he shall do so for the Tent of Meeting which stays with them in the midst of their
impurities. (17) No one shall be in the Tent of Meeting at the time he enters to make atonement in
the holy place until he goes out and has made atonement on his behalf, on behalf of his household
and on behalf of the whole congregation of the sons of Israel. (18) Then he shall go out to the altar
which is before YHWH and make atonement on its behalf. He shall take some of the blood of the
bull and some of the blood of the goat and put it on the horns of the altar. (19) He shall sprinkle
on it some of the blood with his finger seven times and purify and consecrate it from the impurities
of the sons of Israel. (20) When he has finished purifying the holy place, the Tent of Meeting and
the altar, he shall offer the live goat. (21) Then Aaron shall lay his two hands on the head of the
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live goat and confess over it all the iniquities of the sons of Israel and all their transgressions and
all their sins, and he shall put them on the head of the goat and send it away into the wilderness by
the hand of a designated man. (22) The goat shall bear on itself all their iniquities into a barren
land, so he shall send the goat away into the wilderness. (23) Then Aaron shall approach the Tent
of Meeting and take off the linen garments which he had put on when he entered the holy place,
and leave them there. (24) Then he shall bathe his body in water in a holy place, put on his clothes,
and go out and offer his burnt offering and the people’s burnt offering and he shall make atonement
on his behalf and on behalf of the people. (25) Then he shall offer up the fat of the purification
offering in smoke on the altar. (26) Then the one who sent the goat away to Azazel must wash his
clothes and bathe his body in water, and afterward he may come into the camp. (27) The bull of
the purification offering and the goat of the purification offering, whose blood was brought to
make atonement in the holy place, he shall take outside the camp, and he shall burn their skin, their
flesh and their dung in fire. (28) Then the one who burnt them must wash his clothes and bathe his
body in water, and afterward he may come into the camp. (29) And this shall be a perpetual statute
for you. In the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month, you shall humble yourselves and do
no work of any kind, both the native citizen and the foreigner who resides in your midst. (30) For
on this day he shall make atonement for you to purify you from all your sins; you shall be clean
before YHWH. (31) It is to be a Sabbath of complete rest for you, and you must humble yourselves.
It is a perpetual statute. (32) The priest, whom he anoints and consecrates to serve as priest in place
of his father, shall make atonement. He shall put on the linen garments, the holy garments. (33)
Then he shall purify the Holy of Holies, and he shall purify the Tent of Meeting and the altar, and
he shall make atonement on behalf of the priests and the people of the congregation. (34) This
shall be a perpetual statute for you to make atonement for the sons of Israel for all their sins once
a year. And he did as YHWH commanded to Moses.
5.3 History of Religions Background
Scholars agree that the Israelite Day of Atonement, the fifth day of the Babylonian New Year
Festival of Spring called Akitu Festival and the fourth day of the Hittite Ninth Year Festival of
Telipinu have some similar features with regards to purification of sacred places and sacred
objects.8 They may show some differences in terms of objects and evil purified, but, in general,
8
Milgrom, Leviticus: A Book of Ritual and Ethics, 164. Roy E. Gane, “Schedules for Deities: Macrostructure of
Israelite, Babylonian, and Hittite Sancta Purification Days,” AUSS 36 (1998): 231.
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the overall structure of the ritual purification activities is similar.9
The study of these festivals exhibits some similarities between the Babylonian New Year Festival
and Israel’s Yom Kippur. The main points of similarities are the following: the temple is purified
through various rites carried out by the high priest; the impurity is eliminated by means of
sacrificial victims; those who pariticipate in the rites become unclean; and the rite of
confession/penitence is carried out by the king and the high priest.10 There are various differences
but the most significant one is that in the Babylonian New Year Festival the rite aims at exorcizing
demons while in Israel the atonement purifies the temple and the people from sin and ritual
impurity. Gane’s conclusion makes sense with regards to the history of development of the Israelite
Yom Kippur. He writes:
There is no question that the Israelites, Babylonians, and Hittites had distinct ritual and theological
systems. However, they shared some basic ideas regarding their obligations to their deities,
including the need to provide twice-daily regular offerings and additional offerings on festival
occasions and the need to periodically purify sacred objects and/or precincts pertaining to those
deities.11

This view brings two main points to the study of the Day of Atonement in Lev 16. First, the study
of the Babylonian New Year Festival might provide some helpful insights for the Israelite Yom
Kippur. Second, it also, as Milgrom suggests, proves the antiquity of the Israelite Day of
Atonement.
5.4 Redaction Criticism
The redactional studies of the Pentateuch have given rise to complex and complicated results.
Since the birth of the documentary hypothesis in its more elaborate form with Wellhausen in the
19th century, the study of the Pentateuch has known variety of versions of the so-called four
sources theory (JEDP). The development of views and methods around it has shown the difficulty
and the complexity of the Pentateuch with regards to sources, composition, date and redaction. My
intention in this section is not to propose a new view on redactional issues in Leviticus, but, rather,
to place Lev 16 in time and space.
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5.4.1 Authorship and Date of Lev 16
Scholars agree on two aspects of Lev 16: (1) the antiquity of the Day of Atonement recounted in
Lev 16 and (2) the emergency character of its purification rites.
In the ancient Near East an annual purification of sacred places is common. Comparative studies
with Ancient Near Eastern texts reveal that there are some parallels such as a priest/high priest
purifying a sacred precinct and objects, an appropriate sacrifice offered at the climax of the ritual
celebration to effect a purgation of sins of the past year as well as various purifications performed
by the officiating priest and participants of the rites due to their contamination during the
purification processes. Scholars have argued for the antiquity of the Israelite Day of Atonement
partly based on parallels with the Babylonian Akitu Festival.12 Milgrom tries to reconstruct the
historical development of the Israelite Day of Atonement from its beginning. He holds that the
Festival of Tishri, the Israelite New Year celebration, was originally a joyous festivity. Other
elements such as fasting and “self-denial” were added later. As corroborative Old Testament
evidence one might refer to the fact that the description of the Day of Atonement seems to point
to a joyous celebration: The Jubilee year was proclaimed (Lev 25:9); ancestral lands were reverted
to their owners (Lev 25:10–34), and slaves were freed (Lev 25:35–55). This is how Milgrom
describes the original Israelite Day of Atonement:
Thus it can be surmised that on the tenth of Tishri, the culmination of Israel’s ancient New Year
Festival, the people rejoiced that the new year was successfully launched and that the high priest had
emerged safely from his purgations in the innermost shrine (note that the high priest was wont to
throw a party for his friends, m. Yoma 7:4). This day, then, was marked by feasting, merriment, and
the dancing of the maidens in the vineyards, which, no doubt, resulted in many marriages throughout
the land—a far cry from the ʿinnûy nepeš, the practice of “self-denial,” which characterized this day’s
successor. The transformation may have occurred when the emergency contingency for purging the
sanctuary was abolished and its somber, mournful aspect was transferred to the “once a year,” annual
purgation of the Sanctuary on the tenth of Tishri, whose original jubilant character was replaced by
fasting and penitence.13

The joyful character of the original Day of Atonement of the ancient Israelites is still apparent in
later Jewish tradition: “Rabban Simeon b. Gamaliel said: ‘There were no days better for Israelites
than the fifteenth of Ab and the Day of Atonement.’ For on these days Jerusalemite girls go out in
borrowed white dresses— so as not to shame those who owned none. All the dresses had to be
12
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immersed. And the Jerusalemite girls go out and dance in the vineyards. What did they say?
‘Fellow, look around and see—choose what you want!’...”14
The solemnity of the Day of Atonement is also found in later Jewish tradition. The first-century
Jew, Philo, has shown the significance of the Day of Atonement and stressed the solemnity of the
Day of Fast. He described it as a day of abstinence and prayers from morning to night. The purpose
of the fast was to purify the heart of people who pray without the interruption of fleshly desires
and to entreat the Almighty’s forgiveness for past sins:
The next feast held after the “Trumpets” is the Fast. Perhaps some of the perversely minded who are
not ashamed to censure things excellent will say, What sort of a feast is this in which there are no
gatherings to eat and drink, no company o f entertainers or entertained, no copious supply of strong
drink nor tables sumptuously furnished, nor a generous display of all the accompaniments of a public
banquet, nor again the merriment and revelry with frolic and drollery, nor dancing to the sound of
flute and harp and timbrels and cymbals, and the other instruments of the debilitated and invertebrate
kind of music which through the channel of the ears awaken the unruly lusts? For it is in these and
through these that men, in their ignorance of what true merriment is, consider that the merriment of
a feast is to be found. This the clear-seeing eyes of Moses the ever wise discerned and therefore he
called the fast a feast, the greatest of feasts, in his native tongue a Sabbath of Sabbaths, or as the
Greeks would say, a seven of sevens, a holier than the holy. He gave it this name for many reasons.”15

The date of the change of the celebration of the Israelites’ Day of Atonement from a joyous
ceremony to a day of penitence is hard to determine. In addition, the claim of some scholars that
Jewish returnees in the post-exilic period did not observe the Day of Atonement is not
convincing.16 Their arguments against the pre-exilic origin of the Day of Atonement are weak.
They claim that there are no scriptural references to the observance of the Day of Atonement in
the pre-exilic period.17 This argument cannot stand as, apparently, the observance of the Day of
Atonement is also not mentioned in the post-exilic period.18
The tendency among recent scholars is to state that Leviticus is written in the post-exilic period.
In Watt’s view, this collection of texts was arranged at a time when “the Aaronide priests in
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Jerusalem wished to affirm their position of their cultic and pedagogical authority as paramount.”19
In his own words: “Summarized in a more modern idiom, the message from the Aaronide priests
to the congregation of Israel in Lev 10 is this: ‘We are professionals doing a necessary and
dangerous job, and only we can do it right.’ Rhetorically, Lev 10:1–3 does not function
deconstructively more than any other P texts but rather reinforces the monopolistic claims of the
Aaronide priests.”20 Watts raises the question of when this type of rhetoric would have been most
appropriate and efficient; although he leaves open the possibility of a late pre-exilic background
to this concern, he suggests that the best background is the second Temple period, and in particular,
the 5th–4th centuries BC.
5.4.2 The Day of Atonement as an Emergency Rite
The Yom Kippur was considered by ancient Israel to be one of the holiest days of the year and
represented a day on which both the Tabernacle and Israel as a whole were cleansed from all
impurity. The most complete description of the Yom Kippur is contained in Lev 16, but it is also
mentioned briefly in Lev 23:26–32 and Num 29:7–11. Lev 16:1 begins by claiming that the rituals
contained in the subsequent chapter were given to Moses by YHWH in response to the defilement
which occurred when the two sons of Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, were killed in the Tabernacle for
offering “unholy fire” to YHWH.21 This would chronologically place chapter 16 immediately
following the narrative of chapter 10, and suggests that chapters 11–15 were inserted by later
editors as a comprehensive list of defilements which the cleansing ritual of the Yom Kippur may
rectify.22 Because the mandates of Lev 16 are so closely tied to the story of Nadab and Abihu,
scholars generally agree that the ritual prescribed for this “Day of Atonement,” was originally an
emergency rite, a unique procedure specifically given for the purpose of purging a particular
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instance of Tabernacle defilement.23
Milgrom, for example, finds that in the ancient Near East national disaster was attributed to sin
that the people had committed against the deity.24 He claims that the Israelite priesthood would
attribute divine displeasure caused by the defilement of the Sanctuary to Israel’s sins. Such a
situation, according to Milgrom, would have called for an emergency rite to purify the Sanctuary.
The high priest would call for a public fasting in addition to the other abstinences implied by the
term “self-denial.”25 At some point this ritual became general in its use, an annual occurrence
utilized to cleanse both the Sanctuary and the people of “accumulated contaminants produced by
severe uncleanness and deliberate sins that had not been rectified in the course of the year.”26
Indeed, the end of the chapter, verses 29–34, which contain the injunction that the ritual be repeated
yearly, is widely considered to be an appendix added by later editors after the ritual had become
more common.27 Thus, the text of Lev 16 has a very clear delimitation, with its beginning marked
by a claim that the following are the LORD’s words to Moses and its conclusion marked by the
words: “And he did as YHWH commanded to Moses” (Lev 16:34b).
5.4.3 Summary
The materials in Leviticus undoubtedly belong to the priestly traditions of the Pentateuch. Dating
is difficult. Probably these traditions can be located in the Babylonian exile, in the 6th century BC.
Several recent studies, however, locate the cultic materials in an earlier period.28 An exilic date for
the writing of these traditions does not necessarily imply that the practices envisioned in the texts
were of exilic origin. Cultic practices similar to the ones in Leviticus are found elsewhere in the
Ancient Near East and arose in Israel at an early date. As Israel reflected on the nature of its
23
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existence and identity in changing historical situations, it adapted its traditions, practices, and ritual
life. The community’s ritual practices would reflect the historical contexts in which they were
enacted in the same way that texts reflect the historical situations in which they were written. The
Priestly traditions, to which Lev 16 belongs, give voice to the ritual, ethical, social and religious
reflection undertaken by priestly groups throughout Israel’s history, were collected, written down
and placed in the larger pentateuchal narrative, probably, during the exilic period.29
The mention of the Nadab and Abihu’s incident at the opening of Lev 16 points to the fact that the
Day of Atonement was originally an emergency arrangement aiming at purifying the Sanctuary. It
might have originated from a joyous celebration of the New Year festival but later became an
annual day of purification of the Sanctuary and the Israelites from their sins and impurity. The
celebration then changed from a joyful festivity into a day of penitence and fasting. The antiquity
of the Day of Atonement is supported by various parallels. Ancient Near Eastern evidences show
that annual purification of the divine temple and sacred places and objects are typical. Despite
some differences, the overall structure and the ritual practices are very similar.
5.5 Literary Analysis of Lev 16
5.5.1 Context of Lev 16
In its larger context, Exod 25–40 gives the pattern for the Tabernacle and its furniture. Lev 8–9
describes the investiture of the Aaronid priesthood, concluding, finally, with the first formal
sacrifice (9:8–24). Immediately after that, the priestly text establishes the precision by which these
rites are to be carried out through the counterexample of Nadab and Abihu. The laws of Lev 11–
15 indicate the ways in which the divine presence in the Tabernacle is threatened, through the
detailed explanation of the priestly impurity system and the mechanisms by which impurity is to
be removed. Leviticus 11 is a set of prescriptions relating to ritual purity and impurity related to
various creatures, identifying the ritually pure (and therefore edible) and the ritually impure (and
therefore inedible) (vv. 2–23, 41–45). It also describes how to become ritually pure after touching
a creature’s carcass (vv. 24–40). Lev 12–15 deal with ritual impurity arising from matters related
to the human body.30 The rituals for the Day of Atonement in Lev 16, in turn, describe the means
29
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by which the contamination of the Tabernacle, caused by the impurities and sins of the people, is
to be removed.31
5.5.2 Structure of Lev 16
Janowski convincingly shows that Lev 16 exhibits a chiastic structure.32 This chiastic structure
shows that the center of the whole ritual is the  ַח ָּטאתritual which has two elements: the kapporet
ritual purification performed inside the Holy of Holies (vv. 11–17) and the burnt offering altar
ritual (vv. 18–19) in the courtyard. The Day of Atonement ritual is introduced by a short
introductory narrative (v. 1) referring back to the incident narrated in Lev 9:1–10:20 and closed by
a paraenetic conclusion in vv. 29–34a referring to Lev 23:26–32 which records some instructions
concerning the Day of Atonement. The brief flashback in v. 1 serves as a narrative background
giving the rationale behind the precautions in vv. 2–5 which has the concluding rituals in vv. 23–
28 as its counterpart. Vv. 6–10 are various preparations relating to the main ritual purification with
its counterpart the scapegoat ritual in vv. 20–22. The whole ritual is closed by an execution report
in v. 34b as a closing statement. The structure presented below, which I will use in the
interpretation, is based on Janowski’s structure mentioned above:
v. 1

Introduction (Introductory Narrative [←Lev 9:1–10:20])
vv. 2–28

Ritual of the Day of Atonement
A

Various precautions (vv. 2–5)
YHWH’s word to Moses (v. 2)
Preparatory acts of Aaron (vv. 3–5)

B

Preparations Concerning the Purification Ritual (vv. 6–10)

C

 ַח ָּטאתritual (vv. 11–19)
Kapporet ritual (vv. 11–17)
Burnt offering ritual (vv. 18–19)

B’

Scapegoat ritual (vv. 20–22)

31
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A’

Concluding Ritual (vv. 23–28)
Change of clothes, offering of the burnt offering (vv. 23–25)
Cleaning rites, removal of the carcasses (vv. 26–28)

vv. 29–34a

Paraenetic conclusion (→Lev 23:26–32)
v. 34b

Closing statement (execution report)

5.6 Interpretation of Lev 16:1–34
5.6.1 Introduction (Lev 16:1)
Lev 16:1 gives a historical information. It serves as a flashback and additional information to
readers on the rationale of the Yom Kippur ritual purification. Verse 1 should be taken as an
editorial link between chapter 10 and chapter 16.33 It is most likely that originally chapter 16
immediately followed chapter 10 where the tragic death of Nadab and Abihu in the Sanctuary is
told. And from that view, we could also argue that chapters 11–15 were inserted as a list of
impurities that defile the Sanctuary.
We encounter the opening of the divine speech in this chapter: הְאל־מ ֶֹּּׁשה
ֶּ ָּ“ וַ י ַד ֵּברְיהוAnd YHWH
spoke to Moses.” Divine speeches are found throughout the book of Leviticus (e.g., 1:1–2; 4:1;
12:1) with the effect of emphasizing the divine authority of the book. It happened just after the
death of Nadab and Abihu in the Sanctuary. Nadab and Abihu were Aaron’s eldest sons. According
to Exod 24:1, 9–11, they played an important role in the Israelite cult since they were ranked
directly after Moses and Aaron and higher than the seventy elders.34
The LXX (as well as other ancient witnesses) reads πῦρ ἀλλότριον “strange fire” as an additional
information of the events recorded in Lev 10 which states that Nadab and Abihu offered ֵּאׁשְזָּ ָּרה
“strange/alien fire” (v. 1).35 They were tragically punished, but the character of their sin based on
the phrase  ֵּאׁש ְזָּ ָּרהis obscure. Various interpretations have been proposed: (1) The adjective
comes from the root  זורwhich frequently refers to aliens and this suggests that Abihu and Nadab
offered fire according to the ritual of a foreign cult (Num 3:4; 26:61);36 (2) the adjective זרה,
33
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“alien, strange, deviating, unauthorized, illicit,” means that they offered fire other than the one
specifically prescribed in the cult instructions;37 (3)  זרהmeans “laity,” and it implies that they are
laymen acting as priests;38 (4) they offered an unauthorized incense offering;39 (5) there is a
connection between the phrase “ קט ֶֹּּרתְזָּ ָּרהunauthorized incense” which refers to a forbidden fire
in Exod 30:9 and  ; ֵּאׁשְזָּ ָּרהAbihu and Nadab might have transgressed that law;40 (6) there is an
usurpation of the high priest’s privilege to enter the Holy of Holies by offering incense in the holy
place;41 (7) the problem is the source of their fire; they would have taken it from a place other than
the altar of the burnt offering.42
Proposals (1) and (2) are not convincing. It is unlikely that Abihu and Nadab introduced pagan
cultic practices. The same argument applies to proposal (4). Proposal (3) is also not sound since
they are listed among the priests in Exod 28:1 and Num 3:1–3. Proposal (5) tries to set a connection
between  קט ֶֹּּרתְזָּ ָּרהand  ֵּאׁשְזָּ ָּרה, which is linguistically difficult; “fire” does not necessarily mean
“incense.” If the writer meant incense, he could have used the common cultic term  קט ֶֹּּרתand not
the ambiguous term “fire.” Proposal (6) is not supported by the text since no textual clue can point
to an attempt to enter the Holy of Holies. Finally, proposal (7) makes sense. Although the
expression  ֵּאׁשְזָּ ָּרהis ambiguous, it seems that it refers to common fire rather than the supposedly
holy fire. According to the Priestly theology, holy cult requires the use of stuff taken from the
realm of holy which is, in this case, the holy fire from the coals on the altar (Lev 16:12). The
violation of this basic rule of holiness by introducing unauthorized material into the realm of
holiness will result in punishment which is death. The reason is that “such confusion of categories
leads to pollution, defilement, and disruption of the holy place.”43 There is a clear implication that
YHWH will indeed show his holiness; he does so through the devouring of Nadab and Abihu by
fire; and he will do so, by a display of glory. This recalls the relationship of holiness to glory.
YHWH’s holiness is to be feared; it is a matter not to be taken lightly. This is a vivid illustration
37
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of the importance of the foregoing cultic legislation in Leviticus 1–9 which provides a detailed
system of protection from the associated dangers. The death of Nadab and Abihu in the Sanctuary
would immediately call for purification, since, first, they sinned by transgressing the holy cultic
instructions (moral impurity) and, second, their corpses defile the holy place (ritual impurity).
5.6.2 Various Precautions (Lev 16:2–5)
As I mentioned above, v. 1 is a historical information, but, at the same time, it serves as a warning
together with v. 2. These verses give some instructions before the entering of the Sanctuary can
begin. The tragic experience of his two sons warns Aaron that his duties as high priest are a matter
of life and death. The priestly concept of time and space plays a vital role. In the Priestly literature,
the concept of holiness is exclusively confined to the cultic context.44 Holy things belong to the
divine realm either through ritual activity or the world of the priesthood. Since YHWH is the only
One who is perfectly holy, holiness emanates from Him. There are four main types of “holy,”
namely, holy objects, holy persons, holy spaces and holy times.45 Holy objects are mainly
sacrificial implements such as altar, lampstand, sacrifices; holy persons are the Levites, the priests,
and the High Priest; holy spaces are the Sanctuary, the Tent of Meeting; and holy times are
Sabbath, holy festivals, Day of Atonement. According to the priestly concept, they are holy
because they are “separated from the mundane world by virtue of their sanctification and common
use, their being set apart for special service.”46 It is God who ultimately consecrates or sanctifies
(pi’el or hiphil of  )קדׁשalthough he may make use of persons and material means. The obedience
to holiness rule is so important that any violation will lead into severe punishment which is death.
In P holiness has a graded character.47 There are three categories applying to objects, persons,
space and time: common, holy and most holy. Some objects are common, holy and most holy
(sancta); some spaces are common, holy and most holy (Holy of Holies); and some times are
common, holy and most holy (Day of Atonement.) The most holy person (high priest) is permitted
44
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to enter and officiate only once a year during the most holy time (Day of Atonement) in the most
holy space (Holy of Holies) in order to purify the holy people’s sins and impurities, and this is the
only occasion when the most holy name (YHWH) is pronounced. The access into the ultimate
divine presence strictly belongs to the class and sphere of the most holy.
The instruction in v. 2 is given to Moses for his brother Aaron: ֹּןְא ִּחיָך
ָּ ל־א ֲהר
ַ רְא
ֶּ “ ְ ַד ֵּבSpeak to
Aaron your brother,” and the content of the instruction is ל־עת
ֵּ “ ו ַאל־יָּבֹּאְב ָּכhe shall not come at
any time” ְל ָּפר ֶֹּּכת
ַ ְמ ֵּבית
ִּ ל־הק ֶֹּּדׁש
ַ “ ֶּאinto the Holy of Holies inside the curtain.” There is no
mention of fixed time, which probably means that Aaron might have been allowed to enter the
Holy of Holies whenever he wanted until now, but from now on he and his successors are restricted
to the Day of Atonement.48 The instruction probably intends to forbid the casual entry to the Holy
of Holies in order to avoid the same catastrophe that happened to Abihu and Nadab.49
Here  ַהק ֶֹּּדׁשrefers to the Holy of Holies which is located inside the curtain (cf. Exod 26:33–34).
The Israelite Sanctuary had three curtains: a  ָּמ ָּסְך, “screen,” at the entrance to the court (Exod
38:18; Num 3:26), another  ָּמ ָּסְךat the entrance to the holy or the outer sanctum (Exod 26:36–37;
36:37), and then an inner curtain which is the ְ(ְ ָּפר ֶֹּּכתExod 26:31–35). The rendering of the term

ְ ָּפר ֶֹּּכתhas been debated. Usually it is translated “veil” or “curtain,” but according to Exod 40:3,
YHWH commands Moses, “You shall put in it the ark of the covenant, and you shall screen the
ark with the curtain” (NRSV), which literally means “cover over the ark with the curtain” (NIV).
It suggests that “the fabric of the ְ ָּפר ֶֹּּכתstretched not only in front of the ark but also over the top,
draped on the frame of acacia wood like a canopy.”50 Here in this context, it is likely that ָּפר ֶֹּּכת
refers to the “inner curtain.” This interpretation finds support from the surrounding Ancient Near
Eastern world since the Akkadian parakku referred to a defined sacred space around the presence
of a deity (or divine symbol/image).51
The Hebrew ְ ַכפ ֶֹּּרתhas been translated variously: “mercy seat” (KJV, ASV, NASB, NRSV, NJB);
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“throne of mercy” (JB); “ark-cover” (JPS); “atonement plate” (NET); “atonement cover” (NIV);
“couvercle sacré” (BFC); “propitiatoire” (TOB). It is Luther who first used “mercy seat,” i.e.,
“Gnadenstuhl” in German.52 It seems that the rendering “mercy seat” does not convey the cognate
relationship between this term and the pi’el verb  ִּכ ֶּפרwhich means “to make atonement, to make
expiation” or, in some cases, “to purify.”53 NIV’s “atonement cover” seems to be an accurate
translation of  ַכפ ֶֹּּרת, since, first, it serves as the cover of the ark of the covenant and, second, it is
a place where the atonement is performed. But still calling the  ַכפ ֶֹּּרתa cover to the ark is also
problematic. The same applies to the translation “propitiatory cover.”54 Recent scholars have
convincingly shown that the pi’el  ִּכ ֶּפרrefers to “rubbing” or “swipping away” sins rather than
“covering” sin as the traditional views held.55 Unawared readers may think that behind the
translation “atonement cover” is the idea that the sacrificial atonement performed upon the ְְ ַכפ ֶֹּּרת
is aimed at covering the sins of the Israelites. In order to avoid such confusion, I would prefer
NET’s “atonement plate” or Hartley’s “Atonement Slate.”56 The translation “lid” or “cover” refers
to theְ  ְ ַכפ ֶֹּּרתas the lid or cover of the ark. This rendering is not correct since the ark itself is an
enclosed box which does not need any separate cover,57 and, more importantly, the appellation of
the Holy of Holies as  ֵּבית ְ ַה ַכפ ֶֹּּרת, “the house of the atonement plate,” in 1 Chr 28:11 makes it
impossible that  ַכפ ֶֹּּרתmeans “lid.”58 Likewise, the rendering “propitiatory cover” is not
convincing since the atonement carried out on theְ  ַכפ ֶֹּּרתhas both propitiatory and purificatory
functions.
The item referred to was a plate of refined gold placed on top of the ark of the covenant and used
to support the two cherubim (Exod 25:17–22). The English translation “ark” is a transliteration of
the Vulgate’s “arca”, which means “chest” or “box.”59 The Hebrew  ָּאר ֹּןrefers to a “box” or “chest”
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and TEV’s rendering “Covenant Box” reflects this meaning. Although it was a simple wooden
chest in the beginning, it was very special to the Israelite people because it was related to their
covenant relationship with God. The  ָּאר ֹּןwas a rectangular box made out of acacia wood and
overlaid with gold. Gold rings on the sides of the box permitted poles of acacia wood overlaid with
gold to be inserted so that the ark could be transported by appointed Levites (Exod 25:10–15). The

 ַכפ ֶֹּּרת, which measures forty-four inches by twenty-six, was identical to the top of the ark of the
covenant. It was made of pure gold and upon it stood two golden cherubim. The ְ ַכפ ֶֹּּרתalso served
as YHWH’s throne (cf. 1 Sam 4:4; Ps 99:1). According to Exod 25:22, YHWH met with Moses
from between the cherubim and over the ֹּרת
ְֶּ  ַכפ.
V. 2 also states that YHWH will appear on the atonement plate: ל־ה ַכפ ֶֹּּרת
ַ הְע
ַ ןְא ָּר ֶּא
ֵּ ָּיְב ָּענ
ֶּ  ִּכ: “for
I will appear in the cloud on the atonement plate.” Which cloud does  ָּענָּ ןrefer to? Does it refer to
(1) the cloud of incense the high priest raises in the Holy of Holies (v. 13) or (2) the divine firecloud
which descends upon the Tabernacle (Num 9:15–23; cf. Exod 40:34–35) and rests upon the ark
while God speaks to Moses (Exod 25:22; Num 7:89)? Option (1) suggests that the high priest could
only see the ark if a screen blocks his view. Milgrom holds that the conjunction  ִּכיin this verse is
equivalent toְיְאם
ִּ “ ִּכexcept, only.”60 Option (2) implies that the high priest cannot enter at will
into the Holy of Holies since the divine presence in the form of the fire cloud rests upon the ark.61
According to Milgrom, both views are problematic.62 First, later in v. 13, it is mentioned that the
high priest produced a cloud from the incense he carried from the holy place, but it happens after
he has entered the Holy of Holies and has already seen the ark. This implies that the cloud in
question in v. 2 cannot be the incense cloud produced by the high priest but must be another cloud
which is already present in the Holy of Holies before the high priest enters there. The second
interpretation about the fire cloud is also not supported by the P literature. It is nowhere mentioned
that the seeing of the divine fire cloud is prohibited. The fire cloud served as a divine presence,
and all the Israelites saw it (Exod 40:38; Deut 1:31–33). It symbolizes YHWH’s  ָּכבֹוד, “glory,
favor,” and guides in the midst of his people. In addition, YHWH’s  ָּכבֹודappeared to all the
Israelites during the inauguration of the Tabernacle (Lev 9:23b).
These problems seem to disappear if we take the two verses, v. 2 and v. 13, into account. These
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two verses are linked together and must be connected in order to understand the “cloud” in v. 2.
In v. 2 we are informed that the high priest cannot enter into the Holy of Holies at any time he
wanted. In my view, this verse simply means that he is prohibited from entering and seeing the ark
of the covenant, from upon which YHWH spoke to him, without fulfilling all the required
instructions including the producing of the cloud from the incense he brought from the holy place.
According to v. 13, the high priest must put the incense on the fire (ְל־ה ֵּאׁש
ָּ תְע
ַ ת־הקט ֶֹּּר
ַ ןְא
ֶּ ונָּ ַת

“ ִּלפנֵּ יְיהוָּ הand he shall put the incense on the fire before YHWH”), and the purpose of this is to
cover the ark with the smoke or the cloud produced by the incense: ת־ה ַכפ ֶֹּּרת
ַ ןְהקט ֶֹּּרתְ ֶּא
ַ ַהְענ
ֲ ו ִּכ ָּס
“and the cloud of the incense will cover the atonement plate.” The high priest must always enter
the Holy of Holies on the Day of Atonement and, when entering the Holy of Holies, must produce
a cloud from the incense; otherwise, he will die. There is a belief that the sight of the uncovered
ark brings death (1 Sam 6:19, cf. Num 4:20). Even in an extreme case, such as a broken or
dismantled Tabernacle, only the priests were permitted to cover the Holy of Holies and took the
risk to cover the ark without viewing it (Num 4:5–15). The cloud of the incense is aimed at
covering the presence of YHWH who stood upon the atonement plate in between the two golden
cherubim statutes.
Inside the ark of the covenant the two covenant tablets lie. Hartley rightly shows the importance
and the symbolism behind the ark, the tablets and the atonement plate:
In the Ark were the tablets of the Ten Commandments, which symbolize the covenant between
Yahweh and Israel. To maintain this relationship between Yahweh, the holy God, and Israel, a sinful
people, atonement is necessary. The Atonement Slate plays a critical role in securing that atonement.
Since it stands as the boundary between the enthroned God and the tablets of the covenant,
figuratively speaking, Yahweh looks down on the covenant through the blood dabbed on the
Atonement Slate, leading him to govern his people out of mercy and forgiveness. 63

The second instruction given to Moses for his brother Aaron is to bring a young bull for a ַח ָּטאת
offering and a ram for a  ע ָֹּּלהoffering (v. 3). These two offerings will be discussed later in the
section on the sacrifices. Aaron should enter the Holy of Holies three times during the ritual
purification of the Day of Atonement: (1) to create the cloud of incense (vv. 12–13), (2) to sprinkle
the Holy of Holies with the blood of his bull offering (v. 14), and (3) to sprinkle the Holy of Holies
with the blood of the people’s goat offering (v. 15). It is worth mentioning that later Jewish

63

Hartley, Leviticus, 235.

121
tradition added a fourth entry which is to remove the censer and the firepan.64
The third important instruction is that the high priest must wear appropriate clothing.65 First, v. 4
states ת־בדְק ֶֹּּדׁשְיִּ ל ָּבׁש
ַ ֶּ“ ְּוכתֹּנAnd a holy linen tunic he shall put on.” The Hebrew term  כתֹּנֶּ ת,
“tunic,” refers to a shirt-like garment worn next to the skin and, therefore, put on first (cf. Exod
28:4, 39–40; 29:5, 8; 39:27). It covered the upper body only. The second kind of vestment is the

י־בד
ַ  ִּמכנ ֵּס, “linen leggings,” which are linen undergarments next to the lower part of his body (ַעל־
“ ב ָּשׂרֹוnext to his body”). Then, he also should wear  ַאבנֵּ טְ ַבד, “linen sash,” and, lastly, he has to
gird ( )חגרa linen turban (בד
ְַ ) ִּמצנֶּ ֶּפת. The turban distinguishes him from the other priests.
The regular vestments of the high priest are described in Lev 8:7ff. They are made of gold, rare
gems and woven of costly dyed fabrics. For the Day of Atonement, he shall wear a simpler set of
plain linen clothes rather than the ornate clothing. It is obviously of special significance. We are
not informed from the text about the reason behind the simplicity of his vestments. The reason
might be to show subjugation to the King of the universe who dwells in the Holy of Holies.66 When
approaching YHWH, he must humble himself by wearing a humble clothing, or, alteranatively,
“they symbolized the abject state of the High Priest, the representative of the Israelite people, in
seeking expiation of sins and making a confession.”67 The garments, nevertheless, are holy ()קדׁש
for two reasons; first, they have been made for this purpose, and, second, they are housed at the
Sanctuary.68 “White” symbolizes simplicity, purity and holiness; when approaching the Holy
YHWH in the most holy place (Holy of Holies), the high priest, the most holy person within the
community of the Israelites, must be holy.69 “White” also stands for the heavenly clothes; angels
were dressed in linen clothes (Ezek 9:2–3, 11; 10:2; Dan 10:5; cf. Mal 2:7).70 In order to maintain
his absolute ritual purity, he must wash ( )רחץhimself in water before he can put on all these
clothes (Exod 28:2, 4; 31:10; 35:19; 39:1). The purification of the high priest performing the
atonement at the New Year festival is common in the Ancient Near East. In Babylon, during the
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New Year Akitu Festival, the high priest did the same kind of ritual purification: “On the 5th day
of the month Nisannu, during the final four hours of the night, the High Priest arises and bathes in
the waters of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.”71
In v. 5 the instruction goes on saying that Aaron shall take from the congregation of the sons of
Israel two male goats for a  ַח ָּטאתoffering (purification offering) and one ram for a  ע ָֹּּלהoffering
(burnt offering).
5.6.3 Preparations Concerning the Purification Ritual (Lev 16:6–10)
Lev 16:6–10 contains various preparatory acts of the main ritual purification activities. Because
all the details are given in the following verses which deal with the various rituals (vv. 11–22) and
will be discussed in the next sections, we can here content ourselves with a brief overview of what
preparatory acts are included in these verses:
(1) The purification offering for Aaron and the priests (v. 6)
(2) The decision through casting lots on which goat is to be sacrificed as a purification offering
for the people, and which is to be sent into the wilderness (vv. 7–8)
(3) The sacrifice of the goat for the purification offering (v. 9)
The other goat is brought before the LORD and then sent into the wilderness (v. 10).72

(4)

The focal point is the two offerings that play the most important role in the Day of Atonement
ritual of purification, namely, the  ַח ָּטאתoffering and the  ע ָֹּּלהoffering. In the following section, I
will examine these two offerings, and my focus will be on their function and their role in the
purification rites.
5.6.4. The  ַח ָּטאתRitual (Lev 16:11–19)
5.6.4.1 Brief Survey of Scholarly Views
Before embarking on the study of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering in Lev 16 through the examination of the
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various ritual activities relating to it, I will first survey some of the prominent scholarly views on
the function of this offering at the Day of Atonement. In chapter 2, I already gave some general
scholarly views on the meaning and function of the  ַח ָּטאת. Below my brief survey will focus on
its particular function within the ritual of the Day of Atonement.
The traditional meaning given to  ַח ָּטאתhas been “sin offering.”73 This rendering has been
criticized by scholars since, linguistically, the phrase “sin offering” does not convey the purpose
and the function of the  ַח ָּטאת. The problem with this rendering is the fact that the  ַח ָּטאתoffering
is required for both ritual and moral trespasses. Barr, for example, claims that “purification
offering” better expresses the purpose of the  ַח ָּטאתrather than “sin offering” which may cause
misleading associations.74 According to Milgrom, the offering purifies the Sanctuary from the
Israelites’ impurities. His main argument is that since this term is derived from the pi’el verb ִּח ֵּטא
which means “to cleanse, expurgate, decontaminate” (Lev 8:15; Ezek 43:20, 22, 23), its main
function is purificatory rather than propitiatory.75 For this reason, it should be rendered
“purification offering” rather than “sin offering.”76 In addition, he emphasizes the fact that the

 ַח ָּטאתis required for persons and objects who cannot possibly have sinned.77 Consequently, the
 ַח ָּטאתis prescribed to purify the Sanctuary and not to atone for the offerer. Milgrom claims that
the yom kippurim is not a Day of Atonement but rather a day of purgation/cleansing since its main
function through the  ַח ָּטאתoffering and the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual is to purgate the Sanctuary. What made
the Sanctuary impure? According to Milgrom, the sins and impurity of the Israelites were
accumulated in the Sanctuary and rendered it impure.
Janowski, however, argues against Milgrom by claiming that the pi’el  ִּח ֵּטאmeans “to de-sin
(German entsündigen).”78 For this reason, the  ַח ָּטאתoffering on the Day of Atonement brings
purification from sins. Koch holds that the purpose of the  ַח ָּטאתis to destroy sin.79 Sin infects the
sinner and its surroundings including the Sanctuary and its sacred objects. Thus, the function of
73
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the  ַח ָּטאתis to atone for the altar regularly and, ultimately, on the Day of Atonement (Exod 30:10;
Lev 16:16-20, 33; Ezek 43:19-26). According to Koch, through the death of the animal, the sinner
is vicariously dead and, consequently, his/her sins are forgiven.
For Kalisch, the Day of Atonement is nothing else than “the institution of sin-offerings
concentrated and intensified; days of general fasting and penitence were in all periods proclaimed
on particular occasions, whether of public danger, misfortune, or guilt.”80 The sin offering (ַח ָּטאת
so translated) was among the “most holy” sacrifices, and at the Day of Atonement its “expiation
did not concern special offenses, but the human weakness in general which cannot be admitted
into a communion of God except by an act of grace and mercy.”81
Based on אתם
ָּ ֹּ ל־חט
ַ  ָּכ, “all their sins,” in Lev 16:16 and the use of the root  טהרreferring to moral
purification in v. 30, some scholars claim that the Day of Atonement remedies all sins that have
defiled the Israelites during the previous year.82 Likewise, Crüsemann emphasizes the
comprehensive character of the atonement on the Day of Atonement. It eliminates all the sins of
the whole nation of Israel.83 Schenker holds that the blood of the special sacrifices of the Day of
Atonement have the same function for forgiveness as in other  ַח ָּטאתofferings, but without
limitation in coverage of guilt.84 Consequently, the purpose of the Day of Atonement is to restore
the integrity of YHWH’s relationship with his people Israel at the beginning of every new year.85
With regards to the function and effect of the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual performed on the Day of Atonement,
some scholars think that it represents the second stage of atonement supplementing the individual
atonement accomplished throughout the year. In line of this argument, Rodriguez states: “Through
the ritual sin is brought to the Sanctuary. There it is kept until its final removal on the Day of
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Atonement.”86 Kurtz emphasizes the universal character of the Day of Atonement strongly
expressed in Lev 16:16 by claiming as follows: “The sins which had remained unknown had
already been expiated once in the numerous sin offerings of the feasts and new moons. The ְִּכ ֻפ ִּרים
of this day applied rather to all the sins of the whole nation without exception, known or unknown,
atoned for or not atoned for.”87 Similarly, Kellog claims that daily the “sin offerings” cannot cover
all so that “countless sins and transgressions and various defilements” remain unatoned.88 Hence,
the  ַח ָּטאתoffered on the Day of Atonement effects a “complete removal of all sin.”89 According
to Kiuchi, regular  ַח ָּטאתofferings brought forgiveness to sinners, however, at the Day of
Atonement, their yearly purification is connected to the purgation of the Sanctuary.90 He holds that
“all the sins over a certain period of time are envisaged as being atoned for again on the Day of
Atonement by the most potent blood manipulation. Conformably, the guilt related to the sins is to
be removed, not by the burning of the  ַח ָּטאתflesh, but uniquely by the Azazel goat which makes
atonement for Aaron, thereby for all Israel.”91
Keil and Delitzsch regard the single application of blood from the bull and goat upon the atonement
plate, the altar of incense and the outer altar on the Day of Atonement as expiating the sins of the
priests and laity corporately, just as the offerings throughout the year expiate for individuals.92 On
the Day of Atonement, the expiation is greater in that blood is taken into the Holy of Holies, the
“throne room” of YHWH, to obtain true reconciliation with him in his direct presence.93
As a summary, this short survey of scholarly views on the function of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering and the
role of the Day of Atonement has shown that the concept behind the ritual purifications performed
during this day is not easy to grasp. In the following section, I will examine the various rites of the
Day of Atonement which will focus on the manipulation of the  ַח ָּטאתblood and the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual.
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In my opinion both renderings “sin offering” and “purification” make sense within the context of
Lev 16. Even though no forgiveness terms occurs in Lev 16, the  ַח ָּטאתblood through the ִּכ ֶּפר
ritual obviously brings forgiveness to the people of Israel. The  ִּכ ֶּפרritual of the Day of Atonement
does not only concern the Sanctuary, it aims at purifying both human beings and the Holy Place.
It performs more than forgiveness since it purifies sinners from their sins and impurities and at the
same time cleanses the Sanctuary from both moral and ritual impurities that have been accumulated
there. For this reason, I prefer “purification offering” over “sin offering.”
5.6.4.2 The  ַח ָּטאתand the  ִּכ ֶּפרRitual
Throughout the year, there are two kinds of  ַח ָּטאתofferings for involuntary sins.94 The third kind
of  ַח ָּטאתoffering is reserved for the Day of Atonement. It consists of the high priest applying
blood in the inner sanctum, as well as the outer sanctum and to the outer altar (Lev 16:14–19).
This special sacrifice is calledְ ְה ִּכ ֻפ ִּרים
ַ “ ַח ַטאתthe purification offering of atonement” (Exod
30:10; Num 29:11).
Scholars agree that Lev 16 plays a central role in the book of Leviticus.95 It is the heart of the
Israelite cultic system. It is the hope of the entire universe for a new beginning at every start of the
year. Without it, the people of Israel, the Sanctuary and the land would remain unpurified and
deemed to God’s punishment. Theְ ַה ִּכפְֻ ִּריםplays a very important role as it stands as the climax
of all the other purification offerings performed during the year. The following analysis is aimed
at grasping the role and function of this purification offering.
On the Day of Atonement, there are five main rituals which form a ritualistic system. Our main
focus now is vv. 11–28 where the high priest officiates over five main rituals:96
(1) Two purification offerings: a bull on behalf of the high priest and his household and a goat
on behalf of the lay people of Israel. These two rituals are interwoven, which means that
the second ritual begins before the first is completed. Mixed blood of both animals is
applied to the outer altar (vv.18–19). In Gane’s view, it is the mixed character of the ְַח ַטאת
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 ַה ִּכ ֻפ ִּריםthat makes it “a higher-level activity system.”97 It is only on this occasion, that is
the tenth day of the seventh month, that the high priest is allowed to enter the Holy of
Holies (inner sanctum). In the following, I will use Gane’s appellation “inner-sanctum
purification offering.”
(2) The high priest lays his both hands on the head of the goat alloted to Azazel, at the same
time uttering a confession, and then he lets the goat be led into the wilderness by his
assistant appointed to this task (vv. 10, 20–22). The live goat is provided by the
congregation of Israel, and its ritual function applies for all Israelites including the priests
(v. 21).
(3) Next, the high priest offers two rams for burnt offerings, one on behalf of the priests and
the other on behalf of the people (v. 24). It is worth mentioning that, according to Num
15:1–16, a grain and a drink offering should accompany each burnt offering. This is not
mentioned in Lev 16.
The Azazel ritual (Lev 16:20–22) and the burnt offerings (v. 24) interrupt the inner-sanctum
purification offerings after their blood manipulation (vv. 14–19) by appearing before
(4) the burning of their suet (v. 25), which is followed by
(5) the disposal of their carcasses through burning outside the camp (v. 27).
The main five rituals form a well structured unified system. In order to examine the function of
the  ַח ָּטאתoffering in this context, we need to know what the Hebrew construct expressionְַח ַטאת

ְ ַה ִּכ ֻפ ִּריםmeans. According to BDB the plural form  ִּכ ֻפ ִּריםrefers to an abstract of כפר.98 Milgrom,
however, holds that it indicates an intensification of כפר.99 Apparently, the plurality of sacrifices
performed on the Day of Atonement which result in multiple purgations, supports the plural form

 ַה ִּכ ֻפ ִּרים.100 Multiple  ִּכ ֶּפרrituals occur, and they aim at removing evil (/impurity) from the inner
sanctum, the outer sanctum, and the outer altar (Lev 16:16, 18, 20, 30, 33, 34). Gane even suggests
that the expression יֹוםְ ַה ִּכ ֻפ ִּרים, “day of the purgation(s),” might have been the abbreviation of

אתְה ִּכ ֻפ ִּרים
ַ
יֹום ַח ַט, “day of the purification-offering of purgation.”101 Due to the centrality and
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the extreme importance of the  ַח ָּטאתofferings on the Day of Atonement, this view likely proves
to be correct. The outline of the high priest’s duties is as follows:


slaughtering of the animal (v. 11b),



taking of the burning coals from the outer altar, and incense (v. 12a),



bringing the censer and incense into the inner sanctum (v. 12b),



putting the incense on the fire (v. 13a),



taking some of the blood of the bull for the high priest (v. 14aα),



bringing the blood into the inner sanctum (presupposed, but not stated explicitly
in v. 14a),



sprinkling the blood on the front of the atonement plate (v. 14aβ),



sprinkling the blood before the atonement plate seven times (v. 14b),



doing the same with the blood of the goat in the inner sanctum (v. 15),



going out to the outer altar (v. 18a),



taking some of the blood (v. 18bα)



putting the blood on the four horns od the outer altar (v. 18bβ),



sprinkling the blood on the outer altar with fingers seven times (v. 19),



placing the suet on the outer altar (v. 25),



taking the rest of the carcass (hide, flesh, dung) outside the camp (v. 27aβ),



burning the rest of the carcass (v. 27b)



washing clothes (v. 28aβ) and



bathing in water (v. 28aγ)

The  ַח ָּטאתoffering and the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual play a central role in the entire ritual purification system of
the Day of Atonement. Lev 16:16, 20 (pi’el of  )כפרand 19b (pi’el of  )טהרshow that the purpose
of the inner-sanctum purification offerings is to purify (pi’el of  )כפרthe three parts of the
Sanctuary: the inner sanctum, the outer sanctum and the outer altar from ( ) ִּמןthe impurities and
moral faults of the Israelites on behalf of (ב ַעד/ ) ַעלthe priests and people who are, consequently,
purified (טהר, v. 30), and to (re)consecrate (pi’el of  )קדׁשthe outer altar (v. 19).
According to P’s theology, the Israelites, the Sanctuary and YHWH’s presence amongst his people
are interdependent. The sins of the Israelites are accumulated in the Sanctuary and pollute it, and
this would inevitably provoke YHWH’s presence to leave his dwelling place which is the inner
sactum (cf. Ezek 9:3; 10:4, 18–19; 11:22–23). This means that “purging the Sanctuary purifies the
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Israelites because its condition and fate are theirs.”102
On the one hand, throughout the year, the outer-altar or outer-sanctum purification offerings
remove evil from (pi’el of  כפרwith  ַעל, optionally followed by privative  ) ִּמןtheir offerer(s), but
on the Day of Atonement the inner-sanctum sacrifices remove evil from (pi’el of  כפרwith  ַעלor
direct object, optionally followed by privative  ) ִּמןholy areas or objects of the Sanctuary.103 On the
other hand, the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual performed throughout the year brings purity to the offerer, for example,
the postpartum purification in Lev 12, and the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual for sins is a prerequisite for forgiveness
(niph’al of סלח, see, for example, Lev 4:20, 26, 31, 35). On the Day of Atonement the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual
of the Sanctuary purifies from ritual impurities and moral faults (ח ָּטאֹות
ְַ ) and results in the state
of purity (qal of  )טהרof the people from their sins (Lev 16:30). According to Büchler, only the
Day of Atonement purification offerings bring purity from sin.104
One of the striking differences between the regular sin/purification offering with  ִּכ ֶּפרritual and
the ritual purification on the Day of Atonement is the absence of the niph’al of “ סלחis forgiven”
in Lev 16. This is what Shea calls  כפרbeyond forgiveness of the Day of Atonement.105 On the
Day of Atonement, the  ַח ַטאתְ ַה ִּכ ֻפ ִּריםand the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual accomplish more than forgiveness of
sins; sins are cleansed away and the people of Israel attain their state of purity.
After the blood application to the inner sanctum, outer sanctum and the outer altar, the suet is
burned on the outer altar, and then the carcasses are incinerated outside the camp. So, the entire
inner-sanctum purification offering progresses outward through four areas: inner sanctum, outer
sanctum, outer altar and outside the camp.
Let us now look more closely at the two elements that constitute the inner-sanctum purification.
(1) The burning of incense (Lev 16:12–13). The inner sanctum is the most dangerous place in the
Sanctuary. In entering into the Holy of Holies, the high priest risks his own life. Wenham’s
statement, “[t]o protect himself from the wrath of God, the high priest has to prepare a censer full
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of hot charcoal,” may lead one to think that the God who dwells in the inner sanctum is a wrathful
God.106 This view is incomprehensible, as YHWH is depicted as a merciful and forgiving God (cf.
Exod 34:6–7; Ps 86:5, 15). The Day of Atonement is the day when his willingness to forgive and
to purify his people are most visible. The burning charcoal is taken from above the altar before
YHWH (ְמ ִּלפנֵּ יְיהוָּ ה
ִּ לְה ִּמז ֵּב ַח
ַ ) ֵּמ ַע, and Aaron shall put in it fine incense (v. 12). It is not clear to
which altar it refers. And since the golden incense altar located in front of the curtain that separates
the Holy and the Holy of Holies is clearly specified as standing “before YHWH,” (Lev 4:7a, 18a),
it comes as no surprise if one thinks that the charcoal is taken from there. But the brazen altar of
burnt offering in the outer court is also indirectly referred to as standing before YHWH (see Exod
29:42; Lev 1:5). For various arguments, scholars contend that the designation “the altar before
YHWH” must refer to the brazen altar located in the outer court.107 The logic behind the ritual also
points to the brazen altar. After the casting of lots, Aaron takes the bull for himself, presents it
before YHWH, slaughters it in the courtyard, collects its blood, and it is very likely that he also
takes some burning coals in a firepan from the altar of burnt offering there and brings them with
the incense into the Holy of Holies. Furthermore, the Mishnah in its details of the ritual, clearly
says that the high priest “goes up” to the top of the altar, which undoubtedly refers to the burnt
offering altar in the courtyard of the Tabernacle/Temple:
[A] He slaughtered it and received its blood in a basin.
[B] He handed it over to him (probably an assistant) who would stir it while he was standing on the
fourth terrace of the Sanctuary, so that [the blood] would not congeal.
[C] He took the fire-pan and went up to the top of the altar.
[D] He cleared off coals to either side and scooped up glowing cinders from below.
[E] Then he came down and set it down on the fourth terrace of the courtyard. 108

The biblical text states that the smoke or the cloud of the incense (ןְהקט ֶֹּּרת
ַ ַ ) ֲענshall cover ()כסה
the atonement plate () ַה ַכפ ֶֹּּרת, so that the high priest will not die (vv.12–13). Keil suggests that the
incense shall prevent God from seeing the sinner: “But as burning incense was a symbol of prayer,
this covering of the capporeth with the cloud of incense was a symbolical covering of the glory of
the Most Holy One with prayer to God, in order that He might not see the sin, nor suffer His holy
wrath to break forth upon the sinner, but might graciously accept, in the blood of the sin offering,
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the souls for which it was presented.”109 The most obvious rationale is to produce a screen which
would “prevent the high priest from gazing upon the Holy Presence.”110 Hence, the incense has an
apotropaic effect.111 The burning incense produces a cloud that protects the high priest from the
devouring presence of YHWH (Exod 33:20) from upon the atonement plate. The cultic incense
can have an expiatory function. In Num 17:11 (ET 16:46) Aaron used incense to effect a  ִּכ ֶּפרritual
with the purpose to save the Israelites from a plague caused by YHWH’s outbreak of anger (cf.
Num 17:6–15 [ET 16:41–50]).112 The permanent burning of the incense in the Sanctuary
throughout the year is “to sweeten the atmosphere of YHWH’s residence; it mitigates the
offensiveness of Israel’s imperfection to YHWH, who dwells with the people in the midst of their
pollution (cf. Lev 15:31; 16:16).”113 When entering into the intimate presence of YHWH in the
inner sanctum, Aaron also mitigates the offensiveness of himself and of the people of Israel whom
he represents before YHWH (cf. Zech 3:1–5). And this is the rationale behind YHWH’s
prohibition of Aaron to enter the Holy of Holies at any time.114
(2) The blood application. In the outer-altar purification offering, the blood is applied only to the
outer altar. The blood manipulation at the outer-sanctum offering, however, is expanded and
extended into the inner-sanctum.115 The high priest takes blood into the inner sanctum where he
sprinkles it on the atonement plate towards the east (תְקד ָּמה
ֵּ יְה ַכפ ֶֹּּר
ַ ֵּ ) ַעל־פנand seven times in
front of the atonement plate (vv. 14–15).
Lev 16:16 is very important to the understanding of the function of the inner-sanctum purification
offering. As I already mentioned briefly earlier, this offering has both purificatory and propitiatory
functions. The purpose of the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual is to purify the Sanctuary (ל־הק ֶֹּּדׁש
ַ רְע
ַ )ו ִּכ ֶּפ. This first
function is purificatory. Its goal is to purify the Sanctuary from all kinds of ritual impurities. The
formulaic expression  ִּכ ֶּפר+  ַעל+ holy object +  ִּמן/ ְ לsimply means “to purify (an object)
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from…”116 In this case, the purification offering is offered to purify the Sanctuary: (1) from ritual
impurities of the Israelites (( ;) ִּמ ֻטמאֹּתְבנֵּ יְיִּ שׂ ָּר ֵּאל2) from their transgressions (יהם
ֶּ ּומ ִּפׁש ֵּע
ִּ ); (3)
for all their sins (אתם
ָּ ֹּ ל־חט
ַ )ל ָּכ. Obviously, the inner-sanctum purification offering deals with two
kinds of impurities, namely, ritual and moral impurities. V. 16 uses the common priestly term for
ritual impurity  ֻטמ ָּאה, “impurity, uncleanness.” This term probably refers to the ritual impurities
described in chapters 11–15.117 These would include any unintentional sins that the Israelites were
unaware of having committed, such as eating sacrificial meat while unknowingly being ritually
impure. The moral term  ֶּפ ַׁשעrefers to the sin of rebellion/transgression and  ַח ָּטאתrefers to moral
failure to follow divine commandments. These three evils constitute the main object of the
purification carried out through the inner-sanctum purification offering. In contrast to Lev 4:1–
5:13, the atonement in Lev 16 aims at purifying both intentional and unintentional sins. They are
all “impurities” and defile the Sanctuary. How does it happen? Milgrom says: “[F]or the result of
Israel’s wrongdoing is the creation of impurity, which then attaches itself to the Sanctuary and
pollutes it.”118 He repeats the same blood application in the outer sanctum (v. 16b; Exod 30:10)
and then puts blood on the horns of the outer altar and sprinkles it on the altar seven times (Lev
16:18–19). Again, the altar referred to here is obviously the altar of burnt offering in the courtyard
of the Tabernacle.119 Although both the Mishnah (m. Yoma 5:5) and the Talmud (b. Yoma 58b)
see here a reference to the golden incense altar, it is hardly the case. The verb “ְויָּ ָּצאand he shall
go out” implies that Aaron emerges from the Tent of Meeting into the court in which stands the
brazen burnt offering altar.120
By sprinkling seven times on the outer altar rather than in front of it, the high priest breaks the
pattern set in the inner-sanctum and followed in the outer sanctum. After the purgation of the altar
by application of blood to its horns, the second application, by sevenfold sprinkling, purifies and
restores its sanctity: the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual effects twofold results (vv. 18a, 19b): purification (pi’el of

 )טהרand sanctification/reconsecration (pi’el of )קדׁש. It is to be stressed that the pi’el of  קדׁשin
this specific context refers to re-consecration of the altar. The consecration occurred at the time of
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their completion and installation (Lev 8:10–11). It is evident from the text of Leviticus that “the
purpose of the dual blood application is neatly caught by the rabbis: ‘Purify it of the past
(impurities) and consecrate it for the future (sacrificial uses)’.”121 Milgrom explains why only the
altar is re-consecrated on the Day of Atonement: “In Israel, only the altar was reconsecrated, to
the exclusion of the other sancta. Manifestly, the altar, the most vulnerable target of the unending
impurities generated by Israel, would become so polluted that its very holiness was endangered.
Hence, a periodic rite of consecration was prescribed.”122 Why the outer altar? Probably because
most of the purification offerings are performed there throughout the year.
5.6.5 The Scapegoat Ritual (Lev 16:20–22)
In v. 20, the text states, “When he has finished purifying the holy place, the Tent of Meeting and
the altar, he shall offer the live goat.” All of the impurities that have been accumulated in the
Sanctuary must first be released by the blood rite before the high priest can transfer them onto the
head of the live goat.123 This ritual poses some problems. First, scholars have been discussing
whether the live goat for Azazel is a sacrifice or not. Second, the meaning of the term Azazel is
unclear. Below I will start from the study of “scapegoat ritual” parallels found in the Ancient Near
East which may shed some light on our understanding of the ritual and its meaning. I will also give
some space for the study of the meaning of the term Azazel, and, lastly, I will focus on the function
of the live goat ritual as a part of the Day of Atonement ritualistic system. At least, there are four
major activities connected to this ritual: (1) the casting of lots deciding which goat is for YHWH
and which one for Azazel, (2) laying on of two hands by the high priest, (3) the confession that
accompanies the laying on of hands, (4) the sending away of the live goat into the desert.
5.6.5.1 Ancient Near Eastern Parallels
Although some scholars claim that some sort of scapegoat ritual was practiced in the ancient
Babylonia, this is still debated.124 Scholars, however, generally agree that a scapegoat ritual was
known amongst the ancient Hittite and Greek. The following study will focus on these two
121

Ibid., 1039. Here Milgrom is referring to Sipra, Aḥare 4:13.

122

Ibid., 1040.

123

Ibid.

124
See, for example, J. Dyneley Prince, “Le Bouc Emissaire chez les Babylonien,” JA Juillet–Aout (1903): 135–
156 and his later article J. Dyneley Prince, “The Assyro-Babylonian Scapegoat Controversy,” AJSLL 20 (1904): 173–
181.

134
particular cases as they clearly show what type of scapegoat rituals existed in the Ancient Near
East. Though the translation “scapeman” has been suggested in the case of the Greek human ritual,
I will continue to use the general term “scapegoat” in my studies below since it is generally
accepted as a term referring to both human and animal rituals.125
5.6.5.1.1 The Hittite “Scapegoat” Ritual
The origin and the meaning of the term Azazel in Lev 16 is puzzling and have given rise to various
views. Many scholars claim this ritual is ancient and shared many features with the Ancient Near
Eastern “scapegoat ritual.” One of the most important works on this category is Wright’s The
Disposal of Impurity: Elimination Rites in the Bible and in Hittite and Mesopotamian Literature,
where he gives various Ancient Near Eastern parallels to the biblical scapegoat ritual.126 Noth
thinks that “it doubtless represents a very ancient rite.”127 Recent studies suggest that the scapegoat
ritual was already practiced in Hittite North Syrian Ebla. Ida Zatelli has written an article in which
she examines an Eblaite purgation rite whereby a goat is sent toward a steppe (of Alini) with a
bracelet tied to its neck as an offering.128 Unlike the biblical rite, there is no confession of
transgressions over the animal. Zatelli claims that “certain cultural factors and certain traditions
covered a wider area than many had thought. The steppes and desolate places are interrupted by
large cultural centres, which were able to find ways of communication.”129 Two texts dating from
the later third millennium BC, refer to a certain scapegoat ritual:
(And) we purge the mausoleum.
Before the entry (of the gods) Kura and Barama a goat,
A silver bracelet (hanging from the) goat’s neck,
Towards the steppe of Alini we let her go.
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(And) we purge the mausoleum.
A goat, a silver bracelet (hanging from the) goat’s neck,
before the entry (of the gods) Kura and Barama
Towards the steppe of Alini we enclose (her).130

These two texts refer to the queen’s wedding and the king’s enthronement. For this purpose, the
mausoleum must be purified. The following is the prescription in the Ritual of Uḫḫamuwa of
Arzawa, a man of Arzawa:
If people are dying in the country, and if some enemy god has caused it, I act as follows. They drive
up one ram. They twine together blue wool, red wool, green wool, black wool, and white wool,
make it into a wreath and crown the ram with it. This ram they drive on to the road leading to the
enemy and speak as follows: “Whatever god of the enemy land has caused this pestilence—see! We
have now driven up this crowned ram to pacify thee, O god. Just as the herd is strong and keeps
peace with the ram, do thou, O god, who has caused this pestilence, keep peace with the Hatti Land.”
And they drive that crowned ram towards the enemy. 131

Very similar is one of the prescriptions in the ritual of Pulisa:
If the king has been fighting the enemy and returns from the enemy country and out of the enemy
country a pestilence comes and afflicts the people—they drive in a bull and a ewe—these are both
from the enemy country—they decorate the bull’s ears with ear-rings and (fasten on it) red wool,
green wool, black wool, and white wool, and they say: “Whatever has made the king red, green,
black, or white shall go back to the enemy country.” . . . He also says: “Whatever god of the enemy
country has caused this pestilence if it be a male god, I have given thee a lusty, decorated bull with
ear-rings. Be thou content with it. This bull shall take back the pestilence to the enemy country.”
And he does the same with a decorated ewe if it be a female deity. 132

Gurney presents various texts that contain similar prescriptions relating to a “scapegoat ritual.”133
The so-called ritual of Asḫella, a man of Hapalla, is another ritual displaying the same purpose as
the scapegoat ritual. The same procedures are found in this ritual except the laying on of hands
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performed by officers:
When evening comes, whoever the army commanders are, each of them prepares a ram—whether
it is a white ram or a black ram does not matter at all. Then I twine a cord of white wool, red wool,
and green wool, and the officer twists it together, and I bring a necklace, a ring, and a chalcedony
stone and I hang them on the ram’s neck and horns, and at night they tie them in front of the tents
and say: “Whatever deity is prowling about(?), whatever deity has caused this pestilence, now I
have tied up these rams for you, be appeased!” And in the morning I drive them out to the plain, and
with each ram they take 1 jug of beer, 1 loaf, and 1 cup of milk(?). Then in front of the king’s tent
he makes a finely dressed woman sit and puts with her a jar of beer and 3 loaves. Then the officers
lay their hands on the rams and say: “Whatever deity has caused this pestilence, now see! These
rams are standing here and they are very fat in liver, heart, and loins. Let human flesh be hateful to
him, let him be appeased by these rams.” And the officers point at the rams and the king points at
the decorated woman, and the rams and the woman carry the loaves and the beer through the army
and they chase them out to the plain. And they go running on to the enemy’s frontier without coming
to any place of ours, and the people say: “Look! Whatever illness there was among men, oxen,
sheep, horses, mules, and donkeys in this camp, these rams and this woman have carried it away
from the camp. And the country that finds them shall take over this evil pestilence.”134

There is another text which clearly mentions the sending away of a goat into the steppe: “If the
city is about to be conquered, if death wickedly treats man, a person will take a goat in the steppe
and send her out.”135
It seems that this goat differs from the Eblaite “scapegoat” mentioned above in that it does not
receive any special treatment such as the adornment. Moreover, the so-called Dandanku’s ritual
involves a “scapegoat” rite; the “scapegoating” itself consists of directing a donkey’s eyes into
enemy territory in order to direct divine anger there.136 This ritual was mainly performed in a case
of a plague in the army caused by the deity; it also appears to have been performed by individuals
looking for relief from plague.
Some conclusions can be drawn from these “scapegoat” ritual texts. These “scapegoat” rituals
have in common that they were to be performed in the event of a plague in the army caused by a
deity of an enemy land, although each takes a different approach to solving the problem. In terms
of the scapegoat itself, whereas Asḫella uses a woman along with as many rams as there are ofﬁcers
in the camp, Pulisa uses a woman, a prisoner, a bull and an ewe, and Uḫḫamuwa uses only a wether
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(castrated ram). The animal has twofold functions: first, it carries away the infections into a foreign
country, and, second, it is offered to the hostile deity as a substitute for human flesh.137 The laying
on of hands plays an important role in the ritual. It transfers the infections to the animal in the
Askhella ritual and by the symbolical tying of colored wool in all three.138 The ritual itself
functions as an appeasement ritual. It is also worth mentioning that the deity to whom the infections
are sent is not mentioned by name, a fact which seems to show that there is no specific deity behind
the ritual.
5.6.5.1.2 Scapegoat Rituals in Ancient Greece
Scholars have also been discussing a “scapegoat ritual” located in ancient Greece. It is generally
accepted that the Greek equivalent of the scapegoat is the pharmakos. We have two main
sources.139 First, the details of this ritual are known from the sixth-century Colophon through the
invectives of Hipponax of Colophon. Other evidence comes from Abdera as well as from classical
Athens.
The ritual has various forms. At Abdera, they feed the pharmakos well; on the day appointed he is
led out of town, ailed around the walls of the city, and then chased across the frontier with stones.
In Athens, the festival took place on the sixth and seventh of the month Thargelion, which are the
birthdates of Artemis and Apollo. Athens was to be pure, and they also purified the land of Attica
through the scapegoat (pharmakoi) ritual: “Two men, chosen for their ugliness and poverty, are
feasted at public expense, then beaten with fig branches and driven out of the city. They
symbolically carried away all the ills and impurities that might result in harm to the city or its
ripening crops.”140 Bremmer reports from the Hipponax of Colophon that “in inclement weather,
they will be hit on the genitals with the squill and with twigs of the wild fig tree and other wild
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plants.”141 At Marseilles a similar ritual was executed not yearly, but on special occasions, such as
the averting of a plague. Some poor man was well fed at the public expense for one year, then he
was adorned with sprigs, clad in holy garments, led around the town, and chased away. At some
other place, we are told, they pushed a young man down a cliff and cried “May you become our
off-scourings” (peri,fhma).142
Who were chosen as scapegoats, and why these particular people? The avalaible sources present
diverse types of “scapegoats.”143 Most of them were from the lower class. In Abdera, for example,
scapegoats were the poor of Abdera and in Massilia, a slave, in Chaeronea and in Athens the
pharmakoi, were “of low origin and useless;” “common and maltreated by nature.”144 In Leukas
the selected pharmakos was a criminal or sometimes the ugliest person.145 In the fictional romance
of Iamboulos the scapegoats are strangers, and in the myth of the Athenian Thargelia they are
young men, and we also have young women and a king.146 But why were they selected and what
did they have in common? Bremmer claims that “they are situated at the margin of Greek
society.”147 The idea of preciousness was also found, that is, the precious or valuable person is to
die in order to avert plague. So instead of scapegoating the king or his children, they select
marginal ones but give them special treatment. The scapegoat was always treated as a very
important person. In Massilia, for example, the pharmakos received a treatement reserved for very
important people. He was kept by the state for one year and then chased from the city, dressed in
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holy clothes.148 In Massilia the pharmakos offered himself voluntarily.149
These rites are usually called sacrifices, but the term is misleading. They are not sacrifices in the
ordinary sense. These are nothing but a means of purification, designed to take away the impurity
attaching to town and country. For this reason the “scapegoats” are carried around the town, or
men have to march between the parts of them. When, like a sponge with which one dries a table,
they have absorbed all the impurity, they are entirely destroyed so that this impurity shall be
altogether removed with them; they are thrown away, burned up, cast into the sea. Various terms
were used to describe their functions: φάρμακος “remedy,” ka,qakarma “off-scouring,”
περικάθαρμα “off-scouring” and peri,yhma “that which is wiped off, scum.”150 They were cursed
in order to charge them with all the ills and the sins of the people.151 Nilsson describes the Greek
scapegoat ritual as follows: “A victim of this nature is a scapegoat upon which all evil is loaded,
but which, instead of being let loose and driven into the desert, is completely destroyed, together
with its evil burden.”152 This can summarize what a scapegoat in ancient Greece was.
5.6.5.1.3 Conclusion
Some points have to be highlighted as a conclusion from the above studies of the scapegoat
parallels in the Ancient Near East. In the Hittite texts, the scapegoats are both human beings and
animals. These animals have two functions; first, they carry the infections into the foreign country,
and, second, they are offered as sacrifice to the hostile deity. The infections are transferred into the
scapegoat through laying on of hands or an object tied to the animal.
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In ancient Greece, however, the scapegoats are mostly human. Though the human scapegoat
functioned as a sin/impurity carrier, no laying on of hands was performed. The scapegoats had to
walk around the city as if they literally absorbed the illnesses or impurity there, and were chased
out in order to carry the illnesses and impurity away. A human scapegoat is not known in ancient
Israel. Nevertheless, the concept behind the ritual practices of the Hittites and the Greeks have
many things in common with the Azazel ritual in Lev 16. Both the Hittite and Greek scapegoat
rituals emphazise the riddance of plagues, illnesses, sin and impurity from a habitable country into
a foreign area. In both cases the most important things are the plagues and the scapegoat. The name
of the deity to whom the plagues or impurity are sent is not mentioned. It seems that the deity is
not as important as the plagues that threaten the city and the selected scapegoat that will carry them
away. In Greece, the scapegoat was humiliated whereas the live goat on the Day of Atonement of
Lev 16 does not suffer at all.
The Israelite scapegoat differs from the Hittite and Greek scapegoats in that the goat on the Day
of Atonement is not adorned or fed. Later Jewish tradition, as represented by the Mishna, however,
tells us that a crimson thread was bound around the goat’s horns; it was torn just before the goat
was hurled down a ravine.153 The evil transferred is sin in Leviticus, instead of the more concrete
dangers of battle or plague in the Hittite and Greek cases.154 But if we accept that the Day of
Atonement originated from an emergency rite in case of national crisis, then the scapegoat ritual
performed there also might have developed from a remedy and riddance of plagues into an annual
day of purification from sin and impurity.
5.6.5.2 Etymology and Meaning of the Term Azazel
Probably, one of the most intriguing issues to arise from Lev 16 is the translation of the term
“Azazel.” The term Azazel occurs only four times in the entire Old Testament (Lev 16:8, 10 [bis],
26), and since its uses are confined to Lev 16, its etymological study becomes very difficult.
Nevertheless, five major interpretations of its meaning have been proposed: (1) it is a corruption
of two Hebrew words which mean something like “goat that goes away;” (2) it is the name of a
demon; (3) it refers to the God of Israel; (4) it refers to the place where the goat is sent off and (5)
it is an abstract noun meaning “destruction” or “entire removal,” or “powerful God,” or “powerful
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wrath of God.”155 I will now briefly survey these five views below.
First, traditionally, Azazel has been translated “scapegoat.” This rendering was coined by Tyndale
in his 1530 translation of the Bible. He translated Lev 16:10 as follows: “But the goat, on which
the lot fell to be scapegoat, shall be presented alone before the LORD, to make an atonement with
him and to let him go for a scapegoat into the wilderness.”156 In this verse, the Hebrew term Azazel
was translated “scapegoat.” This translation emphasizes the escape of the goat that has given its
name the (e)scape-goat.157
The notion of Azazel as “scapegoat” is found already among early translations and interpretations.
The LXX reads τῷ ἀποπομπαίῳ “for the one to be sent away” (Lev 16:8), τοῦ ἀποπομπαίου “for
the one sent away” (Lev 16:10), εἰς τὴν ἀποπομπήν “into the place for sending away” (Lev 16:10)
and, finally, τὸν χίμαρον τὸν διεσταλμένον εἰς ἄφεσιν “the goat which is determined for release”
(Lev 16:26).158 In this case,  עזאזלcharacterizes the goat and is a combination of the two words

 עז וזלאor  עז אזלwhich means “going away goat” or “departing goat.” In fact the qal
participle “ אֹּזֵּ לone who is going away” is found in Prov 20:14.
Of these five major theories the second, that the word  עזאזלis the proper name of a demonic
entity, is preferred by the majority of biblical scholars. This interpretation seems most plausible as
the text specifies that two lots are to be cast, one for YHWH, and the other for Azazel. If one lot
is being cast for an actual entity (the LORD), it is only reasonable that the other lot too is being cast
for such. Additionally, the wilderness, to which the goat is sent, was traditionally held to be the
abode of demons.159 Finally, Azazel is portrayed as a demonic figure in both midrashic and
pseudepigraphical writings.160
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Tawil thinks that the MT spelling  עזאזלis a result of metathesis among scribes who deliberately
altered it in order to conceal its demonic nature.161 He suggests that, originally, it was spelled

 עזזאלand contained two distinct elements  עזזand  אלmeaning “a fierce god.” He claims that his
view is supported by the following evidence: (1) the SP reads  עזזאלin one out of the three cases,
(2) the Qumran text from cave 4 reads twice עזזאל, (3) the Peshitta reads איל
ְ  עזזthree times, (4)
the Targum Pseudo-Jonathan in Gen 6:4 refers to the two fallen angels as  ׁשמחזאי ועוזאילand (5)
in the Midrash  עזאלis interchanged with עזזאל.162 His comparative study of the Ugaritic and
Akkadian texts leads him to identify Azazel with Mot the Canaanite deity of the netherworld.
Other scholars link Azazel with the  ש ִּע ִּירםof Lev 17:7.163 This term has been translated “goatdemons” in most of the Bible translations. Likewise, Lemardele thinks that the Azazel ritual in
Lev 16 (P) is posterior to the demonic cult behind  ש ִּע ִּירםin Lev 17:7 (H).164 He argues that in
Leviticus H material is anterior to P and that the Azazel ritual was used by P as a polemic against
the pagan goat-demon worship mentioned in H. P tried to attenuate this forbidden practice by
presenting the Azazel ritual which is a goat sacrifice to a demon.165
According to the third view, the term  עזאזלrefers to the God of Israel. Recently, Pinker associated
Azazel in Lev 16 to a “powerful God in the desert.”166 According to this view, the term is composed
of two elements, namely, the root “ עזזto be powerful” and “ אלGod.” He understands the parallel
YHWH || Azazel in Lev 16 as not referring to two opposite entities but to two divine names
referring to the God of Israel. He claims that “on the Day of Atonement the goat to YHWH was
presented at YHWH’s abode—the Temple and Azazel’s ( )עזזאלgoat was presented to Azazel at
the abode of the latter—the desert.”167 This view, of course, contradicts the traditional view that
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the desert is the abode of demons and therefore Azazel is a demonic entity. To avoid such a
contradiction, Pinker proposes that in order to understand the Azazel ritual one has to connect it
with the Israelites’ experience of God’s theophanies in the desert. Seen from this perspective, “the
desert” in Lev 16 is no longer an abode of demons, but rather another area where “the powerful
God” of Israel dwells.168
The fourth view is that  עזאזלrefers to the place where the goat is sent off. Later Jewish tradition
pointed out that the goat was pushed from a “cliff” and “rough place on a mountain.”169 Driver
thinks that  עזאזלmay have derived from the Arabic ῾azȃzu(n) which means “rough ground” to
which a formative lamed was added.170
According to the fifth view  עזאזלis an abstract noun. Some scholars think that the term עזאזל
derived from the Aramaic root “ עזלto remove” and is a contraction of  עזלזלintensified by the
reduplication זל. According to this view,  ַל ֲעזָּ אזֵּ לmeans “for the entire removal” of sin and guilt
from sacred places into the desert on back of a goat, and it stands symbolically for entire
forgiveness.171 Gesenius contends that  ֲעזָּ אזְֵּלmeans “averter” and should be taken as the softened
form of  ֲעזְַלְזֵּ לderiving from the root ( עזלconnected with the Arabic azala) which means “to
remove, to separate.”172 Following Gesenius, Martin suggests that though the root  עזלdoes not
occur in the Old Testament the primitive root  זלis there.173 He translates v. 26 as “and he that sent
away the goat for a Remover (of sins) shall wash his clothes…” 174 He then emphasizes that the
word  עזאזלpoints rather to an agent than to an abstract act.175 The operation of removal or
separation, which is accomplished by a series of repeated acts, is expressed by the word  ָּעזַ לזַ ל.
According to him,  ֲעזְַלְזֵּ לis an active participle or participial noun, derived ultimately from עזל,
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but immediately from the reduplicate form of that verb, azazal. He seeks support for his view by
stating, “The reduplication of the consonants of the root in Hebrew and Arabic gives the force of
repetition, so that while azal means removed, azalzal means removed by repetition of acts. Azalzel,
or azazel, therefore, means one who removes by a series of acts.”176
Janowski relates Azazel in Lev 16 to the elimination rite found in Ancient Near East such as the
one practiced in the South Anatolian-North Syrian area. He holds that the scapegoat ritual in Lev
16 originated from the South Anatolian-North Syrian area and later spread on the one hand into
the Palestinian-Israelite and on the other into the Ionian-Greek sphere (Pharmakos-rites in
Colophon, Abdera, Athens and Massalia/Marseille).177 The anger of the divinity in this rite can be
understood as an impurity so that the expression  ַל ֲעזָּ אזֵּ לmeans “for [the elimination of] divine
anger.”178
Carmichael’s view does not contain an obvious etymological element but has to do with the
meaning and the function of the Azazel ritual. He claims that behind the scapegoat ritual in Lev
16 is the Joseph narrative in Genesis.179 He argues against some scholars, such as Wright, Milgrom
and Zatelli, who try to trace the origin of the scapegoat ritual in the Ancient Near East by claiming
that “[t]he Israelite ritual is a product of the nation’s own narrative history and moral reflection.”180
In contrast, he himself states, “The ritual is largely commemorative in function and is not, as is
generally thought, a relic of a rite with decidedly magical overtones of pre-Israelite times.”181 This
view is not new. It is already found in the Book of Jubilees that the Day of Atonement is instituted
to expiate the brothers’ offense against Joseph.182 He says that “we might speculate, Azazel came
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to symbolize their (Joseph’s brothers) malevolence of spirit and that development, in turn, led to
the figure personifying evil in general (Enoch 10:8).”183
One of the most recent studies on Azazel is De Roo’s article “Was the Goat for Azazel Destined
for the Wrath of God,” where she translates  ַל ֲעזָּ אזֵּ לas “for the powerful wrath of God.”184 She
understands  עזאזלas a metathesized form of  עזזאלwhere  ) ֱעזּוז( עזזand its synonym עז, meaning
“strength, fierceness,” describes “God’s powerful wrath as a retribution for sin” (cf. Pss 66:3;
90:11; Isa 42:25; Ezra 8:22) and  אלrefers to YHWH.185 The goat for Azazel had an atoning
function which appeased and placated God’s powerfull anger.
As a summary, we have to admit that the term  עזאזלis difficult and is probably impossible to
translate. Already the LXX struggled with how to render this term and tried to interpret it rather
than giving a translation. None of the proposed etymologies above is satisfactory. First, the earliest
translation, “departing goat” or “scapegoat,” is hardly acceptable. V. 21 very clearly states that it
was a male-goat ( ) ָּש ִּעירand not a she-goat ( ) ֵּעזas the above scholars argue. Therefore, the
proposition that  עזאזלis composed of the two elements  עזand  אזלis not supported by the text of
Lev 16.
Second, I have already mentioned that the view that  עזאזלis a demon residing in the wilderness
is favored by most biblical scholars. This understanding corresponds with the view in later Jewish
traditions.186 However, in my opinion this view poses a serious problem in the understanding of
the Day of Atonement ritual: (1) within the frames of a monotheistic religion, why is the ultimate
and powerful God of Israel prescribed a sort of negotiation to a demonic entity? (2) if such a deity
story is about the concealment of a transgression by the first sons of Israel. There is a move to have them openly
acknowledge their offenses when Joseph trips them up by actions (claiming they are concealed spies, placing money
in their sacks) that mirrors their original actions against him (concealing their treatment of him, seeking money for
him)…The Day of Atonement too is about concealed offenses…The lawgiver focuses on the brother’s method of
concealing an offense, namely, by having it transferred to an animal.”
183
184
185

Carmichael, Illuminating Leviticus, 50. The intended reference is 1 En. 10:8. The first parenthesis is mine.
Jacqueline C.R. de Roo, “Was the Goat for Azazel Destined for the Wrath of God?,” Biblica 81 (2000): 241.
Ibid. According to DCH,  ֱעזּוזmeans “strength, wrath”.

186
Grabbe gives an interesting survey of the development of the name Azazel in the Jewish tradion in Lester L.
Grabbe, “The Scapegoat Tradition: A Study in Early Jewish Interpretation.” JSJ 18 (1987): 152–167. He says:
“Whatever the original significance of the Azazel goat, it became a demonological figure in Judaism. To many Jews
in the last century or so before the fall of the Second Temple, the mention of the name Azazel was likely to evoke this
entire developed demonic tradition” (166). A similar study is also found in Robert Helm, “Azazel in Early Jewish
Tradition,” AUSS 32 (1994): 217–226.

146
(Azazel) was so important, why is its name mentioned nowhere in the Old Testament? And (3)
probably less important but still an argument raised against this view, is the fact that in the Ancient
Near East, the name of the deity to which a scapegoat was sent is not mentioned or identified. In
addition, the belief in an active demon is not familiar in the Old Testament. Wright mentions a few
cases where the worship of demons ( ) ֵּשּׁ ִּדיםis found (Deut 32:17; Ps 106:37).187 These cases do
not seem to show “a belief in real active demons or lesser gods, but use it to characterize the sins
of idolatry and its negative value.”188 Again, the attempt to explain the Azazel ritual in connection
with a demon would not make sense, especially within the Priestly literature. 189 Similarly,
scholars’ attempt to explain the term  עזאזלby linking Lev 16 to the worship of goat-demons
( )ש ִּע ִּירםin Lev 17:7 is not convincing. My argument runs counter to this view. Why could YHWH
who strongly prohibited the worship of goat-demons have asked the Israelites to send a goat to
appease an angry demon in the wilderness? The Day of Atonement is a day of purgation and
forgiveness where the main actor is YHWH. All the rituals performed on this day are executed on
behalf of the people of Israel through various sacrifices to YHWH. Because they sinned against
YHWH and generated impurities that defiled YHWH’s Sanctuary, they have to do with YHWH
and not with a foreign demon in the desert. Furthermore, the text has its own description of the
wilderness asְ ( ֶּא ֶּרץְגזֵּ ָּרהv. 22). The Hebrew term  גָּ זֵּ רis derived from the root meaning “to cut
off” and, hence, some rendered it as “infertile land” or “barren region” (NRSV) or “desolate land”
(NLT) or “an isolated region” (NAB).190 And since this designation is clear enough to describe the
place where the live goat was sent off, the term “Azazel” could not have been used to refer to that
place.
Third, Pinker’s view that Azazel refers to the powerful God of Israel dwelling in the desert is
hardly conceivable. A tradition which calls the God of Israel in the desert Azazel is nowhere
mentioned in the Old Testament. If such a tradition or belief existed, it would have been mentioned
outside of Lev 16. The desert of Lev 16 is better understood as referring to an unhabitable area
where the sins of Israel were dispatched, and not a place where the God of Israel abided.
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Fourth, the view that  עזאזלderives from the Arabic ῾azȃzu(n) “rough ground” is not likely the
case. It is mainly based on late Jewish tradition. The text of Lev 16 seems to point to two opposite
entities, YHWH and Azazel, and not “to YHWH” and “to a/the rough place.” The Hebrew
construction דְל ֲעזָּ אזֵּ ל
ַ לְא ָּח
ֶּ גֹור
ָּ דְליהוָּ הְו
ַ לְא ָּח
ֶּ לֹותְגֹור
ָּ
םְגֹור
ְָּ
יְהש ִּע ִּיר
ַ ֵּ ׁשנin v. 8 clearly shows the
purpose of the casting of lots performed on the Day of Atonement by the use of two prepositions

 ;לit aimed at designating two goats, one for YHWH ( ) ַליהוָּ הand the other for Azazel () ַל ֲעזָּ אזֵּ ל.
The term Azazel, then, is to be understood as referring to an imaginative entity opposite to YHWH
rather than denoting a physical place where the goat was sent away.
Finally, the view that  עזאזלis an abstract noun is not convincing. According to this view, עזאזל
has been variously interpreted as meaning “for the entire removal,” “averter,” “for [the elimination
of] divine anger” and “for the powerful wrath of God.” As I mentioned above it is unlikely that

 עזאזלis an abstract noun referring to an abstract idea. The lojic behind the text of Leviticus clearly
shows that  עזאזלis an opposite entity to YHWH.
In my view, the variances of readings found in the SP, the Qumran text and the Targum show that,
at the early stage of transmission, the Masoretic  עזאזלwas already corrupted. We do not have the
original spelling, and this makes the translation of the term difficult and even impossible. Based
on the parallels I found in the scapegoat rituals in the Ancient Near East, the term  עזאזלshould
refer to “the no-life” and “the impure and sinful” entity in the unhabitable area where the sins of
Israel were sent away with the goat. In the Ancient Near East, the rite is merely an elimination rite,
and there is no mention of a deity to whom the scapegoat could have been sent. The most important
is probably the other area where sins were dispatched and made ineffective. This area was a mere
symbol of another world where sins cannot affect any life.191 I decide to keep the name Azazel in
my translation and throughout my interpretation of Lev 16 because to me the most important is its
symbolic meaning and not its concrete sense.
5.6.5.3 Function of the Scapegoat
V. 21 contains three important issues that need some attention, namely, the laying on of hands, the
confession of sins and the identification of the person who leads the live goat into the wilderness.
191
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Scholars have argued that the live goat sent into the wilderness is not a sacrifice. Gane, for
example, holds that since no part of the goat is offered to YHWH for his use, it is merely a ritual
“vehicle” which functions as a ritual “garbage truck.”192 Wright, too, claims, “The goat does not
appear to be a propitiatory offering to Azazel, but only serves as a vehicle for transporting the sins.
Azazel, to whom the goat is sent, is apparently not an active personality. He is simply a ritual
‘place holder,’ denoting the goat of impurity.”193 The purpose of the scapegoat is to rid the
community of the sins which are the cause of the impurity in the Sanctuary. The sins are placed
on the goat and then sent to the wilderness in order to remove them from the people and from the
Sanctuary. This aspect of the role and function of the scapegoat is clear.
According to Milgrom, the laying on of two hands indicates that the goat to Azazel is not a
sacrifice.194 To him “[t]he two-handed ceremonial instead serves a transference function: to
convey, by confession, the sins of Israel onto the head of the goat.”195 Gese holds that the laying
on of hand performed in the  ַח ָּטאתoffering is different from the laying on of both hands on the
live goat at the Day of Atonement in that the former signifies identification of the offerer to the
sacrificial animal and the latter a transfer of Israel’s sins into the goat. 196 In later Jewish tradition,
the goat was led outside the city and then killed, but it is still not to be taken as being slaughtered
as sacrifice.197 After his minute study of the laying on of hands in the Old Testament, Péter
concludes that the laying on of two hands signifies the transfer of sins to the live goat.198 Wright,
however, proposes that the gesture of laying on both hands in the scapegoat ritual does not mean
a “transfer of sins in the strict sense.”199 He convincingly shows that, although the result of the
192

Gane, Cult and Character, 246–247.

193

Wright, The Disposal of Impurity, 30.

194

Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 1041. He states, “The fact that the text stresses that the hand-leaning rite is executed
with both hands is the key to understanding the function of the Azazel goat. It is not a sacrifice, else the hand-leaning
would have been performed with one hand.”
195

Ibid.

196

Gese, “The Atonement,” 105–106.

197
Shmuel Ahituv, EncJud 2: 763. He writes, “It seems that even in the time of the Second Temple when they
used to kill the goat, its actual death was not considered indispensable since, as soon as the goat reached the desert,
the high priest was permitted to continue with the divine service and was not required to wait until the goat was killed.
It is possible that the goat was killed in order to ensure that it would not return – laden with the sins – to inhabited
places.”
198

Péter, “L’imposition des Mains,” 54–55.

199

Wright, “The Gesture of Hand Placement,” 436.

149
laying on of two hands is transfer of sins of the Israelites to the live goat, its purpose was not to
transfer sins from Aaron’s hands to the goat since he never carries such evil on his body, but rather,
it designates where the sins are to rest. 200
Aaron confesses all the iniquities () ֲעֹונֹּת, the transgressions ()פ ָּׁש ִּעים, and the sins ( ) ַח ָּטאֹותof the
Israelites over the live goat (v. 21). For Kiuchi,  ַח ָּטאתrepresents the “self-hiding” of the Israelites
and the corresponding  ַח ָּטאתoffering fucntions to uncover it.201 He claims that the term ַח ָּטאת
“is not specific violations of the LORD’s commandments, but the existential and spiritual condition
of the human nepeš, which hides itself, that is the object of propitiation.”202 Kiuchi’s argument is
difficult to follow as the root  חטאobviously denotes acts rather than conditions.203 Nevertheless,
his caution with regards to the function of the live goat is worth mentioning. Since the goat cannot
understand Aaron’s confession, the live goat should not be taken as bearing Israel’s sins in the
“true sense.”204 It symbolically carries the Israelites’ sins into the desert.
The text does not tell us the content of the confession. The Mishnah, however, contains a long and
detailed text:
[A] He (the High Priest) comes to the goat which is to be sent forth and lays his two hands on it and
makes the confession.
[B] And thus did he say, “O Lord, your people, the house of Israel, has committed iniquity,
transgressed, and sinned before you. Forgive, O Lord, I pray, the iniquities, transgressions, and sins,
which your people, the house of Israel, have committed, transgressed, and sinned before you,
[C] “as it is written in the Torah of Moses, your servant, ‘For on this day shall atonement be made
for you to clean you. From all your sins shall you be clean before the Lord’ (Lev. 16:30).”
[D] And the priests and people standing in the courtyard, when they would hear the Expressed Name
[of the Lord] come out of the mouth of the high priest, would kneel and bow down and fall on their
faces and say, “Blessed be the name of the glory of his kingdom for ever and ever.” 205
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be, the Mishnah gives us a clue that the confession serves as naming and listing of the sins of the
Israelites, and the most important is the plea for pardon and purification.
The meaning of the Hebrew expression יׁשְע ִּתי
ִּ  ִּאwhich refers to the man who leads the live goat
into the desert in v. 21 is uncertain. It is a hapax legomenon and, despite various attempts to solve
the problem by etymological studies, it remains unsolved.206 The LXX reads ἀνθρώπου ἑτοίμου,
“ready man;” Levine proposes that it is derived from עת, “time, appointed time,” and, thereby,
means “a person available at a specific time” or “a designated man.”207 Westbrook and Theodore
propose a new interpretation based on parallels found in Hittite and Greek tranditions and on a
different etymology of the word  ִּע ִּתי.208 Based on evidence from Syriac, Aramaic and Arabic, they
suggest that the term is derived from the Semitic root which refers to “criminal.”209 This argument
is attractive, but not reliable. As I have already mentioned, though some clear similarities can be
established between scapegoat rituals in the Ancient Near East and that of Lev 16, there are still
many significant differences between them, as well. It is safer to conceive  ִּע ִּתיas a derivative of

“ עתtime.” The common rendering “designated man” makes sense.
V. 22 states that the live goat shall bear on itself all their iniquities to a desert region and the goat
shall be set free there.
5.6.6 Concluding Ritual (Lev 16:23–28)
This concluding ritual can be divided into two parts: (1) change of clothes and the offering of the
burnt offering (vv. 23–25) and (2) some final ritual acts such as the cleaning rite and the removal
of carcasses (vv. 26–28). These two parts will be presented below.
5.6.6.1 Change of Clothes and Burnt Offering Sacrifice (Lev 16:23–25)
V. 23 is not clear. Milgrom reminds us of the problems behind the sequence of acts in vv. 23–24:
“The sequence of acts in vv 23–24 raises many questions. It seems that the High Priest enters the
Tent, undresses, leaves his linen clothes there (polluted?), bathes himself either in the Tent
206
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(where?) or in the courtyard (naked?), and then emerges (whence?) to officiate on the altar.”210
The problem here is that, according to this sequence, Aaron shall reenter the Tent of Meeting,
remove his clothes, leave his linen vestments there, and proceed naked to the place of bathing, as
indicated in v. 24. This, of course, is hardly conceivable. The law of Exod 20:26: “You shall not
go up by steps to my altar, so that your nakedness may not be exposed on it” (Exod 20:26 NRSV)
very clearly forbids exposure of nudity near the altar. Furthermore, Exod 28:42–43 indicates that
the priestly vestments were fashioned in such a manner as to avoid possible exposure of private
parts. Trying to solve this problem, the rabbis reordered the sequence by placing v. 23 after v. 25
as follows: after his ablutions, the high priest put on his ordinary ornate tunic, offered the burnt
offering (v. 24) and the purification offering (v. 25), changed back to his linen clothes in which he
reentered the Tent (v. 23a) to remove the censer and pan from the Holy of Holies, and then donned
his ornate garments, leaving the linen garments in the courtyard (never to be reused), in order to
offer the remaining sacrifices, the festival supplement (Num 29:9–11).211 In fact, the rabbis
accepted that the whole ritual is correctly ordered except for v. 23, which needs to be placed after
v. 25.212
Unfortunately, although this reordering seems to solve the issue on nudity in the Tent, it creates
another problem. The question is if the reentry of the High Priest into the Tent of Meeting occurs
at the end of v. 25, how do we then explain the fact that he has to come out in v. 24? From where
does he come out?213 Milgrom follows rabbi Elijah of Vilna.214 He is an authoritative rabbi of the
18th century who defended the MT’s ordering by proposing that the text of vv. 6–28 deals not with
the annual Day of Atonement but with an emergency rite that the high priest could employ
whenever he felt that the Sanctuary was dangerously polluted. Hence, he claims, there is no need
to read into this text five immersions and ten washings. The latter is required only on Yom Kippur,
but for an emergency three immersions and six washings suffice.
The second alternative is Levine’s proposition that the acts prescribed in vv. 23–24 are in their
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proper sequence.215 What is improper, according to Levine, is the place of the acts since disrobing
inside the Tent would be prohibited. To solve this problem, he proposes to let us inform by the
later Jewish description that clarifies some details which are not specified in the MT. In order to
understand this we have to bear in mind that Lev 16 is referring to the wilderness Tabernacle which
was surrounded by a courtyard. Levine proposes the following sequence: “After dispatching the
scapegoat, the High Priest was standing near the altar of burnt offering, in the courtyard. He
proceeded to a screened area, adjacent to the Tent, where he disrobed, bathed, and donned his
golden vestments.”216 He assumes that  באְאלin v. 23, which usually means “enter,” here means
“to approach.” In this case, the High Priest removed his linen garments in a screened area near but
not inside the Tent. Similarly, ויָּ ָּצא, “and he shall come out,” in v. 24 would refer to the High
Priest’s leaving the screened area, not to his exit from the Tent.217 At least, Levine’s proposition
makes sense. Whatever the order of the sequence might be, the important issues here are the change
of clothes of the High Priest and his bathing in water before proceeding to the remaining sacrifices.
The linen garments must be left in the holy place (v. 23). After the High Priest had proceeded into
the Holy of Holies, the garments possessed a “greater sanctity” and, so, must remain in the holy
place and not in the courtyard.218
V. 24 states, ְרֹוְב ַמיִּ ם
ַ ץְאת־ב ָּשׂ
ֶּ ו ָּר ַח, “and he (High Priest) shall bathe his body in water.” Hartley
thinks that the reason of this bathing is to remove “some of the holiness that has penetrated him
from being in the Holy of Holies so that he may function at the altar of the whole offering without
endangering the congregation standing in that area.”219 This is the only case where an immersion
is required after the performance of a ritual. According to the prescription in Exod 30:17–21, only
the washing of hands and feet before the ritual is mandatory. He was then required to wear his
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normal priestly vestments while he offered burnt sacrifices for himself and the people.
The burnt offering ( )ע ָֹּּלהis an expiatory sacrifice. Aaron now offers two burnt offerings, one for
himself and one for the people (v. 24). He shall make atonement (דְה ָּעם
ָּ רְב ֲעדֹוְּוב ַע
ַ “ ו ִּכ ֶּפand he
shall make atonement on his behalf and on behalf of the people”). The  ִּכ ֶּפרritual in this case is to
be understood to have propitiatory but not purificatory function. According to Numbers 29:8–11,
on the Day of Atonement, there were nine burnt offerings: one bull, one ram and seven lambs. If
the burnt offering ram of Leviticus 16:24 is not the same as that of Numbers 29:8, then a total of
ten burnt offerings were sacrificed.220 Alternatively, if the two rams are discrete, then eleven burnt
offerings were sacrificed.221
V. 25 mentions the burning of the suet of the purification offering. This must refer to the
purification offerings of the High Priest and of the people (see vv. 3, 5). The suet of the purification
offering must be burned after the burnt offering has been executed. Once all this has been done,
the High Priest’s rite is completed, and, according to the Mishna, “They celebrate a festival for all
his friends when he has come forth whole from the Sanctuary.”222
5.6.6.2 The Washing Rites and Removal of Carcasses (Lev 16:26–28)
V. 26 continues the prescription after the Azazel ritual is complete. The person who has sent ()ׁשלח
the goat to Azazel has become unclean due to his contact with the goat laden with Israel’s sins.
The fact that the goat is accompanied by someone and is led to a desert place is meant to show that
there is absolutely no possibility for its return. Thus, the guilt of the nation is carried away and,
hence, symbolically forgiven. On returning to the camp the person in question shall wash his
clothes and bathe himself in water. Two verbs, כבס, “to wash, to launder,” and רחץ, “to bathe,”
are employed here to convey the required ritual of washing. These two verbs are commonly used
in the context of ritual purification in the Priestly literature. The washing includes both the clothes
and the body of the person who has led the live goat into the desert. Such a ritual is mandatory (see
Num 19:8) for someone who has become impure before he can join the community again.
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V. 27 gives some instructions on how to deal with the rest of the parts of the bull and the goat
whose blood has been taken to the holy place. The remaining parts of the bull and the goat that are
not burned on the altar for the purification offerings must be disposed of properly. These are ערת,
“the hides,” בשׂר, “the meat,” and פרׁש, “the offal,” which all are to be brought ( )יצאoutside
( )חּוץthe camp and burned with fire (cf. Lev 4:11–12). The fire is used to completely destroy the
rest of the purification offerings. The one who is in charge of this task must wash his clothes and
bathe himself in water to become ritually clean (v. 28). The reason for this ritual purification is not
inherently clear since, according to Lev 4, the flesh of the purification is most holy, not being
defiled by the offerer’s sin. But this fact also raises a question on why the High Priest is not
rendered impure whereas the purification offerings and the live goat handlers are. This is a difficult
question because the text does not give any clues about these issues. Milgrom thinks that either
“in the Priestly scheme the high priest is immune to the effects of the purgation rites” or “the
animals are not rendered impure until after the high priest completes his purgation rites.”223 Trying
to resolve this problem, the rabbis said that the live goat does not defile until it leaves Jerusalem
and that the remaining parts of the purification offering does not defile until it leaves the Sanctuary
court.224 Kiuchi claims that both eaten and burnt  ַח ָּטאתofferings are contagious.225 He shows,
however, that “the eaten hattat conveys holiness within the Sanctuary, whereas the burnt hattat
probably conveys holiness within the Sanctuary but defiles, like the Azazel goat, its handler
outside the camp.”226 According to Kiuchi, what causes both holiness and uncleanness to be
contagious is that the sacrificial animal symbolizes death.
5.6.7 Paraenetic Conclusion and Closing Statement (Lev 16:29–34)
In v. 29, the prescription sets the Day of Atonement to be a תְעֹולם
ָּ
 ֻח ַק, “a perpetual statute.”227
By this the day ceases to be an emergency rite if it might have been so before. The date of this
ritual was also set to be שֹׂורְלח ֶֹּּדׁש
ַ
יְב ָּע
ֶּ יע
ִּ ׁשְהשּׁ ִּב
ַ  ַבח ֶֹּּד, “in the seventh month, on the tenth day of
the month” which is the 10th of Tishri. The following is said about the prescribed attitude or action
of the Israelites on this day: יכם
ֶּ נּוְאת־נַ פׁש ֵֹּּת
ֶּ “ ת ַעyou shall deny yourselves.” The verb  ענהin
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pi’el means “to humble, mishandle, afflict.”228 The text does not give any further details, but we
can assume that what is meant here is a general fasting. The Mishnah lists abstentions from food
and drink, bathing, using oil as an unguent to moisten the skin, wearing leather sandals, and sexual
intercourse (m. Yoma 8:1). Both  ָּה ֶּאז ָּרח, “the citizen,” and  ַהגֵּ ר, “the foreigner,” shall refrain from
works.
V. 30 gives the ultimate purpose of the Day of Atonement ritual. It is prescribed with the purpose
of effecting an atonement ( ) ִּכ ֶּפרon the Israelites’ behalf by purifying ( ) ַט ֵּהרthem from all their
sins () ַחטֹּאת. The phrase יכם
ֶּ את
ֵּ ֹּ ֹּלְחט
ַ “ ִּמכfrom all your sins” could go with the previous clause
(i.e., “to purify you from all your sins”)229 or it could go with the following clause (i.e., “you shall
be clean from all your sins before YHWH.”230 It seems that the first translation is correct since the
purpose of the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual on the Day of Atonement is to purify the Israelites from their sins. The
second clause indicates the reason of the ritual, the Israelites must be clean before YHWH.
V. 31 reaffirms the perpetual character of the statute of the Day of Atonement. It is called ְַׁש ַבת

 ַׁש ָּבתֹון, “Sabbath of complete rest” (see also Lev 23:32). This term is applied not only to the Day
of Atonement, but also to the Sabbath (Lev 23:3; Exod 35:2) and the sabbatical year for the land
(Lev 25:4). In each case the context is the prohibition against work. On regular festivals, light work
unrelated to one’s livelihood, would be permitted.231 On the Day of Atonement, however, any
work, even the lightest ones, is forbidden; it is a day of complete rest.
The phrase ןְא ֶּׁשר־יִּמ ַׁשח
ֲ  ַהכ ֵֹּּהin v. 32 refers to the priest, whom he anoints and consecrates for the
priestly duties. The following statement תְא ִּביו
ָּ ןְת ַח
ַ “ ל ַכ ֵּהto serve as priest in place of his father”
can mean either that in distinction from vv. 2–28, which exclusively focus on Aaron, v. 32 focuses
on his successors, or it can mean that Aaron was allowed to purify the Sanctuary at any time there
was an emergency while his successors shall make atonement only on the Day of Atonement.232
On the most holy day of the year, the most holy person among the Israelites shall make atonement
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in the most holy place of the Sanctuary (Holy of Holies), clothed with the most holy vestments.
V. 33 is a summary of the entire ritual on the Day of Atonement and enumerates the beneficiaries
of the atonement: ׁשְהק ֶֹּּדׁש
ַ  ִּמק ַד, “the Holy of Holies,” לְמֹועד
ֵּ
א ֶֹּּה, “the Tent of Meeting,” ח
ְ ַ מז ֵּב
ְִּ  ַה,
“the altar”  ַהכ ֲֹּהנִּ ים, “the priests,” and םְה ָּק ָּהל
ַ ל־ע
ַ  ָּכ, “all the people of the congregation.” Once
again, the re-affirming of the Day of Atonement as a perpetual statute occurs in v. 34. The whole
prescription of the Day of Atonement is closed by the statement that הְאת־
ֶּ ָּרְצּוָּ הְיהו
ִּ שְׂכ ֲא ֶּׁש
ַ וַ יַ ַע

מ ֶֹּּׁשה, “and he did as YHWH commanded Moses” in v. 34b. The ritual is executed according to
what YHWH commanded Aaron to do.
5.7 Preliminary Conclusion
The Day of Atonement sits at the heart of the Pentateuch and, as such, its theology is central to the
cultic life of the ancient Israelites. Once again, the overall structure of the ritual purification on the
Day of Atonement displays the same characters as the one I presented in chapter 3. 233 The ritual
of the Day of Atonement is characterized by symbolism and blood manipulation. As the climax of
all cultic rituals throughout the year, the Day of Atonement ritual focuses on purification through
blood of several sacrifices. The  ַח ָּטאתoffering of the Day of Atonement does not only concern
individual human beings and the holy place. The absence of the verb “ סלחto forgive” in Lev 16
does not mean that the ritual performed there is a mere purification aiming at purifying the
Sanctuary (against Milgrom).234 The fact that the blood of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering reaches the Holy of
Holies, the abode of YHWH, obviously shows that this sacrifice performs an extraordinary
function on the Day of Atonement.235 Six aspects of the Day of Atonement need to be highlighted
here:
(1) the Day of Atonement festival is a national religious celebration characterized by
prohibitions. These prohibitions include prohibition from work, presence of a human being inside
the Sanctuary during the Day of Atonement ritual and fasting;
(2) due to human sins and impurities, the Sanctuary becomes unclean and needs an annual
purification;
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(3) human sins and impurities are forgiven/purified once a year through special atonement
carried out by means of sacrificial blood;
(4) the ritual purification includes a bathing rite of the officiating high priest;
(5) the ritual purification is led by a high priest and proceeds from the most holy to the less
holy;
(6) evil––moral sins and ritual impurities––is symbolically eliminated by means of a
scapegoat sent away from the habitable area. I will develop these six points below.
First, the Priestly literature instructs the Israelites to celebrate the Day of Atonement as a national
religious festival. Lev 16 and Lev 23:26–32 record various prescriptions which emphasize that it
is a festival of complete rest. All Israelites as well as resident aliens must refrain from work. These
prescriptions also require the Israelites to fast. Fasting is part of the self-denial that the celebration
of the Day of Atonement requires (cf. Lev 16:29). The prescription also states that, apart from the
officiating high priest, any presence of human beings inside the Sanctuary is absolutely prohibited
during the performance of the ritual of the Day of Atonement.
Second, Lev 16 shows the Priestly concept of cyclic time, space and purification: every year a
global purification must be carried out. Sacrifices performed throughout the year partly purgate
the Sanctuary but it continues to be polluted by the Israelites’ sins and impurities. This
phenomenon represents a danger to the Israelites since a continually unpurified Sanctuary would
force YHWH to leave his residence in the Sanctuary. Through the sprinkling of blood inside the
Holy of Holies, the Sanctuary is both purified and re-consecrated (Lev 16:19). Therefore, the
global purification carried out on the Day of Atonement guarantees both YHWH’s dwelling among
his people and his people’s survival.
Third, the  ַח ָּטאתoffering and the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual performed on the Day of Atonement bring about
purification of the people. The blood of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering even reaches the Holy of Holies which
represents YHWH’s presence. Symbolically, all Israel is brought into the Holy of Holies to meet
YHWH through the blood of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering and the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual. Sins, transgressions and guilt
are all forgiven and ritual impurities are cleansed away. Human beings are globally purified and
new fellowship with YHWH is restored. Sins are not only forgiven and continue to pollute the
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Sanctuary as is the case throughout the year.236 On the Day of Atonement sins are forgiven and the
Sanctuary is purified so that both human beings and the Sanctuary are equally pure before YHWH.
For this reason, “purification offering” is a more appropriate translation of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering on
the Day of Atonement than “sin offering.”
Fourth, during the ritual purification of the Day of Atonement, the officiating high priest shall
perform a bathing rite in water inside the Sanctuary. He takes off his vestments and bathes his
body in water. The purpose of this bathing rite is to remove the superholiness that he contracted
by entering the Holy of Holies.237
Fifth, it is worth mentioning that the high priest carries out the whole ritual. No other human being
is allowed to be present inside the Sanctuary during the purification ritual. The dynamic structure
of the ritual and the atonement performed on the Day of Atonement show the following logic: the
atonement is performed from the most holy to the less holy. The expiation and the purification
process starts from the most holy person (high priest) inside the most holy place (sprinkling of
blood before and upon the Holy of Holies) outward to the Holy place (sprinkling of blood on the
curtain and the altar of incense) and then ends up in the courtyard (sprinkling of blood on and at
the base of the burnt offering altar). The high priest makes atonement on behalf of himself and his
house and then on behalf of the congregation of Israel. The ritual process is the same but the
sacrificial animals differ: a bull for the high priest and a goat for the entire congregation of Israel.
Finally, the scapegoat ritual clearly expresses the action of taking Israel’s sins away. The scapegoat
functions as a “garbage truck” which carries Israel’s sins and impurities away. The scapegoat ritual
clearly shows that sins and impurities are symbolically loaded on the scapegoat allotted to Azazel
and disposed into an unaccessible place. The scapegoat ritual has three elements: (1) the high priest
lays his both hands on the head of the goat, (2) he confesses all Israel’s sins on the goat, and (3)
an appointed person sends the goat into the desert. These three elements point to an elimination
rite. Israel’s sins and impurities are transported into the unhabitable area where evil is made
ineffective and thereby eliminated.
The Fandroana (bathing) ritual in Madagascar strikingly exhibits some aspects of the Day of
Atonement. As we will see in chapter 7, in ancient times, and it is still practiced until today with
236
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other forms, every year at the New Year, Malagasy people, the royal palace and the whole land
undergo a global purification. The six aspects of the Fandroana will be discussed in chapter 7, and
the main focus will be the analysis of each element that may show some correspondence with the
Day of Atonement.
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PART TWO: A STUDY OF MALAGASY TRADITIONAL RITUALS
Though the main focus of this Second Part is the study of three Malagasy traditional rituals as the
counterpart of the three rituals from Leviticus in Part One, I think it is necessary to give a short
presentation of Madagascar, its culture and its religion for the sake of the readers. The traditional
rituals I will present here will obviously appear strange to some readers. Therefore, chapter 6 will
be devoted to introducing Madagascar and its people together with their beliefs and main core
values. My purpose is to communicate to the readers an impression of how it looks like to be a
Malagasy.
In chapter 7 I will explore and analyze three Malagasy traditional rituals. First, I will study the
Malagasy concept of sin and its corresponding ritual sacrifices. The second case is the postpartum
ritual purification seen in three different ethnic groups, namely, the Merina, the Sakalava and the
Bara. Finally, I will study the New Year’s royal ritual bath of purification called Fandroana.
Chapter 7 encompasses two stages: first I will explore and analyze the ritual components of the
three mentioned rituals by highlighting their ritual aspects and, second, I will bring them side by
side with Leviticus by comparing them with the three priestly rituals studied in Part One.
My investigation will rely on four aspects of the Malagasy culture: Madagascar used to be an oral
society and most of its legacy is known in various oral traditions in form of (1) history of the kings,
(2) fables and myths (angano), (3) numerous proverbs (ohabolana) and (4) traditional oratory
speeches (kabary). These oral traditions were later recorded into various written documents such
as Callet’s Tantara ny Andriana1 (The history of the Nobles), Navone’s “Ny atao no miverina”
(“What one does, will return to him/her”) or Ethnologie et Proverbes Malgaches and Ohabolana
Malagasy (Malagasy proverbs). In addition, there are a number of valuable periodicals, which I
will consult, such as the Antananarivo Annual, Taloha (Annual of the University of Madagascar)
and various other works on Madagascar and its culture.2

1

Tantara ny Andriana is a collection of the history of the kings of the Imerina, collected and written down in
Malagasy by François Callet. This document also contains rich sources of Malagasy traditional customs and rituals
which help us understand the Fandroana as well as many other rites of the Merina tribe.
2

Annales de l’Université de Madagascar.
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Chapter 6: Background on Madagascar and its Culture
6.1 Background
6.1.1 Madagascar: The Island and its People
Madagascar is Africa’s largest island and the fourth largest island in the world, following
Greenland, New Guinea and Borneo.1 It is located in the southwestern Indian Ocean about 400 km
off the coast of Mozambique. The island has a total area of 587 041 square kilometers and a
population of 24 430 325 (July 2016 estimate).2 Overall, Madagascar’s climate is tropical along
the coast, temperate inland, and arid in the south. Average annual temperatures range between 23˚
and 27˚C depending on altitude. Madagascar is one of the world’s treasure houses of biodiversity
and is known for its various species of plants and animals, and by far most of its species of fauna
and flora are endemic to the island.
Despite its paradisic landscape and beautiful flora and fauna that make it unique, Madagascar is
facing many social, economic and political challenges. Three major factors can cause damages to
the country and its population every year: meteorological factors, such as tempests, floods,
cyclones and droughts; geophysical, such as earthquakes, tsunamis, mud/rock/landslides; and
biological, such as locust invasion and epidemic diseases.3 Due to its position in the Indian Ocean,
every year Madagascar is devastated by strong cyclones. In March 2017 a strong tropical cyclone,
Enawo, struck the north-east coast of Madagascar causing floods, where towns and cities were
flooded; houses, schools, hospitals and critical infrastructure were destroyed; and thousands of
people were displaced.4 Cyclones devastate the production of livestock and major crops, including
rice, maize, cloves, vanilla, and coffee; they also affect other sectors such as environment and
health.

1

Steven M. Goodman, William L. Jungers, Extinct Madagascar: Picturing the Island’s Past (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 2014), 16.
2
CIA, The World Factbook: Madagascar (July 11, 2017 [cited 19/07 2017]); available from
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ma.html.
3

MEF, “Rapport sur l’Etat de l’Environnement à Madagascar 2012. Chapitre 10: Catastrophes Naturelles,” (ed.
Rakotondravony Hery, 2012), 359.
4
BNGRC and the Humanitarian Country Team in Madagascar, “Madagascar: Cyclone Enawo Situation Report:
No. 1,” (2017), 1.
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The population growth rate is estimated to 2.54 % (2016) with the birth rate of 32.1 births per
1 000 population and the mother’s mean age at first birth is 19,5.5 The fertility rate is 4.12 children
born per woman (2016 estimate), and its youthful population (over 60 % are under the age of 25)
ensures that the Malagasy population will continue its rapid growth.6 The population is
predominantly rural and poor; chronic malnutrition is prevalent, and large families are the norm.
Many young Malagasy girls are withdrawn from school, marry early (often pressured to do so by
their parents), and soon begin having children. Early childbearing, coupled with Madagascar’s
widespread poverty and lack of access to skilled health care providers during delivery, increases
the risk of death and serious health problems for young mothers and their babies. CIA’s 2016
record on infant mortality rate of Madagascar shows 42.4 deaths per 1 000 live births and a
maternal mortality rate of 353 deaths per 100 000 live births (2015 estimate).7
The lack of adequate agricultural and rural development policies is one of the causes of the lasting
poverty that makes Madagascar one of the top 10 poorest countries in the world. 70.7% of the
population live below the international poverty line of $1.25 per day. 8 Agriculture, including
fishing and forestry, is a mainstay of the economy, accounting for more than one-fourth of GDP
(Gross Domestic Product) and employing roughly 80 % of the population.9
The Malagasy society is mainly patriarchal, and gender injustice coupled with various forms of
oppression against women remains an issue throughout the island. The United Nations’ CEDAW
report on Madagascar (2015) mentioned some discriminatory stereotypes such as the concept of
“the head of the household” and the perpetuation of “the father’s name and estate” alongside of
some harmful practices such as child and/or forced marriage, the sale of wives, girl markets

5
CIA, The World
factbook/geos/ma.html.
6

Factbook:

Madagascar,

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

Ibid.

7
Population Division of the Department for Eonomic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat,
“Population Policy Databank: Abortion Policy (Madagascar),” 116. Various efforts have been carried out by the
government to reduce the fertility by expanding access to family planning information and services through a national
family planning programme. A non-governmental organization affiliated with the International Planned Parenthood
Federation, Fianakaviana Sambatra (FISA, meaning “happy family”), was founded in 1967 and has progressively gained
recognition, assisting the Government in a number of population-related activities.
8

CIA, The World
factbook/geos/ma.html.
9

Ibid.

Factbook:

Madagascar,

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
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(tsenan’ampela), bride price (moletry) and polygamy.10
With regard to religious practice, according to recent documents, 48 % of the population follow
the indigenous traditional religion, 46 % are Christians, 4 % are Muslims and 2 % practice other
religions.11 Madagascar is also home to many unique customs and beliefs, and each part of the
island is inhabited by a different cultural group having its own distinct customs. Malagasy society
is regulated by numerous local taboos, known as fady, which vary from region to region so you
should educate yourself of any local taboos before entering any region in order to remain respectful
and avoid offending.
The Malagasy are known for their core cultural value called fihavanana (kinship, friendship,
relatedness), and ancestor veneration is a key aspect of Malagasy traditional religion. The term
fihavanana, which derives from the noun havana (relative, family) is difficult to translate into
other languages.12 The fihavanana includes a wide range of concepts such as “kinship,”
“collaterality,” “consanguinity,” “alliance,” “friendship” and interpersonal relationship.13 In
Madagascar, the concept of family extends far beyond that of kinship by blood. A multitude of
people can be counted as one’s havana as long as they are loyal to the fihavanana’s norms. In
order to maintain and restore the fihavanana, any conflict can be managed by the intermediary of
a raiamandreny (literally meaning parent), who tries to restore a broken relationship.14 The concept
of fihavanana extends even beyond the visible earthly life, since the Malagasy believe that every
human effort would fail without the blessings through the fihavanana (reconciliation) with the
ancestors. This makes the ancestors religiously, socially, and politically central to the Malagasy
life. Most Malagasy are multi-ethnic, however, reflecting the island’s diversity of settlers and
10
“CEDAW/C/MDG/CO/6-7: Concluding Observations on the Combined Sixth and Seventh Periodic Reports
of Madagascar,” (2015), 5.
11

Jean-François Faba, “Madagascar: Quelques Repères,” PM 56 (2008): 111.

12
Øyvind Dahl, Meanings in Madagascar: Cases of Intercultural Communication (London: Bergin & Garvey,
1999). Dahl, for example, translated it as “friendship, solidarity”. See also a recent dissertation by RAFALIMANANA
Jean de Dieu, “From the Biblical Apokatallassō and Eirēnē to the Malagasy Fampihavanana and Fihavanana: An
Exegetical Study of Ephesians 2:11–22 with Particular Focus on the Terms ‘Reconciliation’ and ‘Peace’ and their
Malagasy Contextualisation Mediated through Translation” (PhD diss., VID Specialized University, 2016), 183–191.
13

Dahl, Meanings in Madagascar, 109–111. See also Robert Jaovelo-Dzao, “La sagesse malgache,” Recherche
et Documentations 11 (1991): 25. Jaovelo-Dzao says that “la notion de Fihavanana se veut très souple et extrêmement
étendue à Madagascar. Elle désigne à la fois la parenté, la collatéralité, la consanguinité, l’alliance, l’amitié et les
relations interpersonnelles.”
14

A raiamandreny can be a biological relative, an authority, or a religious leader.
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historical contacts, as we will see below.
6.1.2 A Glimpse on Malagasy Origin
The study of the Malagasy origin is a complex and difficult scholarly task. Many scholars have
written on the origin of the Malagasy people.15 Various approaches have been used such as
historical, anthropological, biological, ethnographic, archeological etc. One point most scholars
agree on is that the Malagasy people is not homogeneous; they are a mixture of, at least, Asian and
African races. This can be seen through their physical characteristics, language and culture.
Inhabitants of the central highland relatively have light complexions and straight black hair while
people from the coasts (commonly called by the French côtiers) have dark skin and curly hair.
It is now generally accepted, in accordance with Otto Christian Dahl’s theory, that the core source
languages for the Malagasy are the Barito dialects of South-East of Kalimantan in Borneo.16 Long
before Dahl, researchers already noticed the striking affinity between the Malagasy language and
the Indonesian languages. Frederick de Houtman’s list of some Dutch/Malay/Malagasy words
published in 1603 already displayed the resemblance between the Malay and the Malagasy
language.17 It was Luis de Mariano who first noticed that traders coming from the southern shores
of Africa spoke Swahili, but the natives used the so called bouque language (Malagasy), which is
totally different from the Kafir language but very similar to the Malay language. 18 He claimed that
this “proves almost certainly that the first inhabitants [of Madagascar] came from the ports of
Malacca.”19 In 1951, Dahl succeeded in gathering a rather broad corpus of conclusive common
linguistic features of a particularly narrow relationship between the Malagasy and another
15

The term Malagasy also refers to the common language spoken in the island.

16

Otto Christian Dahl wrote three valuable works on this subject, namely, Malgache et Maanjan: une
Comparaison Linguistique (Oslo: Egede-Instituttet, 1951), “La Subdivision de la Famille Barito et la Place du
Malgache.” Acta Orientalia 38 (1977): 77–134 and Migration from Kalimantan to Madagascar (Oslo: Norwegian
University Press, 1991).
17

Otto Christian Dahl, Malgache et Maanjan, 9–10.

18

Luis Mariano, Relation du Voyage de Découverte, fait à l'ile Saint-Laurent, dans les Années 1613-1614, Par
Le Capitaine Paulo Rodrigues Da Costa et les Pères Jésuites Pedro Fueire et Luis Mariano, à bord de La Caravelle
(Collection des Ouvrages Anciens concernant Madagascar; ed. Alfred Grandidier and Guillaume Grandidier; vol. 2;
Paris: Comité de Madagascar, 1904), 21–22. He said, “Mais à une petite distance de cette côte, de même que dans tout
l’intérieur de l'île et sur le reste des côtes, on ne parle que la langue bouque [malgache], qui est particulière aux
indigènes et diffère totalement de la langue cafre, mais qui est très semblable au malaise.”
19
Ibid., 22. My translation of “ce qui prouve d’une manière presque sûre que les prémiers habitants sont venus
des ports de Malacca.” The insertion in the parenthesis above is mine.
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Austronesian language, the Maanyan of the south of Borneo. He concluded that the migration from
Borneo to Madagascar took place around 400 AD.20 It is to be noticed that the Malagasy language,
spoken by the entire population, belongs to the Austronesian family. Lexicostatistics show that
almost 90 % of the Malagasy vocabulary is Indonesian.21 This language is most closely related to
Maanyan (Greater Barito East group of the Austronesian family), but there are also some related
languages found in Sulawesi, Malaysia and Sumatra.22 Scholars have demonstrated that the
Malagasy language also contains non-Austronesian elements as found in various loanwords in
Malagasy, taken from Sanskrit, Malay, Javanese, Arabic, Swahili, Bantu, etc.23 Arabic loanwords
are found, for example, in terms for days of the week and words connected with astrology,
arithmetics and divination (sikidy).
In recent biological studies, some scholars have concluded that “[t]he Malagasy are the
descendants of a unique prehistoric admixture event between African and Asian individuals, the
outcome of one of the earliest protoglobalization processes that began approximately 4,000 years
before present (BP).”24 The Malagasy population shows strong biological25 and linguistic
connections to east coast African and Island Southeast Asian groups.26 Madagascar was not
“discovered” by Europeans until 1500, and Arab presence along the eastern littoral took place in
the eighth century; Chinese contact occurred before that.
But who were the first Austronesian settlers in Madagascar? Many issues relating to the time and
identity of the first settlers remain disputed. Scientific research on the origin of Malagasy DNA

20

Otto Christian Dahl, Malgache et Maanjan, 370.

21

Pierre Vérin, “Madagascar and Indonesia: New Evidence from Archeology and Linguistics ” in The Melaka
Papers (ed. Peter Bellwood and Doreen BowderyBIPPA; Canberra: The Australian National University, 1999), 34.
22

Maurizio Serva et al., “Malagasy Dialects and the Peopling of Madagascar,” JRSI 9 (2012).

23

Alexander Adelaar, “Malay and Javanese Loanwords in Malagasy, Tagalog and Siraya (Formosa),” JHSSSAO
150 (1995): 50–65. See also Lars Dahle, “The Swaheli Element in the New Malagasy-English Dictionary,”
Antananarivo Annual 9 (1885): 99–115; Alexander Adelaar, “Malagasy Phonological History and Bantu Influence,”
Oceanic Linguistics 51 (2012): 123–159; Alexander Adelaar, “Loanwords in Malagasy,” in Loanwords in the World’s
Languages: A Comparative Handbook (ed. Martin Haspelmath and Uri Tadmor; Berlin: De Gruyter Mouton, 2009),
717–746.
24
Nicolas Brucato et al., “Malagasy Genetic Ancestry Comes from an Historical Malay Trading Post in Southeast
Borneo,” MBE 33 (2016): 2396.
25

Denis Pierrona et al., “Genome-wide Evidence of Austronesian–Bantu Admixture and Cultural Reversion in
a Hunter-gatherer Group of Madagascar,” PNAS 111 (2014): 940.
26

Serva et al., “Malagasy Dialects and the Peopling of Madagascar,” 54.
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shows that half is African and half is Indonesian.27 As stated above, Malagasy language is mostly
Maanyan. The problem with this view, however, is that Maanyan is spoken by a population which
lives along the Barito river in Kalimantan which did not possess the necessary skills for long
maritime navigation to enable them to reach Madagascar.
Serva et al., in their studies of the Malagasy dialects, suggest that the Austronesian ancestors of
the Malagasy landed in Madagascar somewhere between Mahanoro (central part of the east coast)
and Ambovobe (extreme south of the east coast) around 650 AD.28 Due to an Indian Ocean current
that connects Sumatra with Madagascar, that would eventually carry them to the east coast of
Madagascar, the Malagasy ancestors would probably have passed by the easily navigable Sunda
strait.29 These scholars also identify two landing areas, namely, Mananjary and Manakara on the
southeast coast and Antananarivo and Fianarantsoa in the Central Highlands of Madagascar.30
There is also a suggestion that the first immigrants who came in the first millennium AD were
probably different from the Austronesians who reached the East African coast earlier at different
times.31
The Austronesian migrants do not seem to be the first inhabitants of the island. According to
Malagasy lore, people called Vazimba were the first population of Madagascar, and they occupied
the Highland. Early scholars identified the Vazimba as a group of people inhabiting the Malagasy
highlands before being driven to peripheral areas of the island by later Austronesian (protoMalagasy) immigrants of “superior… intellect and ability.”32 It is still debated whether they were
part of a previous Austronesian expansion or a population of a completely different origin (Bantu,

27

According to Denis Pierrona et al., “Genome-wide Evidence,” 940, “the Bantu gene flow represents at least
60% of the genetic background, whereas Austronesian gene flow represents around 30% and is likely coming from
the Java-Kalimantan-Sulawesi area.”
28

Serva et al., “Malagasy Dialects,” 62.
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The Sunda Strait (Indonesian: Selat Sunda) is the strait between the Indonesian islands of Java and Sumatra.
It connects the Java Sea to the Indian Ocean.
30

Serva et al., “Malagasy Dialects,” 62.
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Philippe Beaujard, “The first Migrants to Madagascar and their Introduction of Plants: Linguistic and
Ethnological Evidence,” Azania 46 (2011): 169.
32
Guillaume Grandidier, “Madagascar,” GR 10 (1920): 209. See also Amber R. Huff, “Exploring Discourses of
Indigeneity and Rurality in Mikea Forest Environmental Governance,” Madagascar Conservation & Development 7
(2012): 61.
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Khoisan?).33 Blench et al. describe the Vazimba people as “small in stature, and stereotyped as
darker than the neighbouring farmers and herders, although this may be simply the consequence
of their way of life.”34 Razafindrazaka, in his recent thesis, suggests that the early inhabitants of
Madagascar were hunter-gatherers who spoke a different language than the Malagasy, which did
not yet exist at that time.35 He also concludes that “[s]ome of these hunter-gatherers have been
able to persist until recently in the forests of Madagascar, and it is not impossible that some people
still spoke a language different from Malagasy one or two centuries ago.”36
Recently, there is a “fouthèse” promoted by the so-called “Hebraist scholars” who claim that the
inhabitants of the Highland of Madagascar descended from the Jews.37 This view, which is rejected
by historians and linguists, is more a political strategy to promote the Merina royal lineage than a
serious scholarly historical thesis on the Malagasy origin. Their purpose is to establish a theocratic
government ruled by the so-called Jew Merina descendants. This view is far from gaining
acceptance among scholars. It is well documented, however, that some early scholars such as
Flacourt and Grandidier mentioned that Jews might have been part of the early settlers of the
island.38 Until we have serious scholarly works that can confirm this claim, it must be taken as a
33

Maurizio Serva et al., “From Indonesia to Madagascar: in Search of the Origins of the Malagasy Language,”
IORST 2013): 10.
34
Roger Blench, Martin Walsh, “The Vocabularies of Vazimba and Beosi: Do They Represent the Languages
of the Pre-Austronesian Populations of Madagascar? (Draft Circulated for Comment),” (Cambridge: Department of
Social Anthropology, University of Cambridge, 2010), 3.
35

Harilanto Razafindrazaka, “Le Peuplement Humain de Madagascar: Anthropologie Génétique de trois
Groupes Traditionnels” (diss., l’Université Toulouse III, 2010), 259.
36
Ibid. My translation of the French: “Certains de ces chasseurs-cueilleurs ont pu persister jusqu’assez
récemment dans les forêts de Madagascar et il n’est pas impossible que certains parlaient encore une langue différente
du Malagasy il y a un ou deux siècles.” It is still debated whether the forest people called Mikea in the South
Madagascar are direct descendants of the Vazimba. For this discussion, see, for example, Amber R. Huff,
“Vulnerability and Wellbeing in the Baintao Lava, ‘The Long Wounded Year’: Environmental Policy, Livelihoods,
and Human Health Among Mikea of Southwest Madagascar” (diss., The University of Georgia, 2011), 103–108.
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and Etienne de Flacourt, Histoire de la Grande Isle Madagascar (Paris: Chez Gervais Glovzier, 1658), av. prop., 3,
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168
suggestion, and not a conclusion.
6.2 Belief in God and the Ancestors
6.2.1 The God of the Malagasy
The Malagasy Constitution (2010) of the Fourth Republic states clearly in its preambule, “The
sovereign Malagasy people, affirming their belief in Andriamanitra Andriananahary…”39 The
Malagasy vivid belief in God can be seen in various situations: they speak of God, they pray to
god, they appeal to god, and they bless in the name of god (Samy hotahian’Andriamanitra).40
Malagasy people use three terms, Andriamanitra, Andriananahary and Zanahary, when referring
to God.41 These three names are commonly used exclusively, interchangeably and sometimes
together. The most common is probably Andriamanitra, which is often combined with
Andriananahary as in Andriamanitra Andriananahary. In some circumstances, the combination
Zanahary sy ny razana (Zanahary and the ancestors) is also employed. I will briefly survey these
three deity names.


Andriamanitra

Malagasy people believe in one sovereign God called Andriamanitra. The name Andriamanitra is
made up of two different words andriana (prince) and manitra (fragrant, scent). The origin and
the meaning of this name is unclear and has been the object of scholarly debate. Literally, it means
“fragrant prince.” Some think that the name Andriamanitra is a corrupted form of Andrian-danitra,
“heavenly prince”,42 and manitra (fragrant) might have “derived from the use of incense in early
period as part of religious ceremonies.”43 As reported by Cousins, Davidson suggested that the
adjective manitra is a lengthened form of many “weighty, powerful,” and therefore Andriamanitra

39

Constitution de la IVe République de Madagascar, “Preambule,” (11 Décembre 2010).

40

I will consistently use capitalized “God” when referring to the Deity of both the Old Testament and the
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means “powerful prince.”44 In his dictionary, Richardson explained the meaning of this name as
follows:
The word up to recent times was used in speaking of idols, charms, the deceased sovereigns, the
reigning sovereign, anything valuabe or wonderful. In these latter senses it seems equivalent to
divine, supernatural, extraordinary, or surpassingly excellent. It is still so used in the more distant
parts of the island, and among the unenlightened people of the central province even. It is said that
the name was so given because while the body might not be seen, there was a fragrancy attending
the name.45

Some have proposed that the adjective manitra in the name has to be understood as referring to
“freshness” as well as “fragrance.”46 Seen from this perspective, the name Andriamanitra means
“always-fresh prince” or “enduring Andriana” and so refers to the uncorruptable God.47 Matthews
reported that “when Radama I died, the corpse was kept in the palace for about a fortnight until
the odour from it was very strong indeed, but no one dared to say what Martha said of her brother;
on the contrary, with the most fulsome flattery, some of them said: ‘Andriamanitra tokoa izy fa
mbola manitra fa tsy maimbo akory’ (he is certainly God, for he is still fresh and does not smell at
all).”48 Further, Renel wrote, “Formerly, one usually said that corpses smelled good (manitra)
instead of saying that they smelled bad (maimbo), particularly when they were corpses of ancestors
preserved in the family tomb, and when, for example, one brought them out of the tomb on the
occasion of the famadihana.”49 The same custom can also be found among the North Western
Sakalava tribe. At times, when a king died, a strange rite took place; the men of the caste known
44
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as jongoa readily anointed their whole bodies with the abhorrent liquids coming out of the corpse,
and they would not dare to say that it stinked, but rather they said, “It smells good” (Tsy mba sahy
atao hoe maimbo, fa hoe manitra).50 Evil spirits causing calamities are called maimbo (stinking),
and there existed some charms called ody maimbo (stinking charms) used to protect people from
the attack of evil spirits.51
Otto Christian Dahl has given an interesting account on the rationale behind the Malagasy custom
of calling the deceased body manitra. According to Malagasy belief, during the period of
putrefaction, the deceased person is not yet received into the realm of the ancestors. 52 During this
period, which lasts approximately one year, the soul of the deceased person remains in a pending
and challenging situation before it can attain the stage of becoming a venerated ancestor. 53
According to Dahl, the appellation of the corpse as maimbo is not only impolite but also brutal.
Even today, it is still believed by most Malagasy that, immediately after their death, deceased
people appear to their relatives and close friends with dreadful smell. Dahl’s view was that the
adjective manitra means “légèrement brulé” (slightly burned) as referring to a pleasant odor
produced by a burnt offering. Similarly, Cousins wrote: “The whole may be translated the fragrant
one. Thus, the name would appear to indicate that the divine being was not regarded with the
feelings of dread and abhorrence, but rather, on the contrary, with sentiments of delight.”54 Some
recent scholars, however, have rejected this view. Dama-Ntsoha in his dictionary, followed by
Razafintsalama, derived the name Andriamanitra from the Sanskrit Adya “primordial essence,
divine power” which is the source of all things and atman “soul.”55
Tuuk relates the name andriana to the root andry “to wait upon” which implies that andriana is
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the “one waited upon.”56 Dening mentioned that the Malagasy word Andriana is a Sanskrit word,
but this statement is nowhere developed further.57 Whatever the origin of the Malagasy word
andriana, the concept behind its use in the deity name is clear. God, Andriamanitra, is the heavenly
prince who rules over the earthly kingdom.
The

dual

concept

maimbo/manitra

as

two

opposing

terms

for

abhorrence,

corruptibility/delightfulness, incorruptibility is important in the understanding of the meaning of
the term Andriamanitra. The meaning “fragrant prince” in the sense “incorruptible prince” is the
most favored among scholars. This view fits perfectly with the Malagasy concept that deceased
kings (andriana) were clothed with some divine characters and powers.58 It seems that the term
was once used to refer to a deceased king or prince as an expression of respect and later became a
term for the name of the deity. Andriamanitra is pictured as a person, a prince abiding in the
invisible realm ruling over the visible world. This concept also points out that, according to the
Malagasy belief, God, ancestors and human beings are three dimensions of life which cannot be
dissociated from each other.


Zanahary and Andriananahary

One of the earliest written Malagasy dictionaries explained the name Zanahary as “a deceased
Sovereign.”59 In his dictionary, however, Richardson added more linguistic information on the
formation and meaning of the name Zanahary. He held that this name is compounded by a prefix
Za, a particle of respect, and the verb nahary “to create,” so, Zanahary means “the Creator.”60 His
conclusion was, unfortunately, due to a misconception of Malagasy word formation. Ferrand
convincingly corrected his view by rejecting the existence of a prefix za in the Malagasy
language.61 He, instead, claimed that the name Zanahary originated from the Malai Yan-hāri which
56

H. N. Van der Tuuk, “Outlines of a Grammar of the Malagasy Language,” JRASNS 1 (1865): 424.
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means “Sun God” or “God of the day.”62 Dahl rejected both Richardson and Ferrand’s views.63 He
pointed out that the z in Zanahary is from the Ma’anyan ia and Zanahary was originally yan/zan
+ nahary which means “the God who made to exist.”64 The root ary means “existing” and its verb
mahary is to be understood as referring to “making to exist” rather than to “creating” in the JewishChristian sense.65 The same meaning can be held for Andriananahary (or Ndrianagnahary
according to some dialects) which literally means “Prince Creator.”
It seems that the idea of Zanahary or Andriananahary as “creator” was unknown to the ancient
Malagasy. The Malagasy ancestors believed that Andrimanitra nahary tongotra aman-tànana
(God created feet and hands), but only in the sense of “constructing,” “building” as referring to the
forming of a baby in the mother’s womb. According to Malagasy belief, the verb mahary is better
understood as referring to “procreate” than “create” ex-nihilo (out of nothing) in the JewishChristian sense. Zanahary is the “Ancestor founder of society.”66 He is the ultimate organizer,
procreator and founder of human society.67 It is not surprising then to see that, in Madagascar,
Zanahary (or Zagnahary, according to some dialects) is the most invoked deity name in everyday
life.
6.2.2 Belief in the Ancestors
Like in other African countries, the ancestor worship is the key aspect of the Malagasy religion.
Studying the connection of Africans to ancestors, Hollenweger states: “[T]ake the ancestors away
from the Africans and you destroy their roots in the past, their culture, their dignity and their

exactement rizalahi (interpellation familière d’homme à homme) … Les trois seuls exemples cités en dehors de
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understanding of communio sanctorum.”68 Olupona writes:
Ancestral tradition, the veneration of deceased parents and forbearers, constitutes a key aspect of
African religions. Some traditions regard ancestors as equally if not superior to the deities within
the pantheon; also, it is not always easy to make a distinction between ancestors and divinities. Other
traditions centralize ancestral veneration, because it remains instrumental to lineage, clan and family
formations. Ancestors, having transcended the human realm, occupy a higher realm of existence
and are equipped to bestow honor and blessing on the living members of their lineage. A reciprocal
relationship links the living and the dead. Ritual offerings are given in exchange for blessings from
the ancestors. Conversely, neglect of a lineage’s ancestors can lead to misfortune, illness and even
death.69

All eighteen official ethnic groups in Madagascar place significant importance on the ancestors
and their involvement in daily life. The centrality of the ancestors in the Malagasy religious, social
and political life can be seen through various aspects of their life such as rites of passages and
rituals. Ancestors are the focus of many traditional Malagasy rituals, such as the famous
famadihana (exhumation) rites of the Merina of the Central highlands. Ancestors also comprise a
central point of reference in sacrificial rituals and possession ceremonies.
For the Malagasy, the deceased ancestors are sacred beings, and, therefore, they venerate and
worship them as if they were equal to the divine: the spirits of the ancestors are said to have “gone
to be Gods” (lasa ho Andriamanitra). Ancestors are respected, loved, feared and constantly being
consulted as if they still were part of the family. Indeed, they are believed to be endlessly dwelling
in the house of their descendants, and there they are given a space called zoro firarazana (ancestral
corner or the corner of prayer), at the northeast corner of the house. The Malagasy believe that
ancestors never die (ny razana tsy mba maty). They are invoked in three main places, first at the
zoro firarazana (ancestral corner of the house or the corner of prayer) which is destined to receive
daily prayers for the most trivial circumstances of life; second, in the tomb which serves for big
ceremonies, for solemn festivals, such as Fandroana (bathing), births, marriages, and deaths; and,
third, in sacred shrines such as togny and hazomanga (a stick of tree called Cedrelopsis grevei
erected at a special place in a village where the villagers invoke the ancestors). Du Picq wrote:
The spirits of the dead on earth. They continue to have needs, they communicate with the living,
send dreams to them, ask them for offerings and, in exchange, offer them health or disease. Quite
68
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often even, they are harmful and, when one cannot get their favors, one seeks to move them away
from the villages by all possible means.70

Even today, the practice of famadihana (turning of the dead body practiced among the inhabitants
of the Highlands) is based on the fear that, if they do not receive appropriate care, the ancestors
will send back curses and misfortune. Just as the subjects of a sovereign are not allowed to
approach him, but need envoys to transmit their requests, so human beings, conscious of their
weakness, do not think they are allowed to enter into direct relations with the supreme God.
Ancestors are mediators between God and human beings, but they are also believed to possess
supernatural powers to heal and prevent harm, and therefore they are constantly invoked for
salvation.71
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Chapter 7: Sin, Purification and Sacrifice among the Malagasy
This chapter is devoted to the study and analyses of three concepts related to three Malagasy
rituals. They are deliberately chosen as corresponding counterparts to the biblical rituals in
Leviticus 4:1–5:13; 12 and 16, presented and analysed in Part One. In the first place, I will study
the concept of sin in the Malagasy belief and thinking and its corresponding expiatory sacrifice
within the Malagasy cultic system. Then I will study a specific purification ritual which is the
postpartum sacrificial rite practiced among different Malagasy ethnic groups. In the last part of
this chapter, I will study and analyze the famous royal bath ritual called Fandroana.
7.1 Malagasy Concepts of Sin and Sacrifice
7.1.1 Malagasy Concepts of Sin
The Malagasy language uses two terms, heloka and ota, referring to sin and transgression.
Although both denote the transgression of societal norms, they differ in that heloka is the
infringement of social regulations and ota is breaking of taboos. The concept of sin, in the
Malagasy context, is intertwined with various norms that command Malagasy everyday life such
as numerous customs, taboos, and its core value known under the term fihavanana.
7.1.1.1 The Heloka (transgression, fault)
The etymological origin of the Malagasy term heloka is unclear. De Barenton claimed that heloka
is made up of three components: ha (Sumerian) “sin” + il-a “of God” + ak-a “against
commandments,” and therefore means “sin against commandments of God.”1 Such a claim is
questionable since no scholarly view supports the affinity between Malagasy language and the
ancient Sumerian. Scholars have approvingly established that the Malagasy language has the
Austronesian as its core language.2 Heloka might have derived from the adjective meloka which
means both “bending, twisting” and “guilty.” Perhaps heloka was used to denote the human
tortuous behavior that motivates transgression of societal laws.

1

Hilaire de Barenton, L’Origine des Langues des Religions et des Peuples (Etudes Orientales; vol. 2; Paris:
Librairie Orientale et Americaine, 1936), 237.
2

See p. 168 above.
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Ota and heloka are both transgressions of norms and are related, but they differ in their object. As
already mentioned above, the ota refers to the breaking of taboo while heloka is a term used by
the Malagasy for referring to the intentional transgression of commands (finiavana mandika didy),
including the divine commands (didin-Janahary) and societal norms, with the purpose of
preserving life, family, wealth and peace.3 Those who are sentenced for having intentionally
transgressed the commands are declared meloka (m-heloka, guilty). The accused one must confess
his/her heloka (guilt or fault), and this reduces the severity of the punishment, as the proverb ny
heloka ibabohana mody rariny (a confessed fault becomes truth) illustrates.
Transgression or violation of Malagasy relationship bonds inevitably causes heloka, and the
violator is declared meloka (guilty). Two of these will be singled out here. First and foremost, the
violation of the fihavanana is commonly regarded as heloka. In addition to what has been stated
above, the fihavanana can also be defined as the “backbone of the Malagasy social relation.”4 The
fihavanana binds human beings in a mutual relationship in which intentional neglect or the breach
of relationship bond incurs heloka. It is this ethical aspect that makes the fihavanana profoundly
central to the Malagasy society. The bond is even more serious in the blood-relationship called
fatodrà by means of which two individuals intentionally bind themselves to each other through a
blood rite. A violator of such bond is held guilty and believed to be cursed.
Ancient records of Malagasy history show that a Ten Commandmant-like law existed in
Madagascar. During his reign, the great Merina king Andrianampoinimerina (1787–1810 AD)
issued the so-called twelve deadly sins (heloka roambinifolo loha mahafaty). Here is how Tantara
ny Andriana recounts how the monarch introduced these twelve sins to his people in his kabary
(speech) on the day he publicly promulgated them:5
Handidy ny fanjakako aho hoy Andrianampoinimerina,

3

I will command my kingdom and here are the
commandments for you my people (ambanilanitra

Razafintsalama, Ny Finoana sy ny Fomba Malagasy, 34.
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ka izao no didy ho anareo ambanilanitra,

literally means “under the sky”)

Ny mikiomy,

To rebel (against the king and his kingdom)

Ny manangana andrian-kafa,

To raise another king (than me)

Ny manani-drova,

To raid the palace: The palace has one gate from where
anyone who wants to go inside must enter. Any attempt
to access the palace by climbing the wall is prohibited

Ny manera vadinandriana,

To be covetous towards the queen

Ny mangaron-dapa,

To rob the palace, that is, to steal the king’s property

Ny homana tongoa mionkona,

To steal royalty or king’s allegiance money such as the
hasina

Ny manao teny n’andriana tsy ho masina,

To consider the king’s word as unholy (to desecrate the
king by considering his words as insignificant)

Ny mamoky hankany aminy tsy mety sy hanaratsy ny
tany sy ny fanjakana,

To lead the people astray by spreading gossips or lies
that contradict the king’s commands

Ny azo ntambimbola-amin-karena ka ny tsy mety
atakalo ny mety,

To let oneself bribed by money and exchange the truth
with the wrong

Ny manao ody mahery sy ny mamosavy

To use harmful amulets and to bewitch

Ny mamono olona

To murder

Ny mangalatra

To steal

“Izao no ampandriako ny tany sy ny fanjakana na iza
manao lehibe na iza manao be am-pirenena na iza
hava’ko, raha manao izao tsy mety izao dia vonoi’ko ho
faty, lany ko vadi-aman-janaka sy ny fananana na
omena an’iza na omena an’iza, ka ambara ko amy nareo
ambanilanitra. Izao no heloka 12 loha mahafaty,
tandremonareo zana’ko, tandremo nareo hava’ko ary
tandremo nareo ambanilanitra izaho tsy mba mamitaka,
hoy Andrianampoinimerina, tsy mba manao longoa
mitoto-bozaka, tsy mba manao fandritotofana; izao no
tandrema’ nareo ipetraha’ nareo aminy ity fanjaka’ ko
ity tsy mba andala’ ko havana ary tsy mba itiava’ ko
olona tiana ny tonga amy ny heloka 12 dia maty ntsika
ry ambanilanitra, dia tsy mba asia ntsika fifonana, fa efa
tonga
amy
ny
heloka
12
[…]
hoy
Andrianampoinimerina”

“This is how I pacify the land and the kingdom,
therefore, whoever big or whoever thinks has
significantly served the nation, whoever my relative,
whoever does these prohibited matters, I will kill
(him/her), I will exterminate his/her family and I will
give his/her wealth to anyone, so I now say to you my
people (ambanilanitra). These are the twelve deadly
sins, keep them you my children, keep them you my
relatives, keep them you my people, I never deceive,
says Andrianampoinimerina; you have to keep them that
you can dwell in this kingdom. I will not spare anyone,
we will kill those who commit those twelve sins, o my
people, we will not accept any confession, for they have
committed
the
twelve
sins
[…]
says
Andrianampoinimerina”
“Yes” say the people

“Eny” hoy ambanilanitra

Each one of the deadly sins listed above has its root in the desire to rebel against the king and his
kingdom. The main purpose of their promulgation is to ensure security and peace to the king and
his kingdom by preventing any assault or harm against the king and his people. In his comments
on these commandments, the king Andrianampoinimerina stated that they are meant to maintain
the harmony and the security of the society.6 The eighth sin, for example, includes, spreading of
6

See his long comments in Callet, Tantara ny Andriana, 757–814.
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gossip, consumption of drugs and alcohol, which constitute a threat to the social security.
Despite the severity of the royal punishment, in the 17th century, during the reign of the queen
Andriamasinavalona, a certain clan was granted a privilege of exemption. At the time of the
building of the Besakana palace at Anatirova, a certain Trimofoloalina voluntarily gave himself as
ritual sacrifice, which is part of the ritual requirements for such a royal building. 7 The king,
however, decided not to kill him as sacrifice, but ordered to slightly cut his ear to shed some blood
and sacrificed a red cock instead. To reward his virtue (hatsaram-panahy), the king granted him
and his descendants the privilege called not-dying-while-sinning (tsy maty manota). His
descendants are exempted from the royal law of prosecution. Likewise, the guardians of the royal
idols also enjoyed the same privilege; if detected transgressing, they could claim release at once.8
One of the gravest heloka is the practice of sorcery. The twelve deadly sins include the practice of
witchcraft, and those who are suspected by relatives or neighbors to be witches are banished from
their villages and sometimes chased out by a violent mob. Even worse, they were to be tested by
a special ordeal. In ancient times the ordeal was used as a means by which divine judgment would
be ascertained. It consisted of forcing an accused person to drink the juice of a poisonous fruit
called tangena which was supposed to be harmless to him/her if he/she was innocent but which
was considered a conclusive proof of divine condemnation if he/she suffered harm. Anyway, the
tangena ordeal is similar to the grain offering of jealousy/suspicion (תְהקנָּ אֹּת
ַ  ) ִּמנ ַחfound in Num
5:11–31. This practice is applied in case of a man suspecting his wife of infidelity (Num 5:14).
The suspected wife is brought to the priest where she is forced to drink the water of bitterness that
brings curse (יםְהמ ָּא ֲר ִּרים
ַ יְה ָּמ ִּר
ַ  ֵּמ, Num 5:18). The water was “bitter” in view of the consequences
it held for her if she was proven to be guilty. The bitter water, if it convicted her, would pronounce
a curse on her. So, she was literally holding her life in her hands.9
7.1.1.2 The Ota (sin)
The Malagasy verb manota (literally, to sin), in its traditional religious context, always has the
7
Nd. Rafaly, Tsy Maty Manota, tsy Mety na Minia Manota... (Gazety Taratra, 24/01/2017 [cited 15/09 2017]);
available from http://www.newsmada.com/2017/01/24/tsy-maty-manota-tsy-mety-na-minia-manota/.
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provision is made for its use later. It may have served as a didactic force, warning more than actually legislating.
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word fady (taboo) as direct object. Originally, manota (to commit ota) in Malagasy means to break
a taboo (manota fady).10 Ota refers to the intentional and unintentional violation or breaking of a
taboo, which incurs tsiny (guilt).11 Interestingly, the Malagasy Bible translators picked up these
two terms, ota and heloka, among others, to render the Hebrew and Greek terms referring to sin.
In the Malagasy Bible translation, various terms are inconsistently used to refer to sin and guilt.
As far as I can see, in many cases the translators did not use the Hebrew or the Greek texts but
probably used existing French or English translations. The Hebrew sin term  ַח ָּטאתis mostly
translated “ota” or sometimes “heloka.” The corresponding verbal root  חטאis rendered in various
Malagasy verbs and expression: “manota” (to sin, e.g., Lev 4:2), the expression “mahatonga
heloka” (bring guilt, e.g., Gen 20:9), “diso” (to be wrong, e.g., Gen 40:1), “meloka” (to be guilty,
e.g., Gen 43:9). Translators mostly render “ְ ָּעֹוןheloka” (guilt, e.g., Lev 5:17). It is even surprising
that this rendering is closely related to the meaning of  ָּעֹוןsince the adjective meloka and its verbal
derivative heloka refer to the human twisting moral behavior.12 The Hebrew verb ְפ ַׁשע
ֶּ is mostly
translated “heloka” (guilty, to be culpable, e.g., Gen 31:36), “fahadisoana” (culpability, e.g., Lev
16:16, 21). Here the Hebrew meaning “transgression, rebellion” behind  ֶּפ ַׁשעis completely lost.
In Madagascar, a seemingly bizarre system of taboo (fady or faly according to some dialects), has
existed from time immemorial. These fady vary between different ethnic groups, even between
different families and individual people. They “are often issued by royalty or ancestors; their
observance by commoners or living substantiates the power difference between them. [...]
Adhering to taboos is not just, or even primarily restrictive, nor simply a response to orders, but is
creative and carries positive moral implications; thus, the taboo grants value to the person who
maintains it.”13 There are various types of fady: fady relating to “things” such as animal taboos
(biby fady), relating to “human beings” (olom-pady) such as the case of incest, relating to “spaces”
such as tany masina (sacred land), relating to “days” (andro fady) and relating to “acts” such as
committing or ommitting.
One of the characteristics of the Malagasy taboos is the fact that they are historically determined.
10
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As such, “they are linked to place and a certain incident in the past.”14 Prohibited animals (animals
that should not be killed and eaten), for example, are told to have rescued people in miraculous
ways in the past.15 Animal taboos typically restrict or prohibit the consumption of meat for cultural
or religious reasons as well as to avoid supernatural repercussions.16 Such taboos in Madagascar
can be regional, village- or family-based, or impact just a few individuals.17
Fady are generally observed for two reasons. On the one hand, they are means through which
individuals display respect for their ancestors and for their elders.18 Members of a descent group,
a locality or polity often share taboos, and by doing so they demonstrate their affinity.19 Taboos
link individuals to their ancestors and living relatives and, therefore, “[b]y not observing ancestral
fady, or by observing them only selectively, individuals bring dishonor to their ancestors and can
find themselves socially alienated from their community.”20 On the other hand, the observance of
taboos is motivated by the fear created by their historical and traditional origin. Parents or elders
very often warn their children by saying, “our ancestors cursed the one who broke the fady
stipulated by contract,” and “if you do this and that, such and such a misfortune will happen.” 21
These narrative-based instructions are very powerful in maintaining the taboos.
Within this context, the relationship between customs (fomban-drazana), sin (ota), taboo (fady),
blame (tsiny) and retaliation (tody) is obvious. Tsiny and tody have their source from customs and
taboos, which define norms of behavior and actions.22 Customs are very important because they
reflect the respect of the Malagasy to their ancestors, who were the originators and guardians of
customs.23 They are the sources of fady that are “considered commands of the ancestors that must
14
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be avoided under peril of incurring their wrath and inviting calamities.”24 There are taboos for
everything, and it is impossible to know all of them; therefore, tsiny and tody are omnipresent in
the Malagasy thought and actions.
Breaking a taboo incurs multidimensional tsiny and tody. The transgressor is blamed, first, by
his/her co-ethnic descent, second by his/her ancestors and lastly by God Andriamanitra
Andrinanahary. Nothing can be hidden from God (Andriamanitra), and every human action is
rewarded according to divine immanent justice. Fety wrote that “this God who sees what humans
do, indeed rewards every human according to his/her deeds. That is, this God returns to humans
the retribution of their deeds, either good or bad.”25 More specifically, Rogers explained that God
and the ancestors are both the main actors behind the tody (return):
“Implied Divine sanctions” has a twofold meaning. Firstly, it refers to the direct intervention of God
(or Andriamanitra), and secondly it refers to the function of the Ancestors (or razana)…
Andriamanitra (the Fragrant Lord) or Zanahary (the Creator) is the ultimate source of all beings and
all order….The razana (ancestors) determine the patterns of society, approve or disapprove of
marriages, and are closely involved in the daily life of the living. 26

Breaking a tribal taboo is always regarded as an act of disrespect and dishonor of tribal ancestors,
and such acts result in serious sanction decided by the guardians of customs of the ethnic group
such as the traditional priestly king (mpanjaka/ampanjaka) or healer/diviner (mpimasy). In some
cases, the sanction is even death penalty.
7.1.2 Malagasy Concepts of the Consequence of Sin
The Malagasy use three terms to describe the consequence of sin: eritreritra, tsiny and tody. These
three rich and complex concepts occupy a central role in the Malagasy society and thinking. On
the one hand, they are the most familiar terms that all Malagasy would know since they are so
deeply rooted in the thinking and belief of any Malagasy. On the other hand, they are complex and
difficult concepts to grasp. Our primary sources of this brief study are Rahajarizafy’s Filozofia
24
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Malagasy and Andriamanjato’s seminal work Le Tsiny et le Tody dans la pensée Malgache, first
published in 1957.27
Eritreritra is defined by Rahajarizafy as the immaterial human element that distinguishes human
beings from animals. Animals do not think (ny biby tsy mba misaina) while a human being is an
intelligent soul (fanahy mahalala) who acts intelligently and freely, and therefore can distinguish
between good and evil deeds.28 According to Malagasy belief, eritreritra is the human capability
to recognize an act as good or bad. Only the one who has fanahy (manam-panahy) has eritreritra.
The Malagasy term fanahy, used in this context, is a polysemous and complex term. It refers to
intelligence, wisdom, rightness, integrity, virtue and many other concepts. The term manampanahy refers to the wise who can recognize an act as evil and can refrain from committing it. The
eritreritra tells or warns the manam-panahy about an act, and the manam-panahy decides what to
do accordingly. Further, since the one who has no fanahy (tsy manam-panahy) does not have
eritreritra to warn him/her, he/she indulges into sin and bears the bitter remorse. A Malagasy
proverb says: “Aleo enjehin’ny omby masiaka toy izay enjehin’ny eritreritra” (it is better to be
pursued by a furious zebu than being pursued by the eritreritra).29 Eritreritra can be translated as
“conscience”, a haunting conscience that smites evil-doers with bitter remorse or the feeling of
peaceful mind following good deeds. Rahajarizafy writes: “If you intentionally do good, your
eritreritra follows you; if you intentionally do evil, your eritreritra must haunt you. The eritreritra
is like the shadow, your eritreritra never leaves you.”30
The second concept is tsiny. The Malagasy term tsiny is the corrupt form of the Arabic djin.31
According to Islamic belief, the djin or jinn are “intelligent beings capable of doing good and
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evil.”32 They are believed to be nature spirits or minor deities often held responsible for
extraordinary events, even miracles, as well as many kinds of illnesses.33 The connection between
tsiny and jinn can be understood as part of the remnant of the belief of the early Arab settlers of
Madagascar. According to the Sakalava ethnic group’s beliefs (where the Arab’s legacy is still
dominant), the tsigny (the northern dialect’s equivalent of tsiny) are “the closest spirits to God, his
immediate juniors, the earliest settlers of the earth (…the geniuses) who dwell in the mountains,
rivers or forests…”34 It is possible, according to what I will present below, that tsiny, as a
consequence of sin, was believed as God’s retribution through his surrounding inferior deities
(tsiny).
In relation to the concept of the consequence of sin, the term tsiny refers to an invisible frightening
entity.35 In its general sense, the tsiny (censorship, blame, reproach), is a kind of punishment for
those who violate the rules and customs that command Malagasy life. The tody (return, retaliation,
retribution), is the eternal return of what has been done, expressed in both disease and disaster.
Due to their complexity, simple translations as these would fail to explain what the concepts really
mean. According to Andriamanjato, “the tsiny presents itself as blame, the censure that one risks
when one fails to behave in this or that manner, or follow this or that custom. Briefly, if you happen
to forget some of the multiple rules that govern acts and thoughts in their manifestations, you are
subject to tsiny.”36 It is “a fault or wrong done to someone and carries with it a burden of guilt that
remains with a person, family, community or other group until the tsiny is addressed in some way,
often in traditional ritual by appeasing the ancestors through blood sacrifice.”37 Tsiny is rooted in
the society, and it would be hard to understand its deepest meaning without having a basic
knowledge of the dynamics of the Malagasy society.
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The Malagasy society is based upon order and harmony. All individuals living in that society must
live in harmony with their fellow human beings, the ancestors and God, by respecting various rules
and norms that the past ancestors left behind such as taboos and fihavanana. It is felt inside, and
as such “[t]he tsiny is not always felt as external to the individual it affects, but especially as
something interior. It has a manifest psychological foundation, a foundation that is intertwined
with the religious basis of Malagasy life.”38 These rules and customs (fomba) range from
seemingly simple acts such as passing in front of an elder person to serious ones such as
committing incest or murder. Passing in front of a parent or elder (raiamandreny, zoky) without
saying azafady (the English equivalent would be “do you mind if I pass in front of you?”) is an
expression of disrespect and therefore incurs tsiny. To avoid such guilt, one has to say azafady,
which literally means, “don’t make it a taboo.” This means that such an act inherently constitutes
a taboo but once one says azafady, he or she is excused. Most of the taboos give privilege to the
elders. The expression mitsako alohan’ny vazana (to chew before the molars) expresses the idea
that younger should not precede elders: it is, for example, taboo for a younger person to start eating
before an elder.
Many of these customs and rules would be, I believe, viewed by outsiders as insignificant and
senseless but they constitute necessary elements to the harmony and the order of the Malagasy
society. Are there any written documents where all these rules and customs can be found? The
answer is definitely no. They are only oral traditions transmitted from generation to generation;
that is why ancestors and elders hold a primary role in the Malagasy society. Parents and elders
have to guide and teach their offspring about the fomban-drazana (customs of the ancestors) in
order to avoid tsiny. This makes the Malagasy daily life a long journey of struggle between free
will and blame and the fear of sanction in the form of misfortune.
On the one hand, the Malagasy society is a stable, very hierarchical society, where everything and
everyone is in order. On the other hand, the society is always under threat of instability since any
disrespect and transgression of the rules and norms that keep its order would inevitably bring
disorder under the form of incurring tsiny (blame and guilt). The tsiny is omnipresent and the fear
of disregarding or transgressing the norms of the society puts every Malagasy individual,
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according to Dahl’s expression, “under the menace of imperfection.”39
Malagasy wisdom expressed in proverbs can illustrate it: Misoko toa ny ranom-panala ny tsiny,
an-koditra vao mahangoly (the tsiny falls quietly like a frostly rain; once it touches the skin, one
gets frozen). Ny tsiny toy ny rivotra: mikasika ny tena, fa tsy hita tarehy (the tsiny is like the wind,
it touches one’s body but nobody sees its face). Imperfection incurs tsiny as illustrated by the
proverb Mpandihy lava volon-kelika, mahay manan-tsiny tsy mahay manan-tsiny (a dance
performer with a hairy armpit, skillful or not, will be blamed anyway). Even a natural physical
trait such as a flat nose could bring tsiny: Tsara tarehy petak’orona, voatondro iray monja no
tsininy (a pretty one with flat nose is still blamed of one thing).
Andriamanjato emphazises the fact that “[t]he multiplicity of rules quickly creates in the Malagasy
mind some sort of feeling of guilt. Indeed, the individual discovers in the course of his activities
that it is difficult to satisfy the innumerable requirements of social prescriptions. Whatever he does,
there will always be a little forgotten detail, a wrong word, an inadequate manner.”40 The tsiny is
a powerful force that taints any action because any action is criticizable and exposed to blame and
reprobation.41 Whatever one does, to the best of one’s ability and capacity, one risks that the tsiny
will ruin it.
In addition to the permanent feeling of guilt, the Malagasy also have a strong awareness of
incapacity and weakness.42 These rules and customs in their multi-ethnic forms cannot be
satisfactorily accomplished. Being aware of their incapacity and weakness, Malagasy, almost in
all circumstances, need to verbally avoid any imaginably incurred blames by saying miala tsiny
(do not count it as tsiny) or miala fondro (do not count it as guilt). The impact of tsiny in the
Malagasy society is tremendous:
Fear of tsiny also explains the extreme politeness that Malagasy exhibit toward each other and their
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reluctance to contradict. At a fokon’olona meeting, for example, a speaker will always begin with a
lengthy introduction called miala tsiny in which he apologizes at length for his unworthiness.
“Excuse me for speaking,” he always says, “I am not a father, but a son, not an elder, but a young
man.” This is not dictated by excessive humility but by the conviction that every statement is bound
to hurt someone’s expectations.43

The Malagasy term tody literally means “return,” hence its translation “retaliation” or
“retribution.” It refers to the consequences of sin and is pictured as an irrevocable and inevitable
reward of what one does. The retribution is attributable to both God and the ancestors. It is the
extension of tsiny and the expression of the concept of universal accountability in the Malagasy
culture.44 It expresses the Malagasy’s moral law of cause and effect.45 It is understood to be “the
working out of cosmic retributive justice. Good and evil deeds have their ways of repaying their
authors in kind.”46 Tody is the “appropriate consequences to human actions according to an order
which is part of our world, or as we know it justice, like sooner or later retribution of wrongful
action.”47 The tsiny is avoidable while tody is not.
Various Malagasy proverbs illustrate the concept of tody: ny tody tsy misy fa ny atao no miverina
(the tody does not exist, but what is done will return). Ny atao toy ny salaka: soa atao, mihodidina;
ratsy atao, mihodidina (one’s deed is comparable to a loincloth: you do a good deed, it surrounds
[you]; you do a bad deed, it surrounds [you]).48 Moreover, todin-karena harena, todim-pitia fitia,
todin’aina aina (The tody of wealth is wealth, the tody of love is love, the tody of life is life); raha
todim-paty aza manody fa raha todim-pitia manodiava (If the tody is death, may it not return, but
if the tody is love, may it return).49 Dahl interestingly notices the parallel between the Israelite
concept of talionic justice “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” (Exod 21:24) and the Malagasy
concept of just and fair retribution of human deeds expressed in the proverb todin’aina aina, todin43
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janaka zanaka (return for life is life, return for children is children).50 Rakoto portrays human life
as a journey during which deeds and time are rewarded: “the tody is reward of sin, according to
the Malagasy belief, sin and time have their own rewards in human life, when arriving at the end
(or arrival, the verb tody also means “arriving at the destination”) of the journey on the straight
road by doing right, there also tody (arrives) the good reward in one’s life.”51
7.1.3 Sacrifices Relating to Ota and Heloka
Grandidier stated that “[t]he cult of the Malagasy consists of prayers accompanied by an offering
or sacrifice performed either to obtain a favor, for, in the countries of the East, one cannot present
oneself with empty hands before a superior to whom one comes to ask for a mercy or a favor, or
to divert an evil, or in thanksgiving after a happy event or the fulfillment of a vow.”52 Sacrifice has
been and still is a significant part of the Malagasy religious system. Sacrifices are mainly offered
to God, ancestors and idols. Malagasy sacrifices are bi-directional, vertical and horizontal. In its
vertical direction, sacrifices are used to repair any broken relationship with deities, which very
often requires a bloody victim. In its horizontal direction, transgression of societal norms such as
laws and rules ensuring social harmony as well as breaking of taboos and any acts that bring injury
to one’s honor also require reparation or atonement through sacrificial rites. Malagasy sacrificial
rites can be classified into four categories: “taha,” “sorona,” “fanalam-boady” and “faditra.”53 Of
these four, only taha and faditra are directly related to ota and heloka.
The taha or fisoloana (substitution) or solo (substitute) is offered as a substitution sacrifice. The
main idea driving this sacrifice is “blood substitutes for blood,” “life substitutes for life.”54 Vig
cites three main cases where the taha sacrifice operates. First, the breaking of taboo (ota) is
regarded as “destroying blood, a property of God,” which means that the act of breaking a taboo
50
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affects God and therefore requires a blood substitution sacrifice to repair the incurred injury. God
demands life for life as expiation. The second case is an act which desecrates a charm or a fetisch.
Due to contact with forbidden objects, charms and fetisches lose their power until a taha sacrifice
is offered for reparation. A human may not only “destroy blood,” but also honor and dignity. The
third case is a reparation of injured honor caused by transgression of social regulations or religious
prescriptions. Incest, for example, affects the honor and the dignity of the offended party and in
order to restore it, the offender must offer a taha as a compensation or reparation sacrifice.
The term faditra refers to the curse or evil caused by various origins such as a bad fate (vintandratsy) or sorcery (mosavy) and many others.55 In this presentation, my focus will be on the faditra
caused by the violation of taboo and my interest is to see how ota (breaking of taboo) and sacrifice
interconnect.
Faditra (curse, evil) is the curse attached to an individual who has violated a taboo (manota fady),
either voluntarily (iniana atao) or by ignorance (tsy nahy). The origin of the faditra is believed to
be various categories of zavatra (things) or malevolent spirits, which, due to the transgression of
a taboo, bring curses and plagues to the violator. According to the Malagasy etiological conception,
there are eleven types of illnesses, of which only one is supposed to be of “natural” origin, that is,
the one caused by lack of hygiene, accidents to the body, or an organic deficiency linked to food.56
The other types are attributed to the following sources: hereditary illness, loss of a vital principle
of the body, sorcery, harmful astrological signs (vintana ratsy), transgression of prohibitions
(social, ritual, moral [incurable]), possession [by ancestral spirits, ghosts, nocturnal spirits] ...),
defilement, and will of God. In ancient times as well as in today’s rural areas in Madagascar, once
an individual feels inexplicably sick, he/she usually consults a local diviner (mpisikidy or
mpimasy). The mpisikidy is not only believed to have the power to heal but also the ability to detect
the cause and the origin of the illness, which might be a bad fate or a violation of certain taboos.
The only way to rescue the life of the transgressor from the curse is the performance of the sacrifice
called fanalam-paditra. This term derives from the verb manala (to remove) and faditra (curse,
evil), hence its main function is to remove curse. The sacrifice is mediated and officiated by a
priest diviner (mpisikidy) who decides on what sacrifice to be used. The fanalana faditra sacrifice
55
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is a vehicle for carrying away evil. Here is how Dahle described the faditra system:
I am, however, reluctantly forced to admit that I am not able entirely to exculpate my friends from
the accusation that there is a slight tinge of medical heresy about them, in as much as their whole
system of faditra (i.e., expiatory offerings orpiacula) seems to rest upon the homoeopathic principle,
Similia similibus curantur; for the faditra (i.e., the thing the diviner ordered to be thrown away to
prevent or avert an evil) was generally something that in name, shape, or number, etc., was similar
to the evil in question. For example, if the sikidy brought out maty roa (‘two deaths’), two locusts
should be killed and thrown away, to prevent the death of two men; if it brought out marary (‘sick’),
a piece of the tree called hazo marary (‘sick—tree’) should be made a faditra”; and so on.57

The expiatory sacrifice fanalana faditra is anything selected by the sikidy (divining board) for the
purpose of removing any hurtful evil or diseases that might prove injurious to an individual’s
happiness, peace, or prosperity.58 Animals or objects for this purpose vary according to the
circumstances and the decision of the diviner: ashes, a cut coin, a sheep, a pumpkin, or anything
else the sikidy may choose.
The fanalana faditra is based on the principle that the object or victim used in the sacrifice must
either absorb evil and misfortune, or remove it and thus acts by substitution.59 In general, there
must be some similarity between the evil to be removed and the sacrificial means employed. After
the particular item is appointed, the priest proceeds to the imprecation. Sibree wrote:
A faditra is anything appointed by the diviners to be thrown away or destroyed in order to avert evil.
This devoted or accursed thing may be money, or ashes, or a fruit, or an animal. Whatever it may
consist of, the evils which are deprecated are recounted over it, in the belief that the destruction or
loss of the faditra will involve the doing away of the calamities dreaded. If ashes are the faditra,
they are driven away by the wind; if money, it is cast into deep water; if a fruit, it is dashed to pieces
on the ground; if an animal, it is borne away on the shoulders of a man to a distant place, the bearer
at the same time imprecating the evils upon the head of the victim.60

Some examples may illustrate how the fanalana faditra sacrifice is operated. If a patient is
informed by a diviner that he/she is doomed to a bloody death, he/she has to carry a small vessel
full of blood upon his/her head, mounts on the back of a zebu and from there he/she has to spill
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the blood upon the zebu’s head, and then send the animal away into the wilderness, from where it
can never return. The symbolism behind this rite is that the bloody death is removed from the
patient and carried away into a place where it cannot affect any life. The fanalana faditra displays
a symbolism of transference. The curses and the evils are believed to have been transferred into
the sacrificial item, and immediately it must be “rejected” and “thrown away.”61 A man may stand
at the door of his house and throw the item a few feet away, pronouncing at the same time the word
faditra and the rite is completed. Ellis wrote:
If the evil arises from tsiny, the reproach or blame of parents or friends, the faditra consists of a
broken fragment of the sing or water vessel. If the sikidy suggests danger or sickness, a piece of a
tree is offered, called sick tree (hazomarary), meaning any tree that has been injured by accident,
cutting, or maiming. If danger of death be apprehended, then some object without life is offered, or
a piece of vato maty, or dead stone, the name given to stone, especially granite, in a state of incipient
disintegration.62

Some of the evils are caused by impurity. One of the major cases where impurity is believed to
cause injurious effects on human life is the taboo relating to death and corpse pollution. According
to Malagasy belief, a corpse is impure and, therefore, contaminates. Everything that is in contact
with the dead, the pot where the water is heated to bathe the corpse, the mat or mattress on which
the dead is laid, the stretcher used to carry the corpse to the tomb, etc., become impure and cannot
be touched. Such transgression, either intentional or not, is believed to incur great misfortunes
caused by magic forces.63 These objects must be destroyed. The Betsileo ethnic group used to
throw away the sacred wood called hazo which served to transport the corpses of their chiefs in a
river called rano aritra (water of suffering). Similarly, the meat of the zebu slaughtered at the
funeral, called meat of the dead, or cursed meat (hena ratsy), is taboo for both the parents of the
deceased and the Andriana (noble).64 Those who attend the funeral, however, can eat the meat in
the open air, but they do not bring it to their houses for the fear that their fetisches will be desecrated
and lose their power and so they cannot protect them anymore. Therefore, before returning home,
they perform a ritual of ablution by means of lustral water.65
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7.1.4 Preliminary Conclusion
The study of the Malagasy concepts of sin and sacrifice shows the interrelationship between the
ancestor worship, taboo and sacrifice. The ancestors represent the most fundamental element of
the Malagasy social and religious system since they are the procreators and guarantors of the
Malagasy society. They regulate the daily life of the Malagasy by imposing numerous taboos to
be rigourously followed. If they are ignored, curses in form of misfortunes and illnesses will be
imparted. The transgression will bring two consequences: first, a strong feeling of guilt (eritreritra,
tsiny) that haunts any Malagasy, and, second, the tody (return). Any bad deed is believed to
inevitably return (manody) to the transgressor.
Sin is both breaking of religious and societal norms. In its religious aspect, norms are mainly a set
of taboos that the ancestors have imposed upon the following generations. Breaking of taboos is
sin and, thereby, causes evil under the form of impurity and curse. In its societal aspect, norms are
prohibitive laws that regulate the order of the society. Transgression of these laws incur guilt liable
to punishment.
In my study of the Malagasy concepts of sin, I have found that taboos have four main
characteristics. Below I will present these four characteristics and, at the same time, attempt to
bring it side by side with Lev 4:1–5:13 by highlighting some points of correspondence:
(1) Taboos are prohibitions that regulate both societal and religious lives of the Malagasy.
The function of these taboos is to bring order to both the society and the religious life by means of
various prohibitive norms. My study of Lev 4:1–5:13 reveals similar concepts. This passage
contains various prohibitions which aim at putting order in the religious (e.g., touching a carcass
in Lev 5:2) and social life (e.g., public adjuration in Lev. 5:1) of the ancient Israelites. Cleanness
and uncleanness are two poles that characterize the religious life in Israel. They represent two
boundaries that cannot be mixed up. Transgressing from one zone to the other (cleanness to the
uncleanness) brings disorder to the transgressor. Lev 5:1–13 repeatedly states that the transgressor
is guilty.
(2) Taboos are believed to have been transmitted from the ancestors to the elders. The elders
play a significant role in the Malagasy society, for they are the guardians of traditions in which the
ancestors transmit the taboos. In Leviticus, the divine instructions containing various prohibitions
are transmitted from YHWH to Moses and his brother Aaron. In the Malagasy terminology, they
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are the guardians of the Israelite traditions. Like the Malagasy elders, Moses and Aaron possess
some degree of authority over the Israelites.
(3) Sin, as violation of taboo, is disrespect for the ancestors and the elders, and, therefore,
violators find themselves socially alienated from their community. A violator of religious norms
in Lev 4:1–5:13 bears the consequence of his/her act. The expression אְעֹונֹו
ֲ “ נָּ ָּשׂhe bears his guilt”
in Lev 5:1 expresses the idea that the transgressor is now declared guilty by a judicial authority.66
The punishment depends on the degree of the transgression; it might be a ban ( ) ֵּח ֶּרםwhich means
that the transgressor bears a severe punishment such as killing, destruction of goods and
confiscation of possesions.67 In addition, in extreme cases, which is the defiant (intentional) sin,
the violator is subject to the kāret punishment. It consists of cutting the transgressor off from the
community of Israel: elimination of evildoers, exclusion from the clan or national community,
even from land, city or parental home.68
(4) Sin, as violation of taboo, causes impurity. A violator of a taboo becomes impure and is
punished by the ancestors by means of evil and curse under the form of misfortune and illness. In
my study of Lev 4:1–5:13 I found a similar concept. Transgression of divine prohibitions incurs
impurity. As an example Lev 5:2, 3 state that touching unclean items such as a carcass or human
uncleanness makes one impure.
The severe consequence of the violation of taboo can be averted by means of two sacrifices called
taha and fanalana faditra (removal of curse). The taha is a substitution sacrifice which operates
through bloody sacrifice. This sacrifice has both expiatory and propitiatory functions. Breaking of
taboo is comparable to an injury to God and, therefore, demands life for life. The priest-diviner
officiates the ritual through blood manipulation. In Lev 4:1–5:13, however, the output of the
sacrifice is forgiveness and purification of the transgressor. In the Malagasy context, the concept
of forgiveness is apparent behind the notion of reconciliation. The bloody victim is used to purify
the violator from curses and to appease the ancestors. Through the atonement of the taha sacrifice,
the transgressor is reconciled with the ancestors and his/her religious and societal status is restored.
The fanalana faditra sacrifice is characterized by two elements: symbolism and substitution
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through blood manipulation. My study of the various forms of fanalana faditra shows that
sometimes the rite performed during the sacrifice is a mere symbolism. In this case any item
subscribed by the priest-diviner can be used. In this non-bloody category, the only thing that
matters is symbolism: the throwing away or the destruction of the symbolic item symbolizes the
removal of the evil. Evil is carried away by means of an animal sent off from the habitable area.69
This aspect of the fanalana faditra sacrifice is comparable to the scapegoat ritual in Lev 16.70
7.2 Malagasy Postpartum Sacrificial Rites
A Malagasy myth says: “The Creator asked the Malagasy whether they preferred to die the way a
banana plant dies or the way the moon dies. The Malagasy chose the banana plant because when
it dies many new banana plants will still grow from its base.”71 This myth is one of many others
which express the Malagasy desire to have many descendants. The two most grave insults one can
make to a woman are, firstly, to wish her that she never will bear a child to take care of her old age
and to bury her, and, secondly, to wish her death during pregnancy (matesa bevohoka).72 A new
mother receives many blessings and wishes from relatives and friends and has to wish them back
“mba manàna!” (have children yourselves). It is a custom during a wedding to wish the new couple
seven boys and seven girls (miteraha fito lahy fito vavy) or maroa fara aman-dimby, “have many
descendants.”73 On the one hand, having children is believed to be a fitahiana, “blessing,” from
God, and, on the other hand, sterility and not having children is a curse (ozona). Those who come
to see and visit a new mother greet her with the words: nomen’Andriamanitra ny fara,
“Congratulations! God has given you a descendant.” All married women in Madagascar desire to
have children. Those who are unable to conceive or who are unusually slow to do so are desperately
unhappy. In ancient times, the Malagasy believed that it is God who makes a woman pregnant;
this belief still exists today in rural Madagascar. If a woman does not become pregnant after a
certain period of marriage, she has to see a diviner (mpisikidy) and a traditional midwife
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(reninjaza).74
Also in the Old Testament culture it is a shame for a married woman not to bear children, as we
can see from the patriarchal narratives about Sarah and Rachel (cf. Gen 16:1; 29:30–31; 30:1–2)
as well as from the story about Hannah in 1 Sam 1:1–2:11. Married childless women are often
exposed to contempt and humiliation, for example from rivalling wives of their own husband (1
Sam 1:2–6) or even from their own slave-girl (Gen 16:4b–5). Generally, God is seen as the one
who causes the barrenness (Gen 16:2; 30:2; 1 Sam 1:5). It might be a curse or a punishment (2
Sam 6:16, 20–23) or God’s reaction to inappropriate human behavior (Gen 29:31), but the Old
Testament contains also sayings that relativize and transcend the traditional stigma of barrenness
(see Isa 54:1).
The fact that a married woman cannot get pregnant is believed to have been caused by either
witchcraft (mosavy) or the curse of the ancestors (ozon-drazana). Women always carry the blame
for infertility, and barrenness provides the husband with legitimate grounds for divorce or for
taking another wife. Very often, a barren woman adopts the child of a relative and, in ancient times,
was even kin to adopt a slave’s child.75 The high value that Malagasy attach to children is
illustrated by several sweet words the parents use to call their children such as “my life” (ny aiko),
“piece of my life” (sombin’ny aiko)” and “oil of my life” (menaky ny aiko). The birth of a child in
Madagascar is a joyous event. In ancient times, childbirth was surrounded by many customs,
rituals, symbols, and many of them are still practiced until today.
In this section, my interest is to present and discuss two postpartum rituals among two ethnic
groups in the Northern part of Madagascar, namely, the northern Sakalava and the Antakarana.
However, before addressing these rituals to the benefit of readers we will describe how the
Malagasy experience and conceive childbirth in terms of religious and social realities. Hence, in
order to give a broad understanding of childbirth and the diverse customs and beliefs attached to
it, I will briefly present some ritual practices and customs around childbirth. Due to limited written
literature on this subject, my research will focus on the two ethnic groups already mentioned as
proponents of postpartum rituals, namely, the northern Sakalava and the Antakarana. The
Sakalava are located along the western coast of Madagascar and the Antakarana are found in the
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top north of Madagascar (see Figure 1). Throughout this section, there will also be references to
some sub-groups such as the Sandrangoatsy, the Bemazava, and the Ranginaly who are sub-groups
of Sakalava. As we will se below, the northern Sakalava (with its sub-groups) and the Antakarana,
its neighboring ethnic group, share many beliefs and rituals.
7.2.1 Traditional Customs relating to Childbirth among the Northern Sakalava and the
Antakarana
Postpartum is marked by special rites among the Sakalava of the Northern Madagascar.
Conducting her fieldwork among the Ranginaly of Antsiranana, Nourse argues that
Malagasy, at times, become increasingly interested in the care of their ancestors in the precise
moment when they are faced with the task of caring for a brand new baby. I contend that this
recognition of the continuities of the past in the emerging lives of one’s children enables a kind of
hopeful imagining, and reshaping of the past.76

The ancestors symbolize not only the past but also represent a real presence of loss in peoples’
lives.77 One of the Malagasy common beliefs is that family and community are very important and
that community extends beyond death. The Sakalava believe that if the ancestors are not given the
proper care they deserve, they will cause misfortune and masantôko (evil, demonic power).
As is the case with the other ethnic groups, the Northern Sakalava also consider childbirth as a
threatening battle that a parturient is engaged in. When a woman gives birth, relatives and friends
visit and congratulate her with the symbolic expression “the birth is our spear-battle”
(“sabôhantsika magnangy ny fitirahana”). Nourse’s research among the Antakarana shows that
childbirth is accompanied by symbolisms and rituals:
When you go to visit a woman after she has given birth, the first thing you say to her is, “birth is our
spear battle” (ady saboantsika magnangy ny fitirahana), and then you say “congratulations for you
have made it over to the other side” (arabaigny fa tody aroe soamantsara). You also bring the
woman a gift; this gift is called rôm-patsa (which is a small white dried crawfish). This is the
traditional gift and it is supposed to help a women produce breast-milk, but you can bring any gift,

76

Erin Kate Nourse, “Birth is our Spear Battle: Pregnancy, Childbirth and Religion in a Northern Malagasy Port
City” (Ph.D diss., University of Virginia, 2014), 10.
77

Ibid., 11.

196
a bit of money or soap, and all of these things can be called “rôm-patsa.”78

This ceremony is more than a simple congratulation. The women who come to visit the parturient
appreciate her heroism in confronting a potentially deadly battle with no assurance that she will
survive it.79 In being there, they welcome the mother into the community of those who have
successfully crossed the danger. In his study of the childbirth ritual in northern Madagascar,
Feeley-Harnik came to realize that the phrase “spear battle” (ady an-tsabôha) was used to describe
childbirth as a rite of passage that transforms girls into women comparable to circumcision for
men.80 In Antalaha, a small city in northeastern Madagascar, one encounters the same concept with
the phrase ady lefonandré viavy (spear battle for you women).81
In the region of Sakalava of Analalava, female relatives and close friends are allowed to attend the
delivery. During the delivery, they encourage the parturient by singing ceaselessly and, contrary
to the Merina tradition, the woman in labor can scream during the delivery.82 Once the delivery is
complete, the midwife says: “We who went through the battle, declare that the infant is born
normally, not on the belly (tsy mankohoka), not on the side (tsy mandrirana). The intimates and
relatives, here present, are witnesses to the fact, and everything is well done.”83
The childbirth is pictured as a deadly battle that a woman has to face. Many expressions of
congratulation addressed to the parturient show that a safe delivery is seen as a victory and a
“crossing over” of the danger inherent to childbirth. In a poor country like Madagascar, where
health care remains one of the major issues, the picturing of childbirth as a dangerous threat is
easily understandable. The first joy of the mother is the fact that the “thing” (raha, zaka) in the
womb proves to be a “child” (zaza).84 They use various terms to call the child such as Tafitsaka
(crossed over), Tody aroê (arrived at the other side or arrived there), Soanavy (welcome),
Tsivoandoza (not struck by danger), Vitasoa or Vitatsara (well finished), Tsarahita (well seen).
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Until the placenta is properly expelled out, the mother is still in danger, as expressed in the proverb:
“aza mandihy tsy afa-tavony” (do not start dancing while the placenta is not yet expelled out).
Hébert, in his notes on the customs of the Sandrangoatsy, one of the Northern Sakalava ethnic
sub-groups located along the Kinkony lake, reports that childbirth is connected with ritual and
sacrifice. If the various regulations are properly observed, the childbirth is expected to go well. In
the case of a firstborn, at the sixth month of pregnancy, the family of the husband has to offer one
propitiatory sacrifice accompanied by an invocation of the ancestors called tsipirano (sprinkling
of water).85 If the childbirth appears to be difficult, the husband has to proceed into a ritual. Dressed
with a lambahoany (sarong), he has to step over his pregnant wife; this gesture symbolizes his
purification of any faults or offenses he might have committed. If that is not enough, the woman
must confess her faults. He has to recite the name of all her lovers, before and during the pregnancy.
If there is incest, the incestuous has to undergo the same “stepping” ritual. They also may consult
a traditional healer if necessary. The Sakalava and the Antakarana have many things in common.
As we will see below, among the Antakarana, the same ritual of confession is required of the
husband in case of a difficult delivery.
During the delivery, the traditional midwife and some female relatives are with the parturient in
the delivery room, and no man is allowed. The house is carefully closed to avoid the wind from
outside. Fire is kindled next to the parturient’s bed with the purpose of casting out evil spirits.
Once the baby is born, the umbilical cord is cut with a sharp stick or knife fihatsaka). The baby
and the mother are to be washed in lukewarm water.
After the delivery, as long as the placenta (tavônin-tsaiky is not yet expelled, it is called sabôha
(spear) since it still can kill the mother.86 It is afterwards buried underneath the hut where the child
was born, either underneath the bed or in a corner; to the north, if the child is a boy, in the south if
it is a girl. The father or a relative who buries the placenta should not look back or aside; otherwise
it is believed to affect the eyes of the infant. A stone is put above the hole to indicate the place.The
expression kély vato tsindry tavony, “a small stone is put over to maintain the placenta,” is used to
refer to an unstable child.This stone symbolically stabilizes the child psychologically, mentally
and physically. The burial rite of the placenta is important for the Malagasy until today. Nowadays,
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even when the childbirth takes place in a local dispensary or hospital in town, the family carefully
carries the placenta and properly buries it according to the custom of the ethnic group.87
As soon as the first symptoms of delivery appear, the father invites all members of his family and
his friends to be present on the day of the childbirth. A midwife, mostly old and experienced in
delivery, is then asked to come.88 Her duty is more than that of an assistant for the delivery. She
also plays the role of a healer since she has to use every means to make the birthing process smooth
and successful.
When the birthing comes, the midwife assists the parturient, announces from time to time to the
guests, sitting outside, what is going on in the delivery hut. If the delivery is difficult, it is her duty
to ask the husband to confess in front of all his guests how he was behaving with his wife during
her pregnancy.89 He must publicly confess and explain all their quarrels without any secrecy. When
his confession (mamoaka raha) is finished, he expresses his regret and acknowledges that he is the
cause of the difficult delivery.
He then calls upon Zagnahary (God) and asks him to answer his plea, and to ease the delivery. As
soon as the midwife thinks that the delivery process is completely finished, she takes the baby and
bathes him/her in lukewarm water and wraps him/her in lamba (soft linen used to wrap new born
babies). If the mother belongs to the sub-group called Ranginaly (or ranginala), it is during this
time that some women accompany her to the closest river to bathe in cold water.90 Once the bathing
is complete, the mother can now join her residence. The father, who in the meantime could see the
baby, withdraws at her arrival, and the relatives prepare a soupy rice for her.
The midwife then leaves the delivery hut and shares the good news and the gender of the new born
with the guests. Now the time for checking the work of the midwife comes. She invites close
relatives to come inside the house of the parturient and shows them all the remaining pieces
(wrapped in a piece of cloth) after the delivery and says: “Look at this package carefully. Nothing
misses, in my opinion, check very carefully what I am showing you, for any missing piece could
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be fatal for the mother.”91 When the checking is finished, joyful noises fill the hut, and a family
member carefully wraps the whole in a piece of cloth, ties it up and gives it to the father who must
bury it.
7.2.2 Postpartum Cold Water Bathing among the Ranginaly
Now I turn to the postpartum custom among the Sakalava of Northern Madagascar. This practice
is exclusive to the sub-group called Ranginaly or Ranginala or Ranginalo. A practice which might
be seen by scientists as unhealthy has been and is still regarded by the Ranginaly as not only
marking their identity but also ensuring their health after the childbirth. As already mentioned
earlier in this section, immediately after the delivery, a Ranginaly parturient has to bathe in the
cold water of the closest river, if it is in the rural area.
The Bemazava of the Sambirano is another Sakalava sub-group who claims to be unlike other
Malagasy and to be the genuine Ranginaly.92 Nearly all of the Malagasy ethnic groups observe
“hot” postpartum practices, and the term mifana (keeping warm) is used elsewhere on the island.
Heat is considered by the Malagasy as the most fundamental postpartum requirement for the quick
and successful recovery of a parturient. The practice of the seclusion called komby (screened space
where the mother and the newborn baby are laid on bed) inside the birthing room is the evidence
that both the mother and the newborn child need to be kept in a warm place. Usually, following
the birth of a child, the new mother and her child are confined indoor for approximately forty days
or six weeks. Sharp reports that even “[t]he afterbirth and umbilical cord are placed in a warm
location (in a container under the bed, for example) to further insure the child’s safety from
harm.”93 The mpampifana (the one who is taking care of the parturient) has to make sure that both
the mother and the child bathe in warm water.
In contrast to the common mifana (warming) tradition, the Ranginaly follow postpartum
restrictions, which emphasize cold over hot and, therefore, “the umbilical cord is put in a cool
place along with the placenta, both of which are eventually buried in a cool, shaded spot in the
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household courtyard. Furthermore, the mother and child must be bathed throughout the day using
cold water; and the mother may eat only cold food.”94 The bathing in the cold water is a ritual that
aims at rescuing the life of the parturient. Even though this ritual is ancient, it is far from being
obsolete. In her study of the postpartum cold ritual bath among the Ranginaly of Antsiranana,
Nourse’s informant, a medical doctor, describes it as follows: “with Ranginaly, women first have
to take a dip in a river and then take a bath with cold water. It’s especially important that water
gets poured over the head; it’s kind of a like a baptism.”95 The non-observance of this postpartum
purification is regarded by the Ranginaly women as fatal. They believe that if a parturient fails or
intentionally ignores it, she will be paralyzed or dizzy. Regardless of the setting where the
childbirth takes place, in homes, in midwives’ homes, in birthing clinics, and hospitals, the
Ranginaly parturients will find a way to do the cold bathing.96
The practice is not only a custom; it is closely connected to the Ranginaly ancestral identity and
belief. The origin of the Ranginaly tradition is not entirely clear. Nourse, for example, assumes
that it might have been part of the ancestral bathing ritual, which is common throughout the
island.97 Royal or ancestral baths have been known in Madagascar as a channel of purification and
blessing. There are numerous sacred shrines for communal bathing where the spirits of the
ancestors are believed to reside. One of them is Nosy Lonjo in Antsiranana. Participants come to
the sacred water early in the morning “to invoke their ancestors, request blessings of them, make
vows, and perform a ritual bath in the waters that surround this sacred site where ancestor spirits
are known to reside.”98 Both Sharp and Lambek think Ranginaly is linked to the northern Sakalava
as opposed to Sakalava of the west and southwest coast.99
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7.2.3 Eighth-Day Postpartum Sacrificial Rite among the Northern Sakalava
One of the Sakalava traditions that show their connectedness to their ancestors is the eighth-day
postpartum sacrificial rite called “fampiboahagna tsaiky” (bringing the child out). Throughout the
island we find parallel customs; the Merina, for example, call it “fiboahana itany” (going outside),
referring to the first official time when the mother and the newborn child go out of the confinement
room. For the Sakalava, this time is more than a time of family festivities; it is a significant event
through which the family expresses its gratitude to Zagnahary (God) and the ancestors (razagna).
It is Zagnahary (God) who created the feet and the hands of the baby in the womb (Zanahary
nahary tongotra aman-tànana), and the ancestors pour out their blessings by rescuing both the
mother and the child from the deadly childbirth; they have crossed the spear battle of childbirth
safely, so it is now time to say misaotra ny Zagnahary sy ny razagna (thanks to the creator God
Zagnahary and the ancestors).
It is difficult to find the appropriate English word for the fampiboahagna tsaiky ritual. JaoveloDzao used the French term “relevaille” which usually connotes the early church tradition called
“churching” in which a woman makes her first appearance at church after childbirth and receives
the minister’s blessing. This translation is, of course, not appropriate since the setting of the
fampiboahagna tsaiky ceremony is not a church. Nevertheless, the idea behind the ceremony and
all its accompanying rites point to a similar purpose: the mother and the new born make their first
outing after the period of confinement and seclusion and, for this occasion, give thanks to the
creator God and the ancestors and, in return, receive blessing from the deity and the ancestors.
Here is how Jaovelo-Dzao, an expert in the Sakalava ethnic group, describes the rite.100
The family cannot choose any day they want to; they must consult a diviner who will decide on
the appropriate day for the sacrifice.101 On the date indicated by the diviner, the whole family and
the whole village celebrate the fampiboahagna tsaiky. According to the custom, it is to be held on
the eighth day after the childbirth, and the rite is the same for both a boy and a girl. The rite requires
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a bloody sacrifice performed by a local officiating priest called ampijôro.102 The Sakalava do not
have temples, but they do have sacred precincts where they perform sacrifices and ancestor
invocation. Early in the morning, just after the sunrise, the guests together with the whole family
gather, sitting on a large mat or on the ground. Here the concept of order and space plays a
significant role. The ceremony takes place in the west of the togny, the sacred precinct where the
jôro (the invocation) is made. The people, however, face the east. In front of the altar, so to speak,
very near the sacred enclosure, is the family ampijôro (traditional officiating priest). To his right
is the mother, adorned with her finest clothes and a rojo volafotsy (silver necklace,) carrying the
baby called zazamena (new born). The father sits to the left of the priest. On a sacred mat, various
sacrificial items are placed including the incense (emboka,) a white faience bowl containing
vangovango (silver bracelet) and filled with newly drawn water in which half a leaf of hasina
(scientific name, dracoena augustofolia) is dipped. In the second row are close relatives such as
uncles, aunts, nephews, and nieces. The rest of the order is less rigorous and more disparate.
The Sakalava love singing. During this ceremony, there is a lead singer who intones a traditional
song, which is immediately taken up by the attenders. The ampijôro, the priest, in a low voice,
utters some prayers and invocations and blesses the zazamena (the newborn baby). With his right
hand, he takes the sprinkler made of hasina leaves, stirs the water in the sacred bowl and sprinkles
the four cardinal points. He utters the following words:103
Sakalava original version

English translation

Agny anao Tompoko Zagnahary, ia!

Yes, you are there, my Lord Zagnahary,

Avy ‘zahay niany and’hikaiky Anao

Today we come to invoke you.

‘ty antony

And here is the reason,

and’hikahianay Anao Zagnahary

why we call you Zagnahary,

Niteraka lehilahy i Jaofara ndraiky i Mboty

Jaofara and Mboty gave birth to a boy.

Zaka nangatahinay taminao baka zegny Zagnahary e

That’s what we asked, O Zagnahary.

Nivory zana-pirazanagna jiaby

The whole great family is gathered.

Amia ‘zahay tsodrano ndraiky hatsaragna zagnahary

Grant us blessings and grace, o Zagnahary.

e!
Ambilà aminay ny havilomagna ary joroa ny tsaiky!

Give us life and bless the child!
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Ano raha tsaratsara fô eky izy!

Let him always be healthy!

Hitombo meva!

Let him grow well!

Agny koa anarô Razagna,

And you are there, O the Razagna (Ancestors),

Anaro Razagna milevigny Antanibe ‘ndrefa,

O you Razagna who are buried in the west of Antanibe,
(name of the burial location)

Anarô Dady milevigny Mahavavy,

O you Razana who are buried in Mahavavy,

Agny anarô Razagna milevigny Sambirano,

O you all ancestors buried in Sambirano,

Anarô Razagna jiaby mipetraka Marololo,

O all of you Razana who live in Marololo,

Mitanisa agnaragna

(Enumeration of names),

Avia magnatriky avia manoloagna!

Come and participate!

Niteraka zazalahy i Jaofara ndraiky i Mboty

Jaofera and Mboty have just had a son,

Ho meva ny tsaiky!

Let the child be well!

Ho mahentsaka ambodivondro,

As pure water flowing from a mountain source,

Hanintsy manaranara!

It will be fresh and healthy!

Ho edahedan’ny fianakaviagna jiaby!

He will be the pride of the whole family!

Hitombo meva ndraiky hanan-kariagna

May he grow up and become rich!

Hitera-dahy, hitera-bavy!

He will give birth to boys and girls.

Joroa izy, arôva izy!

Bless him! Protect him!

Zegny jôronay Zagnahary ndraiky Razagna e!

These are our requests, O Zagnahary and Razagna!

Not far from the sacred precinct, to the north, is the sacrificial victim, aomby mazava lôha, tsara
mandroso tsara miherigny (zebu with a white forehead, well gone, well back). The zebu with the
white front is well tied up with rope and is carefully watched over. The paternal aunt of the
newborn pours living/running water (rano velogno) on the belly of the sacrificial victim. The
officiating priest holds its tail and addresses first to the animal:
“You Zebu you will be our lucky charm!
Zebu is your name!
All that will be done to you, Zebu here stands,
Is completely successful:
You bring luck for the existence,
You bring luck for human lives,
You are being slaughtered today, and you will be substituted tomorrow!
I will strike you, Zebu,
May it bring me good!
Does fighting bring any good? Fight!
Does mooing bring any good? Moo! (...)
Does watching bring me any good? Watch...”

If the victim is sacrificed in the sacred location in the forest (tanimasigny) or at the ancestors’
tomb, the officiating person, who is not necessarily the priest, cuts a piece of each part of the zebu
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to offer to the Razagna and Zagnahary. They are to be roasted or cooked in a separate pot before
being offered to the two entities mentioned above. The blood is poured into libation. The
conjuration utterings addressed to the zebu are followed by a jôro (invocation) and then an
invocation of the deity and the ancestors:104
Sakalava original version

English translation

Avy mikaiky anao ‘zahay Zagnahary,

We come to invoke you Zagnahary,

Kê ty Zagnahary,

And here Zagnahary

Ny antony hikahianay anao

is the reason, why we call upon you,

Niteraka tsaiky lehilahy i Jaofara ndraiky i Mboty,

Jaofara and Mboty gave birth to a boy,

Nitady ‘zahay tamin’ny aomby nahita

We looked for a zebu, and we found one.

Nivory zana-pirazanagna jiaby

The whole family is gathered together.

Io aomby io mazava lôha

This zebu is with a white forehead.

Io aomby io lava trafo, vary madio venty

This zebu is with a tall bump, and the rice is clean.

Mihinana tsara anao Zagnahary

Enjoy the meal o Zagnahary.

Fa nahazo, nangataka taminao

For we got what we asked for.

Amia tsodrano, amia hatsaragna Zagnahary

Grant us blessings and grace, o Zagnahary.

Ambilà aminay hatsaragna

Grant us your bounty!

Ambilà aminay havilomagna

Grant us life!

Anao Zagnahary tsy ela hômagna

And you o Zagnahary, you do not eat long.

Kê miakara amin’ny kibany volamena,

So, come on the golden bed,

Agny amin’ny tany misy volafotsy,

In the land of silvers,

Agny anao mitsinjo ‘zay mamoriky,

From there you watch those who bewitch.

Kê legniny mamoriky vonoa

Kill the witches.

‘Lay magnano tsara ambilà.

Spare the life of those who do good.

Apitraha aminay havilômagna

Grant us life!

Amia hariagna, amia vôlabe

Give us wealth and a lot of money,

Ny aomby, ny zaza maro

Zebus, many children,

Izay nangatahinay taminao

What we asked from you

Ano raha tsaratsara ‘zahay!

May we be healthy.

Agny anarô Razagna,

You are there, o Razagna.

Agny anarô tohatra, roso alohanay

You mediators who precede us

Hangataka ninay amy Zagnahary anarô

You will plead for us to Zagnahary.

Fôtony têraka soa aman-tsara i Mboty

For Mboty gave birth safely.

Nitady aomby ‘zahay nahita

We looked for a zebu, and we found one.

Kê navy ‘zahay andeh’hagnano rasa hariagana

So here we come to feed you o Razagna.
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aminarô Razagna e!
Aomby lava trafo, vary madio venty

A zebu with a tall bump and the rice is clean.

Mihinana tsara fôtony anarô Razagna,

Indeed, enjoy the meal o Razagna

Fa nazonay zavatra nangatahinay taminarô!

For we got what we asked from you.

Ia! anarô edy baka tokotro hikarakara zahay;

Yes, you have to take care of us;

Ano mahivagna ‘zahay!

May we be healthy!

Aza mety vôly mikarakara ‘zahay

Don’t stop caring for us.

During the jôro (invocation) and the blessing of the baby, the zaman-jaza (maternal uncle) and the
angovavy (paternal aunt) accompanied by other members of the ancestral family, are performing
some traditional Sakalava folk dances. Then comes a time of a great fellowship meal in which the
whole family and guests partake. At the end of the great feast, the head of the family (the one who
invites) gives a long speech in which he officially proclaims the completion of the ceremony. But
many guests still spend a night in the same village before returning home.
The failure to perform such a ritual will bring blame (tsingy) to a parturient from God (Zagnahary)
and the ancestors who grant offsprings. If I should give an English translation of this rite, I would
opt for “first-outing rite” or “thanksgiving rite.” This rite has both “outing” and “thanksgiving”
characters. It serves as an event when the mother and the newborn make their first public
appearance. The sacrifice is an offering to the God creator and the ancestors as a gift for granting
offspring and at the same time a propitiatory sacrifice to beg their blessings for the newborn.
7.2.4 Preliminary Conclusion
The Malagasy have a vivid belief in supernatural beings and forces. Humans are weak and
vulnerable and cannot carry out life without the assistance of God and the ancestors. An obvious
corollary to a belief in witches is the perception that certain kinds of recognizable injuries or
misfortunes are due to witchcraft, and it is clear from many Malagasy ancient sources that people
at times accepted certain kinds of misfortunes as the result of witchcraft or harmful magic. God
and the ancestors are not only life givers, but they can also protect from any form of evil that can
harm life in its various forms. The following table sums up the traditional Malagasy perceptions
on childbirth:
Perceptions, customs and rites

Belief behind Malagasy Childbirth
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Offspring
From God and the ancestors
State of the parturient
Weak and vulnerable
Confinement period
Mostly eight days
Childbirth is dangerous and Witchcraft, evil spirits, and curse can kill both the mother
deadly
and the child
State of childbirth
Deadly battle
Sacrifice
Before, during and after childbirth
Postpartum sacrificial rite
As thanksgiving to God and the ancestors; blessing to the
child
The focus of the postpartum The child
sacrifice
Function of the postpartum The sacrifice has a propitiatory function; the zebu is
sacrifice
offered as a thanksgiving to God and the ancestors who
were believed to be the sources of life. The zebu also has a
symbolic function since all the symbolic acts performed at
the birth of the baby can be interpreted as good wishes
from the family members to the newborn baby. It also
functions as a “scapegoat” since it symbolically absorbs
evil and curse.
Childbirth is a dangerous situation that may cause death to both the mother and the newborn. It is
pictured as a deadly battle against death and evil spirits. It is not surprising, then, to see that God
and the ancestors are closely connected to childbirth. Sacrifices and rituals relating to God and the
ancestors occur before, during and after birth. In order to get the mercy and the blessings of God
and the ancestors, the only ones who can make a woman pregnant, sacrifices are offered as means
of reconciliation. During the childbirth, sacrifice is used as means of begging the assistance of God
and the ancestors to help the parturient in the process of delivery.
The main focus of my study in this section has been to present and analyze the Malagasy
postpartum ritual. My study of the Malagasy postpartum sacrificial ritual reveals that some special
rites must be observed after the period of confinement. My interest is particularly oriented towards
the fampiboahagna tsaiky ritual among the northern Sakalava. This ritual exhibits some striking
similarities with the postpartum ritual purification in Lev 12, analyzed above in chapter 4. In the
preliminary conclusion four main points were emphasized with regards to the characteristics of the
sacrifice offered on this occasion (see p. 98). Now, on the background of the Malagasy postpartum
ritual presented in section 7.2, I will briefly recall these four points and apply them to the Malagasy
context:
(1) A parturient must accomplish the postpartum ritual. According to the prescriptions in
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Lev 12 any Israelite parturient must accomplish the postpartum ritual. When her days of
purification are complete, she has to bring a one-year lamb for a burnt offering and a pigeon or
turtledove for a purification offering (see Lev 12:6). The fampiboahagna tsaiky of the northern
Sakalava also shows that all parturients must perform the eighth-day sacrificial rite of
acknowledgment. It is a duty of a Sakalava parturient to offer a zebu sacrifice to Zagnahary (God)
and the ancestors as an act of appreciation.
(2) The rite consists of offering a bloody sacrifice to a deity. In Lev 12 the postpartum
sacrifice offered to YHWH includes manipulation of the blood of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering through the

 ִּכ ֶּפרrite. The  ַח ָּטאתoffering has a purificatory function. Its blood purifies the parturient from her
ritual impurity. In the Malagasy context the postpartum sacrificial rite has both an “outing” and a
thanksgiving character. It is the first appearance of the mother and the newborn in the society after
the confinement time. Even more important, the sacrifice is a response and an acknowledgment
addressed to God and the ancestors as promised when the family begged them to grant offsprings.
The content of the jôro (invocative prayer) addressed to God and the ancestors at the ceremony
clearly shows that the bloody sacrifice has both propitiatory and fellowship functions. Partly, the
zebu sacrifice functions as a “scapegoat,” carrying misfortunes, curses and all evils away from the
family and the newborn baby in particular.
(3) The sacrificial rite is officiated by a priest in a holy place. The postpartum sacrificial rite
in Lev 12 is exclusively officiated by a priest. The manipulation of the sacrificial blood is the duty
of a priest. The priest is the only person who can officiate sacrifices in the ancient Israelite society.
The sacrifice must be offered in the Sanctuary, that is, the Tabernacle and, later, the Temple. The
Sanctuary is a holy place set apart from other spaces for a specific purpose, that is, the offering of
sacrifices. It is also holy because YHWH resides therein. The concept of space also plays a central
role in the religious context of the Malagasy. The postpartum sacrificial rite can only be performed
at a specific space. In some cases, it occurs at the ancestral tombs, but mostly it has to be held to
the west of the local sacred precinct (togny). This sacred space is also believed to be the residence
of Zagnahary and the ancestors.
(4) The aim of the rite is to purify the parturient. Lev 12 shows that the postpartum ַח ָּטאת
offering and the  ִּכ ֶּפרrite aim at purifying the parturient from her ritual impurity caused by the
postnatal discharge. My exegetical studies reveal that the  ַח ָּטאתoffering has nothing to do with
sin. The requirement of this sacrifice does not imply that childbirth is somehow sinful and causes
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guilt of sin to the parturient. My exegesis clearly shows that it is the loss of blood after the delivery
that brings impurity to the parturient. The  ַח ָּטאתoffering is a purification offering rather than a
sin offering. The notion that a parturient becomes ritually impure is not apparent in the Malagasy
thinking. The parturient is not impure in the ritual sense. Nevertheless, the practice among the
Ranginaly which requires the parturient to bathe in cold water immediately after giving birth as an
ancestral custom, somehow, presupposes that she needs purification. I also found that the purpose
of the Malagasy postpartum ritual sacrifice among the northern Sakalava is mostly twofold: First,
it is performed in order to appreciate God and the ancestors, and, second, it removes evil and curses
from the newborn baby and the family. In this sense it purifies both the parturient and the newborn
by, first, removing evil and curse from the newborn and, second, removing the blame (tsigny) from
God and the ancestors.
7.3 The Fandroana (Annual Royal Ritual Bath)
We come to the third Malagasy traditional ritual selected for our study. It is the New Year’s royal
ritual bath of purification called Fandroana. Although the Fandroana ritual is a wide and
fascinating subject to explore, my main purpose is to present its various elements and discuss the
religious significance of the rites by highlighting its purificatory and sacrificial aspects. With
regard to sources, some scholarly works on Fandroana are available. My primary source is
François Callet’s Tantara ny Andriana (1878), and secondary sources are, amongst others, Caleb
Razafimino’s La Signification Religieuse du Fandroana ou de la Fête du Nouvel An en Imerina
Madagascar (1924), Louis Molet’s Le Bain Royal à Madagascar (1956), Maurice Bloch’s “The
Ritual of the Royal Bath in Madagascar: the Dissolution of Death, Birth and Fertility into
Authority” (1987) and various articles and newspapers written from the colonial period and later.
I have also found some eyewitnesses who have written detailed descriptions of the Fandroana
celebration such as Louis Catat, the private medical doctor of the last queen Ranavalona III and
the catholic priest Antoines Abinal, who were both among the European guests at the Fandroana
during the reigns of the late queens of Imerina. In the following presentation of the Fandroana
ritual I am referring to the traditional ritual of Fandroana of ancient times.
7.3.1 The Origin and Date of the Fandroana
The celebration of the Fandroana ritual in Madagascar cannot be dissociated from the reign of the
king Ralambo of the Merina kingdom. To him are attributed the care of zebu and its consumption
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and the establishment of the New Year royal ritual bath called Fandroana.105 According to the
Tantara ny Andriana (Records of the history of the kings), it was from his time that the zebu
became central and played a significant role in the Merina culture, especially in the ritual context.
It all started with King Ralambo and the zebus. It was Ralambo who first tasted the zebu and since
then it became one of the most important elements of the Fandroana. The first day of the moon
Alahamady, on which Ralambo was born, was the date of the Fandroana. In the sky, the
Alahamady occupies a place of honor, between the north and the east, and, in a house, it is located
at the northeast corner which is the sacred corner of the ancestors and invocations (zoro
firarazana).106 In 1883 the date of the Fandroana festival was changed by the last Queen
Ranavalona III to November 22, the anniversary of her coronation. With Madagascar’s
colonization by France from 1896, the Fandroana ritual was abolished by the decree of June 5,
1897, and replaced by July 14, the French national day.107 It was called Fandroana (bathing) since
the ceremony itself comprises a ritual consisting of the king’s sacred bath.
The origin of the Fandroana ritual has not yet been much debated in scholarly research.
Nevertheless, some early and recent scholars have proposed that this ritual is borrowed from
elsewhere long before or during the monarchic period in Madagascar: for Alfred and Guillaume
Grandidier it is rooted in the Islamic Beiram,108 for Matthews it is connected to the Jewish Passover
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or the Day of Atonement,109 and for Molet the Fandroana is of Asian origin.110 Without any serious
historical evidence supporting these views, they should be taken as mere suggestions.
Nevertheless, since the historians of the migration in Madagascar have convincingly shown the
Arab origin of some Malagasy tribes, I tend to follow Grandidiers by associating the Fandroana
with a purification rite brought by the early Muslim migrants who settled in the south-east region
and at Imerina. It might have undergone some reshaping, adaptation and, undoubtedly, some new
Malagasy ritual elements were added later. It seems that the myth of origin of the Fandroana as
narrated in the Tantara ny Andriana was invented to politically and religiously legitimize the
project of Ralambo to make it a monarchichal festival.
7.3.2 The Content of the Fandroana
The Fandroana ceremony consists of five days of celebration including five main parts: the
preparations, the beginning of the feast, the ablution day, the day of sacrifices, the day of children
and various subsequent activities. And since the most relevant elements in our context occur on
the last two days, apart from the presentation of the various preparations before the Fandroana,
my presentation below will focus on the bathing day (andro androan-drano) and the sacrificial
day which constitute the climax of the Fandroana ritual. These days are characterized by various
rites and customs, but I will highlight six of them for my comparative purpose: (1) Preparations,
taboos and abstinences, (2) the red cock purification rite, (3) the distribution of zebus, (4) the
sprinkling rite, (5) the royal sacred bath, preceded by the lantern parade called arendrina, and (6)
the sacrifice of the volavita zebu. My presentation below is predominantly based on Razafimino’s
La Signification Religieuse du Fandroana and Catat’s Voyage à Madagascar (1889–1890).111
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Catat was one of the French guests at the Fandroana in 1889 and gave a rather detailed account
of the Fandroana celebration under the reign of Ranavalona III.
7.3.2.1 Various Preparations, Taboos and Abstinences
Two weeks before the Fandroana all the public activities were suspended. Two or three days
before the Fandroana, a big gathering took place in Antananarivo at the public place of Andohalo
where the sacred stone of enthronement was located.112 All the representatives of the six districts
of Imerina and a large crowd were attending the kabary (traditional oratory speech) in which the
authorities gave all the instructions necessary for the celebration of the Fandroana. The Sovereign
should be present, and in case he/she could not make it, a delegate had to be appointed to proclaim
the date and all the necessary observances relating to the Fandroana.113 In her speech, the late
queen Ranavalomanjaka emphasized that the transgression of the laws of Fandroana will not be
left unpunished.114 Afterwards, the chief of the caste, called Andriamasinavalona, proceeded to
the offering of the hasina. The hasina was a tribute which consisted in the offering of an old coin
called vola tsy vaky (literally, unfragmented silver coin) and a zebu of a particular color called
volavita.115 This money was not merely a tribute of allegiance or a mark of fidelity to the
Sovereign. It expressed a wish for the Sovereign: that the virtue, the sanctity and the power that
resided in him/her would remain intact and be preserved.
The everyday life was characterized by thorough cleaning and renewal. The old mats were thrown
away, and new ones were hatched; one bought new pots for the various cooking required by the
rites of the Fandroana. Among wealthy families, the exterior of the houses was plastered with
reddish clayey (laterite) and the interior was raked with ravoravo (white soil, literally, joyful), as
a sign of joy. Families expected their relatives to return to the tanindrazana (literally, land of the
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ancestors, where the ancestral families were) to celebrate the Fandroana and to share their joy
with their families. It was rare that a Merina did not return to the ancestral home on the day of the
Fandroana.
The last week of Alohotsy (the last traditional Malagasy month) was marked by the fulfillment of
various civic and social duties. All subjects from the youngest to the eldest, must offer to the
sovereign a piece of money as a royalty. It was a small amount of money called variraiventy
isanolo-miaina (literally, a centime per living person).116 The heads of clans, and later the
amboninjato (chiefs of hundreds) and the govarnera (administrators), were responsible for
collecting this semi-religious tax. The musicians who entertained in the court during the
Fandroana were recruited from the clan called tsiarondahy and their women had the function of
singing for the queen.117 The people also had the duty to visit the members of the family and the
inhabitants of the same village. Everyone must offer the homage called jaka, which consisted in
the offering of a small amount of money. Children gave to parents what was called
solombodiakoho, that is, a gift of money to one’s parents in place of the traditional chicken’s rump.
The parents responded with the gift of solompenakoho (in place of chickens’ thigh).118
One of the most significant elements of the Fandroana preparations was reconciliation. Before the
coming of the New Year, all conflicts must be settled. Any person who had a conflict with a
relative, friend or a neighbor must strive to be reconciled with him/her. It was the duty of the head
of the family or an elder to undertake the necessary steps to reconcile family members or neighbors
in conflict. The spouses separated by a quarrel took advantage of this opportunity to renew their
conjugal life. It was up to the husband to take the first step and to recall his wife from the paternal
or fraternal house where she had taken refuge.

116

Razafimino, La Signification Religieuse du Fandroana, 8.

117

Albert Cahuzac, Essai sur les Institutions et le Droit malgaches (vol. 1; Paris: Libairie Marescq Ainé, 1900),
59. Cahuzac attributed some royal duties such as bringing firewood and meats to the palace during the Fandroana
celebrartion to the caste called Zana-dahy while Razafimino mentioned that it was the Tsiarondahy (same caste as
Zana-dahy but with different appellations) who were in charge of these duties.
118
Razafimino, La Signification Religieuse du Fandroana, 8. The tax was prescribed as follows: A kirobo (1.25
French Franc) for the lahimatoa (elder brothers); a sikajy (0.60 French Franc) for the lahiaivo (younger brothers) and
a lasiray (0.30 French Franc) for the faralahy (youngest brothers). Jaka is the meat from the zebu slaughtered on the
day of Fandroana, but it can also consist of gifts of all kinds. If one cannot afford a large piece of meat of livestock it
can be substituted by money or other presents. The kabary of preparation at Andohalo prescribes the payment of a tax
called tenim-pandroana (word of Fandroana). This tax is aimed at helping each Fokonolona, especially the poor, to
buy zebus for the celebration of the Fandroana. This law was later abolished.

213
There were several fady (taboos) and prohibitions relating to Fandroana. It was forbidden to shed
the blood of quadruped animals during this period. The sixth day was therefore called the faravonoana, that is, the last day of slaughter.119 People only consumed eggs, dried fish, dried shrimps
and vegetables.120
The Fandroana ritual also prescribed prohibitions concerning death and funeral as well as some
rules relating to the relatives of the deceased. After the official proclamation of the Fandroana, it
was no longer permitted to transport corpses during daytime. Burial was subject to the following
rules: (a) not before sunset, (b) not in the sacred evenings of the day of the royal bath and the
sacrifices, (c) not in the family tomb, but in a provisional sepulcher called aniritra.121 It was seven
days after the New Year that the temporarily buried dead could be transferred to their tomb. As for
the relatives, they must not participate in the joy of the Fandroana and were deprived of the
ceremonial presents of the jaka (meats from the past Fandroana celebration). If death occured on
the sacred days, it was forbidden to weep aloud as Malagasy women usually do, and the family
should not mourn until after the expiration of fourteen jubilee days. Death occurring on the
Fandroana sacred days was called “cursed” and was considered as abhorrent.122 The Merina ethnic
group often attributed it to God’s punishment. The deceased person was believed to have suffered
a double loss: he/she did not celebrate with the living and will not reach the mountain of
Ambondrombe (name of the legendary Malagasy abode of the spirits of the dead). This belief can
be seen in the following proverb: Rafotsibe maty andro nandroan-drano: tsy enina ny vodi-akoho
aty, tsy enina ny vodiakoho any Ambondrombe (The old woman, deceased on the Fandroana days,
she will neither have her share of chicken rump here nor her share of chicken rump there in
Ambondrombe).123
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7.3.2.2 The Red Cock Purification Rite
Early in the morning (mostly Wednesday), at the palace the red cock ritual starts: a red cock was
sacrificed and its blood was collected in a banana leaf.124 Then the monarch began to officiate by
saying: “Isoronako ity rà ity, sy ifadirako ity akoholahimena ity: rà velona ity hahavelona ahy;
ary faditra akoholahimena ity: solompaty hahafaka ny ratsy” (With this blood, I make a sacrifice,
and from this red cock I make an exorcism: it is a living blood, to make me alive; and it is a victim
of exorcism, this red cock, a substitute of death, to remove the evil.”125 People attending the
ceremony, beginning with the monarch, took the blood with their fingers, marked the forehead,
the hollow of the stomach, the navel and the genitals.126 At the same time, they prayed to God; “O
God Creator, may I not be punished for what I have done.”127 Some scholars described the red
cock sacrifice as a “scape-cock” rite, which aimed at carrying away the sins of the whole kingdom.
Grandidier, for example, in his work on the Fandroana said:
On the penultimate day, the head of the diviners sacrificed a red cock as an expiatory victim, before
the sovereign surrounded by the elders of the kingdom, to wipe out the sins of the ending year, and
the sovereign and the assistants dipped the nail of the finger of their left hands in its blood, and put
it on the forehead, neck, stomach, armpits, nails, and toes, leaving it dry; as for the cock, one carried
it and threw it away.128

Likewise, Abinal stated that “the unfortunate biped must serve as a scapegoat.”129 Soury-Lavergne
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also said, “And, in hurry they carry away the scape-cock, with all the thrown misfortunes.”130
These scholars see in the red cock sacrifice a scape-cock rite due to the following reasons: First,
the choice of the red cock was given to the royal mpisikidy (diviner), who, in this case, played the
role of a priest. Second, before slaughtering the cock, the diviner charged all the people’s iniquities,
all the crimes of the royal escort, all enchantments and all the fates that can possibly be thrown on
it. Then the cock was slaughtered, its blood was collected for the purification rite and, at last, its
carcass was carried and thrown away. Sources are unclear on where the carcass was to be disposed
after the exorcism. Abinal mentioned that the carcass of the red cock was thrown “à la voierie,”
which simply means “on the road” while Soury-Lavergne and de la Devèze unprecisely pointed
out that it was carried “au loin” (far away).
The sources display some discrepancies. Abinal, for example, said that the exorcism performed on
the red cock included the people’s iniquities while Tantara ny Andriana emphasizes that “the
exorcism at the Fandroana is for the king alone; for the people, there is none” (Ary ny andriana
hiany no misy faditra amin’ny Fandroana, fa ny vahoaka tsy misy faditra).131 The aim of the red
cock ritual was to exorcize the sovereign (manala faditra ny mpanjaka) before the coming of the
New Year. Those who participated in this ceremony had to abstain from meat until they had eaten
the one from the sacrifice of Fandroana. The Tantara ny Andriana records that the exorcism was
carried out through prayers, imprecations, multiple gestures, casting of grass or small objects
towards the south and all evil spells which may threaten the king and his family were thrown on
the red cock.132
But what was this prayer all about? Was it a confession of faults committed in the past or an
exculpatory charge for an illegal act whose accountability and sanctions were feared? In the first
case, the object of prayer was to purify oneself of transgressions before participating in eating the
sacred meat. If it was a prayer for a future act, one may wonder what act these people asked not to
be punished for. Was it the crime and the faults of the following days and nights? Razafimino
claimed without hesitation that the prayer was made for “the crime that one commits by shedding
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the blood of the zebus during the sacred period of the Fandroana.”133 This ritual was also
accompanied by a salvo of artillery. This salvo was called tafondro manodidina (circular
detonation) since they came from various points of the city of Antananarivo and the surrounding
hills.134 The strength of the detonations together with the intensity of the noises accompanying it
showed the solemnity of the feast.
7.3.2.3 The Distribution of Zebus
Some weeks before the Fandroana, zebus destined for the celebration were fattened in various
ways.135 The number of zebus slaughtered during the Fandroana was excessively high. According
to Catat, in 1886 more than 500 zebus were brought into the Queen’s Palace.136 It was part of the
Fandroana tradition that the monarch gave several hundred of zebus away to various people such
as the different castes, the representatives of the districts and especially to the poor. The
distribution of the zebus from the monarch displayed some excitement and cruelty. Many zebus
were chased out of the palace and spread around the capital Antananarivo. Catat wrote: “About
two o’clock (in the afternoon), these zebus, driven out in small groups from the enclosure of the
rova (palace), soon spread in the streets of the city and many are passing in front of my house at
Imarivolanitra; when the zebus run in the city, as soon as they have passed the enclosure of the
royal rova, they belong to those who capture them.”137
Carol, amazed but at the same time shocked by the spectacle, reported: “At the feast of the
Fandroana the population’s jubilation manifested by a dismembering of live zebus led in the street.
With the knife in their hands, they pursued the bewildered, bleeding animal, running on three
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legs.”138
7.3.2.4 The Sprinkling Rite
Before the main ritual bath started there was another preparatory rite of purification. Late in the
afternoon, after the exciting and dangerous scenes of the distribution of zebus, relatives and
neighbors visited each other to perform the rite of safo rano or tatao rano.139 The term safo rano
refers to the action of slightly touching the water with the tips of the fingers while tatao rano to
the action of putting it on the head. A person whose father and mother were still alive
(velondray/velondraiamandreny) took a clay pot newly bought for this purpose. After heating the
water poured into it, the velondray placed the pot at the northeast corner of the house (zoro
firarazana). Then both the hosts and the guests soaked their fingers together in the lukewarm water
and at the same time pronounced the following prayer: “Sambasamba, Andriamanitra,
Andriananahary mba ho arivo tratry ny taona anie izahay, mba tsy hisara-mianakavy! (Oh, what
a good start, O God! O Creator! May we see thousand times the new year, may we not be separated
from each other).140 While praying, they put their wet fingers on their heads. Then the officiating
velondray took part of the water and sprinkled the attendants. He placed the rest at the door so that
those who come to visit after or passing neighbors can repeat the same rite and the same wish.141
This water was called “firstfruit of water.”142 A slightly different version of the prayer is found in
Abinal: “To the Lord Creator, to the fragrant Lord are the first fruits! May we attain our thousandth
year! May God preserve us and that no separation exists between us!”143 It is also worth mentioning
that the water used in this rite should be drawn from a sacred source. For the Antananarivo region,
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the sacred source was in Antsahatsiroa.144
In the evening, the second arendrina called arendrim-bahoaka (lantern parade for the people)
started.145 It is much the same as the one made in honor of the monarch but it did not last that long.
The parade was to be ended before the night, because the solemn rites of Fandroana were to begin.
Here the moon Alohotsy just died and the moon Alahamady rised. It could not be seen yet, but in
the darkness it was in the east and later appeared in the west (mivadika miankandrefana) on the
third day of Fandroana. In the evening, the great royal ritual bath started.
7.3.2.5 The Royal Ritual Bath
The beginning of the royal bath ritual was characterized by a great excitement of children carrying
their torches called arendrina everywhere in the city and the villages. Now we know the origin of
the arendrina, the colorful lanterns that children carry on the street on the eve of the 26th of June,
the anniversary of the Malagasy Independence Day. In the evening of the day of Fandroana
thousands of fires appeared on all parts of the capital Antananarivo. In each village, there were
joyful noises. It was the children who came out each carrying burning thatch torches. They walked
with their fires, they ran, and shouted: “ouyé! ouyé!” (youpi! youpi!) The fires intersected, and
seen from afar, produced a magical effect. These torches were called arendrina, which means,
agitated flame, as opposed to the tsangan’afo, an erected fire, on the mountains as a sign of alarm
or misfortunes.146 There were two kinds of arendrina: the first, called “royal,” took place on the
day before the Fandroana, and the second, attributed to the people, started in the evening before
the ritual bath. The arendrina was more than an exciting event for the children, its main purpose
was to drive out the ghosts and the spirits of the dead (ho fandroahana ny matoatoa sy ny avelon’ny
maty izany”).147
At nightfall, the people went up to the palace. In the large hall where the bath ceremony took place,
the crowd was arranged according to their noble castes, clans and bourgeois tribes. They sung, and
since the time of Radama I, in addition to the drums and the ancient royal singers, there were a
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modern military band.148 Abinal, an eyewitness attending the royal bath of the queen Ranavalona
in 1886 and Catat in 1889, gave the following accounts.149
At seven o’clock in the evening, the officers, ranked by order of dignity, and the representatives
of each caste were admitted to offer to the queen the last hasina (sanctity) of the year. The hasina
consisted in offering to the monarch a whole coin which is followed by a speech of homage, wishes
of hasina, consecration and sanctification. The princes were the first, then came the six noble
castes one after the other, followed by the Hovas (middle class) according to districts and clans,
and, finally, since the time of Radama I, the army was the last. This night the queen was dressed
with a bright red lamba, the color of royalty and had a crown of gold on her head.
Then they prepared the varisosoa (soupy rice), rice cooked with a lot of water, and the mialintaona, the meat of beef from the previous Fandroana celebration.150 The queen had to stand at the
north-east corner of the great hall of the palace, at the sacred corner of ancestors and prayer (zoro
firarazana). The lustral water was now prepared. It was the rano masina (the holy water) which
the first royal servants, the mpanantatra velondraiamandreny (servants, whose father-and-motherare-alive), drew from one of the sacred royal springs the day before in a white horn.151 They heated
it in a large pot, and then a cannon-shot was heard. They brought the pot to the queen, and then
came the double canon shots. Then they put some fanazava152 leaves, some ravoravo (white soil),
big red pearls called vakantsileondoza (pearl-that-the-misfortune-can-not-vanquish) and then
came the third cannon shot with triple detonation.153
Then the queen made the sambasamba. In the palm of her hand she took a little water from the pot
and spread it over her head, hitting herself three times saying: “Sambasamba Andriamanitra
Andriananahary” (Blessed be God the Creator!) and her servants did the same. They poured the
contents of the pot into another container located at the northeast corner. In front of it a red curtain
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was stretched out, in which the sovereign, half-undressed, made an abundant ablution; she took a
real bath.154 Her bath took around thirty minutes. Afterwards, the queen took one of the holy white
horns from the priests, keepers of the fetishes, drew some of the lustral water, in which she had
bathed and sprinkled her family by saying: “Afanana ny rano, ho masina anie aho! (The water is
purified [blessed]; may I be sanctified!) She did the same with all the groups of assistants. And
again, there were some cannon shots.
The queen left the house, carrying the white horn of the holy water. She blessed the large crowd,
and the act was followed by new cannon shots. Now the sovereign was back and sat down at the
north of the hall. There she ate the varisosoa of honor with the mialin-taona, the meat can from
the last Fandroana. She made the sambasamba: “Ho masina anie aho! Ary ho arivo tratry ny
taona!” (May I be holy and that I will attain thousand years). All the guests partook in the jaka
meal. The jaka meat was cut into long strips or slices, dried in the smoke, and torn to pieces. It
resembled burnt shreds of cloth or leather. Before being served, it was fried or stewed with fat.155
The sovereign was greeted by “Trarantitra ny Mpanjaka” (May the queen attain old age!) When
the ablution rite was finished, everyone went home to make their family ritual bath. It was around
ten or eleven o’clock in the night.
Upon returning home, the people immediately started the celebration of the New Year by eating
the fo tsy aritra (heart that cannot wait).156 They could not wait for next day’s zebus’ meat and
start eating other meat to celebrate the Fandroana, but since the quadruped abstinence was still
valid, people could only eat meat of poultry.
7.3.2.6 The Alin-dratsy (Wednesday Night)
The alin-dratsy (bad night) concerns all unfaithful women, separated from their husbands without
being divorced. The mpisintaka (fugitives) must return to the marital home this night in order to
celebrate the Fandroana with their legitimate husbands; otherwise, they profaned or rejected the
Fandroana (manary Fandroana) which was considered as a crime.157
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Even if the husband could not use all his marital rights, it was a painful humiliation for the woman
to unite with him and her parents during the purification ceremony. It was only in the morning that
these women could regain their freedom to leave and hasten to run away. The name ratsy (bad)
came from the fact that the woman had to endure this bad night during which she was forced to
experience something contrary to her will. If the woman refused to rejoin her husband, he could
revenge himself by asking one of his servants to bring a stick with tow and a ball of banana fibers
which symbolically signified that “until death she shall have no husband” (Mandra-pahafatiny tsy
manam-bady). This symbolic stick means that “[e]ven when you are bent (old), you will still be
my wife, never liberated by divorce” (Na dia manjoko aza hianao, mbola vadiko), and the tows
mean “[a]s long as your hair will not be as white as this, you will be my wife and not free” (Raha
tsy fotsy toy izao ny volonao, mbola vadiko hianao fa tsy afaka).158
7.3.2.7 The Sacrificial Day
From a religious point of view, this day seems to be the climax of the Fandroana ceremony. This
is the first day of the moon Alahamady, and the New Year begins. People started to greet each
other by “Arahabaina tratry ny taona vaovao” (literally, congratulations to you, reached by the
New Year) which should be answered by “Tratry ny taona daholo isika” (literally, yes, we are all
reached by the year).159
Then came the santatra (firstfruit) and exaltation of rice rites. It consisted of cooking vary amindronono tondrahan-tantely (rice cooked with milk and honey), and everyone invited relatives,
friends, from house to house to enjoy these two favorite food dishes of the ancient Malagasy. Those
who attended the ceremony put a little damp ravoravo (white soil) on their foreheads. After the
ceremony of greetings of the New Year, each one took a little of this mixture of rice, milk and
honey, with the hand and put it on the head saying together: “Sambasamba! Ho arivo tratry ny
taona mitsingeringerina” (Bless, bless! May we be reached by many years that turn and return).160
Members and friends of the family came together to eat a few bites and repeat the sambasamba
wish formula. A velondraiamandreny (a person whose parents are alive) took a little of this rice.
He/she went around among the guests, put a few grains of rice on each of the other’s head, saying:
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“I put this sacred thing on your head, it is not the rice that is holy, but you will be holy, so that
death has no hold on you,” Then he/she touched the person’s head with a fingertip previously
soaked in honey, saying a blessing: “I put this sweet honey on you, you will be more esteemed
than honey, your name will be sweet and your words will be gentle to hear.”161
Then came the time of the slaughtering of the sacrificial victim called omby volavita (a zebu of
particular color) and the ombimalaza.162 Its immolation could only be performed according to the
position of the sun; it had to be done before the sun reached the top of the house (mitatao vovonana)
according to the Malagasy expression, that is, before noon. The propitious time was at the
misandratr’andro, which means, while the sun is ascending at approximately eight o’clock in the
morning.
This sacrifice was called fisaoran’andriana (with which the king gives thanks) and its performance
had to fullfil some requirements.163 First, the sacrificial zebu must be a volavita, a zebu with a
special color: beige or red, spotted with white. Second, all the sacrificial acts must be performed
before the royal tombs. The victim’s head must face the east, and during its slaughtering it was
supposed not to groan; otherwise, it was not qualified and immediately another volavita zebu had
to be chosen to replace it. Third, the sacrificial rite was entrusted to a prince who fulfilled the
following conditions: well constituted, without physical defects and whose father and mother were
still alive (velondraiamandreny).164 When all these conditions were fulfilled, the monarch, acting
as high priest, climbed a stone before the tomb and gave thanks to God who created “hands and
feet,” (Andriamanitra nahary tongotra aman-tànana) and invoked his ancestors as well as the
virtue of heaven and the holiness of the earth, prayed for the land and the kingdom so that evil was
removed from it during the new year. Then the velondraiamandreny slaugthered the volavita. The
blood was carefully collected in a new pot, and he then presented the knife to the monarch, who
licked it, and marked her forehead, nails, knees, etc. with the blood of the sacrificial victim.
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Afterwards, variegated triangular-stemmed papyri (zozoro) were immersed in the blood and
sprinkled on the lintels of the doors. It was believed that by this process, the dangers that could
threaten the house (thunder, fire) were avoided and their dwellers’ lives were kept safe from evil
spirits.
After the prayer came the sacrifice proper. In front of each door of the fito miandalana (the seven
aligned royal tombs), which had been opened in advance, they roasted a piece of the bump of the
zebu with a fork with seven branches. At the same time, a part of the hump of another victim
slaughtered in Ambohidrabiby in front of the tomb of Ralambo (the founder of the Fandroana)
was roasted. The monarch must taste the meat from these two places before the great meal of
Fandroana began.165 When the meat from the two animals was ready, the sovereign returned home
from Ambohidrabiby to eat it with rice pudded with honey (vary amin-dronono tondrahantantely). The members of the royal family also participated in this meal. Here again they performed
the rites and prayers of the tatao (rite of thanksgiving with rice) with its sambasamba greeting
formulas.
As for the rest of the animal, it was distributed to the chiefs of the noble castes. It was from the
main sacrificial victim that they took the meat that would serve the jaka mialin-taona (jaka for
next year’s celebration) which mainly constituted of the hump and the bump of the sacrificial meat.
After the cannon shot, indicating that the royal zebus had been slaughtered, common people were
now allowed to slaughter their zebus after some rites of invocations of the ancestors. Each family
did according to their possibility by associating, if necessary, with others to support the expense.
The head of the family performed a rite almost identical to the rite of the king. He took the reddish
clayey (tany mena,) spread some of it on the treshold, to the four corners, around the pillars
supporting the ridge of the house (vovonana) and sprinkled it with a few drops of blood. The blood
was used to moisten the plume of a papyrus (lohan-jozoro) with which the lintels and the door
jambs were sprinkled. The papyrus was then placed in the corner of prayers (northeast) of the
house.166 The meat eaten and shared on this occasion was called nofon-kena mitam-pihavanana
(the meat that maintains kinship). Whoever did not send or share the nofon-kena mitam-
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pihavanana was censured, blamed for having paid little attention to fihavanana (kinship).
The last part of the Fandroana ritual consisted of various celebrations such as the children’s day
and many manifestations which illustrated the joyous mood of the New Year.
7.3.3 The Contested Taombaovao Malagasy
The celebration of the Malagasy New Year (Taombaovao Malagasy) has replaced the Fandroana
ritual, but some of the underlying elements from ancient times are preserved. It has been celebrated
as the Merina own traditional New Year until recently when the whole island became involved in
its celebration. In its contemporary form, the celebration has shifted from a royal ritual bath into a
celebration of a Malagasy New Year of prosperity, reconciliation, and peace. Its aim is to restore
the Hasina Malagasy (Malagasy Sanctity) on which hangs all the blessings from God and the
ancestors.167 The date of the celebration is, however, contested. It is much debated and no
consensus has been reached. Three main groups of guardians of traditions differ on the question
of the appropriate date of the Taombaovao Malagasy (Malagasy Traditional New Year Festival)
and this issue remains one of the hot debates among “malgachisant”168 scholars and traditionalists.
In 2013, for example, the Taombaovao Malagasy was celebrated on the 11th and 12th of March
for the Trano Koltoraly Malagasy, on the 15th and 16th of March for the Mamelomaso (another
group of traditionalists), and in August for the ZanadRanavalona (descendants of Ranavalona, one
of the late Malagasy queens).169
Alain Ravelonarivo, the president of the ZanadRanavalona association, asserted that it was
Ralambo who first celebrated the Taombaovao Malagasy (Malagasy New Year) or the Fandroana
422 years ago in Ambohitrabiby.170 Continuing the observance of this ancestral legacy, his
descendants, the ZanadRanavalona, have been celebrating the Taombaovao Malagasy for 317
years. They claim that the right date of the Taombaovao Malagasy for the year 2017 was the 28th
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of March, since this was the beginning of the Alahamady according to the Malagasy traditional
lunar calendar.
The Fandroana, like many other celebrations, such as the Gregorian New Year, the National
Independence Day (26th of June), was and still is called Asaramanitra, a term often misunderstood
as referring to a big festival. This term is, however, a key to the understanding of the Fandroana
and its date of celebration. In fact, Asaramanitra is the name of the first month of the year in the
ancient calendar, used by the Malagasy ancestors until the 13th century.171 It was September and
was the time when the trandraka (tenrec; scientific name: Tenrec Ecaudatus) emerged from their
hibernation and the taontaonkafa or kankafotra (Madagascar lesser Cuckoo) returned from their
annual migration to Africa. With the return of a favorable temperature for new crops, that was the
lohataona (literally, head of the year), that is, the “beginning of the year.”172 Asaramanitra,
therefore, was a big agrarian celebration of the renewal of life which was associated with the royal
ritual bath or Fandroana. It marked the beginning of the solar year, which lasts 365 days.
Despite the disagreement between the three groups mentioned above, recently, there is a
negotiation initiated by an official committee in charge of the celebration of the Malagasy New
Year. This committee is constituted by various entities such as astronomers, historians and
traditional dignitaries such as Tangalamena (elders, keepers of the tribes’ traditions) or Olobe
(elders), Ampanjaka (princes) or other Zanak’ampielezana (royal descendants living outside the
highland areas) from all the regions of Madagascar. They aim at promoting the celebration of the
Malagasy New Year as a national celebration and finding an agreed date for the celebration. After
some debates, the committee, finally, agreed upon the 20th of September as the common date for
the celebration of the Taombaovao Malagasy.173
The contemporary celebration of the Taombaovao Malagasy has significantly changed from the
traditional celebration of the Fandroana. Nevertheless, the main themes of the Fandroana are
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maintained: purification, sacrifice of volavita zebus, vary amin-dronono tondrahan-tantely (rice
cooked with milk and honey), restoration of Hasina (sanctity) and many festivities, which aim at
celebrating the coming of the New Year.174
7.3.4 Preliminary Conclusion
Whatever its origin might be, the Fandroana in its traditional form has many similarities with the
New Year Festival known in the ancient Near East: New Year celebration, fasting, once-a-year
global purification, sacrifice, sanctification and blessings. The Fandroana has both political and
religious dimensions. As a political ritual, its aim was to reinforce the monarch’s Hasina. The
hasina in this context refers to the sanctity of the king and his unique privilege as divine and as
the ancestral mediator. The Fandroana is part of the royal propaganda through which the king
demonstrates and reinforces his power and authority as God and the ancestors’ mediator in the
midst of the earthly realm. He inaugurates the New Year by showing himself as the agent of the
renewal. The whole universe, that is the sky, represented by the astrological stars, and the earth,
represented by the king and his kingdom, is undergoing a great shift. The dynamics of the
Fandroana ritual displays a dualistic shift: from darkness to light, from death to life, from curse
to blessings, from impurity to purity and from sin to forgivenness.
The Fandroana ritual interconnects two main concepts, namely, space and time. The three spatial
realms are clearly distinguished during the celebration of the Fandroana: the universe, the
kingdom and every individual. These three spatial dimensions celebrate the Fandroana according
to their degree of sanctity and priority within the universe. First, the sky represented by the
astrological stars (vintana, destinies) decides the date of the celebration. The palace, which
represents the kingdom, hosts and starts the red cock sacrifice of substitution, the ritual bath and
the volavita sacrifice on the first day of Alahamady. The picture we see from the Fandroana
celebration seems to show that the palace functions as temple with the monarch as the high priest.
Common people cannot start their own celebration of the rites before those initiated at the palace
are completed. The households are the extension of the religious center, which is the palace.
The following table summarizes the various elements of the Fandroana ritual and their religious
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significance.
Preparation time
Elements of the Fandroana
Reddish clayey (plastered on the house)
Ravoravo (white soil) inside the house
Fasting (prohibition of slaughtering
quadruped animal)

Religious Significance
Renewal and protection
Symbolizes joy
a Moral requirements for the celebration of the
Fandroana

Fandroana ritual
Arendrina (lantern) and cannon shots

Means of exorcism (to cast out the spirits of the
dead)
Red cock ritual
Sacrifice of substitution; its blood purifies the
monarch and his house from all kinds of evil
Sprinkling rite (safo rano, tatao rano)
Purification from sin, impurity, and brings
blessings to every household and individual
Royal bath ritual
Purification from sin and impurity of the past
year and brings blessings; reaffirmation of the
king’s hasina (sanctity)
Alin-dratsy (bad night)
Attempt to reconcile broken up conjoints
Sacrifice of the volavita zebu
A once-a-year propitiatory and purificatory
sacrifice on behalf of the whole kingdom. Its
blood purifies and protects from any
misfortune and plagues during the New Year
The wholeness and perfect physical traits of Symbolizes the perfect and efficient character
the volavita officiating priest
of the sacrifice
I will now recall the six points that characterize the Day of Atonement in Lev 16 and try to identify
some possible points of correspondence with the Malagasy Fandroana ritual:175
(1) The Day of Atonement festival in Lev 16 is a national religious celebration characterized
by prohibitions. These prohibitions include prohibition from work, presence of human beings
inside the Sanctuary during the Day of Atonement ritual and fasting. The verb  ענהin Lev 16:29
refers to various forms of self-denial, including but not limited to fasting such as abstentions from
food and drink, bathing, using oil to moisten the skin, wearing leather sandals, and sexual
intercourse (see m. Yoma 8:1).
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First, the Fandroana is a national holiday, which means that people refrain from major works.
They are getting busy with the preparation of the festival. Second, the Fandroana ritual is
accompanied by several taboos and abstinences. They are of two categories: food abstinences and
taboos relating to death and funeral. Consumption of meat is mostly forbidden during the
preparation days of the festival. And since the Fandroana is meant to be a joyous festival, there
are rigorous taboo prescriptions relating to death and funeral such as transport of corpses during
daytime and the mourning of deceased.
(2) Due to human sins and impurities, the Sanctuary becomes unclean and needs a yearly
purification. According to the priestly theology the sacrifices performed throughout the year partly
purify the Sanctuary but it continues to be defiled by the Israelites’ moral and ritual impurities. An
unpurified Sanctuary is a threat to the Israelites as it forces YHWH to abandon his people by
leaving his residence in the Sanctuary. YHWH instituted the Day of Atonement as a means to
purify the Sanctuary through the sprinkling of blood inside the Holy of Holies. The Sanctuary is
thereby both purified and re-consecrated (Lev 16:19). The purification performed on the Day of
Atonement is therefore vital since it guarantees both YHWH’s dwelling among his people and his
people’s survival.
The Fandroana ritual starts from the purification of the monarch and the palace through the royal
bathing rite and sacrifices. A sanctuary, as a sacred building in which resides the deity, is not
known in the Malagasy belief system. There exist several sacred shrines throughout the country
until today, but these are sacred places, not buildings. Nevertheless, the details of the Fandroana
shows that during the ritual the royal palace serves as Sanctuary and the monarch as the high priest
who performs the purification process. The whole process of the Fandroana clearly points out that
evil and curses are attached to the palace and, therefore, it becomes unclean. We see this concept
more concretely, e.g., in the red cock ritual which aims at purifying (in other words, exorcizing)
the monarch (and his family) and the palace from evil and curse.
(3) Human sins and impurities are forgiven/purified once a year through special atonement
carried out by means of sacrificial blood. The purification ritual on the Day of Atonement has two
main purposes: first, it purifies the Israelites from their moral and ritual impurities, and, second, it
purifies the Sanctuary. Even though regular atonement is carried out by individuals on its daily
basis, the once-a-year atonement on the Day of Atonement must be performed with the purpose of
achieving a global purification. On the Day of Atonement sins are not only forgiven, but, more
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importantly, they are removed from human beings and the Sanctuary and are symbolically
transported into arid place.
The most important aspect of the Fandroana ritual was its multidimensional purification. At the
start of the New Year (also the new season), the whole kingdom must undergo a purification
process. It started from the king and his house and extended to his entourages. Through the whole
moon of Alohotsy (the last month of the traditional Malagasy lunar calendar), until the first week
of Alahamady, the preparation showed various symbolisms that pointed to renewal, joy and
purification. The ravoravo (white soil) and the tany mena (reddish clayey) plasterd on the house
symbolized both joy and protection.176
One significant component of the Fandroana is the volavita sacrifice. This sacrifice and all the
rites that accompany it show the centrality of zebu in the Malagasy belief system. The red cock
sacrifice, once performed at the palace, is enough for the whole kingdom. In contrast, the volavita
sacrifice starts from the palace and must be performed by each household. It is a once-a-year
sacrifice with the purpose of purifying and protecting the whole kingdom from all kinds of
misfortunes and plagues. According to the Tantara ny Andriana, the blood applied to the house
protects the house, the life of those who dwell in it, and brings hasina (sanctity) to the house (ho
fiarovana ny trano sy ny aina ary ho hasina ny trano).177 As we see, it presents a striking similarity
with the Passover ritual in Exod 12 where the blood of the paschal lamb is applied on the lintel
and the two doorposts (Exod 12:22). Both rituals have an apotropaic function as they both are
meant to avert evil and plagues.
The concept of purification is one of the prominent themes of the Fandroana. Amongst others,
three main purification items are used throughout the celebration of the Fandroana, namely, water,
fire and blood. There are two categories of water: ordinary and sacred water. Water used in
connection with the Fandroana rites is predominantly regarded as rano masina (sacred water)
drawn from sacred streams. It purifies first the king from sin, impurity and evil by means of the
ritual bath and then all the inhabitants of the kingdom.
(4) The ritual purification includes a bathing rite of the officiating high priest. The
176
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prescriptions in Lev 16 require the high priest to perform a ritual bath inside the Sanctuary (Lev
16:24). The purpose of this ritual bath is not to remove any impurity from the High Priest but rather
to remove some of the holiness that has penetrated him from being in the Holy of Holies. Although
this ritual bath does not constitute the main ritual of the Day of Atonement, it is part of the whole
ritual system and without performing it the officiating High Priest cannot proceed to the next step
which is the burnt offering.
Alfred and Guillaume Grandidier stated, “The main rite, the rite that characterizes this feast, is in
fact a bath or a sprinkling of water, having the effect of purifying the population from all witting
and unwitting faults committed during the past year, so that they may begin the new year pure and
spotless.”178 The bath also reaffirms the kingship. The scene of the fandroan-drano (bathing in
water) with the change of dress shows a passage from an old state (of the past year) into a new
purified state accompanied by its reaffirmed royal hasina (sanctity).179 At the coming of the New
Year, the monarch regains his sovereignty and power over his subjects in its fullness. As the
Malagasy term shows, water also represents a tsodrano (blowing on of water), which means
blessing.180
(5) The ritual purification is led by a high priest and proceeds from the most holy to the less
holy. The Day of Atonement ritual is exclusively officiated by the High Priest. The logic of the
whole ritual clearly shows that the purification process starts from the Holy of Holies (innersanctum). He performs the inner-sanctum  ִּכ ֶּפרrite by bringing the blood of the two ַח ָּטאת
offerings (his and the people’s offering) and sprinkling them on the front of the Ark of the
Covenant and upon the atonement plate. Afterwards, he performs the purification of the Holy place
and ends it at the courtyard of the Sanctuary.
As stated above, in the Fandroana ritual the monarch is the main figure who functions as high
178
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priest at the Fandroana, and therefore his purity and wholeness is critical to the success of the
ritual. 181 According to the Tantara ny Andriana only the king needs the sacrifice of substitution
(or sacrifice of exorcism according to some scholars). The process of the purification is carried out
in such a way that it starts from the palace (the monarch and its household) and then proceeds
outward to the people. The royal palace is conceived as the place where the sanctity (hasina) in its
highest degree resides. It is the place where the monarch as divine and ancestral mediator resides;
it is somehow the “most holy place” of the kingdom. It is worth mentioning that we observe a
corresponding process in Lev 16: the purification ritual starts from the atonement of the high priest
(and his household) followed by the atonement of the whole congregation.
(6) Evil – moral sins and ritual impurities – is symbolically eliminated by means of a
scapegoat sent away from the habitable area. Lev 16 shows that after the purification carried out
inside the Sanctuary another ritual must be performed in order to complete the Day of Atonement
rituals. The moral and ritual impurities from both the Israelites and the Sanctuary must be
symbolically transported into the inhabitable place. The scapegoat to Azazel serves as a garbage
track that carries all impurities and evil away from the people of YHWH.
In my view, the red cock sacrifice should not be taken as having the function of a scapegoat. A
scapegoat, in its ancient Near Eastern context, is not killed, but instead, led alive into an arid and
unaccessable place with the purpose of disposing sin and impurity. The red cock sacrifice is better
understood as a sacrifice of substitution (sorona ho fanala faditra), which aims at purifying and
protecting the king and his family from evil (faditra). After the imprecation on the red cock, it is
slaughtered and its blood is collected. The rest of the cock becomes dangerous and needs to be
carried away, while its collected blood is used as a purificatory agent. This sacrifice undoubtedly
has a propitiatory function since it rescues and protects the king and his house from evil and death.
It absorbs impurity and evil and carries them away. Although the main focus of the red cock
sacrifice of substitution is the king, the people who attend the rite also participate by confessing
their sins and begging God’s forgiveness. Nevertheless, the red cock rite exhibits some basic
similarities with the scapegoat of Lev 16: (1) sins and impurities of the whole kingdom are
confessed and symbolically loaded on the red cock; (2) after the collection of its blood, the red
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cock is thrown outside the palace as a symbolic ritual gesture meaning that all evil and curse are
removed and eliminated.
The red color has a special significance in Malagasy belief. It expresses permanence and hence
symbolizes royalty and sovereignty.182 It is also used in sacrificial rites such as the rano mena (red
water), a mixture of water and reddish clayey or colorful wood rind (on trees?).183 The purpose of
this rite is to avert misfortune predicted by a diviner (mpisikidy). The same purpose is found in the
symbolism behind the blood and the laterite applied on and inside the house on the sacrificial
day.184 They avert evil, misfortune, and protect from diseases, harm and plagues.
To the best of my knowledge, this study is the first that brings Lev 16 and the Fandroana ritual
side by side. Malagasy traditionalists used to compare the Fandroana with the paschal ritual in
Exod 12 with its blood sprinkling rites. The above six points show significant similarities between
these two rituals (Lev16 and fandroana) as well as differences, as summarized and exposed in the
following table:
Themes

Day of Atonement

Taboos and abstinences

Fasting, self-denial

Officiating entity
Bathing rite
Location
Sacrifices
Scapegoat ritual
Purificatory items
Symbolic colors
Purification target
Purpose of the ritual

Fandroana

Prohibition of consumption of
meat
High priest
Monarch
By high priest
By monarch
Tabernacle
Palace, whole kingdom
Bull, ram, goats
Volavita zebus, red cock
Goat to Azazel
Red cock
Water (bath), blood (sacrifice), Water (bath), blood (sacrifice),
fire (burnt offering, burning fire (arendrina, cannon shots)
place ouside the camp)
White (linen clothes of the high White (clay), red (clay)
priest)
- The Tabernacle
- The monarch
- The whole congregation
- The palace, the whole
kingdom
- Purification of the high priest - Purification of the monarch
from sin and impurity
from sin, impurity, evil and
- Purification of the whole
curse
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congregation of Israel (from sin - Restoration of the monarch’s
and impurity),
sanctity (hasina)
- Purification of the Sanctuary - Purification of the whole
(from sin and impurity of the
kingdom (from sin and
Israelites)
impurity),
- Reconsecration
and - Protecting the kingdom from
sanctification of the Sanctuary
evil and curse
- Global reconciliation

234

Chapter 8: Conclusion
In this chapter, I will bring the result of my research through a comparative approach. This thesis
has undertaken to explore three sacrificial rituals in Leviticus and three Malagasy traditional
rituals. The goal of the thesis as stated in the Introduction is to investigate similar traits between
rituals in Leviticus and the Malagasy traditional rituals. In the following, I will recall the main
points from my study of Leviticus and the traditional Malagasy context. By putting them side by
side, my main aim is to show some of the similarities but also some points of difference between
the two blocks of material.
8.1 Sin, Guilt and Rituals for Purification and Atonement
In the first block of text (Lev 4:1–5:13) I studied sins and the corresponding expiatory and
purificatory ritual sacrifice. Lev 4:1–5:13 contains prescriptions concerning intentional and
unintentional sins, whose violation incurs guilt and requires expiatory sacrifice by means of the

 ַח ָּטאתsacrifice and the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual. These texts speak about various cases of violation of YHWH’s
commands that incur guilt. In these contexts, sins are transgressions of God’s commands in the
form of prohibitions. These prohibitions regulate both the ancient Israelites’ social and religious
orders.
The first category of violation is associated with sins which are transgressions of societal rules
such as public adjuration (Lev 5:1), uttering a rash oath (Lev 5:4) deceiving a neighbor in a matter
of a deposit or a pledge, or by robbery or defrauding a neighbor (Lev 5:21 [ET Lev 6:2]). Because
all these matters are spoken of in the pentateuchal law and ruled by it, such transgressions are also
violation of divine prohibitions. Violators must bear the consequences of their sins and
transgressions. The consequences of sin are manifest in two forms: moral/psychological and
physical. In its moral form, the internal remorse consequent to the incurred guilt is portrayed as a
heavy guilt carried by the sinner. Unintentional sins can be atoned for through sacrifices which
will bring forgiveness.
The second category concerns the violation of numerous prohibitions relating to religious
prescriptions such as touching any unclean thing (Lev 5:2) and human uncleanness (Lev 5:3). One
of the major sources of guilt is the violation of several laws on impurity. The contact with unclean
objects contaminates, and it requires specific ritual purification. These impurity laws prohibit the
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contact with a corpse, with blood spilled during battle, and many other things. Their violation
committed intentionally or by ignorance incur guilt. In order to remedy the consequences of such
transgressions, the violator must perform the corresponding ritual sacrifice in which blood plays a
significant role.
The sacrifice, in both cases, has a substitutionary function, that is, the blood of the sacrificial victim
purifies the offerer’s sins and redeems his/her life. In case of defiant sins, categorized as grave
sins, the perpetrators must suffer physical punishment. The Hebrew term used to refer to this
category of punishment denotes a severe “cutting off” of the sinner from the presence of YHWH
and from his/her community. The sacrificial blood functions as the “purificatory detergent” that
cleanses the issuing impurities. Such a ritual re-establishes the guilty person’s state of purity as
well as his/her relationship with YHWH.
Our study of the Malagasy concepts of sin and guilt and their corresponding ritual sacrifices reveal
a significant similarity with Leviticus. First, the Malagasy know two terms for sin: heloka,
referring to transgression of societal rules that guarantee the security and the harmony of the
Malagasy society, and ota, denoting the violation of taboos. The Malagasy expression manota fady
refers to both intentional (fanahy iniana) and unintentional (tsy nahy) breaking of taboos, which
mark the identity and the ancestral foundation of the Malagasy people. Taboo prescriptions are not
only religious, but are found in various Malagasy contexts. Taboos are transmitted from generation
to generation, and there are uncountable taboos that command Malagasy society. I also found some
similarities between Malagasy taboos on death and corpse and their corresponding rites with the
prohibitions relating to corpses in Leviticus. A corpse is regarded as unclean and its contact brings
impurity. Contact with a corpse does not only defile but also desecrates personal amulets, which
will consequently lose their power to protect. Therefore, a ritual purification is required. The
Malagasy do not have a book of taboos, but they have to follow uncountable fady (prohibitions,
taboos), left by the ancestors, whose violation bring both moral and physical consequences.
The Malagasy culture knows both moral and physical forms of consequences of sin. Three terms
are used by the Malagasy to describe this: First, the eritreritra is a sort of psychological feeling of
guilt, consequent to evil deeds. The eritreritra haunts the evildoers’ conscience and always
surrounds its victims. The most prominent concepts used in connection to consequences of sin are
the two terms tsiny and tody. Tsiny is the disturbing blame and guilt consequent to any violation
of societal norms, such as relationship bonds, intentional or unintentional breaking of taboo (fady),
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and transgression of societal laws. Every Malagasy suffers the blame and guilt of unknown sins.
The consequences of any human act will inevitably return (tody). Human life is comparable to a
long trip, and when one arrives (tody) at the destination, he/she is rewarded with a levenam-bola
(hidden treasure) of his/her good deeds or the retribution of the evil deeds he/she has done. Any
human act is motivated by the fear of any incurring blame/guilt and retribution.
Both Leviticus and the Malagasy tradition conceive the human society as regulated by norms
prescribed by supernatural transcendental beings. In Leviticus, it is YHWH who gives the norms
in form of various ritual laws and prohibitions. They are meant to be fundamental norms that
maintain YHWH’s relationship to his people and the Israelites’ societal rules which gurantee the
harmony of the society. In the Malagasy society, however, the ancestors are the ones who have
left the taboos as norms that command the Malagasy society in form of oral traditions transmitted
from generation to generation. Similar to the principle behind the prohibitions in Leviticus, the
taboos in the Malagasy tradition are meant to harmonize the order of the society and to show
obedience to the ancestors and God. In both the Leviticus and Malagasy contexts, the observance
of the norms is not optional but strictly compulsory. The violation of these prohibitions in Leviticus
and in the Malagasy culture alike have two consequences: moral and physical. In Leviticus,
transgressing YHWH’s commands will immediately create a feeling of guilt that remains until the
corresponding ritual sacrifice has been completed. Such a state or situation in the ancient Israelite
society might have caused the same permanent feeling of unknown guilt as in the Malagasy
society, related to the concepts of tsiny and tody.
In both Leviticus and the Malagasy tradition, evil connected to the violation of the norms set by
the deity/ancestors is atoneable. In Leviticus, it has to do with sin and impurity while in the
Malagasy tradition it has to do with curse (faditra) or bad fate or, in some cases, ritual impurity
attached to the violator. In Leviticus, sin and impurity can be atoned for by means of the ַח ָּטאת
offering. In the process of this sacrifice, the concept of substitution is apparent, in which the sinner
is identified with the sacrificial victim, and the blood manipulation accompanying it points to the
fact that it is very similar to the sacrifice of substitution called sorona fanalana faditra (substitution
sacrifice or exorcism sacrifice) in the Malagasy sacrificial system. The fanalana faditra sacrifice
is performed with the purpose of averting the curse consequent to a violation of taboo. In Leviticus,
the substitution and identification are shown by the laying on of hand(s) on the head of the animal
sacrifice, while in the Malagasy tradition, the substitutionary aspect of the fanalana faditra ritual
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is characterized by imprecation on the sacrificial victim. The prominence of the blood in both ritual
contexts is obvious. The blood represents the life of the sinner and the performance of the
atonement brings a new state to the offerer. In Leviticus, after the completion of the atonement,
the sinner is forgiven and purified from sin and impurity. Such a new state enables the offerer to
be re-integrated into his/her family or community and worship. In the Malagasy context, however,
the output of the fanalana faditra is purification of the violator, which implies a re-integration into
the society, the ethnic descent, and reconciliation with the ancestors.1
8.2 Postpartum Purification and Sacrificial Rituals
My study of the postpartum ritual purification in Leviticus 12 shows the following points: One of
the issues I have discussed is the cause of the impurity of the parturient and the function of its
corresponding postpartum sacrifice. It is clear from the context of Lev 12 that it is not the
postpartum discharge per se that makes the parturient impure. This can be seen from the fact that
it is nowhere mentioned that the newborn infant or any persons involved in the childbirth who
assisted in the delivery become contaminated. The impurity only concerns the parturient. This
clearly points to the following remarks: first, the statement ֹותּה ִּתט ָּמא
ָּ ימי נִּ ַדת ד
ֵּ “ ִּכas in the days
of her menstruation she is unclean” in v. 2 points out that the impurity attached to the parturient
has to do with the loss of blood during the delivery. According to the Priestly theology, blood
represents the vital element of life (Gen 9:4; Lev 17:11) and its loss, even through natural
processes, was believed by the ancient Israelites as causing death. Blood loss during delivery and
postpartum discharge bring the parturient into a weakened and vulnerable state, that is,
symbolically to death. This explains the requirement of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering coupled with  ִּכ ֶּפרritual
in this case. The postpartum  ַח ָּטאתoffering clearly has both purificatory and expiatory functions.
On the one hand, it purifies the parturient from the uncleanness relating to the postpartum discharge
and re-establishes her state of purity. It is not a “sin offering” since childbirth does not involve any
sinful act at all. In this case the  ַח ָּטאתoffering is to be understood as carrying its pi’el meaning
which refers to “de-contamination,” “purgation” and “purification” from ritual impurities. On the
other hand, it also rescues the life of the parturient through substitutionary atonement by means of
the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual. The output of the  ִּכ ֶּפרritual is a state of cleanness ( )טהרand since the cause of the
impurity is death, the blood of the  ַח ָּטאתoffering both purifies and rescues the endangered life of
1
In some extreme cases, the violation of a taboo can even result in rejection of the violator by his/her kins or
ethnic descent.

238
the parturient. As such, childbirth in the ancient Israel was portrayed as a challenging time when
the parturient strives to survive from death.
My study of the Malagasy childbirth reveals some similar thinking and beliefs. First, Malagasy
childbirth is believed to be a threatening moment that a parturient has to endure. Various
expressions used in relation to childbirth point to the fact that delivery is portrayed as a deadly
battle that a parturient is engaged in. The expression “sabôha” (spear battle) used in Northern
Madagascar pictures childbirth as a bloody battle that puts the parturient into a position between
life and death. In Leviticus, the threatening death in childbirth is attributed to the blood loss during
delivery and postpartum period while in Malagasy tradition it is the childbirth itself that is
threatening. Childbirth leaves the parturient weak and vulnerable. One of the causes of the high
maternal mortality rate in Madagascar is the abnormal blood discharge during delivery and the
postpartum period. Such a phenomenon is not surprising, since even today adequate health care
given during pregnancy, especially in rural areas in Madagascar, is not sufficient.
In the Malagasy setting, pregnancy and childbirth cannot be dissociated from the ancestors. They
are believed to be the procreators and source of offsprings; therefore, they are invoked by those
who wish to have children. They are also invoked during childbirth to assist and rescue the
threatened life of the parturient. On the eighth day after childbirth, a ritual sacrifice called
“fampiboahagna tsaiky” (bringing the newborn out) is performed with two purposes: first to
acknowledge the ancestors for granting an offspring and, second, to beg the ancestors’ blessing for
the newborn. In Leviticus, the bloody sacrifice is used to purify the parturient from her ritual
impurity consequent to the postpartum discharge. In Leviticus, the focus of the postpartum
sacrifice is the mother, while in the Malagasy fampiboahagna tsaiky rite, it is the newborn infant.
8.3 The Day of Atonement and the Fandroana
The third ritual sacrifice I studied is the Day of Atonement ritual in Leviticus 16. It is the once-ayear global purification performed with the purpose of purifying Israel in its entirety including the
people, the land and the Sanctuary. My study reveals that the Day of Atonement is an ancient rite
sharing many features with other ancient Near Eastern New Year festivals. These festivals are
instituted in order to purify the temple residence of deities according to the belief of the ancient
world. In its ancient Near Eastern context, two figures, the high priest and the king, are the main
participants in the purification rite while in Israel it is only conducted by the high priest.
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The comparison of the Fandroana with the Day of Atonement shows striking similarities: (1) both
the Day of Atonement and the Fandroana celebration require cessation from work and fasting, (2)
every year the Sanctuary/Palace must be ritually purified because human sins and impurities defile
it, (3) human sins and impurities are forgiven/purified once a year through special atonement
carried out by means of sacrificial blood, (4) the ritual purification includes a bathing rite of the
officiating high priest/monarch, (5) the ritual purification is led by a high priest and proceeds from
the most holy to the less holy place and (6) evil – moral sins and ritual impurities – is symbolically
eliminated by means of a scapegoat sent away from the habitable area.
The Day of Atonement requires a global fasting and humility. During the first days of the
Fandroana festival, consumption of quadrupeds is prohibited. Both rituals bring about a global
purification. In Leviticus, sins and impurities are expiated and purified from both the people, the
land, and the Sanctuary of Israel on the Day of Atonement. The purification offering and the
scapegoat ritual of the Day of Atonement effect expiation and purification. The purification
offering cleanses the Sanctuary from the impurities and sins of the Israelites attached to it, and the
scapegoat to Azazel carries the sins of Israel away to an unaccessible place. The Fandroana ritual
aims at purifying the whole kingdom proceeding from the monarch, to the palace and, further, to
all the households. All the rites of the ritual point towards this goal. The monarch’s physical
bathing (fandroana) symbolically represents the ablution of the whole kingdom into the lustral
water. The red cock ritual performed on the day of the Fandroana is better understood as a
substitution sacrifice rather than as a scape-cock. It is, nevertheless, similar to the scapegoat ritual
of the Day of Atonement in that evil, curse and bad fate from the monarch and the palace are
symbolically transferred into the red cock before its blood is collected and its corpse is carried
away The confession performed before the sending of the red cock parallels the confession of sins
made on the scapegoat on the Day of Atonement. Both rites imply that sins were symbolically
transferred into the red cock and the goat to Azazel.
Both rituals use bullock and zebu as the main sacrificial animals. On the climax of the Fandroana,
the most significant ritual is the sacrifice of the volavita zebu at the palace, followed by all the
households in the kingdom. The function of the volavita sacrifice in the celebration of the
Fandroana is both sacrificial and festal. The blood of the volavita has purificatory and expiatory
function: it purifies the whole kingdom from sins and impurities and, at the same time, averts evil,
curses and plagues. A paschal-like ritual takes place. All the households sprinkle the blood of the
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zebus on the lintels and the doorposts as a means of purification.
There are, however, three main differences. First, the Day of Atonement is celebrated on the tenth
of Tishri, which is the seventh month of the ancient Israelite calendar, while the Fandroana was
held on the first day of the New Year (Alahamady). Second, the Day of Atonement is solely carried
out by the High Priest while the Fandroana is led by the monarch. This fact clearly shows that the
Day of Atonement is a purely cultic and priestly duty while the Fandroana is a mixture of a
religious and a political event. In its religious aspect, the main goal of the Fandroana is to bring
global purification to the whole kingdom and to avert evil that may affect the monarch and his
people. Various ritual elements in the Fandroana celebration, such as the arendrina (lantern),
cannon shots, and sprinkling of blood, serve to cast away demonic powers. We do not encounter
such elements in the Day of Atonement ritual. The Priestly theology emphazises sin and impurity
rather than demonic powers. In its political aspect, the Fandroana confirms and reaffirms the
monarch’s hasina, a concept, which comprises authority, power and the monarch’s unique
privilege as the divine representative on earth. Third, all the rituals of the Day of Atonement are
carried out inside the Tabernacle (except the dispatching of the goat to Azazel), the dwelling space
of YHWH. The Fandroana ritual, however, starts its celebration at the palace where all the rites
are initiated by the monarch before all the households can participate. It seems that the palace
itself, the dwelling of the monarch, is conceived as a temple with the monarch as the high priest.
8.4 Identifiable Similarities between Rituals in the Book of Leviticus and Malagasy
Traditional Rituals
At the outset of this study we formulated the following research question that has functioned as a
governing idea and has been running like a scarlet thread throughout: Is a relation of some kind
identifiable between rituals underlying some selected texts in the book of Leviticus and some
selected Malagasy traditional rituals? By now we can conclude that our comparative study has
identified in particular two significant points that appear as an affirmative answer to the research
question. The similarities between the rituals in the book of Leviticus and the Malagasy traditional
rituals are twofold.
(1) On the surface level, there appear to be several similarities in practice and structure. The rituals
in both settings have to do with sin, purification and sacrifice. Sin and ritual impurity are the main
concern of the Priestly theology as shown in various ritual prescriptions in the book of Leviticus.
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Sin and ritual impurity cause social and cosmic disorder which need immediate remedy through
appropriate ritual purification through sacrifices. The failure to perform the appropriate ritual
sacrifice by the violator brings guilt and dangers, such as excommunication from the community
and, in some extreme cases, death. In both Leviticus and the Malagasy traditional rituals, animal
sacrifices and blood play a significant role in the process of purification of sin and impurity. These
ritual sacrifices are accompanied by various symbolic gestures such as laying on of hand(s),
imprecation, slaughtering and the burning of the sacrificial victim. In both Leviticus and the
Malagasy context, birth marks a passage which must be treated in a special way through sacrificial
rites. After a certain period of time after the confinement and seclusion, the mother must perform
a ritual sacrifice. Sin and impurity represent a danger for the land and its people. Therefore, at a
certain point of the year (Tishri in Leviticus, the New Year for the Malagasy) the whole land and
the human beings dwelling in it must undergo a global purification.
(2) With regards to content of the rituals, similar traits can be identified in Leviticus and the
Malagasy traditional rituals. The content of the rituals points out that sin and ritual impurity cause
pollution which affects the body and the identity of the transgressor. The use of various symbolic
ritualistic elements in the process of purification shows the significance of the impurity behind
these rituals. The sprinkling of water found in both Leviticus and among the Malagasy traditional
rituals symbolizes a physical purification from impurity. The slaughtering of the sacrificial victim
and the manipulation of blood points to substitution and identification. The animal sacrifice
substitutes for the life of the transgressor and it dies in his/her place. Through the symbolic act
such as the laying on of hand(s), the transgressor is identified with the animal sacrifice. He/she
dies with the animal, and it is only through this ritual act that he/she can gain a new purified identity
free of condemnation, guilt and impurity. This is the purpose lying behind the dynamic structure
of the rituals in Leviticus and the Malagasy traditional rituals.
8.5 Tentative Malagasy Interpretations of the Book of Leviticus
I stated in the Introduction that Malagasy Christian readers feel at home when they read the book
of Leviticus. After the scholarly analysis of selected texts from Leviticus and selected traditional
Malagasy rituals in Parts One and Two, time has come to mention shortly a couple of examples of
such familiarity with Leviticus among Malagasy Christian readers. Hence I will now try to bring
two cases demonstrating how Malagasy Bible readers who are not trained professionally as

242
theologians or as exegetes interpret Leviticus on the background of Malagasy influences, as I have
described them in Part Two.
In Madagascar in general mestruants are somehow believed to be impure. A few months ago the
World Health Organization launched a campaign in the southeastern part of Madagascar
(Manakara), which aims at sensitizing the ruling authorities and the population that menstruant
students are not impure and that they can go to school. Menstruant students in that region are
reluctant to go to school during their menstrual period because they are bullied, dismissed and
excluded from school life. With this background in mind, it is easy to understand how Lev 12 has
been interpreted within the Malagasy revival ministry. As we already know, Lev 12 instructs us
that the parturient becomes impure, “as in her menstruation” (Lev 12:5; cf. Lev 12:2; 15:19–24)
and therefore cannot participate in the Israelite worship. The instruction book of the revival
ministry of the Malagasy Lutheran Church prohibits women shepherds (mpiandry) to perform their
duties such as exorcism and laying on of hand during their meanstual period. The reason behind
this prohibition is that they, somehow, are believed to be ritually impure and cannot participate in
the revival ministry.
The second case I would like to mention is how non-theologian Christian readers interpret Lev
4:1–5:13 with its prohibitions and sacrificial prescriptions. This passage would be familiar to
Malagasy people as it unfolds two major aspects of Malagasy religion, namely taboo and sacrifice.
Ordinary Malagasy readers will immediately understand the various prohibitions in this passage
as taboos from God mediated by the ancestors (Moses). Throughout the passage readers will see
that these divine prohibitions are nothing else than taboos that God uses to regulate society. The
breaking of these taboos is fatal and causes evil and curses that can only be averted through the
performance of the required substitution sacrifices. Sacrifice, especially zebu sacrifice, can be
found everywhere in Madagascar. The various rituals relating to sacrifice in Leviticus such as
slaughtering, laying on of hand(s), manipulation of blood are familiar to Malagasy readers.
Everywhere in Madagascar, the practice of exhumation of the dead is always accompanied by
invocation of the ancestors and zebu sacrifice (cf. sacrifice of bullock in Lev 16). A violator of
divine prohibitions in Leviticus bears his/her guilt while, from the Malagasy readers’ perspective,
a violator of taboos bears the tsiny and tody that the violation causes. Evil deeds trouble a violator’s
conscience and its return (tody) follows him/her everywhere. Malagasy readers would understand
God as the originator of taboos and, at same time, as a merciful God who graciously gave his Son

243
to shed his blood for a substitution sacrifice that purifies violators (sinners) from eternal curse and
evil. Today most of the church leaders do not use the expression “miala tsiny” (literally meaning
“I decline/apologize for your tsiny”) when opening their speech in church or elsewhere (as
commonly has been done in Madagascar) but instead use the expression “miala tsikera” (literally
meaning “I decline/apologize for your criticism”). The reason behind this change is that God
through the sacrificial substitution of Christ has purified all human tsiny (guilt); therefore there is
no need to apologize for tsiny (of the ancestors), but instead we all need to apologize for any
criticism caused by human mistakes.
8.6 Final Conclusion
I can now affirm that there is an identifiable relation between rituals underlying those texts that we
selected from the book of Leviticus (investigation in Part One) and those Malagasy traditional
rituals that we selected (investigated in Part Two). Throughout my thesis, these identifiable
relations have been made clear. The study of rituals in Leviticus and Malagasy traditional rituals
which have as their common denominator that they have to do with sin, sacrifice and purification,
reveals that human life and society are regulated by prohibitions/taboos. The failure to accomplish
such religious and societal requirements inevitably incurs guilt that causes fatal threat which
affects God-human and human-human relationships. Purification through blood sacrifice plays a
significant role in the process of purification/re-integration of the violator/sinner in the context of
both the book of Leviticus and Malagasy traditional culture.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1: Akitu New Year Festival1
On the second day of the month Nisannu, during the final two hours of the
night, the High Priest arises and bathes (with) the waters of the river. He enters
before the (statue of) Bêl and removes the linen curtain from before Bêl. He
recites the following prayer to Bêl:
Bêl, in his vengeance unequalled, Bêl, gracious sovereign, lord of (all) lands,
He who can alter the disposition of the great gods,
Bêl, who overthrows the mighty with (but) his frown,
Lord of kings, light of mankind, he who apportions the lots (of destiny)!
Bêl, your dwelling is Babylon, your crown Borsippa,
The expanse of heaven is (but) your insides.
With your eyes you scan the universe,
With your lungs you investigate omens,
With your frown you issue orders,
With your nose you consume the mighty (with fire),
With your ... you capture....
(But) with your glance you show them mercy,
You set them free and they bespeak your valor.
Lord of (all) lands, light of the Igigi-gods who speak of (your) goodness,
Who does not speak of your valor?
Who does not utter your praise, glorify your dominion?
Lord of (all) lands, who dwells in the Temple-Eudul,
who helps the fallen,
Show compassion for your city, Babylon!
Turn your countenance upon the Esagil, your temple!
Establish freedom for the citizens of Babylon, for those under your divine
protection!
21 verses of the secret rite of the Esagil for Bêl. No one may show them to anyone
but another High Priest!
After he has recited this prayer, he opens [the doors]. The temple staff
[arises] and performs its duties before Bêl and Beltiya as is customary. [The
singers and] the musicians (do) likewise.
(116 lines partially destroyed or missing)
On the [3rd day] of the month Nisannu, [during ..., the High Priest] arises and
bathes. [He recites the following] prayer to Bêl:
(24 lines partially destroyed or missing)
He opens the doors. [The entire temple staff] enters and performs [its duties
as is customary. The singers and the musicians (do) likewise.]

1

444.

Mark E. Cohen, The Cultic Calendars of the Ancient Near East (Bethesda, Maryland: CDL Press, 1993), 441–
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(3 lines partially destroyed or missing)
Three hours into the morning he summons a craftsman and provides him with precious stones and
gold from the treasury of Marduk in order to make two figurines for the 6th day. He summons a
carpenter and provides him with cedar and tamarisk. He summons a goldsmith and provides him with
gold. From the 3rd to the 6th day, from (the offering table set) before Bêl, the craftsman (receives)
the rump, the goldsmith the breast, the carpenter the shoulder, and the weaver the ribs. From (the
offering table set) before Bêl the High Priest of the Etuša brings (the meat) to the artisans. These
figurines shall be seven fingers high, one of cedar and one of tamarisk. Their mountings shall be
(fashioned from) four shekels of gold and four dušu-stones shall be set in them. One (figurine) is to
hold in its left hand a snake made of cedar. Its [right] hand is raised towards Nabû. The other
(figurine) is to hold a scorpion in its left hand. Its [right] hand is raised towards Nabû. They are to be
clothed in red garments, tied around their middle [with a be] It made from the date palm. Until the
6th (of Nisannu) they are to be kept in the temple of the god Madanu. Bran from the offering table
of Madanu is to be offered to them. On the 6th day, when (the
statue of) Nabû arrives at the Ebursagtila, the slaughterer and seller (of prepared meat dishes) cuts
off their heads, ashes are kindled in front of Nabû and the (the figurines) are thrown into the ashes.
On the 4th day of the month Nisannu, during the final three hours and twenty minutes of the night,
the High Priest arises and bathes (with) the waters of the river. He removes the linen curtain from
before Bêl and Beltiya. He offers up to a Bêl the following supplication with hands upraised; he re
cites the following prayer:
All-powerful ruler of the Igigi-gods, exalted among the great gods,
Master of the universe, king of the gods, Marduk, who confirms the (divine)
plan (for the whole world),
Important, exalted, lofty, distinguished,
Who holds kingship, grasps sovereignty,
Glowing light, Marduk, who dwells in the Temple-Eudul,
..., who levels the land of (his) enemies,
He who has traversed the heavens, heaped up (the dirt of) the earth,
Measured (the depths) of the sea, and cultivated (all) the arable land,
Who dwells in the Temple-Eudul, the lord of Babylon, exalted Marduk,
Who determines the destiny for all the gods,
Who presents the sacred mace to the king who reveres him!
I am the High Priest of the Etufa, the one who is blessing you.
Grant release to your city, Babylon!
Have mercy on your temple, the Esagill
With your sublime word, o lord of the great gods,
Let there be light for the citizens of Babylon!
He exits from before (the statue of) Bêl and recites the following prayer to
Beltiya:
All-powerful goddess, exalted among goddesses,
Ṣarpanitum, brightest of (all) stars, she who dwells in the TempleEudul,
... of the goddesses, draped in light,
She who has traversed the heavens, heaped up (the dirt of) the earth,
Ṣarpanitum, whose (divine) station is of the highest,
Gleaming, Beltiya, sublime and elevated,
There is none like her among the goddesses,
(Both) prosecutor and intercessor,
She who can impoverish the wealthy, enrich the destitute,
Who strikes down the enemy who doesn't revere her divinity,
Who rescues the captive, who assists the fallen,
Bless the servant who is blessing your name!
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Decide a (good) fate for the king who reveres you!
Grant life to the citizens of Babylon, people under your divine protection!
Defend them before the king of the gods, Marduk!
May they utter your praise! May they glorify your dominion!
May they speak of your valor! May they make your fame resound!
Have mercy upon the servant who is blessing you!
Help him through trial and tribulation!
Through sickness and suffering grant him life!
Let him live constantly with joy and happiness!
Let him tell everyone of your valor!
He exits to the main courtyard, faces north, and blesses the Esagil temple
three times, (saying): “The constellation Pegasus and the Esagil, (they are)
the image of heaven and earth.” He opens the doors. The entire temple staff
enters and performs its duties as is customary. The singers and the musicians
(do) likewise.
When this has been completed, after the second meal, that of the evening,
the High Priest of the Etu ga recites from beginning to end (the composition)
“When on High” [Enuma Eliš] to Bêl. While he recites (the composition)
“When on High” to Bêl, the front of the crown of Anu and the resting
place of (the statue of) Enlil are to be covered.’
On the 5th day of the month Nisannu, during the final four hours of the
night, the High Priest arises and bathes in the waters of the Tigris and Euphrates
rivers. [He enters before the (statue of) Bel] and removes the linen
curtain from before Bêl and Beltiya. He recites the following prayer to Bêl:
My lord is he! Is he not my lord?
My lord is just. Is his name not ‘My-Lord?’
My lord causes trembling. My lord is the prince of all the lands.
My lord ... My lord ...
My lord, is he not (the source of all) giving? My lord, do you not (also)
uproot?
My lord, his ... My lord (and) his father who begot him!
My lord ... My lord who can withhold (his favor),
My lord ... My lord who dwells in the Eudul,
My lord ... My lord who cannot be overwhelmed.
My lord ... My lord, (the source of all) giving,
My lord ... My lord, ensconced on his throne,
My lord ... My lord, he is my lord!
God-of-Heaven-and-Earth, determiner of the fates! My Lord! My Lord,
be calmed!
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Appendix 2: Various Malagasy Proverbs Illustrating the Characters of God1
God is creator
“Andriamanitra nahary tongotra aman-tànana” (God creator of feet and hands)
God is omnipresent and all-powerful
“Andriamanitra eny ho eny ihany” (God is round about us); “Aza manao an’Andriamanitra tsy hisy ka mitsambikimikimpy” (do not think that God is not, and therefore jump with your eyes shut); “Andriamanitra tsy andrin’ny hafa
andriko ihany” (God, for whom others wait not, I wait for); “Andriamanitra tsy an’ny irery ihany” (God does not
belong to only one); “Ny olombelona amboakelin’Andriamanitra” (Human beings are God’s little dogs); “Mandeha
roa sahalain’olombelona, mandeha irery sahalain’Andriamaniatra” (If two go together, one can be a witness
concerning his fellow; but if one goes alone, God is the judge); “Matanjatanjaha homban’Andriamanitra
manatanjatanjaka” (Be strong that you may be helped by God who strengthens); “Andriamanitra tsy omen-tsiny,
Zanahary tsy omem-pondro; fa ny olombelona no be siasia” (Let not God be blamed, let not the Creator be censured;
for it is men who are full of twistings”; “Andriamanitra tsy tia ratsy” (God does not love evil”; “Ny adala no tsy
ambakaina, Andriamanitra no atahorana.” (The reason why the simple are not to be deceived is God is to be feared);
“Aza ny lohasaha mangina no heverina, fa Andriamanitra no ambonin’ny loha” (Think not of the silent valley (i.e. as
affording an opportunity for committing some crime), for God is over head); “Na tsy valiako aza, valian’
Andriamanitra” (Though I should not (be able to) reward your kindness, it will be rewarded by God); “E!
Andriamanitra amin’izao tontolo izao” (God is everywhere); “E! Andriamanitra nahary tongotra aman-tànana” (God
made us with feet and hands); “Aza manao Andriamanitra azoko am-po” (Do not say God is fully understood by me);
“Ny hovalian' Andriamanitra any am-parany any mantsy no tsy ho tanty” (To be punished by God at the last is what
cannot be endured); “Aleoko meloka amin’olombelona toy izay meloka amin’Andriamanitra” (It is better to be held
guilty by men than to be held guilty by God.)

1
Proverbs and translations are taken from Henry E. Clark, “The Ancient Idolatry of the Hovas,” Antananarivo
Annual 9 (1885): 79.
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Appendix 3: Speech of Ranavalomanjaka, Queen of Madagascar, on the occasion of the
celebration of the Fandroana in 1889
“Me,
RANAVALOMANJAKA
By the grace of God and the will of the people
Queen of Madagascar and Defender of the laws of my country.
Here is what I have to say to you, O people:
By the grace of God, we have arrived at my birthday, which is also the anniversary of my coronation, and which, I
have decided, would also be the date of the feast of the Fandroana, so that you and I would be delighted together, on
this occasion which is the third time since my ascension to the throne.
May God be praised!
You are gathered in this square of Andohalo, sacred by the memory of the twelve Sovereigns. You have answered to
my call, without any hesitation, and at the appointed time. I express to you all my satisfaction and approval, both to
you and my parents and to my people. I acknowledge that in you I find father and mother, because you recognize me
as the heiress of Andrianampoinimerina and Leidama and Rabodonandrianampoinimerina and Rosaherimanjaka and
Ranavolomanjaka II and I trust you. May God bless you and keep you healthy and prosperous for many years.
And now, with regard to the Fandroana,
1. Monday, November 22 is the day appointed for the bath ceremony.
The next day (Tuesday), in the morning, they will slaughter the zebus that are to be slaughtered on this occasion.
2. On the evening of Monday, the day of the bath, you are allowed to slaughter poultry, but no quadruped animals can
be slaughtered.
3. Thursday, November 18, will be the last day on which animals may be slaughtered. After this date, it is forbidden
to shed blood of any animal, except that of birds, on the evening of Monday.
(i) Tuesday is the designated day for the slaughtering of the zebus for the feast, and it is prohibited to shed the blood
of any other animal until the following Monday, after which it is permitted.
(ii) The meats of animals slaughtered until 18 November cannot be mixed or sold with that of the zebus slaughtered
on the occasion of the Fandroana; they will have to be consumed before the ceremony on Monday, the Feast of the
Bath (November 22).
(iii) All unnecessary cruelty against the zebus to be slaughtered is strictly forbidden.
4. If you share the meat of the zebus slaughtered for the feast, and you do not do it loyally, and that you seek to deceive
by abusing your strength against the weak to have the biggest piece I shall consider the matter as shameful and
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dishonorable and I will punish it as a crime.
5. The rump of each killed zebu will be sent to the palace, as a royal right.
(iii) All fats shall be carried to the north of the palace where it will be shared.
(iv) Beef oil will be sent to the palace.
These are my orders and let everyone know about them, for they are not hidden from you. If you break them, I will be
warned by the chiefs, the police or the community; and if they did not comply with my prescriptions, you should warn
me.
God bless you, O my people; may you be wise in the observance of the laws for the well-being of your people, your
wives and your children;
That the gospel of Jesus Christ and the truth
Progress in my country and that vanity disappear.
And may all of us, I and you, my people, be the servants of God
Says
Ranavolo Manjaka
Queen of Madagascar.”
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Appendix 4: Program of the Celebration of the Malagasy New Year 20161
VOHITR’AMBOHIDRABIBY (Old royal sacred village where the celebration takes place)
Mercredi 09 mars 2016 (Wednesday March 09, 2016)
09h00: Carnaval (Parade)
10h00: Représentation de Hira gasy (performance of traditional Malagasy folk song)
12h30: Concours de Vako-drazana (Traditional song competition)
13h30: Cérémonie du “Afo tsy maty” (Afo tsy maty ceremony)
16h30: Concours de Vakodrazana (Traditional song competition)
18h30: Arendrina (lantern parade)
20h00: Réveillon (chants - danses - veillée ...) (Eve celebration: songs – dances - vigil)
21h00: Conférences sur les themes (conferences on specific topics): “Ny siansa astronomika” avec le Pr
Ratsifaritana (“the astronomical science” by Prof. Ratsifaritana); “Lahatra, anjara, vitana” avec le Pr
Rakotomalala (“fate, determinism, destiny” by Prof. Rakotomalala)
Jeudi 10 mars 2016 (Thursday March 10, 2016)
08h00: Accueil des invités (Reception of guests)
09h30: Hymne national - Fafy rano – Discours (National Hymn – Fafy rano - Speeches)
11h00: Tatao - Fanateran-kasina - Zara Hasina (Tatao – offering of Hasina – exchange of Hasina)
11h30: Représentation de Hira Gasy (Hira gasy performance)
KIANJAN’ANDOHALO (Another location of celebration in the city of Antananarivo)
Mercredi 09 mars 2016
13h00: Représentation de Vakodrazana (Traditional song performance)
17h00: Cérémonie du “Afo tsy maty” (Afo tsy maty ceremony)
18h00: Arendrina (lantern parade)
19h00: Réveillon (chants - danses - veillée ...) (Eve celebration: songs – dances - vigil)
00h00: Tsodrano (blessings)
Jeudi 10 mars 2016 (Thursday March 10, 2016)
01h00: Animations
1
Jao Malaza, Ny Taombaovao Malagasy ou le Nouvel An Malagasy (2016 [cited March 03, 2016 2016]);
available from http://lemurie.over-blog.com/2016/03/ny-taombaovao-malagasy-ou-le-nouvel-an-malagasy.html.
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05h00: Tsodrano - Tatao – Zarahasina (blessings – Tatao – exchange of Hasina)
08h00: Animations - Célébration du Taombaovao Malagasy (Animations – Celebration of the Malagasy
New Year)
11h30: Représentation de Hira Gasy (Traditional song performance)
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Figure 1: The Eighteen Ethnic Groups of Madagascar
by Volksgruppen Madagaskars, CC BY-SA 3.0) Lemurbaby Ethincal groups of
Madagascar
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Picture 1: Contemporary Celebration of the Taombaovao Malagasy1

Preparation of the volavita sacrifice

Attendants partaking the vary amin-dronono
tondrahan-tantely

1

Slaughter of the volavita sacrifice

Attendants dance the afindrafindrao

Pictures are taken from https://mg.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taom-baovao_malagasy.
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